
Root Cellar 

Theme  

Survival goes to whoever is the fittest and those that will never give up. This is 

the theme of “Root Cellar” by Theodore Roethke. Amazing spirited plants that 

want to survive in a hostile environment can be found in Roethke’s cellar.  

Summary 

Theodore Roethke uses immensely visual and sensory images. “It is a tangled 

multiplicity of the senses, including rank smells that differentiates Roethke from 

most other poets of his time. Through the intense descriptions in this poem, the 

reader not only experiences the sights and smells of going down into the cellar, but 

also develops an awareness of the root cellar’s contents and their connotations in 

the poem. Roethke’s use of imagery, language, and tone in “Root Cellar” reveal his 

optimistic perspective on the theme of survival. The imagery in “Root Cellar” 

arouses the senses, and gives the reader a vivid mental representation.  

In the first stanza, the poet describes how terrible the environment of a root cellar is, 

which successfully helps readers to create the imagination of the gloomy cellar. The 

poet begins with stating that “nothing would sleep in that cellar.” 

He refers the smell of the cellar as “a congress of stinks”, which directly makes the 

readers feel unpleasant to the situation of the cellar. “Congress” underlines that the 

cellar is chaotic and disorganized. Moreover, the poet brings the smells to the 

readers by specifically choosing words to intensify the meaning, such as “ripe”, 

“pulpy”, “rank” and “rich”. These adjectives make the readers feel more disgusted 

about the roots. Also, he compares the roots as “old bait”, which shows that the 

roots become fragmental in addition to their displeasing smell. By incorporating the 

description of this foul smell, the readers can have a more general and detailed 

impression of the environment by adding a new sensation to this poem. 

Although Roethke’s use of the words “obscenely” (4), “mildewed” (4), and “dank” 

(1) have very negative connotations and could indicate a clearly negative tone in the 

poem, other details point to optimism. In fact, just the inclusion of an alliteration in 

“Root Cellar” points to optimism because it brings life to the poem. The repeated 

consonant sounds of “d,” “b,” and “r,” in the beginning of the poem, emphasizing 
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the roots as they shoot out from everywhere, deliver rhythm and convey a sense of 

resurgence (Southworth). Additionally, the last two lines, “Nothing would give up 

life. Even the dirt kept breathing a small breath” (10, 11), reveal optimism by 

contributing to a deeper meaning, and also tie in why all the details are so important 

to the poem. 

Root Cellar as an Ecological poem 

The poem "Root Cellar," written by Theodore Roethke, is a narration of survival of 

nature amid harsh environmental conditions, which somehow limits the manner in 

which they thrive. The poem, therefore, uses imagery to reflect how human can 

struggle through thick and thin to attain whatever they want in life by not giving 

up. This poem seems to be based on the idea that life can be full of darkness just 

like the cellar, which in this case is depicted as an unfavorable place for the plants 

to thrive. Roethke mentions that "Bulbs broke out of boxes hunting for chinks in 

the dark,” (Roethke, 1) depicting that the conditions in the cellar made it hard for 

bulbs to just stay at in enclosed boxes because they lacked the necessary nutrients 

to maintain their freshness, a situation that made them break in the darkness to seek 

for nutrient, which tells us that we are also supposed to come out of our comfort 

zones and seek for greener pastures for us to live a desirable life. 


