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 I asked you to think about “The Road Not Taken” and to recall what you were told 

in high school, and we’ll see if it’s all the same. 

 I mentioned that — I mentioned high school.  Actually junior high when I first had 

this poem pointed out to me and I remember the occasion.  There was an oratorical 

contest and you had to write a speech and memorize it.  It wasn’t extemporaneous.  It 

wasn’t that kind of thing at all.  It was rather hideous.  And I put together something that 

was largely quotations and entered this contest.  Well, my English teacher was the 

coach and she liked my speech but she said, “I have a suggestion for you.”  Well, the 

subject of the speech had to be Individuality and so I had pulled out all these people 

who had gone their own way — you know, who had done their own thing.  And she said, 

“Frost’s ‘Stopping By’ — not ‘Stopping By’ — ‘The Road Not Taken,’ that’s perfect.”  

And so I ended that speech with “Two roads diverged in/ a wood, and I-- / I took the one 

less traveled by, ./ And that has made all the difference.”  I think I was a little better in 

sixth grade than I am now.  And it was a winner.  The speech went over really well, 

actually. 

 That’s not what that poem means.  I don’t care how many dot-com companies 

use it for an ad or investment company, whatever that was at the Super Bowl a year 

ago.  Look at this poem.  One thing about it — and it’s a shame that it’s been so often 

used to express that point of view — is that it’s one of Frost’s best poems as a poem.  

So let’s look at it and see what we can say about it. 

 Two roads diverged in a yellow wood, 

 And sorry I could not travel both 
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 And be one traveler, long I stood 

 And looked down one as far as I could 

 To where it bent in the undergrowth; 

 What’s typical about a Frost poem so far?  First person.  There’s an observer, an 

experienced eye, a natural setting, outdoors.  What does he establish in that first 

stanza.  What’s the time of year?  It’s autumn.  It’s a yellow wood. 

 And sorry I could not travel both 

 And be on traveler . . . 

The road split.  That’s an old, old metaphor for the road of life.  Dante begins the “Divine 

Comedy” about being lost in a wood on the road of life.  And it splits and he can’t be 

one.  So he looks down one as far as he can, then took the other. 

 Then took the other, and just as far, 

 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. 

 Now, look at that.  The other one’s just as fair, just as beautiful.  That’s what fair 

means in that case.  He doesn’t say it has the better claim because it’s less traveled.  

He says “having perhaps the better claim.”  That’s an important modifier.  Maybe it’s a 

better road because fewer people have traveled it, “because it was grassy and wanted 

wear.”  But then when you look at both roads, “as for that, the passing there had worn 

them really about the same.”  There’s not that much difference.  You can hardly tell that 
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one is more frequently traveled. 

 And both that morning equally lay 

 In leaves no step had trodden black. 

We’re back to the natural setting.  Ever walked in the woods and walked in leaves in 

autumn, and it’s wet and you step through the dirt and there’s black tracks.  Nobody’s 

been on either one of these roads — at least this morning. 

 Oh, I kept the first for another day! 

 Yet knowing how way leads on to way, 

 I doubted if I should ever come back. 

Not a big deal.  “Well, if I’m ever here again, I’ll take this road.”  But still in his heart he 

knows that’s probably not gonna happen. 

 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. 

 “I shall be telling this with a sigh.”  Not I shall be telling this with great pride in 

myself in what an individual I am.  I could have been a farmer or a poet and I decided I’d 

be a poet, and that’s made all the difference.  And now here I am at Breadloaf, taking all 

your adulation.  Reading at inaugurals.  “I shall be telling this with a sigh.”  Now, I don’t 

think that’s a sigh like, “Ohhhhhh.   Why didn’t I take that other road?”  It’s just “Ahhhh.”  

You can’t have your cake and eat it too.  You can’t do everything you want to do.  
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There’s a wonderful phrase for that: mutual exclusivity.  As Diglione says, “It’s possible 

to love two women at the same time.”  The government says it’s impossible to marry 

them.  There is mutual exclusivity.   

 Two roads diverged in a wood, and I-- 

 I took the one less traveled by, 

 And that has made all the difference. 

 What’s the difference?  It apparently was a large enough decision this made all 

the difference, but how many tiny decisions that you make make a great deal of 

difference in your life?  Decisions that you have no idea about.  Oh, my memorable 

fancy enters my head.  If you’ve heard this one before and if you’ve been in my classes 

you may have, because whenever I get on mutual exclusivity I think about this.  And so 

just — but I enjoy thinking about it so let me think about it with you. 

