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ABSTRACT 

Perhaps one of the most eni· t· 
gma 1c of Robert Frost's 

dramatic narratives is his poem "Maple." 
Indeed , mystery is 

an integral aspect of the poem because the poem is b~sed 

upon the mystery behind a name . aple, the pr ot agonist of 

the poem, wa s given her unusual name at birth by he r mother, 

who died shortly thereafter . The poem follows aple ' s 

sea rch for the meaning behind her name, a quest that she 

begins in childhood a nd gives up in young ad lthood . 

The difficul ty in understanding the poem is ha , ike 

Map le, the reader is not given a straightf o r ,a r ex lanation 

of Maple ' s name and must search for r e ea ion thro gh he 

poe m as aple does throughou he firs e n t. -fi e yea rs of 

he r lif e . It is the cont e n ion of his hesis ha Frost 

does provide his re ade r with he i for a ion necessar o 

understand the circumst nces ehind . a e ' s na in , but ha 

this understanding c n on be achieved hro ha carefu 

a nalysis of langua ge, eta hor, 

"sound of sense" wi hin the poe 

n ~ha Fros ca ed he 

his pa er races he 

quest for an un e rs a ndi of a e's . e, exa in ng a o g 

the way Frost's tr e en of he are s' nd eac er ' s 

r oles in the intell ec a eve o e of e ch · he 

shaping influence of a name, the sacrif · c·a na re o f 

pare n tal l ove , and, lti .a t e he oss · bil' y of creating 

meaning in a universe there he oten i 

understanding is limited at best . 

for r.ian 
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CHAPT ER I 

A NAME WITH MEANI NG 

Since its fir st publicati on in The Yale Rev iew in October 

19 21 and its s u bsequen t in c l us 1· on in New Ha mps h ire, little has 

been written about Robert Fr os t 's dramatic na rr at i ve "Map le." 

Pe rha p s this i s be c a us e, as Joh n Morr is wri t e s, i t is one o f 

t he most elabo r a te of Fr ost ' s "mys te r y - poems" (1 28) . Not onl y 

is the poem e nigmatic , as ma ny of Frost's poems a r e, but i t is 

based upo n t he myst e r y beh i nd a na me . 

A ca r e ful stud y of the poem r evea ls, ho,eve r, tha t 

"Map l e " i s not , as the dear th of c rit ical attent i on paid to it 

wo ul d su gg es t , a mi nor po e m r elatively uni mpo r ant i n the 

s t ud y o f Fr ost . I n "Map l e" Fr ost rapples with questio ns a nd 

c onc e rn s that f o rm t he c en er of his ri in . He explores t he 

parent / te a che r r ol e i n the intellectual de elop ent of the 

ch i l d , an ~ he e xamin e s the cyclical na t ure of existence in a 

worl d where life ar ises phoenix-like fro dea h . Finally, he 

l e aves h is r e ader t o con e mpla e the confli t between truth 

and be li e f; a nd if we a r e lef ~ ·th more q estions than we 

ori g i nall y in te nded to sole , it i s no e cause of Fr ost ' s 

l a k of se ri o usn es s. It is, rather, bee use this is ho, he 

f ound the na tu r 2 o f e xis tence o be : des ite t1e orde r we 

impos e wi th o u r me anin g s a nd bel i efs , the fact r e ma i ns that 

beyo nd ou r fo rm s lie s an n fatho ma· le oid ,r.o s e pr e s e nce c an 

neve r b2 fu l l y r econciled . 

· ~ap le , fi rs t not ices her Th e p r ota g onis t of t ne poem, 

· 1 em· bar r as s ed by a t each2r wh o unusual na me whe n s he i s public Y 
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insists that the g irl' s 
name must be "Mabel" --not "Maple ." 

111 You tell he r that it's M-A-P -L- E,"' her 
father replies when 

th
e episode ( 7 ) , a nd he then describes t he 

behind her naming.l 

Map le r ecoun ts 

circumstances 
Maple's mother died 

shortly after giv ing birth , but before her 
de ath she made it 

clear that the child was to be named "Map l e ." "'I don ' t know 

wha t she wanted it to mea n ,'" Maple's father tells her , but he 

Prom ises that '''By and by I w1·11 tell yo u al l I know/ About 

the different tree s , and something, too, / About your mother 

that pe rhaps may help'" ( 20, 26-28). 

Although Maple's father cla ims he does not know wha t the 

mother intended the name to "mean," he does not claim 

ignorance about t he origin of the name . Not knowing wha t the 

name is to mean--how Map le is to be like a maple tree--is very 

different from not !mowing the origin of the name--why the 

mother chose s uch an unusual name. Indeed, evidence in the 

poem po ints to the possibility that the father does know the 

or i g in of the name, but that he avoids the issue by channeling 

Map le's questions t oward the meaning of the name rather than 

the origin : 

"She put her finge r in your cheek so hard 

It must have ma de your dimple there, and said, 

' Maple .' I said it too: ' Ye s, fo r her name.' 

She nod ded . so we're sure there's no mi st ake. 

vhat she wanted it to mean, I don't know" 

11.ke some word she left to bid you But it seems 

Be a good g irl--be like a maple tree. 

How like a maple tree's for us to guess . 
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Or for a little g irl 
to guess sol!letime." (16-2 4 ) 

Tha t the father's response to h 
t e name is affirmative--"'Yes, 

fo r her n ame'"--rather than que t' • s 1on1ng suggests that he 

shares some private knowledge about the name with his wife. 

Othe r wise, he would have questioned 

others do throughout the poem. 

"Maple?" or "Mabel?" as 

Ma ple's father chooses to emphasize the meaning of his 

daughter's name r a ther than the origin for one of several 

reasons . Perhaps he feels that Maple is too young to 

understand why the name was chosen for her, or perhaps the 

na me had a private significance between the father and mother 

that would be inappropriate to share with a child . In any 

case, Maple's father mak e s it clear that although eventually 

he will give her knowledge about the trees and her mother that 

may help, it is up to Maple to guess how she is to be a good 

girl--"be like a maple tree" (22). 

bility to find meaning in her name . 

It is Maple's responsi-

Maple's father here embodies Frost's ideas on the nature 

of the teacher's role in the education process . Frost 

believed that it was the teacher's responsibilit y to teach 

• • 11 2 
students to think--to "tell them what th1nk1ng means 

As 

-- bu t that the actual thinking through of a problem or a 

belief had to be accomplished by the individual student. 

early as 1892, in an editorial for the La wrence High School 

Bu ll et in, Frost argued that even conventional beliefs had to 

· one 1· ntended to make them his own (Thompson, oe r e thought if 

E ) Thl. rt y-ni· ne years later, in "Education by any Yea rs 118 . 

Poe tr y ," Frost wr ote : 
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We still ask boys in college to think, . but 
we seldom t 11 t ' e nem what t h inking means; seldom 
tell them it is just putting this and that 
toge ther; it is just saying one thing in terms of 
another. To tell them is to set their feet on the 

fir st rung of a ladder the top of which sticks 

through the sky . ( SP 41) 

Maple's father, then, is like Frost's ideal teacher in 

that he encourages Maple to think for herself, to put "this and 

that" togethe r, and to come to her own conclusions about the 

meaning of her name. Unlike Maple's teacher, who insists that 

her own understanding concerning Maple ' s name is correct and 

that Maple's is wrong, Maple ' s father is not interested in 

drilling his daughter with rote information. His primary 

concern is that she develop within herself the ability to 

discove r the relationships between "this and that." He cannot 

carve her into an adult because h e r growth is something she 

must "arouse" within herself. All he can do is "sow" the 

"[d]angerous self-arousing words" that may or may not 

precipitate h e r growth (29). 

