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ROBERT HAYDEN
“THOSE WINTER SUNDAYS”
1. Summarize the poem.  A son recalls how his ___________ got up on cold 
___________ mornings to make their house warm and to ___________ his 
son’s shoes, probably as preparation to church-going.   


The son resents having to get up.  Now that his father is presumably 
________, the son ruefully wishes that he had “____________” (5) him for 
his sacrifices—his father’s performing “love’s ___________ and lonely 
___________” (14).

2.  Theme:  The love of a father for his ______.

3.  In poetry imagery refers to the words in a poem which deal with the five senses: 
sight, sound, taste, smell, and touch.  The major sense through which we know 
the world is sight.  

(a) So important is it that we often use a sight word to express our ideas or 
beliefs, as in, “I _____ what you’re saying.”  Less frequently, we say, “I _____ 
you,” to express concurrence.  Never do we indicate agreement by saying, “I taste 
you,” “I _________ you,” or “I touch you.”)   

Sight words have subclasses; by using our eyes we know color, shape, dimension, 
intensity, etc.  


b.  In “Those Winter Sundays,” list three color/sight images.  ______________

______________________________________________________
4.   While sight images are important in this poem, touch images are more central to 
conveying its theme and symbolism. 

List the two major types of touch imagery and explain how they may be symbolic.



(a)  Coldness:  “_____________ cold” (2); “____________ hands” (3); “the 
cold ________________” (6), the last also an implicit sound image.  


(b)   Heat:   The “__________” of the fire (5); the “___________” rooms (7).


(c)  Cold symbolizes the _______ indifference or apathy to his father, while heat 
symbolizes the ________ of the father for his son.

5.    What   type of sentence closes the   poem?    Why?  _____________________

_______________________________________________________ 


________________________

6.   How many lines are there in the poem?   Fill in the blanks dealing with some other 
stanzaic and metrical aspects of the poem.  


There are __________ lines.  Loosely, it can be called an unrhymed irregular 
_____________ of three stanzas, which are respectively ________, 
__________, and _________ lines long.  


The iambic pentameter line is usually employed in a sonnet.  

Iambic is a type of foot (the rhythmic pattern in a line).  In the iambic foot there 
occurs an unstressed word or syllable, marked by a ˘ (half-moon) above the 
vowel of the word/syllable, followed by a stressed word/syllable, marked by a ́ 
(acute accent) above its vowel.

Pentameter means that there are five feet in a line.  Thus in an iambic pentameter 
line there are five unstressed syllables and five stressed syllables or a total of 
______ syllables in the line. 

In “Those Winter Sundays,” there are only three strictly iambic pentameter lines: 
the 2nd, 4th, and 14th.  (There are also ten syllables in lines 1 and 9, but each begins
                                                                                  ́     ˘                  ́   ˘   

with a stressed, unstressed foot (“Sunday” and “fearing”), not an unstressed, 
stressed foot.


Line 2 may be scanned as followed (“scan” means to mark the unstressed and 
stressed syllables in a line of a poem):

            ˘         ́     ˘      ́        ˘    ́      ˘      ́     ˘       ́

and put his clothes on in the blueblack cold.   

Note:  “clothes” has two vowels, but the e is silent, that is, not pronounced.  Do 
not mark silent vowels.


Now, mark the unstressed (with half-moons) and stressed (with acute accents) 
syllables of line 14, which will show how the poet Hayden consciously used the 
iambic pentameter pattern:


of love’s austere and lonely offices?  
7.  Alliteration is the repetition of a sound (principally a consonant) at the 
beginning of 
two or more words or syllables in a line or a series of lines of a poem.  

Consonance is the repetition of a consonant sound in stressed syllables in the 
middle or at the end of words in a line or a series of lines of a poem.


In “Those Winter Sundays,” the k alliteration/consonance is emphasized in the 
first eleven lines.  Give at least six examples, remembering that the k sound can 
be spelled with a k, a c, or a ch. 
 
_______________________________________________________

_______________ 

8.  Most of the examples of the k sound are associated with discomfort.   However, this 
sound is missing from the last three lines of “Those Winter Sundays.”  

The sounds that replace it in lines 12-14 are the o and l.  The sound o, of course, is 
a vowel; the repetition of a stressed vowel sound in a poem is called assonance.  


(a) Give five examples of either the o assonance or the l alliteration or consonance 
in these last three lines.  


(b)  Then speculate about how these sounds are associated with the theme of the 
poem. 


(a) _____________________________________________________


_______________________________________________________

(b) _____________________________________________________
9.  The speaker does not spell out what the “chronic angers” (9) of the house were.  To 
what do you think they may refer?


_______________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________
10.  In addition to the sonnet pattern of the poem, what structure is employed?  


Concrete to abstract.  A concrete word or an image is a word referring to what is 
experienced through the senses.  An abstract word is a word that expresses a 
quality, concept, or emotion that cannot be perceived through the senses.  

All poets use many more concrete words or images than abstract words.  The 
latter are generally reserved for the end of a poem or the end of a section of a 
poem.  


Hayden’s poem begins and continues with   specific  images,  
such  as  “Sundays”   
(1);   “______________ cold” (2);  “cracked 
___________” (3); “banked 
________ blaze” (5);  “the cold splintering, 
_____________” (6); the 
“________”   rooms (7);   the   rising    and    
dressing “__________”   (8);   
the  “polish[ing]”  of   the  son’s “________” 
(12).  


However,  the  last  line of the first two stanzas contains  a single abstraction:    
stanza   1:   
“_____________”  (5) and stanza   2:  “__________”  (9).  
However the last stanza contains several:  “indifferently” (10); “know” (13), and    
“________  austere  and _________ __________” (14).   


