Picking out Irony in Robert Frost's
‘After ApplePicking ...

Sdwa Nugdi

The definition of irony since dasscd times has been to take wha is sad as opposte to
whet is meant (Wilson and Sperber 1992). This definition, however, faces many problems,
auch as why would a rationd spesker say the oppodte of what is meant? Relevance Theory
(Sperber and Wilson 1995) provides another way of defining irony where irony is taken to
be saying more than what is sad. Irony requires that the hearer/reader will have to make
extra processing effort in order to work out the weaker implicatures of the ironic uterance
in order to reach a rdevat interpretation. The wesker implicatures can, according to
Rdevance Theory, be inferred from the actual state of affairs, to imply adesired state of
affairs.

In the following andyss of Frost’s ‘After Apple Ficking...”, the speaker can be identified
as a farmer. The spesker begins by describing an actud state of affairs in afam a the end
of a day of a harveding seeson The poem then shifts to the spesker’s desired state of
affairs where there is a desiption under the same physcd seting but a different
condition. Because of the title ‘After Apple Ficking...’, the opening line with the ladder
pointing towards heaven, and the repested mention of the ‘fdl’, the poem provides the
ogendve maeid which invites the reader to infer other possible interpretations such as the
vay familia doy found in rdigos of the Book. Even when the inid sdting is
ostensibly suggedtive of the goples heaven and the fdl which cannot be ignored, the poem
has many other contradictory problems tha quedion the immediae settings and therefore
the issue of the fdl, life, and death. To gart with the same biographicd premise, Frost was
anything but a bdiever in any doctrine whatsoever: ‘Too long we have adhered to this
doctrine of origind dn which says, ‘I am to blame because Adam fdl out of an gople
treg...... It issmply not true’ (Thompson 1966: 593).

In the following andlyds of the poem, | will explore the potentid of the meaning of irony as

defined by Sperber and Wilson (1981) and Wilson and Sperber (1992) to indude the
attitude of the speaker.

After ApplePicking...

My long two- pointed ladder’ s sticking through atree
Toward heaven 4ill,

And therésabarrd | did not fill

Besdeit, and there may betwo or three

Apples| didn't pick upon some bough.

But | am done with gople-picking now.

Essence of winter degp ison the night,
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The soent of goples: | am drowsing off.

| cannot rub the strangeness from my sght

| got from looking through a pane of glass

| skimmed this morning from a drinking trough
And hdd againg the world of hoary grass.

It melted, and | let it fall and bresk.

But | waswdll upon my way to deep beforeit fell,
And | could tell what form my dreaming was abouit to take,
Magnified gpples appear and disappear,

Stem end and blossom end,

And every fleck of russet showing dear.

My ingtep arch not only kegpsthe ache,

It keeps the pressure of aladder round.

And | keep hearing from the cdlar bin

The rumbling sound

Of loads on loads of gpples coming in.

For | have had too much

Of apple-picking: | am overtired

Of the great harvest | mysdlf desired.

There were ten thousand thousand fruit to touch,
Cherishin hend, lift down, and not et fdl.

For dl

That sruck the earth,

No matter if not bruised or spiked with stubble,
Went surely to the cider-gpple hesp

Asaf noworth.

One can sse what will trouble

Thisdeep of mine, whatever degpiitis
Were he not gone,

The woodchuck could say whether it'slike his
Long deep, as| describe its coming on,

Or just sSome human deep.

© Nugali 2004

The poem is manly descriptive of an apple-picker a the end of a day in the harveding
season. The spesker is tired and has made a decison about his work. It is an unfinished
task, but he is finished. The spesker, then, is ready to let go of both his gpple picking and of
his weking date. Before dozing off, he recapitulaies his early work a the fam. His task
which he decides to bring to a end is reflected on by his own knowledge of what happens
next to apples in the barrds and goples faling on the ground. All fdlen goples are taken ‘to
the cider-apple hegp/As of no worth'. This destription is given before the spesker takes off
to deep expecting that his daly task of gople picking and his decison to bring it to an end
and his knowledge of the rest of the process to gpple picking, Snce it is on his mind, will
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trouble his degp. Then the find knowledge regarding the spesker is given b the phydcaly
absent, and maybe deeping, woodchuck.