Frost's choice of the verb "sow" to describe the father's 

r ole in Map le's development is har d l y coincidental. As an 

amateur botanist Frost was fascinated with the metaphorical 

pos sibilities of the g rowing plant. . [S]omebody very 

bri lliantly, quite a while ago,·" Frost wrote in "Education by 

· the whole of every-Poetry, 11 "said that the whole universe, 

thing , was like unto a growing thing . 
It is a very 

brilli ant met apho r . 
,, (SP 38-39). In "Maple" Frost 
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transla t es the me ta pho r o f t h • 
e growing plant into the meta phor 

of th9 g r ow ing ma ples. Th · 
e growing tree, wh ich is dep ict ed in 

the poem in st ages varying from germinating se2d to mature, 

s ap - bearing tree, comes to metaphoricall y represent the 

growing g irl, who during the course of the po em matur e s from a 

ch ild into a woman capable of bearing children of her own. To 

para phrase Maple's father, Maple is "like a maple tree" ( 22). 

Frost's metaphor, however, becomes quite complex. Not 

only is Maple "like a maple tree," but at times a maple tree 

is also like Maple. Veh icle and tenor are reversed so that at 

one point in the poem a description of the girl evokes images 

of the tree, and at another point a de scription of the tree 

evokes images of the girl. Near the conclusion of the poem, 

for example, Frost describes a maple tree in language that is 

not only feminine, but also sexual: 

Once they came on a ma~le in a glade, 

Standing alone with smooth arms lifted up, 

And every leaf of foliage she'd wo rn 

Laid scarlet and pale pink about her feet. 

(144-147) 

Morris has recognized the metaphorical possibilities in the 

b d 1. n "The Poet as Philosopher: a ove passage, an Robert 

Frost," he writes: "This is wrong for a naturalist's 

descr i p tion of a maple: We do not refer to a tree as 'she,' 

and suga r maples do not have pink leaves. But it is right as 

a symbo l of the woman that Map l e is about to become" (128). 

. 1 throuah wh ich the maple tree, Map l e, the wo man, is the veh1 c 2 -

t he t e nor , is me taphorically desc ri be d. 
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In a n ea rli e r passage F 
' r oSt de scr i be s the e ff ec t s of the 

wo r ds Maple's fat he r "sowed " in h . 
er with a me ta phor of t he 

planted s eed . I n t h is int s ance, the transformation of Mapl e 

is the te no r wh il e the d · see image becomes the vehicle: 

What he sowed with her slept sol ong a sleep, 

And came so near death in the dark of years, 

That when it woke and came to life again 

Th e flower was different from the parent seed. 

(36-39) 

After the seed has been planted in Maple by the father, it 

endures a stage of dormancy ("the dark of years" when it is 

not acted upon by Maple), awakens and sprouts new life 

(Maple's interest in the mystery behind her name is renewed), 

and finally blooms into a plant whose "flowers " are different 

from the "parent seed": Maple's renewed interest in her name 

is different from her initial interest in rebuking her 

teacher. She now wants to understand her name ' s "meaning . " 

But this is not all that Frost does in the passage. The 

act of planting seed is an image that Frost often transforms 

into a metaphor for human sexuality, germination into a 

metaphor for conception. In "Putting in the Seed," for 

exam ple, Frost combines images of soil, seedlings, human 

intercours e , and birth.until the poem is an exploration of 

both types of fertility : 

How Love burns through the Putting in the Seed 

the ~ratching for that early birth On t h rough , 

as t he soil tarnishes with we ed , 
Whe n, just 

Se edl ing with arche d body comes 
The s tur dy 
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Shouldering its 
wa y a nd shedding the earth crumbs. 

(1 0-14) 

In lines 36-39 of "Mapl " . 
e one finds a similar duality in 

Frost's metaphorical 
use of the germinating seed . Metaphor, 

syntax, and pronouns 1· t' n nese l1'nes alert the reader to the 

possibility that the poet may be bui'ldi'ng toward something 

other than the contextual · meaning of the passage, something 

facilitated by the poetical "play" of words and metaphors that 

fascinated Frost: "In the beginning was the word," Frost 

writes in_ "A Romantic Chasm , 11 11 • but the fun only begins 

with the spirited when you treat the word as a point of many 

de:)artures" (SP 78). The point of departure in lines 36-39 is 

the pronoun "her . " On the one level, of course, the "her" in 

~vhom the father II sowed II is Maple, and what he sowed in her are 

the words that eventually burgeon into Map l e 's desire to know 

the meaning of her name. But t he antecedent to "her" is so 

remote, the language of the passage so strikingly sexual, and 

Frost's penchant for metaphorically representing conception 

with germination so we ll documented, the reader is inv ited to 

infer that the "her" in wh om the father sowed is also the 

deceased mother. The father sowed with a wo man to create a 

child who, after a period of maturation, bloomed into another 

· ,Joman as her mother had been, but "flowering," seed-bearing v 

the original parent seed . one who is different from 

In "Ma ple," then, Frost's poetica l use of Map le's name is 

threefold. First, the fact that Ma ple knows neither the 

Of her name gives Frost the opportunity 
origin nor the meaning 

to exp r ess his views on education. 
As an embodiment of 
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Fro s t ' s i de al teache r, Maple 's father claims that he wi ll give 

Map l e t h e information she needs to solve her mystery, but the 

processing of the information--the putting togethe r of "th i s 

and that''--is left to her. Her growth is something she must 

"arouse" within he rself. Secondly, the symbolic identifi­

cation between Maple and a mapl e tree permits Frost to 

s ymbolize the "arousing " nature of education wi t h h is use of 

plant ima ge r y . And, finall y , the name "Map le" g ives Frost 

ample opportunity to experiment with the "play" involved in 

words; he introduces the c yclica l nature of the progression of 

gene rations that is to become thematically significant in the 

second half of the poem. 



CHAPTER II 

THE INFLUENCE OF A NAME 

As Maple grows older, the uniqueness of 
her name becomes 

more important to her. Her name h b • 
, s e el1eves, is different 

from the names of other children in that it has 
"too much 

meaning" ( 4s). Traditional names like Lesley, Carol, Irma, 

and Marjorie have no meaning; and although a name like "Rose" 

has the potential for meaning , Map le knows a Rose, and her 

name means nothing. The problem with having a meaning fu l 

name, Maple believes, is that such a name r equi res that the 

named understand the meaning behind the name and then in some 

way incorporate that meaning into he r identity. Ma ple's name 

become s important to her because it gives he r a center around 

wh ich to organize her ide ntity : "Her problem was to find out 

what it asked / In dress or manner of the gi rl who bo r e it" 

(52 -5 3) . 3 

Map le's search, for the most part, is a search for an 

external, literal meaning . She believes that if she searches 

in the right places, if she finds the ri ght maple t r ee , s he 

will d iscover the me aning of he r name . Whe n she finds a ma ple 

leaf in a Bible, for example, she thinks that the leaf "must 

have been laid / In wa it f or her there" ( 53 - 54 ) · Bu t when she 

f he r name in the pages t he does not find a literal me aning or 

leaf "was pressed between" 

been nothing in it" (69) . 

( 65 ) , s he assumes that "there had 

not consider that although She does 

for her name in the 
t he re was not a literal explanation 

. • ht ~ave been pas sa ge , meaning m1g ' 
d between " the wo rds. "pres se 

9 
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Likewise , the meaning sh h 
e o~es to de ri ve f r om her 

name--the o r ga nizational c e nt e r h h 
s e opes he r name will give 

her--is also exte rn a l. 
She wants to know uhat the name 

requ i res of he r in "dress or manner" ( 6g) 
, both exterior 

conce r ns; a nd at a mirror she strikes her name "gently across 

her l owe red e yes I To make it go well with the way she looked" 

(42 - 43) . Maple's use of her name is co s meti·c, and ' s ne looks 

"fo r hers e lf, as everyone I Looks for himself, more or less 

ou twardly" (70-71) . 

The search for personal identity is by necessity an 

egocentric ambition, but at this point in her psychological 

development Maple is egocentric to the degree that she is 

tra pped within her own ego. Just as she is unable to move 

from a literal reading of the Bible passage to a symbolic one, 

she is unable to move from the recognition of her own ? ersonal 

i dentity to the realization that the other humans around her 

also have personal mysteries and identities. Maple is able to 

relate to others only in terms of herself. 