Here “offices” means “the duties that are an essential part of a person’s—here a 
father’s—work or position.”  As such it is an abstract word. 
11.   One critic has said that the word “too” in the first line is the most powerful word in 
the poem.  How can this statement be justified?  _____________________

_______________________________________________________


_______________________________________________________
ANSWER KEY

1.  father; Sunday; polish; dead; thanked; austere; offices.  

2.  son
3.  (a)  see; hear; smell.
     (b)  “blueblack” (2); “banked” (5); “polished my good shoes” (12).  

Note:  “banked” means “to arrange (a fire) by covering with ashes, adding fuel, 
etc. so that it will burn low and keep longer.”   

4.  (a)  blueblack; cracked; splintering.
     (b)  blaze; warm.

     (c)  son’s; love. 


5.  The poem ends with a question.  The son questions his childhood conduct, 
pleading ignorance as a weak justification for his apathy (“indifferen[ce],” line 10) 
to his father’s love:  “What did I know?” and to torment himself even more, he 
repeats “what did I know?” (13).  
6.  fourteen; sonnet; five; four; five. 

Note:  Most of your students will associate a fourteen line poem with the sonnet.  
The two major types of sonnets  are (1) the Petrarchan or Italian sonnet which 
has an octave typically rhymed abbaabba and a sestet usually rhymed cdecde, 
and the Shakespearean or English sonnet which consists of three quatrains 
rhymed abab cdcd efef, and a closing couplet rhymed gg.

˘    ́          ˘    ́     ˘       ́     ˘  ́  ˘  ́ 

of love’s austere and lonely offices?

7.  clothes (2), blueblack (2), cold (2), cracked (3), ached (3), weekday (4), banked (5), 
thanked (5), wake (6), cold (6), breaking (6), call (7),  chronic (9), speaking 
(10), cold (11).  Note that the k in “know” (13) is silent.


Note to teacher:  If you want to work with rhyme with your students, have them 
point out the two internally rhymed words:  “banked” and “thanked” (5).   
8.  (a)  Note to teacher:  The major variants of the o sound are the long o as in “go,” ô as 
in “all,”, a short oo as in “could,” a long oo as in “boot,” and an oi as in “boy.”

The o assonance in “Those Winter Sundays” appears as the short oo in “good” 
(12); the long oo in “shoes” (12); the long o in “know” (13) and “lonely” (14); and 
the ô in “offices” (14).  

Note to teacher:  The word “polished” (12) is spelled with an o, but it is 
pronounced as ä.


The l consonance appears in “polished” (12), “well” (13), and the second syllable 
of “lovely” (14).  (Some critics would not consider the second syllable of “lovely” 
as consonance since it is not a stressed syllable.)

The l alliteration occurs in “love” (14) and the first syllable of “lonely” (14).
     (b)  These last lines of “Those Winter Sundays” associate the o assonance and the l 
consonance/alliteration with the themes of love and loneliness.


     Yet another note to teacher:  If your students desire some additional examples or 
work with assonance, have them locate the short and long a’s in lines 3-5:  



Short 
a:  “cracked,” “hand,” “banked,” and “thanked.” 

Long a: “ached,” “labor,” “weekday” (the stress falls on the second syllable), 
“made,” and “blaze.”     
9.  The son is obviously angry about having to get up early on Sunday, but he speaks not 
of his irritability, but of his fear of “the chronic angers of that house.” 


Since his father is the head of the family, somehow he has allowed fear and anger 
to take over their home.  A manual laborer (the “cracked hands” of line 3), he may 
be angry because he believes that he is not providing his son with the material 
things 
that other children have; hence his insistence on gifting his son a 
spiritual foundation. As is so often true, poverty is the cause of familial tension.  
Note to teacher:  Although race is never mentioned in the poem, the biography of 
the African-American poet provides some background to the situation of “Those 
Winter Sundays.”  Hayden’s birth father absconded shortly after his birth, and his 
birth mother turned him over to a neighborhood foster family, the Haydens, 
whose name the young Robert took.  They lived in a Detroit ghetto.

The father mentioned in this poem is based on William Hayden.  His marriage to 
Sue Hayden was contentious, and young Hayden witnessed fights and even 
suffered beatings from his strict foster father, which, some critics believe, caused 
him to speak of “chronic angers” in the Hayden household.   

The poet’s painful 
childhood memories obviously diminished over time because 
after William’s death, Hayden wrote this poem, which portrays a father’s 
sacrificial devotion to his son’s spiritual well-being.   


Notice that to stress the father-son relationship the poet chose to omit from the 
poem  any mention of other family members such as his birth mother, who 
stayed in contact with him, and his foster mother.   

10.  blueblack; hands; fires; breaking; warm; slowly; shoes; thanked; angers; love’s; 
lonely 
offices.    
11.  On six days of the week, the father had to get up and go to work to provide materially 
for his family.  On Sundays, he did not have to work, so he could sleep late.


However, since he was equally dedicated to a spiritual provision for his family, 
even on Sundays (“Sundays too”) he got up early because he knew his son needed 
such encouragement to go to church.

TO THE TEACHER:  I have provided a few additional comments on Hayden which you 
may decide to incorporate into your class’s discussion of “Those Winter 
Sundays.” 

(1)   Hayden (1913-1980) is one of the major African American poets of the twentieth 
century.

(2)  His poetry shows the harsh conditions which African Americans had to endure in 
the US, both during and after slavery, but he also captures their energy and 
joyfulness.

(3)  In 1976, Hayden became the first African American to be appointed poetry 
consultant to the Library of Congress, the highest honor which an American 
poet could receive at that time.

