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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

Although Rober t F r o s t did not cons ider h imsel f a "na ture poet , " 

did not l ike to be ca l led one , and would point out the f a c t that a l l but a 

few of Ms poems have people in t h e m , h i s fee l ing fo r na tu re was 

obviously a v e r y c lose one. Many c r i t i c s of Rober t F r o s t ' s p o e m s , 

however , have not unders tood h is posi t ion. In 1938,, Rober t P . T r i s t r a m 

Coffin s ta ted that F r o s t p r e s e n t s na tu re with people s tuck into i t w h e r e 

1 • 2 
they belong and tha t he t r e a t s of people in a s ta te of only good n a t u r e , 

views which now seem f a r f r o m a c c u r a t e , a s m o s t c r i t i c s a g r e e . Even 

as l a te a s 1959, Rober t JLangbaum r e m a r k e d that Frost m a k e s m a n and 

n a t u r e in te r twine so that they s e e m ident ica l , an opinion that i gno re s 

the individuali ty of F r o s t ' s c h a r a c t e r s . And in his book, The Major 

T h e m e s of Rober t F r o s t (1963), Radcliff J . Squires a s s e r t e d tha t F r o s t 

1 Rober t P . T r i s t r a m Coffin, New P o e t r y of New England: F r o s t 
and Robinson (Ba l t imore , 1938), p. 58. 

2 I b i d . , p. 60. 

3 R o b e r t JLangbaum, "The New Na tu re Poe t ry , " Rober t F r o s t : An 
Introduct ion, edi ted by Rober t A, Greenberg and J a m e s G. Hepburn 
{New York, 1961), p. 158. 
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would like na ture to concur with human intuition m o r e than it i s willing 

to do and that he is success fu l only in seeing na ture a s a f r iendly m i r r o r 

4 

in poems that m e r e l y r ecord . 

Most modern c r i t i c s of F r o s t , however , seem m o r e accura te ly 

to have apprehended the poe t ' s intention. One ear ly c r i t i c and f r i end , 

Law ranee Thompson, stated that F r o s t ' s p r i m a r y concern i s with the 
5 

inner s t rength and wor th of the individual. In 1958, Reginald Cook 

a s s e r t e d t h e opinion that F r o s t i l lu s t r a t e s the effect of man on his 

environment and the envi ronment ' s effect on man . The p r e sen t decade 

has brought fo r th percept ive comments by such c r i t i c s a s John F . Lynen, 

John Rober t Doyle, J r . , and Robert F r a n c i s . Lynea obse rves that 
7 

F r o s t ' s view of na tu re is a f r e s h approach to real i ty . Doyle roe-: the 
8 

poet unobtrusively uniting the vegetable wor ld and the human v/orld, 
and F r a n c i s points out that m a n ' s plight and what he does about it i s of 

o 
m a j o r impor tance to F r o s t . 7 

^Radcliff J . Squires , The Major Themes of Robert F r o s t (Ann 
Arbor , 1963), p. 22. 

C 
Juawrance Thompson, F i r e and Ice: The Ar t and Thought of 

Robert F r o s t (New York, 1942), p. 214. 

^Reginald L.. Cook, The Dimensions of Robert F r o s t (New York, 
1958), p. 161. 

•7 

John F . Lynen, " F r o s t a s a Modern Poet , " Rober t F r o s t : A 
Collection of Cr i t i ca l E s s a y s , edited by J a m e s M. Cox (Englewood Cl i f fs , 
N. J . , 1962), p. 188. 

® John Robert Doyle, J r . , The Poe t ry of Rober t F r o s t : An Analysis 
(New York, 1962), pp. 6-7 . 

^Robert F r a n c i s , Char les W. Cole, Reginald L. Cook, "On Robert 
F r o s t , " The Massachuse t t s Review, IV (Winter, 1963), 246. 



In genera l , mode rn c r i t i c s ag ree that Rober t F r o s t i s ne i ther a 

m e r e "na ture poet" nor a r e a l i s t , pe r se. Though some st i l l accept 

m e r e l y su r f ace meanings which ignore the possibi l i ty that the local ized 

subjects may have a b roade r application than i s apparent at f i r s t 

reading, o the r s see much symbol ism in h i s poems . The consensus 

among c r i t i c s is that Rober t F r o s t does have a c lear understanding of 

the l i fe of na ture and a special feeling of c loseness to i t . They a g r e e , 

too, that he consider soman's inner s t rength impor tan t in his perpe tua l 

s t ruggle with h i s surroundings,^1 There s eems to be no doubt that F r o s t ' s 

c h a r a c t e r s , although identified a s r es iden t s of a specif ic loca le , a r e 

a l so r ep resen ta t ive of un iversa l human na ture . 

Nature , however , i s not the m o s t impor tant e lement in F r o s t ' s 

poems . He emphas i ses human beings and the i r re la t ion to the i r 

surroundings . People a r e the focal point in the poems that show them 

with na ture as a background f o r the i r act ions. Though it i s t r ue that in 

his l ines the poet gives a g rea t deal of attention to na tu re , it i s m e r e l y 

attention to a background that has influence on his cen t ra l f igu re . Human 

c h a r a c t e r s and thei r act ions and reac t ions a r e the impor tan t e lements in 

the poems. 

There i s a pronounced ambivalence in the view of na ture F r o s t 

po r t r ays in his poetry. In one poem he may p re sen t na ture as actively 

hos t i le , in another a s m e r e l y indif ferent , and in a th i rd as w a r m l y 

benevolent. It i s difficult to a t t r ibute r ea sons fo r these divergent views 



of na ture in pa r t i cu la r poems. F r o s t did not date many of Ms w o r k s , 

and, f r o m his l e t t e r s , i t i s c l ea r that he did not o f fe r his v e r s e s to 

public view immediately a f t e r thei r composition; r a the r he tended to 

le t them age before bringing them out fo r genera l appra i sa l . Thus it 

i s not poss ible to a t t r ibute definitely any pa r t i cu la r poem to any specif ic 

per iod of depress ion or of high sp i r i t s that was a pa r t of his l i fe . F o r 

example , the v e r s e " T r e e at My Window,11 express ing a feel ing of kin-

ship between the poet and na tu re , follows "Bere f t , " l ines which s ta rk ly 

e x p r e s s the s p e a k e r ' s f ea r of na tu re in hie t ime of bereavement . These 

two poems appear in West-Running Brook, a collection that a l so 

includes "Acceptance, " which po r t r ays the unquestioning acceptance 

that n a t u r e ' s c r e a t u r e s have fo r i ts ways. Although two poems m a y be 

placed side by side in a volume of F r o s t ' s poetry , the re is no evidence 

that they w e r e c rea ted together or in the o rde r in which they appear . 

Robert F r o s t s ee s human beings as belonging to two main 

ca tegor ies with varying shades of c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s in each. He po r t r ays 

c h a r a c t e r s , e i ther bas ica l ly strong or bas ical ly weak, in re la t ion to 

the seve ra l f a c e s of na ture they observe . Among the secu re , he 

p r e sen t s those who a r e se l f - suf f ic ien t and,though they do not need other 

people, enjoy healthy re la t ionships with o the r s . His weak c h a r a c t e r s , 

on the other hand, a r e to rn by confl icts within themse lves . They lack 

w a r m re la t ionships with o the r s , yet they cannot long survive without 

them. 



The purpose of this thes i s i s to examine F r o s t ' s use In h is poet ry 

of ambivalent views of. na tu re , of v a r i e t i e s of human c h a r a c t e r , and of 

in te r re la t ionsh ips between m a n and na ture . Some scholar ly work h a s 

been done in this a r e a , notably John Lynen's book The P a s t o r a l Ar t of 

Robert F r o s t (I960) and Lawrance Thompson 's work F i r e and Ice; The 

Ar t and Thought of Robert F r o s t (1942), but the re has been no detailed 

study made of the in te r re la t ionsh ips of F r o s t ' s c h a r a c t e r s and thei r 

environment.! In th is thes i s , the contention is that the view of na ture 

p re sen ted in F r o s t ' s poems i s of ten direct ly r e l a t ed to the c h a r a c t e r ' s 

subject ive r e sponse to i t . Thus, the indi f fe rence of na ture is seen in 

a benevolent light by some of his character®,while the h a r s h neut ra l i ty , 

when observed by o t h e r s , a s s u m e s f i e r c e l y host i le propor t ions . In the 

demonst ra t ion of this point, t h e r e f o r e , it will be n e c e s s a r y f i r s t to 

p r e sen t re f lec t ions of na tu re a s the poet desc r ibes I t - -benevolent , 

violent , indifferent; and next, to p resen t h is c h a r a c t e r s - - t h e weak and 

the s t rong- -wi th all the var ia t ions that make up the two main groups , 

f o r these bas ic c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s de te rmine the individual 's r e sponse to 

his surroundings . Af ter these two a r e a s have been ca re fu l ly defined, 

a p resen ta t ion and discussion of the thes is contention follows. 

Such a study of F r o s t ' s poet ry should be of value to anyone 

in t e re s t ed in h is works , f o r it p r e sen t s a c r i t i ca l ana lys i s of his 

c h a r a c t e r s , of h is use of na ture a s a var iab le background, and of the 

in te r re la t ionsh ip between man and na ture . 



The m o s t usefu l p r i m a r y sources fo r this thes i s have been the 

editions of Robert F r o s t ' s poems published by Holt, Rinehar t and 

Winston, The Complete Works of Robert F r o s t (1949), and In the 

Clear ing (1962). These two volumes contain all the published F r o s t 

poet ry . 

In addition to previously mentioned c r i t i ca l books, the m o s t 

valuable secondary s o u r c e s , all of which have provided explicit 

d i scuss ions of F r o s t ' s poe t ry , have been The Dimensions of Rober t 

F r o s t (1958) by Reginald L. Cook; Human Values in the Poe t ry of Robert 

F r o s t (I960) by George W. Nitchie; A Swinger of Bi rches (1959) by 

Sidney Cox; and "On Rober t F r o s t " in the Massachuse t t s Review, IV 

(Winter, 1963) by Robert F r a n c e s , Cha r l e s W. Cole, and Reginald L. 

Cook. Two biographies . The Tr ia l by Exis tence by El izabeth Shepley 

Sergeant and The Aim Was Song by Jean Gould, give detai led background 

views of the poet, his personal i ty and l i fe . The Aim Was Song, 

especia l ly , has been of value because it ca l ls attention to the pa ra l l e l s 

between events in F r o s t ' s l i fe and those that appear in his poetry . 

Three collections of Robert F r o s t ' s l e t t e r s a lso have provided a 

c l e a r e r understanding of the man a s wel l as the poet. These volumes 

a r e Selected L e t t e r s erf Robert F r o s t (1964), edited by Lawrance 

Thompson, The L e t t e r s of Robert F r o s t to Louis Untermeyer (1963), 

edited by Louis Untermeyer ; and the book by Marga re t Bar t le t t Anderson, 

Robert F r o s t and John Bar t le t t ; The Record of a F r iendsh ip (1963). 



CHAPTER II 

FROST'S AMBIVALENT VIEWS OF NATURE 

The seve ra l opposing at t i tudes concerning m a n and na tu re 

exp re s sed in the poetry of Robert F r o s t r e f l ec t apparent incongrui t ies 

in Ms own l i fe . Most r e a d e r s and c r i t i c s think of F r o s t as a poet of 

New England, the a r e a he employs mos t often a s a background fo r h is 

v e r s e . But Robert F r o s t was born and lived the f i r s t eleven y e a r s of 

his l i fe , 1874-1885, in Cal i fornia , where his pa ren t s had set t led soon 

a f t e r the i r m a r r i a g e . His f a t h e r , William Prescott ; F r o s t , J r . , a 

native of New England, was a poli t ical rad ica l , and h is mo the r , Belle 

Moodie F r o s t , was a Scottish refugee t eache r . Because Robert had a 

tendency toward consumption, they did not send the f r a i l young boy to 

school, but f r a i l or not, he was a lover of the ou t -o f -door s . With h is 

f a t h e r , with p laymates , or alone he roamed the countryside around San 

F r a n c i s c o , fasc ina ted by the grea t f o r e s t s , the mountains , the sea , and 

the c l i f fs . Severa l of h is l a t e r poems a r e products of h is imaginat ive 

i n t e r e s t s at th is ea r ly age along the California coast . 

F r o s t ' s f a the r died of tuberculos i s in 1885, leaving impover ished 

his wife and two chi ldren, who w e r e f o r c e d to r e t u r n to his f ami ly in 



6 

New England. To support her young children, Mrs. Fros t returned 

to the c l a s s r o o m as a teacher , and Robert entered a formal school for 

the f i r s t t ime at the age of twelve. Life in New England w a s difficult 

for the mother because money was hard to come by. Robert worked 

s u m m e r s as a farm hand, thus acquiring through personal experience 

a lasting knowledge of the New England character and way of l i fe . 

During h is f r e e t ime he roamed the countryside gaining f i r s t -hand 

fami l iar i ty with the f i e lds , f l o w e r s , t r e e s , and birds of the region, all 

of which he later transmuted into his poetry. After marrying his high 

school sweetheart , Elinor White, in 1893, and after giving up teaching 

school as a means to make a l iving, F r o s t sett led his fami ly on a smal l 

plot of land near West Derry, New Hampshire, where he took up 

farming, rather unsuccessful ly . 

A New Englander at heart and by ancestry , Robert F r o s t had a 

personal knowledge of the area, and he recognized that the h is tor ica l 

background and cl imatic environment of the region had helped to shape 

the character of i ts people. New England had once been the center of 

great activity, but as the nation had expanded to the w e s t , the area had 

gradually los t its importance. Many New Englanders had joined the 

westward movement , and the ones left are those who are either strong 

and determined enough to make a l iving in a rugged land or those too 

weak to attempt the move. The strong are stubborn or they would long 

ago have given up the struggle with the land and c l imate , and this 
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obs t ina te , p e r h a p s proud, p e r h a p s m e r e l y ornery, s t r e a k in the people 

keeps them on their land. The f a r m e r ' s fortitude, e n d u r a n c e , and 

inner strength enable him to accomplish his daily tasks in spite of 

advers i ty in his i so la t ion . For the hill f a r m e r s are often isolated. 

The New England w i n t e r g u a r a n t e e s that . Such p e r i o d s of i so lat ion a s 

the f a r m e r s undergo tend to make them a r e served people, fee l ing no 

compuls ion to speak u n l e s s they have something to say . 

Through h i s p o e m s , Robert F r o s t e x p r e s s e s w e l l - d e f i n e d v iews 

of nature and of the differing relationships between it and his human 

c h a r a c t e r s . He s e e s it general ly a s a non-reasoning, non-feel ing 

ent i ty , a re f lex ive cyc le , and he e x p r e s s e s an ob jec t ive ly rea l i s t i c view 

of nature as neutral and indifferent toward man. This i s the bas ic 

a s p e c t displayed in h i s p o e m s . At t i m e s , however, he a p p e a r s to 

r 

portray ambivalent v iews of this b a s i c concept. On the one hand, h is 

c h a r a c t e r s m a y be influenced in their r e s p o n s e to t he i r surroundings 

by the romantic view which s e e s nature a s a r eve l a t i on of Truth, Beauty , 

and Goodness . Afid under such influence they f ind what s e e m s to be 

n a t u r e ' s benevolence toward m a n . In such p o e m s t h e r e is no a p p a r e n t 

confl ict , and the atmosphere of peace , harmony, and man's kinship 

with the natural e lement i s the source of the p leasure . On the other 

hand, the c h a r a c t e r s m a y respond m o r e in the n a t u r a l i s t i c s e n s e which 

views the w o r l d of n a t u r e a s a host i le , war- l ike environment within 

which there i s a perpetual s t r u g g l e . 
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The pa r t i cu la r a spec t s of na ture e x p r e s s e d in F r o s t ' s poems a r e 

often de te rmined by the subject ive r e sponses of his c h a r a c t e r s to their 

surroundings . He shows people who a r e emotionally s t rong, e i ther 

within themse lves or through human t i e s , as feeling secure in thei r 

re la t ionship with a benevolent na ture because they a r e able to accept i t 

and i t s movements without f e a r . They a r e able to cope with the violence 

that a lso s e e m s a p a r t of the na tura l world . Those, however , who a r e 

alone, weak, and f e a r f u l f ind in the i r environment a r ea son for anxiety, 

and it is in the i r eyes that na ture a s s u m e s host i le and malevolent 

qual i t ies . 

Rober t F r o s t ' s f i r s t - h a n d knowledge of the na tura l e lements has 

been the chief source in h is poems of that feel ing of c lose re la t ionship 

between h is c h a r a c t e r s and thei r surroundings . Though h is att i tude at 

t imes b o r d e r s on the romant ic , it i s without sentimentali ty; he s eems 

simply to be aware that any apprecia t ion of na tu re ' s beauty mus t , a f t e r 

a l l , be human. The re fo re , in his poems he obse rves the r u r a l scenes 

through the eyes of a normal ly s trong individual who i s able to see and 

to e x p r e s s the quintessence of h i s surroundings . The subjective 

emotional condition of the pe r son is a m a j o r fac to r in determining what 

aspec t of nature s e e m s mos t apparent . Under ce r ta in conditions na tura l 

phenomena or events seem to evidence a benevolent i n t e r e s t on the p a r t 

of a genial na ture , w h e r e a s under o the rs the violence of na tura l f o r c e s 

suggests an unde rcu r r en t of host i l i ty and antipathy toward man . Of his 
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poems express ing this seeming benignity, one of the lovel iest i s F r o s t ' s 

"Rose Pogonias , " which, d e s c r i b e s the sense of peace and p l ea su re fe l t 

by a couple who happen upon a smal l meadow smothered with spring 

f lowers . 

A sa tura ted meadow. 
Sun-shaped and j e w e l - s m a l l , 

A c i rc le sca rce ly wider 
Than the t r e e s around w e r e tail; 

Where winds w e r e quite excluded, 
And the a i r was stifling sweet 

With the b rea th of many f lower s , - -
A temple of the heat . 

There we bowed us in the burning. 
As the sun ' s r ight worsh ip i s , 

To pick where none could m i s s them 
A thousand orch ises ; 

F o r though the g r a s s was sca t t e red , 
Yet every second spear 

Seemed tipped with wings of color , 
That t inged the a tmosphere . 

