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Most students l ive i n constant fear of poetry. They w i l l 
gladly read a dozen novels before tack l ing a course on poetry. 
So i t is i n the Uni ted States and so i t is i n Braz i l . Yet, poetry for 
students of Engl ish as a foreign language, should prove an 
asset. A poem, more than any other genre, uses words precisely 
and concisely. Moreover, words w i t h more than one meaning 
are often presented w i t h i n the context of a single poem — a 
good way to learn Engl ish vocabulary. Engl ish depends a great 
deal on its vocabulary and idiomatic expressions, grammar 
being re lat ive ly s impl i f ied i n modern English. For students 
whose native language is Portuguese, poetry i n Engl ish presents 
the f requent ly used Anglo-Saxon words most d i f f i cu l t to assi
milate for its unlikeness to Portuguese. Rhyme i n poetry gives 
the foreign student a key to w o r d pronunciat ion. Not that poe
t r y is a basic tool for learning foreign languages; no, i t is 
much more than that ; but i t may teach language whi l e acqua
in t ing the student w i t h the l i t e rary mode. 

One of the major dif icult ies facing a student reading 
poetry i n English, besides the ever present language d i f f i cu l ty , 
is his inab i l i t y to feel the poet's thought i n the language. Being 
a teacher of Amer ican L i terature , I am always at a great loss to 
show Brazi l ian students the importance of the passing of the 
seasons to an Amer ican New England poet — so frequent a 
theme i n the poetry of the Engl ish speaking people. However, 
these dif f icult ies may be surmounted. The Enl ish language can 
be taught and the cu l tu ra l t ra i ts of a foreign people may be 
elucidated by the teacher before he begins an analysis of the 
poem. I f i nd that the d i f f i cu l ty i n understanding poems i n 
English derives f rom the prevalent not ion that poetry can not 
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be taught. That i t is w r i t t e n under a myst ica l compulsion un 
derstood by the in i t ia ted only — the teacher, the poet or the wise 
man. Thus, poets are untouchable. A student w i l l often t h i n k 
that a poem is beyond his grasp- He is neither a poet nor a 
wise man. He w i l l learn w i t h gusto the facts related to the 
poet's l i fe — his loves and sorrows. As far as the poet is a 
human being he is an object of study. Poems are another th ing . 
They belong to the divine. Yet, a poem obeys certain laws w h i c h 
may be studied, jus t l ike any other ar t f o rm. A poet can 
only be called by that name i f he justi f ies i t i n his poetry. The 
poem should be our u l t imate goal i n judg ing a poet, that is — 
whether he deserves to be called by that name. Beyond the 
techniques involved i n reading poetry, w h i c h can be mastered, 
the best preparation for understanding poetry is the reading of 
many poems. 

The present wo rk is an attempt to show through the ana
lysis of Robert Frost's poem, "Stopping by Woods on a Snowy 
Evening" , some of the characteristics of most good poetry i n 
English, as w e l l as to point out a few rules for the reading of 
poetry. 

Whose woods these are I t h i n k I k n o w . 
H i s house is i n the v i l l age t h o u g h ; 
H e w i l l n o t see me s topp ing here 
To eee h i s woods f i l l up w i t h snow. 

M y l i t t l e horse m u s t t h i n k i t queer 
To stop w i t h o u t a f a rmhouse near 
Between the woods and f rozen lake 
The darkes t even ing o f the year. 

He gives h is harness bells a shake 
To ask i f there is some m i s t ake . 
The on ly o ther sound's t h e sweep 
O f easy w i n d a n d downy f lake . 

The woods are lovely, d a r k a n d deep, 
B u t I have promises to keep, 
A n d mi les t o go before I sleep, 
A n d mi les to go before sleep. 

One of the f i rst things to keep i n m i n d upon reading 
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poetry i n the Engl ish language is that every w o r d has been i n 
cluded i n the poem w i t h a specific purpose; the w o r d is not 
provided i n order to solve a d i f f i cu l t rhyme scheme. A good 
poet doesn't sacrifice anyth ing i n the poem, not even the 
meaning, for the sake of tecnique. A complete poem is an har
monious whole where a l l i ts component parts act the i r specific 
role toward mak ing the poem a w o r k of art . A poem is not 
r h y t h m , rhyme, meter, the author's l i f e t o l d i n poetical language 
or a message to better our mora l lives- Yet, i t is a l l of these 
things, too; yes, even the narrat ion of the poet's experience. 
A f ter reading a poem, we might have to invoke the poet's l i fe 
i n order to better understand the poem. Oftentimes, other 
poems by the same author w i l l elucidate the one under scru 
t iny . To get at the meaning of a poem, I propose the fo l l owing 
steps. They may be used w i t h almost any k i n d of poetry, 
either i n Engl ish or even i n Portuguese. They are basic p r i n 
ciples for reading poetry i n any language. 

