Robert Frost

When you walk with Robert Frost through the New England landscape you embark upon a journey which will ‘begin in delight and end in wisdom.’ In ‘The Road Not Taken,’ ‘The Tuft of Flowers’ and ‘Birches’ you will find nature as both a source of inspiration and a teacher.

Robert Penn Warren said of Frost that ‘It’s as though he were dropped into the countryside north of Boston from outer space and remained perpetually stunned by what he saw.’ We appreciate Frost’s photographic eye for detail in 'Birches'. We can see the sun shine through ‘many-coloured’ ‘crystal’ iced birches. Through his use of onomatopoeia and alliteration in 'cracks and crazes’ the reader can hear the inspiration that nature brings to his poetry. He delights and reveres nature’s beauty comparing it to the ‘inner dome of heaven.’

Looking at such beauty he has learned many of life’s lessons. As a boy he didn’t launch from the birches branches too soon. He ‘kept his poise’ climbing carefully to the ‘top branches.’ He appreciated life and filled it to the ‘brim.’ As he grew older he found that life can be a harsh journey and that at times he lost his way in a ‘pathless wood.’ This pathless wood is a metaphor for the confusion of life. In times like this he once again becomes a ‘swinger of birches’ , he sees heaven and comes back with a ‘swish’ filled to the ‘brim.’ The verb swish conveys the energy nature transmits. Nature nourishes this flight of the imagination. He is not dogmatic preaching this message, instead he notes it with a quiet perceptiveness.

In ‘The Road Not Taken’ the reader once again finds himself surrounded by New England forest. At first Frost delights in the choices he finds himself faced with. He is ‘sorry’ he cannot ‘travel both’ forest paths. The two roads in the ‘yellow wood’ inspire Frost to reflect upon the human condition. The roads are metaphors for the paths we can take in life. The image of the ‘yellow wood’ suggests the ending of the year and inspires him to think about the ending of opportunities.

The subject matter of this poem is one that everyone can identify with. Perhaps we lean towards the path that is ‘grassy and wanted wear’ in an effort to be different. Frost once again quietly accepts life’s lesson. It is part of the human condition to yearn for what might have been and wish you ‘kept the first for another day!’ However ‘way leads on to way’ and there is no turning back. This is a personal poem; he uses ‘I’ many times in his journey through New England but is also universal. Frost represents everyman on life’s journey learning as he travels.

In ‘The Road Not Taken’ he travels by himself but in ‘The Tuft of Flowers’ he seeks companionship in the New England countryside.  He finds himself completely ‘alone’ in his ‘heart.’ He mirrors a ‘bewildered butterfly’ looking for happiness. The butterfly led his eye to look. He delights in the power of nature conveyed through ‘a leaping tongue of bloom.’ The adjective leaping is suggestive of the power of nature to speak to us. The tuft of flowers was spared because of their beauty.

Through the flowers he is awakened to the world. He can see the birds and hear the ‘whispering’ of a kindred spirit at work. The verb whispering suggests the quiet power of nature. His loneliness disappears. He is now at ease and is calm, he has found someone who also delights in nature and leaves its beauty, the flowers, untouched. He now has learned a lesson in his ‘heart’ that ‘Men work together….whether they work together or apart.’ Frost speaks to us of the need to move away from isolation to ‘brotherly’ community.

‘Spring Pools’ is another quiet reflective poem. He observes a peaceful scene of natural continuity. Frost realises that the water from the pools will help the trees become beautiful ‘summer woods’ but he doesn’t want this to be at the expense of the ‘watery flowers’. Like Frost we feel sympathy for the flowers through his use of the suggestive adjective ‘watery’ we think of them as being weak and crying at their possible demise. Yet the powers of destruction results in a fleeting beauty. We learn that life is in a constant state of flux and ‘nothing gold can stay.’

When reading his poetry you step into the natural world of which man is almost always a part of the landscape. In ‘Birches’, ‘The Tuft of Flowers’ and ‘The Road Not Taken’ he delights in and is inspired by nature. ‘Spring Pools’ is placed in a beautiful setting and through this we learn of the cycle of nature.  However they go beyond description and with his warm, inviting, gentle voice Frost quietly explores moral and philosophical ideas. Man’s yearning for what might have been in’ The Road Not Taken.’ He explores the cycle of life in ‘Spring Pools.’ He delights in companionship in ‘The Tuft of Flowers’ and his spiritual nourishment in ‘Birches.’

