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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

One does not read far into the poetry of Robert 

Frost before realizing that the poet has a main concern 

which permeates his poems. That concern is humanity. Jlis 

poems are about men in particular and man in general. And 

even those poems without people are never devoid of human 

values. About Frost's concern for humanity, Gorham Munson 

has written: 

Respect for Nature for what She is, respect for God 
for whatever He is—and in the wide region between 
Nature and God respect for Man who fills it: that 
is the attitude of the poet we are consiclering. It 
is the feelings of that middle region, the typically 
human feelings of man, that fill him with lyrical 
excitement.-^ 

Frost is no "grim_philosopher," but as he writes 

about his men and women, he evaluates, forms opinions, and 

draws conclusions about them. As he views his characters, 

he makes no pretense of being objective. He is subjective. 

He Judges them with his heart as well as his head; he trusts 

his intuition as well as his cognition. Because of this 

subjectivity with his poems and tne people in them. Frost 

is acutely aware of the problems of human existence. 

Indeed, he has encountered the meaning of existence through 

his subjectivity, which, according to a modern philosophy. 

^Gorham B. Munson, "Robert Frost and the Humanistic 
Temper," Boojkrnan, LXXI (July, 1930), 420. 
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Is the only way one ever approaches an understanding of 

the incomprehensible fact of existence. Thus, when Robert 

Prost Judges his characters, he does BO from his own point 

of view, and he does so without excuse or apology.2 The 

poet's personal view Is the only view of man he has, and 

he unhesitatingly entangles it with that domain occupied 

by his created characters. No formal philosopher, Prost 

nevertheless interprets, subjectively, the meaning of man 

in his poetry. 
V 

Not posing as a grand philosopher king, Prost has 

no ultimate answers for the problems of humanity. He can 

offer only a "momentary stay against confusion." But what 

he does give comes from the total experience of living— 

from the positive and the negative, from the rational and 

the irrational. The contradictions and paradoxes of life 

are. all Intermingled in Frost's poetry; they all become 

part of one total process, the process of living. 

Since early post World War II days, the approach 

to a study of man which emphasizes a subjective interpre

tation of the total living experience has been given a 

name. That name is Existentialism. Robert Prost was no 

self-declared existentialist. Neverthe3 :ss, an occasional 

critic, Buch as Elizabeth Isaacs, mentions that there is 

^Radcliffe Squires, The Major Themes of Robert 
Prost (Ann Arbor, Michigan: The Univei-sity of Michigan 
Press, 1963), p. 39. 
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a certain existential quality about the poetry of Robert 

Prost.3 And an occasional existentialist, such as William 

Barrett, mentions Prost as representing the outlook of the 

existential philosopher.^ That Prost never pretended to be 

a great philosopher nor called himself an existentialist 

does not preclude the possibility that his ideas are aligned 

with those of the existential philosopher. As William 

Barrett has written, "The testimony of the artist, the poet, 

is all the more valid when it is not contaminated by any 

Intellectual preconceptions."^ 

¥e can use existentialism, then, as a touchstone 

for commencing an interpretative study of Robert Frost's 

poetry: his topic is men; his interpretation is subjective; 

the range of his poetry is the total experience of living. 

The purpose of this thesis is to reveal the extent to which 

Robert Frost's poetry reveals man in the mode of the 

existential philosopher. 

Both Prost and the existential philosopher make 

certain observations about the human condition: They both 

observe that man is a part of nature, yet he also transcends 

it. Suffering and loneliness they both see as being part 

^Elizabeth Isaacs, An Introduction to Robert Frost 
(Denver: Alan Swallow, 1962), p. 159. 

^William Barrett, "What Is Existentialism?," Adven
tures of the Mind, ed. Richard Thruelsen and John Kobler. 
(New York: Alfred A Knopf, 1961), p. 432. 

William Barrett, Irrational Man (Garden City, 
New York: Doubleday and Company, Inc., 1962), p. 53. 
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of what it means to be human. Por both, the fact of 

existence, beset by Ineluctlble change, is a risk which 

must be taken. Rational philosophic systems and the powers 

of science Prost- and the existentialists find Inadequate 

for explaining the mystery of man. Man, in their view, is 

a semi-rational creature, but they realize that reason has 

limits beyond which it cannot stray. And above all, man 

is a temporal being; he has ties with the past and he is 

oriented toward the future, but he, of necessity, lives in 

the "here and now." 

Though Prost has many ideas which parallel those 

of the existentialist philosopher, the total effect of his 

work is not the same as the total effect of existentialism. 

Where existentialism creates a denuded man and leaves a 

taint of pessimism. Frost's poetry does not portray man 

as being lost in his own deprivations, and it leaves in 

the reader a final sense of optimism. 

In the following pages, the above mentioned parallels 

between Robert Frost's poetry and the philosophy of existen

tialism will be discussed. There will be no attempt made 

to relate the existential ideas in Frost's poetry to the 

ideas of specific existential philosophers. Rather, the 

discussion will be centered on a comparison of Frost's 

poetry to the basic tenets of existentialism from which 

all existential philosophers proceed. 
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CHAPTER II 

MEN AND ROBERT PROST 

Existentialism has one center of focus: Man. It 

"is a philosophy that confronts the human situation in its 

totality to ask what the basic conditions of human existence 

are and how man can establish his own meaning out of these 

conditions."^ 

•Robert Frost's poems stand as evidence that his 

main concern was man. But additional evidence of his 

interest in the human creature can be found in the facts 

of his life. Prom his early childhood days. Frost's experi

ence with life was mingled with a variegated collection of 

people.r Born the son of a renegade Puritan and San Francisco 

newspaper editor, the child Prost came into contact with a 

collage of character types. His father, William Prescott 

Prost, believed that a broad education in the world was 

preferable to a restricted education obtained in the school 

room.2 Thus, Robert's early formal education, as was true 

of all his formal education, was spasmodic. But his 

education in the world at large was extensive. 

The poet-to-be's early experience in the world 

^Barrett, "What Is Existentialism?," 423. 
p 
*̂ Jean Gould, Robert Frost: The Aim Was Sonp; 

(New York: Dodd, Mead and Co., 1964},'p. 6. 
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5 
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included such things as attending San Francisco cockfights 

with his father. At one such cockfight, Rob, lost in a 

crowd of men, could not see the clawing fighting roosters. 

The cock's being hidden from his view, the boy turned his 

attention toward the men in the group around him. He 

became fascinated by one man who had a scarred face. The 

man was standing on crutches; he had a patch on his eye and 

a bandage on his leg. Rob's curiosity and Imagination were 

piqued. He could not help staring and wondering what had 

befallen the mutilated figure.^ Even as a child, Frost's 

curiosity and interest for man was beginning to develop 

and to make itself manifest. 

Another experience which began to cement Frost's 

interest in the world of men was his opportunity to elec

tioneer with his father for Grover Cleveland's bid for the 

Presidency. Rob and his father campaigned up and down the 

state, and In his travels, Rob met men of the world and 

saw California as he had never seen it before. 

It was a kaleidoscopic kind of existence that young 
Robert Lee Prost led--bright bits of color, embracing 
experiences all the way from the sordid to the 
spiritual—all of it stimulating to his curious, 
aware, yet innocent mind and heart. And if a vague 
melancholy pervaded it, the feeling came because of 
his awareness, his extraordinary, unrecognized sensi
bility and perceptivity.^ 

The boy Prost was being introduced to the grand 

world—the world full of men, the world of the spiritual. 

^Gould, 11. ^Gould, 27. 
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the world of the sordid. To assess the impact of these 

early experiences upon the boy who was to turn poet would 

be a difficult matter. But, without doubt, they did have 

an influence. The tenderness of his youth was being 

impregnated by the myriad complexities and contradictions 

of life. Conflicting qualities of the sordid and the 

spiritual all began to be mingled into the single experience 

of living. 

In his early youth, then, Prost confronted the 

world in its totality; and he saw life to be good, and he 

saw it to be bad. But Prost was not to be defeated because 

the world he knew was not all good. He optimistically 

accepted a world which seemed evil. As Frost said in later 

life, "There is no need to wish that the darkness and con

fusion and chaos might be dispelled: they lend themselves 

to the human process of form-giving."5 With the spirit of 

the existentialists, Frost was prepared to turn life's 

liabilities into assets. As a man, he would turn confusion 

and chaos into poems. 

Though his father died in I885, Prost was not 

removed from contact with men. Rob and his mother, Isabelle, 

moved to New Hampshire where she took the Job of running a 

school. Rob attended her school and did extra chores, 

after school, for the neighbor farmers. As he worked, he 

^lawrance Thompson, Fire and Ice (New York; Henry 
Holt and Co., 1942), p. 199 
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worked alongside the New Hampshire farmers and their hired 

hands. In his work, he began to learn how the New Englanders 

acted and how they spoke. The sensitive and perceptive boy 

began to understand the meaning of spoken and unspoken 

communications between men. As a grown man, Rob was to 

turn those perspicacious observations into talk poems, 

such as "The Code," which deals with the unspoken code 

among farmers and hired help.^ 

Such was Robert Frost's life until he graduated from 

high school: in dally contact with men and the mundane 

realities of life. After an unsuccessful bout with college 

and after being pricked by an unhappy love affair with his 

high school sweetheart, Elinor White, Prost rejected the 

world and humanity. Or so he thought. The year of 1895 

was a "depression year" for the young man, and Robert Prost 

became a vagabond. He had hoped to escape from humanity, 

but in his wanderings he found much company—much unwanted 

company. He met people from mill towns "scurrying to the 

city in hopes of getting Jobs."' He met saloon-keepers and 

lumber-Jacks and hoboes.^ Frost's catalogue of men was 

Increasing; his understanding was deepening. Even when 

rebelling against the world, he was engaged, involuntarily, 

in the process of observing and learning to understand 

human beings. 

^Gould, 34. 7(jould, 62. ^Gould, 63. 
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At the end of his year of rebellion, the love-

spumed young poet returned home. And when he returned, 

he convinced Elinor White, the girl who was responsible for 

his year of tramping, to marry him. Frost, though he could 

never really leave the world of humanity, formally returned 

to the domain of men.^ 

But until 1902, Prost still thought he preferred 

nature to people for his poems. After 1902, however, his 

poems began to swing back toward people. In 1912, Frost 

and his family moved to England, There, he went through 

all the poems he had written and he noticed that most of 

them were written before 1902, the time in which he thought 

he was a nature poet. He burned all but about thirty of 

the poems and collected the remaining ones under the title 

o^ A Boy's Will.^Q 

Though most of the poems in that first collection 

were composed during his "nature years," men still crept 

into Frost's poems. He apparently could no more keep them 

out of his poems than he could keep them out of his life. 

