
 

FROST & HEANEY 
 

May 2019: Death 
 
Q. This question is about death. Read again ‘Out, Out –’ by Frost and The Summer of Lost 
Rachel 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 death. 
 
‘Out, Out –’ by Robert Frost and ‘The Summer of Lost Rachel’ both address in theme of death: 
in ‘Out, Out –’, Frost recounts a farmyard accident in which a boy loses a hand and dies, while 
‘The Summer of Lost Rachel’ is an elegy mourning the death of Heaney’s niece in a road 
accident. Both poets express their shock at the senseless loss of the children whose deaths they 
depict. However, there is a stronger sense of the speaker’s personal grief in ‘The Summer of 
Lost Rachel’ and the poem concludes on a more comforting note than ‘Out, Out –’. 
 
A key difference between the poets’ treatment of death lies in the fact that there is a 
stronger sense of personal involvement in ‘The Summer of Lost Rachel’ than in ‘Out, 
Out –’. 
• ‘The Summer of Lost Rachel’ is about Heaney’s niece, who was knocked down and killed, 

aged seven, in 1985. The speaker in the poem can therefore be identified as Heaney himself, 
and the poem can be seen as his attempt to express his family’s collective grief. 

• Frost also had a personal connection to the story told in ‘Out, Out –’. The poem is based on 
an accident that had taken place in 1910 in the New Hampshire town of Bethlehem, where a 
16-year-old boy called Raymond Fitzgerald died as a result of an injury caused by a sawing 
machine. Raymond was the son of Frost’s neighbour, so Frost knew him at least to some 
extent.  

• Heaney’s family connection to Rachel’s death, however, makes his poem a much more 
personal exploration of loss than Frost’s. His personal connection to the events depicted is 
reflected in his use of direct address and the inclusive pronoun ‘we’, which position him as a 
spokesperson for his family: ‘when we laid you out / In white’. The inclusive pronoun 
‘everyone’ in the lines ‘everyone is loath / to trust the rain’s soft-soaping ways’ suggests a 
family united in grief, as do the recurring images of precipitation, which metaphorically 
suggest an outpouring of grief: ‘The whole summer was waterlogged’. 

• Contrastingly, the speaker in ‘Out, Out –’ does not enter the poem’s action and, besides 
expressing his desire to spare the boy from his fate – ‘Call it a day, I wish they might have 
said’ – merely relates the events of his death and resists any attempt to make sense of the 
tragedy. 

 
The poems’ forms and structures reflect Frost and Heaney’s different purposes in writing 
about death. 
• ‘Out, Out –’ is a narrative poem written in blank verse, while ‘The Summer of Lost Rachel’ 

is nine quatrains with a loosely abcb rhyme scheme.  
• The lack of stanza breaks in ‘Out, Out –’ can be understood as reflecting Frost’s desire to tell 

the story of the boy’s death without offering any reflective commentary that might cushion 
the reader against the senselessness of the tragedy. The absence of a rhyme scheme could 
also be seen as reflecting the sense of futility at the heart of the poem by suggesting that there 
is no pattern to the universe’s operations. 

• Heaney, meanwhile, uses enjambment and the stanzaic structure of ‘The Summer of Lost 
Rachel’ to reflect the flow of memories that arise in grief, since each stanza presents a new 



 

set of images relating to his family’s feelings of loss or the accident itself, and to evoke some 
sense of progression as the family struggle to process their grief. Heaney’s movement from 
half rhymes such as ‘down’/‘moon’ to full rhymes in the final two quatrains (‘riverbed’/‘led’, 
‘waterweed’/‘need’) evokes a sense of resolution as the family move towards integrating 
Rachel’s memory into their daily lives. 

 
Both poets convey the horror of the accidents that led to the children’s deaths. 
• Frost’s use of the onomatopoeic verbs ‘snarled’ and ‘rattled’ personifies the saw as a 

menacing creature, and their repetition builds pace and suspense. His use of personification 
again in the lines ‘the saw / As if to prove saws knew what supper meant, / Leaped out at the 
boy’s hand’ portrays the injury as an attack by the saw, and in doing so emphasizes the boy’s 
vulnerability. 

• Frost conveys the horror of the boy’s injury through the aural image of his ‘rueful laugh’, 
which captures his immediate reaction of shock and bewilderment, and the past participle 
‘spoiled’, an understatement that suggests his initial lack of understanding of the 
implications of his injury. The speaker’s horror at the accident is also conveyed through the 
terror-stricken tone of the elliptical exclamation: ‘But the hand!’  

• The fact that Frost allows us to hear the boy’s voice through the use of direct speech makes 
the presentation of his death all the more affecting. His tone is desperate and panicked as he 
begs his sister not to let the doctor amputate his hand: ‘Don’t let him, sister!’ Frost stirs the 
reader’s pity through the images describing how ‘He lay and puffed his lips out with his 
breath.’ 

• Frost also uses caesurae and staccato sentences to create dramatic tension and convey a sense 
of shock and finality as he reports the boy’s death. The caesurae in the phrase ‘Little – less 
– nothing!’ evokes the sound of his slowing heartbeat, and the brevity of second half of the 
line –  ‘– and that ended it’ – creates a sense of anti-climax that highlights the cruelty and 
injustice of his fate. 

• Heaney, meanwhile, uses images of damage to Rachel’s bike and the road to capture the 
horror of the accident by alluding to ‘The twisted spokes’ and ‘The awful skid marks’. 
Although Heaney is imagining them ‘straightened out’ and ‘gone’, his words nevertheless 
plant an image of destruction in the reader’s mind.  

