
Class: X Board: CBSE (First Flight) Topic: Poem: Fire and Ice

Decoding Robert Frost's "Fire and Ice" (1920): nine lines, two endings, one big

warning

Some say the world will end in fire, A

Some say in ice. B

From what I've tasted of desire A

I hold with those who favor fire. A

But if it had to perish twice, B

I think I know enough of hate C

To say that for destruction ice B

Is also great C

And would suffice. B

Robert Frost

DESIRE HATRED

vs

Meet the poet
Robert Frost (1874–1963), American
poet of New England farms, snowy
woods and difficult choices. He won the
Pulitzer Prize four times. Simple words,
deep ideas: that's his signature.

Story behind it The astronomer Harlow Shapley recalled that Frost once asked
him how the world would end. Scientists said either the sun would
burn the Earth, or the Earth would slowly freeze. Frost turned
that scientific question into a question about the human heart.

Will the World End in Fire or Ice?

Rhyme scheme: A B A A B C B C B

Only three rhyme sounds in the whole

poem: -ire, -ice, -ate. Fire and ice keep
"rhyming back" at us!

Think and reflect: Which do you think is more dangerous in today's world, fire or ice?

Give one real-life example of each. (Hint: think of greed for resources, or online

hate.)
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1 Line by line: what is the poet saying?
Lines Meaning

1–2 "Some say … in ice." People have two theories about the end of the world: it will be
destroyed by fire, or by ice. The poet presents both views simply,
like everyday talk.

3–4 "From what I've tasted …
favor fire."

From his personal experience of desire, he agrees with those who
think fire will end the world. "Tasted" shows he has felt desire's
burning power himself.

5–7 "But if it had to perish
twice … ice"

If the world could be destroyed a second time, he knows enough
about hatred to say that ice could do it too.

8–9 "Is also great / And
would suffice."

Ice is equally powerful and would be quite enough. The calm, short
ending makes the warning even more chilling.

2 Decode the symbols

FIRE = DESIRE
• greed, lust, ambition, anger
• spreads fast, burns everything
• wars, over-consumption,

endless wanting

Quick, violent destruction

ICE = HATRED
• coldness, indifference, rigidity
• spreads slowly, numbs feeling
• prejudice, cruelty,

refusing to care

Slow, silent destruction

Central idea: The world may not end because of a natural disaster, but because of
human emotions. Unchecked desire (fire) and hatred (ice) are both powerful enough
to destroy humanity. The poem is a warning to control them.

3 Form and structure
One stanza, nine lines: short and compact, like an epigram.
Mostly iambic rhythm (da-DUM): longer lines have four beats, but lines 2, 8 and 9
are cut short to two beats, making them land like a full stop.
The conversational tone ("Some say", "I think I know") makes a huge idea sound casual,
which makes it scarier!
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4 Literary devices 
Device Example Effect

Symbolism fire, ice Fire stands for desire, ice for hatred.

Antithesis / contrast "fire" vs "ice" Two opposite forces with the same result:
destruction.

Anaphora "Some say … / Some say
…"

Sets up the debate rhythmically.

Metaphor "tasted of desire" Desire is something one can taste: personal and
intense.

Alliteration "favor fire" The repeated "f" sound flickers like a flame.

Understatement
(irony)

"Is also great / And
would suffice."

Calling world destruction merely "enough" is coolly
ironic and chilling.

Enjambment lines 6–9 flow without a
pause

Builds up to the final short, cold line.

Literary link In Dante's Inferno
(14th century), the
deepest circle of hell is
not fire but ice,
reserved for traitors.
Many readers believe
Frost had Dante in
mind.

Science link Scientists predict that in
about 5 billion years
the Sun will swell into a
red giant ("fire"), while
some theories of the far
future describe a slow
cosmic "Big Freeze"
("ice")!

5 Model answers (CBSE style)
Q. What does "fire" stand for, and why does the poet favour it? (40–50 words)
Fire stands for desire: greed, lust and endless wanting. The poet favours it because he
has "tasted" desire himself and knows how quickly it can consume everything. Like
fire, uncontrolled desire spreads fast and can destroy individuals, societies and even the
world.

Q. How can "ice" destroy the world?
Ice symbolises hatred, which makes people cold, rigid and indifferent. It works slowly
and silently, freezing kindness and understanding. Prejudice and cruelty can destroy
relationships and societies just as surely as fire, so the poet says ice "would suffice".

exam must-know

Stay warm, not burnt! ✎
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