In "Love and a Question," a stranger Intrudes upon the 

solitude of a bridegroom and his bride and asks for shelter 

on an autumn night in which "winter was in the wind." The 

poet ponders the obligation of the bridegroom to his bride 

and to the stranger: 

l^Gould, 106. 
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But whether or not a man was asked 

To mar the love of two 
By harboring woe in the bridal house 
The bridegroom wished he knew. 

The poem leaves the bridegroom before he makes his 

decision about his obligation to his fellow man and his 

obligation to himself and his wife. It reflects the inde

cision of the poet at the time it was written. At that 

time, Prost had not determined what his relationship with 

men would be. He thought he was a nature poet, withdrawn 

from men. The question of his duty to others was a 

tenuous matter. 

If in that first collection of poems people were 

not physically present, they were sometimes present by 

Implication or suggestion—as in "A Tuft of Flowers." The 

poet, having gone out alone to mow a field of grass, sees 

"a tall tuft of flowers beside a brook" which the scythe 

of another mower had spared. With this discovery, the poet 

comes to the realization that 

Men work together . . . 

Whether they work together or apart. 

No one except the poet himself is present in the poem, yet 

the presence of another man is suggested by the tuft of 

flowers he left uncut. 

Robert Francis has written about Frost's inability 

to keep men out of his poems: 
. . . People are present in the poems not ostensibly 
about people, the so-called "nature poems." They 
are sometimes Just out of sight. Just around the 
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corner. At least the poet himself is always 
present as more than observer and reporter. , , . 
Though Frost's birds and animals often keep a 
solitude of their ovm, . . . they are presented so 
much in terms of human motive and emotion that they 
give a social atmosphere to the poems.^^ 

•̂ •̂ter A Boy's Will came North of Boston. In that 

second book of poems, Frost placed as his first poem 

"Mending V/all." It is a poem about the poet's and a neigh

bor's meeting to repair a stone fence which fonns their 

property line. Frost wrote, "'Mending Wall' takes up the 

theme where 'A Tuft of Flowers' laid it down."^^ Beginning 

the book with "Mending Vfall" symbolized his "return to the 

realm of human beings from the more isolated one of nature." 

As Frost himself stated, he v̂ anted to show that "I liked 

people even when I believed I detested them." -̂  

With North of Boston, Prost admitted to himself 

that the subject of his poetry was the world of people. 

And once the poet decided that he v̂ as a poet who wrote about 

men, he disliked having people say othervrise about him. As 

late as 1945, when some people were still calling Frost a 

nature poet, he declared, "I'm no nature poetl All but a 

few poems have a person in them." 

Prom the early San Francisco days of cockfights 

and election campaigns to North of Boston, Frost was becoming 

•̂ •̂ Robert Francis, "The Shared Solituĉ .e of Robert 
Frost," Colle/?;e En,?lish, III (January, 1942), 194-195. 

^^Gould, 152. l^Gould, 152. l^Gould, 215. 
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a poet about men. He was seeing the world, meeting 

people, gathering experience, and forming ideas which were 

to form a basis for his poetry. Like the existentialists 

who place man in the center of their philosophy. Frost was 

slowly but inevitably developing into a poet whose subject, 

too, was man. 



CHAPTER III 

MAN AND NATURE 

The subject of Robert Frost's poetry is men. But 

the mere fact that Prost wrote about men does not neces

sarily imply that some of his ideas are exlstentially 

oriented. On].y after we have seen what Prost defines as 

the "basic conditions of human existence" and after we have 

seen how he establishes meaning in life out of these con

ditions do we begin to see that Robert Prost often repre

sents the viewpoint of the existential philosopher. 

One of the first points of agreement between Frost's 

and the existentialists' outlook on the "basic conditions 

of human existence" is their view of man's relationship 

to nature. Both Prost and the existentialists recognize'^ 
f \l 

that man is a paradox in his confrontation with nature. 

At once, man is a finite, temporal, objective being governed 
V. 

by natural rules; and, simultaneously, he is separate from 

nature. Hence, man is a creature who transcends himself; 

he reaches backward and forward in time and history. 

"Because he is this perpetually self-transcending animal, 

man cannot be understood in his totality by the natural 

sciences."-^ Man, then, of all the animals, is unique: he 

is part of nature, the natural and physical world; yet, he 

^Barrett, "What Is Existentialism?," 433. 
13 
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is severed from it. 

In the poetry of Robert Prost, nature becomes a "—1 
y 

/ 

c 

backdrop for his characters, actions, and emotions.^ His 

portrayal of character in relatTon to nature reflects the 

paradox which the existentialists have made clear: man 

is immersed in the natural order, and yet he is above it. 

Man opposes nature because he transcends it. As Radcliffe 

Squires has pointed out. Frost has seen "modern man's / ! 

.̂ aŵ some_jLttejiipt_ to jBscape nature. At the same time he has 

had to observe that . , . no escape is possible."^ 

This recognition by Frost that man is at once 

sealed within nature yet severed from it provides for an 

inconsistency in his poetry. In some poems, Frost portrays 

man as living within the natural order, and he lauds him 

for it. In other poems he reveals roan as going against the 

natural scheme of things, and he is dolefully critical. Yet, 

in other poems, the poet depicts man as being opposed to 

natural laws without being disturbed by his defiance of 

nature. — 

Such poems as "The Ax Helve" and "Blueberries" 

extol m-an for expressing the native grain of things and 

living in harmony with nature. In "The Ax Helve," a French 

farmer, the poet's neighbor, objects to Frost's machine-made 

ax helve, and he volunteers to put a new one on the head. 

Prost writes: 

^Gould, 215. 3squires, 36. 
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He showed me that the lines of a good helve 
Were native to the grain before the knife 
Expressed them, and its curves were no false 
curves 

Put on it from without. And there its 
strength lay 

Por the hard work. 

In the poem, Prost clearly makes the point that strength 

"for the hard work" comes from following the lines "native 

to the grain," That is, strength comes^from man's not In 

violating nature. 

"Blueberries" portrays a large family who finds a 

large part of their subsistence in nature's free and boun

tiful supply of the sweet fruit. A character in the poem 

speaks: 

'They eat them the year round, and those 
they don't eat 

They sell in the store and buy shoes for 
their feet. 

. . . It's a nice way to live, 
Just taking what Nature is willing to give. 
Not forcing her hand with harrow and plow. 

"It's a nice way to live." That is the attitude of Prost 

in the poem. The large family lives in concord with nature, 

and the poet, through one of his characters, condones their 

effort. 

"A Brook in the City" reflects Frost's critical 

doubt that man can contrive nature to suit his v̂ hims. The 

poem tells of a brook that runs in a city, but it is a 

brook which men with their cement civilization have 

. . . thrown 
Deep in a sewer dungeon under .stone 
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In fetid darkness still to live and run— 

No one would know except for ancient maps 
That such a brook ran water. But I wonder 
If from its being kept forever under 
The thoughts may not have risen that so keep 
This new-built city from both work and sleep. 

Prost is critical of man's opposition to nature in this 

poem. He wonders what unsought effects the defiant men who 

channeled and covered the brook might have wrought upon 

themselves. And he proposes that the troubled thoughts 

which keep the city from work and sleep might have risen 

from the injustice done to nature in curbing its brook. 

In "To a Moth Seen in Winter," Prost reflects upon 

a moth which has unnaturally ventured with "false hope" to 

"seek the love of kind" in wintertime. Realizing that the 

moth has done something not intended by nature, the poet 

laments : 

And what I pity in you is something human. 
The old Incurable untimeliness, 
Only begetter of all ills that are. 

The moth has acted in a manner too human. Like man, it has 

attempted to go against natural law. In its transgression. e 
it has sought its own destruction. 

"The Ax Helve," "Blueberries," "A Brook in the City," 

and "To a Moth Seen in Winter" applaud man's living in 

harmony with nature or else criticize his breach of natural 

order. Other poems, though, depict man's contradiction of 

nature without the poet's being so critically concerned. 

In "There Are Roughly Zones," Prost writes of an unsuccessful 
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attempt to grow peaches in the cold New England climate. 

Though the attempt is obviously against the dictates of 

nature, the poet is not unyieldingly strict in a belief 

that the laws of nature deserve man's unquestioned obedience. 

Rather than proposing that man must live according to fixed 

natural lines. Frost, in the poem, proposes 

That though there is no fixed line between 
right and wrong, 

There are roughly zones whose laws must be 

obeyed. 

The poet's attitude toward man's opposing nature 

is softened here: man does not have to conform to nature's 

laws according to a "fixed line," but according to zones. 

Even so, the attempt to grow peaches in New England is 

futile because the act is not within the zone of behavior 

allotted to man. But even though Prost realizes that nature 

has been benevolent enough to grant him zones to live in 

instead of lines to follow, he is still resentful toward 

nature for causing the failure of his attempt to grow 

peaches: 

But we can't help feeling more than a little 
betrayed 

That the northwest wind should rise to such 
height 

Just when the cold went down so many below. 

In "There Are Roughly Zones," Frost's attitude 

toward nature changes, then. He takes the liberty to 

live within zones rather than along lines. And even when 

he goes beyond the zones he feels nature has allotted to 

0 
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humans» he still feels resentful if nature punishes him 

for over^extending himself. Somehow, because he is human, 

he feels that he has the right to bend natural laws to suit 

his own whims, even though he knows that he cannot. 

"Reluctance" poses an even stronger argument for 

man's right to oppose nature than does "There Are Roughly 

Zones." In this poem, Prost is being elegiac over the 

passing of summer. If he were totally within the natural 

order, he would not entertain this doleful attitude over 

summer's passilng. The end is a natural and expected 

occurrence; hence it should not be regretted. But Prost 

has a different opinion: 

Ah, when to the heart of man 
Was it ever less than a treason 

To go with the drift of things. 
To yield with a grace to reason. 

And bow and accept the end 
Of a love or a season? 

Perhaps the natural reaction to the end of the 

season should be acceptance, but to the "heart of man" 

such a reaction would be alien. Man is part of nature. 

^ 
but he is above it also. Thus, his actions are not always ,y*v, <f^ 

in accord with the expectations of nature. He sometimes 

rightfully refuses "To go with the drlf̂ t of things." Indeed, 

to do otherwise would be a treason. 

Robert Frost's attitude toward man's relationship 

to nature is clearly contradictory. He seems to moralize 

at times that man should follow the laws of nature; then, 
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he says he does not have to do so in an absolutely rigid 

way. He further says that due to the "heart of man" any 

human attempt to yield without regret to natural processes 

would be treason. His Inconsistency and ambivalence 

regarding nature has bothered many critics. George W. 

