Robert Frost

Nature:

Frost said: “I am not a nature poet. There is always something else in my poetry”. Yet nature does figure as one theme in his poetry. Sometimes the rural background forms a backdrop to the poems, a context in which things happen. This applies obviously to all poems studied, except Acquainted With the Night (AWN) –but even then there is a desire for the countryside: “I have outwalked the furthest city light”. Sometimes nature is a pretty picture (e.g. the “Five mountain ranges … under the sunset” – “Out, Out”), even though in this case the events unfolding are violent and tragic. The nature scenes tend to be tame – e.g. the cultivated orchard in Mending Wall (MW) and After Apple Picking (AAP); the very act of cultivating is at the centre of Tuft of Flowers (TOF); and even in The Road Not Taken (RNT) the setting isn’t exactly a wild landscape. 

The “something else” Frost refers to is probably the reflections prompted by the nature scenes and the way nature is a source of symbolism and metaphor.  The tuft in TOF leads him to reflect on fellowship and beauty (and the butterfly is what draws him to see this). In AAP the work acts as a possible symbol for his creativity as a poet, and here it could be said that he reflects on the nature of work itself.  In RNT the crossroads in the wood acts as a symbol for decisive turning points in life. In MW he reflects on human interference in Nature - the unnecessary and divisive building and repairing of the wall – and on the barriers we create between ourselves and others.. 

People/Relationships:

In MW he gets along well on a surface level with his neighbour - they work and talk together, but there isn’t a meeting of minds, he is not on the same philosophical wavelength – at times he regards the neighbour as “an old stone-savage” who “moves in darkness”. He feels he can’t joke with him about “Elves” knocking the wall. In TOF it’s not clear whether he actually meets the co-worker, but he certainly feels more of an affinity with him – “a spirit kindred to my own”.  Obviously he values fellowship. In RNT he is alone, making his choices, but seems happy to be so – there is no sign of a desire to have company. In AWN by contrast he is alone but not too happy about it. He cuts a lonely figure out in the rain at night – he avoid any human contact (“I have passed by the watchman on his beat/And dropped my eyes unwilling to explain”) and yet when he hears a “far away … cry” he seems sad that it’s “not to call me back or say good-by”. He is not one of the characters in “Out, Out” (OO) but seems to empathise with their tragedy: “Call it a day, I wish they might have said”. A rather contrasting, perhaps ironic, view of relationship surfaces in Provide, Provide* - “boughten friendship” is better than “none at all”. 

Approach/Style:

When his work was described as simple Frost said: “If they are, they are subtle too”. His work is relatively simple, at least on the surface. There are no obscure references, no private images, little need for glossary. The poems are accessible - the casual reader can get something from them, those who want to go deeper are not disappointed. A fellow poet said that Frost had the “good sense to speak naturally”, and Frost himself didn’t want to be obscure or just read by a narrow minority – “I could never make a merit of being caviar to the crowd”. 

Tone/Viewpoint:

Frost said: "It's the tone I'm in love with; that's what poetry is, tone."
More often than not he is cheerful, optimistic, upbeat. He is upset at the tragedy in OO, but knows that life must go on: “they … turned to their affairs” (Is it possible that there is a hint of criticism in this?). In AAP, he is tired out (“I am overtired”), but happy with his work: “the great harvest I myself desired”. He seems happy with his choice in RNT, though there might be just a “sigh … ages hence”. In MW he doesn’t agree with the neighbour but remains friendly. In TOF he celebrates fellowship, having got a pleasant surprise when he found the tuft that was spared. AWN is his most downbeat poem. Perhaps it is significant that this is in an urban setting and for relief he heads out past “the furthest city light”. 

Frost is not dogmatic, is open to possibilities – in RNT he has made a choice but is not definite that it was the best – it has “perhaps the better claim”; in MW he is inclined to disagree with the neighbour, but goes along with the mending (initiates it in fact) and remains friendly; he captures the shock of the tragedy in OO, but doesn’t moralise about it (e.g. safety issues); this openness is also evident in AWN – “the time was neither wrong nor right”. In OO he is not fully sure what happened: “However it was,/Neither refused the meeting”. One critic puts it like this: “Frost believed poetry should engage ideas, but not take sides”
There is a mild sense of humour in some of the poems: the idea of the apple trees eating the neighbours cones in MW, the tongue in cheek tone in Provide, Provide* - “Better to go down dignified/With boughten friendship at your side”. Frost said: "The height of poetry is a kind of mischief.". This “mischief” is most evident in his attitude to the neighbour in MW. 
Choice/Accident:

Frost is interested in how things happen – e.g. how choice affects the future - in RNT “… that has made all the difference”. In Provide, Provide* the theme is deliberately providing for the future. In OO the tragedy happens by accident – if the boy had been called and let off earlier it wouldn’t have happened, and even after the accident death need not have followed - is this pure accident or fate? He doesn’t seem sure himself – speaking of the saw and the hand he says: “However it was,/Neither refused the meeting”.  In TOF is it by luck or fate/design that he finds the tuft of flowers? Is it accidental that the butterfly leads him to it?  In Design* this is the issue also as he wonders about design in nature and how design relates to evil. There is a combination or interaction of deliberate action (free will) and fate in Provide, Provide*: “Die early and avoid the fate/Or if predestined to die late,/Make up your mind to die in state”. 

Imagery:

Frost often uses a central or defining image/symbol in his poems (and sometimes he uses them in pairs) – the crossroads (and woods?) in RNT, the wall (and stone?) in MW, the ladder and apples in AAP, the saw and hand in OO, the moon/clock in AWN, and the tuft and butterfly in TOF. The wall, crossroads and tuft in particular capture the theme and meaning of the poems. 

(* Poems not studied, but on the course). 

To hear Frost reading his poems: http://town.hall.org/radio/HarperAudio/012294_harp_ITH.html 
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