 If you hadn’t signed up for this class, say you had decided to go to OTC or say 

you decided to go to Drury or something like that — you know, not just a different class.  

Say a different college.  Say you had delayed taking Biology until this semester and so 

you’re taking Biology, let’s say taking Biology at Drury.  They’re meeting right now.  It’s 

in a lab.  You’re cutting up a fetal pig or an unborn cat, or whatever it is they cut up in 

Biology now.  You do do that still, don’t you?  Earthworms and things.  Maybe if you’re 

like me you didn’t want to take Biology.  But you kind of enjoyed it and I wish I’d have 

paid more attention when I was there. 

 You’ve got a lab partner because there’s only so many pigs to go around.  You 

get to talking to this person and maybe you studied for a test together.  Maybe he or she 
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is sick and you have to give them the notes.  And maybe you go out for a Coke after 

cutting up the cat or whatever it is you do, and you find that you’re starting to look 

forward to Biology although you hadn’t liked it much because you like to be with this 

person, and whatever you’re doing, and you like to talk to ‘em.  You miss ‘em when you 

don’t see ‘em for two solid days.  You look for excuses. 

 Pretty soon you go get a Coke more often, or coffee or whatever, and then you 

start going out.  I’ll cut to the chase.  You find you have a great deal in common, that 

when you’re not with this person you long to see them, that you’re only happy when 

they’re there.  One thing leads to another, you fall in love, you decide to marry, to put 

your fortunes together.  You both embark on careers and you’re both successful and 

you both support each other in your careers.  Nobody’s jealous, everybody’s 

contributing, everybody’s having a good time.  The money’s rolling in as well as 

personal fulfillment and success.  Children come to this union.  They are beautiful, they 

are smart, they love you, they honor you, they do exactly what you want them to do, and 

you are so proud of them.  Your life continues this way with early retirement and much 

travel and reading, or whatever it is that you particularly like to do.  And then you’re 

never ill, never ill.  No money problems or anything like that because of the happiness 

you’ve found together and your mutual support.  

 Then one day when you’re both 98 years old, your hearts stop simultaneously in 

the act of love.  Ha-ha!  That is not gonna happen.  ‘Cause you’re over here and here 

she is over there.  Doesn’t that make you feel awful and good at the same time?  I just 

love that fantasy.  Thank you. 
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 There’s a line in Dickens — I think it might be “Great Expectations” — where he 

says, “Consider, reader, when you made a decision that has changed your life from that 

day to this with chains of roses or chains of thorns.”  And if you thought about it very 

much you could probably come up with a few million of those moments, but it’s really 

funny.  Just the class that you might take or — odd little decisions.  That’s more like the 

kind of road I think he’s talking about.  But the sign is not that agonizing thing that you 

wake up at 3:00 o’clock in the morning and go, “Why did I do that?  Why didn’t I do 

that?”  It’s just more you can’t have it all.  Life just doesn’t work that way. 

 Let’s look at another one that so often — or seems to me too often to be 

misunderstood, “Stopping by Woods on a Snowy Evening.”  I hope I made a point that 

this is — that “The Road Not Taken” is a good poem as a poem.  Okay.  And so is 

“Stopping by Woods.”  I don’t know why it’s so immensely popular.  Maybe it’s the little 

picture that it makes.  But I can recall teachers talking about this in elementary school. 

 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. 



ENG 351 Lecture 10 7 
 
   * * * 

 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. 

 When you read poetry out loud you notice things about it you might not notice 

otherwise.  I just noticed how sing-song part of this poem is.  Da-tah-da-tah-da-tah-da-

tah.  The may be one reason you can sing it to “Hernando’s Hideaway.”  Did you know 

that?  I don’t want to ruin it for you totally.  You want to try it?  Anybody want to do that? 

 Whose woods / these are / I think I know, 

 His house / is in / the village, though 

Serious day today.  I was walking in the woods with a poet one time and I said, “Whose 

woods are these?”  And he said, “I think I know.” 

 But what were you taught about this?  What was the deal?  Who was the 

speaker?  Who’s the man who’s obviously on a wagon with a horse, a harnessed 

horse?  We know the time of year.  It’s the darkest evening of the year.  When would 

that be? 
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 [Inaudible student response] 

 December 22nd or December 21st, the Solstice.  And it’s snowing and it’s cold, but 

it’s a beautiful snow.  And we’ve all watched woods fill up with snow.  There’s no sound.  

