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The Real Robert Frost 

 Robert Frost is one of America’s most renowned poets.  He is commonly 

portrayed as an all-American poet who looks back on life and shares all the wisdom he 

has attained.  His public image is of a man who has all the answers to life, when in 

reality, his poetry poses many more questions than it answers and has much more doubt 

and sadness than optimistic insight.  “The Road Not Taken,” arguably Frost’s most 

famous poem, is usually interpreted to fit his popular image, when in reality the poem 

does not support this image in the least.  “Nothing Gold Can Stay” also demonstrates how 

Frost views nature, and again takes a negative stance on life.  Two poems that stray from 

his mock- Transcendentalist poems are “Acquainted With the Night,” and “Out, Out-,” 

which highlight human sadness and suffering.  Frost is one of America’s best poets, but 

should not be classified as an affirmative writer with answers to all of life’s questions, 

which is the popular consensus.   

 Published in 1916, “The Road Not Taken” has been a staple in American English 

classes for many years, yet is often not even taught to expose its rhetorical meaning.  

Often the last three lines, “Two roads diverged in a wood, and I- I took the one less 

traveled by, and that has made all the difference,” (Road 18-20) are taught to mean that 

doing things differently results in positive outcomes.  Teachers often use these lines as 

claims that change comes from those that choose to be individuals and not to follow the 



Woznicki	  2	  

common path.  However, when these lines are put in the context of the entire poem, the 

outcome is much less enlightening.  Just two lines above the well-known end of this 

poem, Frost writes, “I shall be telling this with a sigh” (Road 16).  People do not sigh if 

they are happy with their choices.  Moreover, the poem describes the two different paths 

as “equally lay,” “just as fair,” and “worn them really about the same.”  Thus, the road 

that the speaker follows may have been the less traveled for a reason, meaning that both 

paths were acceptable means of travel, but one procured a worse result, so that is why it 

was less traveled.  The biggest, yet still ignored, indicator that this poem is disconfirming 

the decision that the speaker made is in the title.  It is titled “The Road NOT Taken,” not 

“The Road Taken.”  The speaker is talking about what he failed to do, and not what he 

did do, which shows that he regrets the choice that he has made.  Just as Frost is 

incorrectly assessed, “The Road Not Taken” is frequently misunderstood.  

 Another famous poem written by Frost, “Nothing Gold Can Stay,” reveals how he 

looks to nature, much like a Transcendentalist would, but then applies realist notions to 

life, rather than romanticism.  “Nothing Gold Can Stay” typically accompanies S.E. 

Hinton’s The Outsiders when taught in school to highlight how the novel’s young boys 

are struggling to grow up, while attempting to maintain their youth.  As he dies, a main 

character, Johnny Cade says, “Stay gold, Ponyboy,” (Hinton 148) as a source of 

inspiration for Ponyboy to remain innocent.  However, Frost’s intentions are not to send a 

message of living life while you can, or even that one can avoid aging, but rather that 

beauty fades and life dies.  The first line, “Nature’s first green is gold,” (Gold 1) takes 

two approaches to describing youth.  Gold is typically chosen to mean innocence, and 

gold is also typically thought of as beautiful and an object of desire.  These two images 
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are then compared to green, which is the color of envy.  Put in context, this line shows 

that when life begins, everything is beautiful and worth living, then age takes its toll, and 

life fades into an abyss of jealousy.  Throughout the poem, Frost describes the demise 

life.  One of the most striking lines is, “So Eden sank to grief,” (Gold 6) which relates to 

Original Sin.  The Garden of Eden was the essence of beauty, but then humans faltered, 

and the world became marred by sin.  Original Sin is a symbol that beauty never lasts.  In 

essence, this poem explains that beauty, and life for that matter, are fleeting, and there is 

no solution, because “Nothing gold can stay.”  Audiences wrongly interpret Frost to 

mean that life is golden and that one must take advantage of it, while in reality, the poem 

is the message that nothing will last, so it is pointless to try.  Yet people still classify 

Frost’s “Nothing Gold Can Stay” as a work that transcends the meaning of life.  That is 

ironic as the poem is basically stating the pointlessness of life.  Frost is associated with 

the poetry he writes, so when his poems are misunderstood, by extension, so is he. 

   In “Acquainted With the Night,” Frost takes a turn away from untouched nature, 

and describes a journey from the heart of a city to the outskirts of town.  Immediately 

Frost sets a gloomy tone with the scene occurring at night.  The speaker passes the 

“furthest city light” (Night 3), which indicates the depth of the darkness, as well as how 

isolated the speaker is from civilization.  Off from the distance someone screams, “but 

not to call me back or say goodbye,” (Night 10) which shows how no one notices or cares 

that the speaker has left.  Loneliness is portrayed as a reoccurring pattern with the first 

and the last line being the same, which shows that this feeling is cyclical.  The audience 

can assume that this speaker can leave and return to this town without anyone noticing, 

which epitomizes how alone and miserable he is.  This walk during the night is a 
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metaphor for a life that is lived alone in sadness.  Frost offers no suggestions to improve 

this feeling of despair, and leaves the reader with no feeling of hope that the speaker 

might find some light, yet Frost is still recognized as an icon of sage wisdom.  However, 

Frost simply identifies the fact that life is lonely for some people. 

 An undeniable demonstration that Frost is a cynic can be found in his poem, “Out, 

Out-.”  Set in a beautiful, mountainous Vermont at twilight, a boy is sawing wood when 

he gets called in for supper, and then accidently saws his hand off and dies.  More than 

any other poem by Frost, “Out, Out-” defies his positive all-American image.  Indeed, the 

notion of cutting wood in Vermont is rather American; but a story about a boy cutting off 

his own hand is not the idyllic story that people expect from Frost.  Even more than the 

premise of the poem, the last two lines betray Frost’s traditional idealist image:  “And 

they, since they were not the one dead, turned to their affairs” (Out 33-34).  The boy’s 

own family was too concerned with themselves and their problems to really care that he 

has died.  As in “Nothing Gold Can Stay,” Frost declares for his audience that life is 

transitory, and there is really nothing to do but abandon hope for a deeper meaning. 

 Robert Frost is not a great American poet because of his fabled fountain of 

wisdom and the supposed hope that he instills in his audience.  As seen in several of his 

more prominent poems, Frost is far from the cheerful idealist that the public perceives.  

“The Road Not Taken,” presents nature with an underlying theme of regret, while  

“Nothing Gold Can Stay” discloses a pessimistic outlook of the cycle of life, and true 

loneliness is portrayed in “Acquainted With the Night”.  The most obvious indicator that 

Frost is a realist can be unearthed in his poem, “Out, Out-.”  Yet, even when we strip 
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Frost’s poetry of its optimism, he remains a great American poet that has the ability to 

see life realistically and convey it effectively to the masses. 
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