We r a i s ed a simple p raye r 
, Before we le f t the spot, 

That in the genera l mowing 
That p lace might be forgot; 

Or if not a l l so f avored , 
Obtain such g race of hours , 

That none should mow the g r a s s the re 
While so confused with f l ower s . * 

The poem as a whole conveys a sense of n a t u r e ' s genial warmth . 

The meadow itself i s "sun-shaped, " a " temple in the heat , " and the sun 

* Rober t F r o s t , "Rose Pogonias, " Complete Poems of Rober t F r o s t 
{New York, 1962), p. 19. Subsequent r e f e r e n c e s to F r o s t ' s poe t ry a r e 
taken f r o m this edition unless o therwise indicated. 



12 

cas t s it® r ays di rect ly on the backs of the f lower p i cke r s . But the sun ' s 

heat does not s e a r and hur t . Rather i t i s like the heaviness fe l t when 

one walks f r o m the shade of t r e e s into br ight sunlight. The f r a g r a n c e 

of the f l owers in the spr ing sunlight is a heady p e r f u m e to the people 

stepping into the scene. Thei r senses a r e overwhelmed with the bloom 

of the smal l meadow. They fee l the sun, inhale the "stifling sweetness , " 

and see the lovel iness of a sun-drenched meadow f i l led with f lowers . 

The smal l patch i s a " temple, " a p ro tec ted place w h e r e nothing d i s tu rbs 

the peacefu lness , the quiet of beautyj.j F r o s t heightens the a tmosphere 

of peace , ho l iness , and sereni ty through the use of such images as a 

" temple of t h e h e a t , " whe re the humans "bowed" a s if in "worsh ip" of 

the sun and " r a i s e d a s imple p r a y e r . " The object of the i r p r aye r i s the 

"g race of h o u r s " that the lovel iness might be m i s s e d by the blades of 

the mower s . The subjective image ry of the sun- l i t meadow in t e r m s 

of t emple , p r a y e r , worship and g race r eemphas izee the fac t that F r o s t 

de sc r ibes na tu re through the eyes and senses of h is c h a r a c t e r s . The 

speaker recol lect ing the exper ience and descr ibing the scene has a 

re l igious fa i th so deeply ingrained that he f ee l s a sp i r i tua l re la t ionship 

with na tu re , because , in his mind, it i s assoc ia ted with God and i s 

express ive of his worship . \ Ab a r e su l t of th is inner r e sponse , the 

na tura l wor ld is to him a place of peace . But a s a m a n f ami l i a r with 

the f a c t s of f a r m l i fe , he r e a l i z e s that the mower s mus t soon come to 

this spot and des t roy the p r e s e n t scene. The human response to the 
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l o v e l i n e s s of the f l o w e r - f i l l e d meadow i s the d e s i r e tha t i t be s p a r e d 

by the m o w e r s unti l the b looms f a d e . It h a s been a s o u r c e of peace and 

a symbo l of the benevo lence of i t s c r e a t o r , and the s p e a k e r i s r e l u c t a n t 

to see it d e s t r o y e d . 

As in "Rose Pogon i a s " he evokes a s ense of the p e a c e f u l n e s s of 

the t e m p l e in the woods , in "Mowing" F r o s t r e c r e a t e s the mood of a 

m a n content wi th h i s w o r k . Through a h a r m o n y of the s e n s e s , emo t ions , 

and in te l l ec t in the ac t of mowing hay, the f a r m e r ach i eves a communion 

wi th n a t u r e . Yet he i s a w a r e of the l a t en t evi l under ly ing i t s beauty . 

T h e r e w a s n e v e r a sound b e s i d e the wood but one . 
And tha t w a s m y long scy the w h i s p e r i n g to the ground . 
What w a s it i t w h i s p e r e d ? I knew not we l l m y s e l f ; 
P e r h a p s i t w a s something about the h e a t of the sun, 
Something, p e r h a p s , about the l ack of s o u n d - -
And tha t w a s why i t w h i s p e r e d and did not speak . 
It w a s no d r e a m of the gi f t of id le h o u r s , 
O r e a s y gold a t the hand of f a y o r elf: 
Anything m o r e than the t r u t h would have s e e m e d too weak 
To the e a r n e s t love that l a id the swale in r o w s , 
Not wi thout f eeb l e -po in t ed sp ikes of f l o w e r s 
(Pa l e o r c h i s e s ) , and s c a r e d a b r igh t g r e e n snake. 
The f a c t i s the s w e e t e s t d r e a m that l abor knows. 
My long scythe w h i s p e r e d and le f t the hay to m a k e . 

E v e r y ac t ion , thought , and s e n s e of the f a r m e r combine into the 

s a t i s f a c t i o n d e r i v e d f r o m his I m m e d i a t e e x p e r i e n c e , th rough which he 

i s a w a r e of a fee l ing of k insh ip wi th h i s s u r r o u n d i n g s . Eve ry th ing 

concern ing h i s a c t i ons , the g r a s s he i s cut t ing, the t r e e s in the n e a r b y 

w o o d s , the w h i s p e r of the scy the , the sunl ight upon h i s back , the snake 

^ F r o s t , "Mowing, " p. 25. 
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and the f l o w e r s at Ms f e e t — a l l combine to cont r ibute to Ms p l e a s u r e . 

The f a r m e r ' s delight does not have to depend on poss ib l e r e w a r d s f o r 

Ms labor ; it comes f r o m h i s immed ia t e exper i ence : "The f a c t i s the 

swee tes t d r e a m that l abor knows. " He enjoys the communion with 

n a t u r e that i s the r e s u l t of the blending of h is s e n s e s , emot ions , and 

in te l lec t in h is work . I Yet t h e r e i s a suggest ion st i l l of the ambiva lence , 

the duali ty of n a t u r e , in the men t ion of the f l ower and the snake , the 

f i r s t symbolizing the good in n a t u r e and the second the evi l . The man , 

through the h a r m o n y of h is head and h e a r t in an exper ience of the s e n s e s , 

e f fec t s a sense of communion wi th n a t u r e , of a r econc i l i a t ion of i t s dual 

a s p e c t s , and of an o v e r - a l l fee l ing of i t s benignity. 

An a p p r o p r i a t e poem to follow a d i scuss ion of "Mowing" is one 

tha t could be cons ide red i t s companion, "The Tuft of F l o w e r s , " al though 

F r o s t did not p lace them side by side in A Boy 's "Will, in which both 

a p p e a r . The f i r s t i s conce rned with the mower who enjoys both h i s 

work and h is sur roundings , he i s the m a n making hay. "The Tuft of ./ 

F l o w e r s " speaks of the p e r s o n who fol lows the m o w e r a f t e r s e v e r a l 

h o u r s to t u r n the cut g r a s s so that i t m a y dry m o r e thoroughly. He f inds 

the meadow d e s e r t e d , al though he looks and l i s t ens f o r h i s p r e d e c e s s o r . 

He would l ike to have human companionship , but he m u s t f o r e g o It and, 

ins tead , w o r k phys ica l ly a lone. He accep t s the f a c t tha t a m a n m u s t 

depend upon himself whe the r he i s a lone o r with o the r s . But na tu re 

does not leave h im to Ms sol i tude. A bu t t e r f ly in s e a r c h of a f lower 
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d i rec ts h is eye to a tuft of f lowers the ea r ly morning scythe had spared , 

and F r o s t explain® in the closing l ines; 

The mower in the dew had loved them thus , 
By leaving them to f lou r i sh , not f o r us , 

Nor yet to draw one thought of our® to h im, 
But f r o m sheer morning g ladness at the b r i m . 

The but ter f ly and I had li t upon, 
Never the less , a m e s s a g e f r o m the dawn, 

That made m e hea r the wakening b i rds around, 
And hea r his long scythe whisper ing to the ground, 

And fee l a sp i r i t k indred to m y own; 
So that hencefor th I worked no m o r e alone; 

But glad with h im, I worked as with his a id, 
And wea ry , sought at noon with him the shade; 

And dreaming, a® it w e r e , held bro ther ly speech 
With one whose thought I had not hoped to reach . 

"Men work together , " I told him f r o m the hea r t , 

"Whether they work together o r apar t . " 

The r a k e r recognizes in h is fellow but absent worke r a k indred 

sp i r i t , one who a l so f inds p l ea su re in the na tura l surroundings . He 

does not p r e s u m e that the f l owers w e r e le f t f o r h im, but he unders tands 

the gladness that prompted the act. He ident i f ies himself m o r e closely 

with na ture by commenting that both he and the but ter f ly "had li t upon 

. . . a m e s s a g e f r o m the dawn. " Through such c loseness he makes 

contact both with the companion worke r and with na ture . The kindred 

3 F r o s t , "The Tuft of F l o w e r s , " p. 32. 
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feel ing r emoves him f r o m his isolat ion and is the source of his under -

standing that "men work together . . . whether they work together or 

apar t . " His comprehension, however , hinges on his reac t ions to his 

surroundings . He is the m a n who, although lonely and seeking companion-

ship, when he f inds none, can accept Ms enforced isolation philosophically. 

And I mus t be, a s he had been, - - a lone , 

"As al l mus t be , " I said within my h e a r t , 

"Whether they work together o r apar t , 

Because of his inner s t rength and se l f - suf f ic iency he can accept na ture 

on i t s own t e r m s a s inherent ly f r iend ly . Because of his pe rcep t iveness , 

h is at tention i s a t t r ac ted to the but te r f ly , which in tu rn leads him to the 

tuft of flowers, to a rea l iza t ion , and to an inner communion with h is 

fellow m a n and with na tu re . He has l ea rned that dis tance does not 

n e c e s s a r i l y separa te companions. 

"Men work together , " I told him f r o m the hea r t , 

"Whether they work together or apa r t . " 

As has been noted, in "The Tuft of F l o w e r s " the broadening of 

the f a r m e r ' s understanding is init iated by the chance movement of the 

but te r f ly , drawing h is at tention to the f l o w e r s j ^ F r o s t ' s effect ive use 

of the device in this p o e m - - m a n ' s understanding hinging upon a chance 

event within n a t u r e - - s u g g e s t s a s i m i l a r device in "Dust of Snow": 
4 lb id . , p. 31. 

5Ibid. , p. 32. 
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The way a crow 
Shook down on me 
The dust of snow 
From a hemlock tree 

Has given my heart 
A change of mood 
And saved some part 
Of a day I had rued. 

Frost ascribes a kindly, benevolent influence to a seemingly 

ordinary event within a snow-covered countryside. By accident the 

crow is the cause of snow falling upon the speaker's head. There is 

no logical reason why snow sifting onto his head should effect a change 

of heart. He has been depressed, perhaps because of disappointments 

with other people, but there i s no explanation given for his low spirits. 

What is important is that he i s touched by his environment and by that 

contact his spirits are uplifted^ A seemingly benevolent event occurs, 

and the man views it as an intended kindness. There is no purposed 

good will in the deed, for the movement i s in the nature of an accident. 

The crow happens to light upon one of the branches of the hemlock, a 

Christmas-type tree, or, already there, restively alters his position; 

the lightly heaped snow on the tree scatters to the ground except for 

the handful that sett les on the poet's head as he happens to pass at that 

moment. Even such a brief contact with nature, its smallest movement 

in his direction, cheers him. His spirits are uplifted. The poet's 

^Frost, "Dust of Snow, " p. 270. 
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subjective response to the c row ' s accidental movement i s evidently the 

source of any benevolence that he a s c r i b e s to na ture . 

\ Along with the poems that po r t r ay a sense of f r i end l iness on 

n a t u r e ' s pa r t , Rober t F r o s t a lso p r e sen t s the na tu ra l wor ld a s h a r s h , 

hos t i l e , and often violent. He f inds the m o s t obvious examples of this 

aspect in the severe New England win te r , when the wind bea ts against 

anything in i t s way, shrieking an a lmos t an imal - l ike wai l , and the snow 

bur i e s al l that cannot dig out f r o m under i t . F r o s t notes i t s f e a r f u l 

beauty, and he takes advantage of the beauty, power , and t r e a c h e r y of 

the winter to provide a background for his c h a r a c t e r s and the i r r e sponses . 

In two such poems he p o r t r a y s the f i e r c e n e s s of na ture and the reac t ions 

to i t of two di f ferent men. In the f i r s t , "Willful Homing, " the 

protagonis t s e e m s a s t rong, se l f -conf ident man: 

He p e e r s out shrewdly into the thick and swift. 

Since he m e a n s to come to a door he wil l come to a door . . . . 

He de sc r ibe s in the second, "Storm F e a r , " a m a n who i s not so su re of 

h imsel f . 

And my hea r t owns a doubt 
Whether ' t i s in u s to a r i s e with day 
And save ou r se lves unaided. ® 

^ F r o s t , "Willful Homing, " p. 456. 

8 F r o s t , "Storm F e a r , " p. 13. 



19 

To these two individuals , the cold of a winter night m e a n s di f ferent 

things. Again, i t is the human react ion to ac ts of na ture that conveys to 

the r e a d e r the poet ' s impres s ion of na ture . flScTm&tttv what a spec t of itsN 

( s eve ra l facee Frost" chooses to p r e s e n t / t h e element of human response / 
s / 

1 
i s the determining fac to r f o r identifying tfefc pai ' t icutar counteiiaiice; 

\ | Despite the vic iousness of w in t e r ' s f o r c e depicted In "Willful 

Homing, , } the m a n surv ives . His obstinacy, s t rength , and endurance 

de te rmine his success . 

It i s getting dark and t ime he drew to a house, 
But the b l i zza rd blinds him to any house ahead. 
The s to rm gets down his neck in an icy souse 
That sucks his b rea th l ike a wicked cat in bed. 

The snow blows on him and off h im, exert ing f o r c e 
Downward to make him sit a s t r i de a d r i f t . 
Imprint a saddle and calmly consider a course . 
He p e e r s out shrewdly into the thick and swift,, 

Since he means to come to a door he wil l come to a door , 
Although so compromised of aim and r a t e 
He may fumble wide of the knob a ya rd or m o r e , 
And to those concerned he m a y seem a l i t t le la te . ^ 

There i s a suggestion of act ive antagonism, that the s to rm intends to 

des t roy the lone human being who d a r e s the icy expanse. The b l i zza rd 

has an an imal - l ike quality; it i s "like a wicked cat . " But the protagonis t 

i s not one to be overcome, and the fac t that he can "s i t a s t r i d e a d r i f t , / 

Imprint a saddle and calmly consider a cou r se , " sof tens the sense of 

f i e r c e n e s s that could be exp re s sed in a descr ip t ion of such a s t o rm . 

9 F r o s t , "Willful Homing, " p. 456. 
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B©£ms«-Jiejls not int imidated by the b l izaard j^he does not find^its 

violence overpowering. 

Although the wea ther in "Willful Homing" i s descr ibed a s bes t ia l 

and violent , it does not produce such a feeling of h o r r o r as does the 

m o r e steal thy, host i le cold of the win ter s to rm in "Storm F e a r " : 

When the wind works against us in the da rk . 
And pel ts with snow 
The lower chamber window on the eas t , 
And whi spe r s with a so r t of s t i f led ba rk . 
The beas t , 
"Come out! Come o u t ! " - -
It costs no inward s t ruggle not to go. 
Ah, no! 
I count our s t rength , 
Two and a child, 
Those of us not as leep subdued to m a r k 
How the cold c reeps a s the f i r e dies at length, - -
How dr i f t s a r e pi led, 
Dooryard and road ungraded, 
Til l even the comfort ing b a r n grows f a r away, 
And my h e a r t owns a doubt 
Whether ' t i s in us to a r i s e with day 
And save ourse lves unaided. 

Here , as in the previous poem. F r o s t notes the b l i z z a r d ' s beas t - l ike 

qual i t ies a s it a t tempts to subdue the i so la ted f a r m family. The animal 

a spec t s of the e lements , however , a r e m o r e heavily emphasized: the 

wind "whispers with a so r t of s t i f led ba rk , / The beas t , " and the cold 

"c reeps as the f i r e dies at length. " In both v e r s e s the wind and snow 

f i e r c e l y pelt the humans , but th is t ime they a r e pro tec ted by the shel ter 

of the i r home. In these l ines the th rea t takes on a m o r e malevolent tone 

*®Frost, "Storm F e a r , " p. 13. 
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because t h e r e i s a suggestion that the fami ly might not be able to survive 

without outside help. The s to rm iso la tes the house , cuts i t off f r o m 

even the comfor t of the w a r m , domest ic an imals in the ba rn a shor t 

dis tance away. The two adults have not the s t rength to m a r shall thei r 

courage^ Instead of looking within themse lves fo r sustenance as the lone 

' J 

/ffian does in "Willful Homing, " they depend upon contact with civilization. 

Their weakness lends f o r c e to the storm, and the obse rve r senses the 

danger in i t s malevolence. 

^ Both poems , "Storm F e a r " and "Willful Homing, " p o r t r a y na ture 
as a bes t i a l , violent e lement , but one contains a sense of t e r r o r because 

of the weakness in the humans ' reac t ions to the na tura l wor ld , w h e r e a s 

the other i m p a r t s the sense of ca lm res i s t ance to a s to rm that i s in tense 

but not over ly w o r r i s o m e to the m a n , so l i ta ry but s t rong within h imse l f , 

who mus t facte i t , does, and surv ives . F r o s t thus in t imates that na ture 

itself i s ne i ther good, bad, t e r r i fy ing , nor f i e r c e but that i t i s the 

individual 's reac t ion to i t that makes i t appear so. 

Rober t F r o s t p o r t r a y s the seeming malevolence of m a n ' s 

surroundings in poems with backgrounds o ther than a violent b l izzard . 

He i m p a r t s an i l lusion of malignancy within a bas ical ly ca lm autumn 

scene in "Bere f t . 11 

Where had I h e a r d this wind be fo re 
Change like this to a deeper r o a r ? 
What would i t take my standing the re f o r , 
Holding open a res t ive door, 
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Looking down Mil to a f ro thy shore ? 
Summer was pas t and day w a s pas t . 
Somber clouds in the wes t w e r e m a s s e d . 
Out in the p o r c h ' s sagging f loor , 
Leaves got up in a coil and h i s sed , 
Blindly s t ruck a t my knee and m i s s e d . 
Something s in i s t e r in the tone 
Told m e my s e c r e t mus t be known: 
Word I was in the house alone 
Somehow m u s t have gotten ab road . 
Word I was in m y l i fe alone, 

Word I had no one lef t but God. ** 

The gusting wind takes on a s in i s t e r tone and the darkening sky 

is ominous to the man who is alone possibly f o r the f i r s t t ime in such 

a complete way. There i s an impress ion given that he has recent ly los t 

a loved one, probably h i s wife , and he cannot ad jus t to h is a loneness . 

