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The Portrayal of Nature in Selected Poems of Robert Frost
	New England’s timeless poet, Robert Frost, is not classified under any specific school of thought because he is not exactly wholly Romantic, Realist, Naturalist, nor Modernist based on the subject matter of his poetry, and in certain aspects, he could fall into all four categories. Quite a bit of Frost’s poetry reflects different qualities of Nature and man’s relationship and influence on Mother Earth. To read Frost without acknowledging the natural elements, which abound in several of his works would leave the reader feeling unfulfilled and even more distant from the natural world he strives to bring back into focus. Several of Frost’s poems immediately reference nature before one even reads the first lines, such as “Birches,” “After Apple-Picking,” and “Stopping by Woods on a Snowy Evening,” among others. In order to embrace the entire scope of Frost’s pastoral poetry, one can develop a more well-rounded understanding by analyzing selected Frost poems using an environmentalist theory, specifically Ecocriticism. 
	In dissecting poems by Frost using Ecocriticism, or terms synonymous with this theory, such as “green cultural studies” or “ecopoetics,” the questions one may seek to answer usually revolve around the incorporation, reflection, and overall dependency upon nature in a literary work or the depiction of nature by the author (Glotfelty and Fromm xx). Ecocriticism is derived from the scientific field of ecology, that is “strongly connected to a history of verbal expression,” which conveniently allowed for its eventual migration and utilization in literary analyses (Glotfelty and Fromm 71). Similar to critical race studies and feminist criticism, Ecocriticism strives to isolate one particular view or element in a work in an effort to show readers an alternative perspective that allows them to analyze, question, or reconsider previous notions (Heise 506-507). Questions typically addressed or answered in the ecocritical analysis of poetry may include, but are certainly not limited to: How does the poet portray nature? What is the relationship between the speaker and mankind to nature? And, what does this relationship portrayed reveal about the balance between our own cultures, society, the humanities, and ecology? Ecocriticism explores the ever-evolving worlds of literature, nature, and society, while always maintaining the crucial point “that human culture is connected to the physical world, affecting it and [being] affected by it” (Glotfelty and Fromm xviii-xix). Without realizing and acknowledging the various connections between the natural world and society, a large majority, or possibly an entire genre, of poems would cease to exist or fail to remind readers to be environmentally aware. With an ecocritical outlook, readers can not only delve into a poem which includes natural imagery, aspects, and settings, but can also understand the poem from a uniquely balanced, diverse, and constantly expanding scientific, social, cultural, and literary perspective (Heise 506). In analyzing two of Frost’s more pastorally focused poems, “Birches” and “Mowing,” one can begin to recognize the answers to questions previously mentioned, specifically noting the overall portrayal of nature by the poet and the broader relationships between human beings and the environment.
	In “Birches,” Frost introduces an aged speaker reflecting on birch trees that no longer stand upright, but bend over towards the Earth, the victims of child’s play. The “beloved birches” are the central image throughout the poem and Frost maintains these natural images during the speaker’s reminiscence (Foster 415). The speaker reflects on his own boyhood as “…a swinger of birches” and the visual imagery of wintry, frost-bitten woods allows the various elements of nature to be revealed, such as the ice, snow, leaves, and even the changing seasons (line 59). Ecocritically, Frost portrays the forest scene, and more importantly, the birch tree “as vulnerable as it is beautiful” because the boughs are weaker and more susceptible to damage from storms and human hands than other species of trees, and they also become beautifully vulnerable when draped in an icy shroud during wintertime (Foster 415). Similarly, Frost likens the vulnerable bending nature and beautiful elegance of his birches to young women,
		…though once they are bowed
		So low for long, they never right themselves:
		You may see their trunks arching in the woods
		Years afterwards, trailing their leaves on the ground
		Like girls on hands and knees that throw their hair
		Before them over their heads to dry in the sun. (lines 15-20)
Frost’s portrayal of a natural world that is vulnerable and easily manipulated, whether intentionally or accidentally, is also reinforced by the speaker’s account of the young boy who, “…subdued his father’s trees… / Until he took the stiffness out of them…” (lines 28 and 30). The parallels between fragile birches and young girls, both of which can be subdued by young boys, also helps Frost establish how the “tenderness” found in nature pervades other aspects of life as well, such as in the speaker’s fond and tender reflection on his youth (Foster 415). An ecocritical analysis of “Birches” enables one to recognize the vulnerability prevalent in nature and also the human involvement that increases such vulnerability.