• Heaney reinforces the horror of the accident by juxtaposing the image of Rachel laid out ‘in 
white’ with a ‘whited face’ with the violent image of her face having been ‘Gashed from the 
accident’. By symbolically connoting innocence, the adjective ‘white’ emphasizes Rachel’s 
vulnerability.  

 
Frost and Heaney both convey their longing to save the children whose deaths they depict. 
• While Frost does not comment on his personal connection to the boy in ‘Out, Out –’, he 

expresses his desire to spare him through the wistful tone of the line ‘Call it a day, I wish 
they might have said’. His juxtaposition of the nouns ‘man’ and ‘boy’/’child’ in the line ‘big 
boy / Doing a man’s work, though a child at work’ conveys his pity for the boy and implies 
that childhood should be free from such dangers. 

• Like Frost, Heaney expresses his longing to create an alternative ending in which Rachel is 
‘safe and sound as usual’ through the metaphor of rewinding a film: ‘And every merciful / 
Register inside us yearned / To run the film back’. His tone is similarly wistful as he presents 
images of Rachel as he wishes she could be, ‘Wheeling your bright-rimmed bike’, ‘The 
twisted spokes all straightened out’.  

 
A further similarity between the poets’ treatment of death is that Frost and Heaney both 
represent the universe as indifferent to human life.  



 

• In ‘Out, Out –’ Frost uses short, elliptical sentences to convey an abrupt sense of finality and 
suggest the universe’s indifference to human suffering: ‘So. But the hand was gone already.’ 
‘No more to build on there.’ By creating a sense of anti-climax, the brevity and matter-of-
fact tone of these lines imply that human life is insignificant. The poem’s title – a reference 
to Macbeth’s soliloquy about the futility of life, in which Shakespeare represents life as a 
candle that can be snuffed out at any time – reinforces the idea that death is senseless and 
that there is no underlying purpose to our lives. 

• In ‘The Summer of Lost Rachel’, images of growth, which are normally metaphorically 
associated with rebirth, serve as a poignant reminder that a girl’s life has been cut short. 
While the plosive sounds in lines such as ‘Potato crops are flowering, / Hard green plums 
appear ’  and ‘every berried briar’ capture the way life is bursting forth, Heaney demonstrates 
that Rachel’s death has caused her family to lose faith in nature’s benevolence through the 
lines ‘all confidence in summer’s / Unstinting largesse / Broke down last May’. The adjective 
‘merciless’ in the image ‘And the sun set merciless’ contributes to the presentation of nature 
as cruel and indifferent to the family’s grief.  

 
However, a crucial difference between the poets’ representations of death is that there is 
a stronger sense of resolution at the end of The Summer of Lost Rachel than there is at 
the end of ‘Out, Out –’.  
• Heaney uses a short, elliptical sentence to indicate the impossibility of altering reality: ‘But 

no.’ The caesura in this line conveys a sense of finality and irrevocable loss as Heaney 
confronts the reality that Rachel is gone forever. 

• Having been forced to accept the reality of her death, in the last two stanzas Heaney considers 
how to move forward and deal with her loss. Through the image of a deluge in the lines ‘So 
let downpours flood / Our memory’s riverbed’, he implies that memories of Rachel, which 
are conceptualized metaphorically as a cleansing and nourishing rain, will prove comforting 
with the passage of time. Using the metaphor of ‘soft-plumed waterweed’ that ‘tugs dreamily’ 
to represent thoughts of the life she ‘might have led’, Heaney evokes a sense of gentleness 
and suggests that one day, thoughts of what might have been, which now bring only anguish, 
will soothe the family’s grief. 

• Contrastingly, in the final lines of ‘Out, Out –’ Frost refrains from offering any consoling 
words. Instead, he stresses the harshness of rural life and the universe’s indifference to human 
life by focusing on the country people’s pragmatic attitude to the boy’s death: ‘And they, 
since they / Were not the one dead, turned to their affairs.’ The dispassionate tone used to 
report their reaction to the tragedy underscores the idea that human life is insignificant by 
presenting death as a trivial matter that does not warrant further commentary. 

 
The poets’ attitudes towards death are also conveyed through the range of tones used in 
both poems.  
• Both speakers use a wistful tone to convey their desire to save the children in their poems, as 

seen in the line ‘Call it a day, I wish they might have said’ in ‘Out, Out –’ and Heaney’s 
yearning to ‘To run the film back’. 

• However, we derive a stronger sense of Heaney’s personal grief through his subdued tone as 
he describes how nature’s growth reinforces the family’s sense of loss – ‘everyone is loath / 
To trust the rain’s soft-soaping ways’ – and the sad, despairing tone he uses to recall the 
image of Rachel in her coffin: ‘when we laid you out / In white, your whited face…’ 

• While the speaker in ‘Out, Out –’ expresses his pity for the boy through the rueful tone he 
uses to describe him as a ‘big boy / Doing a man’s work’ and his horror at the accident 
through the terror-stricken tone of the exclamation ‘But the hand!’, his tone becomes matter-



 

of-fact and detached in the final lines as he reports the boy’s death: ‘ – and that ended it. / No 
more to build on there.’  

• In contrast to this lack of emotion, in the final two quatrains of ‘The Summer of Lost Rachel’ 
the speaker’s tone, while still sad, takes on a quality of acceptance as he anticipates a future 
in which Rachel’s memory proves comforting: ‘The life you might have led / Wavers and 
tugs dreamily’. These differences can be understood as reflecting the fact that Heaney seeks 
to ease his family’s grief, whereas Frost is concerned with highlighting the harshness of rural 
life and the universe’s indifference to human suffering.  

 