His isolat ion weakens him emotionally, and he f e a r s even the ord inary 

movements of na ture . The house, a shore dwelling, i s probably the 

fami ly s u m m e r home. Now the lonely survivor has r e tu rned to the scene 

of e a r l i e r happiness , but in h is a loneness and weakness , he r e a d s 

s in i s t e r over tones into n a t u r e ' s o rd inary autumnal movements . He 

sees i t a s an aggres s ive , evil f o r c e , the "deepening r o a r " of the wind 

assuming a bes t ia l tone to his ea r . The leaves s t i r r e d by the gusty wind 

a s s u m e se rpen t - l ike f o r m , h i s s and s t r ike a t h im but m i s s . He sees 

himself sur rounded by the evil and violence in na ture . But, although 

dep res sed and lonely, the m a n does not despai r ; he i s inwardly s trong. 

According to John Lynen in The Pas to r a l Ar t of Robert F r o s t , the f ac t 

* * F r o s t , "Bere f t , " p. 317. 
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that the speaker can mirror in the landscape the full extent of his 

12 

loneliness attests to his capacity for courage. Once the raw wounds 

of his l o s s have healed over, he wil l be able to face life and nature 

without the fear fulness of which he i s now the victim. The hint of this 

hope i s in the last line, "Word I had no one left but God. " God does 

not seem to give much comfort at this point, but the fact that the lonely, 

sorrowing man even remember® Him indicates that the help wi l l 

eventually reach him. Once the initial shock of Ms sol i tariness wears 

away, the lone man will no longer see nature in its present threatening 

light. 

r ^Many of Frost's poems thus show that the ambivalence of nature 

VJLies in the subjective views of human observers. Some fee l a sense of 

friendliness with their surroundings and are able to meet with courage 

f 
and fortitude the occasional harshness and violence found therein. Most 

others, however, find that nature i s neutral and indifferent toward them. 

The extent of Frost 's consuming interest in the interrelationship of man 

and nature i s reflected in the fact that the majority of his poem® portray 

people, some strong and some weak, in an immediate relationship with 

the surroundings upon which their existence depends. 

Frost had often witnessed the dynamic forces of nature at work in 

his New England where, as famil ies moved away, the wild-f lowers, 
1 2John JLynen, The Pastoral Art of Robert Frost {New Haven, I960), 

p. 153. 
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woods, and vines r e p o s s e s s e d the f ie lds and ya rds . Pe rhaps "Ghost 

House" i s such an abandoned f a r m . The poe t ' s m e m o r i e s s t i l l dwell 

in the house he knows well , although nothing but the ce l la r wa l l s r emain . 

In the f i r s t four v e r s e s he shows that na ture cannot completely r ec la im 

the dwelling as long a s i t ex is t s in a m a n ' s m e m o r y , but it has physical ly 

covered over the t r a c e s of human exis tence. He suggests the oncoming 

encroachment of na ture in his descr ipt ion, in the four th v e r s e , of the 

forewarning the whippoorwill gives of his a r r i va l . 

I dwell in a lonely house I know \ 
That vanished many a s u m m e r ago, 

And le f t no t r a c e but the ce l l a r wall®, 
And a ce l l a r in which the daylight f a l l s , 

And the p u r p l e - s t e m m e d wild r a s p b e r r i e s grow. 

O ' e r ruined fences the grapevines shield 
The woods come back to the mowing field; 

The o r c h a r d t r e e has grown one copse 
Of new wood and old w h e r e the woodpecker chops; 

The footpath down to the well i s healed. 

I dwell with a s t rangely aching h e a r t 
In that vanished abode t h e r e f a r apa r t 

On that d isused and forgot ten road 
That has no dust -bath now fo r the toad. 

Night comes; the black bats tumble and dart; 

The whippoorwill i s coming to shout 
And hush and cluck and f lu t te r about: 

I hear him begin f a r enough away 
Full many a t ime to say his say 

Before he a r r i v e s to say i t out. 

^ F r o s t , "Ghost House, " p. 6. 
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The poet exper iences a feel ing of sor row that the couple who 

worked out the i r l ives on this f a r m have had the evidences of the i r 

labor covered so quickly. In the closing l ines of the poem, he m o u r n s 

that t h e r e i s so l i t t le lef t to te l l of the close l ife the f a r m couple had, 

the i r companionship continuing even into the grave . Nature i s 

insensi t ive to the love, joy, and sorrow that went into the making of 

this home, and, once the f ami ly i s bur ied and unable to halt i t s daily 

in roads , na ture quickly r e t akes i t s own. The ravages of t ime topple 

the house , leaving but an open ce l la r which the wild vines soon cover . 

The road , no longer used, i s overgrown by the g r a s s , f l ower s , and 

t r e e s . The i r r e s i s t i b l e f o r c e s of na ture r e a b s o r b what m a n had c l ea red 

and heal over all his t r a c e s . Everything the couple toiled so long and ha rd 

to produce is fa l len into decay, r eabsorbed , and t r ansmuted . 

In a var ia t ion of the theme, F r o s t shows the c r e a t u r e s of the wild 

to be as indi f ferent to human fa i lu res and grief as a r e the inanimate 

surroundings . As the underb rush and the e lements indif ferent ly o v e r -

run and obl i tera te the dese r t ed f a rmhouse in "Ghost House, " so a l so 

the b i rds and vegetation in "The Need of Being Versed in Country Things" 

take over the abandoned ba rn with no concern fo r the l o s s and t ragedy of 

the people who had cons t ruc ted it . F i r e had des t royed the house, leaving 

only the chimney standing. A wind shif t had saved the ba rn f r o m the 

same fa t e , and it was l e f t to decay. 
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The b i rds that came to i t through the a i r 
At broken window s flew out and in, 
Their m u r m u r m o r e l ike the sigh we sigh 
F r o m too much dwelling on what has been. 

Yet f o r them the l i lac renewed i t s l eaf , 
And the aged e lm, though touched with f i r e ; 
And the dry pump flung up an awkward a rm; 
And the fence post c a r r i e d a s t rand of w i re . 

F o r them there was rea l ly nothing sad. 
But though they re jo iced in the nes t they kept, 
One had to be v e r s e d in country things 
Not to believe the phoebes wept. 

The poet sees the f a r m abandoned a f t e r a f i r e , dese r t ed by a fami ly 

not s trong enough to reopen the bat t le with the i r surroundings . Ail that 

r ema ined of their toil and hopes, they had le f t to inevitable decay. The 

e lm t r e e , however , "though touched with f i r e , " grows again each spring 

as the l i lac blooms. The b i rds accept the empty ba rn f o r the i r own. The 

inexorable cycle of the wi lde rness continues, ignoring the ves t iges of 

human, thinking l i fe . The l i lac and the e lm, drawn into the domest ic 

c i rc le through the f ami ly ' s enjoyment of thei r beauty, continue to quicken 

each spring with no thought f o r the absent people. The poet e x p r e s s e s 

wryly what he knows f r o m exper i ence - - tha t na ture does not weep f o r m a n ' s 

f a i l u r e s . Only people who have lived in the country can unders tand. 

In por t raying the indi f fe rence and lack of response of the na tura l 

wor ld toward mankind, F r o s t may use e i ther a na r row f a r m l a n d scene or 

the expanses of the universe . The un iverse is incapable of concern , 

^ F r o s t , "The Need of Being Versed in Country Things, " p. 300. 
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unders tanding, or sympathy fo r humanity. The brief poem, "Stars , " 

thus desc r ibes the s t a r s c lus ter ing f a r above the ea r th as though they 

have an i n t e r e s t in m a n ' s wel fa re ; but well does F r o s t r ea l i ze that the 

s t a r s a r e blind to the f a t e of humanity. 

How count less ly they congregate 
O ' e r our tumultuous snow, 

Which flows in shapes a s ta l l as t r e e s 
When wint ry winds do blow! «* 

As if with keenness fo r our fa te , 
Our fa l te r ing few s teps on 

To white r e s t , and a place of r e s t 
Invisible a t dawn, - -

And yet with nei ther love nor hate , 
Those s t a r s like some snow-white 

Minerva ' s snow-white m a r b l e eyes 
Without the gif t of sight. 

F r o s t de sc r ibes the s t a r s hovering over the ea r th a s though, 

in t e re s t ed in human f a t e , l ike Minerva, p r o t e c t r e s s of civil ized l i fe , 

they want to provide guidance in the s t ruggle against the violence of a 

" tumultuous" snow s to rm that th rea tens engulfment . Seemingly they 

watch over the few s teps the individual takes a c r o s s the snow-covered 

ground toward his home and nightly r e s t . But, on a higher plane, they 

a lso seem to observe the " fa l te r ing" s teps of humanity a s it t r e a d s it® 

way f r o m bi r th to death, the white r e s t . The speaker , however, knows 

the t ru th and accepts it; the s t a r s a r e like a snow-white stone Minerva 

whose s ight less m a r b l e eyes look on with "nei ther love nor hate . " 

*®Frost, "Stars , " p. 12. 
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They a r e neu t ra l in that the outcome of the s t ruggle has no meaning to 

them. No plight of man can evoke the i r sympathy. 

In "Come In, " another poem with a woodland background. F r o s t 

again p o r t r a y s n a t u r e ' s d i s in te res t in man . He desc r ibes the t h r u s h ' s 

song and the seeming invitation it c a r r i e s upon the st i l l a i r . 

F a r in the p i l la red dark 
Thrush mus ic w e n t - -
Almost like a cal l to come in 
To the dark and lament . 

But no, I was out fo r s t a r s : 
I would not come in. 
I mean t not even if asked. 

And I hadn ' t been. * ° 

As in "Stars , " the poet indicates that n a t u r e ' s at t i tude, a t f i r s t , 

s e e m s a lmos t to be one of in t e re s t in human exper ience . But in both 

poems he consciously stops himself shor t of the romantic view of na ture . 

In "Come In" he desc r ibes the cal l of the b i rd a s emitt ing f r o m a 

"pi l la red dark , M a p lace for lament . The gloominess of the woods 

makes it e a s i e r fo r h im to overcome the temptat ion to en te r the fo res t ; 

he does not intend to change his route which leads to enjoyment of light 

and space , but no invitation has been given. He accepts what t h e r e i s 

to accept and does not p re tend to see what i s not the re . 

In an extension of this view, not only does na ture seem not to r each 

out to humans , but i t definitely ignores one who a t tempts to make it take 

*^Fros t , "Come In, " p. 446. 
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notice of Mm. This aspec t of i t s "ac t ive" indi f ference F r o s t exp re s se s 

wel l in "On Going Unnoticed": 

As vain to r a i s e a voice as a sigh 
In the tumult of f r e e leaves on high. 
What a r e you in the shadow of t r e e s 
Engaged up the re with the light and b r e e z e ? 

L e s s than the c o r a l - r o o t you know 
That i s content with the daylight low, 
And has no leaves at a l l of i t s own; 
Whose spotted f lowers hang meanly down. 

You g r a s p the bark by a rugged pleat . 
And look up smal l f r o m the f o r e s t ' s fee t . 
The only leaf it drops goes wide, 
Your name not wr i t t en on e i ther side. 

You l inger your l i t t le hour and a r e gone, 
And st i l l the woods sweep leaf i ly on, 
Not even miss ing the c o r a l - r o o t f lower 
You took as a t rophy of the hour. 

Of jus t what concern , he a s k s , does a m a n think that he, a lowly ea r t h -

bound c r e a t u r e , i s to a ta l l , kingly t r e e whose leaves a r e so high above 

the e a r t h ? He i s of no m o r e value than the mean c o r a l - r o o t f l ower , and 

he i s no m o r e m i s s e d when he leaves than i s the smal l f lower he takes 

with h im. The woods do not need him; they a r e se l f - suf f ic ien t , and in 

the i r s tately independence they ignore the insignif icant human who pulls 

at the i r t runks . Each genera t ion of man l ingers i t s "l i t t le h o u r " and 

p a s s e s f r o m this l i fe . The woods r ema in , unconcerned. 

^ F r o s t , "On Going Unnoticed, " p. 309. 
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Though man m a y be f o r e v e r unnoticed by na tu re , he continues to 

c rave a r e sponse whether f r o m na ture or other humans. If without 

human companionship, he a t tempts to evoke the response f r o m his 

environment , but the surroundings have no i n t e r e s t in m a n ' s need, a s 

F r o s t demons t r a t e s in "The Most of It": 

He thought he kept the universe alone; 
F o r al l the voice in answer he could wake 
Was but the mocking echo of his own 
F r o m some t ree -h idden cliff a c r o s s the lake. 
Some morning f r o m the boulder -broken beach 
He would c ry out on l i fe , that what it wants 
Is not i t s own love back in copy speech, 
But counter - love , or iginal response . 
And nothing ever came of what he c r i ed 
Unless it was the embodiment that c r a shed 
In the c l i f f ' s ta lus on the other s ide, 
And then in the f a r distant wa te r splashed. 
But a f t e r a t ime allowed f o r i t to swim, 
Instead of proving human when i t nea red 
And someone e l se additional to h im, 
As a g r ea t buck i t powerfully appeared , 
Pushing the c rumpled wa te r up ahead, 
And landed pouring like a wa te r fa l l , 
And stumbled through the rocks with horny t r ead , 

And f o r c e d the unde rb rush - - and that was al l . 

The lone m a n ' s c ry br ings fo r th no d i rec t reply f r o m na ture . It 

does not comprehend his need, f o r i t cannot. There i s no reac t ion on 

i t s pa r t . Only his own voice c a r r i e s a c r o s s the lake and r e v e r b e r a t e s 

f r o m the cliff. At the sound of the splash in the w a t e r in the d is tance , 

he wai t s expectantly, only to have h i s hopes dashed when a g rea t buck 

s teps a sho re r a t h e r than the human he had hoped f o r . The sol i ta ry m a n 

*®Frost, "The Most of It, " p. 451. 
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has not even the comfor t of a r ea l i s t i c echo of his own voice, but he 

f inds it n e c e s s a r y to s truggle f o r an or iginal response f r o m somewhere , 

because as an emot ional - ra t ional being he needs an acknowledgement 

of h is exis tence. 

Na tu re ' s indi f ference i s experienced not only by human beings, 

according to F r o s t , but by the c r e a t u r e s of the wild as wel l . Struggles 

between var ious c rea t ions no m o r e evoke a response f r o m those not 

d i rec t ly involved than do s t ruggles between humans , and r e s u l t s which 

on a human scale would be t r ag ic a r e ignored on the na tura l scale . He 

p r e sen t s a r a the r s ta rk p ic ture in "Range-Finding": 

The batt le r en t a cofeweb diamond- strung 
And cut a f lower beside a ground b i r d ' s nes t 
Before i t s tained a single human b r e a s t . 
The s t r icken f lower bent double and so hung. 
And st i l l the b i rd rev is i ted her young. 
A but terf ly i t s fa l l had d i sposses sed 
A moment sought in a i r h is f lower of r e s t , 
Then lightly stooped to it and f lu t ter ing clung. 
On the b a r e upland pas tu re t he re had spread 
O'ernight 'twixt mul le in s talks a w h e e l of th read 
And straining cables wet with s i lver dew. 
A sudden passing bullet shook i t dry. 
The indwelling spider r an to g ree t the f lv , 

But finding nothing, sullenly withdrew. 

Subtly sa t i r i ca l of human civil ization in compar i son with the 

na tu ra l s ta te , F r o s t combines in this poem the ambivalent e lements of 

na tu re - -beau ty , violence, and indi f ference . There i s , of cou r se , the 

m a n - m a d e violence, the bullet that t o re the cobweb and in ju red the f lower; 

*^Fros t , "Range-Finding, " p. 159. 
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but offsetting the violence there a re expressed the beauty of the f lower, 

the poise and balance of the butterfly, and the care of the mother bird 

for her young. On the other hand, there i s the potential violence of the 

spider running to "greet the fly. " Encompassing the attr ibutes of 

violence and beauty, however, i s the overriding sense of organic 

indifference. The torn cobweb, the result of the spider ' s toil, and the 

broken f lower, both tragic in their implications if viewed with a 

sympathetic human hear t , a re not mourned for within nature. The bird, 

so instinctively careful for her l i t t le ones, i s indifferent to the i l ls of 

her fellow creat ions. The butterfly, who was in such close contact with 

the flower at the time it was stricken, does not f lutter back to it to offer 

comfort; it stoops to it to resume its place of res t . It i s insensitive to 

the hurt done to the bloom. The rage of the battle arouses the spider, 

who emerges to take its enemy but, finding nothing of in teres t to him, 

"sullenly" withdraws. The main character is t ics of these elements of 

nature a r e an instinctive response to what concerns their own individual 

existence and a complete indifference toward all that goes on around 

them, yet does not pertain to them. This indifference on such a small 

scale can take on gigantic proportions when turned toward man who, for 

the most par t , fee ls the need of a response of some sort . 

Because na ture ' s c rea tures a r e governed by instinct, they do not 

struggle to rea r range their environment nor wor ry about the future as 

human® do. F ros t understands this instinctive acceptance of whatever 
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comes thei r way as an e lement of that gene ra l indi f ference man recognizes 

in them. Because of this d i s in te res ted acceptance, the b i rd , sp ider , and 

but terf ly of "Range-Finding" continue to live without any emotional 

reac t ion to the t r aged ies that occur around them. They accept the 

inevitable a s do the b i rds F r o s t desc r ibes in "Acceptance": 

When the spent sun throws up i t s r ays on cloud 
And goes down burning into the gulf below, 
No voice in na tu re is h e a r d to c ry aloud 
At what has happened. Bi rds , a t l e a s t , m u s t know 
It i s the change to da rkness in the sky. 
Murmuring something quiet in h e r b r e a s t , 
One b i rd begins to c lose a faded eye; 
Or over taken too f a r f r o m his nes t , 
Hurrying lew above the grove, some waif 
Swoops jus t in t ime to h i s r e m e m b e r e d t r e e . 
At mos t he thinks or twi t te r s soft ly, "Safe! 
Now le t the night be dark fo r a l l of me . 
Let the night be too dark fo r me to see ^ 

Into the fu tu re . Let what wil l be, be. " 

Rober t F r o s t ' s c loseness to na ture and h i s love and understanding 

of i t f o r m the underlying e lements of h i s descr ip t ions of se t t ings . 

