Poem "Mending Wall" by Robert Frost
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"Mending Wall" is a poem by the twentieth century American poet Robert Frost. It opens Frost's second collection of poetry, North of Boston, published in 1914 by David Nutt, and it has become "one of the most anthologized and analyzed poems in modern literature".

A stone wall separates the speaker’s property from his neighbor’s. In spring, the two meet to walk the wall and jointly make repairs. The speaker sees no reason for the wall to be kept—there are no cows to be contained, just apple and pine trees. He does not believe in walls for the sake of walls. The neighbor resorts to an old adage: “Good fences make good neighbors.” The speaker remains unconvinced and mischievously presses the neighbor to look beyond the old-fashioned folly of such reasoning. His neighbor will not be swayed. The speaker envisions his neighbor as a holdover from a justifiably outmoded era, a living example of a dark-age mentality. But the neighbor simply repeats the adage.

In “Mending Wall” human affairs and nature are mostly in conflict. Two neighbours (one of them, the “I” of the poem, apparently Frost) are mending a dry stone wall that forms the border between their land in spring, the natural time for mending the damage done by winter. Frost suggests, half seriously, half playfully, that there is a mysterious force (presumably Nature) that “does not love a wall” and more seriously that there is no need for a wall there, but his neighbour is set in his belief that “good fences make good neighbours”.

Frost emphasises the mystery by fronting “something” in “Something there is”, suggesting that it is an unknown, but the explanation of the “frozen ground swell under it” is scientifically correct, even though it sounds magical and mysterious, as if the earth were moving in waves like the sea. He adds to the mystery of this wall destroying force with “no one has seen them made or heard them made” and by the playful idea of having to use a spell to make the stones stay in their places - “Stay where you are until our backs are turned!” – which appears to mean that they are bound to fall once the wall repairers have gone!
The two men cooperate to rebuild the division between then and to reinforce the sense of property and ownership of the land (each on their own side and using only stones from their own side) but Frost feels their work to prevent the wall being destroyed by nature is rather pointless, “just another kind of out-door game”, because there is no need for a wall there – they both have trees on their land, not animals, and he goes on to be more seriously negative about walls – siding more or less with Nature in his dislike of them, especially unnecessary ones, wanting to know

“What I was walling in or walling out

And to whom I was likely to give offence.” 

Frost’s attitude here seems to be that both humans and Nature may take offence at wall building and as so often in his poems a wider and deeper meaning seems to peep through the literal- the idea that man-made divisions and artificial boundaries (perhaps especially where land is concerned) are “against nature” and to be avoided whenever possible. He repeats and completes that first sentence 
“Something there is that doesn’t love a wall, 

That wants it down.” – the destructive “down” emphatically completing it.

Mischievously (“Spring is the mischief in me”) he thinks of suggesting a different kind of magical explanation, “elves”, but in the end leaves his more primitive, unquestioning neighbour contented with his father’s traditional saying. His relationship with nature is based on unthinking tradition and the need to control nature, even though Frost creates a memorable image of him “like an old stone savage armed” with a stone grasped in each hand, which makes him seem very much a savage part of the nature he works to tame.
The poem has a particularly relaxed, natural feel to it, having few changes from standard word order; it sounds like somebody thinking out loud while working or like a modern soliloquy. There is no rhyme and the rhythm is unobtrusive but quite regularly iambic. This suits the half playful, half serious tone and the loosely organised thinking.

In “Stopping by Woods..” there is a again a conflict between human affairs and Nature, but nature here is darker – there isn’t the same mischievous, playful element -except in the horse perhaps. Here the poet is apparently on a journey home alone “with promises to keep” when he pauses in a lonely spot to watch someone’s woods “fill up with snow”. The conflict is between the demands of ordinary life (the miles to go and the promises) and the inhuman attractions of the dark woods and the snow.
The horse that has been carrying him homewards becomes associated, naturally enough, with the warm human world and is described in human and endearing ways
“My little horse must think it queer
To stop without a farmhouse near”
And in the next stanza

“He gives his harness bells a shake 
To ask if there is some mistake”

The cosy sound image and  anthropomorphism of “think” and “ask” with the feel of human self-consciousness in “gives his …bells a shake” rather than just “shakes his … bells”act as a contrast to the only other sound,
 “ the sweep of easy wind and downy flake”,  to the lonely and nearly silent beauty of the snowy woods on “the darkest evening of the year”. 

Although Frost discouraged solemn analysis of his deeper meanings it is easy to find a dangerous attraction in “the woods are lovely, dark and deep” and the repetition of  “miles to go before I sleep” perhaps suggests a weariness with life and its obligations, a desire for easeful death, for the peace of losing one’s human self in the dark and  impersonal beauty of  winter.
Whether this is true or not, this poem, which sounds so simple, is intricate in design. There are not only three rhyming lines out of  4  in each stanza but the non-rhyming line rhymes with the 3 lines of the next stanza, tying the whole experience and conflict together into a unified whole and yet the rhymes seem natural and inevitable. There are many  effective uses of sound, the alliteration and long vowel sounds of “dark and deep” for example and the assonance of  “the sweep of easy wind”, and the parallelism of “easy wind and downy flake” helping to create the dark beauty of the moment.
Both poems dramatise the relationship between the human world and nature, “mending Wall” in a reflective and sometimes playful manner and “Stopping by Woods” by uniting the conflicting pull on the individual in the perfectly crafted expression of a single moment.
