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Introduction 

In an age in which Modernism was at its peak, the apparent simplicity of Robert Frost’s poetry 

seemed to provide a refreshing alternative. Many critics have tried to debunk this widespread 

image of Frost, highlighting how this assumption prevents readers from truly grasping the 

meaning of his poetry. Disagreement, however, is an everyday occurrence when it comes to 

discussing Frost’s poems. As Durham puts it: 

The reader may discover this lack of agreement simply by glancing at the opening lines 

of several articles on Frost’s poetry. It has become fashionable to begin, as I am doing, 

by telling the reader that the critics who have gone before have misrepresented Frost. 

(57)  

This lack of agreement concerns various aspects of Frost’s poetry, one of them being the 

possible traditions which have influenced his poetic production. Comparisons to Emerson and 

Wordsworth are certainly not infrequent, with some critics even going as far as to define Frost 

as a Romantic poet. This hypothesis, however, is in sharp contrast with what Randall Jarrell 

called “The Other Frost”, an expression used as the title of one of his essays. “Everybody knows 

what the regular Frost is” (28), he maintains, referring to his established reputation as a 

“sensible, tender, humorous poet who knows all about trees and farms and folks in New 

England” (29). Nonetheless, anyone who has tried to scratch the surface of Frost’s poems might 

find this reading to be somewhat reductive. Far from being “obvious, optimistic, orthodox”, 

Jarrell later explains, Frost’s poetry is “extraordinarily subtle and strange”, revealing an attitude 

that “at its most extreme, makes pessimism seem a hopeful evasion” (30). It could be argued 

that these are not exactly the words which one would use to describe a Romantic poet, thus 

coming to the conclusion that, apart from a keen interest in nature, there appears to be nothing 

particularly Romantic in Robert Frost’s poetry. 
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The assumption that Frost is not a Romantic poet does not rule out the possibility of 

having been influenced by authors who are traditionally understood to pertain to this literary 

movement. It would be unrealistic, in fact, to believe that the poetic production of one author 

can be completely free from any ties with other writers. A poet might decide to imitate another 

author, or to integrate only those aspects that fit into his or her own artistic vision. Inspiration, 

therefore, can take many forms, and it is not necessarily something that is done intentionally. 

In his essay “The Prerequisites”, Frost explicitly states the fact that there exist unavoidable 

connections between poems (and poets): 

A poem is better read in the light of all the other poems ever written. We read A the 

better to read B (we have to start somewhere; we may get very little out of A). We read 

B the better to read C, C the better to read D, D the better to go back and get something 

more out of A. Progress is not the aim, but circulation. (815)   

According to Frost, there are no prerequisites to read poetry. The reading experience of one 

poem, however, can be enriched by keeping in mind all the other poems as well. And once D 

has been read, it is possible to go back to A to finally grasp some new nuance of meaning which 

could not have been noticed without the aid of poem D.  

By describing this sort of never-ending cycle where all poems are in some way 

connected to one another, Frost unintentionally gives credit to the work of those critics who 

have tirelessly tried to identify the possible literary traditions that have shaped his poetry. In 

line with this, this thesis constitutes an attempt to verify whether it is plausible to think of Frost 

as a poet in the same mould as Wordsworth. It is not a rare occurrence, in fact, for critics to 

place Frost in the same literary strand as Wordsworth, especially when taking into account 

Frost’s nature poetry. Greiner maintains that any study concerned with such a topic should 

begin with some considerations on Frost’s speech “A Tribute to Wordsworth” (142), and this 

thesis is going to be no exception. On the occasion of the centenary of Wordsworth’s death in 
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1950, Frost gave a talk at Cornell University, which was then transcribed and published in the 

Cornell Library Journal in 19701. Apart from Frost’s famous claim about North of Boston, 

where, according to his words, he “dropped to an everyday level of diction that even 

Wordsworth kept above” (Sheehy et al. 132), this talk constitutes a rare example of Frost 

explicitly commenting on the Romantic poet. Not surprisingly, he does so in terms that could 

easily be misunderstood. He begins by highlighting the brevity of Wordsworth’s major period, 

immediately clarifying that he does not intend to take away from him at all (Lea 83). He deflects 

the attention from Wordsworth multiple times, and whenever he goes back to his main subject, 

he does so in a way that comes off as ironic or backhanded (83). He praises the “insipidity” of 

Wordsworth’s poetry, claiming that its “lovely banality” is what really defines the so-called 

“essential Wordsworth” (84). He claims that he read Wordsworth as he read “almost anything”, 

reducing the importance of the Romantic poet to that of every other author (83). He explains 

that he would have loved to read the poem “Michael” to his audience, if it were not for the fact 

that he had looked at it that afternoon, only to find out that it “went on page after page” (84). 

“It had made a better impression on me than that”, he proceeds to remark regarding “Michael” 

(84). It might be objected that these comments are not exactly flattering or suitable for an 

occasion which was supposed to commemorate the memory of the late poet. Greiner, on the 

other hand, argues that Frost did not use certain adjectives in a pejorative sense, but that he 

actually managed to see the affinity that related him to Wordsworth (143). After all, it is 

precisely this banality that allowed Wordsworth to write lines which have the power of 

penetrating “right down into the soul of man”, as Frost himself claimed in his speech (143).  

 
1 Unfortunately, I was not able to retrieve the original transcription of Frost’s speech on time, as it is apparently 
only available in the United States. Since it is undeniably relevant to the scope of this thesis, I have decided to 
borrow some quotations from those critics, namely Sydney Lea and Donald J. Greiner, who managed to have 
access to it.  
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Frost, however, replied reluctantly – and often ironically – to those critics who tried to 

discuss with him the possible authors who have influenced his poetry, giving answers that are 

almost in contrast with what he wrote in “The Prerequisites”. In an interview which appeared 

in 1960 in The Paris Review, Richard Poirier asked Frost if he “read much in the Romantic 

poets”, referring in particular to Wordsworth (Lathem 229). Frost’s attitude is similar to the 

one he displayed in his “A Tribute to Wordsworth”, responding elusively with “No, you 

couldn’t pin me there. Oh, I read all sorts of things” (229). Poirier, however, was clearly not 

ready to throw the towel, and proceeded to ask if there was a specific writer he had felt 

particular admiration for when he started writing poetry (229). Frost drily responded that he 

was “the enemy of that theory”, referring to the idea that “you should play the sedulous ape to 

anybody” (229). After this, Poirier attempted once more to prompt Frost to provide a definite 

answer to his question, only to be dismissed again:  

INTERVIEWER: Did you ever feel any affinity between your work and any other 

poet’s? 

FROST: I’ll leave that for somebody else to tell me. I wouldn’t know. (230) 

Frost, then, was apparently critical of Wordsworth sometimes, and he refrained from explicitly 

establishing any possible tie between his poetry and that of the Romantic poet. Also taking into 

account that Frost could be somewhat of a “verbal trickster”, Fleissner maintains that this 

should not be taken as an utter dismissal of the influence Wordsworth had on his works (313-

314). Possibly, it is precisely because he was well aware of the impact Wordsworth had on his 

poetic production that he decided to deflect any conversation on the topic through irony and 

vagueness.  

Despite Frost’s thoughts, which are only partially traceable through his scarce 

comments on the matter, it has been widely acknowledged that there exists some sort of 

connection between the two poets. In line with this school of thought, this thesis will attempt 



 
 

5 

to draw a comparison between Frost and Wordsworth, with the purpose of identifying their 

affinities, while also recognising the instances in which they go in different directions. To do 

so, I have decided to focus on four themes that both poets show an interest in, namely nature, 

the pastoral, the idea of loneliness, and the gothic. As previously stated, critics generally tend 

to believe that Frost and Wordsworth resemble each other due to the way in which they deal 

with nature in their poetry, thus the tendency to read Frost as a poet in the same mould as 

Wordsworth. The idea behind this thesis was to identify other – more or less recurrent – themes 

of their poetry in order to see if this comparison could additionally be extended to other areas. 

Nature poetry, however, will not be neglected, and the legitimacy of this comparison will be 

questioned even as far as this theme is concerned. Each chapter will discuss one of these 

themes, exactly in the order in which they have been mentioned here. After having explored 

the most relevant critical approaches to a certain area, each chapter will delve into the analysis 

of multiple poems, thus providing textual evidence to support any argument regarding the 

possible similarities – or differences – that define the relationship between the two poets. The 

ultimate goal is to point out in which ways Frost conforms to Wordsworth (if he does at all), 

while never disregarding the originality and modernity of his approach.    

Chapter 1 will begin by exploring the differences in the treatment of nature that come 

from being an American or English writer, additionally evaluating the American poets that 

might have influenced Frost’s approach to nature poetry. The subsequent sections of the 

chapter will be devoted to an overview of the way in which Frost and Wordsworth feature the 

seasons in their poetry, while the last section will discuss their pantheistic tendencies – or lack 

thereof. Chapter 2, on the other hand, will first focus on Frost and Wordsworth’s ties to the 

pastoral tradition, taking into account various critical stances on the matter. The following 

section, however, will argue that both poets tend to merge pastoral and georgic elements in 

their poetry, a discussion that will be supported by the analysis of various poems which are 
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generally labelled as pastoral. Moving on from the genre of the pastoral, Chapter 3 will be 

centred on the various ways in which a person can be alone. The difference between loneliness, 

solitude, and alienation will be clarified, and a brief insight into the poets’ lives will be provided 

in order to achieve a better understanding of their direct relationship with this theme. The 

subsequent sections will employ the definitions which have been provided at the beginning of 

the chapter to explore how these concepts are represented in their poetry, and whether any 

similarities between the two poets can be traced. Lastly, Chapter 4 will explore a different area 

than the ones mentioned so far, namely that of the gothic and the supernatural. Having first 

assessed how these poets are generally understood to have engaged with the gothic, the last 

section of this thesis will provide some examples of possible gothic traits in their works, also 

discussed in light of Frost’s frequent use of irony.     
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1. Nature Poetry 

1.1 Frost and Nature Poetry: Between American and English Romanticism 

Due to the widespread presence of natural settings in his poetry, critics have frequently labelled 

Robert Frost as a ‘nature poet’ comparable to the nature poets par excellence Wordsworth and 

Emerson. Frost’s unique approach, however, appears to bring into question this comparison, 

leaving critics to wonder whether he is a nature poet in the same mould as Wordsworth, a 

fundamentally modern writer, a mix of both, or possibly neither. Interestingly enough, Frost 

did not find himself in agreement with being labelled as a nature poet. In an interview, he 

clarified that despite having been called a nature poet “because of the background”, in his 

poetry “there’s always something else” in addition to nature (Lathem 114). According to him, 

after having had nature poetry for “a hundred years”, it was now time to shift focus to a “human 

foreground” (35). This is precisely what Frost sets out to do in his poetry, which is mainly 

concerned with the “drama of man in nature” (M. Montgomery 138). By his own admission, 

in fact, he only wrote a few poems without humans in them (138). This aspect of his poetry 

seems to already set him apart from the Romantics like Wordsworth, as Frost’s purpose appears 

to be that of using nature to say something about human psychology rather than expecting 

nature to be the absolute holder of truth willing to provide answers to its attentive observers. 

Baym objects to Frost being associated with Wordsworth and Emerson by noting that there 

exist multiple valid ways of being a nature poet, even when nature is not necessarily related to 

some sort of “transcendental doctrine” as is the case with the Romantics (713-714). In his 

poetry, then, Frost seems to conform to his supposed predecessors in certain cases, whether 

intentionally or not, while simultaneously offering innovative perspectives, as shall be 

discussed. To achieve a better understanding of where Frost stands in this tradition, and to 

possibly evaluate to what extent he was influenced by Wordsworth’s nature poetry, it is worth 

addressing the differences in the development of English and American Romanticism. 
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In his article “Frost and the American View of Nature”, Griffith observes how Frost’s 

poetry does present certain elements that can be classified as modern; still, those characteristics 

that are generally associated with 19th century Romanticism seem to be at the forefront, with 

Man and nature being his main concerns (21). Yet, Griffith argues that, when carefully 

analysing Frost’s poems, it becomes evident that his supposedly Romantic attitude does not 

wholly conform to the tradition of English Romanticism (22) – and, as a consequence, to 

Wordsworth. The main difference in Frost’s attitude seems to lie in his scepticism towards 

nature and its possible teachings (22), and also in the difficulties that derive from trying to 

communicate with nature and its creatures. The poem “Two Look at Two” is an apt example. 

The famous encounter between the two lovers and the two animals, a doe and a buck, happens 

with a “tumbled wall” dividing them; the wall even has “barbed-wire binding” (Frost 211), 

almost signalling that its crossing would mean entering a territory where Man is not welcome. 

The two lovers attribute human thoughts to the doe and the buck, but the reader must keep in 

mind that this is all part of their personal interpretation. The animals, in fact, seem to have little 

interest in the presence of the two humans, passing along the wall “unscared” (212). The buck 

appears to almost invite them to “stretch a proffering hand” (212), but this close encounter does 

not take place, and the buck too passes along the wall, almost with indifference. The insistent 

repetition of “as if” emphasises the illusion that is part of this meeting, and the last two lines 

are particularly significant in this sense. In “As if the earth in one unlooked-for favour / Had 

made them certain earth returned their love” (212) the key words are precisely “As if”, leaving 

the reader wondering whether earth was actually willing to return their love or if it was simply 

an assumption made by the two lovers, similar to the thoughts attributed to the doe and the 

buck in the preceding lines. Communicating with nature and its creatures, then, is not as 

straightforward in Frost as it was for the Romantics. There are dividing walls between Man 

and nature, and even when Man feels in empathy with the natural world, there is still something 
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that suggests it might all be an illusion. This difficulty is to be attributed to the ambiguity of 

nature itself, which appears to be cryptic in its teachings, shying away from a possible 

connection with humans. While the ‘darkness’ and supposed negativity of Frost’s 

representation of nature will be discussed in the following section, the purpose here is to 

provide a possible explanation for Frost’s approach.  

As Griffith notes, the main difference between American and English Romanticism lies 

in the dominating ideas preceding the development of these literary movements. While during 

the 17th century in England nature was perceived as decaying, the same cannot be said about 

America, where nature was conceived as part of everyday life, with humankind being 

inevitably immersed in it (23). The Puritans already viewed Nature as a teacher whose lessons 

had been sent directly by God (24), a tendency that would remain unchanged even about one 

century later. This tendency, however, cannot be found in Frost, since he does not seem to 

associate nature with the spiritual. Be that as it may, what is significant is that when American 

Romanticism began to develop, writers such as Emerson continued to approach nature in a way 

fairly similar to that of the Puritans, especially because Americans did not perceive the same 

need as the English to rekindle Man’s relationship with nature, as that relationship already 

existed and did not require strengthening. This can be attributed to the essentially different 

landscapes that accompanied English and American Romanticism. In a certain sense, it can be 

said that for the Americans, nature was always readily available, as theirs was a largely rural 

territory characterised by the widespread presence of unsettled land (26). European Romantics 

were not familiar with what Tony Tanner defined as a “sense of space, of vast unpeopled 

solitudes”, with those “measureless oceans of space” which constituted such a formative 

experience for early American Romantic writers (97). This meant that, for the Puritans and for 

the generations after them at least until the first phase of Romanticism, there was nothing 

strange in looking for kinship with nature since it was such a prevailing force in their lives. 



 
 

10 

Attributing a spiritual dimension to nature and believing that Man should rely on it to 

receive answers were inherent characteristics both of English and American Romanticism. 

Nonetheless, Griffith argues that there were some American writers who, during what he calls 

the second phase of Romanticism, started to partly distance themselves from such a conception 

of nature (27). This aspect of American Romanticism is incredibly relevant as it is precisely 

there that the seeds of Frost’s approach to nature can be found. In this strand of American 

Romanticism, the need to connect with nature is still felt, and the hope that such a connection 

will be fruitful is still present. However, these expectations seem to be consistently left 

unfulfilled by unsatisfactory outcomes (27). In other words, there exists some sort of barrier 

between Man and nature, with nature no longer being able to provide the answers and kinship 

humankind requires. This does not necessarily mean that nature is viewed as an intentionally 

hostile force; but in writers like Emily Dickinson, Griffith identifies the germ of one of the 

main aspects of Frost’s approach to nature, namely the idea that humankind cannot possibly 

have access to all its secrets. The following poems will clarify this point. In the poem “Nature—

the Gentlest Mother”, Dickinson describes nature as a loving force “Impatient of no Child”, 

additionally characterised by “infinite Affection— / And infiniter Care—” (385). Nature, then, 

seems to be an entity that Man can trust, since it is intended to take care of humankind just like 

a mother would. The hope for a possible connection between Man and nature is still present, 

and it almost seems to be taken for granted. Yet, there is something that Man cannot quite 

grasp, a sort of mysterious aura that surrounds nature and does not allow Man to successfully 

access its hidden meanings. This is exemplified by the poem “Nature and God—I neither 

knew”, where Dickinson recognises how well nature and God know her and goes as far as 

seeing them as “Executors” of her identity (404). This relationship, however, is not 

reciprocated, as the first line “Nature and God—I neither knew” (404) testifies. Nature and 

God, in fact, seem to hold back from permitting Man to access their inexplicable mysteries, 
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their secrets being as inaccessible as “Herschel’s private interest / Or Mercury’s affair—” 

(404). Still, nature is not represented as a negative force, nor is it assumed that it might be 

unfriendly to Man. Dickinson seems to have a sort of blind faith in nature and its divine 

component, even though she recognises that there might be something more to it which she is 

not allowed to fully comprehend. Nature is a teacher, then, an entity that influences and shapes 

the identity of Man, but that cannot possibly share all its mysteries and comply with Man’s 

requests. This comparison between Frost and Dickinson is not ground-breaking, as Frost is 

known to have read Dickinson’s poems with great enthusiasm, praising her as one of the best 

women poets to ever exist (Buell 102). In addition to this, Dickinson was intimately connected 

to New England, exactly like Frost. Not coincidentally, she is frequently listed as one of the 

“canonical figures” of New England poetry, thus explaining the interest critics have felt in 

trying to find possible affinities between the two writers (Buell 102).   

As far as the idea of nature not being responsive to Man’s requests is concerned, a 

similar attitude can be traced in Frost’s poem “The Most of It”. Here, however, the blind faith 

that Dickinson seems to have in nature is not present. The unidentified protagonist, the “He” 

of the first line, finds himself in an equally unspecified setting, and believes, almost in an excess 

of hubris, that “he kept the universe alone” (Frost 307). In other words, he is suggesting that 

he has some sort of control over the universe (Kendall 366), a statement that is immediately 

discredited in the following lines. He is, in fact, looking for an “original response”, trying to 

see if nature reciprocates his love in some way, but the only thing he receives is “the mocking 

echo” of his own voice (Frost 307). The appearance of the buck, as well as the closing sentence 

“—and that was all” (307), are reminiscent of the previously mentioned poem “Two Look at 

Two”, where a possible connection between humankind and nature appears to be only a simple 

illusion of the two lovers. In “The Most of It” as in “Two Look at Two” there is a need to find 

what Frost calls “counter-love” on nature’s part; yet, “nothing ever came of what he cried” 
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(307), suggesting either that nature cannot possibly return Man’s love, or that it simply does 

not want to. Kendall contends that Frost chose to introduce the figure of the buck in “The Most 

of It” to prove that humans must recognise their own irrelevance when faced with other non-

human forms of life who seem to be utterly indifferent to the existence of people (367). While 

in Dickinson nature’s supposed lack of responses is accepted as its inherent characteristic, Frost 

seems to mock Man’s hope of being relevant to the natural world, along with condemning the 

egotism of the opening line.  

In his commentary on “The Most of It”, Kendall highlights the parallel with 

Wordsworth’s “There Was a Boy” (367), while also acknowledging how Frost clearly reacts 

to Wordsworth’s influence to the point of producing an ending that is the exact opposite. The 

boy “Blew mimic hootings to the silent owls, / That they might answer him” (W. Wordsworth 

213), similarly to what happens in “The Most of It”. Nonetheless, as one would expect when 

dealing with English Romantic writers, in this case nature does respond to Man’s calling. The 

lines “And they would shout / Across the watery vale, and shout again / Responsive to his call” 

(213) precisely prove nature’s willingness to satisfy the boy’s need for reassurance. The 

atmosphere is overall more optimistic, with the boy trying to interact with nature “many a time, 

/ At evening” (213), suggesting that it was a customary ritual for him, and that he was used to 

nature returning his calls. Overall, it is a “wild” scene “Of jocund din” (213), clearly different 

from the dissatisfied and bittersweet “—and that was all” (Frost 307) of “The Most of It”. Frost 

evidently borrows what Kendall calls “the paraphernalia of Wordsworthian Romanticism” 

(368); a comparison between the two poems, in fact, reveals that the setting, the presence of a 

lonely man, and the attempt to communicate with nature are common elements that both poems 

incorporate. It is in the outcome, however, that Frost completely confutes the typically 

Wordsworthian hope of establishing a mutual relationship with the natural world. In a certain 
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sense, Frost’s character can even be read as an attempt to mock Wordsworth’s boy and his 

hopes.  

In light of this comparison, Griffith’s argument about the influence of American 

Romanticism on Frost seems to be apt. Tony Tanner too notices how European Romantic 

writers could experience “moments of reciprocal relationship with nature”, while the American 

Romantic tradition tends to represent nature as a force that “holds off from man’s approaches” 

(99). This is, then, the very tradition of which Frost is a partial successor. According to Frost, 

nature is still a living creature, not at all dim-witted, and sometimes even an unintentional 

teacher of universal truths; at the same time, it would be a stretch to assume that this force is 

always benevolent (Griffith 29) and always has Man’s best interests in mind. This is not to say 

that Wordsworth’s impact on Frost should be in any way neglected, nor that Frost did not 

include in his poetry many elements that are typical of the English Romantic tradition, as in 

the case of the poem that has been mentioned above. It means, however, that Frost’s view on 

nature has part of its roots in a tradition that can be related to American Romanticism, and in 

particular to writers such as Emily Dickinson. Its fairly traditional origins do not indicate that 

Frost did not manage to innovate starting from these examples. On the contrary, these roots 

can be conceived as a sort of groundwork from which Frost managed to develop his own 

conception of nature, a conception that is in line with the times he was living in. In other words, 

Frost succeeds in combining both traditional and modern tendencies, thus creating a mix that 

allows his readers to recognise his modernity even though nature undeniably plays an important 

role in his poetry as it did for the Romantics.  

Although recognising Frost’s undeniable indebtedness to Romantic writers, Lynen goes 

as far as to argue that Frost is essentially anti-Romantic in his representation of nature (167). 

