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 I look forward to getting to Robert Frost when I get to teach the American survey 

because it’s good.  One of his good friends said to him one time — he said, “Robert, 

you’re a good, good poet, but you’re a bad, bad man.”  So we won’t worry about the 

individual so much as what he produced. 

 I always think of one of my favorite professors, undergraduate and graduate 

school — Ben Kemple was his name.  He was revered.  Hee just wasn’t my favorite 

professor; he was everybody’s favorite professor.  When he died they had a memorial 

service at the University of Arkansas that filled up the auditorium.  I mean, just 

everybody was there.  He was a tremendous intellect, a tremendous man, a 

tremendous teacher, read everything, spoke a million languages.  He was that kind of 

inspiration. 

 And at a dinner party one time we were playing that stupid game of who’s the 

best writer, who’s the best poet, who’s the best novelist — which is really pointless and 

doesn’t prove anything.  You just get all your prejudices out there.  But that was the 

rather literary argument that was going on.  And one of my friends proposed Robert 

Frost as the greatest American poet of the 20th century.  Well, he was attacked 

immediately.  “Oh, for cryin’ out loud.  You can’t say Robert Frost over Wallace 

Stevens.”  And somebody else jumps in there and says, “What about William Carlos 

Williams?” and somebody else said, “Well, what about H.D.?”, et cetera —  T.S. Eliot, 

Ezra Pound.  But others were mentioned.  And at the end of the dinner, apparently Dr. 

Kemple had been thinking about it and just out of the clear blue sky he said, “Robert, 

I’ve been thinking about what you said and, yes, you’re right.  Robert Frost is probably 
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the greatest American poet of the 20th century.”  If you consider his entire body of work 

and what he accomplished, and also I think the key word there too is American.  This is 

about as American as it can be.   

 So let’s look at — well, some of the life.  It’s American in several regards but 

primarily in language.  He uses an American vocabulary, American settings.  He also 

uses American speech rhythms.  But he does it within traditional forms.  Blank verse.  

Couplets.  One of the poems we’ll look at today is written in couplets.  Sonnets.  We’ll 

look at a sonnet in a minute.  Never free verse.  One of Frost’s famous — one of the 

famous anecdotes about Robert Frost happened when he was at a meeting at which — 

to honor Carl Sandburg who, of course, wrote nothing but free verse.   W. H. Rodden 

said there’s no such thing as free verse anymore than there is like a free life.  You wind 

up with unmade beds and bottles rolling around on the floor.  As with the free verse, you 

need form. 

 But what Frost said to Sandburg in front of Sandburg was, “I’d as soon play 

tennis with the net down as write free verse.”  You have to have boundaries.  You have 

to have things that impose order on language.  You don’t have to, but it’s certainly 

works an awful lot better.  And even so-called free verse — and I’ll try to prove this to 

you when we get to William Carlos Williams, for instance — have an awful lot of form.  

It’s not just — you know, some people -- they want to write a poem and they write a 

bunch of prose on the computer and then break it up.  Ah, I’ve got some free verse 

here.  But that’s not exactly how it goes. 

 Robert Lee Frost was born in California although he was always identified with 
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New England.  He had a rough beginning.  He failed at a lot of things from chicken 

farming to whatever you want.  In 1912 he took his family — he was 38 years old — four 

kids and a wife to England to try to make it over there.  And, in fact, that is where he 

published his first book of poems, A Boy’s Will, in 1913.  That was well received and so 

he published a book in America, North of Boston, in 1914, and his reputation grew 

quickly. 

 His personal life was sad.  It mentioned that a son committed suicide, a daughter 

had a complete mental collapse, another one of his sons died in infancy, another 

daughter died in childbirth, and Frost was just in general kind of a man who was often 

subject to depression and suicidal urges, and was also a tremendously jealous man.  

He was jealous of anybody else’s success, particularly other poets, and it just seemed 

to gnaw on him.  There a million stories about him in that way. 

 Interesting comment.  “The clarity of Frost’s diction, the colloquial rhythms, the 

simplicity of his images, and above all the folksy speaker--these are intended to make 

the poems look natural, unplanned.”  And some say it’s a reaction against the modernist 

movement, the high modernists like Ezra Pound and T.S. Eliot.  It’s important, “the 

folksy speaker.”  When I say we read Robert Frost, I want to put it in quotation marks 

because Robert Frost was invented by Robert Frost.  He’s a persona.  This wise, old 

New England farmer. 