Just a little bit of wind.  We were having a discussion in elementary school or junior high 

or something and they said, “Who might this be?” and somebody said, “Maybe it’s a 

rural mail carrier.”  Okay.  Because the horse is confused because he stops and there’s 

no house.  It’s been suggested that maybe this is a country doctor on his rounds. 

 You can’t put into a poem what you can’t prove.  If it’s not in the poem, you can’t 

just arbitrarily do it.  There’s a poem by Donald Justice called “In Bertram’s Garden,” 

about a young man and a young woman that are sort of a courtship.  I know the color of 

the young man’s hair is blonde.  It’s not in the poem.  I can’t prove it.  But every class 

I’ve ever discussed that poem and I say, “What color is Bertram’s hair?” and they go 

“Blonde.”  I shouldn’t bring up another poem when we’re looking at this one.  I’ll bring 

that one to you when we get to modern poetry. 

 But we can’t say he’s a doctor or a postman.  Somebody said he was Santa 

Claus.  He’s got miles to go before he sleeps.  But no reindeer here.  We have horses.  I 

don’t think that works.  Whoever he is, we can’t even say it’s Frost.  It’s an individual 

who is late — or at least is out late — and has paused to look at this beautiful scene, 

but he has promises to keep and miles to go.  That’s all we can know. 

 My little horse must think it queer 

 To stop without a farmhouse near 

 Between the woods and frozen lake 
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 The darkest evening of the year. 

Can’t you see this and feel this scene, the woods filling up?   

 He gives his harness bells a shake 

 To ask if there is some mistake. 

A professor wrote Frost one time and said he and his class were explicating this poem, 

and somebody pointed out that horses — you know, he said, “Do horses ask 

questions?”  And Frost said, “Horses ask better questions than professors do.” 

 The woods are lovely, dark, and deep, 

 But I have promises to keep. 

And when my teacher in junior high or high school, I guess it was, said, “This poem is 

about death,” I rebelled.  I said, “No, it’s not.  It’s a pretty little poem about the woods.”  I 

mentioned this to you before.  “The woods are lovely, dark, and deep.” 

 We’ve already talked about London’s “To Build a Fire.”  We didn’t talk about 

Dickinson, but I quoted it before about freezing.  This man wants to get off this wagon 

and walk into those woods and lie down and go to sleep.  First chill, then stupor, then 

the letting go.  It would be tempting to leave what Frost calls consideration in “Birches.”  

When I am weary of considerations.  But he can’t sleep yet.  He can’t rest yet.  He has 

promises to keep.  So he can only look at it and contemplate it and think about it, but 

then he has to move on. 

 But there’s a dark attractive side to this.  I mentioned that rollicking rhythm.  I 

should have brought the poem.  There’s a poem by Thomas Lowell Beddows called 

“The Phantom Wooer,” an English poet, in which this ghost loves a young woman, a 
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mortal woman, and he wants her to die so that they can be lovers in this afterlife.  And 

he says, “Young soul, put off your flesh and come with me into the quiet tune.”  And he 

says, “The earth will cover us with its coverlet of snow,” or something, “as we sleep” and 

so forth. 

 But it says — I should have this, but it’s almost the — “something lovely dark and 

deep — the grave is lovely, dark and deep.”  It’s almost word for word, this poem.  Now, 

Frost wasn’t plagiarizing or giving homage, as they say now when they sample 

something and put it in their own record, but he was conscious that many readers would 

think about the Beddows poem, which is a poem about death and dying.  I think that’s 

another reason that we can safely say that that’s true.  It doesn’t spoil the poem, does 

it?  If you think of it that way.  Doesn’t it make it more of a significant poem than a guy 

looking at nature?  I hope so. 

 Okay.  I’m gonna save plenty of time.  I mentioned “Birches.”  Let’s look at 

“Birches.”  I’d really kind of like to read this poem to you.  I know I read a lot of Frost to 

you.  I read a lot of this poetry.  I think it needs to be heard.  And this is another one of 

the very popular ones and I can see why. 

 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. 

I’ve heard that recording so often and he sounds kinda like this: 

 When I see birches bend to left and right 

 Across the lines of straighter darker trees, 
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 I like to think some boy’s been swinging them. 

He also says “coows.”  That’s where I get that.  “Coows.”  Some boy who lived away 

from the town and didn’t play “basebaaall.”  Of course his recordings were made when 

Frost was very, very old. 

 But swinging doesn’t bend them down to stay 

 As ice storms do. 

And then he goes off and describes what happens when a slender tree, a young birch, 

gets weighed down by ice and is bent and doesn’t straighten up. 

