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Abstract of the Dissertation
THE EVOLUTI ON OF MATTER AND SPIRI T

IN THE PCETRY OF THEODORE RCETHKE

by

Frederick Philip Lenz
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in

The Department of English
State University of New York at Stony Brook
AUGUST 1978

The principle theme in the poetry of Theodore Roethke is the
guest for identity. Roethke sought to discover his identity by
exploring the nenories of his childhood, in his transcendental
experiences with Nature, and through his sexual relationships with
wonen. During his lifetinme Roethke conpl eted seven vol unes of poetry,
and he reflected his personal odyssey in search of identity in these

vol unes.

In his first book, Open House, Roethke reflected the battle
wi thin his consciousness between his spiritual aspirations and his
sensual desires. During this period of his Iife he believed that it
was necessary to rigidly control his physical desires in order to
allow his spiritual aspirations to flourish. But the result of this
rigid suppression was the opposite of his intention. He found that the
i ntense depression and alienation that resulted from keeping his

spirit "spare" inhibited his spiritual devel opnent.

In order to conme to terns with this split within his psyche the
poet returned to his "roots" through self analysis and neditative

reflection. |In his second book, The Lost Son, he exam nes the causes

of the conflict between his spiritual aspirations and physical desires



by probing both his chil dhood and subconsci ous nenories. He concl udes
that his initial sexual inpulses were innocent and in accord with his
spiritual self. But as he grew older his "innocent" sexual inmpulses
were corrupted by experience and by a wong understandi ng of their
true purpose. This realization provided a sexual liberation for the
poet and he was able to accept that his sexual desires were not
essentially evil. In Praise To The End!, The Waki ng, and Wrds For

The Wnd he continued to depict his struggle for psychic unity.

In his | ast book of verse, The Far Field, Roethke presented his

final vision of his identity. Towards the end of his |ife the poet

n 1]

felt that his body and his soul were "one," and that both the inpul ses
of his body and soul were holy. He no |onger believed that his

physi cal body was a stunbling block to higher spiritual realization
and he acknow edged that sinply suppressing his physical desires would
not lead himto the enlightened states of consciousness that he
sought. He had cone to realize that instead of suppressing his

physi cal desires, he had to transcend them By doing this he believed

that he woul d eventually attain a state of nystical illum nation.
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PREFACE

I would like to thank my advisor, Professor Louis Sinpson, for
all of the inspiration and gui dance he has given nme since | started ny
course of study at Stony Brook. | originally chose to study at Stony
Br ook because | had read many of his poens, and | wanted the
opportunity of studying with, and bei ng exposed to, a great poet.
woul d also like to thank Professor Gerald Nelson, Professor Paul
Dol an, and Professor Thomas Rodgers for all the tinme and encouragenent
t hey have given ne. Each of them has been a shining light in what has
of ten been a bl ack night of graduate study. | hope others are as

fortunate as | was in finding their way through their office doors.

I nmust al so acknowl edge ny gratitude to Professor Yakira Frank,
who taught nme to | ove poetry, to Professor Charles Owen, who refined
that | ove, and to Barbara Johnson who first introduced nme to the

poetry of Theodore Roet hke.

Last but not least |I nust thank ny father, who has constantly
encouraged me to continue ny education over the years, and w thout

whose encour agenent and support | would have given up | ong ago.



| NTRODUCTI ON: WAKI NG TO SLEEP

For it is not nmetres, but a netre-naki ng argunent, that
nmakes a poem —a thought so passionate and alive, that,
like the spirit of a plant or an animal, it has an
architecture of its own, and adorns nature with a new
thing. The thought and the formare equal in the order of
time, but in the order of genesis the thought is prior to
the form The poet has a new thought: he has a whol e new
experience to unfold; he will tell us howit was with him
and all men will be the richer in his fortune. For the
experi ence of each new age requires a new coafession, and
the world seens always waiting for its poet.

Theodore Roethke's father, OQto Roethke, died when Theodore was
only fifteen years old. The first evening follow ng his funeral
Theodore sat in his father's place at the dinner table, and fromthat
day forward he assuned as many of his father's duties as his age
perrn'tted.EI Oto Roethke's death exerted a profound influence upon his
son, and the search for his "lost father" is one of the recurring

thenes in Roethke's early poetry.

In her book, Theodore Roethke: The Garden Master, Rosemary

Sul l'i van has suggested that because Theodore Roet hke's father died
during an antagoni stic phase of his relationship with his son, the
death of his father becane the najor theme in his poetry. It is her
belief that if Oto Roethke had |ived for several nore years a
reconciliation between father and son woul d have taken place.EI Wi | e
it is true that Roethke's father's early death did cause himto
actively seek other nodels for a father figure, it is an error to
believe that the search for the lost father is the essential theme

t hroughout Roet hke's poetry.

The principle theme in the poetry of Theodore Roethke is the
guest for identity. Roethke believed that: "The human problemis to

! Ral ph Wal do Emerson, Selected Witings of Ral ph Wal do Emerson, ed.
WlliamH G Ilmn (1965), p. 310.

2 ANllan Seager, The dass House: The Life of Theodore Roethke (1968) |,
p. 43; hereafter referred to in notes as d ass House.

3 Rosemary Sullivan, Theodore Roethke: The Garden Master (1975), p. 7.
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find out what one really is: whether one exists, whether existence is
possi bl e. "[] Roet hke sought to discover his identity by exploring the
nmenories of his childhood, in his transcendental experiences with
Nature, and through his sexual relationships with womren. During his
lifetinme Roethke conpleted seven vol unmes of poetry, and he refl ected

hi s personal odyssey in search of identity in these vol unes.

Acting under the assunption that Roethke's personal devel opnent
is accurately reflected in the progression of his poetical works, we
can divide the growh of the poet's nmind into several stages. In his
early uncol | ected poens, and in his first book of verse, Qpen House,
Roet hke sought his identity by following his spiritual aspirations.
During this phase of his life Roethke felt that he had to suppress his
sexual desires because they inhibited his spiritual growh. He
believed that he had to keep his spirit "spare,"” and that by rigidly
controlling his spiritual devel opnent he woul d succeed in attaining

the levels of transcendental consciousness he aspired to:

I was going through, though | didn't realize it at the
time, a stage that all contenplative nen nust go through
... The spirit or soul...this | was keeping "spare" in ny
desire for the essential. But the spirit need not be
spare: it can grow gracefully and beautifully like a
tendril, like a flower. | did not know this at the time.EI

Onng to the intensity of both his spiritual aspirations and his
sexual desires the split within Roethke's psyche only w dened; instead
of experiencing higher states of spiritual illumination, he only felt

the intense pains of spiritual and physical frustration

In an attenpt to discover the origin of the division between his
physical desires and his spiritual aspirations Roethke sought to
expl ore both his personal and ancestral past. H s allegorical journey

into the self is the theme of his second book of poetry, The Lost Son

and O her Poens. |In The Lost Son the poet journeys into his past in

4 On the Poet and His Craft; Selected Prose, of Theodore Roethke, ed.
Ral ph J. MIls, Jr. (1965), p. 20; hereafter referred to in notes as S.P.

5S. P, p. 21




an attenpt to assuage his internal conflicts. By reflecting on his
early chil dhood and youth Roethke cones to the conclusion that his
initial sexual inpulses were innocent and in accord with his spiritual
self. But as he grew older his "innocent" sexual inpulses were
corrupted by experience and by a wrong understanding of their true
purpose. Instead of delighting in his sexual inpulses and using them
as a neans for exploring new aspects of |life, he had sought sexua
experiences only for the sake of sensual gratification. This
realization provided a sexual liberation for Roethke, and for the
first time since his childhood he was able to feel that his

participation in sexual activities was not essentially evil.

In his next book, Praise To The End!, Roethke continued his

expl orations of the nature of sexuality. The poens in Praise To The

End! are a celebration of Eros. |In Praise To The End! Roet hke turns

fromthe tenets of Calvin, Cotton Mather, and Jonathan Edwards to his
second Puritan heritage, Samuel Mrton and the revellers at Merry

Mount. The poens in Praise To The End!, while often nonotonous in

tone and imagery, are inportant because they reflect the poet's
acceptance of his sexual energies. Once Roethke could accept his
physi cal nature as being originally good instead of originally sinful,

he was able to use sexual |ove as a neans of finding his identity.

In Roethke's fourth book of poetry, The WAki ng, the poet left off
hi s expl orations of childhood and adol escent sexuality and instead
took up the thenes that were to domnate his |ater poetry, the
transcendental aspects of Nature, sexual |ove, and the soul
Following in the footsteps of Emerson, Thoreau, and Wi tman, Roethke
believed that within all of life there is an animating spiritual
force, which is an extension of God. All creatures and things are
linked by this spiritual force, and although outwardly they may seem
to be separate fromeach other, inwardly they are one. The poet
believed that it was possible to gain a sense of his identity by
contenplating the spiritual force that exists within any object or
being. He reasoned that since he was inwardly one with all of

creation, then his identity was not linmted to his own physical self



and i ndi vidual soul; he was part of everyone and everything, and his

true identity was universal

Roet hke sought this vision of the "oneness" of life, which he
felt revealed his true identity. He found that the experience of the
"oneness" nost frequently occurred when he contenplated the spiritua

force within his soul, in Nature, and through sexual | ove:

It is paradoxical that a very sharp sense of the being, the
identity of sone other being —and in sone instances, even
an inanimate thing —brings a correspondi ng hei ghteni ng and
awar eness of one's self, and, even nore mysteriously, in
some instances, a feeling of the oneness of the universe..

The second part of this feeling, the "oneness," is, of
course, the first stage of nystical illumnation, an
experience many nen have had, and still have: the sense
that all is one and one is all... This experience has cone

to nme so nany tinmes, in so nané varyi ng circunstances, that
I cannot suspect its validity.

In the intensity of sexual union Roethke believed that he was
tenporarily able to transcend the physical limtations of his own
consci ousness and perceive that his inner self existed both within his
own soul and within the soul of the woman he |oved. As |long as he
could maintain this perspective during the act of sexual |ove Roethke
felt that | ovemaking was a vehicle which woul d i ncrease his own sense
of identity. But when his passions eclipsed this perspective he
i ndul ged in sexual love not as a neans for furthering his search for
identity, but only for pleasure's sake. Wen this happened he becane
even nore grounded in his physical consciousness and in consequence he

was drawn further away fromthe vision of "oneness" that he sought.

In Wrds For the Wnd, Roethke's fifth book of verse, the poet
explicates both the illum nations and frustrations that he experienced

in using sexual love as a vehicle for finding his identity. Since he
was now confortable in both his creatureliness and transcendental i sm
the poet was free to explore the several sides of his being. But

whil e his experiences in sexual |love did, to an extent, take himone

6 S.P., pp. 25, 26.



step further in his quest for identity by giving himbrief glinpses of

n

t he "oneness," they could not bring himto the heights of nystica

awar eness that Roethke aspired to reach. Roethke realized that he had
to find another neans of finding his identity that woul d provide him
with even greater insights into his self, and that would not at tines

end in spiritual frustration

The vehicl e that Roet hke enployed to further extend his
consci ousness was neditation. By nmeditating on the Self within Nature
and within his own being he was abl e to have progressively deeper
experiences with God. He found that unlike sexual experiences which

afforded himonly a brief glinpse of the "oneness,"” the revel ations
that cane from neditati on endured, and constantly lifted himinto

hi gher pl anes of consci ousness.

In the final section of Wirds For The Wnd and in Roet hke's fi nal

book, The Far Field, Roethke reflects the transcendental realizations

t hat he gained through neditating on his inner self, and on the Self
within Nature. Roethke cane to believe that his physical body and his
soul were one, and that both the inmpulses of his body and soul were
holy. He no | onger believed that his physical body was a stunbling
bl ock to higher spiritual realizations, and he acknow edged t hat
sinmply suppressing his physical desires would not lead himto the
enli ghtened states of consciousness that he sought. He had cone to
realize that instead of suppressing his physical desires, he had to
transcend them He conceived of this transcendence of physi cal
desires as a gradual process in which one nust first go "backward"
bef ore going "forward" and naking "sone progress."H By goi ng through
this process of psychic evolution Roethke believed that he woul d
eventual ly transform his physical desires into spiritual aspirations,

which in turn would lead himto a state of nystical illum nation.

In "The North Anerican Sequence," a sequence of six |ongish poens
in The Far Field, Roethke explores the thenes of death and dying, and

7S.P., p. 30



presents the reader with the final vision of his identity. The poet
percei ves that his physical self, although transitory, is a reflection
of his eternal Self. Since he felt that his deepest Self was spirit,
and eternal, he was able to accept that his death was not a final end,

out another step in an eternal process of death and rebirth.

In Roethke's final vision of his identity he is able to delight,
both in the physical and spiritual parts of his being. He no |onger
felt that his body and soul were opposites as he had in his early
life; he now perceived that his body and soul were conplenentary, that

n

in their essence they were "one" with each other:

God bl ess the roots! - Body and soul are one!
The snal |l becone the great, the great theEsnaII;
The right thing happens to the happy nman.

8 Theodore Roethke. The Col | ected Poens of Theodore Roet hke (1968), p.
250; Al quotations from Roet hke's poens, unless otherw se indicated, are
fromthis volune, hereafter referred to in notes as C P.




CHAPTER ONE: THE PREMONI Tl ON

Wal king this field I renenber
Days of anot her sunnea.
Ch that was | ong ago!

Theodore Roethke's first book of poetry, Open House, was
published by Alfred A Knopf in 1941. It had taken Roethke ten years
to wite the poens contained in this one thin volune, nmany of which
had been previously published in a nunber of poetry magazi nes. Roet hke
began to seriously wite poetry in 1931 after a year of graduate study
at Harvard. His poens began to appear regularly in periodicals from
1931 to 1935. Twenty-three of his poens had been published by 1934.EI

During this period of his |ife Roethke was teaching courses in
English at Lafayette College. At Lafayette he perforned the triple
role of English teacher, Public Relations man for the coll ege, and
Tenni s coach. Roethke seened to do well at all three of his
occupations, but he excelled at teaching English.EI In 1935 Roet hke

accepted a teaching position at Mchigan State Coll ege in Lansing.

At M chigan State Roethke suffered the first of a series of
ment al breakdowns that were to occur sporadically throughout his
lifetinme. He was hospitalized from ni d- Novenber of 1935 until January
of 1936. Roet hke's breakdown resulted in the loss of his teaching post
at Mchigan State, and after his departure from Mercywood Sanatori um

he returned to his famly's honme in Sagi naw, M chi gan

For Roet hke, poetry was a nmeans of confessing the terrible guilts
and insecurities that plagued his being. In "Silence," one of the
poerms fromthe third section of Qpen House, Roethke confesses his
inner turnoils to the reader, sonmething he seened incapabl e of doing

to those around him

1CP., p. 6.
2 d ass House, p. 85.
3 d ass House, p. 84.



The wheel s of circunmstance that grind
So terribly within the mnd,

The spirit crying in a cage...

The tight nerves leading to the throat
Wul d not rel ease one riven note:

VWhat shakes ny skull to disrepﬂir
Shal I never touch another ear.

VWhen the inner turnoils within the poet became unbearabl e, Roet hke
could no longer wite. At these tines he would enter into a nanic

state which was usually foll owed by a breakdown.

The signs were obvious. It was as if a change in his

nmet abol i sm occurred and his whole life noved to a nore

i ntense | evel, physically and psychologically. He becane
i ncreasingly excited, sinmultaneously cheerful and al arned,
eager to talk and talking incessantly, and full of extrav-
agant projects. He indulged in eccentricities of dress
like wearing three pairs of trousers at once, rubbers when
it was not raining...he liked to think hinself rich during
these tinmes, rich and powerful. He slept little. B

One of Roethke's doctors has stated that Roethke's bouts with nenta
illness were sinply the price he paid for his nethods of work.EI
Several critics have al so suggested that Roethke's breakdowns were

sel f-induced, and that his breakdowns were the poet's attenpts to
drive into the interior regions of his own consciousness. It is nore
likely that Roethke's breakdowns resulted fromhis inability to revea
his inner turmoil directly to his friends, associates, or even to his
wi fe. Throughout his Iife the poet was continually playing different
rol es whenever he was with others, and he only dropped his "masks" and

allowed his real self to be displayed in his poems.EI

Roet hke remained with his famly in Sagi naw until he was hired as
an instructor in the English Departnent at Pennsylvania State
University in Septenber of 1936. He stayed on at Pennsylvania State

until 1943, two years after the publication of Open House.

4 CP., p 22

°> d ass House, pp. 105, 106.
6 d ass House, p. 109.

" d ass House, p. 109.



The majority of the poens that appear in Open House were witten
or revised while Roethke was at Pennsylvania State. According to
Roethke's girlfriend, Kitty Stokes (with whom he spent nore tine than
anyone el se at Pennsylvania State), the poets that Roethke read and
reread during the witing of the Open House poens were Bl ake and
Donne.E Wil e these two poets exerted a profound influence on his
| ater poetry, nost of the poetic references in Open House are to Emly
D cki nson, WH. Auden, Elinor Wlie, Leonie Adans, Loui se Bogan, and
Stanl ey Kunitz. Roethke decided that he had enough poens for a book
in 1939. Stanley Kunitz suggested the title and put the poens in the
order in which they appear in the book. The manuscript was turned
down by Henry Holt and Conpany and by Oxford University Press. It was
finally accepted for publication in 1940 by Alfred A Knopf.EI

The poetry contained in Open House is a poetry of confession
The poet needs to confess to the reader how it is with himand in
particular the intense pain and suffering he feels resulting fromthe
conflict between his spiritual aspiration and his physical desires.
He al so needs to confess and proclaimhis visions of Nature and the
met aphysi cal realizations that were starting to flood his

consci ousness.

Roet hke's poetry of "confession" was given a warmcritica
reception. WH. Auden, witing in the Saturday Review of Literature

sai d:

M. Roethke is instantly recogni zable as a good poet..

Many peopl e have the experience of feeling physically
soiled and hum liated by life; some quickly put it out of
their mnd, others gloat narcissistically onits

uni nportant details; but both to renenber and to transform
the humliation into something beautiful, as M. Roethke
does, is rare. Every one of the lyrics in this book,

whet her serious or light, shares the sanme kind of __ordered

sensibility. Open House is conpletely successful

8 d ass House, p. 124.
® d ass House, pp. 124, 125.
10 d ass House, pp. 126, 127.
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Many ot her reviewers, including Babette Deutsch of Deci sion,
Loui se Bogan of the New Yorker, and Elizabeth Drew of the Atlantic
Monthly, were equally favorable in their reviews of Open House. The
di vi sion of the poens, however, has caused sonme critics and reviewers

difficulty. John Holmes, witing for the Boston Transcript, was

typical of this group. He did not realize that the five sections of
t he book, and the poens placed in those sections, had not been
arranged by Roet hke but by Stanley Kunitz.Eﬂ Hi s review, although
based on the incorrect prem se that Roethke had determ ned the order
of the poenms, was the first attenpt to classify the poens in Qpen
House by thene:

The whol eness of Open House demands comment. M. Roet hke
has built it with infinite patience in five sections. The
first is personal pronoun; the second, the out-of-doors;
the third is prenonition of darker things - death anong
them the fourth is the purest of netaphysical wit,
something very rare in our tinme; and the fifth contains
still another side of this poet's nature, the human

awar eness ofiWﬂcﬁlhe has becone capable in his recent
developmant.E

The first book-length critical study of Roethke's early works to
appear was Ralph J. MIIs, Jr.'s book, Theodore Roethke. In his book
M. MIls divides the poens in Open House into two categori es:

The two subj ects on which Roethke's inagination nost often
fastened in Open House are the correspondence between the
poet's inner life and the life of nature, and the strengths
or weaknesses of the individual psyche. Frequently he
triesEjo denonstrate hidden relationships in the process of
bot h.

VWhile M. MIIls' divisions are to an extent hel pful in assessing two
of the poet's primary concerns, they do not really categorize the
poens accurately. For the purpose of this study | have grouped the
poens in Open House not according to the sections into which they

1 d ass House, p. 127.
12 .d ass House, p. 127.
3 Ralph J. MIls, Jr., Theodore Roethke (1963), p. 1C
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fall, or by the poet's nodes of perception as M. MIIls does, but by

the themes with which the poens are nost frequently concerned. E]

There are four principle types of poens contained in Open House:
(1) Poens that deal with the struggle between spiritual aspirations
and sexual drives, particularly those of the poet; (2) Poens of
confession in which the poet is driven to reveal his inner nature; (3)
Pant hei stic poens in which the poet sees the physical world and Nature
as touchstones to a higher spiritual reality; and (4) Poens that dea
wi th the netaphysical and nystical thenmes. Throughout the entire
canon of his poetry Roethke rarely departs fromthese four types of
poens. The only addition would be the |love poens in his |ater books,
which rely heavily on the struggle between spirit and flesh

net aphysi cal , and confessional thenes.

It was Roethke's belief at the time of the conposition of Qpen
House that the "spirit starves until the dead have been subdued."