‘After Apple Picking...” exhibits this inner and outer process In the monologue form it is
the spesker’s thoughts. It is through the text that the sensud experience and the responses
and quedtions raised are given to reflect upon usng knowledge of the world, undersanding
senaudity, and to infer an understanding of the issue presented in the poem

Irony inverbal communication

In this poem, the conceptudly represented information found in the initid sdting are the
goples, the heaven, the ladder, and the direction of fadl. These activae in the reader’s
memory an assumption schema of the story of the fdl. However, the rest of the poem is not
upportive of this assumption. There are other sub-issues that the poem raises and 0 the
information gven is to be explaned through the logic of the argument that the poem
presents. In this case, the linguidic-poetic code of this poem tekes into congderation many
of the more intense dements of lines, verb tenses, and articles,

‘After Apple Ficking...” contains 42 lines of various lengths, and 14 sentences ending in a
full gop. The full sop is used to mak interior divisons of 14 sentences These divisons
are dhifts of the spesker’s sense of direction as fet by his sense experiences. These human
senses ae of dght, smdl, hearing, and touch, which are the points where the pesker
connects with the outsde world. When the condition of the spesker changes from the fully
awake and faming to the sazing of work and of being drowsy, these senses dill keep the
soesker in contact with the world. There is no problem in taking the logicd form of the
poem literdly fird. It is only when the meaning of the poem is in quedtion that the wesker
implications in the poem become demanding and thus lead the reader to interpret it & the
figurative levd, irony. The initid visud description and the conduding rhetorica quedtion
produce conflicting issues for the interpretation of * After Apple Ricking...".

The lingudic form of an utterance can underdetlermine the interpretation of its
interpretation (Wilson and Sperber 1992), and therefore decoding aone needs to be taken
further. For example, the lexicd items pointing towards Fros's own skepticiam about the
visud and the dominance of this sense over the other senses — though not to dismiss them,
but to explan the visud's dominance and control — is made explicit by the way he used
definite and indefinite artides The inddfinite atide ‘a is used five times: a treg, a barrd, a
pane of glass, a drinking trough, and a ladder round; the definite article ‘the, however, is
used twelve times the night, the scent, the world, the ache, the pressure, the cdlar, the
rumbling, the great haved, the eath, the cider gpple-hegp, the woodchuck and the
drangeness. There are dso some with ‘in between’ articles such as some bough, and every
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fleck of russet, or no atide, eg. magnified goples The ddfinite atides bring in al the
senses of dght, andl, feding of pan, and hearing which convey the equd importance of
the other senses in relation to the sght which is blocked & night. In the indefinite or
undecided articles used, the visud isdominant and at the same timeisindefinite.

The mixing of verb tenses from the present continuous to the past and smple present are
d bluring the didinctive line between the two dages However, this blurring is
necessay for the spesker’s intention thet is in itsdf not dear like the senses operating
under different conditions. In a way, the spesker's own intentions are not dated directly,
nor can they even be eadlly configured from the poem It is the subjective presentation of
the sense experience that indicates the direction and focus of this poetic intention

Presentation and representation

To dat with there are two modes of presenting the same sensation, therefore, sendng is
presented twice over: it is the quedion of the difference in, for example, seeing in both
daes the actud world and desred; the imaginative embodied by the dreem. Thus the
divison in the poem depends on the goeske’s perception in connection with the outsde
world in ether mode. The stting of the poem is, of course, a very familiar gople fam. The
speaker in both states sees, hears, and feds in the other date prior to degping, which is dso
described. There is no shift of setting or gyle of representing the logica form of the poem;
the language remans the same. The description given refers to the eally sensations and
experiences in the fam. The poem, then, condudes with reflection on the meaning of the
dates of sendng of the spesker that resembles the content of the origind and, neverthdess
is interpretative of it. The poem, then, ends with a rhetorica quedtion thet brings animd,
nature and man under the same scrutiny in rdation to this sensud experience(s).

