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Introduction

The rain to the wind said,

'"You push and I'l1 pelt.'

They so smote the garden bed

That the flowers actually knelt,

And lay lodged--though not dead.

I know how the flowers felt.
Lodged

Ribert Frost (1874 — 1963) was a prominent American poet, teacher, lecturer, scholar, public
igure, American symbol and thinker of the 20™ century. As Archibald MacLeish emphasizes,
Frost was not only a poet of his time, of the American nation, but — much like William Shakespeare
— a poet of the English language itself (MacLeish, 439). Frost's command of colloquial speech and
the New England dialect is considered by the critics to be outstanding. Depiction of rural life is
dominant in Frost's poetry and Frost himself took the life of a farmer-poet. And, as MacLeish re-
minds us, Frost was city-born, town-bred and his story is rather one of a stranger who falls in love
with New England and makes his life in it (MacLeish, 442). However, there is a gap between the
traditional pastoral poetry and Frost's oeuvre which is modernistic in many ways. Nature clearly
dominates Frost's verse but it is arguably not its central theme. Rather, it serves as a shifting back-
ground for the portrait of man, for the experience of what it means to be human. The merit of Frost's
poetry lies in the dramatized relationship between the character portrayed and the environment sur-
rounding him. Rather than depicting the dominance of one over the other (e.g. of man and techno-
logy over nature or the submission of man before nature), Frost traces a delicate, balanced relation-
ship between the two, without drawing a line between, because one is always part of the other.

There is a continual reciprocity, there is a constant mirroring of semblances between the face and



character of man and between the landscape and ways of nature. While in subject choice this may
remind us of the Romanticists, Frost is in fact far from Romanticism as a farmer is. A farmer has no
time to tarry, he must yield to various errands the land and the living demand. This, however, by no
means implies that contemplation is absent in the tone of Frost's poetry. The opposite is true, though

it is a different hue of reflection.

In his poetry Frost presents a dynamic way of encountering the world, i.e. by walking or amidst
heavy work in the field. These offer a wholly different perspective than sitting at home and thinking
or trying to transcend nature by meditation. These are of no interest to Frost, as his goal is survival,
like the Darwinian view of nature. What is left, then, is the dynamism of the moment. This is em-
phasized by a tendency to characterize nature — rather than merely describe it — in terms of verbs in-
stead of nouns, as the critic Bonnie Costello observes (Costello, 20). Frost's own way of dealing
with nature, that is, on the go, severely restricts the possibility of approaching a scene or a situation
from a multitude of angles, a technique typical of modernism. For him, Nature's ways are twofold:
it is either fight or flight. Frost may envision a manifold confrontation of sides, for example in the
poem "Two Look at Two', but the conclusion does not entail a kaleidoscope interpretation like Wal-
lace Stevens's 'Thirteen Ways of looking at a Blackbird'; in Frost the conclusion mirrors the title —
two look at two, nothing more, nothing less. Nature's ways are infinitely diverse but for the traveler
it is always either uphill, downhill or along a flat path. At the core of Frost's poetry lies experience

which is gained at great cost — the road not taken.

Frost shows us a way of seeing, a way of living. His poems do not take the place of mountains or of
religions. Frost often oscillates between wilderness and the village, between human society and
isolation. He is always in the middle of something, a season, a life, a relationship, a journey. Just as
for Frost's people there are no beginnings and ends, for the poet poetry itself does not offer a ulti-
mate answer to everything. Poetry is for him a daily necessity, an ongoing task. What can poetry

do? This will be one of our major concerns in this thesis.

In our analysis of Frost's poetry we include not only well known poems, but also many, often minor
poems that are neglected in criticism of Frost's poetry. Among these are poems that Frost wrote well
before the publication of 4 Boy's Will, the earliest poems, but also the later ones and many other
poems that do not usually appear in Frost collections and anthologies. We believe that a rich variety
of primary materials is essential for a thorough survey of the Frostian world; the village and beyond

in particular. Besides Frost's poems we will take into consideration the poet's own essays, prose and



letters. Our discussion of Frost's poetry will be supported by a varied selection of secondary
sources, providing the theoretical and critical background for our thesis. These range from Mark
Richardson and Richard Poirier to more recent criticism by Frank Lentricchia, Robert Faggen, Bon-
nie Costello and Langdon Hammer. Apart from these scholarly texts, there appears an essay by
MacLeish, Frost's friend, who summarized a way of reading the poet and his work in a 1976 issue
of National Geographic. This article will be of use to us, particularly at times when the question is
not what is Frost trying to say but how he means what he is saying. A lot of Frost's poems have
puzzled and fascinated readers, young or old, scholarly or casual alike. For example, the poem
'Birches' can be interpreted in a myriad of ways, but why not, as Judith Oster suggests, take the
poem literally and see what is it about (CCF, 160)? Further, we will frequently consult a collection
of essays, Vermont: A Special World, which deals with New England and Vermont, places that are
the setting in many, if not all Frost's poems. Both the book and the poet's work show countryside as
a priceless treasure that reflects New England colonial traditions and must be preserved. As a more
theoretical source on the history of New England and in dealing with the concept of a village and
with the image of the New England community, we will look at Joseph Wood's treatise 7he New

England Village: Creating the North American Landscape.

Throughout the thesis we will turn to Guy Debord's work of philosophy and critical theory The So-
ciety of the Spectacle. Much of what Frost writes about in his poetry, and especially his nightmares
representing the fears of New Englanders facing urbanisation, is echoed, elaborated and amplified
in Debord's work. Frost the poet sees far into the 20" century and beyond. In contrast with Debord,
Frost offers to us a means of re-entering a lost world. Where Debord speaks about theoretical pos-
sibilities, Frost shows us a practical way and allows us to have a direct experience with the world of
his own, the world that seems now to be lost and were it not for Frost's oeuvre, would not be only
lost but forgotten. For convenience, we will now present an important definition Debord uses when
speaking about the spectacle, which in Frost's context we can envisage as a spectre invading and

eating at what at first glance seems to be rural paradise:

In societies dominated by modern conditions of production, life is presented as an
immense accumulation of spectacles. Everything that was directly lived has receded
into a representation. [...] The images detached from every aspect of life merge into
a common stream in which the unity of that life can no longer be recovered. Frag-
mented views of reality regroup themselves into a new unity as a separate pseudo-
world that can only be looked at. The specialization of images of the world evolves
into a world of autonomized images where even the deceivers are deceived. The
spectacle is a concrete inversion of life, an autonomous movement of the nonliving.



[...] The spectacle presents itself simultaneously as society itself, as a part of soci-
ety, and as a means of unification. As a part of society, it is the focal point of all vision
and all consciousness. But due to the very fact that this sector is separate, it is in
reality the domain of delusion and false consciousness: the unification it achieves is
nothing but an official language of universal separation. [...] The spectacle is not a
collection of images; it is a social relation between people that is mediated by im-
ages. [...] The spectacle cannot be understood as a mere visual excess produced by
mass-media technologies. It is a worldview that has actually been materialized, a
view of a world that has become objective. (Debord, Theses 1-5)

From what Debord describes, of interest to us will be in particular changes in the village, changes in
the countryside, changes in communication, changes in the community and changes in human rela-
tionships in connection to the above mentioned separation. Most of all, we will will focus on the
changes that occur at the very heart of modern man — because they lie at the core of Frost's poetry.
Frost's poems often depict the condition of life deprived of unity. Like in the works of other mod-
ernist poets, human experience is fragmented and we are only allowed to catch a glimpse of reality.
Debord warns that these fragmented views regroup themselves into a new unity in accordance with
the spectacle's internal dynamics. Frost offers us a means through which a more worthy and reward-
ing unity is attainable. His poetry shows that through the conjugation of disparate complementary
elements and experiences, such as chaos and order, make-believe and truth, or darkness and illumin-
ation, one can achieve a state of “wholeness beyond confusion” (CPP, 342). Debord declares that
separation is itself an integral part of the unity of this world — “of a global social practice split into
reality and image” (Debord, Thesis 7). Further, the spectacle presents itself as a means of unifica-
tion but actually it is a source of further division. For example, communication is made easier with
modern technologies but in a way it actually hinders real communication from taking place, because
the spectacle is a social relation between people that is mediated by images and ideas that, however,
are not a product of direct personal experience. In Frost, the remnants of rural world are slowly fall-
ing victim to urbanization and we will see that the spectacle is not a mere decoration added to the
rural world but it is becoming deeply set in the center of the village and country life. The spectacle
appears in all of its particular manifestations — news, propaganda, advertising, entertainment —
and in consequence ‘“the spectacle represents the dominant model of life” (Debord, Thesis 6). Apart
from these manifestations, New England villages and rural life in Frost are facing the influx of city
visitors with new cars, new cash and other advances of modern life. The problem with the spectacle,
as Debord proposes, lies in the fact that the spectacle demands passive acceptance, “without allow-
ing any reply” (Debord, Thesis 12). The worst aspect of the spectacle, as far as Frost's people are
concerned, is that the spectacle is able to subject human being to itself because the economy has

already done that. Debord argues that the spectacle is in fact nothing other than the economy devel-



oping for itself (Debord, Thesis 14). For Frost's New Englanders — people inhabiting a region tradi-
tionally conservative and inclining toward the principles of self-reliance and self-dependence — this

is a great challenge because economic need has made them materialists and realists.

The thesis is divided into four chapters. We will begin outside, by surveying Frost's poetry in vari-
ous contexts, namely those of modernism and Romanticism. Frost's status as a New England poet
and his allegiance to pastoral poetry will be reviewed as well. Then we will examine the environ-
ment in Frost's poetry, with special attention to the village. In one direction from the village lies the
expanding urban sector. In the other direction, dark, ominous woods seem to stretch to the edge of
doom, as the poet likes to think. But there is really no edge; where the forest ends, there begin end-
less plains and desolate fields which in Frost's poetry bear a strong symbolic value. The third
chapter focuses on work. For Frost, poetry is a kind of work and work is also for him a model for
poetry. In his poetry, emphasis is put on tools with which work is done, but one must know how to
use them, which is emphasized in the tragic poem 'Out, Out—'. Further, in the age of modernity, the
worker is separated from the final product which negatively affects particularly agricultural and rur-
al workers. Finally, following the trajectory from the outside to the inside, just as in the poet's open-
ing poem 'Into My Own', in the last chapter we will arrive in the heart of Frost's poetry, that is, in
the village community, human relations, communication and an assortment of “New Hampshire

Specimen”.



Chapter 1

Frost's poetry in context

'Fred, where is north?
'"North? North is there, my love.'
West-Running Brook

Abgood place to begin our exploration of Robert Frost's poetry is the context in which it has
een read, analyzed and criticized. Almost one hundred years have passed since the publica-
tion of 4 Boy's Will and with each passing decade, the context varies. In the 60s and 70s there was
an era of the criticism of Mark Richardson and Richard Poirier whose understanding and interpreta-
tion remain highly esteemed to this day. Of special interest is Archibald MacLeish's short but illu-
minating essay published in 1976. In this thesis we will consider also most recent criticism by
prominent scholars such as Bonnie Costello, Langdon Hammer, Frank Lentricchia, Robert Faggen,
and several others. It would be futile to try categorizing and identifying Frost's oeuvre with one spe-
cific literary genre or movement. Rather, we prefer to show what similarities and, importantly, dif-
ferences can be traced with the context varying from modernism to Romanticism, pastoral poetry
and, finally, bring Frost in focus as a New England poet. Frost's position in literature is not unlike
that of Thomas Hardy's, for example, whose oeuvre abounds in features typical to Victorian novels
but Hardy cannot be solely regarded as a Victorian novelist. Neither, however, can he be regarded as
one of the modernists who exploded the conventions of 19" century literature. Hardy seems to be
trapped in the middle ground between these two literary movements. Frost's position in modern po-
etry is likewise ambiguous. He follows in the 19" century tradition: as Hammer remarks, “[Frost]

spoke for and to an audience trained by the genteel poetry of late nineteenth-century America, read-



ers who loved Longfellow, the Fireside Poets, poets who published in Victorian popular magazines
and wrote those gilt-embossed books that cultured families kept behind glass bookcases and that
you can still find at tag sales on New England greens” (Hammer, Lecture 1). And, as Lentricchia re-
minds us, for the young Frost popular success in the mode of the Fireside Poets was not the main-
stream but the only “stream” (Lentricchia, 18). Yet at the same time, as the focus in Frost's poetry
shifts from the pastoral and mythic quality of 4 Boy's Will to the historical and evolutionary con-
cerns in A Further Range and, ultimately, to the philosophical and theological skepticism of 4 Wit-
ness Tree, there can be no doubt about Frost's place in modernism and even beyond, as he anticip-
ates the challenges and crises man has been facing since post-modernity. This chapter will provide
the ground for the following discussion and analysis of Frost's work and should particularly em-
phasize the importance of looking at Frost from different perspectives. After all, Frost in the poem 'l

Could Give All to Time' writes :

I could give all to Time except—except

What I myself have held. But why declare

The things forbidden that while the Customs slept
I'have crossed to Safety with? For I am There,

And what I would not part with I have kept. (CPP, 304)

Frost will forever keep something to himself and that is what makes his poetry so durable against
the thrust of time and the critic's efforts. As Edna Longley summarizes, some things in Frost“remain

too well-hidden” (Longley, 46).

1.1 Frost and modernism

With certainty we can only say that Frost's status as a modernist poet is highly ambiguous.
There is no denying that Frost was a first-wave modernist, but at the same time he stood at
the margin of modernism. He was definitely not at the center of the conflict modernism was both
spawning and facing; Frost was rather outside it. But as Bernard Bergonzi suggests, the concept
'modernism’ is easier to employ than to define. According to him, “At its broadest it refers not just
to innovation in literature but to the radical remaking of all the arts that went on in Europe and
America in the years before 1914” (The Oxford History of English Literature, 408). Essentially,
modernist poetry relied on two fundamental principles. First, realization replaced description, which

allowed the poets to render the external world in “an image insisting on its own distinctive form of



reality” (Princeton Encyclopedia, 793) instead of copying the external world. Second, the poets de-
veloped collage techniques “for intensifying the sense of productive immediacy” which in turn be-
came the spaces between images that offer “the audience its access to the mode of spirit defined by
the work™ (Princeton Encyclopedia, 793). Bergonzi offers a concise definition of modernist poetry
which emphasizes the key characteristics of modernism: “1) there must be no unthinking reproduc-
tion of what is already familiar 2) our perceptions of reality are necessarily uncertain and provision-
al 3) the unparalleled complexity of modern urban life must be reflected in literary form 4) sup-
posedly primitive myths can help us to grasp and order the chaos of the twentieth-century experi-
ence 5) the intense but isolated 'image', 'moment', or 'epiphany' provides our truest sense of the
nature of things 6) 'personality’ is precarious and fragmentary rather than substantial and unchan-

ging” (The Oxford History of English Literature, 408).

Compared to other modernist poets, Frost's poetry is not heroic and glorious like that of Hart
Crane's. He is not a scholar and critic like T. S. Eliot. His poetry is not sensualist and intellectual
like that of Wallace Stevens. He was neither an imagist like H.D. or patron poet like Ezra Pound.
And, most importantly, Frost is not a poet of the urban scene, like Marianne Moore, Stevens, Lang-
ston Hughes, Crane, Williams Carlos Williams, Eliot, Pound — perhaps all American modernist po-
ets. These all were poets of the metropolis. In fact, Frost defines himself against such a context,
against the metropolitan environment. And how does one define oneself against something? By do-
ing the opposite, or going by contrary. In West-Running Brook, there is a poem that marks the self-

appointed anti-modernist tendency of Frost's poetry:

'What does it think it's doing running west
When all the other country brooks flow east
To reach the ocean? It must be the brook

Can trust itself to go by contraries. (CPP, 236)

Like the brook, Frost the poet chooses the road less traveled. While other poets are exploring the
city, he goes north of Boston, back to the country, in the opposite direction than the rest of America
is going. In a sense, he moves in a strictly anti-modernist direction. And what does it mean that he
goes north of Boston, specifically? As Langdon Hammer observes, “[Boston] was the capital of
nineteenth-century American literature and culture, a name synonymous, eventually, with gentility,
Puritanism, old American money and style; exactly, in other words, everything modernism was at-
tacking” (Hammer, Lecture 3). Modernism exploded the conventions of 19" century literature in

both form and content. Primarily, modernist poets were each in their own way engaged in a struggle



to voice an answer to two central questions: what is poetry and what can poetry do? Like his con-
temporaries, Frost was intensely interested in the function of poetry in the modern world. Yet
whereas the other poets went on to look for an answer south of Boston, to cultural centers such as
New York City, or overseas to London and Paris, Frost headed north of Boston. He took a direction
but did not know where he was going. Yes, this is seemingly a paradox. Because as Bonnie Costello
points out, “Richard Poirier may be right that Frost doesn't really know where he's going. But that is
precisely the point. Critics have not taken seriously enough Frost's confession about getting us lost”
(Costello, 49). This seeming paradox will puzzle us only insofar as we ignore the fact that for Frost
it is the journey itself that counts, not the destination. Robert Pogue Harrison finds such an attempt
to break the rules of modern civilization honorable and especially compelling in view of the fact

that the countryside was disappearing quickly from the face of the Western world:

Those who stay at home, who dwell strictly within the cleared space of the institu-
tional order, are left homeless without the containment of the province. More es-
sentially, they are left homeless the moment they are left without a provincial en-
voy who departs from the homeland and returns from afar with the message of es-
trangement. Such an envoy is not someone who leaves the province for the capitals
of the world, returning with reports about the wonders of the metropolis, but
rather the poet who departs in the opposite direction—beyond the bounds of the
province. (Harrison, 247)

That is what Frost does. So while Crane's poetry is full of glorious images of Brooklyn Bridge,
Eliot's poetry is a blend of cultures and tongues and Pound revives sacred texts and old civilizations,
Frost presents the image of a patch of old snow which he mistakes for a blown-away paper, or the
images of abandoned farms, or a discarded wood pile which has been left by some worker who

probably went to look for a job in the city:

And then there was a pile of wood

[...]

And it was older sure than this year's cutting,
Or even last year's or the year's before.

The wood was gray and the bark warping off it
And the pile somewhat sunken.

[how could someone] forget his handiwork on which
He spent himself, the labor of his ax,

And leave it there far from a useful fireplace

To warm the frozen swamp as best it could

With the slow smokeless burning of decay. (CPP, 101)

10



Unlike Eliot who is figuring what to make of a split world and broken pieces of culture, Frost is
picking up rusted fragments of a rural world. He physically encounters physical ruin and this, along
with his going in the opposite direction, distinguishes him strongly from other modernists. Eliot is
also physical but the actual physical experience in Eliot's poetry is inaccessible and untouchable,
because it is reduced to a mechanized process, while in Frost physicality offers a means of tran-
scendence and anyone, even the casual reader, can have direct, first-hand experience with what is

going on in Frost's world.

However, in a sense, Frost does rightfully belong to modernism, so what does he share with mod-
ernist poets, what is modern about him? For one thing, Frost shares with modernists a fascination
with language — with the nature of language, with the strength of metaphor and belief in the power

poetry. According to Hammer,

Life in the modern metropolis was de-familiarizing. It de-naturalized language.
Where there are many languages in use, language comes to seem arbitrary rather
than natural, as the product of convention; not as something you're simply born
into but something that you learn, something that is made and that can be remade.
(Hammer, Lecture 1)

Like modernists, Frost is intrigued with the nature of language, yet he uses it differently. As, for ex-
ample, Langston Hughes tried to get his black speech and vernacular into poetry, or as Eliot incor-
porates a lower-class vernacular in the second section of The Waste Land, Frost uses language as a
means of regional identification. Frank Lentricchia reminds us that Frost was fully conscious of his

efforts:

Frost believed that in North of Boston he had scored a decisive victory in literary
history, because there he had “dropped to an everyday level of diction that even
Wordsworth kept above”; he had performed “in a language absolutely unliterary”
and had barred from his writing all “words and expressions he had merely seen” (in
books) and had not “heard used in running speech.” (Lentricchia, 34)

Frost also insisted that words that are products of another poet's imagination “cannot be passed-off
again” (Lentricchia, 34). Further, Robert Faggen considers Frost the greatest innovator in blank

verse after Milton and Browning: “Frost cultivated an ingeniously sophisticated use of colloquial
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speech, giving new life to the ancient tradition of pastoral poetry. And few poets have encompassed
the realms of religion, science, politics, and philosophy with as much such unassuming subtlety”
(CCF, 2). Frost's combination of colloquial sentence sound, local talk and unrhymed iambic penta-
meter is innovative within the context of American poetry. Thus, Frost's triumph seems to lie in giv-

ing New England rural citizenry the language of the great English poets.

Apart from a fresh approach to language and poetic diction, Frost shares with other American mod-
ernists a certain internationalism. He, too, went to Europe and it was there in London, a famous cul -
tural center of literary émigrés, where he first declared himself. Thus while Frost the poet goes
north of Boston, Robert Frost finds himself among a community of literary expatriates. Arguably,
expatriation and internationalism are characteristic signs of modernity, though, of course, not a ne-
cessary condition. Because, in some ways, the modernism of Eliot and Pound is based on expatri-
ation and a kind of internationalism. In contrast, Frost's poetry seems decidedly and strictly Americ-
an. However, we must bear in mind that there is a modernist in Frost, none less international than
Pound or Eliot. The Frost who launched his career beside them, as an England expatriate. So there
is again the Frostian doubleness. Frost wanted to be widely read, he wanted to win the general read-
er who buys popular poetry books. As Lentricchia remarks, Frost wanted it both ways. Frost's liter-
ary identity was to some extent shaped by the critical ideas of the emerging avant-garde and mod-
ernist manifestos, but he wanted both to win Pound's approval as well as the readership of the Az
lantic (Lentricchia, 18). That is why he went to England. But 'popular' does not equal 'good', and
good poetry — as defined by modernism — could not make money, which leaves Frost somewhere in
between the conventions of 19™ century literature and modernism, as was already said above. These

were all reasons why Frost's poetry is oriented north of Boston.

There is another characteristic in which Frost significantly differs from modernism. In general,
there is a great deal of uncertainty in Frost's poetry. The destination “North of Boston” is quite
vague. His poems are full of doubts and half-forgotten memories such as in 'The Exposed Nest': “I
haven't any memory—have you?—/ Of ever coming to the place again / To see if the birds lived the
first night through, / And so at last to learn to use their wings” (CPP, 107). When Frost notices a

patch of old snow, he mistakes it for a paper:

There's a patch of old snow in a corner
That I should have guessed
Was a blow-away paper the rain

12



Had brought to rest.

It is speckled with grime as if
Small print overspread it,

The news of a day I've forgotten--
If T ever read it. (CPP, 107)

This runs contrary to the modernist belief in the power of poetry and the autonomy of art itself. The
poem offers vague, dim images which stand in contrast with sharp, concise and exact images of
modernism. Frost's vagueness is perhaps closer to the generation before modernism, to Thomas
Hardy and Elizabeth B. Browning who employed in their poetry a mode of doubt and uncertainty,
and to the generation after modernism whose literary claims and works were much more modest.
For example, Elizabeth Bishop, who in a way provides an endpoint of modernism, is a minor poet;
she is certainly neither unacknowledged nor self-acknowledged legislator of the world. On 'The
Map', North is as near as West and topography from her point of view displays no favorites. There
is no focal point in her poetry, in fact her poems exhibit “centerlessness” and “homelessness” and in
consequence there is a need for constant re-adjustment, as Costello observes (Elizabeth Bishop and
Her Art, 122). Ultimately, for Bishop this constant re-adjustment represents the structure of human
experience (Elizabeth Bishop and Her Art, 124). In stark contrast, the ambitions of modernists were
bolder and a lot more daring. Frost's vagueness is deliberate and intended but he, too, like Bishop is
more a weary traveler than a heroic poet. Yet, his poetry has a well-defined center represented by
the stable voice of the narrator and by the setting explicitly localized in New England, as will be
seen in the next section. In the poem "West-Running Brook', the couple looking at the brook com-

ment on its going by contraries:

The way I can with you-and you with me-
Because we're-we're-I don't know what we are.
What are we?'
"Young or new?'
'We must be something.' (CPP, 236)

Frost is practical and does not go on analyzing the self or identity. The couple concludes “We've
said we two. Let's change that to three,” (CPP, 236) just like the old-fashioned country way. That
means, they employ simple solutions to complex issues. Being rather a keen, if somewhat passive
observer, Bishop would likely have gone on figuring out that 'something'. This leads us to a consid-
eration of perspective which is an important aspect both in modernism and in Frost's poetry. One
and one do not always make two, and two do not always make three as above. This all depends on

perspective, which renders reality relative and invites constant measuring and re-measuring, partic-

13



ularly in the Frostian world where the people are somewhat materialistic in consequence of eco-
nomic need. In 'Storm Fear', “when the wind works against [them] in the dark,” the couple count
their strength: “Two and a child” (CPP, 19). That equals two and something which is less than three.
At other times one and one make even less than two, as in the poem '"Meeting and Passing': “But all
we did that day was mingle great and small / Footprints in summer dust as if we drew / The figure
of our being less than two / But more than one yet” (CPP, 115). Shifting perspective is a frequent
and important feature in Frost's poetry but the poet always obeys the rules of the ordinary world and
common sense. In other words, Frost does not approach the event, a thing or an encounter from a
multitude of angles. In contrast, Stevens presents a kaleidoscopic interpretation of reality as in
"Thirteen Ways of Looking at A Blackbird'. Frost preserves the strictly twofold way of nature: fight
or flight. In "Two Look at Two,' “Two had seen two, whichever side you spoke from,” (CPP, 212)
and that is all. The above examples of two being more or less than two is rather an illustration of
practicality, a constant measuring which is absolutely necessary in order to make-do in the coun-
tryside. When Frost changes perspective, he does so to take a close-up shot or to bring in focus a
previously unnoticed detail. He never, in opposition to modernists, changes perspective to turn the
world upside down or to tweak reality in an unusual manner. Although an innovator in some re-
spects, namely the use of colloquial speech and the opposition of the local and the universal in his
poetry within the context of American literature, he does not try to break the mode of poetic real-
ism, which he inherited from Hardy and others, and which he mastered to a remarkable degree.
And, as mentioned above, Frost in his poetry brings in a great deal of uncertainty and doubt into this

highly realistic mode of poetic representation.