We find examples of Maple's egocentrisn in her reaction 

t o her environment. For instance, when she finds the 

and 'oeli·eves it "must have beeri laid/ In maple-leaf bookmark 

· (63-6 4. ), she i·s, like the bird in Frost's wa it for her there" 

"The Woodpile,,, "one uho takes / Everything said as personal 

( 6) Ano ther illustration of Maple's to himself" 15-1 . 

· i's found i'n 1i·nes 45 - 48 = egoc e ntrism 

Other names, 

As Le sl e y, Carol, Irma , Marjorie, 

Rose coul d have a me aning, 
Si gnifi ed nothing. 
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But had n' t as it went . 
(She knew a Rose . ) 

~aple ' s cata l og of names here reveals that she 
can r ecognize 

meani ng in a name onl h 
Y w en she can app r oach its potenti al 

mean in g in the exa ct same way 1·n iJhi' ch , she app r oaches the 

potentia l mea ning of he r own name. In other wor ds, she 

realizes that the name "Rose" m1'ght h · b ave meaning only ecause 

it is like the name "Maple" in that it is also the name of a 

plant . Les l ey, Carol, Irma, and Marjorie are not named after 

plants; therefore, in the world according to Maple, their 

names have no meaning. Evidently she decides that even Rose's 

na me ha s no meaning; she has not been able to divine any 

mea ning, and what does not exist in Maple's mind does not 

exist at all. What Maple fails to realize, of course, is that 

mean ing can take a form other than her own. "Lesley," 

"Caro l," "Irma," and "Marjorie" (which were, incidentally, the 

na mes of Frost's children) have the same potential for meaning 

as Map le's own name. 

It would be wrong, however, to overly criticize a young 

woman's egocentrism at this point. A child's world is 

necessarily bound by her own ego until she develops the 

maturity to transcend herself--to recognize the "I-ness" of 

othe rs. · essential stage in a young woman's Egocentrism 1s an 

psychological development. Parents are instrumental in the 

development of her self-esteem, and in the absence of a 

kind of surrogate parent; it mot he r, Map l e 's name serves as a 

of her personal uniquenes s : he l ps a waken in he r an awareness 

it was/ Made people notice 
"Thi s diffe r e nc e from other names 

it--and notice her " (49-50) · 
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I r oni cally , Map l e ' s s e arch f or the meaning of he r name 
leads her away from the 

rural enviro nme nt of her childhood a nd 
into the o r g anized chaos of th . 

e c1 ty' "a strange place / For 

t he na me Maple to have br ought 
her to" ( 77 -78) • Ther e s he 

learns sho rthand a nd find s work as a secretary. In lines 

80 - 84 Frost builds his description of the city into a 

crescendo of noise and confusio n that · f' is 1nally relieved in 

line 85 by the "natural tones" of M aple's employer: 

And, in the pauses when she ra1· sed her eyes, 

Watching out of a nineteenth story window 

An airship laboring with unshiplike motion 

And a vague all-disturbing roar above the river 

Beyond the highest city built with hands. 

Someone was saying in such natural tones 

She almost wrote the words down on her knee, 

"Do yo u kn01·1 you remind me of a tree--

A maple tree?" (80-88) 

In order to fully understand the dichotomy Frost has set 

up in this passage between rural and urban existence, it is 

first ne cessary to understand the allusion he makes in line 

84 . The "highest cit y built with hands" is an allusion to the 

cit y and towe r of Babel, and an examination of Genesis 11.4-7 

reveals a n int 2 resting parallel between Maple and the builders 

of Babe l : both recognized the organizational powers of a 

name . Although Map le's recognition of the power of her name 

is pe r haps subconscious, she uses her name and the search for 

it s meaning as a center around which she organizes her 

~e · si·m 1·1arly, the builders of Babel believed 
~ r s onal identity . 
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tha t if they made a name 
f o r thems e l ves, they would be abl e t o 

or ga nize themse l ve s as a peop l e : "And t hey sa i d , Go to, l et 
us bu il d us a cit y a nd a 

t owe r, whos e top ma y r e ach unt o 

he aven ; and let us ma ke us a name, l e st b we e scattered a br oad 
upon the fa c e of the whole 

ear th " (Gen · 11 · 4 ) ·· God recognized 

t he power the builders of B b a el ha d discovered, and he 

conf ounded t heir language · in order to destro y this power: 

And the Lord d came own to see the city and 

the tower, which the children of men builded. 

And the Lord said, Behold, ti ~e people is one, 

a nd they have all one language; and this they will 

begin to do: and now nothing will be restrained 

from them, which they have imagined to do. 

Go to, let us go down, and t here confound 

the ir language, that they may not understand one 

another's speech. (Gen . 5 . 5- 7 ) 

Frost's allusion to Babel in lines 80-84 also work s as a 

r e f e r e nc e to chaos and confusion . After God confounded their 

langu a ge, the builders of Babel, stripped of t heir ability to 

communic a te, found themselves thrown into a tumult of noise 

and c onf usion. The y s cattered "ab road . . . upon t he face of 

a ll the e arth . 11 (Ge n . 11.8) . Now, in t he t wentieth 

cent ur y , the "children of men" fin d themselves reassembled in 

thei r citi e s, but their condi t i on remains chaotic a nd 

Confused . t h e 'neave ns with skyscrap ing office 
The y r ea ch for 

b · a nd t he ir c i t ies are enve l oped i n 
u1ldings a n d "ai r sh i ps," 

t h II o f the ir confusion. It is here, in 
e "all-disturbing r oa r 

t h 
· ,.J'ner e Map l e ho pes to f ind t he 

e mid s t of t his co n f us i on, v 
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nl ik2 ly as i may see m, 
aple ' s "self-seeking" (72) 

i:1 the i y does led t 
o what she believes to be a kind of 

r evela tion . Fr ost contras t s the a rt1' f1' c1· a 1 
di n of th e cit y 

11 i th the " n a tu r a l to ne s " 0 f Map 1 e , s 
employer as he tell s he r 

she reminds him of a ma ple t r 2 e . 
"' Bec ause my name is 

:---1aple? ' " she asks . " ' I sn ' t i t Mabe l ? I t hought it was 

Mabe l ,'" he s ays ( 88 -89 ) . Th i s curious Babe lism (or 

divinat i on , a s Ma ple and her emplo yer interpret it) be come s 

the basi s for thei r ma rriage : 

They we r e both stirred that he should ha ve d ivine d 

Wi t hout t he name her personal mystery. 

I t ma de it seem as if there must be something 

She must have missed herself . So they were marri e d 

And took the f a ncy home with them to l ive by. 

( 92 -96 ) 

Eve n in dea th, t hen, Maple's mother exerts an influence 

over he r daughter. Ge neticall y , of course, she has helped to 

make t h e physical Mapl e , but her influence on Maple's 

psyc ho l o; ica l deve l opme nt through the shaping force of a name 

is a l s o e viden t. Maple ' s unusual name preci p itates her 

"se l f-seeki ng " and he r ma rriage, an d it g ives he r the c e nt e r 

around wh ich she has o r ga nized her exist e nce: t he search f or 

the mean ing be hind he r name . 
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CHAPTER III 

THE SOUND OF SE NSE 

Alt hough both Maple d th 
an e reader are "put off" from a 

st r ai gh tforwa rd explanation of Maple ' s name, Frost does 

provi de his re a der with all that is necessary to deduce the 

meaning an d the origin of Maple's name. An understanding of 

t he poem requires, however, that the reade r "listen" very 

carefully to the language of the poem, to what Frost described 

in his "Introduction to King Jasper" as the "dramatic tones of 

voice" in poetry (SP 60) . Frost believed that the "living 

part" of a poem- -the part that transforms its "grammatical 

s ent ences" into "vital sentences"--is the "intonation 

entangled somehow in the syntax idiom and meaning of a 

sent ence" (SP 107-108). Th i s intonation is heard rather than 

s een. Frost explained his theory in a letter written to John 

Bartlett : 

The ear is the only true writer and the onl y 

true r e ader . I have known people who could rea d 

without hearing the sentence sounds and they were 

d Eye readers we called them. the fastes t rea ers. 

