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The speaker in "The Groundhog" shifts his attitude towards the dead creature from one of intense emotional conflict to one of intellectual restraint; his tone reflects this change as it evolves from a mixture of resentment and tenderness to detached acceptance.  


The language of the opening section emphasizes the passionate temperament of the speaker.  The poem begins in summer, a season associated with life, which creates a startling contrast with the death of the groundhog.  The speaker's "senses shook" (l. 3) as he drew parallels between the groundhog's death and his own existence.  Diction plays a vital role in supporting this: his "mind outshot" the "naked frailty" (l. 4) of his own life, meaning that he saw beyond the vulnerability of earthly life and into the realm of the afterlife.  The "seething cauldron" (l. 10) is a wonderful image infused with multiple meanings.  The word seething creates a contrast with its meaning of boiling—representing activity and life—and the deceased groundhog while possessing an alternate meaning of inward agitation which expresses the speaker's conflicting attitudes.  The speaker then explicitly states his tone by saying "half with loathing, half with a strange love" (l. 11)—an obvious mixture of emotions.  The first part of the poem concludes with the speaker in an intense emotional battle.


The poem progresses to reveal the beginnings of the speaker's change.  Lines 13 to 15 are riddled with words associated with life and energy: "fever," "flame," "Vigour," "energy," and "sun."  These words clearly show the still emotional state of the speaker, but this disposition is soon to change.  He experiences "sunless trembling" (l. 16), or chills, and begins to realize the futility of his prodding; he falls "silent in the day" (l. 18).  He keeps his "reverence for knowledge" (l. 20); this act marks his change to a more intellectual view.  This transition, however, is not yet complete. The speaker tries "for control" (l. 21); he tries "to quell the passion" (l. 22).  Despite his clear inclination to change, at this point the speaker's emotions remain powerful.


The speaker's ultimate metamorphosis occurs with the passage of time and is paralleled by the changing of seasons.  He returns in "Autumn" (l. 26), a time of transition from lively summer to dormant winter, "strict of eye" (l. 26); strict is used to mean restricted, which shows his now narrowed focus.  The "intellectual chains" (l. 30) clearly express his confinement to an analytical view; the speaker then states he "lost both love and loathing" (l. 31), which demonstrates his complete realignment.  He is "Mured up in the wall of wisdom" (l. 32); that is, contained in his new emotionless outlook.  As the seasons progress and summer returns, the speaker does not align himself with the change; he is now at peace with his thoughts and no longer actively seeks the groundhog but merely "chanced upon the spot" (l. 35).  He takes a cerebral tone to this occurrence as he describes himself as a "geometer" (l. 39) studying "architecture" (l. 38)—an exacting and stable science. 


Years later he once again passes the point, but this time he finds nothing—no sign of life in the "whirling summer" (l. 43).  "Capped" (l. 44), in addition to meaning covered, can mean astonished, which hints at a relapse into his emotional past; but that is quickly put down by his "withered heart" (l. 44) that is now devoid of vigor and vitality.


The poem concludes as time advances, and the transformation from fervent emotion to reserved rationality has completed and stood the test of time.
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