	“Mowing” depicts a “solitary reaper” physically engaging with the natural environment as the speaker uses a scythe to thin grass, which ultimately leads to inner contemplation by the reaper (Paton 47). Frost begins the sonnet with, “There was never a sound beside the wood but one, / And that was my long scythe whispering to the ground,” immediately revealing to readers and ecocritics alike that the “wood” is a peaceful place with little societal distraction besides the nearly soundless “swishing” of the scythe blade (lines 1-2). The mower contemplates why the scythe whispers so, and questions whether it is due to “…the heat of the sun,” or “…the lack of sound” (lines 4-5). The scythe is personified by the whispering and this faint sound makes the natural setting of the poem almost mysterious, as though the whisper from the woods may be an indication of something more (Paton 47). Towards the end of the poem, the speaker admits that the physical labor of mowing in the quietude is worthwhile, “The fact is the sweetest dream that labor knows. / My long scythe whispered and left the hay to make” (lines 13-14). Frost introduces the “solitary reaper” to express how the combination of the whispering scythe and the dedicated reaper allow the speaker to “cherish every detail of [his] effort and [the] landscape” (Paton 47-48). “Mowing” portrays nature as “an escape” from the loud, technologically driven society most readers are accustomed to and allows them to return to the natural world being refreshed, rejuvenated, and alert to new qualities which can be discovered within it through manual labor, simple interaction, wholehearted effort, or the like (Elder 653-655). Through an ecocritical analysis of both “Birches” and “Mowing,” readers can see nature being portrayed as beautiful and vulnerable, yet comforting, as a retreat from the overwhelming aspects of modern society; furthermore, readers can also make the connection between this portrayal of nature and the relationship between it and mankind.
	The speakers in both “Birches” and “Mowing” have similar relationships to Mother Nature based on their portrayed interactions as they are physically immersed in the natural world or immersed through memory. The reminiscent speaker in “Birches” reflects on his childhood saying, “…Earth’s the right place for love: / I don’t know where it’s likely to go better,” revealing the relationship between the speaker and Mother Earth as healthy and cohesive rather than distant or disjointed (lines 52-53). As evident in the previous lines from “Birches,” ecocritics argue Frost tends to emphasize the importance of “man’s rapport with the Natural, and always conceived of the relationship between them as the relationship between pupil to teacher” (Griffith 36). In “Birches,” readers can recognize how Frost alludes to this teacher-student relationship and rapport between the speaker and Nature, as the natural elements, specifically “ice-storms,” become the teacher figure, and the young boy, or pupil, learns how to reproduce those same bending techniques from the ice as a “swinger of birches,” with practice and eventual mastery (lines 5 and 41). In lines 32-35, readers can also note the boy’s careful and patient study of the birches in a way which reflects the following of a beloved teacher’s instruction,
		…He learned all there was
		To learn about not launching out too soon
		And so not carrying the tree away
		Clear to the ground…
The relationship between the environment and the speaker in “Birches” maintains the point that mankind learns from nature; therefore, all human beings should treat it just as if it is a relationship with another person, a mentor, guide, or friend, who is a consistent part of life, even if it is rarely acknowledged. 
