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PREFACE

This study examines ard critlcally evaluates women
figures in Robert Frost's poetry. The lives and personall-
ties of the women who influzanced Frost arzs noted and re-~
viewed., In order to facilitate analysis, representative
women characters in the poems are classified into three
groups--the initlated, the obsessed, and the perceptive
woman. To demonstrate Frost's artistic achievements, each
of these fictive women 1s discussed in terms of the poetic
form of the work in which she appéars.
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director, Dr. Gerrit W. Bleeker, for his guldance and help-
ful suggestions. I also wish to thank my second reader,
Dr. Green Wyrick. Finally, I thank my husband and family

for their encouragement.
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CHAPTER I
THE WOMEN WHO INFLUENCED FROST

Robert lLee Frost's works pose an enigma of contrarie-
ties for bqth readers and critics. His poems have been de-
scribed as the bland musings of a gentle pastoral bard, and
paradoxically, as the stark observations of a terrifying
poet. The echo of the eclogue in the rural settings of
much of his poetry has led to the misnomer, "nature poet,"
while the unadorned clarity with which he records his obser-
vations leads others to Jjudge Frost's works as frightening
and filled with melancholy and desolation., More accurately,
however,>his works deal with the relationéhip of 1nd1v£duals
to the natural world. Frost himself pointed out in a tele-
vision program in the fall of 1952 that very few of his
poems did not include people.1 Although the poet speaks
sometimes from the viewpoint of men characters,2 in much
of his best poetry women characters are developed with un-
usuval sensitivity. Therefore, a study of the women charac-
ters in Frost's poetry is essential to the understanding

and appreciation of his art.

1Marion Montgomery, "Robert Frost and His Use of

Barriers: Man vs, Nature Towards God," South Atlantic Quar-
terly, IVII (July, 1958), 339.

2511 zabeth Sergeant, The Trial by Existence, bp. 442,




Frost's keen perception in the portrayal of women
undoubtedly was influenced by thé women with whom he was
most closely associated in his life: his mother, Isabelle
Moodie Prosts his sister, Jeanle Frost; and hls wife, Elinor
White Frost. He was, in addition, overly sensitive in his
relationships with others. In his desire to be understood,
he was sensitized to meanings of the exveriences of those
about him, and he recorded their actions with an acute sym-
pathy for human emotional needs without exaggerating or mini-
mizing anxiety, wisdom, Joy, or grief. This extreme sensi-
tivity combined with feminine familisal influence led to the
development in Frost's poetry of strong women characters
whom critics have found difficult to classify.

No comprehensive categorization of Frost's women
characters has been attempted by critics. Frost himself
disliked the effort expended to ". . .« fit everythling into
conventional categories."3 His women characters, like all
of his characters, are individuals rather than types; they
are common people whose personalities contribute to their
problems. Frost blames their problems on "the way life is

n

built and the way they are built." Consequently, any

Louts Untermeyer (ed.), The Letters of Robert Frost
to Louls Untermeyer, p. 92.

4Robert P. Tristram .Coffin, New Poetry of New England:
Frost and Robinson, . 70.




method of classification is inevitably somewhat contrived.
The general divisions into which Frost's women characters
can be placed have been approadﬁed, therefore, with the
Imowledge that some over-lapping will occur and that each
woman character must be accepted primarily as an individual
struggling in her own way with her personal relationship to
the natural world.

A study of the women characters may logically begin
wlith the early love lyrics which appear in greatest number

in Frost's first volume, The Boy's Will, in which the woman

figure i1s the beloved and the theme 1s initiation. Closely
related to these characters of initiation are the women who
are initiated as théy search for identity. To facilitate
further analysis, the other women characters may be differ-
entiated as the woman who is obsessed with death, loneliness,
fear, or guilt, and the perceptive woman who is mature and
stable.

In the presentation of his women characters, Frost
demonstrates his artistic ability to chose a poetic form
that in itself aids in the delineation. Consequently, each

woman must be studied in terms of the "sound sense,"5

SThe use of sound sense in poetry is not new. Frost
used sound of sense to convey meaning. The best writing, he
maintained, cannot equal the best moments of oral expression.
His theory was that a written sentence must convey a meaning
by sound as well as a meaning of words.



structure, setting, style, and other poetic technigues

found in the specific work in which she appears. In addi-
| tion, Frost's own intricate personality and the women who
helped shape that personality must be considered, for Robert
Frost's own 1life is in his art.6 William Dean Howells, in
his Harper's column in 1915, praised Frost's artistry in
the portrayal of the women characters of his first and second

volumes of poetry, A Boy's Will and North of Boston:

His manly power is manliest in penetrating to
the heart of womanhood in that womanliest phase
of 1t, the New England phase. Dirge, or idyl,

or tragedy, or comedy, or burlesque, 1t is
always the skill of the artist born and the
artist tralned wgich is at play, or call it work,
for our delight.

It was Howells also who observed that concerning women Frost
was unusually perceptive and forgiving.8 The poet knew well
the wisdom and kindliness of his devout mother, the suffer-

ing and falthfulness of his reticent wife, and the despair

6Reg1na1d Cook, The Dimensions of Robert Frost, p. vii.

"Lawrance Thompson, The Years of Triumph, p. 57. 1In
1939, Robert Frost asked lLawrance Thompson to become his
official biographer with the stipulation that no part of
the blograrhy would be published during the poet's life-
time. The flrst two volumes of the biography, Robert Frost,
The Eerly Years, 1874-1915 and Robert Frost, The Years of
Triumph, 1915~ 1938 have been used as the princinal sources
for blographical data in this vaper because they are the
only reliable sources of Frost's biography. The final
volume, The Years of Glory, has not been published.

8sergeant, ovb. cit., p. 421,



5
and torment of his demented sister. A study of the effects

of each of these women on Robert Frost, the man, will serve
to clgrify the reflections of their personalities in the
wonen characters later created within the framework of

specific poetic forms by Robert Frost, the poet.
A. TISABELLE: "ONCE SHE WALKED IN BRIGHTNESS"

A native of Scotland, Isabelle Moodie Frost was reared
by devout Scotch-Presbyterian grandparents, with whom she
shared Intense spiritusl convictions and the belief that she
was blessed with second sight. She was brought to Columbus,
Ohio, by her uncle, Thomas Moodie, when she was twelve years
of age.9 Later, gréceful and confident, she taught in
Lewiston Academy, Lewliston, Pennsylvania, where she met
William Prescott Frost, Jr., a handsome, brilliant, erratic
rebel against his native Puritan New England.10 Despite
strong religious differences, Isabelle Moodle and Willlam
Frost married and moved to San Francisco where their son,
named Robert Lee for William's Confederate hero, was born
on March 26, 1874.11

Isabelle turned to religion for consolation when

9Thompson, Early Years, pp. 3=4.

10Lesley Frost Ballantine, "Somewhat Atavistic," Ball
State University Forum, XI (Winter, 1970), 3.

11Thompson, Early Years, pp. 6,9.




after the first year of marriage she was unable to curb

12 She was

the rebellious actions of her young husband.
drawn from her Scotch-Presbyterian background to the mys-
ticism of Swedenborgianism, founded by the Swedish mathe-
maticlan and scilentist, Dr. Emanuel Swedenborg,13 who had
a Vislonary outlook on life. Although William ridiculed
hef religious convictions, Isabelle joined the Swedenborgian
church.ll+ A letter of condolence written in June, 1883, to
her friend, Sarah Newton, on the death of her father, indi-
cates the comfort Isabelle found in the mystical aspects of
her chosen religion. Of Sarah's father she worte:

I love to think of such a man in the other world.

So soon he will have lost the 0ld and worn look

and could you be with him he would appear as you

course with & heavenly besmty 13 et of
Concerning the unquestioning accevntance of life, she wrote,
"If we are only faithful in what lies before us when it 1is
all over and we are passing from this scene the thought will

make things brighter."l6 Finally, referring to her own re-

ligious needs in relation to the trials of her marriage, she

A,

125ean Gould, The Aim Was Song, p. 36.

roc. cit.
4 Thompson, Early Years, p. 11.
SLoc. eit.

16299. cit.



she ended her letter:
My husband meets with little success that helps
us although in his bus[ilness he gives satisfaction
but I have much to be thankful for and most of all
that my mind is settled in the matter of religion
for you know my nature is religious.17

Isabel's reliance upon her religion was evident.

Robert was baptized in her church and Isabelle ex-
posed him to the self-protective aspects of Swedenborgianism,
which helped him during his boyhood in San Francisco to
retreat into the consolations of his imagination when he
sensed the frequent estrangements in his parents' relation-
ship and the consequent sadness in his mother.18 Isabelle,
in turn, sought to shield the boy from William, who punished
Robert séverely and'inconsistently. The child was confused
when his mother taught him that he must be obedient to her
Just as to the Heavenly Father or punishment would result;
this fear of the Heavenly Father became ". « « inseparable
from his firsthand knowledge and fear of his earthly
fathér."19 Isabelle told Robert, when he was o0ld enough to
understand, that more than once she had 1lifted the baby

from his cradle, and had run to a neighbor's home because

17Thompson, Selected letters, p. 13.

18Thompson, Early Years, p. xvi.

191b1d., p. 23.



8
she feared the father in a drunken rage would cause the death
of them both.zo Robert's young life was beset with innumer-
able fears that he never lost. He was afraid of the dark,
of faillure, and of rejection. Ironically, when he had chil-
dren of his own, his great desire was to give them the gift
of courage which he did not possess, but instead he trans-
mitted to them many of his own stubborn fears, rooted in his
childhood.?1

Aware of the boy's fears, Isabelle sought to encourage
him with stories of biblical heroes, but he unfortunately
believed that he, too, had the virtues of the heroes, for-
getting that a hero must earn the virtues attributed to him.
He often knew frustfation and discouragement when he aspired
but failed to attain the biblical perfection of which
Isabelle spoke.z2

In dally Bible stories, Isabelle emphasized moral
truths based on opvosites such as ". . . good and evil,
chaos and order, darkness and light--until Robbie developed
a Habit of thinking in terms of paired 1mages."23 In his

maturity, Frost's poetry was often built on just such

201b14., pp. 10-11,

2lmompson, Years of Triumvh, po. 205, 497-498.

22Thompson, Barly Years, p. XV.

231bid., p. 20,



opposites:s fire and ice; out far and in deep; telescorve
and microscope; bond and free. In addition to Bible
'stories, the mother was careful also to relate tales of
hero worship including classical myths, Scottish literature,
and stories of the American Civil War. The experiences
of Joan of Arc and Emanuel Swedenborg, who both heard the
volces of angels; appealed to the imagination of Robert.zu
When his mother told him of her own mystical powers, the
boy believed that he, too, possessed second sight and heard
volces. Isabelle encouraged him to use his power of second
sight but warned him to refrain from speaking of it to
others who might not understand.2?5

Contradictiohs In his religious tralning confused
the child. His mother taught him that "the most heroic
forms of human effort are self-forgiveness and self-sacri-
f‘ice."26 Yet, unable to completely shed her Scotch-
Presbyterian heritage, she taught the boy also "self-
abasement, self-degradation, self—hatred."27 Confronted

with these conflicting tenets of religion, coupled with the

2HLoc. cit.
p. 35-36.
261bid., pD. 376-377.

251bid.,

'g

271bid., p. 199,
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mounting friction between his parents, i1t is not strange
that the child experienced extreme nervous tension. Each
time he was sent to a public school, he returned home with
severe head and stomach vains. His mother, a fine teacher
herself, yielded to him each time and taught him at home.

He disliked schooling, took advantage of Isabellets sympathy,
and conseguently became ". . . unintentionally pampered
and spoiled."28 Isabelle's desire to compensate with over-
indulgence for the punishment meted out by William resulted
in inner pérsonality conflicts which led the poet throughout
his life to turn impulsively away from schooling, work, and
home obligations whenever situations became difficult.?9

The boy's physical and emotional health concerned
Isabelle. She knew that w1111am‘loved the boy, and that
he tried to make amends for his inconsistent behavior by
taking his son with him on political campalgns, to athletic
events, and on other outings.Bo But William's health was
failing and, as tensions in the home mounted, Isabelle taught

the boy to value the bright moments of life. Together

they walked to Telegraph Hill, to Nob Hill and to Russian

281bid., pp. 21-22.
?9Tnompson, Yeors of Triumoh, p. 135,

30sergeant, ov. clt., pp. 12-1l.
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Hill, Together they viewed the Pacific and the distant

Sierra Nevada Range. She taught him to value geography

and the marvels of their country. They walked on the
beaches and waded when the tide was out. They rode cable
cars and hon§e cars and visited the park, zoo, and botanical
gardens of Woodward's Gardens.31 Isabelle had learned to
counter her grief with ". . . the balancing instinct for
enjoyling life,” and this gift she gave to Robert. 32 This
instinct was reflected many years later when the poet said,
"Nobody can be richer than he who keevs fresh the art of
experience for its own sake."33 The same rhilosophy was ex-
pressed when on beginning a ride through the countryside

the poet said to a comvanion, "lLet's go slow so I can see
the flowers."Bu The indelible exveriences of California
later inspired Frost to write "A Peck of Gold," "At Wood-
ward's Gardens," "A Record Stride," and "Once by the Pacific."
He believed that literature begins with geography, and his

geography bégan with "the local."35 TIsabelle had nurtured

31Thompson, Early Years, p. 26.
321b1d., p. 192,

33Robert G. Berkelman, "Robert Frost and the Middle
Way," Colleze English, III (January, 1942), 353.

Mcook, ov. cit., p. 16.

351bid., p. 7.
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this belief.

' When William Frost died of tuberculosis in 1883,
Isabelle and her children, eleven-year-old Robert and nine-
year-old Jeanie, returned to New England.36 Robert Frost
became, in a historical sense, ". . . & Western pippin
grafted on a Yankee greening."37 His mother continued to
teach him by reading aloud to him, striving to help him
overcome his fears through the idealization of courage and
daring. S8She taught him an awareness that he would perhaps
not have cultivated in public schools. 8She expressed great
pride for him and told him of her expectations of the fame
she knew he would some day earn.38 When he showed an inter-
est in astronomy,shé'helped him sell subscriptions to earn
i telescope. She converted a bedroom of their small apart-
mant into an observatory of,sorts.39 Always regarding
evolutionary ideas as blasphemous, she feared that Robert
would grow interested in them. He did, throughout his life
concern himself with the ". . . heroic wanderers among

1deas; but his mother's teachings would continue to provide

36Gou1d, op. cit., p. 29.

37COOk, OD. g_j:_top P 30

38Thompson, Early Years, p. 48.

