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I.   INTRODUCTION (201-03)


1.  Although he is identified with New England, Frost was born in California; when he was 11, at the death of his father, Frost's family moved to Massachusetts.


2.  Very early in his life, Frost decided he wanted to be a poet.  He worked many jobs to support himself and his family--he married in 1895--including a stint as a farmer in New Hampshire.

3.  He had little financial success with his poetry.  In the first 20 years in which he submitted his poems for publication, he earned about $200 in all from his verse.


4.   In 1912, seeking poetic recognition, he moved  to  England, where, though the help of a fellow American poet in London, Era Pound, Frost's first book of poetry was published in 1913.


5.   His second book of poetry North of Boston (1914) was widely praised by critics in America and England, and Frost returned to America as a best-selling poet in 1915.


6.   Thereafter he had few financial worries and gradually became America's most beloved poet, being asked by President John Kennedy to write and read a poem for his 1961 inauguration.


7.  Frost's private life was less happy.  The long years of near poverty and of waiting for poetic recognition made him a bitter man.  Extremely hard on his family, Frost’s caustic personality probably contributed to the suicide of his son and the mental breakdown of one of his daughters, who was committed to a mental institution.
II.    THEMES AND STYLISTIC FEATURES


1.  His poems fall into recognizable types:



(a)   Poems about nature, such as "Stopping by Woods."



(b)   Poems about country people, such as “Mending Wall."



(c)   Humorous or sardonic poems, like "Fire and Ice."



(d)   Psychoanalytical (or life-choices) poems, such as "The Road Not 



Taken."


2.   DUALITY:  Frost's poems often present a duality, a balancing of alternatives:  



--two views of walls in "Mending Wall";  



--a fork-in-the-road decision as in "The Road Not Taken"; 



--two ways the world will end in “Fire and Ice"; and 



--the life instinct vs. the death instinct in “Stopping by Woods." 


3.  When Frost takes a position, it is usually to emphasize the old traditional values, which he saw disappearing from rural New England.  He almost always praises individualism.  



His poetry excludes much of which we think of as modern--the urban, the industrial, and the technocratic.   

4.   In Frost's poetry, Nature becomes a refuge to which a person must retreat.   



He often begins with a description of nature, then tentatively comments on it, and from it finally draws some form of wisdom.  


He said, "A poem begins in delight and ends in wisdom." 


5.   His poetry contains a shrewd common sense and a sly humor, often relying on understatement and irony (202).  


6.  Stylistically, his poems capture the rhythms of ordinary rural speech through their use of colloquialism and “often monosyllabic vocabulary” (203).


7.   He employed traditional metrical forms, writing in rhythm and rhyme.   He said that writing free verse is “like playing tennis with the net down" (paraphrased in your text, 203).

III.   "MENDING WALL"   

1.   When President John Kennedy visited the Berlin Wall in 1961, he quoted from this Frost poem ("Something there is that doesn’t love a wall") to describe the world's revulsion at the wall which the Soviet Union had built to divide Berlin. 


2.  DUALITY:  The poem is about two New England farmers who have opposite philosophies concerning walls.  Each philosophy is stated twice:  The speaker's:  The first line and line 35.   The neighboring farmer's:  Line 27 and the final line.  

3.  Copy the saying of the neighbor.  What does his attitude indicate about his way of obtaining and applying knowledge?   How do the descriptions that the neighbor is “like an old-stone savage armed" (40) and that he "moves in darkness" (41) take on symbolic importance?  [NOTE:  The word Paleolithic literally translates as "old stone."]
  ___________________________________________________________    

____________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________

4.   Copy the saying of the poem's speaker.  What does his attitude indicate about his way of obtaining   and   applying knowledge?   What does his use of the question form in line 30 indicate about his mind?  Is it ironic that it is he who initiates the wall-mending ceremony (12)?  Does he have an all-out, all-the-time opposition to fences (30-34)?  Consider the following expressions and decide which you would associate with the speaker:   change, tradition, freedom, tyranny, open-mindedness, closed-mindedness, nature, civilization, tolerance, prejudice, reason, irrationality, etc.  
____________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________


5.  What pun is there in line 34?  ________________________


6.  This poem is written in ______________ verse.
IV.  "THE ROAD NOT TAKEN" 


1.   Theme:   The consequences of the decisions a person makes. 


2.   Structure:  Stanza 1 establishes the fork-in-the-road situation of two options.  




Stanza 2 surprisingly gives the decision concerning the options (usually a poet would want to build suspense by holding the decision until the last stanza).  