The y c a n get the meaning by g lances . But t hey are 

h miss t he best part of bad read e rs because t e y 

what a good writer puts into his work. 

that the sentence sound often sa ys Re member 

mor e tha n the wor ds. It may eve n a s in iron y 

· t the wor ds . c onvey a mea ning opposite o 

d Lett e rs 11 3) ( Fr os t, ~S~e~l~e~c~t~e:::-....:::..:~--
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I n 
t h

e dialogue of lines 106-132 between Maple and her 

husband, Frost gives his readers their first opening into a 

possibl e origin for Maple's name. Although her name has 

contributed toward her marriage, Maple has still not 

discovered its meaning, and her search leads her and her 

husband on a pilgrimage away from the city and back to her 

rural birthplace. There they search for a maple tree she 

might have missed, but they find nothing. She recalls the 

maple leaf she found in the Bible: "'Wave offering, / 

Something about wave offering, it said,'" she tells her 

husband (106-107) . He asks her if she has ever directly 

questioned her father about her name. "'I have, and been put 

off sometime, I think, '" Maple replies ( 109). Maple's husband 

feels that they are still being "put off": 

"Your father feels us round him with our questing, 

And holds us off unnecessarily, 

As if he didn't know what little thing 

Might lead us on to a discovery. 

Personal as he could be It was as . 

About the way he saw it was with you 

To say your moth e r, ha d she lived, would be 

t be aring . " As far again as from being bo rn o 

(123-130) 

of enigma in the poem In lines 127-130 Frost's use 

reaches one of its several peaks . Given the ironic tone of 

annoyed at being held off Maple ' s husband, who is obviousl y 

the reader is inclined to 
from discovery by Maple's fa ther, 

Maple an d her mother ·son between -d ismi s s the father's compari 
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a s the confused maundering s of a 
lonel y o l d man. The 

tempt a t i on i s t o " see 11 the ,, 0 r d s 
without understanding t he ir 

dramati c imp lic a ti ons. B t ' u lf the read e r examines the pa s s age 

with the int e ntion of placing h t e father's remark in a 

dr amat ic c ontex t within which 1·t 1· s appropriate--if he listens 

fo r what Frost called the "sound of sense"--both the words and 

t he ir sense become intelligible. 

The first step in understand1'ng th d · e ramat1c importance 

of these lines is to understand the father's remark. He 

reminisces that his wife , had she lived, would be "'As far 

again as from being born to bearing.'" In other words, if 

Maple's mother was twenty-five years old at the time she gave 

birth to Maple, she would be at least fifty years old now had 

she survived. Maple's father is measuring time using his 

daughter's birth as his pivot. But he is doing more than 

simply measuring time. Since enough time has passed to put 

his wife once more again from being born to bearing, Maple is 

now at least as old as her mother was when she died. The 

"sound of sense" in the passage--the dramatic tone of voice of 

the father we hear filtered through the son-in-law's 

· t i,~_at Maple's father s ees his wife in his irony--suggests , 

daughter . 

The next step in understanding the passage is to 

understand what motivated the father's remark. 
His comment is 

t . to "'the way he saw it was '" 
not s pontaneous, but a reac ion · 

ui t h Ma p l e . about his daughter brings back not only 
Something 

me mori e s of h is 
' f ·out associations of birth and giving 

W l e, . 
· that Maple has re ac hed 

Wh a t t 'ne father s e es i s . 
bi r th as well. 
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that stage in her life ~he r e h 
· s e ma y soon be get ti ng about t he 

business of pa renting--sacrificing he r 
own ego c en tri s m so t hat 

the larger concerns of the p r ogress
1
·

0
n or~ 

generati ons c a n be 
met. She is, pe rhaps, even now pregnant. 

When Frost puts line 127, "'It was as personal as he 

could be,'" into the son-in-law's mouth, then, he is "playing" 

with sent e nce sound. Given the frustrations of Maple and he r 

husba nd, one interpretation of the sound of this clause is 

t hat Map le's husband is being ironic. He believes that the 

father's response to "the way it is" with Maple is impersona l. 

Wha t the reader realizes, however, is that the father's 

re action is extremely personal. Maple's father sees Maple as 

he last saw his wife--preparing to give birth to new life--he 

thinks of his wife, and he realizes that the cycle of 

generation has gone full circle. His reaction is literally 

"' as personal as he could be. '" 

Another reading of t he dramatic tone or sound of line 127 

is that the husband feels that although his father-in-law's 

comment was somewhat impersonal, it was as personal as the 

f a t he r-in-law was capable of being. The father is unable to 

exp ress himself emotionally, and his reticence is something 

M d , ,,11· 111· ng to understand. This rea d ing follo 1,1s ap le shoul oe , 

d . section of dialogue between from the "sound" of the prece 1 ng 

Maple and her husband. husban d shows himself to be Here, the 

a mor e understanding person than Maple. 
He is not as 

that it ma y never have been 
egocen tric, and he realizes 

why her parents chose such an 
intended for Map l e to know 

unusua l name for he r: 



"B ecause no telling but it may have been 

Something between your father and your mother 

Not meant for us at all. 

"And then 1· t may have been 

Something a father couldn't tell a daughter 

As well as could a mother. And again 

It may have been their one lapse into fancy 

'Twould be too bad to make h' 1m sorry for 

By bringing it up to him when he was too old." 

(112-114, 117-122) 
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In the above lines, Frost, through the voice of Maple's 

husband, has outlined three possibilities for the origin of 

Maple ' s name . It may have been her parent's "'one lapse into 

fancy'"--that is, her parents may have had no logical reason 

for choosing the name. They just liked the word "maple." But 

then again it might not have been a lapse into fancy. It may 

have been something between a husband and a wife not meant for 

a child, or it may have been something a father would not feel 

as comfortable discussing with a daughter as would a mother. 

These last two possibilities suggest that the origin of 

Maple's name might be sexual in some wa y . To a man born in 

the Victorian era, as Frost was, a father would find it more 

difficult to discuss a sexual origin of a name than would a 

mother. Also, sexual relations between parents are not 

"meant 
11 

( l 14) to be shared with the children they produce . 

· ·ng _is meant for her, and her 
But Maple's own eventual conceivi 

ht 
"little thing" might lead Maple 

father does indeed know w a 
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a nd her husba nd on to discovery (125). The ir own child mi ght 

1ead them to a discove r y of the meaning , if not the origin , of 

Maple 's name. 

At this point in the poem, however, Frost still has not 

given his readers anything more than general possibilities 

about the origin of Maple's name. The name may have been a 

"'lapse into fancy'"; but g i ven the fact that the father does 

ap?ear to have some secret knowledge about the name, this 

seems unlikely. Another possibility is that the name had a 

private and perhaps sexual significance between Maple's father 

and mother. Th is is the possibility that Frost develops in 

the last forty lines of the poem. 
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CHAPTER I V 

THE ORIGI N AND MEANING OF MAPLE'S NAME 

In "The Poet as Philosopher: Robert Frost," Morris 

a r gu es that one mystery in "Maple" can be solved by what Mapl e 

r emembers about the leaf-marked passage in the Bible. 
"'Wave 

of f e ring , / Something about wave offering, it said,'" she 

tells her husband. As Morri~ points out, there are at least 

half a dozen references to wave offerings in the Old 

Testament, but he believes that the reference Mapl2 most 

likely found was one in Numbers 5.25 that involves a "trial by 

ordeal for suspected adultery. 114 He writes: 

According to the text, when a husband suspects 

his wife of adultery, he is to bring her before 

the priest, who will determine her guilt or 

He innocence by means of the followin g test. 

first accepts an offering of grain , which he 

before the al ar. t Then he prepares a drink 

waves 

•vater mixed with dust from the floor composed of , 

l· n whi'ch t he crime i s supposed to have of the tent 

been committed . The accused wif e drin ks this 

potion. If it has no effect upon her, t hen she is 

judged innocent. If it makes her violen t l y ill, 

and will (perh aps) die in then she is guilty 

childbirth. 

the 

own 

' ther read this passage in Appar entl y Maples mo 

and interpreted her Bibl e , broode d over it , 

d app roaching illne ss an death as punishment 
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for adultery. ( 12 8) 

In light of this reve lation, 
Morr is believes t hat the 

meaning of Map le's name is solved 
in lines 144-147: 

Once they came on a maple in a g lade, 

Standing alone wi'th smooth arms lifted up, 

And every leaf of foliage she'd wo rn 

Laid scarlet and pale pink abo~t her feet. 

