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Second Assignment - A Critical Analysis of Patricia Young’s


“Photograph, 1958”


	The  poem “Photograph, 1958” (888) by Patricia Young examines the issue of child abuse.  In this autobiographical poem, the poet is looking at a photograph of herself as a child and reflecting upon her relationship with her father.  She experiences a surge of mixed emotions while looking at the photograph.  The poet skillfully uses ominous contrasting imagery to convey to the reader the mixed emotions and confusion she experiences while viewing the photograph.  Her confusion over the rules of the checkers game, her speculation about what is beyond the photograph, and her description of the violent stove incident are examples of Young’s use of contrasting imagery.


	At the beginning of the poem, Young describes the scene depicted in the photograph as “My father and I play checkers / in profile.”  She then observes, “He concentrates on the board,  /  I am watching him,”  this wording suggests that her father needs watching.  We then catch a first glimpse of the confusing and contrasting imagery, that dominates this poem, in the lines “who / is winning? / I no longer know / the rules or object of the game.”  She no longer knows what a relationship between a father and daughter is like because he has violated her trust, perhaps even sexually.  Further, this suggests that her future relationships with men will be adversely affected by this confusion over what “the rules or object of the game”  should be.  This image of an innocent child playing a simple game of checkers contrasts starkly against the complex adult power game associated with child  abuse.


	After describing the game of checkers, Patricia Young goes on to ponder what is beyond the photograph, “Beyond the barely / furnished room I guess snow: / banked against the front / and back doors.”  The barely furnished room is a metaphor for the emptiness she feels in her life and her relationships.  This suggests that the abusive nature of her childhood is causing an emptiness in her adult life.  The speculation about the snow beyond the photograph hints at the coldness of her relationship with her father.  The banking of the snow up against the front and back door communicates to the reader her feelings of being trapped; in the house and in her relationship with her father.  She then goes on to describe a time in the future when her family is financially more secure, “Years later / we’ll live in another city. / In an old farmhouse / rock at the green edge / of a golf course.”  These lines in the poem, and the fact that the family can afford lobster for dinner, indicate that the family is better off  financially, if not emotionally.  Young cleverly uses the contrasting imagery of the barely furnished and trapped room versus the more expensive and expansive farmhouse, by the golf course, for dramatic effect.


	The nature of the relationship of the poet with her father, ominously foreshadowed at the beginning of the poem, becomes explicit in her description of  the violent stove incident.  Her father will “pull a stove out of a wall / and hurl it across a kitchen  / on my account,” thus finally revealing his violent and abusive nature.  The words “on my account” suggest that the poet, like most abuse victims, somehow feels partly responsible for her own victimization.  The abusive, perhaps sexual, nature of her relationship with her father becomes clear with the following lines: “I wait / for him to make his move.”  The contrasting image of an innocent child playing checkers and a predatory father is painfully clear. 


	The confused and contrasting imagery contained in “Photograph, 1958” by Patricia Young, echoes the poet’s own mixed feelings about her relationship with her father.  In the game of checkers, as in the game of life, she waits for her father to “make his move,” and wonders whether it’s all her fault somehow.  The stark and contrasting images contained in the poem, suggest that she still has problems in her adult life, as a result of her childhood abusive experiences.   The use of these contrasting images allows Patricia Young to dramatically communicate to the reader her sense of mixed emotions, confusion, and fear surrounding her relationship with her father.
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