Stanzas 3 and 4 show why the speaker is not so much concerned with the decision; instead, he wishes to stress his awareness of how greatly the decision will impact on his life.  




Thus Stanza 3 shows an immediate consequence; the speaker so much regrets his decision that he contemplates returning to travel the road not selected; however, he knows that such a return is not possible. (Implied is the old saying  that  "one can  never  cross  the same river"; even if  the  speaker  should return  to  this not-chosen road, he would find  it  a  different road.)  




Stanza 4 shows the long-term consequence.  The speaker realizes that taking "the one _________ traveled by"  "has made all the _______________" (19-20) in his life.


3.   DUALITY:   Using your reading of the poem and,  if  you wish,  the  above discussion of theme and  structure,  write  3-4 sentences about the use of duality in this poem.

____________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________
V.   "FIRE AND ICE"   


A.   DUALITY:   Theme:  The two ways the world can be destroyed.  



1.   At the time Frost published this poem (Dec. 1920),   the     following were   the   two leading   scientific theories--notice that religion never enters the poem--about how the world will end:




(1) As the earth gradually loses momentum in its orbit, it will be drawn by gravity closer and closer to the sun, until finally it plunges into the sun.




(2)  As the sun gradually cools, or as the interior of the earth itself cools, the earth will get colder and colder, until finally all life is extinguished in a new ice age.



2.  Characteristically, Frost uses natural phenomena as figures for human behavior.  



3.   Frost's equating of fire with _________ and ice with _____________ embodies the ominous suggestion that human attitudes have significant capacity for destructiveness.


B.   DUALITY:  Summary  



1.   The speaker makes fire a symbol for desire or passion and ice a symbol for hate.  


2.  He says that he has experienced enough of desire and hate to recognize that both passion (e.g., desire for sensual gratifications, possessions, or power) and hate (e.g., between nations, classes, or races) are forces strong enough to bring an end to humankind.


C.   DUALITY: Style


1.  Understatement:  The last two lines contain understatement.  Instead of being horrified that human desire or  hate could ruin, wipe out, or annihilate humankind, Frost--as cool  or composed  as a robot-like clinician--says, almost casually,  that either would be "_________" and would "___________" (8, 9).


2.   Diction:  "Fire" is mentioned _____ times (1, 4) and "ice" ____ times (2, 7).
VI. “STOPPING BY WOODS ON A SNOWY EVENING” 

1.   Theme:  The desire of a person to retreat from society with its problems into nature where everything is seemingly beautiful.   DUALITY (or contrasting approaches) is presented in the theme.  Observe this duality in the following questions. 


2.   Summary:   In stanza one, why does the speaker say he stopped?  
____________________________________________________________


In stanzas two and three who or what protests; that is, who wants to stay in the wilderness and who/what wants to return to the town?  Is there Irony in this division of desires?  


The __________ protests their stopping, seeming "To ask if there is some _______" (10).  Obviously, it wants to get to its stable, presumably in the town.  



Irony:   The  animal  wants  to  get  out   of nature--the  "home"  of animals--and  back  to  civilization--the "home"  of human beings--while the man wants to stay  in  nature.



Another animal/human contrast is that, of course, animals, unlike human beings, have no appreciation of beauty.



Stanza four shows the speaker making the decision to leave the woods.  How can it be said that he stopped for a good reason and left for an equally good 
reason?    _____________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________


3.  Why do you think the next to the last line of the poem is repeated in the last line?  Even though the words are the same, could each have a different meaning?   If  

so, what? _____________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________


4.  What color and sound images are used, and how may they be symbolic?  
____________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________

5.   What is the Rhyme Scheme of the poem?  What is significant about the 
third line of each stanza?  __________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________