The p ro b l e m with this passage, Morris writes, is that it is 

· wrong for a naturalist's description of a 

maple: We do not refer to a tree as II she, 11 and 

sugar maples do not have pink leaves. But it is 

right as a symbol of the wo man that Maple is 

about to become. Like her mother, she will stand 

naked, arms lifted up, feminine pink and sinful 

sca rlet. The tree embodies a prophecy, like the 

prophecies with which the Greek tragedies begin; 

and, like those pro phecies, it is not comprehended 

by the principal actors. The young couple ask, 

concerning the maple for which t he g irl has been 

named, 11 could it have be en another maple 1 i ke it? 11 

Yes, the "mother" of this tree is like the 

"daughter, " just as the girl will resemble her 

mother when the cycle of s weetness and of scarlet 

The tree is a symbo lic begins again with her. 

prophecy of the daughter ' s sin. ( 12 8) 

abou t the metaphorical nature of the 
Mor ris' s observation 

. lines l44 - 147 is an important one ; 
maple tree's description in 

making an analogy between the tree 
Frost is, through metaphor, 
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and t h e woman, and in order to d 
un erstand the poem the reader 

must be aware of this analogy. B t M · · · 
u orris's 1nterpretat1on 

poses several problems, the first of which is his reading of 

the trial by ordeal for adultery. Numbers 5 commands that 

wh en a husband suspects his wife of adultery , he is to bring 

his wife and a jealousy offering of barley meal before a 

priest. After the priest has prepared a potion of holy water 

mixed with "the dust that is in the floor of the tabernacle" 

(not the ''dust from the floor of the tent in which the crime 

is supposed to have been committed," as Morris writes), he 

accepts the jealousy offering and waves it over the altar 

(Num. 5.17-28). Next, he burns a handful of the offering upon 

the altar , and the woman drinks the potion: 

And when he hath made her to drink t he wa ter, 

then it shall come to pass, that, if she be 

defiled, and ha ve do ne trespass agai nst her 

husband, that the water that causet h the curs e 

shall enter into her, and become bitter, and her 

belly shall s well, and her thigh shall r ot: 

Shall be a curse among her people. the woman 

and 

defi le d , but be clean; And if the wo man be not 

and shall conceive seed. then she shall be free, 

28 emphasis added) ( Num .. 5. 27- , 

Rather than prove that quilt y of adultery, Maple's mother wa s -

d 1 would prove such a trial by or ea that she wa s not guilt y : 

Map le's mother did conceive seed. 

A second problem wi th 

and her husband's reaction 

t involves Maple Morris's argumen 

in the glade. to the maple tree 
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Li ne s 152-162 indicate that i t' n ne glade, Maple and her 
hus band are very close to a 

discovery of the origin of her 
name . Furthermore, Maple i~ aware of b. 

e ing on the ver ge of 
discovery, but she refuse t . 

s o discover her parents' secret. 

She is no longer looking for it : 

Could it have been another - ma Pl e l i lee i t ? 

They hovered for a moment near discovery, 

F i gurative enough to see the symbol, 

But lacking faith · in any thing to mean 

The same at d ifferent times to d ifferent peo ple . 

And anyway it came too late for Maple. 

She used her hands to cover up he r eyes. 

"We would not see the secret i f we co u l d no,·! : 

We are not looking for it a ny mor e ." 

(152-156, 159-162) 

More important than Maple's laclc of f a it h here is what Frost 

implies in the passage. The implication in lines 155- 15 6 is 

that the tree Mapl e and her husband have stumbled upon in the 

g lade has taken on a pri v ate "m e a n i ng " be ti1een the m, an d that 

this meaning is the same meanin g that an ot her ma ple t ree once 

held for Maple's mother and father. Ma ple' s f a ilure is a 

failure to believe that what the maple in the gl ade mi ght mean 

to her an d her husband no w is i dentica l to what another maple 

meant to her mother and fat he r t went y-fi ve years ago. She 

lacks the faith that anything could "mean / Th e s ame at 

l II 

different times to different peo p e . 
Keepin g this in mind, 

M 
. Maple's name is a prophec y of her 

orris's ar g ume n t that 
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f utu r e ad ulter y is probl ematic. 
It is unlil<:el y tha t a "ma ple 

in a g lade, / Standing alone with t' 
smoo n arms lifted up" woul d 

come to symbolize f u ture adulterous love 

husba nd, 

woods . 

a couple alone, on holiday, and 

Morris's sus p icion that the or 1'g 1·n 

to Map le and her 

wa lking through a 

of Maple's name is 

sexual, however, is correct. Yes, Maple will stand naked like 

her mother, "arms lifted up, feminine pink and scarlet" 

(Morris 128). Frost has purposefully confused tenor and 

vehicle in the girl/tree metaphor throughout the poem so that 

the girl an d tree here are interchangeable. But the sexualit y 

that Maple holds in common with her mother is not "sinful" and 

adulterous--it is conjugal. Maple and her husband's own 

lovemaking ma y be the catalyst tha t propels the m toward the 

discovery that the origin of Map le's name "could be a t h ing so 

bridal'' as a husband a nd wife's ma king love under a maple tree 

and conceiving a child there (158). 

If the origin of Maple's name--the secret she has 

searched for since childhood--is he r own conce pti on be neath a 

ma p l e tree, then one mys ter y in the poem is solved. To 

paraphrase Maple's husband, the mot her 's choice of he r 

Something between a fathe r and da ughter 's un us ual name wa s 

mother not meant for Maple at all ( 113 - 114 )- But that still 

" nino" of Maple 's name unsolved leaves the myste ry of the mea ~ 

for he r. How is Ma ple to"' [b]e a good g irl--be like a maple 

tree, ' " as her father tell s he r ( 22 )? 

The 
. in pa rt in Frost's 

t o t '_nis myste r y lies answe r " 

a llusion to the Old Testament 
-cering II and in pa rt in "wave or 1. ' 
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the p l a nt ima g ery found th r oughout 
t he poem. In "Map l e ," 

maple tr e es are de scri be d in · 
various s tages of g rowt h that 

roug h ly para ll el Ma ple's own d 
evelopment, stages ranging fr om 

ge rm inat i ng s e e d to mature, sap-bearing adult: In lines 

36~39, a s noted above , Frost uses the metaphor of the 

ge rmin a ting seed to describe the effects of the words Maple's 

fa t he r sowed in her; in line 150, we find an implicit 

com;,arison between the newborn Maple and "a two-leaved 

seedling" i in lines 144-147, there is the girl/tree metaphor 

of the maple in the glade; and in lines 136-138, we find a 

description of fully mature, sap-bearing trees. This is the 

one stage in the life of a maple tree that Maple does not want 

to acknowledge. She and her husband keep "tJ1eir thoug-h ts away 

from when the maples/ Stood uniform in buckets, and the steam 

/ of sap and snow rolled off the sugarhouse." They do not 

want to acknowledge the sacrifices that are sometimes required 

of maples. 