For Roet hke, subduing the dead neant two things: conquering physical
and sexual desires, and overcoming the nenories of the past. In
Roet hke's own case this meant reconciling his own uncertain feelings
regarding his famly and overcom ng his strong sexual passions which
he believed were innately evil and stenmed fromoriginal sin. 1In
"Feud" the poet presents his own view of original sin. Roethke
believed that the only cure for this "sin" was to do battle with the
"l egacy of pain," and in and through this process the physical

passi ons woul d be subordinated to man's spiritual nature.

There's canker at the root, your seed
Deni es the bl essing of the sun,

The light essential to your need.
Your hopes are nurdered and undone.

4 There is a certain amount of overlap in these categories, and very
often a particular poemw Il fit into one or nore of these divisions. These
categories are not intended to be so rigid as to preclude exceptions or
occasi onal overl appi ng of individual poens. Their aimis to facilitate the
exploration of the principle themes in Open House.

5 CcP., p. 4.
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The dead | eap at the throat, destroy
The nmeani ng of the day; dark forns

Have scal ed your walls, and spies betray
A d secrets to anorphous swarns.

You neditate upon the nerves.

Inflame with hate. This ancient feud
Is seldomwon. The spirit starve&I
Until the dead have been subdued.

Chosts of the "dead" are also seen in "Prognosis,"” but in this poem
the outcone is nore hopeful. "Prognosis" is filled with inages of

si ckness and death. The poem begins with the assertion that existence
is only a shamand that if for just one nonent we |ower our guard then
our existence, even though it may be facile, will cone to an end. The
poem noves through a series of considerations of infections of the
body and the spirit, suggesting the nutability of the human condition.
In the third stanza the poet rejects the "platitudes" and pride of the
human condi tion, "the nmedi ocre busy at betraying thenselves, their
parlors nusty as a funeral hone. gv But in the final stanza Roethke
decl ares that even though the ghost of the "devouring nother" plagues
the son, or the "father's ghost" spoils the honeynoon, these ghosts
fromthe past cannot destroy the hunman spirit. Roethke's prognosis
for the human condition is positive: "the nightmare silence is broken.
We are not Iost."@

In "Orders For The Day" Roethke deals with the expl osiveness of
sexual passions and how t hese passi ons can obscure the beauty of the
spirit:

The fl eshbound si ghing | over,

H s clumsy fingers bruise
The spirit's tender cover.

In "Orders For The Day" it is not the spirit which eventually

dom nates, but the blood, the primal urges for conquest and

1 cPp

18 C P

T © T D
N gk
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reproduction. In "Epidernmal Macabre" the poet makes fun of his
physi cal self-loathing. But below the surface of this strained hunor

there is an undercurrent of inner tornent.

Indelicate is he who | oathes

The aspect of his fleshy clothes...
Yet such is my unseeniiness:

| hate my epidermal dress,

The savage bl ood's obscenity,

The rags of my anatony,

And willingly would | dispense
Wth fal se accouternments of sense,
To sleep i modestly, a nost

I ncarnadi ne and car nal ghost.EEI

In "Prayer Before Study," Roethke further displays his distaste
for his own physical and intellectual natures:

So caged and cadged, so close within
A coat of unessential skin,

I would put off nysEif and flee
My i naccessibility.

In "Verse Wth Allusions" Roethke explores an alternative to his
physi cal self-loathing, which is to allow the physical senses to do as

they wish, instead of trying to control them

Roet hke' s predi canent was that he existed in two worlds, but that
he was not confortable in either of them He had visions of a higher
spiritual order and had cone to the conclusion that sinply indulging
in the passions for the gratification of his senses could not fulfil
himany longer. Yet he was not firmy established enough in the
transcendental joys of the spirit so that he could totally ignore the
pl easures of the body. He was in a kind of spiritual adol escence,
knowi ng that a higher fulfillnment |ay ahead of himand realizing that
he could no I onger return to the bliss of ignorance. And yet he could
not hel p envying those individuals who still existed in the bliss of

i gnor ance:

20 Cc P, p. 19.
2L CP., p. 24.
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Thrice happy they whose world i s spanned
By the circunference of Hand.

Who want no nore than Fingers seize,
And scorn the Abstract Entities.

The Hi gher Things in Life do not
I nvade their privacy of Thought...

They feed the Sense, deny the Soul,
But view things steadily and whol e.

I, starveling yearner, seemta see
Much logic in their Q uttony.

In the poem"To My Sister" the poet's intense hate of the
physical self is reflected in his advice to his sister. The poem
opens as a casual rem ni scence of chil dhood:

O ny sister renenber the stars the tears the trains

The woods in spring the | eaves the scented | anes
Recal | the gradual dark the snow s unneasured fall .

But in the second stanza the poet drops the pretense of renmenbering

t he pl easant days of childhood. His invocation of the days of youth
gives way to an adnonition of his sister to: "Defer the vice of flesh
the irrevocable choice. "B In the final line of the poem Roet hke

i ncl udes what woul d pass for a Freudian slip in conversation: "Remain
secure frompain preserve thy hate thy heart." But in the context of
the poemit inverts the poet's advice to his younger sister into a
revel ation of the poet's intense self-hate, and total rejection of
sexuality. A nunber of years after the conposition of Qpen House
Roet hke refl ected upon his spiritual and nmental state at the tinme he
was witing these poens:

But the young often do have an acute sense of defilenment, a
hatred of the body... Hyperbole, of course, but behind it

is still the sane desire for a reality of the spirit.
2 C.P., p. 25.
2 C.P., p. 5.
2 CP., p. 5.
% CP., p. 5.
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Again | was wong. For the body should be cherished: a
tenpl e of God, sone Christians say.

The division within Roethke's consciousness caused by the
di vergent pulls of his spiritual and physical natures caused the poet
tremendous suffering. But being first and forenost a poet, Roethke was
able to use his own sufferings in his verse. Fortunately for both
Roet hke and the evol ution of his poetry, he was soon able to expand
his vision and through a continual exploration of the self he began to
at least tolerate, if not accept, his physical nature as being a

necessary part of his total being.

Many of the poens in Open House are confessions of Roethke's
deepest inner joys, sorrows, and visions. The najority of these poens:
"Open House," "Silence," "The Auction,” "My Dm Wt Cousin," and "The
Rem nder" are confessions of pain. "Long Live The Weds" and "M ght
Jour ney" are respectively a confession of the poet's struggle for
identity, and a confession of the poet's delight in the |andscape of

America, and the pure joy of perception.

In "Open House" Roethke confesses the "nakedness" of his enotions

which he proclains are to be the primary subject natter of his poetry:

My secrets cry al oud.
I have no need for tongue.
My heart keeps open house. ..
My truths are all foreknown,
Thi s angui sh sel f-reveal ed.
"' mnaked to the bone,

Wth nakedness ny shi el d.El

In the | ast stanza of the poem however, Roethke undercuts his own
platitudes with a reflection of his deeper self which rages agai nst

both the falsities of existence and his own sel f-proclainmed truths:

The anger will endure.

The deed will speak the truth
In |l anguage strict and pure.

| stop the lying nouth:

2% 5 P, p. 22.
27 C.P., p. 3.
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Rage warps ny clearest cry
To witless agony.

The "lying nouth" that Roethke alludes to in the fourth [ine of this
stanza is certainly synbolic of those individuals who Roethke referred
to in "Prognosis" as:

The medi ocre busy at betrayi ng
Thensel ves, their parlors nusty as a funeral horre.a

But the "lying nouth" also refers to Roethke. A part of the poet's
inner self rages indiscrimnately against both his ow falsity and his
visions of Truth. Roethke's confession in the poem"Open House" is
not a confession of his love, or even of his "anguish," but of the

rage that he houses within the depths of his own being.

In "Silence" the poet reiterates this rage whose only outl et was
in his poetry:

What shakes ny skull to disrep&i]r
Shal |l never touch another ear.

"The Rem nder" describes the poet's condition after a woman he
| oves has left him 1In this poem Roet hke confesses his essenti al
| oneliness and his need for love. "My Dm Wt Cousin" depicts the
monent of self-realization when Roethke sees that the faults he has
branded in others also exist within hinself. In "The Auction"” Roethke

cleverly envisions the sale of the furnishings of his inner "house:"

Once on returning hone, purse-proud and hal e,
I found ny choi ce possessions on the |awn.
An aucti oneer was whi pping up a sale.

I did not nove to claimwhat was nmy own.

One coat of pride, perhaps a bit threadbare;
Illusion's trinkets, splendid for the young;
Sone itens, mscellaneous, marked 'Fear';
The chair of honor, with a m ssing rung.IEI

2 CP., p 3.
2 C P, p. 5.
0 CPp., p 22
31 CcP., p. 21.
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After the "auction" was conplete Roethke felt a sense of liberation
with: "all the rubbish of confusion sold," because for Roethke the act

of confession was its own absol ution.

In "Long Live The Weds" Roet hke praises not only his
i nperfections, which he alludes to as "weeds,"but he al so prai ses
the process of gaining one's identity through fighting these
i mperfections. Roethke's confession in this poemis that he is
actively taking part in the struggle to find his identity, and that he
can only gain his identity through these constant internal battles.
In "N ght Journey" Roethke shares his nenories of a train ride through
t he dark hours of the night. In his poetic journey he confesses the
pure joy he experiences in the act of perception. In both of these
poens the poet's confession provides an intimate glinpse of the inner
self that |lay beneath the nask he wore for the world to see.
Roet hke's essential need was to confess his own humanity, both the

agoni es and joys that existed beneath his self-created personae.

"The Light Cones Brighter," "Md-Country Blow, " "The Com ng O
The Cold," and "The Heron" are all poens in which Roethke depicts
Nature as being both a physical and spiritual entity. Al four of
t hese poens start with clear descriptions of scenes in the natura
world, but either at the end or in the mddle of the poens Roethke
creates a connection between the scene he has been describing in the
poem and a parallel condition that exists within his own
consci ousness. In "The Light Conmes Brighter," the poet begins by

descri bing the seasonal shift fromWnter to Spring:

The light comes brighter fromthe east; the caw
O restive crows is sharper on the ear.

A wal ker at the river's edge may hear

A cannon crack announce an early thaw. ..

Soon field and wood will wear an April | ook.
The frost be gone, for green is breaking now

2 CP., p. 18.
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The ovenbird will match the vocal brook
The young fruit swell upon the pear-tree bough.F3

In the | ast stanza of the poem Roethke draws a parallel between the
shifting of the outer seasons and an inner renai ssance that is taking
pl ace within his own consci ousness:

And soon a branch, part of a hidden scene,

The leafy mnd, that long was tightly furled,

WIIl turn its private substance into green.
And young shoots spread upon our inner vvorld.lle

In "The Light Comes Brighter" Roethke equates the organic processes in
Nature with the simlar process that takes place within hinself. By

doing so he affirnms his identity as part of the natural world.

In "The Coming O The Col d* Roet hke again draws man and Nature
t oget her by describing scenes in the natural world in human i magery:

"ribs of |eaves," "frost is marrow cold,"” "The small brook dies within
its bed," etc.Ea"The Coming OF The Col d" depicts Nature as an ani nate

entity with an intelligence and enotions of her own.

Roet hke's early concern with netaphysical thenes is depicted in

n

"The Signals," "Prayer," "The Unextingui shed," and "The Prenonition."
In "The Signal s" Roethke reveals that there is a hidden reality just
beyond our physical vision which he has glinpses of fromtine to tine.
"The Unexti ngui shed" al so depicts this netaphysical reality which he
indicates is obscured by man's absorption in physical reality:

Deep- hi dden enbers, snothered by the screen
O flesh, burn backward to a bl ackened heap.Ea

The poem "Prayer" is a discourse on the nature of the senses,
which is portrayed dramatically in the formof a prayer to God. The
poet prays that if all of his senses except one nust be renoved, he
woul d choose to keep his sight. 1In this poem Roethke uses his

B CP, p. 11.
“ CP., p. 11.
% C.P., pp. 14, 15.
¥ C P, p. 17.
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physi cal eyesight as a netaphor for the inner eye of spiritual vision.
His final invocation at the end of the poem "Let Light attend ne to
the grave! "Elis an affirmation of his belief in the supremacy of the

spirit over the physical body.

"The Prenpnition” relies on the central imge of "Hair on a
narrow wist bone," undoubtedly an i mage borrowed from John Donne's
"The Relic." "The Prenopnition" is a renenbrance of the poet's youth,

in which he had a glinpse into the unseen reality beyond the physical

Walking this field | renmenber

Days of another summer.

Oh that was |ong ago! | kept

Close to the heels of ny father.
Mat ching his stride with hal f-steps
Until we came to a river

He di pped his hand in the shall ow
Water ran over and under

Hair on a narrow wi st bone;

H s image kept follow ng after, —
Fl ashed with the sun in the ripple.
But when he stood up, that face
Was lost in a nmaze of water.

The poem begi ns as a sinple chil dhood renmenbrance of father and
son wal king through a field. But when they come to a river, and the
father dips his hand into the water, a netanorphosis takes place. The
boy perceives the nmutability of his father's physical body, which is
synbolized by the "Hair on a narrow wist bone." A nonment |ater his
father stands up and a second netanorphosis takes place, his father's
face is "lost in a maze of water." \Wile the first metanorphosis
reveals to the boy that death eventually would claimthe father's
body, the second netanorphosis, using water as a synbol of eternal
life, reveals that his father's spirit or soul is eternal. This
"prenmonition" gives the boy a brief glinpse of the dual nature of

man' s exi st ence.

s C.P., p. 8.
% CP., p. 6.
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In his | ater books of poetry Roethke was to further devel op the
themes and subjects depicted in Open House. The style of the poenms in
the first book is relatively crude conpared to the sophistication of
some of Roethke's later poens. But Roethke's use of |anguage did, in
some ways, foreshadow the vitality and conpressed energies of his
| ater poens. Open House is for the reader a "prenonition" of Theodore
Roet hke' s devel opi ng vision and poetic abilities. But on the basis of
this one small volunme no one, including Roethke, was able to gauge
that the young Theodore Roet hke woul d one day be one of Anmerica's best
known poets.



21

CHAPTER TWO. THE REDEEMER COVES A DARK WAY

The path tells little to the serpent.
An eye cones out of the wave.

The journey fromflesh is | ongest.
A rose sways | east.

The redeener cones a dark way.EI

In the Spring of 1943 Theodore Roet hke took a | eave of absence
from Pennsyl vania State and started teaching at Benni ngton Coll ege.
At Benni ngt on Roet hke was exposed to a nmuch nore sophisticated
academ ¢ comunity than he had been at Pennsylvania State. Roethke
seened to wel cone the change. He adjusted to his new quarters in
Shi ngl e C‘ottageEI and soon struck up friendships with Kenneth Burke,
Peter Drucker, Eric Fronm Karl Knaths and Martha Gra.hamEI

Roet hke had started conposing the first of his "greenhouse" poens
as early as 1942. He cane to Bennington with a: "solid reputation as
a mnor poet, a reputation founded on short lyrics that followed what
was then the metaphysi cal fashion."EI But it was at Bennington that
Roet hke was to drastically change both his style of verse and his
nmet hods of conposition. It was also at Bennington that Roethke was to

have his second breakdown.

In a "Statenment of General Nature of Project" Roethke outlined
some of his intentions for the poens that were to appear in his second
book, The Lost Son And O her Poens:

My whol e effort of |ate has been to wite a lively
under st andabl e poetry that a good many people can read with
enj oynent without having their intelligence or sensibility
insulted. My first book was nuch too wary, nuch too
gingerly in its approach to experience; rather dry in tone
and rhythm | amtrying to | oosen up, tﬁ write poens of
greater intensity and synbolical depth.”

1 CP., p. 66

2 d ass House, p. 135.
3 d ass House, p. 137.
4 d ass House, p. 143.

5> Selected Letters of Theodore Roethke (1969), ed. Ralph J. MIls, Jr.
p. 113; hereafter referred to in notes as S. L.
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Thi s | ooseni ng-up process took Roethke three years, during which tine
he only published two or three poens. But in 1946, he published
"Carnations," "Child on Top of a G eenhouse," "A Field of Light," and
si x other "greenhouse" poens. By the Fall of 1945 Roet hke had al r eady
witten parts of the poem "The Lost Son." He was in what Allan
Seager describes as the "fever of creation,"ﬂmhen he started to enter
into a mani c phase. By Christmas recess Roethke had [ ost touch with
reality to such an extent that he had to be hospitalized. He was

gi ven shock treatments that "terrified hint at Al bany Genera
Hospital, after which he spent several weeks at a nursing hone in
Albany.EI

Foll owing his release fromthe hospital Roethke returned to
Saginaw to stay with his relatives, as he had done followng his first
breakdown ten years earlier. He would pace the floors continually,

di ctati ng correspondence and poens to his sister throughout the |ong
W nt er nights.EI

It was in this condition of only partial stability that Ted
was working on "The Lost Son" and the other |ong poens of
his second book, "A Field O Light," "The Long Alley," and
"The Shape O The Fire," but he was at hone, the fountain
of nennriea, and the greenhouse was there and the field
behind it.

Roet hke did not return to Bennington and remai ned i n Sagi naw where he

fini shed working on the poens for The Lost Son. The poens were

conpl eted by February of 1947, and that nonth he returned to his

t eachi ng post at Pennsyl vani a State.

In The Lost Son And O her Poens Theodore Roet hke continues to

grapple with the split in his psyche caused by the struggl e between
hi s passions and spiritual aspirations. |In an attenpt to negotiate a

peace between these two aspects of his being Roethke returns to the

6 d ass House, p. 146.
" d ass House, p. 147.
8 d ass House, p. 148.
® d ass House, p. 148.
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past hoping to find sonmething there to assuage his internal conflicts.
Roet hke's search for his "roots" takes place on both a physical and
psychic level. On a physical |evel the poet recalls scenes and
incidents fromhis childhood. On a psychic |evel he probes the depths
of his own consciousness, trying to discover the nmeaning of existence:

The human problemis to find out what one really ifj
whet her one exists, whether existence is possible.

The poens in The Lost Son are divided into four sections. |In the

first section the subject nmatter is restricted to occurrences in

Roet hke's father's greenhouses. |n the second section the poet
relates incidents fromhis youth outside of the greenhouses. The
third section of the book contains five metaphysical Nature poens.
The final section contains four |long poens that are journeys into the
poet's psyche in which he explores thenes of sterile sexuality and

sexual guilt.

The "greenhouse poens" in the first section of The Lost Son are

filled with i mages of prinmeval sexuality and noral recrimnation. The
poet depicts the world of his youth as a primtive Eden under glass in
whi ch he was free to explore reproduction, growh, decay, and death in
a controlled environnent which was overseen by his father and his
enpl oyees:

Maybe a word nore about the character of this greenhouse:

VWhile highly scientific in some ways...it was al so highly

feudal in character: there were always six or eight people

kept on the payroll for sentinental reasons; tranps were

al wvays fed and | odged in the boiler houses; neighbors took

coal fromthe coal pile when they were broke. The whole

idea was to be conpletely self-sufficient in everything.

To this end, they had their Qg i ce house; woods for npss;
a small gane preserve...etc.M

In "Cuttings," "Transplanting," and "Cuttings (later)" the poet
focuses his attention upon the prineval life force, and on the

strength of that life force to survive and nultiply:

105 P, p. 20.
s L., p. 162
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Thus urge, westle, resurrection of dry sticks,
But stens struggling to put down feet,

What saint strained so nuch

Rose on such lopped linbs to a newlife

The sheer power of the generative force as depicted in "Root Cellar,"
"Forcing House," and "Orchids,” in which plants and vines are "Lolling
obscenely from m | dewed crates" or "Hung down | ong yell ow evil necks,
i ke tropical snakes,""--EI nmakes the reader feel that he is witness to
some nanel ess primtive horror which even a Kurtz wouldn't have been

confortable with. As one critic has renarked:

When he returned to the greenhouses, his attention was
riveted on growh, on the willful, tenacious struggle of
plants into being in a drive against death. |In effect, he
went to the vegetal world to penetrate to the root sources
of life and in that way to redefine hinself. Hs initial
di scovery was of a world of nultiEiicity, terrifying and
degradi ng to human sensibilities.

"Moss Gathering” and "Child On Top O A G eenhouse" are poens of
nmoral recrimnation. |In "Mdss Gathering," Roethke reflects upon the
beauty of going to the bogs near his house and gathering the noss that
was used in the greenhouses. But his rem niscence of beauty ends
abruptly as he recalls the feelings of guilt engendered by his

desecration of life and beauty:

But sonet hing al ways went out of nme when | dug | oose those
carpets

O green, or plunged to ny el bows in the spongy yell ow sh
noss of the marshes...

As if | had broken the natural order of things in that
swanpl and. ..

As if | had ifnnitted, agai nst the whole schene of life, a
desecrati on. L8

In "Child On Top O A G eenhouse" noral recrimnation does not

come fromw thin the protagonist, instead it is directed towards the

2CcP., p. 57
B CP, p. 38
14 Rosemary Sullivan, Theodore Roethke: The Garden Master (1975), p.

14.
5 C P, p. 40.
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child fromthe outside. 1In a letter to Kenneth Burke dated May 2,

1946, Roethke made the foll owi ng remarks about the poem

this act of being up on top of this greenhouse was
sonmet hi ng that even the nost fool hardy ol der ki ds condemed
because if you dropped you pitched through the gl ass tf if
not certain death, a broken back or neck and bad cuts

The child is caught by the workers as he carefully wal ks al ong the top

of one of the greenhouses. The workers "pointing up and shouting, lud

[d

vividly creates the child' s state of consciousness, which is fraught

and the normally neutral chrysanthenuns "staring up |ike accusers,”

with guilt and verges on the border of paranoia.