	In “Mowing,” the speaker’s relationship to nature is portrayed as maintaining a more “psychological stance” that is likely to be “directly and profoundly affected” by the natural environment he is immersed in (Griffith 35). The mower’s physical, psychological, and emotional relationship with nature is hinted at in the speaker’s use of the scythe and force to cut the grass, “…the earnest love that laid the swale in rows” (line 10). The reaper could have carelessly cut the grass using the scythe without acknowledging his movements, but instead, the reaper uses the scythe more carefully and lovingly as if he is trying not to damage the Earth unnecessarily. Ecocritically, the reaper’s deliberately careful actions, as portrayed by Frost, also reflect the important idea that nature in poetry does not have to be fanciful or unrealistically imaginative to address “environmental ethics” and how mankind treats and interacts with natural environments (Costello 573). Similar to the speaker in “Birches,” the reaper from “Mowing” projects a healthy and respectful attitude towards nature and treats it as mankind’s equal even though they are on different levels of the spectrum.
	Finally, readers understanding the portrayal of Nature and the speaker’s relationship to the environment as whole can also recognize the broader ecological and societal issues Frost addresses within his poetry following the ecocritical viewpoint. Paralleling points previously mentioned, the considerate actions of the speaker in “Mowing” reinforce the idea that humans are not independent from the natural world, but must be responsible for its care, continuance, and upkeep, rather than allow the Earth to be further defiled or damaged (Glotfelty and Fromm 50). Perhaps, Robert Frost recognized the separation between mankind and Mother Nature; thus, he portrayed various speakers in his poetry as being “at ease” within natural settings in an attempt to spawn a “return to nature” movement (Costello 577). The speaker in “Mowing” also serves as an example of how all humans are quite capable of treating Nature with the respect it deserves versus destroying the very thing that gives us life without considering the larger consequences of such actions (Glotfelty and Fromm 50-51). Frost’s “Mowing” allows readers, ecocritics, and scholars alike to witness the actions of a lone speaker treating nature as a valid equal while dually serving as a role model and reminder to society to be environmentally aware, responsible, and protective.
	Similarly, in “Birches,” Frost introduces a wise speaker who explains the process of swinging from birch trees, but also relates a life lesson that extends beyond the poem, touching various cultures, people, and beliefs using aspects of nature:
		…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. (lines 44-47)
The speaker’s message addressing the “pathless wood” full of obstacles can be a mirror reflecting the obstacles in life which human experience confronts at some point in time, no matter the personal, cultural, or societal background or beliefs one emerges from. The universal message portrayed in “Birches” also alludes to the fact that with ecocritical review, it acts as a globalizing factor which unites not only different cultural groups, but also different areas of study, including philosophy, politics, science, religion, and even economics (Heise 507 and 513). Nature depicted in the poems of Frost and various others enable readers to connect to the work and recognize the importance of the environment even if they are not familiar with birch trees or the physical act of scything. Ecocritical analysis eliminates the divide between once completely different fields, such as ecology and literature, to create a critical lens that allows for broader interpretations of classic poems, short stories, and other works.
	Through the ecocritical analysis of “Birches” and “Mowing” by Robert Frost, readers can diverge from the typical formalist perspective to discover and understand how Nature is and can be portrayed in writing and what that portrayal reveals concerning individual as well as broader relationships. The portrayal of the environment and its elements in poetry through imagery, flashback, and action allows readers to connect to it despite their levels of understanding, physical locations, or backgrounds. To be ecocritics as everyday citizens and to truly understand Frost’s reliance and emphasis on nature, “we too need to venture out under the sky, into rain and sun,” and be immersed in the very places depicted in these pastoral poems (Elder 658). Frost’s speakers in both “Birches” and “Mowing” represent only two of the numerous fictitious advocates who promote ecological equality and awareness while embracing Nature as a sanctuary from the overwhelming and demanding characteristics of the modern world. In reading the pastoral poetry of Robert Frost, one should not purposefully ignore Nature’s presence in it or its presence in one’s own life.
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