A. Read the poem twice out loud. 

B . Look up new, unfami l iar vocabulary. 

C. Paraphrase the poem. 

D . Get the l i t e ra l meaning — the story. 

E . Get the transcendental meaning. 
a) the last stanza 
b) the t i t l e 

F . Read the poem as a whole once more for apprecia
t i on . 

F i rs t read the poem twice out l oud ; I say read the poem 
twice because much of the meaning of the poem is contained 
i n the last stanza (a stanza i n Engl ish is a separate group of 
l ines). Only when reading the poem twice can one see 
what the poet has i n m i n d and how he succeeds i n pu t t i ng i t 
across. We should read the poem and i f i t doesn't mean any
th ing to us, discard i t , w i thout discarding poetry a l l together, 
natura l ly . B u t i t is impor tant that a poem should appeal to 
us. The f i rst premise is, therefore, love. Should a poem not 
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speak to the students, after reading i t aloud, i t should be set 
aside i n favor of one more appealing. Natura l l y , a poem 's 
meaning and f u l l impact can only be derived after detailed 
analysis. However, i t is impor tant that its music and superf i
cial meaning h i t the student r i gh t f r o m the start. W i thou t 
that , there can be no fur ther investigation. The most suces-
sful ef fort i n poetry is the poem wh i ch is outward ly simple and 
clear, but hides i n itsel f overtones of transcendental meaning 
so powerful , that once grasped i t forever stays i n the mind-
Besides, the student being a dif ferent, unique personality, may 
respond to a poem unl ike anybody else. Thus, i t is impor tant 
that this f i rst reading of a poem be one of entailed rappor t . 

The second step i n analysing a poem is to look up 
unknown vocabulary. For a Braz i l ian student, the words w h i c h 
are apt to give h i m the most trouble are those of Anglo-Saxon 
orig in. The words w i t h a L a t i n root are most l ike ly to have 
cognates i n Portuguese. Thus, he has an advantage over his 
Amer ican colleague for whom the L a t i n rooted words present 
the greatest d f f icul ty . Nevertheless, poets are most l ike ly to use 
Anglo-Saxon words i n their poetry, not only for units of sound, 
but also for the connotations associated w i t h these words. 
Frost 's poem, "Stopping by Woods on a Snowy Evening" , should 
give the student almost no trouble. I n the t h i r d stanza, he 
meets the w o r d harness and later i n the last l ine of the last 
stanza (what i n Portuguese is called verso, i n Engl ish is refer
red to as a l ine ) , he might have trouble w i t h the w o r d downy. 
Looking them up i n a good, standard Engl ish dictionary, he 
finds that harness is the tackle or gear on a draf t horse. The 
teacher may supply the Portuguese word , arreio, to remove any 
doubts. Look ing up the wo rd downy, he f inds that i t is some
th ing soft, covered w i t h soft hairs, hence i n Portuguese 
penugem. 

The t h i r d step is paraphrasing the poem. To paraphrase 
means s imply to change the words f r om a poetical syntax in to 
normal speech. I n short, to put the poet's words into the s tu
dent's own. Per example, i n the f i rst l ine, one wou ld normal l y 
say, " I t h i n k I know whose woods are these", or, perhaps even 



— 11 — 

" I t h i n k I know who owns these woods". Yes, tha t wou ld be more 
habitual speech. To go on, "However, his house is i n the vi l lage 
(and) he won ' t see me stopping here (pract ical ly no change, 
since the l ine is already i n the col loquial order of speech) i n 
order to watch the snow fa l l ing on his woods . " 

Now for the second stanza. " M y l i t t l e horse must t h i n k 
i t strange to stop w i thou t a farmhouse i n sight, between the 
woods and frozen lake, the darkest evening of the year". There's 
l i t t l e change again. The t h i r d stanza may be paraphrased l i ke 
this: "The horse shakes the bells f rom his harness to ask i f there 
is some mistake. The only other sound is the sweep of the easy 
w i n d and the f lu f f y f lake of snow-. The f ina l stanza concludes, 
"The woods are lovely, dark and deep. But I have to keep some 
promises. A n d miles to go before I sleep, and miles to go before 
I sleep." To change the w o r d sleep, for instance, to retire or 
rest w o u l d not be paraphrasing. Sleep is rea l ly the w o r d an 
Amer ican wou ld employ and thus i t must stand. 