The poens in the second section of The Lost Son depict events in

Roet hke's yout h outside of the greenhouses. Wile "My Papa's Waltz,"
the first poemin this sequence, is probably Roethke's nost

ant hol ogi zed poem "Doubl e Feature" and "Pickle Belt" depict the
poet's deeper concerns. "Pickle Belt" is a reflection from Roethke's
adol escent years when he spent a summer working on a production |ine
in a pickle factory. The vitality of the youth in the poemin
contrasted to the sterility of the permanent factory workers whose
only thought is "about Saturday pay."EEI The youth is experiencing the
"Prickling" of "sixteen-year-old Iust"E]as he fawns over the girl
working next to him In "Pickle Belt" Roethke does not condemn the
youth's sexuality. He posits that the youth's feelings were natural,
as opposed to the factory workers, whose passions had grown unnatura

in their lust for noney:

What ever he snel |l ed was good:

The fruit and flesh snells m xed.
Ther e beside hi m she stood, --
And he, perplexed;M

6 5L, p. 110.
7 C.P., p. 43.
18 C.P., p. 43.
18 C.P., p. 46.
20 C P, p. 46.
2L CP., p. 46.
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"Doubl e Feature" is another rem niscence fromyouth. In this
poem Roet hke portrays his grow ng dissatisfaction, as a youth, with
the material world. In the first stanza he describes the notions of

human |ife in a theatre after the evening novie has ended:

Lovers di sengage, nove sheepishly toward the aisle
Wth nothers, sbeep- heavy children, stale perfune, past the
manager's snile

In the second stanza the scene shifts to the street outside of the
theatre where the protagonist drifts along the sidewal ks observing the
"shop V\n'ndovvs."@ But in the third stanza the poet shifts froma
mundane to a cosm c perspective, using the activity of going to the
novi es as enblematic of humanity's hopel ess attenpt to fill its inner
enptiness with physical phenonena:

A wave of Tinme hangs notionless on this particular shore.
| notice a tree, arsenical grey in the light, or the slow
Wheel of the stars, the Great Bear glittering colder than
SNOW.

And renenber there was sonething el se I was hoping for.EI

In the third section of The Lost Son the poet envisions the

transcendental aspects of natural phenonena. |In "The Waki ng" Roet hke
strolls anong the fields and nmeadows and experiences a "oneness" wth
Nat ur e:

And all the waters
O all the streans
Sang in ny veins

That sunmer day.

"The Mnimal" and "The Cycle" are affirmations of the constant renewal
that the poet sees in Nature. "River Incident"” relates a netaphysi cal
experi ence that Roethke had while standing in a stream The poem

depi cts a netanorphosis in which the earth becones the poet's body,

22 C.pP., p. 47.
22 CP., p. 47
24 C.P., p. 47.
% C.P., p. 51.



and he becones aware of the eternality of his own existence by virtue

of his "oneness" with Nature:

Sea water stood in my veins.

The elenents | kept warm ..

And | knew | had been there before,
In that cold, granitic slinme.

In the dark, in the rolling water.E:I

In a letter to Babette Deutsch dated January 22, 1948, Roethke
assessed the principles of spiritual growth and prosody that he
adhered to while constructing the poens in the fourth section of The

Lost Son:

1. To go forward (as a spiritual nman) it is necessary first
to go back.

2. In this kind of poem to be true to hinself and to that
which is universal in him the poet should not rely on
al | usi on.

3. In this kind of poem the poet should not "comment," or
use many judgnent-words; instead he shoul d render the
experi ence, however ndensed or elliptical that
experi ence may be. ..

For Roethke the later poens in The Lost Son were a neans of going

"backward." In and through the composition of the poens the poet had
to retrace his steps back to the wonb, and even beyond the wonb, into
what Roethke referred to as a "history of the race."EEI Roet hke' s

return to the past was a nythic descent into Hades in which he had to

confront all of his ghosts, in order to becone whol e again.

The poens in the first three sections of The Lost Son are a

restrained return to the past in which the poet presents specific

visions of his youth to the reader.

Roet hke's overall outline of The Lost Son suggested how car ef ul

bd

tailored the sections of the book were to be:

2% CP., p. 51
'S L., p. 139.
2 S L., p. 139.
Several features of this outline were nodified, but nost of Roethke'

27
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1. An unconpl et ed sequence about ny father's greenhouse
called News of the Root. In this | amtrying to avoid
the sentinental and literary diction of the Georgi ans or
the earlier Floral Oferings of the nineteenth century
and wite a natural sensuous poetry with some synbolical
reference in the nore conplex pieces. The poens done so
far are not sufficiently related and do not show the full
erotic and even religious significance that | sense in a
bi g greenhouse: a kind of nan-nmade Aval on, Eden or
par adi se.

2. A sequence of satirical poens, nore violent in rhythm
nmostly about the suburbs. ..

3. A series of three longish poens about a nental and
spiritual crisis. The first of these, The Lost Son, is
i ncluded. The central section of this poemw |l be
revi sed and expanded.

4. A group of pieces about rivers and watery places. In
these | try to suggest the relation between the visible
and invisible reality by a nerging of sound and i magery.
("The Mnimal ," "River Incident").

5. A series of dramatic lyrics. "M Papa's Waltz" Oéa
"Pickle Belt" are exanples of this kind of thing.

VWhat is nost interesting about Roethke's projected outline of his
second book is the third section in which he refers to "A series of
three | ongi sh poens about a nental and spiritual crisis."” The "nental
and spiritual crisis" he was alluding to was probably his second
breakdown. If this was the case then we can assune the Roet hke not
only had the ability to make use of his own nental illness to create
new fornms of verse, but that he m ght even have induced his breakdowns

precisely for that end.

Most of the final section of The Lost Son was witten shortly

after Roet hke's second breakdown while he was in a condition of only

"partial stability." The poens in the final section reflect a

proj ected poens occur in The Lost Son, with the exception of the "satirica
poens"” indicated in the second part of his outline. The poens listed as
“dramatic lyrics" in the fifth part of his outline becane section two of The
Lost Son. The poens about rivers, listed as the fourth part of his outline,
were placed in the third section, the poens listed as part three of his
outline becane the final section of his book, and the poens |isted under part
one of Roethke's outline were placed in the first section of The Lost Son
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constantly shifting sensibility as the poet alternates his subject
matter and diction in a series of surrealistic flights fromreason to
irrationality:
At first sight, the poens appear to be surrealistic
juxtapositions of nursery rhynes, riddles, songs and
chants. Viewed nore closely it becones clear that Roethke
is imtating an Elizabethan tradition, that of the Bedl am
Beggar, the natural man, stripped of all pretenses, who

stands on the edge_of incoherence, courting madness as a
recovery of sense.

In "The Lost Son," "The Long Alley,” "A Field of Light," and "The
Shape O The Fire" Roethke dismsses rational nodes of thinking and
demands that the reader do the sanme. Roethke insists that the reader
accept his own alternating nonents of sense and i ncoherence, under the
prem se that by doing so a greater understanding or Truth will be
revealed. Viewed in this light these four poens are an experinent in
what Ri nbaud referred to as a "dereglenent de tous |es sens." The
poetry that occurs as a result of this process frequently alternates

bet ween being brilliant, boring, and confusing.

The first of these four poens, "The Lost Son," is divided into
five sections. The first section, The Flight, is a fearful running

away, which is punctuated with hallucinatory periods:

The protagoni st so geared up, so over-alive that he is
hunting like a primtive, for some anim stic suggestion,
some clue to existence fromthe sub-human. These he sees
and yet does not see: they are alnost tail-flicks, from
anot her world, seen out of the eye. In a sense he goes in
and out of rationalitgﬁ he hangs in the bal ance between the
human and the ani nmal

0 S L., p. 113.
31 Rosemary Sullivan, Theodore Roethke: The Garden Master (1975), p.

41.

32 For Roethke mental breakdowns opened the floodgates of his
unconscious mnd and allowed their water to flood his being. He would then
construct his poens fromthe debris that washed up from his unconsci ous m nd
wi thout trying to place these elenments in an overall |ogical or even
associ ative pattern.

¥ S P, p. 130.
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But the protagonist's hunt for some "clue to existence" fails.
He can only gain small clues to his identity in the world of the
"primtive," a rudinmentary |evel of consciousness in the prehuman
stage of evol ution.

You will find no confort here,
In the ki ngdom of bang and bl ab.

In the second section, The Pit, the poet deals with sexual drives

whi ch he feels create both physical and psychic exhaustion.

In the third section of the poem The G bber, the "l ost son"
expl ores the world of generation and reproduction in a surrealistic
j uxtapositioning of inmages of frustrated sexuality. Biblica
guotations relating to the Creation, reflections on his nother and
father, and di sconnected inages fromNature. The result of all this
seens to be a general state of confusion both for the "lost son" and
for the reader. But this confusion gives way to a tenporary clarity
in the fourth section, The Return.

Section four is a return to a nore ordered sequence of chil dhood
nmenories. The actions depicted take place in a greenhouse which
synmbol i zes a perfect Eden in which Roethke's physical "papa" is

associ ated wi th CGod:

Wth the com ng of steam (and "Papa" —the papa on earth
and heaven are bl ended, of course) there is the sense of
motion in the greenhouse —ny synbol for the whole of life,
a heaven-on-earth. g2

The poet presents the reader with a vision of a higher unified
creation in direct contrast with the disorgani zed visions of sexual
generation that have appeared in the previous sections. In the
greenhouse a sense of purity and order prevails, all of which is ruled
over by "Papa." In the final section of "The Lost Son" a partial
illumnation takes place. The poet gives the reader a glinpse of a

hi gher reality, a state of existence that transcends his vision of the

% C.P., p. 54.
% S P, p. 130.
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greenhouse eden. But the illumnation is not fully accepted; the

prot agoni st questions his experience, not fully understandi ng what has
happened to him In the final stanza a voice reassures the
protagoni st that he will have a deeper and higher illum nation, but

that the tinme for it to occur has not yet arrived:

A lively understandable spirit

Once entertained you.

It will cone again.

Be still.

Wi t .

Fromour initial reading of "The Lost Son" it is possible to set
up a nodel for many of Roethke's |onger poens. The poet usually
begins in the first section by presenting the "problem" which is
usually a failing in the human condition, or an inner limtation that
he wi shes to transcend. In the next two or three sections of the poem
(depending on length) he will inprovise on the initial thene,
examning it fromdifferent perspectives, and | ooking at possible
alternatives, none of which are usually desirable. [|nmages of
confusion coning fromseveral different |evels of consciousness
(sublimnal, human, nythic, psychic, etc.) will assault the poet's
consciousness until a blackout or near blackout occurs. The bl ackout
is followed by a vision of a higher order and often by severa
subsequent illumnations. At the end of the poemthe poet will slip
back, to an extent. But he will not return to the | evel of
consci ousness he was on when the poemstarted. He will have nade sone

progress, and he will have reached a hi gher plateau of awareness.

In "The Lost Son" the initial problemposited in the first stanza
is that the protagonist has entered into a state of spiritua
enptiness, which is the result of unfulfilled sexuality and feelings
of guilt.

Al the | eaves stuck out their tongues;

I shook the softening chal k of ny bones,
Sayi ng,

% C P, p. 58.
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Snail, snail, glister ne forward.
Bird, soft-sigh me hone.

Wrm be with ne.

This is my hard tinme.E]

In the second and third sections the thenes of unfulfilled
sexuality and guilt are further devel oped. Al of the sexual inages
suggest an enptiness, the protagoni st has been cut off fromhis
spiritual essence and the sexual experiences that he has are,

t herefore, devoid of any neaning or substance.

Dogs of the groin
Bar ked and how ed. ..
The weeds whi ned.
The snakes cri ed.
The cows and bri
Said to me: D e.

The rate and pace of these di sconnected inages increase until
they reach such a state of intensity that the protagonist |oses
consci ousness in a blackout at the end of the third section:

These sweeps of |ight undo ne.

Look, look, the ditch is running whitel

|'ve nore veins than a tree
Kiss nme, ashes, I'mfalling through a dark swirI.E:I

In the fourth section the protagoni st awakes in a greenhouse
eden. He has a vision of perfect order and of a higher fulfilled

sexual ity that exists there

Finally, in the last section of the poem after the vision of the
gr eenhouse eden has faded, the poet retains the essence of his higher
vision and is adnoni shed by a voice to "Wait" and "Be stiII;"EEI nor e

will be revealed to himl ater.

The sequence of physical and spiritual actions in "The Lost Son"
and ot her Roethke poens of this genre is a manifestation of the poet's

3 C.P., p. 53.
% CP., p. 55.
® C P, p. 57
4 C P, p. 58.
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belief that "the redeemer conmes a dark way."F] Roethke felt that it is
necessary for a man to go backward and psychically relive and
experience each | evel of consciousness fromthe prehuman forward to
t he human before he could go on to experience higher states of
spiritual illum nation

I believe that to go forward as a spiritual man it is

necessary first to go back. Any history of the psyche (or

al l egorical journey) is bound to be a succession of

experiences, simlar yet dissimlar. There is a perpetual

slipping-baiﬁ, then a going-foreward; but there is sone
"progressﬂ‘u

The remai ning three poens in The Lost Son conformto the basic

nmodel we have established fromour analysis of "The Lost Son."

Al three of these poens are variations on thenes already
i ntroduced in "The Lost Son" and depict a novenent froma condition of
spiritual enptiness, sexual frustration and guilt, to a state of
spiritual clarity, resulting froma partial reconciliation of the

pr ot agoni st's sexual and spiritual drives.

In "The Long Alley" the "problem that the poet introduces in the
first section is sexual guilt. [In the subsequent sections of the poem
the poet explores the origins of sexual guilt, and finally transcends
sexual guilt by participating in a wild sexual dance of generation
(section four). By participating in a joyful sexual revelry, the poet
is able to assuage his feelings of guilt and accepts that the "fire"
of his sexuality is an essential part of his own nature (section

five).

"A Field O Light" follows a simlar pattern. The poem begi ns
with the protagonist in a state of spiritual stagnation. This
stagnation causes the protagoni st to go on a quest for the higher self
(section one) which eventually leads himto a state of spiritua
ecstasy (section two) which is followed by a blackout. In the final

“.CP., p. 66.
2.5 P, p. 30.
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section of the poemthe protagonist, having transcended his spiritual

enpti ness, has a nystical experience of the "oneness" of all creation:

| could watch! | could watch!

| saw the separateness of all things!

My heart lifted up with the great grasses;

The weeds believed nme, and the nesting birds...
And | wal ked, | wal ked th@)ugh the light air:

I noved with the norning.

The final poemin The Lost Son, "The Shape O The Fire," is a
rewor ki ng of the sane thene. Wile in the three proceedi ng poens the

poet grappled with his sexual guilts and | essened them he has not

conpl etely accepted his own sexuality. This acceptance is nanifested
in "The Shape OF The Fire," and its result is a novenent in the
opposite direction, a celebration of sexuality for its own sake, which
is the theme of Roethke's third book, Praise, To The End!

3 C P, p. 53.
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CHAPTER THREE; SING SING YOU SYMBQLS |

Roet hke's third book of poetry, Praise To The End!, is a verse

cel ebration of the generative principle of life, which the poet
asserts is his defense against the conditions of sterility and

alienation which exist in the nbdern world. |In Praise To The End!

Roet hke continues to seek his identity by a continuation of the cyclic
entrance into the self, enmergence, and enlightennent process which he
had started in The Lost Son. The poens in Praise To The End! are a

myt hic, psychic, synbolic, and poetic odyssey in which the protagoni st
noves through a nunber of stages of consciousness. The voice that
reflects the experiences of the protagonist in each |evel of

consci ousness varies fromthe grotesque mutterings of the prehunman and
t he sing-song nursery rhyme of the child, to the netaphysical

medi tati ons of the seer.

It has already been suggested that these poens carry echoes
of archetypal patterns from ot her nodes of experience,
particularly mythical and religious. Because the
protagoni st travels into the regions of nenory, the
preconsci ous and the unconsci ous, he shows distinct
simlarity to the heroes of nyth whom Jung saw as
representative of the quest for psychic whol eness. Like

t hose fabul ous heroes or the | esser ones of fairy tales
Roet hke's | one protagoni st nmust endure the trials and
dangers of a mssion into the darkness of personal history.
The prize to be won is rebirth and illumnation, what is
called in one of the poens, "condition of joy."ﬁ:I

The title of the book. Praise To The End!, is taken froma

passage in Wrdsworth's Prelude in which Wrdsworth reflects upon the

creation of the self through sufferings, vexations, and "other

n

m series,"” and rejoices that such a process can produce or result in a

deeper degree of self-know edge:

How strange, that al

The terrors, pains, and early m series,
Regrets, vexations, |assitudes interfused
Wthin nmy mnd, should e er have born a part.
And that a needful part, in naking up

' Ralph J. MIls, Jr., Theodore Roethke (1963), p. 18.
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The cal m exi stence that is m ne when |
Am wort hy of nyself! Praise to the end!

In the poens in Praise To The End! Roethke's protagoni st goes through

a simlar process which is referred to in Roethke's psychic shorthand

Bl

as the "struggle out of the sline."

The period in which the Praise To The End! poens were witten was

one of the nost productive phases, in terns of volume, in Roethke's
poetic career. The majority of the poens that appear in Praise To The
End! were witten in 1948 and 1949. During this period Roethke was

writing on an average four or five pages of poetry a day, although he

publ i shed only three poens in 1948, and one in 1949.EI

Roet hke had accepted a teaching job at the University of
Washington in Seattle in Septenber of 1947. During the next two years

he worked concurrently on both Praise To The End! and a vol une of

children's poetry, | am Says The Lanb. After two years of teaching

and witing Roethke had his third breakdown, and was hospitalized for
several nmonths. During his hospitalization, however, he continued to
work on the Praise To The End! poems.EI Prai se To The End! was

accepted for publication by Doubleday in the fall of 1951. It was
publ i shed in Novenber of 1951 and was dedicated to WIliam Carl os
Wl lianms and Kenneth Burke.EI

Praise To The End! is divided into two sections the first

contai ning a sequence of six poens and the second a sequence of three
poems. The first poemin section one of the book is entitled "Were
Knock I's Qpen Wde." In this poemthe protagonist is a child who
views the world in non-categorical ternms, depending on sensory rather
than intellectual associations for the formation of his thoughts. The
openi ng stanzas of Praise To The End! are rem ni scent of Joyce's
Portrait O The Artist As A Young Man.

28 P, p 37
3 d ass House, p. 186.
4 d ass House, p. 190.
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A kitten can

Bite with his feet;
Papa and Manma
Have nore teeth.

Sit and play
Under the rocker
Until the cows
Al'l have puppies

Hi s ears haven't tine.
Sing ne a sl eep-song

pl ease.
A real hurt is soft.EI

Roet hke begins his odyssey with a return to the free fl ow ng
dialectic of the child's mnd. The child lives in a world of free
associ ative thought in which he is aware of the netanorphoses that are
constantly taking place in both his own consciousness and in objective
reality. As the child natures, his nind begins to devel op, and the
rational principle becones predonminant. In this stage of his
devel opnent the child begins to "think" reality instead of feeling it.
The "I1" consci ousness becones dom nant and the child |l oses touch with
the "num nous ring" that constitutes his own identity. He no |onger
percei ves the constant netanorphosis that takes place wthin and
around hinmself. Instead he lives in a world of sterile thoughts and

intellectual categorizations.

Roet hke believed that in the child s consci ousness the worl ds of
fantasy, dream and objective reality were all unified in a vision of
per petual wonder. The child was able to perceive that physica
obj ects thensel ves were constantly shifting their identities and going
t hrough a progressive evolution of their own. Thus the child could
decl are, as Roethke's protagonist in "Were Knock I's Qpen Wde" does:
"My father is a fish," and be accurately perceiving the essential

unity between two dianetrically opposed things.

Roet hke felt that the attai nment of the higher nystical states of
consci ousness was synbolically a return to chil dhood, and he often

5> d ass House, p. 197.
S CP., p T71.
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uses the child in his poetry to suggest that essential property of

spiritual perception which he hinself was striving to attain:

In witing on the thenme of the child, he was aligning
hinself with a long tradition that includes figures as
various as Traherne, Bl ake, Wrdsworth, and Enerson —the
tradition that offers the child as a synbol of the
visionary inagination. Fromthis viewoint, the child
lives in a world that is inseparable fromhinself, in a
state of vivid and nourishing relationship to Nature. As
Emerson put it: "(H s) mnd being whole, (his) eye is as
yet unconquered." Eventually however, consciousness

i ntrudes upon the child' s power of direct and i rmedi ate
apprehension of reality: "Mgn is, as it were, clapped into
jail by his consciousness."”

In essence then Roethke felt that the child saw life as a whole and
not as the sumof its parts. But Roethke's search for the unified
consci ousness, for which the child was his synbol, was not an
overindulgence in a self-styled romanticismin which childhood is seen
as an ideal state of being:

Roet hke never succunbs to ronmantic and nostal gic notions of

childhood. His child —no pre-lapsarian —is cruel,

unconprom sing, and often arrogantly unjust. But he does

posit at the core of human personality a contrary intuition

toward ot herness, a hunger for relation, ultimtely a

netapaysical instinct of human nature to extend beyond the
sel f.

