
 

 

Robert Frost is a modern American poet of great insight and vision. He deviated from the 

British Romantic tradition in that he reordered the Romantic perception of Nature by shifting 

his attention and focus from Nature to Man in his poetry. He also turned down the attempt of 

the Romantics to bring Nature and Man together. By making Man the central figure in the 

universal scheme of things, Frost proved himself a humanist. Specifically, this paper 

illustrates Frost’s use of Metaphor as an effective tool to articulate his varied and complex 

ideas, views and experiences which are consistent with the philosophy of humanism. 
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This paper defines Robert Frost concept of metaphor with a view to pointing out his 

unique approach to the subject as a modern poet. It also illustrates the two principal uses of 

Metaphor: as an ingredient of Frost’s poetic style, and as a form – giving principle in modern 

man’s life to save him from chaos and confusion. The Metaphorical element in Frost is 

indicated by the term synecdoche in which a little thing touches a large thing. Frost always

refers to larger significances in poetry only by the term ‘Metaphor.’ While using the 

Metaphor he thinks of the human perception as a whole. His conclusion that all inner form is 

Metaphor and all thinking is Metaphor clearly expresses his faith in the Metaphorical way as 

the only way of human understanding.  

The following observations may be made on the basis of his prose ramblings on   Metaphor 

in poetry: 

1. Poetry is nothing but Metaphor. In other words, theme is always expressed in terms of 

form and form in terms of theme. Their mutual relationship constitutes poetry.  

2. Metaphor, the putting together of two things according to Frost, has a basic duality that 

creates tension. Though this tension is supposed to give clarity to both the elements 

that give rise to the tension in Metaphor, the process of correspondence has its hazards. 

Frost describes the metaphorical operation as follows:

I see a Man riding two horses; one foot on the back of each one. The one 

horse goes one way, the other a second. His straddle is wide, but before long 

it is wide, but before long it is going to hurt him.2

More than any other contemporary poet, Frost is aware of the basic weakness of Metaphor. 

This consciousness makes him further clarify that it isn’t the natural way, the normal way, the 

powerful way to ride. It is a trick and it is this trick that an artist has to perform giving the 

impression that it is a Miracle. Frost’s unique awareness of his own poetic craft is stated in 

his words: “All Metaphor breaks down somewhere; that is the beauty of it.”3  

3. The significance of Metaphor is not restricted to the realm of poetry: It is basic to 

human thought. The unique Frostian attitude explains the organic nature of his poetry 

as a whole.
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4. In curbing the poet’s Enthusiasm or wildness, Metaphor is taken through the prism of 

the intellect and spread on the screen in colour. 

This intellectual base of Metaphor Links Frost’s form with his world-view in which 

Metaphor acts as a direction-giving principle to arrest chaos and confusion in modern 

life.

To illustrate frost’s poetic practice and his use of metaphor, four poems are classified 

into two groups according to their theme and placement in the plan of frost’s poetic corpus. 

In the first group “The road Not Taken” and “The sound of Trees” are selected on the basis of 

their thematic similarity and the poet’s leitmotif of ‘choice’ as expressed in them. The two 

poems are also crucially placed in the volume entitled Mountain Internal (1916), the former 

as a frontispiece and the latter as a closing poem of the book. 

In the second group, two other poems dealing with nature and function of Metaphor and 

symbol are   chosen for examination. The two poems are “ a Missive Missile” and the title 

poem of  A witness Tree (1912) which are thematically close to each other. Their placement 

is done consciously by the poet. “A Massive Missile” is the last poem of Further Range 

(1936), while “beech” and “sycamore” are the two companion pieces that function as the title 

poem of the next volume entitled A Witness Tree. A critical examination of these poems in 

this context helps to understand Frost’s thematic structure in general and his concept of 

Metaphor and Symbol in particular.

The Metaphor of choice has a central significance in Frost’s poetry and it recurs in 

several poems besides “The Road Not Taken” and “The Sound of Trees.” The theme has 

been misunderstood by some critics mainly because they failed to perceive the nature of 

Metaphor in Frost. For these critics, particularly your winter and George Nitchie, the poems 

show the whimsical, accidental and incomprehensible nature of the formative decision of 

their speakers.  

