
2.8 Mending Wall – Robert Frost 

Something there is that doesn't love a wall, 

That sends the frozen-ground-swell under it, 

And spills the upper boulders in the sun; 

And makes gaps even two can pass abreast. 

The work of hunters is another thing:     5 

I have come after them and made repair 

Where they have left not one stone on a stone, 

But they would have the rabbit out of hiding, 

To please the yelping dogs. The gaps I mean, 

No one has seen them made or heard them made,   10 

But at spring mending-time we find them there. 

I let my neighbour know beyond the hill; 

And on a day we meet to walk the line 

And set the wall between us once again. 

We keep the wall between us as we go.     15 

To each the boulders that have fallen to each. 

And some are loaves and some so nearly balls 

We have to use a spell to make them balance: 

"Stay where you are until our backs are turned!" 

We wear our fingers rough with handling them.    20 

Oh, just another kind of out-door game, 

One on a side. It comes to little more: 

There where it is we do not need the wall: 

He is all pine and I am apple orchard. 

My apple trees will never get across     25 

And eat the cones under his pines, I tell him. 

He only says, "Good fences make good neighbours." 

Spring is the mischief in me, and I wonder 

If I could put a notion in his head: 

"Why do they make good neighbours? Isn't it    30 

Where there are cows?  

But here there are no cows. 

Before I built a wall I'd ask to know 

What I was walling in or walling out, 

And to whom I was like to give offence.     35 

Something there is that doesn't love a wall,     

That wants it down." I could say "Elves" to him, 

But it's not elves exactly, and I'd rather 

He said it for himself. I see him there 



Bringing a stone grasped firmly by the top    40 

In each hand, like an old-stone savage armed.     

He moves in darkness as it seems to me, 

Not of woods only and the shade of trees. 

He will not go behind his father's saying, 

And he likes having thought of it so well     45 

He says again, "Good fences make good neighbours."   

 

About the Poet 

Robert Frost was born on 26th March 1874, in San Francisco After the death of his 

father from tuberculosis when Frost was eleven years old, he moved with his mother 

and sister to Lawrence, Massachusetts. He became interested in reading and writing 

poetry during his high school years there, and eventually enrolled at Dartmouth College 

and later at Harvard University in Boston, though he never earned a formal college 

degree 

Summary of Mending Wall  

Written in 1914, Mending Wall is a poem in blank verse that remains relevant for these 

uncertain times. It involves two rural neighbors who one spring day meet to walk along 

the wall that separates their properties and repair it where needed. 

The speaker in the poem is a progressive individual who starts to question the need for 

such a wall in the first place. The neighbor beyond the hill is a traditionalist and has, it 

seems, little time for such nonsense. 

'Good fences make good neighbors,' is all he will say. 

We all have neighbors, we all know that walls eventually need repairing. Walls separate 

and keep people apart, walls deny right of passage and yet provide security. Despite 

the need for such a barrier, the opening line - Something there is that doesn't love a wall, 

- implies that the idea of a wall isn't that straightforward. 

Robert Frost, in his own inimitable way, invites the reader into controversy by 

introducing mischief into the poem. The speaker wants to put a notion into the head of 

his neighbor, to ask him to explain why is it good walls make good neighbors, but in the 

end says nothing. 



A wall may seem useful in the countryside as it could help keep livestock safe and 

secure and mark a definite boundary. But a wall that separates village from village, city 

from city, country from country, people from people, family from family - that's a 

completely different scenario. 

Robert Frost's poem can help pinpoint such issues and bring them out into the open. 

Mending Wall - Themes 

The Wall as a Physical Barrier 

Property Disputes 

Neighbors 

Traditions 

Rural Boundaries 

Family Values 

Change/Transition 

Trespassing 

Taboo Subjects 

Sensitive Topics 

 

Analysis of Mending Wall - Form, Meter and Rhythm 

Frost uses blank verse for the form of the poem. Blank verse is unrhymed and mostly 

employs iambic pentameter, five feet per line, to drive the narrative: 

Something / there is / that does / n't love / a wall, 

That sends the frozen-ground-swell under it, 

And spills the upper boulders in the sun; 

And makes gaps even two can pass abreast. 