It was not the child's activities that intrigued the poet, it was
his ability to perceive what Roethke called the "genuine nystery"EI of
exi stence. The poet believed that the visionary states of
consci ousness attained by the mature nystic far transcended the
child' s consciousness. But the parallels between the vision of the
child and the nystic nmade it easy to equate both and view the period
of the |oss of self-awareness in-between these two states, as an

uneasy adol escence from whi ch nost individual s never energe.

" Rosemary Sullivan, Theodore Roethke:, The Garden Master (1975), p. 58.
& Ibid., p. 63.
°S P, p. 41
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Both the child and the nystic see |ife through a non-categorica
perspective. The child and the nystic use the faculty of intuition
i nstead of reason. Roethke believed that transcending the fragnented
vision that comes fromusing the rational mnd, and instead experi-

enci ng the "oneness," the inter-connectedness of all things, was the

first step in nystical illumnation
the "oneness,” is, of course, the first stage in nystical
illumnation, an experience many nmen have had, and still
have: the sense that all is one and one is all. This is

i nevitably acconpanied by a loss of the "I," the purely
human ego, to another center, a sense oijhe absurdity of
death, a return to a state of innocence.

Roet hke believed that thinking had to be replaced by "feeling,"
that is, by intuitive thinking. As long as an individual |ooked at
life only through his intellectual mnd, his perceptions, and their
accuracy, was bound to be limted. The reason for this is because the
intell ectual m nd perceives through an anal ytical reasoning process.
This process is dependent upon thoughts. Thoughts are constructs;
they are representations of reality. Wen an individual "thinks"
about sonething he is not directly perceiving that thing, but instead
he is perceiving his thought of it. But when an individual uses his
intuition he is able to directly perceive the essence of the object he

is focussing his attention on.

Roet hke believed that netaphysical understanding could either
conme through the medium of intuition, or as thoughts fromthe higher
i magi nation. He differentiated between the ordinary thoughts of the
m nd and the thoughts of the higher imagination:

an idea...caikmeas real as the snell of a flower or a bl ow
on the head. Y

The thoughts fromthe higher inmagination were charged with psychic
energy and were visions of a higher reality. Odinary thoughts were

used in the rational process and offered man only limted perceptions.

105 P, p. 26.
'SP, p. 27
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In Praise To The End! Roethke breaks through the rational world

of ordinary thoughts and categories and returns to an intuitive and

i magi nati ve di al ectical node of consciousness. Hi s identification
with the child' s consciousness is the first step in that process. In
"I Need, | Need," the second poemin the sequence, the poet continues

to viewthe world fromthe child s perspective.

Went down cel | ar,
Tal ked to a faucet;
The dri ppy water
Had not hing to say.

VWhi sper me over,

Why don't you, begoni a,
There's no alas
Wiere | |iveld

In the | ast stanza of "I Need, | Need" the poet introduces the thene

of sexuality which he will continue to devel op throughout the book.

Her feet said yes.
It was all hay.

| said to the gate.
Who el se knows

What wat er does?
Dew ate the fire

I know another fire.
Has roots.B

Roet hke' s vision of human sexuality as depicted in Praise To The

End! is a celebration of the creatureliness of human exi stence. The
evol vi ng awar eness of the sexual self as seen through the eyes of the
protagonist in "I Need, | Need," and in the next poemin the sequence,
"Bring The Day!," is placed in direct correspondence with the world of
Nature. Roethke is further devel oping the theme he introduced in The
Lost Son, that the initial sexual inpulses are innately good, but that
t hey becone corrupted as man's consci ousness devel ops and he | oses
touch with his intuitive perceptions. In "Bring The Day!" Roet hke

equat es the protagoni st's sexual experiences with the "innocent"

2. Ccp., p. 74
B CP., p. 76.
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experiences of the world of Nature. By having the "far | eaves”
approve of the protagonist's sexual encounter, Nature is in effect

noddi ng her head in agreenent:

The green grasses, —woul d t hey?
The green grasses?—

She asked her skin

To let ne in:

The far |eaves were for it.Ezl

The remai ni ng stanzas of "Bring The Day |I" are an invocation of
Hynmen and the rites of Spring. After the initial sexual experience
depicted in the second stanza, the protagoni st begins a rhapsodic
description of the generative forces of life, and seeks other corres-

pondences for his own awakening to the sexual world in Nature:

A swan needs a pond.
The worm and t he rose
Bot h | ove Rai n.

The "worm' and the "rose" are enblematic of the phallus and the

vagina, and their love of "Rain" is, of course, symbolic of coitus.

In the fourth poemin the sequence, "G ve Wy, Ye Gates," the
initial innocent inmpulses of sexuality begin to change to a painfu
compul sion. The protagonist is entering into nmaturity, and as his ego
devel ops, he loses touch with the pure joy of his being and of his
i nnocent sexuality. |In ternms of psychic devel opnent Roet hke's
protagoni st is nmoving froma prelapsarian to a postlapsarian state.

He is |l eaving his chil dhood Garden of Eden and entering into the world
of experience.

I've played with the fishes

Among the unwinkling ferns

In the wake of a ship of w nd;

But now the instant ages,

And ny thought hunts anot her ifdy.
I'msad with the little ow s, ke

Y P, p 77
% CcP., p. 78.
6 C.P., p. 80.
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In the final stanza of "G ve Way Ye Gates," the inages of the
"fallen" world that the child enters into beconme nore graphic as his

sexual desires devel op

Touch and arouse. Suck and sob. Curse and nourn.
It's a cold scrape in a | ow pl ace.

The dead crow dries on a pole..

The nouth asks. The hand takes.h_-zI

The delights of Nature depicted in the previous stanza have

di sappeared. Now instead of a world in which Nature (the | eaves and
fl owers) approves the protagonist's actions, the "wind" and the "col d"
indicate that the protagonist has fallen froma state of grace with
Nat ure.

In the concluding stanza of the poemthe protagonist reflects
upon his state of consciousness before and after his "fall." But his
conclusion is not infused with bitterness for his current state;
instead he is able to accept that his "fall" is a necessary step in
hi s novenent towards a hi gher stage of developnent. Hi's overriding
sense of the rightness of his course of actions and devel opnent is
mrrored in his feeling that he is still being guided and provided for

by an unseen hand:

The deep stream renenbers:
Once | was a pond,

Vhat Slidﬁf away

Provi des.

In the last two poens in this sequence, "Sensibility! OLa!," and
"O Lull Me, Lull Me," there is a gradual novenent towards the
acceptance of the fallen nature of the protagonist. |In spite of the
|l oss of the child' s innocence, the protagonist exhibits an
adaptability to, and at tinmes alnost a revelry, in his new state of
consci ousness. In the second stanza of "Sensibility! O La!," the

pr ot agoni st acknow edges his physicality:

7 C.P., p. 80.
8 C.P., p. 80
1 C.P., p. 80.
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A shape cones tEﬂ stay:
The long fl esh.

In the third stanza he reflects on his | oss of innocence and indi cates
that he feels that he nade a wong choice in |eaving his inner garden
of Eden:

I've waked the wrong mAEf:
I'"'malone with ny ribs;

But part way through this stanza the protagonist changes his
sentinents froma puritan | anent at the | oss of heaven to a
cel ebration of his physical nature:

You' ve seen ne, prince of stinks.

Naked and entire
Exal t ed? Yes....EZI

In the protagonist's celebration of his physicality he is rem ni scent
of Whitman and G nsberg cel ebrating the "holiness" of physical and

sexual existence.

The final poemin the sequence, "O Lull Me, Lull Me," is divided

into two sections. The first section begins with an allusion to

b3

Bl ake: "One sigh stretches heaven.™ It then progresses to a

consi deration of the protagonist's |over and of the beauty of her
animality:

How still she keeps hersel f.

Bl essed be torpor.

Not all animals

Move about. ..

Ch ny love's light as a dtfk
On a noon-forgotten wave!

The final section of the poemis a rhapsodic singing and
cel ebration of both the protagonist's existence and of his new state

of being. The final lines in the poemact as a sunmation of the
20 C P, p. 81.
2. C.P., p. 82.
2 C.P., p. 82.
2 C P, p. 83.
24 C.P., p. 83.
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entire novenent of the sequence. The poet cel ebrates the process of
life itself. He feels that his long journey out of the self, even
though it may result in a tenporary |oss of innocence and joy, and the
acceptance of the pain and frustration of a "fallen" consciousness is
still cause enough for celebration and "singing." The protagonist
sings the joys and sorrows of his own conditions, regardl ess of what
they may be. He has conme to realize that it is not his condition that
matters, but the singing of it. He celebrates hinself and sees that

all of Nature and the natural world is an extension of his own being:

I"'man otter with only one nose:
I"'mall ready to whistle;
I'"'mnore than when | was born

I could say hello to things;

| could talk to a snail;

| see what sings!

What si ngs!

The reviews of Praise To The End! that appeared shortly after the

book was published were generally favorable, although not as
ent husi astic as they had been for The Lost Son. Witing in the New
York Tinmes Richard Eberhart said:

Roet hke gives us the new, age-old excitenent of a true poet
uttering the feelings, the neanings deepest in him in his
own peculiar way, driven by conpul sive force. The verse
an incantation, a celebration —and it is often playful.

Loui se Bogan's review, which appeared in the New Yorker, was al so

f avor abl e:

Roet hke has added several |ong poens to passages from The
Lost Son, published a few years ago, and these additions
accent his original theme —the journey fromthe child's
prinmordi al subconscious world, through the regions of adult
terror, guilt, and despair, toward a final release into the
freedom of consci ous being. Roethke's description of this
process attaches itself to a recognizable nyth and | egend
hardly at all: his renditions of a sub- or pre-conscious
world is filled with coiling and uncoiling, nudging and
creeping images that often can be expressed only with the

% C P, p. 84.
26 d ass House, p. 198.
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ai d of nonsense and gi bberish. But it is witty nonsense
and effective gibberish, since the poet's control over his
material is always formal; he knows exactly when to

i ncrease and when to decrease pressure, and he conmes to a
stop just before the point of nonotony is reached.E]

The "several |ong poens" referred to by Louise Bogan in the
previous review were the final three poens in Praise To The End! which

conprise the second section. All three of these poens: "Praise To The
End!," "Unfold! Unfold!," and "I Cry Love! Love!," were both
stylistically and thematically nore advanced than any of Roethke's
previous poens. They were prefigurations of the type, and to an
extent, the style of poetry that Roethke was to wite for the rest of

his life.

The first poemin the sequence, "Praise To The End!," is, as the
title suggests, a song of endl ess praise and cel ebrati on of existence.
The poemis divided into four sections: the first section depicts a
specific sexual act; the second section is a reflection on chil dhood;
the third section is in the formof a dranmatic experience and depicts
an experience of the protagonist when he was thirteen; and the fourth

section is an illum nati on.

The first section of "Praise To The End!" opens with the
description of an erection, which is acconpani ed by a vague feeling of
sexual guilt:

It's dark in this wood, soft npcker.

For whom have | swelled |ike a seed?

What a bone-ache | have. B
Fat her of tensions, I'mdown to ny skin at |ast.

The action then noves to a nursery rhynme replete with phallic inmagery
and, in the third stanza, to an appeal to a physical or spiritual
father to exonerate himfor his participation in the sexual act:

"father, forgive ny hands."E:I In the final stanza the act of

2 d ass House, p. 198.
2 C P, p. 85.
2 CP., p. 85.



intercourse is conpleted, and the tension of the poemand of the

pr ot agoni st i s eased:

The rings have gone fromthe pond.
The river's alone with its water.

Al'l risings
Fal | L_“T
The | anguage in the second section shifts froma slow, steady,

del i berate and nmeasured rhythmto a rhapsodi ¢ adol escent jive:

Where are you now, ny bonny beating gristle,
My bl ue original dandy, nunb with sugar?

The protagoni st then noves into an interior reflection on his youth
when he: "ronped lithe as a child, down the sumery streets of ny
vei ns. »b2l But the happy conditions of childhood turn into a sonber
reflection as he considers how happy he was and how now he has | ost
hi s i nnocent happiness. The "weeds" are no longer his friends, but
t hey now synbolize both the psychic and physical obstructions in the

protagonist's |life which he seeks to overcone:

Now the water's low. The weeds exceed ne.

It's necessary, anong the flies and bananas, to
keep a constant vigil,

For the attacks of fgse hunmility take sudden
turns for the worse.

In the remaining stanzas the protagonist reflects on his fallen state
and concludes that he nust seek to enter into another state of

consci ousness: "My dearest dust, | can't stay here."ELI

In section three the protagoni st descri bes an experience he had
wal ki ng one day in the country. As he wal ked he entered into a state
of rapture communing with the life-force in the natural objects that
surrounded him

© C P, p. 85.
L CP., p. 86.
2 CP., p. 86.
8 C.P., p. 86.
% C.P., p. 86.
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The sun cane out;

The | ake turned green;
Ronped upon the goldy grass.
Aged thirteen.

The sky cracked open
The world | knew
Lay |like the cat s@do
Sniffing the dew.

In this nmetaphysical rapture he experienced his spiritual essence,
"Skin's the | east of ne, B and transcended the world of physi cal

desire, "Desire was V\n'nter-calm"EI

In the final stanza the poet's comunion with Nature unfolds into
a spiritual illumnation. His experiences in the world of desire are
seen as enabling himto identify with, and gain joy from the world of
generation and death. 1In effect, Roethke is declaring that he does
not seek to achieve a spiritual state beyond the physical world, but
that he wants to experience the bliss of spiritual consciousness
within the physical world. H s experiences in the physical world,
even his sufferings, help himtowards the achievenent of this goal by
unf ol di ng anot her aspect of creation to his eyes. Hi s journey out of
the "slime" has released himfromthe limtations of sensuality, and

he can now delight in the order of natural existence:

I''mawake all over:

I've crawed fromthe mre, alert as a saint or
a dog;

I know the back-streamis joy, and the stone's
eternal pul sel ess |ongi n

Felicity | cannot hoard. el

The protagonist's journey into the self has taught himto delight in

the process of psychic evolution: "I bask in the bower of change. vBd
% C.P., p. 87.
% C.P., p. 87.
3 C.P., p. 87.
38 C P, p. 88.
39 C.P., p. 88.
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In the final stanza of "Praise To The End!," the protagoni st
reaffirms that his descent into the "hell" of the self was necessary
so that he could energe with a new know edge. He has confronted his
darker self and in that process has attained a tenporary state of

illum nation:

Wherefore, O birds and small fish, surround ne.
Lave ne, ultimte waters.

The dark showed nme a face.

My ghosts are all gay

The |ight becones nE.E]

The final two poens in Praise To The End! are simlar enough in

character to the poem "Praise To The End!" that they do not need a
careful explication. |In the first of these poens, "Unfold! Unfold!,"
t he protagoni st experiences another psychic purgation by a descent
into the Self, which is followed by an entrance into a state of

met aphysi cal enlightenment. In the first stanza the poet rails at the
conditions of "contraries." The field, Roethke's synbol for life and
eternity and for the "sinple" joys of childhood, has shifted neanings:

bl

"The field is no longer sinple."

In the second stanza the poet questions the nature of reality and
inreturn is given a nunber of nystic answers. The third stanza
depicts a return to childhood simlar to that of stanza two in the
previous poem The fourth section reflects on the enptiness of
sensual passion, the "easy life of the rmuth." In the fifth and
final stanza of the poemthe illum nation occurs. The poet invokes
both the visible and invisible worlds and the spirits and creatures
that inhabit themto come to his aid in his quest for identity. The

"field" is now no longer an alien form but "a field for revelation."IE

“ C P., p. 88.
“.C P., p. 88.
“2 C P., p. 88.
“ C.P., p. 90.
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The protagoni st declares that he will now direct his attention towards

di scovering his "higher self:" "I'lIl seek ny own nmeekness."[

In the final poemin Praise To The End! Roet hke abjures the world

of logic and order and instead opts for a conbined reality of Nature

and Spirit:

Reason? That dreary shed, that hutch for grubby school boys!
The hedgewr en's song says sonething el se.

| care for a cat's cry and the hugs, live as water.

I've traced these words in sand with a vestigial tail...

Bl ess ne and the maze' min!

Hell o, thingy spirit.

For the poet Praise To The End! has been a return to both a

chil dhood and archetypal past. By retracing his roots and

i nvestigating the past the poet has determ ned the problem an
overenphasi s on sexuality which results in his bondage to the physica
world. His solution is not to totally renounce the physical body and
practice austerities, instead it is to accept the Iimtations of his
physi cal conditions and his experiences in the world of desire as
tenporary. The poet is, like all of Nature, in a state of constant
evolution. By learning to delight in the process of transformation
itself, he is able to overcone the tenporary linitations of his

physi cal or psychic being. Roethke's goal has not changed - he now

| ongs nore than ever before for a nystical illumnation. But he has
realized that hating his physicality is not the solution and will not
bring himany closer to the experience of illum nation. |Instead by

learning to live with his [imtations he was preparing hinself for the
next step in his inner odyssey, to see the finite in the infinite, and

the infinite in the finite.

At the end of Praise To The End! after the poet's dark night of

the soul, he has attained a new pl ateau of consciousness. From his
new perspective he is able to sing, and he sings of the joy of both

physi cal and spiritual existence. He is the poet of transformation;

4 C P, p. 91.
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he delights both in the formand the formless. The only danger he
percei ves, and which he seeks to avoid, is the trap of enpty
sensuality, passion devoid of love. Wth this new understandi ng gai ned

t hrough the pain of self-examnation he is able to sing:

Mouse, nouse, come out of the ferns.

And smal | nout hs, stay your ainm ess cheeping:
A lapful of apples sleeps in this grass...

| proclaimonce nore a condl;léli on of joy.
Walk into the wind, williel

% CP., p. 92.
% CP., p. 92.
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CHAPTER FOUR: THE DARK HAS I TS OM LI GHT

The year 1953 was a year of recognition, travel, and |love for
Theodore Roethke. |In 1953 on a trip to New York to give a poetry
readi ng, Roethke net Beatrice O Connell, who had been a forner student
of his at Bennington College. After a whirlw nd courtship Theodore
Roet hke and Beatrice O Connell were nmarried in New York City on
January 3, 1953. The Roet hkes spent the nonths of January and
February in New York City while Beatrice Roethke finished teaching her
classes in a public school in Harlem The Roethkes traveled to Europe

in March and renmai ned there until August."EI

On Septenber 8, 1953, The WAking, a collection of Roethke's
poetry which included many of his previously published poens, and
ei ght new poens, was published. The book was well received, and
Roet hke was awarded the Pulitzer Prize for The Waking in the early
part of 1954. The principle thenes of the new poens that appeared in
The WAki ng were extensions of thenmes that Roethke had explored in his
t hree previ ous books of verse: The struggle between the spirit and
the flesh; The transcendental vision of Nature; and The poet's search
for identity. But in The Waki ng Roet hke added a new thenme to his
verse: The | ove between nan and wonan, and how t he act of sexual |ove

could be used to find one's identity.

The ei ght new poens that appeared in The Waki ng provi ded a maj or
shift in Roethke's poetic vision. While many critics have explored the
peri pheral aspects of this shift in focus, few have succeeded in
gaugi ng the inmportance of the new poens in The WAki ng. Rosemary
Sull'ivan, in her book, Theodore Roethke: The Garden Master, is

particularly sensitive to Roethke's changing vision:

After the experinmentation of Praise To The End! sequence,
the al nost new Elizabethan formality of the new | ove poens
seens hardly less than extraordinary. Yet thereis a
deeper continuity between these two periods of his

devel opnent than is generally assunmed, a continuity at the

! d ass House, p. 208.
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| evel of sensibility. Even in this new guise, the poet's
voice remains primtive, elenental, defined on the one hand
by his unthinking delight in nature confronting him
dramatically in the body of the woman, and on the other by
his fear that |ove nmay entangle himin the defil ements of
the body: the old guilts, nmuted it is true, expressing

t hensel ves again as an ant agoni sm between spirit and flesh.f

She accurately points out Roethke's preoccupation wth the "antagoni sm
between spirit and flesh." But as we have seen in our exploration of

the later poens in The Lost Son and Praise To The End! this antagonism

has, to an extent, been nuted by the poet's realization that his
physi cal and sexual inpulses were innately good. The poet now

delights in both his physical and sexual natures, and Praise To The

End! is a verse celebration of that delight. Roethke's sexual guilts
had been nodified. He now felt that through the act of physical |ove-
maki ng he was able to achieve a tenporary transcendence of the ego and

experience his inner self in another human bei ng.

The belief that the Self exists in all beings, and the perception
that seeing that Self in others is an essential step in the quest for
identity, was not a new notion to the poet. Roethke already believed
that this experience could occur with phenonena in the world of
Nature, and he was sinply transferring his understanding of this

process fromthe world of Nature to the world of |ove:

If the dead can conme to our aid in a quest for identity, so
can the living and | nmean all living things, including the
sub-human. This is not so nmuch a naive as a prinitive
attitude: animstic, maybe. Wiy not? Everything that
lives is holy: | call upon these holy fornms of life. One
coul d even put this theologically: St. Thomas says, "God
is above all things by the excellence of Hi s nature;
nevertheless. He is in all things as causing the being of
all things." Therefore, in calling upon the snail, | am
calling, in a sense, upon CGod:

Snail, snail, glister ne forward,
Bird, soft-sigh nme hone.