Nitchle has written: "'Nature,' to Frost, is a fairly 

protean term; its meaning changes from poem to poem, and 

that changeableness may partially account for the absence 

of a clear prescription to follow nature."^ 

* If Frost's attitude regarding nature is_taken as a 

reflection of man's_actual relatlQiishlp with nature, the 

contradictions in his poems are understood. < To be true to 

u 
A 

the whole of life, Frost could not consistently propound 

an absolute obedience to natural law; nor could he encourage 

an unbounded attempt for man to Ignore the natural order. 

Man is caught between the two extremes of being "a part" 

of natural law and being "apart" from it. Frost's poems 

about men and nature reveal the same viewpoint of the 

existential philosophers. What they have told us in 

philosophic prose, Frost has revealed in poetry. He never 

explicitly states his views on the subject, but his attitude / 

gradually emerges from a total reading of the poems. 

Frost's view of this particular human condition, man's 

/ • ' 

^George W. Nitchle, Human Values in the Poetry of 
Robert Frost (Durham, North Carolina: -Duke University Press, 
I960), p. 11. 
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relationship to nature, is inconsistent, but it ls_in 

accord vith the facts of life. Such is the aim of the 

existentialist->-not to seek consistency, but to seek the 

whole of life* || ̂  



CHAPTER IV 

SUFFERING AND LONELINESS 

Another point of agreement between Frost's and the 

existentialists' view of the human condition is their 

attitude toward suffering. When existentialism appeared 

after World War II, it was first rejected as being "post

war despair," or "nihilism." It seemed to be a philosophy 

of despair because it dealt with such matters as anxiety, 

death, conflicts between real and counterfeit selves, and 

neuroses. Yet in their negativism, the existentialists 

were only trying to bring into the focus of philosophy a 

prime fact of human existence: men suffer. The themes of 

despair upon which they wrote were, and are, themes of 

life.^ 

^ Por the existentialist, then, suffering is part 

of what it means to be human. Robert Prost, too, is con

vinced that suffering is a part of man's plight, and he 

accepts it as an inescapable fact of life.^ ̂ Frost's 

attitude toward human suffering is evident in such poems 

as "Servant to Servants" and "A Roadside Stand." 

"A Servant to Servants" portrays a woman anxious 

and neurotic, .tired of being a servant to the boarders in 

her house. She feels the gradual slipping away of her 

Barrett, Irrational Man, 9. Isaacs, 158. 
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selfhood so that she is no longer sure of her true 

identity. She says, 

. . . It seems to me 
I can't express my feelings any more 
Than I can raise my voice or want to lift 
My hand. • . . 
It's got so I don't even know for sure 
Whether I am glad, sorry, or anything. 
There's nothing but a voice-like left inside 
That seems to tell me how I ought to feel, 
And would feel if I wasn't all gone wrong. 

This confused woman is trapped within the despair 

occasioned by lost identity. All she has left is something 

inside telling her how she ought to feel, without her 

actually feeling that way. The pain of psychic suffering 

has become an irrefutable part of her life. Though she 

would like to quit such a life, she knows that she will not: 

I s'pose I've got to go the road I'm going: 
Other folks have to, and why shouldn't I? 

Being human means being susceptible to despair. Realizing 

that she has no more right to Immunity from human suffering 

than anyone else, the servant to servants realizes that she 

must, in her words, "go the road I'm going." 

"A Roadside Stand" deals not with neurotic misery 

of "A Servant to Servants" but with the misery of "childish 

longing in vain," the anguish of false hopes. The poem 

tells of a farmer's desperate attempt to improve his 

impoverished condition by setting up a berry stand by the 

side of the road, in hopes that he will gain some of the 

city-dweller's money. His effort is 
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To try if it will not make our being expand. 
And give us the life of the moving pictures' 

promise 
That the party in power is said to be keeping 
from us. 

As Prost reflects upon the condition of the farmer, 

his pity is aroused; many cars pass, and they all refuse 

to stop. 

Sometimes I feel myself I can hardly bear 
The thought of so much childish longing in 
vain. 

Though such farmers live in a form of human suffer

ing, the poet defends their right to that life. He is 

critical of the government programs which are being developed 

to ease them out of their pain. 

It is in the news that all these pitiful kin 
Are to be brought out and mercifully gathered 
in 

To live in villages next to the theater and 
store 

Where they want have to think for themselves 
any more; 
While greedy good-doers; beneficent beasts of 
prey. 
Swarm over their lives enforcing benefits 
That are calculated to soothe them out of 
their wits. 

I can't help owning the great relief it would 
be 
To put these people at one stroke out of their 
pain. 

And then next day as I come back into the sane, 
I wonder how I should like you to come to me 
And offer to put me gently out of my pain. 

—-Frost recognizes that misery, human suffering of 

one form or the other, is part of the human condition. î It 

is not to be soothed away, nor removed at a stroke.J Bleak 
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though the forms of despair may be, they are not to be 

denied, for they are part of life. If all human anguish 

should be eliminated, all human life would be eliminated 

as well./ 

Like the existentialists, then. Frost, in his poetry, 

portrays human misery inextrĵ cably._roo-tejd -to_human existence. 

The existentialists have made the theme of suffering a theme 

of their philosophy because it is a part of life not to be 

denied or avoided. Suffering is found as a similar theme 

in the poetry of Robert Prost. 

Another form of human anguish which the existen

tialists dwell upon is loneliness. But jjmslinesg- does, not ^ 

a^ways_result__injdespaix. The message of the existentialist 

thinker is 

that loneliness is a condition of human life, an 
experience of being human which enables the indi
vidual to sustain, extend, and deepen his humanity. 
. . . It is necessary for every person to recognize 
his loneliness, to become Intensely aware that, 
ultimately, in every fibre of his being, man is 
alone—terribly, utterly alone.-̂  

. . . Loneliness is neither good nor bad, but a 
point of Intense and timeless awareness of the 
Self, a beginning which initiates new sensitivities 
and awarenesses, and which results in bringing a 
person deeply in touch with his own existence and 
in touch with others in a fundamental sense. . . . 
In the deoDCst experiences the human being can 
know—the birth of a baby, the prolonged illness 
or death of a loved relative, the loss of a Job, 
the creation of a poem, a painting, a symphony, 

^Clark E. Moustakas, Loneliness (Englewood Cliffs, 
New Jersey: Prentice-Hall, Inc., 19^1)» P« Ix. 



. . . —each in its own way touches upon the 
roots of loneliness. In each.of these experiences, 
in the end, we must go alone.^ 

To the existentialist, then, loneliness becomes 

one j)Xjyie_JL££pje^_Xoims_of^^^]^^ But it also 

becomes the impetus for the exalted expression of the 

spirit of life which only man is capable of feeling. And 

it serves to bring men into contact with one another, to 

make them reach within the depths of their being for the 

utmost resources of understanding and compassion. Thus, 

loneliness has both positive and negative valences; it 

is neither good nor bad. 

Robert Xrosjb, too, believed that loneliness is one 

of the basic conditions of human existence. Sidney Cox, 

a long-time personal friend of the poet. Indicates that 

Frost's attitude toward loneliness was very similar to that 

of the existentialist: "Knowing how alone we really are, 

we shy from certain separations and shy, again, when they 

at last take place; we never become fugitives from lone

liness. We keep renewing our pursuit."-^ 

Loneliness is a definite human trait in the poetry ^^ 

ol„l9bext._Frost. And it appears in his poetry in the three 

manners indicated by the existentialist: it produces 

2toustakas, 6-7• 

^Sidney Cox, A Swinger of Birches (New York: 
New York University Press, 1957), p. 133. 
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d5;P^^*^--^<i^^;5i5g8jie^^ it is a catalyst 

of creativity. 

Frost's acceptance of loneliness as part of the / 

human situation is revealed early in his first book of 

published poems, A Boy's Will, He begins "Ghost House" 

from that collection with "I dwell:in a lonely house I 

know." Later in that poem he writes: 

I dwell with a strangely aching heart 
In that vanished abode there far apart 
On that disused and forgotten road. . . • 

He dwells there alone, except for those buried "out under 

the low-limbed tree," and he accepts his loneliness. He 

finds his "mute folk" companions "As sweet companions 

as might be had." 

Other poems, too, reveal Frost's immersion in 

loneliness and his awareness of that state. "Into My Own," 

the first poem in A Boy's Will, is perhaps a statement of 

the poet's pursuit of loneliness; 

One of my wishes is that those dark trees. 
So old and firm they scarcely show the breeze, 
Were not, as 'twere, the merest mask of gloom, 
But stretched away unto the edge of doom. 

I should not be withheld but that someday 
Into their vastness I should steal away. 
Fearless of ever finding open land. 
Or highway where the slow wheel pours the 
sand. 

And in "Acquainted with the Night," Prost writes: 

I have been one acquainted with the night. 
I have walked out in rain—and back in rain. 
I have outwalked the furthest city light. 
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"Bereft" provides an explicit statement of the 

poet's admission of his utter loneliness: 

Khere had I heard this wind before 
Change like this to a deeper roar? 
What would it take my standing there for. 
Holding open a restive door. 
Looking downhill to a frothy shore? 
Summer was past and day was past. 
Somber clouds in the west were massed. 
Out in the porch's sagging floor. 
Leaves got up in a coil and hissed. 
Blindly struck at my knee and missed. 
Something sinister in the tone 
Told me my secret must be known: 
Word I was in the house alone 
Somehow must have gotten abroad, 
Word I was in my life alone. 
Word I had no one left but God. 

"Ghost House," "Into My Own," "Acquainted with the 

Bfight," and "Bereft" all indicate an acceptance or recog

nition of loneliness as being a basic part of the human 

condition, a part with which the poet is no stranger. A 

poem such as "Home Burial," though, not only recognizes 

loneliness, but it also portrays the devastating effect it 

can have upon the lives of human beings. The poem arises 

from the poet's and his wife's personal experience of 

losing a child, their sixth to be born, in the summer of 

1907, after it had lived only four days. 

To Elinor, who had never completely recovered from 
the loss of her first child, the death of the sixth 
was a continuation of a grief she would never forget. 
Rob, trying to console her, felt inept once more; 
try as he might, he could not make her understand 
his own deep sorrow." 

^Gould, 88. 

J 
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Much as ?rost himself must have felt, the 

young husband In "Home Burial" pleads, 

'Let me into your grief. I'm not so much 
Unlike other folks as your standing there 
Apart would make me out. Give me my chance.' 

When the husband, trying to explain that he shares 

his wife's grief, protests that "A man can't speak of his 

own child that's dead," the wife replies, "lou can't 

because you don't know how to speak." 