I n a class made up of foreign students, an instructor 
might let his students attempt a t ran la t ion of the poem. I t gives 
the student a chance to real ly understand the poem's l i t e ra l 
meaning, our next step. I t should be kept foremost i n the stu
dent's m ind , however ; tha t a translat ion or paraphrase is only 
an attempt at understanding the story. I t can never reproduce 
the poem as as whole. As Robert Frost has said i n his famous 
def init ion of poetry, "poetry is what remains after t rans lat ion" . 

We are now ready to move into our next step — to un 
derstand the story or the l i t e ra l meaning of a poem. I n order 
to do this, we have to take i n consideration every w o r d em
ployed by the poet. What is then the story? Let 's once again 
take each stanza separately. A man — i t may or may not be 
the poet — looks at the woods and recalls know ing the owner. 
We are immediate ly aware of the profound contrast between 
the two, let us say, protagonists of the poem. One is out i n the 
woods, the other is home i n the vi l lage, not i n the country, and 
he owns the woods. He is, therefore, prosperous. Our man i n 
the poem, for some unknown circumstance, is out alone — we 
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learn afterwards he is on a buggy pul led by a horse — and i t 
has begun to snow, indicat ing that i t has been snowing for a 
re lat ive ly short t ime . The fact that the second man is not there, 
may also indicate that he, owning the woods, does not watch 
them. This lack of sensit ivity t oward beauty, fur ther sets them 
apart. The man i n the poem has stopped to look at the "woods 
f i l l up w i t h snow", i n the midst of his jorney, under d ismal 
weather, wh i l e the other man, the woods' owner, is at home. 

We learn i n the second stanza that the l i t t l e horse is 
uppermost m our man's mind . He th inks that the horse w i l l 
notice that he has stopped to look at the beaut i ful scene; being 
sn animal, he w i l l not understand. The word l i t t l e is included 
i n the poem to again describe the scarcity of his means and the 
affection he holds for the horse — i t iz a t e rm of endearment. 
A t any rate, the horse is accustomed to going on its me r r y way, 
stopping only at the man's house, or any other house. B u t 
there is no house. We f i nd that i t is the "darkest evening of the 
yeer". This could only be Christmas Eve. As São João (June 
24th) is the darkest n ight i n Braz i l , to Christmas Eve is the 
darkest n ight i n the Uni ted States, at least i n the people's mind . 
We are suddenly aware that our jouthcyman is alone indeed-
I t is evening. I n Winter , i n nor thern regions, such ac the states 
wh ich make up that section of the Un i t ed States called New 
England, the sun sets at three i n the afternoon. He w i l l spend 
Christmas Eve i n the woods. He w i l l be having his own "Wh i t e 
Christmas". Every Amer ican wants to spend his Chritmas cozily 
by the f i re i n great merr iment w i t h his fami ly , wh i l e i n the 
outdoors the snow glistens f r om the church steeples. So is 
Christmas for the woods owner. He is i n the vi l lage amongst 
his fami ly . Now we know i t is Christmas and, therefore, i n our 
m i n d the owner's house becomes a home — a fur ther contrast 
to our poet's condition. The man i n the poem w i l l spend Christ
mas Eve near the woods alone w i t h his horse, i n the darkest and 
consequently longest evening of the year. Before leaving this 
second stanza, one should consider that our man has stopped 
"between the woods and frozen lake." He is not i n the woods 
themselves, but he is looking at them f r om a point equidistant 
to the woods and frozen lake. He is i n a c learing. 



— 13 — 

We f ind once again i n the t h i r d stanza the bewildered 
horse unable to comprehend his master's momentary indulgence 
i n beauty. The horse becomes impatient. The story has reached 
a long pause and the next two lines become intensely musical, 
as i f answering the horse's incomprehension. These s t i r r ing 
lines invoke the deep l u l l of a Whi te Christmas, the journey
man's Whi t e Christmas alone i n the woods, "The on ly other 
sound is Hie sweep/of easy w i n d ad downy f lake" . 

We have now reached the last stanza. I t is the most 
important stanza i n a poem, for i t gives the poem away. Robert 
Frost has said ; that , "a poem begins i n del ight and ends i n 
wisdom". Wisdom is the last stanza. Ord inar i l y this stanza also 
makes the connection between the l i t e ra l (now under discus
sion) and the transcendental meaning of the poem, our next 
step. 

