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Chapter One An early modern revolution
Alone with Lady Macbeth after his disturbing encounter with Banquo’s ghost (3.4.126), Macbeth asks, “What is the night?” The question is both a common way of asking the time in early modern England, and the inquiry which shapes this book. In the lives of early modern men and women, what was the night? In 1785 the Parisian writer Louis-Sébastien Mercier (1740–1814) confidently stated in an essay on “The Pillow” that “the night is the common benefactress of every thing that breathes.”1 A century earlier the barber-surgeon Johann Dietz (1665–1738), riding out of Hamburg late at night, unexpectedly came upon three hanged men on a gallows. “Filled with horror,” he reminded himself in his memoir that “the night is no man’s friend.”2 The ubiquity and ambiguity of the night evoked by the comments of Dietz and Mercier make the night impossible for the historian to pin down, but they also make these hours an extraordinarily revealing vantage point.
For the people of early modern Europe, the night imposed fundamental limits on daily life, at the same time serving as a many-faceted and evocative natural symbol. By connecting the quotidian with the symbolic, I examine the night at the intersection of the history of daily life and cultural history. Bringing empirical evidence from early modern daily life, drawn from diaries, letters, and legal sources, together with the immense trove of representations of the night in early modern religion, literature, and art, this study opens up a new and surprisingly consistent image of Northern Europe in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. With overlapping and sometimes conflicting goals poets, princes, courtiers, burghers, and common people “nocturnalized” spiritual and political expression, public space, and their use of daily time.3 My study is focused on this nocturnalization, defined as the ongoing expansion of the legitimate social and symbolic uses of the night.
Nocturnalization touched all aspects of early modern culture. In the early modern centuries spiritual authors from John of the Cross to John Milton used the night to express contrariety, self-denial, and the ineffable nature of the Divine. At royal courts and in cities, nocturnalization unfolded (and is most visible to scholars) in the years after 1650, when mealtimes, the closing schedules of city gates, the beginning of theatrical performances and balls, and closing times of taverns all moved several hours later.4 In the same years the nonalcoholic beverages chocolate, coffee, and tea surged in popularity – and coffeehouses, notorious for their late hours, appeared in all European cities by 1700.5 Of all these developments, the swift rise of public street lighting is the most salient: in 1660, no European city had permanently illuminated its streets, but by 1700 consistent and reliable street lighting had been established in Amsterdam, Paris, Turin, London, and Copenhagen, and across the Holy Roman Empire from Hamburg to Vienna. Fear of the night was now mingled with improved conditions for labor and leisure as the emerging modern night began to show its characteristic ambivalence. Devotional writers such as the Anglican minister Anthony Horneck (1641–97) praised the hours after sunset: “Now is the soul nimbler, subtler, quicker, fitter to behold things sublime and great … Midnight prayers strangely incline God’s favour.”6 Early eighteenth-century moralists like the urbane Tatler editor Richard Steele (1672–1729) and the German Pietist Phillip Balthasar Sinold (1657–1742) described as new the regular “night life” of citizens and courtiers. Across Northern Europe in the seventeenth century we see the increased scope and legitimacy of the use of the night in spiritual and political imagery, and in everyday life.7 This study seeks to understand the origins, development, and effects of nocturnalization in early modern Northern Europe.8
1.1 An early modern revolution
Rooted in early modern daily life, nocturnalization was a revolution. The turn to the night changed how the people of early modern Europe ate, drank, slept, and worked, restructuring their daily lives and their mental worlds. Through nocturnalization early modern men and women found new paths to the Divine, created baroque opera and theater, formed a new kind of public sphere, and challenged the existence of an “Invisible World” of nocturnal ghosts and witches. And the imprint of nocturnalization on the early Enlightenment helped reconfigure European views of human difference and the place of humankind in the universe.
The early modern centuries began with an entirely new conception of the night. In 1540, the earliest published description of the heliocentric model of the solar system explained its implications for understanding the physical cause of the night:
The earth, like a ball on a lathe, rotates from west to east, as God’s will ordains; and … by this motion, the terrestrial globe produces day and night and the changing appearances of the heavens, accordingly as it is turned toward the sun.9
This text, the Narratio prima (1540–41) of Georg Rhäticus, was the first publication to explain the night as an effect of the earth’s rotation. Rhäticus was a student of Copernicus, whose De Revolutionibus orbium coelestium libri sex (“Six books on the revolutions of the heavenly spheres”) of 1543 described “the best-known movement of all, the revolution of day and night … as belonging wholly and immediately to the terrestrial globe.”10 The new astronomy explained that the rotation of the earth on its axis produces day and night, but it also implied another kind of night: the endless darkness of space, through which the earth moved around the sun “Like one that hath been led astray / Through the Heav’ns wide pathless way.”11
Our deep-seated awareness of the darkness of space was unknown to the medieval world. As C.S. Lewis has observed, in the geocentric medieval view the space between the earth and the distant circle of fixed stars was illuminated: night was “merely the conical shadow cast by our Earth.”12 Solar and divine light filled the space above the earth, and the darkness of night was local, limited to the hemisphere of the earth not illuminated as the sun rotated around it. In this geocentric view, “when we look up at the night sky we are looking through darkness but not at darkness.”13 So Dante imagined the universe. But for the German shoemaker and theosopher Jacob Böhme (1575–1624), whose influential understanding of darkness and the night we will examine in chapter 3, the transition from the medieval universe to the new astronomy was deeply unsettling: “Before this [his acceptance of the heliocentric view] … I myself held that the true Heaven formed a round circle, quite sky-blue, high above the stars.”14 Led to “pagan thoughts” by his acceptance of the heliocentric view, Böhme was not the only pensive soul thrown into crisis by the thought of a polycentric and infinite universe of darkness: Pascal cried out that “the eternal silence of these infinite spaces fills me with dread.”15 Early modern Europeans slowly realized that the new astronomy revealed an infinite universe of endless night. As we will see in chapter 8, leading figures of the early Enlightenment, such as Bernard Le Bovier de Fontenelle (1657–1757), embraced this understanding of darkness and the night as a new basis for European cultural superiority.
This identification of the night with the earth’s immanent motion signals the history of the night in early modern Europe: dynamic and revolutionary, yet tied to age-old rhythms and continuities. And like the new heliocentric understanding of the physical cause of night on earth, the nocturnalization examined in this book spread gradually from its distinct origins to widespread cultural impact. The claims made by Copernicus and elaborated by Rhäticus were understood by few and accepted by fewer still in their lifetimes. But like the new attitudes toward the night seen in nocturnalization, these revolutionary reorientations in space and time were far-reaching.
To understand nocturnalization in the early modern period we must examine the long-standing continuities of the night stretching from the ancient world to the Industrial Revolution. Compared with the effects of industrialization on the human relationship with the night, any developments within the pre-industrial period might seem trivial: the hearth, the oil-lamp, and the candle remained the only sources of artificial light before the nineteenth century. All early modern Europeans experienced the night as a natural force, with little or no way to escape its constraints. A synchronic history of the night shows how consistently the night was experienced across the pre-industrial world, from village to palace, from shepherd to sovereign.16 But within this enduring pre-industrial night, the early modern period reveals a dynamic relationship between daily life and cultural expression that drove nocturnalization forward. This relationship gave us the modern night illuminated for labor and leisure by gas and electricity. How have scholars examined the continuity and change in this relationship between early modern Europeans and the night that surrounded them?
Individual and social responses to the division of the day into daylight and darkness are fundamental to every culture, but scholars have just begun to examine systematically the social experience of the night in early modern Europe. References to nocturnal activity and the symbolic associations of the night in early modern Europe are scattered in research on topics ranging from Caravaggio and the history of street lighting to witch persecutions, astronomy, and coffeehouses. This research offers a fascinating but contradictory picture: we see a diabolical night, nocturnal devotion, honest labor at night, and a night of drunken excess and indiscipline. This study explores these extraordinary tensions in the early modern night, a night balanced between pre-industrial societies and the modern world, a night both devilish and divine, restful and restive, disciplined and ungovernable.
The work of scholars such as Norbert Schindler, Wolfgang Schivelbusch, A. Roger Ekirch, Daniel Ménager, and Alain Cabantous has begun to orient us to this jumbled terrain, placing the early modern night in three important contexts: in the history of sleep, as a site for every sort of quotidian activity, and as a symbol of great force in popular and learned culture. These scholars have approached nocturnal activities in early modern Europe in terms of necessity and leisure, and order and disorder. To understand the night as a symbol, these scholars have assessed its positive and negative connotations in the classical and Christian traditions. This scholarship, which has focused primarily on the night in the longue durée, provides an essential overview of what we already know about the quotidian and symbolic aspects of the early modern night.
Sleep is the first necessity of the night. Its history in pre-industrial times has been examined in the innovative work of A. Roger Ekirch.17 Contrary to assumptions that pre-modern people “fled to their beds soon after sunset” and generally stayed there until sunrise, Ekirch has uncovered an age-old pattern of segmented sleep, arguing that “until the close of the early modern era, Western Europeans on most evenings experienced two major intervals of sleep bridged by up to an hour or more of quiet wakefulness.”18 Ekirch describes a first sleep starting after sunset and lasting several hours, followed by a short waking interval and then a second sleep until dawn. The division of the night into a “first” and “second” sleep is supported by a vast range of sources, from diaries and depositions to poetry and prose literature, and the experience of segmented sleep seems to have been familiar to all medieval and early modern Europeans.19 The implications of segmented sleep are many. The interval of wakefulness provided time for prayer, reflection, conversation, intimacy, or activities ranging from housework to petty theft: a demarcated period of nocturnal activity in the middle of long nights. And if the feeling of well-being some described during their wakeful interval was widespread, then the baleful accounts of night’s terrors must be qualified.
The second necessity of the night was work, and early modern people worked at night in countless ways. In large cities, work rhythms were uncoupled from sunrise by the end of the Middle Ages. Evidence from sixteenth-century England and France and from a detailed study of Hamburg shows that activity began around 6 a.m. regardless of the hour of sunrise. This pattern applied to merchants, clerks, masters, apprentices, and domestic servants – all rose around 5.30 a.m., often in the dark, to breakfast and begin work, perhaps attending an early church service first.20 By the end of the seventeenth century, merchants and officials had left this common schedule by moving the start of their workday at least two hours later.21 The urban workday included several long breaks and ended between 7 and 10 p.m.: extending the day’s work after sunset by candlelight was always a possibility. Many references to late-night labor come from craftsmen and artisans working to fill an order or finish a specific job that had to done by a certain time.22 In contrast to the intensive night work of urban artisans, those in the countryside often filled the “extra” time on long winter evenings with less skilled tasks or those that required less light, such as carding wool or spinning. Village spinning bees were an extraordinarily important part of sociability in the rural night, discussed below in chapter 7.
There were in fact many reasons to work at night in the early modern period. Harvests could not wait, especially if bad weather or pilferage threatened the crop. Once heated, furnaces and forges were used around the clock; brewing and distilling were complex tasks that could not be halted at nightfall. The tides set the work rhythms on the London docks and for rural fishermen.23 Bakers rose very early; in eighteenth-century Paris their work “day” began between 11. 30 p.m. and 2.30 a.m., and we read of one master and his baker-boys who worked straight through from 8 p.m. to 7 a.m.24 The domestic labor of wives and servants extended nearly around the clock.25 Consumption also promoted work at night. The extraordinary growth of London and Paris in the eighteenth century had to be fed, and an army of local farmers and vendors traveled overnight to bring their wares into the cities’ markets for the morning. In cities and villages “labor at night developed significantly at the end of the seventeenth century, and the regulations intended as safeguards quickly became obsolete,”26 reflecting the nocturnalization of early modern daily life.
When the workday ended, some were too exhausted to do anything but sleep. But even the urban day laborers, artisans, and farmhands with the most physically demanding work looked to the evening and night for their free time. Church and state authorities recognized, at least in principle, the need for leisure time, and the service contracts of apprentices and servants gave them some expectation of free time during the day and in the evening. These servants and apprentices could hardly afford to drink in alehouses, taverns, or cabarets, but these public houses provided the “night life” for the more established men and women of the village or neighborhood. Among the many diversions in local public houses at night (especially conversation, singing, or dancing), card-playing stands out as near-universal by the end of the sixteenth century.27 The increasing regulation of leisure from the Reformation onward focused on the use of the night by young people, with countless proclamations of curfews for servants and apprentices, and on holding public houses to strict closing times (usually 9 p.m. in winter and 10 p.m. in summer). The limited success of these regulations, together with the enormous growth of nocturnal leisure for the wealthy, has led Alain Cabantous to conclude that “one way or another, the vast majority of the population of Western Europe slowly began to see the night as a period of free time.”28
The night was becoming the focus of one’s free time, but it was not a time free from suspicion. In the eyes of early modern criminal courts, any night life outside the home made an individual, whether defendant, victim, or witness, suspect. But this suspicion was not distributed equally. When brought together, the existing scholarship reveals a matrix of reputation, location, class, and gender used to evaluate nocturnal activities. Wealthy or well-born men stood in one corner of this evaluative grid, with poor women “nightwalkers” in the opposite position. There was room on this grid for well-born, respectable women to attend the opera or a ball at night, and for day laborers to drink late into the night at a public house without drawing the charge of disorder. Likewise, ordinary married women frequented the drinking establishments of their neighborhood or village in the evening or at night; these visits were more respectable when the married women went as a group, perhaps to celebrate a baptism or churching. The night fascinated (and continues to fascinate) because one could move in the blink of an eye from the most legitimate and respectable locations in this nocturnal matrix to a far more disorderly, vulnerable, or exciting position.
The line between licit leisure, drunken disorder, and violent crime was easily crossed at night. Disturbances of the peace by young men or by those leaving public houses arose from masculine leisure cultures, rural and urban. Following these men further into the night, they might be the victims of theft, or perpetrators of assault. The most recent work on crime at night from Alain Cabantous seeks to distinguish between early modern perceptions of the night as criminal and the actual incidence of crime at night. According to the studies surveyed by Cabantous, in England and France homicides were not more numerous at night; nor was theft. But both crimes were classified differently and punished more severely if committed at night.29
Indeed, the night remained a separate jurisdiction with its own crimes, policing, and sanctions through the end of the Old Regime. The venerable watch policed the night as best it could. There was no corresponding “day watch”: the cities and towns of early modern Europe did not employ any general daytime policing until the nineteenth century. Some crimes and misdemeanors were also specific to the night – walking without a light, keeping a public house open too late, disturbing the peace, lantern-smashing, dueling (at dusk or dawn), and grave-robbing.
In cities like London, Paris, or Leipzig, the curfew was overwhelmed by a growing night life in the seventeenth century, well before the establishment of street lighting. Authorities focused on the requirement that anyone out on the streets after dark carry a light so that they could be seen, and on the closing times of public houses. In 1700 the lieutenant-general of police of Paris, d’Argenson, sought to “establish some order in the cabarets of the villages neighboring Paris.” He proposed that “upon order of the King … the proprietors of those cabarets found open after midnight will be led to prison.” As the legal closing time in summer was 10 p.m., he thought this a reasonable step.30 D’Argenson noted that “cabarets of this sort depend for all their profits on the countryside parties,” reminding us of nocturnal movement throughout Paris and out to its suburbs. This night life was facilitated by street lighting (already a generation old in Paris by this time), but as Cabantous has observed, growing nocturnal sociability and mobility also sustained and promoted assaults, brawls, and theft by night. Almost all perpetrators and victims were male; female victims included shop assistants, peddlers, and prostitutes.31 Cabantous’s findings on gender and crime raise significant questions about women and the urban public sphere examined below in chapter 6.
The existing scholarship on the symbolic valences and associations of the night in the pre-modern West reveals an ambivalent legacy. All the religious traditions of early modern Europe – Roman Catholic, Protestant, Orthodox, Jewish, and Muslim – used the night to think about God and humankind, good and evil. Certainly some of the most complex and sustained discussion of darkness and the night in the West took place within the Christian tradition. The volume, complexity, and variety of writing about the night in the Christian tradition and the range of topics it understood through the night far surpass modern attempts to address the night in philosophical or literary terms. And the upheavals within early modern Christendom from the Reformations to the Enlightenment make the symbolic associations of the night in this period especially dynamic and significant.
For early modern Christians, darkness and the night had long served as powerful metaphors. From the tradition’s earliest writings, darkness and the night have borne strongly -– though not exclusively – negative associations. The letters of Paul repeatedly contrast light as righteous with darkness as evil, as in 2 Corinthians 6:14: “For what fellowship hath righteousness with unrighteousness? and what communion hath light with darkness?” and 1 Thessalonians 5:5: “You are all the children of light, and the children of the day: we are not of the night, nor of darkness.”32 The night represents evil or separation from God. The light–night opposition is especially intense in the Johannine books: “Jesus answered and said unto him … this is the condemnation, that light is come into the world, and men loved darkness rather than light, because their deeds were evil,” and “Then spake Jesus again unto them, saying, I am the light of the world: he that followeth me shall not walk in darkness, but shall have the light of life” (John 3:10–19; 9:5). The betrayal and arrest of Jesus at night and the mid-day darkness that marked the crucifixion reflect the same associations.
Do these early Christian writings present any counter-associations in their use of the night? In the frame of its powerful light–darkness / good–evil oppositions, the Gospel of John introduces “a man of the Pharisees, named Nicodemus, a ruler of the Jews: The same came to Jesus by night, and said unto him, Rabbi, we know that thou art a teacher come from God.” Later when he is praised for preparing the body of Jesus for burial, he is described as “Nicodemus, which at the first came to Jesus by night” (John 3:1–2; 7:50–51; 19:39). There has been little consensus among commentators on this obscure figure, on the one hand criticized for coming to Jesus only in secret, on the other hand praised as a true disciple.33 As we will see below in chapter 3, the religious persecutions of the confessional era gave Nicodemus – and the night – new valences. Further exceptions to identification of the night and its darkness with evil are also seen in the story of the Apostle Paul. As Wolfgang Speyer has observed, in pagan, Jewish, and Christian antiquity midnight and noon were liminal times, both associated with blessings and maledictions. Paul, first struck blind at midday (Acts 9:8; 22:6–11), is later freed from prison “at midnight” as he and Silas pray (Acts 16:25).34
Augustine repeated the dominant biblical motif, noting in book 13 of his Confessions that “we are now light … and children of the light and children of the day, not children of night and darkness.”35 When writing against the dualists of his age, however, Augustine affirmed the place of darkness in divine creation:
Yet even these privations of things are so ordered in the universe of nature … For by not illuminating certain places and times, God has also made the darkness as fittingly as the day.36
Even so, Augustine considers literal darkness only in terms of privation (“darkness is the absence of light in the same way in which silence is the absence of voice”), not as a material complement to light or as a source of positive imagery.37
The influence of Neoplatonism on Christian spirituality helped generate a set of ideas centered on “interiority”, “ascent”, complementary “light and darkness”, and “oneness with God” (as Denys Turner has described them) that first allowed darkness and the night to serve as paths to God.38 Most influential were the writings of Denys (or Dionysius) the Areopagite, a Syrian theologian of the late fifth century CE. Denys created a rich and complex mystical vocabulary of apophatic darkness which reoriented the light–darkness motif in the Christian tradition. As he proclaimed in The Mystical Theology: “I pray we could come to this darkness so far above light!”39
Denys placed darkness in his apophatic theology of that which cannot be expressed about God. Introducing his Mystical Theology, he explained that “the more we take flight upward, the more our words are confined to the ideas we are capable of forming; so that now as we plunge into the darkness which is beyond intellect, we shall find ourselves not simply running short of words but actually speechless and unknowing.”40 This association of darkness with apophatic and mystic theology laid the foundation for all later discussions of nocturnal spirituality in the tradition. “Darkness” served to evoke a theology of speechlessness, a “darkness which is beyond intellect,” later described by Nicholas of Cusa as a docta ignorantia. Denys evoked this darkness to open The Mystical Theology:
Lead us up beyond unknowing and light,
up to the farthest, highest peak of mystic scripture,
where the mysteries of God’s Word
lie simple, absolute and unchangeable
in the brilliant darkness of a hidden silence.
Amid the deepest shadow
they pour out overwhelming light.41
Darkness, and by extension the night, could now help to express a Christian’s approach to an ineffable and utterly transcendent God. And Denys held almost apostolic authority in the West from the twelfth until the sixteenth century, when his identification with the biblical Areopagite of Acts 17:34 was decisively proven false.42
The mystic praise of the night and its darkness in late antiquity would find little echo in the Christianized Germanic culture of the early medieval period. Anglo-Saxon texts such as Beowulf and “The Dream of the Rood” present a night of utter danger and evil, with no redeeming qualities. Fear, treachery, and violence fill the night in the earliest German and Scandinavian poetry as well. Clerical writers of this age understood the night in dismal terms: Hrabanus Maurus (d. 856) explained that “Night represents injustice, infidelity, and all misfortune.”43 “The day is for the living, and the night is for the dead,” Thietmar of Merseburg (976–1018) asserted.44 Describing his journey from Reims to Chartres in March 991, the Benedictine Richer of Reims spoke of “the threat of the night” as the sun began to set. After a slow and dangerous bridge crossing he saw that “the night had fallen, covering the world with horrid darkness.”45 As scholars such as Chris Fitter have noted, early medieval texts never present the night as positive in a material or spiritual sense, focusing instead on themes of assault and danger.46
The place of communal prayer at night in the Rule of St. Benedict is well known.47 The Nocturnal Office offered the opportunity to encounter the Lord at night, but it was also understood as a form of communal defense against its dangers.48 Medieval writers in the Benedictine tradition found no opportunities to use the night as a metaphor for approaching the Divine. For example, the writings of Anselm of Canterbury (1033–1109) abound with images of divine light, but he never uses any language of apophatic darkness or envisions the dark night as a path to God, in contrast with ancient and early modern theologies of darkness.
In recent years several scholars have sought to assess the night in the high and late Middle Ages. Writing in the context of studies of other aspects of medieval culture, including collections on the monstrous and on space and place in the Middle Ages, Deborah Youngs and Simon Harris have focused on “the metaphorical and literal uses of the night in medieval society,” while the Bulgarian medievalist Tzotcho Boiadjiev has examined the night in the practical texts of medieval sermons and exempla of the tenth through fifteenth centuries. Both of these studies describe a night of external threats, natural and supernatural. Using a long series of sermons and exempla Boiadjiev shows how the night transformed ambivalent places such as the road, the bridge, or the churchyard, which in other contexts might serve as symbols of progress or strength, into sites of diabolical danger and violence. For Youngs and Harris, the clerical writers of the twelfth through fifteenth centuries constructed a “dark ‘other’” in their efforts to “fix what it meant to be in the light of God and part of the Christian community.”49 While they explore the wide range of negative associations with the night in the high and late Middle Ages, both of these studies go beyond the clichés of unrelenting nocturnal fear to examine the burgeoning illicit night life seen in cities beginning around the twelfth century.50
In the period from the sixth through fourteenth centuries, Christian writers in the West seldom drew on the few positive associations the night had acquired during the first five centuries of their tradition. The wide influence of Denys in the West issued from his writings on celestial and ecclesiastical hierarchy; his use of darkness in paradoxes to describe the Divine, whose “transcendent darkness remains hidden from all light and concealed from all knowledge” found little resonance. By the fourteenth century, however, the growth of mystical theology had renewed the use of the night in the apophatic sense first expressed by Gregory of Nyssa and Denys. Apophatic images of darkness and the night can be seen in the works of Meister Eckhart (d. 1328), in the fourteenth-century Cloud of Unknowing (unknown English author), in the writings of Denis the Carthusian (1402–71), and most systematically in the De docta ignorantia (1440) of Nicolas of Cusa (1401–64).51 With the Dionysian corpus established and reworked by Nicolas of Cusa and other fifteenth-century mystics, early modern Christians could cite venerable authorities when using the imagery of the night to inspire or exalt, creating a counterpoint to the more widespread and traditional association of darkness and the night with evil. How early modern Christians drew on the theologies of darkness in their tradition has been little studied, and is the focus of chapters 2 and 3 of this book.
The night is emerging as a focus of scholarship in early modern Europe, creating enormous opportunities to explore the period in relation to this ubiquitous aspect of culture and daily life. How best can scholars connect the night with the salient themes and issues of the early modern centuries? To bring the history of the night into dialogue with the history of the early modern day, so to speak, we can see the night as part of a broader form of analysis, rather than as a self-contained topic. In this study I use daily life as a category of historical analysis to understand the reciprocal relationship between night and society. I show how early modern men and women mapped the contrast between darkness and light – a fundamental distinction of daily life – onto early modern culture, and how this culture in turn helped structure the distinction between night and day.52 This approach also broadens and reorients the history of daily life itself by focusing on the imprint of everyday distinctions on complex bodies of thought and expression.53 By moving beyond considering daily life simply as an object of study, and using it instead as a category of analysis, we can illuminate aspects of culture and society far beyond the quotidian, such as Lutheran mysticism or changing beliefs about ghosts and spirits. This approach creates new and valuable perspectives by examining the reciprocal relationships between the night and witchcraft persecutions, confessional formation, absolutism and court culture, the civilizing process, social discipline, gender and the public sphere, and colonization, race, and the early Enlightenment.
In medieval Europe, spiritual and political authorities forced the individuals and groups they excluded into the night, “physically in their movements, and metaphorically by being linked to the evil abroad in the darkness.”54 This process intensified in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries as demonologists tied the crime of witchcraft to the nocturnal witches’ sabbath (a connection never made, for example, in the fifteenth-century Malleus maleficarum). But as I show in chapter 2, discourses of witchcraft in this period focused on the night in another, more interior way, as the time of diabolical temptation. In the narratives of witchcraft performed on stage or extracted though the courts, the act of succumbing to this shadowy temptation and joining the Devil’s nocturnal anti-society became the true crime of witchcraft. The power of this somber fiction is seen in the tens of thousands of executions for witchcraft in this age.
Early modern Europeans used the night to think profoundly about God and the Devil, underscoring the significance of the night to early modern culture. In chapter 3 I show how the formation of rival confessional churches led Christians to seek the Lord in the night, literally and figuratively: the widely persecuted Anabaptists provide the most concentrated example of a much broader experience. I also examine men like John of the Cross and Jacob Böhme, persecuted within their own churches, who brought forth an intense nocturnalization of mysticism and theology, epitomizing the wider nocturnalization of Christian piety and imagery across confessions. Like the diabolical associations of the early modern night, these mystics saw the divine night as a time of isolation in powerfully interior terms.
The visual and emotional power of imagining the night and its darkness as attributes of God quickly generated parallel political expressions. Sovereigns and courtiers mapped the contrast between darkness and light onto the political culture of the seventeenth century, representing power and authority through fireworks, illuminations, and lavish nocturnal festivities. In chapter 4 I show how darkness and the night were essential to baroque attempts to articulate and transcend confessional sources of authority. Nocturnal darkness intensified the light that represented God or king in spectacles of what Jürgen Habermas called “representative publicness.” At the same time, the active use of darkness by princes to bedazzle, conceal, and deceive expressed the fundamental political insights of the age. The use of the night to create and represent authority reveals fundamental connections between court culture, the baroque stage, and seventeenth-century political thought.
In chapters 4 and 5 I show how spectacular new uses of the night slowly began to reorder everyday routines at court and in cities as princes, courtiers, and respectable townspeople regularly extended the legitimate social part of the day long past sunset, and often past midnight. In the second half of the seventeenth century, parallel to the new uses of the night at court, the rulers of the leading cities of Northern Europe began to establish public street lighting. Most research on street lighting has focused on the gas and electric lighting of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, but the first European street lighting – candles or oil-lamps in glass-paned lanterns – was an innovation of the seventeenth century, both reflecting and promoting new attitudes toward the night and urban space. Chapter 5 shows how the night and its illumination thus link the representational needs of baroque rulers with the practical expansion of urban public time and space.
Contemporaries recognized street lighting as a “modern” security innovation. A 1692 description of Paris remarked that “the most distant peoples should come and see … the invention of lighting Paris during the night with an infinity of lights,” explaining that the street lighting was something “the Greeks and the Romans had never considered for the policing of their republics.”55 In chapter 6 I argue that this policing was part of a distinctive colonization of the urban night. It met with immediate resistance from the urban night’s traditional inhabitants: young people – nobles, servants, apprentices, and students – as well as tavern visitors, prostitutes, and those of all estates who sought occasional anonymity. In the ensuing struggle to colonize the urban night authorities deployed estate, age, and gender to mark the shifting lines between prohibited and respectable night life. The colonization of the urban night created a “bourgeois public sphere” whose location in daily time, in the evening and at night, was at least as important as its physical sites in coffeehouses or clubs. I place the arguments of Jürgen Habermas and Joan Landes on gender and the public sphere in the new context of daily time and examine how meeting at night limited respectable women’s access to the emerging urban public.
The same legal-disciplinary policing underlay authorities’ engagement with the night in the countryside as in the city. As with the colonization of the urban night, youth, gender, and sexuality were the key issues. But as I show in chapter 7, the encounter of church and state with the rural night was shaped by different cultural and social forces and led to outcomes distinctly different from the colonization of the night in the cities of Northern Europe. Attempts to colonize the rural night focused on social discipline and were less tied to commerce and consumption than at court or in major cities. Like their cousins in towns and cities, young people in the countryside resisted incursions into a time that had traditionally been theirs. Because neither church nor state could intervene in rural daily life as effectively as they could in cities, villagers young (and old) successfully defended their traditional night life. By 1700 the difference between the successful colonization of the urban night and the failed colonization of the rural night appeared as a real shift in patterns of daily time seen, for example, in the transformation of the age-old pattern of segmented sleep described above. References to segmented sleep are absent from the diaries of elite men like Samuel Pepys (1633–1703) and the duc de Saint-Simon (1675–1755) because their daily life was shaped by the rise of street lighting, better domestic lighting, and the spread of coffee and tea as alternatives to beer and wine. The nights of townspeople, compressed into a single sleep of seven or eight hours, began to diverge from the traditional pattern of segmented sleep reflected, for example, in rural diaries.
How did Europeans understand darkness and the night, real and symbolic, as their everyday rhythms shifted? In chapter 8 I examine the imprint of nocturnalization on the early Enlightenment through controversies over ghosts, witches, and Hell – three intertwined aspects of medieval and early modern culture deeply associated with darkness and the night.56 For some Europeans, these manifestations of nocturnal fear were coming unmoored from their basis in everyday experience: the night and its spirits were becoming less frightening. But this seemingly straightforward connection between lighting and the Enlightenment becomes more complex and revealing as I examine the parallel unevenness of nocturnalization and of the universalisms of the early Enlightenment. Claims to dispel darkness, literal or figurative, lead us to darkness relocated or recreated elsewhere. Popular authors of the early Enlightenment such as Fontenelle and Balthasar Bekker (1634–98) depicted themselves as dispellers of benighted superstition, but in their works we see the displacement of darkness characteristic of nocturnalization. They created hierarchies of perception, understanding, and enlightenment that shifted the darkness of ignorance onto new differences of region and race. To recast discussions of the early Enlightenment and its radicals, I consider the tension between the universalism of light and the selective use of darkness and the night in late seventeenth-century writings on ghosts, witches, and Hell.
To trace a history of the night through these issues and developments, this book examines it as a symbol (chapters 2, 3, and 8) and in the distinct social spaces of the court, the city, and the countryside (chapters 4–7). In the early modern period the experiences, norms, and rhythms of the night at royal courts, in cities, and in the countryside – previously held in sync by sunrise and sunset – first began to diverge. By 1700 the uses of the night and its symbolic associations varied sharply across these social spaces, marking a revolution in early modern daily life. The discovery that the origins, progress, and effects of nocturnalization unfolded quite differently at courts, in cities, and in villages structures this book.
Chapter Two Darkness and the Devil, 1450–1650
Early modern Europeans thought about the night directly and indirectly under a vast range of topics. More importantly for our discussion, early modern Europeans thought with the night, using its lived experience and traditional associations to articulate an extraordinary range of values and concepts. Paradoxically, their deepest engagement with the night and its darkness came in their discourses on witchcraft and the Devil, and in their understanding of “the dark night of the soul” as a path to God. Some of the most intense, transcendent, and threatening expressions of the diabolical and the Divine were understood in and through the night in this turbulent age.1
The early modern authors discussed here inherited an ambiguous image of the night – sharply negative except within the rarified world of mystic expression. In this chapter I examine the associations of the night with evil across European Christian culture from the fifteenth through the seventeenth centuries, focusing on the night as a site of diabolical temptation. In the following chapter, I turn to those who took up and developed the “divine darkness” of Denys the Areopagite by seeing the night, literal and figurative, as a pathway to the Divine. In darkness, whether divine or diabolical, the night create, evoke, and represent human isolation in solitary, individual encounters with God and with the Devil.