 You all have seen pictures of Frost, surely  -- you know, with a big shock of white 

hair.  He made an awful lot of public appearances and readings and guest appearances 

at colleges in the last years of his life in the late ‘50s.  I can remember very clearly his 
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reading at John F. Kennedy’s Inauguration in January, 1961.  It can still see it.  It was a 

very bright day apparently in Washington and you really needed sunglasses, I suppose.  

That old black and white image that I recall.  And Frost — the glare was upsetting him.  

He couldn’t read his notes.  Lyndon Johnson, who was being sworn in as vice-

president, took his hat off — men wore hats in those days — and tried to hold it, and 

finally said, “Mr. President, if you don’t mind, I’ll just read another poem.”  And he 

recited “The Gift” outright, an older poem. 

 But he was well known and highly regarded.  This was a day when poets — well, 

I don’t know.  If you ask the man on the street right now to name a poet, a contemporary 

poet, he might have a hard time doing it.  But it wouldn’t have been difficult in 1961.  

Everyone would’ve known Robert Frost.  Also mentioned that he was considered — 

may be considered by some as an ideological descendant of the transcendentalists.  

Well, I don’t think so and I think we can kind of prove that today, too, with a couple of 

poems. 

 Look at “The Pasture.”  I’ll try to sort of sound like Frost.  He recorded this when 

he was fairly old, but he sort of sounds like this. 

I’m going out to clean the pasture spring; 

 I’ll only stop to rake the leaves away 

 (And wait to watch the water clear, I may): 

 I shan’t be gone long. — You come too. 

 I’m going out to fetch the little calf 

 That’s standing by the mother.  It’s so young 
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 It totters when she licks it with her tongue. 

 I shan’t be gone long. — You come too. 

It’s an invitation that you — this was the first poem in A Boy’s Will in 1913.  An invitation 

to enter into his work. 

 The agricultural setting, the rural setting, very typical of Frost — and an American 

setting.  Pasture springs have to be cleared because if the well goes dry, you need the 

spring.  So this is — of course, the levels of metaphors ought to be pretty obvious.  The 

inspiration for the writer.  He has to clear his spring and he’s inviting the reader to share 

it with him. 

 “Mowing,” another early poem.  It was written in 1910.  You can almost see in 

some of these early poems — you can kind of see Frost trying to find his voice.  It’s not 

quite there yet.   

 There was never a sound beside the wood but one, 

 And that was my long scythe whispering to the ground. 

Beginning to seem more like Frost with “The Tuft of Flowers”: 

 I went to turn the grass once after one 

 Who mowed it in the dew before the sun. 

I, first person. 

 But he had gone his way, the grass all mown, 

 And I must be, as he had been, — alone, 

Couplets.  Okay.  This is 1913 and he’s writing in couplets.  The man who had mowed 

before him, cut the hay down, had left one tuft of flowers beside a brook. 
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 A leaping tongue of bloom the scythe had spared 

 Beside a reedy brook the scythe had bared. 

Spared, bared.  Frost doesn’t know the man who’s done this.  He only knows he did it.  

He decides to say he did it intentionally.  Line 35: 

 But glad with him, I worked as with his aid, 

 And weary, sought at noon with him the shade; 

 And dreaming, as it were, held brotherly speech 

 With one whose thought I had not hoped to reach. 

 “Men work together,” I told him from the heart, 

 “Whether they work together or apart.” 

 Another tendency of the early poetry that kind of hangs on almost to the end is a 

tendency to tack a moral on the end, tack a little summary, a little interpretation.  And if 

you didn’t get it the first time through the poem, he’ll sum it up for you at the end.  A 

didactic term, which is another thing that’s typical of a lot of American art.  But “Men 

work together, whether they work together or apart.”  Isn’t that a life affirming thing?  

Isn’t that a positive positive message?   

 Look at “Mending Wall.”  This was one of my mother’s favorite poems. 

 Something there is that doesn’t love a wall, 

 That sends the frozen-ground-swell under it, 

 And spills the upper boulders in the sun, 

 And makes gaps even two can pass abreast. 