Whether he p o r t r a y s the sympathet ic benignity, the antipathetic violence, 

or the pass ive indif ference of the na tu re he knows, his words give proof 

of the genuine r e spec t he b e a r s f o r i t . He f ee l s keenly that men may 

know a s u r e , s teady contentment through ac t iv i t ies which place them in 

immedia te contact with the i r environment , if they a r e s t rong enough to 

accept a lso the h a r s h n e s s that i s an inherent pa r t of it . The seeming 

malevolence , o r violence, found in the na ture of every region, F r o s t a lso 

20 F r o s t , " A c c e p t a n c e , " ? . 313. 
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r e s p e c t s . But he re , too, the p e r s o n ' s a t t i tude, Ms reac t ion , de te rmines 

h is r e w a r d in the exper ience. F r o s t ' s view i s that , f o r the mos t pa r t , it 

i s up to man to make the re la t ionship a s s u m e the di rect ion he p r e f e r s . 

F o r the s trong the re i s benevolence in the associa t ion , and the violence 

of na ture does not overwhelm. For the weak, however , t he re i s no 

sympathy or understanding, and the na tura l f o r c e s become des t ruc t ive . 

Man i s the determining fac to r in the relat ionship. He i s the cen t ra l and 

p r i m a r y e lement in Robert F r o s t ' s poetry . 



CHAPTER HI 

FROST'S CHARACTERS—TWO TYPES 

The seve ra l f a c e s of na ture that f o r m the background f o r Rober t 

F r o s t ' s r u r a l poet ry play a definite p a r t in the l ives of the people he i s 

concerned with. The h a r s h violence, the neu t ra l ind i f fe rence , and the 

seeming benignancy a r e inter twined with the r e sponses of the c h a r a c t e r s 

which f o r m the focal point of h is v e r s e s . The people he p laces in h is 

rugged country set t ings a r e s tubborn or they would not r e m a i n to s t ruggle 

f o r survival on this land, and they a r e r e s e r v e d as a r e su l t of enduring 

per iods of enforced isolat ion because of c l imat ic conditions. Most of al l , 

they a r e individuals who act as the i r consciences dictate and who hold the i r 

own opinions. They a r e a hardy people who a r e not a f r a i d of work. When 

h i red fo r a job, they do it r ight and quickly. In some a tendency toward 

insani ty i s brought to the su r f ace by the prolonged pe r iods of isolat ion 

and the hardsh ips of New England h i l l -country l i fe . All of these t r a i t s 

enter somewhat into the make -up of Rober t F r o s t ' s c h a r a c t e r s . He under -

stood them because he had lived among them and was one of them. His 

pe r sona l knowledge, combined with his poetic skil l , produced p ic tu res of 

such people within their na tura l environment that a r e unequaled in sharp* 

nes s and c lar i ty . His c h a r a c t e r s a r e r e a l to the r eade r because they w e r e 

t r u e to the exper ience of Rober t F r o s t . 

35 
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In mos t of Ms poems , F r o s t po r t r ays e i ther of two polar types , 

the s trong and the weak, although the re a r e varying shades within each 

category. Among the s t rong a r e those who a r e secure because of the i r 

close re la t ionships with their fellow beings. Within the i r c i r c l e of 

fel lowship the re is secur i ty and s t rength. But F r o s t recognizes even 

m o r e the met t le of those who do not need the support of human f r i end -

ships to f ace l i fe success fu l ly . Such a r e sufficient unto themse lves . 

F e w e r than the f i r s t , the second group of people F r o s t p o r t r a y s a r e the 

weak. They have nei ther the courage nor the s t rength to f ace l i fe {i. e. 

na ture) a lone, but, f o r many r ea sons , they a r e unable to r each out to 

the i r fel lows fo r the understanding and help that they so despera te ly 

need. Compassion and aid through human re la t ionships could possibly 

save them, but the i r inability to communicate with and respond to o the rs 

binds them to thei r fa te . 

These a r e the two m a j o r types of people Rober t F r o s t p laces in 

var ious re la t ionships with the ambivalent aspec ts of na ture . The strong 

face the indif ference of the i r surroundings and endure; they confront the 

apparent ly host i le violence, and it lose® some of i ts malevolence when 

m e t s t ra ight forwardly . When the weak encounter the cold ind i f fe rence , 

they break; some quickly, some in an agonizingly slow p r o c e s s , but 

inevitably they b reak . The seemingly del ibera te antagonism of the i r 

surroundings i s the source of untold t e r r o r s ; but i t is the never-ending 

indif ference that b r ings about the i r defeat . It i s per t inent to note, 
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however , that F r o s t speaks f a r m o r e often of the s trong than he does 

of the weak. He once commented that m a n ha® only a slight advantage 

over na tu re - -odds of f i f ty and one tenth to for ty-n ine and nine t e n t h s . 1 

But in his poems he speaks of m a n ' s t r iumph over or t r uce with his 

surrounding® many m o r e t imes than of m a n ' s f a i l u r e , which sugges ts 

his belief that m a n ' s in te l lec t , courage', endurance, and inner s t rength 

make the d i f ference . 

Close human re la t ionships a r e an essen t ia l e lement in the m a k e -

up of many of F r o s t ' s c h a r a c t e r s who a r e at peace within themse lves . 

He po r t r ays this c loseness between u n m a r r i e d couple® as wel l as 

m a r r i e d . And, in some c a s e s , the bond is between people who do not 

even know each other o r see each other but who sense the p r e s e n c e of 

another and der ive secur i ty f r o m that nea rnes s . It i s poss ib le to draw 

upon examples of such re la t ionships f r o m the en t i re range of his poems , 

beginning with his f i r s t collection, A Boy's Will. Many of hi® poems 

that concern the companionship of a man and a woman give the 

i m p r e s s i o n that he re is an exper ience that Robert F r o s t knows f i r s t 

hand. One aware of the devotion between the poet and h i s wife i s even 

m o r e inclined to see pe r sona l exper ience and love re f l ec ted in the l ines 

as wel l a s the un iversa l theme i l lus t ra ted . "F lower -Gather ing" i s 

such a poem: 

* Reginald L. Cook, The Dimensions of Rober t F r o s t (New York, 
1958), p. 144. 
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I l e f t you in the morning , 
And in the morning glow, 
You walked a way beside m e 
To make me sad to go. 
l>o you know m e in the gloaming, 
Gaunt and dusty gray with roaming? 
Are you dumb because you know m e not, 
Or dumb because you know ? 

All f o r m e ? And not a quest ion 
F o r the faded f lowers gay 
That could take m e f r o m beside you 
F o r the ages of a day? 
They a r e you r s , and be the m e a s u r e 
Of the i r wor th fo r you to t r e a s u r e , 
The m e a s u r e of the l i t t le while 
That I 've been long away. 

F r o s t i s concerned h e r e , on the su r face , with a brief separa t ion 

of love r s fo r the young man to spend the day walking and gathering 

f lowers . But in the eyes of the lovers , the comparat ively brief separa t ion 

const i tu tes a long b reak . That the man i s "gaunt and dusty g r a y with 

roaming" indicates a f a r longer walk, in the n a r r a t o r ' s mind, than the 

span of a day would allow, fo r the separa t ion weakens the man and makes 

whatever he i s doing seem h a r d e r and longer . He comments upon the 

day 's t ime a s "the ages of a day, " and "the l i t t le whi le /Tha t I 've been 

long a w a y , " so that the actual t ime of absence is magnif ied by love and 

lonel iness . Though the t ime the couple spends together f l i e s , the pe r iods 

of separa t ion seem endless , fo r nei ther i® whole while the o ther i s away. 

But, because of the i r c loseness , they endure separa t ion and na tu re s e e m s 

^Robert F r o s t , "F lower-Gather ing , " Complete Poems of Robert 
F r o s t {New York, 1962), p. 18. Subsequent r e f e r e n c e s to F r o s t ' s poe t ry 
a r e taken f r o m this edition unless o therwise indicated. 
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kindly st i l l . The lovel iness the m a n enjoys during his walk i s brought 

back in the f lowers he g ives upon his r e tu rn to hi® loved one a s a symbol 

of the love which bound them together even while apar t . And in the i r 

common bond they can enjoy the "faded f lowers gay, " which, though 

wil ted, s t i l l hold the i r lovel iness f o r the couple who sha re them. 

The separa t ion of lovers tends to a f fec t the i r outlook on l i fe . And, 

a® a r e su l t , in thei r eyes , thei r surroundings a r e not always beautiful 

and yielding of many f lowers . At t i m e s the separa t ion adds gloom to an 

a l ready dark countryside, a s does the lonely walk in the autumn fo r the 

young m a n in "A Late Walk": 

When I go up through the mowing f ie ld , 
The headless a f t e rma th , 

Smooth-laid like thatch with the heavy dew, 
Half c loses the garden path. 

And when I come to the garden ground, 
The whir of sober b i rds 

Up f r o m the tangle of wi thered weeds 
Is sadder than any words . 

A t r e e beside the wal l s tands b a r e , 
But a leaf that l ingered brown, 

Disturbed, I doubt not, by my thought, 
Comes soft ly rat t l ing down. 

I end not f a r f r o m my going fo r th 
By picking the faded blue 

Of the las t remaining a s t e r f lower 
To c a r r y again to you. ^ 

^ F r o s t , "A Late Walk, " p. 11. 
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Throughout t hese l i n e s F r o s t employs the i m a g e r y ol dea th , 

d e s t r u c t i o n , d ry b a r r e n n e s s . He speaks of the "head l e s s a f t e r m a t h " 

in the mowing f i e ld , the s a d n e s s of the " tangle of w i t h e r e d w e e d s , " the 

b a r e n e s s of the t r e e that l o s e s i t s l a s t d r i ed b rown leaf tha t r a t t l e s a s 

i t f a l l s . The m a n i s a lone , and the n a t u r a l s a d n e s s of an a u t u m n scene 

i s i n t e n s i f i e d by h i s sol i tude. His emot ions con t ro l the view h e h a s of 

the au tumn f i e l d s a round h i m . He cannot f a c e the b a r r e n n e s s a lone; 

h i s thought r e t u r n s to h i s loved one, and a t t h i s thought he i s e n c o u r a g e d 

and p i cks the l a s t s u m m e r f l o w e r , a l r e a d y somewha t f aded , to c a r r y 

again , a s he p robab ly c a r r i e d the abundant b l o o m s of the w a r m w e a t h e r , 

to h e r . It i s the touch of s u m m e r tha t the two toge the r wi l l c a r r y th rough 

the coming w i n t e r . And t o g e t h e r they wi l l u l t ima te ly g r e e t the sp r ing . 

Autumn in "Going f o r W a t e r " i s a s d ry and b a r r e n a s i t i s in "A 

La te Walk, " but al though i t i s d e s c r i b e d so, t h e r e i s not so g r e a t a s e n s e 

of deso la t ion and d e s t r u c t i o n in t hese l ines b e c a u s e the scene i s v iewed 

th rough the eyes of companions . And th i s joy i n being toge the r e r a s e s 

any g l o o m i n e s s o r f e a r of t he i r su r round ings tha t the individual m i g h t 

o t h e r w i s e have . They a r e so caught up i n each o the r t ha t t hey have 

ne i t he r the t i m e nor the inc l ina t ion to f i nd dange r o r i n d i f f e r e n c e wi th in 

t h e i r env i ronmen t . The i r love c o l o r s t h e i r view of n a t u r e . The two 

people m u s t c r o s s the f i e l d s n e a r t h e i r h o m e to r e a c h the b rook which 

wi l l supply w a t e r now that t h e i r we l l i s d ry . 
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Not loth, to have excuse to go, 
Because the autumn eve was f a i r 

(Though chill), because the f ie lds w e r e o u r s , 
And by the brook our woods w e r e the re . 

We r an as if to mee t the moon 
That slowly dawned behind the t r e e s , 

The b a r r e n boughs without the l eaves , 
Without the b i rds , without the breeze."* 

The isolat ion of the a r e a does not have a depress ing effect upon the two; 

r a t h e r , the i r mood i s a lmost exhi la ra tory . This i s thei r land, the i r 

woods. They a r e alive in the i r union and can rush out to mee t the wor ld . 

Their isolat ion in a place with t r e e s "without the l eaves , without the 

b i rds , without the b r eeze , " has an opposite effect on them f r o m the one 

that the same situation has upon the lonely man in the previous poem; 

they a r e together , w h e r e a s he i s alone, all .the beginning of the l ines . 

And this couple a lmost sing in the p l easu re of solitude the i r toge therness 

br ings . 

But once within the wood, we paused 
Like gnomes that hid us f r o m the moon, 

Ready to run to hiding new 
With laughter when she found us soon. 

Each la id on other a staying hand 
To l i s ten e r e we dared to look, 

And in the hush we joined to make ^ 
We heard , we knew we hea rd the brook. 

Going a c r o s s s eve ra l f i e lds in o rde r to f ind wa te r i s not in itself 

an exciting task; however this couple, in the joy of being toge ther , do 

4 F r o s t , "Going F o r Water , " p. 26. 5 lb id . 



42 

not f ind thei r surroundings int imidating, but r a the r a source of p l easu re . 

Instead of allowing n a t u r e ' s indi f ference to the i r needs to d iscourage them, 

i . e . , the drying up of the wel l , they accept what they mus t and s e a r c h 

out another source of w a t e r . And i t is this joy in their c loseness and the 

courage each der ives f r o m the other that enable them to hea r the b rook ' s 

o rd ina ry sound as 

A note as f r o m a single place, 
A s lender tinkling fa l l that made 

Now drops that f loated on the pool 
Like p e a r l s , and now a s i lver blade. 

Much l a t e r in his c a r e e r , Rober t F r o s t again chose a brook a s the 

unifying e lement of a poem, "West-Running Brook, " In th is , the couple 

concerned a r e not-long m a r r i e d , and they a r e st i l l d iscover ing the things 

that m a k e up a m a r r i a g e , although they have a bas ic understanding of 

each o ther . Here they l e a r n that con t r a r i e s a r e a p a r t of m a r r i a g e as 

they a r e a p a r t of na ture . 

"The brook runs wes t . " 

"West-running Brook then call i t . " 
(West-running Brook men call i t to this day . ) 
"What does i t think i t ' s doing running wes t 
When all the other country brooks flow eas t 
To r each the ocean? It mus t be the brook 
Can t r u s t i tself to go by con t ra r i e s 
The way I can with you- -and you with m e -
Because w e ' r e - - w e ' r e - - I don't know what we a r e . 
What a r e we ? " 

6Ibid. 
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"Young or new ? " 

7 

"We m u s t be something. 

The husband explains the "wave" in the s t r e a m f r o m the p rac t i ca l ma le 

view, while the young wife fanc ies , in the feminine way which 

pe r sona l i zes every event, that the brook i s waving to h e r . 

"That wave ' s been standing off this jut of shore 
Ever since r i v e r s , I was going to say, 
Were made in heaven. It wasn ' t waved to us. " 
"It wasn ' t , yet it was . If not to you 
It was to m e - - i n an annunciation. 

The couple, as individuals , see the r e su l t of a quirk within usual ly 

methodical na ture f r o m two di f ferent views. The husband has a r ea l i s t i c 

explanation of the unusual brook, while the w i f e ' s reasoning is m o r e 

pe r sona l and romant ic ized. Their differ ing opinions point up the 

con t ra r i t i e s of na ture . But the i r companionship m a k e s it a lso seem 

pleasant and amusing to them, f u r t h e r emphasizing the point that the 

o b s e r v e r ' s r e sponse is the determining fac to r in the pa r t i cu la r view of 

na tu re p resen ted . John Lynen obse rves that the f r a m e w o r k of the poem 

is the symbol of the cen t ra l i dea - - the con t ra ry brook and the con t r a ry 

opinions of the husband and wife . The dispute is a way of love-making, 

Q 
and it is fundamental to their love. 7 The understanding is there 

^ F r o s t , "West-Running Brook, " p. 327. ^Ibid. , p. 328. 

^John I»ynen, The Pas to r a l Ar t of Rober t F r o s t (New Haven, I960), 
p. 123. 
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binding the two toge the r , and i t enables them to look f o r mean ing in an 

unusual o c c u r r e n c e . 

"Today wil l be the day 

You sa id so. " 

"No, today wi l l be the day 

You sa id the brook w a s ca l led Wes t - runn ing Brook. " 

"Today wil l be the day of what we both said. 

The r e a d e r s e n s e s in t he se concluding s t a t emen t s the love tha t enab les 

each to de fe r to the o t h e r ' s opinion, a love which i s the b a s i s f o r the 

s t r eng th of union that the two wi l l develop as the y e a r s p a s s . 

The d e f e r r i n g of one to ano ther loved o n e ' s opinion, a s do the 

young couple in "West-Running Brook, " i s developed even m o r e fu l ly 

in "In the Homes t r e t ch . " F r o s t p o r t r a y s an e lde r ly couple who have 

moved to a f a r m f o r t he i r r e t i r e m e n t and a r e in the p r o c e s s of set t l ing 

the c lu t t e r that comes wi th moving. Together they c a m e because one 

had wan ted to move and the o the r loved enough to unde r s t and the d e s i r e . 

This love of the wi fe and the husband ' s concern f o r h e r a r e the c o r e of a 

s t rong union which h a s endured fo r many y e a r s and which F r o s t ind ica tes 

wi l l continue. The f i r s t t h r e e l ines r e f l e c t the w i f e ' s fee l ing about the 

m o v e , a s she i s f i r s t observed without he r husband. 

10 F r o s t , "West-Running Brook, " p. 329. 
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She stood agains t the kitchen sink, and looked 
Over the sink out through a dusty window 
At weeds the w a t e r f r o m the sink made tal l . ** 

The choice of a home fo r the i r l as t y e a r s was the husband ' s . But 

she loves him and can be happy as long a s he i s . She has an inherent 

sense of humor and shows concern fo r o the r s . When the mover a sks 

where he should put yet another i tem: 

"Put it on top of something tha t ' s on top 
Of something e l se , " she laughed# "Oh, put it w h e r e 
You can tonight, and go. I t ' s a lmos t dark; 
You mus t be getting s t a r t ed back to town. 