 He mentions, line 12, “Such heaps of broken glass to sweep away.”  There’s a 

nice metaphor and that is what that looks like when it does thaw.  In a strange allegory 

metaphor, line 17, 

 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. 

I think that’s one of the strangest images in Frost, but isn’t it pretty?  But, you know, 

you’re just talking about an ice storm.  Now we’ve got girls tossing their hair out into the 

sun.  “But I was going to say before Truth broke in” — all of a sudden you’re aware that 

it’s a speaker, that there’s somebody talking.  It’s almost as — it gives the impression, it 

gives the illusion that he’s just rambling on while you’re listening.  And yet it’s poetry. 

 But I was going to say when Truth broke in 

 With all her matter of fact about the ice storm, 
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 I should prefer to have some boy bend them 

 As he went out and in to fetch the cows-- 

 Some boy too far from town to learn baseball, 

 Whose only play was what he found himself, 

 Summer or winter, and could play alone. 

And then he imagines this — and this can be done.  I’ve done it. 

 One by one he subdued his father’s trees 

I’m sure the father would think well of this. 

 By riding them down over and over again 

 Until he took the stiffness out of them, 

 And not one but hung limp, not one was left 

 For him to conquer.   

I’ve only done that to one birch tree.  It was a very young birch tree — and not a boy, 

but a full-grown, 190 pound man.  It wasn’t that much trouble but it was fun. 

 He learned all there was 

 To learn about not launching out too soon 

 And so not carrying the tree away 

 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. 

Ever done that? 



ENG 351 Lecture 10 13 
 
 Then he flung outward, feet first, with a swish, 

 Kicking his way down through the air to the ground. 

Look at the rhythm of that.  You can see the action of the kid’s legs. 

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

 Kicking his way down through the air to the ground. 

Da-da-da-da-da-da.  Those prepositional phrases are good. 

 So was I once myself a swinger of birches. 

 And so I dream of going back to be. 

Now, so far, the tone of this poem — how would you characterize it?  When I see 

birches I like to think of some boy and, oh, it’s like girls drying their hair in the sun.  

Observer in nature.   

 [Inaudible student response] 

 Kind of reminiscent.  Positive or negative?  Positive, isn’t it?  You know, I like to 

think of some kid — some lonely kid who actually did that.  Feel kind of sorry for the 

boy, but at the same time, gee, maybe he had a good time.  If you’ve ever bounced a 

ball off the side of a garage for four hours on end by yourself, you know that that can 

sometimes be fun.  But all of a sudden he says, “So was I once myself a swinger of 

birches” and we think, “Oh, well, the old man’s reminiscing.” 

 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 

 Where your face burns and tickles with the cobwebs 
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 Broken across it, and one eye is weeping 

 From a twig’s having lashed across it open. 

Oooooh.  You know, you ever see somebody hit his thumb with a hammer or poke 

himself in the eye and you have that little bit of empathy?  Everybody probably at some 

time or another has had a twig lash your open eye.  That’s what life is like.  That’s when 

considerations — considerations, things you have to think about — big deal 

considerations like, oh, the mortgage payment or somebody’s illness or smaller 

considerations like going and getting your car tags.  Considerations,.weary of 

considerations.  And then it seems a little worse, “And life is like a pathless wood.”  Not 

a road where you can choose paths, but lost. 

 I’d like to get away from earth awhile 

 And then come back to it and begin over. 

 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. 

You have to be careful what you wish for.  What if somebody took him up on it, some 

fate?  And those lines are rather positive.  “Earth’s the right place for love / I don’t know 

where it’s likely to go better.”  It seems to suggest that there is no other place and 

probably what Frost believed. 

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

 And climb black branches up a snow-white trunk 



ENG 351 Lecture 10 15 
 
 Toward heaven -- 

Not to heaven; 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. 

It kind of sneaks that little dark note in right in the middle of this nature poem. 

 Well, sometimes Frost was just out and out dark as in “Desert Places” or 

“Design.”  “Fire and Ice”: 

 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, 

 I think I know enough of hate 

 To say that for destruction ice 

 Is also great 

 And would suffice. 

 Where is the prophecy that the world will end in fire?  It’s in Revelations?  I think 

— isn’t Noah promised that God will never destroy the earth with water again?  They 

ruled that out but didn’t rule out fire.  This is 1923 and so the idea of a nuclear holocaust 

followed by a nuclear winter was not available to Frost but ice is also great.  Violence of 
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fire but then the hatred of ice is enough for destruction. 