And so he and his neighbor are going to repair this wall.  What form is this poem written 
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in?  What poetic form?  Take a look at it.  It’s iambic pentameter and it doesn’t rhyme.  

So what do you call unrhymed?  Blank verse.   Shakespeare’s plays are written in blank 

verse.  Blank verse is a noble and very dramatic and very dignified type of meter. 

 But listen.  They’re walking along, fixing the wall, one guy on one side and one 

guy on the other side.  Line 23: 

 There where it is we do not need the wall: 

 He is all pine and I am apple orchard. 

 My apple trees will never get across 

 And eat the cones under his pines, I tell him. 

 He only says, “Good fences make good neighbors.” 

 Spring is the mischief in me, and I wonder 

 If I could put a notion in his head: 

This is blank verse but it sounds like someone talking.  It sounds like a real voice. 

 I wonder if I could put a notion in his head: 

 “Why do they make good neighbors?  Isn’t it 

 Where there are cows?  But here there are no cows. 

 Before I built a wall I’d ask to know 

 What I was walling in or walling out, 

 And to whom I was like to give offense. 

 Something there is that doesn’t love a wall, 

 That wants it down.”  [And he’s still playful] I could say “Elves” to him, 

and so forth.  But then the poem takes a slight turn. 
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 I see him there 

 Bringing a stone grasped firmly by the top 

 In each hand, like an old-stone savage armed. 

 He moves in darkness as it seems to me, 

 Not of woods only and the shade of trees. 

 He will not go behind his father’s saying, 

 And he likes having thought of it so well 

 He says again, “Good fences make good neighbors.” 

 The conventional readers of Robert Frost will look at a poem like that and say, 

“Well, you know, the wise old — the wise old speaker, the wise old Robert Frost, pickin’ 

up his rocks realizes that his Cro-Magnon neighbor is living in darkness because of his 

walls that he erects against everything else, etc.  Nice little moral, nice little summation, 

and once again an affirmative thing.  He does have darkness here but he’s talking -- at 

least the speaker is magnanimous and empathetic and reaching out and wants to 

communicate.   

 It’s just so easy to kind of — well, “Stopping by Woods on a Snowy Evening” that 

you read in high school.  It’s just such a pretty little poem about the woods and the 

snow, and this and that, but this guy’s so busy he doesn’t have time to wait.  He has 

promises to keep.  And when my high school teacher told me that poem was about 

death, I was outraged.  “It’s a sweet little pretty poem about the snow.  It’s not about 

death.”  It’s about death. 

 In 1948, Lionel Trilling, one of America’s greatest critics, wrote an essay — 
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published an essay about Robert Frost in which he said, “Robert Frost is dark.  Robert 

Frost is not the sweet old New England farmer up there. ‘I’m gonna just watch the little 

calf.’  But he is dark.”  And Trilling cited two poems for his evidence.  “Stopping by 

Woods” wasn’t one.  1196 in this book.  “Desert Places” was one of the two poems that 

Trilling cited.  Notice this is formal.  It rhymes A-A-B-A, three A rhymes in each stanza.  

1936.  The world was not a very happy place in 1936 so that might be part of it.  But 

also recent discoveries in Astronomy and discussions of the huge, enormous spaces 

between the stars and the Age of the Universe had been topics of discussion.  Here he 

is in the snow. 

 Snow falling and night falling fast, oh, fast 

 In a field I looked into going past, 

 And the ground almost covered smooth in snow, 

 But a few weeds and stubble showing last. 

Rounded in the real, in the natural.  You can see that.  You can see the little bits of 

stubble coming up through the snow.  And it’s silent. 

 The woods around it have it--it is theirs. 

 All animals are smothered in their lairs. 

 I am too absent-spirited to count; 

 The loneliness includes me unawares. 

                          * * * 

 And lonely as it is, that loneliness 

 Will be more lonely ere it will be less -- 
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 A blanker whitness of benighted snow 

 With no expression, nothing to express. 

Look at how many times the word “lonely” or a form of that word appears in the third 

stanza. 

 And lonely as it is, that loneliness 

 Will be more lonely ere it will be less -- 

And then whiteness.  We usually think of white as being affirmative.  Then you read that 

chapter in Moby Dick on the whiteness of the whale and you see that white can be very 

negative.  But nature itself — cold, no animals —  

 With no expression, nothing to express. 

