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My Papa’s Waltz
A.
Roethke’s choice of words in this poem, as well as the details he presents, give a dark overtone you might not expect from a poem about a child dancing with his father before bed. First, the father has been drinking. Alcoholism is often associated with child abuse.


The gritty details that Roethke decides to focus on, for example the battered knuckle or knocking the pots off the shelves, do not in any way suggest abuse on their own, but because of the lack of positive details, they tend to give a rather violent tone to the poem. Not once is anything like laughter or enjoyment mentioned. Roethke instead focuses on the mother’s disapproval or the father’s dirty hands.
B.
The poem can be interpreted to be about child abuse, or, that the poet was trying to convey the real experience, not a sparkly, “happy child dancing with perfect dad” scenario. 

Romped is the word used to describe the dancing, a word that evokes images of boys tussling in the dirt. The mother is frowning, not generally the reaction of a mother watching her child being beaten. The father is holding the child’s wrist, while the child’s right ear is located somewhere near the fathers belt buckle, the way that they would be standing if they really were dancing. 
C.
This poem is another that, while I personally do not “like” the poem, or relate to it well, I believe that it is very well crafted. Roethke has managed to convey an image, which is not a sterilized pretty image, but rather one of a boy whose father is far from perfect. The father loves his son, and even though he is tired after a long day’s work, is still taking time to play with his son, while his wife looks disapprovingly at him for messing up the kitchen (I see her holding a wooden spoon).