F r om where he is the woods are mysterious, deeply 
mysterious and unknown. His desire to penetrate and know 
the ir mystery is curtai led by his sense of duty brought about 
through the horse's impatience. He is awakened f r om his dream, 
as i t were, by the harsh rea l i ty of the journey ahead and the> 
awareness of the long road he must r ide before he sleeps. A f t e r 
á pause, he ponders again, " A n d miles to go before I sleep." 

When Robert Frost i n 1956 lectured at the Univers i ty of 
Rhode Island where I was a student, he was asked by someone 
i n the audience as to the meaning of that last l ine and i f i t meant 
that he had a long way to go before he died. We were chatt ing 
amiably and Frost repl ied that he hadn't meant any th ing by i t-
"What d id i t mean to you?", he asked. Then, coupl ing his 
hands and j o in ing the tips of his fingers i n a gesture pecul iar ly 
his own, he continued. " I t is just l ike now; I wou ld love to be 
here w i t h you, but I must be i n Boston by two o' clock". A n d 
tha t was the last we saw of h i m . 

Was Robert Frost h id ing something? He was no doubt 
aware that his poem was being interpreted i n that way . So 
w h y the ellusivenesa? I t doesn't mat ter so much whether Frost 
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intended the poem this way or not. The poem didn ' t real ly be
long to h i m anymore. I t belonged to us and to each of our dis
t inc t personalities. 

But supposing the last l ine d id mean the sleep of death 
and the journey s t i l l le ft to h i m before the f ina l rest. Le t us 
begin again at the f i rst stanza and t r y to interpret the poem. 
The poem's t i t l e is always an aid i n der iv ing the poem's mea
ning. I t yelds us the three symbols i n the poem — woods, snow 
and evening. 

I t is important to realize that i t is evening; not yet dark, 
but the t w i l i g h t of a day or of a l i fe. The j ourneyman stops 
between the woods and the frozen lake and looks at the woods. 
He is not i n them, he is away f rom them. Woods, i n Robert 
Frost's poetry, have always stood for confusion, chaos, l i f e i n 
the raw. Knowledge is begotten t rough imersion i n the woods. 
Frost's early poem, " I n t o my O w n " brings to m i n d the desire 
to penetrate the woods and f ind out about l i f e . " I n t o the i r 
vastness I wou ld steal away, fearless of ever f ind ing open 
l and " , or i n "Birches" where the trees "bend through straighter 
darker trees" or " I l ike to see some boy swinging them. " On 
the other side lies the frozen lake. Woods £.nd snow justapose 
themselves i n the f i rs t stanza, only to be opposites i n the 
second. The two symbols fade and stand apart. On one end, 
the dark woods and on the other, the pure, wh i t e , bu t uncer
ta in and inconsistent snow. He is standing i n a clearing, since 
there are no roads where he is- Again, a clearing is an impor
tant symbol i n Frost's poetry, so much so, he named his last 
book of poems, In the Clearing. The clearing seems to be those 
moments of enl ightenment a poet achieves momentar i l y when 
he is away f r om the woods. On such moments he wr i tes poems 
which are "a momentary stay against confusion". The f i r s t 
stanza identifies the man i n the poem. He is alone, poor, miles 
away f r om any human contact. He may be a poet, but not ne
cessarily. However, the contrast established w i t h the woods' 
owner, clearly indicates he is a k i n d of Emersonian " m a n 
t h i n k i n g " — not a farmer, but M a n on the farm. The gl impse 
of understanding the poet has had is manifested i n his vision 
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of beauty i n the clearing. He is past the woods, that is — he 
is i n the middle of his l i f e ; the frozen lake symbolizes the 
ephemeral, hazy, u n k n o w n approach of his death. This circums
tance reminds us of another poet who has confronted l i fe (and 
therefore death) i n the middle of his l i fe. Dante A l i g h i e r i in ' 
the Divine Comedy also begins his journey t rough he l l on the 
evening of Good Fr iday and emerges i n Paradise on Easter 
Sunday. Certa in ly our poet has also had a vision, not on Easter 
Sunday, but on Christmas Eve, when the invokat ion of Christ 's 
b i r t h has caused h i m to see His works i n the lovely scene be
fore his eyes. The poem moves on. The poet is awakened by 
the realities of l i fe —h is horse that feels not God's presence, 
being devoid of soul and the promises he has to keep before the 
t ime for f ina l reckoning arrives. The poem thus rushes on l ike 
a catapult in to a l y r i ca l vision of f ina l beauty. 

The on ly o the r sound's the sweep 

O f easy w i n d a n d downy f l a k e . 