                           * * * 

 They [The scientists, I suppose] cannot scare me with their empty spaces 

 Between stars — on stars where no human race is. 

 I have it in me so much nearer home 

 To scare myself with my own desert places. 

And not just snowy fields but the desert places within his own heart.  That is not a 

happy, happy poem.  That is not — you know, this is the wise old man.  He’s certainly 

taking an attitude that it’s hardly positive. 

 Then he can be playful, though.  The other poem of the two that Trilling cited was 

“Design” — which, by the way — well, what kind of poem is that?  How many lines does 

it have?  It’s a sonnet.  Has 14 lines.  It’s even set up with an octave and a sestet.  

Sonnet traditionally has an octave.  The first eight lines set up a situation or present a 



ENG 351 Lecture 9 11 
 
problem or describe a dramatic situation, and then the sestet, the last six lines, 

comment on it or conclude it or somehow sum it up.  There’s also a thing called the turn 

that comes after the first eight lines usually.  Frost said one time how to write a sonnet.  

He says, “You write eight lines and then you hope it takes the right turn and see what 

happens.” 

 It’s not only a sonnet, it’s an Italian sonnet.  Look at the rhyme: white, moth, 

cloth, blight, right, broth, froth, kite.  English was not made for poetic forms that come 

from Romance languages like Italian and French.  Because particularly Italian, we don’t 

have that many rhymes.  He has to rhyme white, bright, right, kite — he has to rhyme it 

four times.  And then, oh, white, height, night — the rest of the poem repeats those 

rhymes.  I wish I knew some Italian that I could rattle off right now like the beginning of 

The Divine Comedy, but I can’t.  But just think — just think of an Italian menu and look 

how many words end with the same sound: linguini, fettuccini, calamari.  But you can’t 

rhyme English that way.  And so when they brought back these Italian sonnets — Wyatt 

and Surrey and all those people back during the Renaissance — they neglected to tell 

us how hard it was to do in English.  But Frost is not afraid and so he does it.  That’s the 

technical part. 

 Look at the poem.  I’m going to read it to you and I want you to think about what 

he’s doing. 

 Design 

 I found a dimpled spider, fat and white, 

 On a white heal-all, holding up a moth 
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 Like a white piece of rigid satin cloth -- 

 Assorted characters of death and blight 

 Mixed ready to begin the morning right, 

 Like the ingredients of a witches’ broth -- 

 A snow-drop spider, a flower like a froth, 

 And dead wings carried like a paper kite. 

                          * * * 

 What had that flower to do with being white, 

 The wayside blue and innocent heal-all? 

 What brought the kindred spider to that height, 

 Then steered the white moth thither in the night? 

 What but design of darkness to appeall? — 

 If design govern in a thing so small. 

Watch how he plays with this.  Watch how he kind of gets away with something or tries 

to get away with something. 

 The beginning?  “I.”  Got this speaker in nature who apparently has been out 

walking that morning -- we know it was in the morning -- when he found this little 

dramatic scene going on, this little drama — or the end of a drama, apparently, since 

the spider has already at least half-eaten the moth.  “I found a dimpled spider, fat and 

white.”  Dimpled spider.  That’s the strangest diction.  Are dimples positive or negative?  

What kind of connotation do you get with dimples?  Dimples.  Dimples from smiles or 

dimples in a baby’s butt, or something like that — you know, dimples are cute.  And this 
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spider is so fat, his little fat body has a dimple in it.  And he’s a healthy spider “on a 

white heal-all.”  Thank goodness for footnotes when you don’t have a dictionary handy.  

It says that the heal-all is a common wildflower whose blossoms are  normally violet or 

blue.  But this one is white.  The heal-all is a wildflower that is called a heal-all because 

it’s thought to have medicinal qualities.  So this is a positive plant even.  “Holding up a 

moth,” this spider, “like a white piece of rigid satin cloth, assorted characters of death 

and blight.” 

 Wow.  All of a sudden we have a couple of negative words, death and blight, 

when we had this happy little spider on the happy little flower with the unhappy moth.  