Maple's father, however, does acknowledge the sacrifices 

that are extracted not only from trees, but from humans as 

well. ", You and she just saw / Each other in passing • '" he 

h " , One coming this way in to 1 if e, tells Maple about her mot er, 

and one/ Going the other out of life · · .'"(10-13). Maple's 

·the sacrifice of the individual involved fa t her acknowledges 

He has sacrificed his wife in the p rogression of generations. 

. . her life in order that new life 
who, in turn, has sacr1f1ced 

he sees Maple with her husband 
can c ome of the old. And, when 

. . th her . '" he realizes that the c ycle 
and " 'the way it 1 s w1 · · 

t ~1e r1'sk. , beg in anew. should , fo r a ll . 
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Tt i s this sac rificial qual i ty o f 
pa r e nt a l l ove-- no t 

adu lt e r y- -tha Fr ost is a llud ing to i n the "wave off e ring " of 
1 i nes 106 - 10 7 . I n t he Old Test ame n t books o f Exo du s a nd 

Levit icus , we fin d nume r ous r efe r e nces t o wave offe r ings , a ll 

of wh ich invo l v e wave offe r i ngs a s part of ritual s ac ri fic e s 

t o God . I n Exod u s 29 . 24 - 25 f · , o r e xampl e , Aaron and his so ns 

are c omma nd ed t o wa ve one l oa f of bre ad, one c a ke of o iled 

br e ad , and one wafe r of unleavened bread as a "wave offering 

befo r e the Lo r d . " The bread is then bu r ned by the priest upon 

an a lt a r : " it is an of f ering made by fire unto the Lord. " 

Fr os t a ppea r s t o h a ve had the sac r ifice by fire in mind when 

he wrot e t ha t the tree Maple and her husband relate her to is 

the map l e ''the autumn fi r e ran through/ And swept of leathern 

leaves , bu t left the bark/ Unscorched, unblackened even, by 

an y smoke " (14 0-1 42 ). Maple and her husband are uncomfortable 

v iewing Map le in a sacrificial role and prefer to see her as 

unb l e mi she d by the "fire " of the progression of generations. 

The theme of life out of death is a familiar one in Frost 

an d one that he often explores, as he has done in "Maple ," 

t hr ough t h e us e of plant ima gery. In the sonnet "I n Hardwood 

Groves , " fo r examp l e , the poet states that the only avenue of 

new lif e i s through t he de ath of old life: 
• I 

The same leave s over and over again . 

The y fa ll from g iv i ng shade above , 

To ma ke one t e x tur e o f f ad e d brown 

And f it the ea r th li ke a l ea t her g l ove . 

can mount aga in 
Be f o r e the l eave s 

To f i 11 
' th ano t he r s hade , 

the t r ee s wi 
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They must go down pa s t things coming up, 
They mu s t go down into the dar k de cayed. 
They ~ be pierced by flowers and put 
Beneath the feet of dancing flowers, 

However it is in some other world 

I know that this is the way in ours. 

If we measure existence on a biological scale the apex of 

which is the reproduction of offspring, old life and new life 

cross paths at a point where one is traveling away from the 

apex to ward death, the other toward the apex and re production 

of new life. In the case of Maple's mother, the movement in 

the biological cycle from reproduction to death has been 

accelerated . Just as leaves "must go down past things coming 

up," Maple and her mother only see each other "in passing in 

t he room upstairs/ One corning this wa y into life , and one/ 

Going the other out of life. 

Maple's refusal to discover her name's meaning could be 

motivated by several factors. Perhaps it is, as Frost writes , 

a "filial diffidence" that kee ps her from discover y , a fear of 

recognizing her par ents outsi de of t heir rol e s in relation to 

her. She has, after all, organized part of her ex istence 

aroun d t he ir roles as mother and fa t her to he r, and she ma y be 

· the roles of lovers, roles unwilling to acknowled ge them 1n 

Or perhaps it is a fear of nec essaril y outsi de of herself. 

shift he r own identit y from being forc e d, by association , to 

he r hus band's i dentit y to 
that o f lover t o that of mother , 

• to ac knowl edge the 
that , i' s too egocentric of fathe r; s ne 

indi v i dual in the 't o~1. he r rol e as an sa c r ifi ci a l qua l1 Y 
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progressio n of ge ne rations . At any r ate, s he has faile d to 

move beyond h e r own ego to a point where she can r ecognize 

othe r s out s ide of their r o les in relation to herself, and she 

has closed he r se lf to the meaning that has been thrust upon 

her : '' ' We wou l d not see the secret if we could now: / Wea r e 

not looking for it any more'" ( 161-162). She has constructed 

her own "meaning" concerning her name--a belief in the 

unsolvab le mystery behind the meaning of her name--and to 

discover a meaning at this point would be to threaten the 

f r amewo r k upon which she has organized her existence. 

., 
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CHAPTER V 

CREATING MEANING FROM CHAOS 

There is at least so much good i' n t·11e world that 

it admits of form and the maKing of form. And not 

on l y admits of it, but calls for ·t i . We people 

a re thrust forward out of the suggestions of form 

in the rolling clouds of nature . In us nature 

reaches its height off orm and through us exceeds 

itself. When in doubt there is always form for us 

to go on with. Anyone who has achieved the least 

form is lost to the larger excruciations. 

"LPtter to mlh A h t 

(Frost, 

- e m ers Student," SP 106) 

Much of Frost's prose and poetry, perhaps all of his 

writing, as he would argue, is concerned with creating order 

from confusion--imposing form upon chaos and thereby creating 

meaning from the meaningless . Frost's chief weapon in the 

struggle against chaos is the metaphor. According to him , our 

understanding of existence depends upon our ability to 

unde rstand one thing in terms of another--our ability to think 

metapho rically. And the ability to perceive in terms of 

metapho r is s ynonymous with the ability to think. "The 

metaphor who se mea ning we are best taught in poetry--that is 

all the r e is of thinking, 11 Frost wrote in "Education by 

Poet ry" ( SP 43). 
· 1· t is "made of metaphor" ( SP 

Poetry, since 

·t to impos e a structure upon our 
24) , affo r ds us the opportuni Y 

. d . least a temporary respite from 
ex istence and thereby fin a~ 

. 11 thr ea ten to overwhelm us. 
the confus ion s that continua Y 

It 

.. .. 
" .. 
" 
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Y aga in s c onfu s ion " ( S P lS} . 
1 s a "mri m0n a r y s 

l'l i ma e l y , he va lu e of the 
metapho r, however, is not it s 

po~e r o l e ad us to t r uth . 
After all, metaphors break down; 

t hey take us just so far · 
in our th inking and then they give 

out . It is hard to know at 
any point how c l ose t o truth we 

s tand with them . 
But they a r e valuab l e bec au se t hey c r eate 

ord e r, and it is in this o r de r t hat Frost f inds or "makes " 

meaning . "The freedom is ours t o insi s t on me a ning ," he wr ote 

in his essay "On Eme rso n" (SP 116). Truth has little to do 

with meaning be c ause me a ni ng is self-imposed. 

In "Map l e " Fr ost dr a matizes the di s parit y between truth 

and meaning . Th e simplest truth concerning Maple's name is 

that eithe r Ma ple's parents had a meaning in mind when they 

chose to name her Ma ple, or t hat the name was simply a "lapse 

into fancy " and ha d no meaning. But meaning ful or meaningless 

makes little d ifference; what does matter is Maple's belief 

t hat he r na me has meaning, and this belief is what imposes 

order and give s meaning to her life: "Thus had a name with 

meaning , given in dea th, / Made a girl ' s marriage, and ruled 

in he r life . / No ma tter that the meaning was not clear" 

( 163-165) . 

The same is t r ue of Map le' s hus band's d ivining of he r 

"personal myste r y " ( 92 -93) · on the one hand, it could be a 

true divinatio n . 
. ·t could be a chance occurr ence The n ag ain, 1 

. . r a s ubr.onscious remembrance 
motivated by wo rd assoc 1a t 1on, 0 

that he r na me is really Map l e --not Mabe l. 
At any rat e , 

d 
is a t r ue d i v i na ti on make s li ttle 

whe t he r o r not his knowle ge 
. tha t they choose to be li eve 

dif f e r e nc e . What does ma tt e r is 
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it is and base thei r r e l a ti ons hi p on this belief. 
The 

divination may or may not be real, but t heir relations h i p i s 

very real . Wi th it the y impose order upon the Babel-like 

confusi on of t heir ex istence. 