2 Rosemary Sul livan, Theodore Roethke: The Garden Master (1975), p. 90.
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Wrm be with ne.
This is my hard tine.fl

Countering this novenent towards identity through | ove and physica
| ove-maki ng was the poet's realization that desire and passion could
constrict, instead of expand, his consciousness. The eight new poens
in The WAki ng are poetic essays di scoursing on the evolution of the

poet's being and of his awareness of the change of his identity.

"O, Thou Opening, O is simlar in structure to the poens in part
two of Praise To The End! The poemis divided into three sections.

The first section is a conbinati on of nonsense verse, oxynoronic
statenents, and considerations of the nature of good and evil. In the
second section the poet seeks to convince the reader to seek the
depths of reality and not to be content with | eading a superficial

exi stence. The first stanza is addressed to a woman, and in tone it
is simlar to a Southern Baptist sernon on the nature and dangers of
evil:

And now are we to have the pelludi ous Jesus-shi nmer over

all things, the animal's candid gaze, a shade | ess than
feathers... I'mtired of all that Bag-Foot... Wo ever said
God sang in your fat shape? You' re not the only keeper of
hay. That's a spratling's prattle. And don't be thinking
you'he sinplicity's sweet thing, either. A leaf could drag
you.

In the third stanza the poet drops his accusatory approach and instead
seeks to transnit his nessage of the beauties and conpl exities of

exi stence by persuading "nore slowy:"

The dark has its own light.
A son has many fathers.
Stand by a sl ow stream
Hear the sigh of what is.
Be a pl eased rock

On a plain day.

Waki ng' s

35S P, p 24
4CP., p 98
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Ki ssi ng.
Yes. Bl

The new direction that Roethke's poetry takes in The Waking is
sumed up by the preceding nine lines of poetry. Al of the other
poens in The Waking only serve to further explicate the ideas
contained in these lines. There are five interconnected ideas
expressed in this stanza. "The dark has its own light" is a reflection
of Roethke's belief that the finite exists in the infinite, and the
infinite exists inthe finite. The "dark" he is alluring to is not so
much a physical darkness, but a spiritual darkness. Roethke's

perception is that there is no absolute darkness or "evil," that even
within so-called darkness there is sonme "light" or good. |If man can
perceive that essential divinity within all things, then he will see
the "light" that exists within darkness, and be able to perceive the

i nnat e goodness within all things.

The idea expressed in the second line, "A son has nany fathers,"
is that a man has "roots" in both the physical and spiritual worlds.
A man has both a heavenly father who is God, and at the sane tine a
physical father, and by virtue of the interconnectedness of al
bei ngs, all forns of creation can be viewed as an extension of his
"father." The third and the fourth line are directions that |ead one
to the attai nnent of these realizations:

Stand by a sl ow stream
Hear the sigh of what is.

The streamreferred to is both a physical and metaphysi cal
stream By listening to the physical stream man can hear the voice of
the natural world, which is usually "drowned out" by the conplexities
of nodern existence. By listening to the netaphysical stream man can

gain a nore devel oped vision of his inner self.

The fifth and the sixth lines of this stanza direct the reader to
accept all conditions of Iife with an even frame of m nd. Roethke

5CP., p. 98
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instructs the reader to be happy, regardl ess of the condition of his
life. The seventh and eighth lines reveal that "Waking" (Roethke's
termfor the process of becom ng aware of the several sides of life)
occurs through the act of giving |ove, and participating in physical
love. The "Yes" at the end of the stanza affirnms the ideas that have
been previously stated and suggests the overall positiveness of the

poet's new phil osophy.

The third and final stanza is a reflection on the ideas presented
in the previous stanza. The protagonist in this stanza delights in
these revel ations and sees that all of existence is now a part of his
own being. The journey into and out of the Self is praised. Since
"The dark has its owm light," all things are innately good, and the
voi ce celebrates the fact that |oving and nmaking | ove have led himto
this realization:

The lark's ny heart!

I"'mwild with news!
My fancy's white!

| am faces,
Love.
"A Light Breather" illustrates the change that has occurred in

the poet's perspective on spiritual growh and devel opnent. He no

| onger feels the necessity of keeping his spirit "spare," but instead
he has entered into a state of spiritual maturity in which he can
accept hinmself and his own constantly evol vi ng consci ousness and
rejoice in both. Roethke's vision of the innate nature of the
"spirit" is that it is not restricted either by the spiritual or the
material worlds. Unlike the outer self the spirit never seeks to deny
its own inner divinity; it is "Unafraid of what it is,"H and its
natural directionis "Still invvard,"EI ever questing its own

unravel ment. The entire notion of spiritual devel opment as depicted

inthis poemis graceful and pure. Roethke's conparison of spiritua

S C.P., p. 99
7 CP., p. 101.
& C.P., p. 101.
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enfol dment with the opening of a blossom and the playing of a
"mnnow," reinforces his thesis that the spiritual nature of man is
not divorced fromthe physical world, and that the world of Nature is

a concrete manifestation of the divinity that exists in man's soul

Taki ng and enbracing its surroundi ngs,
Never wi shing itself away,

Unafraid of what it is,

A music in a hood,

A smal | hhing,

Si ngi ng.

"Four For Sir John Davies" traces the novenent of the protagoni st
of the poemfroma state of questing for inner know edge and
experience, to a state of nystical awareness which conmes to the
prot agoni st through his participation in the physical act of
| ovemaking. In the first section, "The Dance," the protagoni st seeks
to experience the whole of truth by conquest. The inmage of dancing is
drawn from Yeats and synbolizes the protagonist's alternations between
the spiritual and physical realities. In this first section the
pr ot agoni st has not yet integrated both realities, and he is "dancing

mad:

| tried to fling ny shadow at the noon
The while my bl ood | eaped with a wordl ess song.

Though danci ng needs a nmaster, | had none
To teach ny toes to listen to ny tongue.
But what | |earned there, dancing all Eﬁone,

Was not the joyless notion of a stone.

The protagonist recalls that his attenpts to enter into states of
hi gher awar eness were frustrated because his physical desires (bl ood)
and his spiritual aspirations (shadow) conflicted. Hi s attenpt to
fling his shadow at the "moon" (Truth) failed because of his inability
to bring these two parts of his being into harnony. But these early
spiritual explorations were not a | oss because through themthe
pr ot agoni st gained a greater sense of his identity; he realized that

they were a necessary stage in his gradual unfol dnent.

°C.P., p. 101.
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The second section of the poem "The Partner," introduces the
t heme of sexuality. The synbol of "The Dance" shifts in neaning froma

spiritual meandering to represent the act of physical |ove-nmaking.

Bet ween such ani mal and hunman heat

I find nmyself perplexed. Wat is desire? —
The inpul se to make soneone el se conpl ete?
That woman woul d set sodden straw on fire.
Was | the servant of a sovereign mﬁif,

O ladle rattling in an enpty di sh?LL

In the first stanza in section two the protagonist tries to
det erm ne whet her the sexual dance |leads himto a state of |iberation
or bondage. In his neditation on desire he perceives that the act of
sexual union is either a conpletion of his "self" by nmerging with
another or a barren process in which he is alienated fromhis self by

hi s ani mal passions.

The protagoni st noves fromthese abstract considerations of
sexuality to concrete nenories of his sexual experiences. He
concl udes that the act of physical |ove-maki ng awakens both his higher
and | ower natures and is therefore attended both by feelings of joy
and sorrow

I nconpr ehensi bl e gai ety and dread

Attended what we did. Behind, before,

Lay all the lonely pastures of the dead;

The spirit and the flesh cried out for nore.
W two, together, on a darkening dayE]

Took arns agai nst our own obscurity.
The third section, "The Waith" presents the central thene of the
poem "The flesh can make the spirit visible."Ea The sexual

experi ences of the protagonist have enabled himto | ose his

individuality: "Did each becone the other in that play?," and

10 C P, p. 105.
1 CP., p. 105.
2 C.P., p. 106.
3 C.P., p. 106.
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experience a vision of a higher reality: "Qur souls |ooked forth, and
the great day stood still."E]
The final section of the poem "The Vigil," proceeds through a

series of four "meditations” in which the protagonist considers the
conplexities of sexual union. In the first stanza the poet neditates
on the power of love to lift nan froma physical to a spiritua

consci ousness. This was the ideal of courtly love, and Roet hke invokes

this philosophy with a consideration of Dante's |ove for Beatrice.

In the second stanza the protagonist reflects on spiritual
progress and accepts the fact that total enlightennent does not cone
all at once, but is the culmnation of a series of smaller
enlightennents: "Wo | eaps to heaven at a single bound’?"!E He accepts
t he experiences of making |ove as small enlightennents, which
gradually help himto transcend the confines of the physical world of

time and death: "Her |look was norning in the dying Iight."li:I

In the third stanza is a phil osophical capitulation to sexuality.
The protagoni st agrees that the physical reality and sexuality are
capabl e of deluding himinto thinking he is entering into a
transcendent state of consciousness: "The visible obscures. But who
knows mhen?"E] H s concl usi on, however, is that his sexual encounters
are not del usions because they are part of the "dance" of the spirit
which is evolving in and through the physical form The dance itself
now synboli zes the dance of consci ousness which progresses fromfl esh
to spirit. And it is the "dance" itself which the protagonist feels
is of the greatest inportance; his recognition of the process of

spiritual evolution is in itself an inner awakeni ng.

The final stanza paraphrases the thoughts and actions of the

proceedi ng sections of the poem and in a final apocal yptic imge the

4 CP., p. 1086.
5 C.P., p. 107.
6 C.P., p. 107.
7 C.P., p. 107.
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poet sees the entire "dance" as a novenent towards total self-
t ranscendence.

Who rise fromflesh to spirit knowthe fall:
The word outleaps the world, and light is aII.IIEI

In the final two |ines of the poemthe protagonist affirns that
the spirit (the word) transcends the nmaterial reality. He sees that
the end of the "dance" culmnates in spiritual illum nation and that
the very process of life itself wll eventually l[ead himto self-
transcendence. Having found his identity through sexual love, he is
now capabl e of "outleaping the world" and attaining illum nation. The
sexual act has been a vehicle that allowed himto nmake the nystica

"l eap," which he was unable to nake in the first stanza of the poem

The title poem of Roethke's fourth book, "The Waking," presents
t he poet's transcendental philosophy in ternms of "waking:"
I wake to sleep, and take my waking sl ow.

| feel nmy fate in what | cannot fear
I learn by going where | have to go.

W think by feeling. What is there to know?
I hear mny being dance fromear to ear.
I wake to sleep, and take ny waking sIow.E§|

In the first two stanzas of "The WAki ng" the poet presents the
reader with what he feels is the essential paradox of human exi stence:
man becones fully aware of his identity in life, only to lose his
identity in death. On a physical level the idea expressed is of a
cyclic nmoverent, waking which is foll owed by sleep. On a secondary
| evel the poet expresses the idea that "waking" {discovering one's
identity) is a process of forward and backward novenent that results
in "sone progress.” "Wking" is not acconplished by a conscious
direction on the part of the mind, but occurs spontaneously and is

directed by life itself:

8 C.P., p. 107.
1 C.P., p. 108.



O those so close beside ne, which are you?
God bless the Gound! | shall walk softly there.
And | earn by going where | have to go.

Li ght takes the Tree; but who can tell us how?
The lowy wormclinbs up a w nding stair;EEI
I wake to sleep, and take my waking sl ow.

The poet affirms the sanctity of the natural world, and in the
fourth stanza he presents the idea that the process of physical and
spiritual evolution cannot be understood with the mind; it is part of
the essential mystery of existence. All he can do is participate in
existence, and allowit to guide him as it does all creatures and
t hi ngs:

Great Nature has another thing to do

To you and ne; so take the lively air.
And, lovely, learn by going where to go.

Thi s shaking keeps nme steady. | should know.
VWhat falls away is always. And is near.

I wake to sleep, and take ny waking EJJJOW.

I learn by going where | have to go.

The fifth stanza is an affirmation of the process of life, and
the poet hints that although the path that leads to illum nation nay
appear to be circuitous, that life itself is guiding himin exactly
the right way. Roethke councils that one should sinply have faith in
the process, and enjoy it. In the final stanza he suggests that the
transitory is eternal by virtue of the fact that the eternal exists
within the transitory. He affirnms his belief that nothing can be | ost
because man is inwardly connected with all of existence. It is only
t he outer appearance of physical reality that deceives man. Wen he
can see beyond the physical to the eternal then he will realize that:
"What falls away is always and is near." Roethke affirnms the process
of life and suggests that it is a process of eternal discovery, in
whi ch man passes fromthreshold to threshold, growi ng and di scovering

new aspects of his infinite Self, throughout eternity.

20 Cp., p. 108.
2L c p., p. 108.
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CHAPTER FIVE: ALL THE EARTH, ALL THE AIR

Marriage, prizes and awards, trips to Europe, readings at
col l eges and universities, teaching, the continual witing of verse,
and periodic nmental breakdowns, this is the outer biography of
Theodore Roethke in the years in which he wote the poens contained in
his fifth book, Wrds For The Wnd. But what of Roethke's inner
bi ography? The evol ution of his poetic vision? As we read the poens
contained in Wrds For The Wnd, and in Roethke's |ast book, The Far

Fi el d, we becone increasingly aware of the disparity between the

poet's outer and inner Life. Wile Roethke's marriage hastened the
evol ution of his |love poens, it seens clear that he woul d have
followed a simlar path had he not married. The seeds of the
evol ution of his vision of the interrelationship between nmatter and

spirit, as seen in Praise To The End! and the poems witten in The

Waking prior to Roethke's marriage, indicate that the poet was noving
towards the acceptance of |ove as a vehicle for self-transcendence.
The other elenents in his life, travel, teaching, his acceptance as a
maj or American poet replete with prizes and awards, never seened in
any clear-cut way to influence his verse. Even Roethke's breakdowns
and the dramatic crises in his personal life that they caused were
only tangential to the creation of his poetry. Roethke had grown to
accept themas part of his Iife, and |like other elenments in his

exi stence, he used what he could fromthese experiences to further his

poetry.

Roet hke al ways seened able to pull hinself together remarkably
wel| after each breakdown. But the enotional cost of these breakdowns
can perhaps to sone extent be assessed by an incident that inmediately
preceded his commtnment to a Sanitariumshortly before the publication
of Wirds For The Wnd. Roethke had been entering into a manic phase,

and his friends and his wife recognized the telltale signs that always
preceded his breakdowns. On the opening day of the Fall term on

Cct ober 2, 1957, Roethke, whose reputation as a teacher engendered



admration on the part of his colleagues and awe in his new students,

arrived late for his first cl ass:

Suddenly the door burst open and Ted appeared, panting with
exhaustion, his face grey and wet with sweat, his danp
trousers clinging to his legs... He flung hinsel f agai nst
the bl ackboard in a kind of crucified pose, nmuttering

i ncoherently. H's students knew that he was subject to
such attacks and one of themran to the English Departnent
of fice and got the Secretary, Ms. Dorothy Bowie... Ms.
Bowi e knew t hat somet hing drastic woul d have to be done.
She called the city police and said, "This is a very

di stingui shed nan and he is ill. All we want you to do is
take himto a sanitarium No rough stuff."”

Ted feared and hated cops. Wien he saw them he nmade one
lunge at them but they seized himand snoot hly handcuffed
hi s hands behind his back. There wasn't any rough stuff.
They were gentle but firm And they led old Ted, the

di sti ngui shed man, the poet and friend of poets everywhere
t hrough the corridors of Barrington Hall just as cl asses
were changing, with his head hent nearly to his knees and
the cops sedately around him

The only real key to the devel opnent of the poet's mind can be
found in the poens thenselves. They are a chronicle of Roethke's
journey to the interior, and in both their thematic exposition and
expl osive intensity they reflect both the terrible pain and

i ndescri babl e ecstasy of the poet's |ater years.

The new poens in Wrds For The Wnd were divided into five

sections: (1) "Lighter Pieces and Poens for Children;" (2) "Love
Poens;" (3) "Voices and Creatures;" (4) "The Dying Man;" and (5)
"Meditations of an Ad Wman." |In all there were forty-three new
poenms, and a sel ection of poens that Roethke chose to keep from Open

House, The Lost Son, Praise To The End!, and Waking.

It was very widely reviewed as the work of a mmjor poet, in
the New York Herald Tribune by Babette Deutsch, anmong nany
others, by Richard Eberhart in the New York Tines, who
said, "The collection of Theodore Roethke's work is a najor
achi evenent in the Romantic tradition of American poetry,"
and by WD. Snodgrass in Poetry who said, "Roethke seens

! d ass House, p. 246.

62



63

here to have acconplished (or, at the very worst, to be on
the verge of) a | anguage whi ch many of the best poets of
hi s age and younger, anong them Lowel| and Berrynman, have
been dreani ng about and working toward."@

In recognition of his achi evemrent Roethke was awarded the first
of his Boreston Muntain Awards; The Edna St. Vincent M|l ay Award;
The Bol |l i ngen Award; The Longvi ew Award; The Pacific Northwest Witers
Awar d; and the National Book Amard.EI Roet hke used the noney from
these awards to help pay his sky-rocketing nedical bills for his

recurrent nental breakdowns.

The "Love Poens" in section two of Words For The W nd express

bot h Roet hke's awareness of |ove as a vehicle for self-transcendence
and his personal suffering fromthe linitations that passion placed
upon his spiritual nature. It is in and through his identification

with his other "self," the woman depicted alternately as earth
goddess, or sexual partner in these poens, that Roethke is able to

expand and transcend his understanding of his own identity.

Roet hke depicts the wonen in "The Dream™ "Love's Progress,"” "The
Swan, " and " Menory"
self. The women in "Wrds For The Wnd," "I Knew A Wiman," "The

Sententious Man," "The Pure Fury," and "The Sensualists" are depicted

as earth goddesses who are extensions of his inner

as his sexual opposites who, through the act of physical |ove-naking,
afford the poet a glinpse of a higher reality, or of sensua

enpti ness.

In "The Dreani Roet hke depicts his |ove as both a heavenly

emanati on and as a part of the natural world:

She canme toward ne in the flowng air,

A shape of change, encircled by its fire.

| watched her there, between nme and the noon;
The bushes and the stones danced on and on;

| touched her shadow when the |ight del ayed,;
| turned ny face away, and yet she stayed.

2 d ass House, p. 250.
3 d ass House, p. 250.
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A bird sang fromthe center of a tree
She | oved the wi nd because the wind | oved ne.fl

In the third stanza a connection is nmade between the consci ousness of
both the poet and his love. The inmage of "A small bird" flying in
circles around the poet and his | ove synbolizes the unity of the man
and woman. In the final stanza of the poemthe image of the poet and
his | ove nmerge in a metaphysical "oneness;" the poet energes fromthis
experience with a sense of conpletion, he has discovered his other

hal f:

She hel d her body steady in the w nd;

Qur shadows net, and slowy swung around;
She turned the field into a glittering sea;
I played in flane and water |ike a boy

And | swayed out beyond the white seaf oam

Like a wet log, | sang within a flame.
In that last while, eternity's confhne,
| cane to love, | came into ny own.

In "The Swan" the poet conceives of his |ove as an earth goddess,
but instead of a total entrance into the alternate part of his self,
the poet alternates between a longing for her as an extension of his
spiritual being and a physical desire for her as a woman. The poemis
divided into two sections. In the first section the poet considers
his propensity for sensual experience, which he condenns: "A dry
soul's wisest. O | am not dry!"EI He then dismi sses his self-analysis
as the broodings of his mnd which he feels only interrupts the

natural flow of his being:

We think too long in terns of what to be;
I live, alive and certain as a bull;
A casual nman, | keep ny casual word
Yet whistle back at every whistling bird.

A man alive, fromall light | nust fall.
I amny father's son, | am John Donpe
Whenever | see her with nothing on.b

4 CP., p. 119
5 CP., p. 120.
6§ C.P., p. 140.
7 C.P., p. 140.
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In the preceding stanza the poet dism sses his self-
recrimnations for his sensual drives. Declaring that he is a "casual

n

man" and conparing hinself with the virile inmage of the bull, he

pl aces hinself in the world of Nature and, therefore, feels that his
sexuality is "natural" and not a "fallen" sexuality that is fraught

wi th sel f-consciousness. But the poet preserves his spiritua
identity and individuality because he is able to: "whistle back at
every whistling bird." He feels that although he is a "casual man" in
his sensuality (the bull), he is also a sensitive and artistic indivi-
dual . The poet identifies hinself with John Donne, and this
identification is an affirmation of his sexuality by placing it in
both a Biblical tradition, the inevitability of the fall so that man
can be resurrected, and in a poetic tradition. It is as if Roethke,
the poet, is saying that it is the nature of the poet to be sensual,

John Donne, a great poet was, and |, another great poet, amtoo.