According to his argument, Frost’s approach can be defined as scientific; more specifically, 

Frost’s attempts to treat nature and Man as separate realms which struggle to interact with each 
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other, as previously mentioned, sets Frost apart from the Romantics who, conversely, 

consistently tried to merge the two (167). Nature in Frost is precisely a “distinct level of being”, 

a world that is “limited” and “purely physical”, thus a realm conceived principally from a 

scientific standpoint (167). This perspective makes it easier for Frost to be seen as a modern 

writer, even comparable to the Symbolists, since he apparently deals with some of the same 

issues, one of them being precisely the tendency to view reality “through the perspective of 

contrasting levels of being” as Symbolists do (167). The physical world, and thus nature, would 

only be one level of being, not the whole of reality, and humankind can be seen as an entity 

which is fundamentally distinct from the natural world. In support of this argument, it should 

also be mentioned that one aspect of Frost’s nature poetry that clearly distinguishes him from 

Wordsworth and the Romantics is the fact that he does not attribute any type of spiritual value 

to nature. In particular, he does not seem to associate nature with God in his poetry, nor does 

he claim that nature is a direct expression of God’s messages and lessons. Being a 20th-century 

writer, it is only natural for him to have reacted to the previous tradition of nature poetry by 

including in his poems elements that are inherently modern. In this sense, it is true that Frost is 

anti-Romantic, meaning that he borrowed from English and American Romanticism 

exclusively those perspectives which could be compatible with his own view, while discarding 

those that would no longer be suitable. Frost is, then, a nature poet in his own way, still indebted 

to English Romanticism and to that strand of American Romanticism that has been discussed 

above, but essentially anti-Romantic in his disenchanted attitude at the same time. Nonetheless, 

what has been presented so far is only one part of Frost’s conception of nature, the one whose 

structure can be identified when reading poems such as “Two Look at Two” and “The Most of 

It”. But there is more to it, as the next section will attempt to explore.     
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1.2 The Treatment of the Seasons in Frost and Wordsworth 

1.2.1 A ‘Dark’ View on Nature? The Case of Winter Poetry 

Frost’s own definition of nature as “infinitely unfriendly” (Mertins 62) serves as an appropriate 

summary of what has been discussed in the previous section. Abel explains that this way of 

describing nature is not meant to imply that it is a force hostile to Man, but simply that it is 

uninterested in human concerns (202). In other words, nature acts according to its own 

inclinations, and with indifference towards Man’s needs and desires. Its purpose is not that of 

deliberately opposing Man; if there is ever contrast between Man and nature, it comes as a 

consequence of nature behaving according to its own whims. Poems such as “Two Look at 

Two” and “The Most of It” successfully illustrate this point. A question that could be asked 

now is how Frost manages to represent such attitudes of the natural world in his poetry, and 

whether there are additional nuances of meaning – which have not yet been discussed – that 

transpire from the imagery he chooses to employ. A study of Frost’s treatment of the seasons 

will help navigate these questions. All of these considerations will then be used to explore how 

Frost’s depiction of nature differs (or not) from Wordsworth’s. Since Frost’s ideas on nature 

have been proved to be distinct from Wordsworth’s, it is plausible to assume that there will 

also be differences in terms of recurring images.  

One aspect of Frost’s poetry that has been highlighted by critics is his preference for a 

‘dark’ representation of nature. ‘Dark’ clearly refers to his attitude towards the natural world, 

which can be seen as disenchanted and pessimistic compared to the Romantics, but it can also 

be interpreted literally. It indicates, in fact, Frost’s tendency to favour bleak, wintry, and 

autumnal landscapes over seasons like spring and summer which are generally deemed more 

joyous. Additionally, his poetry frequently includes imagery related to woods and snow, as 

well as lexical choices that refer to the semantic field of darkness. Not coincidentally, apart 

from the direct use of the word ‘dark’ and its variations, some of his poems are significantly 
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set in the night or evening. Starting from his analysis of the 1949 version of The Complete 

Poems of Robert Frost, Moynihan concludes that almost one-third of Frost’s poetic production 

contains imagery related to winter and fall (348). Additionally, out of twenty-three summer 

and spring poems, eight present end-of-season references, and four are concerned with 

mowing, which can be equated with the fall harvest (348). Fall and winter, then, seem to 

pervade a good deal of Frost’s poetry. Thus, the poem “The Road Not Taken” is famously set 

in a “yellow wood” (Frost 105), while another one of his best-known poems is precisely entitled 

“Stopping by Woods on a Snowy Evening”. The winter solitude of an old man is the main 

focus of the poem “An Old Man’s Winter Night”, and some of his dramatic pieces such as 

“Home Burial” and “The Death of the Hired Man” are about what Moynihan calls the “winter 

in the mind and heart” (350). His use of the seasons has been read as an attempt to represent 

the inner psychological state of the people that feature in his poems (348). This hypothesis is 

additionally in tune with what has been said previously, namely that one of the main differences 

between Frost and Wordsworth is precisely the fact that Frost’s main concern is Man rather 

than nature itself. It is the “human foreground” (Lathem 35) that Frost thought lacking in the 

tradition of nature poetry that came before him.   

It should be noted, however, that images related to winter, autumn, and overall darkness 

do not always aim at providing an unfavourable representation of nature. More specifically, 

there are instances in which, even though nature continues to show signs of indifference, it is 

still depicted as fascinating or as having a beneficial effect on Man. This is the case of two 

poems, namely “Stopping by Woods on a Snowy Evening” and the lesser-known “Dust of 

Snow” published in New Hampshire. Kendall explains how, at face value at least, “Stopping 

by Woods on a Snowy Evening” describes a “snowy nocturnal journey through an attractive 

landscape” (319). The use of the word attractive is significant here, because it denotes how 

these snowy woods are actually portrayed as appealing and inviting rather than unwelcoming. 
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Many of the recurrent elements of darkness typical of Frost’s poetry are featured in this poem, 

from the woods to the references to winter; it is, after all, quite literally the “darkest evening of 

the year” (Frost 224). The last stanza is where the connection between the attractiveness of the 

woods and their darkness is made explicit. In the line “The woods are lovely, dark and deep” 

(207) the absence of an Oxford comma between the words “dark” and “deep” is not accidental.1 

What is being said here is that the woods are lovely, and what causes them to be lovely is 

precisely the fact that they are dark and deep. But the speaker does not surrender to the allure 

of the woods, concluding the poem with the double repetition of the line “And miles to go 

before I sleep” (207), almost in an attempt to remind himself multiple times that there are other 

things he needs to accomplish and responsibilities to honour before he gives in. Here again 

nature is just a background, and a tempting one for that matter. The possible self-annihilation 

that would come from entering the snowy woods seems to be depicted as peaceful and 

reassuring, almost as something that the speaker struggles to resist. Even the wintry landscape 

is presented as delicate and pleasant, with the flake being “downy” and the wind “easy” (207). 

Nonetheless, it should be noted that, in line with what has been presented in the previous 

section, there seems to be no engagement between the speaker and nature. The woods are not 

purposefully doing anything to present themselves as lovely, nor do they seem to be in any way 

considerate of the speaker’s desires and thoughts. It is the speaker himself who attributes 

certain characteristics to the landscape he is surrounded by, and this fascination he feels for the 

woods – and, as a consequence, for the possibility of death – comes from his own state of mind. 

The sharp contrast produced between the landscape, which is certainly not apt for human life, 

and the fascination it exerts on the speaker is, in fact, the very result of the projection of his 

own thoughts onto the natural scenery. Even the horse has thoughts attributed to it, which are 

 
1The comma was only removed starting from the Library of America edition, in keeping with Frost’s original 
manuscript.  
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simply assumptions made by the poetic voice, similarly to what happens in “Two Look at 

Two”.        

The brief poem “Dust of Snow”, on the other hand, serves as an example of an 

interaction with nature that ultimately exerts a positive influence on the speaker. What happens 

in the poem is pretty self-explanatory, with a crow causing “The dust of snow” to fall from a 

“hemlock tree” and hit the speaker, who does not seem to regard this as an inconvenience (Frost 

205). On the contrary, this incident causes “A change of mood”, thus saving “some part / Of a 

day I had rued” (205). In this case, nothing is explicitly asked of nature, nor is the speaker 

intentionally trying to find solace in nature and its possible “counter-love” (307) as in “The 

Most of It”. There is no implication in the poem that nature is a force which can deliberately 

help or hinder Man. It seems to imply, however, that there exist cases in which, even in its utter 

lack of interest, nature can have an unintentional favourable impact on humankind. Again, the 

focus is on the speaker, and what is important is nature’s effect on the poetic persona rather 

than nature as such.  

Another example of a poem where the wintry landscape is portrayed as fascinating 

rather than hostile is “A Winter Eden”, part of the collection West-Running Brook. Unlike the 

the poems that have been discussed so far, in “A Winter Eden” the focus is not on a single 

human protagonist or humankind, but rather on nature. More specifically, it is a celebration of 

the beauty of nature in winter. One would not expect winter to represent an Eden, especially 

considering how biblically it is described as a place where God made trees grow, which were 

“pleasant to the sight and good for food” (KJV, Genesis 2.9). It is, then, a place of fertility, 

where “the man and his wife”, namely Adam and Eve, “were both naked” (KJV, Genesis 2.25), 

signalling that God purposefully attributed certain characteristics to the Garden of Eden so that 

it would be adequate to host human life. Winter, on the other hand, is obviously related to the 

idea of cold and death rather than fertility. Frost’s Eden is different, a sort of winter wonderland 
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“As near a paradise as it can be” (232). The scene seems to be overall delightful, an appreciation 

of how beautiful a winter landscape can be.   

Frost’s use of the seasons, and in particular of winter, reveals how his view on nature 

cannot be considered consistently ‘dark’ as the imagery he employs would suggest. Sometimes, 

it is precisely this inherent darkness that constitutes the attractiveness of nature; in other 

instances, Frost seems to celebrate the very loveliness of winter. While poems like “The Most 

of It” might leave a sour taste in the reader’s mouth as far as this non-reciprocal relationship 

between Man and nature is concerned, pieces like “Dust of Snow” are undeniably more hopeful 

and less bitter. In line with what has been previously said about the differences in the American 

and English way of looking at nature, Armstrong notes how winter has become part of 

American writing in a “unique way” (568). After all, winter in New England was not the same 

as in England, Armstrong argues (568). England, in fact, has only rarely experienced the 

harshness of New England winters, at least since the 17th century (568). Therefore, it is only 

natural for poets to have produced pieces of writing where there are few similarities in terms 

of recurrent images. In particular, Frost is known for having had a close relationship with the 

landscape of New England, a place known for its long, extremely cold, and harsh winters, also 

characterised by heavy snowfall, thus explaining such a pervasive presence of winter elements 

in his poetry. The poet, however, was not originally from New England, and at the beginning 

he seemed not to be particularly thrilled about living there (Hart, “Is Robert Frost?” 43). The 

young Robert Frost did not enjoy the colder climate, nor did he find in New Englanders and 

his grandparents pleasurable acquaintances (43). Moving to New England, after all, was not 

his own choice, but a necessity. Having grown up in San Francisco, his mother would have 

preferred to stay there even after the death of Frost’s father, William, but it was simply not 

possible, since the family could not possibly have survived with the 8 dollars left by Frost’s 

father (43). As a consequence, they were obliged to relocate where William’s parents were 
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living in New England (43). Robert Frost came from a long tradition of New Englanders, and 

for generations his ancestors lived where the family patriarch, Nicholas Frost, had decided to 

settle in the 17th century (Hart, The Life 2). In many biographies written on Robert Frost, critics 

tend to present him precisely as a New England poet, who could experience first-hand all the 

landscapes and circumstances that flood his poetry. His reputation as a “sturdy, affable, even-

tempered New England farmer” is not universally accepted, however, frequently concluding 

that this representation of his character had not much to do with his actual personality (Hart, 

“Is Robert Frost?” 42). It was supposedly a mask, a persona he crafted to present himself in a 

certain way to his audience, but also to exorcise his own fears about the possibility of 

debilitating mental instability (68). It has even been argued that his strong indebtedness to 

England, the land of his “poetic fathers” such as Wordsworth and Coleridge, might have 

actually been stronger than his ties to New England (47-48). Despite all these speculations 

about his character, and despite the initial dislike he felt for New England, it is undeniable that 

the widespread presence of certain types of landscapes in his poetry was inevitably influenced 

by the fact that there existed an intimate relationship between the poet and New England.  

Having discussed Frost’s use of the seasons with particular regard to winter, and having 

covered Frost’s multi-faceted and not-so-clear-cut conception of nature, it is now possible to 

move on to Wordsworth. Apart from the differences that can be found in terms of reciprocity 

in the relationship between Man and nature – or lack thereof in Frost’s case – there are also 

evident differences in terms of seasons and landscapes. In this area finding similarities and 

evaluating Wordsworth’s possible influence on Frost becomes trickier. Armstrong (569) notes 

how, in the poetic production of English writers, winter is generally associated with the 

sublime, although there are cases of more mundane scenes, such as the ice-skating passage in 

Wordsworth’s The Prelude. Tracing the representation of winter in English and American 

writing, James Russell Lowell, who is additionally mentioned by Armstrong (569), wrote in 
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1877 that Wordsworth did not have “much to say for winter out of doors” (69). He continues 

to explain that he “cannot recall any picture by him of a snow-storm”, hypothesising that it 

might be because “in the Lake Country even the winter storms bring rain rather than snow” 

(69). The passage of The Prelude that Armstrong (569) makes reference to is the retelling of a 

memory from Wordsworth’s childhood, as is the case with various episodes recounted in The 

Prelude. The ice-skating scene is a delightfully joyous re-enactment of a sort of winter 

wonderland from the standpoint of a child having fun with his friends and enjoying the beauty 

of winter. It was a “happy time” for everyone, even “a time of rapture” for Wordsworth himself 

(W. Wordsworth 758). But this episode does not signal any particular interest in winter as a 

season on the poet’s part, and it is quite an isolated case. “To a Snowdrop”, for instance, is 

evidently set in winter, with “snows” and “storms” being mentioned (313). The focus is, 

however, on how the snowdrop manages to grow despite the unfavourable weather conditions, 

representing an agreeable “harbinger of Spring” (314). Wordsworth’s poetry, then, does 

present mentions of darkness, long winter nights, and deep woods, as a quick search through 

the volume The Collected Poems of William Wordsworth reveals, but these images are not as 

predominant as in Frost’s poetry. This lack of interest in winter is perfectly understandable if 

James Russell Lowell’s explanation is taken into account, again highlighting the differences 

that come from being either an English or American writer. This is no insignificant 

dissimilarity, considering that a great deal of Frost’s nature poetry is in some way meaningfully 

related to winter. As a consequence of this predominance, Frost’s own view on nature is 

extensively developed within the realm of his winter poetry, which does not find a direct term 

of comparison in Wordsworth.     
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1.2.2 The Mutability of Nature: Poems Centred on Spring and Summer 

There are poems, however, mainly focused on spring and summer, which can help to identify 

similarities in the treatment of the seasons and in terms of recurrent images, and that can 

additionally highlight the significant differences that characterise Frost and Wordsworth’s 

notions of nature. Baym explains how Frost tends to highlight the transience of the beauty of 

spring and summer, arguing that she could only find one poem which was “entirely 

affirmative”, namely “Putting in the Seed” (717). Baym supports the idea that Frost’s main 

concern in his poetry is mutability, and this mutability becomes particularly evident when 

dealing with his nature lyrics, where it is precisely the landscape that “demonstrates the fact of 

mutability incessantly and obviously” (715-716). In this respect, three poems will be taken into 

account, namely “Nothing Gold Can Stay”, “Spring Pools”, and “A Prayer in Spring”. These 

pieces will then be considered in comparison with Wordsworth’s “Lines Written in Early 

Spring”.  

As the title suggests, “Nothing Gold Can Stay” is a brief meditation on the mutability 

of nature and the impermanence of spring beauty. The flowers only manage to last for an hour, 

and the leaves are destined to fall, similarly to how “Eden sank to grief” (Frost 206). At first 

sight, there is a sort of melancholy attached to this representation of nature, almost as if the 

poet was struggling to appreciate its beauty precisely due to the painful awareness of its 

inevitable changeability. “Nothing gold can stay” (206) is expressed as a universal truth, a sad 

but unavoidable fact which can also be extended to various areas of life, not only to nature. 

This is, at least, the most immediate interpretation of the poem. It is known that, with a poet 

like Frost, there might be the need to scratch the surface in order to grasp other meanings 

contained in his poems. This is why, even in the case of such a brief poem, various readings 

have arisen. In particular, Quinn ventures to offer an interpretation opposite to what has been 

said so far, claiming that reducing “Nothing Gold Can Stay” to a poem merely about the 
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sadness of transience would mean doing it a disservice (622). It is, again according to Quinn, 

a poem about “triumph”, about Man’s capacity to recognise his own ephemerality and that of 

nature (622). It is a universal truth that nothing lasts, but, on a brighter note, it is also true that 

“the golden has its hour in spring, its age in legend, its moments in the morning sky; and it has 

its pure reflection in a poem like this” (Beck 363). After all, it should be noted that there are 

many Robert Frost(s) (Quinn 623), and that his poems are frequently suitable to be read from 

different standpoints. Still, despite the triumph that can be discerned in the poem, this 

observation seems to be accompanied by a sort of resigned anguish, which is not unique to 

“Nothing Gold Can Stay” and can be found also in other instances.  

A similar anxiety for the progression of the seasons and for the elusiveness of nature is 

expressed in the equally concise poem “Spring Pools”. This time Frost focuses on the passage 

from spring to summer, with the pools that will “soon be gone” like the “flowers beside them” 

(Frost 224). As Baym observes, in this poem summer becomes a time to grieve the passing of 

spring, implying that soon autumn too will serve the same function with respect to summer 

(718). This interpretation of the seasons is in line with what Frost managed to observe every 

year in New England; spring was, in fact, particularly short, while the other seasons, and 

especially winter, did not pass as swiftly (Adelson and Elder 8). It is almost as if one had to 

say goodbye to spring right after having first greeted it; it is a mixed season briefly stuck 

between winter, which still makes flowers “chill and shiver”, and summer that will soon turn 

trees into “summer woods” that “darken nature” (Frost 224). Adelson and Elder argue that 

pessimistic readings of “Spring Pools” should be disregarded, and identify in the poem Frost’s 

perception of being part of the very cycle he describes, with a capacity to “affirm it emotionally 

and comprehend it intellectually” (8). The ephemerality of spring is skilfully recognised and 

wisely accepted, as the last two lines demonstrate. The snow that “melted only yesterday” is 

precisely where “These flowery waters and these watery flowers” (Frost 224) come from, thus 
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asserting the inevitability of change (Faggen, Robert Frost and the Challenge of Darwin 19) 

and showing appreciation for its only momentary consequences. Seeing, however, grounds for 

melancholy in the poem does not mean offering an exclusively pessimistic interpretation. The 

mutability of nature is a process with which Man cannot interfere, and which should be 

accepted as Frost does; still, its ever-changing quality can be accepted with gratitude, while 

mourning the ephemerality of what has been lost and will continue to be lost in the cycle of the 

seasons.  

An open recognition of the anguish that comes from the changing of the seasons, and 

in particular from the swiftness of the passing of spring, can be found in the poem “A Prayer 

in Spring”. From the very beginning, the main idea of the poem is made clear by the speaker, 

who is asking, supposedly to God as the last stanza suggests, to “give us not to think so far 

away” and to “keep us here / All simply in the springing of the year” (Frost 21). The speaker 

does not want to think about the future, about the “uncertain harvest” (21) that will come in a 

few months. Speaking also for other people in the same situation, he hopes to be able to enjoy 

the pleasures of spring without the anguish of what will come next. There is joy in the flowers, 

the bees, and the singing bird, and this very joy should not be ruined by the upsetting awareness 

of their impermanence. It is not only a recognition of the mutability of nature, as in the case of 

“Nothing Gold Can Stay” and “Spring Pools”, but also an attempt not to let this quality of 

nature distract Man from the beauty of this fleeting season. Everything is, however, subject to 

God’s will, and Man can only fulfil the plan God has already destined for him. It almost seems 

trivial to additionally point out that it would be natural to see in this poem a metaphor for life 

itself, and most importantly a warning against worrying too much about the future without 

taking delight in the present time.  

Poems like the ones that have just been discussed all show the so-called “end-season 

overtones” mentioned by Moynihan (348), indicating that spring and summer in Frost 
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“repeatedly signify the transient, the unreal” (349). Needless to say, Wordsworth too has 

written poems centred on spring, as is the case with “Lines Written in Early Spring”. This poem 

presents a series of similarities in terms of imagery, with particular attention being drawn to 

different types of flowers and to the birds that “hopped and played” (W. Wordsworth 574). 

Even the mention of “primrose tufts” (574) brings to mind Frost’s poem “The Tuft of Flowers”.  

Wordsworth feels pleasure in observing nature and its creatures, similarly to what happens in 

Frost. The line “And make us happy in the darting bird” (Frost 21) taken from “A Prayer in 

Spring” bears some similarities with the birds whose movements produced “a thrill of pleasure” 

in Wordsworth (574). Wordsworth’s speaker too seems to be plagued by unpleasant thoughts 

he is trying to avoid, as the lines “In that sweet mood when pleasant thoughts / Bring sad 

thoughts to the mind” (574) clearly state. “There was pleasure there” asserts the speaker 

observing nature; this pleasure is Heaven-sent, it is part of “Nature’s holy plan”, as explained 

in the last stanza (574). In Frost’s “A Prayer in Spring”, the last stanza about God’s will 

seemingly parallels Wordsworth’s ending of “Lines Written in Early Spring”. In light of these 

parallels, at first sight it might be plausible to assume that Frost is a nature poet in the manner 

of Wordsworth, using much of the same imagery that the Romantic poet includes in his works. 

It is not unlikely that Frost, being surely acquainted with Wordsworth’s poetic production, 

deliberately decided to take inspiration from it. Nonetheless, it should be noted that 

Wordsworth’s spring and summer poetry seems not to display the same “end-season overtones” 

(Moynihan 348) that are ever-present in Frost. In “Lines Written in Early Spring”, the speaker 

is not at all concerned with a possible upcoming end of spring; his delight is, in fact, disturbed 

by existential laments about “What man has made of man” (574). In “To the Cuckoo”, for 

instance, the speaker rejoices when hearing, without seeing, the voice of this “darling of the 

Spring” (214). He remembers when he used to listen to that same voice in his “school-boy 

days”, and hearing the “blessèd Bird” now allows him to “beget / That golden time again” 
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(214). Although aware of the passing of time, and of the fact that the cuckoo represents the 

beginning of spring, there seems to be no reference to the end of spring or to a time in which 

the speaker will not be able to hear the “blessèd Bird” (214). “To the Cuckoo” is not an isolated 

case. Wordsworth’s poetry is, in fact, frequently centred on the idea of time passing, especially 

in those poems where he reminisces about his childhood. This is the case, for instance, of the 

poem “Ode: Intimations of Immortality from Recollections of Early Childhood”. In a time in 

which “all the earth is gay” (701), the speaker needs to prevent himself from being distracted 

by “a thought of grief” (701), namely the idea that time has passed and “The things which I 

have seen now I can see no more” (701). The poem is set in spring, with the month of May 

being mentioned multiple times and references to how “Earth herself is adorning” (701), in the 

sense that it is flourishing. This is a similar pattern to the one that has been discussed in Frost’s 

“A Prayer in Spring” and Wordsworth’s “Lines Written in Early Spring”, with the speaker 

trying to enjoy the beauty of his surroundings while simultaneously being tormented by 

unpleasant thoughts. Additionally, in “Ode: Intimations of Immortality” the concepts of 

mutability and change are undeniably at the forefront, as frequently happens in Frost. The main 

difference is that Wordsworth’s focus is not on the flux of nature itself and on the changing of 

the seasons, both predominant themes in Frost’s nature poetry. Instead, here nature as a 

landscape is not the epicentre of change; the speaker’s main concern lies in the awareness that 

childhood has passed, and infancy is precisely a privileged time of our lives in which Man is 

allowed to perceive “every common sight” in nature as “Apparelled in celestial light” (701). 