391bid., ». 92.
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him with a kind of sea anchor, even when his thought re-
mained harborless.LPo When he indicated that feminine in-,
fluence on his 1life was stifling him, she wisely read Tom

Brown's School Days to him and the youth was impressed that

Tom fought and played baseball, yet did not consider
schooling girl's play.L"1

When he entered high school in Lawrence, Massachusetts,
Robert Frost finally demonstrated his ability to read, study,
and learn without the help of his mother.“’2 He graduated
from high school as co-valedictorian and was presented with
the Hood Prize for general excellence. When he sold the
gold medal on the following day to express his rejection of
conventions, Isabelle felt a painful sevaration from her son.
She knew that his action was interpreted by others as scorn
and zarrogance.”’3 It was perhaps one of the first open
actions in the poet's struggle to express his personality
through independence and non-conformity.

Isabelle died before Frost experienced the triumphs

she had predicted he would realize. His enigmatic poen,

"The Lovely Shall Be Choosers," probably written early

40rbid., p. 120.
Ll'l_l_'tz_i‘d_o [} ppo 68-690
¥21bid., pp. 79-80.

431b14., p. 13%.
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bl expressed the bltterness he had experienced

in the 1920's,
in the years immediately following her death in 19OO.LFS

His biographer, Lawrance Thompson, calls the poem ". . .

an ilronic allegory of confllect between free will and predes-
tination."L"6 The poem, which Frost ldentified as a bilo-
graphical reference to Isabelle, 1s reminiscent of the

early religious morality playl?7 "The Volce" representing
an evil power supported by 1eéser "Volces" walts patiently
and expectantly for twenty years to see a lovely woman,
*proud and the pride of friends" (1. 18),“’8 hurled down
seven times, eazach time to a greater depth, not by "unavoid-
able mischance,” but by her own free choice of seven " joys"
which brings her miéery and torment.49 Thompson suggests
that Frost makes ". . . a deliberate parody of the seven

Joys and sorrows of Mary."SQ

“1b1d., p. 555.

k51bid., p. 548.

uéThompson, Fire and Ice, p. 138,

47Gou1d, op. cit., p. 260,

48Rrobert Frost, Complete Poems of Robert Frost, pp.
325-326. (A1l subsequent references to poems will be identi-

fied within the text by lines with an initial footnote citing
the page number in this collection.)

b9pavid A. Sohn and Richard H. Tyre, Frost the Poet
"and His Poetry, p. 52.

50Thompson, Farly Years, p. 292.
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The 1life of Isabelle Frost is reflected in each
choice and 1n‘each resulting hurt contained in the poem.
The young woman who makes her first choice her wedding
could well be Isabelle, who chose with misgivings William
Prescott Frost, Jr. for her husband. She had earlier re-
Jected marriage to a clergyman because she felt unworthy;
later she had mystical experiences which sﬁggested that
divine punishment would follow. L The Voices of the poem
chide and mock: "She would refuse love safe with wealth and
honor! / The lovely shall be choosers, shall they? / Then
let them choose!" (1l1l. 6-8). Line twenty-four indicates a
secret flaw that led to grief in the marriage, and subsequent
choices include the woman's desire to keep her girief a
secret. She chose that her friends ". . . move in pleasure
too far off / To think much or much care» (1ll. 29-30). Frost
remembered sadly and with characteristic guiit his mother's
life as a teacher in lawrence.  "She Just sank out of sight,"
he said, "and I never knew she was suffering."52

Isabelle's relationshiv with her two chiidren is
alluded to in the woman's fourth choice: "Give her a child

at either knee for fourth joy / To tell once and once only,

511bid., p. 5.

52Gould, op. cit., . 260.
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for them never to forget / How once she walked in brightness”
(11. 31-33). In final irony the Voices say, "Trust us"

(1. 53). The tireless use of both irony and sarcasm through-
out the voem indlcates that Frost had little sympathy in this
period with his mother's teachings that human trials are
punishments of divine origin.
Eight years before Isabellet's death, while he was
still a boy in high school, Frost had probed for reasons
why his family had known countless griefs and disappoint-
ments. He suddenly knew that Isabelle's belief in the re-
lationship of human trials to divine punishment stopped
short of the answer he sought. He imagined that each
individual should bé given the choice to come to earth
with the stipulation that he would have no memory of that
choice. Thus, with the possibility of pride erased, a
real trial on earth would be possible, The idea appealed
to the boy, but the words he needed eluded him, and the
manuscriot was placed with other unfinished pieces.53
Fourteen years later after Frost had experienced 111~
ness, disillusionment, rejection, the deaths of both his
son, Elliot, and his mother and had doubted divine punish-

ment and divine justice even more, he reconsidered his own

53Thompson, Early Years, p. 290.
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philosophy of unremembered choice of existence. The
metaphors and figures required for the poem now came to
him, and the poem, "The Trial by Existence," was completed.
It ended on a sure note:

*Tis the essence of 1life here,
Though we choose greatly, still to lack
The lasting memory at all clear,
That 1ife has for us on the wrack
Nothing but what we somehow chose;
Thus we are wholly stripved of pride
In the pain that has but one close, 50,
Bearing it crushed and mystified (1l. 65-72).
The poem marked an important voint iIn Frost's personal
philosoprhy and in his attitude toward others. He considered
it an affirmation of a new conf‘idence.55 Rueben Brower
called 1t more an ekpression of moral knowledge than of
religious knowledge.56 If Isabelle Frost had lived to see
the work published, she would have understood how this poen
had grown out of the hurts and c¢onfusions of the poet's
childhood, and that although the concept of sin and punish-
ment she taught had not satisfied her son, yet it was

from her knowledge that his had unfolded.

54Frost, op. cit., p. 30.

55Thompson, Early Years, p. 291.

561bid., p. 298,

57Rueben A, Brower, The Poetry of Robert Frost:
Constellations of Intention, p. 124,
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B. JEANIE: "SHE HAD NO SAYING DARK ENOUGHE"

Jeanle Florence Frost, two years younger than her
brother, expérienced the same uncertainties that Frost
knew in his San Francisco childhood, but she reacted more
violently to them. Hi#alry for parental attentlon, coupled
with unusually sensitive personalities, resulted in a
stormy relationship between the siblings. Jeanie's over-
dependence on her mother led to nervous disorders and un-
diagnosed allments. The distressing times when she cried
uncontrollably and hysterically led to lifetime dislike and
impatience on Robert's part.58 "She and I always had unhappy
times together, poor thing," Frost once commented.59

Jeanie was intelligent anq learned to read and write
early, perfdrming far above her brother scholastically until
they entered high school, when Robert's gradés surpassed
hers. At this turn she sank into a deep depression refusing
to continue her studies or to take college examinations.
When she raved and cried, Frost was determined to make an
effort to keep his own rages, fears, and sensitivities con~

trolled. He sensed wisely that if he did not, his emotional

58Thompson, The FEarly Years, p. 47.

591bid., p. 519.
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and psychological problems could easily surpass those of
Jeanie.60 .

Iater Jeanie Frost assisted in her mother's private
classrooms and taught intermittently in other schools; then
at thirty-five she entered the University of Michigan where
she earned her college degree. But the hysteria demonstrated
by the three-year-old Jeanie in San Francisco grew increas-
ingly more violent until it was finally uncontrollable.

In a2 letter to Louis Untermeyer on April 12, 1920,
Frost wrote that Jeanie?s sanity had finally snapped in her
agitation over the entry of the United States into the World
War, and that FShe turned everything she could think of to
express Her abhorreﬁce of it: pro-German, pacifist, inter-
nationalist, draft obstructor, and seditionist."61 In
1920, Jeanie was committed to a mental hospltal where she
died nine years 1ater.62

A few years before her death, Jeanie wrote a long
and moving letter to her brother,

I am very peculiar and did not start right. If
I ever was well and natural it was before I can
remember. I hate to have anyone understand how

I feel in a way. To the mind of anyone who
could understand the condition of my mind, there

6OSergeant. op. cit., p. 232,

61Untermeyer (ed.), op. cit., p. 102,

62Thompson, Early Years, p. 133,
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could not be any worse horror. This is the

way I have been for the past twenty years

and before that, only I did not use to under-

stand-~I use to lay 1t6§° causes that had

nothing to do with 1it.
Jeanie revealed perception and self-consclousness which
Frost biographers have not always reflected.

Her letter may have reminded Frost of his promise to
himself in high school that he would not give in to his
emotions as Jeanlie did. In 1917, he had written to a
former student, John T. Bartlett, that an individual
could avoid physical and nervous crises if he were willing
to take "corrective measures." He often devlored that Jeanie

64

had not done so. ‘He wrote to Bartlett:

I have seen right in my own family one person

lost by not taking instant and out-and-out

measures and another person saved by taking

them. The business can go either way you want

to. « + « Cut ang run away from every care:

that is the rule.®>
Thompson conjectures that the "dne person lost" may have
been either Jeanie or the poet's father and that the
"person saved" was Frost himself.66 Much later, on April

9, 1934, Frost discussed the same subject with Bartlett,

63Thompson (ed.), Selected letters, pp. 318-319,

641p1d,., p. 212.
651b1d., p. 213.

661bid., p. 212.
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who makes the following observations concerning their

conversation:

We 2l1ll have our souls--and minds to save, and
it seems a miracle we do it; not once, but
several times. He [Frost] could look back
end see his hanging by a thred. His sister
wasn't able to save hers., She built the pro-
tecting illusion about hegself and went the
road of dimentia praecox.®?

In the earlier letter to Louls Untermeyer written
on April 12, 1920, Frost concluded by supporting bluntly
his use of conscious measures to save his thoughts from
obsession with tragic events in his life.

And I suppose I am a brute in that my nature

refuses to carry sympathy to the vpoint of go-

ing crazy Jjust because somebody else goes

crazy, or of dying Just because someone else

dies. As I get older I find it easier to 1lie

awake nights over other people's troubles.

But that's as far as I go to .date. 1In good

time I will join ghem in death to show our

common humanity.6 .
Frost was not so unfeeling as the blunt closing of this
letter would make him appear. The emotional collapse of
another always saddened him greatly. Jeanie's death had
a deep and lasting impact on him. Following a2 life-long
pattern of self-gullt, he blamed his own actions for some

of the stress that had disturbed his sister throughout her

671bid., pp. 212-213.

68Untermeyer (ed.), ovn. cit., p. 103.
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11fe.69 The sympathetic treatment in his poetry of
characters such as the fearful "servant® in "A Servant
to Servants," the hysterical Amy in "Home Burial," and
the conscience~stricken woman of "The Witch of Cooss,"
reflects Robert Frost's concern for those, who like his

sister, were emotionally obsessed.
C. ELINOR: "SHE IS AS IN A FIELD A SILKEN TENT"

Elinor White Frost and Robert Frost both nurtured
deep drives for a love that was "ideally perfect."70
When Elinor agreed to marry Frost, she had no illusions
concerning marriage to the man whose loyalty to his art was
an 1ntegia1 part of his personality. She recognized that
Robert Frost, the husband, and Robert Frost, the poet,
could not be separated.71 On her wedding day she knew
that although she and Robert shared ideals, theilr love was
not perfect, and that "omihous elements" existed in their
relationship. She knew that she had hurt him deeply when
she had repeatedly refused to marry him until her college
education was completed. She had searched for an ideal

comblnation of virtues in a husband--a combination that

69Thompson (ed.), Selected Letters.’pp. X=-X1.

7°Thompson, The Early Years, p. 135.

7YGould, op. cit., p. 70.
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Frost did not possess; he was willful and consumed with
self-pity, and she had wounded him many times in telling
him so. In retaliation” he had more than once threatened
suicide.’?

But the bride remembered also i1dyllic moments of
walking, picnicking, and boating during their courtship.
Frost had been eager and impatient; she had been shy and
reticent. Both delighted in poetry, and with the help of
Shelley's lyrics and Yonger works, Frost convinced her
that love was "at the core of the universe."’3 His first
gift to her was poetry by Edward Rowland Sill. Together,
Elinor and Robert shared the discovery of the cryptic
poetry of Emily Dickinson.74

Before their marriage Elinor, too, wrote poetry;
however, she gave up this expression of her artistic ability
in deference to her husband, whose Jealousy clearly indicated

his need to be sul generis in the Frost family. In a let-

ter written to Mrs. Edna Davis Romig on February &, 1935,
Mrs. Frost confilded that she had written poetry early in

her l1life, then admonished Mrs. Romig never to mention the

72Thompson, The Early Years, p. 211.

731b1do, pp- 135"136-
741p1d., p. 121.
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fact.’5

The first twenty years of marriage were difficult.
Elinor realized that deprivation couvled with the aspiring
poet's pride would not be easy. Although she had perhaps
initially hoped to change and remake him into a more respon-
sible and less erratic human belng, she became reconciled
to stay with him self~sacrificially . . .‘and to honor
him as a good poet who had failed to win attention."76
The attitude of self-~sacrifice gave her purpose through
years of poverty and loneliness. Robert, at that time,
probably was not aware of the sacrifice required of his
wife. His early years had prepared him to lean heavily on
his mothér's strength.77 Because Elinor, like Isabelle,
was a fine combination of intelligence and courage, Frost
found 1t natural to transfer his dependence.78

The marrlage of Robert and Elinor was tested severely
with poverty, faillure, illness, and death. Depressed and
uncertain of himself, Frost indulged in self-pity. Elinor
*had a scornful knack for making him realige that he always

took his sufferings with far more self-pity than she took

751bid., p. 505.
76

Thompson, Years of Triumph, p. 30.

77Sergeant, op. cit., p. 47.
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hers. « « «"79 He responded with dark moods in which he

Judged himself a failure as a husband, father, poet, and
men. He considered Elinort's reticence a method of punish-
ment, and at such times he experienced his childhood desire
to run away and never return. He often walked until he was
exhausted;‘then like a child he returned repentant.BO

When Frost expvressed a wish to continue his school-
ing at Harvard, Elinor was taciturn and cooly indifferent,
but she helped him vrevare for his examination.81 Ilater,
as Frost sought teaching positions to support his growing
family, frequent moves were made. The tragic death of their
four-year-old first-born, Elliot, left both parents grief-
stricken. Elinor wés inconsolable in her bitterness and
taking an atheistliec stand, she vowed there was no God and
that the world was only evil.8? At this point Frost,
himself, was inclined toward skepticism. Thompson infers
from notes written by Frost that the poem, "Stars," was
completed soon after Elliot's death.