The husband wants very much fo r her to like thei r new home, and he 

inquires again 

"And yet you think you like i t , dear ? " 

"Tha t ' s what y o u ' r e so concerned to know! You hope 
I l ike it . Bang goes something big away 
Off the re ups t a i r s . The very t r ead of m e n 
As g r ea t a s those i s shat ter ing to the f r a m e 
Of such a l i t t le house. Once lef t alone, 
You and I, dea r , will go with sof te r s teps 
Up and down s t a i r s and through the rooms , " • • 

She gently t e a se s him f o r his quest ions and deftly p a r r i e s them. She i s 

glad because he is happy, and together they wil l have contented y e a r s . 

There is understanding between the two. He senses that she i s not a s 

completely s u r e of the move as he thinks he i s , and, because he loves 

** F r o s t , "In the Homest re tch , " p. 139. 

1 2 Ibid. 1 3 Ibid. , p. 140. 
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her and wants her to be happy, he cal ls h e r away f r o m the window that 

looks out on "country da rkness . " 

"Come f r o m that window where you see too much, 
And take a l ive l ie r view of things f r o m he re . ^ 

And she responds to his love, moves , and not ices the da rkness as the 

mover l ights his pipe. 

"See how it makes hia nose - s ide br ight , a proof 
How dark i t ' s getting. Can you tel l what t ime 
It i s by tha t? Or by the moon? The new moon! 
What shoulder did I see her over ? Neither . 
A wi r e she is of s i l ve r , as new as we 
To everything. Her light won' t l a s t us long. 
I t ' s something, though, to know w e ' r e going to have he r 
Night a f t e r night and s t ronger every night 
To see us through our f i r s t two weeks . . . . 

The wife cons iders the new moon feminine and comments that she 

wil l be getting s t ronger every night, a s wi l l the wife. The wife will 

thus have the help of a new f r i e n d - - t h e moon. By the t ime the f i r s t two 

weeks a r e pas t , the wife will have conquered the uneas iness of h e r 

tentat ive f e a r of na ture and the dark through mutual love and toge the rness . 

Once she has he r cupboards s t ra ight , he r cur ta ins hung, and her f u r n i t u r e 

a r r anged , she will be able to stand up s t ra ight beside her husband to f ace 

the i r new l ives . F o r the t ime that i t t akes her to r each this point, she 

mus t have feminine help, and the new moon wil l provide that. 

1 4 Ib id . , p. 141. 

1 5 Ibid. 



47 

The m o v e r s , not liking the idea of f a rming f o r themse lves and 

thinking that sure ly the couple have moved to the country only because 

they had to and not because they wanted to, offer condolences; 

" I t ' s not so bad in the country, se t t led down, 

When people ' re getting on in l i fe . You'll l ike it . " 

But the i r react ion shakes the husband. For an ins tant he i s no longer 

so su re of the wisdom of the move, and he w o r r i e s that his wife might 

r e g r e t i t . But she, knowing his need, r e a s s u r e s him. He says: 

"Did they make something lonesome go through you? 
It would take m o r e than them to sicken you- -
Us of our barga in . But they lef t us so 
As to our f a t e , like fools pas t reasoning with. 
They a lmost shook me . " 

" I t ' s a l l so much 
What we have always wanted, I confess 
I t ' s seeming bad fo r a moment makes it s eem 
Even wor se s t i l l , and so on down, down, down. 

I t ' s nothing; i t ' s the i r leaving us at dusk.'"*7 

The task of finding the i t ems n e c e s s a r y fo r supper c h e e r s h im, 

and he r e t u r n s to musing about the adventure and happiness ahead f o r 

them. But he st i l l t r i e s to r e a s s u r e himself that the move was what 

she wanted too. 

"I t ' s all so much what I have always wanted, 
I can ' t bel ieve i t ' s what you wanted, too. " 
"Shouldn't you like to know ? " 

1 6 Ib id . , p. 142. 

1 7 Ib id . , p. 143. 
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"I 'd l ike to know 
If it ia what you wanted, then how much 
You wanted i t f o r m e . " 

"A t roubled conscience! 

You don't want m e to tel l if I_ don' t know. 

Again she p a r r i e s his quest ions. The r e a d e r i s touched by the situation 

between the two, but not with pity, fo r the i r love and understanding will 

bea r them through the coming y e a r s . Because they a r e together they 

wi l l f ind peace within thei r r u r a l surroundings , fo r each der ives f r o m 

the other the courage n e c e s s a r y to face l i fe . 

In "The Investment" F r o s t again po r t r ays a couple who a r e not 

weal thy in m a t e r i a l things; the i r land is poor and produces l i t t le . But 

within thei r c lose relat ionship they draw s t rength, each f r o m the o ther , 

and f ace l ife defiantly. 
Over back where they speak of l i fe as staying 
("HiTou couldn't call i t l iving, fo r i t a in ' t " ) . 
There was an old, old house renewed with paint . 
And in i t a piano loudly playing. 

Out in the plowed ground in the cold a digger , 
Among unear thed potatoes standing s t i l l , 
Was counting winter d inners , one a hil l , 
With half an ea r to the p iano ' s vigor . 

All that piano and new paint back t h e r e . 
Was it some money suddenly come into? 
Or some extravagance young love had been t o ? 
Or old love on an impulse not to c a r e - -

1 8 I b i d . , p. 145. 
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Not to sink under being m a n and wife , 

But get some color and m u s i c out of l i fe ? * ̂  

The poet emphas izes the d rab l ife in this pa r t i cu la r a r e a of New England 

and speaks of the new paint and piano in con t ras t to the background. F o r 

those whose l ives a r e m e r e l y "s taying" on the i r land, whose work 

produces m e a g e r d inners , a piano and f r e s h new paint appear incongruous. 

The poet makes th ree suggest ions as to the r eason fo r the " l i fe" of the 

piano and the paint , but the th i rd is the answer to h is r iddle , fo r this i s 

the one he emphas izes . They a r e the symbols of the mutual support of 

the husband and wife against d rab l ives and d r e a r y surroundings. This 

m a n and woman a r e not content to m e r e l y exist; they have the courage 

and the s t rength to f ight against the i r bleak, insensi t ive environment . 

They do not bewail the i r plight; they a l t e r the i r l ives , together . 

F r o s t indicates that a sense of companionship does not n e c e s s a r i l y 

demand that two pe r sons be in actual communication. The b r i e f e s t hint 

of human l ife can make a so l i ta ry pe r son fee l l e s s alone. "Were I In 

Trouble" is an example of a feeling of companionship and the resu l tan t 

flow of courage between an isola ted pe r son and a s t r ange r who i s not 

even aware of the exis tence of his obse rve r . 

Where I could think of no thoroughfare , 
Away on the mountain up f a r too high, 
A blinding headlight shif ted g l a r e 
And began to bounce down a grani te s t a i r 
Like a s t a r f r e s h fa l len out of the sky. 

^ F r o s t , "The Investment , " p, 337. 
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And I away in my opposite wood 
Am touched by that unintimate light 
And made f ee l l e s s alone than I r ightly should, 
Fo r t r ave l e r the re could do me no good 
Were I in t rouble with night tonight. 

The o b s e r v e r r e a l i z e s that his fellow human, so f a r away, could be of 

no r e a l help should he need it at th is t ime , but his v e r y exis tence i s 

consoling, because f o r a while the so l i ta ry man fee l s l e s s alone. The 

"unintimate l ight" f r o m the t r a v e l e r ' s c a r i s a sign of o ther human l i fe , 

and m e r e l y the sign is enough to give additional courage. The poet 

says , "Were I in t rouble with night tonight, " but t he re i s no p rospec t of 

t rouble f o r th is man , fo r he is one who can see an o rd inary ca r l ight 

as "Like a s t a r f r e s h fa l len out of the sky. " In his se l f - su f f i c i ency he 

sees beauty within his environment and assoc ia tes i t with non-na tu ra l 

objects . He wil l not have r e a l t rouble , but he may grow somewhat lonely. 

And the evidence of fellow human l i fe , which is fel lowship enough to make 

him fee l l e s s alone, wi l l s t rengthen him and enhance his f u r t h e r 

apprecia t ion of his surroundings . 

In another poem F r o s t wro te of a type of man s imi l a r to the one 

in "Were I In Trouble . " He i s the woodsman, in "The Vantage Point , " 

who is content in his isolated na tura l surroundings: 

If t i r ed of t r e e s I seek again mankind, 
Well I know where to hie m e - - i n the dawn, 
To a slope where the catt le keep the lawn, 

2 0 F r o s t , "Were I In Trouble, " p. 530. 
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There amid lolling juniper rec l ined , 
Myself unseen, I see in white defined 

F a r off the homes of men , and f a r t h e r s t i l l , 
The g raves of men on an opposing hi l l , 

Living or dead, whichever a r e to mind. 

And if by noon I have too much of these , 
I have but to tu rn on my a r m , and lo, 
The sun-burned hi l ls ide se ts m y face aglow, 

My breathing shakes the bluet l ike a b r eeze , 
I smel l the ea r th , 1 sme l l the b ru i sed plant , 
I look into the c r a t e r of the ant, ^ 

In the f i r s t s tanza, the isolated m a n cons ide r s mankind, which he 

i so l a t e s f r o m na ture , and in the second, na ture without humans. In h is 

descr ip t ions of the two a r e a s , F r o s t indicates a g r e a t e r a t t rac t ion f o r 

the l a t t e r with his b r igh te r , l ive l ie r images . But although he s epa ra t e s 

the two—man and n a t u r e - - h e does not indicate that the m a n has to choose 

between the two. He suggests that the m a n ' s na tura l surroundings alone 

a r e not enough to completely sa t i s fy his needs . The man does t u rn his 

f ace to p laces of human habitation, but he does not need much f r o m his 

fe l lows because he is a l ready content within his environment . He is an 

example of F r o s t ' s c h a r a c t e r s who a r e s ecu re enough within themse lves 

to f ace l i fe , fo r the m o s t p a r t alone, with only the s l ightest contact with 

the i r fellow beings, fie f inds that the a l ternat ion, of a so r t , between 

distant associa t ion with humanity and close associa t ion with na tu re is 

r e f r e sh ing in the change each br ings . The source of his s t rength is 

both na ture and humanity. 

2 1 F r o s t , "The Vantage P o i n t , " p. 24. 
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In "The F igu re in the Doorway, " F r o s t p o r t r a y s another m a n 

living alone in the f o r e s t who does not f ind i t n e c e s s a r y to be in contact 

with other people. The poet had caught a f leet ing g l impse of the f igure 

in the doorway of the mountain cabin as h is t r a in ga thered speed a f t e r 

climbing a g rade , but the g l impse i s sufficient to revea l the m a n ' s 

whole exis tence. 

The g rade surmounted, we w e r e riding high 
Through level mountains nothing to the eye 
But sc rub oak, s c rub oak and the lack of ea r th 
That kept the oaks f r o m getting any gi r th . 
But a s through the monotony we ran , 
We came to w h e r e the re was a living man. 
His g rea t gaunt f igure f i l l ed his cabin door, 
And had he fa l len inward on the f loor , 
He mus t have m e a s u r e d to the f u r t h e r wal l . 
But we who pas sed w e r e not to see him fa l l . 
The m i l e s and m i l e s he l ived f r o m anywhere 
Were evidently something he could b e a r . 
He stood unshaked, and if g r im and gaunt. 
It was not neces sa r i l y f r o m want. 
He had the oaks fo r heating and fo r light. 
He had a hen, he had a pig in sight. 
He had a wel l , he had the r a in to catch. 
He had a ten-by- twenty garden patch. 
Nor did he lack fo r common enter ta inment . 
That I a s s u m e was what our pass ing t r a in meant 
He could look a t us in our diner eating, 
And if so moved uncur l a hand in greet ing. ^ 

The r e a d e r i® immedia te ly made aware of the isola t ion of the cabin. 

The t r a i n is the only source of en ter ta inment and contact with people f o r 

the cabin ' s so l i ta ry inhabitant. But F r o s t indicates the m a n ' s contentment 

by descr ibing him as a "living man , " not jus t a man living in a cabin. 

^ F r o s t , "The F igure in the Doorway, " p. 378. 
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He has everything he needs fo r h is ex i s tence- - food , wa te r , l ight, heat . 

And, l o r his en te r ta inment , he has the regu la r ly pass ing t r a in . The 

p ic tu re Robert F r o s t draws i s one of a "grea t gaunt f igu re , " who i s at 

home within the wi lde rness and does not f ee l the need for c lose union 

with his fellow beings. He is where he is and what he is because he wants 

to be, and he i s s trong enough to mee t h i s fellow beings with a wave of 

greet ing if he find® a need fo r any contact with humanity, o r he can stand 

as he does, se l f - suf f ic ien t and poised. 

In a m o r e humorous vein in "Brown's Descent , " F r o s t p o r t r a y s 

s t rength in a man who does not s t ruggle u se l e s s ly against na ture but 

who wai t s until the opportunity i s h i s and then picks himself up and goes 

on his way. Brown i s an independent soul whose f a r m i s on a lofty hill 

so f a r nor th that in winter he mus t work by l an te rn light a f t e r ha l f -pas t 

t h ree . One night he los t h is footing on the icy ground and the suddenness 

of the gusty wind "blew him out on the icy c r u s t / T h a t cased the wor ld , 

and he w a s gone! " There was nothing to stop his s l ide, fo r everything 

was bur ied by the snow and ice , and h is e f fo r t s to "stove a hole 

somewhere with his hee l " fa i led . 

He ree led , he lu rched , he bobbed, he checked; 
He fe l l and made the l an te rn ra t t l e 

(But saved the l ight f r o m going out . ) 
So halfway down he fought the bat t le , 

Incredulous of his own bad luck. 
And then becoming reconci led 

To everything, he gave it up 
And came down like a coasting child. 
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" W e l l - - I - - b e - - " tha t w a s a l l he sa id , 
As s tanding in the r i v e r r o a d , 

He looked back up the s l i p p e r y s lope 
(Two m i l e s it w a s ) to h i s abode. 

Bat F r o s t adds , Brown n e v e r gave up hope of get t ing home j u s t b e c a u s e 

he w a s f a c e d wi th the s t eep , s l i p p e r y s lope. Ins tead , 

He bowed wi th g r a c e to n a t u r a l law, 

And then wen t round i t on h i s f e e t , 
A f t e r the m a n n e r of our s tock; 

But now he snapped h i s eyes t h r e e t i m e s ; 
Then shook Ms l a n t e r n , saying , "He ' s 

'Bout out! " and took the long way home 
By r o a d , a m a t t e r of s e v e r a l m i l e s . ^ 

F a r m e r Brown i s adap tab le to any s i tua t ion . He knows h i s 

c apab i l i t i e s , and the suddenness of n a t u r e ' s m o v e m e n t s cannot comple t e ly 

ove rwhe lm h i m . If he f i n d s , a f t e r mak ing an a t t e m p t , that he cannot win 

in a s t r u g g l e with h i s s u r r o u n d i n g s , he c e a s e s to s t rugg le and r i d e s wi th 

the f o r c e . When n a t u r e c o m p l e t e s i t s t h r u s t , he p i cks h imse l f up and 

goes on about his b u s i n e s s . He does not r e a d hos t i l i ty o r an t agon i sm 

into the w i l d n e s s of the wind; he a c c e p t s it f o r wha t i t i s - - a n a t u r a l f o r c e . 

Thus h i s wi ld encounte r does not d i s cou rage h im. He i s too p ruden t to 

f igh t when i t w i l l not he lp the s i tuat ion; and in h i s p r u d e n c e he d i sp lays 

h i s s t r e n g t h . 

^ F r o s t , " B r o w n ' s D e s c e n t , " p. 173. 

2 4 I b i d . , p. 175. 
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Through such indiv iduals a s F a r m e r Brown who a r e not o v e r -

p o w e r e d by t he i r env i ronmen t , Robe r t F r o s t speaks in u n i v e r s a l term® 

of the c o u r a g e and ab i l i t i e s of o r d i n a r y m e n , thus e x p r e s s i n g h is 

conf idence in humani ty in i t s r e l a t i o n s with the n a t u r a l w o r l d . Human 

be ings do not have to be o v e r c o m e by t he i r s u r r o u n d i n g s - - a belief he 

e x p r e s s e s in " R i d e r s " ; 

The s u r e s t thing t h e r e is i s we a r e r i d e r s , 
And though none too s u c c e s s f u l a t i t , g u i d e r s , 
Through every th ing p r e s e n t e d , l and and t ide 
And now the v e r y a i r , of wha t we r i d e . 

What i s th i s ta lked-of m y s t e r y of b i r t h 
But being moun ted b a r e b a c k on the e a r t h ? 
We can j u s t s e e the infant up a s t r i d e , 
His s m a l l f i s t b u r i e d in the bushy hide . 

T h e r e i s our w i l d e s t m o u n t - - a h e a d l e s s h o r s e . 
But though i t r u n s unbr id led off i t s c o u r s e . 
And al l ou r b l and i shmen t s would s e e m def ied , 
We have ideas y e t that we haven ' t t r i e d . ^ 

L ike r i d e r s , people go th rough l i fe a t t empt ing to guide t h e i r m o u n t s 

th rough t h e i r s u r r o u n d i n g s , a l though they a r e , a s F r o s t s a y s , none too 

s u c c e s s f u l at i t . The w i lde s t mount i s na tu r e ,wh ich m a n t r i e s to h a r n e s s 

to fol low h i s d e s i r e s , but i t wi l l not accep t the b r id l e and goes along 

i t s own way . However , the poet does not s ee de fea t f o r ind iv idua l s , 

b e c a u s e m a n s t i l l h a s in t e l l ec t which p r o d u c e s the " ideas ye t tha t w e 

haven ' t t r i e d , " to u s e in h i s s t r u g g l e wi th h i s env i ronmen t . As long a s 

m a n m a k e s u s e of h i s advan tage , he wi l l f i n d l i fe an adven tu re ; he wi l l 

not f i nd h i s opponent indomi tab le . 