Characters.  We haven’t talked about reading poetry.  I think this about the first poetry 

we’ve come across in here.  But you really do need to do a couple of things when you 

read poetry.  One thing is you need a dictionary, even when you know you know what 

the word means, because there are other definitions.  There are other meanings that 

can attach to language.  You also need a quiet place where you can do this, preferably 

one where you can read out loud.  Poetry is meant to be heard.  And if you hear it, it’s a 

lot better than if you’re — you know, you might have to lock yourself in the bathroom or 

go sit in your car, but read it out loud if you possibly can. 

 Characters — it says “Assorted characters of death and blight.”  What would 

“characters” mean?  Where do you find characters? 

 [Inaudible student response] 

 Actors on a stage is perfect.  Characters in a play.  We’ve got this flower, there’s 

the stage.  We’ve got the spider and the mouth, this drama of life and death.  
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Characters, if you look it up, also means symbols so a character is a symbol.  Well, a 

letter is a character because it’s a symbol of the sound.  So these are symbols of death 

and blight.  Moths.  Old symbol of death.  The moth breaks in, you know.  Light.  Why is 

that white heal-all white?  They’re ordinarily blue.  He says blight.  He says a flower like 

a froth later on.  Could that heal-all be deceased or could it be diseased?  There are 

other possibilities for its being white.  It could be a genetic anomaly.  It could be a albino 

heal-all.  It could happen.  But it seems to suggest illness and death. 

 “Mixed ready to begin the morning right.”  How do you begin the morning right?  

With breakfast, right?  The spider is beginning the morning right, this happy, fat, dimpled 

spider.  Not necessarily for the moth, but — and, by the way, look at the pun.  Frost was 

not beyond punning.  A “morning right” if you spell it a little differently — m-o-u-r-n-i-n-g  

r-i-t-e — what would a mourning rite be?  A funeral?  They’re gonna have a little funeral 

here for this spider that is being elevated like a paper kite which is an image of play.  

“Like the ingredients of a witches’ broth.”  Macbeth — you know, the witches and the 

cauldron, the caldron boils “double-double, toil and trouble,” of however that goes.  

What do they put in there?  Eye of a newt and toe of a frog and white fat spider and 

moth?  

 “A snow-drop spider.”  If you looked up snow-drop, you’d find that that’s another 

kind of wildflower.  “A flower like a froth, and dead wings carried like a paper kite.”  Like 

a kid.  There’s our situation.  This is the setting.  Now the sestet will comment on it.  In 

this case, he does it by asking three questions and the reader has to answer the 

questions as he asks them. 
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 What had that flower to do with being white, 

 The wayside blue and innocent heal-all? 

I’ve noticed in the past — I’ve asked students to write about this poem and several of 

‘em have had trouble with that question because we don’t talk that way anymore.  “What 

had that flower to do with being white.”  Can you put that in 21st century English?  It’s 

not why was the flower white.  What had that flower to do with being white?  How 

responsible is the flower for its whiteness?  The flower didn’t say, “I’m gonna be a white 

flower.”  So that flower didn’t have anything to do with being white.  It just happened; to 

be white.  It was either genetic mutation or a disease, or whatever, but it’s white. 

 “The wayside [ordinarily] blue and innocent heal-all.”  The flower is innocent.  You 

just kind of have to suspend your imagination a little bit to think of whether or not a plant 

can have guilt or innocence.  But it’s innocent. 

 “What brought the kindred spider to that height.”  Now, how can the spider be 

kindred to the flower?  In what ways are they alike?  They’re both white, they’re both 

part of nature.  The flower is innocent.  How about the spider?  He’s innocent.  He’s just 

doing his spider thing.  Well, what did bring the kindred spider to that height?  Why did 

the spider go to the flower?  He could’ve picked a different flower but he picked that 

flower to sit on.  Oh, c’mon.  Let’s just do a little — ah, indulge me.  Why would he go to 

the white flower? 

 [Inaudible student response] 

 He’d blend in.  Camouflage.  Protective coloration and all that they talk about.  

This spider is a descendant of a long line millennia of successful white spiders who 
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learned that if you sit on something white, you’re more likely to get breakfast than if you 

sit on something dark.  So that’s why he went there.  Well, what steered the white moth 

thither in the night?  Why’d the moth go to the white flower?  Same reason.  He’s 

descended from a long line of successful white moths who know that if you sit on a 

white thing, you’re much less likely to be eaten than if you don’t.  However, somebody 

else had the idea first and was already there.  Booga, booga.  Surprise, surprise.  I’m 

already here. 