What has changed is not nature itself or the seasons, but the speaker who has lost the capacity 

to view nature as a child would.  
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1.3 The Issue of Spirituality: Can God be Found in Nature?     

When dealing with nature poetry, critics tend to point out one main difference between Frost 

and Wordsworth, namely that Wordsworth was a pantheist, while there seems to be no trace of 

pantheism in Frost’s poetry. As far as Wordsworth is concerned, critics have written countless 

pages speculating about his religious beliefs and pantheistic tendencies. As Dombrowski 

explains, there is no agreement on what he meant by God, and the definition of him as a 

pantheist has been frequently brought into question (136). Some even go as far as to deny his 

pantheism altogether; others maintain that it was only part of the initial phase of his poetic 

career, turning into another form of theism later on (136). Even assumptions on when this 

supposed shift took place are not universally accepted (136).  

One of the main challenges that comes with studying pantheism is determining what 

pantheism is in the first place. Coined in the 18th century, the meaning of this term has been 

reformulated so frequently that it almost became “virtually meaningless” (Lamm 166). In its 

simplest definition, pantheism designates the belief that “God is the creative presence that 

pervades the entire natural universe” (Burwick 206). However, Lamm argues that it is 

incredibly rare to find pantheists who strictly adhere to the identification of God with the world 

without maintaining any sort of differentiation between the two (166). Dombrowski, on the 

other hand, claims that labelling Wordsworth as a pantheist would be inaccurate, and supports 

the argument that it would be more appropriate to think of him as a follower of panentheism 

instead (136). Panentheism is the “doctrine that God includes the world as a part, though not 

the whole, of his being”, meaning that God exists and operates also independently from the 

world itself (Riasanovsky 71). Again according to Riasanovsky, Wordsworth did not need nor 

did he seek any other God outside of nature itself, thus becoming the perfect example of 

pantheism (71). This view would be clearly in contrast with Dombrowski’s hypothesis of 

Wordsworth’s supposed panentheism; the question of Wordsworth’s approach to nature is, in 
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fact, one that critics do not seem to be able to resolve. Be that as it may, one thing that both 

pantheism and panentheism have in common is the implication that nature is alive (72), 

inevitably relating it to the divine irrespectively of whether God may additionally exist in other 

forms. It is almost impossible not to notice that Romanticism in general tends to direct religious 

feeling not “upward to God”, but “outward to nature” (Ferber 53).  

Despite the aforementioned disagreements, it is true that Wordsworth was not 

consistent in his pantheism or panentheism. Modifications to The Prelude are frequently cited 

as proof of the fact that his beliefs changed throughout his career, and that this association 

between nature and the divine was only a characteristic of his early poetry, namely the poems 

written around 1798-1799. It has been argued that Wordsworth’s pantheistic tendencies were 

influenced by Coleridge’s pantheistic notion of the One Life, a doctrine which Wordsworth 

first accepted and then eventually abandoned (Ulmer 304). In 1799, two individual copies of 

“The Two-Part Prelude” were made; afterwards, Wordsworth redirected his attention to the 

writing of other poems, suggesting that there seemed to be no intention of turning “The Two-

Part Prelude” into a more extended narrative (J. Wordsworth and Gill 504). Subsequently, in 

1805, Part Two of “The Two-Part Prelude” became Book Two of The Prelude, while Part One 

was modified to contain references to the other books of The Prelude (504). The version of 

1805, in fact, was divided into 13 books, and was supposed to be part of a larger philosophical 

and poetical project, entitled The Recluse, which ultimately remained incomplete. Dedicated 

to Coleridge, “The Two-Part Prelude” explores Wordsworth’s journey towards becoming one 

of “nature’s prophets”, openly declaring Wordsworth’s religious anti-conformism (Newlyn 

58). This religious anti-conformism, however, was not tolerated at the time (58). For instance, 

many Unitarians – Coleridge was, in fact, a Unitarian, while Wordsworth was not – were 

obliged to migrate from Britain to the United States (58). Even Coleridge and Wordsworth are 

rumoured to have been followed by a spy in Somerset in the year The Prelude was begun (58). 
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Pantheistic claims like the ones that can be found in “The Two-Part Prelude” and “Tintern 

Abbey” were direct attacks on the dominant ideology of the time, and some of the unorthodox 

passages of The Prelude were ultimately turned into statements that could find agreement with 

the doctrines of the Anglican Church (58). As a consequence, it is plausible to assume that 

Wordsworth ended up having to tone down his pantheistic beliefs also due to external 

influences. The general understanding is that at some point in his spiritual journey, Wordsworth 

“fell into orthodoxy” and consequently felt the need to revise The Prelude accordingly (Barth 

20). These changes included the insertion of references to God that had not been included 

before, as well as attempts to cover the tracks of his early pantheism (Riasanovsky 75-76).  

Taking into account what has been said so far, it is clear that labelling Wordsworth as 

a pantheist would mean oversimplifying his incredibly complex – and likewise difficult to trace 

– spiritual journey. While this appears to be a tendency which exclusively pertains to a specific 

period of his life, it is still undeniable that he saw in nature something that Frost did not. 

Passages from “The Two-Part Prelude” and “Tintern Abbey” will help to achieve a better 

understanding of his vision. In Part 1 of “The Two-Part Prelude”, right after the episode of the 

woodcock that “Became my prey” (Jonathan and Jessica Wordsworth 270) – namely, he stole 

it from somebody else’s snare – the speaker says, recollecting that moment, that he heard “Low 

breathing coming after me, and sounds / Of undistinguishable motion” (270). While the child’s 

fears are fictitious and derive from the guilt caused by this woodcock-snaring episode, there 

still is this sense of a “punishing supernatural presence” (J. Wordsworth 7) that is supposedly 

part of nature. There are various references to “spirits” whose “ministry” he followed (Jonathan 

and Jessica Wordsworth 270), as well as a direct apostrophe to “Ye powers of earth, ye genii 

of the springs” (273). He interacts with nature, declaring that “The earth / And common face 

of Nature spake to me / Rememberable things” (278). Furthermore, he explicitly attributes a 

soul to nature at the end of Part 2, declaring that he “had received so much” from the 
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“overflowing soul” of Nature (290). He even goes as far as to describe Coleridge as “The most 

intense of Nature’s worshippers, / In many things my brother, chiefly here / In this my deep 

devotion” (291), indicating that both poets shared the same sense of adoration for nature.  

“Tintern Abbey”, on the other hand, describes Wordsworth’s return to Wye Valley after 

five years, and it has been described as “a lyrical meditation on the theme of Nature”. (Lacey 

2). It appears to be such a convincing praise of nature that it comes as no surprise that the poet 

“should give his faith to a power which had so enriched his life” (2). Wordsworth explains how 

his relationship with nature has changed now that his boyish days are over; from the loss of his 

previous approach to nature, “other gifts / Have followed” (W. Wordsworth 243). He goes on 

to describe his current thoughts on nature quite explicitly in pantheistic terms: 

[…] And I have felt  

A presence that disturbs me with the joy  

Of elevated thoughts; a sense sublime 

Of something far more deeply interfused,  

Whose dwelling is the light of setting suns,  

And the round ocean and the living air,  

And the blue sky, and in the mind of man:    

A motion and a spirit, that impels  

All thinking things, all objects of all thought,  

And rolls through all things. (243)     

What he sees in nature is precisely a “presence” (243) which inhabits the whole natural realm. 

This is why he declares that he is still “A lover of the meadows and the woods” (243), 

identifying nature as “The anchor of my purest thoughts, the nurse, / The guide, the guardian 

of my heart” (243). He is, to all effects, “A worshipper of Nature” as he defines himself both 

here and in “The Two-Part Prelude” (244), even personifying nature into a “she” in the 
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subsequent stanza (244). Similarly, in “The Tables Turned”, Wordsworth invites the reader to 

“Come forth and bring with you a heart / That watches and receives” (574), meaning that 

humans need to be open to nature’s teachings and guidance in order to reach a state of 

communion with ‘her’. Nature has, in fact, the power to “teach you more of man / Of moral 

evil and of good, / Than all sages can” (574). Apart from being imbued with an otherworldly 

spirit, nature is a benevolent teacher supposedly willing to share its wisdom with Man. The 

Romantics, in fact, believed that nature is the holder of universal truths and secrets which can 

be disclosed to a “reverential soul” (Ferber 53).   

Whether or not Wordsworth continued to be a pantheist throughout his career goes 

beyond the scope of this thesis. What is truly relevant is the fact that in some of his most 

important pieces, he indeed shows signs of pantheism. Even more importantly, these 

pantheistic tendencies are a Romantic trait, and they are not characteristic of Frost’s poetry. 

The 20th-century poet even seems to go as far as to explicitly reject pantheism in his poem 

“New Hampshire”. The complex long poem is a satire, modelled on Horace’s epistles, with a 

significant presence of irony and humour (Linneman 52). The most interesting passage in terms 

of pantheism is the one that starts with the “New York alec” (Frost 160). In these lines, Frost 

makes reference to Matthew Arnold, a 19th-century poet, directly quoting passages from the 

poems “In Harmony with Nature” and “The Scholar Gypsy”. When faced with the question 

“Choose which one you will be—a prude, or puke”, the speaker chooses not to be “a prude 

afraid of nature” (160-161). Frost then proceeds to describe a man who is frightened by nature, 

who “had a special terror of the flux / That showed itself in dendrophobia” (161) – that is, the 

‘hatred of trees’, a term coined by Frost specifically for this poem (Linneman 57). Scared to 

approach nature, this man “stood on the safe side of the line talking—”, never crossing “The 

line where man leaves off and nature starts” (Frost 161). This attitude, the speaker explains, is 

“sheer Matthew Arnoldism” (161), almost appearing to mock Matthew Arnold for his 
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supposedly erroneous view on nature. It should be kept in mind, however, that Matthew Arnold 

was one of Frost’s favourite poets (Linneman 57), thus making it harder for the reader to fully 

comprehend how much of Frost’s true opinion can be grasped from these lines. If read literally, 

Frost seems to reject Arnold’s conception of nature and any form of worship of nature, as the 

passage about King Ahaz appears to imply. According to Shurbutt, Arnold perceived nature as 

one entity, but he believed it could appear in different forms (99). Nature is, then, “a 

multifaceted complexity but essentially one essence”, expanding on the typically Romantic 

concept of nature that can be found in Wordsworth. While Wordsworth identified in nature a 

favourable goddess, Arnold supposed that it is possible to be “spiritually renewed” by nature 

without it being a benevolent entity (99). Arnold found fault in Wordsworth’s idea that nature 

possesses only one face, the kind-hearted one, as well as in the notion of the incredibly close 

relationship – to the point of constituting one identity – that Wordsworth thought existed 

between Man and nature (100). In “In Harmony with Nature”, the poem Frost quotes from, 

Arnold defines as a “Restless fool” anyone who believes that Man can live in communion with 

nature, which is, in turn, “cruel”, “stubborn”, and “fickle” (54). There should be a dividing line 

between Man and nature, Arnold explains, claiming that “Man must begin, know this, where 

Nature ends; / Nature and man can never be fast friends” (54). As explained in the previous 

sections, Frost does believe that nature can at times not be favourable towards Man, but he does 

not seem to imply that it is intentionally cruel. It could be, then, that Frost did not find himself 

in agreement with Arnold’s rather harsh thoughts on nature. On the other hand, Frost’s passage 

about King Ahaz can be interpreted as an explicit rejection of the worship of nature: 

Agreed in ‘frowning on these improvised 

Altars the woods are full of nowadays, 

Again as in the days when Ahaz sinned 

By worship under green trees in the open. 
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Scarcely a mile but that I come on one, 

A black-cheeked stone and stick of rain-washed charcoal. 

Even to say the groves were God’s first temples 

Comes too near to Ahaz’ sin for safety. (Frost 161) 

In this passage, Frost makes reference to the biblical episode of King Ahaz, who is described 

as having become “increasingly unfaithful to the LORD” (KJV 2 Chronicles 28.22). King 

Ahaz, in fact, is known for having “made high places to burn incense to other gods” (28.25), 

causing the wrath of God. His sin was, then, that of worshipping the ‘wrong’ gods, and this is 

what Frost is referring to in the lines “as in the days when Ahaz sinned / By worship under 

green trees in the open” (161). To identify in the “groves” the first temples of God would not 

be safe, as it would be a statement too close to “Ahaz’ sin” (161). In other words, to see God 

in nature would mean to commit a sin similar to that of King Ahaz.  

Needless to say, Frost’s view on nature is complex, varied, and at times even hard to 

pinpoint, as this chapter has tried to demonstrate. Additionally, taking what he writes at face 

value can be risky, especially in a poem pervaded by irony like “New Hampshire”. Still, this 

lack of pantheism in his poetry can be considered as one of the ways in which Frost differs 

from Wordsworth, without ever denying his indebtedness to Wordsworth and the Romantics. 

Interestingly enough, Linneman observes that even when Frost makes use of humour, he does 

it with serious intent (59). Humour, after all, can be used as a barrier against criticism (59), 

attempting to protect his own true thoughts from possible attacks. Yet, there is always some 

truth in his humour, as he once admitted, stating that “he was never so serious as when he was 

fooling” (59).   

Having discussed some aspects of Frost and Wordsworth’s nature poetry, the next 

chapter will explore a genre that is connected with nature as well, namely the pastoral.  



 
 

34 

2. The Pastoral 

2.1 Wordsworth and Frost as Pastoral Poets 

An area in which Frost and Wordsworth appear to bear some similarities is that of the genre of 

the pastoral. In order to achieve a better understanding of the extent to which both authors 

engaged with this literary tradition, it might be useful to pinpoint at least some of the defining 

characteristics of this genre. Gifford offers three definitions of the pastoral. First of all, it is a 

literary form with a long history, whose roots can be found in Greek and Roman poetry, but 

which has additionally been extended to drama and novels in the following centuries (1). In a 

broader sense, the pastoral came also to define any type of literature which presents a contrast 

between the country and the urban (2). Lastly, modern criticism on the pastoral frequently uses 

the term in a derogatory way, since this genre tends to idealise the reality of life in the country 

by completely disregarding any type of ecological concern (2). In other words, this retreat into 

the country, which does not take into account modern issues related to the environment, is felt 

to be too simplistic. This use of the term is the result of a growing preoccupation with pollution 

and climate change, rather than being a product of the Greek and Roman tradition.  

One point should be clarified to justify why a separate chapter of this thesis is being 

dedicated to the pastoral, instead of discussing this genre as a sub-section of the previous 

chapter on nature poetry. While nature poetry and the pastoral are certainly closely connected, 

not all nature poetry can be associated with the pastoral. In reference to Wordsworth and 

Romanticism, McFarland argues that one of the main differences between the pastoral and 

nature poetry lies in the relationship between Man and nature (“Romantic Imagination” 14). 

Social interaction is, in fact, frequently present within the pastoral genre, but the same cannot 

be said about Romantic nature poetry, where solitude is the privileged predicament in which 

the poetic persona generally finds himself (14). In other words, the pastoral exploits the natural 

world only as the background of social interaction, and it is precisely in this interplay that 
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pastoral poems disclose part of their true meaning. Nonetheless, in those cases in which social 

interaction is not present, what should be kept in mind is that the pastoral poet is not writing 

about nature, but about a specific way of life within a certain environment (Lynen 140). Again, 

nature is simply a background where this lifestyle can take place (140). Due to these 

differences, it would be reductive to consider this genre as a simple sub-category of nature 

poetry. For this reason, this chapter will treat pastoral poetry as a separate matter from nature 

poetry, despite them being deeply intertwined, and at times even almost indistinguishable.        

Virgil’s Eclogues are what generally comes to mind when discussing pastoral poetry, 

but the history of this genre goes way back to the Greek poet Theocritus and his Idylls. The 

Idylls are a series of poems inspired by song competitions in Sicily which saw shepherds as 

protagonists (Gifford 15). His poems were based on a sentiment of nostalgia for this way of 

life, which was different from his own (15). Theocritus was, in fact, a scholar in Alexandria at 

the time, writing the Idylls for a Greek general (15-16). From the very beginning of its history 

the pastoral was addressed to an urban audience, thus taking advantage of the tension existing 

between two separate ways of life, namely the simpler one represented by the shepherds and 

the more complex life of the court or the town (15). It was Virgil, however, who popularised 

the literary device of Arcadia in his Eclogues, so much so that, in collective imagination, 

Arcadia came to represent any place of bucolic retreat (18). Retreat and exploration of nature 

are fundamental passages in pastoral literature, as the literary critic Leo Marx explains, with 

the subsequent return to society once the limitations of such lifestyle have been asserted (253). 

McFarland notes how, at least on the surface, this traditional form might appear to be 

totally unrelated to Romanticism, which privileged “spontaneous overflows and effusions”, 

and valued originality over imitation (“Romantic Imagination” 6). But the pastoral, McFarland 

explains, symbolises a simpler existence, a place where it was possible to hide from a society 

that was becoming increasingly complex (5). Pastoralism was the “balm” to the “sickness” of 
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Romanticism, it was “peace” against Romantic “frenzy” (5). Therefore, while Romanticism 

would be expected to wholly reject the pastoral as a genre, there were authors, such as 

Wordsworth, who embraced this literary form. Two years after the first publication in 1798, 

Wordsworth divided his Lyrical Ballads, with Other Poems into two volumes, also including 

the well-known “Preface”. Between 1800 and 1802, however, even though the contents of the 

collection remained the same, the title was modified to Lyrical Ballads, with Pastoral and 

Other Poems (Curran 99). Parrish argues that the Lyrical Ballads, and especially the “Preface”, 

are an evident celebration of the pastoral mode (The Art of the Lyrical Ballads 162). In the 

“Preface”, in fact, Wordsworth explains that his purpose is that of relating and describing 

“incidents and situations from common life” (“Preface”, Lyrical Ballads 300-301). He goes on 

to justify why he chose examples from “Low and rustic life”: 

because in that condition of life our elementary feelings co-exist in a state of greater 

simplicity, and, consequently, may be more accurately contemplated, and more forcibly 

communicated; because the manners of rural life germinate from those elementary 

feelings; and, from the necessary character of rural occupations, are more easily 

comprehended; and are more durable; and lastly, because in that condition the passions 

of men are incorporated with the beautiful and permanent forms of nature. (301)       

This “state of greater simplicity”, then, is a privileged condition which can be exploited by the 

poet to observe “elementary feelings” (301). The advantage is also given by the fact that 

focusing on rural life allows the poet to witness a situation in which Man is inevitably closely 

connected with nature. 

According to what has been said so far, Wordsworth’s relationship to the pastoral 

appears to be undeniable. Critics generally mention poems such as “Home at Grasmere”, “The 

Brothers”, “Michael: A Pastoral Poem”, and The Prelude to support the argument of 

Wordsworth’s pastoralism. Furthermore, he is usually recognised as an excellent Latinist, 
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although he was less versed in Greek than the Romantics Coleridge and Shelley (McFarland, 

“Romantic Imagination” 6). This does not mean, however, that he is not indebted at all to the 

Greek tradition. In 1920, Broughton published his comparative study on Wordsworth and 

Theocritus entitled The Theocritean Element in the Works of William Wordsworth. Although 

his purpose is not that of claiming that Wordsworth consciously imitated Theocritus, he still 

believes that “between the pastorals of Theocritus and those of Wordsworth is a difference in 

local coloring, not in function, not in style, not in literary type” (4-5). In other words, it is true 

that Wordsworth’s rural England is not equivalent to Theocritus’s Sicilian landscape, but 

despite these differences, the two authors present some significant similarities. Wordsworth’s 

education confirms that he was clearly acquainted both with Virgil and Theocritus. He 

attended, in fact, the Hawkshead grammar school, which offered him a solid basis on the 

classics (Gill 27). He recollects, for instance, reading Virgil and being particularly drawn to 

Ovid’s Metamorphoses, and even after school, he continued to educate himself in the classics 

(27). 

Having established Wordsworth’s relation to pastoralism, it is now possible to explore 

how Frost is generally understood to fit in this tradition. In his article “Pastoral Ideals and City 

Troubles”, the literary critic Leo Marx observes that the idea of withdrawal from the city is 

deeply intertwined with American culture, and, more specifically, with American literature 

(251). This shift from complex “city troubles” towards a simpler life sustained by pastoral 

ideals is supposed to constitute not only a movement in space, but also a quest for better life 

conditions (251). To further demonstrate that this relation between the pastoral mode and 

American culture is well-founded, Marx mentions a specific historical period, namely the Age 

of Discovery (255). The New World, Marx argues, could easily be interpreted as a version of 

Arcadia; it represented “the utopian promise of new colonies, with the old world to the east, 

realm of sophistication, power, and history, and the whole reach of the North American 
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wilderness to the west” (255). The passage from Europe to America, then, could be equated to 

the act of retreat typical of pastoral literature (255). While it might be thought that by the 20th 

century this literary topos had lost its appeal, various writers still display a certain fascination 

with the possibility of a calmer life away from advanced civilisation (251). Marx proceeds to 

maintain that the tension between these two physical environments is felt universally, and this 

would explain why the pastoral managed to survive from Theocritus and Virgil all the way to 

authors such as Robert Frost, Ernest Hemingway, and William Faulkner (255).   

It comes as no surprise that Frost is commonly viewed as pertaining to the strand of 

pastoralism in which Wordsworth is also included. “Of all modern American writers”, Marx 

explains, “Robert Frost belongs most directly in the line from Virgil and the romantic 

pastoralism of Wordsworth and Emerson” (258). Paton claims that Frost’s “vernacular 

experiments” are based on various reputable literary traditions, two of them being the classical 

eclogue and British Romanticism (87). Not coincidentally, Frost consistently chose “The 

Pasture” – one of the poems that is generally used to explain his pastoralism – as the 

introductory poem in all the editions of his collected poems that were published while he was 

still alive (Bacon 647). Frost seems to have been interested in Greek and Latin authors 

throughout his whole life, as his conversations, letters, and talks testify (640). His way of 

including the classics in his poetry, however, is rather subtle. He does not explicitly draw 

attention to these references, allowing only those readers who are versed in Greek and Latin 

literature to recognise them (641). Similarly to Wordsworth, Frost’s education was mainly 

centred on the teaching of classical antiquity. In high school, he had the chance to choose 

between two possible curricula, the classical and the general, and he selected the former, as 

Will Frost had done years earlier (Parini 47). The classical program included, obviously, Greek 

and Latin. As Frost later explained, he ended up reading Virgil, Homer, Horace, and all the 

other authors before even going to college (47). Furthermore, he was the best student in his 
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class, even obtaining a 96 in Latin, which was considered to be an exception at the time (47). 

It is safe to say, then, that Frost knew his classics well, and that he frequently engages with 

them in his poetry.  