Sometimes Frost will use a trochee (DUMda) to start his line, giving sharp emphasis to 

the first syllable - as with the first line above: 

Something / there is / that does / n't love / a wall, 



but usually iambs rule (daDUM) within the ten syllables per line, which keeps the wall 

intact but leaves room for modification. However, lack of end-rhyme in blank verse 

denies the purely lyrical so the poet is certain that all 45 lines will have an individual 

sound. 

 Frost's genius lies in his diction and delivery - he's colloquial yet profound, and 

there are lines here that stay in the memory because they have a certain rhythm 

and music. They tempt the mind and please the voice. 

As the poem progresses the differences between the two become more marked. By line 

14 the two neighbors are walking either side of the wall, picking up and replacing 

various shaped boulders until they reach some trees where there might not be a need 

for a wall. 

The speaker goads the other protagonist. This is Frost the poet spicing things up with 

mischief and fun by suggesting this annual, seasonal walk is nothing more than a game, 

that one neighbor is all pine and the other an apple orchard.  

Tension becomes apparent as soon as the line Good fences make good neighbors 

appears in line 27, for it is this reply that sparks the speaker's need to know why a wall 

(a fence) can make somebody good. 

We're approaching moral territory here and in lines 32/33/34 an interesting issue arises: 

 When a wall is built, something is walled in and something is walled out. It becomes 

easier to offend someone so it's best to know beforehand just exactly why a wall 

needs to be constructed. Little wonder President Kennedy used Frost's lines when 

speaking at the Berlin Wall in the 1960s. 

'I am both wall builder and wall destroyer,' Frost wrote to his friend Charles Foster. 

Meaning? As a poet, words are used to build up something solid and hopefully enduring 

whilst at the same time a poet needs to break down walls that are no longer needed and 

are in fact obstacles to progress. Frost magically manages both with relative ease. 

Further Analysis of Mending Wall - Meaning 

Just what is it that doesn't love a wall? In this cold, rural setting common sense shows 

us that swollen ground upsets the stone formation; Nature herself knows no boundaries. 

Tree roots, hunters and dogs, even Elves, may be responsible for other gaps in the wall. 



 The speaker taunts and teases but it's more an internal mind game - there is no 

real, open dialogue or debate about the necessity of a wall. But there is the feeling 

that the speaker could well exist without a wall, whilst the entrenched neighbor 

relies on ancestral/patriarchal ties to maintain the solid barrier of stone. 

So as we near the end of the poem the scene becomes one of observer and observed. 

The traditionalist is now  

............like an old-stone savage armed. 

He moves in darkness as it seems to me, 

Not of woods only and the shade of trees. 

He will not go behind his father's saying. 

There are subtle variations on a monologue. The speaker is trying to convey the idea 

that there's this thick-skinned male he shares a boundary with, whose very identity is 

dependent on the wall being repaired so as to ensure continuity. 

Despite the gap between speaker and neighbor, in the end the wall gets mended. 

Line by Line 

Lines 1 – 4: 

Something there is that doesn’t love a wall,  

That sends the frozen-ground-swell under it,  

And spills the upper boulders in the sun,  

And makes gaps even two can pass abreast.  

In these lines, the poet speculates that there must be something in the vicinity that 

breaks down the wall again and again. Perhaps the water beneath the ground is frozen 

and the resulting ice expands to cause cracks in the wall and to make the boulders at 

its top fall down. The crack then grows until it is so wide that two people can pass 

through it side by side and walk in the same direction. 

Lines 5 – 11: 

The work of hunters is another thing:  

I have come after them and made repair  

Where they have left not one stone on a stone,  

But they would have the rabbit out of hiding,  

To please the yelping dogs. The gaps I mean,  



No one has seen them made or heard them made,  

But at spring mending-time we find them there.  

In these lines, the poet rejects the idea that the wall could have been broken by hunters. 