2.1 The “Wittenberg Nightingale”
The image of the “Wittenberg Nightingale” crafted by the Nuremberg cobbler-poet Hans Sachs (1494–1576) in 1523 was a resounding success: the pamphlet went through six printings in that year alone. The first section of the poem describes the desolate state of Christendom through an extended allegory. As a lost flock of sheep, God’s people are in the wrong place (misled from the pasture into a dark wilderness) at the wrong time (in the dark of night). The song of the nightingale can set things right by heralding the light of day:
All through the long night
we are all finally awakened
as the nightingale so clearly sings
and the light of day breaks in.2
Sachs immediately identifies the subject of his poem:
Who is this dear nightingale
who calls us to the light of day?
It is Doctor Martin Luther
Augustinian of Wittenberg
Who wakes us from the night.3
At the end of the allegory Sachs clarifies in the margin “What the night is” (“Was die nacht sey”). For Sachs the church of Rome
Never made clear to us the faith
Which in Christ makes us holy
This failure is signified by the night
In which we all have been lost.4
The dawn heralded by Martin Luther dispels the night of error and confusion.
Three years earlier, the papal bull Exsurge Domine (“Arise, O Lord”) had condemned Luther by using the same contrast between darkness and daylight, proclaiming him “blinded in mind by the father of lies.” The bull explained that had Luther come to Rome personally to make his case, “we would have shown him clearer than the light of day” that the moral lapses and doctrinal errors he alleged did not exist.5 In the reform conflicts of the 1520s all sides used this straightforward imagery of daylight and darkness as good and evil in their writing and preaching. Zwingli refers often to “clarity and light” in his On the Clarity and Certainty of the Word of God (Von Klarheit und Gewißheit des Wortes Gottes, 1522), and Luther’s response to Erasmus in The Bondage of the Will (De servo arbitrio, 1525) abounds in references to the light and clarity of Scripture. He asked: “for who would say that the public fountain is not in the light, because those who are in some dark narrow lane do not see it, when all those who are in the open market place can see it plainly?”6 For Luther darkness is the result of human failure to believe what is clearly revealed.
The first decades of the Reformation echo with this language. In his first controversial work, the 1529 Dyaloge … touching the pestylent sect of Luther and Tyndale (in modern editions The Dialogue concerning Tyndale) Thomas More attested to the derisive association of the night with spiritual blindness by the “heretics” of the 1520s: I … marvel at the madness of these heretics that bark against the old ancient customs of Christ’s church, mocking the setting up of candles and with foolish facetiousness and blasphemous mockery demand whether God and his saints lack light or whether it be night with them that they cannot see without candle.7 “Whether it be night with them?” One can easily imagine the “heretical” response. As Hans Sachs explained, through the false practices arising from the cult of the saints, all Christendom stands benighted, “the holy word of God … obscured by human teaching.”8
Later in this same dialogue More identified the night with the heretics themselves, who gather under cover of darkness. More described a carpenter of Essex whom he had personally interrogated sometime around 1521. The man “had long held diverse heresies” and confessed to frequenting “a place which he named us in London, where, he said, that such heretics were wont to resort to their readings in a chamber at midnight.” The carpenter named “diverse” others who “were wont to haunt those midnight lectures,” among them Richard Hunne (d. 1514) a well-known London merchant suspected of Lollardy who had died in prison while awaiting trial. In his account More underscored the heretical associations of the night: “thus there learned we … that Hunne had haunted heretics’ lectures by night long before.”9 Leaving aside the veracity of More’s tale of regular nocturnal gatherings, which resemble accounts of the witches’ sabbath (see below, section 2.3) and descriptions of persecuted congregations gathering at night (see chapter 3), his use of the night as a sign of evil in Reformation polemic is clear.
In 1523, Erasmus wrote a short commentary on a hymn to the birth of Jesus by the fourth-century poet Aurelius Prudentius Clemens, evoking a similar sense of spiritual darkness. The hymn itself refers briefly to the winter solstice; Erasmus introduces his commentary with an extended discussion of a “world [that] lay beneath the darkness of ignorance and the shadow of sins.” He refers to the era of the Nativity, describing the error, idolatry, and depravity of the pagan world. But Erasmus himself was living in dark times: accused of responsibility for the unrest in the church, challenged for his work on the New Testament, and under suspicion of heresy.10 When he described “our darkness” in the era preceding Jesus’ birth and exclaimed that “This was surely the depths of the night!” was his own age far from his thoughts? “Ignorance of the truth is night,” he adds, letting this exposition of night and spiritual darkness “suffice as a kind of preface, even if it is not entirely relevant.”11
The radicals of the early Reformation also drew on the identification of the night with evil. Given the insistence on separation from the world in Anabaptism, it is no surprise that some of the most intense uses of the darkness–light metaphor issued from the first writings of that tradition. The earliest creed of the Anabaptist movement, the Swiss-German Schleitheim Confession of 1527, proclaimed that “all those who have fellowship with the dead works of darkness have no part in the light.” In the discussion of separation, the Confession explained that “there is nothing else in the world and in all creation than good and evil, believing and unbelieving, darkness and light, the world and those who are [come] out of the world, God’s temple and idols, Christ and Belial, and none will have part with the other.”12 The Anabaptist congregation of Kempen (lower Rhine) described the “worldly preachers,” traditional and Protestant, as “servants of the belly [Romans 16:18] … overcome with eternal darkness” [2 Peter 2:17] in a 1545 confession submitted to the authorities of Electoral Cologne.13 The topical biblical concordance printed in Worms c. 1540, a significant early Anabaptist text, presents a dozen Scripture passages under the topic of “light,” including Romans 13 [12–14]: “The night is past, and the day is drawing near. Let us therefore cast off the works of darkness.” Identifying with the light in the struggle against worldly darkness is the focus of the entry.14
In all of these conflicts, reformers and defenders of tradition understood their age as an immense struggle between light and darkness. Their easy reliance on the contrast between daylight and night introduces to us both the continuity and the transformation of Europeans’ understanding of the night in the early modern period. The continuity is clear: as I discuss below, Christians had long associated darkness and the night with Satan, death, sin, and heresy, and continued to do so throughout the early modern period. But, as I will show in the following chapter, by the beginning of the seventeenth century mystics, poets, and theologians of all confessions expressed a renewed sense of the value of darkness and the night in ascetic, apophatic, mystical, and epistemological terms.
2.2 Instruments of darkness
Early modern Europeans associated the night with its “black agents” of human and diabolical evil.15 The dark hours of the day framed the most intense fears: “At night, the flying phantoms / Champing ferocious jaws, / Do by their whistling terrify my soul,” as Pierre de Ronsard (1524–85) pronounced.16 Edmund Spenser (c. 1552–99) addressed “Night, thou foule mother of annoyaunce sad / Sister of heavie Death, and nourse of Woe” in similar terms:
Under thy mantle black there hidden lye
Light-shonning thefte, and traiterous intent,
Abhorred bloodshed, and vile felony,
Shamefull deceipt, and daunger imminent.17
The age-old identification of night with fear and danger resonated with German poets like Simon Dach (1605–69) and Andreas Gryphius (1616–64). Writing during the Thirty Years War, they described a night of “terror, silence and dark horror”: Gryphius spoke of “the hours of sad loneliness,” when “black cold covers the land / and now sleep all, from labor and pain exhausted.”18 Dach expanded on the theme in the poem “Heart-Felt Lament” (“Hertzliche klage”) of 1641:
Fear I bear before the night
I keep myself awake with fright
My sleep is pain and sorrow,
I long so much
as no other
night watchman, for tomorrow.19
This pre-modern topos has been documented by Jean Delumeau, Piero Camporesi, A. Roger Ekirch, and many others.20 Shakespeare’s contemporary, the writer Thomas Nashe, regarded this view of the night as a cliché: “When any poet would describe a horrible tragical accident,” Nashe intoned, “to add the more probability and credence unto it he dismally begins to tell how it was dark night when it was done, and cheerful daylight had quite abandoned the firmament.”21 Shakespeare parodies this dismal view of the night in A Midsummer Night’s Dream (5.1) when Bottom, playing Pyramus, awkwardly declaims:
O grim-look’d night! O night with hue so black!
O night, which ever art when day is not!
O night, O night! alack, alack, alack.
Clearly, one would not want to mistake this topos for unmediated, direct evidence of the experience of the night in this period, but cliché and parody alike show its ubiquity. Can we explore this venerable identification of the night with evil, death, and despair for its distinctly early modern emphases and inflections?
Several key works reveal the developments within the continuity. Thomas Nashe described the night as a hellish time of fear and danger in his 1594 tract on The Terrors of the Night: “Well have poets termed night the nurse of cares, the mother of despair, the daughter of hell.”22 But Nashe expanded on these traditional associations of the night by evoking in personal, spiritual terms a night that terrified in part because it reflected the darkness within: “As touching the terrors of the night, they are as many as our sins.” Nashe’s night linked infernal evil, diabolical temptation, and human sin:
The devil is the special predominant planet of the night, and … Like a cunning fowler … he spreads his nets of temptation in the dark, that men might not see to avoid them.
For Nashe the “danger imminent” of the night was less physical than spiritual; less assault and more temptation. It was a time when one’s sins were reckoned, and when diabolical trials (both of temptation and of despair) were the strongest:
In the quiet silence of the night he will be sure to surprise us, when he infallibly knows we shall be unarmed to resist, and that there will be full auditory granted him to undermine or persuade what he lists.23
Nashe concluded his tract by asserting that “the terrors of the night [are] more than of the day, because the sins of the night surmount the sins of the day.” Nashe here represents a trend that makes nocturnal danger more personal, internal, and subjective: “we that live in his [the devil’s] nightly kingdom of darkness must needs taste some disquiet.” This interior view of the night contrasts with the traditional emphasis on the external threats, natural and supernatural, that arose at night.
Nashe’s Terrors of the Night seems to have served as a source for Shakespeare’s Macbeth (first performed c. 1603–06).24 In this tragedy several characters comment on the night and mark its passing, while the playwright thematizes it repeatedly.25 I argue that the play illustrates a distinctive early modern emphasis on the night as a site of temptation and surrender to the forces of darkness. Darkness is indeed the setting for much of Macbeth, which rehearses the older identification of the night with physical danger while building upon Nashe’s association of night with temptation and sin. Each main character in Macbeth reminds the audience of the power of the night to tempt and corrupt, to – in Banquo’s words – “win us to our harm.” Shakespeare takes care to show how the dark crimes of the play are in each case preceded by dark desires, as signaled by Macbeth musing “Stars, hide your fires, / Let not light see my black and deep desires” (1.4.50). Lady Macbeth fairly personifies the power of the night to tempt in act 1, scene 7: Macbeth wavers but then succumbs to the temptation to murder Donald. This onstage scene of nocturnal persuasion, signaled by the torches in the stage directions (1.7), appears distinct from the crime itself, committed offstage. Prior to these wicked deeds come “wicked dreams” as Macbeth observes that “o’er one half-world / Nature seems dead, and wicked dreams abuse / That curtained sleep” (2.1.48–50). In contrast to the nocturnal assaults by demons or the Devil described above, the night poses no physical danger to Macbeth or Lady Macbeth. They succumb instead to nocturnal temptation.
Scholars have also noted in Macbeth the influence of a well-known Protestant denunciation of ghosts and purgatorial spirits, Ludwig Lavater’s 1570 treatise De spectris. The Zurich theologian wrote to deny Catholic claims that ghosts and purgatorial spirits proved the reality of Purgatory. Widely influential, Lavater’s work appeared in several Latin editions and was translated into French, German, Dutch, and English (published in 1572 under the title Of ghostes and spirites walking by nyght).26 Lavater argued that any seeming ghost or magical spirit was in reality a deception of the Devil, intended to tempt Christians into false belief. “Spirits and other strange sights,” he explained, “be not the souls of Men, but be either good or evil Angels, or else some secret and hidden operations.”27 These apparitions, Lavater explained repeatedly, “do appear still in these days both day and night, but especially in the night.” Their affinity to the night suggested their diabolical source: “Neither may we marvel, that they are heard more in the night, than in the day time. For he who is the author of these things, is called in the holy Scriptures the Prince of darkness, and therefore he shuns the light of Gods word.”28 Lavater described a vast nocturnal conspiracy, both diabolical and human, to lure individuals into a false, “Popish” belief in ghosts and spirits. Lavater’s remarks seem to frame the first meeting with the Weird Sisters in Macbeth, and in fact the closest parallel between Macbeth and Lavater’s Ghostes and spirites walking by nyght concerns nocturnal temptation. After the encounter with the Weird Sisters Banquo warns Macbeth that
… oftentimes, to win us to our harm,
The instruments of darkness tell us truths;
win us with honest trifles, to betray us
In deepest consequence.29
Here the playwright echoes Lavater’s warning that “The devil sometimes utters the truth, that his words may have the more credit, and that he may the more easily beguile them.”30 Alongside fears of danger from night’s black agents grew the fear that one might be tempted to become the Devil’s own.
This association of the night with temptation and the darkness of one’s own sin appears in a range of contemporary works. In The Revenger’s Tragedy (1607), the protagonist Vindice comments on lust and the temptation to incest, explaining that “if any thing / Be damn’d, it will be twelve o’clock at night.” “That twelve,” he adds, “is the Judas of the hours, wherein, / Honest salvation is betray’d to sin.” The dark temptation represented by the Weird Sisters in Macbeth also appeared on the English stage through the nocturnal temptations of Mephistopheles in Marlowe’s Doctor Faustus and in the form of the Black Dog in The Witch of Edmonton (c. 1621).31
The growing emphasis on temptation and the night is especially clear in the development of Doctor Faustus. In contrast with Marlowe’s later version, neither the German Historia von Johann Fausten of 1587 nor the English Faust Book of 1588/89 connects Faust’s initial temptation and fall with the night. In the German text Faustus “summoned the devil at night between nine and ten o’clock,” and at midnight ordered the spirit to appear to him the next morning at his home. After this morning “disputation” Faustus bade the spirit return in the evening. Only the following morning, described in the text as “The Third Conference of Doctor Faustus with the Spirit and the Promise He Made” does Faust sign in blood the fatal contract.32 The English Faust Book repeats this sequence of events.33 In the A-text of Doctor Faustus, written and first performed in late 1588 or 1589, Marlowe compresses the action into two night scenes: Faust’s conjuring of Mephistopheles (“Now that the gloomy shadow of the earth, / … dims the welkin with her pitchy breath, / Faustus, begin thine incantations”), and the subsequent conversation (“Go and return to mighty Lucifer, / And meet me in my study at midnight”) in which Faustus signs away his soul.34 In Marlowe’s account Mephistopheles works to seduce Faustus by night with the full array of temptations and illusions at his disposal. The questions asked by Faustus underscore this association: “Is it not midnight? Come, Mephistopheles” (2.1.28); “Is that the reason he tempts us thus?” (2.1.40).35 The B-text of the play, first published in 1616, emends the setting of Faustus’s first conjuration to “Now that the gloomy shadow of the night, / … dims the welkin with her pitchy breath,” consonant with this emphasis on nocturnal diabolical temptation.36
The emphasis by Lavater, Nashe, Marlowe, and Shakespeare on the power of the “cunning fowler … [who] spreads his nets of temptation in the dark” was fundamental to the narratives of witchcraft which flourished in this period, especially in the understanding of the witch’s pact with the Devil and the nocturnal sabbath. When our perspective on witchcraft moves from the stage to the stake we are confronted with the grim reality of witch persecution in early modern Europe. In recent decades, scholars of early modern witchcraft have given some order to the bleak record of suspicion, accusation, torture, and confession that remains from the early modern witch persecutions.37 These scholars have identified several key aspects of early modern witchcraft, starting with witchcraft beliefs and practices in popular magic, and in rumors and accusations at the local level, where almost all trials for witchcraft began. They have also contextualized the legal sources created by the witch trials: witness testimony and the statements and confessions of defendants, coerced by torture or its threat. Demonological works and discussions of Satan and witchcraft in a broad range of other texts and images provide the intellectual and cultural background of the witch persecutions. In the crucible of the witch trials these aspects intersected to produce vivid scenes of nocturnal seduction by the Devil and shadowy gatherings in his service. Early modern theologians and jurists described the initial temptation by the Devil as leading to a pact or contract, often physically consummated, followed by participation in the witches’ sabbath. Suspended between the demonology of the learned and the confessions of the accused, accounts of nocturnal temptation by the Devil and descriptions of witches gathering at night were fundamental to early modern popular culture, to the legal mechanisms of witch persecutions, and to learned demonology.
When we consider the night in each aspect of the early modern construction and persecution of witchcraft, we see some of its most distinctive contours. Here I will draw much of my evidence from the heartland of persecution for witchcraft, the area of eastern France and the Holy Roman Empire from the duchies of Luxemburg and Lorraine to the prince-bishoprics of Würzburg and Bamberg.38 Over half of all known trials for witchcraft in all of early modern Europe took place in this politically and confessional fragmented area.39 Influential demonological works of the period were written in the region or made reference to it, foremost Jean Bodin’s De la démonomanie des sorciers (1580), Peter Binsfeld’s Tractat von Bekantnuss der Zauberer und Hexen (1590), and the Démonolâtrie (1595) of Nicolas Remy. French, German, and English historians have published thorough local and regional studies of witchcraft in the area.40
The universal belief in magic and spirits was the foundation of all witch persecution. “Popular beliefs” about magic and maleficia were held by people of all ranks, even if they sometimes clashed with learned views on witchcraft. Witchcraft was real and threatening. From this point a key observation emerges: time and again we see peasants and other common people demonstrating both the knowledge and the desire to initiate a prosecution for witchcraft. Scholars have uncovered both a wide knowledge of demonology and demon lore and a pattern of initiative “from below” in the witch persecutions of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, and villagers often sought magical aid against witchcraft before turning to local authorities for help.41
In the witch persecutions common and learned views of witchcraft met, but they did not necessarily agree. Authorities inscribed “the witch of the church” over “the witch of the people”; the latter was dangerous but hardly diabolical.42 In popular beliefs about magic and witchcraft, the night played an ambiguous role, corresponding to the place of the night in folk beliefs in general. One cannot generalize about the extraordinary range of associations of the night found in the multi-volume German folklore guide, the Handwörterbuch des deutschen Aberglaubens, except to say that the night was not uniformly associated with evil, nor did the clear light of day guarantee any protection against the Devil or his agents. Certain spells and rituals were best performed by night, but these practices were usually intended to help, not harm.43 The extensive accounts of popular magic in Saxon witch trials show no particular correlation between maleficia, beneficial magic, night, and day.44
Specific studies in the history of folklore reveal several deep and positive associations with the night in early modern Europe. Strange references to “night journeys” in Alpine folklore and witchcraft trials give us glimpses of local popular belief in the “phantoms of the night” (Nachtschar), a nocturnal group of mysterious people who “danced joyously on remote meadows and mountain pastures, [and] met in certain houses for sumptuous dinners.”45 Those who saw the night phantoms and opened their homes to them received magical gifts: good luck, the ability to play music, or perhaps second sight. The idea of the phantoms of the night is not easily distinguished from other folk beliefs documented in northern Italy, the Alps, Germany, and France from the fifteenth to twentieth centuries, such as references to the Benandanti, “the good society” or “the blessed people.” In all of these cases the groups are described as nocturnal and beneficent. Indeed, as Carlo Ginzburg’s work on the Benandanti of Friuli and Wolfgang Behringer’s study of Chonrad Stoeckhlin, a village “shaman” in the Bavarian Alps, reveal, in their first encounters with church and state authorities, these “good people” of the night did not even think to hide their nocturnal associations, so sure were they of the legitimacy of their magical night companions and journeys.46
But what stood behind the magical beliefs of the common people? By the middle of the sixteenth century, intellectual, ecclesiastical, and political authorities worked hard to demonstrate that the Devil underwrote all magical practices, and that all “phantoms of the night” were witches. In his Guide to Grand-Jury Men (1627) Richard Bernard presented the diabolical covenant as the basis of all magic: “an expressed league is made with the Devil … that is, the Witch with spirits … Now what other can that be, with whom the Enchanter is in league, but the Devil? … The story of Faustus confirms it, and all the relations of Witches with us.”47 This view meant diabolizing nocturnal phantoms, practices, and symbols traditionally seen as benign or even beneficial. For scholars today, the best-known examples of this demonization appear in the work of Carlo Ginzburg and Wolfgang Behringer. Both have shown how rural folk described their roles as Benandanti or travelers with the Nachtschar, and how officials of the church and state forced these men and women into the framework of learned demonology, then condemned them.48
Whether Benandanti, flamboyant visionaries, or wise women of the village, all were aligned with the Devil in countless sermons, tracts, and ordinances.49 The Elizabethan pastor George Gifford, writing in 1593, decried all popular magic as witchcraft:
I might reckon up her that deals with the sieve and the shears, and a number of such trumperies, in all which the most holy name of God is polluted, and if any thing be done, it is done wholly by the effectual working of Satan. God hath given natural helps, and those we may use, as from his hand against natural diseases, but things besides nature he hath not appointed.
Across the confessions of early modern Europe, this diabolization of everyday magic and superstition recast popular and elite views of the night; Ginzburg and Behringer both provide revealing studies of common people caught in the authorities’ diabolization of the night. Gifford represented the diabolization as a foregone conclusion, asking: “Those which have their charms, and their night spells, what can they be but witches?”50 As we will see below in chapter 7, villagers maintained a rich nocturnal culture despite the authorities’ diabolization of the night.
Because most prosecutions for witchcraft began with local accusations, witness testimony appears frequently in trial records. In contrast with the testimony of the accused, extracted by torture or its threat, witnesses testified under less coercion and showed themselves more strategic. Their testimony often provides clear evidence of popular beliefs despite the leading questions they were asked.51 Bernard’s guide to the investigation of witchcraft advised the prosecutor to ask “the suspected witch’s whole family” whether “they have heard the suspected … speak of their power to hurt this or that, or of their transportation, to this or that place, or of their meetings in the night there?”52 This line of questioning sought to pair daytime maleficia with night-time gatherings. But witnesses often presented a more benign view of the night, seen for example in the 1603 witness testimony of the young Caspar Johann of Hüttersdorf.53 At the trial of 60-year-old Schneider Augustin, he testified that after his evening meal
he laid himself down to sleep on the hay in his master Meyer’s barn. He awakened after his first sleep and saw that it was quite light in the barn; soon a great dance broke out on the threshing floor of the barn: the people danced back-to-back. In this company he, the witness, actually saw and recognized among others Schneider Augustin of Honzrath; this Schneider Augustin was by a wagon, which had been loaded with hay and stood on the threshing floor, and sat on a windowsill and blew on a huge, hideous instrument, making a terrible sound. The company discussed whether to move the wagon out, but after discussion decided to let it stay there. The whole thing lasted almost an hour and then disappeared with a great whoosh, and then it was dark in the barn again. He the witness could neither move nor spoke during all this time.54
As Eva Labouvie has observed, the scene described here is hardly diabolical. The dancing back-to-back to hideous music resembles an inverted peasant dance rather than a black mass or witches’ sabbath. There is no reference to the Devil or to maleficia practiced or planned, and no emphasis on the late hour of this gathering (after the “first sleep”) as particularly wicked. The relatively tame nocturnal gathering in this testimony is reflected by an English woodcut of the mid-seventeenth century showing a witches’ dance by the light of the moon (Figure 2.1). This image, illustrating the chapbook tale of Robin the cobbler, “punish’d bad as Faustus with his devils” for making a diabolical pact, nonetheless resembles a peasant dance more than any diabolical witches’ sabbath.55
Figure 2.1 Woodcut showing a witches’ dance, from The Witch of the Woodlands; or the Cobler’s New Translation (London, n.d. [early eighteenth century]), p. 2.
However described or represented, the sabbath was key to witch trials. In Caspar Johann’s testimony we see incrimination through “participation” at the gathering, which was the focus of all discussions of the dance or sabbath in trial testimony. Witchcraft persecutions needed accounts of the Sabbath to extend the chain of accusation, and this witness obliged. The protocol records that he “actually saw and recognized” Schneider Augustin of Honzrath.
Confessions extracted through torture confirmed and consolidated the authorities’ view of witchcraft.56 These coerced accounts went beyond witnesses’ testimony to construct a description of witchcraft from within. The true crime of witchcraft was service to the prince of darkness, and so the questions posed to accused witches and the confessions elicited focused on two typically (though not necessarily) nocturnal events: the initial agreement with the Devil (often consummated sexually), and the witches’ sabbath. These confessions appear like palimpsests on which popular and legal views of witchcraft and the night overwrite one another. Their references to the night fuse the traditional sense that the Devil might appear at any time with the authorities’ belief in the ubiquitous power of the Devil. Attitudes toward the night appear more uniformly negative in the testimony of accused witches, reflecting the more structured demonological writings and interrogation manuals. The Westphalian jurist Heinrich von Schultheis provided in his 1634 treatise on How to Proceed with Interrogations into the Gruesome Blasphemy of Witchcraft, a list of questions designed to elicit the whole nocturnal fantasy:
Questions for interrogating the witches regarding
their teacher
the body of the Devil
how they test their arts
maleficia
the place of dancing
the worship service
what they do after the dance
eating and drinking
honoring the Devil
praying to the Devil
blasphemy.
Schultheis also related several accounts of travelers and others who stumbled across nocturnal sabbaths.57 A manuscript interrogatory used in the prince-bishopric of Eichstätt in 1617 included questions on “strange gatherings,” asking of the accused witch “where she travelled to, and how they could get away in the dark night?” Interrogators were instructed to ask “whether and how they saw in the dark night; [and] what kind of light was present?” at the sabbath.58
The official narrative of witchcraft began at night. As Thomas Nashe asked in 1594: “When hath the devil commonly first appeared unto any man but in the night?” The expectation of a nocturnal encounter was ubiquitous but not rigid. Across Europe, confessed witches reported first meeting the Devil whenever they were alone, often at night but also by day.59 The account of the widow Feylen Suin, convicted of witchcraft in the jurisdiction of the imperial abbey of St. Maximin (near Trier) in 1587, can stand for many others. “Once upon a time,” her testimony began, “she was at home, sitting by the fire and her children were sleeping.” She thought back on her inability to buy grain to feed her family earlier that day when “suddenly the Devil, in the form of a young apprentice with a long black robe, came to her.” He consoled her and offered her money. She gave in to his temptations, denied God and “all his dear saints and the Mother of God” and had sexual relations with him (“Coitum exercuit membro frigidissimo etc.”) to consummate their agreement.60 Among the ninety-seven women and men from two villages (Longuisch and Kirsch) in the same region tried for witchcraft in the period 1587–1640, all but three confessed to first encountering the Devil alone, typically at night. Over half first met the Devil at home, including ten who encountered him in their beds at night. The interrogators of these accused witches focused relentlessly on the sexual consummation of their agreement with the Devil: all ninety-seven confessed witches in the Longuisch and Kirsch sample admitted to sexual relations with the Devil immediately upon their first encounter with him.61
The place of the night in these narratives varied. As the accused witch Niclas Fiedler, former mayor of Trier, confessed after repeated torture in 1591: “twelve years ago a black man came to him behind his house, between day and night, when his wife was suffering a long-lasting illness and he was very sad.”62 The accused witch was almost always described as being alone when first tempted by the Devil, and when the physical (usually sexual) consummation of the agreement between the Devil and the witch took place. This isolation, usually at night, supported narratives that confirmed the learned view of witchcraft and provided the evidence necessary for conviction, i.e., a confession of succumbing to the Devil’s temptation and entering physically into an agreement with him. Two confessions from Guernsey from 1617 reveal the relative unimportance of the night in the first encounter with the Devil: Collette Du Mont confessed that “she was quite young when the Devil, in the form of a cat, appeared to her in the Parish of Torteval as she was returning from her cattle, it being still daylight, and that he took occasion to lead her astray by inciting her to avenge herself on one of her neighbors.” Her co-defendant Isabel Becquet first met the Devil “in the form of a hare. [He] took occasion to tempt her, appearing to her in broad daylight in a road near her house.” Isabel Becquet then confessed that the Devil later sent Collette Du Mont to her house to fetch her for the sabbath “during the ensuing night.”63
Accounts of the witch’s first encounter with the Devil stressed the physical and spiritual isolation of the accused more than a specific time of day. In contrast, the other key element in the witch’s confession, the witches’ dance or sabbath, was almost universally described as a gathering by night. Again, the confession of the widow Feylen Suin is representative. “Not long after [her first encounter with the Devil], on a Thursday night” the Devil returned to her “as she sat by the fire to spin and the children were asleep.” Again he “had his way with her,” then Suin climbed on a black dog and rode to a field beside the Mosel where “many came together … including many important people. She danced there, leaping to the left into the air in the Devil’s name.”64 In her 1617 confession Isabel Becquet of Guernsey described repeated visits to “the usual place where the Devil kept his Sabbath,” but explained that “she never went to the Sabbath except when her husband remained all night fishing at sea.”65
One cannot easily distinguish between “popular” and “learned” elements in accounts of the sabbath elicited by torture. Confessions shift between descriptions of a full-fledged “black mass,” accounts of gatherings to harm crops through weather magic, and simpler accounts based on a rural dance seen in the witness testimony above. Within this range, accounts of a witches’ dance far outnumber the more demonocentric confessions.66 This suggests that despite the use of torture and leading questions designed to elicit accounts of a diabolical night, the more benign view of the night as a time for dance and sociability had deep roots. This is confirmed by the examination of rural night life below in chapter 7.
In the demonology and witch-lore of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, the diabolization of the night and its association with sin and temptation reached its peak. This was not a foregone conclusion, however. The influential Malleus maleficarum (i.e. “Hammer of sorceresses”) first published in 1486 by Heinrich Institoris with Jakob Sprenger put relatively little emphasis on the night. Although Institoris felt he was writing “as the evening of the world is now declining toward sunset and the evil of men increases,” the association of witchcraft with the night is quite limited in the Malleus.67 The authors argue for the reality of noctivagation and include examples of nocturnal encounters with demons, but they do not attempt to theorize the night within their exposition of witchcraft. They were concerned with long-standing folk belief in nocturnal female spirits identified in canon law with “Diana, goddess of the pagans, and an innumerable multitude of women, [who] ride on certain beasts and traverse great distances … in the silence of the dead of night,” as an eleventh-century confessors’ guide put it. Medieval authorities stressed that Diana and the nocturnal flight were an illusion of the Devil; Institoris argued that although
women who believe that they ride on horseback with Diana or Herodias during the night-time hours are censured … adherents of the error think that because it is stated that such things happen only fantastically in the imagination, this is the case with all other effects [of witchcraft].68
In this first phase of the development of early modern demonology, the authors of the Malleus and many of their fifteenth-century contemporaries argued for the reality of nocturnal travel by witches.69 But Institoris did not consider the night as such in the extended discussion of “incubi or succubi … [who] punish humans during the nighttime or contaminate them with the sin of debauchery” (part 1, questions 3–9), or in their review of the prosecution of witchcraft that forms part 3 of the work.70
It is important to note that the Malleus contains no discussion of the witches’ sabbath, but by the second half of the sixteenth century this vision of nocturnal conspiracy had become central to the discourse on witchcraft. Shakespeare’s Bolingbroke explained this in 2 Henry VI as he and his fellow conspirators gathered to summon a spirit:
Deep night, dark night, the silent of the night,
The time of night when Troy was set on fire,
The time when screech-owls cry and ban-dogs howl,
And spirits walk, and ghosts break up their graves;
That time best fits the work we have in hand.71
The fiction of the witches’ sabbath (for there is no evidence of any such actual gatherings) created real and devastating possibilities for incrimination, demonization, and denunciation, based on a night of evil and fear. By Shakespeare’s time the gravest crime of witchcraft was no longer conjuring or maleficia, but allegiance to the Devil, represented carnally by the pact, and ritualized by participation in the perverted order of the sabbath. In the twisted knot of early modern witchcraft persecution, it was surrender to nocturnal temptation and participation in the Devil’s nocturnal anti-society which warranted the sentence of death, carried out on tens of thousands of victims.72
Thus the question of the physical reality of the witches’ sabbath occupied all major demonological writers in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. Those who argued for the reality of the sabbath explained its secrecy by emphasizing the night in their accounts. In his Demon-Mania of Witches (1580) Jean Bodin addresses “Whether they [witches] are bodily transported by demons” and refers to five different cases involving witches who “had been transported many times at night to the witches’ assemblies.”73 This leads Bodin to his larger point that witchcraft is exceptionally difficult to detect: “Since Satan and witches enact their mysteries at night, and witches’ works are hidden and concealed and they cannot easily be sighted, the investigation and proof are difficult.” Henri Boguet, judge in the county of Burgundy, agreed: “The crime of witchcraft is a crime apart, both on account of its enormity, and because it is usually committed at night and always in secret.”74 Writing in 1618 in a very different legal context, the English justice of the peace Michael Dalton also warned that “against these witches the Justices of peace may not always expect direct evidence, seeing all their works are the works of darkness, and no witnesses present with them to accuse them.”75 This emphasis on the obscurity of the crime marked it as exceptional, and Bodin and others argued that standard rules of evidence protecting the accused did not apply in witch trials.
