MY PAPA'S WALTZ

The whiskey on your breath

Could make a small boy dizzy;

But I held on like death:

Such waltzing was not easy.

5 We romped until the pans 

Slid from the kitchen shelf;

My mother's countenance°

Could not unfrown itself.

The hand that held my wrist 

10 Was battered on one knuckle;

At every step I missed

My right ear scraped a buckle.

You beat time on my head

With a palm caked hard by dirt,

15 Then waltzed me off to bed

Still clinging to your shirt.

-Theodore Roethke

°countenance - face

Poetry Questions: “My Papa’s Waltz”
1. Is this poem humorous?  Terrifying?  Both?  Explain.

2. For what is the "waltz" a metaphor?

3. What function is served by such homely details as "pans" and "kitchen shelf"?

4. In which line can a simile be found?  What purpose does it serve?

5. Personification is used in lines 7-8. What purpose does it serve?

6. How is the father described?

7. What do these descriptions reveal about his character?

8. What are the emotional reactions of the father toward the dance?

The mother?

The boy?

9. Understatement (making a situation seem less serious than it is) is used throughout the poem.  What does the speaker mean when he says: 

"The hand that held my wrist / was battered on one knuckle"?

10. What does "At every step I missed / My right ear scraped a buckle" mean?

Bonus:  

Find another example of understatement, write the line number(s), and explain what the statement means.

What purpose does understatement serve in the poem?