Already mentioned in Chapter 1, one of the main critical works on Frost’s pastoralism 

is Lynen’s The Pastoral Art of Robert Frost. Lynen admits that the vast majority of Frost’s 

poems are not written within the pastoral genre (7). Nonetheless, he argues that “the structure 

of his most representative and important work is essentially that of pastoral”, and Frost’s 

pastoralism is precisely going to be the objective of his research (7). Lynen’s definition of 

pastoral is quite broad. He identifies the tension between the urban and the rural as one of the 

vital characteristics of pastoralism, and it is from this standpoint that the idealisation of the 

country should be understood (10). What Frost does in his poetry is adopt a specific vantage 

point, that of the rural world, thus revealing a poetic vision that is essentially pastoral (7). It is 

not the city poet praising the remoteness of the country; rather, the eulogy comes from within 

the country itself, as the point of view that is being chosen here is that of the New England 

farmer. However, Lynen argues that Frost fits in this tradition in a peculiar manner, since many 

of the conventions typical of the pastoral are not present in his poetic production (13). This is 

why he comments on poems that, if such conventions are taken into account, could hardly be 

labelled ‘pastoral poems’. This is the case, for instance, of “Stopping by Woods on a Snowy 

Evening” and “Out, Out—”, both pieces of writing that have virtually nothing in common with 

Virgil’s dialogues between shepherds. Working outside the framework of pastoral conventions 

comes as a consequence of the decay of the myth of Arcadia, which already in the 19th century 

could no longer be revived (14-15). Because of this, Lynen distinguishes between the pastoral 

as a poetic structure and the pastoral as a specific literary tradition (18). While the tradition was 

in a state of decay, what could still be retrieved was “the form as a potential”, which at times 

was realised, as in the case of Wordsworth’s “Michael: A Pastoral Poem” (18). Frost’s 



 
 

40 

accomplishment, like Wordsworth’s, is a “distinctly individual triumph”; in other words, 

according to Lynen he succeeded in inventing a “new myth of rural life” (18), with New 

England at its core rather than Arcadia. 

As previously mentioned, Lynen’s argument cannot be applied to the whole of Frost’s 

poetic production. In a review of Lynen’s book, Charles R. Anderson observes that Lynen 

analyses about ten percent of the poet’s entire corpus, but additionally admits that these poems 

are the ones that constitute Frost’s most significant achievements (912). While the validity of 

Lynen’s interpretation will be further discussed in the following section, his critical stance 

already testifies that there is a tendency to identify the pastoral as a characteristic aspect of 

Frost’s poetry. In a letter to Thomas B. Mosher from July 1913, Frost refers to writing poems 

for his next book, namely North of Boston, and explicitly states that he chose “a sort of eclogue 

form” for his recent “character strokes” (Sheehy et al. 132). Later in 1913, in another letter to 

Thomas B. Mosher, Frost writes:  

Parts of my next book should begin to appear here and there soon. Monro told me he 

would use A Hundred Collars and perhaps one other eclogue (or what you will) in the 

Dec. Poetry and Drama. Poetry (Chicago) has announced something – I don’t know 

what – very likely The Black Cottage. The book will not be named as Mrs Nutt had it 

but more likely “New Englanders” or “New England Hill Folk.” (152) 

These passages show that Frost himself recognised that a number of his poems are in some way 

comparable at least to the form of the eclogue. Furthermore, the titles he was considering for 

North of Boston are significant as they demonstrate the extent to which his poetry is 

intentionally centred on the rural. This conscious decision once again distanced him from his 

Modernist contemporaries. Kalaidjian even goes as far as to identify a “breakdown or crisis in 

the pastoral mode” in the 20th century (103). The widespread belief at the time was, in fact, that 

there was no untouched nature to go back to, especially after the beginning of WWI (103). In 
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the poetry of Modernist writers such as T. S. Eliot, there is no room for relief in nature. The 

author’s interest lies in “a certain exhausted languishing among the broken landscape”, rather 

than in the attempt to recover such lands (108). “The Waste Land”, for instance, clearly 

exemplifies this point.  

Both Frost and Wordsworth, then, consciously engaged with the pastoral tradition at a 

time in which it seemed to be undergoing somewhat of a crisis. Both authors had a classical 

background, and thus it is possible to assume that they were well aware of the literary tradition 

they were drawing from. These facts already would help to place Frost in the same literary 

strand as Wordsworth. Nonetheless, there is more to it. The critical views that have been 

discussed so far, in fact, do not take into account the fundamental distinction between the 

pastoral genre and another type of poetic composition, namely the georgics. And even with this 

distinction in mind, the two authors will prove to have several points in common.  

 

2.2 “I toiled and toiled”: Pastoral vs. Georgic 

While frequently used interchangeably, the tradition of the georgics and that of the pastoral 

should be treated as two distinct literary strands. The georgics too have Greek roots, coming 

from Hesiod’s didactic poem “Works and Days” (Fairer 111). As happened with the pastoral, 

it was Virgil, with Hesiod in mind, who popularised this genre with the publication of his 

Georgics. Not only did these two genres continue to develop separately, but they also appear 

to be directly opposed to each other (111). Where the pastoral privileges ease and idleness, 

generally referred to as otium, the georgics draw attention to the values of work (labor) and 

negotium (111) – which stands for, quite literally, the negation of otium. Virgil’s Georgics are 

didactic poems, meaning that they are written with the purpose of teaching and celebrating the 

incredibly arduous job of the farmer. The Georgics are, therefore, very distant from the 

dialogical nature of the Eclogues. It would be hard to say whether Wordsworth and Frost took 



 
 

42 

these dissimilarities into account when writing their poems. Wordsworth was undoubtedly 

acquainted with Virgil’s Georgics, as he translated some of them and showed appreciation for 

18th-century versions of this genre (111). With Frost it can only be assumed that, during the 

years of his classical education, he came in contact with Virgil’s Georgics as he certainly did 

with his Eclogues. Nonetheless, neither of them seems to have ever addressed this distinction.  

Frost and Wordsworth knew the rural world well, as they lived immersed in it. Because 

of this, it is plausible to assume that they were fully acquainted with the hardships that country 

life entails. Wordsworth was famously part of the rural community of Grasmere, where he lived 

with his sister Dorothy at Dove Cottage (Graver, “Honorable Toil” 346). He witnessed every 

day the life of shepherds and farmers who had no choice but to work extremely hard to survive 

(346), signalling that he knew first-hand that life in the country is hardly comparable to an 

Arcadian idyll. As far as Frost is concerned, his image as a New England farmer has already 

been discussed in Chapter 1. He worked on a farm in Derry for eleven years, from 1900 to 1911 

(Parini 125), but he always described himself as a lazy farmer, who was judged by his own 

community for his idleness (127). Parini, however, suggests that such statements should be 

taken with a pinch of salt, as Frost had a tendency to mythicise himself (127-128), creating 

stories and images that would fit the persona he carefully crafted for the public. Both writers, 

then, were not ‘urban’ poets observing the rural world from the outside, and thus idealising it. 

On the contrary, they were thoroughly familiar with this not-so-comforting reality. This is why, 

in their poetic production, the pastoral is frequently accompanied by a certain emphasis on toil, 

which is linked to the georgics’ value of labor. What is noteworthy is that both Frost and 

Wordsworth displayed the same tendency to merge these two genres, giving life to poems 

where their version of Arcadia is no longer the realm of otium. 

One question that might be asked now is whether two genres which emphasise exactly 

opposite values can be compatible at all. If such a combination is considered possible, the 
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question that comes up next is whether such a mix can be still referred to as essentially pastoral, 

since it seems to lack one of its distinctive characteristics, namely the praise of idleness and 

the consequent lack of labor. Completely disregarding the influence pastoral literature had on 

both poets does not constitute a possible answer, since pastoral elements are frequently present 

as well. What could be said is that both authors created their own version of the pastoral starting 

from the reality they came in direct contact with. Pastoralism was simply not sufficient 

anymore to account for their experience of the country, and this resulted in the combination of 

these two genres. Bate goes as far as to say that Wordsworth was reacting against the 18th-

century neo-classical revival of the pastoral by refusing to represent shepherds in a state of 

innocence which would completely disregard their miseries (26). Simply put, Wordsworth 

“transposes the pastoral from the fictional Arcadian golden age to the severe life and landscape 

he knew” (23). The same statement could easily be applied to Frost’s poetry as well. 

In the previously discussed The Pastoral Art of Robert Frost, Lynen never hints at this 

differentiation, making Frost fall under the category of the pastoral poet. Again, whether this 

distinction was available to him is hard to say, and any attempt to do so would be pure 

speculation. Parfitt argues that Lynen stripped the pastoral of all its conventions, only 

maintaining as a defining characteristic the contrast between the rural and the urban (64). But 

not even this aspect of the pastoral is fully developed in Frost’s poetry, since this tension is 

frequently left implicit, if it is present at all (64). Most importantly, Parfitt notes that Frost’s 

rural setting does not require the urban to acquire meaning, but is significant in itself (64). 

Because of this, the idealisation of the country is not as predominant as it generally is in pastoral 

poetry (64). Parfitt maintains that what Frost displays in his poetry is a “pastoral-georgic 

compound” which is often erroneously named pastoral (56). Furthermore, while he admits that 

there is no way to discover whether Frost even considered this distinction, he stresses how 

relevant it is in order to correctly evaluate Frost’s poetry (56). The following examples will 
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attempt to highlight this “pastoral-georgic compound” (56) that allows a comparison between 

Frost and Wordsworth’s use of the pastoral. This analysis will demonstrate that both authors 

display the same tendency to add typically georgic elements to poems that are generally simply 

categorised as pastoral.  

As already mentioned, one of the poems that is generally used as an example of 

Wordsworth’s pastoralism is “Michael: A Pastoral Poem”. The poem opens with a setting that 

appears to be essentially pastoral, with the narrator guiding the reader towards these “pastoral 

mountains” where only “a few sheep, with rocks and stones, and kites” can be found (W. 

Wordsworth 152). It is precisely in this “utter solitude” that “the first / Of those domestic tales 

that spake to me / Of shepherds” will be set (152). But already in the first description of 

Michael, it is clear that the conventions of the pastoral are being challenged. Michael is not, in 

fact, the idle shepherd in a state of innocence one would expect to come across in such a poem. 

His body had always been of “unusual strength”, his mind “keen, / Intense, and frugal, apt for 

all affairs” (152). He took his “shepherd’s calling” seriously, and he was “prompt / And 

watchful more than ordinary men” (152-153). He had been “alone / Amid the heart of many 

thousand mists”, conducting this life until he was over eighty (153). He had a child, Luke, and 

a wife, Isabel, and in town they were so well-known for their work ethic that “they were as a 

proverb in the vale / For endless industry” (153). He had Luke later in life, and he even took 

care of him as a mother would, rocking his cradle as if with “a woman’s gentle hand” (155). 

When Luke was eighteen, sudden misfortune befell their family. Years earlier, Michael “had 

been bound / In surety for his brother’s son”, who at the time was “a man / Of an industrious 

life, and ample means” (156). The nephew had to face “unforeseen misfortunes”, and 

consequently Michael was expected to pay a large sum which was equal to half his property 

(156). After having toiled for more than seventy years with such discipline that even “the sun 

himself / Has scarcely been more diligent than I”, the thought of giving up his land to a stranger 
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was too much to bear (156). There was only one possible solution, on which both Michael and 

Isabel agreed, and that was to send Luke to London to work, hoping that he could make enough 

money to repay their debt. The night before Luke’s departure, Michael took his son to lay the 

first stone of a sheepfold he would continue to build while he was away, telling him the story 

of how his industriousness helped him free the land he had inherited from his parents. While 

Luke was in London, Michael took on the tasks that Luke used to fulfil in addition to his own, 

and whenever he had leisure time, he worked on the sheepfold. After a while, Luke “gave 

himself to evil courses” in the “dissolute city” (160). Because of this, he had to find a hiding 

place overseas, causing the ruin of his family. Michael died without completing the sheepfold, 

and when Isabel passed away too, the land was sold. 

In this poem, there are various elements that are recognisably characteristic of the 

pastoral tradition. The first one is certainly the setting of the story, in the desolation of the 

“forest-side in Grasmere Vale” (W. Wordsworth 152). Second of all, it is clearly a tale centred 

on the humble life of shepherds; lastly, there is tension between the rural and the city. While in 

the remoteness of the mountains this loving family could flourish, as soon as Luke is sent to 

the “dissolute city” (160) of London he begins to neglect his duty. Luke is undoubtedly to be 

held accountable for his own irresponsibility, but the fact that the city is described as 

“dissolute” (160) contributes to the depiction of London as a degenerate place where the 

chances of taking “evil courses” (160) become higher. Nonetheless, the values that are being 

emphasised have nothing in common with the pastoral otium. Grasmere Vale is no idyll, but 

rather a place of hard work, where Michael religiously “toiled and toiled” for decades (159). 

Wordsworth exclusively exploits those conventions of the pastoral that fit his tale, and then he 

draws from the georgics for his emphasis on “hard work, rural economy and human failure” 

(Graver, “Wordsworth’s Georgic Beginnings” 137). Another way in which Wordsworth 

challenges pastoral conventions is by refusing to adhere to the stereotype of the representation 
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of farm workers as bucolic clowns (Gifford 6). Unexpected attention is dedicated to Michael’s 

mind (6), thus portraying him as a multi-faceted human being who always had the best interest 

of his family in mind.  

A less evident example of Wordsworth’s combination of pastoral and georgic is “The 

Pet-Lamb: A Pastoral”. With the same subtitle as “Michael”, what the reader is required to 

expect is, once again, an Arcadian Eden of otium, but this is not entirely the case. It is a snowy 

winter night, and “little Barbara Lewthwaite” is sitting next to “a snow-white mountain-lamb”, 

trying to give it its “evening meal” (100). But the lamb is agitated and refuses to rest, while the 

little girl repeatedly voices her concern for the animal, in an attempt to understand the cause of 

its distress. Since the day it was found, the lamb has been taken care of so diligently that the 

child recognises how “the dam that did thee yean / Upon the mountain-tops no kinder could 

have been” (101). The little girl brings it fresh water and milk twice a day, and the lamb is now 

supposedly safe from the mountain-tops that only “look so green and fair”, concealing their 

dangerousness (101). Still, there seems to be something that disturbs the lamb, but whatever 

the cause might have been, the poem comes to an end without disclosing it. This interplay 

between the pastoral and the georgic almost comes off as a struggle in which one is trying to 

overpower the other, but with less explicit emphasis on labor compared to “Michael”. Fairer 

manages to capture this tension by offering two different interpretations of the poem (116). The 

scene is certainly pastoral, but the georgic image of the vulnerable lamb in need of the care of 

a shepherd is equally present (116). “The pastoral picture”, Fairer explains, “threatens at any 

moment to darken into a georgic one” (116). In other words, the pastoral illusion might 

suddenly clash with the reality of the fields, where sheep end up dying despite all the care they 

have received. Although not explicitly stated, this possible outcome is implied, and the 

unresolved ending prompts such an assumption.  
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Fairer additionally observes that there are instances in which Wordsworth condemns 

the very idleness that is generally praised in the pastoral (116). One of the poems in question 

is “The Idle Shepherd-Boys”. The two shepherds are enjoying their time of otium, with work 

“out of mind – or done” (W. Wordsworth 97). But while “as happy as the day / Those Shepherds 

wear the time away”, there are lambs, “All newly born”, in need of their aid (97). They play 

the pipes and run through the fields, completely unaware that a lamb has fallen into the stream. 

Wordsworth transforms this perfectly pastoral scene into a reproach for the irresponsibility of 

the two shepherds, who happened to neglect their duty in favour of idle activities. It is actually 

a “Poet”, clearly Wordsworth himself, who finds the lamb and gives it back to the boys, gently 

inviting them to “better mind their trade” (98).  

While this combination of pastoral and georgic is certainly present in Wordsworth’s 

poetry, critics agree that there are also instances of authentically pastoral poems, with “The 

Brothers” generally being mentioned as an example. Comparing “The Brothers” with 

“Michael”, McFarland recognises that they are similar in diction, tone, and subject matter 

(“Romantic Imagination” 13). However, McFarland proceeds to explain that it is no 

coincidence that the 19th-century literary critic Thomas De Quincey identified “The Brothers”, 

instead of “Michael”, as the example of a true pastoral (14). “The Brothers”, in fact, seems to 

contain no rejection of the notion of pastoral otium, which can in turn be found in “Michael”. 

The poem is the story of Leonard, a former shepherd, who comes back to look for his brother, 

James, hoping that he is still alive. Leonard had to leave his “calling” as a shepherd when he 

was only sixteen to become a mariner (W. Wordsworth 109). Having now acquired a small 

fortune, he decided to return to his “paternal home” with the purpose of resuming “The life he 

had lived there”, both for his own pleasure and to see his brother again (110). Leonard’s 

preference for rural life is explicitly stated in the poem. Even while he was away, he always 

felt like he was “half a shepherd on the stormy seas” (110); his choice to leave to make a fortune 
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was “chiefly for his Brother’s sake” (114). Nonetheless, once Leonard finds out that James has 

died, he goes back to his job as a “seaman, a grey-headed Mariner”, despite the strong 

attachment he felt to his native land (117).  

“The Brothers” is, then, certainly more in line with the pastoral in that it appears to 

affirm the superiority of rural life, at least from Leonard’s point of view. Toil is not completely 

cut out of the picture, but Leonard’s return to his life as a mariner is experienced as an 

unpleasant imposition, since he could no longer bear to live in a place where “he had been so 

happy” with his late brother (117). This is in contrast, however, with the beginning of the poem, 

where the Priest of Ennerdale, mistaking Leonard for an unwanted visitor, condemns both him 

and the tourists he is used to observe for their supposed idleness: 

Perched on the forehead of a jutting crag, 

Pencil in hand and book upon the knee, 

Will look and scribble, scribble on and look, 

Until a man might travel twelve stout miles, 

Or reap an acre of his neighbour’s corn. 

But, for that moping Son of Idleness, 

Why can he tarry yonder? In our churchyard 

Is neither epitaph nor monument, 

Tombstone nor name – only the turf we tread 

And a few natural graves. (109)    

The recurrent subtle tension between otium and labor, a preoccupation that Wordsworth also 

explicated in the aforementioned poem “The Idle Shepherd-Boys”, is not absent in “The 

Brothers” either. Furthermore, later in the poem the Priest offers a disenchanted view of the 

vale. Leonard has just praised the peaceful life the Priest gets to live, when he responds with a 

list of misfortunes that can happen in Ennerdale. In this passage, the role of the Priest is to 
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debunk the idealisation of the rural that comes from Leonard. Leonard, in fact, understandably 

sees Ennerdale through the strong sense of belonging that he feels to his native land, and is 

therefore more willing to overlook its less-than-peaceful aspects. These passages have the 

purpose of demonstrating that, even in the case of a poem so intimately tied to the pastoral 

tradition, georgic elements are not entirely absent.  

Having discussed Wordsworth’s interplay with the georgic tradition, it is now possible 

to establish that Frost uses a fairly similar combination in his poetry. The first example that is 

going to be analysed is “The Pasture”, which, being a brief poem, can be quoted in its entirety: 

I’m going out to clean the pasture spring; 

I’ll only stop to rake the leaves away 

(And wait to watch the water clear, I may): 

I shan’t be gone long.—You come too. 

 

I’m going out to fetch the little calf 

That’s standing by the mother. It’s so young 

It totters when she licks it with her tongue. 

I shan’t be gone long.—You come too. (Frost 13)      

As Kendall explains, at face value it is an invitation to follow Frost on a journey through his 

poems (47). A more in-depth analysis, however, will reveal that “The Pasture”, like the poems 

of North of Boston it was originally meant to introduce, is immersed in classical education (47). 

Kendall argues that even the title is a nod to the pastoral tradition (48); Parfitt, on the other 

hand, highlights that the poem does not constitute an invitation to a version of Arcadia where 

there is plenty of time for pleasurable activities, as would be the case with the pastoral (58). 

Instead, the speaker has real work to do, and it is significant that this aspect is set forth in a 

poem that functions as an introduction to Frost’s works. The speaker has to “rake the leaves 
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away” and wants to “fetch the little calf” (Frost 13), all rural activities more identifiable with 

the concept of labor rather than pastoral otium. Lynen sees “The Pasture” as an effective 

example of Frost’s pastoralism, interpreting the poem as an invitation to a kind of vision which 

recognises the rural world as superior to the urban (23). The pastoral supposedly lies, once 

again, in an implicit tension between the country and the city, completely disregarding a 

possible georgic approach to the poem.   

“Blueberries” is another poem where the interaction between pastoral and georgic 

values can be observed. It is a dialogue between two characters, possibly husband and wife, 

without any intervention of an external narrator. The numerous family they are talking about, 

the Lorens, are their rivals in the picking of the blueberries. The poem is very much centred on 

rural life, with the two protagonists being rural workers, and its dialogical nature is reminiscent 

of Virgil’s Eclogues. Yet, even in this case georgic values appear to be at the forefront. The 

two speakers feel a mixture of envy and admiration for the Lorens, who are versed in country 

matters in ways they can only dream of: 

I wish I knew half what the flock of them know 

Of where all the berries and other things grow, 

Cranberries in bogs and raspberries on top 

Of the boulder-strewn mountain, and when they will crop. (Frost 64) 

The Lorens are reluctant to share their knowledge, so the two decide they will pick in the 

Pattersons’s pasture too this year – Patterson being the owner of the land. The Lorens resort to 

the picking of the blueberries as a way to feed “the mouths of all those young Lorens” (63). 

There is a contrast, then, between the two families; the speakers, in fact, are productive farmers, 

while the Lorens are foragers (Parfitt 63). In this, the speakers clearly feel superior to the 

Lorens. This contrast, therefore, does not derive from the usual tension between the rural and 

the city. At the same time, one of the speakers – it would be impossible to identify who – feels 
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admiration for the Lorens. He or she recognises they have found “a nice way to live” in 

communion with the land, only taking what nature offers without “forcing her hand with 

harrow and plow” (Frost 64). Furthermore, in “Blueberries” Frost makes use of the triple meter 

– frequently employed in comic poetry – making the tone of the poem seem much lighter than 

many other poems of North of Boston. This aspect possibly helps to persuade the reader not to 

judge the Lorens too harshly. They can be interpreted as pastoral figures, conducting a simple 

life based on whatever the land is willing to give them, although it could be argued that they 

are not exactly in a state of otium. Their knowledge of the fields, their thriftiness, and their 

resourcefulness are typically georgic values (Parfitt 63), which the speakers appreciate as well. 

In this poem, the interaction between pastoral and georgic values is more subtle, almost 

indistinguishable. Classifying it exclusively as a pastoral poem, however, would not be entirely 

correct.     

Still part of New Hampshire like the previously mentioned poems, “The Code” is again 

an apt example to observe Frost’s georgic tendencies. With a brief introduction, the narrator 

sets the scene by explaining what has just happened, subsequently handing the floor to the two 

speakers and protagonists of the poem. Three farmers are working together “Gathering up 

windrows, piling cocks of hay”, with a storm looming over them (Frost 71). Suddenly, one of 

them – who in the following lines will be called James – thrusts his pitchfork into the ground 

and storms off. The “town-bred farmer”, clearly ignorant of Yankee ways, struggles to 

understand his reaction (71). Therefore, the other helper explains to him that he had said 

something inappropriate about “taking pains”, which James interpreted as a way to “find fault 

in his work” (71). James is described as “one big fool”, but the other Yankee worker says he 

would have done the same had he suspected his work was being criticised. “The hand that 

knows his business won’t be told / To do work better or faster”, he proceeds to explain (72). 