 Oh, let’s do another pretty one.  I think it’s pretty.  And at the same time it’s 

serious.  “After Apple-Picking.”  I thought about that when he said “toward heaven.”  The 

opening lines of this, on 1185: 

 My long two-pointed ladder’s sticking through a tree 

 Toward heaven still, 

And he’s been picking apples and picking apples.  What season is it?  Obviously it must 

be the fall if they’re harvesting the apples.  But winter is coming on.  We know that 

because he says, line 8: 

 [The scent of apples:]  I am drowsing off. 

 I cannot rub the strangeness from my sight 

 I got from looking through a pane of glass 

 I skimmed this morning from the drinking trough 

You ever done that, off the top of a puddle or something like that?  Picked up a sheet of 

ice and it distorts? 

 And held against the world of hoary grass. 

 It melted, and I let it fall and break. 

 But I was well 

 Upon my way to sleep before it fell, 

 And I could tell 

 What form my dreaming was about to take. 

Look at all those rhymes and look at the unusual line lengths.  This is not something 
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that you’ll see in Frost very often.  He starts out with kind of a traditional rhyme scheme, 

ABBA, then he goes to a couplet, CC, then it’s DEDFD.  If you start trying to figure it 

out, it’s kind of hard.  And then all of a sudden three rhymes right in a row there — line 

14: 

 But I was well 

 Upon my way to sleep before it fell, 

 And I could tell 

 What form my dreaming was about to take. 

And take rhymes with break, back three lines earlier.  You hear these things a lot more 

when they’re being read out loud.  But it’s not bothersome to me at all.  And, of course, 

what form his dreaming was about to take, as he’s drowsing off.  Don’t you hate it when 

you do that?  You’ve been working all day and then you dream about work at night?  

You know, you’ve been shoveling dirt or cutting grass or something like that, then 

dreaming about it is infuriating.  I dream about grading papers.  It’s hideous.  There’s 

nothing you can do about it.  And so what is he dreaming about? 

 Magnified apples appear and disappear, 

 Stem in and blossom end, 

 And every fleck of russet showing clear. 

 My instep arch not only keeps the ache, 

 It keeps the pressure of a ladder-round.  

You ever done that?  Painting or something like that and standing on a ladder, and your 

feet still feel it after you get down?  Like roller skating, you still have the feeling in your 
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feet. 

 I feel the ladder sway as the boughs bend. 

 And I keep hearing from the cellar bin 

 The rumbling sound 

 Of loan on load of apples coming in. 

This is supposed — just as the little boy in “Birches,” as the rhythm of that line is 

supposed to show the way he moves, you’re supposed to hear apples rolling down an 

incline here.  Let’s see. 

 I keep hearing from the cellar bin 

 The rumbling sound 

 Of load on load of apples coming in. 

I might be stretching that a little bit, but I can kind of hear it.  When Keats talks about the 

murmurous haunt of bees on summer nights — murmurous haunt — maybe not.  

Nobody’s buying that. 

 He says, line 28: 

 . . . I am overtired 

 Of the great harvest I myself desired. 

There’s this fatigue that comes in.  There’s often this note of weariness in Frost.  When I 

am weary of considerations.  “The woods are lovely, dark and deep / But I have miles to 

go before I sleep.”  “I am overtired / Of the great harvest I myself desired.”  You want 

something bad enough sometimes enough is enough is enough. 

 There were ten thousand thousand fruit to touch, 
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 Cherish in hand, lift down, and not let fall. 

 For all 

 That struck the earth, 

 No matter if not bruised or spiked with stubble, 

 Went surely to the cider-apple heap 

 As of no worth. 

 One can see what will trouble 

 This sleep of mine 

Look at that rhyme, stubble / trouble.  It’s three lines away from it.  And so he’s going to 

dream about apples.  But then he gets on sleep: 

 . . . whatever sleep it is. 

 Were he not gone, 

 The woodchuck could say whether it’s like his 

 Long sleep, as I describe its coming on, 

 Or just some human sleep. 

Where’s the woodchuck?  He’s already gone to hibernate.  I mean, that’s how late the 

season is, apparently.  Whether it’s like his long sleep or just some human sleep, or it’s 

like the hibernation of animals.  Remember in “Desert Places” he says all animals are 

gone, he has it to himself?  That, too, could be a bit of a death wish poem, I’m afraid. 

 Let’s do one more and then we’ll talk about the test.  “Two Tramps in Mud Time.”  