 All right.  Well, those two questions are pretty easy.  What’d the flower have to do 

with being white?  Nothing.  It’s innocent.  How about the spider?  He didn’t have 

anything to do with being white and neither did the moth.  Why’d the spider go there?  

To try to find some dinner.  Why’d the moth go there?  Try to keep from being dinner. 

 Then he answers his questions himself.  “What but design of darkness to 

appall?”  There’s an awful low going on in that one sentence, in that one question.  

“What but design.”  Now, is nature designed or did nature just happen?  Is this just 

evolution, with the white moths and white spiders and heal-alls that all combine together 

for this?  Or was it design?  Was there a creator behind it that made a plan?  He says 

it’s a design.  This is the way nature works.  Things eat other things.  So if you have a 

design, what kind of design is it?  A design of darkness to appall.  He’s appalled by the 

design or apparent design that he sees in nature.  If you have a design, what do you 

have to have to have a design?  You have to have a designer.  And if the design is dark, 

what’s the nature of the designer?  Dark.  We’re getting — kind of treading on some 

metaphysical matters here.  Hardly something that you would find in Emerson, I don’t 
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think, in the transcendent ideas. 

 So, now, is our kind old New England farmer going to say God is dark and His 

creation is dark and everything that lives lives because something else dies?  For you 

vegetarians, the very wheat shrieks as it is ripped untimely from the field.  We’re all alive 

because something else isn’t.  Hmm, kind of a creepy idea.  Then he says, “If design 

govern in a thing so small.”  Ah, never mind.  I got carried away.  If design govern work 

in a thing as small as a spider and a flower and a moth — well, would design operate in 

something that little?  The design will work all the way down through the subatomic 

particles, right?  I mean, if it’s a design it’s designed.  It doesn’t matter how insignificant 

or seemingly insignificant it is.  I think Trilling was right.  There is a dark side to Frost 

and those illustrate it pretty well. 

 Well, let’s look at some more, some different types of poetry that he wrote.  “The 

Death of the Hired Man” is a little drama with characters.  We have the wife and the 

husband, and the hired man who doesn’t make any appearance but is described.  And 

I’m over on page 1181.  She tells her husband that the old man has come back and he 

wants to work, and he’s looking for a job, and her husband is sick of this.  He’s put up 

with him over and over again, and he’s back again.  But she says — line 104, 103: 

 “Poor Silas, so concerned for other folk, 

 And nothing to look backward to with pride, 

 And nothing to look forward to with hope, 

 So now and never any different.” 

 The man’s life has been one series of disasters and frustrations and failings.  
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And so here he is, the only place he has to go.  She tells her husband — line 114: 

 “Warren,” she said, “he has come home to die: 

 You needn’t be afraid he’ll leave you this time.” 

                             * * * 

 “Home,” he mocked gently. 

See how that line breaks?  

 “Home,” he mocked gently. 

    “Yes, what else but home?” 

That’s the second half of a line of iambic pentameter.  This thing is blank verse.  And he 

says, 

 “It all depends on what you mean by home.”  Oh, she says that.  He says, 

 “Home,” he mocked gently.”  Because this isn’t his home.  And she says, 

 “It all depends on what you mean by home.” 

 And he says — okay.  Here’s the definition that people usually quote from Robert 

Frost, from this poem: 

 “Home is the place where, when you have to go there, 

 They have to take you in.” 

Now, that’s what her husband says.  The wife says, 

“I should have called it 

 Something you somehow haven’t to deserve.” 

A little bit different, a little more mature, a little more insightful, I think, on the part of the 

wife. 
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 Well, at any rate, he did come back to die and he does die.   

    “Dead ,” was all he answered. 

 “Home Burial,” another great one.  Another kind of a little drama.  We don’t have 

as much dialogue, but we do have some dialogue in this.  Can’t you see this?  It’s all 

played out just in the opening part of this house.  There’s the front door, seems like kind 

of a hallway, and the stairs that go up to a landing with a window at the landing.  And 

when he comes in, she’s at that window looking out as he has seen her many times 

previously. 

 He saw her from the bottom of the stairs 

 Before she saw him.  She was starting down, 

 Looking back over her shoulder at some fear. 