This conclusion can be extended to narrative perspective as well. The narrator of Frost's poems is
always consistent and coherent which by no means contradicts his perpetual doubting or feeling of
uncertainty. For modernism a collage of quotations and translations, a multiplicity of voices that do
not have clearly defined speakers is typical. Many of Frost's poems take the form of dialogues
where the speakers are distinctly identified and situated. When Frost does quote, he quotes the local
gossip or who said what, where and when. This is a crucial point of difference between Frost and
the modernists. For example, in order to understand the poetry of Eliot or Pound, one needs more
extra-textual knowledge, which means that their poetry challenges the reader with problems of ref-
erence. Frost's poetry does not depend on dictionaries, encyclopedias and other miscellaneous texts
the way Eliot's or Pound's do (c.f. Lentricchia's remark above on Frost's exclusive use of words
heard used in running speech, not merely seen in books). Instead, the problems that Frost's poetry

poses are problems of interpretation. For example, often the issue is not “What exactly does the poet
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mean?” but rather “How does he man what he is saying?” or “In what tone is he speaking to us?” Is
Frost joking or is he serious? Is it irony or is he in earnest? This characteristic clearly distinguishes
Frost from many of his contemporaries, not only Eliot and Pound but Crane and, of course, Moore
as well. This is closely related to the fact that Frost plays a game of subtlety masked by casual obvi-

ousness. Lentricchia sees here another crucial difference between Frost and other modernists:

Frost's desire to reach a mass audience by becoming, among other things, accept-
able to mass-circulation magazines like the Atlantic, shaped his rhetorical literary
relations to his imagined ordinary reader. He could become a poet for all kinds, but
only by favoring the ordinary reader, by fashioning an accessible and seductively
inviting literary surface that would welcome the causal reader of poetry (as op-
posed to the intellectually armed scholar of modernism), while burying very deep
the sorts of subtleties that might please those accustomed to Pound's aesthetic cavi-
ar. (Lentricchia, 22)

In addition, Frost's effort — successful effort — to put himself on constant public display as the

people's poet, can bee considered as an antithesis to all avant-garde ideals of the writer (Lentricchia,
47).

To conclude this section, let us look again at the central questions of modernism, that is, what is po-

etry and what can poetry do. For Frost, poetry is a type of work and work itself is for him a model

for poetry. As Hammer concludes, the goal of writing poetry may be meaning:

[meaning] is always something made, something the poet works on and works for.
Frost's modernity consists in that: the idea that truth is something that's concrete
and contingent, not a metaphysical matter, not an ideal principle, and that it's
something that's only available in the act of deriving it, constructing it; an act that
is ordinary, that's not capable of being completed and therefore necessarily always

to be repeated; an ongoing task, something you have to get up and do every day.
(Hammer, Lecture 3)

This answers the second question as well, because poetry in Frost's belief allows us to make some

sense of the world, if only for a fleeting moment.

1.2 Frost, Romanticism and pastoral poetry

ﬁ n important defining and distinguishing quality of Frost's poetry consists in that the poet is

always on the road, he is “one no dwelling can contain” (CPP, 307), he is always going
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somewhere, churchward, homeward, outward from the village (CPP, 305). For example, he does
not, like Stevens, place a jar on the top of a hill and meditate on what he sees. Frost prefers walking
over staying at home, sitting at the table and thinking. Walking is a fundamentally different way of
encountering the world from musing about what-ifs and what-nots. For him, walking is an essential
method of discovering the world and it is by no means a mindless process, since as Frost himself
claims, “you call this thinking, but it's walking” (CPP, 298). Nature's ways are infinitely diverse but
for the traveler it is always either uphill, downhill or along a flat path. Therefore, Frost's poetry is
framed not by a static world but by a constantly changing flux of settings and events. Nothing is
static, there is no place for a vacuum from whence one could watch nature while at a safe distance
from her grasp. With regard to the strong dynamism of Frost's poetry, we say that at its core lies ex-
perience which is gained at a great cost. The cost is the road not taken because, as Costello points
out, Frost's landscapes are full of choices and boundaries encountered (Costello, 38). The poet does
occasionally muse on what might have been should he have chosen the other path, as in the notori-
ously known poem 'The Road Not Taken'. However, as John Cunningham remarks, the traveler
“looks back with regret but without paralysis” (CCF, 267). An occasional moment of reflection, a
moment of “looking into going past” in 'Desert Places' (CPP, 269) are all right but no more than
that, as for example autumnal nostalgia must give way to preparation for sowing and planting so
that another harvest can take place. Costello emphasizes a key difference between Frost and Ro-

mantic poets:

Frost's backward look does not produce the Wordsworthian completion of vision
in afterimage, but rather a via negativa of quickly canceled frames. [Frost] creates a
series of unromantic, fragmentary landscapes, places where beauty arises within
the impoverishments of that 'diminished thing.' Frost finds nature at the margins
of man's world, growing alongside the railroad track, not in the garden of Hesper-
ides. (Costello, 21)

In fact, Frost is as far from Romanticism as a farmer is. But first we need to introduce a brief defini-
tion of Romanticism. As Claire Lamont suggests, it is hard to see the significance of the Romantic
period without looking at what it was reacting against. This period saw changes in philosophy, polit-
ics, and religion, as well as in the arts of literature, painting, and music. The English Romantic poets
both articulated and symbolized these changes. As Lamont observes, “In philosophy the Romantic
period saw a reaction against rationalism of the eighteenth century” (The Oxford History of English
Literature, 275). Hence, Romanticism can be understood as a revolt against social and political

norms of the Age of Reason and a reaction against scientific rationalization of nature.
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As was suggested in the previous section, Frost's understanding of the role of poetry and its function
converges neither with the ideals of Romanticism nor with Samuel Taylor Coleridge's and
Wordsworth's texts which eventually became the manifesto of the English Romantic movement in
poetry. For example, Frost's poetry does not represent a moment recollected in tranquility or a spon-
taneous overflow of powerful feelings. Frost's poetry is oriented to action, he is physically in the
scene itself, participating in first-person, not musing on the scene from the outside. Frost is not an
unacknowledged legislator of the world. He is not a redeemer of the waning rural world either. He
merely portrays this world and preserves it in both a highly realistic and poetic form. Poetry for him
is a vocation and avocation. Further, for Frost writing poetry is work. And he is not after “easy
gold” (CPP, 26) but rather after hard-earned wages. Frost wants it the hard way. He knows very
well that nature is beautiful and cruel. He is not alone to think so but he differs from others by being
aware and accepting completely the fact that there is nothing he or you or we or anyone else can do
about it. There now arises a question, how does Frost see nature and how can it be defined? As Cos-
tello explains, “nature [in Frost's poetry] is best identified with movement and energy, and in partic-
ular energy that dissolves form. [...] it is a force rather than space” (Costello, 20). Nature is not a
state, it is a process of being and becoming, an essence that asserts itself on its own. It affects the
human presence and yet at the same time it is affected by it. And Frost's ultimate goal is survival.
Apart from surviving, he is also keenly interested in exploration which can be undertaken anytime
and anywhere. So while most villagers are huddling in their houses and “all animals are smothered
in their lairs” (CPP, 269), Frost and perhaps the preacher in 'Snow' are enticed by the snowstorm, it
is luring them and urging them to answer the desire for lostness. What sense would it make, after
all, to merely weather the period when, “An hour of winter day might seem too short / To make it
worth life's while to wake and sport” (CPP, 232)? The poet refuses to stand still until winter is over.
His choice is to wander in the snow-covered landscape to see if there is something left and find out

what it is.

Even though Frost's poetry is largely free of the Romantic longing, there is no doubt that he pays
tribute to nature and is generously appreciative of her beauty. Costello asserts that “Like other mod-
ern poets, [Frost] reads in a book of nature for which the great code is lost” (Costello, 25). Yet
Frost's relationship to nature and landscape is fundamentally different from both modernism and
Romanticism, because his landscapes revert to an older model, “in which our relation to nature is
one of resemblance rather than mastery” (Costello, 23). Likewise, in this way Frost “deviates from
his nineteenth-century precursors, British and American, whose wandering is confident of a tran-

scendental reality. [...] He is always in the landscape, not the master of a maze, and the landscape
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obeys the law of flux” (Costello, 47). In consequence, Frost at one time goes to praise the beauty of
nature and then a moment after he reveals its heedless destruction. Hence, Frost's devotion to pas-
toral poetry is somewhat ambiguous. He himself lived the existence of a farmer-poet which is a tra-
dition extending back to Greek and Roman poets. However, as Lentricchia points out, Frost the lit-
erate farmer is more literate than farmer and uneasily so at that. In a sense, Frost seems to be rather
“guilty pastoral” and writes not out of leisure-class privilege but out of “American social constraint
by a man who wanted his work to be writing, not those other jobs he did that qualify officially in
our culture as work and that he found so dissatisfying” (Lentricchia, 43). Faggen further claims that
while Frost pays homage to, and is in dialogue with the pastoral tradition, we should be careful

about including him in that tradition:

Though Frost's poetry invites longing for a lost Eden or Arcadia, his vision con-
stantly resists temptations of nostalgia while refusing to make grandiose claims
about the difficulties of modernity. In fact, Frost's lover's quarrel with the spirit and
substance of modern science distinguishes his vision of nature and man's place in it
from almost all other modern poets. (Faggen, 3)

As stated in The Princeton Encyclopedia of Poetry and Poetics, “Robert Frost learned the pastoral,
regional verse of Thomas Hardy and his friend Edward Thomas” (Princeton Encyclopedia, 54).
But, ultimately, his New England pastorals, such as 'Home Burial', 'Design’, 'Directive' and many
others rather “test out the premises of Puritanism and Transcendentalism and leave the answer
open” (Princeton Encyclopedia, 54). Thus, what truly connects Frost to pastoral poetry is a tend-
ency to conceal his learning, a preference for hints and seemingly innocents remarks. Faggen insists
that “pastoral literature has always been a mode of examining questions of political and social hier-
archy, a form associated with simplicity but masking complexity” (Faggen, 3). Close reading of
many poems will reveal that Frost was indeed interested in social — social particularly —, philosoph-
ical, cultural (function of poetry), ethical (sciences), ethnic-related (French Canadians vs. indigen-
ous people) and national issues. But these are all very well masked, as Frost knows enough of hate
to be wary about being explicit, hence the hidden complexity and meaning left to make. In other
words, he conceals his intellectual preoccupation in seemingly simple poems about farming and the
landscape. That is what allows him to reach out both to a mass audience and also “to butter no
parsnips”, or to speak to those more interested in Pound's caviar and the complexities of modern-

ism.

According to The Princeton Encyclopedia, pastoral poetry is a fictionalized imitation of rural life.
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Pastoral poems may end in sentimental and Romantic or sometimes political and satirical ways. “To
insist on a realistic presentation of actual [rural] life would exclude the greater part of the works that
are called pastoral. Only when poetry ceases to imitate actual rural life does it become distinctly
pastoral. It must be admitted, however, that the term has been and still is used loosely to designate
any treatment of rural life” (Princeton Encyclopedia, 885). Beyond doubt, a lot of these conditions
apply to Frost's oeuvre. But we should be wary when for example Louis Untermeyer includes Frost
in the pastoral tradition. In general, the setting and mode of Frost's poetry are pastoral. The method
is realistic and since realism is a mode of fiction, it satisfies the above definition. But the subject it-
self is not pastoral. By setting so much of his poetry in the country, Frost invoked the ancient mode
of the pastoral, which Faggen interprets as “a symbolic landscape which often sets the world of con-
templation of the rural against the tumult and sophistication of the urban (CIF, 24). As pointed out
above, the pastoral mode has always been burdened with symbolic and political complications. And
Frost chose to write in the pastoral mode at a time when almost all other modernist poets had be-
come urban or cosmopolitan in their symbolic literary strategies. The power of pastoral poetry
stems largely from the tension between the remnants of the past and our imagination of them. Fag-
gen identifies in Frost a dramatic motif typical of pastoral literature, the motif of “escape” or “re-
treat” or “the desire to escape the boundaries of the corrupt or civilized world and enter or return to
the world of innocence in the locus amoenus” (Faggen, 50). This will be in detail discussed in the
following chapter, where we will see how Frost leaves the city for the village and, consequently, the
village for wilderness. These represent in Frost a version of the traditional pastoral places of retreat.
As Frost said in one interview, “The farm is a base of operations — a stronghold. You can withdraw
yourself there” (Interviews with Robert Frost, 76). But, as will also be seen later, Frost had a strong

sense of withdrawing from the company of men, paradoxically in order to become more social.

Although many of Frost's poems are written distinctly in the pastoral mode and he often leads a dia-
logue with the pastoral tradition, some critics refuse to interpret Frost's poetry as pastoral. For in-
stance, Archibald MacLeish opposes the classification of Frost as a pastoral poet, on the grounds

that:

[Frost's poems], obviously, are not country poems in the usual sense—certainly not
pastoral poems. What they have to say about country things—snow, scything,
meadow flowers—turns out to be something very different: something about man,
about the experience of being human, being alive, upon this little sun-struck, wind-
worn planet that will also end. (MacLeish, 443)
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In fact, we would dare to propose that Frost is inherently pastoral. Therefore, we cannot insist on his
not being a pastoral poet. MacLeish's hypothesis is essentially correct but he formulates his ideas in
an unfortunate way. Instead, it would be far better to regard Frost's poetry as surpassing the tradi-
tional pastoral mode of writing. At the base, it is pastoral, but it reaches farther, not horizontally but
vertically, as it goes both deeper (inner weather and the inward-bound quest) and higher (outer
weather and the outward-bound quest) at once. This is best exemplified in the chilling final stanza

'Desert Places' :

They 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. (CPP, 269)

The poem is completely pastoral. Yet, as the poem progresses, the focus shifts from the individual
and local to the global and, ultimately, universal — the fear of space devoid of interaction and com-
munication, as will be discussed in greater detail in Chapter 4. In other words, the focus shifts from
traditional pastoral subjects and motives to themes we would normally associate with modernism
and modern philosophy, particularly existentialism in this specific poem. The condition of being
“with no expression” and having “nothing to express” (CPP, 269) is brought out to light again in

'Neither Out Far Nor In Deep' which is a God-haunted poem.

In Frost's poetry, there is really no place where one can be at rest. Nature in itself is not a means of
transcendence. Rather, as Costello argues, “Nature is a space where evolution and entropy preside”
(Costello, 39). Therefore, we can regard Frost more as an evolutionist, not transcendentalist. In the

poem 'West-Running Brook', there is a clear evolutionist pattern, a scheme of the cycle of things:

Our life runs down in sending up the clock.

The brook runs down in sending up our life.

The sun runs down in sending up the brook.

And there is something sending up the sun.

It is this backward motion toward the source,
Against the stream, that most we see ourselves in,
The tribute of the current to the source.

It is from this in nature we are from

It is most us. (CPP, 238)

As Mark Richardson concludes, “Frost finally entertains transcendence as an unrealizable ideal”

(Richardson, 10). Frost does not lose himself in ontological queries concerning the nature of that
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“something”. Instead, he takes comfort in epistemological givenness — in conscious physical experi-
ence of what is, of what is happening. As Costello declares, “We are finally part of nature through
our physical being and that is awesome. We share it with other creatures” (Costello, 35). Be it a
lonely moth seen in winter looking for love, fireflies in the garden emulating real stars, or irises

rendered by moonlight so watery as to seem submarine.

1.3 Frost and New England

A lot of readers previously unacquainted with Frost begin reading him and assuming that he
was a Yankee poet, a New Englander or whatever Frost's public image might suggest. In turn
they expect him to write like a Yankee, they expect his poems to be New England poems and to be
poems about the New England mind which they very well may not be at all. For one thing, Frost
was a Californian, city-born and city-raised. MacLeish warns us against making an a priori connec-

tion between Frost and New England:

I think that is is a mistake to look for the New England mind in Frost's work or the
New England feel. It was not New England that produced Robert Frost; it was
Robert Frost who chose New England And the relation of Frost to New England
was not the relation of the native son, who can take his country-earth for granted,
but of the stranger who falls in love with a land and makes his life in it. (MacLeish,
442)

As has been already discussed above, Frost comes to New England as the inheritor of a lost world.
And while he quickly gains an established status in the New England community, the narrator of the
poems slowly becomes a naturalized villager. In Frost's oeuvre, from A Boy's Will, there are clearly
recognizable New England subjects. Lawrence Buell summarizes Frost's poetry as “A kind of an-
thology of familiar upcountry New England workways, landforms, and psychographs. Wall-build-
ing, blueberrying, apple-picking, hay-making. Reclusive bottled-up neurotic cottagers, rural
poverty, strange bumpy contours” (CCF, 106). In all this, Frost concentrates on private experience
while bringing “georgic scenes and rustic character to a new level of textured particularity relative
to earlier [New England] poets” (CCF;, 110). In contrast with other similar poets — both New Eng-
land and Romantics — , he shares with them the Anglophone poetic tradition but without sacrificing
local particularity. This means, we can easily identify New England environment in his poetry but

we can just as easily read his poetry as if the setting were anywhere else.
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There are several links through which Frost consciously connects himself to, and consequently is
objectively connected to, New England. Buell accounts for five means of identification, namely 1)
biographical 2) geographical 3) ideological 4) linguistic and 5) formal forms of identification. The
first criterion is easily satisfied by reference to the poet's life, though his reputation quickly outgrew
New England when he became an established national poet, widely and internationally recognized
as an American poet. Geographically without doubt, as the landscape of his poems offers typical
New England landmarks. However, his poems are New England poems not in a strict geographic
and descriptive sense the way poems of Elizabeth Bishop, for example, are. As said above, Frost
preserves the local particularities and character but he is not really a regionalist painter; his ambi-
tion lies in transcending the singular toward the universal. As for ideological identification, it is
there in many poems but it is more characteristic of the narrator of the poems than of Frost himself.
He was well versed in country things but was also a teacher, thinker, and a father figure to the
American nation — these roles definitely reach beyond the ideology of the local New England folk.
Buell sees the fourth and fifth criteria as most important. Of course, linguistic identification with
New England is a very powerful and arresting element of Frost's poetry. All the “sha'n'ts,” “wa'n'ts,”
“t'ain'ts,” “t'weres,” “d'yous”, distinctive idioms of the local dialects, syntax oddities and many
more. Lastly, formal identification, that is, metrics, allusions to the works of his precursors, is im-

portant but has been already well analyzed in the works of Faggen, Buell, Timothy Steele and oth-

ers. Besides, it is not substantial to the central subject of this thesis.

All the time it is important to bear in mind the question, “how does Frost mean that?”, not what he
seems or pretends to be actually saying. He writes about, and possibly speaks for, the New England
community. But are we meant to understand and accept the poems as the voice through which
speaks the spirit of a remote corner of the American continent or should we construe the poet as
speaking for his sole self? The final and perhaps the most astute answer to this is provided by
MacLeish, the poet's friend, who argues that in Frost's poetry New England becomes “an all-includ-

ing metaphor for everything” (MacLeish, 442).
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Chapter 2

The village

Throughout this chapter we will be using Wood's definition of a village. And it is in such a small
community in New Hampshire, where Frost began his quest in New England as the inheritor of a
lost world. The place where he started was in Derry Village, at a farm which Frost's grandfather had
bought for his newly-wed grandson. The theme of village will be the subject of this chapter. First
we will discuss the general village environment in Frost's poetry, with reference to historical re-
search about New England villages. Then we will consider relations between the city and the coun-
try. Finally, we will contrast the village with wilderness which in Frost presents a purposeless natur-

al phenomena opposing humanity but also, importantly, a means of escaping from it. As a theoretic-

I had for my evening walk--

No one at all with whom to talk,

But I had the cottages in a row

Up to their shining eyes in snow.
Good Hours

1 As traditional community interaction was interpersonal and frequent, com-

mon space is also implied in most definitions. Space and place denote
common experience; and, in the traditional view, community as experience and
community as place were one. The organization of the common space — the settle-
ment form — reflects in large measure the configuration or spatial structure of the
social web. The prevalent settlement form attributed to the place associated with
traditional, preindustrial community is the village, or 'collection of dwelling
houses and other buildings, forming a center of habitation in a country district.'
Village and community, like place and community, are often considered one and
the same and the terms are used interchangeably; but, in the primary definition of
village, nucleation is strongly implied.” (Wood, 53).

23



al background for our discussion we will use Guy Debord's philosophical work The Society of the
Spectacle. Published in 1967 in France and set in a European context, it offers a sharp criticism of
Western civilization. Much of what Frost writes about in his poetry, and especially his nightmares
representing the fears of New Englanders facing urbanisation, is echoed, elaborated and amplified

in Debord's work.

Though profoundly critical and skeptical of the changes brought about by modern ways of life,
Frost's poetry is far from being pessimistic. Frost neither fights nor joins the urban expansion. In-
stead, he goes again in the opposite direction, beyond the village, far away, to the ominous woods,
deserted fields and frozen swamps. He passes the saddest city lane and walks out alone in winter
rain. And one of his wishes is that those dark trees “Were not, as 'twere, the merest mask of gloom, /

But stretched away unto the edge of doom” (CPP, 15).

2.1 Village

As has been pointed out in the previous chapter, while much of Frost's poetry is explicitly loc-
ated in the New England landscape, we should avoid reading it as the epitome of New Eng-
land. However, when discussing the subject of the village in Frost's poetry, we must take into ac-
count the concept of the New England village from historical and traditional American perspective.
For this, we will look into the research of Joseph S. Wood and his treatise The New England Village.

First, Wood warns against the popular, universalized image of the typical New England village:

The common New England village landscape is burdened by an invented tradition,
both popular and scholarly, which has become universalized. In the collective
American mind the New England village is a nucleated agricultural settlement en-
circling a green and standing for community forbearance in a period of societal dis-
cipline and economic stability — “as a city upon a hill,” to use John Winthrop's oft-
cited characterization of his goal for New England settlement. Towns, in short,
were planted and perpetuated by compact settlement. In time, tradition asserts,
such forbearance and attachment to compact settlement declined — the transition
from puritan to Yankee — but the village remained. (Wood, 2)

Hence, the village has survived the transition from the idea of America as the New Jerusalem to its
secularized national ethos that, eventually, emerges as the American dream, deeply rooted in the
second sentence of the Declaration of Independence. What is important is the fact that New England

villages have maintained a specific character throughout various periods. Wood proposes that the
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origin of this character goes back to the first New England settlers, “who brought with them cultural
baggage that included a predisposition toward dispersed settlements on freehold farms, which they
located in relationship to grasslands to support cattle” (Wood, 2). Further on, towns and villages had
the function of providing land for a community and while villages did take on the meaning of com-
munity, they “were not necessarily nor commonly compact in form” (Wood, 2). All these character-
istics are easily identifiable in Frost's poetry. Villages, farms and isolated cottages are all elements
of the Frostian country landscape. Our focus is on the village but both in Frost and in American his-
tory, as Wood describes it, the village often takes the form of widely dispersed houses over moun-
tain ranges and green valleys. For example, in the poem '"The Mountain', the village is but an ag-

glomeration of “scattered farms” (CPP, 46).

For Frost, the village represents above all a place to retreat when he is desirous of the company of
men. When he feels too winter-broken or perhaps autumn-tired, he comes to the village as in "The

Vantage Point'":

If tired of trees I seek again mankind,
Well I know where to hie me—in the dawn,
To a slope where the cattle keep the lawn,
There amid lolling juniper reclined,
Myself unseen, I see in white defined
Far off the homes of men, and farther still,
The graves of men on an opposing hill,
Living or dead, whichever are to mind. (CPP, 26)

What is instantly noticeable about a village seen from afar is activity. Much is going on in the vil-
lage. It is a place where hard physical work is performed and love is made. The heart of the village
is pulsing in its own ways, radically different from that of a city's. The village is a place that is to a
significant degree still subjected to the ways of nature, whereas the city, apart from calamities,
snowstorms, floods, fires and plagues, is braced against — or likes to think so — the caprices of
nature. In the village, there is a number of activities that are not apparent or do not exist in the city
at all. Villagers are routinely engaged in various pursuits, such as wall-building, blue-berrying, ap-
ple-picking, hay-making and many more. However, these are not the only activities that could oth-
erwise appeal to town dwellers for whom these might provide a pleasant form of exotic physical ex-
ercise. Besides, there are much less pleasant chores that the villagers must attend to. They them-
selves have to dig graves and bury their close ones, like the grief-ravaged couple agonizing over the

death of their child in 'Home Burial'. In the village, funeral services are not always available or they
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may be prevented by snow blizzards from making a journey through a mountain range to a village
on the opposite side. And the force of nature shows no mercy, as “time would press / Between the
death day and the funeral day” (CPP, 187). Further, in the village there is always room for the dead
ones, which is in contrast with the ways and possibilities of the city. In her novel O Pioneers!, Willa
Cather specifies this difference: “When one of [the city people] dies, they scarcely know where to
bury him” (O Pioneers!, 46). But in the Frostian world, the soil embraces all, even though — or per-
haps precisely because — the people have to dig the graves with their own hand. It is also partly so

because, historically, burying ground was the meeting lot for the villagers (Wood, 2).

The village is an important center in Frost's poetry. It is the starting place when he goes out for
walks as well as the point of return. On his travels during the landscape, the poet frequently passes
through neighboring villages. There, he talks to the local people about how village things go or, as
in 'Blueberries', about the deliciously big blueberries seen in the near pasture. In the poem 'Good-
Hours', the poet passes “the slumbering village street” (CPP, 102). In a 'A Girl's Garden', he listens
to a neighbor's village tale. In other poems he does village shopping in small country stores, ex-
changing words of village gossip and running various village errands. Importantly, many, if not all,
of the poet's dramatic narratives also take place in the village, such as 'The Death of the Hired Man',
'"The Mountain', 'The Black Cottage', 'The Self-Seeker' and a number of other poems from North of
Boston. Further, we find a lot of dramatic narratives taking place in the village in Mountain Interval,

New Hampshire and West-Running Brook.

In Frost's poetry, the scenes of village life and environment are picturesque and colorful, if some-
what rustic. But ultimately, the Frostian landscape, especially the village, is full of abandoned
houses, destruction and exploitation of the countryside and the very air is permeated with fear. The
Frostian village is full of houses where the old-timers are living their last days. The young ones see
their future in other places and they are moving away. Villages are steadfastly losing their popula-
tion and the region is emptying. For example, 'The Black Cottage' which is just a little cottage “Set
well back from the road in rank lodged grass” and has but “A front with just a door between two
windows, / Fresh painted by the shower a velvet black” (CPP, 59) now seems forsaken more than
ever since the lady of the house died. The father of the family “fell at Gettysburg or
Fredericksburg, / I ought to know—it makes a difference which” (CPP, 59), then the two sons went
out of the house and the mother remained alone. Although “[her] sons won't sell the house or the
things in it. / They say they mean to come and summer here / Where they were boys. They haven't

come this year. / They live so far away—one is out west— / It will be hard for them to keep their
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word” (CPP, 59). Incidentally, Frost's father was a New Englander by birth but went westwards, to
California, and Frost returns to his father's homeland like a lost son. In any case, the boys are not
likely to come back to the black cottage and this reflects the large-scale migration from the village
(and country in general), to the city. Yet, in the poem 'In The Home Stretch' Frost hints at the fact
that in a city, country people are likely to be marginalized and probably will not feel at home there,
because of the impersonal character of the urban environment. In the city one hardly knows one's
neighbor and therefore one cannot expect, let alone depend on, friendly help, save support from the
state or institutions. Frost's poem advocates self-reliance and shows an old-school conservatism, a
belief in traditional country ways — a belief strongly influenced by Jeffersonian ideals of self-suffi-

ciency and by the Emersonian principle of self-reliance:

It's not so bad in the country, settled down,
When people're getting on in life.

