
Dear Beth, 

! I enjoyed meeting you a few weeks ago in 

Bowling Green and I’m looking forward to working with 

you on the Epistolarium project.

! Speaking of getting to “know” someone, in 

Modern Poetry class we briefly discussed “getting to know” writers and poets 

through biographies, critiques, and the writer’s collected comments.  Do you think 

these influences slant the reading of poems and fiction in a detrimental way? We are 

studying Theodore Roethke’s greenhouse poems from his second book, The Lost Son 

and I’m sure I could not truly appreciate Roethke’s work as much as I do if I hadn’t 

read Allan Seager’s The Glass House. Seager was Roethke’s friend as well as 

biographer, so I tended to trust what Seager wrote. 

! Knowing what shaped or influenced specific works helps me progress with 

greater insight than time constraints of a semester typically allow.  Other times, I 

am inclined to read poetry before looking at reviews, essays and biographies. But, in 

the case of Roethke, I resisted reading his poems before finishing The Glass House , 

which I often refer to in class discussions.

! A young British exchange student, Liz (whom I playfully call “Strawberry 

Shortcake” because of her recent change to fluorescent pink hair, like the doll’s hair), 

shared an amusing perspective of Theodore Roethke’s poetry in class:

! “I’m not a plant person, like she said,” referring to me, “but something clicked 

when I read a particular poem...” She was talking about making a connection between 

Roethke’s plant metaphors and her own experience. I didn’t catch the specific poem 

she mentioned, but I wouldn’t be surprised if it was “Cuttings (later),” which we had 

just read. 
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 Liz shared her insight in an almost comical way, in essence saying 

she only did what she had to do to get by in the classes, merely 

reading the poems once. Then, she had an aha! moment when reading 

Roethke. Theresa labeled Liz’s experience as “transformation,” and at 

that moment there was a sense of shared revelation and validation in 

the room: readers don’t have to relate to the poet’s or writer’s 

specific interest (plants, in Roethke’s case) as long as the writer’s 

work evokes an emotional experience, a connectedness.!

!

! Embracing this idea has helped my novice writing, helped me get over the 

urge to stay close to literal truth when I attempt to write memoir or creative non-

fiction. (I used to say I needed to learn to lie.)  Roethke’s comments about art has 

validated for me the ‘write what you know’ adage. For him, that literally meant going 

back to his roots, his childhood home in Saginaw, Michigan, spending time in his late 

father’s greenhouses. (He had moved back with his mother and sister for a year after 

the first of several nervous breakdowns.) His best writing was done then. 

! Roethke’s greenhouse poems are metaphors for delving into his subconscious 

and “exploring all human knowledge,” according to Seager’s book. Our class 

discussions have centered on that idea. For Roethke, it literally meant digging deep 

into the soil in, studying the 

greenhouses, down to the 

roots in order to “unearth” his 

subconscious feelings, achieve 

enlightenment. His specific 

plant images evoke feelings of 

loneliness, isolation, growth 

and flowering. This helps me 

recognize the power of 
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metaphor and imagery as tools I want to use to a greater extent in my own writing. 

I remind myself what Theresa has said: writers must write so the readers can have 

experiences they might not otherwise have, so they can understand themselves—not 

so we (the writers) can expound on our own experiences. (Is that last sentence 

ironic)?

! Roethke also believed poetry should be read aloud, be an “auditory 

experience.” It shaped his verse, especially after (according to an essay at Poetry 

Foundation) he “relied on T.S. Elliot’s belief that the only way to manipulate any kind 

of English verse [is] by assimilation and imitation.” Reminds me again of something 

Theresa has said in her classes: when she first aspired to be a writer, she would 

spend hours in the library, copying (by hand) phrases and lines she loved. It makes 

sense, considering we learn language from infancy by imitating, and in the infancy of 

becoming writers, we do the same. 

!

! A few days ago the class had the chance to hear Roethke 

read some of his poems when we watched him in a video (http://

www.youtube.com/watch?v=aV8h3WqjN9c or just Google Roethke, “In 

A Dark Time,” and click the video that shows this Roethke image). 