Winters, for example, contends that Frost is mistaking whimsical impulse for moral 

choice and the blunder obscures his understanding and even leaves his mood uncertain. He is 

vaguely afraid that he may be neither wrong nor right. This spiritual drifting in Frost has been 

criticized as his anti-intellectual tendency by Nitchie.4 The rationalistic view of the critics has 

failed to see the nature of ‘choice’ in these poems and therefore has misunderstood the total 
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world-view of the poet. That “The Road not taken” is basically a metaphor and does not offer 

a concrete situation meant for a choice, has been generally overlooked by most readers. The 

poem is Metaphorical representation of a human problem, but is not an actual problem per se.  

The speaker shows hesitation when he says: “long I stood/ and looked down one as far as I 

cloud.” Except for the better claim of the road that “wanted wear,” the poem offers no 

objective criteria. The point is that he chooses one and rejects the other—and that is all; the 

reader is not supposed to get into the “why” of the choice.  

All choice that the Metaphor seems to be hinting at, is a personal and existential choice,

that goes beyond the rationality of the objective situation. The poem is talking precisely about 

such choices; it does not talk about choices that can be explained. Though the speaker talks 

about the difference made, there is no regret at the present moment. After making up his 

mind, he does not mention the Road Not Taken. The poem emphasizes the capacity of the 

individual to arrive at a decision. This existential responsibility of man, from which the poet 

not drifts, is his real strength. For this ‘courage to be,’ the poem was rightly placed at the 

beginning of Mountain Interval. 

“The Sound of Trees” possesses a truly Frostian complexity. The speaker asks why we 

tolerate the noise of the trees. Though they talk of going away, they actually do stay on. The 

Man looks at them from the house and concludes: 

I shall set forth for somewhere,

I shall make the reckless choice

                                Some day when they are in voice 

                                And tossing so as to scare 

                                The white clouds over them on  

I shall have less to say,

                                But I shall be gone. 

Normally it is believed that in this poem there exists a sort of enmity or antipathy 

between man and trees. But in fact he has a temptation, a hypnotic attraction, for the trees. He 
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“wonders” about the trees and asks why we wish to bear them, with a stress in “wish.”  

Whereas we do not tolerate other “noises,” we wish to bear the “sound” of trees. We are 

willing to suffer them till we lose all measures of pace, / And fixity in our joys/And acquire a 

listening air.

The Image suggests the dullness of the routine life marked by the ‘fixity’ of our joys 

which can be faced by acquiring a listening air for the trees. The sound of music made by the 

trees is symbolic of an inevitable and aesthetic impulse in human life, something akin to the 

woods in “Stopping by the woods on a Snowy Evening.”  The poet’s attraction is suggested 

by his use of a singular “that” for the plural “they,” which normally indicates destructive 

forces in Frost’s poetry. The lines are     

They are that talks of going / But never gets away.

The trees symbolically talk as we grow wiser and older. The lines quoted earlier do not clear 

with a longing to depart which has never been released. The lines refer to a reckless choice 

that shall be made “sometime” and “somewhere,” and it will be irrespective of time and 

place. It will “scare the white clouds over them on.” The choice that shall go beyond the 

bounds of time and place and hinted at by the shroud of white clouds can only be death. The 

speaker in the poem does not say, ‘I shall go’ but instead says ‘I shall be gone.’ The poem 

deals with the theme of choice first mentioned by the two roads. Frost’s insistence on human 

power to probe into outside reality to make a choice all alone is consistent with his thematic 

structure. The existential insight of Frost suggested that whereas man has the freedom to 

choose his roads, he has no choice with regard to life’s finalities. Stylistically, the Metaphor 

of choice has performed its function successfully to create forms that shape his individual 

poems into the organic whole of his poetry. 

The poems in the second group illustrate Frost’s reliance on metaphor to arrest chaos and 

confusion of modern life. His theoretical view of metaphor is stated in “A Missive Missile” 

and the operation of a Metaphor for clarification or its use as a form and direction-giving 

principle is demonstrated in the title poem of A witness Tree called “Beech and Sycamore.”

The speaker in “A Missive Missile” on receiving a little dotted pebble wheel tries hard to 

interpret its message. At first, he thinks the “two round dots and a ripple streak” to be “two 

tear drops and a “shaken sign.” On second thoughts, their colour changes his view. He thinks 
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them to be two blood drops and the jaded blade to indicate the sender’s death as sacrifice. 

Hence he concludes: “So almost clear and yet obscure.” He says that the finality of the 

message could be reached only if the obscure petitioner’s ghost gives him a hint. As the 

receiver has no knowledge of the sender’s motive, he concludes: “A Motive then was still a 

motive,” and then the reader comes to the most significant lines in the poem:                 

How anyone can fail to see/ Where perfectly in form and tint/ The Metaphor, the Symbol lies. 

