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Robert Frost

Robert Frost was born in San Francisco on 26 March 1874. His father died when 

he was eleven; soon after the family moved to New England, where Frost’s 

grandparents lived. He excelled at high school, sharing valedictorian honours with 

classmate Elinor White, with whom he became romantically involved. 

Frost quickly proposed marriage, but the level-headed Elinor suggested that they 

wait until they were both finished college and able to make a living. They went to 

separate universities – Elinor to St Lawrence and Frost to Dartmouth. Frost did 

not settle well, often going on hikes by himself along the river and going into the 

woods alone at night. This solitary aspect to his character was later reflected in 

poems such as `The Tuft of Flowers' and `Acquainted With the Night'. 

Frost was unable to tolerate college beyond the first year. The experience of being 

a college dropout influenced his poetry; he was keen to remove elitism from his 

work, and make it accessible to those from unprivileged backgrounds like his own. 

Convinced that Elinor was seeing other men, he arrived unannounced at her 

university to deliver a book of poetry he had written. When Elinor refused him, he 

was driven to despair and left abruptly. In his gloom, he went wandering for three 

weeks in Dismal Swamp, Virginia. This theme of setting out into the unknown, of 

casting free from the bonds of society, is revisited in poems such as ‘The Road 

Not Taken’, ‘Acquainted With the Night' and ‘Birches’. 
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Child of Our Time
for Aengus

Yesterday I knew no lullaby
But you have taught me overnight to order
This song, which takes from your final cry
Its tune, from your unreasoned end its reason;
Its rhythm from the discord of your murder,
Its motive from the fact you cannot listen.

We who should have known how to instruct
With rhymes for your waking, rhythms for your sleep
Names for the animals you took to bed,
Tales to distract, legends to protect, 
Later an idiom for you to keep
And living, learn, must learn from you, dead,

To make our broken images rebuild
Themselves around your limbs, your broken
Image, find for your sake whose life our idle
Talk has cost, a new language. Child
Of our time, our times have robbed your cradle.
Sleep in a world your final sleep has woken.

[5]

[10]

[15]

[5]

[11]

discord: disharmony, strife; 

confused or harsh sound or 

mingling of sounds 

idiom: a way of speaking that is 

natural to a person or people
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Pre-Reading

Do a little research before you read the poem.  Google the Dublin and Monaghan bombings of 1974 to get an 
understanding of the event that moved the poet to compose this particular poem.

First Encounter

1.  Who is the poet addressing in the poem? 
2.  What does she say was her ‘motive’ to write this poem?
3.   How does the poet characterise the poem that she is writing in lines 1 and 3? Why do you think she describes it in this manner?
4.  What do you think the poet means by the word ‘order’ in line 2?  In what way might someone ‘order’ a song or poem? 
5.   From what does the poet say her poem or ‘song’ takes its ‘tune’ and ‘rhythm’?  Would you consider the sources of these 

to be unusual?
6.   The poet mentions the ‘discord’ of the child’s murder.  Consider the different meanings of the word ‘discord’.  How 

might each of these make sense in this particular context?
7.   Who are the ‘We’ that the poet mentions in line 7? What does she say it is that ‘We’ ought to have ‘known how’ to do?
8.   ‘Tales to distract, legends to protect’. What sort of stories do you think the poet has in mind here?  What does she see 

as the purpose or function of these tales and legends?
9.   What do you understand the word ‘idiom’ to mean?  What do you think the poet has in mind when she mentions an 

‘idiom’ for the child ‘to keep’?
10.   The poet associates living with learning in line 12.  Who should have been learning and who should have been 

teaching?  How have the roles reversed?
11.   Boland says that ‘our idle/Talk’ is responsible for this child’s death. What do you think she means by ‘idle’ talk? 

Whose talk specifically do you think she has in mind here?
12.  The poet says that we must learn a ‘new language’? What do you think she means by ‘language’ here?
13.   What do you think the poet means by the ‘broken/ Image’ of the child?  In what way might this child be considered an 

image that has broken?  
14.   With what sentiment does the poet end the poem? What sort of ‘world’ do you think she has in mind here? 
15.  What metaphor does the poet use to describe the child’s death in the final line?

