4. If the difference between your honest reaction and the speaker’s is enor«
mous, is the poem in some way ironic!?

Examining each stanza of the poem offers numerous
wiamples where the choice of words sustains the tone

WRITING ASSIGNMENT lplied in the title. The first line, “The whiskey on

Using any poetry selection from this chapter, analyze the speaker’s attitude toward th your breath,” conjures up an olfactory image that most
poem’s main subject. Support your argument by examining the author’s choice of specil
words and images to create the particular tone used to convey the speaker’s attituly
(Possible subjects might include Wilfred Owen’s attitude toward war in “Dulca §
Decorum Est,” the tone and imagery of Weldon Kees’s “For My Daughter,” Chutls
Causley’s attitude toward sports hunting in “1 Saw a Jolly Hunter,” or Anne Bradstrugt
attitude toward her own poetry in “The Author to Her Book.”) |
Here is an example of an essay written for this assignment by Kim Larsen, a studu
of Karen Locke at Lane Community College in Eugene, QOregon.

would find unpleasant. The small boy finds it so
nvarpowering he is made “dizzy.” This stanza contains
Il only simile in the poem, “I hung on like death” (3),
which creates a ghastly and stark visual image. There

410 Innumerable choices of similes to portray hanging

Word Choice, Tone, and Point of View in Wi o vine, an infant, an animal cub, all of which would

Roethke’'s "My Papa’s Waltz” luve illustrated a lighthearted romp. The choice of

Some readers may find Theodore Roethke's “My Papa'h “Healh” was purposefully used to convey an intended

Waltz” a reminiscence of a happy childhood scene. I limye. The first stanza ends by stating the “waltzing

believe, however, that the poem depicts a more painful Wik not easy.” The definitions of easy, as found in

and complicated series of emotions. By examining the

ﬁ nlor's New Collegiate Dictionary, include “free from

choice of words that Roethke uses to convey the tone on. 111, annoyance or anxiety,” and “not difficult to

his scene, I will demonstrate that beneath the seemingl Sl e or undergo” (“Easvy”). Obviously the speaker did

comic gituation of the poem is a darker story. The trus ul Iind those gualities in the waltz.

point of view of “My Papa’s Waltz” is that of a resenl i I"irther evidence of this harsh and oppressive scene

adult reliving his fear of a domineering parent. & lnought to mind by reckless disregard for “the pans /

The first clue that the dance may not have been # U4l vom the kitchen shelf” (5-6), which the reader can

mutually enjoyvable experience is in the title itselfl, Ll hear crashing on the floor in loud cacophony, and

The author did not title the poem “Our Waltz” or e ‘wiother’s countenance, ” which “[clould not unfrown

"Waltzing with My Papa,” either of which would seb an gell" (B). If this was only a silly, playful romp

initial tone for readers to expect a shared, loving LWl lather and son, even a stern, fastidious mother

sentiment. It does not even have a neutral title, sudh Wl e expected to at least make an unsuccessful

as “The Waltz.” The title specifically implies that Gl Bl Lo suppress a grin. Instead, the reader gets a
waltz was exclusively the father’'s. Since a waltz .. shnl lmage of a silent, unhappy woman, afraid,

normally involves two people, it can be reasoned thal bahly due to past experience, to interfere in the
i

the father dances his waltz without regard for him KQ.”. @l Lo deptruction around her. Once more, this detail
b

partner. Eutn a domineering father who controls the family.
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hand holding the WOVIN WELBE U e SRS

holding a wrist guggests dragging o¥ forcing an plire painted in the words

unwilling person, not holding handg as would be expad While “My Papa's waltz" can be reaad as a

with a mutual dance partner. Further disregard for tHE Fhughhoune comedy, by examining Roethke’'s title and
son’s feelings ig displayed by the lines "At every 19 Mhinloe of words closely to interpret the meaning of
you migssed / My right ear scraped & buckle” (11-12) .vr-.. {mages and sounds, it is also plausible to hear
each missed step, probably due to his drunkenness, LH& ah sntirely different tone. I believe "My Papa‘s Walt:

father causes the DOY physical pain. Bl oys the voice of an embittered adult remembering

The tone continues in the final stanza as the Batah scene in which both he and nis mother were

speaker recalls "You peat time on my head / with a palil Puwer lops in the presence of a drunk and domineering

caked hard by airt? (13-14) . The visual and tactile 1 _‘n:.z_ :

of a dirt-hardened hand beating on & child’s head a# (s torks Clted

it were a drum is distinctly unpleasant. The last linen Wany " Merri n-Webster’s New collegiate Dictionary 9

am-Webster's New Co_-egiahe —-Z-——==

wThen waltzed me off to bed / still clinging to youl ad. 1971.

shirt” (15-16) are the most ambiguous in the poem. It @ Reinedy, X.J.. and Dana Gioia, eds. Literature: An

be reasoned, as X.J. kénnedy and Dana Gioia do. that th troduction to Fiction, Poetry and Drama. 7th €

ction to Fiction, Z7---2:r ——

lines suggest wthe boy is still clinging to his father

Phdoms =

[jow York: Longman, 1999. 668.

with persistent if also complicated love” (668) . On the ‘Wusl hle, Theodore. My Papa’'s Waltz.” Literature: An

il i

other hand, if one notices the earlier dark images, the {1iroduction to Fiction, Poetry and Drama. Ed
! ’ - -

uotion to Figtiom, Poevdy, °r— ———
conclusion could describe a boy clinging out of fear, b ¥ J. Kennedy and Dana Gioia. 7th ed. New York:

physical fear of Gmwﬂw dropped by one who is drunk and [ongman, 1999. 668

the emotional fear of not being loved and nurtured as @ heodore Roethke Reads His poetry. Audiocassette

lore Roethke Reads =-- - —--=

child needs to be by his father. ceedmor.,; 1972.

It can also be argued that the poem’s rollicking

rhythm contributes to a sense of fun, and in truth, the

|| IMATION FOR EXPERIMENT: Reading with and
without Biography

P 1 WIHEELBARRCW (page 680). Dr. Williams’s poem reportedly contains a p

papeilence: he was gazing from the window of the house where one of his patients,

cnded between life and death. (This account, from the director of the

\ i Williams's native Rutherford, N.J., is given by Geri M. Rhodes i

u...,“__w i1 Metaphor in William Carlos Williams’s Paterson,” master’s €ssay, T
h

poem can be read in that fashion. On the other hand, it
can be read in such a way as to deemphasize the rhythm,

as the author himself does in his recording of “My

papa’s Waltz” (Roethke, Reads) . The joyful, rollicking

rhythm can be seen as ironic. BY reminding readers of a

L 1 &
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