2 5 F r o s t , " R i d e r s , " p . 345. 
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Rober t F r o s t of ten a s s e r t s Ms view that m a n does not have to be 

subdued by na tu re a s long a s he i s s t rong enough to know his own mind 

and to follow the d ic t a t e s of h is in te l lec t , and in "Sand Dunes" he again 

e m p h a s i z e s h i s fa i th in the human abil i ty to l ive within an a l i en 

env i ronment : 

Sea waves a r e g r e e n and we t , 

But up f r o m w h e r e they die , 
R i se o t h e r s v a s t e r yet , 
And those a r e brown and dry . 

They a r e the s e a m a d e land 
To come at the f i s h e r town, 
And bury in sol id sand 
The m e n she could not drown. 

She m a y know cove and cape , 
But she does not know mankind 
If by any change of shape, 
She hopes to cut off mind . 

Men le f t h e r a ship to sink: 
They can leave h e r a hut a s well ; 
And be but m o r e f r e e to think 
F o r the one m o r e cas t -of f shel l . ° 

F r o s t d r aws a c l e a r p i c tu re of the i n c e s s a n c y of n a t u r e ' s enc roachmen t 

upon m a n in a seeming a t t empt to r i d i tself of h im. The s e a o v e r c o m e s 

those it can , and the sand t r i e s to bury those who e scape the w a t e r . But 

m a n wi l l not allow himsel f to be ove rwhe lmed so eas i ly ; h i s m i n d i s h i s 

point of surv iva l . His abil i ty to r e a s o n i s h i s f r a c t i o n of an advantage 

over h is a d v e r s a r y . Nature cannot in t imida te the m i n d of s t rong m e n , f o r 

they r e a l i z e the advantage they p o s s e s s in t he i r in te l lec t . 

26 F r o s t , "Sand Dunes, " p. 330. 
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Although Rober t F r o s t has confidence in m a n ' s ability to r each 

an a r m e d t r u c e with his environment and p o r t r a y s mos t of h is 

c h a r a c t e r s with this s t rength, he i s well aware that not all individuals 

have the inner courage n e c e s s a r y to p r e s e r v e a secu re exis tence within 

na ture . The mos t vivid of h is examples of human weakness a r e h is 

p i c tu res of those women who cannot endure the all-enveloping lonel iness 

of an isola ted back-country f a r m , These women do not rece ive the under -

standing they so despera te ly need, and they lack the ability to 

communicate the i r plight to thei r husbands, who a r e the only ones who 

could possibly help them. As a r e su l t , smal l every-day f e a r s grow 

until they pervade the l ives of the women whose every thought i s t e r r o r . 

They a r e helpless to help themse lves . 

Of such is the wife who has been broken by the drudgery of cooking 

m e a l s and keeping house f o r her husband and h is h i r ed hands in "A 

Servant to Servants , " Her tasks a r e those that never stay done and 

always need redoing. She sees that the toil wil l get them nowhere , but 

her ambit ious husband continues to break he r and himself by working 

unmerc i fu l ly f o r a success that , if and when it comes , will be too la te 

f o r he r . F r o s t te l l s of her plight through her own words a s she speaks 

to the s t r ange r who has been camping on the i r land. She i s happy to 

have even this super f ic ia l companionship, f o r although she i s surrounded 

by he r husband and h is h i red men , she is isolated in h e r lonel iness . 

Her enforced Isolat ion i s breaking h e r , and she i s losing contact 
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with rea l i ty . The s t ranger i s a shor t r e sp i t e f r o m the monotony of he r 

work- f i l l ed days, and she ta lks to h im, express ing f e a r s and fee l ings 

that she cannot convey to h e r husband. Through h e r words the r e a d e r 

i s made aware of the condition of her mind. 

I didn't make you know how glad I was 
To have you come and camp h e r e on our land. 
I p romised myself to get down some day 
And see the way you l ived, but I don't know! 
With a houseful of hungry men to feed 
I guess you'd f ind. . . . It s eems to m e 
I can ' t e x p r e s s my feel ings any m o r e 
Than I can r a i s e my voice or want to l i f t 
My hand {oh, I can l i f t it when I have to). 
Did you eve r f ee l so? I hope you never . 
I t ' s got so I don't even know f o r su re 
Whether I am glad, s o r r y , or anything. 
T h e r e ' s nothing but a voice- l ike lef t inside 
That s eems to te l l m e how I ought to f ee l , 
And would f ee l if I w a s n ' t all gone wrong. 

The wife r ea l i ze s that she i s on the verge of insani ty , and she knows 

what the problem i s , but her husband, in his ambit ion, does not f ace 

the f a c t s . She explains the situation: 

We've a good piece of shore 
That ought to be wor th something, and m a y yet . 
But I don' t count on it a s much a s Len. 
He looks on the br ight side of everything, 
Including m e . He thinks I ' l l be al l r ight 
With doctoring. But i t ' s not med ic ine - -
Lowe i s the only doc tor ' s dared to say s o - -
I t ' s r e s t I w a n t - - t h e r e , I have said it ou t - -
F r o m cooking mea l s f o r hungry h i red m e n 
And washing dishes a f t e r t h e m - - f r o m doing 
Things over and over that jus t won' t stay done. 

F r o s t , "A Servant to Servants , " p. 82. 
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By good r ights I ought not to have so much 
Put on m e , but the re s e e m s no other w a ^ 

Len says one steady pull m o r e ought to do it. 

Her husband works ha rd not only at his job on the land but a lso 

on many pro jec t s in town. Without intending to hu r t his wi fe , he becomes 

m o r e and m o r e absorbed in his work and ac t iv i t ies , leaves he r m o r e 

alone, and p laces additional work on h e r shoulders . The p r e s s u r e s of 

h e r dut ies , the sur ly indi f ference of the h i red hands, who ignore he r 

p r e sence while they talk, and he r husband 's absorpt ion in work w e a r 

down he r courage and endurance. But she explains that h e r defence against 

thei r indi f ference is her oddness. She r e f e r s to the t ime she spent in 

the State Asylum and compares the t r ea tmen t t h e r e with the home t r e a t -

ment in a wooden cage he r uncle had rece ived a f t e r he lapsed into 

madness . The b a r r e d room, the place of his impr i sonment , r emained 

long a f t e r he was gone. It and i t s implicat ions r e m a i n to haunt h e r . 

He was before my t ime-~I never saw him; 
But the pen stayed exact ly a s i t was 
There in the upper chamber in the ell , 
A sor t of ca tch-a l l fu l l of att ic c lu t te r . 
I of ten think of the smooth hickory b a r s . 
It got so I would say- -you know, half foo l ing- -
"I t ' s t ime I took my tu rn ups t a i r s in j a i l " - -
Jus t a s you will t i l l it becomes a habit . 
No wonder I was glad to get away. 7 

Hie move f r o m the house of n igh tmares had brought hope for the 

wife; she had thought pe rhaps the change of scenery would help h e r , but 

2 8 I b i d . , p. 83. 2 9 Ib id . , p. 86. 



60 

i t did not help fo r long. The toil has overpowered h e r . Now she 

r ea l i ze s that she i s past help, that she wil l inevitably lose her mind, 

and she accepts h e r fa te res ignedly. She mus t , because she cannot 

overcome the iner t i a that controls he r without the shared love, mutual 

support , and sympathet ic understanding of h e r husband. She is too 

t i r ed in mind and sp i r i t to be revived by the beauty of he r sur roundings , 

the lake and i t s possibil i ty fo r fu tu re economic gain. But the m o s t t r ag ic 

aspect of this woman ' s defeat is that no one around h e r recognizes what 

i s happening to her ; she sees it , and, through he r eyes , the r e a d e r sees 

i t , but those who might possibly at one t ime have helped h e r do not under -

stand. Because she i s inherent ly weak , she cannot r e a c h out fo r human 

help; she cannot communicate he r despera te need and thus r ece ive under -

standing. The combination of lonel iness and labor in thei r s t ruggle with 

the land has overcome h e r . To h e r husband, however , it b r ings 

additional s t rength . 

In the tale of another lonely woman in, "The Hill Wife, " F r o s t again 

p o r t r a y s the s t ruggle against the indif ference of h e r surroundings . He 

cons t ruc t s his i l lus t ra t ion in a sequence of f ive poems , each of which 

contr ibutes to a po r t r a i t of love, f e a r , and lonel iness . In the f i r s t he 

es tab l i shes the fac t that the young wife is lonely. She senses that some-

thing i s wrong or miss ing in h e r re la t ionship with h e r husband because 

she becomes overly sad when the b i rds leave fo r the win te r . 
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One ought not to have to c a r e 
So much as you and I 

Ca re when the b i rds come round the house 
To seem to say good-by;3® 

In the second scene, F r o s t shows how the feeling of lonel iness has 

grown into a f e a r , and when the couple r e tu rn home at night, they 

ra t t l e the key and the lock to w a r n off any danger fo r them inside. In 

the f i r s t pa r t , the sense of incompleteness was the w i f e ' s alone, but 

he re both sha re the init ial qualm. In the th i rd short poem, F r o s t 

p o r t r a y s the growth of apprehension and indicates that the wife looks 

fo r danger in even the m o s t s imple of events. She gives b read to a 

beggar , then f inds lurking evil in h is smi le of thanks , and she w o r r i e s 

through the evening that he i s watching f r o m the woods waiting his 

chance to rob them. But she e x p r e s s e s even a m o r e unreasonable f e a r 

in the four th scene. She develops a sense le s s t e r r o r of na tu re in the 

f o r m of the pine t r e e that s tands outside the bedroom window, and she 

imagines that i t i s t rying to r each inside to do h a r m to the two in bed. 

The husband s leeps peaceful ly with no suspicion of h e r anxiet ies . 

Throughout these f i r s t four scenes or short poems, Robert F r o s t builds 

the heightening to rment of f e a r within the weak young woman. She has 

the company of her husband with he r on the isola ted fas tn , but t he re is 

no communicat ion between the two. She needs his help despera te ly , but 

he does not r ea l i ze her need, fo r in his complete ad jus tment to h is 

30 F r o s t , "The Hill Wife, M p. 160. 
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surroundings , he cannot see he r weakness . There is an impl ic i t appeal 

f o r help in her comment on lonel iness with the b i rds away, in h e r spoken 

f e a r of the passing t r a m p , and in h e r "o f t - repea ted dream/Of what the 

t r e e might do. " But the husband does not hear he r p lea , o r if he h e a r s , 

does not comprehend he r meaning. The tension within the f r ightened 

woman builds to the cl imax and denouement of the f i f th shor t poem. 

It was too lonely fo r her t he r e , 
And too wild, 

And since t he re w e r e but two of them, 
And no child, 

And work was l i t t le in the house, 
She was f r e e , 

And followed where he fu r rowed f ie ld , 
Or fe l led t r e e . 

She r e s t e d on a log and tos sed 
The f r e s h chips, 

With a song only to herse l f 
On her l ips. 

And once she went to break a bough 
Of black a lder . 

She s t rayed so f a r she sca rce ly hea rd 
When he cal led h e r - -

And didn't a n s w e r - - d i d n ' t speak - -
Or r e tu rn . 

She stood, and then she ran and hid 
In the f e r n . 

He never found he r , though he looked 
Everywhere , 

And he asked at he r m o t h e r ' s house 
Was she the re . 

Sudden and swift and light as that 
The t i e s gave, 
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And he l ea rned of f ina l i t ies 
31 

Besides the g rave . 

Whereas the f a r m wife in "A Servant to Servan t s" was overcome 

by a combination of lonel iness and overwork, along with he r inherent 

weakness of sp i r i t , this young woman ' s defeat i s the resu l t of emotional 

weakness combined with lonel iness and not enough to do to occupy h e r 

mind. She found her home too wild and too lonely. F r o s t impl ies that 

the husband i s wel l ad jus ted to h is work and environment , and, in his 

contentment, he cannot r ea l i ze that h is wife i s not as secu re a s he is; 

t h e r e f o r e , he cannot answer her p lea , and she i s los t . The poet hints 

of her approaching b reak when he comments that in the f ie ld with h e r 

husband she s i t s "With a song only to h e r s e l f / O n he r l ips , " And f inal ly 

she runs f r o m the isolat ion and lack of understanding. Lawrance 

Thompson fee l s that "the psychological ana lys is is developed ent i re ly 

through implicat ion, and hinges on the growing fa i lu re of the m a n to 

sympathize with the woman ' s accumulated psychosis . The husband 

m a k e s no a t t empt to unders tand, f o r he apparent ly does not need the 

close re la t ionship his wife c r aves . He can stand alone, but she cannot. 

Alienation, lack of communicat ion, and h e r inherent weakness a r e the 

causes of defeat in he r conflict with the lonel iness of h e r environment . 

3 1 Ibid. , p. 162. 

Law ranee Thompson, F i r e and Ice; The Ar t and Thought of 
Robert F r o s t (New York, 1942), p. 119. 
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F r o s t po r t r ays in "Home Bur ia l " the resu l tan t defeat of another 

lonely woman who cannot accept the inevi tabi l i t ies of na tu re . He r e l a t e s 

the grief of a young f a r m wife at the l o s s of her f i r s t - b o r n child and her 

resul t ing conflict with her husband who she f ee l s does not unders tand 

h e r l o s s . He has been able to accept the chi ld ' s death and has picked up 

the th reads of everyday l i fe , because he r ea l i ze s that the wor ld cannot 

halt f o r the loss of one l i fe . But the wife cannot f ace rea l i ty , and she 

hugs her grief to herse l f and r e f u s e s to accept he r husband 's love because 

of h is seeming in sensi t ivi ty. F r o s t de sc r ibes her "^Lucking back over 

he r shoulder at some f e a r , " when she p a s s e s the window that f r a m e s 

he r view of the little g r aveya rd where her child is bur ied. Because she 

r e f u s e s to accept h e r loss, the sight i s a source of f e a r to h e r , f o r at the 

same t ime she t r e a s u r e s the m e m o r y of the child that w a s , she i s a lso 

aware of the na tura l e f fec ts of the grave . Nature has robbed he r of h e r 

child, and she cannot f ace what she knows m u s t be. She cannot confide 

her f e a r s to her husband because she f ee l s he will not unders tand, but 

she rea l ly does not give him the opportunity. Instead of turning to h i m , 

she goes to compara t ive s t r a n g e r s , he r ne ighbors , who console he r in 

her gr ie f . Without help she is unable to f ace rea l i ty a s her husband i s 

doing, so she tu rns f r o m him and te l l s hersel f she is doing so because 

he cannot unders tand. In h e r bl indness she i s undermining the only source 

of help she has lef t to h e r - - h e r re la t ionship with her husband. She is not 

emotionally s trong enough to accept the lo s s of he r child, and yet she 
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c loses off f r o m herse l f the s t rength of her husband that could help h e r 

accept what she m u s t If she i s to retain, h e r sanity. He pleads with her 

to tu rn to him with h e r so r row: 

"Don ' t - -don ' t go. 
Don't c a r r y it to someone e lse this t ime. 
Tel l m e about It if i t ' s something human. 
Let m e into your gr ief . I 'm not so much 
Unlike other folks a s your standing the re 
Apar t would make m e out. Give m e my chance. 
I do think, though, you overdo it a l i t t le . 
What was i t brought you up to think it the thing 
To take your m o t h e r - l o s s of a f i r s t child 
So inconsolably- - in the face of love. 
You'd think his m e m o r y might be s a t i s f i e d - - " 

"The re you go sneering now ! " 

"I 'm not, I 'm not! 
You make m e angry. I ' l l come down to you. 
God, what a woman! And i t ' s come to th is , 
A man can ' t speak of his own child tha t ' s dead. " 

"You can ' t because you don't know how to speak. 
If you had any fee l ings , you that dug 
With your own hand--how could y o u ? - - h i s l i t t le g r a v e . . . . 33 

The husband a t tempts to r ea son with h e r , to make h e r see that 

he knows h e r grief but that it i s not na tura l and that he wants to help h e r 

if she wil l only tu rn to him ins tead of to s t r a n g e r s . 

"The re , you have said it al l and you f ee l be t t e r . 
You won' t go now. You're crying. Close the door. 
The h e a r t ' s gone out of it: why keep i t up. 
Amy! T h e r e ' s someone coming down the road! " 

"You--oh, you think the talk is all . I m u s t g o - -
Somewhere out of this house. How can I make y o u - - " 

^ F r o s t , "Home Bur ia l , " p. 71. 
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"If--yOu»~do 1" She w a s opening the door wider . 
"Where do you mean to go? F i r s t te l l m e that . 

I ' l l follow and bring you back by f o r c e . I w t l H - - " ^ 

But she wil l not accept his de s i r e to help, fo r she cannot comprehend 

it. Her en t i r e inst inct i s to run, However, she m a y not be doomed as i s 

"The Hill Wife, " because this husband has the beginning of a fa int under -

standing of what is happening within his wife , and, real iz ing he r weakness , 

wil l make every ef for t to save h e r . Reginald L. Cook in The d imens ions 

of Rober t F r o s t suggests that the husband 's mascu l ine r easonab leness wil l 

eventually exorc i se h is w i f e ' s seemingly inconsolable g r ie f . His h e a r t , 

generos i ty , and f e a r l e s s n e s s of the fac t is combined with common sense 

and sensi t ivi ty , and the l a t t e r enables him to have some s l ightest under -

standing of his w i f e ' s reac t ions . Cook goes f u r t h e r to a s s e r t that the 

husband 's common sense will stanch his w i f e ' s grief and wil l r e s t o r e he r 

35 

r e a s o n a b l e n e s s , ' But until she f inal ly can accept the helping hand he 

r e a c h e s out to h e r , she wil l not be whole, because , in he r weakness , she 

cannot f ace the real i ty of l i fe and na ture alone. She m u s t have he r 

husband 's help to re ta in her sanity. 

Occurr ing throughout F r o s t ' s poetry a r e examples of the two main 

types of Ms c h a r a c t e r s - - t h e strong and the weak*- in a c lose re la t ionship 

with the i r envi ronment- -benevolent , violent , or indi f ferent . He does not 
3 4 I b i d . , pp. 72-73. 

^ R e g i n a l d L. Cook, The Dimensions of Robert F r o s t (New York, 
1958), p. 130. 



