Robert Frost
Biography of Robert Frost

Robert Lee Frost, b. San Francisco, Mar. 26, 1874, d. Boston, Jan. 29, 1963, was one of America's leading 20th-century poets and a four-time winner of the Pulitzer Prize. An essentially pastoral poet often associated with rural New England, Frost wrote poems whose philosophical dimensions transcend any region. Although his verse forms are traditional - he often said, in a dig at arch rival Carl Sandburg, that he would as soon play tennis without a net as write free verse - he was a pioneer in the interplay of rhythm and meter and in the poetic use of the vocabulary and inflections of everyday speech. His poetry is thus both traditional and experimental, regional and universal.

After his father's death in 1885, when young Frost was 11, the family left California and settled in Massachusetts. Frost attended high school in that state, entered Dartmouth College, but remained less than one semester. Returning to Massachusetts, he taught school and worked in a mill and as a newspaper reporter. In 1894 he sold "My Butterfly: An Elegy" to The Independent, a New York literary journal. A year later he married Elinor White, with whom he had shared valedictorian honors at Lawrence (Mass.) High School. From 1897 to 1899 he attended Harvard College as a special student but left without a degree. Over the next ten years he wrote (but rarely published) poems, operated a farm in Derry, New Hampshire (purchased for him by his paternal grandfather), and supplemented his income by teaching at Derry's Pinkerton Academy.

In 1912, at the age of 38, he sold the farm and used the proceeds to take his family to England, where he could devote himself entirely to writing. His efforts to establish himself and his work were almost immediately successful. A Boy's Will was accepted by a London publisher and brought out in 1913, followed a year later by North of Boston. Favorable reviews on both sides of the Atlantic resulted in American publication of the books by Henry Holt and Company, Frost's primary American publisher, and in the establishing of Frost's transatlantic reputation.

As part of his determined efforts on his own behalf, Frost had called on several prominent literary figures soon after his arrival in England. One of these was Ezra Pound, who wrote the first American review of Frost's verse for Harriet Munroe's Poetry magazine. (Though he disliked Pound, Frost was later instrumental in obtaining Pound's release from long confinement in a Washington, D.C., mental hospital.) Frost was more favorably impressed and more lastingly influenced by the so-called Georgian poets Lascelles Abercrombie, Rupert Brooke, and T. E. Hulme, whose rural subjects and style were more in keeping with his own. While living near the Georgians in Gloucestershire, Frost became especially close to a brooding Welshman named Edward Thomas, whom he urged to turn from prose to poetry. Thomas did so, dedicating his first and only volume of verse to Frost before his death in World War I.

The Frosts sailed for the United States in February 1915 and landed in New York City two days after the U.S. publication of North of Boston (the first of his books to be published in America). Sales of that book and of A Boy's Will enabled Frost to buy a farm in Franconia, N.H.; to place new poems in literary periodicals and publish a third book, Mountain Interval (1916); and to embark on a long career of writing, teaching, and lecturing. In 1924 he received a Pulitzer Prize in poetry for New Hampshire (1923). He was lauded again for Collected Poems (1930), A Further Range (1936) and A Witness Tree (1942). Over the years he received an unprecedented number and range of literary, academic, and public honors.

Frost's importance as a poet derives from the power and memorability of particular poems. The Death of the Hired Man (from North of Boston) combines lyric and dramatic poetry in blank verse. After Apple-Picking (from the same volume) is a free-verse dream poem with philosophical undertones. Mending Wall (also published in North of Boston) demonstrates Frost's simultaneous command of lyrical verse, dramatic conversation, and ironic commentary. The Road Not Taken, Birches (from Mountain Interval) and the oft-studied Stopping by Woods on a Snowy Evening (from New Hampshire) exemplify Frost's ability to join the pastoral and philosophical modes in lyrics of unforgettable beauty.
The poetic and political conservatism of Frost caused him to lose favor with some literary critics, but his reputation as a major poet is secure. He unquestionably succeeded in realizing his life's ambition: to write "a few poems it will be hard to get rid of." 
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THE ROAD NOT TAKEN
Two roads diverged in a yellow wood,
And sorry I could not travel both
And be one traveler, long I stood
And looked down one as far as I could
To where it bent in the undergrowth;
Then took the other, as just as fair,
And having perhaps the better claim,
Because it was grassy and wanted wear;
Though as for that the passing there
Had worn them really about the same,
And both that morning equally lay
In leaves no step had trodden black.
Oh, I kept the first for another day!
Yet knowing how way leads on to way,
I doubted if I should ever come back.
I shall be telling this with a sigh
Somewhere ages and ages hence:
Two roads diverged in a wood, and I-
I took the one less traveled by,
And that has made all the difference.
	22. “Out, Out—”