 She took a doubtful step and then undid it 

 To raise herself and look again.  He spoke 

 Advancing toward her: “What is it you see 

 From up there always--for I want to know.” 

 She turned and sank upon her skirts at that, 

 And her face changed from terrified to dull. 

 What a switch.  If you were filming that or you were an actor and you had to go 

from terrified to dull.  She had fear and then she just wipes all of her expression off.  

She’s sitting on the stairs and he’s down at the foot of them.  I think it’s important to see 

these people in the situation that they’re in.  Then he gets it. 

 But at last he murmured, “Oh,” and again, “Oh.” 
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 “What is it--what?” she said. 

    “Just that I see.” 

 “You don’t,” she challenged.  “Tell me what it is.” 

 “The wonder is I didn’t see at once. 

 I never noticed it from here before. 

 I must be wonted to it . . .” 

So he goes and looks out the window to see what she’s looking at, and he can see their 

child’s grave and he knows that’s what she’s looking at.  He’s talking about the other 

graves.  He says, 

“We haven’t to mind those. 

 But I understand:” it is not the stones, 

 But the child’s mount --------” 

    “Don’t, don’t, don’t, don’t,” she cried. 

 She withdrew shrinking from beneath his arm 

 That rested on the banister, and slid downstairs;  

And she goes to the door where she has her hand on the latch for the rest of this poem.  

She’s ready to bolt.  It’s a tremendous dramatic situation. 

 Look how the poetry works.  Look at line 30: 

 “But I understand: it is not the stones.”  That’s iambic pentameter.  “But the 

child’s mount ----” Two unstressed syllables and two stressed syllables.  “But the child’s 

mound” — it’s called a spondee.  “Don’t, don’t, don’t, don’t,” she cried.  All stressed 

syllables.  You have one, two, three, four, five, six stressed syllables right in a row.  Two 
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different people speaking.  Alexander Poe points out that you can’t do — when you 

have stressed syllables coming together, you have to slow down.  Thomas Paine knew 

that.  “These are the times that try men’s souls.”  You can’t read that fast.  It has to slow 

down. 

 “But the child’s mound ----” 

    “Don’t, don’t, don’t, don’t,” she cried. 

 She’s getting ready to leave and he tells her, line 41: 

 “Amy!  Don’t go to someone else this time. 

 Listen to me.  I won’t come down the stairs.” 

Look how they switch positions.  He’s up there now and she’s at the door.  If he comes 

down the stairs, what’s she gonna do?  She’ll be out the door.  So he’s saying, “I’m not 

coming down.” 

 He sat and fixed his chin between his fists. 

Now, that’s about as unthreatening an attitude as he can get. 

 “There’s something I should like to ask you, dear.” 

 “You don’t know how to ask it.” 

    “Help me, then.” 

 Her fingers moved the latch for all reply. 

 

She doesn’t even answer.  She just touches the latch.  And he goes on. 

 “My words are nearly always an offense.”  Remember, this is blank verse. 

 “I don’t know how to speak of anything 
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 So as to please you.  But I might be taught 

 I should suppose.  I can’t say I see how. 

 A man must partly give up being a man 

 With womenfolk.  We could have some arrangement 

 By which I’d bind myself to keep hands off 

 Anything special you’re a-mind to name. 

 Though I don’t like such things ‘twixt those that love.” 

So he’s saying, “I won’t talk about anything you don’t want to talk about, but I really 

need to know.” 

 She moved the latch a little.  “Don’t --- don’t go. 

 Don’t carry it to someone else this time. 

 Tell me about it if it’s something human. 

 Let me into your grief.  I’m not so much 

 Unlike other folks as your standing there 

 Apart would make me out.  Give me my chance.” 

 Well, are you on his side?  She’s saying, “You don’t know how to ask.  You don’t 

understand.  You’d never know.”  “Well, give me — you know, what’s the matter?”  

“Nothing.”  “Give me my chance.”  Then he says, 

 “I do think, though, you overdo it a little.” 

He was doing so well.  I was rooting for him.  I thought the woman has to have a heart 

of stone if she doesn’t at least try to communicate with this guy who’s reaching out so — 

oh, well. 
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 “What was it brought you up to think it the thing 

 To take your mother-loss of a first child 

 So inconsolably--in the face of love. 

 You’d think his memory might be satisfied -----” 

 “There you go sneering now!” 