He himself has made repairs after hunters have rearranged the stones to allow rabbits 

to come out of their holes for their dogs to catch. However, the gaps that have now 

appeared on the wall have been made by something that is unseen and unheard. 

Lines 12 – 15: 

I let my neighbor know beyond the hill;  

And on a day we meet to walk the line  

And set the wall between us once again.  

We keep the wall between us as we go.  

In these lines, the poet says that the wall is between two lands separated by a hill. The 

farmer who lives on the other side of the hill is informed about the hole. A day is 

fixed on which they both meet and walk along the wall, each on his side surveying the 

damage 

Lines 16 – 19: 

To each the boulders that have fallen to each.  

And some are loaves and some so nearly balls  

We have to use a spell to make them balance:  

‘Stay where you are until our backs are turned!’  

In these lines, the poet says that he and his neighbor each take it upon themselves to 

restore the boulders that have fallen on his side of the hill. However, this is a difficult 

task since the stones are not always of the same size or shape. Some are oblong and 

some are round, and only magic can hold them in their places. 

Lines 20 – 24: 

We wear our fingers rough with handling them.  

Oh, just another kind of out-door game,  

One on a side. It comes to little more:  

There where it is we do not need the wall:  

He is all pine and I am apple orchard.  

In these lines, the poet says that his hands, as well as his neighbour’s hands, become 

calloused as a result of picking up the heavy boulders. It feels like they are playing 

some sort of game where there is only one opponent on each team. It seems like play 

rather than work because the wall is wholly unnecessary since the two farmers grow a 

different kind of plants. The poet grows apples and his neighbor grows pine trees. 

Lines 25 – 29: 



My apple trees will never get across  

And eat the cones under his pines, I tell him.  

He only says, ‘Good fences make good neighbors’.  

Spring is the mischief in me, and I wonder  

If I could put a notion in his head:  

In these lines, the poet says that he has tried to tell his neighbor that his apple trees 

will never encroach upon his pines, but that the neighbor remains unconvinced. His 

logic in putting up the wall is that all good neighbors are separated by strong fences. 

However, in the springtime, the poet feels mischievous and tries to convince his 

neighbor to agree with him in another way. 

Lines 30 – 35: 

‘Why do they make good neighbors? Isn’t it  

Where there are cows?  

But here there are no cows.  

Before I built a wall I’d ask to know  

What I was walling in or walling out,  

And to whom I was like to give offence.’ 

In these lines, the poet asks his neighbor why good fences make good neighbors. 

Fences often sprout some greenery on them and they attract cows. But there are no 

cows where the wall between their farms has broken down. In fact, the poet would 

like to know what he is keeping out and what he is protecting by building the wall, 

and also who might not take kindly to the idea of the wall being put up. 

Lines 36 – 41: 

Something there is that doesn’t love a wall,  

That wants it down.’ I could say ‘Elves’ to him,  

But it’s not elves exactly, and I’d rather  

He said it for himself. I see him there  

Bringing a stone grasped firmly by the top  

In each hand, like an old-stone savage armed.  

In these lines, the poet again speculates that the wall could have been pulled down by 

elves. But he doesn’t want to tell his serious neighbor that, hoping instead that the 

neighbor would come to the same conclusion by himself. As the neighbor works on 

rebuilding the wall, the poet feels that he resembles an uncouth and uncivilized 

inhabitant of the stone age, whose weapons are those very rocks which make up the 

wall. 

Lines 42 – 46: 



He moves in darkness as it seems to me – 

Not of woods only and the shade of trees.  

He will not go behind his father’s saying,  

And he likes having thought of it so well  

He says again, “Good fences make good neighbors.” 

In these lines, the poet suggests that his neighbor has some kind of kinship with 

darkness, but not just the darkness that is caused by the shade of trees in the forest. 

The neighbor cannot disagree with his father in saying that good fences account for 

peace among neighbors. 

