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Introduction
Theodore Roethke’s “The Waking,” first published in 1953 and included in the Pulitzer Prize-winning
collection bearing the same title, is a villanelle about consciousness, mortality, intuition, and learning
through experience. (Roethke) The original essay recognizes the poem’s repeated lines, philosophical
mood, natural imagery, and concern with purposeful living. It interprets the poem too narrowly as a
warning against materialism and describes it as simply depressing. Roethke’s paradoxes create a
more balanced meditation. (Poetry Foundation) Waking moves toward sleep, uncertainty becomes
knowledge, shaking produces steadiness, and falling away remains near. The speaker does not solve
life’s mystery; he practices attention within it, accepting that movement and vulnerability are
conditions of understanding.

The Villanelle Form
A villanelle contains nineteen lines arranged in five tercets and a final quatrain, with two refrains
returning according to a fixed pattern. Roethke uses this circular design to make thought feel
meditative rather than linear. The speaker repeatedly revisits two propositions about waking slowly
and learning through movement. Each recurrence arrives after new images, so the words accumulate
different emotional meanings. Repetition can suggest wisdom practiced over time, but it can also
suggest that the speaker must reassure himself. The form therefore holds confidence and uncertainty
together. Its discipline does not eliminate mystery; it gives mystery a rhythm through which the mind
can continue rather than demand a final answer.

The Opening Paradox
The poem begins with the paradox of waking toward sleep. Biologically, waking and sleeping appear
opposite, yet every waking life moves eventually toward sleep and death. The line can also describe
gradual awareness: the speaker refuses abrupt certainty and enters consciousness slowly. Sleep is
not presented only as failure or oblivion. It belongs to the natural cycle that makes waking
meaningful. The original essay’s instruction not to wake “as a sleepwalker” misses this ambiguity.
Roethke is less concerned with alertness as efficiency than with the strange condition of being
conscious while knowing that consciousness is temporary. The paradox invites acceptance rather than
panic.
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Learning by Going
The second refrain presents knowledge as something discovered through movement. The speaker
cannot map his entire path before beginning; he learns through action, error, sensation, and
response. This is not an argument against reason. It challenges the fantasy that life can be
understood fully from a distance before one participates in it. Experience generates information that
planning alone cannot provide. The line also contains tension between freedom and necessity,
because the speaker goes where he “has to” go. Choice operates within conditions not chosen,
including embodiment, time, relationship, and mortality. Wisdom consists partly in moving attentively
through those limits rather than pretending they do not exist.

Thinking through Feeling
Roethke’s claim that human beings think through feeling rejects a rigid separation between emotion
and intellect. Feelings direct attention, register value, and reveal that an event matters, while thought
interprets and tests those responses. The poem does not say that every emotion is factually correct
or that logic is unnecessary. It presents embodied awareness as the starting point of knowledge. The
speaker hears his own being and senses fate before he can explain it. Modern readers may recognize
that decision-making requires both valuation and analysis. A purely mechanical life would lack
purpose, but unexamined feeling can also mislead. The poem’s questions preserve this productive
tension.

Ground, Tree, and Worm
Natural images move the meditation beyond the speaker’s mind. Ground supports walking and burial;
the tree receives light; the worm climbs through earth and participates in decay and renewal. These
images connect consciousness with material processes that continue without human explanation. The
speaker blesses the ground and promises to walk softly, suggesting humility and care. Nature is not
decorative scenery or a simple moral teacher. It is an active field whose transformations exceed
comprehension. Light reaches the tree, but the mechanism and meaning remain partly mysterious to
the observer. The worm’s upward movement turns a lowly creature into an emblem of persistence
without making it a sentimental symbol.

Fate without Fear
The speaker feels fate in what he cannot fear, another statement that resists a single paraphrase. It
may suggest that what cannot be controlled should not dominate life through terror. It may also
indicate a moment when fear becomes inseparable from awe and acceptance. The poem does not
promise safety. Its images of sleep, falling, and nature’s unfinished work acknowledge vulnerability.
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Courage here is not certainty that nothing painful will happen; it is the capacity to remain receptive
despite uncertainty. The original essay correctly senses mortality, but Roethke does not reduce fate
to a warning that possessions will be left behind. Fate includes the whole pattern through which a
living being develops and passes away.

The Question of Other People
The speaker briefly asks which of those close beside him can truly be known. This question interrupts
the inward meditation with relationship. Physical closeness does not guarantee complete
understanding, because every person retains an interior life. The line may express tenderness,
estrangement, or uncertainty about identity. It also complicates the idea that self-knowledge can be
achieved alone. The speaker hears his own being, yet he moves among others whose presence
shapes the path. Learning by going includes learning how to recognize another person without
claiming possession of that person’s meaning. The poem’s restraint prevents intimacy from becoming
a simple solution to existential uncertainty.

