The Road Not Taken by Robert Frost

Theme: 

Choice is the most obvious theme. Frost dramatises the process of choice with his crossroads metaphor or symbol. He captures the different possible elements of the act of choice: 

coming upon the choice (“Two roads diverged”); wishing that both options could be taken (“sorry I could not travel both”);  the hesitation as one reflects on the choice (“long I stood”); 

the effort to imagine the consequences of a choice (“looked down one as far as I could”); 

the actual choice (“Then took the other”);  the reasons for the choice (“I took the one less travelled by”);  imagining that the alternative choice can be made at a later stage (“I kept the first for another day”); yet knowing that this is unlikely (“I doubted if I should ever come back”); 

revisiting  the choice (“I shall be telling this with a sigh”). 

Mood/Tone:
It is a reflective poem with no great strong feelings either way, but there is some sign of regret, whether at the choice made or at the fact that both choices were not possible: “sorry I could not travel both”. There is a “sigh” in the last verse, but it may be a sigh of regret at having chosen as he did, or a sigh of relief that he made the right choice, or a sigh of resignation that either way he has to live with the choice he has made. The last three lines are ambiguous -  it could be a tone of pride in himself that he has made a reasonable choice or one of regret. The phrase in the last line (“that has made all the difference”) usually implies a difference for the better but that might not be the case here. Perhaps the poet wants to give the reader a choice to make - two interpretations that diverge like the “Two roads”. But it may be the case that in poetry if not in life two diverging interpretations can co-exist. 

Problems:

It’s not clear whether the road he takes is actually “the one less traveled by”. Initially he suggests this – “having perhaps the better claim,/Because it was grassy and wanted wear”, but later seems to say they were much the same – “the passing there /Had worn them really about the same”. Is this a fault in the poem? Perhaps the poet is unsure, as people often are when making choices. Perhaps he’s acting on a hunch or intuition – they look the same but he feels that one is “less travelled”.

Links/Comparisons:

As in the other poems there is a rural background – the autumnal woodland typical of his New England home – “a yellow wood”, “the undergrowth”, “leaves no step had trodden”. Trees also figured in Mending Wall (“He is all pine and I am apple orchard”), Tuft of Flowers (“I looked for him behind an isle of trees”), and of course in Out,Out, where trees are being chopped (“sticks of wood/Sweet-scented stuff”). Nature isn’t as strong a presence this time as Frost is more concerned with the theme of choice, and less with any particular fork in a woodland path. Perhaps a real path inspired this reflection (symbol), or he has just come up with this idea to convey his feelings about life choices (metaphor). This poem reflects on this issue of choice, while other poems are also reflective – especially Tuft of Flowers (“I thought of questions that have no reply”) where he reflects on fellowship, and Mending Wall, where he reflects on barriers between people (“Before I built a wall I’d ask to know/What I was walling in and walling out”). 
The issue of choice also figures in Mending Wall – the poet has chosen to initiate the wall mending (“I let my neighbour know”) despite his reservations. They are following a tradition but they are not obliged to. In Tuft of Flowers the mower has presumably chosen to leave the tuft of flowers uncut, but it’s by accident or fate (the butterfly?) that the poet finds the tuft. In Out,Out, the tragedy is mostly an accident – no sense of choice or fate, though one could question the choices that had a boy using the saw. 
The poet himself is a strong presence in the poem, but there isn’t the sense of fellowship we find in the other poems. 