	 


	 


	THE BUZZ-SAW snarled and rattled in the yard

	
	And made dust and dropped stove-length sticks of wood,

	
	Sweet-scented stuff when the breeze drew across it.

	
	And from there those that lifted eyes could count

	
	Five mountain ranges one behind the other

	        5

	Under the sunset far into Vermont.

	
	And the saw snarled and rattled, snarled and rattled,

	
	As it ran light, or had to bear a load.

	
	And nothing happened: day was all but done.

	
	Call it a day, I wish they might have said

	        10

	To please the boy by giving him the half hour

	
	That a boy counts so much when saved from work.

	
	His sister stood beside them in her apron

	
	To tell them “Supper.” At the word, the saw,

	
	As if to prove saws knew what supper meant,

	        15

	Leaped out at the boy’s hand, or seemed to leap—

	
	He must have given the hand. However it was,

	
	Neither refused the meeting. But the hand!

	
	The boy’s first outcry was a rueful laugh,

	
	As he swung toward them holding up the hand

	        20

	Half in appeal, but half as if to keep

	
	The life from spilling. Then the boy saw all—

	
	Since he was old enough to know, big boy

	
	Doing a man’s work, though a child at heart—

	
	He saw all spoiled. “Don’t let him cut my hand off—

	        25

	The doctor, when he comes. Don’t let him, sister!”

	
	So. But the hand was gone already.

	
	The doctor put him in the dark of ether.

	
	He lay and puffed his lips out with his breath.

	
	And then—the watcher at his pulse took fright.

	        30

	No one believed. They listened at his heart.

	
	Little—less—nothing!—and that ended it.

	
	No more to build on there. And they, since they

	
	Were not the one dead, turned to their affairs.

	

	

	11. Birches

	 


	 


	WHEN I see birches bend to left and right

	
	Across the lines of straighter darker trees,

	
	I like to think some boy’s been swinging them.

	
	But swinging doesn’t bend them down to stay.

	
	Ice-storms do that. Often you must have seen them

	        5

	Loaded with ice a sunny winter morning

	
	After a rain. They click upon themselves

	
	As the breeze rises, and turn many-colored

	
	As the stir cracks and crazes their enamel.

	
	Soon the sun’s warmth makes them shed crystal shells

	        10

	Shattering and avalanching on the snow-crust—

	
	Such heaps of broken glass to sweep away

	
	You’d think the inner dome of heaven had fallen.

	
	They are dragged to the withered bracken by the load,

	
	And they seem not to break; though once they are bowed

	        15

	So low for long, they never right themselves:

	
	You may see their trunks arching in the woods

	
	Years afterwards, trailing their leaves on the ground

	
	Like girls on hands and knees that throw their hair

	
	Before them over their heads to dry in the sun.

	        20

	But I was going to say when Truth broke in

	
	With all her matter-of-fact about the ice-storm

	
	(Now am I free to be poetical?)

	
	I should prefer to have some boy bend them

	
	As he went out and in to fetch the cows—

	        25

	Some boy too far from town to learn baseball,

	
	Whose only play was what he found himself,

	
	Summer or winter, and could play alone.

	
	One by one he subdued his father’s trees

	
	By riding them down over and over again

	        30

	Until he took the stiffness out of them,

	
	And not one but hung limp, not one was left

	
	For him to conquer. He learned all there was

	
	To learn about not launching out too soon

	
	And so not carrying the tree away

	        35

	Clear to the ground. He always kept his poise

	
	To the top branches, climbing carefully

	
	With the same pains you use to fill a cup

	
	Up to the brim, and even above the brim.