[...]

“You big boys ought to find a farm,

And make good farmers, and leave other fellows
The city work to do. There's not enough

For everybody as it is in there.” (CPP, 111)

A great deal of Frost's poetry is concerned with daily farm life. And, again, behind the pastoral
fagade which revives and celebrates man's connection to nature, there can be felt a great anxiety as
illustrated by the poem 'The Fear', with the only difference that fear in itself is a natural emotion but
there is something unnatural about the fear the country folks feel; they do not know what they are
facing, they have no idea what they are going into. They are subject to the side-effects of modern
technology and they are unacknowledged victims of urbanism. The crisis sweeping the rural region
very strongly affects the individual lives of the folks and, perhaps more importantly, their mutual re-
lationships. For example, the poem 'The Housekeeper' presents “a complex study of several charac-
ters finding farm life and the pursuit of beautiful things anything but an harmonious existence”
(CIF, 92). This is what lies behind the pastoral mask of Frost's poetry. Life and existence in the
countryside are not idyllic at all. Apart from constantly facing challenges from nature, there arises a
new threat posed by technology, eugenics in particular in "The Housekeeper'. As a result, particles of
the community — houses and farm families — are dissipating. In 'An Old Man's Winter Night', an old
farmer remains alone: “A light he was to no one but himself” (CPP, 106). His house is covered in

snow and darkness and the man is trying to make-do in the house:

[...] The log that shifted with a jolt
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Once in the stove, disturbed him and he shifted,
And eased his heavy breathing, but still slept.
One aged man—one man—can't keep a house,
A farm, a countryside, or if he can,

It's thus he does it of a winter night. (CPP, 106)

The traditional fundamental unit of the New England landscape, i.e. the farm or a homestead, no
longer works. A man cannot keep a house. His neighbors are gone, there is no one to help. The
people are alone. The community is slowly but steadily falling apart. Frost's poetry is sensitive to all
these changes in the rural culture. In New England, there comes a collapse of the farming system.
The industry is moving south, where labor cost is lower. And Protestantism, traditionally strong in
the New England region, is decaying. Is there hope for the country ways of old? Is there any future
for the traditional village life? That is also the question in Frost's poetry. The answer in many poems
lies in preserving the tradition. People must cling to age-old rituals and customs. Among these we

can rank wall-building. As Faggen observes,

The narrator of the poem and his neighbor are separated by the membrane of the
wall but they are also brought together by it at the same time. The fact remains that
the wall gets “repaired” annually as much as the narrator becomes “re-paired”
with his antagonist. (CIF, 68)

The saying “Good fences make good neighbors” is true. The wall also mends differences such as
when “He is all pines and I am apple orchard” (CPP, 39). Wall-building functions very differently in
a city where it isolates people. Good fences cannot make good neighbors in a city. At best fences
can make friends of the lawnmowers hired by neighboring families. In the village, fences and walls
help maintain healthy relationships, for as Costello reminds us, “You need a separation to have a re-
lation” (Costello, 30). The wall separates but also brings together, for example in spring when the
narrator of the poems likes “to find folks getting out in spring, / Raking the dooryard, working near
the house,” (CPP, 53) or mending walls. It is important to bear in mind that the walls function sym-
bolically as well. Walls suggest that in the Frostian village there is no place for a utopian world
without boundaries. And, last but not least, it would not be Frost if there were not a degree of ambi-
guity about wall-building, because while for men walls serve a good purpose, nature views it differ-

ently:

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. (CPL, 39)
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2.2 The city and the country

There has been a steadily growing gap between the country and the city which has culminated
in separation and what Guy Debord in his work calls the creation of pseudocountryside: “As
urbanism destroys the cities, it recreates a pseudocountryside devoid both of the natural relations of
the traditional countryside and of the direct (and directly challenged) social relations of the historic-
al city (Debord, Thesis 177). Debord further asserts that the conditions of habitation and spectacu-
lar control in today’s “planned environment” have transformed the population into artificial popula-
tion, which in our case means the creation of neo-rural citizenry; a citizenry that is no longer rural
by function but by location. It has also sped up the geographical dispersal, which has always been a
quite extensive feature in the New England region, and has added to the spawning process of creat-
ing new cities or transforming towns into proto-urban and urban elements. In order to survive, the
villages are required to change in accord with the “planned environment” policies and to satisfy

modern standards. Otherwise, a village is doomed to extinction or transformation into a mere artifi-

cial spectacle; a place where tourists come to see a glimpse of history.

Just as the countryside is rapidly changing, the city also loses a great deal of its traditional charac-
teristics. This loss is brought about by modern technologies and breakthroughs of — particularly —
natural sciences. Theoretical discoveries and application in practice have preceded over the evolu-
tion of ethics. Western civilization has not yet found the necessary spiritual and philosophical means
of handling all these new, shining advances. Most of Frost's work warns men against too much ra-
tional thinking which enfeebles, and often disables common sense completely. Frost advises against
accepting mechanically various doctrines and dogmas. For example, in the poem '"The Bear' Frost

satirizes modern man:

Or if he rests from scientific tread,

'Tis only to sit back and sway his head

Through ninety odd degrees of arc, it seems,
Between two metaphysical extremes.

(-]

He almost looks religious but he's not,

And back and forth he sways, from cheek to cheek,
At one extreme agreeing with one Greek,
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At the other agreeing with another Greek. (CPP, 247)

However, it seems to be too late. Frost's landscape is changing too fast which Faggen summarizes:
“The life in the country and the village bears a memento mori, a remembrance of death” (CIF, 52).
Even the names in the poem 'Ghost House' have become obscured by growth of moss. Many of
Frost's poems meditate upon the fragility of home, of the village, and the poets looks both syn-
chronically and diachronically into the lives of forgotten and abandoned rural New England. Faggen
argues that Frost's focus was particularly poignant, because “New England farm populations were
dwindling rapidly at the end of the nineteenth and the beginning of the twentieth century, abandon-
ing farm life, and moving increasingly into urban areas” (CIF, 52). In the long run, as Debord
demonstrates, the classical opposition between the city and the country, which was mutually enrich-
ing, has come to the point of nullifying both the city and the country. Debord then argues that the
disappearance of city and the country does not represent a transcendence of their separation but
their simultaneous collapse (Debord, Thesis 175). What can be done about this mutual erosion of
the city and the country? In Frost's poetry we can trace an explicit struggle to integrate secular
truths and innovations of modern science into the existing fragmented rural reality. However, truths
and facts of science are of no use to the ordinary village people. What is worse, as we see in the
poem 'The Housekeeper', villagers may misunderstand or misapply modern methods, as is the case
of the crazy farmer so fascinated with hen breeding and eugenics which makes him ignore home du-
ties and, ultimately, drives his housekeeper and common-law wife away. In contrast with city
people, village folk are at a serious disadvantage because of their narrow-mindedness, conservative
beliefs and traditional social practices which are incompatible with modern-day technologies and
trends. Frost offers a solution to this problem. From the first to the last poem, the poet emphasizes
flexibility and changeability. What is unable, for whatever reason, to accept change and adapt, is
doomed to die. The villagers have always been very conservative folk. Not by choice but simply out
of necessity, dictated by nature's cycles and seasons. They know too well that some things best re-
main unchanged and some rituals better be preserved. And this is what Frost is doing, preserving the
rural world in a timeless frame of his poetry. He allows us to revisit, anytime, the village, get the
feel of the place, savor the atmosphere, smell the blossoming backyard meadow. He promises us to
show us, allow us to get a glimpse of the vanishing world. Looking is not enough, he wants us to

see.

Importantly, Frost wants us to see how modern man is disconnected from nature and there is noth-

ing meaningful that would fill the vacated place. The poem '"The Bear' exemplifies this condition of
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frustration and malcontent:

Such is the uncaged progress of the bear.

The world has room to make a bear feel free;

The universe seems cramped to you and me.

Man acts more like the poor bear in a cage,

That all day fights a nervous inward rage,

His mood rejecting all his mind suggests.

He paces back and forth and never rests. (CPE, 247)

In the city, the space is over-crowded, there is no nature, save an occasional tree alley artificially
implanted in sidewalks. Debord vehemently opposes these spectacles of modernism and urban

nightmares:

The reigning economic system is a vicious circle of isolation. Its technologies are
based on isolation, and they contribute to that same isolation. From automobiles to
television, the goods that the spectacular system chooses to produce also serve it as
weapons for constantly reinforcing the conditions that engender “lonely crowds.”
With ever-increasing concreteness the spectacle recreates its own presuppositions.
(Debord, Thesis 28)

Both Debord and Frost are explicit in their critique of the urban environment. Frost in his poem
"The Lesson for Today' argues that “Space ails us moderns: we are sick with space” (CPP, 320). The
city is full of lonely crowds, it is in fact overcrowded and at the same time people are not alone to-
gether as in the countryside but together alone. As Frost remarks in the same poem, “[...] the lesson
for today / Is how to be unhappy yet polite” (CPP, 320). The superficiality of the city — and equally
so of the pseudocountryside — is just a consequence of the unnatural environment modern man lives
in. Henry Miller has put it neatly in the novel Black Spring: “The tragedy of it is that nobody sees
the look of desperation on my face. Thousands and thousands of us, and we're passing one another
without a look of recognition” (Black Spring, 126). And the countryside, with its villages and farm-
steads, slowly but inevitably becomes infected with the evils of the city, such as in the poem 'A

Roadside Stand":

The little old house was out with a little new shed

In front at the edge of the road where the traffic sped,

A roadside stand that too pathetically plead,

It would not be fair to say for a dole of bread,

But for some of the money, the cash, whose flow supports
The flower of cities from sinking and withering faint

The polished traffic passed with a mind ahead,

Or if ever aside for a moment, then out of sorts
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At having the landscape marred with artless paint
Of signs that with N turned wrong and S turned wrong. (CPP, 260-261)

Frost shows a harsh and bitter reality. Cities are expanding and a monstrous network of highways is
necessary for car travel. The country folk perhaps imagine they could have some profit from the

passing drivers. But the poem pities their naivety:

The thought of so much childish longing in vain,
The sadness that lurks near the open window there,
That waits all day in almost open prayer

For the squeal of brakes, the sound of a stopping car,
Of all the thousand selfish cars that pass,

Just one to inquire what a farmer's prices are.

And one did stop, but only to plow up grass

In using the yard to back and turn around;

And another to ask the way to where it was bound;
And another to ask could they sell it a gallon of gas
They couldn't (this crossly): they had none, didn't it see? (CPP, 261)

'A Roadside Stand' concludes that all the city did to the country was “[...] teaching them how to
sleep the sleep all day, / [And] destroy their sleeping at night the ancient way” (CPP, 261). Debord

puts the process in a less poetical but more explicit form:

The self-destruction of the urban environment is already well under way. The ex-
plosion of cities into the countryside, covering it with what Mumford calls “a form-
less mass of thinly spread semi-urban tissue,” is directly governed by the imperat-
ives of consumption. The dictatorship of the automobile — the pilot product of the
first stage of commodity abundance — has left its mark on the landscape with the
dominance of freeways, which tear up the old urban centers and promote an ever-
wider dispersal. Within this process various forms of partially reconstituted urban
fabric fleetingly crystallize around “distribution factories” — giant shopping cen-
ters built in the middle of nowhere and surrounded by acres of parking lots. These
temples of frenetic consumption are subject to the same irresistible centrifugal mo-
mentum, which casts them aside as soon as they have engendered enough sur-
rounding development to become overburdened secondary centers in their turn.
(Debord, Thesis 174)

Where will this lead? In Debord's opinion, the general process of decomposition and separation will
eventually both destroy the country and bring the city to the point of consuming itself. In the
Shakespearian phrase, the city will be consumed by that which it was nourished by. And in spite of
these nightmares of urbanisation, Frost maintains in his poetry preference for the old country ways.

If there is one, the poet chooses the road less traveled by. A minuscule village “Still Corners” is
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... so called not because

The place is silent all day long, nor yet

Because it boasts a whisky still—because

It set out once to be a city and still

Is only corners, cross-roads in a wood. (CPP, 156)

Hence, Frost does not close his eyes before the disappearing countryside, already infiltrated by the
semi-urban tissue, but he goes searching where there is still some left. He gives up lighted city
streets for country darkness (CPP, 109). And there, in the darkness of a wood, he finds a minuscule
village. Typically of Frost, a moment of darkness always precedes illumination. Illumination is not
possible without a journey into chaos, oblivion and darkness. While turning away from the city may
be interpreted as a token of the poet's inner insecurity and hidden desire to actually be like the city
(including the consequent failure to become so), in this poem heading away from the city allows the
poet to find a cosmos, albeit a microscopic one, where nothing else but chaos was supposed to be.
Consequently, Frost manages to attain the knowledge of a different and deeper reality, which we

will discus in greater detail in the following section.

2.3 Beyond the village

‘ N 7 hen Frost sets out and outwalks the furthest village light, what is he doing there and where

is he going?

I'had such company outward bound.
I went till there were no cottages found.
I turned and repented, but coming back
I saw no window but that was black.

Over the snow my cracking feet
Disturbed the slumbering village street
Like profanation, by your leave,

At ten o'clock of a winter's eve. (CPP, 102)

The poem 'Good Hours' shows the typical Frostian impulse to seek lostness, to lose oneself some-
where far from the village, far from the human presence. The poet retreats to nature where “the
mind seeks and creates pattern in time, which struggle against the anti-landscapes of undifferenti-
ated wilderness, the frozen swamps and desert places we cannot inhabit” (Costello, 19). There,
however, exists a force, the something that also does not love a wall, and which Costello calls

“wildness” rather than mere “wilderness”, because it manifests itself in a discernible manner in con-

33



trast to the purposeless empty spaces symbolizing “stars where no human race is” (CPP, 269).

Perhaps oddly, in Frost's poetry forests generate a sense of fellowship. Frost is often fascinated with
woods, they are an inseparable part of the landscape in his poetry. But where does this fascination
come from? What is the drive behind it? Richard Poirier notices that such allure is especially strong
in the winter seasonal phase during nighttime (Poirier, 181). The poet is invited to come in the
wood, which best exemplifies the poem 'Stopping by Woods on a Snowy Evening'. The woods are
said to be “lovely, dark and deep” (CPP, 207) and they are without doubt more seductive to the poet
than the desert places offering nothing except “a blanker whiteness of benighted snow” (CPP, 269).
Here we have two archetypal elements representing “wildness” and “wilderness”. The depth and
darkness of the forest stands for the former. What is it that lies therein? The desire to lose oneself in
the depth and darkness of a forest asks for a more detailed analysis. For John Cunningham, the
woods are the ultimate representation symbolizing the purposeless natural phenomena opposing hu-
manity (CCF, 269), i.e. the distant megalopolis, the local village and the presence of the poet. In
Frost's poetry, nature has always two sides which are mirrored by the choice between flight or fight.
Here, the woods show nature's darker face which tempts unwary passers-by. Both “the darkest even-
ing of the year” and “the sweep of easy wind and the downy flake” (CPP, 207) invite the traveler to
follow them, they “entice the speaker to give up his human errands and to sleep in the void of
death” (CCF, 270). In accord with Poirier's explanation of the woods' loveliness, Cunningham ad-
monishes us against the perfidious temptation promising in fact nothing other than death. Their
depth, says Cunningham, is the depth of the final absence of death (CCF, 270). It is then a moment
of triumph of man's will over natural forces, when he resents the impulse toward death and goes on,
minding “the promises to keep” and remembering “human connotations of duty and presence”

(CCF, 270).

The other entity representing “wilderness”, the utterly purposeless phenomena, is the deserted field.
The terrifying emptiness offers a glance in the void. The endless plains are not aware what they are
doing to the mesmerized traveler. As John Cunningham explains, “[Light] cannot look into the dark-
ness; human life cannot look into death, into nothingness” (CCF, 272). According to the poet, this
light is but “a flickering, human pathetic light maintained against the night” (CPP, 264) and stop-
ping in the fields, having no expression and nothing to express can be said to represent human life
at its final frontier. The forest, at least, is spatialized which means that it is defined in space. In the
desert places, one loses all sense of space and time. And it is perhaps snow which is the strongest

physical manifestation of the force of nature. Snow and darkness, heavy snowfall and nightfall, ob-
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literate all sense of boundaries and dimension; snow is yet more powerful than the forest. In a forest
the poet can satisfy his desire for “peace and lostness” (Poirier, 180) or the longing for comrade-
ship, but snow will conquer all. However, in Frost's poetry snow ultimately functions not as a

blanket for one's place of final rest but as the marker of a new beginning.

The desire to go and lose oneself in “wildness” and “wilderness”, according to Judith Oster, results
in a conflict “between two undiminished forces: 'promises' that would lead the speaker onward, and
his desire to give in to his intoxication with the beauty and peacefulness of the woods” (CCF, 162).
She explains the pull between those alternatives as that between “obligation” and “temptation.” A
generalized and more abstract parallel of this conflict is the tension between the impulses toward
life and death. In Frost's poetry, this could be universally translated as the drama between stopping

and going on. For the poet, to stop means literally to give up the ghost.

By and large, there is a great opposition between the village and the wilderness, just as there is an
opposition between the city and the village. To some degree we can conclude that the former oppos-
ition is an inversion of the latter, because in nature there is a total absence of humanity whereas in
the city there is total presence of humanity. Hence, for Frost, the village presents a compromise
between the two extremes. One cannot really hope for more, as Frost is well aware. Cunningham
characterizes the Frostian landscape as one where “there is no Heaven for one to crawl under, just
an Earth to crawl upon” (CCF; 272). Frost, however, suggests that the Earth is the best place for us,
right next to Heaven, or perhaps even better, as he writes in the poem 'Birches': “Earth's the right
place for love; / I don't know where it's likely to go better” (CPP, 118). But, unfortunately, the Earth

is an ever-changing place, as it is subject to Time's planetary change of style:

To Time it never seems that he is brave
To set himself against the peaks of snow
To lay them level with the running wave,

[-]
What now is inland shall be ocean isle. (CPF, 304)

Nothing gold can stay. Or, at most, for about an hour or a lifetime. This is by no means a token of
pessimism; it just shows Frost's realism and naturalistic outlook. Frost's imagination never crosses
nature's limits but at the same time he shows us that the limits are much, much more broad than we
thought. Due to the pressing force of nature, this imagination is inward-bound which dramatically

contrasts with the poet's outward-bound quest. In the countryside, the man-nature divide is clearly

35



marked, as testifies the character of one villager in the poem "New Hampshire':

He knew too well for any earthly use
The line where man leaves off and nature starts,
And never over-stepped it save in dreams. (CPP, 161)

To summarize this chapter, let us return to our discussion of Frost's allegiance to pastoral poetry. In
this chapter, we have seen that for Frost the village is a place of retreat when he wants to escape
modernity and urbanism. Likewise, wilderness is a place of retreat when he is desirous to get away
from the company of men. The poet's desire of lostness and loneliness stems from a deeply rooted
psychological conflict to which the only solution is a severe retreat of the above kind. As Frost him-
self confessed, “I think a person has to be withdrawn into himself to gather inspiration so that he is
somebody when he comes out again among folks. [...] He learns that he's got to be almost waste-
fully alone” (Interviews with Robert Frost, 76). By so doing, Frost presents to us a complex version
of the traditional pastoral motive of retreat. And, like great pastoral poets, Frost considers the vil-
lage and the country from the perspective of one who has had some experience of the city. The ten-
sion emanating from the opposition between city and country, which has come to the point of nulli-
fying both, is typical of the pastoral mode. With the difference, however, that Frost lived in and con-
fronted the complexities of the post-Darwinian world. According to Darwinism, man had been cre-
ated from the rest of nature and this directly challenges the concept of innocence which has always
been the question often evoked by pastoral poetry. How can we attain, achieve or maintain inno-
cence? And could the natural world, devoid of the corruptions of civilization, hold together? Would
it be a better place? For Frost, the corruption is strongly associated with the city and the sophistica-
tions of the urban sector. However, the city itself is not a source of corruption, it only becomes a
symbol of modern man's corrupted heart. On the other hand, Frost does not present to us an ideal-
ized garden or pasture, as these no longer exist, if indeed they have ever existed. Consequently,
Frost shifts his focus elsewhere, to the level of interpersonal relationships. On this plane, Frost's
poems and dramas of human existence constantly oscillate between solitude and society. The ques-
tion they ultimately pose is how to be at the same time individual and social. And the answer they

supply is that the village offers a good starting point for a man who wants to find out.
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Chapter 3

Work

Out of the mud two strangers came
And caught me splitting wood in the yard,
And one of them put me off my aim
By hailing cheerily 'Hit them hard!'
I knew pretty well why he had dropped behind
And let the other go on a way.
I knew pretty well what he had in mind:
He wanted to take my job for pay.
Two Tramps in Mud Time

Almost all Frost's poems are to a varying degree related to work. As has already been men-
tioned in Chapter 1, work represents for Frost a model for poetry. Often we find the poet-fig-
ure working, as shown in the above quoted poem. And there in this very poem we see again some-
thing behind the mask, behind the pastoral disguise of the poet-farmer. For in the country, with the
expanding urbanisation, a crisis is creeping in the pastures, meadows, woods and fields. In this
chapter, we will examine first the philosophy of work, we will see how Frost views labor and the
general work condition in the countryside, in the village in particular. Second, we will take a closer
look at tools and instruments with which work is done. In Frost, to work means to use a tool. And
one must know how to use the tool, otherwise not only the quality of the job but the very life of the
worker is at stake. Finally, we will consider the ongoing colossal process of machinery, which
spreads steadily through the country like an avalanche and bears an equally devastating effect on

traditional life and culture.
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3.1 Frost's poetry of work

Frost’s poetry maps a wide spectrum of professions and types of work. They range from the col-
lector in 'A Hundred Collars', who is a sort of double-dyed Vermont Democrat. Upon being
asked “You drive around? It must be pleasant work,” he answers “It's business, but I cant' say it's
not fun. / What I like best's the lay of different farms, / Coming out on them from a stretch of
woods, / Or over a hill or round a sudden corner” (CPP, 53). The collector's errand is particularly
enjoyable when he checks village families in summer time: “Later they get out further in the
fields. / Everything's shut sometimes except the barn; / The family's all away in some back meadow.
/ There's a hay load a-coming...” (CPP, 53). In stark contrast with the collector's profession stands
the task of the census-taker who bears testimony to the emptying countryside and vanishing life. He
is on a cheerless journey through the mountains, where he comes as a witness “to the waste / To

count people [there] and finds none” (CPP, 164). In dismay, he recollects the landscape where

None in the hundred miles, none in the house,
Where I came last with some hope, but not much
After hours' overlooking from the cliffs

An emptiness flayed to the very stone.

I found no people that dared show themselves
None not in hiding from the outward eye. (CPP, 164)

He passes a house in which no lamp is lit, nothing is on the table and the stove is cold, off the chim-
ney and down by one side where it lacks a leg. There are neither men nor men's bones. The absence
of bones suggests that the place has been deserted. In one year, the house has fallen to decay and the
census-taker thinks what to do, what could be done about the house and about the people not there.
The place is completely abandoned and even the cliffs around are “too far for echo” (CPP, 165). On
the whole, the job of the census-taker is depressing, for it includes a deep melancholy; the melan-
choly of “having to count souls / Where they grow fewer and fewer every year / Is extreme where

they shrink to none at all” (CPP, 165).

