
People typically will have varied experiences throughout life—some borne of joyful experiences; others borne of rejection, sadness, or unfulfilled ambitions.  In “Acquainted with the Night,” the speaker laments his myriad experiences with life’s darker elements that have left on him indelible impressions.  As a result, the speaker bemoans his detachment from humankind that has left him lonely and consumed with sorrow and perhaps regret.  In “Acquainted with the Night,” Frost examines through setting, symbolism, imagery, and repetition the speaker’s acquaintance with unnamed experiences of darkness and sorrow.


The first line of the poem announces that the speaker has been “acquainted with the night,” suggesting immediately a matter more sinister than innocuous.  As night is an inevitable part of day, we can assume that the speaker is not making obvious reference to the pedestrian and cyclical occurrence of night.  Instead, Frost uses night as a symbol for the greater darkness less than genocide that people experience in their daily lives.  The specific experiences go unnamed, but the repetition of the speaker announcing “I have walked out in rain,” “I have outwalked the furthest city light,” and “I have looked down the saddest city lanes” clearly suggest that the speaker has led a life consumed with the observation and immersion in sorrowful matters.  The tone throughout the poem is bleak and detached, suggesting despondency on the speaker’s part over having endured experiences of pain, the result of either his own actions or purely that of others.


The setting further suggests the pervading influences the speaker’s relationship with darkness has perpetrated on his/her consciousness.  The speaker describes having traveled “the saddest city lane” and “an interrupted cry…from another street.”  This setting of a populated city accentuates the despondent detachment he feels, for it is the setting of a densely populated urban environment that provides paradoxically the greatest sense of isolation—with millions of people around us, we often feel alone, lost in intimate relationship with the experiences that have left us jaded with hardened heart.  In fact when the speaker passes the “watchman on his beat,” he averts his eyes so that he might not draw unwanted attention that he ironically might need, nor make even casual human contact.  The symbol of the “watchman” can represent many elements that often shepard others such as good friends, the clergy, or beloved teachers.  The speaker appears to feel so detached from the communion of humankind that he no longer wishes to reach out to others for solace, comfort, or shelter.


The symbolic night is interrupted for the speaker with the image of “One luminary clock against the sky.”   One may interpret the moon as an indicator of time the appearance of which  can be counted on/the appearance of which people can count on with mathematical precision.  However, even with the certainty of the appearance in the sky of the moon, for the speaker it “Proclaimed the time was neither wrong not right”(line 13), suggesting the degree of detached loss that the he feels in his life that has left him aimless, for he has “been one acquainted with the night” (line14).  In other words, in spite of the partial illumination that the moon provides, which pales in comparison with the more illustrious sun, the speaker is relegated to an existence of darkness in which only a modicum of luminescence exists.  Such existence of darkness clearly has left the speaker trounced by an overwhelming occurrence of defeat that he is “unwilling to explain” (line 6) perhaps because he feels lost within the mire of darkness that his life has become.  

Finally, Frost uses a variation on the traditional rhyming structure of the sonnet to illustrate the compounded gloom that has assumed control of the speaker’s life.  The pattern of ABA/BCB/CDC/DAD/AA interlock final syllables in each stanza.  The reader notices in the pattern that Frost chose that syllables in each stanza link back to the previous one, so that B is shared with both the first and second stanzas, C is shared with second and third stanzas, and D is shared with the fourth and fifth stanzas, while the final couplet returns the poem from whence this verse began, suggesting an interlocked cycle of sorrow that has slowly crept into the speaker’s life and consumed him in a manner that he cannot control.  Startlingly, though, the pattern of rhyme reveals the specific experience that plagues the reader that the ambiguity of the diction fails to reveal specifically.  Notice that the final stanza features the pattern of DAD, while the final couplet features the pattern of AA.  This explicitly reveals that the speaker feels he has grown detached from his father or DAD and that he is now a raging alcoholic who has substituted his father’s love, or more likely the absence of it, with the sweet life-affirming nectar of alcohol.  He is lost in the dark, symbolically represented by the setting of actual night and can’t find his way to Alcoholic’s Anonymous or AA. Thus he remains lost, or “Acquainted with the night” (lines 1 and 14).


In conclusion, Frost’s deft, terse use of images, symbols, and phrasing successfully conveys the interlocked, stifled life of the speaker in “Acquainted with the Night.”  In this masterpiece of verse the reader witnesses a series of dejected images that adroitly depict the jaded nature of the speaker whose testament reveals that he is perpetually lost in a morass of experiences that are dark in nature.  The ambiguity of these experiences compound the universality of the broader human experience acquaintances that humans have with times that try their souls.  Thus the Frost’s “night” is a universal moment with which people fraternize as they seek even marginal luminescence. 

