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Stopping by Poetry on a Pensive Day
In “Stopping by Woods on a Snowy Evening” poet Robert Frost explores the complex relationship between nature and man. The speaker of the poem happens upon the woods in order to appreciate their snow-covered beauty. The speaker ponders the notion that perhaps we don’t spend enough time appreciating natural beauty and instead spend our time separate from it in villages that were created via the exploitation of it. Then, after lamenting this separation of man and nature, we get right back to work, distancing ourselves even more. The central theme of the poem, if boiled down, might be: Industrialized man is separate from, yet reliant upon, nature, and this separation and dependency will continue in perpetuity.


The author’s use of symbolism helps to convey the message that industrialized man is separate from, yet reliant upon, nature. The village in the poem symbolizes industrialization. The fact that the owner of the woods is away in a civilized village away from the beauty of his own property, shows that man is too busy working to enjoy the simple beauty that nature provides. The village also represents the exploitation of nature, which breeds an ultimate form of separation. In order to live in a village, one must build houses and office buildings out of nature in the form of mud, rocks and trees. If this usage of nature’s resources continues, man will be completely and ultimately distant from nature because he will have used it all up. The snow is a symbol of the absolutely uncontrollable aspects of nature. Rain and snow fall no matter how hard man tries to stop it. The horse is a symbol of man’s dependency upon nature.  The speaker rides a horse into the woods to enjoy the woods and then to go back out to get some work done. Man relies upon nature for both rest and work. The horse is a domesticated animal, subjugated by man in order to get both rest and work done. Since the horse is not equally dependent upon man – the horse could surely survive without man – the horse illustrates this one-way relationship. Man relies upon nature, but nature does not rely upon man. The miles in the last stanza represent the distance, both physical and temporal, that man will travel in order to continue to exploit and try to control nature. Sleep represents cessation from such exploitation and control. The repetition of the line “And miles to go before I sleep”(15-16) illustrates, then, the notion of perpetuity. Man will exploit and otherwise live separate from, yet be dependent upon, nature, ad infinitum.

The author explores paradox to convey the complexity of the relationship between man and nature. The very horse that represents man’s dominion over nature and exploitation of nature in order to get work done is used, in this case, to relish nature. This is a paradox.  Man exploits nature and man enjoys the same nature he exploits. Man laments his exploitation of nature for a moment before getting right back to exploiting it. Without horses there would be no delivery of goods or services or invoices and receipts for goods and services. Without woods and trees there would be no houses or villages. The speaker acknowledges this irony for a moment before getting right back to the business of perpetuating it. The paradox extends. In order to exploit nature, we need to befriend nature. In order to be ultimately separate from the natural world, we need to form bonds with it. In order to ride a horse, we need to build its trust. If only the horse knew what it was getting itself into. But, then, man knows and still continues.
The author employs a rhyme scheme and accompanying meter to support his message. The rhythm of his poem echoes the sounds of both nature and man. The rhythm is reminiscent of a clopping horse and the clamor of an assembly line.  This meter, or rhythm, also emulates a dance of sorts – a dance with nature that man tries to lead, but ultimately cannot. During this dance with nature, man will stop once in a while to ponder the futility of his relentless attempts at exercising dominion over the nature he dances with. Why is this attempt at leading nature in a dance futile? Man can do a lot of things, but he cannot make it snow. 
The author utilizes repetition to suggest that the work of the civilized world is repetitive and at times tedious and also that the pattern of man’s exploitations will perpetuate. Man will continue to pillage nature just as he always has. “And miles to go before I sleep / And miles to go before I sleep” (15- 16). The repetition of this line works to underscore the repetition of weekdays, which are work days, but also the cycle of man’s compulsive subjugation of the natural world.  
In summary, Robert Frost’s poem “Stopping by Woods on a Snowy Evening” illustrates the ultimate dilemma of man: Do I surrender to and stand in awe of, or do I, despite its ultimate futility, exercise control over nature? In either case, no matter which route I choose, I ultimately lose. I eventually die. Nature does not.