In the | ast stanza the poet no |onger sees his love in sexual
terns. She has gone through a netanorphosis, and he now sees her as a
swan, the traditional synbol of the soul. He declares that she is in

n

effect, his "lost opposite;" they are both made of the sanme spiritual
substance (that nothing), and since she is a goddess, and his other

hal f, then he is a god:

The noon draws back its waters fromthe shore.
By the | ake's edge, | see a silver swan

And she is what | would. In this light air.
Lost opposites bend down—

Sing of that nothing of which all ia made,

O listen into silence, |like a god.

"Wbrds For The Wnd" presents worman as the poet's opposite who,
t hrough the act of sexual |love, allows himto enter into a
transcendent state of consciousness and thereby gain a new sense of
his own identity. 1In the first section of the poemthe poet

identifies hinself with the natural worl d:

8 C.P., p. 140.
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All's even with the odd, 0
My brother the vine is gl ad.

Then t hrough a conpl ex of visual and netaphysical imges he tells
the reader that his experiences with the woman he | oves have given him

a tenmporary vision of a higher order:

| stayed, and light fell
Across her pul sing throat;

| stared, and a garden ﬂone
Sl owl y becane the noon.

This vision fades as the poet then returns to the natural world:

A shape fromdeep in the eye—
That woman | saw in a stone—
Keeps pace when | wal k al one.

In the second section of the poem Roethke continues to extend

bot h his physical and netaphysical connections with his |ove.

The wind's white with her name,
And | walk with the wind...
She nmoves when tine is iw:
Love has a thing to do. L2

At the end of this section he indicates that just as his | ove has
both body and spirit, so he too is not bound by his physical nature
("l smle, no mneral rmn") and is capable of the full range of

enotions that his opposite self is capable of.

The third section of the poem presents Roet hke's phil osophy of
love. The section is divided into three stanzas each of which offer a
di fferent perspective on both the poet and his metaphysi cal

under st andi ng of | ove.

In the first stanza the poet goes beyond the physical world of

generation and sees that his spiritual essence is |ove:

°CP., p. 123.

0 cPp., p. 123.
1 Cc P, p. 123.
2 C.P., p. 124.
3 CP., p. 124
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| get a step beyond
The wind, and there | am
|'modd and full of Iove.EEI

The second stanza returns himto the physical world where he and his

| ove wal k "on ferny ground"EEI and becone part of the world of Nature.
In this stanza he affirns that the know edge that conmes fromlove, and
in particular love that is grounded in both the body and spirit,
provides the |l overs with a deeper know edge than can be di scovered
through the intellect:

W sdom where is it found?—
Those who enbrace, believe.

In the final stanza of this section the poet affirnms the idea
that the eternal exists in the tenporal and that all tenporal things
eventually lead one to the eternal. Thus Roethke is saying that there
are two paths to inner know edge. One path is the approach of pure
spirit in which all earthly things nust be denied so that an
i ndi vidual can eventual |y becone pure spirit. The second path, which
Roet hke roots for in this poem is a nmetaphysical path in which one
sees the eternal in the tenporal, the infinite in the finite, and
follows the spirit within the substance to transcendental illum nation
(love).

VWhat falls away will fall
Al things bring ne to Iove.EEI

In the fourth section of the poemthe poet identifies his |ove
with all of the natural world. In loving this wonan Roethke is al so
| oving the fem nine aspect of the universe, Nature. By loving his
femal e opposite he "wakes" to life:

The breath of a long root,

The shy perineter

O the unfol ding rose,
The green, the altered |eaf,

4 CP., p. 125.
5 C.P., p. 125.
6 C.P., p. 125.
7 C.P., p. 125.
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The oyster's weeping foot,
And the incipient star —
Are part of what she is.

She wakes the ends of |ife.[

In the final stanzas of the poem Roet hke presents the idea that
t hrough sexual intercourse he is able to experience the unity between
hinself and his love. He affirns again that, at this tinme, the path
of inner know edge through physical |ove is the path that he has
chosen. Through making love he is able to nonentarily glinpse the

Self in his love, and he sees that she and he are inwardly one:

I kiss her noving nouth,
Her swart hil arious skin;
She breaks ny breath in half;
She frolicks |ike a beast;
And | dance round and round,
A fond and foolish man,
And see and suffer nyself
I n anot her being, at |ast.

[l

In the poem "The Sententious Man," Roethke reflects on the
nmovenent fromdesire to spiritual aspiration, and affirns the idea
that it is first necessary to go through desire before desire can be
transcended and replaced with transcendental illumnation. In the
first section of the poemhe presents his thesis of the dual nature of
man:

Spirit and nature beat in one breast-phone —

| saw a virgin withing in the dirt -E

Roet hke believes that to deny the flesh, at least in youth, is
i npossible: "W did not fly the flesh. Wo does, when young’?"aﬂ In
this poem he presents the idea that the physical nature is necessary,
but that eventually one nmust go beyond the physical to the spiritual

self and that this process should not be forced.

8 C.P., p. 125.
1 C.P., p. 126.
20 Ccp., p. 131.
2 C P, p. 131.
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Is pain a pronise? | was schooled in pain.
And found out all | could of all desire;
I weep for what I'mlike when I'm al one
In the deep center of the voice and fire.

In the | ast stanza of the poemthe poet again rejects the false piety
of individuals who condem their own physical nature. 1In his final

i mmge of water gaining purity through novenent he indicates his belief
that nman can only attain spiritual purification and the transcendence
of his physical and sexual nature through a process of experience, and
gradual illum nation:

For water nmoves until it's purified, =
And the weak bridegroom strengthens in his bride.

2 cp., p. 132.
2 C P, p. 132.
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CHAPTER SI X THE SUNI THE SUN! AND ALL WE CAN BECOVE!

Roet hke started witing the "Meditations O An A d Wnan" in 1955
shortly after his nother's death. Wrds For The Wnd concl udes with

this sequence of five poens. The poens are organized as a series of
progressive "nmeditations" in which the protagonist, an old woman, is
confronting her spiritual enptiness and onconi ng physical death. In
an attenpt to discover at what point in her |ife she becane

di ssoci ated fromher spiritual identity she reflects back upon her
past. Her reflections, the five "neditations," enable the old worman
to psychically relive a nunber of nystical experiences that she had
when she was younger. By "neditating” on these experiences she is
able to re-enter the consciousness that she was in during her youth,
and she experiences a psychic rebirth.

Karl Mal koff, in his pioneering study of Theodore Roet hke,
suggested that: "The Meditations are the search for the self with new
i nplications, the search for an identity that transcends the tenpora
linmts of the materi al world."EI While this is certainly true, the
"medi tations" are nuch nore conplex than M. Ml koff suggests. Their
subject matter is as nuch a study in the nmeans of attaining self-
realization as it is a reflection of that state. The poens al so
concern thenselves with the poet's views on: what it is like to be a
wonman; sexuality; spiritual evolution; the subconscious drives; and
the need to achieve a nystical union with God. The poens are
structured like music, with the thenes coning alternately and being
drawn together in a mnor crescendo at the end of each poem and a

maj or crescendo at the end of the sequence.

The first of the five poens in the sequence, "First Meditation,"
presents the old wonan at odds with her inner state of spiritua
stagnation, which Roethke mrrors in ternms of cold and harsh natura
imagery. She first neditates upon her current state of consciousness

! d ass House, p. 13.
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and then cones to the conclusion that she is dissatisfied with it, and

nmust begin a quest for neaning, and spiritual fulfillnent:

On love's worst ugly day,

The weeds hiss at the edge of the field.

The smal |l wi nds nmake their chilly indictments.
El sewhere, in houses, even pails can be sad,
Wi | e stones | oosen on the obscure hill side.
And a tree tilts fromits roots,

Toppl i ng down an enbankmnent .

The spirit noves, but not always upward...
And the sun brings joy to sone.

But the rind, often, hates the_life within...
I need an old crone's knowing.EI

The first poemin the sequence is divided into four sections.
After becoming dissatisfied with her present condition in the first
section, the old worman noves through a consideration of the nature of
spiritual journeys into the self and then has a brief renenbrance of
her chil dhood, of two sparrows singing back and forth: "one within a
greenhouse. .. And another, outside, in the bright day."EI These two
sparrows suggest the harnony with which her spiritual self (synbolized
by the bird inside the greenhouse) and her physical self (the bird in
the open air) had in her youth. But her renenbrance is |ost as she
consi ders the sheer inpossibility of returning to the state of psychic
whol eness of her youth. The |ast stanza presents inmages of upset and
turnoi|l suggesting the self at odds with its own being, and finally
ends in a bl ackout:

Journey within a journey:

The ticket mslaid or lost, the gate

I naccessi bl e, the boat always pulling out

Fromthe rickety wooden dock

The chil dren wavi ng;

O two horses plunging in snow, their lines tangl ed,

A great wooden sl eigh careening behind them

Swerving up a steep enbanknent.

For a nonent they stand above ne,
Their bl ack skins shudderi ng:

2 CP., p. 157.
S CP., p. 158.
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Then they lurch forward,
Lungi ng down a hillside.f

In her return to the present, the imge of the two birds singing
har moni ousl y back and forth has been replaced by the apocal yptic image
of two black horses tangled in their own |ines, suggesting her present

state of spiritual dissociation and her oncomi ng death.

In the third stanza Roethke, via the personae of the old wonman,
extends his theory of spiritual growth, the theory fromwhich he
created the structure of "The Meditations" thenselves. The novenent
is first backward, as suggested by the crab who is "sliding slowy
wH

forward agai nst the current, making slow but steady progress:

backwar d, and the sal non which slowy but steadily noves its way

Still swi nmmng forward— g
So, | suppose, the spirit journeys.

In the final stanza the O d Wnman achi eves a state of tranquility.

Her neditation on the past and the nature of spiritual discovery has
not given her illumnation ("There is no riven tree, or |anb dropped
by an eagle"),EI but it has allowed her to find a limted anount of
satisfaction with the world of "things" that surrounds her. Although
she has not reached into the depths of her spiritual essence, she has
at | east achieved a small reconciliation with the world and is happier
than at the begi nning of the sequence. Just as her psychic state of
di sunity was suggested at the beginning of the poem by negative
natural inmagery, now the positive natural inmagery suggests a novenent

t owar ds psychi c whol eness:

There are still tinmes, norning and eveni ng:
The cerul ean, high in the elm

Thin and insistent as a cicada.

And the far phoebe, singing.

The long plaintive notes floating down,
Drifting through | eaves, oak and mapl e. .

4 C.P., pp. 158, 159.
5 CP., p. 159.
6§ C.P., p. 159.
7 C.P., p. 159.
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In such tinmes, |acking a god.
| amstill happy.H

The second poemin "The Meditations," "I'mHere," and all of the
succeedi ng poens in the sequence, will followthis pattern of psychic
di ssatisfaction, followed by a return to the past in which the
pr ot agoni st experiences a forgotten part of her being, and at the end
of the poema renewal, as the protagonist integrates the essence of
her reflection into her present situation. "I"'mHere" is divided into
five sections. In the first section the Od Wnan is at odds with

ci rcunst ances and her physical surroundi ngs:

Qut si de, the sanme sparrows bicker in the eaves.
I"'mtired of tiny noises:

The April cheeping, the vireo's insistence,
The prattle of the young no | onger pleases.

4|

The second stanza is a return to her adol escence. She renenbers
hersel f as being a happy part of the natural order:

Runni ng t hrough hi gh grasses.

My thi ghs brushing agai nst flower-crowns...

Fl esh- awkward, hal f-alixe. ..
Benused; pleased to be;

But her joyous reflection is interrupted by the voice of her adult
sensibility. This voice of rationality will often interrupt her
reflections as it attenpts to place limts upon her revelry:

So nmuch of adol escence is an ill-defined dying,

An intol erable waiting,

A longing for anotﬁfr pl ace and tine,
Anot her condition

The third section of the poemcontinues with further reflections
of the dd Wman's past. But in the fourth section she returns to the

present and is confronted with the inmages of two flowers which

& C.P., p. 160.
° C.P., p. 161.
0°c P, pp. 161, 162.
U cp, p 162
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respectively suggest her own i mm nent physical death and her soul's
imortality.

My geraniumis dying, for all | can do,

Still leaning toward the | ast place the sun was.

I've tried I don't know how many tinmes to replant it.

But these roses: | can wear them by | ooking away.

The eyﬁf rejoice in the act of seeing and the fresh after-

i mge;

In the final section of the poemthe AOd Wnan reaches a
nmet aphysi cal understandi ng of death, feeling that death is not a fina
state but only another step in a progression of the soul's
devel opnent: "It's not ny first dying."E] She has found a peace within
hersel f by seeing her inner "oneness" with all of Nature, and she

rejoices in her own nortality:

I can hold this valley.
Loose in ny |ap,

In ny arns.

If the wi nd neans ne,
I'm here

Her e.

The third poem "Her Becoming," begins with reflections on nutability.
The A d Wman sees herself as existing in a world of duality which is
bounded on one side by pleasure and on the other side by pain. She
seeks to go beyond this condition to experience a deeper netaphysica
joy that far transcends the |limted anount of satisfaction that she
can gai n from physical pleasure. She has conme to realize that pleasure
is always foll owed by pain and that as |long as she has her attention
atuned prinmarily to the physical |evel, she will not escape the "cold

sl

fl eshl ess kiss of contraries."”

This neditation on the transitory nature of the physical world is
followed by a regression to the past and to a metaphysical experience
that the O d Wwman had when she was a young girl, when she transcended

2 C.P., p. 163.
3 C.P., p. 164.
4 C.P., p. 164.



75

the duality of the physical world and experienced a "jauntier
principle of order:"

There are tinmes when reality conmes closer:
In a field, in the actual air...

My breath grew less. | listened like a beast.
Was it the stones | heard? | stared at the fixed stars.

The noon, a pure |slamc shape, | ooked down.
The light air slowed: It was not nig or day.
Al'l natural shapes becane synboli cal

The "Fourth Meditation" is a consideration of the battle between
the spiritual aspirations and physical and sexual drives, and an
overall reflection on what it is to be a wonman, and the state of wonen
in the nodern age. The O d Wnman reflects on the days of her youthfu
i nnocence when she could "stretch out the thin bones of ny
innocence."E]But as she grew ol der that innocence was replaced by an
enpty sensual | ongi ng which could never be quenched. She envi sions
the plight of the soul, which is the observer within the self, who
wat ches the transnutati on of the body and tries to choose a higher
spiritual destiny for the Od Wman in spite of the body's insistent
demands for purely physical fulfillnment:

The soul stands, lonely in its choice,

Waiting, itself a sIoEétlﬂ ng,
In the changi ng body.

The second stanza is a reflection on the nature of wonen and what
it isto be a wman. Her reflection on the Iimted awareness of her
sisters causes the Add Wnman to wish that they m ght awaken: "My they
flame into bei ng!"

Her neditation then turns into a consideration of racial

evol ution in which she sees herself as part of the human fanmily that

5 C.P., p. 166.
16 C.P., p. 166.
7 C.P., p. 168.
8 C.P., p. 168.
° C.P., p. 169.



76

are: "descendants of the playful tree-shrew that survived the archaic
killers."E] In the last section of the poem she comes to the
realization that her | ost self can be reclained, and she feels that
regardl ess of her age she will endure: "The husk lives on, ardent as
a seed. "F]

The final poemin "The Meditation of an O d Wman" retraces the
novenent of all of the preceding poens in the sequence, drawi ng all of
their thenes together in a final acceptance and transcendence of the
self. The first stanza is filled with inages of death and stagnation
The A d Wman neditates on the fear of her approachi ng death which
shrouds her awareness and on the Iimted nature of physical existence

whi ch distracts her fromher own true identity as an imortal being:

O ny bones.

Bewar e those perpetual beginnings,

Thi nning the soul's substance;

The swan's dread of the darkening shore,
O these insects pulsing nearEfy ski n,
The songs froma spiral tree.

The second section of the poemis a metaphysical consideration of
the A d Wnman's relationship wwth God and with her soul. She sees her
soul as being totally different from her physical and enotional self.
It is withdrawn and unattached:

The self says, | am

The heart says, | am| ess;
The spirit says, you are nothing.EEI

She finally concludes that although she has forgotten about God, God
still exists within her, and that God actually has a purpose for her
exi stence:

I rock in ny own dark

Thi nki ng, God has need of .
The dead | ove the unborn

20 C P, p. 170.
2L C P., p. 170.
22 Cp., p. 171.
22 C P, p. 172.



In the final section of the poemthe A d Wnman thinks of herself

n

and envi sions her soul as a bird that disappears "into a wani ng
rmon." She then enters into a state of self-revelry and rapture in
whi ch she proclains a condition of joy for both her transitory
physical self and her inmortal soul. Her final realization is that
she is both soul and substance, and as such she exists as both a

limted finite individual and as a part of the infinite Self:

I liveinlight's extrene; | siretch in all directions;
Sonetines | think |I'm several

She is thus able to wel cone death as a netanorphosis and see
herself as a player in a cosnmic drama that has no endi ng and no death

for her:

That cane to ne vaguely is now cl ear,
As if released by a spirit,

O agency outside ne.

Unpr ayed- f ar,

And fi naI.EH

77
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CHAPTER SEVEN. THE W NDY CLI FFS OF FOREVER

Theodore Roethke's The Far Field is the culmnation of a lifetine

of poetic creation. |In The Far Field Roethke achieves a

reconciliation between his spiritual aspirations and his physica
desires and cones to the realization that natter and spirit are two

conpl enment ary aspects of one seam ess reality. In The Far Field

Roet hke reflects the final stages of his search for his identity, and
t he netaphysical realizations that he came to shortly before his
deat h.

In Roethke's search for his identity he passed fromthe rejection

of the physical self to a gradual acceptance of it, and then to a
revelry and delight init. He used the act of physical |ove as a
means of transcending his ego and gai ning a deeper awareness of the
nature of his inner self, by experiencing that same self in the woman
he I oved. But as he matured the limtations of this formof self-
realizati on becane evident to the poet, and in the final years of his
life he cane to realize that it was in and through neditation and
nmystical experience that he would finally achieve the union with his

i nner self that he had been seeking all of his life.

Utimtely, Roethke seens to have cone back to a peculiarly
American "stance," the Emersonian confidence in seeing the
spirit in matter, also, in a sense, in creating matter (or
forming it) through the power of the transcending will.
Much nore than Emerson's, Roethke's mnd was drenched in
particulars. He had at the beginning to nove away from
them in order to notice his own identity, to "be hinself."
The "papa" principle had eventually to yield to the search
for adequate limts of self, sinply because "papa" had
died. Monentarily, he found a surrogate definition in the
physi cal nature of | ove; when his confidence in this
ceased, he was forced alternately to neditate upon the-end
of a tenporal process and to will transcendence of it.EI

The Far Field was published posthunously one year after the

poet's death. Roethke had conpl eted the poens to be included in the

! Theodore Roethke; Essays on the Poetry, ed. by Arnold Stein (1965),
p. 111.
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vol une shortly before his death and had placed nany of themin the
order in which they appear in The Far Field. Both the "North American

Sequence" and the "Sequence Somnetimes Metaphysical" are, in content

and order, as arranged by Theodore Roethke in the original manuscript.@
It is ny intention in this chapter to focus prinmarily upon the "North
Ameri can Sequence." | believe that these six poens were anong the

best that Roethke ever wrote and that they fully represent the poet's

final vision of hinself, and the | and that he | oved.

In "N ght Journey,” the final poemin Roethke's first book, en

House. Roet hke describes his experiences journeying through the night

on a train noving across North Anmerica. In "N ght Journey" Roethke
describes the land as it passes rapidly before his eyes, and his own

personal reactions to what he sees:

Now as the train bears west,
Its rhythmrocks the earth,
And frommny Pull man berth

| stare into the night

Wil e others take their rest..
Full on ny neck | fee

The straining at a curve;

My muscl es nove with steel

I wake in every nerve

I watch a beacon sw ng

From dark to bl azing bright;
We t hunder through ravines
And gullies washed with Iight.
Beyond t he nountain pass

M st deepens on the pane;

We rush into a rain

That rattles double glass...

| stay up half the nighh

To see the land | | ove.

Roet hke's | ove of "the land" increased throughout his life, and
it becomes nore manifest in his succeedi ng books of poetry. In spite
of the poet's inner turnoils and psychol ogical difficulties this |ove

gave himthe joy he needed to declare: "I count nyself anobng the happy

2 CP., p. 1 (note).
5 CP., p 34
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poets."fl In "The North American Sequence" Roethke blends his |ove of
"the land" with his search for identity and uses both to create an

all egorical journey into the Self which noves froma state of self-
alienation and desolation to a state of mystical union and self-
rapture. The poet felt that his own personal quest for identity was
representative of the quest for self-discovery that all men undert ake,
and in "The North American Sequence" he beckons the reader forward, to

undertake a poetic journey with himin search of identity.

The "North American Sequence" is conposed of six |ongish poens.
The first poemin the sequence, "The Longing," opens with inmges of
physi cal stagnation which suggest the poet's inner state of spiritua

and psychol ogi cal alienation:

On things asleep, no balm

A ki ngdom of stinks and sighs,

Fetor of cockroaches, dead fish, petrol eum
Wor se than castoreum of m nk or weasel s,
Sal i va dri pping fron1marn1nicroph0ﬂes.
Agony of crucifixion on barstools.