67 

say, of course , that one part icular person is strong and another is weak; 

he shows through their speech and action that his charac te rs have 

personali t ies which are oriented toward either one or the other of the 

two poles. In general , however, he seems to indicate that the majority 

erf his people have the inner strength of hear t that will allow them to 

reach at least some degree of reconciliation with their surroundings, 

and that human love and companionship, sympathy and mutual support 

enable the isolated to res i s t , accept, and survive. He has a fai th in the 

capacity of the human hear t and intellect to endure when confronted by 

the blank indifference of nature. And he finds that the people who can 

come to t e r m s with their environment find it a source of grea ter strength 

and of peace and enjoyment. 



CHAPTER IV 

THE MAN-NATURE DIALOGUE 

The r e l a t i onsh ip be tween F r o s t ' s s t rong c h a r a c t e r s and the 

amb iva l en t v iews of a b a s i c a l l y i nd i f f e r en t n a t u r e b e c o m e s obvious if 
/ 

i i t i s r e c o g n i z e d that i n h i s p o r t r a y a l of human be ings aga ins t a n a t u r a l 

i 
I background , Robe r t F r o s t i nd i ca t e s in the m a j o r i t y of h i s people a deep 
i 

i n n e r s t r eng th that enab le s t hem to m e e t l i fe and the i r env i ronmen t on 

even t e r m s and to de r ive f r o m the s t rugg le m u c h addi t ional s t r eng th , 

....courage-* and p l e a s u r e . The s t rong a r e those who r e a l i z e tha t n a t u r e 

i s not a r ea son ing c r e a t i o n , tha t i t m u s t move along p r e o r d a i n e d r o u t e s , 
f | 

\ and tha t i t i s thus not the ove rwhe lming opponent that the weak at h e a r t 
! 

f ind i t . It i s the s t rong who a r e a w a r e of t h e i r advantage , h u m a n 

! i n t e l l e c t , in the s o m e t i m e s v io lent conf l ic t and m a k e good use of i t . 
i 

\ The f a c t tha t they can f a c e l i f e wi thout f e a r f r e e s t h e i r m i n d s f o r en joy -
\ 

- m e n t of a seeming ly benevolent n a t u r e . They f ind l o v e l i n e s s w h e r e the 

weak do not. The power a t t i m e s d i sp layed does not i n t imida te t h e m , 

and the i n d i f f e r e n c e of t h e i r su r round ings does not d i s cou rage t hem. 

Alone o r wi th o t h e r s , idle o r at w o r k , they f ind the i r env i ronmen t v i ta l 

and a l ive , f o r t he i r r e s p o n s e to i t i s v iv i fy ing. 

68 
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For many of F r o s t ' s charac te rs , the pleasure derived f rom life 

i s linked to the enjoyment of work within their surroundings. They a r e 

strong physically and sure of themselves emotionally, and their labor is 

a source of sensual and intellectual fulfil lment. For them it is the link 

between themselves and nature, as it is for the f ield-worker of "Mowing" 

who derives contentment f rom his "scythe whispering to the ground, " 

the "heat of the sun" upon his back, the "feeble-pointed spikes of f lowers" 

falling beneath his blade, and the "bright green snake" frightened by his 

movements. The quiet peace he feels is spoken of by the "whispering 

scythe, " the "lack of sound. " He works with "the earnest love that laid 

the swale in rows. " His work is his satisfaction and in that is his 

pleasure and contentment; "The fac t is the sweetest dream that labor 

knows. 

In the poem "The Pas ture , " used as an introduction to several of 

his collections of poetry, F ros t offers to all Ms reade r s , through a 

f a r m e r ' s words to a young woman, perhaps, an invitation to join him in 

the enjoyment of the beauty of the pasture and spring. 

I'm going out to clean the pasture spring; 
I 'll only stop to rake the leaves away 
{And wait to watch the water c lear , I may) 
I sha 'n ' t be gone long. - -You come too. 

1 
Robert F ros t , "Mowing, " Complete Poems of Robert F ros t (New 

York, 1962), p. 19. Subsequent re ferences to F r o s t ' s poetry a r e taken 
f rom this edition unless otherwise indicated. 
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I'm going out to fe tch the l i t t le calf 
Tha t ' s standing by the mother . I t ' s so young 
It t o t t e r s when she l icks i t with her tongue, 
I sha 'n ' t be gone long. - -You come too. 

The f a r m e r is sensi t ive enough to see the c lear beauty of his work and 

the p l easu re that can come of i t . He i s content in his l abor , and through 

his enjoyment he comes to see h i s surroundings through understanding 

eyes . He i s aware of the lovel iness of the spr ing, and h i s insight opens 

the way to a sharing of the f a i r cha rm of the country scene. He i s the 

one who takes heed of the c lar i ty of the spring wa te r f r e e d of autumn and 

winter l eaves and the appealing he lp les sness of the new-born calf she l te red 

by i t s mo the r . In the p l ea su re his labor b r ings , h i s o rd ina ry chores take 

on special meaning. His t a sks a r e p e r f o r m e d with confidence because 

he knows what mus t be done f o r the good of h is f a r m a s a whole, and 

he i s not a f r a i d to act a s n e c e s s a r y . He is an act ive, happy pa r tne r in 

his re la t ionship with na ture . 

The husband in "Putting in the Seed" i s another pe r son who f inds 

work within his environment a source of p leasure : 

You come to fe tch me f r o m my work tonight 
When supper ' s on the table , and we ' l l see 
If I can leave off burying the white 
Soft petals fa l len f r o m the apple t r ee 
(Soft pe ta l s , yes , but not so b a r r e n quite, 
Mingled with these , smooth bean and wrinkled pea;) 
And go along with you e r e you lose sight 
Of what you came fo r and become like m e , 

^Fros t , W The P a s t u r e , " p. 1. 
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Slave to a spr ingt ime pass ion fo r the ear th . 
How Love burns through the Putting in the Seed 
On through the watching lo r that ea r ly b i r th 
When, ju s t a s the soil t a rn i shed with weed, 
The s turdy seedling with a rched body comes 
Shouldering i t s way and shedding the ea r th c rumbs . 

Within th is poem F r o s t e x p r e s s e s the union of husband and wife and the 

love of the two fo r the wonders of na ture . The love of the humans fo r 

each other i s r e f l ec ted in the i r mutual r e sponse to nature and to the 

planting of seeds and their subsequent growth. The man knows that he 

becomes so engrossed in h is task that supper can be forgot ten , but he 

a lso knows that h is wife s h a r e s his "spr ingt ime pass ion fo r the ea r th , " 

and that un less he responds quickly to her call fo r supper , she too will 

' l o s e sight/Of what Zshe7 came fo r . . . . " The husband is m a t t e r - o f -

fac t about h is love of planting and growing things, and through his words , 

F r o s t suggests that the communion achieved with na ture and the 

encouragement der ived f r o m that union are a re f lec t ion of the love that 

f lows between the husband and h i s wife , that the i r response to their 

surroundings i s enhanced by the i r love. In this poem as in "The 

Pas tu r e , " the man i s in command of the c i r cums tances , but only up to a 

point in this instance. He i s the p lan te r , burying the seeds as he d e s i r e s , 

but f r o m that point the r e s t is up to na tu re , fo r the production of this 

m a n ' s ga rden is a pa r tne r sh ip . Man plants; na tu re gives growth. 

Together they produce a c rop . Through this re la t ionship between the man 

^ F r o s t , "Putting in the Seed, " p. 155. 
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and h is surrounding e lements and between him and his wile he f inds 

contentment, p l ea su re , and love. 

A second re la t ionship between the c h a r a c t e r s in F r o s t ' s poems 

and the i r environment i s the love or close companionship of two people 

which br ightens the i r outlook on l i fe and allows them to see and mee t 

na ture a s a f r i end . The companions in "Going for Wate r " exemplify 

such an empathy. They do not f e a r the b a r r e n woods of autumn nor the 

indi f ferent na ture that dr ied thei r wel l . Ra ther , they accept the dry 

wel l a s an excuse to f ro l i c a c r o s s the f ie lds to seek wa te r f r o m a nearby 

brook. Together they see a f a i r autumn evening, and f r o m thei r mutual 

happiness the re i s an a lmos t singing quality in thei r response to "The 

b a r r e n boughs without l eaves , /Without the b i rd s , without the b reeze . " 

And, upon enter ing the woods, they play games with the moon, enjoying 

the i r c loseness and fun. 

But once within the wood, we paused 
Like gnomes that hid us f r o m the moon, 

Ready to run to hiding new 

With laughter when she found us soon. ^ 

Together , two people in love a r e strong and secure ; and their 

surroundings do not f r ighten them. The two young people in "Going 

fo r Wate r " enjoy such a union, and i t s intensity co lors everything they 

see and do. Because of thei r love fo r each other and the i r joy in being 

together , the i r r esponse to the wor ld around them is on the same level . 

^ F r o s t , "Going f o r Water , " p. 26. 
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And in the i r eyes the na tura l wor ld i s a good place to be. The same 

can be said of the n e w l y - m a r r i e d couple in "West-Running Brook. " 

They too a r e secure in the i r union, and the i r environment holds no f e a r 

fo r them. Even the odd quirk of the "west-running brook" is looked on 

with awe and affect ion r a the r than with supers t i t ious f e a r . Their mutual 

love and contentment re f lec t f r o m and encompass thei r surroundings . 

We've said we two. L e t ' s change that to we t h r ee . 
As you and I a r e m a r r i e d to each o ther , 
We'll both be m a r r i e d to the brook. We' l l build 
Our br idge a c r o s s i t , and the br idge shall be 
Our a r m thrown over it a s leep beside it . ^ 

They a r e at peace in the i r c loseness and in the i r mutual secur i ty 

can see f r i end l iness in the e lements around them. In expanding the i r 

union to make a pa r tne r of the con t r a ry brook that is a p a r t of thei r land, 

they e x p r e s s acceptance and love on thei r pa r t f o r everything that i s 

connected in any way with the i r m a r r i a g e . Their joy mark® the i r att i tude, 

and they der ive p l easu re f r o m na ture . Their wholeness i s a p a r t of 

the i r feel ing f o r the i r environment . 

Although the re is no dialogue between the two, human understanding 

and love again f o r m the bond between a couple and the i r brook in "Hyla 

Brook. " 

By June our b rook ' s run out of song and speed 
Sought fo r much a f t e r that , it wi l l be found 
Ei ther to have gone groping underground 

s 
F r o s t , "West-Running Brook,1 1 p. 327. 
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(And taken with it all the Hyla breed 
That shouted in the m i s t a month ago, 
Like ghost of s le igh-be l l s in a ghost of snow)--
Or f lour i shed and come up in jew e l -weed, 
Weak foliage that i s blown upon and bent 
Even against the way its w a t e r s went. 
Its bed i s l e f t a faded paper sheet 
Of dead leaves stuck together by the heat— 
A brook to none but who r e m e m b e r long. 
This as it will be seen i s other f a r 
Than with brooks taken o therwhere in song. 

We love the things we love f o r what they a r e . ^ 

In a soliloquy the n a r r a t o r impl ies the bond between him and h is wife . 

He i s so attuned to the union between the two that he inst inct ively speaks 

of "we" ins tead of "I. " He thinks in t e r m s of "two" as "one, " f o r he 

has the deep understanding that goes with love through the y e a r s - - t h e 

knowledge that "We love the things we love fo r what they a r e , " both 

human and o therwise . And within that love is a c lea r comprehension 

of the no t -qu i t e - so -p leasan t along with the good. Thus the couple, in 

the union of "we, " can r e m e m b e r the lovel iness of the brook that shouted 

of the winter snow when there is no longer beauty in the d r i ed-up c r e e k -

bed f i l l ed with !Iweak fol iage" and the "faded paper sheet/Of dead leaves 

stuck together by the h e a t - - . " No, Hyla Brook in s u m m e r i s not the 

kind that songs a r e sung of. To the casual o b s e r v e r i t i s one to be o v e r -

looked. But to the couple who r e m e m b e r the ea r ly lovel iness and the 

place i t has in the i r bond, it i s worth the affect ion they have f o r it . 

They love i t f o r what it was and wil l be as they love each other f o r what 

^Frost, "Hyla Brook, " p. 149. 
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each is . Their feel ing fo r the c reek is a re f lec t ion of the i r own human 

love. 

The young man in "Waiting, " who r e s t s among the haycocks in the 

late evening to compose l ines f o r his absent loved one, i s enfolded by a 

sense of companionship as is the couple in "Hyla Brook" although he is 

physical ly alone. 

I d r eam upon the opposing l ights of the hour , 
Prevent ing shadow until the moon prevai l ; 
I d r e a m upon the nighthawks peopling heaven, 
Each circl ing each with vague unearthly c ry , 
Or plunging headlong with f i e r c e twang a fa r ; 
And on the b a t ' s mute ant ics , who would seem 
Dimly to have made out my s e c r e t p lace , 
Only to lose it when he p i roue t tes , 
And seeks i t endless ly with purbl ind haste ; 
On the las t swallow's sweep; and on the r a s p 
In the abyss of odor and rus t l e at my back, 
That, s i lenced by m y advent, f inds once m o r e . 
After an in te rva l , h is i n s t rumen t , 
And t r i e s once - - tw ice - - and th r i ce if I be there ; 
And on the worn book of old-golden song 
I brought not h e r e to read , it s e e m s , but hold 
And f r e s h e n in this a i r of withering sweetness; 
But on the m e m o r y of one absent mos t , 
F o r whom these l ines when they shall g r ee t her eye. ^ 

In the glow of human love, the res t ing lover obse rves his si tuation, and 

although the stubble and mown g r a s s a r e wi ther ing, the hawks u t te r an 

"unearthly c ry , " plunging "headlong with f i e r c e twang a f a r , " and the 

usual ly repel lent bats f ly about, the man does not f ind gloom about him. 

Ra the r , the a i r i s of "withering sweetness , " and he " d r e a m s upon the 

7 F r o s t , 'Waiting, " p. 20. 
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nighthawks peopling heaven" and observes the "pirouettes" of the bats. 

He has a sense of relationship with the c rea tures around him, for he 

supposes that the bat seeks out his hidden seat and that "the rasp / In the 

abyss of odor and rust le at /his / back, " t r i es "his instrument" to see 

if the man is there. The natural light at that t ime of day--the glow of 

the setting sun--does not allow shadows to sett le before the brightness 

of the moon prevails . The scene is set with glowing colors , and the 

man, soli tary yet warmed by love, enjoys the elements of nature. The 

open air Is uplifting for him; it even f reshens the "old-golden songs" 

within his book. United in memory with his beloved, he is at peace, 

and the love he fee l s , like the setting sun's light, tints the overall view 

he has of his surroundings. 

In poem af ter poem, F ros t speaks of this feeling between humans 

that so encompasses them that it affects their response to the world 

around them. He expresses the epitome of such relationship within 

nature in "Two Look at Two, " in which he descr ibes the chance meeting 

of a human couple with an animal pair on a wooded mountainside. The 

young people, in their love for each other and their mutual enjoyment of 

the out-of-doors , a r e reluctant to quit their evening walk a s darkness 

nears . But realizing the danger of the mountain at night, they halt at a 

"tumbled wall/With barbed-wire binding. " And so they stand before this 
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b a r r i e r looking upward to "the way they m u s t not go, " in one a t tempt to 

s tea l the l a s t bit of p l easu re f r o m the i r excurs ion. 

"This i s a l l , " they sighed, 
"Good-night to wood®. " But not so; t he re was m o r e . 
A doe f r o m round a spruce stood looking a t them 
Acros s the wal l , a s near the wal l a s they. 
She saw them in their f ie ld , they her in h e r s . 
The difficulty of seeing what stood st i l l , 
Like some up-ended boulder split in two. 
Was in her clouded eyes: they saw no f e a r the re . 
She seemed to think that two thus they w e r e sa fe . 
Then, a s if they w e r e something that , though s t r ange . 
She could not t rouble her mind with too long, 
She sighed and passed unsca red along the wall . 
"This , then, i s a l l . What m o r e i s t h e r e to a s k ? " 
But no, not yet . A snor t to bid them wait . 
A buck f r o m round the spruce stood looking at them 
A c r o s s the wal l as near the wal l a s they. 
This was an an t l e red buck of lusty nos t r i l , 
Not the same doe come back into he r place. 
He viewed them quizzical ly with j e r k s of head, 
As if to ask, (lWhy don't you make some mot ion? 
Or give some sign of l i f e ? Because you can ' t , 
I doubt if you ' r e as living as you look. " 
Thus t i l l he had them a lmos t feeling dared 
To s t r e t ch a p rof fe r ing hand— and a spel l -breaking. 
Then he too passed unsca red along the wall . 
Two had seen two, whichever side you spoke f r o m . 
"This mus t be all . " It w a s all . . . . ® 

In the i r walk the couple have found the beauty they had anticipated; 

the appearance of the doe i s an unexpected specia l "gif t" f r o m the 

w i lde rnes s , and they accept the p re sence of the animal with a thankful 

awe, thinking that they have seen al l that the woods could o f f e r them. 

But " th i s" i s not all . The "ant le red buck of lusty nos t r i l " s teps fo rward , 

®Frost , "Two Look at Two, " pp. 282-283. 
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and, as they stand speechless, the buck moves fea r less ly away; the 

couple breathes "This must be a l l , ! ! and it i s . They have seen the softness 

and the strength that a r e both a par t of nature. The love between the 

two is such that they a r e secure in each other and a re at peace with their 

environment. In the momentary breaking down of the invisible b a r r i e r 

that stands between human and animal l ife, the couple share a sense of 

rea l kinship with the animal element of the primitive setting they have 

experienced such a deep feeling for : 

A great wave f rom it going over them, 
As if the ear th in one unlooked-for favor 

Had made them certain ear th returned their love. ^ 

Along with the poems that portray nature as a source of pleasure 

and contentment for the one who labors and for him who shares a close 

relationship, Robert F ros t includes among his ve r se s several which show 

that individual experience may also be a point of meeting between man 

and nature. The nar ra to r of "Rose Pogonias, " although viewing the 

lovely scene with a companion, seems to derive his p leasure through 

his own personality, and his personal experience is uppermost in his 

mind although he is enough aware of his f r i end to mention his presence. 