Well, gee.  First person.  Outdoors.  Natural setting.  An identifiable season.  Wonder 

who wrote this?  Of course, there are many people who write that way and the reason 
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they do is Frost.  So he sees two guys coming down the road while he’s out chopping 

wood.  Last two lines, first stanza: 

 I knew pretty well what he had in mind: 

 He wanted to take my job for pay. 

One of ‘em hangs back.  And these guys are lumbermen.  What’s the date on this 

poem?  1936.  This is the Depression.  These guys could use the work, could use the 

meal that he might pay them or whatever for chopping this wood.  Stanza three, more 

Frost on the outdoors: 

 The sun was warm 

Did he tell you — we just know it’s Spring.  We know that.   

 The sun was warm but the wind was chill. 

 You know how it is with an April day 

 When the sun is out and the wind is still, 

 You’re one month on in the middle of May. 

 But if you so much as dare to speak, 

 A cloud comes over the sunlit arch, 

 A wind comes off a frozen peak, 

 And you’re two months back in the middle of March. 

Isn’t that exactly the way it can go?  You feel like you’re almost into May and then you’re 

back in March. 

 Well, by stanza six we still have the dramatic situation of one guy chopping wood 

and the other men not. 
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 The time when most I loved my task 

 These two must make me love it more 

 By coming with what they came to ask. 

 You’d think I never had felt before 

 The weight of an ax-head poised aloft, 

 The grip on earth of outspread feet, 

 The life of muscles rocking soft 

 And smooth and moist in vernal heat. 

And he’s pretty much romanticizing this labor, but remember this: this is labor he 

doesn’t have to do.  He could hire it out.  There’s a great scene in “Anna Karenina” 

when this landowner watches his peasants cutting wheat with a big scythe, and he 

comes out and he works by their side all day, and he sweats and it’s great, and he’s 

close to the earth, and they’re looking at him like, “Why are you doing this?  You don’t 

have to.  You have a big house to live in.  We do this for you.”  But I’ve never 

particularly enjoyed chopping wood, but you know how it feels — what a good feeling it 

is if you do it just right.  You hit that lick just right and split that piece. 

 The grip on earth of outspread feet, 

 The life of muscles rocking soft 

 And smooth and moist in vernal heat. 

 And then he thinks about it.  “Well, these guys — they think that this chopping is 

theirs of right.  After all, they are lumberjacks.”  Middle of the next stanza: 

 Men of the woods and lumber jacks, 
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 They judged me by their appropriate tool. 

 Except as a fellow handled an ax 

 They had no way of knowing a fool. 

I’d be kind of self-conscious, I think, if I were chopping wood and some professional 

were watching.  But he’s doing a pretty good job. 

 Nothing on either side was said. 

 They knew they had but to stay their stay 

 And all their logic would fill my head: 

 As that I had no right to play 

 With what was another man’s work for gain. 

 My right might be love but theirs was need. 

 And where the two exist in twain 

 Theirs was the better right--agreed. 

To this point in the poem, wouldn’t you assume that what’s going to happen is he’s 

going to turn this wood chopping over to these guys and go make him a ham sandwich?  

That’s what you think.  Because theirs is need and his is love, but he’s going to say that 

love is superior to need. 

 But yield who will to their separation, 

 My object in living is to unite 

 My avocation and my vocation 

 As my two eyes make one in sight. 

Avocation and vocation.  Vocation is what you do, avocation is what it is you want to do.  
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So apparently “The Road Not Taken” was the right one or the road that he did take was 

the right one if he united his avocation with his vocation.  If he wants to be a poet, then 

this is what he is.  “As my two eyes make one in sight.”  I can’t think of anything worse 

in the world than to be unhappy in your profession.  To choose a profession and then 

not want to do it.  What the future must look like for somebody not particularly old, 

stretching out before them.  I can’t imagine. 

 Somebody told me they were having doubts about teaching.  I said, “If you’re 

having doubts about teaching, don’t start it.  Maybe it will catch you and maybe it will 

hold you to it, but I could not imagine not wanting to teach.  But I also could not imagine 

walking into a classroom once I decided I didn’t want to.  That has got to be horrible. 

 Only where love and need are one, 

 And the work is play for mortal stakes, 

 Is the deed ever really done 

 For Heaven and the future’s sakes. 

Once again — and this is late, this is 1936 — ending up the poem with a moral.  If you 

didn’t get it, we’ll spell it out for you right here.  But it’s not quite as heavy-handed as it 

used to be and you sneaked up on us a little with it, don’t you think?  