The poem "Home Burial" makes no direct statements 

about loneliness; the poem 1^ loneliness. It portrays 

the anguish of an individual's suffering in the region 

beyond words into which one retreats when faced with 

personal loss, in this case, the inconsolable grief of a 

woman for her dead child. "Home Burial" reveals the 

existential fact that man is "terribly, utterly alone." 

Existentialists tell us that loneliness brings not , 

only despair, but that it can also encourage man's expression j 
) 
t 

of the creative impulse. Such would seem to be the case in 

the life of Robert Prost. Jean Gould in her biography, 

I The Aim Was Song, states that Prost often wrote in the 

solitude of the night hours, and then went to bed as the 

sun was rising, as other men were emerging from the cover 

of night. "Stopping by Woods on a Snowy Evening" was 

written at the close of such an evening of solitary writing. 

After having stayed up all night writing "New Hampshire," 

Prost went outside to view the early light in the east; ^ 
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then, turning inside again, he composed in a few 

minute's sitting, "like a contrapuntal note, the clear, 

calm and probably the most perfect lyric in the entire / 

Prost canon—'stopping by Woods on a Snowy Evening'."*^ 

That loneliness which makes a man seek other men 

and makes a man strive to understand those apart from him

self is also present in Frost's poetry. Robert Francis 

has written that it is a paradox "that poems so haunted \ 

by loneliness should be so full of people."^ He says \ 
\ 

further that Prost is moved both by the desire to be alone/ 

7 and by the desire to be with people. "His own lively nee 

of people is equalled by his craving to get away from 

them."̂ -̂  This vacillating attitude of Prost is represented 

in the poem "The Vantage Point": 

If tired of trees I seek again mankind. 
Well I know where to hie me—in the dawn. 
To a slope where the cattle keep the lawn. 

There amid lolling Juniper reclined. 
Myself unseen, I see in white defined 
Par off the homes of men, and farther still, 
The graves of men on an opposing hill. 

Living or dead, whichever are to mind. 

And if by noon I have too much of these, 
I have but to turn on my arm, and lo, 
The sun-burned hillside sets my face aglow. 

My breathing shakes the bluet like a breeze, 
I smell the earth, I smell the bruisbd plant, 
I look into the crater of the ant. 

"̂ Gould, 229. 

^Francis, Forum. CVIII, 19^. 

F r a n c i s , Forum. CVIII, 19A. 



This vacillation between looking toward men ^^ 

and then looking away is neither paradoxical nor strange 

when considered from the existentialists' point of view. 

Por man, originally and basically alone, loneliness 

initiates awareness which brings himself in touch, not 

only with himself, but with others as well. Thus, in his 

loneliness, it is natural that Prost should waver between 

moving toward people and moving away from them. Such is 

the nature of man: in loneliness to seek men, in a social 

setting to pursue loneliness. 

\ It is evident that Robert Prost, in his noetry. 

j)ortrays the various shades and moods of loneliness.! He 

confesses his personal loneliness in such poems as "Ghost 

House," "Bereft," and "Acquainted with the Night." In 

poems such as "Home Burial," he reveals the terror of 

loneliness lived in the anguish of personal loss. Writing 

In̂ /the vacant hours before dawn, the poet uŝ ed loneliness 

for the positive benefits of creating poetry. And his 

loneliness draws him closer to the central subject of_^is 

poetry—man. Ro^rt Frost's at_tXtui^_tjoward loneliness 

glo^gejj_2H^MgJ^--^^^^Q^^^--<^^^^ ^̂  ^̂ t̂j philogroi?hy-af 

®3cls"tentlali£ffl^,—Pa^-be^h-s«^od-and-^a-d-Festtit^-each- man 

must-go his~wa^ttlone-» 



CHAPTER V 

CHANGE AND RISK 

Man's relationship to time is an important part 

of the existentialists' philosophy. Time has grave signi

ficance to man because life is not static. Man is a 

temporal being living in a present situation, but he is 

also rooted in the past and "stands open to a future in 

which the present conditions of life can be transformed."-^ 

Living in and through time, man is aware of the changes 

which occur in himself and in society. Change being the 

rule of life, he is continually losing those traditions 

of form and thought and action which attempt to contain 

the experience of living. Hence, life and the experi

ences of life, often seem so transient as to be futile 

and absurd. Yet, if man is to establish any meaningfulness 

in his life, he must do so in full awareness that life is 

a temporal affair, beset by change, and related to both 

past and future• 

Robert Prost was affected by the transience of 

things and the apparent futility of life.^ But he 

accepted change as a necessity without being morbid or 

morose. "In Hardwood Groves" gives his position: 

^Barrett, "What Is Existentialism?," 434. 

^Barrett, Irrational Man, 35« ^Thompson, 221. 
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The same leaves over and over again! 
They fall from giving shade above 
To make one texture of faded brown 
And fit the earth like a leather glove. 

Before the leaves can mount again 
To fMl the trees with another shade. 
They must go down past things coming up. 
They must go down into the dark decayed. 

They must be pierced by flowers and put 
Beneath the feet of dancing flowers.* 
However it is in some other world 
I know that this is the way in ours. 

Prost realizes that decay is necessary for growth 

and that "change is the presumed necessity of nature." 

However it might be in another world, "this is the way 

in ours." 

That Prost not only accepted change as part of 

the human situation but also refused to be defeated by it 

is revealed by "in Time of Cloudburst." The rain erodes 

the earth and brings change. "Garden soil" is carried 

"A little nearer the sea." What was 

. . • rotted rich 
Shall be in the end scoured poor. 

But all that is needed to adapt to this change 

. . . is run 
To the other end of the slope. 
And on tracts laid new to the sun, 
Begin all over to hope. 

The poet recognized that "the difficulty is 

always to keep . . . flexible enough to meet the shifting 

demands of circumstance."^ He concludes the poem by saying: 

4 
Squires, 38. ^Thompson, 221. 
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May my application so close 
To so endless a repetition 
Not make me tired and morose 
And resentful of man's condition. 

Prost will not be disquieted nor defeated by the 

never ending repetition of life's fluctuations. He will 

not allow life's inconstancy make him "resentful of man's 

condition." 

Like the existentialists, Prost realizes•that man 

transcends his every moment of living because he is 

perpetually extending the present to look back into the 

past or toward the future. Man attempts to combine the 

past, the present, and the future into a total picture. 

The necessity of the human attempt to find wholeness in 

relation to time is revealed in "Directive," "Carpe Diem," 

and "Escapist—Never." 

In "Directive," Prost directs us away from the 

present, 

Back out of all this now too much for us. 
Back in a time made simple by the loss 
Of detail, burned, dissolved, and broken off 
Like graveyard marble sculpture in the weather. 

And in the past, the poet shows us our "waters" and "our 

"watering place." He instructs us to "Drink and be whole 

again beyond confusion." 

Man demands that life be a totality, even through 

time. Thus, he actively engages in the attempt to combine 

the past with the present. To do so makes him "whole 

again beyond confusion." 



"Carpe Diem" also indicates the need of man to ^ 

transform life through time into a whole picture. This 

poem stresses the importance of the future as well as the 

importance of the past: 

But bid life seize the present? 
It lives less in the present 
Than in the future always. 
And less in both together 
Than in the past. The present 
Is too much for the senses. 
Too crowding, too confusing— 
Too present to imagine. 

In this poem, again, Prost makes the point that the present 

cannot exist as an isolated moment. It "is too much for 

the senses." In order for it to have meaning, it must be 

related to both the past and the future. 

The two preceding potvis, "Directive" and "Carpe 

Diem," stress primarily the importance that man relate to 

the past. "Escapist—Never" accentuates the necessity 

that man also live with an eye toward the future. A 

psychologist with an existential bent, Carl Rogers, says 

that man must orient himself toward the future because the 

act of living is a process, a "fluid, ongoing process" 

which is continually moving forward. "Escapist—Never" 

could well serve as a statement of this existential decree. 

He is no fugitive—escaped, escaping. 
No one has seen him stumble looking back. 
His fear is not behind him but beside him 
On either hand to make his course perhaps 

"Carl Rogers, On Becomin.o; a Person. (Boston: 
Houghton Mifflin Co., I96I), p. 124. 
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A crooked straightness yet no less a 

straightness, 
He runs face forward. He is a pursuer. 
He seeks a seeker who in his turn seeks 
Another still, lost far into the distance. 
Any who seek him seek in him the seeker. 
His life is a pursuit of a pursuit forever. 
It is the future that creates his present. 

All is an interminable chain of longing. 

Once in a lecture, Prost made the same point that 

he made in this poem. He said that "we are chasing some

thing rather than being chased."''̂  To complete his whole

ness, man must look to the future as well as to the past 

and the present. 

Robert Prost, therefore, in the manner of the 

existential philosophers, realizes that man exists through 

time. Moving through time as he does, man inevitably 

perceives changes in the v̂ orld, and he sometimes Interprets 

this instability of life as life's meanlnglessness. But 

Prost is not to be confounded by the changes wrought by 

time. He accepts mutability as one of the rules of nature 

and vows to adapt without becoming "tired and morose." 

He further instructs us that we can absolve some of the 

confusion of the present if we see our lives in a total 

perspective. Realizing as do the existentialists that 

man is a self-transcending creature, moving backward and 

forward in his thoughts through time, the poet directs us 

to combine past, present, and future into a meaningful whole. 

'̂ Oox, 131. 
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Though life is a fleeting experience, if it is 

to have meaning, it must have meaning midst the flux and 

change which are the rules of nature. Each existentialist 

has his own solution for finding this meaning: Sartre 

tells us that "the only meaning |man| can give himself is 

through the project that he launches out of his own 

nothingness";^ Kierkegaard tells us that it is the decision 

to pursue without rationality the Christian faith;^ and 

Nietzsche tells us that it is the "Will to Power."^^ 

Prost, too. Indicates the meaning of man in an 

inconstant and mutable world. First, man's significance 

begins to emerge from the fact that he consciously dares 

to face the risk of existence. Then, he can make his life 

meaningful because he can yearn for permanence. 

Frost's admiration of the courage necessary to face 

life in the human state is evident in "But God's Own 
Descent": 

But God's own descent 
Into flesh was meant 
As a demonstration 
That the supreme merit 
Lay in risking spirit 
In substantiation. 
Spirit enters flesh 
And for all its worth 
Charges into the earth 
In birth after birth 

^Barrett, Irrational Man, 247. 

^Barrett, Irrational Man, 151. 
4 

l^Barrett, Irrational Man, 200. 
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:- ' Ever fresh and fresh. 

We may take the view 
That its derring-do 
Thought of in the large 
Is one mighty charge 
On our human part 

- Of the soul's ethereal 
Into the material. 