The break between each stage of description is not easy to locate. The use of the full stop to
mak the shift becomes the only way to meke tha divison for example, in the fird five
lines there is the stting; a visud description of the gpple tree during the fdl season. This is
disrupted by ‘but’ in the next line to indicate a counter-shift and thus the change to another

sen Thefollowing table shows the divison of the two Sates of the spesker:

The awakening Sate

Line numbers and sentences Decription Sensinvolved
Lines1-5 The setting of the poem Sght
Sentence 1
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This description is the opening lines in the poem. It presents a datic visud imege Alsg, it
is made of one sentence ending in a full sop. The issue of what makes a sentence, the
grammar and the markers, and how to make sense out of the linguistic rule was a concept
that Frog chdlenged. In his view, these linguisic markers are not visble or even present
when we spesk.

The second divison is of a different physcd and mentd date of the gpesker, that of the
awakening and the desping:

The desred/dream pre-deeping sate

Line number(s) Description Sense
and sentences involved
Line 6 The gradud dhift from one

sentence 2 date to another

Lines7-8 Introducing the date prior to | Smdl, sght
sentence 3 dep isoff
Lines9-12 The pre-degp/dream/the Sght
sentence 4 desred Sate

Lines18-20 The pre-degp/dream/the Sght
sentence 7 desred gate

Lines21-23 Description within the pre- Feding of
sentence 8 degp/dream/desired date pan
Lines24-26 Decription within the pre- Senseof
sentence 9 degp/dream/desired Sate hearing
Lines30-31 Description within the pre- Sgnt
sentence 11 deep/dream/desired Sate

Lines32-36 Description within the pre- Sght and
sentence 12 degp/dream/desired state hearing
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The poem is, a least a this Sage, presanting the condition of when one is numbed, and is
aware of the feding, by the urge of degp and dlowing the physca body to submit to a
kind of rest. Neverthdess, the spesker is not completely detached from the physica world
outdde. Thee phydcad conditions are suggestive and ae associated with the sensud
experiences and ther functiondity under different conditions. Ye, there is another very
fine ambiguous Sate that the poem expliatly indudes

The'in-between state

Line 13 Themdting ice Touch
sentence 5 describing action that
took place before
fdlingadeep/the
dreamy or desired
date
Lines14-17 | Description Feding
sentence 6
Lines2/-29 | Staement Feding tired
SentencelO
Lines37-38 | Statement Reflection
sentence 13
Lines39-42 | Rhetoricd quedion Reflectionon
sentence 14 | bringing man and date of nature,
animd and the issue anmd and the
of deep Speaker

The lag dasdfication refers to the awakening inbetween date because the action tekes
place ealy in the day but is described afterwards, before the spesker fals adegp. The
speech act paformed in this case is one of afirmaion and contral of action, implying thet
the spesker is not dreaming, but is gtill awvake.

The poem s off in a vary smple tone the gople fam and an ‘overtired famer. The
description given is visud and is ddtic. The view, however, is problematic. It is not dear
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whether the spesker is viewing the fam from a horizontd fidd or from a verticd fidd. To
See ‘a ladder dicking through a treg would pogtion the spesker ether vary far from the
scene or with a view from above. If the spesker is viewing it horizontdly and is very far
from the scene, then there is a problem with his view of the barrd. The spesker describes
‘And there is a barrd | did not fill/Beside it, and there may be two or three/Apples | did not
pick upon some bough'. These detalls require that the spesker is & a very dose disance if
not on the ladder in the middle of the tree This is the initid problem that can essly be
overlooked because of the smple familiar setting of apples and the farm. Ancther is that
there are very many missing details in the description. Where are the other naturd dements
found in the same setting? For example, what has  happered to the ky and the gars? The
veticd view will be another dimenson for possble interpretation of the poem. The spesker
is concerned with earthly dements and cydes rather than any other heavenly or vague
element.