It i s impossible to overestimate the importance of belief 

to Frost. It was his opinion that we do not just believe in 

oursel ves; our relationships, our country, but that we 

actually believe these things into existence: "The Founding 

Fathers didn't believe in the future . .. " Frost once said . 

They believed it in. You're always believing 

ahead of your evidence . The most creative 

thing in us is to believe a thing in, in love, in 

all else . You belie~e jourself into existence. 

You believe your marriage into existence, you 

believe in each other, you believe that it's 

worthwhile going on. (Interviews 

with Robert Frost 271) 

i·r1· ~L,h belief is that it, too, like But the problem 

metaphor, can fail. , t her t ha t there The belief of Maples eac. 

as "Maple" fails; there does exist such a is no such name 

name, and Maple bears it . What is more , belief ma y not only 

fail , l i,, ee p us from t he truth. but it can a so " Maple is to be 

criticized because her nee l· n the mystery of her d to believe 

t ~e truth about her name. name blocks her from 1 

between truth and h disjunction Frost summarizes t,e 

me aning i n the Conclud ing eight 

. t he ;Joern , his the f irst time 1n • 

what has be en up to th is point a 

lines of the poem where , for 

. ona intrudes into poetic pe rs . 

. tly dramatic narr a ti ve: str1c 
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Thus had a name with . 
meani ng, g i ven i n death, 

Ma de a girl ' s marr i age, and rul ed 
in her li fe. 

No matter that the me . 
an ing was not clear. 

A na me with meaning could b . r ing up a ch ild, 

Tak i ng the chil d out of t he parent's hands. 

Be tter a meaningless name, I should say , 

As leav ing more to nature and happy chance. 

Na me child~en some na d mes an . see what you do . 

(163 - 17 0) 

Maple 's name, "a name with mean1· ng , 11 'nas g iven her the 

cen ter around which she has organized her life. She has grown 

both phys icall y and intellectually from the seeds that her 

mot he r and father sowed to create her--and that they sowed to 

create her ps yche--and now she has blossomed into an 

independent individual in her own ri gh t. Her name has taken 

he r "out of t he parents' hands," and the fact that she never 

discovers her name's intended mea n ing--the truth about her 

name--makes little diffe r ence. The meaning that Maple's name 

has created in her life is her own meaning . 

At the same time, Frost seems to imply that the fact that 

it is he r own meaning and not the truth in some way diminishes 

the meaning in her lif e. "Better a meaningless name, I should 

say , / As leaving more to nature and happy chance." He should 

mean ing, but he does not , for the 
sa y be tter a na me without 

tha ~l., meaningful or meaningless ma kes 
truth of the n a tter is 

little d iffer en ce when the · ng Tre u l t imat e ly impose on our rnean1 ,. 

lives i s our own . and ha ·ppy chance" have pla yed an 
"Nat ure • 

impor tant rol e in Map l e ' s development . 
She haphazardly 
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stu mbles upon a husband , a nd th 
e c oupl e st umbles upon the 

maple in the glade wh ose dis c ove r y , 1·f 
1
· t ha d 

not c ome "too 
la e for Maple " 

(15 9 ), co u ld have l ed t hem on 
to a r ea li za t i on 

about t he t rut h of he r name . 

This ambival ent attitude touard · 
w meaning or belief is 

Central in Frost 's poetry. Be1· f · 
1e 1s necessary because it 

imposes o r de r upon existence, an order that can allow us to 

exceed our s e l v es in the same vay that nature, through us, 

exce ed s itself, as Frost wrote. But at the same time, belief 

c an be a hind rance, as it is to Maple, in that it can keep us 

f rom t he truth whose existence we can never be sure of; all 

me taphors break down. Yes, there is order and belief on our 

si de , but beneath the framework of our imposed forms remains 

t he ma w of chaos: 

The background in hugeness and confusion shading 

• ~.,P stand 1·nto black and utter chaos; a way from wnere, _ 

11 man-made fig·ure and against the background any sma 

of order and concentration. . . . To me any little 

form I assert upon it is velvet, as the saying is, 

and to be considered for how much more it is than 

nothing. If I were a Platonist I should have to 

consider it, 

e verything. 

for how much less it is than I suppose, 

(SP 107) 

Frost defended a position very similar Concern ing poetry, 

h t eacher ' s role to h i s be lief about t e 
in the educational 

de velopment of t he ch ild. 
He believe d that it was t he poet's 

, ' •h the meaningful 'd his rea aer w1~ r espo ns i b ility t o prov1 e 

mate ri a l o f the poem, but 
t' a tel y the that it was ul im 
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rcsp nnsibility of the r e a der t 
0 proc e ss this mate ri al- - to 

discover he relationsh i ps be twe en "this and 
tha t . " Li l<e a 

pa rent o r a tea c he r, the poet cannot g 1·ve . 
Ju s " mean i n g " a Hay . 

Gr owth fr om t he reader c a n on l y be 
ac h i eved whe n the r eader 

work s his uay through the metai:-ihor ,-l 

c a n~ symbo l of the poe m, a 

nroc e ss that r eq uires both the cr ea t 1· v 1· ~L,y · 
to int e r pr et symbol, 

a nd the faith to be li eve that symbo l s c an mean the "same at 

diffe rent times to d iffer e nt peopl e " (156). . Too often re ade rs 

are like Map le and he r Bible, searching to find an easy 

r evelation and be c oming frustrated when one is not appa rent. 

They r ob themselves of the p l eas ure of the creative 

interaction that mu s t take place between poet and reader if 

pe rsonal enl i ghte nment is to occur. "I don't like obscurit y 

and obfuscat i on ," Frost wrote in "On Emerson , " "but I do lilce 

da rk sayings I must l eave the clea ring of to time . And I 

don 't want to be robbed of the pleasure of fa t hom ing depths 

for myself" (SP 114). 

play . 

t ·nere are ris ks involved in such poetical Of course , 

The rea de r ris k s t he possibility that his time and 

inte ll ectua l energy will be wasted on a poem that y i e lds 

noth i ng . t ~ r •n 1·~ part, risks the pos s i b ility And the poe , i. o ~ 

nothing--that the re ader will t ha t his l abor u ill produc e 

_ . t the poem--or that he will be be come frust r ated a nd r e JeC 

mis und erstood . that one t ake s , sacrifices But t hese a r e risks 

to ma te for t he possibilit y that poe try 
that one is willing 

1 . htaned understanding. 
~ g ive bi r th to e n ig_ -

And in this ,ra y, 

t he relationship be t wee n 
an d his r eade r i s simil ar the wr it e r 

M 10 • ~ father a nd his daugh t er . 
t o t he r e lationship be twe en I ap - ~ 



APPENDIX 

"MA PLE " 

Her teacher ' s certainty it mu t b • s e Mabe l 
Made Map l e fi rst take notice o f h 

k d h er name. 
She as. e . e r fathe r and he told he " 
Map le is right ." r, Maple--

There's no such 
"But teacher told the school 
name." 

