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This book is dedicated to

My beloved wife, Wang Chunmei, and

My dear daughter, Xu Jingying,

Who always stand behind me,

Support, inspire and encourage me,

On the roads less travelled by, or those not yet taken,
In pursuit of the poetic truth,

In this uncertain, changing, and chaotic world.
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Introduction

A Poem Begins in Delight and Ends

in Wisdom

— . )

The Book of Songs will help you to incite people’s emotions, to
observe their feelings, to keep company, to express your
grievances. They may be used at home in the service of one's
father; abroad, in the service of one’s prince.

— The Analects, 17.9, translated into English by Arthur Waley

The figure a poem makes. It begins in delight and ends in
wisdom. It begins in delight, it inclines to the impulse, it assumes
direction with the first line laid down, it runs a course of lucky
events, and ends in a clarification of life—not necessarily a great
clarification, such as sects and cults are founded on, but in a
momentary stay against confusion.

—Robert Frost, The Figure a Poem Makes

Some people may feel very odd and wonder how I start a book
on Robert Frost and his poetry with the two quotations. One is
from the ancient Chinese Confucian Classic The Analects, a vivid
textbook of life and philosophy for the Chinese people, the other
is from the frequently quoted prose The Figure a Poem Makes by
a modern American poet Robert Lee Frost (1874—1963).



Confucius (551BC — 479BC) is a great philosopher and
educator in the Chinese history. He was born in an ancient nation

called Lu (now in Shandong Province, China). In this period of

9, g) time, there were constant wars and chaos among many small
% % nations in China ruled by the Western Zhou Dynasty due to the
g_ g emperor’s inability to rule the kingdom very well. When
a g Confucius was very young, he realized the importance of
Q g learning, and made full use of every opportunity to study
é’" § classical books and master practical skills. He believed that,
gh % among every three persons he was with, there was at least one

§ who knew more and better than the other two.

<

When he was about thirty, he became a well-known and

.

'\2"! widely respected scholar in the Nation of Lu. The Analects is a
gmil Confucian classic with 20 chapters that appeared in a book form in
the early Warring States Period (475BC—221BC). The Analects
is a record of the words and deeds of Confucius, and his students
or his disciples. In the context of Chinese culture, without
Confucius and The Analects, there is nothing to speak of the
breakthrough in philosophy and the progress of civilization. This
is a significant book that has made its unique contributions not
only to the Chinese culture but also to the civilization of the whole
world and mankind.
Robert Frost was born on March 26, 1874, in San
Francisco. For a whole life, he had published 10 volumes of 439
poems, along with 3 plays, and a lot of prose and letters. As a
poet of genius, who is deeply loved and much admired by people
from all walks of life, he occupies a unique and ever-lasting
position in modern American poetry. As a typical New England
2 poet, who always turns his eyes on the beautiful sceneries in New
England. he is highly respected for his vivid depictions of the

rural life of New England, his command of New England



colloquial speech, and his realistic verse portraying ordinary
people on the New England farms. Despite debates and
disagreement among literary critics over the sources of Frostian
poetry, I believe that it is possible to demonstrate that Frostian
poetry is influenced by at least four schools of philosophy and
poetic theory:

First, because Frost much admired the classics of ancient
Greek and Roman literature, he immersed himself in the brilliant
traditions of pastoral art with its dynamic and vigorous growth
during the cultural superiority or domination of Alexandria, the
fruitful age of Virgil, and the Renaissance. The pastoral art
comes to life at the hand of Robert Frost who is capable of
adopting his vantage and unique viewpoint to cast himself in the
role of farmers in New England and write about the implicit
tension between the city and the country, and the common life of
the ordinary people in terms of the contrast between the simple,
pure and naive world and the complicated, sophisticated and
wealthy world. Frost’s pastoral poetry is characterized with such
a tension and such a contrast.