Ancther problematic issue is the title The immediate atention is drawvn towards the title
that begins with ‘after’. ‘After’ suggeds two things. The fird is time before, now and after;
the second is an exiging dae ‘before this one, and consequently after this one. The gpples
a0 have ther higoricd dlusons that are suggestive of many different interpretetions. An
immediae one is the gory of the picking of the fruit and, consequently, the fdl. This adds
to the implications of the poem by the ladder pointing towards ‘heaven’ and the repetition
of ‘fdl’ to have Edenic resonances. Then, the spesker moves tdescopicdly into various
sections of the fam that are not systemaic but brought a random, then he tuns towards
himsdf. In this movement inwad, the senses involved are dissected individudly to involve
each a& a time or combine & others The very obvious thing is that the poem brings in
contradictory eements. heavenly or earthly, sensud or sensdess into a 42-line poem that
begins with ‘after’ and leaves the before and the now and renders or even entangles more
than one issue and the meaning of it.

To aticulae this problem, the destription in the poem can be divided into a dae of affars
and a desred a date of affars in a monologue (Sperber and Wilson, 1995: 232). To take
this poem literdly to refer to Man's labor or to Frogt crestes many contradictions. The
poem does present a dae of affars that is actual and a the same time a date of afars tha
is desred by the spesker that, a least, in the poem, does not take place. The apple picker by
the end of the day’s labor reflects on his accomplishments, and describes how his desires to
have things differently have not come about and thus things are not in ther actud or red
gze — megnified gpples appear and disgppear (L19). It is the work of visud imagination
gnce the spesker is not adeep yet. The spesker goes on to describe the subsequent
processing of apples that he apparently resents and which is not presented in the poem; this
is reported information — red or imagindive. At this point the red and the imagindive are
treated as the same. Wha is described in the poem forms the ‘axiom’ to the interpretation
of the poem, on the literd levd. The problematic initid seiting, the missing ddails, ad the
conduding lines suggest in many ways the figurative sense and the spesker needs to search

Nottingham Linguistic Circular 18 (2004)



56 © Nugali 2004

for wesker implicatures in order for the communication process between him and his
environment to be achieved. The problem in the poem is that it gives ostensive information
that does not explicitly offer resolution of the rdaionship of the poem to its concluding
lines It requires a more complex processng effort to interpret initidly the literd levd of
lines 42-47.

The tables above dissect the poem according to the sense experience of the two dates of the
Secker. The fird five lines ae the only sense, visud, that is experienced before the
pesker’s condition changes. The tenses in the poem are a mix of padt, present and present
continuous. In the fird sentence the ladder is ‘dill gicking’, giving a sense of continuity
between present and future, and then the sentence ends with the pagt tense ‘did not pick’.
This is the fird and the last description of the setting before the condition of the spesker
dhifts into another date. The poem then moves on to the pre-desping date, which dill
contains the firs descriptions ‘apples, ‘barrd’, ‘tree’, ‘ladder’, etc. The verb tenses in the
res of the poem are mixed to have present, present continuous and padt, not different from
the initid five lines By this tense mixing and undear marked divison Frost quesions the
rdionship between the actual world and the imaginative world where there is no
borderline and the point of contact between the two worlds is the sendgng of objects and
experiencing what information these sensations ddliver to the reader.

On a rdevance-theoretic gpproach the poem describes an actud dae of afars of afamer
who has worked and has decided to stop. However, he is not fully content with the
Stuation This leads him to envison what he bdieves is desarved: the great harvest which
has not been accomplished and which is ‘desired’. Early in the poem, he describes the tree
as having two or three gpples left and a task not finished, but in the dedred dae of things
he sees ‘ten thousand thousand fruits to touch/cherish in hand and not let fal’. The in-
between date, after work and before dipping into the troubled deep, then, is a
manifestation of the speaker's dedres, making dear his dissstifaction with the process that
takes place within the harvesting season as wdl. It is ds0 a manifetation of a dream —
actud or imagined, which is inflaed or inflaes objects to larger than the actual state of