If there is a perfect correspondence between the symbol and its meaning, the symbol or the 

image exists; at the same time it “lies” successfully to create obscurity. The pun on the word 

“lies” is no casual word-play for Frost; it is a part of the poem’s meaning. Perfect in form and 

tint, a symbol has built – in power to speak in multiple ways. This multiplicity is its strength 

and life. The “slow uncomprehending” receiver is not ready to give up his meaning because 

he also knows that both the sender’s ancient meaning and his modern interpretation coexist 

simultaneously in the symbol. As such, a symbol if successfully employed has the built- in 

obscurity and so is “almost clear and yet obscure.”  Unsuccessfully employed, it has a clear 

meaning which remains fixed and closed. A Metaphor becomes “A Missive Missile” only if 

it goes beyond its “aeon-limit” set for it by its maker. The metaphor has a “mortal longing” 

and so cannot cross the soul. With this knowledge of the basic strength and weakness of the 

Metaphorical devices, Frost comes to their trial in the title poems of the next volumes of his 

verse.

Of the two introductory poems of the 1942 volume, “Beech” refers to the symbolic 

witness tree. The book was published during the difficult times of the World War and this 

forms the background of the poem which in the first few lines suggests that it is not 

functioning at the realistic level. A tree is standing where the speaker’s “imaginary line/ 

Bends square in the woods where an iron spine/ And a pile of real rocks have been found.” In 

the “Wild” of the rocks and iron spine, stands a beech tree that has impressed the Man for 

quite a while as a “witness tree.”

    The lines run as follows: 

                    One tree, by being deeply wounded 

Has been impressed as witness Tree
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And made to commit to memory

                    My proof of being not unbounded 

The phrase “being not unbounded” refers either to the tree, in which case the tree is 

bounded, or to “being” which according to the poet is always bounded. All “being” like the 

tree, is bounded and this constitutes truth for the poet. The beech tree, which is surrounded by 

the hostile circumstances of urban, modern civilization leading to darkness and doubt, stands 

as a Witness tree as a proof symbolizing “being” and “truth.” The tree becomes symbolic 

because it is deeply wounded by the environment. Grief and suffering, as reality and as a 

value, are a necessary part of this existence. In spite of the poem’s attempts to give a feeling 

of reassurance during the blank period of the a war, what it succeeds in projecting powerfully 

is the “dark and doubt” of the atmosphere of the times. But instead of looking at it as the 

poet’s failure in using Metaphor for Man’s salvation, it should be taken as a positive 

suggestion to rely on a Metaphor for salvation. This is indicated at the end by treating the 

poem as the view of “the Moodie Forester.” If this appears vague or insubstantial to some,

Frost, the poet, may leave them to their chaotic and confused fate. The saving grace lies in 

one’s search for a witness tree. This idea of personal salvation for an individual lying in the 

complementary piece entitled “Sycamore.” It reads:

                                       Zaccheus he/

Did climb the tree/

                                       Our Lord to see. 

The button-wood tree of this poem continues the symbolic overtones of the earlier beech by 

using a Biblical event from Luke19, 1-10 as reference. Zaccheus, we are told, climbed a 

Sycamore tree to see Christ pass through Jericho. He was called by name to come down and 

give him lodging in his house --and he was saved. The line “Our Lord to see” suggests that 

the sinner did not climb the tree to see the Lord, but, in fact, made the Lord see him. Perhaps, 

inadvertently, he was saved through a deed that became his salvation. Frost’s association of 

sycamore with beech, suggests, two attitudes of salvation. 

In the first poem, the tree has to be consciously sought for the saving grace it can bestow 

on the individual. In the second poem, however, the tree accidentally becomes man’s saviour. 
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But the poet suggests that in both the cases the individual is saved through his own seeing. In 

looking for something, he is looked at in relying on a Metaphor or a symbol that can 

ultimately save man from confusion. Frost’s innate ability for hope lies not only in his world-

view, but also in his poetic genius that persistently ran after language devices to act as form 

and direction-giving elements in life where words may become deeds. 

Although for Frost the term “Metaphor” includes images and symbols, as the poems 

analysed above clearly shows, an elucidation of symbols in poetry is necessary to bring out 

Frost’s modern view-point in the matter. A study of symbols and symbolism has remained a 

difficult and elusive subject. One faces a number of confusing views on the precise meaning 

of the symbol and the ways of symbolism.  