And in "Bravado," he writes: 

Have I not walked without an upward look 
Of caution under stars that very well 
Might not have missed me when they shot and 
fell? 

It was a risk I had to take—and took. 

And in "The Trial by Existence": 

. . . the utmost reward 
Of daring should be still to dare. 

Thus, it is evident that Prost sees the fact of 

risking spirit in flesh, of taking the risk of walking 

beneath the stars, of daring to dare as part of man's 

"supreme merit." But to risk and dare does not impart to 

man a sense of meaningfulness. The daring to risk, the 

willingness to take a chance, is the spirit which enables 

man to find the purpose and essence of his life. As the 

existentialists say, existence precedes essence. Only 

after the fact of existence can meaning be established. 

And what, according to Prost, is man's meaning, his 

essence? "West-Running Brook" provides a clue. In the 

poem, a man and his wife discover a brook which runs west 

while it should run east. In the middle of the flow, they 

see a wave formed by "The black stream, catching on a 

rock." The couple realizes, as they watch the brook, 
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. . . runs away. 
It seriously, sadly, runs away 
To fill the abyss' void with emptiness. 
It flows beside us in this water brook. 
But it flows over us. It flows between us 
To separate us for a panic moment. 
It flows between us, over.us, and with us. 

Yet, as they see existence run away like the water 

in the brook, they see themselves resisting the movement. 

They see themselves in the wave "catching on a rock." 

The wave is 

Not Just swerving, but a throwing back. 
As if regret were in it and were sacred. 
It is this backward motion toward the source 
Against the stream that most we see ourselves 

in. 

And it is this "regret and yearning for persistence and 

for permanence (which] is the sacred essence of life itself."̂ -̂  

In the midst of the stream, " . . . man continually sends up 

his riffle and thereby achieves permanence."^^ Frost 

believes that man creates his essence and his meaning by 

resisting the flow of time and existence. 

He iterates this belief again in "The Master Speed": 

. . . You can climb 
Back up a stream of radiance to the sky. 
And back through history up the stream of time, 
And you were given this swiftness, not for haste 
But in the rush of everything to waste, 
That you may have the power of standing still-
Off any still or moving thing you say. 

•̂ •̂ Thompson, 187. 

•^^Richard D. Lord, "Frost and Cyclism," 
Renascence. X (Autumn, 1957-Summer, 1958), 25* 
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Each individual must offer his resistance to 

the passage of existence however he may. Prost did so by 

writing poetry. He once wrote, "The utmost of ambition is 

to lodge a few poems where they will be hard to get rid 

of. ^ Poetry, for him, was form. And, as he wrote in a 

letter to The Amherst Student. "Anyone who has achieved 

the least form to be sure of it, is lost to the larger 

excruciations. • . . The background is hugeness and con

fusion . . . but any little form I assert upon is velvet." ^^ 

Let Chaos storm! 
Let cloud shapes swarmI 

I wait for form. 

Both Robert Prost and the existentialists recog

nize that mutability is perhaps the one constant in life. 

Being but a transient, inconstant affair, life can 

frequently seem futile and absurd. Man's merit lies in 

the fact that he willingly and consciously assumes the 

challenge of existence, the challenge of "risking spirit 

in substantiation" and of transforming seeming absurdity 

into meaning. Frost solves the existential dilemma of 

seeking meaningfulness by yearning after permanence, though 

it is perhaps humanly impossible, by maintaining a "back

ward motion toward the source" of life. His poems, 

^^Robert Frost, "Introduction to King Jaspers." 
King Jaspers. Edwin Arlington Robinson. (New York: 
The Macmillan Co., 1935), p. x. 

14 
Thompson, 188. 

^KM 
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expressions of form, provide for him the necessary 

. » • « ' 

resistance to the flux and flow of existence. 

Prost does not meet the challenge of life's risks 

and change in the same manner as the existential philo

sophers do, but he does consciously meet them. It is his 

awareness of this human condition and his intrepid con-

frontation with it which give his position on the matter 

an existential slant. 
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'̂ifr#̂' CHAPTER VI 

SYSTEMS AND SCIENCE 

Existentialism is not a philosophic system. In 

fact, "existentialism itself is opposed to schematic and 

abstract answers about human facts."^ The existentialists 

tell us that "the philosopher or scientist who thinks he 

can freeze our human existence into a Siystem does so by 

substituting a pallid and abstract concept for the living 

and concrete reality."^ They accept a world which contains 

"contingency, discontinuity, and in which the centers of 

experience[are] Irreducibly plural and personal, as against 

a 'block' universe that [can] be enclosed in a single rational 

system."^ 

The existentialists make no attempt to rationally 

explain man in neglect of his Irrational nature. They 

realize that 

man cannot be understood in his totality by the 
natural sciences—physics, chemistry, biology, or 
purely behaviorist psychology—as the materialists 
have held. Man has expressed the truth of his 
existence in art and religion as well as science; 
we would get less than the truth about human life, 
if we left out any of these expressions of truth.^ 

•̂ Barrett, "What Is Existentialism?," 424. 

^Barrett, "What Is Existentialism?," 428. 

^Barrett, Irrational Man, 19. 

^Barrett, "What Is Existentialism?," 431. 

i I 
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:. Existentialism, then, reflects a distrust of. 

systems, for man's life does not conform to a complete 

rational ordering. Science is inadequate when it comes to 

an explanation of man, for science is based on rationalism, 

and a part of man is irrational. 

The viewpoint of the existentialist is again 

reflected in the poetry of Robert Prost. He, too, distrusts 

systems, for he finds life too Inconsistent and paradoxical 

to submit it to the rationality of systematization. He, 

too, finds the explanations of science to be inadequate 

explanations for the facts of human life. And, he, too, 

refuses to deny the heart of man, the irrational side of 

his nature, in favor of rationalism and reason. 

Frost's attitude toward systematization has clearly 

not gone unnoticed by himself or by critics. In the 

introduction to Edward Arlington Robinson's Kinp: Jaspers, 

Prost wrote, "Por ourselves, we should hate to be read for 

any theory upon which we might be supposed to write."^ In 

Fire and Ice. Lawrance Thompson writes that in the poetry 

of Robert Prost, it is impossible to find a systematic 

attitude toward life.^ And in An Introduction to Robert 

Frost, Elizabeth Isaacs says that Frost's ideas coincide 

with the existentialists who say that ". . .no life can 

^Prost, "Introduction to King Jaspers, x 

Thompson, 177. 
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be truly enclosed in any system since to exist as an 

individual at all is to strive, change, develop."7 

And Prost has a few things to say on the subject 

of rational ordering and systematization in the poems .them

selves. In "There Are Roughly Zones," the poet asks. 

What comes over a man, is it soul or mind-
That to no limits and bounds he can stay 
confined? 

Prost recognizes some impulse within man which 

does not admit to being contained. And not only does he 

see life as being uncontained, but he also wants life that 

way. The poem "Unharvested," though speaking of apples 

rather than the life of man, expresses his desire for 

incompleteness in life's plans. The poem is not devoid of 

human values. The poet writes, in the poem, of an apple 

tree whose fruit had not been harvested over the summer. 

As a result, the tree "had eased itself of its summer 

load." The apples, creating a "circle of solid red" on 

the ground, emitted a scent of sweetness and inspired the 

poet to write: 

May something go always unharvested I 
May much stay out of our stated plan. 
Apples or something forgotten and left. 
So smelling their sweetness would be no 
theft. 

Frost's attitude toward systematization is strongly 

and explicitly stated in "Boeotian": 

7 
Isaacs, 159. 
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I love to toy with the Platonic notion 
That wisdom need not be of Athens Attic, 
But well may be laconic, even Boeotian. 
At least I will not have it systematic. 

Robert Prost, then, has little sympathy for systems 

or systematizers. And his distrust of systems extends into 

science, man's ultimate attempt to systematize. He says 

that the limitations of knowledge, particularly human 

knowledge, is severe. His conviction is that the increase 

of scientific knowledge has not rendered useless the truths 

known to poets and philosophers through the ages.° Often 

in his poetry, "Prost plays humorously with the presump-

tuousness of any scientific mompmania which proposes to 

reduce life to rational intelligibility."^ He does so in 

"The Bear," "Why Wait for Science," and "A Reflex." 

"The Bear" compares man, trapped in the universe, 

to a bear trapped in a cage. He paces "back and forth" 

between telescope and microscope, or he rests from his 

"scientific tread" by sitting on his "fundamental butt" and 

At one extreme agreeing with one Greek, 
At the other agreeing with another Greek, 
Which may be thought, but only so to speak. 
A baggy figure, equally pathetic 
When sedentary and when peripatetic. 

Whether looking for ultimate answers with the aid of 

science's microscope and telescope or through philosophic 

Robert Pro 
214. 

%yatt Howe Waggoner, "The Humanistic Idealism of 
^rost," American Literature, XIII (November, 1941), 

^Thompson, 196. 
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speculation, man is "pathetic." 

"Why Wait for Science" expresses a similar deroga

tory attitude toward science: 

Sarcastic Science she would like to know. 
In her complacent ministry of fear. 
How we propose to get away from here 
When she has made things so we have to go 
Or be wiped out. Will she be asked to show 
Us how by rocket we may hope to steer 
To some star off there say a half light-year 
Through temperature of absolute zero? 
Why wait for Science to supply the how 
When any amateur can tell it now? 
The way to go should be the same 
As fifty million years ago we came— 
If anyone remembers how that was. 
I have a theory, but it hardly does. 

The poet's belief in the total inadequacy of science 

to really explain anything is revealed in "A Reflex": 

^ Hear my rigmarole. 
Science stuck a pole 
Down a likely hole 
And he got it bit. 
Science gave a stab 
And he got a grab. 
That was what he got. 
"Ah," he said, "Qui vive. 
Who goes there, and what 
ARE we to believe? 
That there is an It?" 

Thus, through his poetry, Robert Frost expresses 

a distrust of science. He finds no ultimate answers offered 

by science, and attempts to find such answers are merely 

amusing. The most that science can tell us is that there 

is an "It." 

Frost's reasoning for the inability of science and 

systems to contain man is similar to that of the existen

tialists: a certain part of man is simply not amenable 
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to rational understanding. Man has a heart, which is 

irrational, as well as a reasoning mind. Thompson says, 

Prost is not willing to be consistent in any philo
sophic system because he fluctuates between the 
rational and the irrational. A system of thought 
cannot encompass in rational terms the irrational* 
and continuous flux of matter and spirit••*̂ ^ 

Prost emphasized the importance of man's irrational 

nature in a conversation he once held with a young Ph.D. 