The emphasis on the secrecy and the night also served to demonize folk beliefs. While the herdsman Chonrad Stoeckhlin and his fellow villagers distinguished carefully among good and evil forces in the night, learned authors insisted on the identity of the Devil and darkness.76 “It is no new or strange matter,” explained Henri Boguet, “that Satan should have his assemblies by night … Satan is the master of darkness and dwells in the darkness: moreover we find that he works chiefly by night, as when he slew the first-born of Egypt and the cattle at the stroke of midnight.” His experience as a judge bore this out: “François Secretain added that she used always to go the sabbath at about midnight … all the other witches whom I have had in my hands have said the same.”77 The German theologian Peter Binsfeld summed up the theological and practical reasons for the identification of witchcraft and the night:
Why is sorcery done much more often at night and in places abandoned by all human traffic? There are two reasons … After the expulsion from Paradise, the Devil became dark and obscured, and so he does all his works in hidden places and at dark times. The second reason is that if the wizards worked their evil during the day, they might be seen by someone, and their wickedness more easily discovered.78
These connections appear in all major demonological works of the period. The influential work of the Jesuit Martin Del Rio, the Disquisitiones magicae (1599–1600), which appeared in at least twenty-four early modern editions, described witches in cities who “under licence of night and darkness … take pleasure in their wicked sports.”79 Del Rio cites extensively the Démonolâtrie of Nicolas Remy (1595), who provides from specific witchcraft trials in the duchy of Lorraine evidence for the reality of the witches’ sabbath, including descriptions of the food, music, dancing, masking, and homage to the Devil at “these nocturnal assemblies and synagogues.” “Just after midnight,” Remy concludes, “is the most opportune time for the activities of the Prince of Darkness.”80 Pierre de Lancre’s graphic Tableau de l’inconstance des mauvais anges et démons (1612) explained that the Devil preferred the time when “the blackest curtains of the night are drawn.”81
Indeed, in the demonology of the age the nocturnal setting of the sabbaths described by confessed witches seems overdetermined, as the logic of contrariety and inversion examined so insightfully by Stuart Clark suggests: if the servants of the Lord assembled in the day, then the Devil’s own would gather by night.82 As Bernard presented in his Guide to Grand-Jury Men in parallel columns:
Clark’s study shows how early modern Europeans used the “Rule of Contraries” to understand the relationship between God and the Devil, and between the sovereign and the witch – incorporating, as Stuart notes, the inherently unstable logic of the supplement into their discourses on witchcraft and political authority.84 Monarch and witch held parallel positions as the earthly representatives of God and Devil respectively. As contraries, sovereign and witch affirmed one another’s existence. Clark has shown that this logic underpinned the endless re-creation of the sabbath (I would emphasize, the nocturnal sabbath) in the demonological treatises and witchcraft confessions of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. In chapter 8 I show how nocturnalization undermined the association of the night with witchcraft and spirits, transforming the theological and political authorities affirmed by these nocturnal forces.
For learned authors, the initial seduction of the witch by the Devil and the physical (typically sexual) consummation of their pact also followed this nocturnal logic. The French Catholic lawyer Pierre Le Loyer asked in the second (1605) edition of his monumental treatise on ghosts and specters, the Discours et histoires des spectres, visions et apparitions des esprits, anges, demons et ames … divisez en huict livres, “at what times and in which hours do devils appear?” Loyer responded: “The night and the darkness exist for their desires and pursuits, and Satan their prince as a title of honor is called the prince of darkness.” The night, he continues
is the time when men, their bodies well-fed, sleep and rest and are subject to the ambushes of devils, inclined to their temptations, and easily moved to sensualities and the desires of the flesh.85
The Elizabethan bestseller A Pensive Man’s Practice (first edn., 1584) warned that:
Mortal foes … endeavor by all means, to entrap us by some evil or other, which we hear or see, in this vale of vanity … whereunto we often yield, and that in the day time: much more in the dark and loathsome night, wherein all things are covered and hidden … in which time of darkness, such as intend to work wickedness, are most ready.86
Given the theological and quotidian associations of sexuality with the night, the sexual confirmation of the witch’s pact with the Devil would be expected at night. In the first edition of his IIII. livres des spectres, ou apparitions et visions d’esprits, anges et démons (1586), Loyer explained that “First of all, as the prince of darkness, he will have more force and power to make himself visible at night than by day.”87 Loyer reflected in his demonology the sense of nocturnal temptation seen above in Lavater, Nashe, Marlowe, and Shakespeare.
We see a similar association of witchcraft with the night in early modern images of witches and witchcraft. Jan Ziarnko’s complex engraving of wicked acts packed into one image illustrated Pierre De Lancre’s Tableau de l’inconstance des mauvais anges et démons (Figure 2.2, “Witches’ Sabbath,” 1612).88 The image follows De Lancre’s text closely and is accompanied by a guide to its grotesque details. Diurnal and nocturnal scenes overlap in the tableau, which includes two groups of men and women dancing, flying demons and witches, and the Devil enthroned as a goat (upper right). These demonological works took the nocturnal setting of the witches’ sabbath quite seriously: the key to the Ziarnko illustration explains that the Devil is crowned with five horns, “the fifth one lit on fire to light all the candles and fires of the sabbath.”89 This detail helped jurists understand how witches at the sabbath could identify and incriminate other participants despite the dark of night. The sophistication and force of images such as Ziarnko’s “Witches’ Sabbath” notwithstanding, popular views of the Devil, the sabbath, and the night are probably better represented by Figure 2.1, resembling a simple peasants’ dance.90
Figure 2.2 “Description et figure du sabbat des sorciers,” engraving by Jan Ziarnko in Pierre de Lancre, Tableau de l’inconstance des mauuais anges et demons, ou il est amplement traicté des sorciers & de la sorcellerie (Paris, 1612). By permission of the Folger Shakespeare Library.
Ultimately, neither the witch of the church nor the witch of the people was confined to the night-time. As belief in the “phantoms of the night” (Nachtschar) indicates, early modern folklore and magical practices could associate the night with beneficial forces as much as with human and supernatural evil. Conversely, one might encounter the Devil by day as easily as by night. In contrast to learned views, the night that emerges in peasant testimony about witchcraft is much less freighted with evil and danger. When forced to testify about a witches’ sabbath, peasants generally described a witches’ dance based on a view of the night as a time for socializing and leisure. The diabolical elements added as accused witches were tortured invert various aspects of a peasant dance by describing hideous music, preposterous dancing, and disgusting food and drink, but these accounts do not single out the time of the gathering per se as a sign of its diabolical nature.
Learned authors described a Devil whose power was nearly unlimited on earth. They argued that the Devil most often tempted and overcame women and that this most often happened at night, but just as the Devil could and did ensnare men to serve him on earth, so too might one encounter the prince of darkness during the daylight hours. In contrast to the folk view, however, intellectual, ecclesiastical, and political authorities tended to see all popular nocturnal events as diabolical. Thus a distinct contrast emerges: while the educated demonized nocturnal folk beliefs, evidence from the common people shows no automatic association of the night with evil or temptation. As we will see below in chapter 7, gatherings at night such as spinning bees were central to licit rural sociability. The reformation of popular culture beginning in the sixteenth century challenged the nuanced folk view of the night with an intensified linkage of the night with infernal evil, diabolical temptation, and human sin. On stage, in learned demonology, and in countless confessions of witchcraft, the night became the time when women and men made themselves culpable and became the Devil’s own.
Ultimately this all led to Hell. The darkness associated with Satan’s servants on earth was absolute in his realm below. As Teresa of Avila (1515–82) related: “I was at prayer one day when suddenly … I found myself, as I thought, plunged right into hell.” She is granted a preview of “the place which the devils had prepared for me there” and provides a vivid description of Hell:
There was no light and everything was in the blackest darkness. I do not understand how this can be, but, although there was no light, it was possible to see everything the sight of which can cause affliction.91
The Elizabethan Nashe speculated that nocturnal darkness was in fact created to be a symbol of Hell: “Some divines have had this concept, that God would have made all day and no night, if it had not been to put us in mind [that] there is a Hell as well as a Heaven.”92 Descriptions of Hell often began with the punishment of the senses, sight first. Jean-Pierre Camus (1584–1652), French pastoral writer and bishop of Bellay, wrote at length on the darkness of Hell in a treatise translated into English as A Draught of Eternity (1632):
Now Faith doth teach us, that the damned shall be in thicker obscurities than those of Egypt, and that the deepest of darkness shall possess them forever. And in the Holy Scripture Hell is marked out in these words, exterior darkness. For an eternity … light shall not be discovered therein.
This fundamental darkness required further explanation:
for although God be there [in Hell], as it were in every place; and though darkness cannot obscure his natural light, yet his will is that … darkness cover the face of the Abyss; and that the eyes of the damned, though otherwise capable of sight, see nothing but that which may trouble and torment them.93
Camus went on to repeat a gloss dating back to Basil of Caesarea that the flames of Hell give heat but no light (inspired by Job 10:22, “the land of gloom and chaos, where light is as darkness”). Of course, the best-known anglophone description of the darkness of Hell appears in the first book of Paradise Lost:
The dismal situation waste and wild,
A dungeon horrible, on all sides round
As one great furnace flamed, yet from those flames
No light, but rather darkness visible
Served to discover sights of woe,
Later Milton’s Raphael describes the fate of the fallen angels to Adam and Eve: “Nameless in dark oblivion let them dwell.”94
In the fallen world around them, did the men and women of this era see darkness and the night everywhere? When Marlowe’s Faustus asks Mephistopheles “How comes it then, that thou art out of hell?” the spirit answers “Why, this is hell, nor am I out of it,” asking in return:
Think’st thou that I, who saw the face of God,
And tasted the eternal joys of heaven,
Am not tormented with ten thousand hells,
In being depriv’d of everlasting bliss?95
For early modern Europeans, the night could indeed represent hell on earth. The night and its darkness expressed fundamental truths about witchcraft, spirits, Hell, and the Devil. In chapter 8 I examine the illumination of these dark features of the European mental landscape by new quotidian and metaphorical uses of the night, darkness, and light in the second half of the seventeenth century. The new truths of the resulting Enlightenment would redefine “night’s black agents” for the modern world.
Chapter Three Seeking the Lord in the night, 1530–1650
3.1 Discovering the night
In the fiery exchanges of the first decades of the Reformation all sides cast their struggle as one of light against darkness, Christ against Antichrist. This was the world of the witch persecutions as well. Loud accusations of spiritual darkness or benighted ignorance drowned out the quieter tones that occasionally described darkness and the night as a path to the Divine. Yet by the end of the sixteenth century, a very different sense of darkness and the night emerged in Christian visual culture, spirituality, and literature. The art historian Maria Rzepinska was one of the first to call attention to the “‘discovery of darkness’ or the ‘discovery of night’” in European Christian culture at the very end of the sixteenth century. She examined the use of “active darkness” to create shafts of artificial, condensed light in baroque painting, especially in the works of the late Tintoretto, Caravaggio, Ribera, Honthorst, and Georges de La Tour.1 The use of this intense chiaroscuro suggested to Rzepinska “a powerful European trend which introduced darkness, inseparable from light, as an iconic and psychological factor of essential significance.”2 In similar terms, Chris Fitter has documented the rise of the poetic nocturne in the English Renaissance, whose “poetry, masques and painting, in revaluing the night as a time of beauty and profundity, overturn … the construction predominant in classical and medieval traditions.”3 Fitter also dates the earliest evidence of this “nocturnal revolution” to the end of the sixteenth century. The work of Rzepinska and Fitter on this “discovery of night” sought to contextualize the development in relation to European painting and English literature respectively, but their studies lead us to a broader question: how did early modern Europeans use the night to think about God in the turbulent period between the Reformation and the Enlightenment?
In this chapter I explore evidence of changing attitudes toward the night in the piety and practices of the Anabaptist movement, in the mystic theology of John of the Cross (1542–91) and Carmelite reform, and in the theosophy of Jacob Böhme (1575–1624). I then show how a wide range of writers across confessions, including John Donne (1572–1631), Johann Arndt (1555–1621), and Claude Hopil (c. 1580–after 1630) used the night in ascetic, apophatic, mystic, and epistemological terms as a powerful metaphor in the first half of the seventeenth century. This approach allows us to understand the uses of the night in early modern culture in terms more precise and revealing than those of previous scholarship and go beyond the general contrast between a positive night and a negative night.
3.2 Seeking the Lord in the night
Across Christian confessions, the confrontation with lasting division, uncertainty, and persecution in the wake of the Reformation was a painful reality. Yet in this period the few and circumscribed positive associations of the night described in chapter 1 gave way to much broader and more complex associations of darkness and the night with the Divine as Christians used the night to think about God in unprecedented and powerful ways. In this section I argue that the night became more sacred and more meaningful as an unintended consequence of the persecution and clandestine worship attendant to confessional formation. The connection between confessional division, persecution, and a new appreciation of the night is especially apparent in the new relationship with darkness and the night seen among sixteenth-century Anabaptists and Mennonites, in the mystic theology of John of the Cross, and in the complex and all-encompassing theosophy of Jacob Böhme. Their experiences and writings reveal a central set of metaphorical uses of the night that will allow us to survey the hidden terrain of darkness and devotion in the late sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.
As territorial churches established themselves in the sixteenth century, each prohibited and persecuted the others. Turbulent dynastic politics hurled kingdoms from one confession to another, and Christians of all confessions found themselves estranged from the established church of their ruler. Some chose to gather and worship in secret. For those driven “underground” by confessional conflict, the night was indispensable. Catholic, Lutheran, Anglican, and Reformed Christians all worshiped secretly at night at some point in the century after the Reformation. More importantly, members of each confessional retold and published stories of meeting at night as part of their narratives of persecution and steadfastness, faith and martyrdom. By the early seventeenth century, scattered accounts of “underground” worship at night had entered the literature of every church, subtly shifting the associations of secret services at night. As the Anglican preacher (later bishop of Norwich) Edward Reynolds (1599–1676) explained in 1632, even “in the worst times … wherein the Church was most oppressed … God found out in the wilderness a place of refuge, defence, and feeding for his Church.” The faithful “did defend his truth, and … preserve his Church, though they were driven into solitary places, and forced to avoid the assemblies of Heretical and Antichristian Teachers.” For Reynolds the lesson of persecution was clear: “We learn likewise not to censure persons, places or times … Nicodemus came to Christ by night, and yet even then Christ did not reject him.”4 The experience of persecution and reports of it taught this age that the persons, places, and times established by the authorities for worship might be false, and that the faithful might have to accept “persons, places or times” far from the traditional in order to worship as God intended.
Reynolds supported his point by reference to Nicodemus in the Gospel of John (3:1–3), “a man of the Pharisees, named Nicodemus, a ruler of the Jews: The same came to Jesus by night, and said unto him, Rabbi, we know that thou art a teacher come from God.” Twice more identified with the night (John 7:50–51; 19:39), tradition explained that Nicodemus, like Joseph of Arimathea, came by night “secretly, for fear of the Jews” (John 19:38). In the sixteenth century this obscure figure became the exemplar for Christians forced to seek the Lord at night.
Writing in the mid 1520s, the poet Euricius Cordus was one of the first of this era to describe himself as a seeker in the night. A supporter of Luther, he felt himself “among people who persecute with … hate every Nicodemus who seeks Christ in this night.” Supporters of church reform in Hildesheim were described in 1528 as “finding their way secretly to Christ according to the example of Nicodemus.” And in the town of Veere in the Netherlands in 1530 we hear of a Protestant “school” or conventicle held nightly in a home. One evening an itinerant Dutchman preached there on “how Nicodemus came at night to our Lord to be taught,” combining the nocturnal meeting time with a discussion of its apostolic precedent.5 From Catholic Albertine Saxony the redoubtable Georg Witzel, writing in 1538, compared his fellow Catholics in the surrounding Lutheran territories to Nicodemus: “they attend church at night, they sing at night, they come into their own at night; in the light of day they hide, speak under their breath, and dissimulate.” In the same years Luther preached on John 3, praising Nicodemus for coming to the Lord at night.6
In the 1540s Calvin coined the term “Nicodemite” to rebuke Protestants in France who still attended Mass and failed to profess their faith openly.7 He used the term figuratively, with no reference to any actual nocturnal gatherings.8 The writings of Calvin, Farel, and Viret succeeded in giving Nicodemus a bad name, and in the second half of the sixteenth century fewer individuals identified themselves with him directly (though Calvin himself moderated his tone, later referring to Nicodemus as a true disciple).
Despite the pejorative use of “Nicodemite,” the biblical scene in which Nicodemus comes to Christ by night appears in the devotional imagery of all confessions, growing in popularity well into the seventeenth century.9 Figures 3.1 and 3.2 suggest the wide resonance of this night scene, from its use on a ceiling panel in the Carmelite convent of Himmelspforten, Würzburg (1613, Figure 3.1) to numerous prints, including one in Matthaeus Merian’s engravings of biblical scenes in 1627 (Figure 3.2).
Figure 3.1 “Von Nicodemo dem Obersten. JO[hannes] 3,” ceiling panel in the Carmelite convent of Himmelspforten, Würzburg, 1613, showing Nicodemus by candlelight.
Figure 3.2 Matthaeus Merian, “Meeting of Christ and Nicodemus by Night,” engraving in Noui Testamenti D.N. Iesu Christi … Des Newen Testaments vnsers Herren Jesu Christi fürnembste Historien vnd Offenbarungen in fleissigen und geschichtmesigen Figuren abgebildet, aufs Kupffer gebracht … Durch Mattheum Merian von Basel (Frankfurt, 1627). Photograph courtesy of the Newberry Library.
Accounts of Christians of all confessions meeting at night to avoid persecution abound in the second half of the sixteenth century. In England during the reign of Mary, Protestant congregations met in secret. Looking back from the third year of Elizabeth’s reign, William Ramsey of Devon wrote to the Protestant congregation he served during the time of Marian persecution, reminding them that he ministered “Early and late, privately and openly, as cause required and occasion served.”10 A London congregation led by Thomas Rose held a Protestant service on New Year’s night, 1555, and in the remote Lancashire village of Shakerly a layman named Jeffrey Hurst organized regular gatherings at his home “by night … bringing with him some preacher or other, who used to preach unto them so long as the time would serve, and so departed by night again … every time they came thither they were about 20 or 24 sometimes, but 16 at least, who had there also sometimes a Communion [service].”11 In his Ecclesiastical History Theodore Beza described a Reformed congregation meeting at night in Tours in 1560:
[O]n the last day of September of the said year, the Holy Supper was celebrated by night with such a multitude of people that not being able to find a room large enough, they had to make do with an old temple of St. Lawrence that was not used for anything any longer … Since then, the exhortations continued in this temple, by night, until about the twelfth of October, [when] the Church was entirely dispersed.12
After the accession of Elizabeth, English Catholics tended to continue to attend services in their parish church; Catholic noblemen conformed as an act of political obedience. The papal bull of 1570 deposing Elizabeth sharpened the line between English Catholics and Anglicans, and Catholic recusants began to avoid the established church and hear Mass in private or in secret, as in the county of Denbigh in Wales in 1578, where a Lady Throgmorton and others heard Mass in the house of John Edwards. Later, “upon St. Winifrid’s day, Mrs. Edwards went to Halliwell by night, and there heard Mass in the night season.” The recusants “carried thither with them by night, in mails and cloak-bags, all things pertaining to the saying of Mass. And … these Mass-sayers used their audience to receive holy water, and come to confession.”13 In the same years the so-called Godly or Puritans were accused of setting up “night conventicles.”14 For Christians of all confessions, persecution or word of it showed that the true church might be driven into the night. Was it reassuring to note that “this Son of God did instruct his timorous Disciple Nicodemus, who came to him by night, more fully, than he did such as were his daily followers”?15
3.2.1 Anabaptists
Members of these other religious communities were sometimes forced to meet in darkness, but the Anabaptists faced a much broader exile into the night. For the persecuted Anabaptist communities of the sixteenth century, the confrontation with darkness and the night was literal. From the 1530s on, Anabaptist and Mennonite communities began to meet regularly at night, seeking in the darkness the freedom to assemble and preach denied to them during the day. They found toleration only in Moravia in the mid sixteenth century, and in the Dutch Republic from the late sixteenth century.
In the sixteenth century and for scholars today “Anabaptist” refers to Protestant radicals marked by their insistence on believer’s baptism, their denial of infant baptism, their pacifism, and their understanding of their sect as the separate, “true” church.16 From their origins in the Zurich Reformation, four Anabaptist groups emerged by the middle of the sixteenth century: the Swiss Brethren (direct successors of the first Anabaptists of Zurich), South German groups, the Hutterian or Moravian communities, and the Mennonites of northern Germany and the Low Countries. These groups sought to live a biblicist theology as a tiny minority suffering sporadic but violent persecution. The Hutterian or Moravian communities found refuge at the far eastern edge of the Holy Roman Empire in territories still controlled by the local nobility. They enjoyed a golden age in the second half of the sixteenth century before the Habsburg imposition of the Catholic Reformation forced them eastward into Hungary and Russia.17
The earliest reports of Anabaptist worship mention early morning services and meetings, but by the 1530s these had become too dangerous in most regions.18 Sources from Flanders, the Rhineland, Alsace, Switzerland, Württemberg, Hesse, and Tirol document dozens of nocturnal gatherings of Anabaptists and Mennonites, including those planned around visits by Moravian/Hutterian missionaries.19 The Strasbourg city archives, for example, describe specific gatherings at night outside the city in 1545, 1557, and 1576 and refer to at least thirty-four other nocturnal meetings in the Strasbourg area in the period before 1601.20 The accounts came from town officials, pastors, and the simply curious who found their way into nocturnal gatherings of Anabaptists.21 Reports of hundreds of participants are not uncommon. For example, the Lutheran pastor Elias Schad reported to the Strasbourg city council about a gathering he had infiltrated in 1576. Judging from the accents he heard, Schad thought those assembled came from across the Empire – from “Switzerland, Breisgau, Westerich [?], Württemberg, Upper and Lower Alsace, perhaps even from Moravia.”22 The intrepid Lutheran pastor described a system of passwords and sentries used to protect the gathering, evidence of practical experience built up over decades of meeting at night.23 After Schad revealed himself to the group and initiated a lengthy theological debate over baptism and the nature of the church, he was escorted out by the Anabaptists, without whose help, he notes, he would never have found his way out of the forest at night.
Living in a state of confessional siege, the Anabaptists and Mennonites gained a new appreciation of the night in both practical and spiritual terms. A 1538 apology for Anabaptism in Hesse written by Georg Schnabel explains that their “secret gatherings in the woods, in the wilderness, or in houses” followed biblical precedents, citing among other passages “Acts 20 [verse 9], where Paul preached in the night.”24 Evidence of the re-evaluation of the night appears in one of the earliest accounts of a nocturnal gathering. As Anabaptists met outside Strasbourg on the night of July 24–25, 1545, two youths, the Lutheran pastor’s son Jeremias Steinle and his friend Murwolf, snuck into the gathering “for fun” (“aus fürwitz”) and described it to the city council shortly afterward. The young men reported hearing a sermon on the liberation of the children of Israel from their bondage in Egypt, and another sermon on Revelation 11.25 The Anabaptist preaching, which lasted from about 10 p.m. until 1 a.m., contrasted the false “church of stone” established by the authorities with the true church of the spirit.26 The assembled were told to shun their parish church and meet with their fellow believers whenever they could. The leaders of the service then explained that “one cannot find God except in the wilderness and in the darkness.”27 For those who gathered regularly in the night, the point was clear.28
By the middle of the sixteenth century, Anabaptists and their persecutors alike associated the movement with secret meetings at night.29 The imperial warrant issued for the arrest of Menno Simons in December 1542 accused him of “deceiving the simple people with his false teaching during secret, nocturnal meetings.”30 Simons himself took up this accusation in his “A Humble and Christian Apology and Reply concerning the Bitter, Vicious Lies and False Accusations” of 1552. “In the seventh place,” he explained, “they slander us and say that we are vagabonds, sneak-thieves, seducers … an ungodly sect and conspiracy.” Simons used the charge to address the association of Anabaptist and Mennonite communities with the night:
As to the ugly and vicious slander of being sneak-thieves: sneak-thieves are thieves and murderers who secretly enter houses for the purpose of taking the property or lives of others, also adulterers and seducers who are intent upon defiling the houses of their neighbors. Such wait for the darkness, says Job, and say “No eye shall see me.” In the dark they break into houses.31
“But we are not of that kind,” Simons explained. Because in these troubled times “one cannot publicly let out a peep about the word of the Lord,” the faithful must gather in secret at night. Simons justifies this with biblical authorities:
Moreover we learn from the Scriptures that Moses and all Israel ate the Passover at night [Ex. 12]; that Jesus admonished Nicodemus at night [John 3:2]; that the church assembled at night to pray [Acts 12:12]; that Paul taught the Word of the Lord all night [Acts 20]; and that the first church assembled at night to break the bread of the Lord, as the historians report.
His experience with the night led him to argue that “therefore, we confess that we must practice and promote the Word of the Lord at night as well as in the daytime, to the praise of the Lord.” Acknowledging Anabaptist/Mennonite practice, he continued “And so we assemble … in the fear of God, without hindrance or harm to any man, the Lord knows, at night as well as in the daytime, in a Christian manner, to teach the Word of the Lord and to admonish and reprove in all godliness; also to pray and administer the sacraments as the word of the Lord teaches us.”32 Simons’s collection of authoritative biblical accounts of gathering, teaching, and worship at night is especially significant when contrasted with the uncompromising “darkness-vs.-light” imagery of earlier Anabaptist writings.33 In the second half of the sixteenth century, we see further evidence of a much more nuanced Anabaptist view of the night and its darkness.
A Hessian account of 1578 provides an especially clear example of Anabaptist identification with Nicodemus and the night. The Lutheran pastor Tilemann Nolte (a former priest from Fulda) accepted an invitation from a peasant named Hen Klint to go and hear the Anabaptists preach.34 Nolte attended a gathering of about 300 people on the night of May 19, 1578 (Pentecost Monday) in a forest near the village of Schwarz. Two leaders of the group approached him and asked for his help in avoiding the authorities. They explained to Nolte that
they were poor people and they, like Nicodemus, had sought the Lord at night. Although they would well like to teach and preach openly, the authorities would not permit it.35
This reference to Nicodemus is especially significant. Through their deep biblicism, these Anabaptists found a scriptural reference point for lives spent “underground” avoiding persecution. Menno Simons cited John 3:1–3 in his defense of clandestine worship at night, and these Anabaptists chose to identify with Nicodemus because they “had sought the Lord at night.”
The authorities did not intervene at the Hessian meeting described above, but a similar gathering in a forest outside Zurich on September 5, 1574 was encircled and broken up by the Zurich city guard: the two missionaries from Moravia who led the service were arrested. A Zurich report of the incident included a hand-colored drawing of the Moravians preaching by candlelight at a table in the forest (Figure 3.3).36 The image of reading or preaching by candlelight in the forest recurs in other accounts.
Figure 3.3 Contemporary chronicle illustration of Moravian missionaries preaching by candlelight in the forest outside Zurich, 1574. Zentralbibliothek Zurich, ms F 23, s 393v/394r.
The Hutterites of Moravia lived in relative safety and worshipped only during the day. But the Moravian Anabaptist communities sent out hundreds of missionaries in the sixteenth century, and these men moved by night, met and preached by night, and risked imprisonment, torture, and death. The authors of the Hutterite Chronicle described them as “hunted and driven from place to place and from land to land. They had to be like owls and night ravens, not daring to appear by day, hiding … in the wild woods.”37 Setting out from their havens, the Hutterite settlements in Moravia, these missionaries anticipated a nocturnal life. When the missionaries Hans Arbeiter and Heinrich Schister were captured at Hainbach in the bishopric of Speyer in 1568, Arbeiter sent an account of their captivity and interrogation to his brethren in Moravia. He noted that “when we got to Kirrweiler Castle … I, with many threats and insults, was shut into a dark dungeon deprived of all daylight, an experience familiar to many believers.”38 Describing the captivity and martyrdom of Hans Mändel in Tirol in 1560–61, the Hutterian chronicle related that while he was imprisoned in the Vellenburg, “the spirits whom God sends to terrify the ungodly at night were now sent to serve and help him,” explaining that “the Lord forewarned him through such a spirit when the noblemen were coming to question him. It called him by name and told him to prepare himself and to be ready to suffer.”39 We have seen in the previous chapter the ubiquitous fear of “the spirits whom God sends to terrify the ungodly at night”; here the Moravian Chronicle records triumph over these nocturnal spirits and a sense that, with God’s grace, the night and its spirits instead serve the persecuted Brethren.
The earliest writings of the Anabaptist communities, such as the Schleitheim Confession of 1527, resound with the light–darkness opposition typical of Reformation polemics: “For truly all creatures are in but two classes, good and bad … darkness and light.” These early texts encouraged Anabaptists to stand firm, “so we shall not walk in darkness.”40 The transformation of the associations of darkness and the night among Anabaptists in the second half of the sixteenth century anticipates and reflects a broader appreciation of darkness across Western Europe by the start of the seventeenth century.41 Persecution forced small groups within each confession to worship at night; for Anabaptists outside of the Dutch Republic and Moravia, this experience transformed their appreciation of darkness and the night.
3.2.2 John of the Cross
As Anabaptist communities from Flanders to the Austrian Alps gathered together at night, Juan de Yepes y Alvarez lay in a dark prison cell in Toledo. His daring escape, illuminated by a full moon during the night of August 15–16, 1578 symbolized a new kind of night, a night that liberated the soul to seek the Divine.42 Following his escape John of the Cross (1542–91), as he has been known since he became a reformed Carmelite friar 1568, produced the deepest and most complex engagement with the “dark night of contemplation” in the early modern centuries.43 His writings on darkness and the night “transformed the night into the central principle of mystic theology,” crystallizing the nocturnalization of faith and piety under discussion here.44 The works of John of the Cross epitomize the use of the night to approach and understand the Divine in the seventeenth century.
Scholars agree that the actual experience of the physical night shaped profoundly the development and expression of John’s mystic theology.45 In fact two very different aspects of John’s relationship to the night emerge in his biography. Reports of his appreciation of serene nocturnal devotion (both in church before the tabernacle and outside, under the stars) contrast with the darkness of his abduction, captivity, and escape from a prison cell in the monastery of his brother Carmelites in Toledo. John’s references to “the tranquil night, / at the time of the rising of the dawn, / the silent music and sounding solitude” reflect the many accounts of his excursions outside in the middle of the night with his companions to pray and observe the beauty of the heavens, as well as many nights spent in solitary prayer.46 In violent contrast, his abduction on the night of December 2, 1577 began nine months of imprisonment in a nearly lightless cell in the fortress-like Carmelite monastery in Toledo. The period of hope and despair ended with John’s daring escape on an August night in 1578. John processed the Toledo experience in several ways, writing of the sense of being kidnapped and led away in the dark, of the dark nights of imprisonment with their attendant spiritual sorrows and joys, and of the liberation of the night of August 15–16. We can examine each in turn.
By the late 1570s the movement to reform the Carmelite order led by Teresa of Avila and John of the Cross met with increasing hostility from the unreformed (“Calced”) friars. The seizure of John by Calced fathers and armed men in Avila on the night of December 2, 1577 was not the first such abduction: in early 1576 John and another reformed Carmelite friar were taken from Avila to Medina del Campo by force at the instigation of the prior of the Calced friars in Avila. The two men were released after a short time – perhaps a few days. This first abduction may be reflected in one of his earliest poems, “I entered in – I knew not where,” dated prior to his imprisonment in Toledo. This work speaks of a “cloud of unknowing” with the power to illuminate: “however darksome was its shroud / It illuminated all the gloomy night.”47 John might have encountered this sense of “the darkness that illuminates” in a range of authors from Denys the Areopagite to Francisco de Osuna, as discussed above in chapter 1.48
The abduction in December 1577 led to a much longer imprisonment. All accounts of John’s cell in the Calced Carmelite monastery in Toledo stress its darkness, lit by one narrow window high above. Physical darkness, combined with the psychological pressures exerted by the unreformed Carmelites who were his jailors, informed the works John composed there and shortly after his escape. His prison works include the poems “For I Know Well the Spring” (with its refrain “Although it is the night”), the first thirty-one stanzas of The Spiritual Canticle, and the Romances. The poem “Dark Night” was written just after his nocturnal escape.49 In eight stanzas “Dark Night” presents an account of John’s escape through the words of a secular love poem. These verses also served to describe, as John explained, “the method followed by the soul in its journey upon the spiritual road to the attainment of the perfect union with God, to the extent that it is possible in this life.”50 The first five stanzas narrate a nocturnal flight that unites beloved and lover:
These and other poems from the Toledo period were revised and expanded in the following years, then glossed by John in extensive prose commentaries for the benefit of reformed Carmelite nuns and monks. In these commentaries John became the theologian of his own experience of the night. His encounter with darkness, real and spiritual, led to a deep engagement with the night, expressed in this series of devotional writings and practices. John built his theology upon a set of terms, especially the “dark night of the soul” and the “dark night of the spirit,” which resonate with the ascetic, apophatic, and mystic metaphors of the night articulated across early modern Europe in this period.