! I love the enthusiastic and amusing personality that comes through when 

Roethke sings. I laughed out loud! It’s enlightening to see and hear the artist himself 

introduce and recite one of his most famous poems, “My Papa’s Waltz.”  He said: “Of 

course, I put in a few fibs there. My father’s palm never was ‘caked hard by dirt,’ 

but he simply loved those roses of his, and often watered them far into the night. 

He’d come in his rubber boots and cold, take himself a little schlook...” 
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! Beth, don’t you love the word “schlook?” I laughed out loud again when I 

heard Roethke saying it, watched him swaying side to side in front of a fire place 

(looking like a large image of Jack Benny, the comedian), as if the rhythm of his 

poetry played an internal song, a dance that he couldn’t resist.  Would I have 

realized this if I hadn’t read his own words on the importance of rhythm in poetry? 

Probably not, at least not when I was a younger student. At age twenty, I would 

have thought ‘what a quirky old man, dancing and writing about slugs and plant 

roots.’ To him that rhythm was paramount, and I can see it in his performance.

!

! You can also read and hear the poem at http://www.poetryfoundation.org/

poem/172103.  The rhythm, the song in Roethke’s own voice is a gift. If you watch 

the video you’ll see that Roethke appears happy to be performing. Knowing that he 

was manic-depressive, or as we say today, bipolar, makes me smile to see him joyful. 

Yes, it would be hard to say whether he was in a “manic” phase or simply enjoying 

the fruits (flowering?) of his labor when he made the “tape” (McGraw Hill, the olden 

days, the flickering logo as the film wound through the projector).

! Students in our Modern Poetry class are mostly traditionally college-age

(nineteen to twenty) and some twenty-three to late forties. (As a SAGE student, I’m 

the obvious outlier.) Individuals engage in class discussions to different degrees, but 

more seem to join the discussion of “My Papa’s Waltz” than any poem we’ve discussed 

so far. I’ll send a copy with this letter, though you likely already know it. Please 

read it again and tell me your first impression, what you first think the theme is, 

before I give my reaction and tell you how the students reacted to the poem.

!

 ! Critics, Stanley Kunitz, for one, say Roethke had his own transformation as a 

writer in The Lost Son and Other Poems, published in 1948 (the year I was born). It’s 

exciting to study a poet who lived and wrote during my earliest years, who through 
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the images and metaphors drawn from his own childhood experiences contributed to 

the Modernist literary movement.  Take a look at “Child on Top of a Green House.” 

!

! Whether or not the reader has been on top of a greenhouse or climbed too 

high in a forbidden apple tree, she can experience both being “looked down on” (by 

disapproving and concerned adults) and rising to a higher level, metaphorically 

looking back. Specifically for Roethke, the poem represents a journey upward and 

out of the subconscious, the rising up from the despair and grief (his father died 

when he was fourteen), escaping unwarranted guilt, and finally flowering, achieving 

self-enlightenment and becoming a successful artist. 

! I should answer your question about my connection to Saginaw. It is not at all 

romantic. My job as an Infection Control nurse in the early 1990s was to provide 

inservice training to hospitals and healthcare facilities in Michigan, Indiana and Ohio. 

The goal was help them get in compliance with the new Bloodborne Pathogens 

Standard enacted by OSHA in 1992 to help prevent transmission of AIDS and other 

bloodborne diseases such as hepatitis, especially through needles and medical waste.  

!

! Saginaw hospitals were among our clients where I did inservice training and 

waste audits to show them how to save money by separating waste at the source. 

(Disposal of medical waste is expensive, generally paid for by the pound.) By the 

time my audits and lectures were done, I couldn’t wait to get back to Ohio, back to 

more familiar territory. I wonder, if I knew then what I know now about the poet, if 

I would have gone out of my way to see Roethke’s home.

! Beth, you wrote that you re-subscribed to The Sun? Do I know it? Yes! Did you 

know Theresa has had several stories published in The Sun? I’m including a list of 

the stories and issues so you can see if you have them, easily find them if you’d like.

