

Robert Frost

‘OUT, OUT’


“Tomorrow, and tomorrow, and tomorrow,

Creeps in this petty pace from day to day


To the last syllable of recorded time,


And all our yesterdays have lighted fools


The way to dusty death.  Out, out, brief candle!


Life’s but a walking shadow, a poor player,


That struts and frets his hour upon the stage,


And then is heard no more; it is a tale


Told by an idiot, full of sound and fury,


Signifying nothing.”

1. From which Shakespeare play does this extract come?

2. Who delivers this speech?

3. What has just happened in the play to cause the character to deliver this speech?
4. What is meant by “brief candle”?

5. Summarise the meaning of the speech.

6. Why has Frost called his poem, “Out, out-”?

This is the text from the newspaper article that apparently prompted Frost into writing this poem:

Lancaster, Nov 18th— John M. Adams, son of Mr. and Mrs. James Adams, Route 3, Riverton, died last Saturday evening as a result of injuries he received while operating a power saw on his parents’ farm.

The accident happened late Saturday afternoon while young Adams, his brother Stephen, 12, and his father were sawing logs. Apparently, the boy was momentarily distracted while feeding a piece of wood into the blade, which caught his hand and amputated it.

The youth's sister, Maude, 17, was witness to the accident. She said that her mother had sent her to call her father and brother to supper. The accident occurred, she said, just as she called to them.

Mr. Adams immediately drove to nearby Riverton for a doctor. He finally located Dr. E. L. White and drove him back to the farm.

Dr. White said that when he arrived the boy was already in shock from loss of blood, and that it was impossible to save him. The cause of death was listed by the coroner as accidental. 

Funeral services on Tuesday were held in Riverton Congregational Church, and internment was in Good Hope Cemetery.

7. Identify and list in this newspaper story at least five features that Frost has retained in his poetic account.

8. Find at least five things that Frost has altered or omitted.

The poem
Re-read the poem and answer these questions which go in sequential order through the poem :–
9. What is the effect of the verbs “snarled and rattled”?

10. Why has Frost repeated them?

11. How does Frost create an easily-envisaged scene in the opening six lines? Consider images of sound, sight, smell and touch.

12. “The sunset” and “day was all but done” are meant literally but how do they come to have a symbolic value too?

13. If someone, presumably the boy’s father, had decided to “call it a day”, in which two ways would this have affected the boy, one that he would have known and felt, the other that he would not?
14. Earlier, the saw “snarled and rattled.”  Which verb does Frost use in line 16 and how does this continue the image of the saw in line 1?

15. What was the boy’s first response to the accident?

16. In line 20, what is meant by “them”?

17. How old do you think the victim is and what does Frost say on this subject in lines 22 to 24?

18. What is meant by line 28?

19. What is meant by “the watcher at his pulse took fright”?

20. Comment on line 32 in relation to the poem’s title and to the Shakespeare speech.

21. What do the last two lines mean?

Some final questions and ideas to think about

22. Consider the one use of the first person pronoun “I” in this poem.

23. What is the effect of Frost’s placing this tragic human incident against the backdrop of five Vermont mountain ranges?

24. What can you say about the poem’s rhythm or line length?

25. What sort of lexis does Frost use in the poem?

26. What is the effect of the boy’s words being quoted?   

27. Frost animates the saw and its description as some kind of caged animal dominates the opening of the poem.  At which point does Frost introduce the idea that the saw is not working alone but is being handled by someone?
28. How does Frost create a mood of impending doom?
© 2006 www.teachit.co.uk
Out, Out -
Page 2 of 2