things

The dream’'s manifestations are brought in through the spesker’s visud sensation. He is not
adeep, but in contrdl of himsdf and fully aware of the dhift in his gate of sendng which he
is goproaching: ‘But | was wdl/upon my way to degp before it fdl’. The next description
in the poem recounts the incident that took place in the morning coming from ealier
memary, stored encyclopedic knowledge. This account, dl st in the padt, is of an incdent
that actudly took place early in the morning when he was working. It is not the desired
state but it is the actud State that is presented later focusng on the digortion, Smiler to the
meagnified apples in the dream: ‘And held againg the world of hoary grass. Time, here, isa
cudd demet: early in the poem the spesker announces the end of the day and the
goproaching of the night. Now the destription brings the dipping irto degp from morning,
awakening. This same variance is the emblem of tenson between the actual state of affairs
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and desired state of affairs that bonds the farmer and his rdaionship with his daly task in
the fam. However, the presentation is entirdy based on the pesker's sense experience
rather than giving an exact or true account of the world.

From the encyclopedic entry of the sdtting two things are immediatdy suggested: one is the
antiquity of labowr, connecting heaven and eath; second, humans communication is
basicdly accomplished through their sense experiences — which indudes al senses What
the spesker suggests by the visud stting is a questioning of the primacy of and dependence
on the sense of dght. The spesker is not sure how many goples are left upon some bough,
nor the number of urfilled bards This dubiousness is exactly the point of the visud daic
description. However, | think this is not the only issue. The other issue is where the dher
sensss fit into the context of the sense of gght. The other senses, in addition to sght, are
involved in the poem because they are the spesker’s contact with the world. It is not only
seaing, but dl the other senses too that are vitd judgmentd tools that guide the spesker. In
the dtate of deep, the senses of touch ad seeing are not continuous; they teke a different
form. Here, the five human senses are functioning and the spesker is not hdludnating. A
large pat of it is memory, but as the poem moves gradudly towards the end, there is an act
of afirmation that the spesker redizes his awakening dae that he is going to deep; and
that his degp will be troubled. His distisfaction with the Studion reflects his attitude, and
histhinking of it isin his mind before he submits to deep, hit this is not the only thing that
will trouble his deep: there is something more.

The spesker’s troubled deep reflects his rdationship with the world in the two physcd and
mentd daes described in the poem: awake, and drowsy or pre-deep, the isue of
expectation as in dream or desred dates is aso incuded but embedded in the degp making
a sub-date. Does our sensudity in eech date differ? How do we relate to the actud world
or the dream world through our senses? It is disurbing and unsatidying, a lesst to the
speaker, to think of the dates of exigence in these terms of difference or amilarity and not
figuring their dynamics and relaion to the spesker. Because the spesker, of course, has no
hearers, there is no didogue indead it is a monologue where the spesker and the hearer are
one. The condition of the reeder/hearer in turn takes the text/reeder dynamism. The
monologue does turn to the other creatures outsde the spesker, © the woodchuck who is
gone, in the absence of other humans. It dso dresses the isolation of the gpesker, but more
importantly it points didinctly towards the issue of senang that animds dso posses The
find note would not suggest death or an end but a tempordity of the degping date. In the
monologue the spesker reports incidents that took place earlier as well as what he expects
will take place when adesp. In the absence of ‘he said that’, which would make explicit the
spesker’s dissociation from the content of the reports, these reports are ironica (Sperber
and Wilson 1995: 237-43). Because the poem is a monologue and the spesker is uttering
his thoughts to himsdf, the assumption that these utterances are echoic of his thoughts
makes these utterances ironic. The two different States of the spesker, then, take different
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postions in relaion to the spesker. When echoic utterances are not quoted — and in this
case thereis no reason to believe they should —they areaform of irony.