And yet with neither love nor hate,

Those stars like some snow-white
Minerva's snow-white marble eyes

?9Thompson, Years of Triumph, p. 195.
8%Thompson, The Early Years, pp. 309-310.
811bid., b. 230,

821p14., p. 258,
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Without the gift of sight (11, 9-12),83
The closing lines of that poem reflect bitterness with the
lack of divine justice in human affairs.84

Although such moods recurred for brief periods
throughout the voet's life, he stated his religlous affirma-
tion more and more frequently, becoming increasingly dis-
turbed when his wife continued to expfess an stheistic
outlook. When their infant daughter died in 1907, Elinor
accepted the death fatallstically, growing even more bltter
and skeptical than earlier.B5 She did not share in the
religious education of the Frost childrens Frost himself

86

nurtured thelr religious training. He expressed his con-
~cern for Ellnor's réligious views in a letter, written in
1920, to Louls Untermeyer, in which he indicated that Elinor's
religious denials continued. 87

The years the Frost famlily lived on the farm near

Derry, New Hampshire, began with hopelessness. Elinor

was listless and unenthusiastics Robert was 1ill. Frost

83Frost, op. cit., p. 12.

Bulbid;. pp. 546-547,

e e ewtn

85Thompson (ed.), Selected Letters, p. 24l,

86Thompson, The Early Years, pp. 306-307.

87Untermeyer (ed.), ob. cit., p. 101,
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feared that she loved him much less than he loved her.
Illness, couvpled with desvair over his relationship with
Elinor, made thoughts of suicide attractive. He fesred
that he had not treated Isabelle, Jeanie, or Elinor well
end that his 1llness was his punishment. His belief in
his art was perhaps the hore that gradually brought about
a change in hiS'attitude.88

The Frosts sold the Derry farm regretfully and moved
to Plymouth, New Hampshire, in 1611. Elinor, who was not
socially inclined, had found contentment in the isolation
of the farm.89 Frost had regained his health there and
found time and peace to weigh his values. In his position
at the State Normal School in Plymouth, he exverienced
new success in the teaching vprofession, however, and demon-
strated a new self-confidence.?9 When his superior,
Principal Silver, criticized Elinor*'s poor housekeeping
end described her as ", . . lacking in personality,"
Frost's deep love for her was demonstrated by the two
words of his defensive and furious retort, "She's mine!"91

The turning point in the lives of Robert and Elinor

88Thompson, The Early Years, pp. 265-272,
891b1d., be 350.

90;9;g., pp. 367-368,

91;9;9., p. 374, ’
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Frost came when the voet, who at thirty-eight had attracted
1ittle attention as a poet, moved his family to England at
Elinor's suggestion, "Let's go over there and sleep under
thatcht"92 Finally, during the years in England, Frost's

volumes A Boy's Will and North of Boston were accepted

for publication by English publishers, fulfilling Frost's
long and consuming desire for recognition as a poet, His
new stature, however, requiréd an ad justment from Elinor
who understood best his frustration in searching for
literary identity. Ironically, when success came at last
to Robert Frost, his wife exverienced a kind of jealousy.93
After thelr return to New England, Frost was enraged

when Amy.Lowell in her book, Tendencies in lModern American

Poetry, described Elinor as his conventional helpmate.
Frost wrote to Untermeyer that he resented Miss Lowell's
estimate, because Elinor actually helved him in no way,

and although she always knew he was a good poet, she had
no desire for his talent to be recognized while they lived.
He considered Miss Lowell's picture of Elinor an 1nsu1t.94

Frost was not entirely honest in what he wrote to Untermeyer;

92Gould, ov. cit., p. 100.

93Thompson, Years of Triumph, vp. 30-31,
oL

——

Untermeyer (ed.), op. cit., pp. 62-63.
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Elinor helped him in his writing more than he admitted.
She was proud to serve as his secretary and adviser. He
was honest, however, in saying that she considered her
husband a good poet. She wrote in 1913 to the wife of

John Bartlett concerning Frost's volume, A Boy's Will:

I am very glad you and John like Robert's book.
Of course I love it very much, and have been
somewhat disappointed that the reviewers have
not been more enthusiatic. How can they help
seeing how exaquisitely beautiful some of the
poems are, and wB%t an original music there is
in most of them?

Ten years later, in 1923, she wrote to Lincoln MacVeagh,
a Holt representative who made arrangements for illustrating

and publishing New Hampshire:

I have wanted to write to you ever since your
last letter came, to thank you for what you
sald at the end of i1t about Robertt's voetry.
Robert was greatly plessed, and I myself felt
it deevrly that you should realize how much
there is in the poetry that those who have
written about it either don't see at all, or
touch on very lightly. There is in it all the
truth, vigor and humanity that they emvhasize,
but there is also a clean beauty, and even
‘glamour!' in line after line, and poem after
poem, which his own particular way of express- 96
ing seems to have blinded them to so far. . . .

Although Elinor, ironically, continued to be frustrated
as Frost achieved poetic success, she obviously recognized

his artistic strengths and openly expressed her pride.

95Thompson (ed.), Selected letters, p. 78.

96Thompson, Years of Triumvh, p. 246,
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Elinor's belief in his artistic talent and his own
deep love for her sustained Frost through many personal
tragedies. The death of Elinor, at the height of his
career and after forty-three years of marriage, was shatter-
ing to the poet.97 To Untermeyer he had written earlier:
*She has always been the unspoken half of everything I ever
wrote and both halves of many a thing from‘My November
Guest down to the last stanza of Two Tramps in Mud Time:98
Following Elinor's death, Frost wrote to Bernard De Voto,
I exvect to have to go depths below depths in
thinking before I catch myself and can say what
I want to be while I last., 1 shall be all right
in public, but I can't tell you how I am going

to behave when I am alone. She could always

be present to goverg my loneliness wlthout making
me feel less alone. 9

Pinally, to Professor George Roy Elliot and his wife,
Alma, who had been Elinor's closest friend, Frost wrote
most poignantly:

Some of the old ambitious resolutions may come
back to me in some form. The danger will be
that they may too openly concern her. Pretty
near every one of my poems will be about her
if rightly read. But I must try to remember
they were as much about her as she liked and
permitted them to be. Without ever saying a
word she set limits I must continue to observe.

97Gould. Oop. cit., p. 279.

98Untermeyer (ed.), ovp. cit., pp. 295-296,

99Thompson (ed.), Seélected Ietters, p. 470.




One riaﬁrk like this and then no more for-
ever., .

Frost knew well that Elinor had given deep and lasting

direction to his life and to his art.

1901014, , po. 471-472,
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CHAPTER II
THE INITIATED WOMAN

The theme of initiation 1s found most frequently in
Frost's poems which present the relationship between young
men and women and is clearly exemplified by the love lyrics,
"In Neglect," "Golng for Water," "Flower Gathering," and
"A Dream Pang." “"The Subverted Flower" also presents a
young girl experiencing initiation into 1ové, but in a much
more complexly constructed poem. Closely related to the
young women characters’ initiation into the relationship of
love with men are the innocent feminine characters in "Wild
Grapes" and "Maple"Awho are initiated into the realms of
experience as they search for answers to their identity.

In varylng degrees, one discovers the influence of Isabelle,
Jeanie, and Elinor uvon Frost's creation and development
of these young women characters;

The early love lyrics of Frost 1llustrate a moré
subtle treatment of the theme of initiation. The woman
figure appears obliguely and reflects Isabelle Frost's
1nfluencé on the poet's standards and ideals of womanhood

through heroic romances she read to him in his childhood.lo1

101

Thompson, The Early Years, b, 171.
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But the early poems are written to Elinor and of Elinor,
and record tremulous uncertainties of the joung, as they
are initiated into new love. Frost wrote later to a
friend that nearly all of his vpoems are about Elinor,
". « . if rTightly read."102 It i1s not difficult to read
the love lyrics "rightly” and thus sense that the young
Elinor was indeed the poet's inspiration. His love vpoems
were instruments through which he sought her companionship
as well as her understanding.lo3 The early love lyrics
reflect an Eden motif in which young lovers live in solitude
and. seclusion.104
Such a lyric is the epigrammatic five-line poemn,

wIn Neglect," written to Elinor at a period when the poet's
pride had been injured by his vaternal grandfather.105
The poet salves his injured pride with the poetic portrait
of roguish camaraderie with his loved one.

They leave us so to the way we took,

As two in whom they were proved mistaken,
That we sit sometimes in the wayside nook,

With mischievous, vagrant seravhic look, 106
And try if we cannot feel forsaken (1ll. 1-5).

102Thompson (ed.), Selected Iletters, p. 472,

103Thompson, The Farly Years, p. 311,

10L”George Wilson Nitchie, Human Values in the Poetry
of Robert Frost, vp. 78.

105mmompson, ov. cit., p. 412,

106Frost, ov. cit., p. 23.

—
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The ironic twist of the last line indicates that the hurt
1s made bearable because it is shared. '

The theme of oneness and the deep understanding be-
tween man and woman emerges again in the lyric, "Going for
Water.” The reader senses that these lovers are the same
two who appear in many of Frost's lyrics.107 The couple
here withdraw from thelr everyday environment of care:

"The well was dry beside the door" (1. 1).108 They seek
seclusion by the brook in their own wood and the delight of
young love ", . . 1is endowed with [the) undefined and
slmost ritualistic significance" of first love. 109

Depth of feeling is expressed poignantly and drama-
tically in the lyric, "Flower Gathering." Frost learned
early in his courtship with Elinor that the voices of his
own consclousness were as clear to him as volces in a
dream.110 Thus, the "give and take" in his own mind is

expressed by the speaker in the first stanza, while the

wgive and take" between the speaker and the one who welcomes

107Brower, op. cit., p. 181,
108prost, op. cit., p. 26,
10950nn T. Ogilvie, "From Woods to Stars: A Pattern

of Imagery in Robert Frost's Poetry," South Atlantic Quarterly,
LVIII (Winter, 1959), 66,

110Thompson, Early Years, p. 429,
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him silently is implied in the second stanza of the

poem.111

I left you in the morning,

And in the morning glow,

You walked a way beside me

To make me sad to go.

Do you know me in the gloaming,

Gaunt and dusty gray with roaming?
Are you dumb because you know me not,
Or dumb because you know?

All for me? And not a question

For the faded flowers gay

That could take me from beside you

For the ages of a day?

They are yours, and be the measure

Of their worth for you to treasure,

The measure of the little while

That I've been long away (1l. 1-16),112

Frost wrote’this-poem in the summer of 1896, when he and
Elinor vacationed 1h Allenstown. The holiday was a late
honeymoon during which Robert became interested in botan-
izing.113 The poem probably was conceived when Elinor
reproached him with characteristic silence when he returned

114

late from one of his long walks. Thus the lines follow:

111Robert S. Newdick, "Robert Frost and the Dramatic,"
New Eneland OQuarterly, X (June, 1937), 267.

112prost, ov. cit., p. 18.

113Thompson, The FEarly Years, p. 219.

11%15uts and Esther Mertins, The Intervals of Robert
Frost, p. 20.
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"Are you dumb because you know me not, / Or dumb because
you know?" (1ll. 7-8). Accurately capturing the sound of
sense, Frost continues, "All for me?” (l. 9). The con-
versational tone balances the emotional implication. Words
used are extremely simple. He tenders the faded bouquet of
wilted flowers, perhaps in exchange for a sad smile, Typicel
of his lyrics, the poem permits the reader to use his own
experience, and his own consciousness to feel what the young
lovers feel,

In the sonnet, "A Dream Pang," Frost records the
relationship between young lovers who have quarreled. His
own freguent indulsences in wounded vride and self-pity,
and. Elinor's stubborn reticences had taught them both much
about sepération. Robert knew well the pangs of desire
for reconciliation., The persona, as he unfolds his dream,
confesses to the silent loved one that it is he who has
erred. Once agaln the reader knbws the woman only through
the persona's reaction to hef. She 1s loved; she longs
for his confession; she is near when he seeks to confess.
With the following lines, "But 'tis not true that thus I
dwelt aloof, / For the wood wakes, and you are here for

proof" (11. 13-14),115 the sonnet ends tenderly with the

115prost, ov. cit., p. 22.

——
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suggestion that as morning dawns, the reconciliation is
realized.

The early love lyrics reflect Frost's youthful
response to woman well-loved. The woman of each lyric is
revealed to the reader only through the personats reaction
to her, and his inspiration could well be a youthful
Elinor White Frost.

Perhaps the Frost poem which best exemplifies a young
woman being initiated into the world of love is "The Subverted
Flower." Because the 1nit1ation theme here i1s limited to the
sexual attraction of love, the female character 1is less com-
plex and less developed than in other poems, such as "Maple,"
where the:central feﬁale figure experiences a much more com-
- plicated kind of initilation into the meaning of l1life as well
as love. However, by carefully explicating "The Subverted
Flower," one gains a fuller understanding of this type of
female character and the kinds of poetic techniques Frost
uses to develop her artistically.

Scholars often fall to recognize the artistic merits
of "The Subverted Flower." For example, Brower, faillng
to accept 1t for its own merits, reads the poem entirely
in terms of the horror it supprosedly presents and likens

its brilliant cruelty to Emerson and Thoreau.116 Gould

116Brower, Op. cit., p. 120,
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states that it is the only pbem Frost wrote concerning sex
end describes the central female character as highly‘
educated but afraid to give in to the ", . . Wlld sweet-

117 There seems to be little textual basis

ness of love."
for her assumption that the girl is educated, however,
Cox, adding little toward the understanding or appreciation
of Frost's art, describves the couple as ". « » 2 nice boy
and a fine but educationally frightened girl."118 Cox
does note that a flower becomes the symbol of the boy's
wild attraction but fails to give any kind of detailed
discussion to Frost's intricately designed extended meta-
phor used to present the theme of initiation. Thompson
explains that in the poem a young girl finds the "physical
yearnings@ of her lover "repulsive" and sees him as a
beast; the critic could have been much more explicit,
however.119
The narrator of the poem; which begins in medias
res, focuses through the central consciousness of the female

character. Couvled with this type of narration, which is

especlally effective since the central figure is exveriencing

117Gould, oo. cit., p. 120.

118Sidney Cox, A Swinger of Birches: A Portrait of

Robert Frost, pp. 148-150,

119Thompson, Fire and Ice, p. 117.
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personal initiation, 1s an emphasis on the girlt's reactions
always determined by her senses. Because the narrator
filters all through her, the narration i1s not necessarily
reliable.

The vpoen immediately relies on tension and contrast

as "She drew back; he was calm . . " (1. 1).120

The
paired images here are clearly a reflection of Frost's
early moral training by his mother, Isabelle, who taught
him moral truths based on opposites. 1In this poem the
male is seen by the girl as ". . . he lashed his open
palm / With the tender-headed flower" (11l. 3-4). Again,
tension and contrast are achlieved with "lashed" and
vtender-headed." The girl's impressions continue to sense
this destructive quality in him as he "flicked" and "flung"
| and "cracked" and "clasped." We are told "His livps were
sucked and blown / And the effort made him choke / Like a
tiger at a bone" (1l. 27-29). This, of course, is her
impression, and she senses all the animalistic qualities
about him. Words such as "blind," "eyed," "clasp," “"touch,"
*spoke," "call," "look," "hear," "laugh," "see," and
"tongue" are very functional here, because they stress her

use of sense impression.