Critical Analysis of Mending Wall:  

Most of Frost’s poems are simple at the surface and have a deeper layer of meaning 

beneath. “Mending Wall” is no exception. While the poet seems to be relating a 

simple tale of rebuilding a broken wall between the lands of two farmers, he is talking 

about a much larger and more profound subject – that of division between human 

beings. Writing as he did at the beginning of the 20th century, he was witness to the 

drawing of borders between nations. He knows that such borders are drawn to keep 

out immigrants, and for the security of the citizens of the respective nations. However, 

Frost believes that such reasons have no basis. Cultural intermixing is a good thing, 

according to Frost, and all nations should strive to acquaint themselves with the 

cultures of their neighbouring countries, he feels. Only then can cultural synthesis 

happen and great art be created. Art does not follow any borders or boundaries. The 

same issues are dealt with in American poetry, English poetry and European poetry as 

well. In a world of increasing division, Frost feels a kind of camaraderie with all those 

poets who are writing about the union of the human species all over the world. Like 

his neighbour, there are people who would do anything to keep out so-called intruders, 

and to protect their property with all their might, but Frost wants to convince all of 

them to demolish the walls they put up between themselves. He wants there to be an 

open dialogue between such people so that problems can be solved in unison to make 

the world a better place. 

Annotation of Mending Wall:  

Please note: N= noun, V=verb, Adj=Adjective, Adv=Adverb, P=Preposition  

Frozen-ground-swell (N): the uplift of soil or other surface deposits due to expansion 

of groundwater on freezing; also called a frost heave 

Spills (V): Third person present tense of the word “spill”, that is, (with reference to 

the contents of something) to empty out or be emptied out on to a surface 



Boulders (N): Plural form of the word “boulder”, that is, a large rock, typically one 

that has been worn smooth by erosion 

Abreast (Adv): Side by side and facing the same way 

Yelping (V): Present participle form of the word “yelp”, that is, to utter a short, sharp 

cry, especially of pain or alarm 

Mending (V): Present participle form of the word “mend”, that is, repair (something 

that is broken or damaged) 

Loaves (N): Plural form of the word “loaf”, that is, something having an oblong shape 

Wear (V): Damage, erode, or destroy by friction or use 

Orchard (N): A piece of enclosed land planted with fruit trees 

Cones (N): Plural form of the word “cone”, that is, the dry fruit of a conifer, typically 

tapering to a rounded end and formed of a tight array of overlapping scales on a 

central axis which separate to release the seeds 

Offence (N): Annoyance or resentment brought about by a perceived insult to or 

disregard for oneself 

Elves (N): Plural form of the word “elf”, that is, a supernatural creature of folk tales, 

typically represented as a small, delicate, elusive figure in human form with pointed 

ears, magical powers, and a capricious nature 

Grasped (V): Past tense of the word “grasp”, that is, to seize and hold firmly 

Savage (N): (Chiefly in historical or literary contexts) a member of a people regarded 

as primitive and uncivilized 

Armed (Adj): Equipped with or carrying a firearm or firearms 

Poetic Devices in Mending Wall:  

Rhyme scheme: 

The poet does not follow any identifiable rhyme scheme in this poem. 

Rhetorical devices: 

Apostrophe: 

This rhetorical device is used when a poet addresses his or her words to an absent 

audience or even a non-living entity. In this poem, the poet uses the device of the 

apostrophe in line 19 when he and his neighbor tell the boulders to stay balanced even 

after they have turned around after completing the job of mending the wall made of 



those boulders. He again uses it in lines 30 – 35 when he speaks to his neighbour 

about the dispensability of the wall. 

Personification: 

This rhetorical device is used to bestow human qualities on something that is not 

human. In this poem, the poet uses the device of personification in lines 25 – 26 with 

respect to the apple trees in his orchard. He gives the apple trees the human abilities to 

walk and eat. 

Epigram:  

This rhetorical device is used to make a brief, interesting, memorable, and sometimes 

satirical statement. In this poem, the poet uses the device of epigram in lines 29 and 

46 when he reports his neighbor’s saying that good fences make good neighbors. This 

means that there is harmony in non-interference. 