This episode reminded him of something he had done when he was working for a man named 
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Sanders, who worked incredibly hard hoping that this would help him to “get more work / Out 

of his hired help” (72). His hired men, however, found Sanders’s attitude to be almost 

offensive, as he tried to encourage them by pointing out their supposed laziness. One day, 

Sanders took things too far, and after yet another comment to encourage the speaker to work 

harder, he failed to contain himself and unloaded a wagon of hay on his boss. He did not die 

but, humiliated, he went back to his home without saying a word. The speaker was not 

discharged, probably because Sanders recognised that what he did was “just right” (74). 

Lynen rightfully finds this poem to be reminiscent of the pastoral. In particular, he 

maintains that the tension between the town farmer and his helper represents a “pastoral 

contrast” (102). This view is obviously in line with the fact that he recognised the contrast 

between the urban and the country as one of the defining characteristics of the pastoral, and, 

more importantly, one of the few conventions of the genre that Frost decided to preserve in his 

poetry. These reactions might appear to be excessive for those who are not part of the same 

culture. Yet, these responses are not as absurd as they may seem. The farmer has, in fact, 

challenged the “belief that a man of honor will take pride in his work, that any hint he is not 

doing his best is therefore a slur upon his integrity” (102). What the helpers are sharing is a 

specific code of Yankee manners that outsiders cannot comprehend, which includes a highly 

developed sense of dignity for their own work, and an unflinching work ethic. Lynen 

additionally notes how the farmer ends up being perceived as less sophisticated compared to 

the other workers, who possess “a far more complicated mind” which allows them to grasp 

supposedly hidden meanings in the farmer’s words (102). On the other hand, the farmer simply 

thinks out loud, explaining that “I said it to myself as much as you” (Frost 71). This contrast 

could be easily seen as a way to assert the superiority of the country over the rural. 

Lynen’s analysis is certainly correct, as these elements of the pastoral are undeniably 

present in the poem. What he does not take into account, however, is that the values these 
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workers are expressing are fundamentally georgic. Again, the pastoral-georgic combination is 

at work here. The offence comes, in fact, from the questioning of their work ethic, which bears 

such significance for them that they would be willing to kill to make sure it is never challenged 

again. The meaning of the poem lies as much in the contrast between the urban and the rural 

as in the values and manners it displays. In an attempt to explain why “The Code” is essentially 

a georgic poem, Parfitt notes that “the lessons to be learned are from a work ethic, rather than 

from pastoral leisure” (63). Once again, the tension between otium and labor is highlighted; 

this poem, in fact, clearly does not dedicate one single line to the concept of idleness. Another 

element that is typically georgic is the realism of the poem. While it might be perceived as 

humorous by an external reader, not acquainted with Yankee manners exactly like the farmer, 

the poem is very close to the harshness of the reality of farm life. Parfitt talks about the 

“unforgiving standards of the farm” (63), which, in their unpleasantness, are actually true to 

that specific reality.  

The last poem that is going to be analysed is “Build Soil—A Political Pastoral”. Blinded 

by the form, it would be easy to overlook the georgic elements of this poem. It is, in fact, in 

full effect an eclogue. Not only is it structured as an eclogue, but the names of the characters 

are directly taken from Virgil’s “Eclogue I”. As in the original, Meliboeus is a humble farmer, 

while Tityrus is a farmer-poet. It is clear from the beginning that Frost is offering a humorous 

reworking of Virgil’s “Eclogue I”, with Meliboeus introducing himself as the “potato man” 

and explaining that now that he is done with “potato crops”, all he wants is to “dress up in 

sheep’s clothing and eat sheep” (Frost 289). The two converse about poetry, commerce, and 

politics. Meliboeus has questions for Tityrus, to which he promptly responds. Ultimately, he 

suggests he should “go to your run-out farm” and live away from commerce; he should “Plant, 

breed, produce”, and whatever he produces should be used to “build the soil” (295). The 

political discussion that emerges from this poem is probably related to contemporary political 
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issues. In the early 1930s, the US was just starting to recover from the Great Depression, and 

Frost was not particularly fond of Roosevelt’s New Deal (Claassen 4). What in the original 

“Eclogue I” was nostalgia for rural ways here is turned into a humorous praise of the self-

reliance of the country (Lynen 127).    

Claassen begins her article on “Build Soil” by establishing what the pastoral is not, and 

she does so by distinguishing the genre from that of the georgics (1). She identifies in the poem 

a “pure pastoral”, which is “true to every aspect of its underlying literary theory” (5). Therefore, 

unlike Lynen, she openly recognises the existence of the georgics, but she decides to use them 

only as a counterexample for a poem she ultimately considers to be authentically pastoral. On 

the other hand, Parfitt believes that “Build Soil” displays an attitude which is “unmistakably 

georgic” (55). Bacon argues that Frost’s tendency to use the dialogical framework of Virgil’s 

Eclogues to write poems that are more related to georgic than pastoral tendencies is part of his 

“fooling” (643). In other words, he uses the classics as a way to play with those readers who 

are educated enough to immediately recognise certain references. He mentions “Build Soil” as 

an example, and especially the beginning, where Meliboeus encourages Tityrus to use his 

“talents as a writer” to “advertise our farms to city buyers, / Or else write something to improve 

food prices” (Frost 289). Meliboeus almost appears to be mocking Tityrus because he lives “by 

writing / Your poems on a farm and call that farming” (289). This might be a reference to 

Frost’s own approach to farming and to his supposed laziness, which has been discussed above. 

Nonetheless, Meliboeus cannot embrace the ideal of a simple and idle life, no matter how much 

he tries. Before encouraging Tityrus to do something useful with his poetry, he says “But have 

some pity on us who have to work” (289). Frost seems to be adding realism by highlighting 

that this ideal is impracticable in real life. As Bacon explains, Frost’s characters are precisely 

the ones who have to work, rather than those who can enjoy a quieter life (643). If it is possible 

to assume that Frost is mocking this ideal to highlight the contrast between Virgil’s “Eclogue 
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I” and real life, it is likewise plausible to identify an attempt to emphasise the value of labor, 

to the point that he even mocks himself for his occupation as a writer on a farm. Where Bacon’s 

argument might be at fault is in taking for granted that Frost was consciously playing with these 

two traditions to fool his readers. This is not to say that Frost was not aware of what he was 

doing, but it should also be noted that there is no proof of Frost’s intentional engagement with 

the georgics. With no evidence to verify authorial intent, all that remains are mere hypotheses. 

One difference between Wordsworth and Frost that can be found is in terms of point of 

view. While Frost adopts the perspective of the farmer, Wordsworth tends to present himself 

as a poet who has a speech and manner that places him on a higher level compared to the 

inhabitants of the country. Frost’s narrator is generally neutral, as can be seen in “The Code”, 

for instance; at times, a narrator is not even present, and the only perspective available is the 

one provided by the characters, like in “Blueberries”. It is true that Frost’s own opinion can be 

discerned through the speech of certain characters, as in the case of both Tityrus and Meliboeus 

in “Build Soil”. Even in those cases, it should be kept in mind that Frost’s thoughts were those 

of an insider, of somebody who was acquainted with the rural world in real life, and who strived 

to maintain this public image for himself. Wordsworth, on the contrary, experienced the 

country exclusively as a poet, not as a farmer. Frost successfully “casts himself in the role of 

the country dweller” (Lynen 9), although sometimes he approaches his own characters with 

humour. Wordsworth, on the other hand, maintains a certain distance from his characters. This 

can be observed in “The Idle-Shepherd Boys”, for instance, where the character of the poet, 

clearly representing Wordsworth, is depicted as somebody who knows better compared to the 

shepherds.    

Despite this difference, all the poems that have been discussed so far had the purpose 

of demonstrating that Frost and Wordsworth approach the pastoral genre in very similar ways. 

Both writers employ exclusively those conventions of the pastoral that fit their purpose; 
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furthermore, they consistently draw from the tradition of the georgics, creating an interesting 

– and at times subtle – interplay between the two genres. Therefore, as far as this pastoral-

georgic compound is concerned, placing Frost in the same literary strand as Wordsworth does 

not appear to be absurd at all. Whether this was done consciously on Frost’s part would be hard 

to establish. This means, however, that creating a parallel between the two writers can help to 

achieve a better understanding of Frost’s pastoral-georgic mode. 

As mentioned at the beginning of the present chapter, nature plays a crucial role in the 

genre of the pastoral, which in its original form would also include some sort of social 

interaction. In nature poetry in general, however, part of the relationship the poet manages to 

create with the natural world is often connected with solitude, especially in the Romantic 

tradition. The various ways in which a human being can be alone, considered in all their aspects 

and manifestations even outside the realm of nature, will constitute the subject of the next 

chapter.   
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3. Solitude, Loneliness, and Alienation  

In the popular imagination, poets are stereotypically viewed as solitary figures who exploit this 

privileged condition to fuel their creativity. Romantic writers are often pictured wandering 

aimlessly – and possibly with a tormented mind – through a desolate landscape, which will 

inevitably provide the subject matter of their next poem. While that of the solitary genius can 

be partially dismissed as a simple myth, loneliness still represents a recurrent theme in poetry, 

as well as in every other form of art. It might be argued that this comes as no surprise, since 

feelings of loneliness are universally part of the experience of being human. The fact that 

Wordsworth and Frost appear to share this theme probably comes as no surprise either. 

Before proceeding with a comparison between the two poets, it might be appropriate to 

provide some definitions of the terms that will be used in the present chapter. Solitude, 

loneliness, and alienation tend to be used interchangeably, as they all indicate a state in which 

a human being is in some way alone, whether by choice or not. Nonetheless, each term carries 

slightly different shades of meaning. Solitude is generally used to designate a positive 

experience of retreat which is willingly chosen by the individual. When feeling overwhelmed, 

the therapeutic powers of solitude can help the individual to find solace in introspection. 

Connection with other human beings is not longed for, nor is it felt to be necessary. On the 

contrary, it is the individual who seeks this condition of separateness from others, with the 

purpose of fully savouring its benefits. Loneliness, on the other hand, is supposed to be 

unpleasant, as the individual feels a certain yearning for contact with other people (Koch 185). 

Loneliness seeks interaction with others for different reasons, and this desire can vary in 

intensity (185). It is, then, a condition that the individual wishes to overcome, an emotional 

state which causes pain rather than being restorative. Lastly, alienation can be identified as 

“failure of contact—whether in action or feeling or understanding” (186). It can have different 

manifestations. One can, for instance, be alienated from one’s family, friends, or society (186).  
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Critics widely agree on the fact that both Frost and Wordsworth engaged with the 

themes of solitude, loneliness, and alienation quite extensively. Solitude is what links 

Wordsworth to nature, especially in his early poetry (Dickstein 260). It is a state that grants 

him the pleasure of self-exploration, but that at times needs to be overcome in order to find 

communion with other men (260). In other cases, solitude is a necessary condition for personal 

development, as in The Prelude or “Tintern Abbey” (265). Frost’s tendency to include solitary 

figures in his poetry has been commented on in similar ways. Durham identifies loneliness – 

and especially the inability to communicate with other people – as one of Frost’s major themes 

overall (70). There is loneliness, then, even when Frost’s characters are not physically on their 

own. An example can be found in “Home Burial”, where the two characters have such different 

ways of experiencing grief that communicating and finding solace in the other become virtually 

impossible. Wallace, on the other hand, recognises that Frost’s characters are frequently 

solitary figures wandering and talking in a ruined landscape, with no one willing to listen (1). 

Lasser, in his analysis of “Birches”, notes how Frost seeks self-knowledge by retreating from 

life (294), similarly to what Wordsworth does. Additionally, Frost too tends to explore nature 

on his own, although the kind of relationship he manages to establish with the natural world is 

quite different from Wordsworth’s, as Chapter 1 has amply discussed. Frost’s American roots 

are at play even in his treatment of this theme. Wallace, in fact, places him in the same literary 

strand as Dickinson and Thoreau, especially due to his way of dealing with the idea of 

separateness from the natural and social world (3). As already seen in Chapter 1, this parallel 

with other New England poets is quite frequent and certainly apt. Yet, it might be argued that 

exclusively placing Frost in that American literary strand would be reductive. 

A brief introduction to Frost and Wordsworth’s personal relationship to solitude might 

help to achieve a better understanding of how this theme is treated in their poetry. Both poets 

were quite solitary figures, despite being frequently surrounded by other people. Wordsworth 
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appears to have been both a loner and a deeply social being (McFarland, Romanticism and the 

Forms 138). He was a devoted husband and brother, as opposed to Coleridge who abandoned 

his family (138). Nonetheless, Wordsworth’s personality was also characterised by egotism, 

vanity, bigotry, and coldness (139), an attitude which frequently provoked indignant reactions 

even in those who were close to him (141). The phrase ‘egotistical sublime’ is often used to 

describe certain aspects of Wordsworth’s personality. This expression has been taken from a 

letter that Keats wrote to Richard Woodhouse, which highlighted the prominent presence of 

self-centredness in Wordsworth’s poetry. Coleridge himself described Wordsworth as an 

“isolated spectator” who was not part of a specific community (145), preferring to experience 

life from the outside rather than being immersed in it first-hand. Parrish reiterates the idea that 

Wordsworth’s egotism was a “central principle of his nature” (The Art of the Lyrical Ballads 

46). While he preferred to live in self-imposed isolation, he was almost never physically alone, 

nor was he completely self-sufficient (46). He did, in fact, heavily rely on Coleridge and his 

sister Dorothy to nourish his confidence (46-47). Literary advice and praise were something he 

consistently sought in his relationships, another reason why he was highly dependent on his 

friends (47). Wordsworth’s tendency to isolate, then, was paradoxically accompanied by a 

compelling need for his sense of self to be determined by others, and a profound fear of utter 

loneliness and old age. This, possibly, was a direct consequence of his egotism, which made 

him unsociable and reliant upon social connections at the same time. In addition to this, 

Wordsworth was no stranger to grief. In his childhood, he lost both his mother and his father, 

and his brother John died in 1805 (McFarland, Romanticism and the Forms 161). In a matter 

of months, he lost two of his children. He commented almost uncaringly on this loss, stating 

that he did not mourn for them and that he only wished they were still with him in moments of 

great weakness; nonetheless, it was soul-crushing to him (163). Dorothy was a witness to his 

overpowering pain, seeing him becoming thinner and appearing older as the days passed (163). 
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Wordsworth, then, knew pain and isolation; nonetheless, the general understanding is that he 

always tried to maintain a stoic appearance in front of others to hide his true fears. 

Similar comments have been made on Frost’s character, contributing to the idea that he 

was a rather unfriendly and egotistical man. Parini attributes this general opinion to previous 

biographers, who tried to depict him as an uncaring husband and terrible father (709-710). 

Parini, on the other hand, seems to strike a blow for Frost, explaining that he was always faithful 

to his wife, Elinor, and that he was frequently at home with his children, especially when they 

were young (710). He believes that the idea of Frost as a “monster and misanthrope” is “hugely 

distorted”, while still admitting that Frost was “hardly a saint” (711). He recognises that Frost, 

both in his private and public life, presented many paradoxes: 

The contradictions of his life and work remain stunning. He was a loner who liked 

company; a poet of isolation who sought a mass audience; a rebel who sought to fit in. 

Although a family man to the core, he frequently felt alienated from his wife and 

children and withdrew into reveries. (712) 

In his contradictions, he appears to be similar to Wordsworth; both poets were, in fact, loners 

who ultimately needed company. When Parini refers to previous biographers, the first that 

comes to mind is Lawrence Thompson, who “wasted no opportunity to present Frost as a 

monster” (151). Some of the episodes reported by Thompson certainly do not contribute to 

painting a favourable picture of Frost. One of them recounts how Frost asked his daughter, 

Lesley, to choose which parent she preferred, all of this while holding a revolver, informing 

her that one of them would soon be dead (151). Lesley’s daughter later declared that she never 

heard anything of the sort from her mother, who was actually prone to nightmares when she 

was a child (151). Parini does not defend Frost blindly, and frequently admits that the poet 

could have a difficult temperament. He tries, however, to paint a different picture of Frost, an 

image which at least grants him some redemption. After all, Frost had an incredibly hard life, 
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tormented by loss and grief. Elinor died on March 20, 1938, and Parini describes her as “the 

only woman he had ever loved” (497). Being the devoted husband he supposedly was, Elinor’s 

death had devastating effects on him. He fell into depression, his physical health declined, and 

his sense of loneliness worsened. She frequently had the role of “warding off his loneliness”; 

she managed to “govern” his loneliness without making him feel “less alone” (500). In addition 

to this, he sadly outlived four out of his six children. Irma was committed to a mental hospital 

for schizophrenia, and she died in 1967, four years after her father. Frost was not new to mental 

illness, since his sister had been admitted to a mental hospital as well. These events led the poet 

to develop extreme preoccupation for his own mental state, fearing to go down the same path 

as the people around him, especially due to his proneness to depression and anxiety. From these 

experiences probably derive poems such as “A Servant to Servants”, which is deeply concerned 

with mental health and feelings of loneliness and hopelessness. Frost, then, knew the pain of 

grief intimately, and often fell victim to his own mind and fears. This suffering is reflected in 

many of his poems about loneliness and alienation. He focuses on figures who are marginalised 

by society, as in “Out, Out—” and “The Death of the Hired Man”. He expresses his concern 

for the loneliness of old age in “An Old Man’s Winter Night”, and explicates his fear of 

madness in “A Servant to Servants”. The next sections will reveal that Wordsworth’s treatment 

of this theme did not differ considerably from Frost’s, touching on many of the same themes 

and fears. The aforementioned poems will be analysed, along with other ones, with the purpose 

of providing an overview of the way both poets engaged with the different manifestations of 

loneliness, as well as with the fears that come with them.  

 

3.1 The Pleasure of Being Alone, the Dangers of Solitude, and Walking 

Despite their undeniably difficult lives, both Frost and Wordsworth dedicated poems to the 

pleasure of being alone. The first part of this section, then, will deal with solitude, not 
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loneliness, meaning that it will dwell upon a type of self-isolation that is restorative, sought-

after, and self-imposed.  

Frost’s “Birches” has been described by Wallace as a poem about “the sweetness of 

solitude” (5). It displays the pleasure of a world exclusively populated by a solitary figure, who 

perceives his condition as delightful rather than as something that should be superseded (5). 

Recognised by Frost himself as one of his greatest poems (Kendall 213), “Birches” starts with 

the speaker explaining that when he sees birch trees, he likes to imagine they are bent because 

“some boy’s been swinging them” (Frost 117). “Truth broke in”, however, and as much as he 

would have preferred “to have some boy bend them”, he knows that the trees are bent as a 

consequence of the “ice-storm” (118). Nonetheless, he still imagines a boy “Whose only play 

was what he found himself, / Summer or winter, and could play alone” (118), enjoying his own 

company without seeking anything else. As a child, he was himself a “swinger of birches”, and 

he wishes he could go back to those old times: 

So was I once myself a swinger of birches. 

And so I dream of going back to be. 

It’s when I’m weary of considerations, 

And life is too much like a pathless wood 

Where your face burns and tickles with the cobwebs 

Broken across it, and one eye is weeping 

From a twig’s having lashed across it open. 

I’d like to get away from earth awhile 

And then come back to it and begin over. (118) 

The speaker dreams of the same solitude he took delight in as a child, feeling this nostalgia 

especially in those times when “life is too much like a pathless wood” (118). This line almost 

reminds one of Wordsworth’s “The World Is Too Much with Us”, also used in the famous 
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opening line of Frost’s “Directive” – “Back out of all this now too much for us” (341). But the 

speaker does not want his desire to be taken too seriously, risking being misunderstood and 

sent away with no return. He acknowledges that, ultimately, “Earth’s the right place for love”, 

with little faith in the possibility of finding a place “where it’s likely to go better” (118). He 

still dreams of climbing a birch, but eventually he hopes to come back. It is almost as if the 

speaker was recognising the limitations of his own desire for utter solitude, realising that 

regardless of the delight he could draw from this experience, the best thing is to always go back 

to normal life, and therefore to other people as well. This does not mean, however, that the 

pleasure of solitude is in any way dismissed. Wallace argues that part of the sweetness of 

solitude derives precisely from its limitations, from the fact that the speaker takes on the 

responsibility of going back to others (6). His desire for solitude is very much grounded in the 

awareness that such a condition cannot be permanent if it is to maintain its enjoyable qualities. 

“Birches”, however, is not simply a poem about the desire for solitude. While this yearning 

constitutes a valid interpretation of the poem, there is something more to it. It appears to point 

at something ulterior, encouraging commentators to look for its hidden meanings (Kendall 

213). “Through metaphor and allusion,” Kendall explains, “almost everything in the poem is, 

or is like, another thing” (214). Wilbur detected Frost’s references to Shelley’s elegy for Keats, 

“Adonais”, concluding that “Birches” is “an answer to Shelley’s kind of boundless neo-

Platonic aspiration” (488-489). The poem, in fact, ultimately rejects its Romantic predecessor, 

having no real interest in climbing “Toward heaven” (Kendall 215). The tree always “dipped 

its top and set me down again” (Frost 118), suggesting that the poem is ultimately a 

“recommendation of limited aspiration, or high-minded earthliness” (Wilbur 488).      

A similar recognition of the pleasure of solitude can be found in Wordsworth’s “The 

Solitary Reaper”. The title summarises what the speaker sees, namely a “solitary Highland 

Lass! / Reaping and singing by herself” (W. Wordsworth 344). The visitor enjoys hearing her 
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sing, but struggles to understand what she says. He imagines that she might be singing about 

“Some natural sorrow, loss, or pain”, about “old, unhappy, far-off things” or some “familiar 

matter of today” (344). Unable to figure out the themes of her song, he simply listens to her, 

“motionless and still” (344), and then proceeds to mount up the hill with that music still in his 

heart. While the speaker does not seem to openly yearn for her state of solitude, he is fascinated 

and inspired by it. Stafford argues that the poem is really about the encounter between two 

human beings, thus interpreting it as a “celebration of human presence” (36). It could be 

objected, however, that there is really no encounter between the two figures. As mentioned 

above, the speaker remains motionless, and there is no hint of the fact that the solitary reaper 

might have noticed him since she is so focused on her job. In other words, her solitude is in no 

way disturbed by the speaker, who ultimately resumes his wandering. Pack notes how 

Wordsworth was incredibly scared of solitude when it is “felt as loneliness” (173). But this is 

not the case with “The Solitary Reaper”. Despite what she might be singing about – which is 

never confirmed in the poem, so her stories of sorrow and pain might simply be a product of 

Wordsworth’s imagination – the girl appears to be utterly happy in her solitude.  