Also important to the poem's structure and the

120prost, p_a_b.’cit.. pp. 453-455,
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girl's initiation is the use of extended metaphors. Two
are used--a flower and an animal. The flower objectifies
her virginal state but also the boy's rather tender
desires which she falls to perceive in her state of fear.
The narrator describes the girl ". . . standing to the
waist / In goldenrod and brake, / Her shining hair dis-
placed" (11. 15-17). It is almost as though she is an
unplucked blossom, herself., She observes the boy hold-
ing a flower in his hand, and immediately she notices its
bruised condition. Near the end, the poem shifts however,
end he, too, seems as a young flower injured by her, and the
narrator for a moment shifts his focus away from her im=-
pressions as he statés, "But what she could not see / Was
~that the flower might be / Other than base and fetid . « "
(1. 50-52). The title, "The Subverted Flower,” has a
double meaning which critics have falled to recognize.

The young girl is initiated into her first experience with

a male's physical attraction for her and fears she will be
"subverted." Ironically, however, it is he who is eventually
subverted by her rejection, distrust, and blind fear.

A second metavhor develops through the use of animal
1magefy. The boy 1s described in snimalistic terms
throughout the poem. It must be stressed that these de-
scriptions are the girl's impressions, however, and there-

fore are likely to be hyperbolical. She notices his "ragged
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muzzle" (l. 14). He is compared to a ", ., . tiger at a
bone" (l. 29). She is afraid to move "Lest movement
should provoke / The demon of vursuit / That slumbers
in a brute" (1l. 32-~34). She also fears he will ". . .
pounce to end it a2ll . . ." (l. 39). His ". . . hand hung
like a paws + +" (1. 42), and here her vision of him
takes the form of a dog, as she rejects his outward sign
of love:

And the dog or what it was,

Obeying bestial laws,

A coward save at night,

Turned from the vplace and ran.

She heard him stumble first

And use his hands in flight.

She heard him bark outright (1l. 58-64).

In the concluding lines of the poem a reversal occurs,

. however, and she becomes like an animal.

And oh, for 'one so young

The bitter words she spit

I1ke some tenacious bit

That will not leave the tongue,

She vlucked her lips for it,

And still the horror clung.

Her mother wived the foam

From her chin, picked up her comb

And drew her backward home (1ll. 65-73).

Thus, animal imagery is used both as a manifestation of
her sensusl impressions and also by the narrator after he
refocuses his viewpoint and looks at her rather than through
her mind.

Perhavs Frost's development of this female character

was influenced by his sister Jeanle's psychotic reactions,
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and even more specifically, by his daughter Irmar's deep
fear of the "bestial" aspect of the sex act.121

Included in Frostt's volume, New Hamoshire, is

another poem of initiation, "Wild Grapes." The poem reeords
a personal childhood experience of Miss Susan Ward, critic
of Frost's early poetry, who in her old age suggested

that he write thne poem.122

The persona here is clearly
en uninitiated young girl, who picks grapes from a vine
entyined 1in the branches of a tree. As she clutches the

top of the tree,123

which represents the great exvanse

of experience, it snaps skyward, and not daring to let go
with her hands, she hangs susvended in midair. She likens
her brother's rescue-of her to Orpheus®' rescue of Eurydice
~from the uvper regions. As the persona later relates the
story, she finds that she had been in the precarious pre-
dicament because she had lacked knowledge more than weight.
*T had not taken the first step in knowledge; / I had not

learned to let go with the hands" (11l. 95-96),124 she says.

121Thompson, Years of Triumph, pp. 497-498.

122gergeant, ov. cit., D. 268,

12381nce Frost called this voem the girl's version of
*Birches,” 1t is interesting to note that Anne K. Juhnke in
her essay, "Religion in Robert Frost's Poetry,” states that
in folklore the birch is the tree at the entrance of Paradise.

12L"Frost, ope. cit., op. 240-243,
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Thus, the young girl experiences an initiation into 1life
similar to that experienced by Maple.

Frost 1n "Maple" creates a central female figure
who experiences initiation into life as a result of her
unusual name. The theme of initiation provides the frame-
work needed to develop a complicated, credible character as
well as a universal figure, who has been overlooked by most
critics and misunderstood by others. Berkelman dismisses
Maple after a saccharine comment explaining that Frost
must have 1iked Maple's mother and father since they named
their daughter Maple, preferring ". . . to keep their
thoughts from practical sap and practical sugar and dwell
on the séarlet and bale pink of autumn leaves."125 Even
Thompson apparently falls to recognize the poetic and
artistic importance of "Maple," for he merely generalizes
that Frost uses a fresh treatment in "Maple" of a theme he
uses often in ", . . the unfolding of meaning which grows
out of an inscrutable secret."126 Just as with "The
Subverted Flower," critics have neglected to recognize
Frostfs complicated use of key images, setting, and the

cyclical movement which all interrelate and builld in the

125perkelman, op. cit., p. 350.

126Thompson, Fire and Ice, p. 116.
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progression of the poem.

Again Frost uses a complex narrator who focuses
through the consciousness of the central figure, Maple.

The entire poem relies on a series of paradoxes which result
from Maple's undergoing the cyclical process of initiation
and growth until she finally reaches a new level of aware-
ness. As the narration opens, Maple's female, dogmatic,
conventional teacher refusesvto accept the child's unusual
name, "Maple," substituting the common name "Mabel."” The
teacher's attitude stimulates the child’s awareness of her
peculiar name, forcing her to quest for an explanation.
Ironically, then, knowledge motivates her to search for ah
answer td "Who am I?"-as she attempts to discover the
meaning of her name and her motheér's expectations for a
child named Maple.

Maple's father, sensitive, concerned, considerate,
and tender, tries to recapture the moment he and his wife
named the baby as he relates,

Your mother named you. You snd she just saw

Each other 1In vassing in the room upstairs,

One coming this way into life, and one

Going the other out of life--you know? (11. 12-15).127
Immediately, then, the cycle of life i1s introduced into

the poem, and almost as if fate appoints her this position

127?rost, ov. cit., b. 222:
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in 1life, Maple 1is marked for all time as her mother ". . .
put her finger in [Maple's] cheek so hard / It must have
made Lher] dimple there, and said, *Maple'" (1l. 18-20).

After her father has so vividly described the day
of her birth, he continues to admit, "I don't know what she
wanted it to mean, / But it seems like some word she left
to bid you / Beé a good girl--be like a maple tree" (11.
22-24), At this time in Maple's young life she is
apparently uneffected by her father's words, for in her
childish mind she is wlshing only to rebuke her "certain®
teacher. It is interesting to observe that Frost*s very
subtle humor is evident in the light touch used here, for
while the narrator fells us that the father's words are
"Dangerous self-arousing words to sow” (1. 31), he also
explains "Luckily all she wanted of her name then / Was
to rebuke her teacher with it next day, / And give the
teacher a scare as from her father" (11. 32-3@).128 "Sow"
becomes a key word at this point in the poem for it
introduces an image rurnine throughout the poem.

Again, a paradox is evident, for ususlly "sowing"
is a springtime activity, but the fatherts words are

sowed in autumn, avparently, since Maple's teacher 1is

128Frost was enraged when Amy Lowell once commented
there was a lack of humor in his poetrv: such lines as these

in "Mavle" seem to supvort his reason for ancer at such an
accusation.
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Just learning her name. The time of year is quite function-
al here, however, for the seed is in the Aark (winter),
walting to germinate until later in Maple's cycle of aware-
ness (spring), when she has blossomed into young womanhood.
The perceptive narrator explains that
What he sowed with her slept so long a sleevp
And ceme so near death in the dark of years,
That when it woke and came to life again
The flower was different from the parent seed
(11. 38-41).
She now attempts to discover the meaning of her neme by
vague recollections of Her father's earlier explanation,
Important at this point in the poem is the narra-
tor's description of Mavle's childhood home, "the house
one story high in fromt, three stories / On the end 1t
presented to the road" (1ll. 59-60), which he reveats
several times throughout the narrative. The home's
several stories seem to refer to the many levels and depths
of reality for which Maple searches. The mystical number
three further apvears to add to the cyclical motions of the
poem as Maple strives to free herself from her triad rela-
tionship with her father and mother's past and emerge with
one identity--her own.
Maple, in a girlish manner, studies her reflection
in a mirror and watches "her mother's picture fading (1.

63), but views herself ". . . more or less outwardly. . ."

(1. 73), seeing only herself as others see her instead
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of discovering a deeper level of meanirg., She also reads
a passage marked in her mother's Bible with a maple leaf
but is unable to interpret the importance of its text
dealing with a "wave offering,” or peace offering. She
does not approach the hidden meaning until the final
phase of her cyclical quest. Meanwhile, the mystery of her
name motivates her to continue her education as she
searches for self.

Thus, the setting suddenly shifts to an office in
a building nineteen stories above a busy city, a contrast
to the earlier sunny cellar of her father's home, which
was permeated by nature. Here her role has changed. She
is now a c¢ity girl filling the role of secretary. This
section of the voem is especially significant for it reveals
her changing self, her feminine reactions, 2nd also uses-’
an unusuval and effective extended image--an airship.

She learned shorthand, whatever shorthand may

Have had to do with it--she sometimes wondered

So, till she found herself in a strange vplace

For the neme Mavle to have brought her to,

Taking dictation on a parer pad,

And in the pauses when she ralsed her eyes

Watching out of a nineteenth story window

An airshion laborine with unship-like motion

And a vague all-disturbing roar above the river

Beyond the highest city built with hands.

Someone was saying in such natural tones

She almost wrote the words down on her knee,

*Do you know you remind me of a tree--

A maple tree?!

'Because my name is Maple?:
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'Isn't it Mabel? I thought it was Mabel.'

*No doubt you've heard the office call me Mabel.
I have to let them call me what they like:!

(11. 77-94).
Maple, now transvlanted to the city, seems to have Jlost
the sensitivity she once had, as she takes notes on a
paper pad made from a tree removed from nature to be used
for economic purvoses rather than for aesthetic beauty.
She has grown away from her mother's world, then, fore-
sha&owing her eventual desire to forget her mother's
reason for naming her.

Also in contrast to the aesthetic beauty of nature
found around her parent's home is the laboring airship.
Its very'name demonétrates the unimoortance of the rela-
tionship of a thing to its given name, for this airship
moves with . . » unship-like motion."™ It objectifies
further, Mavle's avvarent buried desire to find herself,
for it is vague, susvended, floating, waiting like she 1is,
parallel to the hidden yet still existent question she has.

Her ears have become so untuned to nature that she
almost misses the "natural tones” of the young man when he
uncovers the gquestion she has nearly erased from her mind.
He appears to represent a natural part of her being as
he recognizes something about her that is reminiscent of
a maple tree as she looks out the window. She reveals

that 1t no longer matters to her that people think her
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name is Mabel, for she does not try to live up to Maple
anymore.

The narrator's word choice in the next five lines
indicates that Maple is entering a new phase of her cyclical
guest, however.

They were both stirred that he should have divined
Without the name her personal mystery.
It made it seem as if there must be something

She must have missed herself. So they were married,
And took the fancy home with them to live by

(11. 95-99).

"Stirred” suggests that her original quéstions are again sur-
facing, while "divined," "mystery," and "fancy" give her
guest a religious or mystical aura, and their marriage
seems to have resulted from thelr mutual reaction to the
magical quality of thelr meeting., These connotations
continue as the narrator tells us "they went on pilgrim-
age once to her father's® (l. 100). Her initiation is now
about to be achieved. Maple recalls the Bible passage
marked by her mother and the repetition of "wave offering"
suggesps the repeated motion of waves, always cutting away
the shore line, juét as her questing slowly continues as her
life ebbs away. This wearing away 1s again suggested by
her answer to her husband when he asks her what her fatherrs
exvlanation had been.

*You've never acsked your father outright, have you?:

'T have, and been put off sometime,I think.?'

(This was her faded memory of the way

Once long ago her father had put himself off.)
(11. 111-114),
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Her faded memory also links back to her mother's fading
 pleture which illustrates the tight control Frost has over
his materials throughout the poem.

Maple's husband adds mystery when he says maybe the
father did not give Maple an explanation because it was not
meant for her to know. Maple finds thils unfair but begins
to realize that what matters is not what the mother intended
her name to mean, but what Maple herself thinks it means,
Thus, the young couple are united by what i1s not explained
and turn to the fanciful and imaginative. Thelr search
for a meaning in Maple's name, however, does recur one
last time when,

Once they came on a mavle glade,

Standing alone with smooth arms lifted up,

And every leaf of follage she'd worn

Iaid scarlet and pale pink about her feet.

But its age kevt them from considering this one.

Twenty~-five years ago at Mavle's naming

It hardly could have been a two-leaved seedling

The next cow might have licked uv out at pasture

(11. 148-155).

This new tree is Maple's age, and the fact that they are
boﬁh twenty-five seems a further emphasis on the cyclical
or seasonal movement throughout the poem. It is the end
of autumn when Mavle discovers the lone tree, for its
leaves are pale at its feet, and thus the poem comes full
circle in a rhythmical pattern. Perhaps the name "Maple"

came from the life and death cycle realized by the mother

when the tiny girl was born. Maple happened to live,
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unharmed or destroyed by natural forces, just as the
seedling survived. However, assuming this tree too
young to have been the one Mavler's mother had in mind when
she named her, Yaple abandons the possibility of any
symbolic significance, Thus, the narrator tells us,

They hovered for a moment near discovery,

Pigurative enough to see the symbol,

But lacking faith in anything to mean

The same at different times to different veople

(11. 157-160).
"Different times" indicates all the different parts of
the life cycle, but Maple does not recognize this tree
as a unlversal life symbol, and she has finally come to
desire that the mystery continue. She no longer wishes
to solve it. She is afraid to pry any more, for she thrives
on romantic fancy and fears that the answer to her question
"Who am I?" is simply "a product of nature."” The narrator
ends by warning the reader that it is better to leave things
to nature and to chance rather than cause a child to 1live
a whole lifetime trying to find out what hé is supvosed to
be; The irony and uitimate paradox is, of coﬁrse, that
regardless of one's name, each man lives with that same
haunting question.
Maple, the female character in this poem, ultimately

becomes, then, a universal figure searching for identity.

