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Robert Frost (1874-1963)

Robert Frost is considered to be a prominent American poet of the twentieth century dueto his
unconventional style of writing and use of connotations. Although his work exhibited his simplistic
and direct style of writing, Frost was considered a profound thinker. Frost himself said, “I should like
to be so subtle at this game as to seem to a casua person altogether obvious’ (Poirier x). Although
Frost endured many hardships and pains, he proved successful at his talent. Even though his works
portrayed hislife'semotionsin asubtle but clear way, many critics and readers have tried to dig deeper
into his work, and in so doing, miss Frost’s interpretations and explanations. However, beyond their
thoughts and conclusions, only the author can unlock the true meaning behind his creations. Frost has
used his simplistic technique in his poems to reflect upon his personal experiences and to share his
emotions, but it has also served asachannel of escapefor him from hisrealitiesof life'stragedies. This
style of writing can be easily misinterpreted with its different moods and emotions and, as such, Frost’s

message in his writings can be completely missed by his critics and readers.

To understand and appreciate Robert Frost’sliterary work, one must be introduced to the life of
this Poet. Robert Frost was born in San Francisco, California, in 1874 to | sabelle Moody and William
Prescott Frost Jr. His father was an editor and his mother a teacher. At the age of 11 years old, he
became the product of asingle parent household, after the death of hisfather. During hisearly years of
learning, Frost struggled through elementary school but later graduated from high school at the head of
his classin 1889. A year later, in 1890, Frost began writing poetry and received his first publication
when oneof hispoemswas published in the Lawrence High School Bulletin. Hethen attended Dartmouth
College, for abrief period of time, but in spite of his short-lived college experience, he was elected as
chief editor of the Bulletin for the 1891-92 school year. After several proposals, Frost, in 1985 finally

wed his classmate and friend, Elinor Miriam White, with whom he had six children. In 1897, Frost



published and sponsored hisfirst collection of poemsin aNew York magazine called Independent. His
second attempt to finish his schooling at Harvard College failed due to a struggle with tuberculosis
(Poirierl-2). Frost, like many others, had alife filled with joys and sorrows, but he was unique in that
he could effectively trandate those feelingsintowords. Frost later experienced the several tragediesin
hislife: the death of two of hischildren, the death of his mother, and the depression of hiswife. During
thisperiod of time, Frost continued to write poemsashetried to providefor hisfamily. After selling his
farm, he moved his entire family to England in 1912. And, in England, he met literary figures such as
Ezra Pound who wrote the first review of Frost’s first major collection in 1913, A Boy’s Will, which
later appeared in the American Literary Journal. He also met Edward Thomas, a young English poet,
who later became oneof hisclosefriends. In 1914, hissecond collection, North of Boston, was published
in Great Britain. It was after this success that Frost returned to New Hampshire, in the United States,
where hisfirst two volumes won critical acclaim. Frost’swriting career and fame grew after winning
the 1924 Pulitzer Prize with another collection called New Hampshire. Frost also won the Pulitzer
Prizes for West-Running Brook in 1931 and A Witness Tree in 1943 (Poirier and Richardson 4-5).
Frost’s reputation grew with each new accolade, and he was honored with various titles, degrees and
invitations, such astheinvitation hereceived to the White House by Presidents Eisenhower and John F.
Kennedy. At age 89 years old, Robert Lee Frost had gained more recognition than his contemporary
counterparts of histime. Hislegacy was materialized with an anonymous contribution of $3.5 million,
which went into the construction of alibrary in hishonor. In 1963, he was awarded with the Bollingen
Prizefor Poetry, and in hisfinal dayshewasableto bask in the successes of hiswritings. Unfortunately,
on January 7" 1963, Robert Frost suffered an embolism and died at the ripe age of 89 (Poirier and
Richardson 6-7).