However, the collector's and the census-taker's are by far not common jobs among workers in
Frost's poetry. In general, workers in Frost's poems do physical, mostly hard labor. And they are de-
voted to highly specialized types of work. In contrast with this stands — as predicted already by the
Victorians in the context of Anglophone literatures — the threat of reduction of the individual man to

the modern mass man, or the average person who can do a bit of everything but in total a great deal
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of nothing. This goes in hand with technology which takes advantage of the labor that has been tra-
ditionally available. The research of Rosenbloom and Sundstrom shows that throughout the 19"
century, “westward migration and the growth of Midwestern agriculture created a labor surplus on
New England farms” (Rosenbloom, 14). In Frost's poetry, we find a culmination of this process in
the form of “competition from Midwestern agricultural products [that] was undermining markets for
the less efficient farms of New England” (Rosenbloom, 14). In the end, Frost's workers and New

England rural work life can be characterized in the following way, as Hammer puts it:

This move roots Frost's poetry of work in the lives of rural workers, people who
have to sustain and entertain themselves, often on their own or alone. What these
people have to work with are the tools that have been passed down to them, or
sometimes that they have invented. The poverty of the people Frost writes about is
important. It makes them materialists, too, or realists, like Frost. They are acutely
conscious of the circumstances in which they live their lives. And they suffer, they
rage. Their New England, importantly, is not an ideal, pastoral place. (Hammer,
Lecture 3)

That the Frostian landscape is not an idyllic world has been shown in the previous chapter. The farm
unit no longer works, the village cannot support itself and must open its heart to the frenetically
pulsating ways of modern life. Now, we will also see that this holds true for the village work routine
as well. What remains still valid and unchanged, albeit not in the economic sense, is the value of
labor. As Poirier points out, Frost “like Emerson finds his miracles not in dogma or antiquities but
in human actions, especially those which, through labor, reveal and help create nature” (Poirier,

300). Poirier continues to emphasize the nature of labor and what it yields:

What is required is toil and labor, the exertion of body and mind necessary to bring
anything to birth. Labor, again, is both one of the unfortunate consequences of the
Fall and a way of overcoming them, of transforming them into fortunate ones. The
“dream” that “labor knows” in Frost's poems of work is often “sweet” because it
frequently involves images of the birth or rebirth of the self, of redemption offered
to those who try to harvest reality. (Poirier, 293)

Poirier refers to the verse “The fact is the sweetest dream that labor knows” (CPP, 26) from the
poem 'Mowing'. What does the line mean? In the poem it suggests that labor loves and labor
dreams. Daydreaming is necessary to endure the monotony of physical labor. Love of labor is vital
for doing it and for doing it well. But we should be careful not to make conclusions without consid-
ering Frost's distinctive and very specific use of words such as “dream”, “labor”, “truth”, “fact”,
“love, “desire” and many others. What does Frost mean by saying “Anything more than the truth

would have seemed too weak™ (CPP, 26)? How could it be that a dream were more than truth? Frost
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made a suggestive choice of words. In Frost, truth is something less than dream, because it is a re-
duction, a simplification. As Hammer points out, truth in Frost is life-sized and to get down to it,
one has to “cut away what is not true, what is inflated, beside the point, excess, ornament” (Ham-
mer, Lecture 2). Hence, truth is in general something we get down to. Poirier offers another clarific-
ation of Frost's idiomatic resources and claims that only labor can penetrate to the essential facts of

natural life, which we could understand as universal, collectively valid truths:

When the penetration of “facts” or of matter occurs through labor, the laborer, who
may also be the poet, becomes vaguely aware that what had before seemed solid
and unmalleable is also part of a collective “dream” and partakes of myth. (Poirier,
293-294)

We should remember that for Frost work is an absolutely essential type of activity and the very con-
dition of a meaningful existence. This is especially so because Frost has not been born into the com-
munity of workers. Rather, he — much like the town-bred farmer in '"The Code' — has to work twice
as hard to secure a position in the village community and earn respect. And, much in accord with
Frost's status as the inheritor of a lost world, the figure of the poet often finds something left by oth-
er workers. Besides the discarded wood-pile in 'The Wood-Pile', there is a number of poems written

in the same vein, which Poirier summarizes:

Many of Frost's poems of nature are written as if by someone who suspects that
someone else has been there before him working the same turf, leaving “some-
thing” for him to find. The are also, usually, the great mythological poems, like “A
Tuft of Flowers,” “Mowing,” “Putting in the Seed,” “Mending Wall,” “After Apple-
Picking,” or “Directive”. (Poirier, 336)

Just as the poet is left with a heap of hay to make or a barrel to fill, we are left with a meaning to
make. But what Frost finds are not always discarded or dysfunctional items. He finds also beauty,
such as the lovely tuft of flowers. Frost comes to view the leveled scene and a bewildered butterfly
leads the poet's eye to look at a tall tuft of flowers beside a brook, “A leaping tongue of bloom the
scythe had spared” (CPP, 31). The absence of the previous worker is not disturbing as in the case of
the wood-pile. The wood-pile can be hardly understood as a gift to the next person wandering
through the wood; the abandoned pile is a meaningless message. On the other hand, “The mower in
the dew had loved them thus, / By leaving them to flourish” (CPP, 31) and this is a meaningful act
connecting strongly the local workers and folks. To the poet, then, the thought of his precursor is
comforting. “The message from the dawn / That made [him] hear the wakening birds around” (CPP,

31) and allowed him to find the flowers gives Frost the sense of not being alone, since he feels “a
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spirit kindred to [his] own,” so that henceforth he works no more alone (CPP, 31). As was suggested
in the previous chapter, men in the city are together alone, while in the village they are alone togeth-
er. And Frost extends this idea to work, because the gladness for the tuft of flowers makes him feel
as if he works with the previous worker's aid. Hence, “Men work together. Whether they work to-
gether or apart” (CPP, 31). This is an important bonding element just as in the poem 'Mending Wall'
or in 'The Ax-Helve'. In the latter, Baptiste is a greatly skilled craftsman of ax-helves. Faggen em-
phasizes the quality of Baptiste's craftsmanship: “In crafting ax-helves, Baptiste displays sensuous,
if not sensual pleasure, blending love and need, work and play, craft and power” (CIF, 84). Again,
this becomes, somewhat curiously, a uniting element between the narrator and himself, as Faggen

puts it:

Baptiste's love of the well-made helve or his anxiousness to earn his human rating
has produced an erotic creation that somehow brings men mysteriously together. It
becomes the focal point at which we become human [...], use tools potentially as
weapons as well as ways of creating order and, as Frost would say, “braving alien
entanglements”. (CIF, 85-86)

According to Faggen, Baptiste takes great pleasure in his workmanship. Utility and beauty, work
and play unite in his craft. The helve is the sweetest dream Baptiste's labor knows. And for so
skilled an artisan, we could use a phrase from 'The Code' which declares that “The hand that knows

his business won't be told / To do work better or faster—those two things” (CPP, 72).

In the village, the philosophy of work has not changed in general. The comic poem 'A Girl's Garden'
illustrates the villagers' relationship to work. Once one girl from the village does a childlike thing
when she asks her father to give her a garden plot, so she could try planting, tending and reaping

herself. The father agrees and gives her an idle bit of ground. As it turned out,

Her crop was a miscellany
When all was said and done,

A little bit of everything,
A great deal of none. (CPP, 129)

As usual, by the time Frost's focus shifts as he ends his poem, the moral message lies elsewhere, for
ever since the girl never sins by telling the tale to the same person twice. However, the poem
primarily shows that the villagers in Frost still value and respect good, honest work. What still
counts, perhaps more than ever, is above all man's work which means a man's work “from sun to

sun” (CPP, 67). However, the suffering and enraged New Englanders in Hammer's remark above
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sometimes carry their work to the extreme as exemplify the poems 'The Code' and 'Out, Out—'. The
former shows a crazy villager who works terribly hard. He does not work from sun to sun but “day-
light and lantern-light were one to him: / I've heard him pounding in the barn all night” (CPP, 72).
The worker is completely consumed by a senseless work drive. For example, during mowing he
keeps at other folks' heels and threatens to mow their legs off (CPP, 72). Of course, such a person,
however hard-working, is bound to become unpopular in the community. As for the second poem,
'Out, Out—', it illustrates another antithesis to man's work. A boy is doing a man's work, though still
a child at heart. Before the day is done, the young worker dies in a tragic accident, when the buzz
saw leaps out of his hand. Just as an old man cannot keep a house, a child cannot attend to an adult's
job. How could that happen, how could people allow the boy to perform such task, the poem does

not say. Once again, we have to work out the meaning as best we can.

3.2 Tools and instruments

In Frost's poetry, work is done by using a tool or an instrument. A pen is the instrument of a will
or the tool by which papers are signed by the man disabled in an industrial accident in "The Self-
Seeker'. A spade is used to dig a grave for the child in 'Home Burial'. There is the ladder in 'After
Apple-Picking' which is symbolically pointed toward heaven and through which one can ascend and
reach for fruit. There is the whispering scythe in 'Mowing'. There are the French Canadian's ax-
helves which can unite or divide. There is the wicked saw in 'Out, Out—' which takes the life of a
worker. There are birch trees, an instrument, a tool for play. And there is also the goblet in 'Direct-
ive', “A broken drinking goblet like the Grail / Under a spell so the wrong ones can't find it” (CPP,
342). As the poem 'The Self-Seeker' says, all these tools and the work for which they are designed

are the fabric of the country people's lives:

'Tt's our life.'
"Yes, when it's not our death.’
What we live by we die by. (CPP, 94)
Tools are often used in making things endure and last. The poem 'Good-by and Keep Cold' ex-

presses such wishful thinking, the desire to make something secure against being (CPP, 211). But

despite our best efforts, such attempts are doomed. In 'Home Burial', the broken man concludes bit-
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terly that “Three foggy mornings and one rain day / Will rot the best birch fence a man can build”
(CPP, 58). There is definitely a point in trying, however. Just as the journey counts sometimes more
than the destination itself, the process matters more than the final product itself. Tools are an im-
portant part of the Frostian world. They provide a means of interaction among the community mem-

bers and, besides, as Hammer explains,

Tools mediate the worker's relation to the world. It's what the worker uses to do
things and to make things. Things are not “made up” in Frost, “not made up” in
the sense of imagined, called up out of thin air, like fairies and elves. Instead,
things in Frost are “made” in the sense of “constructed.” They're the products of
specific acts, of the acts of a worker. (Hammer, Lecture 2)

In the following paragraphs, we will look at several tools and instruments in detail. Let us begin
with the scythe. In '"Mowing', we read a monologue by a mower. In the first line we learn about the
total absence of sound, save for the whisper of scythe. This means, the only sound present is the
sound of the tool of the worker. It is an indication that work is in progress. But the worker himself is
unsure as to what his scythe is whispering. To some degree Frost's poem bears resemblance to
Wordsworth's 'Solitary Reaper' and the mesmerized listener. With the differences, however, that it is
the scythe, not a Highland lass singing, and, second, the scythe does not sing but whispers. Third,
and more importantly, as Lentricchia argues, in Frost's poem there is no separation of poetic and la-
boring voices. Whereas Wordsworth is a third-person observer, Frost is a first-person participant.
Hence, in this dialogue of literary history, “Frost's poem claims that this man who writes is working,
he is the solitary reaper” (Lentricchia, 40). Further, the narrator does not know well himself what
the scythe whispered. “Perhaps it was something about the heat of the sun, / Something, perhaps,
about the lack of sound” (CPP, 26). That is why it whispers and does not speak. Further, we notice a
mechanical activity that is emitting the sound. A scythe is used in cutting hay. And cutting is a dif-
ferent kind of activity than tearing, slicing or splitting. In fact, it can be understood as a kind of con-
trolled violence. Cutting with scythe also invokes in our minds an image of time, the conqueror that
will harvest all in death. Hence, the general image implied in the poem is one in which the mower is
cutting hay and meanwhile time is slowly but steadily aiming for a quick swing with the scythe of
death to collect the worker. Thus, while the mower is working hard to earn his living and to secure
his existence — if existence can be secured — , at the same time the mower stands completely power-
less in front of, and at the mercy of natural forces. The most important thing in the poem, however,
is that it does not lead to a mere naturalistic description. The worker is in harmony with the world

and himself because he accepts his subordination to the natural forces and he accepts his condition.
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And the whisper of the scythe is to him a sound of comfort, that everything is all right, at least for
the moment. The sound of the scythe gives meaning to the life of the worker for the time being. One

cannot really hope for more in the Frostian world.

We see that such a seemingly simple poem turns out to be a good example of the typical Frostian
vagueness, the deliberate uncertainty which allows for a wide range of meanings. Another poem
that invites a number of different readings is 'The Ax-Helve'. In the previous section we saw how
the crafting of ax-helves and love of work bring together members of the village community. Fag-
gen presents a resourceful criticism on the poem: “Ax-helves are the tools, if not the weapons and
the metaphors, for the drama of human equality” (CIF, 84). Specifically, in the poem this relates to
the fact that Baptiste was a French Canadian. The poem, among other things, renders the drama of
the naturalization of Canadian immigrant communities in New England. This has been a slow and

not so easy a process. Damien-Claude Bélanger explains the motives for emigration:

A majority of French-Canadian emigrants to the United States were from rural par-
ishes and agricultural problems are at the root of the economic factors that stimu-
lated emigration. However, a significant portion of emigrants were city-dwellers.
Most of these emigrants left to find more stable, higher paying work in the USA.
(Bélanger, “Causes of French Canadian emigration to the United States”)

From this point of view, the ax-helve becomes a symbol of culture alien to native New England vil -
lagers. It also becomes a means through which Baptiste can define himself in the new environment
and secure his position in it. Faggen further argues that: “Within the drama of the poem, the helves
take on different possibilities of meaning: a tool that could at any moment become a weapon, a
metaphor about education, a figure of native intelligence, an instrument by which to lure and to
communicate” (CIF, 86). 'The Ax-Helve' is a very good example of the richness of Frost's poetry.
We could go on and on analyzing each of the suggestions listed by Faggen. For example, we could
argue about the naturalization process which is hindered by Baptiste's unwillingness to learn Eng-
lish. Many of the immigrants at the turn of the 20™ century preferred to leave that to their children
but Baptiste goes even farther, by keeping his children from school “or doing his best to keep”
(CPP, 174). However, most central to our thesis subject is the observation Baptiste makes immedi-

ately when he starts viewing minutely the narrator's ax-helve:

It was the bad ax-helve someone had sold me—
'Made on the machine,' he said, plowing the grain
With a thick thumbnail to show how it ran
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Across the handle's long drawn serpentine,

Like the two strokes across a dollar sign.

"You give her one good crack, she's snap raght off.

Den where's your hax-ead flying t'rough de hair?' (CPP, 174)

Here, Baptiste taps into what troubles most of his peers. That is, the spread of mass production and
the process of automatization that has been negatively affecting the traditional craftsmanship and
working techniques. Hand in hand with the dying ways of life are disappearing traditional arts and
craftsmanships. Machinery and mechanization will be discussed at length in the next section. And,
besides, the pun on hair/air strengthens the metaphor of the drama of human equality, because the

ax can be used as a tool or a weapon.

Baptiste's case also shows that a worker has to know how to use his tools. As Hammer emphasizes,
“these [instruments] are not something that the man controls as a simple extension of himself”
(Hammer, Lecture 3). Tools in Frost are tricky. Analogously to the line where man leaves off and
nature starts, and which should not be overstepped, one must know where lies the limit of the tool.
As demonstrated in the terrible poem 'Out, Out—', one must know where one's hand ends and the
tool begins. Somehow, tools in Frost's poetry seem to have a will of their own. In 'Mending Wall',
the poet and his neighbor “have to use a spell to make [the boulders] balance: / 'Stay where you are
until our backs are turned!”” (CPP, 39). And in the aforementioned poem, the boy cannot wait to
“call it a day” and when his sister finally shouts “'Supper!™, the saw “As if to prove saws knew
what supper meant, / Leaped out of the boy's hand, or seemed to leap— / He must have given the
hand. However it was, / Neither refused the meeting. But the hand!” (CPP, 31). Hammer provides
an interesting insight into the will of the instruments in Frost's poetry. And in the case of 'Out,

Out—', he emphasizes the sound that the saw is making and what it foreshadows:

This saw, rather than whispering, snarls and rattles. Ultimately, it takes the life of
the worker. It reminds the worker that it has the power of death, the force that the
worker only accesses through the tool. Although Frost's tools give the worker a
way to impose his will on the world, the tool is part of the object world and it de-
clares here brutally and cruelly that the worker's will is limited and subject to the
tools he uses. (Hammer, Lecture 3)

There are other tools in Frost that are quite metaphysical in nature. For example, the shovel in
'Home Burial' is a symbol of the man's mourning and it allows him to physically and, more import-
antly, symbolically vent his grief. Among less grim tools we can count birch trees which are a tool

for play. Birch-tree climbing bears strong connotation of ascent toward heaven and descent to earth.
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It is a tool by which one can get closer toward the former and land safely again on the latter. Ham-
mer offers an interpretation of the whole process of birch climbing. He stresses the boy's solitude
and, inevitably, in this case solitude implies absence. Who could be absent? Hammer points out that
other children are absent, just as God the father is absent or invisible. And the boy, “whose only
play was what he found himself, / Summer or winter” (CPP, 118) plays alone. By climbing birches,
the boy is able to rise and transcend the limits of his own body that is subject to earth's gravity. At
the same time, however, it is dangerous to get away from earth and safe ground, even if only for a
moment. Too much pressure put on any tool puts it at the risk of breaking. In the case of 'Birches',
this means that a branch might break and the boy crashes down to the ground. Consequently, as
Hammer points out, the force of earth and gravity is a counter-weight to Frost's romantic longing.
Just as with the terrible saw, tools are dangerous if not used properly or with common sense. The
birches must be climbed carefully, “With the same pains you use to fill a cup / Up to the brim”
(CPP, 118). And precisely with the same pains, we are to respond when challenged with love. As
will be seen in the following chapter, love in Frost is real, realistic and life-sized. This is so because,
as the poet writes in 'Birches', “Earth's the right place for love” (CPP, 118). Just as Frost's poems of-
ten display the image of a process or labor, instead of the final product, love in Frost is rendered dy-
namically, as an ongoing process, a specific daily challenge to which we each respond in individual
ways. Love enables labor, love is the fuel of dreams. Love is what keeps us balancing between
climbing and coming down, love is what keeps us both going and coming back, love is the tension
between stopping and going. But we will talk more about the nature of love in Frost in the next

chapter.

To conclude our discussion of tools we will consider the poem 'Directive'. Here, the narrator enters
an abandoned house “that is no more a house” (CPP, 342) in a part of the country where “two vil-
lage cultures faded / Into each other” (CPP, 342) and now both of them are lost. The poet notices
“the children's house of make believe”, there are just a few shattered dishes under a pine. At this
moment, Frost offers one of his most tenderest and loveliest passages when upon seeing the
playthings in the playhouse of children, he cannot but “Weep for what little things could make them
glad” (CPP, 342). And the goblet that we mentioned at the beginning of this section he admits to
have stolen from the children's playhouse. What good is the goblet? What kind of tool could it be?
Just like the Grail, it is supposed to restore our souls and bring us to renewal. However, the goblet is

broken. Hammer clarifies the scene in the following way:

Frost returns us there to the early sources of imagination in children's play, and it
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gives us, at least imaginatively in this shared journey with him, access to a kind of
primal refreshment, what he calls our “waters” and our “watering place.” It's a dis-
illusioned and self-consciously ironic promise of salvation, of wholeness. But it's
still a promise, and it's a promise of the powers of imagination and of poetry, and
of poetry made out of play, of a child's play. (Hammer, Lecture 3)

We are invited to drink from the well of imagination, from the ocean of our own childhood memor -
ies. We are invited to “drink and be whole again beyond confusion” (CPP, 342). In the essay "The
Figure a Poem Makes', Frost emphasizes the role of poetry in helping us to make sense of the
world. A poem begins in delight and ends in wisdom, just as love or life do — if combined with our
conscious honest efforts. And poetry is itself a tool through which we access a clarification of life,
“not necessarily a great clarification, but a momentary stay against confusion” (CPP, 777). The
broken goblet is in fact but a false promise. How could you drink from a broken goblet? Yet the
promise is not ill-meant, it is merely provocative and inspiring. In fact, as Lentricchia reminds us,
the goblet is hidden in a ruined farmhouse in America gone urban (Lentricchia, 55). The key to
drinking from the goblet lies in imagining such an act, in believing in the existence of this act, in

putting our faith in it. For this, we shall be rewarded with a momentary stay against confusion.

3.3 Machinery at work

In reality, love is not always the motivation for work. It may be so for the poet when he is chop-
ping wood for exercise or to feed the stove, but in the village, and country in general, a great
number of people have been doing that for their living and are now jobless, as is the case in "Two
Tramps in Mud Time'. “Nothing on either side was said” but the poet knows what is on their mind:
“And all their logic would fill my head: / As I had no right to play / With what was another man's
work for gain. / My right might be love but theirs was need” (CPP, 252). In reality, need more often

than love motivates people to work.

There are not enough work positions in the country, apart from setting up one's own farm or trying
to make-do running various errands in the village. The automatized industry and mass-production
has robbed people — agricultural people in particular — of their professions. And those who keep
their work are no longer connected to the final product they produce. Debord's critique of this pro-

cess is that “The general separation of the worker and product tends to eliminate any direct personal
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communication between the producers and any comprehensive sense of what they are producing”
(Debord, Thesis 26). While in the city and, largely, in factories this has been a deliberate and wel-
come development for many, not only economic, reasons, it is a devastating blow for the village life
and work. It is that which Baptiste both disdains and fears while viewing the poet's machine-made
ax helve. The process of industrialization, according to Debord, has affected time itself and reduced

it to what he calls pseudocyclical time:

Pseudocyclical time is a time that has been transformed by industry. The time based
on commodity production is itself a consumable commodity, one that recombines
everything that the disintegration of the old unitary societies had differentiated
into private life, economic life, and political life. The entire consumable time of
modern society ends up being treated as a raw material for various new products
put on the market as socially controlled uses of time. (Debord, Thesis 151)

The vicious cycle of consumption is therefore governed by pseudocyclical time and brings about a
stagnation. As Debord proposes, “The production process's constant innovations are not echoed in
consumption, which present nothing but an expanded repetition of the past” (Debord, Thesis 156).
Finally, Debord assesses that the byproduct of pseudocyclical time, whose function is above all “to
promote and maintain the backwardness of everyday life” is a set of “pseudovalorizations” and its
manifestation as “a succession of pseudoindividualized moments” (Debord, Thesis 149), in contrast
with authentic individualized moments. By and large, Debord's theoretical attack on the gross cult
of the spectacle and commodity is mirrored in Frost's poetry. In the poem 'At Woodward's Gardens',
we read in the final stanza that “It's knowing what to do with things that counts” (CPP, 267). On the
one hand, the moral of this poem appeals to the fact that people seem to know how to use things yet
do not recognize their value. On the other hand, this poem also attacks the orientation on having in-
stead of being. At the very heart of Debord's theory, we find a theorem stating that in social life be-

ing has in general degraded into having:

The first stage of the economy’s domination of social life brought about an evident
degradation of being into having — human fulfillment was no longer equated with
what one was, but with what one possessed. The present stage, in which social life
has become completely dominated by the accumulated productions of the eco-
nomy, is bringing about a general shift from having to appearing — all “having”
must now derive its immediate prestige and its ultimate purpose from appear-
ances. At the same time all individual reality has become social, in the sense that it
is shaped by social forces and is directly dependent on them. Individual reality is
allowed to appear only if it is not actually real. (Debord, Thesis 17)
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As we have seen in the previous section, a worker must know how to use a tool. A man must know
what to do with a thing, not become possessed with the idea of having it. Likewise, the above poem
tells the difference between having and knowing, and at the same it highlights the harmony between
knowing and understanding. A boy shows his burning-glass to two monkeys in a cage. First, it
brings “A look of puzzled dimness to their eyes, / That blinking could not seem to blink away”
(CPP, 266). Later, the apes snatch the boy's glass and “They bit the glass and listened for the
flavor. / They broke the handle and the binding off it. / Then none the wiser, frankly gave it up”
(CPP, 267). Finally, they quit and hide it in their bedding straw. This is one of Frost's many poems,
such as 'The Bear', that show a satirical tone against the modern man. Basically, Frost puts poetic-
ally what Debord expresses in theory, namely the obsession with the idea of having which has re-
placed the status of being. But where lie the roots of this dogmatic obsession? Applying Heideggeri-

an doctrine, we can conclude that this dogma is essentially connected to the society's value system:

The representation of value is just as essential to the modern interpretation of that
which is, as is the system. Where anything that is has become the object of repres-
enting, it first incurs in a certain manner a loss of Being. This loss is adequately
perceived, if but vaguely and unclearly, and is compensated for with correspond-
ing swiftness through the fact that we impart value to the object and to that which
is, interpreted as object, and that we take the measure of whatever is, solely in
keeping with the criterion of value, and make of values themselves the goal of all
activity. Since the latter is understood as culture, values become cultural values,
and these, in turn, become the very expression of the highest purposes of creativity,
in the service of man's making himself secure as subiectum [Think of the above
mentioned poem 'Good-by and Keep Cold']. From here it is only a step to making
values into object themselves. Value is the objectification of needs as goals,
wrought by a representing self-establishing withing the world as picture. Value ap-
pears to be the expression of the fact that we, in our position of relationship to it,
act to advance just that which is itself most valuable; and yet that very value is im-
potent and threadbare disguise of the objectivity of whatever is, an objectivity that
has become flat and devoid of background. (Heidegger, 142; insertion mine)

The values Heidegger is speaking about turn into pseudovalues and in Frost we find this apparition
of the 20™ century spectacle submerging into the New England landscape and accommodating itself
in the village. How exactly does this apparition affect the traditional village life apart from work

will be discussed in detail in the next chapter.

Most importantly, in relation to our discussion of the machinery at work in Frost's countryside, De-

bord blames consumer society for the destruction of nature and creating pseudo-nature:
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Pseudocyclical time is associated with the consumption of modern economic sur-
vival — the augmented survival in which everyday experience is cut off from de-
cision making and subjected no longer to the natural order, but to the pseudo-
nature created by alienated labor. It is thus quite natural that it echoes the old cyc-
lical thythm that governed survival in preindustrial societies, incorporating the
natural vestiges of cyclical time while generating new variants: day and night,
work and weekend, periodic vacations. [But] while the consumption of cyclical
time in ancient societies was consistent with the real labor of those societies, the
pseudocyclical consumption of developed economies contradicts the abstract irre-
versible time implicit in their system of production. Cyclical time was the really
lived time of unchanging illusions. Spectacular time is the illusorily lived time of a
constantly changing reality. (Debord, Theses 150-155)

Labor is not real anymore (note that this does not imply labor is not hard or difficult anymore); the
process gets increasingly virtual which has culminated in the computerized work and Internet-based
industry of today. The creation of pseudo-nature is connected to our relationship to nature, to our
understanding of it, to the planned environment that was mentioned in the previous chapter, and
also to the disturbance of natural cycles in which we may or may not have had a hand. A closer dis-
cussion of these phenomena is well beyond the scope of this thesis, so we will adhere strictly to
Frost's poetry. The fact that real labor used to be in harmony with the traditional agricultural cyclic-
al time, 1.e. the four-season cycle, is unquestionable. Emphasis on cyclical time is clearly noticeable
in Frost's poems. To this, Poirier adds that in some sense we have invented time and given it charac-
ter. But we are by no means responsible for its power, we are merely responsible for any measure of
its power (Poirier, 176). Further, Costello claims that the measure of time in Frost's poems are sea-
sons and agricultural cycles, thus generating time that best be called rural (Costello, 39). A good ex-
ample of cyclical time in Frost is in the poem 'A Prayer in Spring' which is both a wistful wish and a

lament on the turning of the season:

Oh, give us pleasure in the flowers today;

And give us not to think so far away

As the uncertain harvest; keep us here

All simply in the springing of the year. (CPP, 21)

While time in Frost is unquestionably rural, there is no doubt that Frost has adapted himself to the
landscape of modernity and its time-space, even though it is too tight for his taste. As Costello ex-
plains, “[Frost's] poems bear witness to the near-disappearance of the way of life they depict—the
inevitable exposure of rural life to the forces of history” (Costello, 39). We already mentioned in the

first chapter that the Frostian world is a place where evolution and entropy rule. In accord with this,
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Costello argues that “If pastoral time ties human life to turns of the harvest, the principle of entropy

shifts attention to nature's and culture's creative and degenerative processes” (Costello, 39).

