Mending Wall by Robert Frost
Symbol:

The poem is a good example of the use of symbolism – obviously the wall is the symbol here. It’s clear from the first line that, though a particular wall sparks the meditation, it is walls in general that are in question and that there is a problem with them (“Something there is that doesn’t love a wall”).  The poet is questioning the significance of walls: “I’d ask to know/What I was walling in or walling out”.  The neighbour articulates the philosophy of walls/barriers (“Good fences make good neighbours”), but Frost, though he initiated the wall mending (“I let my neighbour know”), is having doubts about this age old practice, seeing in it something primitive (comparing the neighbour to “an old-stone savage”) and shrouded in superstition and ignorance (“He moves in darkness”). 

Themes:

Using the wall symbol he teases out various aspects of human relationships – the barriers we put up between ourselves. Paradoxically, this wall brings them closer as they work together as a team, in a neighbourly way, but there is still a distance – each works on his own side of the wall. This could be extended to cover relationships between countries, where border disputes are common and where definite and agreed borders can be of use in keeping the peace – but the maybe Frost would acknowledge this as he does in cases where barriers are of practical use in keeping cows in their own territory. He also suggests that rituals and traditions in are not necessarily good in themselves, and that some of them at least need to be re-examined to see if they are still relevant. However the other man is resistant: “He will not go behind his father's saying”


Tone/mood:

Though the poet is discussing serious issues of tradition and exclusion there is a playful mood.  In line 2 “the frozen-ground-swell” suggests that Frost has a destructive effect on walls - pun on his name.  There’s the odd spell: “Stay where you are until our backs are turned”, the stones compared to loaves and balls (17), the image of his apple trees crossing over to eat the neighbour’s pine cones, the pun on fence – giving offence, by putting up a fence, and the humorous idea of suggesting that elves have been damaging the walls. He is poking gentle fun at the neighbour by likening him to “an old-stone savage”.   Does his attitude smack of arrogance – looking down his nose and feeling superior to the neighbour?

Links/Comparisons

Unlike “Out, Out-”, the poet himself is a strong presence this time, but as participant, not observer.  Once again there is the familiar tame rural background, with its orchards and pine trees, but as with the violence of “Out, Out-” there is a hint of a primitive underside (“old-stone savage”). In Out,Out there was an accident with no level of choice (unless one wants to make carelessness an issue), but in Mending Wall it’s more a matter of drifting along, doing things a certain way because of habit or of custom and tradition (“spring mending-time”). As in Out, Out there are other people than the poet, in this case the neighbour. There’s a sense of community and neighbourliness in both poems. There’s destruction in both poems, but construction is also going on in Mending Wall as the title suggests. 