 Okay.  The test.  Now, I’m gonna reiterate what I told you at the beginning about 

what these exams are like.  There’ll be eight questions and you have 55 minutes, 

approximately, to take the test.  So obviously just a little bit of math shows you that you 

don’t need a lot of time to answer these questions.  Some you can answer in a couple of 

minutes, some might require a little bit more.  You read the test first and you decide.  
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They will all be quotations identified by title and author.  I’m not asking you to look down 

there and say, “Oooh, that’s somebody or that’s somebody,” and you’re trying to guess 

what it is.  Some people can just do that and it’s very hard for other people.  I have a gift 

for it.  I don’t know why because it’s not good for anything, but I can usually recognize 

quotations.  But I’ll tell you who wrote it and I’ll tell you the title. 

 It will say “Explain the significance.”  I believe it says “Briefly explain the 

significance of the following quotations.”  And I mean it briefly, but I want you to be as 

thorough as you can be in your short answer.  Some of you have taken my tests before 

and you have an advantage of sorts over people who haven’t taken it.  The first one is a 

little bit more difficult, I think, than the ones that follow.  But so far, over the years, 

everybody’s figured out how to do it. 

 It says “Explain the significance.”  By the way, what is it about this quotation — 

what does this quotation say about the author, about his work, about the place in 

American literature, literary history if it applies?  What about the style?  What about the 

— don’t interpret it.  Don’t tell me what it means unless it’s absolutely essential to 

restate it.  That’s fine, too, but there’s probably something a little more significant.   

 When we were talking about a couple of these authors I have singled out 

quotations and said “This one is important.”  I’ve even given you a couple of sample 

answers as we’ve gone along.  One I recall very well is with Bret Harte — ‘way back, 

‘way back to Bret Harte.  Remember I told you that I’d used there from the old lady — 

Mother Shipton, I guess it is -- looks back at Poker Flat and in a final vituperative 

attempt, hurls a final malediction or something like that, using all that language.  You 
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have an opportunity to say a lot of things.  The high-flown diction that Bret Harte used 

which appealed to his audience which were Easterners and people in England.  His use 

of stock characters.  The prostitute with a heart of gold.  The nerveless gambler.  The 

innocent.  The old rapscallion who steals the mules.  I mean, this whole thing.  Lots of 

things to say about Bret Harte within that quotation. 

 Another way I try to tell people on how to answer these things is “What would you 

tell someone who missed class, who didn’t have the notes, who needed the notes for 

the test?”  What was said about this passage?  What was written and what was said 

about it?  What was important?  Which one did he go, “This one’s important” and why?  

That’s one way to do it.  That’s the kind of answer I’m looking for.  I’ll come up with a 

couple of more examples in just a minute, but first of all I want to mention this. 

 I used to tell students just to make sure they used the name of the author in their 

first sentence.  That’s not good enough.  I’m not getting the — identify the author in the 

first sentence or two.  ID them.  But don’t spend more than a couple of sentences on it.  

Don’t give me the whole biography.  And don’t give me things that there’s no need for 

you to know, like the dates of their lives or things like that.  If you enjoy learning those 

sorts of things, go right ahead.  But it’s still wasting the little time you have to answer the 

question if you do all of that.   

 But identify the author.  As in “Bret Harte wrote stories of the American West for 

an English . . . blah-blah-blah.”  Okay.  “Mark was” — fill it out.  Just answer it so I’ll 

know who it is and I’ll know that you know who it is.  Not that I’ll know who it is.  Again, 

don’t spend more than a couple of sentences.  But when I’m reading somebody’s 



ENG 351 Lecture 10 26 
 
answer and they’re talking about “The Yellow Wallpaper,” and they say, “Ian went to this 

kind of therapy himself.”  Then I know they weren’t paying attention when we talked 

about Charlotte Perkins Gilman — you know, it’s not a he.  And that kind of thing can 

happen, too.  Refer to the authors by their last name.  That’s what’s gonna be on there 

and that will — if you need to do it. 

 Be economical with your writing.  Don’t say, “In this quote from Bret Harte’s ‘The 

Outcasts of Poker Flat’” — which we read earlier this year and which is now on this test 

— “many things are significant about this quote from Bret Harte, ‘The Outcasts of Poker 

Flat.’”  You know, you’re not getting to what you need to get to.  That being said, when 

in doubt B.S.  You might hit something.  There are usually half a dozen things that I 

have in mind for each of the quotations.  You flail around long enough, you might come 

across one of them that might be worth a point or two.  I won’t take anything off for 

bizarreness.  And when you have insights of your own, please just make my day and 

put ‘em in. 