    “I’m not, I’m not! 

 You make me angry.  I’ll come down to you. 

 God, what a woman!  And it’s come to this, 

 A man can’t speak of his own child that’s dead.” 

And she says, 

 “You can’t because you don’t know how to speak. 

 If you had any feelings, you that dug 

 With your own hand--how could you?--his little grave.” 

My alarm bells go off when I hear “little.”  But it would be a little grave and I’m gonna 

give Frost that one.  But that’s the way she’s thinking.  Who else would dig the little 

grave but him?  And he comes back in, the last two lines of that stanza, and says, 

 “You could sit there with the stains on your shoes 

 Of the fresh earth from your own baby’s grave 

 And talk about your everyday concerns. 

 You had stood the spade up against the wall 

 Outside there in the entry, for I saw it.” 

 “I shall laugh the worst laugh I ever laughed. 
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 I’m cursed.  God, if I don’t believe I’m cursed.”  He says. 

 Is there hope for this relationship?  She says, 

 “I can repeat the very words you were saying: 

 ‘Three foggy mornings and one rainy day 

 Will rot the best birch fence a man can build.’ 

 Think of it, talk like that at such a time! 

 What had how long it takes a birch to rot 

 To do with what was in the darkened parlor?” 

Well, what did it have to do with it?  Just about everything.  She says, 

 “No, from the time when one is sick to death, 

 One is alone, and he dies more alone.” 

Kind of a similar thing to “The Death of the Hired Man.”  Anyway, she says at the end, 

 “You--oh, you think the talk is all.  I must go -- 

 Somewhere out of this house.  How can I make you -----” 

 “If--you--do!”  She was opening the door wider. 

 “Where do you mean to go?  First tell me that. 

 I’ll follow and bring you back by force.  I will!-----” 

Curtain.  It’s just a scene, but what a tremendous scene.  I hope those people have 

never communicated quite that way previously and I doubt if they’ll ever come so close 

again.  But that is just such — if we can believe — didn’t this sound like real speech?  It 

really does.  It really does.  She says, “From the time one’s sick to death, one’s alone 

and he dies more alone.” 
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 Look over on 1190.  “Out, Out --.”  Sometimes aren’t you kind of irritated by 

footnotes?  It has “Out, Out” in quotation marks.  What else would it be but Macbeth?  

“Out, out brief candle.  Life is but a walking shadow, a poor player who struts and frets,” 

and all that stuff, you know.  “Life is so brief.”   

 “The buzz saw snarled and rattled in the yard.”  Look at that.  It sounds like a 

buzz saw.  “The buzz saw snarled and rattled in the yard.”  And when the woman 

comes out, his sister, to call ‘em to supper, the kid makes a mistake. 

 At the word, the saw, 

 As if to prove saws knew what supper meant, 

 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, 

 Half in appeal, but half as if to keep 

 The life from spilling.   

The hand is nearly severed.  It is totally severed by the time the doctor gets there.  The 

saw hits it and then he laughs.  “The boy’s first outcry was a rueful laugh.”  “HAH,” 

maybe.  I don’t know.  I don’t know what a rueful laugh would be.  “HA-HA.”  Look how 

he holds up the hand. 

 Half in appeal, but half as if to keep 

 The life from spilling. 
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That’s called  metonymy when you use the part, something associated with the thing 

instead of the thing.  And blood is associated with life and it’s the blood that’s filling to 

keep the life from spilling.  As if his wrist were a cup.  That’s a brilliant, brilliant image. 

 But then after the doctor gets there and puts him under with ether, line 30: 

 And then--the watcher at his pulse took fright. 

 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. 

 That’s — you know, that’s not particularly brutal.  It’s just a fact of life.  The boy is 

gone so it’s time to get back to their affairs.  In Tolstoy’s “The Death of Evon Illage,” the 

first thing everybody — that occurs to anybody when they hear about the death of 

someone is they go, “Well, he’s dead and I’m not.”  Admit it.  That’s the way you feel 

when you hear.  As you go on, you think “How does this affect me?  Is this gonna be 

good or bad for me in the long run?” 

 Well, we have several more great poems to talk about.  We’ll talk about “The 

Road Not Taken” next time.  It’s one of my favorite poems and another good example of 

how Frost can be, I think, often misread a lot.  I’ll see ya. 
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