However, Mavle 1s also something much more specific than

this. Her character demonstrates Frostt's sensitive
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understanding of the questing female as a child, a dying

mother, a young woman. Thouzh this character is not
particularly patterned after Isabelle, Jeanie, or Elinor,
the poem seems instead to embody all three of the women
Frost knew, as well as his own daughters. One sees the
tender relationship between father and daughter, the
sensitive, deep feeling of a mother similar to that of
Isabelle for Robert, the quesﬁing for and denial of cer-
tain truths reminiscent of Elinor's own struggles, and
the frustration and relentless question of self-identity
experienced by Jeanle. Most impvortantly, what Frost has
created here is a cqmplex and credible feminine character

within the framework of a tightly-knit, well-written poem.



CHAPTER T1IX

THE OBSESSED WOMAN

Frost developed several women characters through-
‘out his poetry who were obsessed with death, loneliness,
fear, or guilt.. It seems natural that some of his most
credible characters would be those possessing a mono-
mania, since his mother, sister, and wife each at some
phase in her 1life, experienced such obsessions. Isabelle
was so concerned with religion that she said herself it
permeated éll she did., Jeanie's obsession varied with
each situation, and her unstable mind was often obsessed
with fear of‘war, threat of communism, or ". . « the in-
delicacy of having children."129 At one proint, Elinor,
too, became nearly obsessed with‘the death of theilr son,

Elliot, and this obsession is most likely representéd in

"Home Burial.," Other voems dealing with the woman suffer-
ing from a monomania include "Hill Wife," "The Fear,"

"The Housekeeper," "The Witch of CoOs," and "A Servant to
Servants."

Amy, the central female character in the vpoem "Home
Burial," expresses her obsession with the death of her

small son both through her words and her actions. She

129Thompson, Selected ILetters, p. 247,
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appears to be patterned after Elinor, who.was inconsolable
after her first-born, Elliot, died; Robert was unable to
ease her deep bereavement.13° While Elinor lapsed into
deep depression, Frost was able to overcome‘this loss. In
a letter to Untermeyer, Frost explained that he was unable
to lapse into a deathllke state Just because someone else
d1ed. 11 Thus, Frost knew well a woman obsessed with
death, which may explain the credibility of Amy's character,
for he had undoubtedly experienced the separatién he and
Elinor felt at the loss of their child,132

"Home Burial" is built around a strained husband-
wife relationship, caused by the wife's self-imposed ob-
sesslon with her child's death. The poem's rhythm 1s jagged
and uneven which punctuates the instablility of their marriage
relationéhip. The entire poem functions like a seesaw in
sound, word cholce, setting, and action.

Throughout, the rhythm and sound are jarring and out
of tune, as in the excerpt of their debate:

'What is 1t--what?' she said.

tJust that I see.'!

130%0u14, op. cit., p. 75.

131Untermeyer (ed.), op. cit., pp. 102-103.

1325ergeant, op. cit. p. 74,
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*You don't,*' she challehged. 'Tell me what if ls°
(;_10' 18-20)0 33

The lines vary in length, and her repetitious words in
thelr seesaw movement underscore her driving monomania.
One critic observes that her words express ". . . the pain

of a primal wound."134

Thompson describes her driving
obsession as "unbalanced perseverance."135 QO'Donnell has
especially recognized the chaffing, rough quality of their
conversation, explalining that . . . they irritate a raw
spot with every syllable they utter. . . ."136 The seesaw
construction of "Home Burial” is much more complex than
Just the suggestive sounds, however.

As the narrator unfolds this drama, he describes
the couplé's movements on a flight of stairs. The words he
~uses along with the characters: actions create such a com-
plex undercurrent of frantic discomfort that one immediately
senses their unbalanced relationship.

He saw her from the bottom of the stalrs

Before she saw him. She was starting dowm,
Looking back over her shoulder at some fear,

133Frost, op. cit., pp. 69-73.

13%Robert A, Greenberg and James G. Hepburn, Robert
Frosts An Introduction, pp. 145-146,

135Thompson, Fire and Ice, pp. 110-111,

136w. G. O'Donnell, "RHobert Frost and New England:
A Revaluation," Yale Review, XXXVII (Summer, 1948), 706.




She took a doubtful step and then undid it
To raise herself and look again. He spoke

Advencing toward her: ‘'What 1s it you see
From up there slways--for I want to know’
(11. 1-7).

One first notices the repetitious use of the words "saw"
and "see," an obvious underlining of the characters:?
psychological vacillation. Further, one notes the physical
up and down movement of the wife, while the words "fear,"
"doubtful," and "undid" stress her psychological distress.
Swennes vieﬁs such conversation and action as ", . . sexual
aggression and withdrawal."137 However, it would seem that
this couple's estrangement is caused not by a sexual conflict,
but rather by thelr differing reactions to the death of their
young son; thelr sexual estrangement is an outgrowth of this
basic misunderstanding. Swennes further demonstrates his
fallure to comprehend their conflict when he notes that Amy
erects barriers that destroy thelr .relationship bécause the
husband 1s not patient nor understanding enough.138 The
husband displays his feelings fbr her early in the poem as
he says, "I will find out now--you must tell me, dear"
(1. 12), and even more so when he tells her at the end of the
poen that he wishes her to stay. Even though he 1s extremely

forcéful, 1t should be stressed that he must act this way

137Robert H. Swennes, "lan and Wife: The Dialogue
of Contraries in Robert Frost's Poetry," American Litera-
ture, XIII (November, 1970), 366-367.

1381bid., p. 367.
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with a distraught and inconsolable woman.

Another effective device used by Frost in this poem
is the symbolic function of the latch and door. Amy stands
near the door during much of her conversation with her hus-
band and fumbles with the latch. "Her fingers moved the
latch for all reply" (1. 47), a movement which sustains the
up and down motif which runs throughout the poem. Also,
however, this recurrent act symbolizes Amy's threat to
escape froﬁ her husband and reality into a fantasy world of
her own making. In an attempt to force his wife to accept
the fact of her chlld's death, her husband begs Amy to un-
lock her grief for him rather than unlocking the door.
"Don't-~don't go. /‘Don't carry 1t to someone else this
time. / Tell me about it if it's .something human. / Let
me into your grief™ (1ll., 59-62). As long as she does not
open the latch, she has not locked him out; howe#er. should
she unlatch the door, her act will serve to shut him off
completely from her. Therefore, he eventually begs her
to‘"Close the door" (1. 114), hoping to keep their communi-
cation open. This poetlic device, then, helps 1lluminate
the women's attempt to elude her problem.

Closely related to the latch device is Frost's use
of 2 wall. Amy feels that her husband does not mourn for
thelr child as she does and so has come to interpret all

his actions as Insensitive. Her memories and interpretations
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of his various activitlies become a barrier. The most

vivid involves a wall.

'You can't because you don't know how to speak.
If you had any feelings, you that dug

With your own hand~-~how could you?--his-l1little grave;
T saw you from that very window there,

Making the gravel leap and leap in alir,

Leap up like that, like that, and land so lightly
And roll back down the mound beside the hole.

I thoughti Who is that man? I didn't know you.
And I crept down the stalrs and up the stairs

To look again, and still your spade kept lifting.
Then you came in. I heard your rumbling voice
Out in the kitchen, and I don't know why,

But I went near to see with my own eyes.

You could sit there with the stains on your shoes
Of the fresh earth from your own baby's grave

And talk about your everyday concerns.

You had stood the spade up against the wall
Outside there in the entry, for I saw 1it’

(1. 75-92).
His act of standing-the spade aéainst the wall is a lasting
image in her mind--that wall is between them. The limage
objectifies the void or break in their relationship.

These lines further 1llustrate the up and down move-
ment of the poem, but also couple opposites, a technique
used repeatedly by Frost as he bullds a setting for the
defelopment of frantic, distraught women. Thus, the
vgravel leaps lightly"” and "lands lightly."” Also, physical
evidence such as the spade, the gravel and mud, and the
stains on her husband's shoes complete the impression of
her isolated and frantic attempt to escape the reality

surrounding her. Finally, she enlarges the case to universal
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dimensions, equating the baby's death to all evil in the

world. She says, "'But the world's evil, / I won't have grief
so / If I can change it. / Oh, I won't, I won't!'" (1l. 110-
111). She desires to destroy death, and if that is im-
possible, then she hopes to change the world to fit her own.
designs, eliminating death.

Here, then, Frost has created a woman character whose
monomania has led her to an irrational and lmpossibls desire.
At the poem's end, the two characters are left suspended--
we are not told how their estrangement ends, for that 1is
not important. What Frost wished to accomplish has been
completed--a credible female character suffering from ob-
sesslion has been created.

Three closely related'poeﬁs by Frost are "The Hill
Wife," "The Housekeeper," and "The Fear." In each of these
works, the central woman character harbors a fear directly
related to her marriage relationship.

In the poem, "The H1ll Wife," Frost presents drama-
tic action through five related lyrics. The five sgparate
poems were not written at the same point in the writer's
career, but they were combined later in a sequence which
buillds on the theme of separation and becomes a psychologil-
cal analysis of a woman's obsession that grows out of lone-
liness. |

The initial poem, "Loneliness," is & twelve-line
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record of the thoughts of the young wife who is deeply
troubled with the lack of understanding in her relationship
with her husband, Possessing a fine sensitivity to the
natural world about her, she observes that a satisfying
marriage relationship would not warrant the magnified sad-
ness they feel when the birds leave nor the great Joy they
experience when the birds return. MNeanwhile, her husband
i1s concerned mainly with practicalities and does not
recognize her loneliness, nor does he understand her need
to exerclse fancy and imagination. The Hill Wife con-
pletes her statement when she contrasts the barrier that
separates husband and wife to the oneness which unites
the ». .‘. birds that fill their breasts / But with each
other and themselves / And their built or driven nests"
(11. 10-12).139 In the second lyric, "House Fear," an
omniscient narrstor draws a subtle contrast between the
fulfillment of the occupants of the birds' nest in the
first lyric and the estrangement that exists between the
fearful occupants of the house.

Neurotic fear engendered by loneliness overcomes
the woman as she describes her encounter with the beggar
of "The Smiié." His smile is an enigma to her; it tanta-

lizes her imagination and intrigues her as 1t at once

139Frost. op., cit., pp. 160-162,
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attracts and repels. "That smile! It never came of being
gay. / Still he smiles--did you see him?--I was sure!" (11.
2=3). When she imagines that his smile mocks them because
they are young and married or because they know poverty,
she volces her own Jjudgment of her dilemma. "Perhaps he
mocked us for being wed, / Or being very ybung (and he was
pleased / To have a vision of us old and dead.)” (ll. 8-10).
She sees her youth passing and fears that age and death will
come to her before she has known fulfillment. Ogllvie
suggests that the tramp presages disaster.luo "He's watch-
ing from the road as like as not" (l. 12). Certainly he ob-
Jectifies the woman's growing uneasiness with her plight.

The isolated union is further investigated by the
narrator 1in thé fourth lyric, "The Oft-Repeated Dream."
The woman's dream of a dark pine "Forever trying the
window-latch / Of the room where they slept" (1ll. 3-4),
symbolizes her knowledge that lack of understanding from
her husband, coupled with outslde forces, threatens their
marriage. She has ". . . no saying dark enough" (l. 1)
to make her husband recognize that she cannot go on with
this union. She ls as ineffectual 1n penetrating the

barrier between herself and her husband as ", . . a little

1uoogilv1e. op. cit., p. 72.
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bird / Before the mystery of glasst!" (1ll. 7-8). Here
Frost sustains the blrd imagery of the earlier lyrics.
The final four-line stanza of the lyric indicates that the
woman has not yet given in to her wish to leave this man
who wlll not recognize her desire to be needed.
It never had been inside the room,
And only one of the two
Was afrald in the oft-repeated dream
Of what the tree might do (11l. 9-12).
The narrator concludes the dramatic sequence with
"The Impulse" by moving from the woman's impulse to leave
her husband to the final separation. Frost underscores
the finality of separation with images such as the furrowed
field, the felled tree, the broken alder bough, and finally
with the words, '"the ties gave." She, bird-like, follows
her husband as he furrows the field, but since he falls to
respond she strays into the wood, where she hides among
the fern and does not answer when he calls.
And once she went to break a bough
Of black alder.
She went so far she scarocely heard
When he called her--
And didn't answer--didn‘'t speak--
Or return.
She stood, and then she ran and hid
In the fern (1ll. 13-20).
Her love 1is dead; impulsively she leaves him.
The last stanzas of the lyric describe the unimagina-

tive husband who falls to search for her among the ferns.

Finally, he goes to her mother's house, but does not find
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her there. "Sudden, swift, and light," she has taken
flight. "And he learned of finalities / ﬁesides the
grave" (1l. 27-28). She does not exist for him any more.

In "The Hill Wife" Frost reflecté the delicate
balance of a woman's need to express her sensitivities
and imagination and her need to be understood. In this
poem there are shadows of Isabelle, who knew the lonellness
of estrangement from William, and who more than once liter-
ally took flight. Frost had seen loneliness in Elinor,
algg, and perhaps recoghized a kind of temporary flight in
her long and frequent periods of reticence.

The long dramatic dialogue, "The Housekeeper," un-
folds thé story of é woman obséssed with another need, that
of soclal approval., Thompson calls this poem a psycholo-
gical study of Estelle, the housekeeper, who does not appear
in the poem.141 Her story 1s narrated by her ponderous
mother, resigned and pathetic, as she converses with an
unnamed neighbor. Estelle has brooded long on the attitude
toward marriage of John Hall, her common-law husband of
fifteen years.

'The strain's been too much for her all these years:
I can't explain it any other way.

It's different with a man, at least with John:
He knows he's kinder than the run of men.

141Thompson. Fire and Ice, p. 109.
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Better than married ought to be as good
As married--that's what he has always saig2
(11. 85-90).1
An idealist, John does not consider marriage and recogni-
tion by his neighbors a guarantee of love or a prerequisite
to happiness.143 But the desire for marriage and respecta-
bility becomes an obsession for Estelle, When John deniles
her the fulfillment of that desire by refusing to marry her,
she leaves him for another who will marry her. John learns
too late that she required more than the kindness he gave
her; she required also a sense of respectability. Ironi-
~cally, the Hill Wife, who had the respectability of marrlage,
left her husband because she required also the kindness of
his understanding. In each poem Frost comments indirectly
- on the human need for acceptance. | |
Frost based the poem, "The Fear," on a personal

experience. One evening 1ln the summer of 1907, while visit-
ing in the White Mountains, he took Carol, his small son,
for a stroll along a country road. At one point, a woman
carrying a lantern callasd to them. Frost sensed fear and
suspicion in the woman's volce, perhaps because his own

fears were countless, He explained that he was not a prowler

and that he had his small son with him. Later, his hostess,

 142Frost, op. cit., pp. 103-111.
¥3cox, op. cit., p. 152.
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Mrs. Lynch, explained that the woman, a neighbor, had
deserted her husband-to live with the men she 1oved.14u
Frost saw the possibility for a dramatic narrative poem in
this experience.
Critic Denls Donoghue suggests that this poem was
the beginning of the drama which was reworked in "The Hill

Wife."1u5

One éection of each of these poems concentrates
on the fear experienced by a couple returning at night to
en enpty house. Just as the couple in "The HEill Wifer
"learned to rattle the lock and key” (1. 5), the couple

of "The Fear" takes care that "the key rattled loudly into
place / . . + to warn someone to be getting out" (1. 22~
23)146 at another door. Another parallel between the two
. poems 1s observed in the neurotic apprehension of each
woman éoncerning a mysterious presence lurking in the
shadows. Just as the Hill Wife imagines that the tramp
watches from the woods, the woman of "The Fear" imagines
that someone is ", . . everywhere / Around us, looking
out of tree and bushes / Till I sha'n't dare to set foot

outdoors'" (1ll. 51-53). 1In the mind of each woman, an elu-

slve person embodles a fear.