The fixing up of a symbol in its context and the particularly of its meaning are a 

challenging task. But the very capacity of a poet to rely on and speak through   symbols gives 

rise to some presumptions. Peter Fingerten mentions some of these presumptions:  

                              A symbolic world-view of any degree

                              Is synonymous with a magic world-view.  

Such a view necessitates belief in the 

                              numinous content of nature, in the idea that 

                              nature  reflects patterns, designs, or purposes  

by theory of correspondences.5    

In this sense Robert Frost’s world-view may be called a symbolic world-view. Frost’s 

symbols, as assumed by Peter Fingerten, are from Nature and are used for giving movement 

and intensity, or against fixity and shallowness, to his world-view. They function as means to 

make his world organic and unified. A “magic world-view” as explained by Fingerten, is 

capable of faith and revelation, which the modern man, narrowed down and plagued by 

mechanization, lacks.  Frost believes in symbols of Nature to create a world capable of hints 

and make him order his universe. He therefore seems to use Nature for his own purpose. 

These hints coming from Nature as symbols change with their context.  
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In an attempt to study Frost as a symbolist, Charles Henry Cook concludes that Frost’s 

artistic premises show that he advocates art for wisdom’s sake. He is a symbolist in the 

Emersonian   or American tradition.6 

Frost, in a way, creates a kind of second reality in some of his poems, such as, ‘Birches,’ 

‘After-Apple Picking’; ‘All Revelation,’ ‘Design,’ ‘Beech’ and ‘Directive.’ These and many 

other successful pieces create a world that goes beyond the reality it portrays to reach a world 

of values and beliefs that belong to the poet alone. Yet Frost does not aspire to create any 

Platonic world. To him the earth is the right place for love. His world of essences lies in the 

world of experience. The perceptible world contains a hidden reality that he reaches through 

his poems. He aspires to probe deeper into the outside world to reach the hidden harmony by 

arresting it in a poetic form, which is a kind of second reality in his poems. Frost attempts to 

go beyond words in so far as the poem itself becomes a creation and a discovery. He 

declared, “I am a mystic. / I believe in symbols. I believe in change and in /changing 

symbols.”/ 7 

       We may examine the use of certain images or image symbols by Frost with a view to 

bringing out their built-in obscurity. Peter W. Dowell identifies Counter Images in Frost as 

follows:  

his counter  images might be looked up as concrete symbols of the doubleness which 

many critics have recognised as one of the foremost traits of his imagination. 8        

In Frost’s view human life is governed by contrarieties, both in inner nature and in the 

external world. However, Frost uses not only images but also his total linguistic apparatus. 

What Dowell calls “doubleness” is, in fact, a way to create multiple meanings in Frost. His 

imaginary, either as presentation or representation, used   symbolically or comparatively, 

could be clarified only if seen in operation.  

Frost uses a variety of images. Along with natural phenomena like trees, woods, stars, 

walls, doors, snow, ice and fire which are normally considered the only images—symbols in 

his poetry—there are nouns used metaphorically, such as, choice, clearing, keeping, retreat, 

descent, and flight along with their corresponding verbs like choose, clear, keep and so on. If 

some of them indicate a process or an activity, others refer to their termination.
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     The most complex symbol in Frost’s poetry is that of ‘wood’ from ‘Into My Own’ to the 

last poem ‘In Winter in the woods,’ Frost repeatedly shows his obsession with the image of 

wood. As presentation or description, the woods refer to the natural phenomena he knows so 

well. As representation, either metaphorically or symbolically, the woods signify one or more 

of the following in their changing contexts: beauty, mystery and depth; a place of retreat, a 

sense of property, permanence, mutability, wilderness, alien entanglement, creative impulse, 

a poet’s self, grief, and death. What gives the image its variety is the context and the poet’s 

freshness of approach each time he uses it. The poetic method of Plurisignation has a lack of

fixity of meaning in each of his poems. The image, used symbolically, has one fixed meaning 

and in being a sensuous object in itself, it has a built in obscurity. It is, in fact, not obscurity, 

but rather a calculated indefiniteness – not ambivalence or reserve, a sort of risk the poet 

always takes. Thus Robert frost has made ample use of Metaphor, Image and symbol. His 

modernistic approach could be seen in his theory and practice as well. 
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