Simile: 

This rhetorical device is used when an overt comparison is made between two 

different things. In this poem, the poet uses the device of simile in lines 39 – 41 when 

he compares his neighbour to a savage from the stone-age and also uses the word 

“like” while making this comparison. 

Central Idea of Mending Wall:  

The wall between the lands of two farmers is broken down by some unknown force 

every spring and they must rebuild it. The poet himself does not want the wall there 

and tries to convince his neighbour of the same. However, his neighbor is sure that 

fences are required to maintain peaceful relations with neighbors. 

Themes of the Poem:  

Hints about the perpetrator: Though Frost never names the person or thing that 

breaks down the wall repeatedly, he does leave ample hints about the true identity of 

the perpetrator. The culprit in question is the poet himself. The first hint about this is 

given in line 2 when he uses the phrase “frozen-ground-swell”. Another tern for this 

phenomenon is frost heave. Frost is also the poet’s own surname. Again, towards the 

end of the poem, he talks about elves. Now elves are known to be mischievous in 

nature. The poet also says that springtime has brought about the mischief in himself. 

So he has become elf-like. However, he isn’t exactly an elf; he doesn’t have their 

pointy ears or their supernatural powers. He is a mere mortal and he doesn’t actually 

have the courage to admit that it was he who broke down the wall. That is why he 

would prefer it if his neighbour would come forward and accuse him of the same. If 

the neighbour were to do so, Frost would openly admit to his crime. Until the 



neighbour asks though, the poet will only try to convince him that the wall is 

unnecessary and hope he will agree not to rebuild it. 

Savagery and darkness: The poet says that his neighbour appears to be a savage 

from the stone age using the stones of the wall as weapons, and also that he has a 

kinship with darkness. Both savagery and darkness are meant to symbolize the small-

mindedness of his neighbour.  In the stone age, man was still uncivilized. The world 

had not yet come under his control and he felt that he had to jealously guard his few 

possessions from any creature that came his way or any force of nature that he is 

unaware of. That is why the stone age man fashioned weapons out of stone (not 

having discovered metals as yet) and used them in constant combat with anything he 

might be confronted with. The poet’s neighbour also jealously guards his land and 

tries to keep out Frost from his property by building the stone wall, and Frost thinks 

that is most unjust of him. Frost also says that the darkness he notices in his neighbour 

is not the darkness of the shade of trees. Rather it is a darkness of the heart. He is not 

open-minded and generous like Frost. He does not believe that all men should interact 

with each other. He is determined to wall himself in and wall everyone else out. 

The Tone of Mending Wall:  

The poet’s tone here is quite mysterious when he suggests that some natural or 

supernatural force is tearing down the wall without being seen or heard. However, this 

tone changes to one of mischief when he tries to convince his neighbour not to rebuild 

the wall. He could have been hostile towards his neighbour’s stubborn refusal to listen 

to him, but he is not. Instead, he chooses to simply listen to his neighbor speak about 

the utility of fences and go about his own business every spring. 

Conclusion:  

“Mending Wall” is typical of Frost’s style of writing. It describes something simple 

only to preach something far more profound. Frost’s message about the dispensability 

of borders is an important one to be making in 1914 – the year the First World War 

started. His belief that all men should stand united is a message for all times and all 

seasons. The fact that he could couch such inspirational messages in such 

uncomplicated verses is what makes Frost one of the greatest American poets of all 

time. 

 

 

 

 

 



QUESTIONS 

1. What two cause of gaps in the wall does the speaker of the poem identify? 

 

2. Who initiates the annual fixing of the wall? 

 

3. How do the two characters go about fixing the wall? 

 

4. Does the wall serve a practical purpose? Use examples from the poem to explain 
your answer. 

 

5. What does the saying “Good fences make good neighbours” mean? 

 

6. How does the speaker feel about the wall? Use examples from the poem to 
explain your answer. 

 

7. What does the speaker want to say to his neighbour? Why doesn’t he say it? 

 

8. Does the wall separate the two neighbours or bring them together? Use 
examples from the poem to explain your answer. 

 