In the following concluding debate we will look at two examples of machinery in Frost's poems.
The first poem, 'Mill City', written in 1905, that is, eight years before the publication of 4 Boy's

Will, reveals the presence of the poet-figure in an untypical scene:

It was in a drear city by a stream

And all its denizens were sad to me,—

I could not fathom what their life could be—

Their passage in the morning like a dream

In the arc-light's unnatural bluish beam,

Then back, at night, like drowned men from the sea,
Up from the mills and river hurriedly,

In weeds of labor, to the shriek of stream. (CPP, 509)

For Frost a quite unusually dark and bleak poem, it shows tough factory labor. Here, no work that
could be called a man's work from sun to sun is done. Instead, we are led to imagine a machine's
24/7 work from the light of one electric lamp to the light of another electric lamp. That means, the
kind of work where one does not encounter exposed nests as during hay-making, or butterflies as in
'My Butterfly'. A type of work where one does not have the luxury of a wonderful work environ-
ment or of an ear-pleasing bird's tune. The 'Mill City', Frost's hint at the debilitating machinery and
labor of the neon future, also echoes the historical development of New England. Bélanger clarifies

the historical context and the introduction of machinery to the New England landscape:

The French Canadian emigrant to New England was a factory worker, particularly
in the huge cotton mills that dotted the area. In this respect, the French Canadian
immigrants played a significant role in the industrial expansion of the New Eng-
land area in the last half of the 19th century. Some of these textile mills had as
many as 10,000 workers and employment was often readily available, as upwardly
mobile English and Scots moved out of the area and were replaced by the Irish,
French Canadians, Southern and Eastern Europeans. In these factories, wages were
low, although higher than in Quebec, and work related accidents were frequent.
The heat created by the machines, and the proper lack of ventilation, was stiffen-
ing; the noise of dozens of machines all working at the same time was deafening
and could be heard hundreds of meters away from the factories; cotton dust was
everywhere and coated the workers’ lungs. Working hours were long, from 10-12
hours a day, up to six days a week, and much of it was spent standing while keep-
ing an eye on several machines. (Bélanger, “Distribution of Franco-Americans in
New England, 1900-1930")
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Work conditions in factories were certainly hellish. And as for injuries and accidents, we can refer
to another example of machinery in Frost's poetry, the already discussed 'The Self-Seeker' which
tells the tale of a disabled man. The poem is based on Frost's friend, Carl Burell, whose legs were
severely injured in a box factory accident (CIF, 86). The Broken One, also an amateur botanist who
keeps a rich and rare collection of orchids (note that “the Cyprepedium regina is not reported so far
north”) in the surrounding land, could testify to the above mentioned adage “What we live by, we
die by.” In summary, his tale exemplifies how the machinery presses people into service. And what
does it mean to be pressed into service? In the poem 'The Self-Seeker' it means to be pressed out of
shape, literally. And besides the beautiful flora, the Broken One owns a mill which he now has to

sell. As Faggen explains,

When the Broken One describes his accident, he concedes to the power of the mill's
machinery, particularly the wheel belt, which takes on the symbolic figure of the
ouroboros, or the snake with its tail in its mouth, a symbol of the reconciliation of
opposites and eternity. For the Broken One, the mill's buzzing machinery means
both life and death. (CIF, 86)

Thus, in 'The Self-Seeker' we find echoes of the 'Mill City' and the endless, almost diabolical
routine Bélanger describes. We can also trace a similarity between the ouroboros and the handle's
long drawn serpentine in 'The Ax-Helve' which Baptiste instantly recognizes as machine-made.
Those symbols seem in Frost to be powerfully and explicitly connected with machinery. Finally,
just as Earth is the right place for love, we can affirm that in Frost Earth is the right place for work
as well. Love is scarcely, if ever, ideal of perfect. So is work but Frost is right when he says “I don't

know where it's likely to go better” (CPP, 118).
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Chapter 4

Community

Life is not so sinister-grave

Matter of fact has made them brave.

He is husband, she is wife.

She fears not him, they fear not life.

On the Heart's Beginning to Cloud the Mind

In this chapter we will explore the village community in Frost's poetry. Wood defines community
as “a social web”, or more explicitly, “a network of social relations marked by mutuality and
emotional bonds.” Further, the community is dependent upon a common purpose, shared under-
standing and values, a sense of obligation and reciprocity, and collective action (Wood, 53). We
have already mapped some of these communal bonds, namely shared understanding in the section
about tools, the sense of obligation eminent in the poem 'Stopping by Woods on a Snowy Evening'
and many more. In general, the poet's oeuvre abounds in the give and take of human relationships.
Some times we are allowed to check closely on the inner weather of the narrator or other figures, at

other times we look into the lives from afar:

This I saw when waking late,

Going by at a railroad rate,

Looking through wreaths of engine and smoke
Far into the lives of other folk. (CPP, 265)

Frost bears the witness of the lives of local folk but in a broader sense these figures become univer-
sal prototypes and sweep through a vast range of human characters. In the first section, we will look

at country people in the context of New England; Vermont and New Hampshire in particular. In
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contrast with these tough country folk stand visitors and summer residents who do not know what is
it like to winter in the cottages and village houses and feed the stove from autumn to spring. The
communities are usually small in number and spread over a wide area. The land does not abound in
raw materials and commodities, there is just enough to meet the needs of its denizens. According to
the poet, for example, New Hampshire has “a touch of gold. New Hampshire gold— / You may
have heard of it [...] But not gold in commercial quantities, / Just enough gold to make the engage-
ment rings / And marriage rings of those who owned the farm. / What gold more innocent could one
have asked for?” (CPP, 154). The communities are largely self-reliant and independent in the old
American way. Next, we will examine Frost's people apart from their status as New Englanders. We
will see that there are several fundamental things through which the community holds together. Fi-
nally, the last section will focus on communication which is an essential area of human interest and
which in Frost occurs in varied forms and at different levels. Of particular interest to us will be the
telephone and telegraph, great innovations of the 19" century that became updated and wide-spread
in early 20™ century. We will discuss in what ways these media affect natural communication in

Frost's poetry.

4.1 “New Hampshire Specimen”

Just specimens is all New Hampshire has,
One each of everything, as in a show-case
Which she naturally doesn't care to sell. (CPP, 152)

S ome of the specimens are truly weird, for example “the one I don't know what to call him, /
Who comes from Philadelphia every year / With a great flock of chickens of rare breeds”
(CPP, 152). This reminds us of the crazy farmer, hen-breeder in 'The Housekeeper'. And when Frost
says New Hampshire has a specimen of everything, he is serious, because we can find in his poetry
even such an exotic specimen as a witch. That is to say, an old style witch who lives in Colebrook
and has a gift for reading letters locked in boxes. The poet asks “Why was it so much greater when
the boxes / Were metal than it was when they were wooden?” and concludes that “[This] made the
world seem so mysterious” (CPP, 154). In contrast with this old style New England witch stands the
modern, new-style witch from the poem 'Provide, Provide': “The witch that came (the withered hag)
/ To wash the steps with pail and rag, / Was once the beauty Abishag, / The picture pride of Holly -
wood” (CPP, 280). Further, there is the lady of the house in 'The Black Cottage' and a great deal of
bigotry, when the poet comments “White was the only race she knew” (CPP, 60). But could this be
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an example of village narrow-mindedness, to which we referred in Chapter 2, rather than an anti-
black bias? It may very well be that the woman in question has never in her life seen an Afric-
an-American or any other colored people for that matter. On the whole, both the poem "New Hamp -
shire' and Frost's oeuvre in general offer an encyclopedia of New England population. Frost's poetry
sweeps through all social groups, through all age groups, through all types of characters, the mad,
the noble, the good and the wicked alike. Yet, Frost seems to somewhat ignore the female part of the
community. Buell accuses the poet of writing in a predictably male vein: “Frost stresses solitude
more than sociality and portrays female community not at all; but—possibly through osmotic ab-
sorption of the female local colorists—he is also more critical than not of male harshness or failure
of understanding of women and sympathetic to female impatience with male stolidity and narciss-
ism” (CCF, 106). This is in part true, when we think of the closing stanza in 'Home Burial', where

the man threatens to use force on his wife who wants to go away:

"You won't go now. You're crying. Close the door.
The heart's gone out of it: why keep it up.
Amy! There's someone coming down the road!'

"You—oh, you think the talk is all. I must go—
Somewhere out of this house. How can I make you—'

'Tf—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'—' (CPP, 58)

This illustrates Buell's point well. Yet, the fact that Frost does not at all portray the female com-
munity is doubtful. Great care must be taken here, because Frost shows and reveals, he leaves us to
make what we can. On close reading, the female characters are there, all types of them, just think of
the specimen already accounted for in this thesis. And, after all, what makes one think or assume

that the “I”, the narrator of the poems, the poet-figure is of the male sex?

In the following paragraphs we will look at the characteristics of Vermonters and before we begin,

let the poet have his say about New Hampshire:

[New Hampshire] is one of the two best states in the Union.
Vermont's the other. And the two have been

Yoke-fellows in the sap-yoke from of old

In many Marches. And they lie like wedges,

Thick end to thin end and thin end to thick end,

And are a figure of the way the strong
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Of mind and strong of arm should fit together,
One thick where one is thin and vice versa. (CPP, 156)

Most importantly, according to the poet anything that can be said about New Hampshire will serve
almost as well about Vermont, excepting the difference in their mountains: “The Vermont mountains
stretch extended straight, New Hampshire mountains curl up in a coil” (CPP, 156). Thus, when we
discuss Vermonters, it roughly corresponds to what could be said about New Hampshire people and,

on the whole, about Frost's people in general.

Dorothy Fisher makes a crucial observation of the Vermont life-style: “The Vermont scheme of life
is fine for able-bodied, hard-working people sound in wind and limb and with good headpieces, but
it is very hard on the sick, the old, the helplessly dependent and tragically hard on the subnormal”
(Vermont, 113). The region actually has a high suicide rate (Vermont, 116). Rightfully then, this puts
the Vermont legend — and similarly Frost's poetry — under some suspicion. But while Fisher's re-
mark about Vermont is easily applicable to other districts and regions world-wide, it substantively
applies to Frost's poetry in the socio-geographical sense. And yes, Frost's world is hard on the sick,
lonely and subnormal. Next, when we think of Vermonters as different from the rest of Americans,
then how come Vermonters became so in the first place? Fisher's explanation runs as follows:
“Much of what we call "Vermontism' is nothing but old 'Americanism' surviving in an out-of-the-
main-current community, which has not been so beaten upon as communities elsewhere by the
storms of modern life. For good and not so good it has kept its character, just because it has not
been driven to become different by industrial prosperity” (Vermont, 42). In Chapter 2, we saw that
the Vermont way of life is changing or dying out, with the submersion of megalopolis. Hand in
hand with this, “The nature of the Vermonters themselves, their recognizable characteristics, appear
to have undergone even greater, perhaps irrevocable changes than their surroundings” (Vermont,
41). What changes in character are being implied here? As literary historian Bruce Tucker puts it,
“Whatever else New England was, it was a story, a creation of mind that each generation of minis-
ters retold in order to connect New England to a central purpose that transcended their own time
and place” (Wood, 169). In other words, Puritans had employed town and village to create an Eng-
lish garden from an imagined New England wilderness. And the story of the New England mind is
discontinued as it collides with the opportunities and ways of modern life that come sweeping in
from the outside and leave their mark in the nature of the locals. In 'Escape to Vermont', Hard is ser-
iously concerned with the influx of population to the countryside and the danger it poses for its den-

izens:
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Well before the Civil War Summer visitors had begun arriving in the remote Green
Mountains by train, to partake of the curative waters at pioneering mineral spring
resorts. By the turn of the century, Vermont hill farm homes, which took in summer
broader refugees from the baking cities, were finding it provided a fairly healthy
boost to farm income. [...] But the great flood of city visitors, now with new cars,
new cash and the leisure to employ both, grew apace beyond most natives' wildest
hopes (or fears) when World War II ended. Year by year more and more of them
became part-time residents or determined transplants. [...] These new Vermonters
brought with them new concepts of living, and new economic and political tenets
which were alien to the older residents. (Vermont, 77)

Hard's essay was written roughly 30 years after the publication of Frost's poem 'A Roadside Stand'
and reveals where has modernity progressed since. What Frost puts poetically, Debord defines the-
oretically and Hard witnesses in reality. What happens to Vermont with these new “human trans-
plants” and part-time residents? It appears that not the machinery but especially people are threating

Vermont. Hard criticizes harshly the newcomers:

Most of the farms have gone to professional people and the middle class. None of
them has any real contact with the local people. None of them knows what it is like
to live all winter in a house heated by wood stoves, all are distrusted in greater or
less degree by their native neighbors, who make what they can out of them. [...]
“Not only are the summer owners increasing each year, but the big corporations
are happily moving in. The young executives delight in fixing up old houses for
their homes. But they have no real stake in the community.” [...] Reporting later on
conditions at Huntington, juxtaposed to now-burgeoning Burlington, Don Wake-
tield wrote in The Nation: “The town like so many others, will be eventually over-
-run by the spreading Megalopolis. Now it simply waits for the neon future, while
its farms turn into real estate and its residents turn into commuters.” (Vermont, 78)

How is that in Frost's poetry we do not encounter more of these disturbing phenomena? For one
thing, as shown in Chapter 2, Frost chooses to go beyond the village and seek wilderness, rather
than confrontation with the evils of modern age. Second, as pointed out in Chapter 1, Frost also re-
fuses to dwell on the past, he resists the temptation of nostalgia, he will not worship nostalgically
the ancient ways. Instead, Frost's poetry seems to be telling us that life goes on, life used to be bet-
ter in some respects and it was worse in other respects. And, third, most of Frost's poems were writ -
ten before World War II whereas Hard writes from the post-war point of view. The neon future al-
luded to by Hard was much closer in his day than in Frost's. Yet, Frost in his poetry warns before
the same thing. When Hard speaks about the towns, we may recall Frost's poem in which the little

town Still Corners is about to fall victim to urbanization.
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On September 23, 1929, Sinclair Lewis gave a speech to the Rutland, Vermont Rotary. He himself
settled to live in Vermont which, in his case, is remarkable: “I have traveled through thirty-six states
and have lived in eight or ten, in addition to visiting eighteen foreign countries, but Vermont is the
first place I have seen where I really wanted to have my home - a place to spend the rest of my life*

(Lewis). Lewis then goes on to list various reasons for doing so:

I like Vermont because it is quiet, because you have a population that is solid and

not driven mad by the American mania - that mania which considers a town of

four thousand as twice as good as a town of two thousand, or a city of one hun-

dred thousand, fifty times as good as a town of two thousand. Following that reas-

oning, one would get the charming paradox that Chicago would be ten times better

than the entire state of Vermont; but I have been in Chicago, and have not found it

s0. [...] I have found in Vermont precisely the opposite to the peculiar thing, poin-

ted out and boasted of as 'very American’; the desire for terrific speed and the de-

sire to make things grow. (Lewis)
This powerfully resonates with Frost's poetry, particularly with the poem 'The Literate Farmer' pub-
lished in the collection 4 Witness Tree in 1942. In the poem, an old man argues that “science
cheapened speed” (CPP, 337). A friend of that old man claims “[he] knows the old man and
nobody's so deep / In incandescent lamps and ending sleep” (CPP, 337). What is now needed is “A
good cheap anti-dark”, because it can “Give us a good cheap twenty-four-hour day, / No part of
which we'd have to waste” (CPP, 337). These are echoes of the routine in 'Mill City' and a forebod-
ing of the neon future as alluded to by Hard above. The poem then accounts for the ideology of the
20™ century when it tells: “And who knows where we can't get! Wasting time / In sleep or slowness
is a deadly crime” (CPP, 337). Here emerges the terrific tempo of the modern age, the thing that
puts the country community at a loss. It brutally attacks and opposes the country wisdom, the belief

that things take time to mature, the conviction that all will be in due time. These sentiments are

challenged by the modern American lifestyle, as Lewis puts it:

It is hard in this day, in which the American tempo is so speeded up, to sit back
and be satisfied with what you have. It requires education and culture to appreci-
ate a quiet place, but any fool can appreciate noise. Florida was ruined by that
mania. It must not happen in Vermont. You have priceless heritages - old houses
that must not be torn down, beauty that must not be defiled, roads that must not
be cluttered with billboards and hot dog stands. (Lewis)

Lewis then goes to explain what he cannot understand; those new trends and the unifying, normaliz-

ing tendency of the modern times which leads to the globalized city and village:

In Chatham one would even find a night club, which, however, as yet has not re-
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ceived great support, the inhabitants still desiring to sleep. The day will come
when it will be patronized, and the patrons will get a fiftieth rate imitation of New
York. Why one should want more than one New York is more than I can under-
stand. [...] I can visualize the development in Rutland when the syndicate buys up
all available property and builds magnificent Spanish gardens and Czechoslovaki-
an beerless beer gardens to clutter up the landscape. (Lewis)

In these words we can trace the unmistakable Debordian criticism of the creation of pseudocountry.
On the other side of the line, the people and capital governing the urban expansion cannot — could
not — comprehend, let alone recognize or value the beauty of the traditional Vermont character. In
1949, Dorothy Fisher defended the “old-maidish neatness” of Vermont villages, as peopled by a
“classless society.” She reminds us that “Through a century and a half Vermont has remained class-
less and also passionately, fanatically anti-totalitarian. Perhaps because it never had any aristocrats
or capitalists to liquidate” (Vermont, 42). For the newcomers and city-bred human transplants, the
“old-maidish neatness” of the country is something beyond their ability to apprehend or appreciate.
However, this special feature of Vermont is to be preserved, if not revered. As observed in 1950

Ralph Nading Hill,

Some people think of the Twentieth Century Vermont as an old lady sitting by the
window watching the rest of the world go by. It is true, perhaps, that she is some-
what sot in her ways, but these are ways that she has tested and not found want-
ing—hard work, thrift, simple living, plainness of manner and speech. She is not
going to join the crowd outside of the window just because everybody else has.
(Vermont, 42)

Which is precisely what Frost is doing in his poetry, when he takes the less traveled-by road and
goes north of Boston. But even there modern life and advances of science have taken their toll on
the villagers. As the poem 'The Literate Farmer' tells us, they have taken away “the precious dark”

of the night. The poet argues that:

We need the interruption of the night

To ease attention off when overtight,

To break our logic in too long a flight

And ask us if our premises are right. (CPP, 337)

In Frost, illumination and revelation is always preceded by an interlude of darkness. In a sense,
darkness and confusion are a precondition for clarification and enlightenment. Hence, the moment-
ary stay against confusion is not an escape from chaos and confusion but a consequence of it. Those
who still want guidance can have it but they must be able to see it. In 'The Literate Farmer', the op-

tion is to look up to the stars that “character the skies” and see that “they are more divine than any
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bulb or arc, / because their purpose is to flash and spark” (CPP, 337), hence they will not take away
the night, thus allowing the person to get beyond confusion by going through it. In order to become
acquainted with the day, one must become acquainted with the night. Following this logic, in Frost
to be acquainted with country life (and to be able to appreciate it), one must be acquainted with the
city and its ways, to the full extent of Lewis's and Debord's criticism. For Frost, a lot of the innova-

tions of modern life are not a symbol of advancement but rather of regression.

Having presented a number of opinions and thoughts concerning the disappearance and transforma-

tion of the countryside, we can now summarize the effect and explicate the cause as Debord sees it:

Urbanism is the modern method for solving the ongoing problem of safeguarding
class power by atomizing the workers who have been dangerously brought togeth-
er by the conditions of urban production. The constant struggle that has had to be
waged against anything that might lead to such coming together has found urban-
ism to be its most effective field of operation. The efforts of all the established
powers since the French Revolution to increase the means of maintaining law and
order in the streets have finally culminated in the suppression of the street itself.
Describing what he terms “a one-way system,” Lewis Mumford points out that
“with the present means of long-distance mass communication, sprawling isolation
has proved an even more effective method of keeping a population under control”
(The City in History). But the general trend toward isolation, which is the underly-
ing essence of urbanism, must also include a controlled reintegration of the work-
ers based on the planned needs of production and consumption. This reintegration
into the system means bringing isolated individuals together as isolated individu-
als. Factories, cultural centers, tourist resorts and housing developments are spe-
cifically designed to foster this type of pseudocommunity. The same collective isol-
ation prevails even within the family cell, where the omnipresent receivers of spec-
tacular messages fill the isolation with the ruling images — images that derive
their full power precisely from that isolation. (Debord, Thesis 172)

Here, Debord enumerates many phenomena that we have been dealing with throughout this thesis
so far. The opposition between the city and the country and the transformation of the latter to
pseudocountry, the tendency of the modern age toward isolation, the effect modern technologies
have on labor, and in general the disastrous consequence of crazy production and consumption
drive. Finally, Debord hints at the creation of pseudocommunity which inhabits the pseudocountry.
Debord further argues that these modern phenomena give rise to an interesting effect: “While elim-
inating geographical distance, this society produces a new internal distance in the form of spectacu-
lar separation” (Debord, Thesis 167). This is what Lewis calls the speeded-up American tempo and

what in Frost's poetry is the speed cheapened by science. Consequently,

Tourism — human circulation packaged for consumption, a by-product of the cir-
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culation of commodities — is the opportunity to go and see what has been banal-
ized. The economic organization of travel to different places already guarantees
their equivalence. The modernization that has eliminated the time involved in travel
has simultaneously eliminated any real space from it. (Debord, Thesis 168)

Hence, the process of the creation of pseudocountryside is crowned by its banalization. And, unfor-
tunately, as the Vermont defenders demonstrate, this process, the banalization of Vermont and of the

countryside, has been under way for some time.

To conclude this section, let us give word to the poet who claims he does not wear an illusion in his
hand-bag about the people “being better there than those he left behind” (CPP, 158). And, finally,
we can cite the self-ironic closing stanza of '"New Hampshire' which summarizes our discussion of

New Englanders and reflects the typical Frostian doubleness as well:

I chose to be a plain New Hampshire farmer
With an income in cash of say a thousand
(From say a publisher in New York City).

It's restful to arrive at a decision,

And restful just to think about New Hampshire.
At present I am living in Vermont. (CPP, 162)

This excerpt best tells the difference between Lewis's criticism and Frost's oeuvre. While Lewis ex-
plains what he likes about New England and criticizes the rest of America, we do not find such an
explicit method in Frost. Frost, instead, leads the existence of a poet — a poet whose promised land
is the New England region but who, at the same time, is well aware that both his literary and per-
sonal existences depend on the income from sources located and fed by the mania which Debord
opposes in theory and Lewis in his tried-out-and-tested reasonings. Although contemporaries, Frost
and Lewis treat the same subject differently and in different types of texts. Once again, we can con-
clude that Frost avoids direct confrontation with American reality and takes refuge in his poetic
world where he occasionally exercises the power of satire. The poem 'New Hampshire' is in fact a
brilliant satire about the community. Most importantly, Frost's greatness lies in his ability to satirize

himself as shown in the final stanza.

4.2 Frost's people and the community

In this section we will take a closer look at Frost's people apart from their status as New

Englanders. This means looking at them apart from the local particularities and characteristics

61



pointed out in the previous section. As has already been mentioned, Frost presents in his poetry a
wide range of figures whose mutual relationships and characters represent realistically the universal
human experience which will be the subject of this section. Before we begin, we should yet com-
ment briefly on an important narrative technique Frost uses when rendering the lives and characters
of the community members. For one thing, the “I” of the poems, the narrator, employs a style that
allows the reader to have a sense of immediacy with the action going on in the poems. It is almost
as if the “I” were “you” and you yourself were talking to the people, hearing what they say and try-
ing to make out what they mean. Frost's narrative technique also abounds in direct speech, such as
when he addresses the reader in sentences like “You come too,” “I'll show you,” “Come with me”
and many more. These utterances create an interesting effect — an illusion that we have first-hand
experience with what is going on in Frost's world and with Frost's people. At times, however, the
closeness is somewhat disturbing, particularly in darker poems such as 'Out, Out—' or 'Home Buri-
al'. As Hammer points out, “Frost creates a kind of uncomfortable intimacy for us with his charac-
ters where we're challenged by them, we're brought up close to them” (Hammer, Lecture 3). This
may reminds us of Elizabeth Bishop whose intimacy with the reader is equally potent, yet largely
comfortable. Further on, Hammer hints at another characteristic feature of Frost's narrative strategy:
“[He] frames his people's words minimally, with little narrative information. He just sort of plunges
you into their speech, into their lives, and you have to, in a sense, work to get into their character to
be able to keep track of who is speaking” (Hammer, Lecture 3). Lastly, concerning Frost's narrative
technique, the poet makes great use of perspective, as was pointed out already in Chapter 1, which
helps in conveying the characters' points of view. Just think of the stairwell in 'Home Burial', the
brook and the couple in "West-Running Brook', or the encounter in 'Two Look at Two'. Hammer ar-
gues that the information where and how Frost's people stand in relation to each other as they speak

is important (Hammer, Lecture 3).

In general, Frost's poetry is charged with the give and take of human relations, with the challenges
and assets they yield. And, in particular, Frost's poetic universe illuminates the desirability of main-
taining boundaries as well as “our ultimate inability to maintain [them],” as Faggen remarks ( CIF,
65). This has been already discussed several times with emphasis on the poem 'Mending Wall' and
others. But what lies inside of the boundaries? Is there something at the base of human relationships
in Frost's poetry? Yes, definitely, and the poet is keenly interested in what the community has in
common. Among other commonalties, Frost's people all have their inner weather, just as the narrat-
or of the poems does and frequently mentions. This inner weather is a phrase the poet uses when

speaking about human feelings, mood and state of mind. And this inner weather is governed by the
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same forces and phenomena, despite the differences of our inner climates. We will now list some of

the common denominators of human relationships in Frost's poetry.

At the core of human experience in Frost lies death. In addition to death, a common condition is
aloneness which sometimes takes the form of loneliness and which is often with death associated, in
direct or indirect way. There are not many poems that deal explicitly with death, apart from the
above mentioned darker poems, but death is ever-present in Frost's poetry; at times we near death as
we approach the final frontier of our existence in poems 'Desert Places' or 'Stopping by Woods on a
Snowy Evening', or when we look at the marble gravestone with mocking rhymes in 'In a Disused
Graveyard'. In these poems, death is closely connected to aloneness. And for Frost's people, death is
a natural part, in fact the most natural part of our lives. Frost the poet deals with death without orna-
ments. Besides, there are no mementa mori. What use or good would they be? One farmer in the

poem 'The Times Table' voices a simple definition of the multiplication table of life:

A sigh for every so many breath,

And for every so many sigh a death.

That's what I always tell my wife

Is the multiplication table of life. (CPP, 241)

Yet another farmer, the grieving man in 'Home Burial', speaks about death in a different tone when

he insists that even the nearest friends cannot go with anyone to death:

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

One is alone, and he dies more alone.

Friends make pretense of following to the grave,

But before one is in it, their minds are turned

And making the best of their way back to life

And living people, and things they understand. (CPP, 58)

This is echoed in 'Out, Out—' where people are gathered around the dying boy. The doctor puts him
in the dark of ether 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. (CPP, 131)

Death is here a plain fact without a trace of pathos. After all, “Life is not so sinister-grave” (CPP,

265) and matter-of-factness is what makes Frost's people so tough, or at least so tough looking. For
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example, matter of fact has made the husband and wife from the quote in the head of this chapter
brave (CPP, 265). But, of course, Frost's people are neither robots nor are they emotionally limited.
They surely have strong feelings about the dying boy, for example, and this is — once again — left for
us to make, to imagine. On the one hand, Frost seems to be asking: and how would you feel? On the
other hand, Frost suggests the conclusion that there is nothing he, you or anyone else can do about
the boy's death. In the poem — as in 'Home Burial' and many other poems — there is not a trace of

pathos, because being pathetic about the death will not help anything.