1l"”"".[‘hompson, Early Years, p. 344.

145Denis Donoghue, "A Mode of Communication: Frost
and the Middle Style," Yale Review, LII (December, 1962), 216.

Wbprost, op. cit., pp. 112-116.
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Thompson considers "The Fear” é continuation of the
poen, "The Housekeeper.“lu? It is not d4ifficult to ob-
"gerve continuity in the dramatic action of the two poems.
Such continuity is facilitated, because in his volunme,

North of Boston, Frost placed "The Fear" directly aftef

the poem "The Housekeeper."

The woman of "The Fear" is obsessed with the fear
that the man she has abandoned will find her where she lives
with another, and she imagines that he lurks somewhere in
the dark. She and her compenion, Joel, have returned in
a glg to their farm. The woman has seen a face in the
bushes by the edge of the road and 1s consumed with fear
end suspicion.

A lantern inside the barn'throws an eerie light
on the grass outside. Frost builds the sense of mystery
with careful description: iurking shadow, hollow floor,
drawn curtains, rattling key. The couple's conversation,
as they stand outside the barn, 1is heavy with psychological
interest. The woman vocalizes her persiétency; Frost 1is at
his best in his use of sound of sense.

'« o o I saw 1t Just as plain as a white plate,’
She said, 'as the light on the dashboard ran

Along the bushes at the roadside--a man's face,
You must have seen it too.!

147Thompson. Plre and Ice, p. 110.
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'I didn't see it.
Are you sure--'!
‘'Yes, I'm sure!
'--it was a face?'
tJoel, I'1l1l have to look. I can't go in,
I can't, and leave a thing like that un-
) settled' (1l. 9-18).

At first apprehensive and fearful, the woman now summons
her courage as she 1ifts the lantern and calls into the
night. When she learns the true identity of the voice
that answers and 1s assured that he is only a casual pass-
er-by, her attitude towards Joel becomes defensive. She
experlences gullt. Early in the poem she has alluded to an
0ld love when she says, "'This is my business / If the time's
- come to face it, I'm the one / To put it the right way'"
(11. 41-43). Now she stands immobile. Unable to turn to
face Joel, fearing he will not understand her actions, she
pleads: "'This is a very, very lonely place, / Joell'"
(11. 101-102). In her need to be understood, she takes her
place with the Hill Wife and with Estelle.

A third person narrator begins and concludes Frost's
poem, "The Witch of CoGs." The story is told by the con~
science-stricken woman character, aided by her dull-witted
middle-aged son. Thomas Thornburg classifies the work as

a dramatic monologue in which A (the woman) tells B (the



stranger).about C (the murder).ll+8 Thus, the stranger
learns the reason for the woman's grim melancholy.

The woman known as the Witch of Cods lives in an
Asolated New Hampshire farm home, where forty years
earlier her husband, Toffile, murdered her lover;and buried
the body in thelr dark cellar. The woman unfolds the story
of a life obsessed with gullt. On a cold winter night the
murdered man's skeleton climbed the cellar stairs and with
smoke rolling in its eye sockets reached toward her. When
she struck at the outstretched hand, the finger bones
clattered to the floor and the skeleton turned to climb
the stalrs to the égcond floor where Toffile slept; then
it proceéded to the attic., The frightened woman implored
her husband to nall shut the attic door and push the bed
against 1t. Although Toffile now i1s dead, she still hears
the bones scratching against the attic door at night. Her
tale 1s the confession of a guilt-crazed woman.

Critic Elizabeth Isaacs suggests that the question
of what part of the tale 1s fact and what part is fancy is

149

never answered. John F. Lynen 1s perhaps more nearly

148Thomas R. Thornburg, "lMother's Frivate Ghost: A
Note on Frost's *'The Wltch of Coo0s,'" Ball State University
Forum, XI (Winter, 1970), 17.

149511 zabe th Isaacs, An Introduction to Robert Frost,

p. 138.
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right in his surmise that thé murder itself is truth, while
the walking skeleton imprisoned in the atéic is phantasy
born of the woman's sﬁppressed sense of guilt.lSO

Defensive concerning the witchcraft the hill-folk
associate her with, the woman says, "Summoning spirits
isn't 'Button, button, / Who's got the button' I would
have them know" (1l. ?-8).151 Obligue reference is made
again to the parlor game when she searches futilely for
one of the brittle finger-pleces she supposedly struck
to the floor so long ago} She interrupts her owm story
to ask, "(Where 41d I see one of those pieces lately? /
Hand me my button-box--it must be there)" (1l1l. 81-82).
When the bone is nof found, the'reader suspects the woman
v does, 1ndéed, delude herself with a game of "Button, but-
ten. v

The son's guestion, "You Wouldn't want to tell him
what we have / Up attic¢; mother?” (1ll. 19-20), leads
naturally to her confession of the famlly secret--z skeleton
in the attic. "Bones--a skeleton” (1. 21), she answers.

After the initlal admission, details follow easily for both

the mother and her son, who was too young to remember what

150

John F. Lynen, The Pastoral Art of Robert Frost,
p. 115,

—

151frost, op. cit., op. 247-252.
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actually happened to hls mother. "I was a baby: I don't
know where I was" (l. 26), he adds. Obviously not a wit-
ness to his mother's experience, he merely repeats details
she has told him in thelr loneliness. Actually, no one
saw the skeleton, not even the woman. After giving a
detalled description of the skeleton as 1t entered the
kitchen, she states, "(The kitchen had been dark)” (1. 9).
Of the moment when she stood terrified with Tofflle in the
bedroom telling him that the skeleton was there with then,
she says, "« « « I had to own / I could seebnothing" (11.
99-100). Finally, there is no doubt that the apparition
is a figment of her imagination when she says,

I wanted to put out the light and see
If I could see it, or else mow the room,
With our arms at the level of our knees,
And bring the chalk-pile down (1ll. 105-108),.
When the skeleton climbed the stalirs into the attic, Toffille
nailed shut the attic door at her suggestion.
At this point the woman adds a practical note which
was perhaps most imperative to her remaining sanity.
Then we asked was there anything
Up attic that we'd ever want again.
The attic was less to us than the cellar.
If the bones liked the attic, let them have it
(11, 122-126),
She had mentally moved the skeleton from its grave in the
cellar, where she must sometimes go, to the attic where she

never would need to go again.

Frost uses door imagéry throughout the woman's story
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to objectify her guilt. On the winter night the skeleton
entered her kitchen, Toffile had gone to bed, leaving the
door to the outside wide open ". . . to cool the room off /
So as to sort of turn me out of it" (1l. 43-44), indicating
that he had no concern for her. Tofflle's bed in the room
esbove was as cold as the night. It "might Jjust as well be
ice and the clothes snow" (1. 40), she said. In the cellar
below "The bulkhead double-doors were double-locked / And
swollen tight and buried under snow (1l. 6-7). She found
no warmth or comfort anywhere; she knew only the chill of
guilt. When the skeleton reached the cellar door, it stopped:
", . .the bones didn*'t try / The door; they halted helpless
on the landing, / Waiting for things to happen in their
favor" (1. 62-64). 1t was she who opened the door to him;
"So suddenly I flung the door wide on him" (l. 71). It was
she who exposed her lover. After she struck the ghost,

", « + It had its choice / Of the door to thé cellar or the
hall. / It took the hall door for the novelty" (1l. 84-86).
Her lover had obviously used the cellar as a place to hide

in the past. When the skeleton ascended to the bedroom above,
she shouted, "'Shut the bedroom door, / Toffile, for my sake'"
(;l.v9h-95). She begged her husband to avoid a confronta-
tion, but he did not. When she could not see the skeleton

in the bedroom, she cried, "'He's after an open door to gét

out doors'" (1. 113), then added, "'Let's trap him with an
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open door up attic'" (l. 114). When he climbed the attic
stairs, she ". . . slammed . . . the door and held the
knob" (1. 119). Then she cried, "'Toffile, get nails,' I
made him nail the door shut / And push the headboard
against it" (1l. 120-121). 1In fear that Toffile would
k111l her, she had set a trap for her lover to save herself,
and now she lived with guilt.

Frost uses a subtle device to indicate the woman's
confusion and near-madness when she views the skeleton al-
ternately as either the person of her 1llicit lover ("him"),
or as a mere object ("it" or "1:hem").152 For example,
sometimes she describes the skeleton as a man. It becomes
a person when it climbs the celiar steps.

o o+ s And then someone
Began the stairs, two footsteps for each step,
The way a nman with one leg and a crutch,
Or a little child comes up. . . (1ll. 51-54),
As her story continues, the skeleton is given emotions:
"So suddenly I flung the door open wide on him. / A moment
he stood balancing with emotion, / And all but losf himself"
(11, 71-73). Then she gives it mémory when she says to
Toffile, "*'The uncommonly‘deep snow has made him think / Of

152Thornburg is not accurate when he notes that the
woman "stops referring to the skeleton as the 'bones' and
begins to refer to it as *hinm'" (p. 18), when the skeleton
begins to climb the cellar stairs. She alternates her

use of neuter and masculine gender in reference to the
skeleton throughout the poem. She is not consistent.
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his o0ld song, The Wild Colonial 3oy, / He always used to

sing along the tote road'" (1ll. 110-112).

At other times the skeleton is referred to as an
object. For example, it ". . . carried itself like a pile
of dishes" (l. 30); "It was the bones. I knew them--and
good reason" (1. 60); "I had a vision of them put together /
Not like a man, but like a chandelier" (1ll. 69-70); "I sat
up on the floor and shouted, 'Toffile, / It's coming up
to you'" (1l. 83-84); . . . 1t looked like lightening
or a scribble" (1. 90); "It's looking for another door to
try" (1. 109); aﬁd finally, "I promised Toffile to be cruel
to them / For helping them be cruel once to him" (11. 3&-35).
She tries to forget‘the man the'skeleﬁon represents, but
her gulilt will not let her.

When the son breaks in uncertainly to say, "'Ve
think they have a grave down in the cellar'” (1. 136),
the woman responds positively, ;'We know they have a grave
down in the cellar'” (l. 137). She has given up the game of
"button, button." When the son repeats words that were pro-
bably rehearsed throughout his childhood, "'lWie never could
find out whose bones they were'" (l. 138), the mother
quiékly corrects him:

Yes, we could too, son. Tell the truth for once.
They were a man's his father kllled for me.

I mean a man he killed instead of me.

The least I could do was to help dig their grave.

We were about it one night in the cellar.
Son knows the story: but 'twas not for him
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To tell the truth, suppose the time had come.

Son looks surprised to see me end a lie

We'd kept all these years between ourselves

So as to have 1t ready for outsiders.

But tonight I don't care enough to lie--

I don't remember why I ever cared (1ll. 139-150).
When she reveals the identity of the skeleton, the story 1is
no longer a ghost story. It becomes a factual account of a
despairing woman telling the grim detalils of 1llicit love,
- murder, and a grave. Her statements have become direct
and terse.

- The stranger to whom the Witch of Co8s has confessed
her gullt concludes the poem. He remembers the woman seat-
ed in her kitchen with a lapful of buttons. "She hadn't
found the finger-bone she wanted / Among the buttons poured
out in her lap" (1ll. 153-154). Perhaps he feels superior
~ and smiles as he notes that she éought to give credence to
an unbelievable story by providing finger-bones from her
button-box.

But Frost has the last word. The reader senses that
now it is Frost who smiles when the narrator also selzes
on something concrete to prove his story. "I verified
the name next morning: Toffile. / The rural letter box
sald Toffile Lajway" (ll. 155-156), he says. These
last lines of the poem intimate that Frost felt a sympathy
for the Witch of Co¥s who could not continue her pretense,

He often indulged in imagination, also. It was a method

of self-protection learned from his mother, Isabelle.
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Self-deceptions led him sometimes unintentionally to dis-
honesty with himself and with others.153 Consequently, he
understood the the need for the exercise of fancy and imagin-
etion by the Witch of Cobs, a woman obsessed with gullt.

-The dramatic monologue, "Servant to Servants,” intro-
duces a character whose obsession is deeper and more com-
plex than the Witch of Cobts'. While guilt has caused the
former character to fantasize; the persona in "Servant to
Servants” is driven to near insanity by the fear of this
very weakness., Once more Frost speaks through the female's
center of consciousness, allowing her to tell her own
story, even though her descriptions and perceptions may be
exaggerated and unreiiable because of her monomania.
- Thompson belleves that Frost was insplired to compose this
poen after a family camping trip to Vermont in 1909, when
the poet purchased eggs and milk from Mrs. Connelley, a
carewarn and haggard farm wife.15% Possibly Frost added
to his memory of Mrs. Connelley his own inner fear of fall-
1ng.1ll to the disease of his sister Jeanie as he por-
trays the isolato figure in this poem.

As the poem opens, the persona's description of her

lonely and unapprecliated situation in life immediately

153 Thompson, Early Years, p. xviii.

15%1p3d., pp. 352-353.




76
demonstrates her introspective attitude and unbalanced
pereeptioné. Her first comments which are very subjective
are effusive, unsure, and incomplete.

I didn't make you know how glad 1 was

To have you come and camp here on our land.

I promised myself to get down some day

And see the way you lived, but I don't know!

With a houseful of hungry men to feed

I guess you'd find. . . . It seems to me

I can't express my feelings any more

Than I can raise my volce or want to 1lift

My hand (oh, I can 1lift it when I have to).

Did ever you feel so? I hope ng never

(_:!._lo 1"10).