This state of alienation has come about because of the
di ssoci ation of the poet's body and spirit. The spirit, which Roethke
calls an "eyel ess starter,"EI has withdrawn into the self because of the
poet's sensual overindul gences. |t was Roethke's apprehension that
the spirit or soul does not force someone to act in any specific way
but sinply pronpts a nan to pursue his higher aspirations instead of
his sensual drives. Wen a man listens to the pronptings of the sou
he enters into a netaphysical quest for his identity that eventually
culmnates in a joyous and fulfilled state of consciousness. But when
he ignores the inner wi shes of the spirit:

The soul stands lonely in its choice.

Waiting, itself a sIOﬁ/thing.
In the changi ng body.

4S.P., p. 40.
5SCP., p. 18.
6§ C.P., p. 187.
7 CP., p. 187.
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Roet hke believed that if a man does not foll ow the pronptings of his
soul, then the soul wthdraws and watches from a distance, conpletely
unattached and unaffected by either the pleasures or sufferings of the

body that houses it.

In the first section of "The Longi ng" Roet hke does not revert to
his earlier contention that the body nmust be ignored and frustrated in
order to cultivate and receive benefit fromthe soul. He has
acknowl edged the val ue of the body and has |l earned to see that the
spirit exists both in the body and the soul. But he has al so | earned
t hr ough experience that: "Lust fatigues the soul." Sensual, and
particul arly sexual overindul gence, causes the soul to w thdraw and
wait until an individual is ready to raise hinmself to a nore illum ned

| evel of consciousness:

And the spirit fails to nove forward,

But shrinks into a half-life, |less than itself.
Fal | s back, a slug, a | oose worm

Ready for any creviée,

An eyel ess starter.

In the first section of "The Longing," Roethke asks the question:
"How to transcend this sensual enptiness’?"E As the title of the poem
suggests, this "longing" for a transcendence of the sensual |evel of
exi stence, and the resulting quest for a higher transcendental state
of consciousness, is the theme of the poem Roethke starts his
sequence with "The Longi ng" to suggest that the first feeling or
realization that an individual nmust cone to in his search for his
identity is a rejection of or a dissatisfaction wth his current state
of consciousness, and a "longing" for sonething higher. Roethke
bel i eved that as |long as an individual was content with the
limtations of the sensual world, then his quest for identity would

remain unfulfilled. To sinply "dream about self-realization was not

8 C.P., p. 187.
°CP., p. 187.
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enough; he felt that an individual nust actively pursue it: "Dreans

drain the spirit if we dreamtoo |ong."[

In the second section of the poem Roethke had a vision of the
rose, his synbol for spiritual perfection. This visionis only a
glinpse of "perfection," but it inspires the poet to continue his
guest, which ultimately culninates in a full vision of the Rose in the

| ast poemin the sequence, "The Rose."

How conprehensive that felicity!...

A body with the notion of a soul.

What dreami s enough to breathe in? A dark dream
The rose exceeds, the rose exceeds us all.
Who' d think the nmoon could pare itself so thin?
A great flane rises fromthe sunl ess sea;

The light cries out, and | amthere to hear

The brief glinpse of the rose brings about an alteration in the
poet's state of consciousness. He enters into a tenporary
illumnation. This illumination is not a fully devel oped state of
total illum nation but one of a sequence of mnor illum nations that
t he poet has throughout the "North Anmerican Sequence." Each
succeeding illumnation within the sequence raises the poet to a
hi gher pl ateau of consciousness fromwhich he can gain a fuller vision
of his identity. The illumination will eventually pass and the poet's

consci ousness will descend to a lower level, but this "lower |evel"

will be well above the previous | evel of the poet's consciousness
before the illum nation took place. Through this oscillating process
of dissatisfaction, quest, illumnnation, partial descent, and

di ssatisfaction the poet is able to make "sone progress.”

At the end of the second section of "The Longing" the
illumnation resulting fromthe poet's glinpse of the "rose" fades.
But the state of consciousness that he descends to is higher than his

consci ousness was before the illum nati on:

10 cp., p. 187.
1 C P, p. 188.
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To this extent |'ma stalk.
-How free; how all al one.
Qut of these nothings
-Al'l begi nnings cone. E

The final section of "The Longing" is a Witnmanesque catal ogue of
t he shapes and sounds of North America. The poet identifies hinself
with the and and the animals of North Anmerica, suggesting the freedom

and individuality he would like to attain:

I would with the fish, the blackening sal nron, and the mad
| enmi ngs.

The children dancing, the flowers wi dening...

I would unlearn the lingo of exasperation, all the
distortions of malice and hatred;

I would believe ny pain: and the eye quiet on the

growi ng rose;

I would delight in ny hands, the branch singing,

altering the excessive bird;

I long for the inperishable quiet at the heart of formB

But Roethke's revelry and delight in the "redol ent disorder of
this nortal Iife"Ell is shortlived. At the end of the poemhe returns to
a state of inner stagnation synbolized by the inmages of the dead
buffal o, "The stench of their danmp fur drying in the sun." In the
very last lines of the poem Roethke echoes a line fromT.S. Eliot's

Four Quartets, another poetic quest for the Self. But he turns

Eliot's declarative statenent into an interrogative sentence: "Od nen
shoul d be expl orers?"kd

In a refutation of what he considered to be Eliot's arnthair
nmysticism Roethke identifies hinmself with the Anerican |Indian, the
rugged individual in touch with the Iand and his own spiritual
identity. He felt that Eliot's mysticismwas self-deception. 1In a
letter to Ralph MIls he made the foll ow ng renmarks:

2 c.pP., p. 188.
3 CP., p. 188.
4 CP., p. 188.
5 C.P., p. 189.
6 C.P., p. 189.
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Christ, Eliot in the Quartets is tired, spiritually tired,
old-man. Rhythm Tiresome Tom ...Not only is Eliot tired,
he's a (...) fraud as a nystic —all his nmonments in the
rose-garden and the wind up his ass in the draughty-snoke-
fall-church yard.

Ach, how vul gar | becone —perhaps.

At the end of "The Longi ng" Roethke identifies hinself with the
I ndian. He has gone "backward" froma state of nodern technol ogi cal
conplexity and alienation, as depicted in the first stanza in the
poem to a primtive sinplicity. He has conpleted the first step in
his six poem odyssey in search of identity:

A d men should be expl orers?

["1l be an Indian.

Qgal al a?
I roquoi s. id

"Meditation At Oyster River," the second poemin Theodore
Roet hke's "North American Sequence,"” is a poemcentered in stillness.
The overall novenent of the poemis within as the poet probes the
i nner recesses of his consciousness and tries to conme to an
understandi ng of his soul and its many notions. The recurring synbol
in the poemis water, its varying forns, as presented in the poens,

suggest the poet's alternating states of consciousness.

The poemis divided into four sections. In the first section the
poet is at the nmouth of a river near the ocean. The tine is near
sunset, and the tide is at the turning point between | ow and high
wat er, when the river is filled with many snall forns of life, the
overall imagery that surrounds the river indicate a state of decay and
death. The stillness of the water between the tides suggests that the
poet has reached a turning point in his owmn life. The final inmages of
the raven with "Its wngs catching a last glint of the reflected sun
Iight"EI set the scene for the poet's neditation on death that foll ows

in the next section:

7 3 P, p. 229.
8 C.P., p. 1809.
1 C.P., p. 190.
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The self persists |ike a dying star.
In sleep, afraid. Death's face rises afresh.

Among t he shy

beasts, the deer at the salt-lick

The doe with its sloped shoul ders | oping across the

hi ghway.

The young snake, poised in green | eaves, waiting

for its fly.

The hummi ngbird, whirring from quince-bl ossomto norning

gl ory—

Wth these would | be. &d

The second section of the poemis a neditation on nmutability.

Roet hke' s voi ce ext

ends beyond his own self and becones a chorus for

all of life. He identifies hinself with the transitory creatures of

the earth and with the eternal consciousness fromwhich all things

cone and into which all things return. Through his dua

identification with both the transitory creatures of the earth and

with the eternal consciousness, the poet affirnms that he is both

wi thin and beyond t

he cyclic process of existence. The poet's

nmeditation on the nature of the transitory and the eternal shifts to a

final vision of the inevitability of death at the end of the stanza:

Topped by cross-w nds, tugged at by sinuous

undercurrents
The tide rustl

ing in, sliding between the rtfges of stone,

The tongues of water, creeping in, quietly.

Just as life i

s followed by death, so death is again foll owed by

life. Roethke suggests the constant shifting of the life cycle by

turning his attention to the Spring, and neditating on birth.

In this hour,
In this first

heaven of know ng,

The flesh takes on the pure poise of the spiritEa

The poet thinks of

rivers in the Spring and of the ice cracking and

shifting until the waters flow with an expl osive force downstream

Identifying with this process of renewal the poet has a spiritual

20 cp., p. 190.
2L c p., p. 191.
22 c p., p. 191.
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vision that renews himand brings himto a new pl ateau of consci ous-

ness:

And | long for the blast of dynanite.

The sudden sucking roar as the culvert |oosens its debris

of branches and sti cks, o

And the whole river begins to nove forward

Through his nmeditation on death, and the renewal of |ife, Roethke
has entered into a state of spiritual rebirth. In the [ast section of
"Meditation At Oyster River" he reflects on his "newness." The poem
has noved froma still river {section one), to the ceasel ess novenent

of the waves (section two), to the rush of water in the Spring
(section three), and finally to the shore of the ocean (section four).
Thi s novenent has characterized the shifting neditations of the poet
as he nmoved froma neditation on old age, to considerations of death,
to thoughts of rebirth, and, in the final section of the poem to
youth. In the last section of the poem Roethke identifies hinself
with all parts of the cycle of existence when he declares: "Water's ny
will, and ny V\ay."EZI

The final imges at the end of the poem suggest an entrance into
a new state of awareness. The poet has been renewed and psychically
reborn by his neditations:

In the first of the noon.

All's a sc&t]tering,
A shi ni ng.

In "Journey To The Interior" Theodore Roethke continues his
journey into the self in the guise of an autonobile drive into the
past. Roethke adopts a new personae in this poem the hard rugged
i ndi vidualist who enjoys pitting his strength and cunni ng agai nst the
el enments. Throughout the poem Roethke "drives" through catal ogues of
the North Anerican | andscape which in part synbolize the different

parts of his own being. Towards the end of the poemthe poet has a

22 C P, p. 191.
2 C p., p. 191.
% C P, p. 192.
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met aphysi cal vision which transforns his fear of death into an
affirmation of life, and he is able to transcend what he calls "the

spirit of wath"Bl and instead becones "the spirit of blessing."F]

The fourth poem "The Long Waters," is the weakest poemin the
sequence. It seenms to be neither a step forward nor backward in the
poet's search for identity. It is a resting place, a pause in the
journey in which the poet assesses his progress and prepares for the
final drive into the self depicted in "The Far Field." In "The Long
Wat ers" the poet again considers his attraction to desire. But the
agi ng Roethke is no longer battling against desire. Wth age has cone
sel f-know edge and sel f-acceptance. He now acknow edges that the out-
cone of his long battle with desire was inevitable, and he enjoys his
parting with desire as he goes beyond it:

How sl oW y pl easure dies!—

The dry bloomsplitting in the winkled vale,

The first snow of the year in the dark fi
Feeling, | still delight in ny |ast fall . ks

In the | ast section of the poemthe poet has a netaphysical
vision which is followed by an experience of "oneness" with all of

exi st ence:

I, who canme back fromthe depths |aughing too |oudly,
Becone anot her thing;

My eyes extend beyond the farthest bl oom of the waves;
I lose and find nyself in the |ong water;

| am gat hered togethﬁj once nore;

| enbrace the world.

But unlike the earlier poens in the "North American Sequence" in which
Roet hke enotionally prepared the reader for his final vision, in "The
Long Waters" the reader is caught off guard by his vision. Wile the

vision itself has force, it seens to be out of place, and is not

suited to the overall structure of the poem But if a lull in the
2% C.P., p. 195.
27 C.P., p. 195.
8 C P, p. 197.
29 C.P., p. 198.
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sequence had to occur in any section, Roethke picked the nost
appropriate part of the sequence for it to occur. "The Far Field,"
the next poemin the sequence, is the poetic and visionary high point
of the entire "North Anerican Sequence." And this "calmbefore the
stornt allows the reader a few nmonents to collect hinmself before

Roet hke's final drive into the Self.

In "The Far Field" Theodore Roethke reflects his ultimte vision

of reality. While the next and final poemin the "North Anerican

n

Sequence," "The Rose," provides the reader with the poet's

n

transcendent vision of the "rose," the vision at that point in the
sequence is anticlimactic and serves as a denouenent. |In "The Far

Fi el d" Roet hke explicates his reconciliation between the forces of
matter and spirit, and his understandi ng and acceptance of death as
anot her step in an endl ess progression of existences. "The Far Field"
is a tour de force for Roethke, and he weaves together all of the
maj or themes that he has dealt with throughout his poetry into a fina
uni fying vision of the eternality of man's spirit, the essentia

j oyousness of existence.

"The Far Field" is divided into four sections. In the first
section Roethke returns to the imge of the car that he used as an

enblemfor his drive into the self in "Journey To The Interior."

| dream of journeys repeatedly:

O flying like a bat deep into a narrow ng tunnel

O driving alone, wi thout |uggage, out a |ong peninsul a,
The road lined with snow | aden second grow h,

A fine dry snow ticking the w ndshi el d.

Alternate snow and sleet, no on-comng traffic.

And no lights behind, in the blurred side-mrror.

The road changing fromgl azed tarface to a rubble of stone.
Ending at last in a hopel ess sand-rut,

Wiere the car stalls.

Churning in a snowdrift

Until the headlights darken.Eal

Roet hke begins "The Far Field" with a drive into the self that
ends in a blackout. The rhythmic notion of the images that nmeet his
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eyes and the ci nemagraphic vision of the protagonist on a | one

m ssion, conbined with the i mage of death (deep narrow ng tunnel) ,
suggest the finality of his "drive" into the Self (the driving force
behind it suggests a controlled frenzy, as if Roethke was announci ng
to the reader that this tine he would either succeed at having a

cul mnating vision of hinself, or die in the process). The bl ackout
at the end of the stanza is a nythic descent of the Odyssean hero, who
must now journey into Hades and neet with the spirits of the dead,
before he can return hone. |In Roethke's case the descent into Hades
is areturn to youth, and in the second section of the poem he returns
to his childhood considerations of death, and then noves forward to a
meditation on life after death:

At the field' s end, in the corner m ssed by the nower,

VWhere the turf drops off into a grass-hidden cul vert,

Haunt of the cat-bird, nesting-place of the field-npuse,

Not too far away fromthe ever-changi ng fl ower-dunp,

Anmong the tin cans, tires, rusted pipes, broken machi nery, —
One | earned of the eternal

And in the shrunken face of a dead rat, eaten by rain and
ground- beet | es

(I found it lying anong the rubble of an old coal bin)EII

Roet hke reenters the consciousness of his childhood to discover
his first feelings about death.E] He reflects that he "suffered for
birds, for young rabbits caught in the nmower" but that his grief was

n

not "excessive," because he was surrounded by life:

For to come upon warblers inEfarIy May

Was to forget time and death

H s second reflection which cones froma later period of his life
is a nmere mature consideration of death and an affirmati on of

Roet hke's belief in reincarnation

0 C P, p. 199.
L.C P, p. 199.

32 This reflection is simlar to the process of a reentrance into
childhood in "The Lost Son" in which Roethke discovers his first inpressions
of sexuality.

2 C P, p. 199.
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—xr to |lie naked in sand,
In the silted shallows of a slowriver,
Fi ngering a shell,

Thi nki ng:
Once | was sonmething like this, mindless..
Bel i evi ng:

I'"lIl return again,
As a snake or a raucous btjd,
O, with luck, as a lion.

In the final stanza of this section of the poem Roethke returns
to the present. His journey into the past has enabled himto overcone

his fear of death and what |ies beyond death:

| learned not to fear infinity,

The far field, the windy cliffs of forever,

The dying of time in the white Iight of tonorrow,
The wheel turning away fromitself,

The sprawl of the mﬁﬁf’

The on-com ng wat er.

The third section of "The Far Field' is a withdrawal into the
Self. This withdrawal is mrrored in the novenent of water, as
Roet hke again uses water as a synbol for his shifting states of
consci ousness:

The river turns on itself,

The tree retreats into its own shadow,

| feel a weightless change, a noving forward

As of water quickening before a narrow ng channe
When banks converge, and the wi de river whitens;

36

The poet reaches into the depths of his subconsci ous and then surveys
his being. Returning again to the "surface" he eval uates the progress
he has made. His conclusion is that he has come to a "still, but not
a deep center. "Bl He then considers his death, and instead of being

di smayed by it, he is renewed by his thought of it, seeing death as

another step in his quest for identity:

% CP., p. 200.
% CP., p. 200.
% C P., p. 200.
. C.P., p. 201.
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I amrenewed by death, thought of ny death.
The dry scent of a dying garden in Septenber,
The wind fanning the ash of a low fire.

What | love is near at hapd,

Always, in earth and air.

In the final section of the poem Roethke is catapulted into
mystical unity with his inner Self. He sees that he is both soul and
substance and that his body and the soul are manifestations of one
unified reality of spirit: "All finite things reveal infinitude."@
Havi ng transcended death and ot her physical limtations by entering

into a real mof pure nysticismwhere subject and object are "one," he
perceives that he is not sinply a finite individual. He (his spirit)
exists within all of reality. Thus he can see hinself as "the final

mam."EI H s quest for identity is now conplete. He has found that he

is God: he is "one" with the Universal Self, that pervades all of
exi stence. Having nmade this realization he feels that he can never be

limted by his body or its desires again:
H's spirit noves |ike nmonunental w nd

That gentles on a sunny bl ue pl at eau.
He is the end of things, the final rran.

The final poemin "The North Anerican Sequence," "The Rose,"
provi des the poet with a transcendent vision of the unity of matter
and spirit. Like "The Far Field," "The Rose," is divided into four
sections. The first section is a reflection on the creation of the
worl d. Section two begins with an allegorical journey on a ship which
bri ngs Roethke within hinmself to a vision of his soul (the rose) and
t hen back to the greenhouses of his childhood. Here he sees his
father as an archetypal God who tended the roses in the greenhouse
eden of his youth:

VWhat need for heaven, then,
Wth that nan, and those roses?

% C P, p. 201.
® C P, p. 201.
“© C P, p. 201.
“C P, p. 201.
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The third section begins with reflection on physical reality: "Wat do
they tell us, sound and silence?" Roethke then provides a catal ogue of
t he sounds and sights of the North Anmerican | andscape. Al of the
sounds he reflects on ("The bull dozer backi ng away, the hiss of the

sandbl aster," etc.) bring himto the source of all sounds, the soul:

And that sound, that single sound,
When the mnd renenbers all,
And gently the light enters the sleeping soulE

The poet considers his physical desires. He has cone to accept
them as part of his being: "Beautiful mnmy desire, and the place of ny
desire. "B His final reflections in this stanza are on his love of the

North American | andscape.

In the final section of "The Rose." Roethke rejoices in both his
spiritual being and in his creaturely self. He no | onger sees these

two selves as opposed, but as working together in harnony:

Among the half-dead trees, | canme upon the true ease of
nysel f,

As if another man appeared out of the depths of mny being,
And | stood outside nyself,

Beyond beconi ng and peri shing. ..

And | rejoiced in being what | was:

In the lilac change, the white reptilian calrriEI

In the poet's final vision he sees hinself as the "rose;" he is
"Rooted in stone" (indicating that he is part of the physical
reality), and at the sane tinme he is "keeping the whole of |ight"
(indicating that he is spirit and part of a higher reality). He has

come to the realization that he is "one" with all reality:

And in this rose, this rose in the sea-w nd,
Rooted in stone, keeping the whole of |ight,
Gathering to itself souEf and sil ence—

M ne and the sea wind's

“2 C P., p. 203.
“ C P., p. 204.
“4 C P., p. 204.
S C.P., p. 204.
“ C P., p. 205.
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"The Right Thing," one of Roethke's |ast poens, sunmarizes the
met aphysi cal thenmes that he depicted in near epic proportions in his
"North Anerican Sequence." |In "The Ri ght Thing" Roethke suggests that
the struggle to understand the Truth fromthe point of view of the
physical mind is a waste of time, because the intellectual m nd does
not have the capacity to understand Truth. Instead he posits that the
best approach is to be happy, to sing the praises of the world and to

surrender the will to the higher self in a nystical union with God:

And, praising change as the slow night conmes on
WIlls what he would, surrendering his wll

Till nystery is no nore: No nore he can.

The right thing happens to the happy man.EEI

It was Roethke's belief in the later years of his life that it
was necessary to accept both the body and the soul and to "praise"
both, in order to enter into higher spiritual states of consci ousness.
He felt that man had both a body and soul, and one could not be
ignored or denied in the hope of fulfilling the other. In "The Ri ght
Thi ng" Roethke declares that his identity is both soul and substance:

God bl ess the roots! —body and soul are one!

The smal | beconme the great, the great the.srral | ;
The right thing happens to the happy man. &8

H's final realization of the "oneness" of soul and body, spirit
and matter, and even of his physical desires and spiritual
aspirations, marked the close of his search for identity. Wile it is
only speculation, |I believe if Roethke had lived for a | onger period
of time his quest for identity would have continued, for although he
had experienced the "oneness," he had not yet conme to a ful
reconciliation with God:

I can't claimthat the soul, ny soul, was absorbed in God.