This engagement emerges in the two separate commentaries on the poem “Dark Night” written by John: The Ascent of Mount Carmel (1579–85) and Dark Night of the Soul (1582–85). In these complementary treatises John consolidated and refined his new use of the night as Ursymbol for the mystic path to union with God. The Spanish Carmelite introduced Ascent of Mount Carmel by outlining its use of the metaphor of night: “We may say that there are three reasons for which this journey made by the soul to union with God is called night.” First, John notes that “denial and deprivation are, as it were, night to all the desires and senses of man.” Second, faith, “the road along which the soul must travel to this union” is called “as dark as night to the understanding.” Third, the destination of the soul’s journey is “God, who, equally, is dark night to the soul in this life.”51 John’s works consistently outline a threefold night: an ascetic night of purgation, an inexpressible or apophatic night, and a mystic union with God likened to the night. John elaborated this tripartite metaphor by aligning it with the lived experience of the actual night:
These three parts of the night are all one night; but, after the manner of night, it has three parts. For the first part, which is that of sense, is comparable to the beginning of the night, the point at which things begin to fade from sight. And the second part, which is faith, is comparable to midnight, which is total darkness. And the third part is like the close of night, which is God, the part which is now near to the light of day.52
In this metaphor the first part of the night, the “dark night of the soul” or “dark night of the senses,” purges the soul of its connection to the worldly aspects of devotion. In John’s experience, this could be devastating.53 The second part of the night metaphor, the dark night of the spirit, is described by John as even more profound and disturbing than the night of the senses. That dark night of the spirit, “total darkness,” serves to separate the soul from its own memory, reason, and desire so that it can be united with God.54 The third part of this night is the mystic union of the soul and the Divine. To apply the night metaphor to the mystic path, John brought together the devotional, metaphorical, and mystical uses of the night in the Christian tradition. He retained the traditional mystic sequence (purgatio, illuminatio, unio) in the commentaries Ascent of Mount Carmel and Dark Night of the Soul by describing a twofold purging of the human soul (i.e., sensual nature) and spirit, moving through an ascetic night and an apophatic night to reach a mystic night of union. John’s innovation is simple and powerful: the night becomes the element common to each step of the mystic’s path.55 In this way the night becomes, as Jean Baruzi has noted, the fundamental element of John’s theology.56
Supplementing each of these metaphors of night – ascetic, apophatic, and mystic – is a deeper principle articulated by John not in direct reference to the structure and language of his work, but frequently and allusively, as for example in chapter 13 of book 1 of Dark Night of the Soul. Discussing the relationship between self-knowledge and knowledge of God in the night, John noted that, “As the philosophers say, one extreme can be well known by the other.” With these words John cited a principle central to the philosophical, pedagogical, and rhetorical culture of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries: contrariety, which has been so richly described by Stuart Clark in his work on the intellectual history of witchcraft.57 The general concept of opposition in Western thought, reflected in “polarity, duality, antithesis, and contrariety” served innumerable purposes in thought and expression. Clark examines the deeply rooted “language of contraries” in early modern discourses on physics, natural magic, and medicine. Because, as Clark observes, “contrariety was thought to characterize the logic of the Creator’s own thinking,” it was used to understand and discuss “all natural, intellectual, and social phenomena” from cosmology and ethics to literature, rhetoric, and religion. John of the Cross’s use of the todo–nada theme in the Ascent of Mount Carmel is one of countless examples.58 In the “discovery of night” John of the Cross and his seventeenth-century successors relied on an epistemological night which illuminated through contrariety. As we will see below, Jacob Böhme elevated this device – primarily through its implications for the relationship between light and darkness – to the guiding principle of his cosmology.
Studies of John’s predecessors underscore the new role the night plays in his mystic theology.59 Although John refers to the thought of John Baconthorpe, John Tauler, and Jan van Ruysbroeck throughout his works, John’s use of darkness and the night differs from these late medieval mystics.60 Georges Tavard argues that terms similar to John’s vocabulary of the night appear in the Cloud of Unknowing and in Walter Hilton (vernacular English writers whom John could not have known) and among the Rhenish mystics (translated into Latin by Lorenzo Surius in the mid sixteenth century), but that their conception of night “seems to diverge notably from his.”61 The key comparison is with Nicolas of Cusa, who placed the complementarity and inseparability of darkness and light near the center of his thought. The logical or conceptual value of darkness in Cusa contrasts with the place of the night, experiential and concrete, at the center of John’s theology, in which it is more than merely a symbol or concept. In similar terms, Cusa’s fundamental understanding of God as the “coincidentia oppositorum” in which all contradictions, including darkness and light, become one, contrasts with the irreducibility of todo and nada for John. This irreducible night seems as existential and fundamental as John’s experiences of it.62 And this night – profound and irreducible, taken without any reference to the dawn – informs a dynamic range of early modern thought and expression in the generations after John’s death.
This reading of several of the major works of John of the Cross alerts us to four kinds of night – the ascetic, apophatic, mystic, and epistemological – evoked in early modern culture. The Carmelite’s theology of the night allows us to understand the uses of the night in early modern culture in terms more precise and revealing than a simple contrast between positive and negative views of the night. As we will see, each of these four ways of thinking with the night resonated widely across European culture in the seventeenth century as never before. This resonance goes far beyond any question of influence by the relatively unknown Spanish Carmelite author, whose works were not published until 1618.
3.2.3 Jacob Böhme: contrariety as cosmos
“Nothing can be revealed to itself except through contrariety [Wiederwärtigkeit].” So proclaimed Jacob Böhme in his “On the Vision of the Divine” (“Von Göttlicher Beschaulichkeit”) in book 6 of the Christosophia (1624), one of his last writings.63 Contrariety was fundamental to early modern thought and expression, but the German philosopher-mystic elevated this principle to the essence of divine and created nature. In his expansive theosophy, developed in a flood of prose between 1619 and 1624, Böhme envisioned contrariety as a dynamic force that shaped God, the process of creation, and all aspects of human existence. No contrariety was more important to Böhme’s thought than the pair light–darkness, and a systematic, detailed cosmology of light and darkness permeates his work. In his last major work, the Mysterium magnum of 1623, a commentary on Genesis that elucidated “the kingdom of nature and the kingdom of grace,” Böhme emphasized the power of contrariety to create and reveal:
The darkness is the greatest enemy of the light, yet it is the means by which the light is revealed. If there were no black, then the white would not be revealed; and if there were no suffering, so also joy would not be revealed.64
A few pages later Böhme returns to this principle: “in the darkness the light is recognized, otherwise it would not be revealed,” noting that “the basest must be the origin of the best.”65 The discussion of darkness and light in the works of the shoemaker (and later cloth merchant) of Görlitz is one of the most complex and influential of the early modern period. Böhme sought no followers and remained in outward conformity with the Lutheran church all his life. Only one of his works was published during his lifetime, but his writings circulated in manuscript copies and were quickly published in German and in translation after his death. They found admirers far and wide. In 1646 Charles I of England, after reading Böhme’s Answers to Forty Questions (Vierzig Fragen von der Seelen) allegedly exclaimed, “God be praised that there are still men in existence who are able to give from their own experience a living testimony of God and His Word!”; in 1649 Oliver Cromwell’s chaplain, Peter Sterry (1613–72), influenced by Böhme, preached in Behemist terms that “Darkness, and light, are both in God; not only Representatively, but really; not in their ideas only, but their Identities.”66 Böhme’s life and work were shaped decisively by the confessional age into which he was born. His native region, Silesia, stood on the frontlines of religious and political conflict. As a cloth merchant he traveled across the region; he witnessed the royal entry of Frederick of the Palatinate into Prague as king of Bohemia in 1619 and saw the outbreak of what would become the Thirty Years War. In his writings he consistently sought to transcend the confessional struggles raging around him.
Böhme took the principle of contrariety, widespread in early modern culture, and elevated it to a cosmology understood through day and night, light and darkness. These pairs become inseparable and complementary. He explained his fundamental principle especially clearly in his Quaestiones Theosophicae (1624). In response to a question about the coexistence of God’s love and wrath, Böhme began:
The reader should understand that all things consist in Yes and No, be they divine, diabolic, terrestrial, or however they may be named. The One, as the Yes, is pure power and life, and is the truth of God or God himself. He would in himself be unknowable, and in him would be neither joy nor elevation, nor feeling, without the No.67
The Divine manifests itself through its creation of contraries: “The No is a counterstroke of the Yes or the truth, in order that the truth may be manifest and be a something, in which there may be a contrarium.” This is not, however, any simple dualism:
And yet it cannot be said that the Yes is separated from the No, and that they are two different things side by side. They are only one thing, but they separate themselves into two beginnings [principia], and make two centers, each of which works and wills in itself.
Böhme chose night and day to explain this reciprocity: “Just as day in relation to night, and night in relation to day, form two centers, and yet are not separated, or separated only in will and desire,” so too is the relationship between the Yes and the No, which forms the basis of all existence. Continuing in reference to day and night as expressed by heat and cold, Böhme explains that:
Neither would be manifest or operative without the other … Without these two, which are in continual conflict, all things would be a nothing, and would stand still without movement. The same is to be understood regarding the eternal unity of the Divine power.68
For light to exist, there must be darkness; and to know light, one must know darkness, because they are coexistent, not in a relationship of presence and absence, but as complements to one another. Böhme’s polarized cosmos comes into being and is known through contrariety.69
Böhme sought to describe the dynamic relationships between God, man, and nature in images as well. In his Answers to Forty Questions, composed around 1620, he advises the reader to visualize his thought by contrasting darkness and light in a geometric figure: “Put the Grimm [a manifestation of darkness] on the left, and the light on the right …; there is no other way of drawing it, but it is a sphere.”70 The first illustration of this “Philosophische Kugel oder … Wunder = Auge der Ewigkeit” appeared in a 1632 Latin edition of the Answers to Forty Questions printed in Amsterdam, and the image appeared in later editions of his works in Latin, English, Dutch, and German, again showing the breadth of the reception of Böhme in the century after his death. The English adaptation of the image (1647) appears as Figure 3.4. The contrariety of light and darkness is the dominant theme of the image: one sees the “two centers,” one dark and one light, as referenced above in the Quaestiones Theosophicae. The sixty-five specific Behemist terms brought together in the 1632 image suggest the complexity of Böhme’s theosophy; at the same time, the fundamental connection between the spheres of darkness and light is apparent. In words and in images, Böhme thus presented a theology in which light and darkness are balanced and interdependent; this contrasts sharply with the imagery of light and darkness in the Lutheran and radical traditions from which he issued.71 Given the distance of his thought from even his closest predecessors, such as Valentin Weigel and Johann Arndt, how should we assess the sources of his ideas?
Figure 3.4 Representing light and darkness in Jacob Böhme’s thought. Engraving from Jacob Böhme, XL. questions concerning the soule (London, 1647), pp. 22–23. University of Chicago Library, Special Collections Research Center.
Like the Anabaptists and the Carmelite reformers, Böhme knew intra- and inter-confessional strife and persecution first hand. But his experiences allow us to glimpse deeper crises and more profound solutions formed in the crucible of the confessional age. His theosophy, which he saw as a divine revelation, can also be understood through its personal, existential origins, and in the rich, relatively open cultural-intellectual milieu of Silesia at the end of the sixteenth century. From his first writing, the unfinished Rising Dawn (Morgenröthe im Aufgang, later referred to as Aurora) of 1612 to his last works in 1624, Böhme sought to explain the relationship between God and humankind in terms of the physical world, which he understood as fundamental material reality and as allegory.
The decentering of the earth by the new astronomy seems to have started Böhme’s search. By his own account, Böhme’s revelations followed a period of “hard melancholy and sadness” caused, as he related in chapter 19 of the Aurora, when he “contemplated in [his] spirit the vast Creation of this World.” By the time he wrote Aurora in 1612, Böhme held firmly to the new astronomy, stating “the earth turns and courses with the other planets around the sun as in a wheel.”72 Böhme seems to have first learned of this heliocentric view sometime before 1600: he related in the Aurora that he was suddenly and deeply disturbed by his first encounter with heliocentric or polycentric astronomy, and wondered what “the little spark of humanity” could mean to God, lost among his “great works of heaven and earth.” He described in poignant terms the loss of his medieval Christian world view:
Before this … I myself held that the true Heaven formed a round circle, quite sky-blue, high above the stars, in the opinion that God had therein his specific being, and ruled in this world solely through the power of his holy spirit.
This view was given “quite a few hard blows (“gar manchen harten Stoß”) by word of a heliocentric (or perhaps polycentric and infinite) universe.73
Secure in an Aristotelian-geocentric world view, John of the Cross contemplated the night sky with a sense of divine order that located humankind and nature within concentric spheres of planets and fixed stars encompassed by the celestial realm of angels, saints, and God. Böhme looked at the same night sky with fear, “very melancholy and intensely saddened” by the implications of the new astronomy. He explained that as a result of his heliocentric understanding of the cosmos, the Devil would “often send pagan thoughts” (a circumlocution for atheist conclusions about the absence of God?) to him.74 Where was God in this “new” universe? Infinitely distant from the earth and humankind?75
Böhme feared that the absence of God was confirmed by the world around him: “I found that good and evil were in all things, in the elements and in the creatures, and that in this world the godless fare as well as the pious, and that the barbarian peoples have the best lands, and that they enjoy more happiness than the godly.”76 His crisis combined the disorientation of the new, infinite, universe with the age-old question of theodicy. Böhme attested that “no writings, even among those I knew so well, could console me.” The cobbler-turned-theologian described the confusion of a new, vast universe alongside the apparent predominance of evil in the world. Böhme’s contemporary John Donne evoked the same confusion at the same time in his Anniversaries (1611):
And new Philosophy calls all in doubt,
The Element of fire is quite put out;
The Sunne is lost, and th’earth, and no mans wit
Can well direct him where to looke for it.
And freely men confesse that this world’s spent,
When in the Planets, and the Firmament
They seeke so many new; they see that this
Is crumbled out againe to his Atomis.
‘Tis all in pieces, all coherence gone;
All just supply, and all Relation:
Prince, Subject, Father, Sonne, are things forgot,
For every man alone thinkes he hath got
To be a Phoenix, and that then can be
None of that kinde, of which he is, but he.77
In this passage Donne, like Böhme, fuses the “new Philosophy” with a sense of moral or social disorder, as the proper relations between princes and subjects, and fathers and sons have lost “All just supply, and all Relation.” With “all coherence gone,” restoring order would not be easy.78 The solution Böhme fashioned transformed him from troubled cobbler to influential theosopher.
The breakthrough came around 1600, as described in chapter 19 of the Aurora, titled “On the created Heaven and the form of the earth and the water, also on the light and the darkness.”79
In a word, the solution to Böhme’s crisis was immanence. God dwelt in this world, in everything, not in a distant Heaven. This immanence meant a new embrace of all of the natural world, both as material and as symbol, especially – as the title of the chapter suggests – its light and its darkness. This “awareness [Erkenntnis] and revelation from God” came after “wrestling with the love and mercy of God,” a reference to Böhme’s namesake Jacob wrestling at night with an angel.80
Immanence also shaped his new understanding of evil. Through his entire oeuvre, the question of evil and redemption remained central to Böhme’s theosophy, as did the imagery of darkness and light. Böhme developed an understanding of evil unique within the Christian tradition, describing its generation through the unfolding of the potential within the Ungrund – the undifferentiated Divinity as it existed before creation. This view made evil, Satan, Hell (understood untopologically), and darkness fundamental and necessary aspects of creation. Böhme broke decisively with the traditional Christian view of evil and darkness as deficiency or privation. Contra Augustine, evil was in Böhme’s cosmos more than the mere absence of good, and darkness more than the privation of light. Both became real in their own right as necessary aspects of creation. This cosmos and the place of evil in it stands in startling contrast to all orthodox Christian views of his age.81
The revelations first received around 1600 and first outlined in the unfinished Aurora (1612) ended the depression and confusion prompted by the new astronomy and by the seeming triumph of evil in the world. But the circulation of Böhme’s ideas in manuscript marked a second turning point in the artisan’s life as he faced conflict with the local Lutheran clergy over his startling, heterodox ideas. In the late sixteenth century, Böhme’s Görlitz was a crossroads of heterodox ideas and beliefs where pastors, city councilors, artisans, travelers, and local nobles discussed the diverse intellectual and cultural offerings of the time: Calvinism, Lutheran mysticism, Paracelsan alchemy, the new astronomy, Catholic reform, Schwenkfeldian ideas, and more. Kepler visited the city in 1607; the city councilor Bartholomäus Scultetus and Böhme’s pastor Martin Moeller (1547–1606) were among the city’s leading intellectuals.
This lively, relatively open cultural-intellectual milieu was fundamental to the development of Böhme’s ideas. But Görlitz was becoming less tolerant and more tied to Lutheran orthodoxy just as his writings began to circulate in 1612–13. A local nobleman, Carl Ender von Sercha, made copies of the unfinished Aurora manuscript. In July 1613 a copy reached the new senior Lutheran pastor of Görlitz, Gregor Richter. He immediately informed city councilor Scultetus of the cobbler’s heretical work. Böhme was brought before Scultetus and questioned about his “enthusiastic beliefs.” While Böhme was held briefly at the Rathaus, the Aurora manuscript was confiscated from his home. Böhme was warned not to dabble in theology any further and released; the manuscript was locked away. Scultetus handled Böhme fairly gently, but pastor Richter was more forceful. The following Sunday, July 28, 1613, he denounced false prophets such as Böhme from the pulpit; the cobbler-cloth merchant was then questioned by Richter and the clerical council of Görlitz on July 30. The meeting concluded with Böhme’s agreement to cease writing about theological and spiritual matters. This public censure left a lasting mark on Böhme’s life.82
In the years between his silencing in 1613 and the resumption of his writing in 1619 Böhme reflected deeply on confessional strife and war. He returned to writing with a manuscript titled The Three Principles (Beschreibung der Drey Principien Göttliches Wesens); like all his writings after 1612, it is entirely critical of the established churches and their clergy. In the theosopher’s view, the world was “under the sway of a fratricidal Church of Cain.”83 Böhme now saw the revelations he received as specific to the confessional age in which he lived. All around he saw that “contention and strife in faith is arisen, that men talk much of faith, one pulling this way, another that way, making a multitude of opinions, which are altogether worse than the heathen views.”84 Confessional conflict, doctrinal rigidity, and religious persecution had emptied Christendom of true understanding of God and nature: “today titulary Christendom is full of such magi who have no natural understanding of God or nature, but only empty babbling.” By reneging on his agreement to cease writing on matters of theology and faith, Böhme drew censure from the Lutheran clergy of his city. His ongoing conflict with the Lutheran churchmen of Görlitz echoes in his conclusion that through such clergy “the world is thus made stone-blind.”85
The revelations vouchsafed to Böhme and the theosophical program he expounded were intended to illuminate a world blinded by ecclesiastical authorities and confessional strife. He placed his age in contrast with early Christianity in relation to “natural magia,” i.e. the direct and allegorical understanding of the natural world: “as it was highly necessary and good that the natural magia was discontinued amongst the Christians, where the faith of Christ was manifest: so now at present it is much more necessary that the natural magia be again revealed.” For Böhme “natural magia” meant a turn to the observed phenomena of the natural world, including (as described above) a new appreciation of the complementarity of darkness and light. He echoed other programs of spiritual and natural renewal circulating at this time, such as the Rosicrucian and utopian writings of Johann Valentin Andreä. The return to “natural magia” would have immense consequences:
the self-fashioned idols of titulary Christendom will be revealed and made known through nature, so that man might recognize in nature the articulated and formed Word of God, as well as the new rebirth, and the fall and perdition.86
Alchemy, physical and spiritual, might serve as midwife to this rebirth, which would embrace darkness as complementary to light, and night alongside day. As Böhme exhorted in his Signatura Rerum of 1622, here in the English translation of 1651: “Now wilt thou be a Magus? then thou must understand how to change the Night again into the Day,” emphasizing that “the Day and Night lie in each other as one Essence.”87 Böhme saw his own age as ready to accept a new relationship between light and darkness, day and night. He would be a prophet of this nocturnalization.
The stories of the Anabaptists, John of the Cross, and Jacob Böhme alert us to a broader set of experiences across Europe in the confessional era. In each of these cases confessional conflict and ongoing persecution – from within one’s own confession or across confessional lines – led to a new relationship with the night in daily life and in spiritual expression. The encounters with darkness and the night examined here show an increasing integration of the night into spiritual life and thought. The Anabaptists sought scriptural validation of their nocturnal position outside the established churches of the princes. In the midst of the brutal struggle to reform the Carmelite order, John of the Cross developed a profound theology of the night by nocturnalizing the three stages of the classic mystic sequence of purgation, illumination, and union. For Jacob Böhme, the balance between light and darkness became the basis of the cosmos: his abstract understanding of the meaning and reality of darkness and the night seeks its equal in the early modern era. Referring directly to the confessional strife around him, Böhme also presented a theory of history in which his era would see a return to “natural magia” in order to truly understand God’s creation, light and dark. Böhme’s writings (1612; 1619–24) take us into a period of intense occupation with the night as a path to God in Western Christendom. To chart this phenomenon in the next section, we will draw on the examples of John of the Cross and Jacob Böhme to focus on the search for God in the night in ascetic, apophatic, mystic, and epistemological terms.
3.3 Thinking with the night about God
“Dark texts need notes,” John Donne observed in a verse epistle to his patroness Lucy, countess of Bedford, in 1608. As creator of the English noun “nocturnal” to refer to a poem about the night, Donne joined unlettered Anabaptists, doctors of mystical theology, poets, and alchemical philosophers in using the night to think about God in new ways and with new intensity.88 Each of the conceptual/metaphorical uses of the night – ascetic, apophatic, mystic, and epistemological – epitomized in the works of John of the Cross and Jacob Böhme found new or renewed expression across European culture in first half of the seventeenth century. This “discovery of the night” went far beyond the reception of the vocabulary of its most focused exponent, John of the Cross, forming a broad but distinct cultural and “spiritual undercurrent” in the period 1550–1650.89
Many chose poetry as the genre in which to express this new relationship with the night; John of the Cross was the forerunner in form as well as content. As Michel de Certeau observed regarding the discourse of mysticism in the period from Teresa of Avila to Angelus Silesius: “For a while, this science was sustained only by the poem (or its equivalents: the dream, the rapture, etc.). The poem was the substitute for its scientific object.”90 Much of the “discovery of the night” explicitly evoked “mystic darkness,” and these “dark texts” reveal Europeans using the night to think about God in an unprecedented variety of ways. By 1640, when the Jesuit theologian Maximilian Sandaeus published an alphabetical guide to the key terms of mystic theology, the night was firmly established in the vocabulary of mysticism.91 Under the entry for “Nox” Sandaeus presents each of the senses of the night elucidated by John of the Cross, beginning with a reference to the significance of the term: “Night. Numerous metaphors of the night can be found among the mystics; they are used most frequently by John of the Cross, distinguished mystic of our time, from whom are the books on the ascent of Mount Carmel.” Sandaeus’s guide also has entries for “dusk,” “midnight,” and “lantern,” but no entry for “day.”92
The new role of the night in devotion and theology was celebrated in verse by Richard Crashaw in the “Hymn in the Glorious Epiphanie” of his Steps to the Temple (1648). This English Catholic, writing in exile in Paris, brought English metaphysical poetry together with early modern Catholic mysticism.93 He proclaimed “a most wise and well-abused Night” which he identified as the via negativa of John of the Cross, “the frugal negative Light.” This “more close way” to the Divine is taught by the newborn “Child of light,” whom Crashaw thanks for a night that allows us “To read more legible thine original Ray, / And make our darkness serve thy day.” The poem is spoken by the three magi:
(1.) Thus shall that reverend Child of light,
(2.) By being Scholar first of that new night,
Come forth Great Master of the mistick day;
(3.) And teach obscure Mankind a more close way
By the frugal negative Light
Of a most wise and well-abused Night,
To read more legible thine original Ray,
(Chorus) And make our darkness serve thy day;
Maintaining ’twixt thy World and ours
A commerce of contrary pow’rs,
A mutual Trade
’Twixt Sun and Shade,
By confederate Black and White
Borrowing Day and lending Night.
In this section we will follow the undercurrent of “that new night” identified by Sandaeus and Crashaw across Europe, with a focus on its breadth in the first half of the seventeenth century, the critical period in this discovery of the night as path to the Divine.
3.3.1 The ascetic night
The “night to all the desires and senses” had a venerable place in the Christian tradition. An ascetic life of nocturnal prayer remains a fundamental aspect of Benedictine and other monastic observance. Waking in darkness for the office of nocturns held practical and eschatological significance but was foremost a physical act of self-denial.94 This ascetic darkness is deployed by Ignatius of Loyola in the Spiritual Exercises (1548): in the first week of the Exercises, the author proposes “to deprive myself of all light … shutting the doors and windows while I stay, except when I am to read or eat.”95 In contrast with earlier observance, however, Loyola imagines the solitary use of ascetic darkness, marking the key common feature of early modern nocturnal paths to the Divine. From Loyola it is a short step to the ascetic night, in which darkness serves as a metaphor for self-denial. Teresa of Avila’s Interior Castle (1577–80) presents its first three sections or “mansions” as a descent into darkness (“the light which comes from the palace occupied by the King hardly reaches these first mansions at all”), signifying the sin the soul must overcome. At the end of the description of the second mansion Teresa reviews the ascetic value of the confrontation with darkness in a famous passage: “It is absurd to think that we can enter Heaven without first entering our own souls – without getting to know ourselves, and reflecting upon the wretchedness of our nature.”96 In darkness, self-denial leads to self-knowledge. This insight can carry a penitential tone, as in the poetry of Jesuit martyr Robert Southwell (c. 1561–95), whose “The Prodigal Chylde’s Soule Wracke” (c. 1595) proclaimed:
I, plungèd in this heavye plyght,
Founde in my faltes just Cause of feare;
By darkness taught to knowe my light,
The loss thereof enforcèd teares.
The ascetic night echoes across the sacred writings of John Donne. In his “Hymn to Christ, at the Author’s last going into Germany” (1619) Donne takes his approaching travel as the moment to rededicate himself to God, shunning the distractions of daylight in favor of the darkness and night, which allow a clearer vision of the Divine.97
Seal then this bill of my divorce to all,
On whom those fainter beams of love did fall;
Marry those loves, which in youth scatter’d be
On fame, wit, hopes – false mistresses – to Thee.
Churches are best for prayer, that have least light;
To see God only, I go out of sight:
And to ’scape stormy days, I choose
An everlasting night.
This night is intensely introspective, but Donne also considered the power of the ascetic night from his perspective as a preacher. In a 1629 sermon given “In the Evening” Donne addressed “atheists” and asked his listeners to look ahead to midnight:
I respite thee but a few hours, but six hours, but till midnight. Wake then; and then dark and alone, Hear God ask thee then, remember that I asked thee now, Is there a God? and if thou darest, say No.98
Stripped of the distractions of the daylight, alone at midnight, the “atheist” or libertine would recognize the God he scorned during the day. Donne’s reference to the tolling of a “passing bell” in another sermon also evokes the shock of midnight: “A man wakes at midnight full of unclean thoughts, and hears a passing bell; this is an occasional mercy.”99 The popular English emblem book of the poet Francis Quarles (1635; many editions through the nineteenth century) took a gentler approach to the same kind of night:
My soule, cheare up: What if night be long?
Heav’n finds an eare, when sinners find a tongue:
Thy teares are Morning show’rs: Heaven bids me say,
When Peter’s Cock begins to crow, ’tis Day.100
The Lutheran pastor, poet, and hymnist Paul Gerhardt (1607–76) looked toward an ascetic night in his “Evensong” (“Abendlied,” 1667):
Rest now all forests,
Beasts, men, cities and fields,
The whole world sleeps
But you, my thoughts,
Up, up you must begin
What pleases your creator most.101
In each stanza Gerhard presents a different theme of nocturnal meditation including Jesus as “another sun” and the stars, the body, and the bed as memento mori.102
There is no better way to visualize this ascetic night than in the devotional candlelight scenes of Georges de La Tour, especially the Repentance of Mary Magdalene – a popular theme, judging from the many versions and copies painted from the 1630s on.103 La Tour’s penitent Magdalene (Figure 3.5) captures the solitary nature of the ascetic night: there is no space or place in the scene into which another figure could intrude, and no light enters from outside the scene.104 The devotional context of the night scenes produced by artists active in the duchy of Lorraine such as Jacques Bellange, Jean Le Clerc, Jacques Callot, and Georges de La Tour has been examined closely by Paulette Choné.105 Arguing for a more careful approach to connections between painting and literature, she has identified the works of John of the Cross (which circulated in manuscript among the Discalced Carmelites of the region before their publication in 1618) and the Franciscans André de L’Auge (who preached at the ducal court of Lorraine) and Juan de Los Angeles as specific channels that brought the verbal imagery of the sacred night, ascetic and apophatic, into the visual arts of the Lorraine region.
Figure 3.5 Georges de La Tour (1593–1652), The Magdalene with the Smoking Flame, c. 1638–40. Los Angeles County Museum of Art.
Of course, the specific Lorraine context does not preclude a broader set of connections. Among the manuscripts of the English Benedictine Sisters in Cambrai (Flanders), we find an anonymous devotional poem of the seventeenth century that seems to gloss the solitary, ascetic night of La Tour’s Magdalene:
Alone retired within my native cell,
At home within myself, all noyse shut out
In silent mourning I resolve to dwell,
With thoughts of death Ile hang my walls about;
All windows close, Faith shall my taper be,
At whose dim flame Ile Hell and Judgment see.
…
All windows close, Faith shall my Taper be,
On Hope Ile rest, and sleep in Charity.106
The abbey of Our Lady of Consolation at Cambrai was founded in 1623 by Cresacre More, great-grandson of Thomas More, and had longstanding ties to English recusant families. His daughter Dame Agnes (Grace) More (1591–1655 or 1656) and several other sisters at Cambrai were cousins of John Donne.107 The literary works of the sisters of Cambrai use themes familiar from English metaphysical poetry, such as the contrast and reciprocity of light and darkness, “the four seasons of mankind,” and the microcosm/macrocosm parallel. The sisters also drew on Spanish and French mysticism; as “Sister M.S.” noted in a collection of writings “for her spiritual comfort in her several necessities”: “John of the Cross. There is no better or more powerful way to increase the virtue of the mind, than … to shut fast the door of the senses, by solitude and forgetfulness of all creatures and human events.”108 She reveals a clear understanding of the “dark night of the senses” as described by John. At Cambrai, the English Benedictine sisters received and contributed to the latest currents in Western spirituality across national and confessional boundaries. The night became a key time and symbol in these currents: it could reveal sin and, by removing the temptations of the day, offer a path away from it. As Pascal observed in his Pensées (c. 1660): “If there were no obscurity, man would not feel his own corruption.”109
3.3.2 The apophatic night
As the midpoint of the soul’s dark night, faith “is compared to midnight,” the darkest part of the night. “The more the soul is darkened,” John explained, “the greater is the light that comes into it.”110 In his discussion of the Divine, John explained that “in order to reach Him, a soul must rather proceed by not understanding … and by blinding itself and setting itself in darkness, rather than by opening its eyes.”111 Empowered by the sense that the path to God is as dark as night to the understanding, mystic authors made darkness and the night key apophatic terms across genres and confessions in the seventeenth century. Darkness figured in many of the oxymora and paradoxes used to express the inexpressibility of the Divine, seen for example in George Herbert’s “Evensong” (c. 1620; the earlier of two poems with this title). Herbert begins with the more traditional negative view of “Night, earth’s gloomy shade, / fouling her nest, my earth invade,” but then corrects himself, noting that it is wrong to write “as if shades knew not Thee.” The night is also a divine time, as he immediately asserts in apophatic terms:
But Thou art Light and Darkness both together:
If that be dark we cannot see:
The sun is darker than a tree,
And thou more dark than either.