The reiterated use of the personal pronoun "I" under-
scores the persona's deep~rooted introspection. Further-
more, she is unable to express her feelings. Her vague
attempts'to explain to the listener her faillure to articu-
late her thoughts, "It seems to me / I can't express my
feelings any more"™ verbalizes the crux of her problem.
She cannot control or come to grips with her lurking fear
of the threats of insanity. When she questions, "Did ever
you feel so? I hope you never" (1. 10), she reveals in
what poor condition she is through her arrangement of words:
they are awkward and insufficient. They also are reminis-

cent of Jeanie's letter to Frost, in which she expressed a

similar hope that no one would experience her anguish

—

155Frost, op. cit., pp. 82-87.



77
caused by mental lllness.,

This awkward syntax evidences her inability to form
complete thoughts. However, not only are her thoughts
expressed in incomplete terms--she feels that her whole life
is a void, unfulfilled. She is dissatisfied and frustrated,
". « « ==from doing / Things over and over that just won't
stay done” (1l. 51-52). She thinks she is not appreciated
by the ". . . great good-for-nothings, / Sprawling about
the kitchen with their talk" (1ll. 76-77), but her fear is
really not so much that they do not appreciate her work, but
that she 1s not appreciated for maintaining her sanity.

Her feeling of unfulfillment is objectified in the view she
sees from her kitchen window.
| . I look and look at it.
I see it's a falr, pretty sheet of water.
I stand and make myself repeat out loud
The adventages it has, so long and narrow,
Like a deep plece of some old running river
Cut short off at both ends (1ll. 16-21),
Just as her sentences are incomplete, and her life seems
a void, the lake, too, is "cut short off at both ends,"
and she continues to describe the lake as growing ". . .
whiter and whiter and whiter" (;. 25) as a storm approaches,
just as she ﬁecomes progressively more numb as insanity
silently threatens to overtake her. She explains "It's
got so I don't even know for sure / whether I am glad,

sorry, or anything" (1ll. 11-12). She is so controlled by

her obsession that she is unable to feel anything but
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frustration.

Irony is a second way Frost demonstrates the persona's
condition. The woman has spent her entire life comparing
herself to an uncle who suffered insanity, and this compar-
ison is the cause of her fear that she, too,will become
insane. And yet, as she rambles on in her monologue, she
compares herself and her husband, saying ". . . he works
when he works as hard as I do-- / Though there's small pro-
fit in comparisons” (ll. 67-68) and then interjects a
personal observation that "(Woman and men will make them
[comparisons] all the same.)” (1. 69). This statement
becomes situational irony, for while she seems to make
light of drawing comparisons, she fails to recognize the
deep danger such 1ndu1gence creates as demonstrated by
her own 1life,

Further situational irony appears Wheﬁ the woman
asks what brought her listener to her land. She is apparently
told that he read of the camping spot in a fern book.

In a book about ferns? Listen to that!
You let things more like feathers regulate

Your going and coming. And you like it here?
I can see how you might. But I don't know!

(11. 35-38).
She reveals her amazement that one should allow a thing as
fragile as a fern to direct his fate, yet she falls to see
that she, too, has been led to this spot by something

fragile as a feather. She has been led by the idea of
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possible insanity. Her thoughts and ideas are so fragile,
in fact, that she 1s unable to even express them or capture
them verbally. |

The ultimate irony appears at the end of her mono-
logue when she tells her listener, "Bless you, of course,
you're keeping me from work, / But the thing of it is, I
need to be kept" (1l. 171-172). 1In an effective bit of
verbal irony, Frost plays on the words "be kept," for she
literally has need to "be kept" by an institution, as well
as haﬁing the need for attention from a sympathetic listener.

Finally, then, in "Servant to Servants" Frost has
created a woman so obsessed with fear, that she is hardly
able to endure. Beiieving that‘she is ". . . past such
help--" (1. 156), she resigns herself to her situation.

"I s'pose I've got to go the road I'm going" (1. 159), she
says, revealing her hopelessness., Eventually, we are left
with a character so destroyed by her obsession that she must
certalnly epitomize Frost's concept of total despair caused
by a monomania. The woman's monologue tralls off:

But behind's behind. The worst that you can do

Is set me back a little more behind.

I sha'n't catch up in this world, anyway.

I'd rather you'd not go unless you must (1ll. 174-177).
She has revealed a final irony; she is a servant to her

obsession rather than to her husband's hired men, who after

8ll, work little and serve no one.



CHAPTER IV
THE PERCEPTIVz WOMAN

Several of Frost's women characters are articulate,
intelligent, and sensitive to their environments. Thelr
maturity, not always measured in years, can more accurate-
ly be noted in their sense of values. The women characters
in Frost's poems, "The Generations of len," "Snow," "The
Death of the Hired Man," "West-Running Brook," "In the Home
Stretch," and "The Silkén Tent," exemplify this type of
woman.

The woman of "The Generatlons of Men" i1s young and
confident. Her conversation 1s 1ight and touched with good
156

humor. "'Why not take seats here on the cellar wall /
And dangle feet among the raspberry vines?'". (11. 66-67),157
she asks her companion. She 1s outspoken and assured,

also.158

While he says 1t mlsts, she says it rains. When
they peer into the cellar-hole of their ancestral home, he
sees raspberry vines while she sees "' . . . the pit from

which we Starks were digged'" (1. 99). But she 1is many-

faceted. She knows Joy and excitement in the exercise of

1568wennes, op. cit., p. 369,
157Frost, op. cit., pp. 94-102,

aamelaan

1585wennes, on. cit., p. 369.
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her imaginatlon when she perceptlively draws a word picture
of an ancestor,
'*Just hear-
What I see. 1It's a 1little, 1little boy,
As pale and dim as a match flame in the sun;
He's groping in the cellar after jJjam,
He thinks 1it's dark and it's flooded with delight'
(1. 104-108).
Her practicality returns quickly; 1t 1s she who sets the
conditions for their next meeting. When he asks, "'Where
shall we meet again?'" (l. 219), she answers emphatically
and promptly, "'Nowhere but nere / Once more before we
meet elsewhere!'" (11, 220-221). Some of her confidence
comes with the vigor of youth, but much of 1t 1is the sure-
ness of a woman who 1s not afraid to mak:s @ choice. She
1s reminiscent of the head-strong young Eliror,
Another woman character 1s Helen éole, the most

clearly drawn of the three people in "Snow," the longest

dramatic narrative poem of Mountain Interval.159 The

situation 1s typical of Frost settings: an 1isolated farm
on a cold winter night in New England.160 In this poem
Frost presents a garrulous woman whose irritations and
concerns are tolerated with good humor by her affectionately

teasing husband.

159Thompson, Fire and Ice, p. 115.

160y, H. Auden, The Dyer's Hand, p. 346.
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In conversations and letters Frost diécussed exchanges
between himself and Elinor much like the verbal tennis of
the Coles. For example, when Frost wrote to Untermeyer of
a discussion with Elinor concerning her religious disbelief,
he reported that shz responded tartly to the assertion that
man needs God: "Nonsense and you know it's nonsense Bob
Frost, only you're afraild you'll have bad iuck or lose your
standing in the community if you speak your mind,."161 Then
Frost's letter continued, "Like a woman she says Pshaw. You
know how a woman says Pshaw--you with your uncanny knowledge
of your own wife."162 Helen Cole of the poem "Snow" is this
kind of woman.

WHile & blizzard rages, leserve, an aptly named lay
preacher, stops at the Cole farm on his way home from a re-
ligious meeting. MNMrs. Cole obviously resents the man and
all he stands for. When he goes to the barn to tend his
horses, she protests to her husband, "'I detest the thought
of him / With hils ten children under ten years old'" (ll.
57-58).163  She dislikes his plety and his religzion, also.
"1I hate his wretched little Racker Sect'" (1. 59), she

says. She derides him in his absence, calling'him a runt

181Thompson (ed.), Selected Letters, p. 244,

162Loc. clt.

163Frost, op. cit., pp. 180-19%4,
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and saying that his smell 1is strong of stale tobacco. She
-resents hils intrusion into the sheltered place they have
cleared for themselves.164 "!*What is he doing out a night
like this? / Why can't he stay at home?'" (1l. 175-176), she
asks.

But, paradoxiczlly, the woman 1s also intensely con-

cerned for his éafety and urges him to sta& there until the
storm abates. She implores him to remain: "'Won't you to
pleaée me? Please! If I say please?'" (l. 25). When she
argues futilely, "'If you were the kind of man / Paid heed
to women, you'd take my advice'" (1l. 234-235), Meserve
counters, "'Save us from being cornered by a woman'" (1. 255j.
The preacher pauses before he goes out into the cold, then
adds dramaticzlly, "'Well, there's--the storm. That says
I must go on. / That wants me as a war might if it came.
Ask any man'" (l1l. 260-262)., The last 1s spoken directly
to Helen Cole. Although Meserve 1s determined to go back
out into the storm, perhaps he senses that "women are not
pretending when they try to keeﬁ thelr men from danger;

[and that] sometimes they like them better when they won't

be kept."165

: 164Anne K. Juhnke, "Religion in Robert Frost's
Poetry: The Play for Self-Possession," American Literature,
XXXVI (May, 1964), 158,

165Cox, op. cit., pp. 153-154,
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Frost's name for the fanatical preacher, Brcther
‘Meserve, was undoubtedly chosen with care. Mrs. Cole's
name was selected as carefully. It 1is particularly descrip-
tive of the amblvalence noted in the character of this
woman who 1s at once cold and unylelding, yet as warm in
her concern for Meserve's safety as a lighted coal.

Perhaps fhe most famlliar woman character of Frost's
poetry 1s the gentle, persuasive Mary of the dramatic nar-
rative poem, "The Death of the Hired Man." Although the
title of the poem implies that Silas, the hired man, is the
central character, he nelth=r speaks nor appears. The actlion
revolves about the death of Silas, but the poem 1s more
accurately Mary's poem. The woman senses that Silas, old
and broken, has returned to dle. She approaches Warren,
her husband, with gentle womanly tact,le6 because she knows
that he will be stubbornly intolerant cf the old man, who
in the past has falled them when he was needed the most.
Frost's belief that "thoughts, emotlions, and words meet"
in a "complete poem"167 i1s demonstrated skillfully as Mary

pleads with Werren to let Silas remain with them.

Mary sets the qulet tempo of the poem. "Mary sat

166Swennes, op. cit., p. 368.

167Bess C. Hopkins, "A Study of 'The Death of the
Hired Man,'" English Journal, XLIII (April, 1954), 186.
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musing on the lamp-flamz at the table / Walting for Warren"
_(_;.»1-2).168 Recognizing the importance of Warren's
acceptance of the old man, she anticipates hils negations
and 1s prepared to answer them. She knows intuitively that
her role is to facilitate the passage of Silas from 1life to
death. She runs tip-toe to meet Warresn at the door to tell
him Silas has réturned, then leads him to ﬁhe porch and
says softly, "'Be kind'" (1. 7). Sensing that her nearness
and her love will help to convince Warcrcer that they must
show mercy to Silas, "She took the market things from
Warren's arms / And set them on the porch, then drew him
down / To sit beside her on the wooden steps" (1l. 8-10).
Just as Mary "drew" Warren to the step beside her, she
tenderly draws an acceptance of Silas from him.

Mary instinctively uses tone of voice and all facets
of her personality to convince warren,169 When he refuses
emphatically to take Silas back, Mary continues to be soft-
spoken and gentle: "'Sh! not so loud: he'll hear you,'
she said" (1. 31). Wnen Warren continues, loud and adamant,

she speaks even more sympathetically of Silas: "'He's

worn out. He's asleep beside the stove'" (1. 33). She

168Frost, OD. Citc, PDe. 49"55'

169Thompson, Fire and Ice, p. 71.
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expresses mercy and concern again when she amurmurs, "1Poor
Silas, so concerned for other folks, / And nothing to look
backward to with pride, / And nothing to look forward to
with hope, / So now and never any different'" (1ll. 102-105).
Every word and movement from Mary reflect her sensitivity
to the hurts and futility Silas has known.

A dramatic turn in the poem follows with a Frostian
sustained lmage frequently analyzed by critics. Coffin
describes this image as his favorite figure of speech in
Frost. "That is a good figure of speech," he says. "It 1s
the only one in a fairly long poem. It is a poem of plain
speaking about plain people."170

Part of the moon was falling down the west,
Dragging the whole sky with it to the hills.

Its 1light poured softly in her lap. She saw it
And spread her apron to it. 3She put out her hand
Among the harp-like morning-glory strings,

Taut with the dew from garden bed to eaves,
As 1f she played unheard some tenderness

That wrought on him beside her in the night (11l. 106-113).

Mary becomes the bridge between earth and heaven as she holds.
the moonlight in her lap and tenderly touches the "harp-like
morning-glory strings." The mystic connotations of harp
music lead naturally to Mary's words, "'Warren . . . he has
come home to die: You needn't be afraild he'll leave you

this time'" (1l. 114-115).

17°Coff1n, op. cit., p. 98,
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When Warren mocks her use of the word "home," she
defines the word as "'Something you somehow haven't to
deserve'" (1. 125). She sees no duty or obligation in
their relationship to Silas. As Warren considers the con-
trast in their attitudes, he has no words at first., "Warren
leaned out and took a step or two, / Picked up a little stick,
and brought it back / And broke 1t in his hand and tossed
it by" (1l. 126-128). The stick becomes fuactional. A
pafallel exists between the broken stick and his reaction
to Silas,

But ﬁary continues her effort to reconcile Warrsn to
Silas'! need for mercy ratner than Justice. When Warren
argues "'Silas has better claim on us you think / Than on
" his brother?'" (11. 129-130), and "'His brother's rich /

A somebody~--director in the bank'" (;;. 133-134), she
counters softly, "'He never told us that'" (1. 135). When
Warren insists on reasons, "'l wonder what's between them'"
(L. 145), Mary patiently and philosophically gives him a
reason:’

'Silas is what he is--we wouldn't mind hia--

But Just the kind that kinsfolk can't abide,

He never did a thing so very bad.

He don't know why he isn't quite as good

As anybody. Worthless though he is,
He won't be made ashamed to please his brother!

(1. 147-152).

Her answer indicates an uncritical acceptance and under-

standing of human nature, Admonishing Warren to be gentle,
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Mary finally urges him to go to Silas to communicat° his
acceptance of the dying man.

'. .« « Go, look, see for yourself,

But, Warren, please remember how it 1s:

He's come to help you ditch the meadow.

He has a plan. You mustn't laugh at him.