	
	Then he flung outward, feet first, with a swish,

	        40

	Kicking his way down through the air to the ground.

	
	So was I once myself a swinger of birches.

	
	And so I dream of going back to be.

	
	It’s when I’m weary of considerations,

	
	And life is too much like a pathless wood

	        45

	Where your face burns and tickles with the cobwebs

	
	Broken across it, and one eye is weeping

	
	From a twig’s having lashed across it open.

	
	I’d like to get away from earth awhile

	
	And then come back to it and begin over.

	        50

	May no fate willfully misunderstand me

	
	And half grant what I wish and snatch me away

	
	Not to return. Earth’s the right place for love:

	
	I don’t know where it’s likely to go better.

	
	I’d like to go by climbing a birch tree,

	        55

	And climb black branches up a snow-white trunk

	
	Toward heaven, till the tree could bear no more,

	
	But dipped its top and set me down again.

	
	That would be good both going and coming back.

	
	One could do worse than be a swinger of birches.

	        60

	 

	

	


Stopping By Woods On A Snowy Evening

Whose woods these are I think I know.
His house is in the village though;
He will not see me stopping here
To watch his woods fill up with snow.
My little horse must think it queer
To stop without a farmhouse near
Between the woods and frozen lake
The darkest evening of the year.
He gives his harness bells a shake
To ask if there is some mistake.
The only other sound's the sweep
Of easy wind and downy flake.
The woods are lovely, dark and deep.
But I have promises to keep,
And miles to go before I sleep,
And miles to go before I sleep

	2. Fire and Ice

	 

	(From Harper’s Magazine, December 1920.)

	 


	 


	SOME say the world will end in fire,

	
	Some say in ice.

	
	From what I’ve tasted of desire

	
	I hold with those who favor fire.

	
	But if it had to perish twice,

	        5

	I think I know enough of hate

	
	To know that for destruction ice

	
	Is also great

	
	And would suffice.

	

	


The Poetics of Robert Frost

Robert Frost wrote poetry using traditional theories and practices of versification. He delighted in imposing on himself the discipline of rhyme and meter. Form was of prime importance to him as a philosophic principle and for the "making" of poetry. The word "design" was sacred to Frost. He was very interested in the rules of poetry, but he had his own twist on them. He kept the rules and he broke the rules; that should be kept in mind in studying his use of poetics. Frost rebelled at being labeled with any of the current fads in Poetry. He said, "I started calling myself a Synecdochist when others called themselves Imagists or Vorticists." Actually, Frost was more a Classicist - he adheres to traditional standards that are universally valid and enduring. An important innovation, along with other poets of his time, was the use of everyday language. He believed conversational language and tones of voice combined with ordinary experience could be good poetic material.

Frost's poems are virtual treasure troves of all those principles of versification and yet his poems are also jewels of psychological meaning. Above all, Frost was a humanist.
Figurative Language
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"Nature's first green is gold" ......................Nothing Gold Can Stay by Robert Frost
Frost's poem contains the perfect image of Vermont's spring landscape. The hardwoods loose their leaves in autumn and stay bare through the winter. In spring, the first green to appear is really gold as the buds break open. The willows and maples have this temporary gold hue. In only a few days, the leaves mature to green.
Figurative language uses "figures of speech" - a way of saying something other than the literal meaning of the words. For example, "All the world's a stage" Frost often referred to them simply as "figures." Frost said, "Every poem I write is figurative in two senses. It will have figures in it, of course; but it's also a figure in itself - a figure for something, and it's made so that you can get more than one figure out of it." Cook Voices p235 

Metaphor A figure of speech in which a comparison is made between two things essentially unalike. To Frost, metaphor is really what poetry is all about. He is notably a poet of metaphors more than anything else. This is so important, we should hear directly from the poet. Frost said," Poetry begins in trivial metaphors, pretty metaphors, 'grace metaphors,' and goes on to the profoundest thinking that we have. Poetry provides the one permissible way of saying one thing and meaning another. People say, 'Why don't you say what you mean?' We never do that, do we, being all of us too much poets. We like to talk in parables and in hints and in indirections - whether from diffidence or from some other instinct". ... Excerpt from an essay entitled "Education by Poetry" by Robert Frost.