A Closer Reading

1.  How did reading this poem make you feel? 
2.   Boland says that this child is ‘Of our time’. What does this poem tell us about the time in which it was written? Has 

Ireland changed since then?
3.  Does the poem offer any glimmer or suggestion of hope in the face of such great tragedy?
4.   What are the important lessons that the poet believes we ought to ‘learn’ from this terrible event? Do you think that 

any of these lessons have been learnt?
5.   Do you think that the various things that the poet says we ought to do are easy or difficult to achieve?  What would 

have to be done in order for these changes in society to come about?
6.   We say something is ironic when it is the opposite of how we would expect it to be. The poem contains a number of sad 

and tragic ironies. Can you identify what these are?

At a Glance
WHAT HAPPEnS Poet responds to the tragic death of a child, a victim of terrorist attack.  Seeks to learn lessons from this terrible event.

MooD Heartbroken, sombre, thoughtful

DEvICES Imagery: poignant image of ‘robbed’ cradle 

THEMES • War and Violence

[5]

[11]

discord: disharmony, strife; 

confused or harsh sound or 

mingling of sounds 

idiom: a way of speaking that is 

natural to a person or people
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The Explosion

backGROund
This poem describes a tragic accident, an explosion in a 
coal mine in which a group of miners lost their lives. At the 
exact moment of the accident, the wives of the dying men 
had a vision. At that moment, their husbands appeared 
clearly before their eyes. Certain words from the Bible also 
appeared before their eyes.

FIRST EncOunTER
THE mInERS
The miners are heading to work in the coal pit. They troop 
down the lane in their work clothes. They are wearing work 
boots and moleskin overalls: ‘Down the lane came men in 
pitboots … So they passed in beards and moleskins’. (Moleskin 
is a tough, durable material often used in work clothes.)

This is a typical group of tough working men. They smoke 
pipes. Their conversation is marked by swear words and 
bad language (as Larkin puts it, their talk is ‘oath-edged’).

Like any bunch of working men, they laugh and joke as 
they walk to work together. Their conversation is filled with 
‘nicknames’ and ‘laughter’.

an aIR OF mEnacE
To the miners, this is just another day. They are completely 
unaware of the deadly explosion that will soon occur. 
However, there is an air of menace in these stanzas 

that hints at the destructive accident to come. There is 
something sinister about the shadows that point toward 
the mine: ‘Shadows pointed toward the pithead’. It’s as if 
the shadows are pointing the workers toward their deaths. 
The slagheap, too, is menacing. It looms over the mine like 
a dark giant that could be roused from its slumber at any 
moment.

It has been suggested that in this poem the entrance to the 
coal pit brings to mind the gates of hell. Hell, after all, was 
often referred to as ‘the pit’. There is an unnerving sense 
in these stanzas that the miners are descending to a place 
of doom and ultimate darkness.

THE ExPlOSIOn OccuRS
The tremor from the explosion is felt in the nearby fields, 
startling the cows: ‘At noon, there came a tremor; cows/ 
Stopped chewing for a second’. A cloud of dust is blown out 
of the mine and causes the sun’s light to become dim and 
blurred, as in ‘a heat-haze’.

Larkin doesn’t describe the explosion in the mine directly. 
He doesn’t depict the agony of men struggling for their 
lives deep underground. The chaos and horror of these 
events in the mine is left to our imagination.



lIFE aFTER dEaTH
This poem suggests that death is not the end. This is suggested 
by the wives’ mystical vision at the moment of the accident. 
They see words of hope miraculously appear before them, 
words that tell us the dead continue to live on ‘in God’s house’. 
Their husbands appear to them almost like angels, larger 
than life and blazing like the sun. They walk out of the sun as 
if they are already in heaven and have returned to briefly visit 
their wives on earth.

The eggs held by one of the miners are a symbol of this 
life after death. Eggs, after all, are associated with birth, 
fertility and new life. The lark eggs have been unbroken by 
the tremors that shook the fields. Similarly, our lives will be 
unbroken by death. Even after we pass away from this life, 
we will continue to exist in God’s house.

a SOcIal cOmmEnTaRY
It is also possible to read ‘The Explosion’ as social 
commentary. Larkin highlights the awful conditions 
in which the miners were forced to work day after day:  
•   Each day, the men must walk into the hellish mouth of 

the pithead under the shadows of the horrible slagheap.

•   The men are depicted as ‘Coughing’ as they walk towards 
the mine, indicating the damage the dust of the pits must 
have done to their lungs. 