I t is based on these pure ly vis ionary glimpses, that Ro
bert Frost has said that " the art ist touches the hem of eter
n i t y " . 

This vision of beauty has given h i m a glimpse of e tern i ty 
but he must go on, because he is reminded by his horse that he 
has s t i l l a long t ime to l ive. However, l i k e Dante re turn ing , 
after his splendid voyage, he is transf igured by the experience 
and murmurs si lently, " A n d miles to go before I sleep". 

Reading the poem once again, we notice its f u l l meaning. 
The man, un l ike other men — the owner of the woods — the 
artist, stops to wa tch a vision of beauty. I t 's Christmas Eve and 
this factor lends to the enchanted scene rel igious overtones 
connected w i t h Christ 's b i r t h and works . The j ourneyman is i n 
the middle of his life- He has passed the woods, wh i l e ahead 
lies the frozen lake — the hazy, deceptive snow symbol iz ing 
l i fe and death to come. His horse, being unable to appreciate 
the man's mood being an animal, stirs impat ient ly , r emind ing 
h i m that his t ime has not yet come to comprehend f u l l y what , 
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on this Christmas Eve, he has been given to glimpse. The woods 
are lovely, but defy penetration. He yelds to the horse, bu t is 
pondering over the experience. 

Robert Frost has confessed: " A l l I know is contained i n 
that poem." I n spite of the number of pages i t has taken to 
expla in i t , i t seems that there is a lot more to i t . So i t is w i t h 
good poetry. Every reading yelds new discoveries. Never
theless, I hope I have shown what such a short poem may 
reveal to an attentive ear. 

I t is a l l impor tant that the student w i l l get the story — 
our f i r s t step. Only after he has been able to decipher what is 
happening i n the poem, can he aspire to go on to the transcen-
ta l meaning. Usually, the last stanza w i l l defy comprehension. 
I t is generally the f l y ing trapeze wh i ch begins to ascend tak
i n g the a l l important t i t l e i n i ts f l ight . 

A w o r d about technique. The r h y t h m i n the poem is 
iambic, that is — an unaccented fol lowed by an accented syl la 
ble. The lines have four feet. A feet is a rhy thmic un i t of 
sound. A l though a poet w i l l normal l y vary his lines to avoid 
monotony, i n this poem the equal number of feet i n every l ine 
and the iambic foot found throughout the poem, succeed i n gi
v ing i t a hightened musical qual i ty . Let us scan (how we should 
read the l ine) the f i rs t stanza. 

/ - _ / . - . / . / 
Whose -woods these are I t h i n k I k n o w 

H i s house is i n the v i l lage t h o u g h 

-• / - ' - / - / 
H e w i l l no t see m e stop p i n g here 

• / - / - - / • • / 
To w a t c h h i s woods f i l l u p w i t h snow. 

A good dict ionary should give the student the division of 
syllables, i.e. syllabication. This pat tern of sound, that is — one 
unaccented fol lowed by an accented syllable i n lines of four 
feet creates a musical harmony perceived by our senses. Other 
technical devices are the a l l i terat ion contained i n the lines, 
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The o n l y o the r sound's the sweep 
O f easy w i n d a n d d o w n y f l a k e . 

which, by the repeated s sound, give the reader the impression 
of a long sweeping thrust of a broom, as we l l as the hiss of the 
w ind . To heighten this vision of beauty contr ibute also the 
open, high-pitched vowels, e, i, o, a, and the soft consonants, f, 
w, and d. 

Not ic ing the rhyme scheme we f ind that the f i rs t stanza 
reads: a, a ,b, a; i n the second, the secondary r h y m e begins the 
major rhyme scheme and thus throughout the poem. The second 
stanza reads: b, b, e, b; the t h i r d : e, e, d, e, t i l l the secondary 
rhyme on the t h i r d stanza becomes predominant i n a l l four 
lines, for the grand f inale: d, d, d, d. There is no doubt tha t acco
modating his idea into the f o rm he chose to give the poem, 
Robert Frat has real ly "begun i n del ight and ended i n w isdom" . 

By ennumerat ing a few rules for reading poetry i n 
English, wh i ch may be applied to the reading of poetry i n any 
language, I have hoped to lessen some of the fears Braz i l ian 
students have of poetry as a l i t e rary form. 

By analysing a great poem, on the surface deceptively 
easy, I have t r i ed to show some of the basic techniques fo r rea
d ing poetry i n English. I t fol lows, of course, that to feel at ease 
i n understanding poetry one has to read many poems of va
rious types and var ie ty of theme. 