Yet Thou art not so dark, since I know this,
But that my darkness may touch thine:
And hope, that may teach it to shine,
Since Light thy Darkness is.112
No one explored this theme more deeply than the French devotional poet Claude Hopil. The Parisian wrote extensively on this theme in his The Piercings of Divine Love Expressed in One Hundred Canticles Made in Honor of the Most Holy Trinity (Les divins eslancemens d’amour exprimez en cent cantiques faits en l’honneur de la très saincte Trinité) of 1629.113 Apophatic themes and expressions from Denys the Areopagite and John of the Cross are woven into one hundred canticles in praise of the Trinity:
In the night of faith, the ray of darkness
of the beautiful Trinity
Suffices for salvation.114
Paradoxes of night and darkness are Hopil’s primary theme:
My spirit rises to the dungeon magnificent
In the divine ray of mystic darkness
All confused and ravished
I saw what one cannot think, let alone write
Thus I tell you all without being able to say anything
Of all that I saw.115
Hopil described clearly the apophatic voice: “If I speak here only of shadow and fog, / of silence and of horror, / of dungeons and dark clouds,” he explained, it is only so that “one sees the failure / that the Father causes in us through his wisdom.” This failure is a “learned ignorance … ravishing and beautiful,” a “sacred darkness which reveals to us a Sun / to the heart, not to the eye.”116 Revealed to the saints by “his eternal word,” the Divine is “hidden for us in the mystic night.”117 Many times Hopil refers to his own meditation “in the night not dark but mystic,” suggesting that he considered the night a time of actual prayer as well as an apophatic metaphor.118
Despite their necessary obscurity, Hopil composed his devotional verses as canticles, meant to be sung to the tunes of popular secular chansons in the home. Scholars have noted that “individual readers were considered capable of choosing music themselves for pious chanson texts” such as those of Hopil, suggestion some circulation of his sense of the apophatic and mystic night among laypeople.119
Oxymora and paradoxes abounded in the popular poetry of the spiritual night. The Lutheran baroque poet Andreas Gryphius (1616–64) often wrote of the bleak shadows of the Thirty Years War, but he also chose an apophatic night in his “On the Birth of Jesus” (“Uber die Geburt Jesu”):
Night / more than bright night! Night / brighter than the day /
Night (brighter than the sun) / in which the light was born.
…
O night, which can thwart all nights and days!120
Other poets celebrated the night in broader terms not limited to the single, unique night of the birth of the Christian savior. As Henry Vaughan concluded his poem “The Night”:
There is in God – some say –
A deep, but dazzling darkness; as men here
Say it is late and dusky, because they
See not all clear.
O for that Night! where I in Him
Might live invisible and dim.
Another of the Benedictine sisters at Cambrai, Dame Clementina Carey (d. 1671), wrote of flight from God in the night, reversing the terms of the paradox:
If I say Darkness, and the Night,
Which shut out all, shall bar Thy sight
That Darkness, which is so to me, to Thee is Light.121
These baroque expressions of the inexpressible were drawn to the night as they sought to fuse the quotidian with the sublime.
Similar insights appeared in natural philosophy, as in the alchemical treatise of Blaise de Vigenère (1523–96), A Discovery of Fire and Salt (English translation, 1649).122 Vigenère asserts that “Divinity is so wrapped in darkness, that you cannot see day through it,” citing Psalm 17, Orpheus, and Deuteronomy 4. His comments reveal the reception of the negative theology of Denys the Areopagite: “for in regard of God towards us, light and darkness, are but one thing: as is his darkness, such is his light.” He adds in apophatic terms:
by … that which is equivalent to darkness, we may better apprehend something of the Divine Essence, but not by … that which relates to light … For the Divine light is insupportable above all to all his Creatures, even down to the most perfect, following that which the Apostle sets down in I. of Tim. 6. God dwells in the light inaccessible, that no man can see. So that it is to us instead of darkness, as the brightness of the Sun is to Moles, Owls, and other night birds.123
The need for darkness in the ineffable human encounter with the Divine was a significant theme in the seventeenth century.124 The engravings forming the frontispiece of Daniel Cudmore’s A prayer-song; being sacred poems on the history of the birth and passion of our blessed Saviour (Figure 3.6, 1655) juxtapose the sun hidden in darkness with the soldiers at Christ’s tomb, blinded by the light of the Resurrection.125 The texts chosen place the images in an apophatic frame. On the left “Behold the man” refers to a cloud of darkness before the sun; on the right “He is not here but is risen” captions the blinding physical presence of the risen Christ. The darkness that covers the sun and the dazzling force that pushes back the soldiers both have their counterparts in Milton’s Paradise Lost. Surveying their new lot in Hell, the fallen angel Mammon reminds his fellows that darkness is not confined to the infernal depths:
Figure 3.6 Detail, frontispiece of Daniel Cudmore, A prayer-song; being sacred poems on the history of the birth and passion of our blessed Saviour (London, 1655). University of Illinois, Urbana-Champaign, Rare Books and Manuscripts Library.
This deep world
Of darkness do we dread? How oft amidst
Thick clouds and dark doth Heaven’s all-ruling sire
Choose to reside, his glory unobscured,
And with the majesty of darkness round
Covers his throne, from whence deep thunders roar
Mustering their rage, and Heaven resembles hell?126
Mammon fundamentally misunderstands the origins and meaning of divine darkness, of course, describing it as a material obstacle rather than as a reflection of unconditional divine majesty.127 Milton evokes the apophatic through Mammon’s failure to understand it. Raphael’s description of God is more perceptive, with its apophatic flourish:
Fountain of light, thyself invisible
Amidst the glorious brightness where thou sit’st
Thron’d inaccessible, but when thou shad’st
The full blaze of thy beams, and through a cloud
Drawn round thee like a radiant shrine
Dark with excessive bright thy skirts appear.128
As we will see below in chapter 4, the image of light blazing through a cloud was deployed by Milton’s royalist contemporaries to praise earthly sovereigns as well.
3.3.3 The mystic night
“Although this happy night brings darkness to the spirit, it does so only to give it light in everything.”129 With these words John of the Cross opened the most advanced section of his extended nocturnal metaphor to describe the mystic union of the soul with God as night in the second book of Dark Night of the Soul. “On this night God … [has] put to sleep … all the faculties, passions, affections and desires which live in the soul, both sensually and spiritually.” John presents the liberation of the soul through night:
It is not to be supposed that, because in this night and darkness it has passed through so many tempests of afflictions, doubts, fears, and horrors, as has been said, it has for that reason run any risk of being lost. On the contrary … in the darkness of this night it has gained itself.130
For John and his successors, this mystic night built upon the ascetic nights of despair and purgation, and could be expressed only in the apophatic terms outlined above. As Jeanne de Cambry, an Augustinian canoness, wrote in her mystic Ruin of Self-Love and Building of Divine Love (1623): “But indeed they cannot be explicated by any human tongue! Nevertheless, serving myself of a similitude, I will describe this as best I can.” Later in the treatise she describes a soul in mystic union: “For she will be, as it were, wrapped up in a wonderful kind of interior darkness.”131 By the early seventeenth century, more spiritual authors used similitudes of darkness and the night to describe the encounter with God.132 Writing in 1610, the Lutheran theologian and devotional author Johann Arndt (1555–1621) described a dark night of mystical union in terms remarkably similar to those of John of the Cross:
When the heart is still, when all senses are turned inward, in peace, and recollected in God; when no earthly light appears in the understanding, and the wisdom of the flesh is swallowed up in a night or divine darkness, then the divine light rises and gives a flash, a ray of itself, and shines in the darkness. That is the darkness in which the Lord dwells, and the night in which the will sleeps and is in union with God. In this [state] one’s memory has forgotten the world and time.133
The theme of darkening the self to admit the divine light is not common in Arndt’s writings, but it is unmistakable. Again, it is significant that Arndt developed this metaphor of darkness without access to the works of John of the Cross, which were first printed in Spanish in 1618 and in French in 1622–23.
The writings of John of the Cross did clearly influence Claude Hopil’s Divins eslancemens d’amour of 1629. Hopil described the divine union in shadowy terms: “One night in the midst of the cloud / in a superabundance of spirit / my soul was alienated of its senses.” He continued: “No, I have neither heart, nor mind, nor memory / since the happy night in which I glimpsed the glory / of the King of love / a night in front of which my days are but a vain shadow / night clearer than a day.”134 In Hopil’s case there is little discussion of purgation before the mystic union. As he wrote: “I like only nights and mystic clouds / To sing in silence to my God my canticles.” Hopil imagines finding God “In the ray of shadow where the Essence hides, / In the clair-obscur where silence resides.”135 Hopil’s use of phrases such as “claire obscurité” underscores the links with “clair-obscur” as key concept emerging in painting in the first half of the seventeenth century.136
Images of divine union in the dark night traveled across confessions. The Lutheran convert to Roman Catholicism Johannes Scheffler (1624–77), who after conversion wrote devotional poetry under the name Angelus Silesius, united the powerful sense of immanence from the heterodox spiritualist and Behemist traditions with the Catholic baroque. In his “The Blessed Silence of the Night” (1657), Scheffler provided a concise and eloquent description of the mystic night:
Note, in the silent night, God as a man is born
To compensate thereby for what Adam had done
If your soul can be still as night to the created
God becomes man in you, retrieves what’s violated.137
Nativity, Original Sin, and mystic redemption all coincide in Scheffler’s blessed night.
In all of these evocations of an ascetic “dark night of the senses” and a mystic “happy night in which I glimpsed the glory / of the King of love,” the night is a solitary time in which an individual can be utterly subjected to God – but also to the Devil. The isolated figure at night, such as La Tour’s Magdalene, is fundamental to contemporary narratives of diabolical temptation on stage or in witch trials. Thousands of accused witches, almost all women, inculpated themselves by describing, under torture or its threat, how they encountered the Devil alone at night and surrendered themselves to him, body and soul, in a diabolical parody of mystic union. The early modern night opened up greater heights and lower depths for the Christian soul, epitomizing the formation of the early modern Christian subject.138
3.3.4 The epistemological night
The fundamental reliance on contrariety in rhetoric and literature, in religious discourse, in sacred history, and in philosophy created an epistemological night in which “the contrary makes known the contrary, as … the daylight by the darkness.” This general understanding of contraries could shift into a sense of the value of darkness and the night, as when an author notes that “the obscurity of darkness commends the clearness of light.”139 Joshua Sylvester added this insight when he translated the Semaines of Huguenot poet Guillaume de Saluste Du Bartas:
Swans seem whiter if swart crowes be by
(For Contraries each other best discry)
Th’All’s-Architect, alternately decreed
That Night the Day, the Day should Night succeed.140
Two German Catholic opponents of witchcraft persecutions, Michael Stapirius (Stappert) and Hermann Löher, produced an extraordinary print to illustrate the need to see by night and by day, i.e., to consider both guilt and innocence, in witchcraft trials (Figure 3.7). The “Brillen-Marter-Traktat” of Stappert, written around 1630 and first published with the eyeglass image by Löher in 1676, explained that judges must see with both lenses “to be able to distinguish and separate the false from the true and the true from the false” (“quo Falsum a Vero et Verum a Falso disjungi et Separari posses”). Note that the night lens allows the “Bonis Liberationem Honorem et Virtutem” while the day lens is associated with the “imprisonment, torture, and death” of the witch (“Veneficis”).141
Figure 3.7 Illustrating the need to see both sides in witchcraft trials: Hermann Löher, Hochnötige Unterthanige Wemütige Klage der Frommen Unschültigen (Amsterdam, 1676). Jesuitenbibliothek of the St. Michael-Gymnasium, Bad Münstereifel, Germany.
The French Protestant theologian Lambert Daneau, author of a widely cited witchcraft treatise, placed day and night among the “contrary virtues and natures” in his Physica Christiana of 1576, translated as The Wonderfull Workmanship of the World (1578). This Calvinist treatise recognized the value of all the contraries in creation:
For God made not all things at the first of one quality, colour, and greatness, neither of one kind and nature. But he made some high some low, some moist some dry, some warm some cold, the day to be one thing and the night another. Yet God made nothing that was evil.
This mode of creation served several purposes:
The power and wisdom of God is thereby more apparent: and also the things themselves by this repugnancy of contrary virtues and natures … For what manner [?] state of things would there have bin, if all things had bin hot? what numbness, if all things had bin cold? what misery, if all ways there had bin darkness; what wearisomness, if it had always bin day? And therefore when God had created the natures of this world, and of the things contained therein, he thought it convenient to refresh and ease them with change and course.142
This pattern of contrariety also structured the relations between God and humankind. In his hymn on the Epiphany, Crashaw proclaimed “a most wise and well-abused Night” that will teach “obscure Mankind … To read more legible thine original Ray / And make our darkness serve thy day.” The Lutheran poet Daniel Czepko (1605–60) captured this sense in an epigram:
Each through the other:
Eternity through time; life through death.
Through the night to light, and through men I see God.143
By using the night to express contrariety, self-denial, and their ineffable encounters with the Divine, these seventeenth-century authors and artists profoundly enriched the scope of representation of their age, while presenting and fostering new attitudes toward the night.
3.4 A refuge in the night
Living in “these times of persecution and trial” during the Puritan Commonwealth, the royalist and Anglican poet Henry Vaughan (1622–95) turned to identify with Nicodemus in his 1655 poem “The Night”:
Wise Nicodemus saw such light
As made him know his God by night.
Most blest believer he!
Who in that land of darkness and blind eyes
Thy long-expected healing wings could see
When Thou didst rise!
And, what can never more be done,
Did at midnight speak with the Sun!144
Why did spiritual writers such as John of the Cross, Jacob Böhme, or John Donne see the night as a path to the Divine or insist on the complementarity of darkness and light? What happened to the clear “light overcoming darkness” imagery of the Reformation, epitomized by the “Wittenberg Nightingale” of Hans Sachs? Answering this question satisfactorily is not easy. The first step is to document the development, as I have done here, and show that it is distinct. The late medieval mystic appreciation of night in no way approaches the elevation of darkness we see in the period from the late sixteenth to the late seventeenth century.
My sense is that the valorization of darkness in Christian imagery arose from an ongoing sense of conflict and confusion in the confessional era. Times of apocalyptic struggle, such as the years of the early Reformation, offer a clear view of good and evil. Even if the forces of darkness threatened to triumph, at least the sides were clear. The struggle against the Antichrist was unambiguous, and it would all be settled soon. By the end of the sixteenth century, the dividing line between God’s flock and the wickedness of the world was much less clear in practice. John of the Cross and Jacob Böhme faced suspicion and persecution from within their own churches; they, and all Christians after the Reformation, had to accept the existence of numerous confessions heretical to one another across a divided Christendom.
When we survey all those who sought the Lord by night in the pages above, does any pattern emerge? The humble Anabaptists discussed above shared little with the erudite Henry Vaughan save the bitter experience of religious persecution – and an appreciation for the night, literal and metaphorical. By the second half of the sixteenth century the clear calls to overcome the darkness surrounding God’s word gave way to an appreciation of the darkness without which, as Böhme stated, the light could not be revealed, reflecting a new sense that darkness was “inseparable from light as an iconic and psychological factor of essential importance.”145 In the confessional age Christians of all churches identified themselves with Nicodemus, hoping to come to the Lord even in dark times of secrecy and persecution. Worship at night helped expand the legitimate social and symbolic uses of the night, fostering the nocturnalization of spirituality in the confessional age.
Did living in the darkness of unresolved confessional strife mean seeing darkness as a part of God’s plan? In the period from the mid sixteenth through the late seventeenth century, Europeans could draw on a wide range of images and discourses to think about the Divine – the night was only one of these, and many of the contemporaries of John of the Cross, Jacob Böhme, or Henry Vaughan chose other paths to similar destinations. Darkness remains, however, an especially dynamic image and the night an especially dynamic time in this period. The new emphases on the night surveyed here (primarily, though not exclusively, in devotional texts) anticipated new forms of political expression and new uses of the night – in very material terms – in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.
Europeans of the seventeenth century apprehended the night and its darkness as a positive presence, a tangible reality that could be manipulated to a variety of ends. Building upon the chiaroscuro of the Renaissance, artists as diverse as Caravaggio, La Tour, and Rembrandt all used darkness (which in simple extent came to dominate many of their canvasses) to create physical and emotional depth, emphasize natural and divine light, and define space. As I have shown this was true in theological, mystical, and devotional literature as well.146 It is clear that the appreciation of darkness and the night unfolded across the Christian West, and one of the few experiences that John of the Cross, the Anabaptists, Jacob Böhme, John Donne, Georges de La Tour, and Henry Vaughan, for example, shared was the awareness of inter- and intraconfessional division and persecution. Darkness and light had become intermixed and inseparable, and so the night became more sacred. By 1600 the straightforward “light versus darkness” imagery of the Reformation had created a confessionally fractured world in which the night took on new sacred values and, as we will see in the next chapters, secular values. The night was becoming more useful, more meaningful, and more manipulable than in the days of the “Wittenberg Nightingale.” It is to these new uses of the night at court and in the city that we now turn.
Chapter Four Princes of darkness: the night at court, 1600–1750
In 1687, John Norris of Bemerton (1657–1711), a lesser “metaphysical” poet, Anglican clergyman, and Tory pamphleteer, published an extraordinary “Hymn to Darkness.”1 Written as England’s last Catholic monarch revived hopes and fears of Stuart absolutism, Norris’s poem stands out from other English “poetry of night” through its praise of darkness as an awe-inspiring ruler:
Thy native lot thou didst to light resign,
But still half of the Globe is thine.
Here with a quiet but yet aweful hand
Like the best Emperours thou dost command.2
Norris wrote within an established genre, the poetic nocturne, describing darkness, to whom “the Stars above their brightness owe,” as a “most sacred Venerable thing” complementary to and inseparable from light.3 But as a supporter of James II, Norris brought a new political message to the nocturne: he envisioned darkness as an essential aspect of divine and earthly majesty and authority:
Tho Light and Glory be th’Almighty’s Throne,
Darkness is his Pavilion.
From that his radiant Beauty, but from thee
He has his Terrour and his Majesty.4
Lauded as “unquestion’d Monarch” of the time before Creation, darkness was praised for fostering order, beauty, and piety: “Hail then thou Muse’s and Devotion’s Spring, / Tis just we should adore, ’tis just we should thee sing.”5 Norris’s political appropriation of the poetic nocturne in praise of darkness and monarchy raises some valuable questions. Which early modern social, cultural, and political developments allowed Norris to bring together divine light, nocturnal darkness, and absolute monarchy?
The virtues of the night and its darkness as attributes of God quickly generated parallel political expressions. Through these new symbolic associations of the night sovereigns and courtiers mapped the contrast between darkness and light – a fundamental distinction of daily life – onto the political culture of the seventeenth century. Sovereigns and their servants appropriated the ascetic, mystic, and epistemological night discussed in the previous chapter to represent royal power and authority. This nocturnalization of political symbolism and everyday life at court in the seventeenth century arose to strengthen and supplement established symbols of spiritual and political sovereignty undermined by the confessional fragmentation of Western Christendom. The royal courts of Europe had long functioned as nodes in a single network, linked by kinship, diplomacy, and a shared aristocratic culture. By the seventeenth century no one could deny that this network was strained by permanent confessional division. Any prince who sought to act politically outside his territories, or within a multiconfessional territory, needed to communicate persuasively about power and authority with adherents – and indeed leading members – of other churches. Violence was the lingua franca of the confessional age, spoken and understood by almost everyone. But alongside and after the confessional and civil wars of the period 1540–1660, a new idiom of political communication was deployed by sovereigns in principalities and city states.
This new idiom was of course the baroque, characterized by its “enthusiasm for spectacular means of irresistible persuasion.”6 Rulers deployed it in spiritual and secular contests across the fault lines of Western Christendom. The baroque expression of ideas, values, and goals sought to transcend the crisis of authority of the confessional age by bringing new emotional and intellectual forces into play, “shadowed” though they were “by suspicions about the pervasiveness of illusion or secrecy.”7 Darkness and the night were essential to baroque attempts to articulate and transcend confessional sources of authority: nocturnal darkness intensified the light that represented the Divine or the prince.8 The new uses of the night show rulers’ attempts to strengthen and supplement confessional sources of authority (“most Christian king”, “most Catholic king”, “defender of the faith”) with the “natural” authority of a “sun king.” Rulers had long presented themselves as light-givers and identified themselves with the sun, but in the baroque age princes deliberately used the chiaroscuro of light in the night to intensify these images, which began to supplement (though not supplant) traditional Christian symbols of power and authority.
4.1 Nocturnal spectacles and pleasures
Performing in his first court ballet on February 23, 1653, at age fourteen, Louis XIV of France (1643–1715) presented himself for the first time as “le roi soleil.” Louis danced several roles in the ballet, and in his final appearance, which concluded the play, he appeared in a radiant costume as the sun. (See Figure 4.1.) The first appearance of Louis as a sun king is striking, but its context is equally significant. The performance was the Ballet de la Nuit by Isaac de Benserade – and here, as in countless other spectacles of the era, a darkened background enhanced the appearance of a radiant monarch, evoking his power to dispel darkness and bedazzle his subjects.9 The court ballet, performed in the Petit-Bourbon just outside the Louvre, was open to all, from the royal family to the commoners of Paris. And this Ballet de la Nuit was performed at night, using the latest staging techniques and lighting effects, designed and operated by Giacomo Torelli.10 The Jesuit scholar of royal ceremony Claude-François Ménestrier singled it out as the finest example of the genre for the splendor of its costumes, stage décor, and lighting effects.11 Like Norris’s “Hymn to Darkness,” this episode in the “fabrication of Louis XIV” calls our attention to the use of the night (both symbolic and real) in the representation of a celestial ruler. Because it was performed at night, this ballet also reveals the nocturnalization of court theater, public spectacle, and elite sociability. The Ballet de la Nuit thus invites an examination of darkness and the night in court spectacles and in everyday activities at court.
Figure 4.1 Louis XIV costumed as the sun in the Ballet de la Nuit, 1653. Pen, wash, and gouache touched with gold. Workshop of Henry de Gissey, contemporary illustration. Bibliothèque nationale de France. Photograph: Réunion des Musées Nationaux / Art Resource, NY.
How did contemporaries view the court performances and royal spectacles of the baroque era?12 These events were meant to be “allegories of the state of the times” (as Ménestrier explained) and drew their importance, as Karl Möseneder has argued, from two fundamental political principles of the seventeenth century regarding the display and perception of power and authority. Like God, temporal rulers had to display their greatness in material creation. And common subjects had to be shown their sovereign’s majesty as directly as possible because they could not otherwise comprehend the abstract authority of the prince.13
The comments of Louis XIV on the political role of spectacles at court addressed both the display and the perception of majesty. In the Mémoires, advice to the Dauphin written from 1661 on, the king described in practical terms the value of festivals and entertainment to the ruler. According to Louis, the court should be a “society of pleasures, which gives the courtiers an honest [honnête] familiarity with us, and touches and charms them more than one could say.” He contrasted this familiarity with the distance of his lesser subjects: “the people, on the other hand, enjoy spectacles, at which we, in any event, endeavor always to please.” Together, spectacles and pleasures were essential tools of government. “All our subjects in general are delighted to see that we like what they like,” commented Louis: “By this we hold their minds and their hearts, sometimes more strongly than we do by rewards or kindnesses.”14 Festivities, Louis XIV continued, directed the attention of the people away from deeper political issues, which they were in any case incapable of truly understanding, accustomed as they were to perceiving only the superficial.15 Here Louis XIV echoed Justus Lipsius (1547–1606), the influential Flemish Neostoic philosopher whose Six Books of Politics or Civil Doctrine (Politicorum sive civilis doctrinae libri sex) first appeared in 1589 and went into thirty-one Latin editions (and as many vernacular translations) in the seventeenth century. Lipsius discussed “the nature of the common people, and by what means the same may be discreetly governed” in the fourth book of the Politicorum sive civilis doctrinae, arguing that princes need celebrations and ceremonies to communicate with the common people, who are “void of reason … not led to judge of any thing by discretion or wisdom.” His analysis is founded on the assertion that “the common people are unstable, and nothing is more inconstant than the multitude.” There follows a selective concordance of classical authors intended to show “the chiefest passions of the people,” who are envious and suspicious, easily flattered and “slow of spirit.”16 Critics of increasing royal power such as Jean de La Bruyère (1645–96) also acknowledged the political role of spectacles and pleasures:
It is a sure and ancient maxim in politics that to allow the people to be lulled by festivals, spectacles, luxury, pomp, pleasures, vanity and effeminacy, to occupy their minds with worthless things, and to let them relish trifling frivolities, is efficiently preparing the way for a despotism.17
As the time of both extraordinary spectacles and everyday pleasures at court, the night was, as we will see, fundamental to this political culture.
After 1650, political theorists described the distinct but complementary roles of “pleasures” and “spectacles” and began to examine these events more systematically. Michel de Pure’s Principles of Spectacles Ancient and Modern (Ideé des spectacles anciens et nouveaux, 1668) lists ten forms of modern spectacle: theater, balls, fireworks, jousts, “Courses de Bague,” carrousels, masquerades, military exercises, royal entries, and ballet. His contemporary Ménestrier offered a similar list.18 The German school of Zeremonialwissenschaft (ceremonial studies), centered in Saxony and Brandenburg in the first half of the eighteenth century, discussed at length the relationships among spectacle, ceremony, and authority.19 The crowning work of the Zeremonialwissenschaftler was Julius Bernhard von Rohr’s Introduction to the Knowledge of Ceremony of Great Rulers (Einleitung zur Ceremoniel-Wissenschaft der Grossen Herren, 1729; second edn., 1733), which offers a similar analysis of courtly entertainment.20 According to Rohr, “pleasures [and] diversions” have “certain political goals behind them. They are meant to gain the love of the better sort and the rabble, because people’s spirits are more easily guided through such festivities which caress the exterior senses.”21 Rohr lists twelve types of diversions, including chivalric sports, opera, ballet and theater, and processions.22 Old and new sit side by side in all these lists, but the nocturnalization of court entertainment and festivity is especially striking. Of the dozen listed by Rohr, six (carnival/masquerade, dances/balls/ballet, opera, costume feasts, illuminations, and fireworks) were necessarily or typically nocturnal. The remaining equestrian diversions could also be held at night inside purpose-built riding halls. Torchlit evening sleigh rides are described at the imperial court in Vienna from the early seventeenth century on.23
The nocturnalization of spectacle in the seventeenth century reshaped court architecture. The great spaces built for balls and celebrations at European courts (such as the Whitehall Banqueting House in London, the Herkules-Saal or the Kaiser-Saal at the Munich residence, the Hall of Mirrors at Versailles, or the Riesensaal of Dresden’s Royal Palace), lit by innumerable candles, made possible more exclusive evening gatherings, allowing court society to develop and emphasize the night as never before in European civilization.24 Richard Alewyn was the first to link innovative uses of daily time with the new secular spaces of the baroque (some of the largest constructed since antiquity) in his work on baroque festival culture.25 He noted that between the fifteenth and the eighteenth centuries, princely celebrations show a slow shift from the street to the court and from day to night. This was “the sharpest break in the history of celebrations in the West,” marking a new era in the history of the night.26
The slow movement of European festivals and celebrations into the night, which had begun in the fifteenth century, quickened in the seventeenth.27 Lighting up the night had always been an elite privilege, but baroque celebrations used the night on an unprecedented scale as nocturnal entertainment began to take precedence over daytime festivities. In France a new era in the history of celebrations began on August 17, 1661, as the financier Nicolas Foucquet welcomed the young Louis XIV to Vaux-Le-Vicomte, Foucquet’s magnificent estate southeast of Paris.28 Vaux-Le-Vicomte, the first baroque chateau in France, is often described as the inspiration for Versailles. The king and his courtiers arrived at Vaux-Le-Vicomte in the late afternoon. After viewing the chateau, the royal party waited for sunset, when Foucquet’s celebration was to begin.29 The former protégé of Mazarin presented to the king an imposing nocturnal barrage of culture and luxury intended to display the wealth, power, and taste of the second-most powerful man in the kingdom. Molière wrote and performed in the evening’s comedy-ballet, The Impertinents (Les Fâcheux), with music composed by Pierre Beauchamp. The set designs, lighting, and fireworks displays were the work of Charles Le Brun and Torelli. The comedy-ballet, which began after the souper, was followed by several fireworks displays. Accounts of the celebration carefully noted that all this took place after dark, with the king and courtiers retiring sometime after 2 a.m. The nocturnal Gesamtkunstwerk Foucquet had presented served as a model for the well-known baroque celebrations of Louis XIV, such as the Plaisirs de l’île enchantée of 1664 and the Fête de Versailles of 1668.30 Rich accounts of the celebrations communicated in word and image (see Figure 4.2) the nocturnal splendor to a wider audience.
Figure 4.2 Print by Israel Silvestre of firework display during “Les plaisirs de l’ile enchantée. Troisième journée,” 1664. © Trustees of the British Museum, 1889, 1218.139.
If we look back a century, we can see what was new about nocturnalization at court. On June 27, 1559, Henry II of France (1519–59) opened a five-day tournament to celebrate the weddings of his daughter Elisabeth to Philip II of Spain and his sister Marguerite to Emmanuel-Philibert, duke of Savoy. The daytime jousts were the focus of the celebration, especially on the fateful third day. According to the eyewitness account of Antoine Caraccioli, bishop of Troyes, by five o’clock in the afternoon “the hour [was] late, the weather extremely hot, and the tournament concluded.” Queen Catherine and the noble spectators begged to Henry to retire, but he insisted that “he would break his lance once more,” with fatal results.31 To be sure, the festivals and celebrations of Henry II included lavish banquets at night, but the most elaborate events unfolded during the day.
English court celebrations under Henry VII and Henry VIII, like the Burgundian court practices that inspired them, could involve complex allegorical figures dancing at banquets in the evening, as at the Feast of the Pheasant at Lille in 1454 or at the court pageant celebrating the marriage of Prince Arthur and Catharine of Aragon in 1501.32 In these cases, however, the central message of the celebration was still articulated during the day. The evening entertainments “were appendages to the basic ingredients of any festive evening, feasting and dancing,” and they made no technical use of light and darkness.33 In this way they contrast sharply with the most important English court spectacles of the seventeenth century, the masques of James I and Charles I. The Burgundian and Tudor festivals would have been incomprehensible without their daytime elements; the Stuart court masques dropped the daytime events and communicated only at night with theatrical lighting and effects.34
The courts of Protestant Germany show a similar expansion of the nocturnal aspects of festivals in the second half of the seventeenth century. In 1596, in celebration of the baptism of his eldest daughter, Landgrave Maurice of Hesse-Kassel held a chivalric tournament based on the myths of Jason and Perseus. Among the several days of jousting, racing, and knightly sport, only the climax of the entire celebration, marked by a spectacular fireworks display, was held at night.35 After 1650, German princes began to shift these celebrations into the evening and night as a sign of luxury and prestige. The month-long “Festival of the Planets” celebrated at the gathering of the dukes of Saxony in Dresden in February 1678 exemplifies this development.
The “Festival of the Planets” organized by Elector John George II (1656–80) for his three brothers (dukes of the cadet lines of Saxony-Weißenfels, Saxony-Merseburg, and Saxony-Zeitz) also offered numerous jousts and other equestrian sport. But the emphasis had shifted to the evening activities. On at least thirteen evenings the festival included entertainment (opera, ballet, and theater) in Dresden’s court theater, the Komödienhaus, built in 1664. These performances, in particular the court “Ballet of the Planets,” were the centerpieces of the festival.36 The Dresden “Festival of the Planets,” which concluded with a massive fireworks display, was meant to demonstrate to the three younger brothers of John George II the culture and power concentrated at the Dresden court. For much of the festival, John George II and his court artists chose the night as the most effective background for this display; without these nocturnal performances the festival’s theme would have made no sense.
The nocturnal celebrations of the Dresden court reached their high point under Frederick Augustus I, from 1697 also King Augustus II of Poland (1694/97–1733).37 Through his election to the Polish throne in 1697 and his spectacular cultural politics, centered on his opulent courts at Dresden and Warsaw, Augustus sought to join the preeminent monarchs of his era.38 Also depicting himself as a sun king, his celebrations, such as the nocturnal festivities at the Holländisches Palais during the wedding of the electoral prince in 1719, turned night into day. Even equestrian events were held at night: the Dresden Reithaus, illuminated by thousands of candles, was the scene of riding displays during Carnival in 1695 (see Figure 4.3) and during the visit of the Danish king Frederick IV (1699–1730) to the Saxon court in 1709.
