The Road Not Taken by Robert Frost
This is one of those poems that has assumed a life beyond what the poet had perhaps intended. On the surface the poem seems to be a meditation on past events and actions; a contemplative reflection about what has gone on before. Research into the poem informs us that the poem was written with a sense of irony while the American poet was staying in the English countryside; in Gloucestershire to be precise. Whilst there, he enjoyed long walks with a friend, Edward Thomas, who took pride in being the poet’s personal guide to the more remote and wondrous aspects of the English country lanes and so forth. Apparently Edward Thomas would often express his regret in taking one lane over another and this seems to be the catalyst for the composition of this classic poem. Since the poem’s composition this poem has lent itself to many other texts including a well-known book, an award-winning website and has in fact become something of an aphorism in pop psychology. Do a search on the title and explore some of the results. What do these appropriations, transformations and interpretations suggest about the poem?

Interestingly enough, the figure of Edward Thomas is absent from this poem. Instead, the poem is narrated by an unnamed speaker who is identified by the personal pronoun ‘’I’. This is partly what imbues this lyrical poem with much of its meditative qualities and poignancy.
The Road not Taken

By Robert Frost

TWO roads diverged in a yellow wood,

And sorry I could not travel both

And be one traveler, long I stood

And looked down one as far as I could

To where it bent in the undergrowth;        5  
Then took the other, as just as fair,

And having perhaps the better claim,

Because it was grassy and wanted wear;

Though as for that the passing there

Had worn them really about the same,        10  
And both that morning equally lay

In leaves no step had trodden black.

Oh, I kept the first for another day!

Yet knowing how way leads on to way,

I doubted if I should ever come back.        15  
I shall be telling this with a sigh

Somewhere ages and ages hence:

Two roads diverged in a wood, and I—

I took the one less traveled by,

And that has made all the difference.        20

As you explore the poem, discuss and write answers to the following questions.

The poem is divided into four stanzas and each one of them contains an identical rhyming pattern.
1. Identify the rhyming pattern of the poem and suggest a reason as its intention.

In stanza one the narrator informs us that whilst on a physical journey he was confronted with a choice of roads and he decided to take one, even though he would have been perfectly happy to take the other.
2. Why do you think the conjunction, ‘And’, is repeated three times in this first stanza?
Stanza two explains his decision to take the one road over the other due to its fresher appearance. The narrator is quick to point out however, that there was little to distinguish between the two roads.
3. Comment on the use of low modality in this stanza. Remember that modality refers to the degree of certainty in language and can be indicated by verbs, nouns and adjectives.
Stanza three continues the regretful tone which is found in the entire poem and suggests that the decision taken at that point in time would be subsequently regretted.
4. What attitude is Robert Frost revealing about the nature of human experience?
The fourth stanza introduces a sense of closure to the poem in telling the reader that the experience to choose one road over the other is something that will influence the narrator for years to come. He admits that, ‘that has made all the difference” suggesting perhaps that one learns by experience and that ultimately it is the journey and what one learns on the way that matters, not the actual events and nature of the journey itself.
5. How does this concluding stanza provide a sense of unity in the poem?

The poem has a lucid, bucolic (to do with an idealised notion/perception of the countryside) setting which is presented in idealized terms.
6. Identify the words and images that describe this setting and comment on their effectiveness.
The poem certainly raises some important issues about the degree to which our decisions are ever consciously made. He raises doubts the limits of control people have over decision-making.
7. Suggest the range of influences that affect our decisions apart from conscious choices.
8. Highlight all words throughout the poem which are connected with a sense of regret and doubt.
9. What tense or tenses are used throughout the poem and comment if you think this grammatical choice is significant.
The poem is seen by many as a reflection which is aided by the choice of words Robert Frost uses, as well as the tense he employs in this text. The poem is certainly a metaphor; and this is what transforms this journey from a physical one into an inner journey. The ambiguity which dominates the poem seems to be intentional. The only certainty in the poem is that it deals with a solitary traveller who has come to a fork in the road and he must choose which way to go. The other aspect that everybody agrees on is the poem’s genteel country setting.
10. Much has been said about the poem as an example of pathetic fallacy. Investigate this term and comment on how such a term can be applied to this poem.
The text’s status as a poem, an aesthetic/cultural artefact, that has sprung from the imagination of the poem can also make this poem suitable if you are studying imaginative journeys as well.
Certainly there have been many interpretations of this poem and an overview of these is included here for you. Readers have responded differently to the poem and they question such aspects as:
· Is the traveller’s decision, as denoted in the title, a metonym for individuality?

· Can we assume that the lack of details about this ‘road not taken’ suggest that this road does not exist at all?

Some of the most credible interpretations of this poem can be summarized in this manner. ‘The road not Taken’:
· Is a metaphor for the journey of the soul of the soul and it essentially follows a Christian outlook

· Is a meditation on love and the choices one makes

· Is an omen warning against procrastination and not postponing the pursuit of dreams, ideals and goals

· An ironic contemplation about the need for choice making

· Presents a conservative ideology since it appears to prompt its readers to be content with the choices made in life and not to have any regrets.

· Highlights the futility of journeys since fate/destiny will reveal the most fortuitous and fruitful path.

Each one of these readings could be valid as long as you can find evidence in the poem to support it.
11. How can you account for each of these interpretations of the poem?
12. Do you think the proliferation of interpretations detracts or adds to the poem’s enduring popularity and effectiveness?
13.  Compose an ironic response to this poem from the perspective of the person who took the other road. You can do this in any form you like.
14. What can you conclude about the nature of journeys from this plethora of interpretations about this one, ‘road not taken’?
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