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2018: Landscapes 
 
This question is about landscapes. Read again Desert Places by Frost and The Peninsula by 
Heaney. By close analysis of the poetic methods used, and drawing upon relevant external 
biographical information, compare and contrast how these poets write about landscapes. 
 
‘Desert Places’ by Frost and ‘The Peninsula’ by Heaney both address the theme of landscapes: 
in ‘Desert Places’, the speaker surveys a bleak winter landscape whose barrenness mirrors his 
own dispiritedness, while in ‘The Peninsula’, Heaney recommends a drive around the Ards 
Peninsula as an antidote to the frustration of writer’s block. The chief difference between the 
poems lies in their contrasting attitudes to the landscapes being depicted: Frost views the 
landscape in ‘Desert Places’ as hostile, whereas Heaney presents the landscape in ‘The 
Peninsula’ as inspirational and rejuvenating. The poets’ contrasting attitudes are reflected in 
both poems at the levels of form and structure, language and tone. 
 
Frost and Heaney’s autobiographical experiences can be argued to influence their 
depictions of landscapes.  
• In ‘The Peninsula’, Heaney writes about a specific place: the Ards Peninsula in County 

Down. In ‘Stepping Stones’, a book of interviews between Heaney and Dennis O’Driscoll, 
Heaney explains that he wrote ‘The Peninsula’ after going for a drive around the Ards 
Peninsula with the poet Michael Longley and his wife. In the early 1960s he was the only 
member of his social circle with a car, having bought a Volkswagen Beetle while working at 
St Joseph’s teacher training college in Belfast, and during this time he and his wife often went 
for drives with the Longleys to explore the countryside around Belfast. The poem therefore 
has its roots in a real experience and can be understood as capturing Heaney’s delight in 
discovering new Northern Irish landscapes. 

• In ‘Desert Places’, meanwhile, Frost writes about a bleak, unidentified winter landscape. The 
fact that the reader is not given any specific sense of the poem’s location, combined with the 
speaker’s flat tone in lines such as ‘I am too absent-spirited to count’, indicates that the 
landscape in the poem functions as an outward symbol of his inner state of depression. Frost 
had experienced a great deal of grief and trauma by the time he wrote the poem in 1936: his 
daughter, Marjorie, had died from puerperal fever after childbirth two years previously in 
1934, and his sister, Jeannie, had died in a psychiatric hospital in 1929. Given that Frost 
suffered from depression throughout his lifetime, we can assume with some confidence that 
he is the speaker in the poem, and that the landscape ‘almost covered smooth in snow’ is 
intended as a metaphorical representation of the way depression has dulled his senses. 

 
While both poets present the landscapes in their poems using quatrains and 10-syllable 
lines, their contrasting attitudes are conveyed through other differences in the poems’ 
structures.  
• The regularity of the AABA rhyme scheme used in ‘Desert Places’, the poem’s 

predominantly iambic rhythm and its high proportion of end-stopped lines all serve to capture 
the monotony and relentlessness of depression.  

• While ‘The Peninsula’ is similarly divided into four quatrains and uses a 10-syllable line, the 
broader variation in its stress patterns means that it lacks the relentless iambic rhythm of 
‘Desert Places’. Its rhyme scheme is also looser: Heaney adopts a loosely enclosed rhyme 
scheme of abba, where the second and third lines are only half-rhymes, as seen in pairs like 



 

‘rags’ and ‘legs’. This slightly more relaxed structure imbues the poem with a greater sense 
of spontaneity than ‘Desert Places’. 

• There is also a noticeable difference in the poem’s paces. Despite Frost’s repeated references 
to snow falling ‘fast’ in the opening line of ‘Desert Places’, the regularity of the poem’s 
structure serves to slow the poem down and convey the speaker’s sense of utter weariness. 
Contrastingly, a faster pace is created in ‘The Peninsula’ through Heaney’s use of 
enjambment in the first two quatrains and images connoting a flurry of activity such as those 
in the line ‘The ploughed field swallows the whitewashed gable’, which capture the swiftness 
with which his car moves through the landscape. 

 
A key difference between the poets’ depiction of landscapes is that Heaney presents the 
landscape in ‘The Peninsula’ as a source of inspiration and exhilaration, whereas in 
‘Desert Places’, Frost emphasizes the landscape’s barrenness and hostility.  
• Heaney draws on a range of images and metaphors to present the peninsula as an inspirational 

landscape. He conveys its expansiveness through images connoting limitlessness such as 
‘The sky is tall as over a runway’ and ‘horizons drink down sea and hill’. With its 
connotations of flight, the former simile evokes a sense of freedom, while the latter metaphor 
connotes boundless space by implying that the horizon stretches into the distance. The image 
of the peninsula as a ‘land without marks’ reinforces its boundlessness by suggesting that it 
is free from human interference. The landscape’s transformative power is also highlighted 
through the metaphor of waves being ‘shredded into rags’ upon its rocks, which conveys a 
sense of constant change and motion.  