Figure 4.3 Illuminated tourney in the Dresden Reithaus, 1695. Staatliche Kunstsammlungen Dresden, Kupferstich-Kabinett. Photo courtesy SLUB / Dept. Deutsche Fotothek, Herbert Ludwig.
Alongside these nocturnal festivities, a much older use of the night was the display of fireworks, taken to new heights at the courts of the baroque era.39 With unintended irony, fireworks lit up the heavens for an instant before falling to earth, marrying the spectacular display of nocturnal power to a sense of the instability and illusion behind this display.40 This period also expanded the visual and political counterpoint to the fireworks display, the urban “illumination.” Instead of the single skyward focus of the fireworks display, the illumination placed multiple lights in the windows of a single building or across an entire city, a massive yet precise display of loyalty and obedience to the ruler who ordered the illumination or was celebrated by it. (See Figure 4.4, illumination of the Hôtel de Ville, Ghent for the entry of the Habsburg Charles VI in 1717.) A Viennese pamphlet of 1706 lauded “true-hearted vassals / who have illuminated your houses and palaces / with new fires of joy” – an offering of light and loyalty to the emperor.41 A Saxon author writing in 1736 emphasized the novelty of the practice: “It is difficult to say when the art of illumination arose in Germany. In my opinion it is unlikely one would have seen them before the end of the previous seventeenth century.”42
Figure 4.4 Illumination of the Hôtel de Ville, Ghent, 1717. Engraving, 1719. Österreichische Nationalbibliothek, Bildarchiv, Vienna, 462.224-A/B.
Two aspects of the political role of spectacles must be mentioned here. First, it is important to note that early modern polities not dominated by courts, such as the Venetian Republic, the United Provinces, and the German Free Imperial Cities, also used fireworks, illuminations, and theater to display power and authority to domestic and foreign audiences. Figure 4.5 shows a magnificent fireworks display in Bremen celebrating the “Respublica Bremensis” from 1668.43 Second, the politics of spectacle and pleasure described here did not guarantee political success. The masques of Charles I of England presented to the king an ideal world of authority and virtue, but they had little meaning to important parts of the political nation. The last masque staged for Charles I, Sir William Davenant’s Salmacida Spolia of 1640, was viewed with trepidation by its audience; one courtier considered himself “being so wise as not to see it.”44 In similar terms, the spectacular court life of King-Elector Augustus II of Poland and Saxony did not attract the Saxon nobles who opposed his conversion to Catholicism and his absolutist policies. Throughout his long reign, these nobles had to be forced to attend some of his major celebrations. Of the 112 Saxon nobles personally invited to the Dresden wedding of the electoral prince and the Habsburg princess Maria Josephine in 1719, only 52 were initially willing to attend. The other 60 offered a wide range of excuses from poverty to ill health; some later succumbed to pressure from Augustus and did appear.45 Court festivities demanded participation (often costly) on the terms set by the prince as host and affirmed the sovereign’s image as displayed – but subjects could and did refuse the pleasures and spectacles offered at court. The fact that nocturnal pleasures and spectacles were deployed by every prince of this age – successfully or not – is further evidence of the belief in their power.46
Figure 4.5 Firework display in Bremen, 1668, with the letters “VRPB” (Vivat Respublica Bremensis) at right. Colored engraving. Caspar Schultz, 1668. Staatsarchiv Marburg, Best. 4 f Bremen, Nr. 58.
4.2 Darkness and the perspective stage
Among the nocturnal spectacles and pleasures of the court, those of the theater deserve special attention. Nocturnal performances and entertainment consolidated new uses of darkness in both the politics of spectacle and in everyday court life. In the seventeenth century, ministers of state, artists, and architects brought the lighting and scenery techniques of the Italian court stage into performances north of the Alps, and darkness was essential to this new stage technology. The establishment of the baroque perspective stage can thus serve as a rough index of nocturnalization. The use of darkness in court performances unfolded in three phases: first, the use of lighting effects without a fixed perspective stage, as in the early French ballet de cour and the English court masque; second, the use of temporary perspective stages with movable scenery and illusionist lighting; and third, the establishment of permanent baroque perspective theaters.
These theatrical techniques arrived in England in the rarified atmosphere of the Stuart court masque, the counterpart to the French court ballet. Ben Jonson’s first court masque, The Masque of Blackness, presented on Twelfth Night, 1605, was described by Sir Dudley Carleton: “At Night we had the Queen’s Maske in the Banqueting-House, or rather her Pageant.” Music and dancing were primary to the masque, and the addition of speeches from characters on stage probably led Carleton to use also the term “pageant.” These court masques, with theatrical designs by Inigo Jones, “brought the full resources of Italian theatrical machinery into use for the first time on an English stage.”47 The Stuart masques were performed in the multipurpose interior of the Whitehall Banqueting House from 1622 until 1637, when a semi-permanent “Masquing Room” was built. The fall of the monarchy prevented Charles I from building a permanent court theater.48
In France, the ballet de cour developed under Catherine de’Medici and the last Valois kings. The first great example, the Ballet comique de la reine of October 1581, was performed from 10 p.m. to 3.30 a.m. in the Petit-Bourbon with an extraordinary range of lighting effects. Its scenery was scattered throughout the hall, however, with spectators on three sides.49 The Grand Théâtre of Cardinal Richelieu (1585–1642) in the Palais Cardinal (inaugurated in January 1641) was the first French baroque perspective stage using “a formal proscenium and an elevated stage where scenery flats could be changed to suggest different lighting effects.”50 A remarkable grisaille shows the performance of the ballet La Prospérité des Armes de la France in the Grand Théâtre on February 7, 1641 (Figure 4.6). We see Louis XIII watching a darkened baroque perspective stage from the ideal central point of view, illuminated by the light from the stage, with Cardinal Richelieu to his right, and Queen Anne of Austria and the young future Louis XIV on his left.51
Figure 4.6 Oil on panel (grisaille) by Juste D’Egmont, “The ballet ‘La Prospérité des Armes de la France’ at the Grand Théâtre du Palais Cardinal as viewed by Louis XIII and the royal family,” c. 1641. Musée des Arts Decoratifs, Paris, France. Photograph: Erich Lessing / Art Resource, NY.
Richelieu and Mazarin both sought out the most advanced theater designers and technicians from Italy. The correspondence of Cardinal Mazarin with his agent Elpidio Benedetti in Rome during the ministry of Richelieu shows especially clearly the political interest in the darkened baroque perspective stage. Through his patronage of Roman baroque artists, his relationship with Pietro da Cortona, and his contact with Gian Lorenzo Bernini, Mazarin put into motion the artistic policies he would later pursue as minister. Bernini was important to Mazarin not only for his talents in sculpture and architecture, but also for his skill in theater technology. The cavaliere’s Roman comedies of the 1630s were legendary for the “special effects” he brought to the stage. Despite their modest budgets, these performances all featured extraordinary illusions, such as the setting of the sun, the flooding of the Tiber, or a house that burst into flames (safely!) onstage. After negotiation with Mazarin and Benedetti in 1640, Bernini agreed to show Niccolò Menghi, a sculptor of his studio who was making the trip to France, how to stage some of his renowned theatrical illusions. The one that most interested Mazarin and Benedetti was “the way in which one illuminates and in which one makes the sun and the night.”52 The techniques were developed and disseminated by men like Bernini and Torelli, who installed new stage machinery in the theaters of the Petit-Bourbon (1645) and the Palais-Royal (1647) and made possible Richelieu’s court ballet described above, and the Ballet de la Nuit which began the age of the Sun King a dozen years later.
In the Holy Roman Empire some of the earliest nocturnal court theatricals (analogous to the court ballet or masque) were performed in Darmstadt (1600), Stuttgart (1609, 1616–18), and Salzburg (1618). The darkened perspective stage is first documented at the Dresden court in 1650, and at the Munich court of the elector of Bavaria in 1651; the first performance of an Italian opera in the Empire came in Dresden in 1662, when Giovanni Bontempi’s Il paride was presented at the wedding celebrations for the daughter of the Saxon elector.53 The performance began on the evening of November 3 at 9 p.m. and lasted until 2 a.m.54 In Munich and Dresden permanent baroque perspective theaters were opened in 1657 and 1664 respectively. At the imperial court in Vienna, Leopold I (1658–1705) staged an extraordinary number of operas or “dramme per musica” during his long reign, using the main ballroom of the Hofburg and the Hoftheater auf der Cortina, built in 1666–67. These nocturnal spectacles were the favored mode of self-representation of the emperor and his court.55
The Imperial Free City of Nuremberg inaugurated its Nachtkomödienhaus (lit. “night theater”) in 1668 with the performance of a piece now lost, the Macaria of Johann Geuder, by the sons of its ruling patrician families.56 The Nachtkomödienhaus contained a classic baroque perspective stage with the requisite lighting, a proscenium, an elevated stage, and movable wings to create the illusion of depth; as its name indicates, it was built to be used at night. The evening performance of Macaria on February 11, 1668 proclaimed the noble pretensions of the Nuremberg patricians. The city fathers sat in special boxes at the central, royal point of view while their sons declaimed the political doctrines of Justus Lipsius, affirming the hierarchy of virtuous rulers above the turbulent rabble. The play concluded with the apotheosis of the patricians:
Not one sun stands here: many suns stand still
In this crowded room: You Sun-Prince! Fulfill
What our wishes desire! Let your rays of mercy
Pour out unmerited grace upon our city.57
Compared with Apollo and identified as “demigods” in the play’s epilogue, we see that the ruling fathers of Nuremberg found the nocturnal display of solar majesty and authority as compelling as did Louis XIV or Augustus II. Like these sun kings, the city magistrates of Nuremberg used the darkened backdrop of the baroque perspective stage to project their magnificence.
In the second half of the seventeenth century, the purpose-built baroque perspective stage displayed the highest technological and political achievements of European court theater. This stage relied on artificial illumination for its staging and special effects, and these effects were enhanced when performances were held in darkness. A contemporary described the stage equipment of the Dresden Komödienhaus in 1671:
The excellent effects of artificial perspective, the movement and transformation [of the scenery], and the machines built into the theater can be seen better at night, when performances are held with artificial light, than during the day.58
When the young Scotsman John Lauder, later Lord Fountainhall (1646–1722) visited “the king’s comdy house” (the theater of the Palais-Royal) in Paris in April 1665, he judged “the thing that most commended it was its rare, curious, and most conceity machines.” He was amazed by “the skies, boats, dragons, wildernesses, the sun itself so artificially represented that under night with candle light nothing could appear liker them.”59 The leading guide to theater in France, Ménestrier’s Des Ballets anciens et moderns (1682), also emphasized the importance of darkness:
Ordinarily these performances are held at night, with artificial lighting: this is better for the machines than daylight, which reveals the theater’s artifice. Artificial lighting can also be arranged where needed for maximum effect. Some lights illuminate from a hidden location, making an object appear lit by daylight. Some are arranged so that they leave in shadow the places where stage equipment is located.60
In Restoration London the simple staging and open-air, daytime performances familiar to us from Elizabethan theater had been supplanted by the darkened perspective stage.61 For a production of Shakespeare’s Tempest at the new Dorset Gardens Theatre in 1673, the stage directions of the poet laureate and dramatist Thomas Shadwell show the full use of these special effects:
Act I, Scene I. The front of the stage is opened … Behind this is the scene, which represents a thick cloudy sky, a very rocky coast, and a tempestuous sea in perpetual agitation. This Tempest … has many dreadful objects in it, as several spirits in horrid shapes flying down amidst the sailors, then rising and crossing in the air. And when the ship is sinking, the whole house is darkened, and a shadow of fire falls upon ’em. This is accompanied by lightning, and several claps of thunder to end the storm.62
This panoply of illusions was impossible without the ability to darken the theater.
The origins of these chiaroscuric effects take us back to the theater of the late Italian Renaissance. The Medici dukes pioneered the form, supporting their new dynasty with extraordinary displays of light and power at night.63 At the performance of Antonio Landino’s Il Commodo in the Medici Palace in 1539, the sun, simulated by a water-filled crystal globe, two feet in diameter, lit from behind, rose to open the play, moved across the sky, and set at the conclusion: this was one of the very first uses of a lighting effect on stage. A permanent court perspective theater, the Teatro Mediceo, was erected in the Uffizi Palace in 1589. With its proscenium arch, movable wings, single royal viewing point, and complex lighting reliant on nocturnal performances, the Teatro Mediceo was the forerunner of all the baroque perspective theaters described above. Roy Strong described its specific political role: “this highly artificial means of creating visual experience and controlling its reception by the audience [based primarily on the use of darkness and light], evolved at a court presided over by a new dynasty ever-anxious to promote itself to new levels of grandeur to conceal its bourgeois origins.”64
The Italians also published the first description of modern theater techniques, Sebastiano Serlio’s “Second Book of Architecture” (1545). Serlio discussed stage lighting in some detail and described simulating sunset and night on stage, as in the 1539 performance of Il Commodo. The first direct reference to the benefits of darkness for the theater is in the “Dialogues on Stage Affairs” (c. 1565) of Leone Di Somi (c. 1525–c. 1590), the extraordinary Jewish court physician and playwright in Mantua: “It is a natural fact … that a man who stands in the shade sees much more distinctly an object illuminated from afar … Wherefore I place only a few lamps in the auditorium, while at the same time I render the stage as bright as I possibly can.”65 Di Somi’s advice would be expanded in theory and practice as these Italian techniques of stage illumination were brought north in the course of the seventeenth century by men like Inigo Jones and the architect Joseph Furttenbach of Ulm (1591–1667), who studied theater techniques in Italy before applying them in their native lands. In his writings on theater design, Furttenbach emphasized the utility of darkness discovered by the Italians:
No windows are placed at the sides of the front pit. The walls there are left unbroken so that the spectator will not be blinded but will sit in darkness and have greater wonder at the [simulated] daylight falling in at the streets between the houses, as well as at the light of morning coming from between the clouds … It were better if no windows were put at the sides of the audience, so that the spectators, left in darkness like the night, would turn their attention to the daylight on the stage.66
So began a new epoch of European theater, which relied on staging at night or in darkness. Strong’s reading of the visual politics of the Teatro Mediceo applies to all the chiaroscuric theaters set up at courts from Versailles to Vienna, Stockholm to Madrid: “Enclosed within the teatro of the Uffizi Palace, an audience of some three thousand was to be subject time and again to some amazing spectacle glorifying the Medici in whose eyes all lines of vision met.”67
The association of the theater with darkness and illusion in the seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries becomes especially significant when we note that this age saw the theater as the supreme metaphor for human existence. Like the apocryphal last words of Cardinal Mazarin (“Tirez le rideau, mon rôle est joué”), countless funeral sermons and funeral orations of the age begin with the baroque commonplace: “Our life is well compared with a play.”68 As one scholar of German literature has observed: “At no time has the word ‘Theater’ or its Latin form ‘theatrum’ had anywhere near as wide a range of meaning as in the baroque.”69 The darkness and illusion fundamental to the theater of the age shadowed this wide range of associations.
4.3 The nocturnalization of daily life at court
After these spectacular baroque celebrations came to their conclusion with a magnificent fireworks display or radiant theatrical performance, did life at court return to the dawn-to-dusk rhythm typical of early modern life? At courts before the mid seventeenth century, this was usually the case. But slowly the new emphasis on the night in court celebrations began to reorder everyday routines at court. New uses of the night at court converged with urban developments as princes and courtiers regularly extended the legitimate social part of the day long past sunset, and often past midnight.70
This growing emphasis on the night is reflected by a new theme in the moral criticism of court life. Long characterized as an immoral space (as the German proverb “bei Hof, bei Höll’” indicates),71 the court was now condemned for its immoral use of time: “the night is turned into day and the day into night” at court, reversing the divine order. This misuse of daily time could be seen “in the lives of the courtiers of both sexes, who make night into day and day into night.”72 As the French Benedictine Casimir Freschot remarked in his guide to life at the imperial court in Vienna in 1705: “The brevity of the day for persons of quality, who never rise before noon, and who consequently do not have even four or five hours of daylight, makes social intercourse at night necessary.”73 Another commentator, the Pietist Phillip Balthasar Sinold, complained that “the courtiers alter the order of nature by making the day into night and the night into day.” These night people “stay awake in order to indulge in their entertainments, though other people sleep: afterwards to restore the vigor lost by their sensual pleasures they sleep while other people are awake and attend to their business.”74
The nocturnalization of court life is documented by a wide variety of sources.75 Much of our evidence comes from the polycentric Holy Roman Empire, with its profusion of courts great and small. In their (less than constant) search for discipline, concord, and good order, most princes left detailed court ordinances and court diaries, a fairly consistent set of sources on everyday life at court. The court ordinances of the sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries prescribe a daily schedule no different from that of the other orders of society: early to bed and early to rise. At the Brandenburg court in Berlin in the late fifteenth century the Privy Council met at 6 a.m. in the summer and 7 a.m. in the winter.76 The times set for worship, for meals, and for the closing of the palace gate are the most common indications of the course of the day at court.77 Under the last Valois kings, the French court also kept a traditional daily schedule, reinforced by the dangers of nocturnal violence in the periods of civil war. A 1585 court ordinance of Henry III (1574–89) set the king’s souper, the last meal of the day, at six in the evening; at 8 p.m. the king would retire to his chamber. The gates of the Louvre were to close not long after eight in the evening and open at five in the morning.78 Members of the court, including the king, might well be out much later at night, but such activity remained clandestine.
At the Saxon court, the sixteenth- and seventeenth-century ordinances show a traditional division of the day. At the court of Elector Augustus I (1553–86), meals were to be served “in the morning around ten o’clock and in the evening at five.” The 1637 court ordinance of John George I (1611–56) set the day’s meals at nine in the morning and four in the afternoon; the gates were to be closed at nine in the summer and eight in the winter.79 Surveys of everyday life at sixteenth-century courts confirm these impressions. By about nine at night the court was to be quiet, with the gates locked. Any later nocturnal gatherings would have been dimly lit at best: court inventories recorded and limited the number of tallow lights and (much more expensive) wax candles used each week.80
For Saxony after 1656, court diaries are an especially rich source on everyday life. The diaries, which recorded daily events at court, became particularly important when the Saxon electorate was divided among the four sons of Elector John George I upon his death in 1656.81 The four brothers agreed to pursue a common foreign policy and to maintain good relations: to this end they registered the daily events at their respective courts and regularly sent copies of these court diaries to one another. Offering a day-to-day view of Saxon court life, the diaries describe, often in minute detail, the visitors, ceremonies, and celebrations at each court, including the time and place of each event. In Dresden, the birthday celebrations for Elector John George II in 1664 and 1665 began with prayers at six or seven o’clock in the morning. After a service lasting several hours, the court sat down to a midday meal, followed by an afternoon worship service. No celebration in the evening is mentioned for either year.82 At the smaller Halle court of Duke Augustus in 1676, the court diary shows a traditional daily schedule: no activities after the evening meal are described.83 Most often, the duke took his evening meal in his own chambers or those of the duchess: the official or social part of the day had come to an end. When a troupe of traveling actors came to the Halle court and performed Love’s Great Garden of Confusion and The Two Husbands Duped on August 14, 1676, they did so in the afternoon. That evening, meals were again taken separately in the chambers.84 Both norms and practices reflected a dawn-to-dusk rhythm.
The afternoon performance of the strolling players who came to Halle in August 1676 was far removed from the latest lighting techniques of baroque theater seen, for example, in the Dresden Komödienhaus or the Nuremberg Nachtkomödienhaus. The small provincial court of Saxony-Weißenfels at Halle lagged behind the latest trends in nocturnal sociability.85 In Saxony, these trends emerged from the court in Dresden, where the Saxon princes and their court nobles began to exploit the expressive possibilities of the night. When John George III became elector of Saxony in 1680, he reduced court life and expenditure on festivals in favor of the military, and performances in the Komödienhaus dropped off for several years.86 But in the 1680s Dresden saw a new form of elite sociability: nobles and court officials who had attended evening performances at the Komödienhaus began to hold their own evening balls and masquerades.87 These elites also held the city’s first honorable nocturnal funerals.88 Slowly, the social uses of the night were expanding beyond court celebrations and entertainment. The Saxon court diaries of John George IV (1691–94) and Augustus II (1694–1733) confirm this shift to evening entertainments in the everyday life of the Dresden court.89 In addition to the court diaries, the essays of Johann Michael von Loen (discussed below) describe the wide range of nocturnal entertainment the author enjoyed there during visits to Dresden from 1718 to 1723.
Nocturnalization shaped almost every aspect of life at court, from architecture to cosmetics.90 Matthaeus Daniel Pöppelmann (1662–1736), the architect of Dresden’s Zwinger, described the innovative uses of daily time and courtly space in the elegant galleries and gardens he had designed in Dresden, noting in 1729 that “in the comfortable season of the year the most esteemed ladies and cavaliers of the court and many residents of the city go strolling in this garden … until late in the evening.”91 At the imperial residence in Vienna the streets were full of traffic after dark, as Freschot observed:
in this great city … one is underway just as often by night as by day; some to pursue the pleasures on offer, some to wait upon secret dealings, of which there can be no shortage in a place where ministers from all the powers of the world are found.92
Freschot also refers to audiences with the emperor scheduled for about seven to nine in the evening in winter.
At Versailles, the center of European court life, a range of sources document everyday “night life” during the reign of Louis XIV. The typical day began with the royal lever at nine and ended at midnight. In 1692, the duc de Saint-Simon (1675–1755) described evenings of music, cards, and billiards, called appartements, held thrice weekly in winter. These gatherings lasted from seven until ten in the evening in rooms that were “beautifully illuminated.”93 Saint-Simon noted that even after Louis stopped attending the appartements and “spent the evening with Madame de Maintenon, working with different ministers one after the other,” the king “still … wished his courtiers to attend assiduously.”94 Although she was an outsider at Versailles, Charlotte Elisabeth d’Orléans (Liselotte von der Pfalz, 1652–1722) reveals in her letters that she also lived in the fashionable new rhythm of court life, rising around 9 a.m. and retiring at midnight.95 Research on the courts of Henry IV and Louis XIII shows that this kind of regular night life was just beginning to emerge in the last years of the reign of Louis XIII.96 In 1641 the journalist Théophraste Renaudot observed that “all the great lords and ladies of the court, the most refined spirits and those most able to judge all things, and even most men of affairs go to bed late and rise late” – one of the very first references to the nocturnalization of daily life at court.97
At the Bavarian court in Munich, which vied with Dresden and Vienna to rank as the most magnificent in the Empire, Elector Max Emmanuel (1679–1726) began holding appartements in the mid 1680s: “five or six rooms, one after the other, all beautifully adorned and illuminated, with various tables for gaming” were set up, along with another room for dancing. As the introduction of the appartements suggests, daily life at the Bavarian court slowly but steadily shifted to later hours and more nocturnal activities: a 1589 court ordinance set the coucher of the Bavarian duke at nine in the summer and eight in winter, but by the eighteenth century, eight to ten in the evening was the normal supper hour; the coucher usually took place around midnight.98
Extending the day into the night had become a part of aristocratic style, and one’s appearance by candlelight became correspondingly more important. During her stay at the electoral court in Hanover in December 1716, Lady Mary Wortley Montagu noted that “French Comedians play here every night” and remarked that
All the Woman here have literally rosy cheeks, snowy foreheads and bosoms, jet eyebrows, and scarlet lips, to which they generally add coal black hair. These perfections never leave them till the hour of their death and have a very fine effect by candlelight, but I could wish they were handsome with a little more variety.99
Telling time at night, which for centuries had apparently been of little concern at court, also became more important. In his 1665 diary describing the visit of Bernini to France, Paul Fréart de Chantelou mentions a novelty presented to the cavaliere: “His Eminence [the abbé Buti] showed the Cavaliere a clock for use at night, which had a dial illuminated by a lamp, so that one could tell the time at any hour.”100 These night clocks, like urban street lighting, were an invention of the seventeenth century. They were first and foremost luxury objects, but they also indicate a new interest in marking time more accurately at night.101
By the early eighteenth century, evening diversions and nocturnal entertainments such as gaming and dancing were considered typical of everyday life at court. In his Introduction to the Knowledge of Ceremony of Great Rulers (1729) Julius Bernhard von Rohr distinguishes between orderly and disorderly courts, based on the regular division of the day: “At some courts … a certain hour is set at which the princely rulers and their servants take their rest, and in the morning arise from their beds.” Fixed schedules made for orderly court life, but the pursuit of pleasure meant indulgent disorder. “The night is turned into day and the day into night” at these disorderly courts, where “a large part of the time meant for nightly rest” is spent “in eating, drinking, gambling, dancing and other divertissements” by courtiers who “then sleep almost until noon.”102
In his Introduction to the Knowledge of Ceremony of Great Rulers, Rohr’s criticism of night life at court is circumspect, typical of his tone when discussing “great rulers.” Rohr’s comments on dancing in the companion volume to the Great Rulers, his Introduction to the Knowledge of Ceremony of Private Persons (Einleitung zur Ceremoniel-Wissenschaft der Privat-Personen, 1728) show how disturbing the new uses of the night could be:
The balls of the well-born or the common dancing-parties are held at just that time of terror and darkness when the spirit of darkness rules: [he] arranges these [dances], and he is obeyed there … The darkness, the snares, the masks behind which one hides often permit shameful liberties.103
According to Rohr, the grave moral dangers of dancing arose because “one goes too far with regard to the hour, one does not stop at the proper time, [and so] the night, which was made by God for rest, is transformed by this sensuality into day.”104 In his guide to comportment for “private persons” Rohr presents a general critique of the disorder of nocturnal sociability. Late hours at coffeehouses and nocturnal funerals also come under his criticism as widespread but improper uses of the night.
Rohr’s association of night life with the well-born is reflected in the London diary (1717–21) of William Byrd of Virginia (1674–1744). After noting his attention to his evening prayers consistently for several weeks, Byrd attended a masquerade on February 6, 1718:
I dressed myself in the habit of the Marquis and went to Mrs. B-r-t, and from thence to Lady Guise’s, and from thence to Lady Foley’s, and at about ten went to the masquerade, where I was well diverted … I stayed till 6 o’clock [a.m.], having kept up my spirits with chocolate. I neglected my prayers, for which God forgive me.105
Phillip Balthasar Sinold warned his readers of this new temptation to late hours. The division between day and night, he reminded his readers, was created by God as “a special sign of his unfathomable wisdom.” Sinold then related how this divine order is ignored by two exemplary members of the “so-called beautiful world,” Clorinde and Cleomenes. The two are censured equally by Sinold for staying out “nearly until morning” dancing, gossiping, and gambling, completely forgetting their evening and morning prayers, to the detriment of their bodies and souls. Their evening socializing (commencing “after seven o’clock”) is an “assembly of vanity.”106 “One must realize,” Sinold added,
that such nocturnal gatherings are allowed and approved in Christendom, while in contrast gatherings meant for the practice of piety [i.e., Pietist conventicles], even when they take place in broad daylight are in most places entirely forbidden.107
Moralists like Rohr and Sinold decried the “everyday” nature of aristocratic night life, which went far beyond the occasional use of the night at festivals or celebrations. In a tension typical of the baroque, the exclusivity and prestige of nocturnal sociability immediately evoked warnings about the illusions and deceit the night fostered.
The melancholy warnings of Rohr and Sinold about the moral dangers of “night life” contrast with the more sanguine comments of Johann Michael von Loen in his essay on The Court at Dresden in the Year 1718 (Der Hof zu Dresden, Im Jahr 1718, 1749). Loen, drawing on his experiences at the opulent court of Augustus II in 1718 and 1723, describes a series of nocturnal festivities and celebrations, culminating in the Carnival season of 1723. During Carnival “every evening the so-called Redutten or public dances were [held]” in a “hall illuminated with countless lights.” Despite the unrestrained nightly festivities, Loen points out that in Dresden “business went on uninterrupted”:
Though a part of the night was spent with all manner of festivities, on the next morning one saw that every man was back at his post: the merchant in his stall, the soldier on guard, the clerks in the chancellery, the councilors in their meetings and the jurists in their chambers.108
The duties of daily life had come to accommodate nocturnal revelry: “only certain beauties and wandering cavaliers who had no service” stayed in bed until noon.109 Writing in the 1730s, the courtier-author Karl Ludwig Freiherr von Pöllnitz (1692–1775) considered the late hours described here to be the norm. Pöllnitz was a vagabond courtier who visited every major court in Europe, supporting himself by gambling and publishing gossipy accounts of court romances and intrigues. At the modest court of Modena in the early 1720s he was received with all due respect by the ruling duke (Rinaldo D’Este, 1695–1737) but the “quiet” court life there drew his ridicule. He described it as nearly monastic and “inspiring melancholy”: “one rises there early in the morning, goes to mass, and dines promptly at a good hour; afternoons, one takes a stroll. In the evening one plays a few games; dinner is at eight o’clock, and around ten o’clock one goes to sleep.” Pöllnitz decried “this miserable way to live in monotony … which is simply not appropriate for a ruler’s court.”110 These early hours were the antithesis of the nocturnal display of aristocratic style and royal majesty essential to the life of the court.
This evidence of the nocturnalization of spectacular celebrations, theatrical performances, and everyday pleasures at court could be easily multiplied, but the question would remain: why did darkness and the night become so important to the spectacles, pleasures, and daily life of Northern European court society in the seventeenth century? No single answer could address the broad international phenomenon examined here, but I suggest that new demands on the representation of power, majesty, and hierarchy explain much of the development.
The nocturnalization of political imagery and court life in the seventeenth century reflects both challenges faced by rulers and their responses to these challenges. The counterintuitive association of kings and queens not with the sun, but with darkness and the night, arose in part from what John Dryden called “adversities to Scepters,” which abounded in the seventeenth century. Sovereigns found themselves eclipsed, as Samuel Pordage explained in “A Panegyrick” on the Stuart Restoration (1660): “Our regall Sun, since Charles the first was slain, / Ecclips’d has been, but now shines bright again.”111 In an ode “To The Most High and Mighty Monarch,” Thomas Pecke summed up the execution of Charles I and the Commonwealth in the same terms:
The man-headed Rabble was the Moon,
Eclips’d our Sun; and made a glorious Noon,
Cover its white skin with a Midnight vail:
For the old Serpent, was the Dragons Tail;
And a pretended Parliament, the Head:
Hic sita est: Great Britain here lies dead.112
George Herbert, a poet of the divine night, provides an early example of the extension of the use of darkness as contrariety to political rhetoric. In a poem of 1621–22 in praise of Elizabeth Stuart, exiled queen of Bohemia (and daughter of James I), Herbert claims that “Through that black tiffany [the color of mourning or defeat], thy vertues shine / Fairer and richer” and that despite her exile from her kingdoms, Elizabeth’s “undivided majesty” is only enhanced by this hardship “as lights do gather splendours from darkness.”113 Writing in the early seventeenth century, Herbert’s use of darkness to praise an earthly ruler looks ahead to the political uses of darkness and the night in the century to come.
The political misfortunes of the Stuarts did not cease with the exile of Elizabeth from Bohemia. The vicissitudes of Charles I led royalists to claim that “we best read lustre in the shade” because “Ecclipse and suff’rings burnish Majesty.”114 The Cavalier poet John Cleveland juxtaposed the incognito Charles with the Divine Word: “Methinks in this your dark mysterious dress / I see the Gospel couched in parables.”115 Henry Vaughan’s “The King Disguis’d” (1646) presaged Vaughan’s loftier words on darkness and the Divine. He praised the fugitive king, who on April 27, 1646 had fled Oxford disguised as a gentleman’s servant: “But full as well may we blame Night, and chide / His Wisdom, who doth light with darkness hide.”116 The mysteries of the king’s flight were as impenetrable and inexpressible as those of the Lord, leading Vaughan to a dusky, apophatic political rhetoric:
Poor, obscure shelter! if that shelter be
Obscure, which harbours so much Majesty.
Hence prophane Eyes! the mysterie’s so deep
Like Esdras’ books, the vulgar must not see’t.
…
Secrets of State are points we must not know;
This vizard is thy privy Councel now.
Vaughan’s references to arcana imperii, masking, obscurity, and the night summarize and justify the importance of illusion and deception in the political thought of the age.
Several poems celebrating the Stuart Restoration of 1660 drew on nocturnal themes, adapting images of the ascetic night and the epistemological night to the new monarch’s story. John Dryden’s “Astraea Redux” of 1660 sought to rehabilitate the “dark afflictions” of civil war, defeat, and exile suffered by Charles II:
Well might the Ancient Poets then confer
On Night the honour’d name of Counseller,
Since struck with rayes of prosp’rous fortune blind
We light alone in dark afflictions find.