Prost said "that man could not dismiss his emotions 

altogether, and that the feelings that gave him power and 

led to wisdom were those feelings he.could not help having."^^ 

William Barrett, an existential spokesman, quotes 

Robert Prost as representing the existential viewpoint when 

he differentiates between what is science and what is not. 

Prost says. 

We're going to discriminate once and for all • . • 
what can be made a science of and can't be made a . 
science of. And we're going to settle that. There's 
a whole half of our lives that can't be made a 
science of, can't ever be made a science of.-'-̂  

Prost transformed into poetry his ideas about the 

irrational side of man—the heart as opposed to the mind. 

In "To a Thinker," he emphasizes the indisputable role of 

instinct in making a decision about the side to take on 

an argument: -.̂  

Prom force to matter and back to force. 
Prom form to content and back to form. 

•^^Thompson, 203. "̂ "'•Gould, 172. 

"^^Barrett, "What Is Existentialism?," 432 
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^rom norm to crazy and back to norm. 
Prom bound to free and back to bound. 
Prom sound to sense and back to sound. 
So back and forth. 

. . . Conversion has its place 
Not halfway down the scale of grace. 
So if you find you must repent 
Prom side to side in argument. 
At least don't use your mind too hard. 
But trust my instinct—I'm a bard. 

Prost calls on us to trust that avenue to truth called 

instinct. Then, he tells us to accept it, as opposed to 

mind, because he speaks with authority—he is a "bard." 

"Accidentally on Purpose" reflects the same 

struggle between the heart and the mind. The poem concludes 

with: 

And yet for all this help of head and brain 
How happily instinctive we remain. 
Our best guide upward further to the light. 
Passionate preference such as love at sight. 

In spite of his reasoning capacities, and in spite of the 

claims of science, man remains instinctive, irrational. 

"Our best guide upward further to the light" still remains 

our hearts, our "Passionate preference such as love at 

sight." 

Though Frost trusts his heart and his instinct, he 

does not deny nor berate the powers of the brain. Speaking 

of the sea in "Sand Dunes," he writes, 

She may know cove and cape. 
But she does not know mankind 
If by any change of shape. 
She hopes to cut off mind. 

Men left her a ship to sink: 
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They can leave her a boat as well: 
And be but more free to think 
Por the one more cast-off shell. 

No, Prost does not renounce the strength of mind 

and its necessity for the sustenance of life. But he does 

not place reason above feeling because it would be more 

systematic or scientific. Because life contains the 

opposite halves of reason and desire, so does his poetry.^^ 

He cannot bring reason and desire within the confines of a 

complete and logical system of thought, and he makes no 

attempt to do so. "This inconsistency—this refusal to 

pretend to be logical and complete—is the fierce radical 

trait that makes Robert Prost."^ 

As do the existentialists, Robert Prost vehemently 

repudiates all attempts to systematize the experience of 

being human. He sees science as being equipped to deal 

with only one half of the human condition—the objective, 

factual half. There is another half, though, "which can 

never be made a science of." And that half is the heart, 

desire, passion—the irrational nature of man which 

refuses to be subjected to the constraining force of 

rational systematization. Man has a capable brain which 

he should use, but Prost encourages man to accept the 

other side of himself and to listen to it. Robert Frost, 

in the manner of the existentialists, looks upon man-in his 

totality: he looks upon both heart and mind. 

•^^Thompson, 181. "'•̂ Gould, 174. 



CHAPTER YII 

REASON AND REASON'S LIMITS 

In emphasizing the non-rational side of man and 

elucidating the inadequacy of science and systems to 

explain man, the existentialists are telling us that man's 

ability to explain the mysteries of life through reason is 

limited. Until the advent of philosophers such as Kierke

gaard and Nietzsche, philosophers such as Hegel had been 

developing "totalitarian claims for reason."^ They argued 

that all aspects of life could be contained by reason. 

"If there are ethical and spiritual realities that concern 

us ultimately as human beings, Hegel argued, then these 

must be accessible to reason. Reason takes in all areas 

of human enterprise; nothing can be denied to it."^ 

But with Kierkegaard and Nietzsche, reason dis

covered its limitations. Kierkegaard argued that each 

individual "touches reality invmrdly in . . . moments of 

serious moral decision rather than in the detached specu

lations of reason."^ And Nietzsche argued that reason, 

as used by the natural sciences, could never explain man 

to himself. The rationale of science can explain the world 

^Barrett, "What Is Existentialism?," 428. 

^Barrett, "What Is Existentialism?," 427. 

^Barrett, "What Is Existentialism?," 428. 
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of natural objects, but when men ask what the world 

means, he steps beyond the explanations of reason.^ 

The message of the existentialist is, then, that 

reason has its bounds. Man is limited and cannot hope to 

comprehend, rationally, himself or the secrets of the 

universe. Man is a limited, finite creature. 

The poetry of Robert Frost reflects the existen

tialist's concern for man's limitations. Jean Gould 

records that Frost brooded over "the blindness of human 

nature, ever groping in the dark, despite occasional 

flashes of insight." And Thompson reports that Prost 

studied the relationships in life which suggest that the 

universe is ordered according to a "divine plan," but he 

did not suppose that he could unravel the mysteries of 

the divine. 

Frost's attitude toward man's inability to compre

hend the mysteries of life is revealed in the short poem, 

"The Secret Sits": 

We dance round in a ring and suppose. 
But the secret sits in the middle and knows. 

At best, we can only "suppose." Knowing is beyond the 

realm of mortal man. 

^Barrett, "What Is Existentialism?," 429. 

^Gould, 258. ^Thompson, 187. 
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The secret truths of life are elusive and 

reveal themselves to men in but quick and fleeting moments 

of personal discovery. "An Unstamped Letter in Our Rural 

Letter Box" tells of such a moment of recognition. The 

poet tramp has left a letter in a rural mail box to explain 

to the owners that he used their "Pasture for a camp." As 

he lay face up, watching the stars before he slept, he saw 

a shooting star. 

The largest firedrop ever formed 
Prom two stars having coalesced. 

At that moment, the tramp had the experience of discovery: 

. • . Inside the brain 
Two memories that long had lain. 
Now quivered toward each other, lipped 
Together, and together slipped; 
And for a moment all was plain 
That men have thought about in vain. 

All "That men have thought about in vain" was plain—but 

only for a moment. 

Another incident of personal discovery is recorded 

in "For Once, Then, Something." The poet is looking into 

a well, and as he watches the water, he tries to see 

beneath his reflection. 

Once, when trying with chin against a well-curb 
I discerned, as I thought, beyond the picture. 
Through the picture, a something white, uncertain. 
Something more of the depths—and then I lost it. 

.'.'. What was that whiteness? 
Truth? A pebble of quartz? Por once, then, 
something. 

Beneath the mystery of the well's dark water, the poet got 

a glimpse of- something, but it was such a fragmentary 



glimpse that he could not discern for sure what it was. ̂ ^ 

If it was truth, it was but a partial look, too quick to 

establish identity. 

"A Passing Glimpse" is another poem which indicates 

the poet's belief that man is not permitted to look closely 

at life's secrets. As the poet rides on a train, he sees 

• . • flowers from a passing car 
That are gone before I can tell what they are. 

He wonders as he hastily moves beyond the flowers if he 

might not have briefly glimpsed something never before 

seen by man: 

Was something brushed across my mind 
That no one on earth will ever find? 

Heaven gives its glimpses only to those 
Not in position to look too close. 

The existential philosopher admits the limitations 

of man. Though man cannot rationally solve the complex 

riddles of life, he continues in his attempt to spin out 

of the maze of complexity called life some answer, some 

justification for being. And any answer he finds is 

discovered in moments of fleeting personal insight. The 

poetry of Robert Frost reflects the existential view. 

"Neither Out Far Nor in Deep" is a synthesis of the idea. 

As men watch the sea, a traditional symbol for life and 

the life force. Frost realizes that 

They cannot look out far. 
They cannot look in deep. 
But when was that ever a bar 
To any watch they keep? 



CHAPTER VIII 

HERE AND NOW 

Modern man has become confused and confounded 

because he has lost his identity. He has lost it in civili. 

zation's steady movement toward secularization, speciali

zation, abstraction, and externalizatlon of life. "So long 

as religious faith retained its intensity, . . . irrational 

elements of human nature were accorded recognition and a 

central place in the total human economy." But when the 

modern world became secularized, faith became attenuated, 

and man, consequently, began to lose a part of his total 

self. With the surge of technology and science in modern 

history, man learned to live easily and familiarly with 

the abstractions of mathematical calculations and fictional 

descriptions of science. And he began to feel a "sense of 

rootlessness, vacuity, and the lack of concrete feelings."^ 

He was removed one step farther from the world and himself. 

When man began to reach extremes in the rational ordering 

of his society—in subdividing human labor, in controlling 

the collective living of massed populations, in regulating 

the economy—he Initiated the movement toward individual 

facelessness.-^ 

Barrett, Irrational Man, 28. 

^Barrett, Irrational Man, 31. 
3 
Barrett, Irrational Man, 30. 
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The result of all this secularization, abstraction, 

and specialization is "an extraordinary externalizatlon of 

life in our time." And the unique and total human indi

vidual who lies behind the external facade is lost. 

Existentialism has been defined as an attempt "to 

drag the balloon of the mind back to the earth of exper

ience,"^ an effort to halt the "divorce of mind from life" 

which is taking place in modern civilization. The basic 

task.of the existentialist is two-fold: to become an 

"authentic self in the world, rather, than in some "Platonic 

realm beyond time and history"' or in the externals of 

modern life. The existentialist attempts to recover the 

lost self, that self so easily displaced in the twentieth 

century 

To retrieve the individual in all his lostness and 

rootlessness, the subject matter of the existentialist is 

not ideas. The subject is the individual man—alone, 

singular, unique. And he must study man not in distant 

times nor in the theoretical conceptions of possibles and 

probables. He must study man as a temporal being, a being 

r 

Ml-' 

Barrett, Irrational Man, 31• 

^Barrett, Irrational Man, 18. 

Barrett, Irrational Man, 9. 

"^Barrett, "What Is Existentialism?," 434. 
o 

Barrett, Irrational Man, 13. 

^ji 'fi.. 
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related to both past and future, but above all, a being 

living In the "here and now."9 

Robert Frost shared the existentialists' concern 

for the present.moment, the uniqueness of each individual's 

hold on existence. Thompson has pointed out that Prost 

"is not troubled that the mind does not comprehend that 

which lies beyond human experience, for he is . . . content 

with the here and now."10 ĵ ĵ ^̂  ̂ s Frost himself said, 

"We're after ultimates, but we have to content ourselves 

with individual composings in the main."-^^ In his poetry, 

then. Frost's concern is this world, this earth, the 

individual living in the "here and now." Since the infinite 

is beyond comprehension. Frost's opinion is that little 

12 should be said about it. 