 [Inaudible student response] 

 Huh-uh, no.  I would love to have some quality writing and I often get some very 

good writing on these papers.  I often do have some very nice writing.  And that’s 

usually from people who really know the material, really have it down, and they can 

relax and give me some style while they’re at it.  So I want it to be written well and 

certainly with clarity, if you can.  But, no, it’s not that kind — it’s not an essay exam; it’s 

a short answer.  I gave up on essay exams long ago.  It was just too challenging for me 

to read ‘em and too challenging for many of the students to write ‘em.  Those of you 
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who are good at it and enjoy them, I’m sorry.  Write your critical paper, get your essay 

writing out on that.  But some people just run into a wall when they have to do that kind 

of answer. 

 I also refuse to give objective tests.  So I have stuck with this and this is the 

hardest kind of test to evaluate because you have to look at eight different answers from 

44 different people and that just — it really takes forever.  And then I go back and I 

compare them again.  But I’ve been doing this for quite awhile. 

 If you have your syllabus, look there and see who might be on this test, who you 

should pay particular attention to.  Mark Twain — we started with Mark Twain but we 

didn’t say much about Mark Twain.  Just kind of a nod to Mark Twain, so there will not 

be anything from Twain on the test.  So you can ignore “The Frog.”  I think after all 

we’ve said about Bret Harte, there’s a good chance Bret Harte will be on the test.  And if 

you — you know, not necessarily the quote I gave you, but if you have an answer 

prepared for something like that, if there’s another one that’s very similar to it, obviously 

you’ll be all right. 

 Oh, and too, feel free to refer to other works or other passages by the same 

writer when you’re discussing it.  Ambrose Bierce.  There’s a possibility that Bierce 

could be on there.  Sarah Orne Jewett.  There’s so many things that she represents 

from local color to whatever that I think there’d be a good chance that Sarah Orne 

Jewett would be on there.  Charlotte Perkins Gilman.  We wouldn’t have a test without 

Charlotte Perkins Gilman on it.  We talked about everything about her from matters like 

point of view, feminism.  ID: Charlotte Perkins Gilman in her own lifetime, her most 
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important writing was political and feminist polemics, or whatever you might want to say.  

The story about her own experience with the rescuer, etc., is in — do you see how that 

goes?  So just briefly identify them. 

 I think that Chopin should be on there.  We spent a lot of time on Chopin.  All the 

groundbreaking that she did.  Stephen Crane, one of the most important writers.  

Whether he’s a naturalist or not is hard to say but he’s certainly important.  There are 

eight questions.  Let’s see how many authors we have here.  Leave out Twain and 

we’ve got Harte, Bierce, Jewett — that’s three, four, five, six with Crain.  Whorton, 

London, Frost — that’s seven, eight, nine.  There are two questions from Frost on this 

test.  So that looks like at least two authors will be left out.  I don’t think I would spend a 

lot of time on Edith Whorton, but I would pay some attention to Jack London.  And 

certainly Frost since there are two questions.  There’ll be quotes from two different 

poems on the Frost. 

 Now, say you’ve prepared — if I were you, one thing that some students do and 

it’s kind of an interesting game, they look over their books and they look at — and if you 

really know how to mark your books, you know the passages that I really hit.  In Frost, I 

read practically all of it.  But there’s some of it that was more important than other parts.  

I think I tried to make that clear.  The game they play is trying to predict which quote is 

gonna be on there and then creating a sample answer for ‘em.  That’s a good idea.  If 

that quote is not on there, you’ve still got a good sample answer in your head that could 

probably apply to a different quote. 

 Now with Frost, if I were you, I’d have about — oh, there are gonna be two on 
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there.  I’d have answers ready for six or seven poems.  If they don’t show up on there, 

I’d be surprised that you could choose that badly.  And if the one — your favorite 

answer doesn’t show up, you can always apply part of that to another one.  For 

instance, say “Desert Places” is on the test and you have this great answer all set for 

“Design.”  When you’re answering the thing on “Desert Places,” feel free to say, “This 

poem, along with ‘Design,’ was pointed out by Lionel Trilling to be examples of the dark 

side of Robert Frost.  As far as that goes, this line from ‘Birches’ is pretty dark.”  But 

then — you know.  Again, you don’t have — we’re not having a huge essay test which 

that kind of answer would make for.  But short answers. 

 Questions about it before we quit?  Okay. 