2012 October 19

5



! A couple of years ago, when I was recovering from surgery, Allen dropped off 

copies of The Sun that included some of Theresa’s stories, a gesture better than any 

bouquet of flowers! (What would Roethke think of that remark?) I remember 

reading “Blue Velvis,” (August 2004, Issue 344) and feeling the writer (who happened 

to be your classmate, Theresa Williams!) understood the physical and psychological 

isolation, the post-op sense of loss and vulnerability, the journey to recovery. 

! No need to be embarrassed for reading what you called “slush.” Bone Girl is 

one I would not likely read, only because it would make me “skittish,” but I read 

Kathryn Stockett’s The Help before it became a movie and enjoyed it. Slush? It’s all 

good, I say, as long as you’re reading. This is coming from one who is sorry that she 

took a twenty-year hiatus from reading literature, focused on scientific publications.

 I loved the Faulkner insert you sent from Garrison Keeler’s “Writer’s Almanac!” 

And, I love Keeler’s voice and stories! I didn’t know Faulkner ate a large breakfast 

before taking off the door knob to his office and secluding himself to write! Much 

healthier than Roethke, who made large breakfasts for himself then “hurled” behind 

a tree on the way to teach his classes at Bennington. Biographer Seager says it was 

nerves, but I wonder if Roethke was bulimic. There are certain references to 

Roethke’s body self-image in Straw for the Fire, a collection of comments from 

Roethke’s more than two hundred journals. One entry: “The mirror told a dirty joke.”  

! I especially liked your last comment in your lovely letter: “Among the most 

prized possessions are letters. They seem to be closest window to 

our soul.” Beautiful, and I agree. A couple of days ago I watched 

another version of “The Diary of Anne Frank.” So depressing...But, 

her diary was written as letters to “Kitty.”  Anne Frank’s beautiful 

soul poured out on the pages in a way that immortalizes her and 

sensitized several generations to the horrors of the holocaust 

2012 October 19

6

http://www.thesunmagazine.org/issues/344
http://www.thesunmagazine.org/issues/344


through the intimacy of her diary. It reveals the connectedness of young innocents 

of all faiths. That was Anne Frank’s unwitting, tremendous contribution to humanity.

!

! Letter writing is a privilege that we give ourselves in this busy life and I 

thank you for taking the time to write to me and for reading this rambling 

response. I hope our correspondence continues as our friendship grows. Meanwhile, 

attached is a list of Theresa stories published in The Sun magazine and the Roethke 

poem, “My Papa’s Waltz.” 

!  Last night I attended a presentation by the College of Musical Arts at the 

new Wolfe Center for the Arts at BGSU. Guest author Barry Lopez (winner of 

multiple literary awards, including the National Book Award, Guggenheim, Pushcart 

Prizes in fiction and nonfiction and many other awards) talked about “The Writer and 

Social Responsibility.” He has an engaging speaking and reading voice. Of all the 

profound statements Mr. Lopez made, I chose this message to write in my journal: 

!

! “Remember the reader...the capability of the reader...be a companion to the 

reader.” The reader wants to “sense the writer knows you’re there.”

!

! I hope I haven’t failed you in that regard, in this letter.  I’m looking forward 

to hearing from you!

In friendship,

Sally Reece
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My Papa’s Waltz

BY THEODORE ROETHKE

The whiskey on your breath   

Could make a small boy dizzy;   

But I hung on like death:   

Such waltzing was not easy.

We romped until the pans   

Slid from the kitchen shelf;   

My mother’s countenance   

Could not unfrown itself.

The hand that held my wrist   

Was battered on one knuckle;   

At every step you missed

My right ear scraped a buckle.

You beat time on my head   

With a palm caked hard by dirt,   

Then waltzed me off to bed   

Still clinging to your shirt.

2012 October 19

8

http://www.poetryfoundation.org/bio/theodore-roethke
http://www.poetryfoundation.org/bio/theodore-roethke


STORIES BY THERESA WILLIAMS, published in The Sun

“The World in Red” September 2010 (Issue 417)

“Trash”  September 2007 (Issue 381)

“The Falls”  July 2005 (Issue 355)

“Rose's”  January 2005 (Issue 349)

“Blue Velvis”  August 2004 (Issue 344)

“Jane”  April 2004 (Issue 340)
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