Frost’sfirst major experience with tragedy occurred with the death of hisfirst-born son, Elliott,
to cholerain 1900. He had married Elinor White just five years prior, and they were both young newly
weds with high hopes of starting afamily. Hiswife was greatly affected by the death of their son and
went into aseveredepression. Thissameyear, Frost struggled with hisown health and at the end of the
year healsolost hismother to cancer (Poirier and Richardson 2). Thesedifficult experiences, especially

the death of his son, motivated Frost to write one of his well-known poems “Home Buria in which a



couple experience deep emotional conflicts over their different manners of grieving for their dead
child” (Young 190-191). “Home Buria isnot about the couple’ stragic failure to communicate, about
their not finding the right words, but * atragedy of communication,” in which each would liketo imprint
their understanding on the other, and each has wordsto bludgeon the other” (Calder 373). Frost invites
his readers to enter his house of turmoil and empathize with the grief he and his wife would have to
cope with.

“But | understand: it is not the stones,

But the child’s mound——

“Don’t, don’t, don't,” she cried.

She withdrew shrinking from beneath hisarm

That rested on the banister, and slid downstairs,

And turned on him with such a daunting look,

He said twice over before he knew himself:

“Can’'t aman speak of hisown child he'slost?’ (Ketzlel)

Frost does not hold back the rawness of hiswounds but explicitly paintsthe pain of hisgrief to
hisreaders. Hisreadersare privileged to enter the privacy of his home and to share the experience of
losing a child and the frustrations of losing the comfort of being understood by a spouse.

Throughout Frost’slife, he strived to endure life'sdifficult circumstances. Hisfather died from
over consumption after along struggle with acoholism when he was a teenager. His father’s death
created alife of instability and economical hardship for hisfamily, which made them dependent on the
careof hispaternal grandparentswho were strict disciplinarians. Even after the death of hisgrandfather
in 1901, he continued to suffer financially because his grandfather chose to transfer ownership of his
farmto Frost under certain termsand conditions. Apparently, the grandfather still strived to cause Frost
to work the farm for ten years before owning with the possibility of forgetting about writing (Poirier
and Richardson 1-2). It wasthat experience that inspired Frost to write the poem “In Neglect.” Ezra
Pound, an American poet, said, “There is perhaps as much of Frost’s personal tone in the following

catch, which is short enough to quote, asin anything else. It isto hiswife, written when his grandfather



and his uncle had disinherited him of a comfortable fortune and left him in poverty because he was a
usel ess poet instead of amoney-getter” (Ezra192). Frost writesin asimple but photographic stylethat
captures the mood of his circumstances.

“In Neglect”

They leave us so to the way we took,

Astwo in whom they were proved mistaken,

That we sit in awayside nook,

With mischievous, vagrant, seraphic |ook,

And try if we cannot feel forsaken. (Ketzle2)

Hisreaders need not think too deeply to understand hisfeelings of abandonment, hisfrustrations of not
being understood, and his helplessness in changing the situation he might have been facing. Ezra
Pound states, “He is without sham and without affectation” (Ezra 192). This statement explains the
sincerity and ssimplicity of Frost’s writing in sharing his own personal experiences with his readers.
Frost published New Hampshire in 1923 and was awarded the Pulitzer Prize in 1924 (Poirier
and Richardson 4). “Perhaps no poem of Robert Frost is more anthologized than Stopping by Woods
on a Snowy Evening” (Hochman 277). This poem has caused many critics to create their own
interpretations and conclusions of Frost’s meanings. For example, afreelance writer by the name of
Steven Montesaid, “ Itishard to say what the woods represent for the man—rest, death, nature, beauty,
solitude, oblivion—but it is clear that he feels he should not allow himself to giveinto hisdesireto stay
there” (Monte 279). No one saysit better than the writer himself. Arthur Bleau, in hisinterview with
Frostin 1947 in Brunswick, Maine, persisted in asking Frost to tell which of hispoemswashisfavorite.
To Bleau's astonishment, Frost indulged him his questions and shared that “ Stopping by Woods on a
Snowy Evening” was indeed his favorite poem (Bleau 282). Frost started his account of the poem by
explaining the darkest evening, “Well—the darkest evening of the year ison December twenty-second—
which isthe shortest day of the year—just before Christmas’ (Bleau 282). Frost went onto explain his
reason for choosing the words in the statement, “ The family was living on afarm. It was a bleak time