Frost's rejection of concern for that which lies 

beyond the experience of this world is evident in "The 

Strong Are Saying Nothing": 

Wind goes from farm to farm in wave on wave, 
But carries no cry of what is hoped to be. 
There may be little or much beyond the grave. 
But the strong are saying nothing until they see. 

Because this life is enough for the poet, he will 

say nothing of what lies beyond the grave. He expresses 

this same concern for his present situation in "Desert 

^Barrett, "What Is Existentialism?," 434. 

^^Thompson, 193. ^^Cox, 70 

l^Isaacs, 78. 
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Places. The poem relates the poet's experience of 

watching the snow cover a field. As he watches the blanket 

of whiteness increase, he is filled with a sense of lone

liness. He concludes: 
They cannot scare me with their empty spaces 
Between stars—on stars where no human race is. 
I have it in me so much nearer home 
To scare myself with my own desert places. 

Do not give Prost empty spaces on distant stars to worry 

about. He has his own "desert places" "much nearer home." 

The poem emphasizes the problem of a man living in the 

"here and now" rather than in that zone of speculation 

occupied by philosopher and scientist. -̂  

"In the Home Stretch" stresses, again, the 

necessity that man live in his present state of life. A 

city couple has moved to the country, and the husband is 

questioning himself about what he knows and of what is to 

come. His wife chides him with 

, . . 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. 

So life is a middle, every moment a middle. And the 

person must content himself with "individual composings." 

Prost gives his reaction in poetry to people who 

try to comprehend the whole of human existence to explain 

their current condition in "The Lesson for Today." He says, 

•̂ Isaacs, 160. 

di 
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They've tried to grasp too much social fact 
Too large a situation. 

Man, then, according to Prost, cannot cope with 

that which lies beyond the grave, on distant stars, or 

with anything which lies outside the realm of experience. 

Nor can he grapple with "too large a situation." He must, 

in the manner of the existentialist, be content with his 

"own desert places," the "middles" of life. "The place 

to probe is into the mystery of human experience on earth, 

rather than into the hidden mystery of that which is beyond 

our vision."-^^ Man must be as in "A Drumlin Woodchuck" 

Prost says he has been: 

. . . instinctively thorough 
About ray crevice and burrow. 

Just as Frost censures man for worrying about 

distant stars and situations too large for him, so he 

castigates him for troubling over abstract Platonic notions. 

Prost was no Platonist.^^ He tells us that " . . . the 

All's a concept self-conceived." And in "Build Soil—A 

Political Pastoral," he tells us, "There is no love." 

There is no ideal love, that is; there is no love beyond 

the confines of earth. 

There's only love of men and women, love 
Of children, love of friends, of men, of God, 
Divine love, human love, parental love. 

There is only particular love, individual love. Love does 

l^Thompson, 187. ^^Thompson, 192. 
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not exist in any Platonic realm; it is found only on 

earth among men. 

Prost found no reason to seek reality in any 

sphere higher than earth. He expresses the idea in "Bond 

and Free." In the poem, he admits that while love is 

bound to the earth, "Thought has shaken his ankles free" 

and may pursue whatever he may through the heavens. And, 

His gains in heaven are what they are. 
Yet some say Love by being thrall 
And simply staying possesses all 
In several beauty that Thought fares far 

To find fused in a distant star. 

The poet does not rebel "against the bondage which holds 

him with love and thought to the humble confines of earth."-'•" 

He does not need to find anything "fused in a distant star." 

The earth provides reality enough. 

The same idea is found in "Wild Grapes." Prost 

has a young girl admit that she has not taken the "first 

step in knowledge" by letting go with her mind. Though 

she might like to let go with the mind, the heart is another 

matter: 
. . . The mind—is not the heart. 

I may yet live, as I know others live. 
To wish in vain to let go with the mind— 

. . . but nothing tells me 
That I need to learn to let go with the heart. 

The girl is not totally convinced that she needs to release 

her mind from the confines of earth. But she has no doubt 

-^^Thompson, 201. 



about the heart. It belongs on earth. ^^ 

If Prost does ever wish to leave the earth in 

favor of a more ideal realm, he does not want to stay gone 

long. As he says in "Birches," he wants "no fate" to 

. , ̂  ,^ . . . willfully misunderstand me 
And half grant what I wish and snatch me away 
Not to return. Earth's the right place for love. 

But if he does go, "That would be good both going and 

coming back." Though he might briefly leave earth, he 

always comes back. In existential fashion, he "has 

perpetually to return to the solid earth of the human con

dition for refueling."^'^ 

The necessity of man's living in the "here and now" 

is to insure that he does not lose himself midst the exter

nalizatlon of the modern world. Of course, man does live 

in the world with all its pitfalls, but before he can go 

"meaningfully outward into the world," he must go "inward 

and downward into the Self."^^ He must live with the stark 

reality of himself as a temporal and limited being. 

Because society tends to form man to its own 

convenience, at expense of the self. Frost was critical 

of such social institutions as schools and colleges because 

they are too likely to superimpose artificial concepts on 

the individual instead of encouraging the student to 

'̂ '''Barrett, "What Is Existentialism?," 433. 

^^Barrett, "What Is Existentialism?," 434. 



discover himself as an individual.^9 His fear is that ^ 

m an attempt to go out to the world, the individual will 

neglect himself. He appropriately warns man that 

We're ̂ always too much out or too much in. 
At^present from a cosmical dilation 
We re so much out that the odds are against 
Our ever getting inside affain. 
But inside in is where we We got to get. 
My friends all know I*m interpersonal. 
But long before I'm interpersonal 

Away way down inside I'm personal. 

This warning is timed well for twentieth century man who 

makes such desperate flights from self into the world or 

into interpersonal relations that he consigns to oblivion 

his own individuality. 

"Any Size We Please" also emphasizes the importance 

of tempering the outward movement of self with inward 

movement: 
No one was looking at his lonely case. 
So like a half-mad outpost sentinel 
Indulging an absurd dramatic spell. 
Albeit not without some shame of face. 
He stretched his arms out to the dark of space 
And held them absolutely parallel 
In infinite appeal. Then saying, 'Hell' 
He drew them in for warmth of self-embrace. 
He thought if he could have his space all curved 
Wrapped in around itself and self-befriended. 
His science needn't get him so unnerved. 
He had been too all out, too much extended. 
He slapped his breast to verify his purse 
And hUK.eed himself for all his universe* 'OO' 

The man in the poem, having extended himself tov/ard the 

universe, returns to himself for all his universe. He 

19 
Thompson, 215. 



realizes that as long as he can have his life's space 

wrapped around him, "science needn't get him so unnerved." 

Under such conditions, he is assured of his selfhood, his 

individuality. 

In "A Lone Striker," Prost makes his protest against 

technological progress which demands that workers be regi

mented, specialized, and departmentalized, all in neglect 

of the individual worker who, in spite of the modern world, 

is still human. 

The swinging mill bell changed its rate 
To tolling like the count of fate, 
And though at that the tardy ran. 
One failed to make the closing gate. 
There was a law of God or man 
That on the one who came .too late 
The gate for half an hour be locked. 
His time be lost, his pittance docked. 

The young man stood there, feeling "rebuked and "unemployed." 

That's where the human still came in. 

He knew a path that wanted walking; 
He laiew a spring that wanted drinking; 
A thought that wanted further thinking; 
A love that wanted re-renewing. 

So he left, wishing the factory "all the modern speed." 

He became a lone striker against the factory, against 

the technology, against the society which would permit 

such neglect of the human being. 

Being concerned with the "here and now" and indi

vidual identity. Frost, like the existentialists, returned 

the "balloon of the mind back to the earth of actual 

experience." He portrayed life as it is in daily life, not 
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as it is hoped for in some far off nether world. "The 

stuff of his poetry was everyday life, the vital joys and 

tragedies."*^ In his dramatic narratives, he reached his 

peak in writing about the world of actual experience. 

Prom the New England legends he collected around the 

countryside, he shaped poems "full of dramatic power, the 

conflict of human emotions." One has only to read 
I 

"The Black Cottage," "The Housekeeper," "The Death of the 

Hired Man," "The Code," "The Mountain," "The Ax Helve," 

or any of the other dramatic narratives to realize that 

here is "life's undress rehearsal"; here is life as it is 

in fact—simple, puzzling, complex, undressed, unrehearsed, 

real. No "balloon of the mind" is found in these poems— 

only the "earth of actual experience." 

Modern.man, collectively speaking, may have lost 

himself among the liabilities of modern life—among 

abstractions, specialization, secularization, externali

zatlon—but Robert Frost did not. He never lost sight 

of his own individuality, nor did he lose sight of it in 

others. His poems stand as evidence that his prime concern 

was the "here and now," that he rejected Platonic 

abstractions, that he kept his heart and mind on the 

realities of actual experience. His concern for these 

matters align his ideas with the existential philosophers 

20Gould, 256. ^^Gould, 82. 



who make a profession of warning man that he is "too 

far out" and that his strength for life must come from 

the uniqueness of himself and "the solid state of the 

human condition." 

63 
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CHAPTER IX 

OPTIMISM AND PESSIMISM 

One of the criticisms most frequently levelled 

against existentialism is that it is too somber, too 

pessimistic, too much a "postwar mood" of nihilism and 

despair. It is a philosophy of life, critics say, with 

an intemperate concern for life's suffering, loneliness, 

mutability, and limitations. Its view of modern man is 

too abject.^ 

Though, like the existentialists, Prost, in his 

poetry, deals with life in all its totality—its suffering, 

loneliness, mutability, and limitations—his view of man is 

not inordinately concerned with life's negativity. 

Man is not deprived, in Frost's poems, of the 
essentially human characteristics, reason, faith, 
love, courage; neither is he portrayed as forlornly 
and precariously perched, a chem.ical accident, a 
cosmic joke.^ 

As one critic has pointed out. Frost "is Aristotle's 

golden mean dressed in American overalls."^ He looks at 

the whole of life—all of its extrem.es—then takes the 

middle road. Thus, because a sense of human despair does 

not dominate his thinking, the comparison between Frost 

•̂ Barrett, Irrational Man, 10. 

^V/aggonor, American Literature, XIII, 348. 