Nonetheless, Wordsworth too, like Frost, recognises that it is necessary to be cautious 

when it comes to solitude.  Dickstein explains that Wordsworth was so attracted to solitude that 

his first important poem, “Lines Left upon a Seat in a Yew-tree”, is a warning against its 

deceiving appeal (264). After introducing a possible reader to the scenery, the speaker explains 

that the yew-tree seat had been crafted by a man who “owned / No common soul” (W. 

Wordsworth 25). This description derives from the fact that this man willingly “turned himself 

away” from society “With indignation” (25). Sustained only by “the food of pride”, the man 

appears to enjoy the charm of his surroundings, conducting his life with “straggling sheep” as 

his only visitors (25). The poem, however, is no celebration of self-imposed isolation. The 

conclusion, in fact, warns the reader against such a way of life, and especially against being 
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contemptuous towards other human beings. The man’s life is ultimately “unfruitful”, nourished 

by a “morbid pleasure” (25). He is described as a “lost Man”, who will die alone with this seat 

as “his only monument” (25). His eye “streamed with tears”, aware of the fact that “others felt 

/ What he must never feel” (25). This man is not an example of contentedness in isolation, but 

quite the opposite. Considering what has been said so far about Wordsworth’s life and 

character, it might be plausible to imagine that he saw himself in this man. The poem can be 

interpreted as a warning to his readers, as well as a reminder to himself to be cautious. The 

man, with his pride and hatred for humanity, represents the dark side of Wordsworth’s attitude 

towards the world, the one that Keats defined with the phrase ‘egotistical sublime’. The poet 

almost seems to be saying that while solitude can certainly be enjoyable, its delights are highly 

dependent on its ephemerality. As Frost believed, in the end it is always necessary to go back, 

refusing to surrender to the lure of solitude, or to the snowy woods.  

Walking is another recurrent theme in the poetic production of both poets. While it is 

certainly an activity that can involve company, this section will only take into account those 

poems that present solitary walkers, either as speakers or characters. The considerable number 

of poems concerned with walking makes Wordsworth a prominent figure in the study of 

Romantic pedestrianism. In his personal life, he was an enthusiastic lover of solitary walks. 

Bate stresses the importance of walking both for the works of Coleridge and Wordsworth (49). 

De Quincey reported that, by the 1830s, Wordsworth had walked a distance of about 180,000 

English miles on foot (49). It is well-known that the poet used to compose verses in his mind 

while walking, dictating them to his sister once he had come back home (Watson 348). It was 

such a frequent occurrence that his housemaid once revealed to a guest that the poet’s real study 

was in the fields rather than in the house (347-348). By the 19th century, there was a new 

widespread sense of solitude, and solitary country walks became “a conscious, innovative habit 

among Wordsworthians” (343). Romantic poets managed to reinvent walk poetry, which has 
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its roots in the pastoral tradition (Hirsch 8). Not coincidentally, both Frost and Wordsworth 

engaged with the pastoral quite extensively, as Chapter 2 has amply discussed. This idea of 

exploring the country – or, more in general, the natural world – and retreating in isolation are 

at the core of the pastoral as well as recurrent reasons for walking in poetry. The wanderer is, 

after all, a central figure in Romantic poetry overall, which has shaped the way in which 

Romantic poets are usually imagined and perceived. 

As far as Frost is concerned, Parini frequently hints at his love for walking, often 

mentioning how great of a walker he was, along with his habit of strolling through the woods 

and fields. His walks could be solitary or not; a poem such as “The Road Not Taken”, for 

instance, was written with Edward Thomas in mind, his closest friend and companion of 

countless walks, who was also the first person to misunderstand the real meaning of the poem 

(Kendall 180). Richard Poirier famously called Frost a poet of extravagance, or extra-vagance, 

indicating a “physical or mental wandering and a verbal or rhetorical one—that always finds 

its way home” (89). He argues that Frost’s walking poems, and his tendency to walk beyond 

the boundaries of a household or field, are about extravagance both in the pedestrian and poetic 

sense (89). Gilbert further confirms the evident attraction Frost felt for wandering plots, 

depicting him as the first American poet of the 20th century who ventured to explore the 

possibilities of such compositions (49). He believes that Frost’s roots are truly American, 

coming to the conclusion that he was primarily inspired by poets such as Emerson and Thoreau 

(49). Again according to Gilbert, Frost’s walking poems are not merely descriptive, but have 

as their final purpose the acquisition of new knowledge (51). Walking becomes a parable of 

discovery, thus explaining why his poems tend to be less rich in descriptive details than other 

manifestations of this genre (51). He additionally emphasises the uniqueness of Frost’s 

contribution to this type of composition, thus distinguishing him from Wordsworth (51). In the 

19th century, this tradition reached something of a dead-end in England, with no original 
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contributions to the genre, but only modifications and repetitions (44). Wordsworth even 

distanced himself from walking poems precisely due to the risk of repetition, and other poets 

of the 19th century did the same (45). The walking poem, however, managed to travel to 

America, where it was welcomed with enthusiasm, especially due to the differences in terms 

of landscape, which was frequently uncultivated (45). Wordsworth’s influence can be traced 

even in American poets, so much so that his true successors can be found in America rather 

than in England (45). Gilbert even recognises that poets such as Emerson and Thoreau were 

deeply influenced by Wordsworth’s walking poems (45). As a consequence, it is plausible to 

hypothesise that Wordsworthianism runs in Frost’s American blood as well.  

Having explored Frost and Wordsworth’s fondness for walking both in their personal 

lives and in their poetic production, it is now possible to discuss some of their poems that fall 

within this tradition. A good example of a walking poem is Frost’s “Good Hours”, published 

at the end of North of Boston. During his “night evening walk”, he is left with “No one at all 

with whom to talk” (Frost 102). In this state of solitude, however, the speaker uses his 

imagination to find company in his surroundings. This is a typical poem of extra-vagance, as 

Poirier would say. Not coincidentally, he mentions it as an “ingratiating example” of a good 

walking poem (89). As Gilbert notes, the speaker travels away from the domestic and the 

familiar, as is customary in his poems of extra-vagance, but he still feels that he has to come 

back at some point (61). The speaker, in fact, continues to wander until there are no more 

cottages to be found; at that point, he decides to repent and come back. Coming back, he no 

longer perceives his surroundings as companions. The cottages that once had “shining eyes” 

now have “no window but that was black” (Frost 102). In other words, the speaker’s view is 

now disenchanted, no longer personifying his surroundings, but going back to perceiving 

reality as merely physical (Gilbert 62). The reader gets the sense that the speaker likes his 

condition of solitude, despite his attempts to find company in inanimate objects. This sense of 
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pleasure in solitude mainly derives from the title. Kendall explains that ‘to keep good hours’ is 

an expression which indicates the habit of going home or resting early (174-175). He 

concludes, however, that it is more likely that the title refers to the delight of this winter evening 

stroll than to the habits of his community (175). The speaker journeys away from his 

community because he feels no sense of belonging, but the title appears to indicate that after 

all, his choice to be alone is not unpleasant at all. Gilbert explains that “Good Hours” is a 

somewhat “lighter revision” of “The Wood-Pile”. Another poem of extra-vagance, “The 

Wood-Pile” presents the speaker walking in the “frozen swamp”, wondering if he should go 

back (Frost 100). He resolves, however, to “go on farther”, ending up “far from home” (100). 

Similarly to “Good Hours”, in his solitude he finds a new companion, a small bird that flew 

before him. Its presence, however, is not particularly comforting; it “put a tree between us when 

he lighted” and refused to say a word to “tell me who he was” (Frost 100). Nonetheless, the 

speaker immediately makes it clear that it is foolish of him to try to assume what the bird is 

thinking. He soon forgets about the bird after he notices an abandoned wood pile, which 

suggests that somebody before him had ventured on the same journey, only to leave everything 

there once he had found “fresh tasks” to turn to (101). “The Wood-Pile” is somewhat of a 

darker poem than “Good Hours”. The speaker appears to be anxious because he is lost, 

projecting his fear onto the bird, and concluding the poem with an image of decay. The poem 

expresses the kind of paranoia that comes from “any feeling of being lost and of losing thereby 

a confident sense of self” (Poirier 141). The last line of the poem, “With the slow smokeless 

burning of decay” (Frost 101), is an acknowledgement of the independence of nature from 

“human need or even human perception”, which Poirier associates with the last line of 

Wordsworth’s sonnet “Mutability” (144) about the “unimaginable touch of Time” (W. 

Wordsworth 535). Dowling defines the last line of “The Wood-Pile” as “memorable” since it 
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recognises the “inexorability” of the processes of nature (118), an aspect which is again in line 

with Wordsworth’s “Mutability”.  

It is undeniable that Wordsworth’s “I Wandered Lonely as a Cloud” is a more explicitly 

positive example of a walking poem, especially if compared to “The Wood-Pile”. It appears, 

however, to follow a similar structure to Frost’s “Good Hours” and “The Wood-Pile”. In his 

delightful solitary stroll, the speaker finds “a crowd / A host, of golden daffodils” (W. 

Wordsworth 219). He immediately proceeds to personify them; they are “fluttering and dancing 

in the breeze”, “Tossing their heads in sprightly dance” (219). They provide such “jocund 

company” that “A poet could not but be gay” (219)1. Wordsworth does not go back to physical 

reality as Frost in “Good Hours”. Instead, he explains how this experience fills his heart with 

pleasure every time he thinks about it in the “bliss of solitude” (219). He came back from his 

wandering, as Frost did, and now it is just a memory. “I Wandered Lonely as a Cloud” is simply 

a recollection of a pleasurable experience. No fear fills the poem, no mention of images of 

decay. Despite this, the idea of a solitary walk where it is possible to find company in one’s 

surroundings is a pattern that Frost employs as well, especially in the poems that have just been 

discussed. 

Night walks are featured in the poetic productions of both authors. While they appear 

to employ similar imagery, the meaning behind such poems is frequently quite different. A 

parallel can be drawn, for instance, between Frost’s poem “Acquainted with the Night” and a 

passage from Wordsworth’s “Two-Part Prelude”. In the same fashion as “Good Hours” and 

 
1 This is a famous example of Wordsworth reshaping his memories. Dorothy Wordsworth, in her journal entry of 
April 15, 1802, recollects the moment in which they saw the daffodils “in the woods beyond Gowbarrow Park” 
(123), during a trip to the Lake District. Many of the details that Wordsworth adds to his poem were already 
present in her account: “I never saw daffodils so beautiful they grew among the mossy stones about and about 
them, some rested their heads upon these stones as on a pillow for weariness and the rest tossed and reeled and 
danced and seemed as if they verily laughed with the wind, that blew upon them over the lake, they looked so gay 
ever glancing ever changing” (123). Wordsworth’s poem, then, clearly took inspiration from Dorothy’s prose 
description.    
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“The Wood-Pile”, “Acquainted with the Night” presents a speaker who has “outwalked the 

furthest city light” (Frost 234), walking away from home in yet another example of extra-

vagance. As Kendall explains, the poem displays a “lack of specificity which encourages 

metaphysical speculations” (340). In other words, certain elements – such as the night, the rain, 

and the city lane – prompt the reader to look for a possible hidden meaning, instead of simply 

taking the poem at face value. It can be read in both ways, as one of these possibilities does not 

necessarily rule the other one out (340). As a consequence, this night-time walk can be 

interpreted as a meditation on sorrow and isolation. Having been acquainted with the night 

might mean that the speaker is familiar with painful experiences, represented by the rain, the 

“saddest city lane”, and the fact that he drops his eyes and does not want to explain his motives 

to the watchman (Frost 234). The repetition of the first line at the end appears to suggest that 

there is no progression in the poem. The speaker is plagued by pain and in a state of isolation 

at the beginning as well as in the end. In this poem, Frost makes use of Dante’s terza rima, and 

the sonnet form he employs is borrowed from Shelley’s “Ode to the West Wind”. Shelley is, 

in fact, one of the Romantic poets who experimented with this Italian form. Not only does Frost 

conclude the poem with the same line he opened it with, but he also reproduces the same rhyme 

scheme (Kendall 341). The initial rhyme between “night” and “light” is echoed in the 

concluding lines by the words “height”, “right”, and “night” (341). As Kendall puts it, “Frost 

marries the potentially endless Dantean structure with the sonnet’s economy” (341), a strategy 

that allows him to conclude the poem while conveying the idea that this is ultimately a circular 

journey, literally ending where it began.   

Part Two of Wordsworth’s “Two-Part Prelude” presents a similar passage about 

walking at night-time. He explains how he used to “walk alone / In storm and tempest, or in 

starlight nights” (Jonathan and Jessica Wordsworth 288), using similar imagery to Frost’s 

“Acquainted with the Night”. It is night, the poet is alone, he is walking, and there may be 
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storms, which remind us of Frost’s rain. The context, however, is different, and Wordsworth 

does not allow for metaphorical interpretations in his “Two-Part Prelude”. The physical reality 

he is referring to is a specific one, as he is simply recollecting memories from his youth. 

Furthermore, it is more of a celebration of solitude than a confirmation of never-ending sorrow. 

The poem explores Wordsworth’s education as well as his relationship with nature when he 

was younger. He explains that he was “taught to feel” the “self-sufficing power of Solitude”, 

how he used to sit alone among the hills early in the morning “when the vale / Lay quiet in an 

utter solitude” (289). Wordsworth’s walking poems, then, as in the case of nature poems, do 

not display many of the darker nuances of meaning that are so typical of Frost’s poetry, despite 

the undeniable similarities in terms of images and patterns. 

 

3.2 Outcasts, Mental Health, and Old Age 

This section is going to be centred on a series of characters who are alienated from society for 

different reasons. As already explained, there exist multiple terms to refer to the sphere of 

loneliness. The poems that will be analysed here do not present cases of self-imposed solitude. 

On the contrary, the loneliness of these characters comes from the fact that they can no longer 

fit in with the society they were once a part of – if they were part of it at all in the first place. 

Frost and Wordsworth employ various devices to deal with such figures. Wordsworth 

frequently imagines meeting these characters during his roaming sessions, as in “Resolution 

and Independence” and “The Old Cumberland Beggar”. In other instances, the reader is invited 

on a journey through the mind of such characters, as in the case of Wordsworth’s “The Mad 

Mother” and Frost’s “A Servant to Servants”. The purpose of this section is to show that Frost 

and Wordsworth have a tendency to consistently deal with characters who are victims of 

alienation. Furthermore, their characters seem to experience alienation and feelings of 

loneliness for very similar reasons.  
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To deal with the idea of marginalisation from society in general, three poems are going 

to be taken into account, namely “Resolution and Independence”, “The Death of the Hired 

Man”, and “Out, Out—”. In Wordsworth’s “Resolution and Independence”, the speaker meets 

a Leech-gatherer, who in “his extreme old age” seemed “not all alive nor dead” (W. 

Wordsworth 229). The loneliness of the Leech-gatherer is stressed multiple times. It is in “this 

lonely place” that the speaker first sees “a Man before me unawares” (229). When talking to 

the Leech-gatherer, he stresses the fact that it is a “lonesome place for one like you” (230). By 

the end of the poem, the speaker explains that sometimes, in his mind, he still imagines the 

Leech-gatherer “Wandering about alone and silently” (231). This loneliness, however, does 

not appear to bother the protagonist of the poem, who explains what he does for a living “with 

a smile” (231). He became a leech-gatherer because by then he was “old and poor”, and this 

was the only way he had to gain an “honest maintenance” (230). Despite the fact that the Leech-

gatherer seems to have quietly accepted his fate, the speaker describes him as “a man from 

some far region sent, / To give me human strength, by apt admonishment” (230). In other 

words, he sees himself in the Leech-gatherer, and recognises that he might end up in the same 

predicament in the future. Wordsworth even references the story of Thomas Chatterton, “The 

sleepless Soul that perished in his pride” (229). Chatterton was a young poet from Bristol, 

mainly known for having committed suicide at the age of seventeen (Stafford 34). Because of 

this, he became the emblem of extreme Romantic solitude (34). This reveals Wordsworth’s 

fear of loneliness, decay, and possible madness, which is something that he had in common 

with Frost. He appears to admire, however, the Leech-gatherer’s self-sufficiency, his harmony 

with nature, and his stoicism (Grunes 350), all qualities that Wordsworth, in his fear of 

loneliness and old age, did not possess.  

The Leech-gatherer, then, lives happily outside of society, despite the horror 

Wordsworth felt for such a way of life. In Frost’s poetic production, outcasts do not enjoy the 
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same harmony as the Leech-gatherer. Frequently left to their own loneliness, alienation from 

society is something that will ultimately cause their death. They are the Leech-gatherer’s 

negative counterparts, characters whose self-sufficiency was not enough to survive. In “The 

Death of the Hired Man”, Silas is introduced to the reader through a dialogue between two 

characters, Mary and Warren. From the beginning, he is presented as an old and poor man, like 

the Leech-gatherer. In addition to this, he is also supposedly good for nothing. “What good is 

he?” asks Warren; after all, “Who else will harbor him / At this age for the little he can do?” 

(Frost 40). Initially, Warren has no pity for Silas, especially because Silas left him, hoping to 

find somebody who would pay him more. In the end, however, Mary manages to help him 

understand what is happening. Silas has, in fact, come back to die, while still offering to “ditch 

the meadow” for Warren (41). Even before dying, “the poor old man” is still trying to find 

“Some humble way to save his self-respect” (41-42). Although he could have asked for help 

from his brother, who is supposedly rich, his pride comes from the fact that he was managing 

to survive on his own, without having to resort to his brother’s finances. In other words, he had 

his ways of gaining an “honest maintenance” (W. Wordsworth 230), as the Leech-gatherer did. 

In his utter loneliness, the only option left is to die in Warren and Mary’s house. Although he 

is said to be “nothing to us”, Mary still feels they owe him basic care, as if he were the dog 

that, once a stranger, eventually became part of their family (Frost 43). But Silas’s health is 

rapidly declining, and when Warren is finally convinced to show Silas some mercy, it is already 

too late. The poem ends with Warren declaring that Silas has died, alone, while husband and 

wife were discussing what to do.  

The protagonist of “Out, Out—” presents fewer similarities with the Leech-gatherer 

than Silas. Still, he can be taken as an example of an alienated character, as the ones that have 

been described so far. The brief poem reports the story of a boy who died after his hand was 

severed while working. Durham describes it as a “frightening poem” not because of the cruelty 
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of the deadly incident, but mainly due to the reaction of those around the boy (73). Since they 

were not the ones who suffered the injury, they coldly “turned to their affairs” (Frost 131), 

apparently unaffected by what has happened. That community that should provide comfort and 

protection is here turned into an unidentified ‘they’ (Wallace 3), indicating a general group of 

people whose heartlessness is striking. Empathy is only expressed once by an indistinct 

narrator, who wishes they had sent the boy home half an hour early to avoid the accident. In 

“Resolution and Independence” Wordsworth presents the story of the Leech-gatherer almost 

in passing; as his roaming resumes, the reader is not allowed to know more about the fate of 

this character. Frost, on the other hand, does not hold back from showing the extreme 

consequences of loneliness, lack of community, and absence of empathy.   

Another way in which both poets develop the idea of alienation is through characters 

who suffer from various mental health issues. This is the case, for instance, of Wordsworth’s 

“The Mad Mother” and Frost’s “A Servant to Servants”. As the title suggests, “The Mad 

Mother” presents as its protagonist a mentally unstable woman, whose wild appearance almost 

looks demonic. Without the “baby on her arm” (W. Wordsworth 167), she would be completely 

alone, a castaway of society abandoned even by the father of her child. When this poem was 

written, postpartum depression was not yet a diagnosis (Strout 161). Although women had 

already been experiencing mental distress as a consequence of childbirth for centuries, interest 

in a possible causal connection sparked only in the middle of the 19th century (161). 

Wordsworth inevitably depicted the woman starting from his knowledge of the topic, which 

included the common belief that a child has the power to ease the insanity of the mother (160). 

In her nightmarish state, the child becomes a “sight of joy” who can save her “precious soul” 

(W. Wordsworth 168). After a brief description of the woman provided by an external narrator, 

the reader is offered an overview of her madness from within (Bewell 373). The poet, in fact, 

employs the device of the dramatic monologue for the rest of the poem (373), with no additional 
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intervention from the initial narrator. This means that the reader is led to see the world as she 

sees it, namely through the eyes of her madness (373). She struggles to distinguish between 

reality and her imagination, seeing “wicked looks” in her child and trying to convince herself 

that his “look so wild / It never, never came from me” (W. Wordsworth 169). The fact that she 

detects demonic forces in the look of her child reveals that she is concerned she might have 

passed her own madness on to him, thus denoting a sort of fear of hereditary mental illness. 

This fear is something that Frost experienced in his life, and it is also expressed in “A 

Servant to Servants”. This poem is a dramatic monologue which, differently from “The Mad 

Mother”, presents no narrator at all. The protagonist appears to be having a conversation with 

uninterested listeners – namely, some people who have come to camp on her land in search of 

ferns – who politely respond to her confused chain of thoughts. They seem, however, quite 

impatient to turn their heads and go back to their interests. Their responses are skilfully 

incorporated into the woman’s speech, who otherwise would have appeared to be talking to 

herself. Her way of life and her mental state cause her to be unbearably lonely. Her job is 

alienating, forcing her to constantly complete tasks that “just won’t stay done” (Frost 66). Her 

husband, Len, has tried to help her, making sacrifices to move beside the lake, but soon “the 

change wore out like a prescription”; she is forced to recognise that by now she is “past such 

help” (69). She regularly meets new people, but she does not even get to know their names, nor 

does she have the possibility to verify whether it is safe to have them in their home. When the 

men she is talking to apologise for keeping her from her work, she explains that she ultimately 

needs “to be kept” (69), expressing how desperate she is for company and understanding. 

Unlike the protagonist of “The Mad Mother”, she is not depicted as demonic. Her uncle, on the 

other hand, is described as a wild man who was forced to live in a cage. She admits that she 

has had her own “fancies” and that she has been in the State Asylum, acknowledging that it 

probably “runs in the family” (67), a preoccupation also expressed by Wordsworth in “The 
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Mad Mother”. Although the protagonists of these two poems possibly suffer from different 

types of mental disorders, their similarities cannot go unnoticed. Frost’s depiction of mental 

illness is less inclined towards the demonic; the protagonist appears to be, in fact, a normal 

person who is simply going through a difficult time. This is a consequence of the time that 

divides the two authors. Frost, as a 20th-century poet, inevitably had a more modern view on 

mental illness than Wordsworth. Nonetheless, the image of her uncle shouting tirelessly and 

bending the bars of his cage looms over her, almost implying that the same destiny might be 

reserved for her, similarly to the child of “The Mad Mother”.  