To congder the poem as ironicd implicates that the spesker means something d<se by his
utterances. The spesker is quedioning his own sensudity in redion to the outdde world,
and the poem is thus a monologue. Here, the communicative process is between the world
and the ‘I' through the senses which identifies this person, the spesker. The world is on
one Sde, the ‘I’ on the other, and the senses are the medium that connects the world and the
‘I'. It is ds0 the spesker’'s different modes that do not change the sense experience. In
retrieving the experiences of the spesker in the morning, the descriptions are not distorted,;
the pane of frozen water digorts the vigon in red life experience as much as the dream
digorts the apples. In this respect, there is no difference; however, the intendty of the
senaud experience vaies and the quedion of the dominance of one over the other is an
issue that deserves attention.

The poem, then, communicates different messages depending on the perceptions and efforts
of readers. In this poem, which is lagdy a description of a dtuation, each description
relates to one of the five human senses rdleased gradudly. These senses are dlocaed
atention according to the principle of relevance, so are rdevant to the process of
interpretation. It is, then dependent on how the reader develops these given stimuli to
comprehend what is written in the absence of other communicative factors such as
pardinguisic dements. When the monologue is trandformed into a didogue by taking the
varse form of a poem, the readers own context and mutual knowledge form another
working dynamism. Since readers can contextudize the poem into thar own higtoricd
moments, which in turn influences their undersanding and interpretetion of the poem, the
mutual knowledge between text and reader produces more assumption schemas and sub
schemas. With the passage of time and advances in technology, human perception and
understanding of the world changes and adapts to these changes accordingly. This in part is
disclosed by the way we interpret written scripts (Ong 1977; Finnegan 1988).

In dividing up the poem, | have used the full sop as a grammaticd marker of a sentence.
By this method, the divison in the poem fdl into the basc dassfication of the senses
sometimes dngly and other times compounded with another one. The divison adso isolated
descriptive sentences from the performetive ones. The results were that nine sentences in
the poem: 1, 3, 4,5, 7, 8, 9, 11, and 12 are descriptive of the sensud experience under the
given conditions. The other dlassfication given to sentences 2, 6, 10, 13, and 14 isthat they
are paforming assartions regarding the different sensudities In two places two different
senses were combined: sentence 3 which brings amdl and sght; and sentence 12 which
brings Sght and hearing.

The destriptive sentences are basicdly related to wha is being seen, heard, touched,
andled, and fdt that provide the outer stimuli for the spesker and readers. These imuli
are used as a surce of information. On the literd levd, it is not plausble that Frost meant
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to tdl his readers about gpples, trees and barrels, of famers work; or of the going to deep
or even to give an account of this process and implying death, dthough these ae the
materid that he worked with and inferences will have to be made in order to access the
speker’'s, or Frogt’s, communicdive intentions. To be dble to make inferences from the
linguidic utterance is the initid dage of the communicaive process between spesker/hearer
and text/reader, made more complex by ironicd implications and expressons of dtitudes to
what is reported.

Concluson

To take irony as saying the oppodte of what one means seems irrationd, and in verbd
communication it does not explain how it is that wha is communicated by an utterance can
go even further than what one says Vaious interpretations of linguisic utterances ae
evidence tha an utterance, a text, or a conversation can mean more than what the logicd
fom of an utterance suggests, due to the problem of referentidity of language, and in
configuring the communicaive intentions which are dependent on contextud effects and
the processng effort involved. The context, then, is another issue thet is pertinent to the
underganding of irony, its definitions, and its gpplications to what is being sad or written.
In ‘After Apple Ficking..." the irony lies in the states of affairs presented that have the
same contents, but one is interpretive, in the pre-dream date of the origind picking of
apples. By the diffaing dates of dfars, the speaker’s attitude is manifested to reflect the
problem of the sensud experiences a differing dates where the process of sensng is
problemetic and is even digtorted in each It is here that the reader’s cognitive environment
is to be brought into this problematic issue of sensaions. The poem offers no find
resolution to what it means, but can only offer ways for more interpretive processng effort
that depends on context.
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