^Robert G. Berkelman, "Robert Frost and the Kiddle 
Way," Collepie Enpilish. Ill (January, 1942), 348. 
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and the existentialists begins to weaken. It weakens ^^ 

because, in a word, Prost is more optimistic, "if the stars 

look down with neither love nor hate for you and me, we need 

not conclude that we are in an alien universe."^ 

Prost is possessed by a faith that the various 

inconsistencies of life, the changes man perceives, are all 

ordered according to some design which man is incapable of 

rationally comprehending. He believes that man's acts are 

determined by a design foreknown "only with some sort of 

emotion."5 All we can do is to trust that design. 

In "Design," the poet indicates his belief in an 

unknown intention which orders the elements of this world. 

He tells of a white spider, a moth, and a flower which 

by chance are brought together. They are 

Assorted characters of death and blight 
Mixed ready to begin the morning right. 

The trio form a pleasant picture to behold, and it is 

also the proper mixture "to begin the morning right." He 

wonders. 

What had that flower to do with bein̂ ; white. 
The wayside blue and innocent heal-all? 
What brought the kindred spider to that height. 
Then steered the white moth thither in the night? 
What but design of darkness to appall?— 
If design govern in a thing so small. 

The design might be the design of darkness, an unknowable 

mystery; the darkness might at times appall. Yet still. 

4 
Waggoner, American Literature, XIII, 223. 

5cox, 78. 
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there is design in "a thing so small." 

Frost's trust in the ultimate design of chance is 

further evident in "Acceptance": 

Now let the night be dark for all of me. 
Let the night be too dark for me to see 
Into the future. Let what will be, be. 

And in "Maple," the poet describes what can happen 

if man thwarts the rules of chance. At the request of 

her mother dying in childbirth, a young girl is named Maple 

Throughout her life, the name was a source of mystery and 

wonder to the girl. Why was she not named Mabel? But it 

was Maple. 

What was it about her name? Its strangeness lay 
In having too much meaning. . . . 

Her problem was to find out what it asked 
In dress or manner of the girl who bore it. 

Her name determined the course of her life. It 

gave her a sense of specialness, and it led to her meeting 

the man she married. She pursued the significance of her 

name throughout her life. 

Thus had a name with meaning given in death 
Made a girl's marriage, and ruled her life. 
No matter that the meaning was not clear. 
A name with meaning could bring up a child. 
Taking the child out of his parents hands. 
Better a meaningless name, I should say, 
As leaving more to nature and happy chance. 

The name ruled out chance and dictated a plan for 

the girl's life. Though the name gave desi-n, Frost would 

still prefer another type of design. He is optimistic 

enough to prefer the design of "nature and happy chance." 
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Thus, for Robert Prost, life's prospectus of. 

chance is not a redoubtable vista. He optimistically 

believes that life's lottery will eventually lend Itself 

.to a panorama ordered by something beyond the discernment 

of man. Thus, he implies, in contrast to the existen

tialists, that man does not have to spin his meaning out 

of his own nothingness. To be sure, man does have a part 

in creating his meaning, but his meaning is also somehow 

implicit within the human condition. 

Not only is Frost more optimistic about life's 

chances than the existentialists, but he is also more 

confident that man will manage to endure upon the earth. 

In his poetry, he rebuffs the fears and anxieties of 

twentieth century existentialists that modern man, possess

ing the power to bring about his total obliteration, might 

eventually produce his own non-existence. As he says in 

"A-Wishing Well": 

I'm assured at any rate 

Man's practically inexterminate. 

And in "Our Hold on the Planet," he testifies to 

his faith that nature, including human nature, will not 
yield itself to man's destruction. 

There is much in nature against us. But we 
forget: 

Take nature altogether since time began, 
Including human nature, in peace and war. 
And it must be a little more in favor of man. 
Say a fraction of one per cent at the very le-̂ st, 
Or our number living wouldn't be steadily more, 
Our hold on the planet wouldn't have so increased. 
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Though human nature could beget the nullification 

of man, Prost is less concerned about annihilation due to 

human causes than he is about destruction due to physical 

causes beyond the control of man. He says in "It Bids 

Pretty Pair," 

The play seems out for an almost infinite run. 
Don't worry a little thing like the actors 
fighting. 

The only thing I worry about is the sun. 
We'll be all right if nothing goes wrong with 

the lighting. 

When it comes to optimism, then, the poetry of 

Robert Prost cannot be equated with the existentialists' 

philosophy. Prom existentialism emerges a sense of 

dejection and pessimism. But Prost, though he is no 

stranger to life's depressions (he is "acquainted with the 

night"), does not concede to an abject view of life. His 

poetry attests that life has form, meaning, design—the 

design of chance--even though man is blind to it. And he 

is certain that man will endure. Impersonal nature is 

not likely to terminate his existence, nor is human nature. 

.Jti:tiA 
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CONCLUSION 

In this .thesis, I have demonstrated that many of 

the ideas of Robert Frost, as revealed in his poetry and in 

his life, are closely aligned with those of the existential 

philosophers. Por the existentialist, the prime concern 

is man. Like the existentialists, Frost's main concern, 

too, is the human creature. As Louis Untermeyer has said 

of Frost, "Other poets have written about people. But 

Robert Frost's poems are the people."^ For both poet and 

existential philosopher, the Interpretation of man is 

subjective; there is no attempt to be objective. They 

write from their emotions as well as from their intellect. 

Their feelingjs about man are not discounted in favor of 

objectively knowing. And for both poet and philosopher, 

the scope of their writing includes the totality of life— 

the negative as well as the positive, the irratioaal as 

well as the rational. As a point of initial comparison, 

then, Robert Frost adheres to the basic tenets of existen

tialism: the topic is man; the interpretation is subjective: 

the scope of his writing is the total experience of living. 

But the comDarison of Robert Frost's ideas to those 

Louis Untermeyer, Commentary for New Enlarr:ed 
Pocket Antholon:y of Robert Frost's Poe-T.s, Robert Frost 
(New York: 'Washington Square Press, Inc., 1964), p. 16. 
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of existentialism progresses beyond these first points 

of contact. Both Prost and the existentialists define 

the basic conditions of human life in a similar manner. 

Both see man's relation to nature as one of paradox. The 

relationship is one in which man is a part of nature, and 

simultaneously, he is separate from it. Frost's view here 

jjomes, not from explicit statement, but from a reflection, 

in his poetry of the paradox of life. He is inconsistent 

in his attitude toward nature, one time lauding man for 

living in harmony with nature, another time approving of 

man's resistance to natural order—but only because man, 

the man of actual experience, does not, indeed cannot, be 

totally dominated by natural laws, nor can he be totally 

free of them. 

Frost also accepts, in existential manner, suffer

ing and loneliness as an inescapable part of the human 

situation. Both poet and philosopher understand that 

though man suffers, he does not want to be "put out of his 

misery," for to be removed from all suffering would be to 

be removed from life. And for both, loneliness is a 

perpetual condition of man which is not only a source of 

human despair, but also a catalyst for acts of human 

creativity, a condition which leads to self discovery and 

discovery of others. 

Both Frost and the existentialists have also faced 

the facts of risk and change in life. Because man extends 
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into the past and projects into the future, time is an 

important part of life to him. Consciously living through 

time as he does, he must face the inevitable changes which 

the passage of time brings. Prost and the existentialists 

have become acutely aware of life's changes and the 

apparent futile transience of life. Various existential 

philosophers propose diverse ways for man to establish his 

meaning in the face of impermanence and inconstancy. Frost 

has his solution too. It is daring to risk all on existence 

and attempting to establish permanence by opposing the drift 

of time. His method of resistance is to create form, to 

write poems. 

Like the existentialists, too. Frost is a critic of 

science and philosophic systems. Both Frost and the 

existentialists believe that man's essence cannot be con

tained within the confines of any system. And they both 

reject the attempts of science to explain away man or to • 

offer ultimate answers to life's mysteries. 

Both Frost and the existentialists also admit the 

limitations of man. They both realize that man is blind 

to ultimate truths and that he can never hope to com.pre-

hend them. Yet he will continue to look for the answers 

to the puzzles of existence. 

Being limited, forbidden to see ultimates, man 

must be content with "individual composings," "middles," 

the "here and now." Yet, in the modern world, man inclines 



.toward an externalizatlon of life which ignores the hard"̂ ^ 

,,factuality and immediacy of life. The result of this 

externalizatlon is a loss of self. Thus, the attempt of 

.the existentialist is to keep the heart and mind of man 

earthbound. Only on the solid earth of actual experience 

can man encounter his own identity and the meaning of 

existence. 

Like the philosophy of the existentialists, the 

poetry of Robert Prost is oriented toward the "here and 

now." He has little to say about that which lies beyond 

the realm of human experience, and he admonishes those 

who attempt to get too far away from the present and real 

conditions of life. He encourages the pursuit of life on 

earth rather than in some abstract Platonic realm. And 

to prevent the loss of self so common to moderns, he 

encourages a discovery of self before discovering the 

universe; he encourages being personal before being inter

personal. 

Thus, because man is fundamentally limited to his 

present situation and because modern man has attempted to 

extract himself from the real conditions of life and from 

his own identity in the process of externalizatlon. Frost 

and the existentialists adopt as a basic theme of their 

writing the view that life is a proposition to be settled 

in the "here and now." 

Though the ideas in Robert Frost's poetry and the 
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fundamentals of existentialism are similar on many 

points, there is a difference: Frost is more optimistic.̂  

Even after viewing the negative side of life—its suffering, 

loneliness, risks, changes, transience—Prost still trusts 

that it all adds up to some grand scheme, some plan, some 

design. Where the existentialist often has to find meaning 

in nothingness, Prost is always left with something, an 

unknowable something, yet still something. 

Existentialism also frequently turns out men look

ing like "gaunt skeletons," naked and absurd.^ But the men 

in Frost's poetry are never absurd; they are never deprived 

of characteristics essentially human. Frost does not Ignore 

the negative side of life, but he does not dwell dispropor

tionately upon it. The very fact that his subjects are 

human precludes the possibility that they are without mean

ing. Because man is human, he will create his meaning. 

In contrast to the existentialists, too. Frost 

has faith, in a world which threatens to destroy itself, 

that man will continue to survive, to endure. He does 

not foresee the extermination of the human race due to any 

form of nature--including human nature. 

Yet, in spite of these differences, the ideas 

in the poetry of Robert Frost are remarkably similar to the 

ideas of the existentialists. Fundamentally, both poet 

2Barrett, Irrational Man, 28. 
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and philosopher are concerned that man remain uniquely 

human in a world which encourages depersonalization and 

loss of self. The effort of existentialism has been 

described as an attempt "to decide whether this coming 

epoch shall be the Age of Man or the Age of Mathematical 

Physics."5 The poetry of Robert Frost, like the philosophy 

of the existentialists, has made its bid in favor of man. 

^Barrett, "What Is Sxistentialism?," 434. 
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