Interestingly, in The Society of the Spectacle Debord proposes that the social absence of life coin-
cides with the social absence of death (Debord, Thesis 160). Debord's thesis can be reversed, which
in Frost's case implies that where death is acknowledged and understood as a natural fulfillment of
our existence, there is also life. We cannot know if life would be worth living if there were no death
but we can be fairly sure that death gives life meaning. Further, Debord discusses the society of the

spectacle which is the exact opposite of Frost's people:

The spectator no longer experiences life as a journey toward fulfillment and toward
death. Once he has given up on really living he can no longer acknowledge his
own death. Life insurance ads merely insinuate that he may be guilty of dying
without having provided for the smooth continuation of the system following the
resultant economic loss, while the promoters of the “American way of death” stress
his capacity to preserve most of the appearances of life in his post-mortem state. On
all the other fronts of advertising bombardment it is strictly forbidden to grow old.
‘youth-capital,” though such capital,
however carefully managed, has little prospect of attaining the durable and cumu-
lative properties of economic capital. (Debord, Thesis 160)

I

Everybody is urged to economize on their

In contrast with modern American lifestyle and what Debord calls “the American way of death”, for
Frost's people aging and death are not haunting processes, they are inevitable natural facts. Life
spells a death sentence and there is no going around it. Besides, there is too much work to waste
time philosophizing about death. In any case, Frost's people seem to be occupied more with the fol-
lowing thoughts than with death. First, in 'The Lesson for Today', we are informed that “Earth's a
place in which it's hard to save your soul” (CPP, 320). This makes sense, because so far we have
seen that Earth was the right place for love and work and now we learn that through these we can
save our souls, even though it is not likely to be an easy thing to do. Second, what are we, who are
we? Earlier in Chapter 1 the answer was: “We must be something.” At this moment, we can specify
this further. As the poem "Two Witches' tells us, we are but “a decent product of life's ironing out”

(CPP, 187). Indeed, Frost's people are put up to trials by existence, trials by nature, seasons,
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snowstorms. They are always in the middle of something, as the dialogue in the poem 'In the Home
Stretch' illustrates: “Ends and beginnings—there are no such things. / There are only middles”
(CPP, 113). In the same dialogue, the people express a wish to know, whatever that knowledge may
yield. One speaker says he does not want to find out what cannot be known to which the other
speaker replies: “You're searching, Joe, / For things that don't exist” (CPP, 113). This is a likely an-
swer most Frost's folks would supply to metaphysical questions. We must distinguish here between
Frost's people and the figure of the narrator, as the poet sometimes projects in the narrator's mind a
different way of thinking, a counterpoise of village thinking. This is evident for example in the
poem 'Mending Wall' where the narrator and his neighbor lead a dialogue concerning metaphysical
matters. On the one hand, the villager holds to his ancestors's age-old belief that good fences make
good neighbors. On the other hand, the narrator wants to revise this idea. He ponders why, in the
first place, do fences make good neighbors. And before setting up a fence, he is led to ask what
would he be walling in or walling out. However, there seems to be a general metaphysical question
that troubles both the narrator as well as the villagers. This issue is investigated and dealt with in the
poem 'A Question'. The poet is asking whether “all the soul-and-body scars / Were not too much to
pay for birth” (CPP, 329), which reminds us of the same Yeatsian dilemma in '"Among School Chil-
dren', that is, the question whether the son with sixty or more winters on his head is enough of a
compensation for the pang of birth. With one difference, however, that Frost's people would not
think about the concept of honey of generation betrayed, as there is no place for such train of
thought in the Frostian world. Frost's poetry, rather than emphasizing the act of creation, tends to
work more with the concept of discovery. Hence, rather than created, truth, life and beauty are dis-
covered; they are discoverable variabilities and impermanences. Hence, the concept of honey of
generation betrayed is not an issue. Consequently, there is no ultimate answer to Frost's poem '4

Question'. At best it can only be responded to subjectively.

Besides death there is another uniting element, namely love which is an equally strong lowest com-
mon denominator. In the poem 'Bond and Free', the poet proposes that “Love has Earth to which she
clings” (CPP, 116). This means, love has people on Earth to whom she clings. In the previous
chapters we discussed the nature of love in Frost's poetry and concluded that love in Frost is real
and realistic because it is life-sized. Further, in 'Build Soil', the poet proposes a concise definition of

love:

There is no love.
There's only love of men and women, love
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Of children, love of friends, of men, of God.
Divine love, human love, parental love. (CPP, 290)

Hence, love is not an abstract thing in Frost; it is strongly localized and concretized. In other words,
the poet claims that love exists only in the specific, though highly individualized, forms of interper-
sonal relationships. And there are different kinds of love, just as there are different types of rela-
tions. Now, what does love mean and in what ways is it challenging for Frost's people? In general,
Frost's people seem to regard the ability (or should we say the gift?) to love as a condition of sanity.
Sigmund Freud once emphasized the importance of being able to work and love in order to be con-
sidered sane. Absence or deformity of either leads to exclusion and rejection from the community.
For example, the lazy worker in 'The Death of the Hired Man' who scorns work when, in haying
time, “any help is scarce” (CPP, 41), is unanimously resented by the locals. Concerning love, there
are two poems that are worth mentioning. The first one, 'The Generations of Men', discloses a warn-
ing story about a person with an unhealthy relationship to himself: “D'you now a person so related
to herself / Is supposed to be mad” (CPP, 77). This again reminds us of the hen breeder in '"The
Housekeeper'. Analogously, such self-obsession and, possibly, unrestrained self-love prevents a per-
son from maintaining healthy relationships with other community members. The second poem, 'A
Servant to Servants', shows another form of immoderate emotional expression. Here, one man was
kept locked up for years back up at one old farm. The State Asylum is not considered an option by

Frost's people:

I wouldn't have sent anyone of mine there;

You know the old idea—the only asylum

Was the poorhouse, and those who could afford,

Rather than send their folks to such a place,

Kept them at home; and it does seem more human. (CPP, 67)

The poem continues by disclosing in detail the fate of one disordered mind:

I've heard too much of the old fashioned-way.
My father's brother, he went mad quite young.
Some thought he had been bitten by a dog,
Because his violence took on the form

Of carrying his pillow in his teeth;

But it's more likely he was crossed in love,

Or so the story goes. It was some girl.
Anyway all he talked about was love.

They soon saw he would do someone a mischief
If he wa'n't kept strict watch of, and it ended
In father's building him a sort of cage
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Or room within a room, of hickory poles,

Like stanchions in the barn, from floor to ceiling,—
A narrow passage all the way around.

Anything they put in for furniture

He'd tear to pieces, even a bed to lie on.

So they made the place comfortable with straw,
Like a beast's stall, to ease their consciences.

Of course they had to feed him without dishes.
They tried to keep him clothed, but he paraded
With his clothes on his arm—all of his clothes.
Cruel—it sounds. I 'spose they did the best

They knew. And just when he was at the height,
Father and mother married, and mother came,
Abride, to help take care of such a creature,

And accommodate her young life to his.

That was what marrying father meant to her.

She had to lie and hear love things made dreadful
By his shouts in the night. He'd shout and shout
Until the strength was shouted out of him,

And his voice died down slowly from exhaustion.
He'd pull his bars apart like bow and bow-string,
And let them go and make them twang until

His hands had worn them smooth as any ox-bow.
And then he'd crow as if he thought that child's play—
The only fun he had. I've heard them say, though,
They found a way to put a stop to it. (CPP, 68-69)

Just what way they found we can only guess. This lengthy excerpt of the poem suggests two import-
ant conclusions. First, Frost's people are at a loss as how to cope with non-standard phenomena,
particularly social ones. Frost's world is hard on the subnormal. After all, Frost's poetry takes after
the survival-of-the-fittest paradigm which is in itself cruel. And, second, the poem shows that love
is absolutely essential not only for Frost's people but in Frost's oeuvre in general which another

poem 'Devotion' illustrates well:

The heart can think of no devotion
Greater than being shore to the ocean—
Holding the curves of one position,
Counting an endless repetition. (CPP, 226)

Love, in all its forms, is but ceaseless husbanding, nurturing and caring. At the same time it is also a
daily necessity and a challenge to be met; one that keeps us going and coming back, moving heav-
enward and back earthward. As can be clearly seen in the above poem 'A Servant to Servants', love
can have such a strong pull as to cause one to be driven from the community. On the whole, in

Frost's poetry we frequently witness a tension emanating from the effort to preserve one's individu-
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ality while retaining a secure position in the community. Hence, there is a ceaseless motion not only
toward heaven and back earthward, but also a horizontal movement on the plane of interpersonal re-
lations. The figure of the narrator again stands in contrast with other villagers, because of their nat-
ural propensity to fit into their society whereas the narrator represents a strictly self-reliant person in

the Emersonian tradition.

Apart from death and love, the greatest bond between humans is communication and will be dealt
with in the next section. Most of Frost's poems emphasize the importance of the people's under-
standing one another. The way through which this process occurs is not only language but includes
objects, instruments and tools as discussed already in Chapter 3. As Faggen observes, “[Frost's
people]'s ability to understand things — a tuft of flowers, a wall, a cellar hole, an ax-helve, a grind-
stone, a brook, or a house or home itself — becomes inextricably bound to their ability to understand
one another” (CIF; 65). Faggen continues further to generalize things to meaning: “The poems pen-
etrate to the limits of individuality and the demands of community in the creation of meaning” (CIF,
65). The creation of meaning is vitally tied to shared experience and age-old traditions. For ex-
ample, in the poem '"The Bonfire', a group of children sets out to make a fire out of a pile of brush.
Undoubtedly, they want to imitate the Fourth-of-July tradition. The bonfire serves the purpose of
tightening the community, because it allows them to “have [their] fire and laugh and be afraid”
(CPP, 127). On the whole, despite the expanding urbanization and modernization there is still a
tendency in the country toward ritualization. Although in the city they too have bonfires, there is a
key difference that while in the city a bonfire is likely to attract people previously unacquainted
with each other, in the village they supposedly are all neighbors. And this is not only a privilege of
the village ways of life but a requirement as well. The occasion on which a bonfire is held is not
only a time for chat and laugh but also a test one takes in order to show how one meets the com-
munity expectations. Ultimately, Frost shows that these precious customs, which have now been for

more than a century dying out, should be — must be — preserved.

Finally, there is a group of people in Frost that are not part of the community. They are outside of
the traditional village population. These are modern men, perhaps come to summer in the coun-
tryside or see what has already been banalized. In the poem 'Neither Out Far Nor In Deep', Frost de-
scribes people on a shore. They are looking out to sea, they are watching for something. But as
Hammer argues, is there anything to watch for? Is there anything coming? No, it does not appear so
(Hammer, Lecture 3). In 'Once by the Pacific', the poet himself makes out of the scene a causal pat-

tern, a logical sequence:
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Great waves looked over others coming in,
And thought of doing something to the shore
That water never did to land before.

[...]
The shore was lucky in being backed by a cliff,

The cliff being backed by continent. (CPP, 229)

There immediately arises a question of who or what will back up the continent? Perhaps the people
inhabiting it? Let us take a closer look at them. In 'Neither Out Far Nor In Deep', Frost observes the

people:

The people along the sand

All turn and look one way.

They turn their back on the land.
They look at the sea all day. (CPP, 274)

Seemingly, it does not occur to them that “a night of dark intent / Was coming, and not only a night,
[but] an age” (CPP, 229, insertion mine). What troubles them more is the emptiness they behold and
feel in themselves. Because “They cannot look out far” and “They cannot look out deep” (CPP,

274), they may be compelled to use various devices, such as:

The telescope at one end of [his] beat,
And at the other end the microscope,
Two instruments of nearly equal hope. (CPP, 247)

However, neither can be of use to these people, because the emptiness originates in their lack of
imagination. Without imagination, these people have little or no access to understanding the world.
Certainly the continent can hardly be backed by such people. How could these people stand their
ground or stand for their continent when they turn their backs on it and gaze mindlessly at the sea?
Therefore, in Frost, imagination is a must if we are to discover, understand and appreciate ways of
the world we live in which gets us back to where we left off in Chapter 3, with the broken goblet
enabling us to drink and live to our fullest. As pointed out therein, the problem lies in the degrada-
tion of being into having. It is the condition of having full hands and empty soul. Here, the tele-
scope is an instrument of enlightenment but it will yield no useful knowledge to those lacking ima-
gination. Again, as emphasized in Frost's poetry, it is not having but knowing what to do with
things. Yet, even with an imagining mind looking, there are boundaries and things unknowable and

unaccessible to man. Both our experience and knowledge are limited. As the poem 'The Star-Split-
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ter' shows, a man can point a telescope (or microscope, for that matter) wherever he wants, look in

any way he desires but still he will not know any better where ke is:

We've looked and looked, but after all where are we?
Do we know any better where we are? (CPP, 168)

Of course, in Frost's poems we are in New England, in America, on the Earth, in our Universe. But
what does this mean? To this, each must supply an answer alone. 'The Star-Splitter' maps the colli-
sion of the cosmic and the local that so often recurs in Frost's poetry. This poem is a brilliant medit-
ation on the intersection of infinity with the community. It shows the effort to satisfy “a life-long
curiosity / About our place among the infinities” (CPP, 166). Faggen argues that in this poem,
“Frost distinguishes himself from most modernist poets in not taking the view the world was some-
how worse at the dawn of the twentieth century than it ever had been. If anything, the discoveries of
science had humiliated mankind like religion had done in centuries before, in reminding him of his
mortality and his relatively small, uncertain position in the scheme of things” (CIF, 153). 'The Star-
Splitter' explicates the limits of our knowledge. Our knowledge of the evolution of the universe, of
the tiny seed of life on our small planet, of being itself. It reports on our inherent ultimate inability
to comprehend everything. It also comforts us that there is really no need for an absolute know -

ledge.

4.3 Communication

So far we have been speaking about various changes occurring in people's characters, in the
landscape, in the lifestyle. But perhaps the greatest of all the changes that modern age has
brought about is in the ways of communication. As emphasized throughout the previous chapters
and sections, Frost's poems abound with communication. A lot of the poems are centered around
dialogues and human interaction, though not always verbal. The communication is sometimes even
subhuman or inter-species. The importance of communication, and the dread of its absence, is em-
phasized by Justin Quinn who examines the condition of being without expression and having noth-

ing to express in 'Desert Places':

“With no expression, nothing to express.” This is the real chill of the poem, a state
of affairs that is completely void of communication. At this point the speaker is un-
dergoing a crisis, a moment of deep fear as he feels that his own human utterance
will be lost in the spreading “loneliness” and “blanker whiteness”. It is a fear of
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one's own extinction as well as a vision of the world without communication. (Lec-
tures on American Literature, 182)

The question now is in what ways has communication changed and what are the consequences. De-
bord asserts that modern technologies are answerable for the rapidly changing nature of communic-

ation:

If the social needs of the age in which such technologies are developed can be met
only through their mediation, if the administration of this society and all contact
between people has become totally dependent on these means of instantaneous

communication, it is because this “communication” is essentially unilateral. (De-
bord, Thesis 24)

By these means of instantaneous means of communication Debord means a variety of new media
types which include the telephone, the telegraph, the TV and cinema. The unilaterality of the TV
and cinema is obvious but so is, to a degree, the unilaterality of the former modes of communica-
tion. The telephone, for example, is a one-dimensional means of communication which, of course,
presents both new possibilities as well as problems. In the poem 'The Line-Gang' Frost specifies

how the community responds to these new phenomena:

Here come the line-gang pioneering by.

They throw a forest down less cut than broken.
They plant dead trees for living, and the dead
They string together with a living thread.

They string the instrument against the sky
Wherein words whether beaten or spoken

Will run as hushed as when they were a thought

[...]
They bring the telephone and telegraph. (CPP, 135)

This is something unfathomable to the country people. For ages they were used to local gossip. If
they wanted to communicate, they left their home and went for a visit. As in the poem 'A Time to
Talk', there is always time to chat: “When a friend calls to me from the road / And slows his horse to
a meaning walk, / I don't stand still and look around / [...] I go up to the stone wall / For a friendly
visit” (CPP, 120). Surely the telephone is an ideal form of communication in the city, due to its im-
personal nature, and precisely because of this it is inconvenient for use in traditional communities.
Buell recognizes in Frost's people “an old-timer's hostility to creeping commercialism, even to basic
technology like telephone and telegraph” (CCF, 108). We must bear in mind that it is not Frost who
condemns modern technology; the poet merely shows what is it doing to the people and how they

regard it. In 'An Encounter', the poet leaves a road he knew and:
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And since there was no other way to look,
Looked up to heaven, and there against the blue,
Stood over me a resurrected tree,

A tree that had been down and raised again—

A barkless specter. (CPP, 121).

The poet goes on figuring where the messages, that “something in it from men to men”, are being
carried, to Montreal, perhaps? (CPP, 121). This says two things. First, the poet is able and willing to
appreciate modern technology; he is keen to look and see its hidden beauty, if there is some. We can
even say Frost is fascinated with technologies but at the same time he is well aware that no techno-
logy, however sophisticated, can put an end to human misery and suffering. The Princeton Encyclo-
pedia of Poetry and Poetics emphasizes the poet's doubt that science can assure the survival of the
human race (Princeton Encyclopedia, 1125). As Frost himself discloses in his essay 'The Future of

Man',

I am in danger of making all this sound as if science were all. It is not all. But it is
much. It comes into our lives as domestic science for our hold on the planet, into
our deaths with its deadly weapons, bombs and airplanes, for war, and into our
souls as pure science for nothing but glory; in which last respect it may be likened
unto pure poetry and mysticism. It is man's greatest enterprise. It is the charge of
the ethereal into the material. It is our substantiation of our meaning. It can't go too
far or deep for me. [cf. the poem 'Neither Out Far Nor In Deep' above] Still it is not
a law unto itself. It comes under the king. There never was a scientist king and
there never will be. [...] Science is a property. It belongs to us under the king. And
the best description of us is the humanities from of old, the book of the worthies
and unworthies. The passing science of the moment may contribute its psycholo-
gical bit to the book like one of the fleeting elements recently added to the chemical
list. (CPP, 870-71)

And second, on the contrary, the village community unanimously resents these new technologies
because they have no tradition and the villagers have not yet created meaning for the new instru-

ments.

In 'That's How It Was', Murray Hoyt, who used to summer in Vermont as a boy, recounts his
memories of the traditional ways of life in the country. In one passage, he mentions the telephone

and what it meant:

There was one meat cart which came around once each week. If you phoned them
the day before, they'd bring along groceries you wanted them to bring. But since
we had to walk up and meet the cart at the road, and also because telephoning was
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such an emotional experience, we used this service sparingly.

Telephoning; now there was something. You walked up to the nearest farmhouse
that had a phone and you picked up the receiver from a hook on the side of the
wooden-box on the wall. The mouthpiece stuck out at you on a metal arm. You
heard all sorts of ghost voices; it was nearly impossible to tell whether one set of
voices was loud enough to mean your line was being used.

If you thought it wasn't, you held down the receiver and cranked the crank on the
side of the box the requisite number of longs and shorts to get the party you were
after. Then there was a lot of shouting. The voice you heard wasn't much louder
than the other ghost voices, and there was much, “What? What? Louder; I can't
hear you.” Usually you were able to get your message across; sometimes you
weren't and the farmer's wife graciously agreed to call later and relay the message
when the telephone was less noisy. Or when less people were listening-in and cut-
ting down the volume. “Listening-in” every time the phone rang was a way of life
in the country. (Vermont, 67)

Hoyt describes a time when the striking novelty of the technologies has worn off and the folks have
gotten used to them a little. However, as indicated in the excerpt, communication via telephone

presents several problems which will be listed in the following paragraphs.

For one thing, the telephone and telegraph threaten the usual and deeply-rooted dimensions of com-

munication. Hammer emphasizes the characteristics of natural speech, unmediated by technology:

Frost's “sound of sense,” the abstract vitality of our speech. It has to do exactly
with how people say what they say. These are dimensions of communication that
[Hammer has] been identifying in 'Mowing' with the whisper of the scythe, that is,
a tone of meaning or a way of meaning. “The sound of sense.” It represents com-
mon and vernacular elements of speech. The sounds of sense are all part of lan-
guage in use, which people are using to do things with. (Hammer, Lecture 2)

Although the telephone is capable of displaying changes in tone, the speakers have to make-do
without visual, bodily and other gestures which are essential aspects of communication and help us
making clear 7ow do we mean what we are saying. We will now look at two poems that exemplify
lacks and defects in telephone communication. Frost's poem '"The Telephone' illustrates the collect-
ive need to share and to understand things, as mentioned in the previous section. Here, the poet fig-

ure leans with his head against a flower and hears his lover talk:

Don't say I didn't, for I heard you say—
You spoke from that flower on the window sill—
Do you remember what it was you said? (CPP, 114)

As Oster explains, the poet hears the message the other person had only thought by facing the
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flower on her window sill (CCF, 167). Hence, communication in Frost is tightly bound to sharing
imagination and, of course, love makes it easier to share (or should we say love allows sharing?).
Besides, the poem does not present a criticism of modern technology nor is it a record of its bad in-
fluence. Principally, there is wit in the comparison of a flower to telephone. The early telephones
were built into heavy boxes and phoning entailed leaning over to speak into them. But the compar-
ison is not only visual. And there is another set of associations to which the poem alludes. It invites
a reading that recalls erotic images and sensuality. At the same time, it allows an interpretation that
suggests 'The Telephone' represents miscommunication. In this case, the narrator walks out and dis-
tances himself against his partner, presumably after a quarrel, but only to realize — when far enough
— their mutual feelings. Yet another interpretation is that the flower is a metaphor for unspoken

thoughts, an example of unilateral mode of communication.

Another poem, 'Snow', narrates a story in which the telephone plays a crucial role. We will see how
the medium actually fails to convey information along with the intended emotional charge. A
preacher is out on a harsh night: absolute darkness and cold and snowstorm outside. Halfway, he

meets the Coles in their house. Still sleepy, they let him in and he wishes to contact his wife:

‘I think I'll just call up my wife and tell her

I'm here—so far—and starting on again.

I'll call her softly so that if she’s wise

And gone to sleep, she needn’t wake to answer.”
Three times he barely stirred the bell, then listened.
“Why, Lett, still up? Lett, I'm at Cole’s. I'm late.

I called you up to say Good-night from here

Before I went to say Good-morning there. —

I thought I would. — I know, but, Lett—I know —

I could, but what’s the sense? The rest won’t be

So bad.— Give me an hour for it.— Ho, ho,

Three hours to here! But that was all up hill;

The rest is down.— Why no, no, not a wallow:
They kept their heads and took their time to it

Like darlings, both of them. They're in the barn.—
My dear, I'm coming just the same. I didn’t

Call you to ask you to invite me home.—"

He lingered for some word she wouldn't say,

Said it at last himself, “Good-night,” and then,
Getting no answer, closed the telephone. (CPP, 137)

Frost gives a realistic description of the telephone conversation. In fact, the narration comprises
from bits of words and phrases. To the Coles and to the reader, the conversation seems unilateral in

the way Debord suggested above. The telephone renders the Coles and the reader as passive parti-
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cipants in the action. Further, after a pause Mrs. Cole comments that “You can judge better after

seeing” (CPP, 137). Later, as Meserve is setting out, they plead him to disclose what his wife said:

Won't you please me? Please! If I say please?
Mr. Meserve, I'll leave it to your wife.
What did your wife say on the telephone? (CPP, 141)

But Meserve heeds nothing save the call of the darkness of night which reminds us of the desire of
lostness. His reasoning leads him to think: “Well, there's—the storm. That says I must go on. / That
wants me as a war might if it came. Ask any man” (CPP, 141). Meserve's inconsiderate decision
leaves the Coles restless in the midst of the night. They will hardly sleep until they know he has
safely arrived home. First they begin blaming one another for letting Meserve go. But that leads

nowhere and can in no way help Meserve. Then after a while Meserve's wife calls:

Cole had been telephoning in the dark.
Mrs. Cole’s voice came from an inner room:
“Did she call you or you call her?”

“She me.
You'd better dress: you won't go back to bed.
We must have been asleep: it’s three and after.”

“Had she been ringing long? I'll get my wrapper.
I want to speak to her.”

“All she said was,
He hadn’t come and had he really started.”

“She knew he had, poor thing, two hours ago.”
“He had the shovel. He’ll have made a fight.”
“Why did I ever let him leave this house!”
“Don’t begin that. You did the best you could
To keep him—though perhaps you didn’t quite
Conceal a wish to see him show the spunk

To disobey you. Much his wife’ll thank you.”
“Fred, after all I said! You shan’t make out
That it was any way but what it was.

Did she let on by any word she said

She didn’t thank me?”

“When I told her “Gone,’
‘Well then,” she said, and ‘Well then’ —like a threat.
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And then her voice came scraping slow: ‘Oh, you,
Why did you let him go’?”

“Asked why we let him?” (CPP, 146)

Finally, Mrs. Cole decides to call up Meserve's wife herself. A problem arises, namely what to tell
her if she asks why they let Meserve go? To this, Mrs. Cole retorts she will ask her why she had let

him:
You let me there. I'll ask her why she let him.
She didn’t dare to speak when he was here.

Their number’s—twenty-one? The thing won't work.
Someone’s receiver’s down. The handle stumbles.

The stubborn thing, the way it jars your arm!
It’s theirs. She’s dropped it from her hand and gone.”

“Try speaking. Say ‘Hello’!”

“Hello. Hello.”

“What do you hear?”

“I hear an empty room—

You know —it sounds that way. And yes, I hear—
I think I hear a clock—and windows rattling.

No step though. If she’s there she’s sitting down.”
“Shout, she may hear you.”

“Shouting is no good.”

“Keep speaking then.”

“Hello. Hello. Hello.
You don't suppose—? She wouldn’t go out doors?”

“I'm half afraid that’s just what she might do.”
“And leave the children?”

“Wait and call again.

You can't hear whether she has left the door
Wide open and the wind’s blown out the lamp

And the fire’s died and the room’s dark and cold?”

“One of two things, either she’s gone to bed
Or gone out doors.”
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“In which case both are lost.
Do you know what she’s like? Have you ever met her?
It’s strange she doesn’t want to speak to us.”

“Fred, see if you can hear what I hear. Come.”
“A clock maybe.”
“Don’t you hear something else?”

“Not talking.”
IINO./I

“Why, yes, I hear —what is it?”
“What do you say it is?”

“A baby’s crying!
Frantic it sounds, though muffled and far off.”

“Its mother wouldn't let it cry like that,
Not if she’s there.”

“What do you make of it?”

“There’s only one thing possible to make,

That is, assuming —that she has gone out.