both weather wise and financially. Timeswere hard, and Christmas was coming. It wasn’t going to be



agood Christmas unless he did something. So— he hitched up the wagon filled with produce from the
farm and started the long trek into town” (Bleau 282). Frost continued, explaining hisfailureto sell his
produce; “There would be no exchange for him to get afew simple presents for his children” (Bleau
282). He continued to say that it wasthejingling of bellsfrom the horse close by that brought him back
to the reality of having to face his family. Fortunately, he was consoled and convinced that his family
had an “abundance of love which would see them through that Christmas and the rest of those hard
times’ (Bleau 282). Frost then confessed to Bleau that it was under those circumstances that he was
inspired to writethispoem later in hislife (Bleau 282). Frost has once again proven hisability to share
his personal experienceswith hisreader. He hastransported hisreadersinto hisworld, causing themto
feel hissadnessand despair. He has successfully given hisreadersapicturesque view of gloom, loneliness,
and darkness and invites them to wake up and face his reality, as companions with him. This excerpt
from the poem, “ Stopping by Woods on a Snowy Evening,” “The woods are lovely, dark and deep”
shows the character’s fascination with wanting to stay within the safety and protection of the woods
and away from hisreality. And, from Frost’sexplanation, ‘ “| just sat there and bawled like ababy” until
therewereno moretears,” allowsthe readersto understand theinner turmoil resulting from hisinability
to adequately provide for his family during this festive and celebrated time of the year, Christmas.
However, no matter how dark the woods or gray the day, the character somehow receives the courage
and isinspired to transition back to reality. Frost seemsto use poetry as an outlet from hisown personal
experiences. He expresses himself in a subtle but plain manner. He does not sell his story’s punch line

but he gives enough information to paint the mood and feelings he wants his readers to experience.

Throughout Frost’s career, he strived to write his poems with simplistic unigueness, but such
simplicity has proven to be profound in meaning. He has shown his readers how simple words,
expressions, sentences, and statements can be used to reflect more complex issues such as a person’s
state of mind, being and beliefs. He has also demonstrated that words assembled in poetic form can be
used as ameans of escape from life’sdifficult situations asis evident from the research presented. The
readers havelearned to interpret and understand the writer’ sartistry of wordsin order to experiencethe

exact feelingsthe author intended to create. Frost teaches hisreadersto do thisby entering hiscreations



with an objective point of view. Robert Littell states,

Whatever Mr. Frost says, he means. Even his prosaic lines are intended so to

be... His matter of factness isin saying just what he means is a part of his

virtue of never trying to say more then he means. If he doesn’t use as much

precious stone as we would like him to, if he uses too many plain ordinary

boulders to fill in the chinks, it is because he knows that’s the proper way to

build hiskind of awall.... (Roberts 240).
Criticsand readers may find it difficult not to make specul ations from their own subjective experiences
but to understand Frost’swork isto seeit for what it isat facevalue. “In a1932 |etter to Sydney Cox, he
explained that, the objectiveisall | ever cared about. Most of my ideasoccur inverse.... To be subjective
with what an artist has managed to make objective is to come on him presumptuously and render
ungraceful what he in pain of his life had faith he had made graceful” (Ryan 1091). This can be
summarized as Frost’s pleato hisreaders, to engage hiswritings from an objective point of view and to
experience what he as the writer intends; nothing less nothing more, because to do otherwise would be
to take away from the very essence of thewriter’sintent. Frost has proven thispoint by sharing with his

readers his personal experiences infused with poetic flavor.
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