Examples: 

The Silken Tent. A woman is admired for her strength and beauty, like a silken tent. Note the strength of the silk and cedar. 

Putting in the Seed. The planting of seed in the garden, in springtime is like making love. 

Devotion. The passive but ever-changing shore and the persistent energetic ocean are like a devoted couple. 

To Earthward. The stages of love are like stepping stones to death. 

All Revelation. A view of a geode crystal is like the mind probing the universe. (Go back to Table) 

  

Simile A figure of speech in which a comparison is expressed by the specific use of a word or phrase such as: like, as, than, seems or Frost's favorite "as if," 

  

Examples: 

Mending Wall: like an old-stone savage armed 

Stars: like some snow-white/ Minerva's snow-white marble eyes 

Going for Water: We ran as if to meet the moon ---- we paused / like gnomes 

Birches: Like girls on hands and knees that throw their hair 

Hyla Brook: Like ghost of sleigh bells (Table) 

  

Symbol A thing (could be an object, person, situation or action) which stands for something else more abstract. For example our flag is the symbol of our country. The use of symbols in Frost's poetry is less obvious. Frost was not known as a Symbolist. Actually, the Symbolists were a late 19th century movement reacting against realism. Frost rebelled against this movement and preferred to use metaphors. There are certain signature images which become symbols when we look at Frost's complete work. Flowers, stars, dark woods and spring are consistent symbols in Frost's poetry and should be noted here. As with many other poetic devices, Frost had his own way of keeping the rule and breaking the rule. Cook Dimensions p197 

  


Frost said, "If my poetry has to have a name, I'd prefer to call it Emblemism," not "Symbolism," which is all too likely to clog up and kill a poem." Burnshaw p283 

  

Examples: 

The Road Not Taken: the forked road represents choices in life. The road in this poem is a text book example of a symbol. 

Rose Pogonias: Early in Frost's poetry, flowers become a symbol for the beloved, his wife Elinor. 

Stopping by Woods on a Snowy Evening: even though there is no one overt symbol in the poem, the entire journey can represent life's journey. "Dark woods" also become a powerful recurring symbol in Frost. 

The Pasture and Directive. Spring (as in water spring) is very meaningful in Frost's poetry. Spring represents origin or source, almost in a Proustian sense. Other variations include "brook" Hyla Brook and West-Running Brook. Water often deals with an emotional state. 

Come In: "But no, I was out for stars." The star is one of the chief symbolic images in Frost's poetry. (Table) 

  

Personification A type of metaphor in which distinct human qualities, e.g., honesty, emotion, volition, etc., are attributed to an animal, object or idea. 

  

Examples: 

My November Guest: the guest is Sorrow, personified as a woman dearly loved who walks with him. 

Mowing: the scythe whispers 

Range-Finding: the spider sullenly withdraws 

Tree at my Window: the tree watches him sleep; it has tongues talking aloud 

Storm Fear: the wind works and whispers, the cold creeps, the whole storm is personified (Table) 

  

Apostrophe A figure of speech in which someone absent or dead OR something nonhuman is addressed as if it were alive and present. 

  

Examples: 

Take Something Like a Star: the poem begins, "O Star," He addresses the star throughout the poem. 

Tree at my Window: He addresses the tree throughout: "Tree at my window, window tree." 

Mending Wall: speaking to the stones that make up the barrier, he says, "Stay where you are until our backs are turned!" 

  

Synecdoche A figure of speech which mentions a part of something to suggest the whole. As in, "All hands on deck," meaning all sailors to report for duty. Hands = sailors. Frost said, "I started calling myself a Synecdochist when other called themselves Imagists or Vorticists." 

  

Examples: 

Stopping by Woods on a Snowy Evening: The journey in the poem represents life's journey. 

The Gift Outright: The gift represents the history of the United States. 