"Teachers don't know as much 
As fathers about children, you tell teacher. 
You tell he r that it's M-A-P - L- E. 
Yo u ask her if she knows a maple tree. 
Well, yo u we re named after a maple tree. 
You r mother named you. You and she just saw 
Each ot~er in _pa ssing in the room upstairs, 
One corning this way into life, and one 
Go ing the other out of life--you know? 
So yo u can't have much recollection of her. 
She had been having a long look at you. 
She put her finger in your cheek so hard 
It must have made your dimple there, and said, 
' Map le.' I said it too: 'Yes, for her name.' 
She nodded. So we're sure there's no mistake. 
I don't know what she wanted it to mean, 
But it seems like some word she left to bid you 
Be a good girl--be like a maple tree. 
How like a maple tree's for us to guess. 
Or a little girl to guess sometime. 
Not now--at least I shouldn't try too hard now. 
By and by I will tell you all I know 
Abou t the different trees, and something, too, 
About you r mother that perhaps may help." 
Dangerous self-arousing words to sow. 
Luckily all she wanted of her name then 
Wa s to rebuke her teacher with it next day, 
And give the teacher a scare as from her father. 
Anything further had been wasted on her, 
Or so he tried to think to avoid blame. 
She wou ld forget it. She all but forgot it. 
What he sowe d with her slept so long a sleep , 
An d came so near death in the dark of fearS, 

l ' f gain That when it wok e and came to i ea 
The flower was d ifferent from the parent seed. 
It came back vaguely at the glass one day, 
As she stood saying her name over aloud, 
St ri king it gent l y across her lowered e~e~ 
To make it go well with the way she 100 e · 
What was it about her name? Its st rangeness l ay 
I . . g Other names, 
n hav ing too much meanin ·. . 

As Les ley , Carol , I rma , MarJor ie, 
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Si nifi ed no hing . Rose COUld h 
But hadn 't as it went . (S he kn ave a meaning, 
This difference_f r o~ other name:wi~ :~:e . ) 
~ade pe~ple noti~e 1t--and notic e her . 
(They either noticed it, or got it ) . wrong. 
He r problem was to fi nd out what it asked 
In dress or mann e r of the gi rl who bore it . 
If she could fo rm some notion of her mother--
Wha t she had thought wa s lovely, and what d 

. h th goo . This was er mo e r's c h ildhood home; 
The house o~e story high in front, three stories 
on the e nd it presented to the road. 
(The arrangement made a pleasant sunny cell a r.) 
He r mothe r ' s be droom was her father's still, 
Whe r e s he could wa tch her mother's picture fading. 
Once she found for a bookmark in the Bible 
A maple leaf she thought must have been l aid 
In wait for her there . She read every word 
Of the t wo page s it was pressed between, 
As if it was her mother speaking to her. 
But forgot t o put the leaf back in closing 
And lost the place never to read again. 
She was sure, though, there had been nothing in it. 
So she looked for herself, as everyone 
Looks for himself, more or less outwardly. 
And her self-seeking, fitful though it was, 
May still have been what led her on to read, 
And think a little, and get some city schooling. 
She learned shorthand, whatever shorthand may 
Have had to do with it--she sometimes wondered . 
So, till she found herself in a strange place 
For the name Maple to have brought her to, 
Ta king dictation on a paper pad 
And , in the pauses when she raised her eyes, 
Watching out of a nineteenth sto~y wind~w 
An airship laboring with unshipl1ke motion 
And a vague all-disturbing roar above the river 
Beyond the highest city built with hands. 
Someo ne was saying in such natural tones 
She almost wrote the words down on her knee, 
"Do you know you remind me of a tree--
A maple tree?" 

1. s Maple?" "Because my name · 

"Isn 't it Mabel? I thought it was Mabel." 

"No doubt you ' ve heard the office cal~i~: ~abel. 
I have to let them call me what they · 

h should have divined They we re both s tirred that e 
. anal myste ry. 

Without the name he r pers t be something 
I t made it seem as if there mus

5 
the y were marri ed , 

She must have mi ssed he rs ~l ~-the~ to live by. 
And took the fancy home wi t 
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They went on pilgri mage once to 
(The house one story high inf he r fat~er ' s 

' d . ront three t . on the s1 e 1t p r esented to th ' s or1 es 
To see if the r e was not some e r~ad ) 
She mi ght have ove rlooked Thspecial tr ee 

. · ey coul d f · No t s o much as a single tree f h ind none, ors ade 
Let alone grove of trees for su ' • gar orchard 
she tol~_h 1; .~f the bookmark maple leaf · 
In the 1g 1 le, and all she remembered 
Of t he pla ce mar ke d with it--"Wave ff • 

h . b o er1ng, 
Samet 1ng a out wave offering, it said." 

"You ' ve neve r asked your father outright, have you?" 

"I ~ave, and been put ·off sometime, I think." 
(Th is wa s her faded memor y of the way 
On ce long ago her father had put himself off.) 

"Becaus e no telling but it ma y have been 
Something be tween your father and your mother 
Not meant for us at all." 

"Not meant for me? 
Whe re would the fairness be in giving me 
A name to car r y for life and never know 
The secret of?" 

"And then it may have been 
Something a father couldn't tell a daughter 
As well as could a mother. And again 
It ma y have been ~heir one lapse into fancy 
'Twoul d be too bad to make him sorry for 
By bringing it up to him when he was too old. 
Your father feels us round him with our questing, 
And holds us off unnecessarily, 
As if he didn 't know what little thing 
Might lead us on to a discovery. 
It wa s as personal as he could be 
Abou t the way he saw it was with you 
To say yo ur mother, had she lived, woul~ be" 
As far again as from being born to bearing . 

"Just one look more with what yo u say in min ~, 
And I give up'' · which last look came to nothing. 
But though they' now cave up the search forever, 

~ · th other They clung to what one had seen in e . 
By inspiration It proved there was some th1 ng. 

· f when the maples They kept their thoughts away rom 
Stood uniform in buckets, and the st eam 
Of sap and snow roll ed off the sugarhouse . 
When t hey made her r elated to the mapleS, h 
r f "re ran throug 
twas the tree the autumn - 1 left the bark 

And sweo t of leathern l eave s , but oke - by any sm · Unsco r ched, unblacke ned, even , 
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Th ey always t oo k their holidays in autumn. 
once they ca me on a ma p l e in a g lad 
stand i ng a l one with s mooth arms lif~•d 

1 f f f . e up, And eve r y ea o oliage she ' d worn 
Lai d_ scar l et and pa l e pink about her feet. 
Bu t its ~ge kep t them from considering this 

f one. Twenty - i ve years ago at Maple's naming 
It hard l y coul~ ~avhe been_a two-leaved seedling 
The next cow mig t ave licked up out at pasture. 
could it have been another maple like it? 
They hovered for a moment near discovery, 
Figurative enough to see the symbol, 
But lacking faith in anything to mean 
The same at different times to different people . 
Perhap s a filial diffidence partl y kept them 
Fr om thinking it could be a thing so bridal. 
And anyway it came too late for Maple . 
she used her hands to cover up her eyes . 
"We would not see the secret if we could now: 
we are not looking for it any more." 

Thus had a name with meaning, given in death, 
Mad e a girl's marriage, and ruled in her life. 
No matter that the meaning was not clear. 
A name with meaning could bring up a child, 
Tak ing the child out of the parents' hands. 
Better a meaningless name, I should sa y, 
As le av ing more to nature and happy chance. 
Name children some names and see what yo u do . 
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NOTES 
1 The Poetry of Robert Frost, 

ed. Edward Connery 

La t hem. All quotations from Frost's poetry 
are taken from 

this tex t. 

2 Selected Prose of Robert Frost, eds. Hyde Cox and 

40 

Edwa r d Conner y Lathem, p. 41. Further ref - e r ences to this wo r k 

wi ll be desi gna ted SP . 

3 The need to orga nize one's 1· de nt1· ty d aroun a name is 

a need t hat haunted Frost a ll of '111· s l1'fe. A Th s ompso n, 

po ints out, Frost shaped his own boyhood id entit y a r ound the 

he roic qualities of General Robert Lee, t he so l dier-hero f or 

whom he wa s named (Early Yea rs xi ii). 

4 Mo rris ind icate s that t he source of thi s trial by 

ordeal is La ws 5 . 25, but since there is no book ordina ril y 

ent itled La ws in the Old Testame nt , I have taken the libe r t y 

of assuming that he mea ns Numbers 5.25, which contains the 

on l y reference of a wave offe ring in conne c t i on with a trial 

by ordeal for suspect ed adu lt e r y that is to be found in the 

Bi ble . 
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