•   The daily danger of life in the mines is indicated by the 
explosion that takes so many miners’ lives.

•   The fact that whole families were forced to labour in 
these conditions is suggested by the fact  that ‘Fathers’ 
and ‘brothers’ are among the group of workers. 

•   The youth of certain miners is suggested by the childish 
antics described in stanza 3. Many of the miners, it seems, 
are little more than children, who ought to be playing in 
the countryside rather than doing the work of men. For 
whole communities, then, the only way of making a living 
was in the mines, as son followed father into the dust and 
danger of the pits. Tragically, it is only in death that the 
miners’ difficult existences are transformed. In death, 
they are ‘Gold as on a coin’, whereas in life they were 
permanently  blackened with this lung-destroying soot. In 
life, they were permanently kept down, never managing 
to grow or develop themselves as human beings. It is only 
in death, in their wives’ visions, that the miners rise up 
and transform themselves, becoming ‘Larger than in life 
they managed’. ■

a clOSER REadInG
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THE vISIOn
At the moment of the accident, the wives of the 
dying men had a vision. The wives, it must be 
noted, were not together at the time the accident 
occurred. Yet, afterwards, each claimed to have 
had a similar vision.

Firstly, a passage from the Bible appeared before 
them. This passage, often used in funeral services, 
claims that after we die we travel to God’s house. 
There we will be reunited with the friends and 
relatives who have passed away before us. These 
words appeared before the women as clearly as if 
they were written in a church prayer book: ‘Plain 
as lettering in the chapels/ It was said’.  Then the 
wives had visions of their husbands: ‘for a second/ 
Wives saw men of the explosion’. In this mystical 
vision, the miners seem transformed, appearing 
to be larger than life: ‘Larger than in life they 
managed’. Some women see their husbands 
ablaze with golden light: ‘Gold as on a coin’. 
Others see their husbands walking out of the 
sun: ‘or walking/ Somehow from the sun towards 
them’. In one vision, a miner is carrying the lark’s 
eggs that were discovered on the way to work that 
morning: ‘One showing the eggs unbroken’.

analYSiS

ImaGERY
There are several powerful images in this poem.  Particularly 
effective, as we have seen, are the menacing images associated 
with the miners’ place of work: the pointing shadows, the 
bulk of the slagheap, the pit’s hellish gates.

Larkin uses a wonderful metaphor to describe the miners’ 
conversation, declaring that it is roughened, or ‘edged’, 
by swearing and bad language. It is, he says, ‘oath-edged’.   
Also powerful is the image of the sun being ‘scarfed’ by the 
smoke from the explosion, as if it has been enveloped in a 
piece of black cloth.

The images in the wives’ vision at the end of the poem are 
also memorable, with the powerful depiction of the dead 
miners blazing with light and walking out of the sun.

aSSOnancE and allITERaTIOn
There are several interesting musical effects in this poem. It has 
been suggested that the repeated ‘s’ sound in line 3 brings to 
mind the hissing of a snake, conjuring up the sinister menace 
of the slagheap. The repeated ‘e’ sounds in line 6 create a 
quick and pleasant verbal music, suggesting the sweet freshness 
of the morning air. Finally, the repeated broad vowel sounds in 
stanza 8 create a musical effect that is pleasant but also solemn, 
perfectly suggesting the grandeur of the wives’ vision. 

FOcuS On STYlE



THIS IS POETRY

Sample Answer 1.
‘This Moment’ 
by Eavan Boland

Questions: 

1.  (a) Why in your opinion does the poet call the poem ‘This Moment’? (10)
   (b)  Write out two images from the poem that best help you to picture the neighbourhood at dusk. Give a 

reason for your choice in each case. (10)
   (c)  Taken as a whole, does this poem give you a comforting or a threatening feeling about the 

neighbourhood? Explain your answer. (10)

2.  Answer ONE of the following (i) or (ii) or (iii). [Each part carries 20 marks]
   (i)  Imagine you were asked to make a short film based on the poem, This Moment. Describe the sort of 

atmosphere you would try to create and say how you would use music, sound effects and images to 
create it.

or

  (ii) Stars rise.
   Moths flutter.
   Apples sweeten in the dark.
   Do you think these lines provide a good ending to the poem? Give reasons for your opinion.

or

  (iii)  Write a short letter to Eavan Boland in which you tell her what her poems on your course mean to you.
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