No, God for ne still remains sonmeone to be confronted, to

be duel ed with: that tf perhaps ny error, ny sin of pride.
But the oneness. Yes!

47 C.P., p. 250.
“ C P., p. 250.
9 S P, p. 26.



In a panel discussion on "ldentity" at Northwestern University
shortly before his death, Roethke made the follow ng remarks. They
reflect sone of his final feelings of "identity," and serve as a

proper epitaph for endl ess quest in search of the Self:

For there is a God, and He's here, imedi ate, accessible.

| don't hold with those thinkers that believe in this tine
He is farther away —that in the Mddl e Ages, for instance,
He was closer. He is equally accessible now, not only in
works of art or in the glories of a particular religious
service, or in the light, the afternath that foll ows the
dark night of the soul, but in the lower forns of life. He
moves and has Hi s being. Nobody has killed off the snails.
Is this a new thought? Hardly, but it needs some practicing
in Western society. Cou Rei nhol d N ebuhr |ove a wornf? |
doubt it. But I|I-we-can

s P, p. 27.
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CHAPTER EI GAT: THE POET AND HI S CRAFT

Taki ng up the subject, then, upon general grounds, | ask
what is nmeant by the word Poet? Wat is a Poet? To whom
does he address hinsel f? And what |anguage is to be
expected fromhin? He is a man speaking to nen: a man, it
is true, enbued with nore lively sensibility, nore

ent husi asm and tenderness, who has a greater know edge of
human nature, and a nore conprehensive soul, than are
supposed to be comon anong nmanki nd; a man pleased with his
own passions and volitions, and who rejoices nore than
other men in the spirit of life that is in him delighting
to contenplate simlar volitions and passions as manifested
in the goings-on of the Universe, and habitually inpelled
to create them where he does not find them To these
qgualities he has added a disposition to be affected nore
than other nen by absent things as if they were present, an
ability of conjuring up in hinself passions, which are

i ndeed far from being the same as those produced by the
real events, yet (especially in those parts of the genera
synpat hy which are pleasing and delightful) do nore nearly
resenbl e the passions produced by real events, than any
thing which, fromthe notions of their own nmnds nerely,
other nen are accustoned to feel in thenselves; whence, and
frompractice, he has acquired a greater readi ness and
power in expressing what he thinks and feels, and
especially those thoughts and feelings which, by his own
choice, or fromthe structure of his o mnd, arise in him
wi t hout imredi ate external excitenent.

A careful evaluation of the evolution of Theodore Roethke's
stylistic devel opment is a subject that deserves a separate book-
length study of its own. It has not been ny purpose to undertake such
a study in the witing of this dissertation. But in the remnaining
pages | would like to briefly touch on those aspects of his stylistic
devel opnent that appear to have been influenced by his changi ng

attitudes regarding the interrel ationship between matter and spirit.

Roet hke felt (along with several classical schools of painting)
that before an artist evolved his own style he should learn the
techni ques of his craft by copying the works of the "masters.” He

constantly read and reread the works of other poets and whenever he

L'WIliam Wrdsworth, The Sel ected Poetry and Prose of Wordsworth, ed.
CGeoffrey H Hartman (1970), pp. 418, 419.
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came across a phrase, image, or poemthat he liked he copied it in his
not ebooks. He believed that the best way to |l earn from other poets
was by witing out their poens in |onghand. He continued this practice
t hroughout his life even after he had successfully devel oped his own

style.

It is relatively easy to perceive the influences of Bl ake, Donne,
Yeats, Eliot, Christopher Smart, Traherne and Rilke in Roethke's early
poenms. But as his style evolved these influences paled and his own
"voi ce" becanme nore dom nant. The evolution of Roethke's verse,
however, was not always snooth and even. He constantly experinmented
with new verse fornms in an attenpt to extend the forefronts of his
poetry. One of his goals was to create a different style of poetry in
each of his books. Unlike sone of his contenporaries (who brought out
new books of verse each year by transposing the styles and attitudes
they had used in their previous poens into their current poetry)

Roet hke often spent five or six years witing one thin book of poens.
During these years the poet hinself was rapidly growi ng; each one of
his six major books reflects an inportant shift in his attitudes and

in the poetic structures through which he refl ected those attitudes.

Roet hke worked diligently on the technical aspects of his verse
often witing and rewiting a poemnmany tines before he was satisfied
with its rhythnms and arrangenent. He also worked equally hard at
creating a style of poetry that woul d enable the reader to share his
met aphysi cal quest into the unknown. |In order to do this he evolved a
style of poetry that acted as a "psychic shorthand" which bridged the
gap between the reader's consciousness and the nood or passion that
Roet hke was reflecting upon at the tinme of conposition. Since so nmuch
of Roethke's life was concerned with ineffable metaphysi cal
experiences the poet had to use rhythns, synbols, stanza forns and
i mages that woul d tel escope his perceptions into the reader's

awar eness.

The constant tension resulting fromthe battl e between Roethke's

spiritual aspirations and physical desires is manifested in the verse
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forms that he chose to use in his first book, Qpen House. His belief
that he had to "keep the spirit spare"” resulted in a tight, repressive
styl e which served to accentuate the personal anguish he experienced
in the early years of his life. In "Feud" the regular rhyne schene and
the rapid novenment of the tetrameter coupled with short four-1line
stanzas produces a poetry which reinforces the expl osi veness of the
poet's enotional state.

The dead | eap at the threat, destroy

The meani ng of the day; dark forns

Have scal ed your walls, and spiea bet ray
A d secrets to anorphous swarns.

The placenent of the term nal caesura in the first and second |ines of
this stanza and the enjanbnent of these two lines increase the
intensity of the self-hate and revul sion that acconpany the "feud"

between spirit and flesh that is depicted within this stanza.

Roet hke's use of closed couplets in "Prayer Before Study"
accentuates his perception that his spirit was being held down by his
physi cal body and its desires.

Constricted by ny tortured thought,
I amtoo centered on this spot.

So caged and cadged, so close within
A coat of unessential skin,

I would put off nyselé and flee
My i naccessibility...

The even progression of the octosyllabic couplets creates a feeling

that the poet is pacing back and forth in a confined area longing to
break out of his confinement.

In "H ghway: M chigan" Roethke personifies this repressed
destructiveness in the battle between man and nachine. The setting of

the poemis an autonobile factory at closing tine when all of the

2CP, p 4
5 CP., p 8
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workers rush for their cars and attenpt to take out their frustrations
by driving their "creations" wildly down the highway.

They jockey for position on

The strip reserved for passing only.

The drivers from production |ines

Hol d to advant age dearly won.
They toy with death and traffic fines.

Accel eration is their need:

A mani a keeps them on the nove

Until the toughest nerves are frayed.
They are the prisoners of speed

Who flee in what their hands have made.

The pavenent snokes when two cars neet
And steel rips through conflicting steel.
We shiver at the siren's bl ast.

One driver, pinned beneath the seﬁt,
Escapes fromthe nmachine at |ast.

The five-line stanza that Roethke uses in this poemis a variant
of the conventional "mad-song" stanza of the Renaissance.EI The
conti nued use of the tetranmeter and the regular rhynmes of the first,
fourth, third and fifth lines helps to convey the tension of the
drivers and the nonmentum of their cars. The unrhyned second line in
each stanza creates an overall feeling of unbalance mrroring the
alienation and repression of the workers and preparing the reader for

the inevitabl e destruction depicted in the closing lines of the poem

The poens contained in Roethke's second book, The Lost Son, are a

poetic explication of his journey into the past in which he discovers
t he causes of the division between his physical and spiritual self.
Roet hke's journey into the subconsci ous and preconsci ous states of
hunman exi stence hel ped himto begin to accept his physical self and
not "loath" his body and its sexual desires as he had during the early

years of his |life. At this stage of his devel opnent a parall el

4 CP., p. 33

°> Roethke was to continue to rely heavily upon the rants of the
El i zabet han and Jacobean drama al ong with many of the rhyne schemes found in
childrens' poems in his next book. Praise To The End!
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"l ooseni ng up" al so began to occur in his poetry. He tenporarily
abandoned the tightly netered and rhyned verse he was enploying in
Open House in favor of freer verse forns that nore accurately conveyed
the inner experiences he had during his journey into the regions of

hi s subconsci ous.

The poens contained in the first three sections of The Lost Son

are sketches of the poet's childhood. In these poens Roet hke
experimented with a longer Iine and nore organic rhythns to try and
capture the feelings of the greenhouse eden that he grewup in. 1In
the longer poens in the fourth section of The Lost Son Roet hke

i ntroduced even nore radical verse forns to try and convey the rapid
changes of consciousness that occurred to himduring his drives into

the self.

In the book's title poem "The Lost Son," Roethke depicts these
rapid alterations of consciousness by alternating the stanza forns
used in the poem By follow ng an unrhyned stanza with a rhym ng
stanza, or by using a stanza formfroma nursery rhyne after a free
verse stanza, he is able to rhythnmically reinforce the different

sensibilities he was seeking to express.

Hunting al ong the river,

Down anong the rubbish, the bug-riddled foliage,

By the nmuddy pond-edge, by the bog-holes,

By the shrunken | ake, hunting, in the heat of the
sunmer .

The shape of a rat?
It's bigger than that.
It's less than a | eg
And nore than a nose.
Just under the ter
It usually goes.

In The Lost Son Roethke started to introduce netaphysical thenes

into his verse. 1In order to effectively convey his metaphysica
experi ences he often used techniques of repetition and a stanza form

in which the lines would becone progressively shorter. The purpose of

6§ C.P., p. 54.
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both of these devices is to try and bring the reader into a state of
consci ousness that is simlar to that state which the poet was trying
to depict. By repeating certain words or phrases over and over a
rhythmc pattern is built up, which. Like a chant or incantation, has
a mesnerizing effect upon the reader. (The repetition of words and
phrases to i nvoke states of metaphysical neditation is quite common in
the Far East.) By using a gradually shortening stanza Roethke is able
to crystallize the reader's attention on one specific idea or inmage.
This is simlar to sonme of the neditation techni ques used by the Zen
Buddhi sts in which a person gradually elimnates thoughts fromhis

m nd and focuses all of his awareness upon one particul ar point, idea,
i mage, or thing. By doing this Roethke believed that it was possible
to perceive the essence of an object and break away fromthe
limtations of the standard nodes of perception which are normally

dom nated by abstractions:

To ook at a thing so long that you are a part of it and it
is a part of you —Ril ke gazing at his tiger for eight

hours, for instance. |If you can effect this, then you are
by the way of getting somewhere: Knowi ng you will break
fromself-involvenent, froml to Oherw se, or maybe even
to Thee.

In the follow ng stanzas Roet hke enpl oys both the repetition of words
and phrases and the decreasing stanza to convey a nystical experience
that the protagoni st of "The Lost Son" had.

Was it light?

Was it light within?

Was it light within light?
Still ness becom ng alive,
Yet still?

A lively understandable spirit
Once entertained you.

It will cone again.

Be still.

Wai t.

"P.C, p. 25
8 C P, p. 58
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In "The Lost Son" Roethke also started to use cinemagraphic
"bl ack cuts" when he wanted to rapidly shift scenes or when, as in the
foll owi ng exanpl e, the protagoni st of a poem had reached the heights
of nystical experience that he was capabl e of sustaining.

Light airs! Light airs! A pierce of angels!

The | eaves, the | eaves become ne!
The tendrils have ne!

The final technique that the poet introduced into his verse in

The Lost Son was the catal ogue of inages. Roethke used this technique,

whi ch he adopted from Witman's poetry, to convey enotional states or
met aphysi cal realizations. |Instead of having the protagonist say that
he is happy or euphoric the poet lists a "catal ogue" of inages that
suggest this state. He gradually builds up a conplex of inages that
the reader can identify with and which will transmt the feeling or

realization nmuch nore concretely than a single abstract idea woul d.

To have the whol e air!

The light, the full sun

Com ng down on the fl owerheads,

The tendrils turning slowy,

A slow snail-lifting, |iquescent;

To be by the rose

Rising slowy out of its bed,

Still as a child inits first |oneliness;

To see cycl anmen veins becone clearer in early sunlight,
And mist lifting out of the brown cat-tails;

To stare into the after-light, the glitter left on the
| ake' s surface,

When the sun has fallen behind a wooded i sl and;

To follow the drops sliding froma |lifted oar,

Hel d up, while the rower eathes, and the small boat
drifts quietly shoreward;

Theodor e Roet hke's newfound acceptance of his sexual energies
resulted in a tenporary overenphasis on sexual thenes in the poens in
Praise To The End!. The often rhapsodic verse fornms that Roethke used

in these poens were both innovative and excessive. |In the Praise To

®C P, p. 61
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The End! poens he experinented with conscious and sublimnal free
association. The resulting poens are a m xture of exciting nonments of
sel f-revel ati on, boring chil dhood nmutterings and a rhythmc

cel ebration of the generative force.

Roet hke continued to use the new verse forns he had introduced in

The Lost Son in Praise To The End!, but the incessant sing-song

guality of the child' s dialect that dom nates these poens detracts
fromtheir overall effectiveness. The decreasing |ine stanza does not
act to help the reader perceive the essence of an object or idea in
these poens. Instead it is used to sinply focus the attention of the

reader on an idea or image that the poet w shes to enphasi ze.

Later, | did and I danced in the sinple wood.
A nouse taught ne how, | was a happy asker.
Qui t e- by-chance brought nme many cooki es.

| junped in butter.

Hai r had Ki sses.

Roet hke i ntroduced a new stanza formin Praise To The End! in

whi ch the succeeding lines of a stanza would | engthen until the mddle
line was reached, after which each succeeding |ine becane shorter.
But because of his imagistic over-indul gences the effectiveness of

this verse formis | essened.

I conclude! | conclude!

My dearest dust, | can't stay here.

"' mundone by the flip-flap of odious pillows.

An exact fall of waters has rendered ne inpotent.
I've been asleep in a bower of dead skin.

It's a piece of a prince | ate.

This salt can't m a stone.

These | azy ashes.

Wth the exception of "O Thou OQpening, O" in The Waki ng Roet hke
was to abandon this type of rhapsodic poetry after the creation of the

Prai se To The End! poens. But the poens in this collection should nor

be considered as a poetic dead end. The poet's experinmentation with

10 C P, p. 67.
'cP., p. 61
2 c P, p. 90.
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"overindul gence" was necessary to bal ance out the awesone feelings of
repression, self-hate and sexual guilt which had dom nated himfor so
many years. Roethke started to wite his best poens after the

conpl etion of Praise To The End!. In this sense, then, the poens in

this volune were a purgation of Roethke's repressed feelings and
enotions. His experinmentation with free association and nore
uni nhibited styles of verse cleared the way for his nore mature poens

that were to foll ow

In the poens from The Waki ng Theodore Roet hke was able to channe
the energy and intensity of the Praise To The End! poens into nore

conprehensible forms. In The Waking he left off his explorations of
adol escent sexuality and turned his attention to the thenes that were
to donminate his later poetry, the transcendental aspects of Nature,

| ove and the soul. The WAki ng poens reflected a new maturity both in
Roet hke's thenes and in the style of his verse. He was able to use a
nunber of nore traditional verse forns including the elegy and the
French villanelle with an ease and grace that was absent fromthe

poens in his three previous books.

The poem "A Light Breather," is representative of the new style
of poetry that Roethke adopted in his fourth book. In "A Light
Breat her" the poet continued to nake use of the decreasing |ine

n n

stanza. The use of the internal "s" rhynmes and the extended pauses in
the ninth, tenth, and eleventh Iines, coupled with the alternation of
the masculine and femnine line endings, rhythmcally mrror the

novenent of the "spirit."

The spirit noves,

Yet stays:
Stirs as a blossomstirs.
Still wet fromits bud-sheath.

Sl owl y unf ol di ng,

Turning in the light with its tendrils;

Pl ays as a ni nnow pl ays.

Tethered to a |inp weed, sw nging,

Tail around, nosing in and out of the current.
Its shadows | oose, a watery finger

Moves, |like the snail.

Still inward.
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Taki ng and enbracing its surroundi ngs,
Never wi shing itself away,

Unafraid of what it is,

A nusic in a hood,

A small thing,

Si ngi ng. B

Roet hke becane increasingly conservative in his verse forns in

the love poens in Words For The Wnd. In these poens he explored the

use of sexual experience to achieve a tenporary transcendence of self
which he felt would provide himwith a nore conplete vision of his
identity. By using a fixed stanza formand a nore regular neter he
was able to set up a poetic framework that would accentuate the
"tensions" that his |ove poens required. He did not, however, need to
return to the nethodical tetrameter and cl osed couplets of his earlier
poens. The freer-flowng trineter and the eight-line stanza provided

the qui ck and even novenents he sought to depict the "dance" of |ove.

Love, love, a lily's ny care.
She's sweeter than a tree.
Loving, | use the air

Most lovingly: | breathe;
Mad in the wind | wear

Mysel f as | shoul d be,

All's even with the odd.

My brother the vine is glad.

Are fl ower and seed the sane?
VWhat do the great dead say?
Sweet Phoebe, she's ny thene:
She sways whenever | sway.
"Olove ne while | am

You green thing in ny way!"

| cried, and the birds canme_down
And made ny song their own.

The poet's use of a fixed neter in the previous stanzas all ows
himto set up a rhythm c patter which, when broken, dramatically
accentuates the "broken" line in a way which would not occur if the
poemwere witten in free verse. In these stanzas taken fromthe
collection's title poem "Wrds For The Wnd," Roethke breaks the

3 C.P., p. 86.
4 C P, p. 100.
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trinmeter to enphasize the first and the eighth line in the first
stanza and the first and the seventh line in the second stanza. The
enj anbnment of the fifth line in the first stanza also serves to
accentuate the succeeding line. The overall rhythmic effect of these
changes provides the poemwith a rhythmc "swayi ng" which the poet
occasionally breaks to avoid nonotony or to heighten a particul ar

i mage or idea. The rapid novenent of the trimeter al so enphasizes the

physi cal notions that the poet is describing.

I kiss her noving nouth,

Her swart hil arious skin;

She breaks ny breath in half;
She frolicks |i ke a beast;
And | dance round and round,
A fond and foolish man,

And see and suffer nyself o
I n anot her being, at |ast!

In "The Meditations of an O d Wnan" and the poens in "The North
Ameri can Sequence" Roethke was able to rhythmically depict the notions
of his protagonist's nmind in states of neditation and refl ection. In
order to do this he enployed a predominantly |onger poetic |line that
had a nuch slower rhythm This longer line creates a feeling of
tranquility as the protagonist "neditates" upon his past, present, and
future conditions.

I have gone into the waste |onely places

Behi nd the eye; the | ost acres at the edge of snoky cities.

VWhat's beyond never crunbles |ike an enbanknent,

Expl odes |ike a rose, or thrusts w ngs over the Caribbean.

There are no pursuing fornms, faces on walls:

Only the notes of dust in the inmmacul ate hal | ways.

The darkness of falling hair, the warnings fromlint and

spi ders.

The vines graying to a fine powder.
There is no riven tree, or |lanb dropped by an eagle.h_-EI

Roet hke depicted his final vision of the unity of matter and
spirit in these later poens through |ong catal ogues of inmages. Oten

he woul d present an abstract prem se in one of his poens and then

5 C.P., p. 126.
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"define" that prem se with concrete inmages that either synbolically or
actual ly suggest that state:

Al finite things reveal infinitude:

The nmountain with its singular bright shade
Li ke the blue on freshly frozen snow,

The after-1ight upon ice-burdened pines;
Qdor of basswood on a nount ai n- sl ope,

A scent bel oved of bees;

Sil ence of water above a sunken tree:

The pure serene of nmenory in one nan

A ripple widening froma single stone

W ndi ng around the waters of the world.EI

Roet hke al so used the catal ogue of inages to depict his fina
vision of his identity. |In "The Rose" he uses objects fromthe
natural world that have varying synbolic meanings to imagistically
connect hinself with both the transitory world of the "lilac change"
and with the eternality of the soul which he synbolized as "The

dol phin rising fromthe darkeni ng waves. "

And | stood outside nyself

Beyond becom ng and peri shi ng,

A sonet hi ng whol Iy ot her,

As if | swayed out on the w | dest wave alive,
And yet was still.

And | rejoiced in being what | was:

In the Iilac change, the white reptilian calm
In the bird on the bough, the single one

Wth all the air to greet himas he flies,

The dol phin rising fromthe darkeni ng vvaves;lE

In his final poens Roethke entered into a phase of pure
synmbolism H s netaphysical realizations became increasingly
difficult for himto express. These poens, nost of which are

n

contained in "Sequence Sonetinmes Metaphysical," have been criticized
by sone scholars for their vagueness. But since Roethke's poetry has
al ways been very concrete | would suppose that it was not Roethke's

fault that these final poens could not fully convey his inner

16 C.P., p. 159.
7 C.P., p. 201.
8 C.P., p. 205.
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experiences. Instead | would attribute this fault to the inability of
our |anguage to translate the feelings and intuitions that occurred to

the poet towards the end of his life.
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