Wordsworth’s paralysing fear of loneliness and old age, which has already been 

mentioned multiple times, is frequently reflected in his poetry. As regards Frost, Durham 

observes that the saddest type of loneliness he describes in his poetry is that of old age, because 

it comes with absolutely no hope that things will eventually get better (73). As examples of the 

hopelessness of old age, two poems have been chosen, namely Wordsworth’s “Animal 

Tranquillity and Decay” and Frost’s “An Old Man’s Winter Night”. Originally known as “Old 

Man Travelling”, “Animal Tranquillity and Decay” is generally read as a sequel to the longer 

poem “The Old Cumberland Beggar” (Langbaum 329). In the 1815 version of the Lyrical 

Ballads, Wordsworth decided to omit the last six lines of the poem (Dykstra 914-915). These 

lines provided what Langbaum defined as a “most uninteresting account” of where the man 

was heading, namely to visit his son who was about to die (330). This section will only take 

into account the 1815 version, without the last six lines. The brief poem is focused on the figure 

of an old man, who “travels on” without being noticed by “The little hedgerow birds” and “That 

peck along the road” (W. Wordsworth 682). Despite being elderly, he does not appear to “move 

with pain”, but “With thought”, as the narrator explains (682). The image is, then, that of an 

old solitary man who, lost in his own thoughts, continues to move with difficulty through a 

landscape that does not seem to take notice of him. From the outside, young people see in him 
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a figure of self-sufficiency “by nature led / To peace so perfect” (682). But “the young behold 

/ With envy, what the Old Man hardly feels” (682), meaning that he possibly did not experience 

the same feeling of tranquillity he appears to radiate. What has happened to him is not revealed, 

nor is the reader offered any explanation as to why he is alone. Langbaum categorises this poem 

as a ‘mute dramatic monologue’; in other words, it is a poem in which the essence of the 

character is not revealed through his own words, but rather through visual impression (329). 

The narrator, for instance, explains that there are certain visual elements, such as “his face, his 

step, / His gait”, as well as “His look and bending figure”, which “bespeak” the fact that the 

old man “moves / With thought” and not with pain (W. Wordsworth 682). Something similar 

happens in Frost’s “An Old Man’s Winter Night”. The poem opens with the line “All out-of-

doors looked darkly in at him” (Frost 105), indicating that he is being observed from the outside 

by the nocturnal landscape that surrounds his house. Old age prevents him from remembering 

what got him in “that creaking room” in the first place, and the only thing he can do is to stand 

there “at a loss” (105). Like the protagonist of “Animal Tranquillity and Decay”, he is 

completely absorbed in his own thoughts. His loneliness is stressed multiple times, explaining 

that “A light he was to no one but himself”, concluding that it is not possible for “one aged 

man” – or for “one man” in general – to keep “a house, / A farm, a countryside” on his own 

(106). Similarly to “Animal Tranquillity and Decay”, the reason why the old man lives in such 

a state of loneliness is not explained. The reader is required to deal with the state of his life as 

it is presented, without any further contextualisation (Oster). The most disturbing aspect of the 

poem is that no possibility for salvation is offered. As Oster puts it, “Here we find salvation 

neither in a human relationship, nor in communion with the outside world, nor in devotion to 

a task. There is no sense here of the old man's existing for anything or anyone at all”. This is, 

again, comparable to what happens in “Animal Tranquillity and Decay”, where the traveller, 

despite how he might be perceived from the outside, finds no comfort in his relationship with 
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nature, which seems to simply ignore his presence altogether. Both poems describe a type of 

loneliness that is haunting and draining; there is no explanation for it, apart from old age, and 

a way out is not even remotely imaginable. The reader is offered a quick glimpse into the lives 

of these old men, only to be left with a sense of extreme anguish by the end of the poem.   

There is no official evidence to prove that Frost took inspiration from Wordsworth in 

his treatment of the various forms of loneliness. It might be that, being artists, they shared 

somewhat of a lonely existence, and possibly even a similar temperament, which led them to 

have similar understandings of this theme. After all, they were both intimately acquainted with 

grief, enjoyed solitude with all its limitations, took frequent long walks, and shared the same 

fears; all common human experiences, it might be argued. This chapter, like all the others, does 

not claim that it is possible to retrace what was going through Frost’s mind while writing his 

poems. The true extent of Wordsworth’s influence, then, cannot be precisely evaluated. The 

similarities that have been found through the analysis of their poems, however, reveal that there 

exists a certain affinity between the two poets as far as the theme of loneliness is concerned.  

The fear that both writers had connected with loneliness, which clearly lies behind some 

of their most famous poems, might suggest that this would manifest itself in those poems with 

a marked tendency to the gothic. The next chapter, however, will demonstrate that this is not 

the case. The analysis of some of their supposedly gothic poems, in fact, will reveal a certain 

tendency not to approach this genre with utter seriousness, but rather with irony and scepticism.       
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4. The Gothic and the Supernatural 

Lionel Trilling’s definition of Frost as a “terrifying poet” (156) – during his speech in 

celebration of the author’s eighty-fifth birthday – was not particularly well-received. Various 

bitter letters were written in response (152), sparking a literary controversy that would be 

remembered for decades to come. “The universe that he conceives is terrifying” Trilling 

continued to explain, but the people who inhabit this “terrifying universe” are reassuring in 

their “integrity and solidity” (157). By the end of his speech, he clarifies why he initially 

compared Frost to Sophocles, who was loved by his contemporaries because he managed to 

make “plain to them the terrible things of human life” (158). This interpretation of Frost is not 

as far-fetched as it might have seemed at the time to those who vehemently opposed Trilling’s 

statement. He is, in fact, a terrifying poet in many different ways, a poet of loneliness and 

isolation, of the impossibility of connecting with an ever-uncaring natural world. What Trilling 

certainly did not mean to imply was that Frost’s poetry is filled with ghosts and vampires; his 

terrifying quality is something quite else, pertaining to a world characterised by inviting snowy 

woods, isolated figures, and gravestones. From this starting point, it is possible to begin to 

evaluate the possible connection between Frost’s poetry and gothicism.     

Throughout the centuries, the term gothic has acquired different meanings. It came to 

designate, for instance, a style of architecture introduced in the 12th century, as well as the black 

letter font in printing (Burwick 88). From a literary standpoint, it indicates a series of writings 

that imitate or belong to the medieval period (88). These writings have been frequently 

“scorned as semi-literate, monkish, or barbarous” (88). Gothicism started in a time of 

revolution and shifting intellectual attitudes (Dabundo 616). In this period, the reliance on 

rationality typical of the 18th century was being replaced by the questioning of the self, which 

led to the recognition of the existence of a darker side of the human psyche (616-617). Although 

the genesis of this genre is to be attributed to Horace Walpole’s The Castle of Otranto (1764), 



 
 

80 

the form was actually shaped later on by Ann Radcliffe (619), whose The Mysteries of Udolpho 

(1794) is famously featured (and parodied) in Jane Austen’s Northanger Abbey. The principal 

characteristic of the gothic, of which various manifestations can be found, is a marked interest 

in “the workings of the mind manifest through the supernatural”, which can be presented either 

as real or devised by one or more characters (617-618). Other typical traits include natural 

phenomena, such as lightning and storms, a sinister atmosphere, a setting that is remote 

temporally or spatially, and an interplay between imagery of light and darkness (618). In 

addition to these characteristics, gothic texts frequently feature stories related to illicit sexual 

desire, taboos, and transgression. A certain preference for settings that include enclosed spaces 

is also usually recognised as typically gothic.   

Although the gothic is generally associated with prose, this tradition also goes back to 

poets such as Wordsworth, Coleridge, Keats, Poe, and Dickinson (Love 43). As a consequence 

of this widespread assumption, the importance of gothic poetry tends to be frequently 

underestimated, thus attracting little critical interest (T. Montgomery 184). This is especially 

true for discussions on American gothic poetry, which are often exclusively centred on Emily 

Dickinson and Edgar Allan Poe, thus neglecting the fact that many other American poets do 

feature typically gothic elements in their works (184). Similarly, neither Frost nor Wordsworth 

are generally understood to be gothic poets. Because of this, the extent of their engagement 

with the gothic and the supernatural has frequently gone unnoticed in literary criticism, 

especially as far as Frost is concerned. It is true that Frost and Wordsworth are not essentially 

gothic poets, and this chapter does not stem from the intention of proving any such thing. 

Nonetheless, in their rather infrequent use of gothic imagery and themes, the two poets appear 

to have several points in common. 

Before proceeding to compare Frost and Wordsworth through the analysis of several of 

their poems, this section will delve into how critics have commented on their possible gothic 
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and supernatural tendencies. As anticipated, not much has been said about Frost. While his 

interest in the themes of death and decay and his preference for ‘dark’ imagery have been amply 

discussed, critics appear to be reluctant to even mention any possible tie to gothicism. There 

are, however, some exceptions. In his article “Robert Frost: Gothic Poet”, Christopher Love 

defends the thesis that North of Boston is essentially a gothic text (42), and that a similar interest 

can be traced in Mountain Interval and New Hampshire (43). Various critics, Love reports, find 

that “cages, cellar holes, isolated country homes, walls, and graveyards” overwhelmingly 

pervade Frost’s poetry (42), all elements that could easily be classified as gothic. According to 

Love’s understanding of Frost’s use of the gothic, the poet managed to merge traditional gothic 

themes with modern anxieties related to scientific and technological advancements (43-44). 

Anxiety concerning science, for instance, is expressed in Frost’s tendency to confute the many 

attempts of the time to clarify questions of ‘race’ (44). In particular, Frost challenges all those 

stereotypes related to the possible intellectual inferiority of rural workers (44). Resistance 

against ‘scientific’ theories is, in fact, a characteristic that can frequently be found in gothic 

texts (44). As an example of this, he analyses “The Death of the Hired Man”, which, in an 

atmosphere that can be labelled as gothic, challenges the idea of the superiority of the urban 

(44-45). Michael L. Manson, on the other hand, limits his analysis of Frost’s gothicism to one 

poem, namely “The Vanishing Red”. He provides a precise definition of what the gothic is, 

claiming that “The taboo is the subject of the gothic” (84). “The Vanishing Red” tells the story 

of “the last Red Man / In Acton” (Frost 136), and his murderer, the Miller. The narrator appears 

to justify the Miller by saying that to understand what happened “You’d have to have been 

there and lived it” (136). The poem is brutal in its humour and in its refusal to provide an 

explanation or “wag a moral finger”, as Faggen puts it (“The Rhetoric of “The Vanishing Red”” 

108). This critical stance has been adopted by other scholars as well. Kendall, for instance, 

reports that concerns have been raised about the lack of “a sufficiently emotional reaction” to 
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such a brutal event (242). What Manson provides is a less flexible definition of the gothic 

which cannot be extended to any other of Frost’s poems. Love, on the other hand, allows a 

broader understanding of the gothic, which gives him the freedom to read numerous poems as 

manifestations of Frost’s gothicism.  

Other critics do not venture to explore Frost’s gothicism as in depth as Love and 

Manson. Ringel, for instance, states that Emily Dickinson is New England’s greatest poet of 

the gothic (145). As far as the 20th century is concerned, she explains that “Robert Frost’s 

sinister hill-wives and dead hired men seem figures from Gothic narrative”, additionally 

mentioning “The Witch of Coös” and “The Pauper Witch of Grafton” as his “outright 

supernatural poems” (145). In his chapter entitled “Gothic American Poetry”, Travis D. 

Montgomery briefly mentions Frost in a section dedicated to the first half of the 20th century. 

He openly recognises how Frost was fascinated by the gothic, a curiosity which transpires even 

in some of his well-known pieces, such as “Home Burial” and “Out, Out—” (192). What 

emerges from these examples is that Frost’s gothicism appears to be a feature of his poetry that 

is widely recognised, but rarely commented on. His name is mentioned, almost in passing, in 

various books dedicated to the gothic, but it does not appear to be a characteristic of his poetry 

that draws the attention of critics, with the exception of Love and Manson’s articles.  

In terms of literary criticism, Wordsworth’s case is much more complex. As Miles 

notes, Wordsworth has not come down in history as one of the great gothic poets of the 1790s 

(62). On a similar note, Hughes explains that when thinking about Wordsworth and the gothic, 

the first thing that comes to mind is probably his hostility towards this genre (2206-2207). 

Critics tend to believe that Wordsworth’s abandonment of the gothic was simply a consequence 

of his maturation as a writer, reducing his engagement with this genre to a mere juvenile 

experiment which ended by the late 1790s (Miles 62). Wordsworth’s famous rejection of the 

gothic in his “Preface” to the Lyrical Ballads appears to support this argument: 
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The invaluable works of our elder writers, I had almost said the works of Shakespear 

and Milton, are driven into neglect by frantic novels, sickly and stupid German 

Tragedies, and deluges of idle and extravagant stories in verse.—When I think upon 

this degrading thirst after outrageous stimulation, I am almost ashamed to have spoken 

of the feeble effort with which I have endeavoured to counteract it (“Preface”, Lyrical 

Ballads 306-307) 

With his “Preface”, Wordsworth is trying to distinguish his poetry from those “idle and 

extravagant stories” (307) that are typical of the gothic. He believes that “the human mind is 

capable of being excited without the application of gross and violent stimulants” (306); in line 

with this argument, his poems will be focused on “incidents and situations from common life” 

(300-301), as Chapter 2 has already discussed. Hughes explains that Wordsworth’s supposed 

aversion to the gothic was further solidified during the Victorian period, when the poet came 

to be recognised as the primary contributor to English Romanticism (2207). In the same period, 

the “demonization of Gothic as trash” took place (2207). While Romanticism was an example 

of high literature, the gothic represented the “prosaic, feminine, and low” (2208). These 

categories, however, were only introduced long after the beginning of Wordsworth’s career 

(2208). At that time, in fact, the gothic was a particularly popular genre – despite the criticism 

it often received – which was found in poetry, novels, and the theatre.           

The “Preface” is not the only text where Wordsworth appears to reject the gothic, 

although it is definitely the most explicit one. “Hart-Leap Well”, a poem published in the 

Lyrical Ballads, tells the story of how a Knight, Sir Walter, managed to kill a Hart after a long 

and tiring chase. The Knight decided to commemorate the last three leaps of the Hart by raising 

three stone pillars and a well. The second part of the poem consists of an encounter between a 

shepherd and the narrator, who could be identified with Wordsworth, in which the shepherd 

explains that the decayed well is haunted. Gamer notes that the shepherd’s supernatural 
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interpretation is immediately revised by the narrator, whose elevated tone appears to suggest 

that his non-superstitious understanding of what has happened is the one that should be 

ultimately accepted by the reader (13-14). In addition to this, the second part of the poem opens 

with the narrator explaining that “The moving accident is not my trade; / To freeze the blood I 

have no ready arts” (W. Wordsworth 237), indicating that he does not want his poetry to be 

related to any possible gothic material concerned with murder and the supernatural. 

Gamer provides an interesting perspective as to why Wordsworth was led to outright 

reject the gothic in his “Preface” and more subtly in “Hart-Leap Well”. To do so, he brings into 

question the way in which the “Preface” has been received by modern critics, who tend to 

interpret it as the most significant literary manifesto of the 19th century (90). This reading, 

however, is in contrast with the fact that both Wordsworth and Coleridge tried to distance 

themselves from it later on (90). Interestingly enough, Gamer comments that the Lyrical 

Ballads is such a peculiar collection of poems inasmuch as it explicitly rejects many of its 

direct influences, the gothic included (92). The 1798 version of the Lyrical Ballads even 

opened with “The Rime of the Ancyent Marinere”, precisely with the purpose of exploiting its 

supernatural appeal for monetary gain (93). In addition to this, by the end of 1797 Wordsworth 

had already written many of his gothic pieces, such as “Fragment of a Gothic Tale” and “The 

Three Graves” (94). There clearly is a discrepancy, then, between the fascination that 

Wordsworth displayed for this genre and his strict rejection of it which appeared not long after. 

In this respect, Gamer contends that Wordsworth was obliged to take into account the critical 

stance of Coleridge, as well as the demands of critics who were “irrationally hostile” to this 

enormously successful genre (98). While before 1798 Wordsworth never attacked the gothic 

as he did in his “Preface”, Coleridge appeared to be already preoccupied with these themes 

(98). Coleridge had been, in fact, a reviewer of gothic fiction himself, and the comments he 

made on books such as The Italian and The Monk are not exactly flattering. His attacks on 
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gothic fiction stressed the “artificial diction, unnatural characterization, extravagant plots, and 

obsessive fixation upon readerly stimulation rather than upon moral purpose” of this genre 

(99). Not coincidentally, some of these elements are clearly present in Wordsworth’s rejection 

of the gothic in the “Preface” (99).   

Furthermore, the first reviews of the Lyrical Ballads – which heavily criticised the 

supernatural material it featured – particularly unsettled Wordsworth (117). His efforts were 

not repaid; his poetry was not perceived as a defence of anti-gothicism, but quite the opposite 

(117). As a reaction to these reviews, Wordsworth progressively distanced himself from the 

gothic, in favour of anything that is common, rustic, and pastoral (119). This inevitably fuelled 

his reputation as a poet of “incidents and situations from common life” (“Preface”, Lyrical 

Ballads 300-301), which led critics to ultimately label him as a ‘pastoral poet’, a critical stance 

that has already been discussed in Chapter 2. Another crucial point raised by Gamer concerns 

the fact that originally, the Lyrical Ballads were not supposed to end with “Michael: A Pastoral 

Poem” (123). On the contrary, the collection was to be concluded with Coleridge’s “Christabel” 

(123). This poem, however, seemed to resemble “The Rime of the Ancyent Marinere” a little 

too closely, which was a good enough reason for Wordsworth to exclude it from the Lyrical 

Ballads (126). This was a conscious choice on Wordsworth’s part, who managed to anticipate 

the criticism such a poem would receive. Concluding the Lyrical Ballads with “Michael”, on 

the other hand, constituted a better fit for the kind of image of himself the poet was trying to 

convey at the time. Consequently, Gamer suggests that the “Preface” should be read 

as strategic rather than wholesale rejection of gothic sensationalism, as 

‘‘defence’’ of the first volume of Lyrical Ballads rather than as manifesto, as response 

to reviewer criticism rather than revolution against it. Wordsworth’s revised second 

volume, buttressed by the Preface, represents a response to Lyrical Ballads’s initial 
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reviews, and an attempt to renegotiate its cultural status by redefining the collection’s 

character and purpose. (126)                  

In other words, Wordsworth was simply reacting to external influences, which obliged him to 

vigorously attack a genre he had experimented with for a decade, and which he subtly kept 

experimenting with. If the “Preface” is read at face value, without taking into account the 

intricacies of the factors that led Wordsworth to this rejection, it becomes easier to overlook all 

the gothic elements present in poems such as “The Idiot Boy” and “The Thorn”. Gamer’s 

argument is in line with what is being discussed in this chapter. The ultimate purpose is not 

that of labelling Wordsworth as a ‘gothic poet’, but to recognise the extent of his engagement 

with the genre, while additionally considering the various aspects that affected his public 

statements on it.   

 

4.1 Missing Bones, Thorns, and Graves: Examples of Gothicism 

As anticipated, there are various poems in which Frost and Wordsworth appear to use – and, at 

times, reject – similar instances of gothicism. The first poems that are going to be compared 

are Wordsworth’s “The Thorn” and Frost’s “The Witch of Coös”. Twenty years prior to the 

setting of “The Thorn”, Martha Ray fell in love with Stephen Hill, who unexpectedly left her 

to marry another woman. The narrator reveals that Martha “was with child” when Stephen Hill 

abandoned her, causing her mental state to waver between sober sadness and madness (W. 

Wordsworth 233). The poem, however, does not immediately report Martha Rey’s story. First, 

it focuses on a series of elements, namely the thorn and its surroundings, eventually introducing 

Martha as a “wretched Woman” who is sitting, in utter desperation, close to the “heap of earth 

o’ergrown with moss” which “Is like an infant’s grave in size” (232). The narrator explains 

that nobody knows what really happened to the child, but he proceeds to report anyway the 

various stories he has heard about her: 
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[…] but some will say 

She hanged her baby on the tree; 

Some say she drowned it in the pond, 

Which is a little step beyond; 

But all and each agree, 

The little Babe was buried there, 

Beneath that hill of moss so fair. (234) 

It is precisely because of this supposed infanticide that she sits beside the thorn, where her 

child’s grave is apparently located. Her “sexual sin”, as Benis calls it, which ultimately led to 

the killing of her own child, induced her to become a wanderer (205). She lives in a liminal 

state between innocence and sin; although there is no piece of evidence which can prove she 

committed such a horrible crime, she is nevertheless morally condemned by her own 

community (206). In lack of irrefutable proof, her neighbours feel authorised to continue 

spreading superstitious stories about her, and her own version of events is never even remotely 

hinted at. The narrator, in fact, clarifies that he met her, but never spoke to her, as seeing her 

face “was enough for me” (234). Martha Rey has, then, no say in her own story, and as a result 

what remains are only mere speculations – or, in other words, idle gossip. The mysterious 

murder, the fact that it was caused by a sin of sexual nature, the remote setting of the story, and 

the mentioning of tumultuous weather all appear to allude to a tale which could potentially 

“freeze the blood” of its readers, as Wordsworth puts it in “Hart-Leap Well” (237). But there 

are more layers to this, as shall be discussed. 

“The Thorn” has attracted a considerable number of discussions and interpretations, 

which mainly derive from the unreliability of the stories the narrator tells. Parrish, for instance, 

puts forward the hypothesis that all the events presented in the poem are a mere product of the 

narrator’s imagination (““The Thorn”: Wordsworth's Dramatic Monologue” 155). This would 
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mean that the narrator has never actually seen Martha Ray sitting, with her scarlet cloak, next 

to her child’s grave, but that he simply heard a story about a woman wronged years earlier, 

which stimulated his superstitious imagination (155). Priestman, on the contrary, argues that 

Parrish has taken an “extreme position”, which he subsequently confutes by explaining that the 

narrator makes it clear that when he first climbed the mountain, he initially mistook Martha 

Rey’s figure for a crag (200). Only once he got closer did he realise that there was a “Woman 

sitting on the ground” and not a “jutting crag” as he expected (W. Wordsworth 234). The 

hypothesis that he might have confused a “gnarled old tree in a blinding storm” for Martha Ray 

(Parrish, ““The Thorn”: Wordsworth's Dramatic Monologue” 155) does not seem to be 

supported by the dynamics of the encounter as described by the narrator. Priestman argues that 

the key to the poem is to focus on how imagination, aided by superstition, can work upon the 

mind of the narrator (198). This interpretation appears to be in line with a passage from 

Wordsworth’s note to “The Thorn”, where the narrator is described as a retired “Captain of a 

small trading vessel”, who decided to move to “some village or country town of which he was 

not a native, or in which he had not been accustomed to live” (W. Wordsworth and Coleridge 

514). This type of character, he explains, is “sufficiently common”; he is part of those men 

who, having little to do, end up becoming “credulous and talkative”, and, most importantly, 

“prone to superstition” (514). These men additionally possess a “reasonable share of 

imagination”, which Wordsworth defines as “the faculty which produces impressive effects 

out of simple elements” (514-515). In other words, this indolent and naturally superstitious 

man, having heard the stories on Martha Ray, was so struck by them that his imagination was 

triggered, an event which gave life to the contents of this poem. It is precisely the observance 

of how “such men cleave to the same ideas” that Wordsworth wanted to capture with “The 

Thorn” (515). Wordsworth’s description of the narrator as “credulous”, “superstitious”, and of 

“slow faculties” (514), however, does not entirely reflect the doubts about Martha Ray’s crime 
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that he frequently raises during his monologue. These interventions are what led critics, such 

as Ashton, to ultimately define him as a man “free of superstition” (175). Priestman supports 

this argument as well, explaining that the narrator does not believe in the stories he tells, 

although he lets his imagination influence him in his observance of the initial thorn and pond 

(205). The narrator’s declarations of ignorance and disbelief pervade the poem. After the initial 

descriptions, he immediately clarifies that he wishes he could explain why this woman climbs 

up the mountain to sit in that spot “by day and night / In rain, in tempest, and in snow”, but that 

“the true reason no one knows” (W. Wordsworth 232). A few stanzas later, he admits that “No 

mortal ever knew” what really happened to the child, and that it is not even clear whether a 

child was ever born of her at all (233). Cries were heard from the top of the mountain, but he 

struggles to believe that “They had to do with Martha Ray”, no matter what other people say 

(233). Some claim that “the moss is spotted red / With drops of that poor infant’s blood”, but 

the narrator appears to defend her, saying that he does “not think she could” have ever killed 

her own new-born child with such cruelty (234). With these considerations in mind, the reader 

is not left with much to believe in. The narrator reports these stories, which can be equated to 

gossip, but he appears to be the first to approach them with disbelief. Also considering the note 

to the poem that Wordsworth wrote, it is almost as if he was doing everything in his power to 

counteract the detection of any possible tie to the gothic. It is a poem about imagination, not 

brutal infanticide; these superstitions are fascinating, but their possible falsehood needs to be 

exposed and reiterated multiple times. 