Of course she hasn’t though.” They both sat down

Helpless. “There’s nothing we can do till morning.” (CPP, 147-148)

A lot is going on in there. Frost is, as usual, in full control of the situation and lets both the reader
and the Coles make the meaning from little bits of knowledge. However, the telephone is tricky, in
contrast with other methods of communication. It is highly unreliable, not only due to ghost voices.
It is a bit like listening to gossip, because one must figure a lot, even make up a lot on one's own.
For these reasons, telephone communication is prone to misunderstanding and encourages a great
deal of speculation. The poem hints at the problems which new instantaneous means of communica-
tion entail. It allows communication to take place in types of situations where it was not previously
possible. However, partial knowledge — a certain amount of information obtained through a medium
— that the telephone allows one to gain results in the desire to know more, which is also the common
condition in Frost's poetry as a whole. As Mrs. Cole remarked above, there is really nothing wrong
with the telephone but one can judge better after seeing. By and large, the telephone itself does not
leave the Coles wide awake all night. What leaves the Coles awake and wanting to know more is

the potential of the medium to yield information. Yet, it only gives room to speculation. Were there
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no telephone available, the Coles would have had no way of obtaining information about Meserve's

safe arrival. Finally, after some time, right out of the blue, there's noise on the end of the line:

“Hold on.” The double bell began to chirp.
They started up. Fred took the telephone.
“Hello, Meserve. You're there, then! —And your wife?

Good! Why I asked —she didn’t seem to answer.

He says she went to let him in the barn. —

We're glad. Oh, say no more about it, man.

Drop in and see us when you're passing.” (CPP, 148)

Thus, the message about Meserve's safe arrival is mediated and received at last. The Coles show,

obviously, mild irritation with their having spent the night without sleep:

“The whole to-do seems to have been for nothing.

What spoiled our night was to him just his fun.

What did he come in for? —To talk and visit?

Thought he’'d just call to tell us it was snowing.

If he thinks he is going to make our house

A halfway coffee house "twixt town and nowhere—" (CPP, 149)

Throughout the whole poem two actions are emphasized. First, as Mrs. Cole remarked, one can
judge better after seeing. Mrs. Cole's interest lies in the practical aspect of seeing. And MacLeish

generalizes the preference for seeing over looking in the following way:

See! (Not Look, but See.) Anything can make us look, any chance movement in a
room, the wind in poplar leaves, a paper bag uncrumpling in the sun. Only art can
make us see. Henry Thoreau put the distinction as simply as it can be put: “There
is no power to see in the eye itself, any more than in any other jelly. [...] We cannot
see anything until we are possessed with the idea of it, take it into our heads,—and
then we can hardly see anything else.” (MacLeish, 444)

The second, implicitly emphasized activity is believing which we usually have to stick to when we
cannot know, see, touch or hear. Here it may be a kind of pun on Frost's part that the inconsiderate
man was a preacher, spreading the Word and teaching people to believe. Believing in Frost is
closely related to truth or, in other words, believing what is true. Modern technology offers us in-
stantaneous means of communication, it removes any spatial or temporal restrictions of our commu-
nication but the price paid is that the communication gets virtual. In short, Frost's poem show that
technology enhances communication as far as formal and technical issues are concerned. But it can-

not help to mediate meaning. In fact, it often hinders it. In virtual communication, truth gets distor-
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ted, inflated or warped. This brings us to the concept of truth in Frost with which we will deal in the

closing paragraph of this chapter.

Until now we have been dealing with many abstract items in Frost's poetry, such “dream”, “love”,
“labor”. Now, what is truth? Should we actually say a truth or the truth? And is it not the definite
article that makes the truth be the truth, as Hammer points out (Hammer, Lecture 2)? Otherwise it
would be merely a truth, perhaps something less than the truth? In the poem "The Mountain', the
narrator questions extensively a local settler who, while supplying answers at his best, admits to
never having been to the mountain top himself. This sounds somewhat strange, given that upon be-
ing asked how long has he lived here, replies: “Ever since Hor / Was no bigger than a—" (CPP, 49)
The narrator, missing the last indistinct word, is left — as is the general case in Frost's poetry — in
between the truth and make believe, between the fact and the desire to know. Similarly, the poem

"The Telephone' leaves the narrator in the same condition:

Having found the flower and driven a bee away,

Ileaned my head,

And holding the stalk,

I listened and thought I caught the word—

What was it? Did you call me by my name?

Or did you say—

Someone said “Come” —I heard it as I bowed. (CPP, 114-115)

In 'The Mountain', we are told that “All the fun's in how you say a thing” (CPP, 48). In the latter
poem, the flower is a way how to address a message which only the knowing or sharing mind, i.e.
the lover, can decipher. In both poems, Frost often uses a technique of concealing the truth by hid-
ing facts from us. This puts the reader in the same position as the narrator vs. the villager or the
flower listener vs. the lover. The truth is not handed down to us, it is left for us to make. These
poems also show typical Frostian relentless pragmatism. As a result we are left with a conscious
choice whether “to make it or not” (here in particular, to climb or not, and to decode the message or
not), depending on our will whether we wil/ do it or we will not. The narrator in Frost's poem is go-
ing to have a hard time figuring out whether the journey and the climbing is worth it. For the villa-
ger, “'T wouldn't seem real to climb for climbing it”” (CPP, 48). Thus, for Frost, the question of truth
is closely related to will, to the will to get down to — or up to, sometimes — the truth. Frost's concept
of truth also reflects his typical doubleness and duality; if something is true, then all the rest is a lie.
In 'The Self-Seeker', one character is accused of withholding knowledge: “Anne, I'm troubled; have

you told me all? / You're hiding something. That's as bad as lying” (CPP, 97). Truth is important for
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the community. Returning to the subject of Chapter 3, we can conclude that in Frost's poetry com-
munication is a tool for mediating truth. Frost's people want to get down to the facts but the problem
is that truth sometimes cannot be reduced to facts. At other times truth ceases to be truth when it is
reduced too much. In order to make a conclusion, we need to characterize the nature of truth in

Frost. For this purpose, we will look into in the poem 'The Black Cottage':

Dear me, why abandon a belief?

Merely because it ceases to be true.

Cling to it long enough, and not a doubt

It will turn true again, for so it goes.

Most of the change we think we see in life

Is due to truths being in and out of favor. (CPP, 61)

In other words, the speaker expresses a belief that there are truths we keep coming back and back
to. Does this mean we are rediscovering the same truths all the time? Not necessarily. It rather
seems that we are endlessly oscillating between the truth and make-believe and at times we are
closer to the latter and at other times we get back near to the former. This may provide the key for
giving the ultimate answer to the Frostian doubleness. Just as the poet holds that two eyes make one
in sight (CPP, 252), from the blend of fact and fiction emerge our subjective realities. Costello con-
cludes that “Frost invents landscapes that sustain a double vision, in which truth and make-believe
unite in making believe what is so” (Costello, 52). Such a unification is necessary, because it allows
the marriage of imagination and reality, of the inner and outer weather as the poet writes in 'Carpe

Diem':

But bid life seize the present?

It lives less in the present

Than in the future always,

And less in both together

Than in the past. The present

Is too much for the senses,

Too crowding, too confusing—
Too present to imagine. (CPP, 305)
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Conclusion

Out through the fields and the woods
And over the walls I have wended;
I have climbed the hills of view
And looked at the world, and descended;
I have come by the highway home,
And lo, it is ended.

Reluctance

I consider myself lucky. Almost all my life I have lived in a part of Prague, the heart of Europe,
which abounds in greens, gardens, low colorful houses and even a richly forested hilly terrain. In
the numerous gardens surrounding my home, I frequently catch a glimpse of various animals. Sky-
larks, swallows, bluetits, squirrels, cats, magpies, ravens, crows, hedgehogs, dogs — each season has
its own species. When I have friends come visit me, they all say they feel as though they are in the
country here, like in some far-way village. For this [ am very grateful, to be so fortunate to live in a

place where nature has not yet been imprisoned by the modern life.

Once when I was in the midst of writing this thesis, on a January night of the year 2010, snow was
falling fast and the gardens were full of benighted snow. Winter that year was especially rich on
snowfalls and blizzards. Every morning I had to shovel huge amounts of snow from my terrace. I
would like to add here that I am perfectly aware it is not common for a text that has the ambition to
offer literary criticism to include private experiences but I believe that disclosing what happened to
me on that strange evening will justify my doing so. I was out in the terrace, having a midnight cof-
fee and a cigarette. Although I usually do not do so, that time I had turned on the lantern light on the

terrace. After a brief moment, I caught the glimpse of something silvery-brown-grey. I first thought
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it was an odd, huge snowflake, but this object was moving upwards and toward me, toward the light
above me. On a closer look I recognized it was a moth. A weary moth, just like the moth in Frost's

poem '"To a Moth Seen in Winter":

Here's first a gloveless hand warm from my pocket,
A perch and resting place 'twixt wood and wood,
Bright-black-eyed silvery creature, brushed with brown,
The wings not folded in repose, but spread.

(Who would you be, I wonder, by those marks

If I had moths to friend as I have flowers?)

And now pray tell what lured you with false hope
To make the venture of eternity

And seek the love of kind in wintertime?

But stay and hear me out. I surely think

You make a labor of flight for one so airy,

Spending yourself too much in self-support.

Nor will you find love either, nor love you.

And what I pity in you is something human,

The old incurable untimeliness,

Only better of all ills that are.

But go. You are right. My pity cannot help.

Go till you wet your pinions and are quenched.
You must be made more simply wise than I

To know the hand I stretch impulsively

Across the gulf of well-nigh everything

May reach to you, but cannot touch your fate.

I cannot touch your life, much less can save,

Who am tasked to save my own a little while. (CPP, 323)

What strikes me most is how true is the description of the moth, “Bright-black-eyed silvery
creature, brushed with brown, / The wings not folded in repose, but spread”. It glittered in the dark-
ness surrounding the lamp. I did not have the heart to leave it outside to freeze. I took it gently in
my palm and carried it to the attic in our house. I am telling all this to declare that Frost's work is
not dead, it is alive and kicking, perhaps today more than ever. Whoever is willing to see can roam
freely in Frost's world. The episode with the moth was not the only one in my life that somehow
strongly resonates with Frost's poetry. Twice in the past five years the closing stanza of 'Reluctance’
was of comfort to me when nothing else could. Frost's Collected Poems, Prose & Plays traveled
with me in many countries. I have been reading and rereading it. In total I finished it maybe six
times. I have not read it in the comfort of a study room or at home. I have always read it on the go,
in trains, airplanes, when stopping on my long walks and the like. I have become acquainted with
Frost's oeuvre to the extent that I can recite a lot of his poems from the top of my head, which I do

at times, when friends or someone is willing to listen. I love it when people are skeptical at first. Po-
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etry? Well, huh, go on. When I tell one poem, they want more. And when I finish, their eyes shine

with delight and great thirst for knowing.

There is another interesting thing about my involvement with Frost. An American friend of mine,
Anne Morris, currently living in Prague, spent a considerable part of her life in Vermont. As a child,
she had seen Frost once and told me what impression the poet had made on her. Further, Anne Mor-
ris has talked to me a lot about the Vermont ways of life. It was fun to hear the accent and all the “a-
yups”, “ay-ehs”, “’Twa’n’ts”, “'Tain'ts” and the like. Anne also told me that later she had moved

from Vermont because her house stood in the way of a highway. This trend was something Sinclair

Lewis had so vehemently criticized:

Not one hundred miles from Rutland (Vt.), a short time ago, there stood a beautiful
old house, rich in memories and associations of a hundred years ago. It was torn
down to build a bank. Now a bank is a necessary thing for a community and a
helpful thing, but it was not necessary to tear down that priceless old house. That
sort of thing is what Vermont must stop. (Lewis)

But enough said. We will now turn to a general conclusion of this thesis.

What can Frost's poetry do in the 21 century? As it always has, it offers to us a momentary stay
against confusion. In Faggen's words, a Frost's poem is something facing the nothing. His poetry is
a continual dialogue between control and chaos (CCF, 4). Both principles are equally validated in
Frost's poetry. At times, he resists order, social order threatening the individual will. He seems to be
almost fond of chaos and blank spaces. At other times Frost depicts the vision of chaos and human
being at its margin. The figure of man whose mind and heart are desperately trying to wi// some or-
der into his existence. The man's meager attempt at accommodating himself in the universe. The
man's feeble effort to illuminate the chaos around him with the human pathetic light which cannot
look into nothingness. Despite this — or perhaps precisely because of this — Frost's poems allow us

to get a glimpse of the void while standing on a safe ground.

Although in certain respects Frost's poetry is a travelogue of New England and portrays the New
England community inhabiting the unique New England villages, his poetry is rather a travelogue
of man on Earth. In Chapter 4 we discussed how is Vermont affected by urbanism and modernism.
The country must rise above its historical conservatism which means to rise also above its tradition-

al individualism. In Frost's poetry, this in general applies for man. According to the poet, man
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should live somewhere between “self-approval” and “the approval of society” (CPP, 779). As
Richardson comments, Frost values neither change and rebellion nor permanence and conservation
absolutely. This means that man should adopt sometimes the strategy of “intransigence” and at an-
other times the strategy of “conformity” (Richardson, 3-4). In the poem 'Build Soil”, Frost also
hints that we need not wait for a general revolution, as the only revolution that is ever likely to
come is a one-man revolution (CPP, 296). For the occurrence of this revolution, we need to separ-
ate. Because, as pointed out in Chapter 2, we need separation to have a relation. For Frost, this
means going home (or to the wilderness) from the company of men and coming to our senses (CPP,

297).

In general, Frost finds illumination in everyday experience but it is not his starting point. On the
contrary, he goes out and faces the wilderness of human existence. As Poirier concludes, Frost
counters “the worst” and finds relief in ordinariness (Poirier, 317). Hence, a great part of Frost's po-
etry is concerned with practicality. Unlike Wallace Stevens who in 'The Emperor of Ice-Cream' lets
be be the finale of seem, in 'Acceptance’ Frost lets what will be, be; no matter if the night is too dark
to see into the future (CPP, 228). And it is seeing that Frost's poetry allows us, because above all,
Frost shows. As MacLeish points out, Frost shows the water clearing in a spring, a falling leaf, a
life. These and other miracles. Frost shows them so that “the mind may confront it and the heart
contain it” (MacLeish, 444). And this is the most difficult labor on earth — the labor of art. Hence,
that Frost's poems show is a wonder. And we see because of them. Not the New England, but “the
landscape of our hearts” (MacLeish, 444). Finally, MacLeish emphasizes the key role of irony in
Frost's poetry, since irony is a way of saying so that one may see. See what? “A reflection, a refrac-

tion, of the light that makes the too-familiar visible” (MacLeish, 444).

Frost once remarked that “In three words I can sum up everything I've learned about life: it goes
on” (MacLeish, 440). This formula can be used to characterize his poetry. In this thesis we saw the
complex relationship between man and nature that lies at the core of Frost's poetry. The poet's
oeuvre basically allows us to transcend technology and get back to nature. No matter if it is only a
tree grove in a city park, a mountain range, or clumps of first-green grass growing alongside a rail-
road track. We saw in Chapter 4 the natural uniting element in the Frostian world. As Costello con-
cludes, “Our love for earth is validated in a universal principle. But that principle may be death”
(Costello, 37). Indeed, besides love, death is the uniting element. And as Costello further adds,
“Frost may want [his characteristic] doubling to remind us that the earth we love is necessarily an

earth we have brought into relation with ourselves through language and imagination” (Costello,
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38). To earth we keep coming back to, as in Frost's poetry all our life is in fact a backward motion
toward the source. We have have an idea of what is behind us and we like to think we see what we
are going into. Yet, as shown in the last poem in Chapter 4, in 'Carpe Diem', it is only an illusion

grown from our inability to imagine the present due to its being too unbearable for the senses.

Throughout this thesis we have frequently hinted at the absence of God in Frost. In poems such as
'Out, Out—' or 'Birches', we feel that God does not exist or is absent. Debord offers a theoretical ex-

planation of this condition:

Philosophy — the power of separate thought and the thought of separate power —
was never by itself able to supersede theology. The spectacle is the material recon-
struction of the religious illusion. Spectacular technology has not dispersed the re-
ligious mists into which human beings had projected their own alienated powers,
it has merely brought those mists down to earth, to the point that even the most
mundane aspects of life have become impenetrable and unbreathable. The illusory
paradise that represented a total denial of earthly life is no longer projected into
the heavens, it is embedded in earthly life itself. The spectacle is the technological
version of the exiling of human powers into a “world beyond”; the culmination of
humanity’s internal separation. (Debord, Thesis 20)

The absence of religion and God in Frost's poetry — by which we do not at all wish to imply that
Frost is disinterested in theological questions — goes in hand with the ghost of modern life and the
society of the spectacle invading that which at first appeared to be a rural paradise. As we saw in the
poem 'Directive', something is broken, just like the goblet is broken. But Frost handed down to us a
model way for re-accessing the lost world. He left us a key that unlocks this world. However, we
must find the path alone. Perhaps then we will be able to once again see to see through the mists
and look into matters impenetrable and unbreathable. Hammer emphasizes the importance of work

in this process, and — more importantly — the thirst for knowledge that fuels the work drive:

[Frost's poetry] is about the limits of work, the inability of the worker to bring a
knowable world, a safe world, into being. There is in Frost no God, no transcend -
ental source of guidance or consolation, nothing out there in the world but the ma-
terial conditions of our circumstances....you see the poet himself, wanting to know;
and wanting to know means pressing towards some revelation, towards some
sense of the meaning of things. (Hammer, Lecture 3)

In Chapter 3 we witnessed the hopeless struggle to make things secure against being, and even an

attempt to make our own existence more secure. All such efforts are doomed to be proven futile. Is
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there something worth trying? The answer is a strong, positive yes. Because in contrast with other
modernists, such as Eliot or Pound, Frost offers us a real hope. Hammer argues that the central mo-
tifs and myths that permeate Eliot's poetry are, however, for Eliot “only available through literary
allusion”, they are fascinating but are ultimately “unavailable as actual experience.” Likewise, that
which stands out in Pound is available only as translation (Hammer, Lecture 25). This is a major
point of difference between Frost and others. Frost is full of lostness, full of losses, abandonments,
even agony and misery. But where is it likely to go better? Costello summarizes the key triumph of
Frost's poetry in the following way: “The achievement of Frost's lyrics is to make this lostness in

duration seem like a place in which we can dwell” (Costello, 52).

And what does all of this have to do with a New England village, whose main interest lies in surviv-
al and prosperity? It may be that the secularized version of the American dream does not work for
New England, as it may not work for America in the long run. New England has always preserved
its character, different from others States in the federation. And probably because for a long time it
remained classless, anti-totalitarian and it never had any aristocrats or capitalists to liquidate, the in-
flux of modern life has proved to be so devastating for the region and its traditions. Frost in his po-
etry managed to portray this tradition and keep it alive by transforming the local into the universal.
Here we can apply Debord's hope that the world will one day set itself free of consumerism and
spectacular products of economy-driven evolution. Debord proposes that the world already dreams
of such a time and in order to actually live it, it “only needs to become fully conscious of it” (De-
bord, Thesis 164). Frost had a dream, he was conscious of this dream, and he transmuted this dream
into a poetic world. Frost's world has the right amount of imperfectness and incompleteness. It is
brilliant, both terrible and brilliant. Terrible in that there is death and irretrievable loss and brilliant

because there is beauty and life in it.
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Résumé

Pfedloiené prace se zabyva basnickym dilem Roberta Frosta (1874-1963), vyznamného ame-
rického basnika a uznavané ikony amerického naroda. Frost byl basnik natolik vyjimecny, ze
se mu dostalo vzacné vysady, a sice ze podobné jako William Shakespeare, ktery byl basnikem
nejen Anglie, ale 1 samotného anglického jazyka, rovnéz Frostovo dilo pfesahuje hranice Ameriky a
lze jej po pravu povazovat za basnika jazyka anglického. Frost mistrné zachdzi s hovorovym
jazykem a novoanglickymi dialekty. Po zvukové a formalni strance pak zachovava uroven takika
nedostiznou. Takto se Frostovi podafilo propijcit jazyk obdivovanych anglickych basniki oby-
¢ejnému novoanglickému lidu. Piestoze velkou ¢ast zivota stravil na farmach a ve venkovskych
regionech, ¢imz jej l1ze zatfadit po bok pastordlnich basniki-farmari, jejichZ tradice sahd k Publiu
Vergiliu Marovi, Frost sam z venkova nepochézel. Narodil se v San Francisku v Kalifornii a vyras-
tal ve mésté, tudiz jeho piibéh je spise pribéhem cizince, kterému Nova Anglie u€arovala natolik, Ze
se v ni rozhodl ziistat, coz jej fadi po bok mnoha ptednich americkych literati a myslitela. Frost
vSak zlstava bytostnym modernistou, nebot” patfil k prvnim zastupciim tohoto nového literarniho
hnuti, jez prolomilo konvence literarnich smérti v§ech predeslych epoch. A zrovna tak lze hovofit o
podobnostech Frostova dila s poezii a idedly romantismu, k nimz se hlasi a s nimiz vede historicky

dialog, tiebaze voli odlisné vyrazové prosttedky a hlasi se k jinym myslenkovym proudiim.

Ackoliv ptiroda prostupuje napiic¢ celym Frostovym dilem, jeho ustfednim motivem je ¢lovek. Pri-
roda tak tvofi platno, na néz Frost vykresluje podobiznu moderniho ¢lov€ka ve vSech odstinech a
barvach, od satirickych pfes patetické az po imaginativni, od toni tak vzacné prvni zelené pies
modr nebe a oceanll az po Ceril smrti a bezbarvost beznadéje. Ve své poezii Frost dramatizuje vztah

¢lovéka k piirodé, pricemz klicovym prvkem je uvédomovani si vzajemnosti tohoto vztahu a obou-
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stranné fungujici zpétné vazby. Ve Frostové dile nedochazi k posetilému pokusu o dominanci
¢lovéka a techniky nad ptirodou, ani k ponizenému stavu bezmoci ¢loveéka vydaného napospas pfi-
rodnim sildm. Frost se pohybuje na zké hranici, kdy ¢loveék je s pfirodou v harmonii, ktera je za-
loZena na respektu a s ohledem na skutecnost, Ze ¢lovek a ptiroda jsou ¢astmi téhoz celku a tudiz
jsou vzajemné propojeni. Vyjadiuje-li se Frost o krajin€ a tvafi pifirody, zrcadli se vzdy v jeho versi

portrét cloveéka a naopak.

Frost ve svém basnickém dile predklada dynamicky zplisob poznavani a zakousSeni svéta kolem nés.
Pro tento zpiisob je pfizna¢na mySlenkova pruznost, vaSnivé avSak velké a citlivé srdce, a pte-
devsim stav neustalého pohybu. Pro Frosta velmi typické chozeni a kraceni je vlastné typem pie-
mysleni a vedeni uvah: ,,vy byste fekli, ze premyslim, ale ja jdu* (CPP, 298). V tomto se Frost 1i$i
jak od romantikt a jejich pfedstav o meditaci, a zarovent od modernistli, z nichz néktefi jako napf.
Ezra Pound se snazi zmrazit poeticky okamzik ve v&Cnosti a jini jako napf. Wallace Stevens rozji-
maji nad sklenici polozenou na kopci. Takovy zpiisob kondni a uvazovani neni a nemuze byt naplni
Frostovych verst, nebot’ v nich bézi predevSim o preziti, tak jako je tomu v pfirodé¢ samotné.
Frostova basnickd metoda velmi siln€ ovliviiuje zpiisob vniméni i v§imani a jejim dasledkem je mj.
fakt, Ze se nemizeme ve Frostové poezii setkat s nazirdnim na scénu nebo okolnosti z riznych thla
a perspektiv, coz je technika jinak naprosto typickd pro modernismus. Frost respektuje zakon ptiro-
dy, jenz nabada k uteku ¢i k boji. A tak 1 optika Frostovy poezie ¢ita toliko dveé ¢ocky, jimiz muze-
me nahlédnout pod povrch bésnikovych verSi. Dvojakost, rozdvojeni a spojovani navzijem
komplementarnich ¢asti je charakteristickym znamenim Frostova dila. A jak basnik sam podotyka,
tato rozpolcenost, parovost a dvojité vidéni nam umoznuje postihnout celek, podobné¢ ,,jako dvé oci
tvofi jeden zrak® (CPP, 252). Musi to vSak byt dvé o¢i téze bytosti, coz opét ukazuje Frostiiv odklon
od modernismu a jeho mnohdy az kaleidoskopického vidéni skuteCnosti v€etné narativnich technik
Casto pfipominajicich kolaz. Ve Frostové dile se setkdvame s aZz napadnou piimocarosti. AC je ve
své podstaté pfiroda téméi nekone¢né rozmanitd, pro poutnika Frostovym svétem vede cesta vzdy
bud’ vzhiiru, dolii nebo po rovin€. Bylo by vSak chybou a dokladem povrchniho ¢teni pomyslit si, ze
tato pfimocarost nic neskryva. Jak dobfe znamo, hloubka se musi skryt. A kde jinde ji skryt nezli na

povrchu?

Frost ve svém dile predkladd moznosti, jak vidét svét a chapat déni, samoziejmé v ramci neod-
stranitelnych omezeni danych nasimi smysly a nikoliv nekone¢nou velikosti lidského ducha. Ve
Frostové dile se absolutné nesetkame se situaci, kdy by basné zabraly misto hor ¢i nédboZenstvi.

Frostovy verSe nemaji snahu predkladat velké pravdy o zivoté a byt prostfedkem osviceni. Ma-li né-
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kterd z Frostovych basni viibec n&jaké ambice, pak si jisté¢ neklade za cil vice nez vnést paprsek
svétla do tmy a chaosu kolem nas a umoznit ndm, byt’ na kraticky okamzik, ,,chvilkovou tlevu od
oblouzeni““ (CPP, 777). Toto oblouzeni — zastfeni smysli, stav vnitini zmatenosti pramenici snad z
pocitu o vngj$i neuspofadanosti svéta — je dliisledkem a vrcholnou kulminaci vyvoje zdpadniho mys-
leni, jehoZ slabou a stinnou strankou je pfiliSna fixace na materialni hodnoty. Tento nazorovy proud
patrny ve Frostovych basnich neobvykle silné rezonuje s teoretickou a kritickou tvorbou francouz-
ského filozofa Guyho Deborda (1931-1994). Navzdory odlisSnym kulturnim, ¢asovym i historickym
kontextim se Debord i Frost shoduji v kritice zapadni spolecnosti i v odpovédi na otazku, jak je
mozno se od dominantni ideologie odklonit. V piedloZené praci se opirame o teoreticky aparat De-
bordova dila La Société du Spectacle (Spolecnost spektaklu, 1967) a tvrdime, Ze explicitni kritika
Deborda vyvéra ze stejného pramene ivah jako socidln€ a kulturné-politickd kritika implicitné ob-
sazena v dile Frostoveé. V Debordové dile nachazime nepfimou ozvénu a pojmenovani obav novo-
anglickych vesnicanti a obyc¢ejnych lidi, kteti ¢eli noénim mirdm a piizrakiim urbanizace a ma-
sovym procestim moderni doby; neonovymi napisy pocinaje, potiranim individuality ¢loveéka a odo-

sobnénim s odcizenim konce.