I Will Sing You One-O: Two clock towers striking One o'clock represent extensions of earthly and heavenly time. 

Kitty Hawk: Man's first flight represents man's yearning for God or heaven. 

Fire and Ice: The heat of love and the cold of hate are seen as having cataclysmic power. 

  

Metonymy A figure of speech which uses a concept closely related to the thing actually meant. The substitution makes the analogy more vivid and meaningful. 

  

Examples: 

Out, Out: the injured boy holds up his hand "as if to keep / the life from spilling." The literal meaning is to keep the blood from spilling. Frost's line tells us that the hand is bleeding and the boy's life is in danger. (Table) 

  

Allegory or Parable A poem in the form of a narrative or story which has a second meaning beneath the surface one. Frost is notable for his use of the parable using the description to evoke an idea. Some critics call him a "Parablist." 

  

Examples: 

After Apple-Picking: the apple harvest suggests accomplishment 

The Grindstone: the grinding of the blade suggests the idea of judging and recognizing limits 

The Lockless Door: a story of self escape 

Birches: the climbing suggests the value of learning and experience 

Design: the incident suggests a universal design (Table) 

  

Paradox A statement or situation containing apparently contradictory or incompatible elements, but on closer inspection may be true. 

  

Examples: 

Nothing Gold Can Stay: green is gold 

The Gift Outright: "And forthwith found salvation in surrender." 

Ghost House: I dwell in a house that vanished. 

Fire and Ice:"But if it had to perish twice" 

The Tuft of Flowers: men work together whether they work together or apart. 

  

Hyperbole A bold, deliberate overstatement not intended to be taken literally, it is used as a means of emphasizing the truth of a statement. This is relatively rare in Frost. He has a penchant for fact and truth. 

  

Example: 

A Star in a Stoneboat: A meteorite is found in a field and supposed to be a star which has fallen to earth
Etherealizing: The idea of reducing ourselves to simply a brain. 

After Apple-Picking: Ten thousand thousand fruit to touch. 

Stopping by Woods: The woods filling up with snow. 

The Milky Way is a Cowpath (title) (Table) 

  

Understatement The presentation of a thing with underemphasis in order to achieve a greater effect. Frost uses this device extensively, often as a means of irony. His love poems are especially understated. He cautions, "Never larrup an emotion." 

  

Examples: 

Fire and Ice: Ice, which for destruction is great, "will suffice." 

Mowing: "Anything more than the truth would have seemed to weak" This is almost Frost's definition of understatement 

Hyla Brook: the last line "We love the things we love for what they are." 

My November Guest: The speaker appreciates the November landscape, but leaves it to his "guest" to praise. 

Brown's Descent: After falling down an ice crusted slope, Farmer Brown still clutching his lantern says, "Ile's (oil's) 'bout out!" 

  

Irony Verbal irony is a figure of speech when an expression used is the opposite of the thought in the speaker's mind, thus conveying a meaning that contradicts the literal definition. Dramatic irony is a literary or theatrical device of having a character utter words which the the reader or audience understands to have a different meaning, but of which the character himself is unaware. Irony of situation is when a situation occurs which is quite the reverse of what one might have expected. Often, Frost's use of irony convey's one meaning by word and syntax, and another by the tone of voice it indicates. The tone contradicts the words. Frost's irony is usually tricky because it is so subtle. 

  

Examples: 

Birches: Dramatic irony the wish to get away from earth may not be granted too soon 

Range-Finding: Irony of situation when the spider is disturbed by a bullet but finds it unimportant. 

The Road Not Taken: Verbal irony - the speaker knows he will tell the old story "with a sigh" of a choice that "made all the difference." 

Ghost House: Irony of situation when daylight falls (usually night falls) into a place that was supposed to be dark in order too keep things for survival.The cellar was a storeroom filled with things to get you through the winter. In this case, daylight is dissolution of the proper and good use of the place. Wild raspberries now grow where fruit used to be stored. This poem is full of irony. 
Stars: Minerva, the goddess of wisdom whose eyes are without the gift of sight. (Table) 
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