If Wordsworth’s rejection of the gothic discussed in the previous section is taken into 

account, “The Thorn” becomes part of those poems which, along with “Hart-Leap Well”, 

appear to be out-and-out “anti-gothic parodies and manifestos” (Gamer 95). The last two 

stanzas really solidify this idea. Martha Ray’s community has tried to bring her to “public 

justice”, setting out to look for “the little infant’s bones” (W. Wordsworth 234). But in an 
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unexpected – and arguably humorous – turn of events, “the hill of moss” immediately “began 

to stir” in front of those men who were ready to look for the bones “With spades” (234). Not 

even the bones can serve to incriminate Martha Ray, as there is no way of finding them, and 

the poem ends with the narrator highlighting the only certain piece of information he possesses, 

namely that this woman exists and that he has heard her cry.  

Talking of bones that cannot be found, Frost’s “The Witch of Coös” inevitably comes 

to mind. The poem opens with the narrator introducing the main characters, a supposed witch 

and her son, who gave him shelter for the night. The narrator will reappear only at the end of 

the poem, leaving “all the talking” to mother and son (Frost 187). Their dialogue is mainly 

concerned with the story about a skeleton which, years earlier, had climbed up from the cellar 

to the attic, where it was locked away forever. Almost at the end of the poem, the witch reveals 

that the bones belonged to a man that her husband, Toffile, killed “instead” of her (191) when 

he found out she was having an illicit affair with him. Kendall opens his commentary on “The 

Witch of Coös” by pointing out that it is one of Frost’s funniest poems (301). Frost himself 

was particularly impatient with those who failed to grasp the irony of this poem, which has 

been interpreted in a great variety of ways (301). Apparently touching on themes such as 

madness, guilt, and isolation, the poem has attracted a series of readings which are mainly 

focused on its psychological depth (301). This is, Kendall argues, one of the great achievements 

of the poem, which, in its “refusal to take seriousness seriously”, has encouraged numerous 

“poker-faced” interpretations which end up being part of the joke (301). This is not to say that 

the poem has no psychological implications, but that if such implications are recognised, they 

need to be considered in light of the irony with which they are presented. Frost’s humour, after 

all, can be quite subtle at times, appearing to be serious when he really was not. This appears 

to have been a prominent trait of his personality, so much so that it has been supposed that 

Lawrence Thompson’s flawed biography was a direct consequence of Frost’s humour being 
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misunderstood (Katz 24). In “The Witch of Coös”, however, humour appears to be at the 

forefront. The description of the skeleton, first of all, is supported by ridiculous comparisons 

with “a pile of dishes” (Frost 188), a “chandelier” (189), and a “chalk-pile” (190), which create 

images that are not exactly horror-inducing. Even the passage about the skeleton’s “tongue of 

fire” which “Flashed out and licked along his upper teeth”, with the final exaggerated touch of 

the smoke rolling “inside the sockets of his eyes” (189), is significantly enclosed by brackets, 

almost as if to suggest that it is so evidently hyperbolised that it should not be taken seriously. 

Furthermore, it is clear from the beginning that the witch is not reliable as a narrator, especially 

because her story includes various details which severely undermine its credibility. The events, 

for instance, have no witnesses. By the time the witch welcomes this visitor to her house, her 

husband Toffile is dead. On the night of the incident, her husband “didn’t seem to hear” (191) 

the steps of the skeleton climbing up towards the attic. When she wakes him up to tell him that 

the bones have escaped from their grave, his first reaction is to ask “What bones?” (190) and 

to take hold of her, almost trying to calm down what he probably considered to be her fancies. 

Her son was not a witness either, as he admits that this happened about forty years ago, when 

he was still a baby. The final touch of irony, which once again confirms the absurdity of the 

story, is given by the concluding lines, when the narrator intervenes again after being a silent 

listener for the whole poem: 

She hadn’t found the finger bone she wanted 

Among the buttons poured out in her lap. 

I verified the name next morning: Toffile. 

The rural letter box said Toffile Lajway. (192) 

Earlier in the poem, the woman had hinted at the fact that she had kept one of the skeleton’s 

finger-pieces in her button box. Convinced that “it must be there” (190), she looks through her 

button box, but as the end of the poem shows, she is not able to find any missing bone in there. 
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The name found on the letter box really represents the apex of the irony of the poem. It is ironic, 

first of all, that out of all the things the witch said, the only one which the narrator is able to 

verify is her husband’s name. Legris maintains that ‘Lajway’ is the New England corruption 

of the French-Canadian family name ‘Lajoie’, meaning ‘the joy’ (31). Toffile, however, clearly 

did not have a joyful existence, having to live haunted by bones because of his wife’s affair 

(31). Even if it is assumed that the story is untrue and that the witch was mad, he still had to 

spend part of his life taking care of a woman who believed a skeleton could climb up the stairs; 

not really a joyful existence, one might object.  

Similarly to what happens in “The Thorn”, the reader is left with a story filled with 

gothic details, but whose truthfulness is constantly attacked on all fronts. The main difference 

is that, in “The Witch of Coös”, the protagonist of the story is given a voice, unlike Martha 

Rey, who is only described by an external narrator. The witch exposes the possible falsehood 

of the events almost inadvertently, while her purpose, as Poirier argues, was really that of trying 

to maintain her neighbourhood reputation as a witch (116). One of the other aspects that Martha 

Rey and the witch appear to have in common is that their ruin derives from a sin of sexual 

nature. Psychoanalytical interpretations of “The Witch of Coös” as the representation of sexual 

guilt are certainly not rare. Poirier provides an interesting perspective on this, saying that in the 

poem “we have a woman imagining a figure of insane, frustrated, and obscene sexuality caged 

in a house with a married couple” (117-118). The couple, Poirier continues, is “characterized 

as possibly sexless, possibly frigid” (118). This can be seen, for instance, in the fact that Toffile 

complained about his wife’s habit of going to sleep before she went to bed, a passage 

immediately followed by images of coldness, explaining that this happened “Especially in 

winter when the bed / Might just as well be ice and the clothes snow” (Frost 189). There are 

various references to enclosed spaces, such as “The bulkhead double-doors where double-

locked” (189), or when she made him “nail the door shut / And push the headboard of the bed 
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against it” (191). These passages might be indicative of the witch’s attempts to repress her 

sexual guilt, or they could represent the sexless marriage she had with her husband. “The Witch 

of Coös” is ultimately another poem of extra-vagance of the mind, which reacts against the 

confinements of home by creating images “at once terrifying, comically macabre, and sexually 

charged” (Poirier 119). Sexual perversion and the presence of enclosed spaces are elements 

that are frequently found in gothic tales. These interpretations are, however, to be evaluated 

without ever forgetting the irony which pervades the entire poem, lest the risk of taking this 

story too seriously. Similarly to Wordsworth in “The Thorn”, Frost manipulates gothic 

materials with the very purpose of destroying their credibility. Having read “The Thorn”, the 

reader is left wondering whether Martha Ray has really committed the terrible crime she is 

accused of by her community, and the temptation is to side with the doubts expressed by the 

narrator. Having read “The Witch of Coös”, on the other hand, the reader is forced to recognise 

that the speaker has either gone mad or is intentionally lying. In both cases, it is unlikely for 

the reader to be struck by the horror of these poems, because the horror is not really there in 

the first place. “The Thorn” is an invitation to take superstition and supernatural interpretations 

with a pinch of salt, while “The Witch of Coös”, with its more explicit irony, prevents readers 

from taking what the witch says at face value.     

The last two poems that will be analysed are Wordsworth’s “The Three Graves” and 

Frost’s “In a Disused Graveyard”. With regards to “The Three Graves”, Gamer maintains that 

it is a poem concerned with the most violent and macabre aspects of low and rustic life (94). 

In addition to this, he lists this poem among Wordsworth’s “strongly gothic texts” (95). The 

story of its genesis is worth being mentioned. It stems, in fact, from a failed collaboration 

between Wordsworth and Coleridge. In 1797, the two writers attempted to work together on 

three poems, namely “Cain”, “The Rime of the Ancyent Marinere”, and “The Three Graves” 

(Parrish, “Wordsworth-Coleridge Controversy” 367). All of these poems presented the same 
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problem of having to deal with themes related to the supernatural, which caused friction 

between Wordsworth and Coleridge (367). Originally, “The Three Graves” was supposed to 

have six parts, of which Wordsworth wrote the first two (367). In a letter, Coleridge explained 

that the poem was supposed to be narrated by an old Sexton to a visitor whose curiosity was 

stimulated by the sight of the three graves (368). The poem, however, opens with the image of 

the blossoming thorn, closely resembling the previously discussed poem with the same title, 

which would be written in the spring of 1798 (368). In both poems, as Parrish notes, there is a 

narrator who recounts stories about a thorn and a grave (or three graves); this similarity, along 

with others, appear to suggest that “The Thorn” can be seen as a development of a series of 

themes and techniques that were left unfinished in “The Three Graves” (369).    

In Part I and Part II, Wordsworth tells the story of Mary and Edward, two lovers who 

need Mary’s mother’s approval to get married. Once they have received her approval, Mary’s 

ruthless mother tries to convince Edward to give her a kiss, promising that if she goes to church 

with her, she will make him the heir of all her possessions. Edward declines, and the two lovers 

decide to run away, but the mother, blinded by her wrath, decides to curse them. The story was 

then continued by Coleridge in the following parts, where Ellen, Mary’s close friend, becomes 

a victim of the ruthless mother’s curse as well.  

Illicit sexual desire, the supernatural, and the setting of the poem are all elements that 

go in the direction of the gothic. However, Stork argues that the story of a mother’s guilty love 

for her daughter’s soon-to-be husband is one that would have immediately disgusted 

Wordsworth (317). Coleridge, on the other hand, appeared to be more prone to engage with the 

supernatural and immorality, although he declared to have chosen such a story mainly for its 

psychological and imaginative implications (317). As discussed in the first section of this 

chapter, the question of Wordsworth’s engagement with the gothic is a complex one. “The 

Three Graves”, Stork maintains, is not a good poem at all, being fragmentary and incomplete 
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(318). It testifies that the two writers had different ideas on these themes that could not be 

reconciled, resulting in the poem never being finished. Another interesting aspect of “The 

Three Graves” is that it does not present the same disbelief towards its own material as “The 

Thorn”. In this sense, it can be seen as a truly gothic text. The gothicism of the poem could be 

attributed to the fact that Wordsworth was collaborating with Coleridge. Not coincidentally, 

“The Thorn” was written not long after, as previously mentioned. This reveals that even 

Coleridge’s stance on the gothic was somewhat contradictory, condemning works like The 

Monk, but supporting gothicism in poems such as “The Three Graves” and “Christabel”. 

Frost’s “In a Disused Graveyard” is a much shorter poem, which nonetheless appears 

to bear some similarities to “The Three Graves”. As in Wordsworth’s poem, here the setting is 

a graveyard which attracts the curiosity of people who go there to read the gravestones. But 

Frost’s take is completely different from Wordsworth’s. While it would have been the perfect 

setting for the beginning of a supernatural tale, Frost instead uses again his unmistakable irony, 

rejecting the possibility of seriously engaging with gothicism. The graveyard, in fact, attracts 

the living, but not the dead. As Mordecai notes, the setting of the poem is concrete, in the sense 

that it portrays a New England churchyard that is no longer in use because its community has 

faded. This is something, however, that the tombstones do not know, and they struggle to 

understand why people are not being buried there anymore. “What is it men are shrinking 

from?” the tombstones appear to ask, almost implying that people are willingly “shrinking” 

from death, using that as the reason why “no one dead will seem to come” (Frost 204). In the 

last stanza, the narrator puts forward the hypothesis of telling the gravestones that “Men hate 

to die / And have stopped dying now forever” (204). This would be an obvious lie, but the 

gravestones have no way to know. They would simply “believe the lie”, using the fact that 

people are no longer being buried there as proof (204). The narrator is playing a macabre joke 

on the stones, one that reminds the reader of the inevitability of death.  



 
 

96 

What the comparison between these two last poems reveals is that, even when 

Wordsworth is (reluctantly) willing to treat the gothic and the supernatural with seriousness, 

Frost is not. Frost’s irony in “In a Disused Graveyard” is sharp, obliging readers to 

acknowledge their own mortality by recognising the absurdity of the joke that is being 

addressed to the tombstones. Men, however, do “hate to die” (Frost 204), meaning that the 

bitterness of the joke lies precisely in the impossibility of fulfilling the unattainable desire to 

stop dying forever. From this perspective, it is understandable why critics rarely treat Frost and 

Wordsworth’s gothicism. Wordsworth appears to be more concerned with trying to affirm his 

stance as an anti-gothic writer than with gothic materials themselves, despite the fascination he 

certainly felt for such themes. His reluctance towards this genre is revealed through his poems 

and comments, as well as through his failed collaboration with Coleridge. Whether this was his 

real stance on the matter or simply a reaction to the critical environment he was in would be 

difficult to assess with certainty. Frost, on the other hand, has the tendency to immediately 

undermine the possibility of taking any supernatural material seriously through the use of irony. 

It is true that Frost makes plain to his readers “the terrible things of human life” (Trilling 158), 

and to do so he does not need to be aided by superstition or supernaturalism.  

It might be said that Frost always manages to go one step further compared to 

Wordsworth. In the case of the gothic, for instance, it has been established that Wordsworth 

was already critical of this genre. On his part, Frost borrows from Wordsworth the same 

imagery, produces stories whose affinity to Wordsworth’s is apparent, and even appears to 

inherit some of the same reservations on the genre. The 20th-century poet, however, ends up 

taking a different direction, and decides to manipulate Wordsworth’s material to the point of 

making it look utterly ridiculous. While in “The Thorn” the credibility of Martha Rey’s story 

is simply questioned, in the case of “The Witch of Coös” the reader cannot – if the poem is 

read correctly – believe in what the witch says. It could be additionally claimed that the germ 
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for this ironic approach to the gothic could already be found in Wordsworth, especially taking 

into account the passage from “The Thorn” about the earthquake. It is almost as if Frost had 

taken Wordsworth’s already sceptical stance on the gothic, only to carry it to its extremes 

through his unmistakable use of humour.    
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Conclusion 

Identifying the influence Wordsworth might have had on Frost’s poetic production is no easy 

task. As has been discussed, Frost’s remarks on the matter were frequently vague and ironic, 

leaving critics to formulate what can be seen as mere hypotheses. What is known for certain is 

that Frost knew Wordsworth and that he felt admiration for his work, even despite the 

backhanded compliments that can be found in his speech “A Tribute to Wordsworth”. That it 

is not possible to trace what was going through Frost’s mind while he was writing his poems 

is an obvious fact which has been reiterated multiple times. It is plausible to assume, however, 

that Frost, having read Wordsworth, was ultimately influenced by the Romantic poet. Starting 

from this assumption, it is possible to draw some conclusions based on the extended 

comparison that has been conducted in this thesis.    

The main area in which Frost and Wordsworth appear to diverge is that of nature. 

Paradoxically, it is the area in which they are generally understood to resemble each other, and 

the one which has most widely attracted the attention of those critics who have ventured to 

recognise a certain affinity between the two poets. In his treatment of nature, Frost displays a 

‘disenchanted’ attitude which does not pertain to Wordsworth at all. Frost, in fact, consistently 

denies the possibility of establishing a reciprocal relationship with the natural world. He never 

displays any sort of pantheistic tendency, and he perceives nature as a realm which is 

completely detached from Man, and that acts according to this principle. Frost, additionally, 

has a marked preference for wintry landscapes, an inclination which is not as predominant in 

Wordsworth. Even when they employ the same imagery, as in the case of spring and summer 

poetry, the meaning their poems reveal ends up being fundamentally different. Frost, for 

instance, appears to be particularly concerned with the mutability of nature, especially in his 

poems centred on spring and summer, while Wordsworth does not display the same 

preoccupation. These considerations, however, are not necessarily aimed at viewing Frost as a 
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fundamentally ‘dark’ poet, who perceived the natural world as an enemy. His woods can be 

inviting, and nature can at times unintentionally benefit Man, as emerged from the analysis of 

“Stopping by Woods on a Snowy Evening” and “Dust of Snow”. Nature, however, is never 

expected to respond to Man’s requests, or to create a reciprocal relationship with human beings, 

a tendency clearly exemplified in poems such as “The Most of It” and “Two Look at Two”.     

Conversely, the area in which Frost and Wordsworth appear to converge is that of the 

pastoral. Leaving aside the ways in which they have generally been labelled as ‘pastoral poets’, 

their way of dealing with this genre is undeniably similar. Both poets, in fact, crossed the 

boundaries of the pastoral to add typically georgic themes and values to their poems, thus 

creating an interesting combination that frequently gets overlooked and labelled as exclusively 

‘pastoral’. While they were certainly well-acquainted with Virgil’s Georgics, establishing 

whether this compound was the result of a conscious decision would be hard to tell. Still, it is 

a mode that consistently reappears in their poetry, even in those poems whose subtitles would 

suggest that they were written with the intention of creating a piece of poetry exclusively 

pertaining to the pastoral tradition, as in the case of “Michael: A Pastoral Poem” and “Build 

Soil—A Political Pastoral”.      

As far as loneliness is concerned, Frost and Wordsworth appear to have shared many 

of the same fears, from that of old age to the fear that comes from the possibility of debilitating 

mental illness. Not coincidentally, these are all themes that emerge from their poems, and that 

have found expression through the creation of similar characters. They additionally shared a 

great fondness for walking – which resulted in the writing of multiple walking poems – and 

thoroughly appreciated moments of solitude. They recognised, however, the dangers that 

derive from the pleasures of solitude, frequently implying in their poems that it is fundamental 

to go back to social life at a certain point. Frost’s poems, however, frequently go beyond the 

simple themes of solitude and walking, using certain imagery to refer to some ulterior meaning. 
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This is something that has been seen, for instance, in the poems “Birches” and “Acquainted 

with the Night”. Likewise, while their alienated characters are undeniably similar, Frost 

manages to go as far as to show the extreme consequences of loneliness and lack of community, 

as the poems “The Death of the Hired Man” and “Out, Out—” show. Conversely, Wordsworth 

appears to be more cautious, as the encounter with the Leech-gatherer in “Resolution and 

Independence” testifies.        

Gothicism, on the other hand, is a genre both poets were not particularly fond of, 

especially publicly in the case of Wordsworth. Comparing the two poets has revealed that Frost 

is never willing to treat the gothic without the aid of humour, even in the case of poems that 

would find a serious counterpart in Wordsworth. An example of this was provided through the 

comparison of Wordsworth’s “The Three Graves” and Frost’s “In a Disused Graveyard”. 

Despite Wordsworth’s supposed seriousness, he was particularly resistant towards the gothic 

in his own way, and “The Three Graves” ultimately constitutes a failed attempt at collaboration 

between Wordsworth and Coleridge precisely because of disagreements on how to approach 

the supernatural. In “The Thorn” Wordsworth was particularly cautious in constructing a story 

whose truthfulness was systematically undermined by its very narrator. On the other hand, in 

Frost’s “The Witch of Coös” the veracity of the story is destroyed by a series of ridiculous 

details which guide the reader towards the understanding of the irony of the poem. Both poets, 

then, display the same scepticism towards the genre, although Frost’s doubts take a different 

form. It has been established, however, that the seed of this form can already be found in 

Wordsworth. 

Having revised the fundamental points of each chapter, it is now possible to go back to 

the initial question of this thesis. Is Frost a poet in the same mould as Wordsworth? In other 

words, can Wordsworth be seen as a sort of ‘predecessor’ of Frost? To answer these questions, 

it might be useful to go back to an expression that was used in Chapter 1. This research has 
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revealed that Frost has a marked tendency to borrow what Kendall called, in his comparison 

between Frost’s “The Most of It” and Wordsworth’s “There Was a Boy”, “the paraphernalia 

of Wordsworthian Romanticism” (368). In the case of those two poems, Frost borrows from 

Wordsworth the setting, the presence of a lonely man, and the attempt to communicate with 

nature. Frost, however, famously gives his own twist to the poem, denying the possibility of 

having nature provide any sort of counter-love, as he calls it. This idea that Kendall develops 

referring to that specific case can really be extended to the vast majority of examples that have 

been analysed in this thesis. In other words, the two poets present undeniable similarities in 

terms of images and recurrent themes, and maybe even life experiences, making it natural for 

critics to see a resemblance between the two. But once Frost has borrowed what he needs, he 

creates poems that display a significantly different attitude compared to that of Wordsworth. 

At the end of Chapter 4, it was said that one thing that appears to markedly distinguish Frost 

from Wordsworth is his capacity to always go one step further. This is not to claim that he was 

a better poet, as it would make no sense to make any statement of the sort. Conversely, it is a 

way to point out Frost’s ability to manipulate Wordsworth’s already existing material 

according to his own vision and purposes. For instance, where Wordsworth is still hopeful 

about a possible connection with nature, Frost is already disenchanted. Where Wordsworth 

understands the dangers of alienation and expresses them in his poetry, Frost directly shows 

the extreme consequences of these conditions. Where Wordsworth is already critical of the 

gothic, Frost decides to take a step forward and becomes bitterly ironic, bordering the 

ridiculous with his extravagant descriptions. While Wordsworth’s poems can at times be taken 

at face value, to do the same with Frost would mean not to grasp the better part of the meaning 

of his poetry.  

Looking at the similarities they display, it would be hard to believe that there is no 

connection between the two poets, whether this was a conscious decision on Frost’s part or not. 
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Almost paradoxically, they are also fundamentally different in their views, and in the turn their 

poems take. This could also be justified by the fact that they were separated by over a century 

of history and literature, a difference which has inevitably had an impact in distinguishing 

Frost’s poetic production from Wordsworth’s. To provide a definitive answer to the initial 

question, this thesis has shown that while Wordsworth can certainly be considered a 

‘predecessor’ of Frost, it is likewise true that, in the end, Frost always goes in his own direction, 

managing to successfully adapt Wordsworth’s example to his unique poetic vision.  
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