The speaker is overcome with a sense of the holiness of the scene he and 

his companion come upon: the sun-drenched meadow covered with 

f ragrant f lowers . They pause to "pick where none could m i s s them/ 

9Ibid. , p. 283. 
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A. thousand o rch i ses" ; and f r o m the peaceful p leasure he de r ives , h i s 

thoughts a r e turned to the destruct ion which could be wreaked if the 

mower s should reach the spot before the blooms fade. His p r a y e r i s 

fo r "such g race of hour s , / T h a t none should mow the g r a s s there /Whi le 

so confused with f lowers . To h im, the lovel iness of the smal l f lower* 

f i l led spot i s a source of peace , contentment, and p l e a s u r e , f o r he 

p o s s e s s e s the inner s t rength that f r e e s him of needless f e a r s and opens 

his eyes and emotions to the beauty and g r a c e of h is surroundings . 

The youth who sea rches long fo r the special s u m m e r f lowers in 

"The Quest of the Purp le*Fr inged" a l so becomes aware of the sa t i s fac t ion 

that can be der ived f r o m nature . He knows that each s u m m e r a ce r ta in 

species of f lower blooms in ou t -of - the-way p laces . So he se t s out ea r ly 

in the "chill of the meadow, " singing "snatches of v e r s e and songs" of 

the country scenes . His s ea rch takes him mi l e s through the a lde r s as 

he has tens in his quest be fore the m o w e r s p a s s . Final ly he f inds the 

fear's path: 

Then at l a s t and following him I found- -
In the ve ry hour 
When the color f lushed to the pe ta ls it m u s t have b e e n - -
Th© f a r - s o u g h t f lower . 

The re stood the purple sp i r e s with no b rea th of a i r 
Nor headlong bee 
To d i s tu rb the i r pe r f ec t poise the livelong day 
'Neath the a lder t r e e . 

^ F r o s t , "Rose Pogonias , " p. 19. 
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I only knelt and putting the boughs as ide 
Looked, o r at m o s t 
Counted them al l to the buds in the copse ' s depth 
That w e r e pale as a ghost. 

Then I a r o s e and si lently wandered home, 
And 1 lo r one 
Said that the fal l might come and whirl of l e a v e . . 

F o r summer was done. 

The young m a n ' s p l easu re is not in possess ing the f l owers he sea rched 

so long l o r . His joy is in seeing them in thei r pe r f ec t beauty at the peak 

of the i r bloom. Once he has found them, seen them, admi red them, he 

i s content. 

This human joy in the observat ion of na tura l lovel iness is seen 

again in "A Young B i r c h , i n which F r o s t po r t r ays an object of na tu re 

as a source of p leasure to i t s o b s e r v e r s and explains that the sole purpose 

of i ts exis tence is to be ' 'a thing of beauty": 

The b i rch begins to c rack i t s outer sheath 
Of baby g r een and show the white beneath, 
As whosoever l ikes the young and slight 
May well have noticed. Soon entirely white 
To double day and cut in half the dark 
It wi l l stand forth, en t i re ly white in bark , 
And nothing but the top a leafy green— 
The only native t r e e that da r e s to lean , 
Relying on its beauty, to the a i r . 
(Less b rave perhaps than trusting a r e the f a i r . ) 
And someone remin iscen t wil l r eca l l 
How once in cutting b rush along the wall 
He spa red it f r o m the number of the slain, 
At f i r s t to be no bigger than a cane, 
And then no bigger than a f ishing pole, 

**Fros t , "Quest of the P u r p l e - F r i n g e d , " pp. 458-459. 
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But now at las t ao obvious a bole 
The most efficient help you ever hired 
Would know that it was there to be admired, 
And zeal would not be thanked that cut i t down 
When you were reading books or out of town. 
It was a thing of beauty and was sent 
To live its life out as an ornament. ^ 

The man, with an instinctive emotion like that displayed by the mower 

in "The Tuft of F lowers" elects to spare a sapling and leaves it to grow 

by the wall. At the t ime of i ts sparing, it is little more than "fishing 

pole" size, but, by vir tue of i ts position near the cleared wall , it has 

the opportunity to grow into a lovely young t r ee , one that anyone could 

tell is meant to be enjoyed instead of to be cut away. Thus the sensitive 

person who spared the t ree sees that his instinct was wise, for the 

implications of the possible symbolism a r e appropriately applicable to 

him. In its beauty the t r ee symbolizes the man ' s hope in the bark "of 

baby green" that opens into the white of understanding which will "double 

day and cut in half the dark. " In i ts t rus t as the "only native t ree that 

dares to lean, / . . . to the a i r " i t typifies the faith that leads him to 

actions such a s that which preserved the t ree . And f rom its loveliness 

he derives a pleasure and satisfaction which grows as he has allowed 

the t r ee to grow. 

At t imes F r o s t suggests a man-nature relationship that involves 

certain pixie-like qualities, one in which the individual deliberately plays 

12 Fros t , "A Young B i r ch , " p. 517. 
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games with the natural elements of his surroundings. "The Freedom of 

the Moon" i s such a poem. 

I ' ve t r ied the new moon tilted in the a i r 
Above a hazy t ree-and- fa rmhouse cluster 
As you might t ry a jewel in your hair . 
I 've t r ied it f ine with little breadth of lus te r , 
Alone, or in one ornament combining 
With one f i r s t -wa te r s ta r almost as shining. 

I put it shining anywhere I please. 
By walking slowly on some evening la ter , 
I 've pulled it f rom a crate of crooked t r ees , 
And brought it over glossy water , g rea te r , 
And dropped it in, and seen the image wallow, 

The color run, all sor ts of wonder follow. ^ 

The na r ra to r is se l f -possessed enough even to use the moon above him 

as a playfellow in his games. He has admired it singly above the land-

scape and in a group with neighboring s tars ; he has l if ted it in his sight 

f rom the dark t r ees , and enjoyed its reflection in water , especially the 

running of the colors when the water is disturbed. He i s f i l led with a 

fr iendly respect fo r his environment and can derive full enjoyment in his 

association with it. He has no fea r of the natural elements that make up 

his world, and they do not hold him in undue awe of their vas tness . The 

moon and the woods are not sources of fear fu l superstition; ra ther they 

a re a source of pleasure f rom which his creative mind enables him to 

derive enjoyment. 

^ P r o s t , "The Freedom of the Moon, " p. 304. 
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A feeling of confidence in one's relation to nature, s imilar to that 

seen in "The Freedom of the Moon, " i s apparent in "To the Thawing 

Wind. " The nar ra to r speaks as though the natural element, in this case 

the southwest wind, is a long-time fr iend and ye t a superior . 

Come with rain, O loud Southwester! 
Bring the singer, bring the nester ; 
Give the buried flower a dream; 
Make the settled snowbank steam; 
Find the brown beneath the white; 
But whate 'e* you do tonight. 
Bathe my window, make it flow, 
Melt it as the ice will go; 
Melt the glass and leave the stick® 
Like a he rmi t ' s crucifix; 
Burst into my narrow stall; 
Swing the picture on the wall; 
Run the rattling pages o 'er ; 
Scatter poems on the floor; 

Turn the poet out of door. ^ 

Weary of winter ' s confinement, he is ready for the beginning of the spring, 

and he calls upon his f r iend to mel t the snow and bring the birds . His 

hermit - l ike solitude has been a necessary par t of his writing, but now he 

is eager to leave Ms "narrow stall" and go Into the woods and countryside. 

In the wind the poems may scat ter to the f loor , but no sense of loss i s felt; 

r a the r , perhaps, new poems will evolve as a resul t of the poet 's being 

turned "out of door, " for apparently his relationship with his environment 

is a necessary par t of his creativity. His response to his surroundings 

brings them into a sor t of par tnership in the making of verse . 

1 4 F r o s t , "To the Thawing Wind, " p. 16. 
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Within several of his poems Robert F ros t por t rays , in t e r m s of 

peaceful loveliness, an individual experience that i s not the resul t of an 

intentional search. In each case the person seems only to look up f rom 

his ordinary pursuits to experience an uplifting moment of union with 

hie environment. And the moment i s exalting beeause the person is then 

most sensitive to the beauty about him. Two such poems a re "Moon 

Compasses" and "Evening in a Sugar Orchard. " Within his soli tary 

experience, the young man in "Moon Compasses" finds loveliness and 

a symbol of love within his picture of moonlight and a mountain. 

I stole for th dimly in the dripping pause 
Between two downpours to see what there was. 
And a masked moon had spread down compass rays 
To a cone mountain in the midnight haze, 
As if the final est imate were he r s , 
And as it measured in her ca l ipers , 
The mountain stood exalted in its place. 

So love will take between the hands a face. . . . 

The "dripping pause" between two rain showers, the moon masked 

by clouds, and a soli tary mountain placed solidly within the scene could 

be the basis for a gloomy, sad poem. But, instead, the atmosphere is 

of peacefulness, for in the af termath of a shower, the na r ra to r steps out 

to observe the land and mountain that he loves. In Ms appreciation of 

his surroundings, he knows peace of hear t , for he sees the "masked 

moon" encompassing the mountain with i ts r ays , and to him the almost 

cares® of the moonlight upon the mountain ref lects human love which 

* ' 'Frost , "Moon Compasses, " p. 393. 



85 

gently " t a k e / s j be tween the hands a f a ce . " The scene would not r e f l e c t 

humani ty if the speaker did not know that love and the contentment i t 

b r i ngs . 

The quiet love l iness of the mounta in su r rounded by moonl ight in 

"Moon Compasses ' 4 i s found in the s p a r k s that " f igure in the t r e e s / A s 

Leo , Orion, and the P l e i ades , " in "Evening in a Sugar O r c h a r d , " and 

the speaker h e r e f inds a s i m i l a r fee l ing of peace wi th in h i s su r round ings . 

F r o m w h e r e I l i n g e r e d in a lu l l in March 

Outs ide the s u g a r - h o u s e one night f o r choice , 
I ca l led the f i r e m a n wi th a c a r e f u l vo ice 
And bade h im leave the pan and stoke the a r ch ! 
"O f i r e m a n , give the f i r e another s toke , 
And send m o r e s p a r k s up chimney with the smoke . " 
I thought a few might t angle , a s they did. 
Among b a r e map le boughs, and in the r a r e 
Hill a t m o s p h e r e not cea se to glow, 
And so be added to the moon up the re . 
The moon , though sl ight , was moon enough to show 
On e v e r y t r e e a bucket wi th a l id , 
And on black ground a b e a r - s k i n rug of snow. 
The s p a r k s m a d e no a t t emp t to be the moon. 
They w e r e content to f i g u r e in the t r e e s 
As Leo , Or ion , and the P le i ades . 
And that w a s what the boughs w e r e fu l l of soon. 1 0 

The sens i t iv i ty of the speake r is r e f l e c t e d in Ms apprec ia t ion of the 

su r round ings . He r e m a r k s that he has l i nge red "for choice , " and he 

does not invite the f i r e m a n out to enjoy the love l iness of a la te evening 

in the sugar o r c h a r d . He does not d e s i r e human companionship a t th i s 

point , f o r i t would b r e a k the spel l of c l o s e n e s s he f e e l s with the n a t u r a l 

^ F r o s t , "Evening in the Sugar O r c h a r d , " p. 289. 
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e lements around h i m - - t h e slight moon, the "bare maple boughs, " the 

" r a r e / H i l l a tmosphere , " and the "bea r - sk in rug of snow" on the "black 

ground. " Instead, he ca l ls to the f i r e m a n to "stoke the a r c h , " fo r he 

wi shes to see the spa rks in te rmingle with the b a r e boughs, with the hope 

that the thin hill a i r might encourage them to glow like the moon. But 

ins tead of making many moons , he f inds that the spa rks among the t r e e s 

a r e m o r e like the s t a r s that f i l l the night sky. And soon the boughs a r e 

fu l l of the m a n - c r e a t e d s t a r s . This man , who f inds quiet contentment 

in the so l i ta ry p l e a s u r e s of an evening in an o r c h a r d a f t e r a day of h a r d 

work , i s content with the spa rks that glow like s t a r s ins tead of moons. 

He has the imagination to place the ord inary things of man within the 

v a s t n e s s of the un iverse , but he does not a sk f o r m o r e than is given and 

takes p l ea su re in what i s . 

The g r ea t m a j o r i t y of Robert F r o s t ' s poems p o r t r a y a s t rong human 

being, courageous and s e l f - a s s u r e d , alone or in union with another , but 

always in a f r iendly re la t ionship with h is environment , in spite of the 

potential dangers . F r o s t s e e m s of the opinion that an individual who 

m a k e s use of his intel lect and does not allow himself to be overcome by 

f e a r can f ind beauty, contentment, and p l easu re in Ms surroundings . He 

sees no defeat f o r e i ther m a n or na ture . In the l a s t poem, untit led, of 

h is f inal collection of v e r s e , In the Clear ing , F r o s t e x p r e s s e s succinctly 

his feel ing about the re la t ionship between man and na tu re , man i fes t ed 
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often throughout his volumes, - - a fr iendly antagonism based on mutual 

re spect. 

In winter in the woods alone 
Against the t r ee s I go. 
I ma rk a maple for my own 
And lay the maple low. 

At four o'clock I shoulder axe 
And in the afterglow 
I link a line of shadowy t racks 
Across the tinted snow. 

I see fo r nature no defeat 
In one t r e e ' s overthrow 
Or fo r myself in my re t rea t 
For yet another blow. ^ 

^ R o b e r t F ros t , In the Clearing (New York, 1962), p. 101. 



CHAPTER V 

CONCLUSION 

Robert F ros t may not be one of the greatest poets of all t imes, 

but he has the ability to state certain things so well that it i s difficult 

to imagine anyone else restating them more effectively. Such a talent 

i s especially noticeable in his dialogue poems that por t ray husband and 

wife, and it is also apparent in his descriptions of certain ru ra l or 

woodland scenes. It is likely that Ms personal experiences in the New 

England c o u n t r y s i d e combined with his perceptive mind-hear t explain 

the la t ter descriptions, and it is even more probable that all re fe rences 

to peaceful, happy m a r r i e d life a re bas^d upon his own mar r i age , which 

f rom all indications was one of deep contentment in spite of the fact that 

it was m a r r e d by several personal t ragedies. If the reader can accept 

the premise that F ros t wrote mostly about what he knew f rom f i r s t -hand 

experience, it is easy to understand why so much of his poetry is 

meaningful to the many who enjoy it. 

American culture is being based more upon urban living as the 

years pass and less upon the ru ra l a reas that were once predominant. 

In spite of this fact , Robert Fros t , having writ ten mostly of country 

38 
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scenes and r u r a l , back-count ry people of the New England a r e a , has 

r eached a high point in populari ty among mos t poe t ry- read ing people. 

It m a y seem s t range that his local ized subject m a t t e r rece ived i t s f i r s t 

p r a i s e in England, but this fac t indicates c lear ly that the re is a 

universa l i ty about these poems that r eaches f a r beyond the New England 

b a r r i e r s . Although he p laces his c h a r a c t e r s in the hill country of a 

pa r t i cu la r region, F r o s t i s speaking ul t imately of un iversa l na ture and 

of un iversa l man. No ma t t e r in what pa r t of the wor ld , the na tura l e lements 

p r e sen t the same f a c e s toward man . No m a t t e r what nationality is 

observed , human beings may be c lass i f ied into the two genera l types , the 

s t rong, se l f -d i rec ted ,and the weak, control led by f e a r s of ex terna l f o r c e s . 

It i s of t hese un iversa l e lements that Rober t F r o s t speaks when he p o r t r a y s 

the f a r m - p e o p l e of New England. 

He recognizes , of course , that na tu re i s a non-reasoning , insensi t ive 

crea t ion that does not and cannot have any i n t e r e s t in mankind, but when 

observed subject ively by va r ious people under differ ing c i r c u m s t a n c e s , it 

can take on ambivalent c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s . Some see their surroundings a s 

a place of peace and p l easu re , while o the r s pe rce ive a wor ld of act ive 

antagonism. But the view that any one pe r son has depends essent ia l ly 

upon his own subjective response to his environment . 

Although F r o s t has s ta ted that man has only a slight advantage over 

his environment , he po r t r ays the success of his c h a r a c t e r s much m o r e 
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often than he does their f a i l u r e s . Pe rhaps th is is-.trae because the poet 

ha© such confidence in the intellect that compr i s e s the "s l ight" advantage. 

He sees man making good use of his sensi t ivi ty , h is reasoning abili ty, 

in that he devises ways of converting h i s surrounding® into the "home" 

he d e s i r e s . F r o s t does not go so f a r as to sent imenta l i se the re la t ionship 

between strong individuals and the i r environment , but he does display an 

honest belief in m a n ' s ability to face with courage whatever l i fe might 

bring and genera l ly to der ive p l easu re f r o m the natura l wor ld through 

labor , through human love and companionship, and through individual 

exper ience . 

This thes is has considered in detail the bas ic impor tance of the 

in te r re la t ionship between F r o s t ' s c h a r a c t e r s and the i r environment . It 

i s the universa l i ty of this re la t ionship in h is poems that l ikely wil l be the 

f ac to r which will keep them before the public in the fu tu re . And the study 

made h e r e has added to the understanding of F r o s t ' s observat ion of the 

complex interdependence of m a n ' s view of na ture and i t s e f fec ts on him. 

Although severa l c r i t i c s point out that Robert F r o s t ' s c r a f t smansh ip 

improves in his l a t e r poems , it i s not probable that his v e r s e s on things 

other than the in te r re la t ionships between m a n and na ture wil l ever re ta in 

the populari ty enjoyed by "Home Bur i a l " and "Stopping by Woods on a 

Snowy Evening, " among many such works , f o r when he leaves the r ea lm 

of the countryside and woods, as he does m o r e often in his l a t e r vo lumes 
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than in his ea r ly and middle ones , he loses a quality that i s difficult to 

define, a per fec t ion in word choice and imagery . The r e a d e r ' s s ense s 

a r e not af fec ted by the poems concerning politics o r government , no 

m a t t e r how he may disguise the topic. But when he p o r t r a y s a m a n ' s 

emotions o r the na tura l background fo r human living, his descr ip t ions , 

although not detailed in the sense that a photograph would be , make the 

r e a d e r sharp ly aware of the a tmosphere and the human emotions and 

r e sponses . They provide a c lea r menta l p ic ture of the physical sett ing. 

And i t wil l be such poems that keep the works of Robert F r o s t be fore the 

public. 
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