In his early volumes such as A Boy’s Wi/l (1913), Northof
Boston (1914), and New Hampshire (1923), Frost made a
vivid and impressive contrast between the rural life and the urban
life. We can see that Frost prefers simplicity in a specific country
area to the complexity in a specific city area. In The Pasture, the
prefatory to North of Boston and to his all later collections of
poems, Frost enthusiastically invites us to his simple world: “I
shan’t be gone long, — You come too. "' Although the pasture
is not the only place representing simplicity and pureness, Frost’s
sincere invitation to such a world provides us with a possibility of
finding solace for our soul, facilitating our pursuit of truth, and

satisfying our desire for peace of mind in the rural landscape.
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Second, Robert Frost’s parents provided him with his early
experience of religious faith. Frost’s father, William Prescott
Frost, Jr., was a journalist with ambitions of establishing a
career in California. According to Jay Parini, Will Frost's
interest was not in religion but, rather, in politics; Frost’s
mother, Belle Moodie, who was “by nature a religious person,
attracted to the mystical sides of Christianity”. "I The relationship

between an energetic, impetuous, and reckless man and a quiet,

hesitant, and cautious woman was often incompatible with each

uoisnjuon) 1surebe Aelg
ArejuswolN e se Buiyieuwog

other. She became more and more interested in the
Swedenborgian ~ Church  activity and took comfort in

communication with other Swedenborgian brothers and sisters.

.

'\2"! Though Frost was not easy with her mother’s Swedenborgian
gmil faith, and sometimes, he regarded her religious predictions as
something “insane”, he later apologized for his disregard and

said, “I look on at my mother’s devotedness and thought it was
beautiful”™ to search solace in such church activity. And later

on, as he was growing up and became increasingly perplexed

about life, Frost realized that he could not rely on human rational
explanations of human fate and nature, and that these efforts

would not suffice for him to conduct human rational search for

meaning of human existence. Something in the chaotic world,

beyond his understanding and explanation, must be left to God

for the final judgment and interpretation. Since God knows all

the secrets of the Universe, and expresses himself through the

changes of seasons, through natural flux, it is not necessary for

us to get to the bottom of everything, to know all secrets, to

explain mysteries of the world, and to find all answers to all

4 questions, “But something has to be left to God.” As a
philosophical dualist, he refused to categorize his religious

beliefs. He was quite familiar with the Bible and the history of



Christianity, thanks to his lifelong interest in the knowledge in
this regard. But Frost made use of a profound knowledge of
religion as a tool, like poetry and all of arts, which could give
him power and courage to penetrate deep into the Universe, the
human inner reality and the subtle relations of human beings to
the nature.

Third., Frost owed his indebtedness to the European literary
tradition, especially the English romantic poets, William
Wordsworth (1770 — 1850), Percy Bysshe Shelley (1792 —
1822), Samuel Taylor Coleridge (1772—1834), and John Keats
(1795 — 1821). Frost admitted that his poems have a close
relation to the poetry of the past, not only the past of the ancient
Greek and Roman literature, but also that of the English
romantic origins. Frost’s many poems, such as A Late Walk,
The Quest of the Purple Fringed , Rose Pogonias, Meeting and
Passing . and so on, reflect a rich and positive romantic
heritage. If we recognize the inherent relation of Frostian poems
to the romantic tradition, we can enrich the multiple meaning of
words being put into the romantic contexts and get rid of the
complexity of  meaning—obscurity, disorder, ambiguity,
uncertainty, and multiplicity.  “Many of Frost’s poems, both
widely known and many less familiar, unfold to richer
meanings. "' Mario L. D’Avanzo’s groundbreaking work on
Frost A Cloud of Other Poets: Robert Frost and the Romantics
distinguishes between Romantic poems and “ Anti-Romantic
poems”. A large number of images, such as water, trees,
rivers, streams, mountains, leaves, flowers, pasture, and
clouds, clearly indicate Frost’s acceptance of or objection to his
romantic predecessors concerning the subject matter, theme, and
poetic outlook. Frost borrowed words, symbol or images from

the romantic poets in his “poetry-making” process.
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By comparing Frost’s The Black Cottage and Wordsworth’s
The Ruined Cottage, we can see Frost is subtle, even disguised

when he alludes to romantic works. As more and more critics

9, g) read Frostian poetry from the romantic perspective, Frost’s
% % intellectual, poetic, and cultural allusions will unfold to richer
g_ g implications, more and more of his poems will extend their
a g meaning beyond and beyond our horizon. Despite Frost’s close
Q g relation to the Romantic source, he strongly rejected being
% § regarded as a Romantic poet.
gh % Fourth, following Ralph Waldo Emerson (1803 —1882), a
§ central figure of American transcendentalism, and Henry David
<

Thoreau (1817—1862), a seminal figure not only in the theory

.

