It’s Never Easy:
Youth and Uncertainty in Theodore Roethke’s Poem, “My Papa’s Waltz”


Theodore Roethke’s “My Papa’s Waltz” suggests that the conflict of accepting an imperfect past can create an uncertainty that lasts into adulthood. In the first line, Roethke introduces the topics of youth, remembrance and alcoholism that carry throughout the poem. The poem begins with the image of “the whiskey on your breath,” which has the speaker addressing his “Papa” directly. The first association with the father is with the man’s alcoholism, as the poem begins with “The whisky” before introducing the Papa, or the “you” of the poem. While the title (where the speaker uses “Papa” and not “Dad” or “Father”) and the first line establish a connection between the father and son, with the father’s own breath touching the small child, the following line, “could make a small boy dizzy” erodes that connection. The son, making his first appearance in the poem, arrives as “a small boy” instead of “me,” and the poem’s shift into the conditional mood (“could make” instead of “made”) clouds the scene, and questions the closeness that Roethke had established. The reference to the size of the child also positions the speaker as thinking from a much later time, as the size of the boy is contrasted by the control and elevation of the diction in the first stanza, which employs analogy, litotes, personification, and suggests an understanding of alcohol and its effects. At the end of the first stanza, the speaker once again remains intentionally vague, remarking that his dancing with his father “was not easy,” employing litotes to indicate difficulty, rather than the more natural and straightforward diction of “was hard”. The first stanza also establishes an inconsistency in tone, as the poem bounces from lighthearted, gentler connotations (“dizzy,” “such waltzing,” “your breath”) to the darkness and heaviness of “I hung on like death” as a description of dancing. By introducing the conflict in tone and in connection, Roethke introduces an uncertainty in his first stanza. 


The second stanza begins with the dancing pair immediately united, with the line “We romped until the pans / slid from the kitchen shelf.” The two characters are now united into a single pronoun, and their “romp” swings the poem back to a more fun, enjoyable tone. The structure of the poem, with four ABAB stanzas of strict iambic trimeter, also helps create a bouncier mood, although the deployment of slant rhymes “dizzy” and “easy,” as well as the erratic end-line feminine syllables (countenance, knuckle, dizzy) even keep the form from being entirely supportive. The second stanza of the poem also shows the mother, the only other character in the poem, expressing displeasure, while the speaker again diminishes the negative element by stating “My mother’s countenance / could not unfrown itself.” In this line, the mother is addressed more formally and distantly; she is “mother” while her husband is “My Papa,” and her face is described more superficially as her “countenance.” The verb choice, “could not unfrown itself,” is passive and reflexive, and is a much more complicated structure than if the speaker had stated more directly, “My mother was frowning.” The chaos in the kitchen, with pans euphoniously “sliding from” shelves onto the floor, and the disapproval from the mother are again disguised by the indirectness of the language, and the strain on the closeness between the father and the son, which Roethke continues to develop in the next stanza.

[the remainder of the poem would continue this line-by-line walk through the poem, showing where else the poem supports the initial thesis. Please notice the frequent quoting and quote dissecting. You should be doing the same]