He may not speak of it, and then he may' (ll. 162-166).
Nowhere in his narrative poetry is Frost's theory of the
importance of every-day speech 1lllustrated moré effeétive-

y 171

Frost continues the moon image as he closes the

poem. As Warren goes to Silas, Mary says, "'I'l1l sit and
see if that small sailing cloud / Will hit or miss the moon'"
(11. 167-168). The narrator continues, "It hit the moon. /
Then there were three, making a dim row, / The moon, the
l1ittle silver cloud, and she" (1ll. 169-171). As the cloud
covers the moon, 1t parallels Warren's quliet announcement
when he returns to Mary. He, too, 1s g=ntle as he touches
her hand and quietly says, "'Dead'" (l. 175). While

Warren and the old man had bothr looked to the future, Mary
had reverently accepted death,

Mary's acceptance of death 1s suggestive of the

mystical attitude towards death expressed by Isabelle Moodlie

1712qward Lathem, in his Interviews with Robert Frost,
records Frost's comment, "I use only the words I find 1n
conversation, making them poetic as best I can with what
powers I command" (p. 26),
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Frost in her letter to Sarah Newton,172 while the good
. marriage relatlionship between Mary and Warren is bullt on
the kind of deep love Robert Frost had for Elinor.

Another poem, "West-Running Brook," has received much
critical attention which must be considered in examining the
poem. Although most critics have falled to focus specifi-
cally on the woman character as a particular type or as in-
fluenced by women in Frost's own 1life, the scholars have
made some accurate and important observations about the
woman in this poem.

"West-Running Brook" has been described by Swennes as
the ". . . most accomplished of Frost's marriage dialogues,"
displaying the ". . . dramatic intensity of 'Death of the
Hired Man,' plus the dramatic core of philosophical thought
which defineé man's position in the universe."l73 Perhaps
it 1s 'mnost accomplished" beéause of its intricately devel-
oped structure bullt on a series of Frostian contrarities.
Nitchie spells out the fine relationship both between the
husband and wife and .also between the couple and their en-
vironment, explalning that these result in freedom to express

themselves honestly and without self-consciousness concerning

172Thompson (ed.), Selected letters, p. 14.

173swennes, op. cit., p. 369.
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their.values because ", . . they can trust each other to
go by contrarities."174

As the title indicates, the discussion between hus-
band and wife is prompted by thelr discovery of a west-
running brook.175 Because this poem deals with tension,
movement, and suspension the river 1s an effectlive back-
ground for the philosophical discussion which ensues, The
river's ambivalent meaning seems to suggest both the power
of nature and the force of time. The woman views the river
in terms of its natural fertility and its continual source
of water, while the man sees in the river the progression
of time and a loss of the past. By drawing a detalled
comparison of the attlitudes of each character, one com-
prehends more fully the complexiﬁy of both figures in the
work,

Representing all woménhood, the woman 1is able to
communicate with the water in a way the man is unable to
understand. "Look, look, it's waving to us with a wave /

To let us know it hears me" (1ll. 20-21).176 He explains

174Nitchie, op.cit., p. 125,

l75Thompson in Early Years notes that a west-running
brook ran near the house of the Derry farm, It was a small
spring-fed brook drained out of a cranberry bog (p. 262).

176Frost, ov. cit., Pp. 327-329.
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that the wave had ". . , been standing off this jut of
shore / Ever since rivers ., . . / Were made in heaven. It
wasn't waved to us" (ll. 32-34). Their discussion contin-
ues as she counters "It wasn't, yet it was. If not to you /
It was to me--in an annunciation" (1l. 35-36). While he
recognizes that man's beginnings are initlated by the water
(11. 45-46), she takes a more personal view, feeling close-
ly related to the water, because just as the Virgin Mary
recelved annunclation, so does thls woman belleve the water
brings an annuncliation to her. Her husband tries to tease
her out of further discussion by telling her that 1if she
feels something special for the river which only a woman
can understand, he wlll say no more.

'0h, if you take it off to lady-land,

As't were the country of the Amazons

We men must see you to the confines of

And leave you there, ourselves forbid to enter,--

It i1s your brook! I have no more to say' (11l. 37-41).
At this point she demonstrates that although she has very
definite opinions of her own, she 1s also most interested
in her husband's ideas. "Yes, you have, too. Go on. You
thought of something" (l. 42). Just as Elinor supported
Frost when he expressed his pnllosophlical thoughts through
poetry, this wife, too, sustains her husband in thought,
Unlike the wife in "Home Burizl," she does not wish to

force her own beliefs upon her husband. Swennes explalns

that she makes a diplomatic error and when her husband
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takes offense, she carefully encourages hlm to express
hils convictions; when he does, thelr conversation ends in
agreement.l77 They make no attempt to hide their feelings
but rather communicate them accurately.l78

The couple's reaction to the river's wave stimulates
philosophical discoveries. The wave becomes for them a sym-
bol of all civilization. Travelling from the East 1t suggests
"the cradle of civllization, the birth of mankind. She seés
herself in the process; he sees it all on a broader perspec-
tive, Although her view 1is more limited, she 1s able to
accept her husband's philosophical monologue and thus demon-
strates her mature self,

Perhaps as he wrote "In the Home Stretch" Frost
" remembered the many times Elinor had moved with him from
place to place when he returned to school or sought work
or more healthful climates. Théy had lived in cities, in
villagzs, on farms, and in hill country. He had undoubt-
edly seen her, 1like the woman of this péem, surrounded by
furniture and boxes, pzering quiletly out a kitchen window
at unfamilizar landscapes.

With moving men in and out of the house and with

177Swennes, op. cit., p. 369.

178Loc. cit.
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furniture pilled high about her, the woman of "In the Home
Stretch" stands at her kitchen window--a lonely figure look-
ing out over weeds and a mowing-field that stretches to
woods. "'And it's scarce enough to call / A view'"

(11. 35-36),179 she says. The womanvhas agreed to move to

the country with her husband because he wilshes to live

here--her happiness depends upon his contentment.180 She

has made her choice because she loves him deeply; this keeps

her from being an object of plty.181

She 1s too philosophical to want to be pitied. Like
the woman of "West-Running 3rook," this womsn has a fancl-

" ful kinship to nature--she perceives a comradeship to the

moon.182

'. . . How dark 1it's getting. Can you tell what time
It 1s by that? Or by the moon? The new moon!
What shoulder did I see her over? Neilther.
A wire she 1s of silver, as new as we
To everything. Her light won't last us long.
It's something, though, to know we're going to have her
Night after night and stronger every night
To see us through our first two wezks . . !
(11. 74-81),

She anticipates a few weeks of loneliness in the new hone,

but the moon will be familiar.

179Frost, op. cit., pp. 139-145,

180Thompson, Fire and Ice, p. 115.

181Loc. cit.

182N1tchie, op. clt., p. 127.
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When the moving men have left for the city and

the darkness moves in on them, Joe, the husband, seeks
assurance that she doess not regret thelr declision to move
to the country. She assures him:

'T never bore it well when people went.

The first night after guests have gone, the house

Seems haunted or exposed. I always take

A personal interest in the locking up

At bedtime; but the strangeness soon wears off!

' (11. 140-144),
As he lights the fire, she reassures him good-naturedly:
“"tDumped down in paradiée we are and happy'" (1. 175).
He responds uncertainly, "'It's all so much what I have
always wanted, / I can't believe it's what you wanted,
too'" (ll. 176-177). But she teases him lovingly when
she answers; "tShouldn't you like to know?'" (1. 178).
When. he contlinues to try to discover if she wants
this place only because she wants it for him, he asks,
"1But who first saild the word to come?'" (l. 1385). Her
answer explains her philosophy:
4 'My dear,
It's who first thought the thought. You're searching,
Joe

For things that don't exist; I mean beginnings. ’

Ends and beginnings-~there are no such things,

There are only middles' (1l. 186-190).
She goes on to explain that their present situation is not
new; it is not a beginning. She says, "'You won't deny

the lantern isn't new. / The stove is not, and you are

not to me, / Nor I to you'" (11l. 195-197). Later she adds:
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It would take me forever to recite

All that's not new in where we find ourselves,

New is a word for fools in towns who think

Style upon style in dress and thought at last

Must get somewhere. I've heard you say as much.

No, this is no beginning' (ll. 199-204).
He continues to probe for an answer: "'Then an end?'"
(L. 205). 4And she replies, "'End is a gloomy word'"
(L. 206). She is serene in the present, because she does
not demand an explanation of where the "now" began or when
it will end.

Frost himself once observed that philosophy "'. .
has such a sad time because it tries to reduce everything
‘to an All, to a Once-for-A11.'"183 The wife, answering
Joe's questions concerning beginnings and ends, is Frost
speaking his own kind of philosophy. ‘illiam Mulder ex-
plains:

The poet 1s content to work with middles, but
they are experlence reordered, parts and mo-
ments of it. Parts of life interpret the whole.
All that the artist needs 1s samples. Enougn
success to know what money's é&ke, enough love
to know what women are like.l

Just as the situation of this poem was inspired
Prerhaps by a memory of =linor, so the woman of "In the

Home Stretcnh" with her quiet practical wisdom may be a

, 183y1111am Mulder, "Freedom and Form: Robert Frost's
Doubles Discipline," South Atlantic Quarterly, LIV (July,
1955), p. 389.

18416c. cite
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combination of strong characteristics the poet observed in
both Isabslle and Elinor. But she is a vehicle, also, to
express his own philosophy. Frost used other women charac-
ters in this same way. The wife of Paul's Wife," the old
woman of "The Black Cottage," the girl-child of "The Self-
Seeker," Thyatira of "A Masque of Reason," and Jesse Bel
of "A Masque of Mercy" alsc help express or delineate a
philosophy or an idea,

Prost's early love lyrics were followed in later vol-
'umes with lyrics which expressed = mature philosophy of
shared values., Contrasted to the lyrics of young love such
.as "The Pasture," with 1ts breathless invitatiom, "You come,
too," are.the poems expressing the deep love of a lasting
. relationship between a man and woman. Among these lyrics
are "To Earthward," "Happiness Makes Up in Height for What
It Lacks in Length," and "Carpe Diem." Miss Sergeént‘s
description of the couple in "To Earthward" as "grateful

seasoned lovers"185

may be applied to the relationshlp be-
tween man and woman in each of these lyrics. The poet's
deep love for Elinor is sensed in each. Frost's sonnet,

"A Silken Tent," is such a tribute to Elinor.186

185Sergeant, op. cit., p. 267.

185G0u1d, op. clit., p. 289.
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Thus, Frost's most tightly-knit poem and sophisti-

cated portrayal of woman 1s probably "The Silken Tent,"

a one-sentence sonnet into which is fused metaphorically
the image of an ideal womah and an ethereal tent. Most
critics agree that the poem is artistically brilliant.
Untermeyer prefaces it in his collection by sayihg that it
is ", . . & plece of sheer tenderness, a lyrical sonnet of
gossamer beauty."l87 Browsr believes ". . . Frost catches
the perfection of a2 woman's nature."188 Gould calls 1t
", . . the culmination of the thought expressed in the
‘early 'Bond and Free,'" and proceeds to quote Charles
Anderson's view that "The Silken Tent" is ". . . a sonnet
to the sonnet form itself."189 Each critic recognizes the
- poem's poeti¢ beauty; however, the sonnet must be analyzed
further in terms of the inseparable poetic devices used tc
create this perfect woman métaphorically.

Baslically, Frost personifies a tent of silk, assign-
ing it feminline qualities through a serles of paradoxes.
Beginning with a simlle, the poem reads:

She 1s as in 2 field a silken tent

At midday when a sunny summer breeze
Has dried the dew and all its ropes relent

187Untermeyer- (ed.), Robert Frost's Poems, p. 254.
188

Brower, obe. cit., p. 184,
189Gould, op. cit., . 287.
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So that in guys it gently sways at ease,

And 1ts supporting central cedar pole,

That is its pinnacle to heavenward

And signifles the sureness of the soul,
Seems to owe naught to any single cord,

But strictly held by none, is loosely bound
By countless silken ties of love and thought
To everything on earth the compass round,
And only by one's going slightly taut
In the capriciousness of summer air

Is of the slightest bondage made aware,

190
Alliteration is particularly functional in the poem} the
"s" sounds predominate because they stress the ease, smooth-
‘ness, and flowing quality of the subject matter., Sound,
then, functions throughout the poem as a parallel to the
"gossamer beauty" of the woman,

Another device Frost uses to develop his metaphoric
‘sonnet 1s setting. The tent is "in a field" suggesting
that "she" 1s set apart from all others. The time 1s "mid-
day" in the summer sun. On one level, such a day suggests
a light, blithe, holiday moéd. On a deeper level the dry
air, no longer humid or damp with dew, indicates a psycho-
logical, emotional stage in which the woman is bouyed up

by love and 1s floating on waves of rapture permeating the

atmosphere, However, the word "ropes" introduces an anti-

thetical idea; she is floating yet bound to earth. It

190Frost, Complete Poetry, p. 443, (Note that the
poem has initially been quot=d in 1ts entirety, for it 1is
constructed as one sentence and therefore cannot be divided

fairly.)
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becomes paradoxical, then, that tles with earth appear to
of fer her freedom.

The tent analogy suggests a statlonary position, for
it 1s festened to the grouhd, perhaps indicating its i1mmunity
to destruction by time or intellectual currents. When the
tent is personified as a woman, her spirit or soul appears
as a mainstay which connects her to everything around her.
This connection also allows her, however, to transcend
‘through love and thought. Her movement remains harmonious
and smooth although paradoxically an occasional wind destroys
the semblance of thls harmony and breaks the ease and one-
ness her image creates. It 1s important also that the tent
is "silken," indicating a delicate, sensitive woman, yet
a durable, lasting one, All of her sensory perceptions
are being affected by movements and currents around her,

Her earthly "silken tles" are relaxed, which causes her
extra-sensitivity, light and pliant now, dried by the sun.
Yet her core, the "central cedar pole" is durable, sturdy,
fragrant, beautiful, similar to her spirit. Her soul
becomes the essence here,

Through the personiflcation of a tent, Frost has
created a woman who 1s both delicate and strong, earthly and
ethereal, bond and fres. This is Frost's use of "contrarie-
ties" at its best. Here, too, are Frost's complicated im-

pressions of and flerce feelings for his wife Elinor. The
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sonnet becomes ". . o« a tribute to his beloved Elinor

o +"19L for 1t objectifies their complicated relation-
ship built on Just such contrary or paradoxical qualities
found within the person of Elinor Frost.

Although Frost's women characters must ultimately
be studied as individuals, each 1s more clearly understood
when compared and contrasted with those displaying similar
qualities. Frost creates the women characters in his poetry
'with characteristic sympathy and sensitivity. His percep-
tive portrayals reflect the poet's close observation and
appreciation of the three women he knew best. They mirror
also the same Joys, longings, and disappointments of all
women as they seek to be understood. Each woman 1is drawn‘
" With a clarity that 1is achieved through the poet's skill-
ful use of postic forms and his talent for recording ac-
curately the sounds of sense heard in the speéch of those
about him. A close analysis of Frost's women figures

cogently demonstrates his artistic achievements.

s

19lgould, op. cit., p. 289.
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