In such adversities to Scepters train’d
The name of Great his famous Grandsire gain’d.
One of the very few women to publish in celebration of the arrival of Charles II, Rachel Jevon began her “Exultationis Carmen” (1660) succinctly with an epistemological night:
Dread Soveraign CHARLES! O King of Most Renown!
Your Countries Father; and Your Kingdoms Crown;
More Splendid made by dark Afflictions Night;
Live ever Monarch in Coelestial Light:
In his “Ode, Upon the Blessed Restoration” Abraham Cowley saw the “greatness” and “majesty” of Charles II in the wake of his defeat by Cromwell at the Battle of Worcester in 1651. Cowley draws on the vocabulary of “black Fate,” clouds, and shrouds to praise the king:
No show on Earth can sure so pleasant prove,
As when they great misfortunes see
With Courage born and Decency.
So were they born when Worc’ster’s dismal Day
Did all the terrors of black Fate display.
So were they born when no Disguises clowd
His inward Royalty could shrowd,
And one of th’ Angels whom just God did send
To guard him in his noble flight,
(A Troop of Angels did him then attend)
Assur’d me in a Vision th’ other night,
That He (and who could better judge than He?)
Did then more Greatness in him see,
More Lustre and more Majesty,
Than all his Coronation Pomp can shew to Human Eye.
Dryden and Jevon emphasize an ascetic “dark Afflictions Night” which makes the true majesty of the monarch “more splendid”; Cowley focuses in this passage on the power of darkness to reveal the “greatness” of Charles II in defeat – an insight granted to the poet, one notes, through the conceit of “a Vision th’ other night.”
Similar aspects of the ascetic and epistemological night were deployed in French royal imagery as well, especially in the aftermath of the Fronde. The Fronde’s challenge to royal authority was answered on many levels, not least in the court ballets of Isaac de Benserade. In contrast with his predecessors, Benserade commented fairly directly on national politics and the court in the libretti he wrote for the ballets. In Benserade’s verses for the Ballet de la Nuit of 1653, the king, representing a torch, refers to the Fronde as “the recent shadows / that were so celebrated” (part 3, sixth entry). “Alas!” he exclaims, “how many of the unwary … have taken false ardents!” Lost in the darkness of the Fronde, his subjects exclaim: “the true one frees us from them / lighting our path.”117 In several scenes, the king’s verses show how his victory over “all my rebels / fought and subdued” manifests his greatness – but each of these scenes is set at night. In the final scene of the Ballet de la Nuit the king, dancing as the rising sun, actually evokes future “shadows upon France” that he “will dispel,” thus tying the future of the sun king to the shadows he will overcome.118
The adversities faced by rulers in this period were driven by the confessional divisions of Western Christendom. But the hardening of Christian confessions immediately created the need to transcend them. Paradoxically, to speak to Christians of all confessions baroque rulers had to display power and authority to one another in Christian and natural terms. The anonymous Ceremoniale Brandenburgicum (1699), an influential treatise on political ceremony, explained this in terms of light and radiance: “The authority and power of the potentates and princes of the world shines forth especially in their own lands … But it shines even more brightly when others who are themselves powerful regard it.”119 Seventeenth-century princes, courtiers, and artists supplemented the display of traditional Christian authority with supraconfessional representations of political power, just as the secular étatiste thought of Hobbes served as the dark side of the divine right doctrines of Bossuet. By mapping the contrast of darkness and light onto their political displays, princes and courtiers made the night essential to what Habermas termed the “representative publicness” of the court.120
The hardening of confessional divisions meant that even the rulers of confessionally monolithic kingdoms like Spain needed to display their grace, power, authority, and culture in supraconfessional terms. We can see this through the experienced eyes of the duc de Saint-Simon during his embassy to the Spanish court in 1721. Invited by his Madrid host, Don Gaspard Giron, “to go and see the illuminations of the Place Mayor,” Saint-Simon and his retinue “were conducted by detours to avoid the light of the illuminations in approaching them.” The French courtiers’ first view of the illuminated plaza was carefully arranged for maximum theatrical effect:
we arrived at a fine house which looks upon the middle of the Place, ... where the King and Queen go to see the fêtes that take place. We perceived no light in descending or in ascending the staircase. Everything had been closed, but on entering into the chamber which looks upon the Place, we were dazzled, and immediately [as] we entered the balcony speech failed me, from surprise, for more than seven or eight minutes.
The contrast between darkness and light made a powerful impression on Saint-Simon, who praised the “splendor” and “majesty” of this display. The square was lit from each of its balconies, from which “two torches of white wax were placed, one at each end of the balcony, supported upon the balustrade, slightly leaning outwards, and attached to nothing.” Saint-Simon registered the desired effect: “The light that this gives is incredible; it has a splendor and a majesty about it that astonish you and impress you. The smallest type can be read in the middle of the Place, and all about, though the ground-floor is not illuminated.”121
As the representative of Louis XV to Philip V, the duke’s response was carefully registered in turn by the Spanish courtiers: “Don Gaspard Giron and the Spaniards who were with me in the house from which I saw the illumination, charmed with the astonishment I had displayed at this spectacle, published it abroad with all the more pleasure because they were not accustomed to the admiration of the French, and many noblemen spoke of it to me with great pleasure.” At a royal audience the following day, Saint-Simon made certain to express to King Philip his “astonishment at an illumination so surprising and so admirable.”122
Saint-Simon’s report from Madrid suggests that the nocturnalization I have documented in Northern Europe reflects a change in style across the European court system. As confessional divisions proved unbridgeable, nocturnal displays of power and authority grew at courts across Europe. This diffusion is not surprising, as these courts were entirely international. At the time of Saint-Simon’s embassy in 1721, the king of Spain was a French Bourbon, the king of England a former Lutheran from Hanover, and the king of Poland a Saxon convert to Catholicism; a few years later the Livonian Catherine I would inherit the Russian throne. For these rulers, nocturnalization was a new technique to display power and share pleasure at court and beyond. Confessional divisions led rulers, ministers, and courtiers to seek new ways to present glory – it did not matter whether the princes were Catholic Spanish Habsburgs or Calvinist Hohenzollerns: they often chose darkness and the night to display their splendor and majesty.
Nowhere is this better expressed than in the verse of John Norris of Bemerton. His “Hymn to Darkness” opened with the traditional association of darkness with maternity:
Hail thou most sacred Venerable thing,
What Muse is worthy thee to sing?
Thee, from whose pregnant universal womb
All things, even Light thy Rival first did Come.
But for Norris, darkness and light are complementary:
The Vision of the Deity is made
More sweet and Beatific by thy Shade.
The aesthetic and political recoding of the night come together as Norris likens darkness to the ideal baroque sovereign, awesome and unchallenged by his subjects. As in the Ballet de la Nuit, God himself uses darkness as the backdrop for his majesty and authority. Summing up the uses of the night in baroque political symbolism, Norris makes the connection with political ceremony explicit:
Thus when he first proclaim’d his sacred Law
And would his Rebel subjects awe,
Like Princes on some great solemnity
H’appear’d in’s Robes of State, and Clad himself with thee.123
Norris understood well the importance of night for the supraconfessional display of power and authority in the seventeenth century. As we have seen, the use of darkness and the night as the “Robes of State” by sovereigns was a distinctive feature of baroque statecraft.
Norris’s praise of divine, majestic darkness must be brought down to earth, however. Princes used the night to conceal, dissemble, or deceive – the dark side of the night’s role in political culture. The utility of darkness for baroque political expression corresponds well with discussions of the political value of illusion and deception in the seventeenth century.124 Like the darkened illusions of the perspective stage and the great European fireworks displays, this discourse of illusion and perception in political power developed first in Renaissance Italy. It was Machiavelli who advised that “in general, men judge more by sight than by touch. Everyone sees what is happening, but not everyone feels the consequences. Everyone sees what you seem to be; few have direct experience of who you really are.” The Florentine then commented on the display of majesty at court: “Those few” with direct experience of a prince’s true intentions “will not dare to speak out in the face of public opinion when that opinion is reinforced by the authority of the state.”125 To control what subjects see and what image the prince presented, the illusions powered by the contrast between darkness and light were vital. When Georg Rodolf Weckherlin (1584–1653), secretary to the duke of Württemberg, reported on a week-long celebration at the Württemberg court at Stuttgart in 1616, he expressed the desired effects of the baroque court festival:
My soul was amazed with marvel: mine eyes did dazzle: and all my senses were overwhelmed by the majesty, beauty, riches and magnificence of those brave Princesses, Princes, Ladies, Lords and Knights.126
His French contemporary Nicholas Faret’s L’honneste-homme; Ou, L’art de plaire a la court (1630) described the court as “this theatre” in which the courtiers surround a sun king who “distributes unto them certain beams of his magnificence.” At court “princes and great men are about a king like goodly stars, which receive all their light from him.” But the brilliance of the monarch overwhelms the courtiers: “it is all confounded in this great light … The greatest part of the meaner sort consume themselves near this fire, before they can be warm.”127 Faret’s astute description of a sun king whose light leaves “all confounded” reappears in an account of the overpowering fireworks display presented to Louis XIV by Nicolas Foucquet at Vaux-le-Vicomte in August 1661. Jean de La Fontaine (1621–95) described the scene: “Suddenly we saw the sky darkened by a dreadful cloud of rockets and serpents.” He immediately asked: “Should one say ‘darkened’ or ‘illuminated’?”128 Light and darkness themselves were confounded as this dazzling nocturnal display left its audience blinded by the light.
The nocturnal pleasures, performances, and pyrotechnics of the court show a recurring sense that the spectacular contrast between darkness and light (real or symbolic) was an indispensable way to amaze, dazzle, and overwhelm – or dissemble. As Rohr noted, festivities can “better conceal the calamitous times that might press upon a land or city.”129 Concerns about the relationship between state power and official deception have lost none of their relevance in our own time.130
Seventeenth-century political writers from Justus Lipsius to Louis XIV agreed that princes need celebrations and ceremonies to communicate with the common people, who perceive only the superficial and sensual.131 Lipsius argued that common subjects are fundamentally unable to perceive or support the common good, “not making any difference between that which is true and false.”132 The Flemish philosopher wrote in the spirit of his age. Advice on the perspective stage from Nicola Sabbatini’s Manual for Constructing Theatrical Scenes and Machines (Practica di Fabricar Scene e Machine ne’Teatri, 1638) reflected Lipsius’s hierarchy of perception and understanding in practical terms: “the common or less cultivated persons are set on the tiers and at the sides”; the workings of the stage machines might be visible from there, but “such people do not observe them minutely.” In contrast, “the persons of culture and taste should be seated on the floor of the hall, as near the middle as possible, in the second or third rows. They will have the greatest pleasure there, since … all parts of the scenery are displayed in their perfection.”133 The better sort could take pleasure in the illusions of the stage – or the state – while “common or less cultivated persons” would be impressed even by an imperfect display.
Scholars credit Lipsius with the spread of this educated contempt for the common people in the seventeenth century.134 His views were repeated by political philosophers such as Christian Wolff (1679–1754), who legitimated the social hierarchy of their age by mapping it on to a hierarchy of perception and understanding. The lower estate recognized only superficial and immediate impressions:
The common man, who relies merely on the external senses and makes little use of reason, cannot by himself properly grasp the majesty of a king. But through the things that come before his eyes and that touch his other senses, he receives a clear impression of his [sovereign’s] majesty, power and authority.135
It was in these terms that Julius Bernhard von Rohr argued that the inability of subjects to truly comprehend majesty was the primary reason for court spectacles and ceremonies.136 This contempt for the common people fits well with prevailing argument among scholars of court society that the diverse elements of the prince’s spectacles and pleasures were intended to speak simultaneously on several levels to several audiences.137 The political philosophy behind it all stated that the display of majesty did not merely reflect political power – it created it.138
When we use daily life as a category of analysis, the sun kings of the age of Louis XIV and Augustus II start to look more like “princes of darkness.” This was the image of Louis XIV, hooded and crowned by the moon, presented in a Netherlands caricature of 1691 (Figure 4.7). The constant use of darkness and the night by such sun kings to enhance their own (limited) brilliance invited this subversive identification. In daily life at court, the night connected autocratic rulers, aristocratic courtiers, and common subjects in a series of hierarchical fields of vision. Subjects gazed up at spectacles of light and power projected onto the night sky while princes and courtiers, seemingly face-to-face, shared an intimate “time of pleasures.” Darkness was vital to each of these displays: it enabled rulers to offer pleasure, demonstrate magnificence, and deceive their subjects, combining the fundamental political strategies of this age.139 The seventeenth-century insight that “shadows and lights are relative and reciprocal” and that “the order of nature … has made these two conditions inseparable,”140 extended from God to earthly rulers. This insight helps explain why in an age of “sun kings” the night became more important than ever before.
Figure 4.7 “Le Roi de France, l’Homme immortel Chef de la Ste. Ligue,” print by Jacob Gole (after Dusart?) depicting Louis XIV as a hooded arsonist, 1691. © Trustees of the British Museum, S.6693.
Chapter Five “An entirely new contrivance”: the rise of street lighting, 1660–1700
On April 26, 1784 the Journal de Paris published a letter on daylight and darkness from an anonymous subscriber. The author of the letter described an evening spent at a salon “in grand company” discussing, among other things, the new Argand oil-lamp. After considering whether this lamp would burn more efficiently and reduce lighting costs, the author returned home and went to bed “three or four hours after midnight,” reflecting a daily schedule typical of persons of quality in the eighteenth century. With generous satire the author, who was accustomed to sleeping until noon every day, related his surprise upon discovering by accident the next day that the sun actually rises between six and eight in the morning (!) and that it “gives light as soon as it rises.” Titling his letter “An Economical Project,” the correspondent urgently sought to enlighten the journal’s readers, “who with me have never seen any signs of sunshine before noon” that they could save vast sums on lighting simply by rising at dawn and having “much pure light of the sun for nothing.”1
The author of this “Economical Project” quickly revealed himself to be Benjamin Franklin, representative of the new American republic in France.2 His comments, which developed into the idea of daylight savings time, call our attention to the importance of nocturnal sociability in the last years of the Old Regime. They were echoed in much more critical tones by his conservative contemporaries in Italy, who complained that even the common people “profane the night either at long theater shows or at continual debaucheries” and noted that “people stay up so much later and longer that they then have to restore themselves by resting until very late the next day.”3
When had these late hours become fashionable? Two years after Franklin’s “Economical Project”, the German Journal des Luxus und der Moden (Journal of Luxury and Fashion; Weimar and Gotha) published an essay on “the uses and divisions of the day and the night in various ages, and among various peoples.”4 Broadening Franklin’s observations, the author and editor of the Journal, Friedrich Justin Bertuch (1747–1822), described “an entirely new order of things” which had replaced the traditional rhythm of daytime for work and night for rest and sleep.5 Bertuch regarded the change as self-evident and presented several examples drawn from the courts and cities of Northern Europe. “In the fourteenth century” the merchants’ stalls of Paris opened at four in the morning, “but now hardly at seven o’clock”; then, the French king retired at eight in the evening, but “now plays, visits and all social pleasures hardly even begin at that hour.” From the time of Henry VIII to Bertuch’s own day the English had shifted their mealtimes and sleeping times later by about seven (!) hours.6 According to Bertuch “all these observations, which could easily be multiplied, prove clearly that the occupations of the day begin ever later, the more society is refined and luxury increases.”7 “Overall,” Bertuch concluded, “the pleasures of the evening and night … are the ruling fashion in every large city, where luxury and the need for entertainment constantly increase.”8
The references of Bertuch and his contemporaries to monarchs, merchants, and the theater among the “grand company” and “in every large city” call attention to a fundamental shift in the rhythms of daily life in early modern courts and cities over the previous century as the hours after sunset slowly entered the regular, respectable part of daily life. With overlapping and sometimes conflicting goals princes, courtiers, burghers, and bureaucrats embraced the night, sanctioning and promoting new levels of nocturnal business and pleasure. They developed new lighting technologies for the stage and the street, and they surrounded the traditional night of natural and supernatural danger with a new aura of pleasure and respectable sociability. The aristocratic associations of street lighting, as well as its sheer cost, led some city councils to resist its imposition, sharpening the contrast between the traditional night and the origins of modern urban night life. This chapter and the next examine the opportunities and conflicts created by the nocturnalization of urban daily life.
Prescriptive and descriptive sources from European courts show mealtimes, the beginnings of theatrical performances and balls, and sleeping and rising hours moving ever later. Parallel to these developments at court, in large cities curfews and city gate closing times moved later or were given up altogether in the seventeenth century. As John Beattie observed for London, after 1660 “the idea behind the curfew – the 9pm closing down of the City – was not so much abolished as overwhelmed.” His reference to the transformation of London’s night life through the proliferation of “shops, taverns, and coffeehouses, theatres, the opera, pleasure gardens and other places of entertainment” could be applied, with variations of scale, to all major European cities, whether they were closely tied to court life like Paris and Vienna or independent city states such as Hamburg.9
Of all these developments, the rise of public street lighting was fundamental to this revolution in the rhythms of urban daily life. Its appearance was swift: in 1660, no European city had permanently illuminated its streets, but by 1700 street lighting had been established in Amsterdam, Paris, Turin, London, and Copenhagen, in French provincial cities, and across the Holy Roman Empire from Hamburg to Vienna. (See Map 5.1.) This early European street lighting – oil lamps (or, in the French case, candles) in glass-paned lanterns – was an innovation of the seventeenth century, both reflecting and promoting new attitudes toward the night and urban space.10
Map 5.1 Street lighting in Europe to 1700
Europe’s first street lighting has been studied exclusively in local and practical terms.11 Based on evidence from the French conquest of Flanders (1667–77) under Louis XIV, and from the Electorate of Saxony during the reign of Elector Frederick Augustus I (1694–1733, as Augustus II King of Poland, 1697–1733), this chapter examines street lighting in a broader history of the night. In Lille, capital of the new French province of Flanders, the city council set up street lighting immediately after the French occupied the city in 1667. In Saxony the absolutist ruler Augustus II established public street lighting in Leipzig, the leading city of his principality, in 1701. Placing street lighting in Lille and Leipzig in a broader European context illustrates a surprising set of relationships between security, the city, and court culture at night in seventeenth-century Europe.
5.1 Lighting the streets of early modern Europe
In the second half of the seventeenth century, parallel to the new uses of the night at court, the rulers of the leading cities of Northern Europe also began to sanction broader uses of the night. Nocturnal illumination in general was expanding from the spectacular to the quotidian, and street lighting is the most visible example of this development.12 The first cities to enjoy public street lighting were Paris (1667), Lille (1667), and Amsterdam (1669), followed by Hamburg (1673), Turin (1675), Berlin (1682), Copenhagen (1683), and London (1684–94).13 In the 1670s and 1680s several other cities in the Netherlands followed Amsterdam in establishing street lighting (see Map 5.2), and by the end of the century Vienna (1688), Hanover (1690–96), Dublin (1697), and Leipzig (1701) had illuminated their streets.14 Several common factors appear in the emergence of street lighting in the seventeenth century. Everywhere the oil-lantern (or in the French case, the large candle-lantern) maintained at public expense, replaced the earlier candle-lanterns which city-dwellers were often required to hang outside their houses.15 In each city, the lighting demarcated a large and consistent space which was accessible to a general public well after sunset.
Map 5.2 Street lighting in the Low Countries to 1700
Before the institution of public street lighting, the sources of light one would have seen at night on the streets of even the largest cities were few and irregular. The contrast between the few bobbing lanterns carried by individuals, the torches held by link-boys or the lights hung out in front of taverns and the more regular, uniform public lighting made a clear impression on contemporaries. The earliest published report (1690) on the “New Lights” of London noted that “There is one of these lights before the front of every tenth House on each side of the way, if the street be broad; by the regular position whereof, there is such a mutual reflection, that they all seem to be but one great Solar-Light.”16 Describing Vienna’s streets in 1721, Johannes Neiner saw the affinity of street lighting with theatrical illumination: “these beautiful night lights are laid out so prettily that if one looks down a straight lane … it is like seeing a splendid theater or a most gracefully illuminated stage.”17
The function of lighting at night had also evolved. Prior to the seventeenth century, the regulation of lighting at night was solely an aspect of the night watch and policing. Anyone about after dark was required to carry a torch or lantern: not to see, but to be seen.18 This requirement appears in countless early modern ordinances. Failure to illuminate oneself was considered evidence of shadowy intentions.19 The very limited city lighting established since medieval times (candle-lanterns or “fire-pans”) was intended to deter crime and aid in fire-fighting; after the curfew ordinary citizens were to be off the streets.20 Of course, the curfew was unenforceable in great cities like London and Paris, whose streets teemed with activity late into the night. City authorities tolerated and policed this night life, but they did not sanction it. They knew that some nocturnal activities were necessary, such as the work of midwives, doctors, or latrine-cleaners, and others unavoidable, but all nocturnal sociability could fall under the ubiquitous early modern prohibitions of “nightwalking.”21
The new street lighting of the seventeenth century certainly was intended to promote law and order, but it also beautified a city and provided convenience and social amenity by encouraging respectable traffic on city streets after dark. Public street lighting reflected a new willingness to use the night and to reorder daily time by relaxing curfews.22 This lighting represents both an unprecedented concession to the growing use of city streets after dark, and a renewed attempt to regulate and secure this nocturnal sociability. The meticulous street lighting schedules (see Figure 5.3) and lamplighter instructions sought to create legitimate, regular, and uniformly lighted places and times.
Surprisingly, some of the early modern roots of uniform public street lighting lie in the culture of nocturnal piety, devotion, and mysticism examined in chapter 3. The 1619 utopia of the Lutheran churchman Johann Valentin Andreä (1586–1654) reveals the cultural link between the nocturnalization of piety and devotion and the illumination of Europe’s streets in the seventeenth century. The Reipublicae christianopolitanae descriptio, Andreä’s 1619 account of an ideal Christian city, stands squarely in the tradition of utopian writing.23 The author refers directly to More’s Utopia and the Civitas Solis of Tommaso Campanella (1568–1639), and Andreä’s work – usually referred to as Christianopolis from its German translation – has been seen as derivative of More and Campanella. But chapter 25 of Christianopolis presents a novel aspect of his utopia. The citizens of Christianopolis
do not allow the night to be completely dark, but light it up with lamps burning at intervals, the purpose of which is both to take care of the safety of the community and to prevent useless wandering about; they also make the night watches less worrisome.
As we will see below, the first European street lighting, established in the 1660s, marked an extraordinary turning point in the history of the night. There was no actual street lighting that could serve as a model for Andreä in 1619, and none of his predecessors imagined street lighting in their utopias. The traditional association of the night with sin and the Devil are clear, but Andreä innovates by acknowledging legitimate night work:
In this way they also set themselves against the dark kingdom and murky games of Satan, and wish to be reminded of the Eternal Light … Let us not draw back from that arrangement [i.e., street lighting] which calms the fears of people working in the darkness [my emphasis], and which makes it easier to see through the veil which our own flesh is glad to draw over licentiousness and dissolute behavior.
Quite presciently, Andreä notes that street lighting will be an expensive proposition, but he imagines a night freed from moral and physical darkness:
Also there is no reason to discuss the expense here in Christianopolis, since they are extremely frugal in other respects – whereas in other places there is the greatest extravagance in almost everything. If only more were spent on light there would not be so much opportunity at night for all kinds of evil, nor such a great number of shady dealings!24
This account of street lighting stands out because the rich utopian tradition from which Andreä drew, in particular More’s Utopia and Campanella’s “city of the sun,” made no provision for such legitimate nocturnal activities.
Like his contemporary Böhme, Andreä understood the everyday world as a Christian allegory without abandoning its intrinsic significance. Each detail of Christianopolis represents an aspect of the life of the individual Christian, but Andreä also sought to realize an actual community like Christianopolis among his peers. On both levels – as allegory and as daily life – the imagined street lighting of Christianopolis documents a new relationship with darkness and the night emerging in the first half of the seventeenth century.
The street lighting imagined by Andreä in 1619 anticipated the actual establishment of public street lighting in European cities by a half-century. To create and maintain this sort of street lighting both technical and political problems had to be solved. The spread of street lighting across Northern Europe was based in part on the refinement of lamp and lantern design. The decisive steps were taken in Amsterdam, where the painter and inventor Jan van der Heyden (1637–1712) experimented during the 1660s with oil-lamps in glass-paned lanterns. Lamp-lanterns of his sophisticated design, which used the current of air drawn into the lantern by combustion to keep soot from collecting on the glass, made Amsterdam the first European city to install truly effective street lighting. Admiring the city, the German student Friedrich Lucae commented that “in the evening the entire city is illuminated with lanterns, so that one can pass through the crowds of people just as in broad daylight.”25 The superiority of van der Heyden’s design is suggested by its rapid adoption across the United Provinces and Hamburg (under the supervision of van der Heyden), and by its unauthorized use in Berlin, Dublin, Leipzig, and elsewhere.26 Figure 5.1 shows an overview of the van der Heyden lantern design: note the air intake hole in the lantern post.
Figure 5.1 Oil-lamp, lantern, and post designed by Jan van der Heyden, 1660s. Archives municipales de Lille, Affaires Générales 1256, dossier 9, fo. 122 (c. 1700).
When we see early modern street lighting as an international development, the political initiative to establish the lighting becomes especially significant. Despite its presumed benefits, city councils were not eager to incur the new expense of public lighting. Patricians in self-governing cities such as Amsterdam and Hamburg chose to set up and pay for street lighting themselves, but they were the exception. In most cases territorial rulers established the lighting in their capital cities and forced their subjects to pay for it.27 In cities including Paris, Turin, Berlin, and Vienna, the initiative came from the monarch. In London and Westminster, private street-lighting companies contracted with the city to light specific streets and collect the corresponding fees; in Dublin (1697) and Lübeck (1704) individual entrepreneurs tried (with less success) to provide the service.28
The introduction of street lighting in Paris in 1667 by the “council for the reform of the policing of the city” of Louis XIV was the first of many cases of royal initiative to provide public lighting. Jean Baptiste Colbert proposed the street lighting to the council in a discussion of the night watch in December 1666, and he and his uncle Henri Pussort carried out the lighting project in 1667. The lighting and improved street cleaning were financed by a new “tax of mud and lanterns” (taxe des boues et lanternes), which became the only significant direct tax on householders in Paris under the Old Regime.29 By 1702 there were 5,400 public candle-lanterns in place across the city, lit from October to March.30 Unlike the Amsterdam lanterns mounted on posts, in Paris the lanterns held candles and were suspended about fifteen feet above the middle of the street by ropes, raised and lowered with a pulley. Figure 5.2 shows two lanterns above the rue Quinquempoix in 1720.
Figure 5.2 Print showing the rue Quinquempoix, Paris, 1720, with candle-lanterns suspended above the street. From the broadsheet “Abbildung des auf der Strasse Qvincampoix in Paris enstandenen so berühmten Actien-Handels” (Nuremberg: Christoph Weigel, 1720). © Trustees of the British Museum, 1882,0812.461.
Compared with Paris, Berlin was a modest provincial town in the second half of the seventeenth century, but it was the residence of Frederick William I, the “Great Elector” of Brandenburg-Prussia (1640–88), who ordered in 1679 that the residents of Berlin should hang a lantern light outside every third house at dusk each evening from September to May. The Berliners failed to comply and on September 23, 1680 the citizenry petitioned the elector to eliminate the lighting requirement, arguing that they could not afford it.31 The elector responded by establishing public street lighting on the Amsterdam model, using van der Heyden’s lantern design and maintenance plan. About 1,600 lanterns went up in the three districts of the city (Berlin, Cölln, and Werder) – all at the citizens’ expense.32
As Vienna recovered from the siege of 1683, imperial authorities began to police the city more effectively. In 1685 an imperial patent reinforced the city law requiring anyone out after the curfew bell to carry a lantern. In 1687 the imperial administrator of Lower Austria, Count Johann Quintin Jörger, began the establishment of public street lighting in Vienna. Several obstacles to the plan quickly emerged: there were not enough tinsmiths in Vienna to manufacture the lanterns, the start-up and maintenance costs were higher than expected, and the city council resisted the lighting measure because of its expense. With the support of Emperor Leopold I, Jörger was able to set up the lighting by the following spring: the streets were lit for the first time on Pentecost eve (June 5), 1688. The lighting was financed by a tax on imported wine, arranged through an intricate compromise with the city council. In 1698 the city council, which was already supplying twenty-six night-lanterns for the inner courtyard of the imperial palace (the Hofburg) itself, was asked “by the spoken request of the imperial court” to also illuminate the imperial palace of Ebersdorf, just outside the city walls, with fourteen lanterns.33 The court made ready use of the municipal lighting system to illuminate its own representative buildings.
5.2 Policing the night: street lighting in Lille
In 1697 the leading provincial cities of France were required by a royal edict to “immediately proceed to establish lanterns, conforming to those of our fine city of Paris.”34 This seemingly “enlightened” command from Louis XIV to set up street lighting was immediately recognized by all commentators as another revenue scheme: the thirty cities involved (see Map 5.1) would pay royal suppliers dearly for the installation and maintenance of the lanterns, with the profits going to the king.35 As we will see below in section 5.4, local authorities in Dijon, Amiens, and other provincial cities resisted the edict; some sought to buy an exemption from it. Among the cities’ protests against the edict requiring street lighting, the response of the ruling council or Magistrat of the city of Lille stood out: they explained that they had already established street lighting thirty years earlier and did not need the royal suppliers’ assistance.36 This was true: in 1667 Lille, capital of the French province of Flanders, became only the third city in Europe in which the complex and costly project of street lighting was realized, alongside Paris and Amsterdam. Why did Lille precede all other French provincial cities in the establishment of street lighting?
The streets of Lille were illuminated in the fall of 1667, two months after the French captured the city in the War of Devolution (1667–68). Louis XIV left Lille’s ruling council in place, but the city of 50,000 was now uneasy host to a garrison of 5,000 to 10,000 French troops. Protected by a citadel built by Vauban in 1668–70, Lille became a key French stronghold on the border with the Spanish Netherlands and near the Dutch Republic. The French occupation of Lille necessitated complex negotiations among French civil and military authorities, the governing patricians of Lille, a restive populace, and a large military presence. The policing of the night and the establishment of street lighting were an important part of this balance of overlapping authorities.37 The Lille case reveals a close relationship between attempts to police the urban night and attempts to rule the newly conquered territories of Walloon Flanders and integrate them into the French kingdom.
In the immediate aftermath of the French capture of Lille, security at night was paramount. Three days after the surrender of the city on August 28, the Magistrat issued an ordinance prohibiting all movement on the streets at night. This ordinance went beyond the standard requirement to carry at light when out at night, and instead established a strict dusk-to-dawn curfew. “All residents of the countryside and foreigners who came and will come into this city” were required “to retire to their homes each day in the evening before the bell called Le Vigneron (‘the wine-maker’) sounds without thereafter finding themselves back on the streets until daylight.” All residents were advised to “take care to have the things that they will need in a timely fashion, all the more [because] once the night watch has begun, they will not be free to go through the city unless it is a case of inexcusable [sic] necessity.” In such a case, “they will have to go with a light and address themselves to the first watchman [they meet] in order to be escorted to wherever they need to go and then return to their home.”38 This ban on all nocturnal movement was lifted on July 23, 1668 and replaced with the standard ordinance requiring anyone out at night to carry a lantern or face a heavy fine.39
In September 1667 the Magistrat established street lighting following the Paris model of lanterns suspended by cords over the middle of street.40 The traditional neighborhood authorities, the maîtres des places, were charged by the ruling council with the placement of the lanterns and their maintenance, while the responsibility for hanging out and lighting the lanterns was given to individual householders. As an update of the ordinance explained in January 1668: “wishing to obviate the insolence and disorders which occur in the evening in the said town,” the Magistrat ordered “all those who occupy corners and the entries of streets, and other locations designated by the maîtres des places” to put out candle-lanterns lit “from one hour after the evening bell until after midnight.”41 The ordinance is similar to that of Paris, though it is not clear who provided the 600–700 lanterns. The 1667 lighting was limited, but it went beyond the traditional requirement that residents hang out a lantern in two ways: the local maîtres des places were authorized to enforce compliance, and the placement of the lanterns on special ropes “hanging above the middle of the street”42 followed the new Paris model, lighting a street centrally from above rather than from lanterns in front of individual houses.