• In ‘Desert Places’, meanwhile, Frost presents the landscape as a hostile place where all 
growth has been stifled; nothing remains except ‘a few weeds and stubble showing last’. 
These images of obliteration metaphorically capture the way depression forms a screen 
between the speaker and the world, dulling his emotions and ostracizing him from others. 
Frost’s observation in ‘Desert Places’ that the landscape has ‘no expression, nothing to 
express’ can also be interpreted metaphorically as referring to the way depression has robbed 
him of the ability to feel. The extent of his emotional numbness is conveyed through his 
emphatic expressions of negation, ‘no’ and ‘nothing’, and the image of the landscape as ‘A 
blanker whiteness of benighted snow’, which conveys his numb emotional state through the 
use of terms denoting vagueness and a lack of colour. The title image of ‘Desert Places’ 
reinforces this sense of sterility by comparing the speaker’s emotional landscape to an arid, 
featureless wasteland. The high proportion of recycled vocabulary in the poem – the words 
‘falling’, ‘fast’, ‘snow’, ‘lonely’ and ‘loneliness’ occur twice – also points to the speaker’s 
listless state by implying a lack of energy and imagination. 

 
Whereas Frost’s depiction of the landscape in ‘Desert Places’ projects a sense of stasis, 
Heaney’s depiction of the landscape in ‘The Peninsula’ conveys a strong sense of motion. 
• While the images of obliteration and containment in ‘Desert Places’ such as ‘All animals are 

smothered in their lairs’ and the higher proportion of terminal caesura suggest on a 
metaphorical level that Frost is trapped in his depressed state, the emphasis on movement in 
‘The Peninsula’ implies that journeying through its landscape will put an end to the stagnation 
associated with the state of ‘having nothing more to say’. Heaney’s assertion that ‘you will 
not arrive / But pass through’ suggests that it is possible to travel ceaselessly through the 
landscape without ever stopping, and this sentiment is mirrored in the way enjambment is 
used to break the line up across the first and second quatrain.  

• He also uses personification to present the landscape as a vivacious living entity which 
relishes its own beauties: he describes how ‘At dusk, horizons drink down sea and hill’ and 
he recalls the image of ‘Islands rising themselves out into the fog’. By attributing agency to 



 

features of the peninsula’s landscape, Heaney identifies it as a mysterious place whose 
charms will fire any tired imagination. The richness of the peninsula’s landscape is also 
captured through the disparate images enumerated in the third stanza, whose density reflects 
the haphazard quality of the vivid memories that persist after the drive: ‘The glazed foreshore 
and silhouetted log’; ‘The leggy birds stilted on their own legs’.  

 
An additional difference between the poems is that in ‘The Peninsula’ Heaney creates a 
strong sense of rapport with the reader, whereas the speaker in ‘Desert Places’ is 
alienated from society.  
• Heaney’s use of direct address, the imperative ‘drive’ and the adverb ‘just’ in the opening 

line creates a relaxed and conversational tone, as though he is casually offering a piece of 
advice to a friend: ‘When you have nothing to say, just drive / For a day all around the 
peninusla.’.  

• Contrastingly, Frost’s use of first-person perspective and repeated references to ‘loneliness’ 
in ‘Desert Places’ indicate his solitary state, and the image of the animals all ‘smothered in 
their lairs’ intensifies our sense of his isolation by reminding us that he is alone in this bleak 
winter scene. His disconnection from the world is underscored by the juxtaposition of the 
third-person plural pronoun ‘They’ and the first-person pronoun ‘me’ in the final quatrain. 

 
The poets’ differing attitudes towards the landscapes they depict are conveyed through 
the range of tones used in both poems.  
• Frost’s sense of alienation from the landscape in ‘Desert Places’ and his ‘absent-spirited’ 

state are conveyed through the way his tone moves from weary and despairing in the opening 
lines – as signaled by the connotations of feebleness attached to the repeated ‘f’ sound in the 
alliterative phrase ‘Snow falling and night falling fast’ and his pained interjection ‘oh’ – to 
flat and dispirited in the middle stanzas, as seen in lines such as ‘Their loneliness includes 
me unawares’.  

• Contrastingly, Heaney’s appreciation of the peninsula’s landscape is conveyed through his 
relaxed and conversational tone at the poem’s outset and the admiring and exhilarated tone 
he employs to describe its features in lines such as ‘The sky is tall as over a runway’.  

• The poems also end on very different tones. Frost’s tone is eerily calm in the final quatrain 
as he confronts the darkness of his mental abyss – ‘I have it in me so much nearer home / To 
scare myself with my own desert places’ – while Heaney’s tone is satisfied and reflective in 
the concluding quatrain as he notes that while exposure to the peninsula’s landscape will not 
necessarily cure writer’s block (one will return home ‘still with nothing to say’), it will 
nevertheless purify the reader’s powers of perception by purging their tired assumptions and 
encouraging them to relate to the natural world afresh as ‘things founded clean on their own 
shapes’.   

 
Comparing and contrasting how Frost and Heaney write about landscapes highlights the 
significance of the natural world to their poetry and the capacity for landscapes both to 
influence the individual’s perception of the world (as in ‘The Peninsula’) and to act as a mirror 
for their existing emotional state (as in ‘Desert Places’). Despite using their depictions of 
landscapes to convey very different emotions, it is clear that Frost and Heaney both enjoy a 
close relationship with nature and that they view their physical environments as offering a 
window of insight onto themselves and the world around them.  