The Emotional Tone
The poem’s tone is contemplative, unsettled, and quietly affirmative rather than merely depressing.
Words associated with fate, sleep, shaking, and falling create seriousness, while blessing, dancing,
lively air, and lovely learning create vitality. Roethke does not deny anxiety; he incorporates it into
steadiness. The mood changes because each refrain returns after a different natural or philosophical
observation. Readers may experience calm and unease simultaneously. That mixed tone is essential
to the poem’s honesty. A purely optimistic poem would ignore mortality, while a purely despairing
poem would overlook curiosity, sensation, and movement. “The Waking” remains alive to both loss
and participation.

Meter, Rhyme, and Sound
The poem generally approaches iambic pentameter, but its stresses and pauses remain flexible
enough to sound spoken rather than mechanical. A narrow set of rhyme sounds strengthens
circularity and makes distant ideas echo. Repeated long vowels slow the pace, while internal
consonance gives individual lines a physical texture. The formal control contrasts with statements
about uncertainty and shaking. That contrast does not mean the poet has mastered the experiences
described. It shows art creating temporary steadiness through sound. The original essay correctly
notices conventional rhyme and meter but calls this “technological expertise.” Poetic technique is the
clearer term: Roethke uses inherited form deliberately to stage a mind moving within limits.
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Biographical Context without Reduction
Roethke’s childhood among his family’s greenhouses and his lifelong encounters with mental illness
influenced his imagery and inward attention. His biography can illuminate the poem’s plants, cycles,
instability, and search for integration, but it should not become a diagnosis of every line. A poem is a
crafted verbal object, not a transparent medical record. Roethke revised extensively and drew on
poetic, philosophical, and mystical traditions. The villanelle’s formal intelligence cannot be explained
simply as an expression of illness. Responsible interpretation uses biography as one context among
others and avoids suggesting that artistic depth resulted automatically from suffering. The poem’s
questions remain available to readers whose lives differ greatly from the poet’s.

Mortality and the Present
The poem recognizes that what lives will fall away, yet it describes what falls as somehow remaining
near. Memory, influence, matter, and anticipation make absence present in different ways. Mortality
therefore intensifies the present without turning life into a race for consumption. The original essay’s
advice to live purposefully fits part of the poem, but “purpose” here is not a fixed achievement plan. It
is attentive participation: walking softly, breathing lively air, feeling, and continuing to learn. The
speaker does not urge readers to reject all material life. Ground, trees, bodies, and air are material
realities through which consciousness becomes possible. The problem is not matter but
inattentiveness.

Knowledge and Humility
The poem’s questions repeatedly limit claims to complete knowledge. The speaker asks what there is
to know and who can explain how light acts upon a tree. Yet uncertainty does not lead to intellectual
surrender. He continues observing, moving, and revising. Humility becomes a method of knowledge
because it prevents a provisional insight from becoming dogma. The speaker learns without imagining
that learning will end. This position differs from both arrogance and nihilism. Arrogance claims total
understanding, while nihilism concludes that nothing can be understood. Roethke locates wisdom
between them: enough knowledge to move responsibly, enough uncertainty to remain awake to
change.

The Final Quatrain
The final stanza brings both refrains together and adds the paradox that shaking keeps the speaker
steady. Physical or emotional instability becomes the condition through which balance is practiced.
The closing does not resolve the poem by explaining every paradox. Instead, the form completes its
pattern while the thought remains open. The speaker’s steadiness is dynamic, like balance
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maintained while walking, rather than a permanent state reached once. Repetition at the end can
sound like acceptance, prayer, discipline, or renewed questioning depending on how it is read aloud.
The poem closes structurally while continuing philosophically, which is why its short form supports
repeated interpretation.

Conclusion
“The Waking” presents life as a process of becoming conscious within limits that cannot be
eliminated. Its villanelle form circles through waking, sleep, feeling, nature, fate, relationship, and
loss, allowing repeated lines to change as experience accumulates. Roethke does not advise readers
merely to avoid materialism or prepare for death. He imagines knowledge as embodied movement,
emotional and rational attention, humility before nature, and willingness to continue without a
complete map. The poem’s mixed tone joins anxiety with vitality. Shaking and steadiness, falling and
nearness, waking and sleep are not contradictions to be solved but paired realities through which a
purposeful and receptive life becomes possible.
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