Vedle Debordova dila coby stéZejniho kritického aparatu jsme zvolili dv€ monografie zkoumajici
historii, kulturu a vyhlidky Nové Anglie. Z kénonu literarni kritiky jsme vybrali klasickd pojednani
o Frostové dile z pera Marka Richardsona a Richarda Poiriera. Casto se stava, jak se kritikové sho-
duji, Ze pfi ¢teni Frosta nevyvstava otazka ,,co tim chtél basnik fici“, ale spiSe zaludnéjsi otazka ,,jak
to vlastné mysli?* A proto jsem zahrnuli do vyctu kritikli i Archibalda MacLeishe, jehoZz pohled na
Frosta poméaha zodpovédét praveé tuto otazku. Dale jsme pracovali s novéjsi kritikou, jiz zastupuji
napt. Robert Faggen, Bonnie Costellova, Langdon Hammer, Frank Lentricchia, Edna Longleyova
aj. Jako k dopliitkovym zdrojim jsme ptihlédli k Princetonské encyklopedii poezie a poetiky, mlu-
venému projevu Sinclaira Lewise (Frostova soucasnika a rovnéz novoanglického usedlika) z roku
1929, a nékolika studiim mapujicim historicko-ekonomické okolnosti vyvoje Nové Anglie. Ko-
necné, stran primarnich zdrojl, jsme analyzovali kompletni Frostovo dilo, ¢itajici veSkeré dosud pu-
blikované basné, dramata, eseje a vybranou korespondenci. Z té€chto textll jsme upiednostnili basné
dosud malo ¢i viibec nezkoumané v literarnich kritikach o Frostovi. Piikladem takovych basni jsou

napf. drobné basné piedchézejici prvni sbirce a také basn€ do sbirek dosud nezatazené.

V prvni kapitole je ptiblizena Frostova poezie v kontextu literarnich smért a hnuti. Jak bylo jiZ na-
znaceno, Frostiv status v kanonu anglofonnich literatur a kultur je pfinejmensim nejednoznacny. V

prvé fadé je diskutovana Frostova pfislusnost k modernistickému hnuti. Pfestoze Ize Frosta oznacit
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za jednoho z prvnich stoupencii tohoto sméru, pohybuje se Frost spiSe na jeho okraji nez v ohnisku
konfliktl, kterym modernismus celil a které sam vyvolaval. Frostova druha sbirka poezie se
jmenuje Na sever od Bostonu a uz sam jeji ndzev o mnohém vypovida. Basnik se v ném geo-
graficky vymezuje a definuje své piisobeni mimo epicentra modernismu, jimiZ byla kulturni met-
ropole, sama v té dob¢ zazivajici obrovsky rozmach. S geografickym vymezenim souvisi i vyme-
zeni kulturni a literarné-estetické. Zatimco pro vétSinu modernistickych dél jsou typické urbanis-
tické vyjevy a scény odehrdvajici se na multi-kulturnich a multi-lingvnich ktizovatkach, Frost utika
pry¢ od ruchu civilizace, do pfirody a novoanglickych vesnic. Jak sdm naznacuje v basni 'Nezvo-
lena cesta', vybral si ,,tu méné€ uslapanou cestu* (CPP, 103) a ohlizi se zpét beze stopy po touzebné
nostalgii, pro kterou ostatné neni ve Frostové poezii misto, vzhledem k neustalym narokiim na
preziti. Zatimco tedy napt. T. S. Eliot tavi kultury a jazyky v jednom kotli ve své Pusté zemi, Pound
ozivuje mrtvé texty a staré civilizace a Hart Crane p¢&je hrdinské 6dy na Brooklynsky most, Frost si
v§ima kousicku zablaceného snéhu se Stérkem, ktery z povzdali pfipomind promocené noviny s tle-
jicimi pismenky a nuti basnika k uvaze o pomijivosti starych novinek. Frost dale nachéazi opusténé
farmy, odloZenou hromadu dfivi v lese a dalsi stfipky rozpadajiciho se venkovského svéta. Oproti
Eliotovi, jehoZ svét je rozpolcen a nenavratné roztiistén, Frost sbira rezavéjici kousicky ponuré kra-
jiny a sklada je v nadéji. Frostova poezie je mimoiadnd ve své fyzicnosti, nebot’ basnik fyzicky nara-

Zi na fyzickou zkazu. Takto je ¢tenafi predan zazitek z prvni ruky.

Zcela typicky pro Frostovu dvoji tvar je fakt, Ze na jednu stranu mél ambice oslovit stoupence
modernismu, ale také chtél promlouvat k vétSinovému ¢tenatstvu konvenéni literatury. Zaroven je
Frost bytostnym modernistou ve smyslu jistého internacionalismu, nebot’ stejné tak jako Pound,
Eliot a dalsi, 1 on zapocal svou kariéru po jejich boku v evropském kulturnim centru modernismu.
Na rozdil od nich vSak navazuje na pastoralni poezii, zastoupenou piedev§im Thomasem Hardym.
Ovsem Frost coby farmaf a literat ma nesporné blize k literatute nez k farmateni a pastoralni prvky
tak jsou v jeho poezii spiSe predivem, ze kterého tkd néco docela jiného. S pastoralni poezii sdili
snahu o jednoduchy vyraz, kterym dimyslné maskuje hloubku a komplexitu, coz doklad4a bohata
pfitomnost satirickych a politickych uvah. V jeho dile tedy sice je pastoralni poezie inherentné ob-
sazena, ale Frost ji vyrazné ptresahuje, a to nikoliv do $ife, nybrz do vysky; soucasné ji prevysuje i
pronika hloubéji do nitra ¢loveka. V jeho dile se zrcadli motiv vnitiniho pocasi a vnitiniho klimatu s
motivem vnéjSiho pocasi a vnéjSiho klimatu. Na jedné strané¢ mame kultivované lidstvi a uslechti-
lost, jez vychazi z moudrosti a té€zce zaplacenych zkuSenosti, jeZ jsou zdanény onémi nezvolenymi
cestami. Na stran¢ druhé lezi Uplnd absence humanismu, pradzdnota a vakuum mezihvézdného

prostoru. Pravé mezi témito dvéma poly Frost ve svém dile neustéle osciluje.
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Frost do urcité miry navazuje na romantismus a vede s romantickymi basniky historicky dialog.
Vzhlizi k ptirodé a obdivuje ji stejné jako oni, tfebaZe vice o¢ima evolu¢niho biologa a stoupence
Darwinismu, a proto také pfirodu nestavi na piedestal, nybrz je v ni neustale fyzicky pfitomen, ¢imz
zdiiraznuje pouto mezi ¢lovékem a ptirodou. Frost také ze ziejmych diivodii uznava i entropii a tu-
diz jsme Casto svédky dechberouciho basnického liceni zdzra¢ného ptirodniho vyjevu, coz miize byt
zcela obycejné pozorovani kosatcii v mésicnim svitu nebo pouhy trs travy prorustajici skrze vlakové
koleje. Vzapéti pak podobné basnické scény vyusti v obraz uplné zkdzy a zéniku, bez jakychkoliv
povzdechtl a pocitu zmaru. Celkem vzato je tak Frost romantismu vzdalen podobné jako obycejny
farmar. Krom¢é toho, jak tvrdi Richardson, Frost dochazi k zavéru, Ze predstava o moznosti
transcendence, tak typickd pro americké romantické transcendentalisty, zlistane navzdy nesplni-

telnym snem (Richardson, 10).

Nejeden ¢tenaf Frosta automaticky spojuje s Novou Anglii, k ¢emuz se vaze mnoho dalSich asocia-
ci. Oc¢ekavaji pak od né&j poezii, jejiz Usttednim motivem je dany region a pfedpokladaji, ze Frost
bude psat jako typicky Yankee, tj. novoanglicky rodak. Uziti severovychodniho dialektu americké
anglictiny je bezesporu poznavacim znamenim Frostovy poezie. A jsou zde dalSi okolnosti, na
jejichz zékladé lze Frosta oznacit jako novoanglického basnika. Mezi tyto patii souvislosti 1) bio-
grafické 2) geografické 3) ideologické 4) lingvistické a 5) formalni. Pro Frostovu tvorbu je nejna-
vsak, jak dokladd MacLeish, Nova Anglie pouze vychozim bodem, konkrétnim rdmcem, ktery je
pfetaven v ramec univerzalni. Pfesahem od lokalniho ke globalnimu se tak Nova Anglie ve Frostové

dile stava ,,v§ezahrnujici metaforou pro vSechno* (MacLeish, 442).

Druha kapitola se zabyva tématem vesnice v basnikové dile. V prvnim pfiiblizeni je diskutovan po-
jem vesnice ve vztahu jak k Americe, tak k Nové Anglii a jejim specifiklim. Mezi takova specifika
patii mj. tendence k individualismu a konzervatismu, jez jsou kulturné-historicky podminény a
sahaji az ke kofenlim obdobi kolonializace a rozmachu puritanismu. Ackoliv doslo v prubehu staleti
k vyznamnym zméndm a k posunu od ptivodni vize o Americe coby ,,Novém Jeruzalémé* k jeji
sekularizaci, z niz se mj. zrodil i onen povéstny ,,americky sen“, novoanglicka vesnice si uchovala
svou nezaménitelnou tvar. Piesvédcili jsme se, Ze ve Frostové dile je vyobrazeni novoanglické
vesnice ve shod¢€ s redlnymi poméry oné doby. Basnikovy verSe navic vykazuji pfesah a pronikavy
pohled do budoucnosti, jez neni vesnickému regionu zvlasté piiznivé naklonéna. Farmy a usedlosti

coby tradi¢ni prvky novoanglické vesnice, pro néz je typické nepftili§ husté rozlozeni, zacinaji se-
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lhavat. Jeden ¢lovek sam neni schopen udrZet chod domu. Mladi odchézeji do mést. Tradicné silny
protestantismus slabne. Priimysl se pfesouva na jih, kde je levné&jsi pracovni sila. Produkei farem a
vesnic valcuji tovarny a industridlni molochy z jinych regiont. Vesnicky Zivot rezavi a spolu se
starnouci generaci ztraci své zvyky a tradice. Debord ve své monografii ostfe kritizuje kult konzu-
mu a materialismus zapadni spole¢nosti, ktery potird byti a nahrazuje jej manim, coz vede k nepfi-
mo zitému zivotu a k reprezentaci zivota namisto zivota samotného. Debord tvrdi, Ze rozdil mezi
méstem a venkovem, jenZ v diivéjSich dobach vedl k vzdjemnému obohaceni, nyni vyustil v jejich
uplné odlouceni a ke vzniku toho, co Debord nazyva pseudovenkovem. Klasickd opozice mezi
méstem a venkovem je tak setfena; jak mésto, tak venkov se stavaji prazdnymi pojmy a namisto
obou pokryva zemi polo-urbanisticka tkan. Toto vse je ve shodé s Frostovym dilem, kde jsou patrné
obavy o budoucnost novoanglického kraje. MoZnosti technologie a moderniho Zivota prokazuji kra-
ji medvédi sluzbu. Frost déle satirizuje pravé moderniho ¢lovéka zavieného ve své bunce ve méste,
které je prelidnéno, a ackoliv je na svété dost mista pro vSechny, ,,pro tebe a pro mé je vesmir tro-
chu tésny* (CPP, 247). Zatimco na vesnici jsou lidé ve své samot¢ spolu, ve mésté jsou spolu a pre-
ce je kazdy sam a tvoii tak osamocené hlouCky osamélych. Na rozdil od Deborda ovSem Frost
ukazuje konkrétni cestu a dava nadé¢ji. Namisto konfrontace s méstem a modernim Zivotem voli ces-
tu z vesnice do divoCiny. A zde je patrny dalsi charakteristicky rys Frostova dila. Tak jako basnik
vertikaln€ osciluje mezi lidskym nitrem a vesmirem, horizontalné osciluje mezi vesnici, méstem a
pfirodou. Prvné zminéné pro n¢j piedstavuje kompromis mezi spolenosti a samotou. A jestlize
mésto reprezentuje totalni pfitomnost ¢loveka, pfiroda nabizi naopak totalni absenci ¢lovéka a hu-
manismu. Vydava-li se Frost za vesnici, mifi do lesa a opusténych plani. Zvlasté v zimnim obdobi
za hlubokych noci, kdy les je zaplnény tmou a snéhem a zmrzlé pole skyta pohled do nicoty, Celi
Frost silam, které stoji v opozici s lidskym rodem a Zivotem celkové. Pohled na nekone¢né plané a
ohromujici prazdnotu Frosta fascinuje a zaroven pro néj predstavuje obrovské pokuSeni. Pozdrzi-li
se prili§ dlouho a vystavi-li se pfili§ na odiv oném piirodnim sildm, riskuje zanik a smrt. Okamzik,
kdy se rozhodne dostat svym slibim a vratit se k lidské spolecnosti, je proto velkym triumfem lid-

ské viile a ducha nad zivly zaniku, které od samého pocatku stoji proti Zivotu a principu byti.

Kapitola tfeti zkouma podstatu a ucel prace ve Frostové dile. Do novoanglickych vesnic pronika
soucasn¢ s urbanismem i velky pfevrat v pracovnim zivoté vesniand. Zejména masinérie a po-
stupna le¢ nevyhnutelna mechanizace pracovnich postupii spolu s industrializaci ohrozuji tradicni
femesla. Pfimo tak naruSuji nejzakladnéjsi principy vesnické komunity, které se zakladaji praveé na
znalosti a udrZzovani téchto zavedenych tradicich a s jejichZ zanikem pfichazeji vesni¢ané nejen o

pracovni pfileZitosti, ale i schopnost dorozumét se navzajem. Toto vede, jak je ukazano pozdéji, k
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nedorozuménim 1 tragickym uddlostem. Prace je pro Frosta modelem pro poezii a ¢astou inspiraci.
Déle pak v basnikové dile pracovat znamena pouzivat néstroje a nacini. Zabyvali jsme se analyzou
vyuziti nacini ve Frostové dile. Z basni je patrné ztotoznéni osoby vykonavajici praci a vypravéce.
Zde se Frost opét 1isi od romantikli, napt. od Williama Wordswortha, jenz zaujima stanovisko pozo-
rovatele zvenci. Frost je vSak aktivnim ucastnikem prace, jiZz je povétSinou minéna tézka fyzicka
dfina. Z mnoha ndstroji zminime napft. lopatu, se kterou musi muz vykopat hrob pro své zemielé
décko. Dale pak zebftik, ktery umoziuje natrhat plody ze stromt, ale zaroven poukazuje na poSeti-
lost tivah o dosaZeni nebeské vySe. Tyto tivahy jsou podrobnéji rozvedeny v basni 'Bfizy' a doklada-
ji Frostovo hluboké pfesvédeni, ze ¢lovek je doma na zemi a téZko tomu bude nékdy jinak. Z hliny
vychézi a do ni se vraci a vlastn€ neexistuje diivod k ttvaham, které by ¢lovéku ptipisovaly jiné za-
slibené misto nez zde. Zajimavym nacinim jsou déle sekery. Basnik dlouze li¢i franko-amerického
usedlika, kanadského emigranta, jenz je mistrem femesla ve vyradbéni topirek. Pohrda sériové vyra-
bénymi topurky, avSak mimodé&k tak prozrazuje svij strach. Je ziejmé, Ze nemulze obstat v ne-
rovném boji s mechanizovanou konkurenci. Basen "Toptrko sekery' také naznacuje, ze sekera je na-
strojem, jenZ muZe sjednocovat, nebo naopak rozdélovat — obrazné i1 doslova. V kontextu novo-
anglickych vesnic lze tuto basenl rovnéz ¢ist jako svédectvi asimilace kanadskych emigrantd. Dalsi z
Frostovych basni 'Pry¢, pry¢—', jedna z jeho nejtemnéjsich basni viibec, ukazuje, Ze nastroje maji
svou vuli, resp. Ze a¢ by si lidska vile prala podrobit si mnoho z jejiho okoli, neni to mozné. Mlady
hoch, vykonavajici muzskou praci s détskym srdcem, feZe dfevo na cirkularce. Ze néstroj neni
prodlouzenim lidské ruky, se dozvidame velmi rychle a basen konc¢i chlapcovou smrti, bez sebe-
mensiho naznaku patosu, jenz by jen ztizil vstiebani jiz tak dost tézké rany. Méné pochmurnym za-
vérem konci basen, ve které basnik v opusténé stodole nachazi détsky koutek s omselymi hrackami,
potlacuje slzu pii pomysleni na to, ,,jak malo dokazalo déti u€init Stastnymi* (CPP, 342), a posléze
objevuje &isi, ktera vyvolava zamémou piedstavu o Svatém Gralu. Cise je viak rozbita a nelze se z
ni napit. Lze si takovy tikon jen pfedstavit, ponofit se do vzpominek a na chvili si odpocinout od ob-

louzeni. Neni to mnoho, ale kdo zada vice, nemtze dosahnout opravdového $tésti a moudrosti.

Posledni kapitola zkouma vesnickou komunitu, mezilidské vztahy a komunikaci v basnikové dile.
Zacali jsme sledovanim ryst pfiznaénych pro novoanglickou vesnici. Mezi specifika daného regio-
nu patii sice uchvatna pfiroda a nezaménitelné raz krajiny, na stranu druhou je vSak Zivot ve
zdejSim regionu velmi naro¢ny. Pfedpoklada siln€ vyvinuty Emersonovsky princip self-reliance, ne-
boli spolehnuti se na sebe sama, a také individualismus. Pro osoby chatrného zdravi, slabého ducha
a mdlé mysli je zivot v Nové Anglii extrémné narocny, leckdy az tragicky kruty. Pro nejednoho

ctenafe Frosta pak bude prekvapenim, ze napt. Vermont, pfedobraz mnoha idylickych vyjevt v jeho
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basnich, je ve skutecnosti regionem s velmi vysokym poctem sebevrazd. Tak jako Frost na své cesté
na sever od Bostonu nenachazi ve vesnici raj, neni ani mistni komunita ideadlnim spolecenstvim. Ly-
rické ztvarnéni Zivota farmari dava tusit, ze jejich existence a spolecné souziti je vSechno, jen ne
harmonickym ukazem. Stejn¢ tak jako Debord kritizuje novodoby venkov a nazyva jej pseudoven-
kovem, miizeme hovofit o pseudokomunite, kteréa tento pseudovenkov obyva. V této pseudokomuni-
te jsou vyrazné naruseny vztahy, dochazi k mezigeneraénimu odstupu a houfnému odchodu mla-
dych do mést. Opacnym smérem miti lidé z mést, potizuji si v Nové Anglii letni sidla a celkové ros-
te zajem o tento region. Stava se stfedem pozornosti turistického ruchu, ktery ovSem nevede k nice-
mu jinému nez k banalizaci fenoménu Nové Anglie, jak plyne z Debordovych teoretickych tivah.
Predevsim je vSak v komunité naruSena komunikace. Jak podotyka Justin Quinn, pti konfrontaci
ptirodnich sil v pustych planich basnik ¢eli stavu totalni absence komunikace. Jakykoliv pokus o se-
bevyjadieni by se ihned ztratil v zaplavé samoty a v bélobé snéhu. Quinn pak dochazi k zavéru, ze
basnik ptredklada strach z vlastniho zaniku a obavy ze svéta prostého komunikace (Lectures on
American Literature, 182). V komunité je pak komunikace ovlivnéna ptichodem novych techno-
logii — telegrafu a telefonu. Debord varuje pied t€mito typy instantnich komunikac¢nich prosttedka a
predpovida, ze se lidsky kontakt na téchto stane zavislym a spolu s tim ubude piirozené, pfimé ko-
munikace. Technické moZnosti novych komunikacnich prostfedkii bouraji hranice prostorové i ¢a-
sové, coz vyustilo v dnesni Groven technologie, jez je schopna v praxi spojit kohokoliv s kymkoliv
kdekoliv. Jestlize technologie obohacuji formalni moZnosti komunikace, stejnou mérou ji také
ubiraji po strance obsahové. V préci jsou rozebirany basné, které poukazuji na nedostatky téchto vy-
razovych prostfedkli. Mezi né patii nachylnost k nedorozuméni, omezena kapacita pro pienos infor-
mace a nepomér mezi kvantitou a kvalitou pfenasenych informaci. Toto v§e neomyln¢ vede ke spe-
kulacim a zejména pak k Castému dilematu, které se prolind napfi¢ celym Frostovym dilem, totiZ
otazka nejen ,,co je feCeno®, ale ,,jak je to minéno.“ Konecné, komunikace ve Frostové dile slouZzi
jako nastroj ke sdélovani pravdy. NardZime pfitom na problém, co pravdou je a jak pravdu vyjadfit.
Naro¢né podminky zivota v Nové Anglii tla¢i k ekonomickému vyjadfovani a setkdvame se s
problémem, jak zredukovat pravdu na fakta, s ¢imzZ souvisi otdzka, zda-1i mize viibec byt pravda na
fakta redukovana. Dostdvame se tak zaroven k odpovédi na basnikovu rozpolcenost, kterd jej svira
mezi dvéma extrémnimi pély, a sice mezi predstavou a skutecnosti. Podobné jako par o¢i tvofi zrak,

prave oba tyto poly skrze nas konverguji a utvareji nasi subjektivni realitu.

V préci jsme postupovali po trajektorii vedouci z vnéjsku, tedy z kontextu Frostova dila, ptes
prostorové vymezeni v ramci jeho dila, tj. prvkd vesnice a ptirody, dale pak ptes filozofii prace a

leckdy symbolickému uziti pracovnich nastrojt, az do vnitiku, do samého srdce Frostovy poezie, ke
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komunité a mezilidskym vztahiim. Ackoliv je basnikovo dilo zobrazenim krajiny a ducha Nové
Anglie, v celé své §ifi i hloubce tyto piesahuje a zda se byt univerzalnim cestopisem ¢loveka zde na
zemi, od prvniho nadechu k poslednimu vydechu. Frostova poezie je vlastné souc¢asné uchvatné a
idésna. Udésna v tom, Ze je v ni smrt a piili§ mnoho nenavratnych ztrat. A je Gichvatna, nebot’ je
plna kréas a Zivota. Jak pravi Debord, spole¢enskd nepfitomnost Zivota vyznamné souvisi se spole-
¢enskou nepfitomnosti smrti. Pravé nepatetickym a smifenym pfijetim zéniku a smrti jako naprosto
prirozené soucasti kolobéhu véci vdechuje Frost svym basnim Zivot a proptij¢uje jim nadc¢asovost.

Zivot v nich bude na véky plynout dal, tak jako vzdy plynul.

95



Bibliography

1)

2)

3)

4)

S)

6)

7)

8)

9)

Bélanger, Damien-Claude. French Canadian Emigration to the United States 1840-1930.

Université de Montréal, Département d’histoire. Accessed III-IV 2010 <http:/faculty.mariano-

polis.edu/c.belanger/quebechistory/readings/leaving.htm>

Bercovitch, Sacvan, ed. The Cambridge History of American Literature: Volume 5, Poetry
and Criticism, 1900-1950. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005.

Cather, Willa. O Pioneers!. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008.

Costello, Bonnie. Shifting Ground: Reinventing Landscape in Modern American Poetry.
Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2003.

Debord, Guy. The Society of the Spectacle. Translated by Ken Knabb. London: Rebel Press,
2004.

Faggen, Robert, ed. The Cambridge Companion to Robert Frost. Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2008.

Faggen, Robert. The Cambridge Introduction to Robert Frost. Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2008.

Frost, Robert. Collected Poems, Prose & Plays. New York: The Library of America, 1995.

Hammer, Langdon. Yale Lectures: A Course in Modern Poetry. Accessed 2008-2010

<http://oyc.yale.edu/english/modern-poetry/content/class-sessions>

10) Hard, Walter R. et. al. Vermont: A Special World, 4™ edition. Burlington: The Lane Press,

1973.

11) Harrison, Robert Pogue. Forests: The Shadow of Civilization. Chicago: University of

Chicago Press, 1993.

12) Heidegger, Martin. The Question Concerning Technology, and Other Essays. Translated by

William Lovitt. New York: Harper & Row, 1982.

13) Lathem, Edward Connery, ed. The Poetry of Robert Frost. Chicago: Holt, Rinehart and

96



Winston, 1969.

14) Lathem, Edward Connery, ed. Interviews with Robert Frost. New York: Holt, Rhinehart and
Winston, 1968.

15) Lewis, Sinclair. Transcript of the speech given in Rutland to the Vermont Rotary on 23
September, 1929. The Rutland Daily Herald. Rutland: September 24, 1929.

16) Longley, Edna. Poetry In The Wars. Newcastle upon Tyne: Bloodaxe Books, 1996.

17) MacLeish, Archibald. “Robert Frost: The Poet and His Beloved Land.” National
Geographic Vol. 149, No. 4, April 1976: 438-467.

18) Miller, Henry. Black Spring. New York: Grove Press, 1994.

19) Poirier, Richard. Robert Frost: The Work of Knowing. Stanford: Stanford University Press,
1990.

20) Preminger, Alex, ed. The New Princeton Encyclopedia of Poetry and Poetics, 3" edition.
Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1993.

21) Prochazka, Martin and Quinn, Justin et. al. Lectures on American Literature. Praha:
Karolinum, 2007.

22) Richardson, Mark. The Ordeal of Robert Frost. Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 1997.

23) Rogers, Pat, ed. The Oxford History of English Literature. Oxford: Oxford University Press,
1990.

24) Rosenbloom, Joshua and Sundstrom, William. Labor-Market Regimes in U.S. Economic
History. Cambridge: National Bureau of Economic Research, 2009. On-line PDF version
available at <http://www.nber.org/papers/w15055.pdf>

25) Schwartz, Loyd and Estess, Sybil P., eds. Elizabeth Bishop and Her Art. Ann Arbor: The
University of Michigan Press, 1983.

26) Wood, Joseph S. The New England Village: Creating the North American Landscape.

Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1997.

97



	Introduction
	Chapter 1
	Frost's poetry in context
	1.1 Frost and modernism
	1.2 Frost, Romanticism and pastoral poetry
	1.3 Frost and New England

	Chapter 2
	The village
	2.1 Village
	2.2 The city and the country
	2.3 Beyond the village

	Chapter 3
	Work
	3.1 Frost's poetry of work
	3.2 Tools and instruments
	3.3 Machinery at work

	Chapter 4
	Community
	4.1 “New Hampshire Specimen”
	4.2 Frost's people and the community
	4.3 Communication

	Conclusion
	Résumé 
	Bibliography