'\2"! but also in the practice of American transcendentalism, Robert
gmi{ Frost learned and inherited the transcendentalist conception of the
universe, the interrelationship between human beings and
nature, the perfection of the soul, and the theory of knowledge.
At the beginning of his speech On Emerson, he expressed his
strong admiration for both Emerson and Thoreau. Frost named
Emerson as one of the “four greatest Americans: George
Washington, the general and statesman; Thomas Jefferson, the
political thinker; Abraham Lincoln, the martyr and savior; and
fourth, Ralph Waldo Emerson, the poet”. He also
acknowledged that Emerson is a blend of both a poet and a
philosopher. He said: “Emerson’s name has gone as a poetic
philosopher or as a philosophical poet, my favorite kind of

both, "t
Frost, owing much to Emerson’s doctrine of individualism
and self-reliance, continued to concentrated on his quest for the
6 self, and to a certain degree, I believe that Frost does a better
job than Emerson in the constant search for the meaning of the

self. The weight of Emerson’s doctrine— “the universe was a



perfectly round circle at whose center was God, that is the
principle of God” —can be clearly traced in many of Frost’s
poems, like The Oven Bird ., in which the speaker tries to find an
answer to “The question that he frames in all but words/Is what

” The poem remains open for the

to make of a diminished thing.
reader to find their own answer and throws us back to the
beginning of the poem: who is the singer Why does the singer
sing so loud for the diminished thing What does it mean by the
mystical diminished thing The Fall of Eden, the fate of the bird,
or of human beings Much is left to the reader’s own meditation
and scrutiny.

The whole poem ends in an unanswered question, thus
keeping a fruitful ambiguity of meaning and uncertainty of sense.
So the poem makes a kind of mystical, repeating circle on which
each point is both starting and ending. It is from the viewpoint of
this circle that Frost departed from Emerson, either poetically or
philosophically. Frost did not agree on Emersonian cheerful,
proromantic, and optimistic Monism. “Probably Emerson was
too Platonic about evil.” Based on Emerson’s declaration in a
poem, “Unit and universe are round”, Frost moved in an
opposite but complementary direction: “Another poem could be
made from that to the effect that ideally in thought only is a circle
round. In practice, in nature, the circle becomes an oval. As a
circle it has one center—Good. As an oval it has two centers—
Good and Evil. Thence Monism versus Dualism. ' Emerson
belongs to Monism, and Frost Dualism. Frost distinguished
himself from Emerson on philosophical conception of the Good
and the Evil.

For all his heritage from and contributions to Emersonian
tradition, Frost was recognized by the public and authority

through his appointment as a Ralph Waldo Emerson Fellow in
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Poetry at Harvard University in May, 1939, and through the
award of Emerson-Thoreau Medal by the American Academy of

Arts and Sciences in October, 1958. Two events are significant

9, g) in Frost career as a poet and a public figure. One came 26 years;
% % the other came 45 years after Frost published his first volume A
Q S Boy's Will (1913).
a g Robert Frost never confined himself to a certain source in
Q g poetry, but rather, he inherited from a wide range of traditional
% § theories, from religion to science, from poetics to philosophy,
gh % and from mind to reality. He thought it possible to find a
§ harmonious way to the spiritual consolations from a variety of
<

sources—from Emerson to Thoreau, from Swedenborg (1688 —

.

'\2"! 1772) to diverse writers of the Bible. In face of an uncertain,

gmil ambiguous. and confused world, he believed that poetry was an

effective and efficient tool or weapon that could provide us with a
momentary stay against the chaotic world.

Transcendentalists like Emerson and Thoreau absorbed and
amalgamated diverse schools of philosophy from the development
of American culture like Puritanism, Romanticism, and
Humanism, and from the development of the world civilization
like the Chinese Confucianism. The basic meaning of humanism
includes the humane concerns for human beings: human soul,
human value, and human destiny. Both the ancient Chinese and
modern American philosophers have been trying to provide more
possible, if not final or disputable, answers to the three
questions about human beings: Who are we Where do we come
from Whither are we going These answers are embodied in both
the Chinese spirit and American spirit. Some of the answers

provided by the Chinese and American philosophers, even poets,
happen to have the same perception of the world, and coincide

with each other in helping human beings get rid of the perplexity