This street lighting arose alongside other measures intended to secure the night in Lille. In the fall of 1667 innkeepers were ordered to submit a list of their lodgers every evening, and the Magistrat again regulated the closing times for “Tavernes & Cabarets.”43 In the period from 1667 to 1715, the Lille Magistrat addressed nocturnal security in about sixty separate ordinances and resolutions; the requirement that one carry a light if out on the streets at night was repeated eleven times in this period.44
But whom were the authorities policing? Lillois journals and chronicles all describe violence between French officers and citizens of Lille, duels at dusk between French officers, nocturnal robberies by common soldiers, and attacks on French troops in the first months and years after the French capture of the city.45 For French military and civil authorities, the actions of their own soldiers were of great concern, and they had to tread carefully. Following the annexation of Walloon Flanders by the French, all eyes were on the fate of Lille, “accounted the third Place of Traffic in the Low-Countries next Amsterdam and Antwerp,” under French rule.46 Louis XIV had personally accepted the city’s surrender in August 1667 and confirmed the authority and privileges of the ruling Magistrat. Lille, described as the “capital of the conquests of his majesty,”47 stood as a “test case” for the possible annexation of other cities of the Low Countries by France, hence the sharp concern to maintain order in the city, and especially to prevent crimes by the occupying French soldiers.
In September 1668, a few months after the Treaty of Aix-la-Chapelle confirmed the annexation of Lille and Walloon Flanders by France, Michel Le Peletier de Souzy, intendant of the new French province of Flanders, wrote to the Marquis de Louvois, secretary of state, to report on nocturnal crime in Lille: “Yesterday I handed down a judgment very stern but also very necessary – people were beginning to thieve at night in the streets of Lille as in Paris; and a citizen had been despoiled down to the shirt by four Liège horsemen from the company of Berlost.”48 Three of the four were apprehended and Le Peletier reported that he condemned two of them to be hanged, despite their rank.49 In reply, Louvois affirmed these concerns: “Public safety during the night is so important that one would have thought they might have to be condemned to [be broken on] the wheel.”50 He considered this public spectacle of slow death, then continued, “I do not understand how in a place where the watch must do its duty as carefully as in Lille, one still dares to attempt to rob at night.”51 In this case, disciplining the night was vital to reducing the impact of the French troops on the occupied city.52
Turning the conquered Lillois into loyal subjects of the French king would take some time, however. In December 1669 the intendant Le Peletier complained that the Magistrat was disloyal and difficult to govern.53 In 1670 the visiting Spanish ambassador (the representative of their former Habsburg rulers) was cheered in the streets, and some of the city’s clergy preached against the alleged decline of public morals brought by the French.54 We can also see the resentment of the French occupation from the street, so to speak, in the journal of the Lillois master silk weaver Pierre Ignace Chavatte (1633–93). Chavatte, like Le Peletier and Louvois, saw the night as a significant site in the negotiations between the Lillois and their new masters. Chavatte recorded numerous crimes and misdeeds by the French and observed that French attempts to police the night could themselves trigger new conflicts: in 1672 his journal notes that “on 23 July between 10 and 11 o’clock at night a French sentinel who was at the corner of the market fired his musket at a man who passed with a lit wick [of his candle or lamp] in his hand … and three to four days after he died; he was a tailor by trade and of the Flemish nation.”55 Chavatte emphasized that the unfortunate tailor was killed even though he was carrying a light as required.
Despite the French affirmation of the governance of the Lille Magistrat, Chavatte observed that authority over the city streets at night belonged to the French. He recorded the declaration of war between France and the United Provinces on October 16, 1673, adding resentfully “that same day in the evening servants of the Magistrat of the city of Lille were arrested and taken to the watch because it was forbidden to walk without a lantern.”56 Chavatte reflected a broad distrust of the French occupiers of the city, and of their policing of the night. Conflicts between French soldiers and residents of Lille often flared up at night, as on February 7, 1675, when “in the evening in the tavern La Bourse d’Or there was a great dispute by the citizens with the French officers in which three to four bourgeois were wounded, and a French surgeon wounded in the head; and the citizens were apprehended and taken to prison.”57 In the same year the intendant Le Peletier acknowledged the circulation of libels “prejudicial to the service of the king.”58
In the 1680s street lighting factored into the slow détente between Lille’s ruling patricians, the administrators of Louis XIV, and the common people. In 1682, the Magistrat established paid lamp-lighters for the city’s street lighting, and the provision of street lighting gradually became more centralized and professional.59 In 1689 the échevins (high judges) of the ruling council, “having noted that the establishment of lanterns to illuminate the city during the darkness of the night served not a little to prevent quarrels, thefts and other disorders that are commonly committed under cover of the night,” praised the service.60 The Magistrat also seems to have become more attentive to damage to the lanterns, referring in 1692 to the need to prevent people from “cutting the cords of the public lanterns.”61 In March 1697 the Magistrat ordered four young men “from good bourgeois homes” to pay heavy fines for destroying thirty-three lanterns in the streets of Lille during the night of November 26–27, 1696.62
Early modern street lighting was thought to provide both prestige and security, but in Lille, the emphasis was entirely on the latter. None of the publicity that accompanied the establishment of street lighting in Paris or Leipzig (see below) appeared in Lille; conversely, none of the Lille ordinances regarding street lighting refer to the splendor, prestige, or beauty brought by the new amenity. In the occupied city, street lighting was seen as a response to the tensions and disorder brought by the French, rather than as an urban improvement. Only after two decades did Lille’s ruling council begin to refer to “the public lanterns” as a service of “the public trust.”63
The French conquest and integration of Lille and Walloon Flanders shows how much authorities’ attempts to police the night had in common with larger projects of territorial conquest and control. This comparison will be explored further in the discussion of policing, resistance, and the colonization of the night in chapters 6 and 7. In Lille, the establishment of street lighting slowly brought the French intendant and military authorities together with the city’s ruling council in a common project to light and secure the city’s streets.
5.3 Absolutism and street lighting in Leipzig
In the Leipzig case, the official initiative to light the streets came from Warsaw. While in residence there on September 19, 1701 King-Elector Augustus II decreed that in Leipzig “as is common in other prominent cities, to prevent all sorts of nightly inconveniences and for beautification, lanterns shall be set up and lighted by night.”64 Interest in lighting Leipzig’s streets goes back to 1695, when the Leipzig merchants’ guild (the Kaufmannschaft), citing incessant nocturnal crime, proposed to the city council that “constantly-burning night lanterns should be maintained and the streets illuminated with them, as is established in Vienna, Hamburg, Berlin, and other places.”65
The guild’s concerns were well founded, as the 1699 attack on the traveling Strasbourg merchant Johan Eberhard Zetzner shows. The twenty-two-year-old Zetzner was bringing a letter to the post late on the evening of March 28, 1699 when he encountered a group of drunken students who challenged him “with rude and insulting words.” Years later, he described what followed in his memoir:
Because I saw myself outnumbered, and had neither a knife nor a walking-stick with me, I responded with polite words and tried as much as possible to avoid them. But one drew his dagger; then I shouted for the night watch.66
As he called out, Zetzner felt (but did not see) a blow to his left arm. He blocked a second thrust but was badly injured; the students escaped easily. His reflections on the attack express no real surprise that the streets could be so unsafe, just anger at Leipzig’s wastrel students (“these privileged hangman’s knaves,” as he called them).67 Despite these dangerous conditions and the example of other leading cities, however, the fiscally conservative Leipzig city council did not take the initiative to set up street lighting.
Less than three years after the unlucky Zetzner’s visit, Leipzig’s streets were illuminated for the first time. A series of oil lanterns established and maintained at public expense were lit on Christmas Eve, 1701: “so it was also resolved here in Leipzig to transform the dismal night and darkness into light and bright radiance,” as a Leipzig newsletter reported.68 The decision of the absolutist King-Elector Augustus II to create “The Leipzig that Shines Forth by Night” illustrates the initiative of the court in the nocturnalization of Leipzig’s daily life.69
Elected king of Poland in 1697, the Saxon elector Augustus II made full use of the politics of spectacle at his opulent courts at Dresden and Warsaw, and his reign illustrates both the promises and the limitations of the politics of spectacle in this era. Like his contemporary Louis XIV, Augustus styled himself a “sun king,” and his celebrations sought to turn night into day. Even equestrian events could be held at night: the Dresden Reithaus, illuminated by thousands of candles, was the scene of riding displays during Carnival in 1695 (see Figure 4.3) and during the visit of the Danish king Frederick IV in 1709. The nocturnal celebrations and spectacles of the Saxon court reached their high point under Augustus.70 But the Polish election and Augustus’ lavish court swallowed immense sums of Saxon money, straining relations with the tax-weary citizens of Leipzig, the wealthiest city of the electorate.71
By initiating street lighting in Leipzig, Augustus followed the general pattern of royal provision of street lighting seen in Paris, Berlin, and Vienna.72 But the actual establishment of street lighting in Leipzig was directly connected with the swift rise to power of Augustus’ courtier, the appointed mayor Franz Conrad Romanus (1671–1746). Romanus came from an established Leipzig family and studied law before entering into the service of the king-elector. Romanus is perhaps best known for the urban palace built for him at the corner of the Brühl and the Katherinenstraße: this great mansion, completed in 1704, is the most important work of Leipzig’s baroque architecture.73
Franz Conrad Romanus was unique among the mayors of Leipzig during the Old Regime. He was not freely elected, nor had he served on the Leipzig city council (as was required) before his term as mayor began in 1701. Instead Romanus, a court official (“Appellation-Rath”) of the king-elector, took office on the express command of Augustus, who overrode the resistance of the city council.74 This was an unprecedented exercise of territorial authority over the city, intended to give the king-elector more control over the taxation of Leipzig, the single largest source of revenue in the electorate. Augustus and his privy cabinet suspected that the Leipzig city council could be more forthcoming with loans and contributions, and placed Romanus at the head of the city government to increase the flow of revenue for the unceasing expenditures of Augustus and the court. The written protests and financial counter-offers of the Leipzig city council were futile and on August 22, 1701 the council concluded that it had no choice and elected Romanus to its ranks. On August 29 Romanus took office as mayor, promising his fellow councilmen that their failed opposition to him would be “cast into the sea of oblivion.”75
The Leipzig councilmen, on the other hand, could hardly forget the unique circumstances that brought Romanus to the office of mayor. The average age of the councilmen was well over fifty; Romanus, all of thirty years old, with no prior experience in the city council, now led its meetings. Hated and feared by his peers, he served the interests of the king-elector alone, and his task was extraordinarily difficult: to bring money into the coffers of Augustus without further alienating the citizenry or the council. With the support of Augustus, Romanus quickly sought to gain the goodwill of the citizens. A few weeks after he took office, the council received the electoral decree from Warsaw calling for the establishment of public street lighting. The decree, no doubt planned by the king-elector and Romanus, also ordered the establishment of a city drain system, the regulation of coffeehouses, and several other measures for this city of about 20,000. As mayor Romanus would oversee a range of improvements to the city which had been in discussion for some time. Of all the projects, the street lighting moved most quickly.
The city council, led by Romanus, contracted with the entire Leipzig tinsmiths’ guild (7 masters), who delivered 478 lanterns: 2 van der Heyden lanterns from Amsterdam served as the models.76 Another 222 lanterns came from Dresden, sold to the city by the banking firm of Brinck and Bodisch, Romanus’ own bankers.77 By December 24 the 700 lanterns were in place across the city: 4 lantern masters and 18 lantern keepers maintained them.78 When the lanterns were all lit for the first time on that evening, one verse pamphlet enthusiastically reported: “away with the darkness in a brighter light … LEIPZIG’S prosperity resounds in all lands: it shines day and night.”79
The decree of the elector had proposed that the street lighting be funded by a new common tax or property tax. This had been the case in Vienna, for example, which led citizens to complain that those who paid the least for the lighted streets benefited the most. “The high ministers and cavaliers, who with their people frequent the imperial court at the illuminated times, are free from all contributions,” as the Vienna city council protested in 1689.80 Similar objections from Berlin underscore the initial association of street lighting and “night life” with court society. Mindful of his popularity, Romanus instead funded the Leipzig lanterns at no direct cost to the townspeople by reclaiming for the city the fees collected to enter the city after dark at the Grimma gate, the location of the main watch. These fees were under the direct authority of the king-elector, and their importance also illustrates the level of Leipzig’s night life (specifically traffic between the city and its suburbs) at the turn of the century.81 The entry fees covered the annual maintenance costs of about 3500 florins; all but 400 florins of the start-up costs of 4500 florins were paid by the king-elector directly, making the street lighting his Christmas gift to the city.82
Leipzig’s newly illuminated streets were promptly illustrated in the clandestine news journal Captured Letters, Exchanged between Curious Persons Regarding the Current … Political and Learned World(Aufgefangene Brieffe, welche Zwischen etzlichen curieusen Personen über den ietzigen Zustand der Staats und gelehrten Welt gewechselt worden) published in Leipzig in 1702.83 The journal introduces the innovation in terms of baroque spectacle:
Among other amusements … at royal and princely solemnities and public festivals … many thousand lights are lit – and with them often an entire city is illuminated.84
Calling this use of the night “the waste and great abuse of illumination” the Leipzig author presents a typical critique of the extravagance of court life.85 But he then reveals a new bourgeois appreciation for the night by arguing that “A far better use of night-lanterns … in cities on public lanes and streets is to replace the waning sun- and moonlight in the evening and darkness and so well and truly ward off the dangers of the night.”86 The journal included a print (Figure 5.4) which offers a visual résumé of the presumed benefits of street lighting.
Figure 5.3 Leipzig street-lighting schedule, December 1702. Stadtarchiv Leipzig.
Figure 5.4 Leipzig street-lighting scene, 1702, print from Aufgefangene Brieffe, welche Zwischen etzlichen curieusen Personen über den ietzigen Zustand der Staats und gelehrten Welt gewechselt worden (Wahrenberg [actually Leipzig], 1701).
The engraving is not a realistic representation of Leipzig’s street lighting: instead, it brings together security, elite sociability, and the night in a single compact scene. In the foreground, left, a man reads by lantern light; couples stroll and admire the city’s new baroque mansions, while two men, able to recognize each other despite the darkness, doff their hats. In the background a nightwatchman stands guard. The accompanying text emphasizes the convenience and security provided by the lanterns:
not only are we spared the private lanterns and torches, which everyone must otherwise use when going out at night, but also many sins against the Fifth, Sixth and Seventh Commandments [i.e., prohibitions of murder, adultery, and theft] are better prevented and avoided.87
A medal minted in 1702 to commemorate the introduction of street lighting repeats two of these scenes, showing a city watchman and a figure reading. The emphasis on reading in the print and in the medal should not be taken too literally: as Wolfgang Schivelbusch has pointed out, the symbolic value of lighting always supplements its visible effects.88 Reading by the light of the lanterns was hardly practical, but this exaggeration of their power suggests that the sphere of the literate was expanded by street lighting. The better sort were to benefit from it: the well-dressed men in the illustration, perhaps students, carry swords to indicate that they are not apprentices or servants. Leipzig’s prosperity and prestige depended on attracting merchants and students, and this illustration promised a safer and more genteel city.
Under Romanus the Leipzig city council issued several ordinances regulating night life. During his first year in office the council forbade the fashion of “walking about the streets at night in night-shirts, masks, night-caps and other unusual clothing.”89 Repeating a 1697 ordinance, the council warned citizens and residents to “keep their own [family] at home in the evening,” and the ordinance reported that “late in the evening many apprentices, boys, maids and such unmarried folk are found idly in the streets, where they practice many improper things with shouts, running about and all such mischief.”90 Another ordinance denounced the coffeehouses of the city as sites of “sexual vice … luxurious ostentation and mischief from the early hours until late into the night.”91 The street lanterns and city ordinances were meant to civilize the city’s streets and reduce this sort of “night life.”92 The verse pamphlet The Leipzig that Shines Forth by Night, printed to celebrate the new lanterns, also emphasizes security and order. Prostitutes “would have to shun the light”; thieves lurking would instead “go off to bed.”93 The pamphlet’s author went on to praise the benefits that the visitors to Leipzig’s great trade fairs would enjoy. “In security,” he commented, “they can recognize friend and foe / and can go up and down the street doing business,” making clear the value of street lighting for commercial uses of the night.94
5.4 Resistance by local authorities
Despite the general praise of street lighting echoed here, in some cities local authorities resisted the establishment of street lighting. The innovation was associated with luxury and the aristocracy, and citizens faced with new taxes to maintain the street lighting complained that those who paid the least for the lighted streets benefited the most.95 As a Vienna petition explained, “the citizens and artisans mostly stay at home and seldom go out after 7 o’clock in the evening, and do not benefit from the illumination as much” as the courtiers and officials.96 These complaints underscore the association of street lighting and “night life” with court society, although the image of restrained, early-to-bed burghers is certainly qualified by many other sources.97
In Paris, debate arose over the schedule of the new lighting. As was common with the earliest public street lighting, all agreed that the lighting would not be used during the short nights of the summer months. The question, then, focused on when to start and end the “lighting season” in the fall and spring. The citizens of Paris, while favoring the new street lighting, sought to limit its use to about five months of the year, from October to mid March, to reduce costs. When Parisians proposed this monthly schedule for street lighting in 1671, their argument was countered by the police commissioner La Reynie, who noted that it was important for the streets to be lit through the month of March, because “during March, the season and business fill the city and the court is in Paris.”98 A Venetian traveler passing through Berlin in 1708 described the extension of the city’s street lighting out to the Charlottenburg palace:
On the sides of the street stand wooden posts with glass lanterns on top; they stand along the entire four-mile-long street and burn through the entire night when the king is in Charlottenburg. That is for all who are constantly at court very commodious.99
The Leeds antiquarian Ralph Thoresby described a very similar sight when he visited London in 1712. He “could not but observe that all the way, quite through Hyde Park to the Queen’s palace at Kensington, has lanterns for illuminating the road in the dark nights, for the coaches.”100
When threatened with the expense of the street lighting, townspeople could resist its imposition and the increased nocturnalization it entailed. As we saw above, the oligarchs of self-governed or semi-autonomous cities such as Amsterdam, Hamburg, Dublin, or London took the initiative to establish and pay for street lighting. But one could see these cities as exceptions in light of the many (generally smaller) cities in which street lighting failed to draw sufficient public support. In Brussels, for example, public lighting was set up in 1675 but abandoned by 1680 as result of the expense.101 Private citizens in Bremen set up street lighting on one section of a single street, the Langenstraße, in 1698; even this drew protest from one resident who did not want a lantern attached to his house. The entire city was not regularly illuminated until 1757.102 Across France, street lighting was established in thirty cities by royal edict in 1697, but city councils resisted the imposition of the lighting and the attendant costs. Dijon, for example, was illuminated with 600 candle-lanterns in 1698, but only after the city council unsuccessfully sought to buy an exemption from the royal edict requiring the street lighting.103 In Amiens, the city council delayed buying the lanterns from the royal supplier until 1701. Once purchased, the lanterns were placed carefully in the attic of the city hall. No further steps were taken to install them; several years later the council auctioned them off. Only in 1718 did the Amiens city council actually illuminate the city’s streets – on its own initiative.104
These local authorities apparently preferred a traditional urban night illuminated sporadically by hand-held torches or lanterns to the cost of the street lighting. In several other cases local authorities actually removed the street lighting imposed upon them by their princes. The residence cities of Düsseldorf and Stuttgart illustrate this response to the costs and benefits of public street lighting.
Düsseldorf became the residence of John William of Pfalz-Neuberg, duke of Jülich and Berg (called “Jan Willem”; from 1690 also elector of the Palatinate) in 1679. Jan Willem transformed the modest city into a center of court culture, building a baroque theater and a new riding school while renovating the ducal palace. In 1699 he ordered the establishment of street lighting in the city. By 1701 a modest 383 lanterns were in place; 50 of these, used to light the area around the ducal palace and the court buildings, were gold-plated. The elector initially paid for the street lighting from the state budget, but in 1704 “the burden and maintenance of the aforementioned lanterns was forced upon the city.”105 In numerous petitions and at the territorial parliament representatives of the city sought to shift the cost back to the duke, or abandon the lighting altogether. After the death of the elector in 1716 the court left Düsseldorf and the city’s economy collapsed. In 1718 the representatives of the city argued that the “very costly” lighting served no purpose and that the citizens did not want it at all. In the winter of 1720 the city officials finally got their wish: the street lanterns were taken down and stored in a warehouse. A few were put back in use in the 1730s but city-wide lighting did not return until decades later.106
In Stuttgart, traditional residence of the rulers of Württemberg, Duke Eberhard Ludwig (1693–1733) began to pressure the city magistrates to set up public lighting in 1714. The city officials demurred, arguing that the costs of the lighting far outweighed its benefits. The street lighting was finally set up in time for Carnival in 1716 at the behest of the duke. But city officials continued to argue against the lighting, claiming in July 1716 that it was even more expensive than first estimated, and that some of the lanterns had been vandalized or destroyed. Further, the city magistrates claimed that Stuttgarters were happy to carry their lanterns and torches with them, or rely on moonlight, to get around that city at night. Duke Eberhard continued to insist on public street lighting, paid for by the city. In response, in September 1717 city officials again argued that “the larger part of the residents of high and low estate recognize that the installed lanterns have little or no value to public, but they have incurred great expenses.”107 Even after the court moved to Ludwigsburg, the street lighting and its expense remained, provoking anger and anonymous placards. The city magistrates finally won out in 1732, arguing that the funds for the street lighting could instead be used to purchase a new school building. Here the state administrators sided with the Stuttgart officials, and the Duke relented: the lighting was taken down on October 29, 1732.108
The last word on local resistance to street lighting comes from Strasbourg, where citizens were forced after decades of struggle to support street lighting in 1779. In response, these verses were posted anonymously on the city hall:
As our city stood in prosperity,
It was dark out on the street,
But as our misery has begun,
Lanterns on the street are hung,
So that the citizen – poor man!
Can see at night to beg.
We do not need the lanterns bright,
We can see our poverty without their light.109
Public street lighting threatened the traditional night life and political order of these middling European cities.110 The expansion of elite social life into the urban night described here, resisted in some cases by local authorities, was also challenged by the traditional inhabitants of the night: servants, apprentices, and students, as well as tavern visitors, prostitutes, and those who occasionally sought to escape the social legibility of early modern daily life. On city streets at night the work, leisure, and social representation patterns of courtiers, burghers, and youth could collide violently, as we see in the next chapter.
5.5 Spectacle, security, and sociability
In 1710 Richard Steele described the nocturnalization of London’s daily life in a Tatler essay: “we have thus thrown Business and Pleasure into the Hours of Rest, and by that Means made the natural Night but half as long as it should be.” The result was a shift to later rising in the morning, and Steele asserted that “near Two thirds of the Nation lie fast asleep for several hours in broad Day-light.”111 Despite some exaggeration of the numbers of leisurely late sleepers, it is clear that the pleasures of the night were emerging as a significant part of urban daily life. Princes and burghers sanctioned and promoted new levels of nocturnal “Business and Pleasure” in European courts and cities, seeking prestige or profit by lengthening the day. The hours from dusk until dawn were no longer seen only as a threatening time of semi-licit activity or supernatural danger. The old views remained, of course, but courtiers and citizens began to use the night for respectable leisure and sociability. The inclusion of street lighting in Andreä’s 1619 Christianopolis reveals the trajectory of new relationships with the night from the sacred to the political and the practical.
The shift of respectable daily activities into the evening and night went beyond the elites who initiated it: bourgeois gentlemen imitated noble fashions, and household servants had to adjust to new cycles of daily time. Court and city authorities used street lighting to sharpen a distinction between their own growing nocturnal sociability and the night life of the “apprentices, boys, maids and such unmarried folk found idly in the streets.” Their attempts to police the urban night through street lighting evoked the resistance of this indigenous nocturnal youth culture. New uses of the night by “persons of quality” thus reshaped daily life for servants, apprentices, and common people in European courts and cities.
In Lille, street lighting was intended to protect the townspeople against the nocturnal crimes associated with the thousands of troops suddenly stationed there. French administrators and Lille patricians found a common goal in the policing of the city’s streets at night. The Leipzig case shows how street lighting could bring the courtly night of nocturnal spectacles together with burghers’ interest in increased security and sociability. In Leipzig in 1701 (as in Paris in 1667 and Vienna in 1688) the initiative to illuminate the city came from the court, not from the city council, and the courtier-mayor Franz Conrad Romanus – the direct representative of absolutist government in Leipzig – implemented the street lighting. The Leipzig lanterns were made in imitation of the lanterns of Amsterdam, the most technically advanced of the time. But the political symbolism of the baroque court is evident in their use: the power of illumination, which bedazzled at the Dresden court, now served to secure and beautify Leipzig, at the same time muting resistance to absolutist control over the city council. The night and its illumination thus link the representational needs of baroque monarchs with the practical goals of policing urban public space and time.
Chapter Six Colonizing the urban night: resistance, gender, and the public sphere
By 1700 life at court meant late hours, and permanent public street lighting was reshaping everyday life in dozens of cities across Northern Europe. Dutch city councilors, London merchants, and the police administrators of the Sun King all sought to expand respectable daily activity into the night in the second half of the seventeenth century. This unique alignment of interests across political and economic formations attests to the powerful forces behind nocturnalization. Sovereigns and self-governing cities celebrated at night and established street lighting with the same stated goals: to reflect their own glory and to protect their subjects.
Regular public street lighting, together with an improved and expanded night-watch, was the infrastructure of urban nocturnalization.1 It was also the most visible and expensive aspect of the project. According to its heralds, the lighting responded to “the great number of vagabonds and thieves at night … and the amount of robberies and murders that are committed in the evening and at night” (Paris), and marked a concerted effort to “detect burglaries and prevent foul play” (Amsterdam), “for the reduction and prevention of all the recently increasing nocturnal and frightening murder and theft, and for the introduction of general security” (Vienna).2 One London enthusiast singled out the social groups that would be driven away by the lighting:
The scatt’ring Light gilt all the Gaudy way,
Some people rose and thought it day.
The plying Punks crept into Holes,
Who walk’d the streets before by sholes;
The Night could now no longer skreen
The Tavern-sots from being seen.3
The proclamations all refer to disorder and danger on city streets at night. “Plying Punks” and “Tavern-sots” were nothing new in this period, but the steps taken to control their nocturnal activities were.
In several ways, these efforts to impose a new order on city streets after dark resemble a “colonization of the night.”4 What benefits do we obtain by using this analogy to describe the nocturnalization of daily life in the cities of early modern Europe? An awareness of nocturnalization in the cities as uneven, contested, and multi-sided would be the first benefit. Any critical definition of colonization recognizes the violence necessary to colonize. Both logically and historically, the colonization of inhabited spaces means the exercise of power or authority, or both, over the people already there. Of course, many myths of colonization posit a physically “empty space” devoid of indigenous people, or natives so culturally “empty” that they embrace the cultural authority of the colonizer. Myths aside, however, the colonial exercise of power and authority is never far from violence or the threat of violence. The analogy with colonization can enhance our understanding of the urban night by taking us beyond the dire warnings and celebratory verses provided by the proponents of street lighting.
By focusing on nocturnal crime – and by defining the traditional night life of young people as criminal – early modern princes, courtiers, city councils, and merchants expanded their activities, privileges, and authority into the hours after sunset. In the deliberations and proclamations establishing the street lighting, they described the urban night as overrun with violent crime. Considering the dangerous, seemingly untamable city evoked by proponents of street lighting, it is especially significant that when commentators looked back on the process of nocturnalization, they described it as natural or inexorable. After surveying the course of nocturnalization over the previous century, Friedrich Justin Bertuch concluded that “all these observations [of nocturnalization], which could easily be multiplied, prove clearly the occupations of the day begin ever later, the more society is refined and luxury increases.”5 Bertuch does not consider the inhabitants of the space that is being colonized by a society ever more refined and “policed”. This discourse of colonization depicted the night as a dangerous frontier, or, conversely, as a “natural” site of expansion for polite “society.” Neither depiction of the night – as filled with violence or as an empty space – takes into account the traditional cultures of the urban night and their resistance to nocturnalization.6 The metaphor of colonization widens our view to include those who resisted nocturnalization, shaped its boundaries, or found their daily lives caught up in it.
This is especially important in the urban context. Nocturnalization at court encountered little resistance. Rulers modified the structures of daily time in the delimited space of the court (in the narrowest sense, the royal household) without much opposition. There were few institutions within the court which could (or would seek to) resist new habits and schedules. In cities, the forces promoting and resisting nocturnalization were much more complex, aligned across class, gender, and age. As we saw in the previous chapter, some local authorities saw street lighting as an expensive luxury and resisted its establishment. In middling cities like Bremen, Amiens, Düsseldorf, and Strasbourg the most visible aspect of nocturnalization was delayed for decades, and the colonization of the night seemed far less inevitable. The traditional order of the night did not go quietly.
6.1 Hand grenades, horsewhips, and the civilizing process
Focusing on the traditional order of the night leads us to a more active level of resistance to the colonization of the night. Court and city authorities used street lighting to sharpen the distinction between their own expanding “respectable” nocturnal sociability and the night life of young people. These authorities admonished heads of households to prevent “their children, namely sons and daughters, as well as male and female servants, from roaming around during night time. Also, their beds ought to be in locked and sheltered chambers, and [household heads must] check frequently in this case too.”7 These young people and servants were the natural masters of the urban night, and by all accounts had been for centuries.8 But we must consider nocturnalization as more than a “top-down” process. When early modern elites, from princes and courtiers to town councils and wealthy merchants, expanded their activities, privileges, and authority into the hours after sunset, they sought to secure and regulate this part of the day. But this meant regulating the young people of their own classes along with the youth of the common people. The colonization of the night took place within as well as across classes. In 1700 the lieutenant-général de police of Paris, Marc-René d’Argenson, reported that he was forced to intervene in the family affairs of “several bourgeois and even a few of the most distinguished merchants,” who “neglect so much the education of their children that they leave them among the rascals and night-walkers.” As we will see below, restraining “the debauchery and licentiousness … of these young people” at night was a major project, led by d’Argenson, in the Paris of Louis XIV.9
This regulation of behavior “in the leading groups of both the nobility and the bourgeoisie – in the direction of greater foresight and a stricter regulation of libidinal impulses,”10 which forbade “the nocturnal, beastly roaming about, shouting, yelling, and screaming in lanes and houses,”11 has of course been described as a civilizing process. But from a nocturnal perspective the process looks quite different. A 1682 report from Justus Eberhard Passer, ambassador of Hesse-Darmstadt at the imperial court, gives us a glimpse of the violent side of the civilizing process on the streets of Vienna in the middle of the night. On February 12, 1682, Margrave Ludwig Wilhelm I of Baden celebrated Carnival and his recent promotion to imperial “Feldmarschall-Leutnant” at a “special ball and luxurious meal [Merenda]” at his residence in Vienna.12 Reflecting the nocturnalization of court life, the festivities continued late into the night. Passer reported that at 3 a.m. the “lackeys” outside (“many hundreds who waited on their masters”) grew restless (and cold, no doubt) and started to brawl with one another and some soldiers.13 When the brawl on the street got the attention of the margrave and his guests inside, many “Cavalliers” came down to stop the fray by riding into it, but this only made matters worse. The fighting did not stop, Passer explained, until “Prince Louis made peace with several hand grenades, which he threw among the rioting people.” As a result, Passer continued, “horses and people were damaged, and some have since died.”14
The ambassador’s laconic words – horses and people “damaged,” noting that “some [humans or horses?] have since died” – show no particular shock or censure. The margrave’s hand grenades sent a double message about the night: the brawling lackeys, soldiers, and other servants should accustom themselves to the late hours of their superiors. They would have to wait on their masters during a time which they had previously considered their own. To the rash cavaliers the margrave demonstrated a cooler, more civilized approach to the brutal exercise of violence. Hand grenades were more effective than directly engaging the brawlers in the dark.
The hand grenades used by the margrave themselves reflect the nocturnalization of warfare in this period. They were a relatively new weapon, developed during the Thirty Years War for siege combat. On the walls and in the trenches around besieged cities, attackers and defenders alike used the grenades when the enemy was nearby but could not be seen – as was often the case in the violent night skirmishes that accompanied a siege. The development of the hand grenade reflects the central importance of siege warfare, and of the night in siege warfare, in this period.15 In a sense, Margrave Ludwig Wilhelm was using the grenades in a siege on the night of the February 12, 1682. He and his fellow aristocrats were occupying a new site in urban space and time by celebrating very late into the night. The lackeys who waited on them responded to this encroachment on a time of their own relative freedom with an outburst of violence. Perhaps for a moment, looking down at the fighting in the street, the margrave felt besieged in his urban palace. He responded with a siege weapon, the hand grenade.
Lackeys, pages, and other servants resisted nocturnalization in many ways, but when they disturbed the new night life of the well-born, they could face brutal violence or its threat. In London’s theaters in the early eighteenth century, footmen were customarily allowed free entrance to the upper gallery, with the assumption that they were waiting on their masters. Their behavior during the plays, however, led to complaints in the periodical press, including a mock advertisement in the Female Tatler of December 9, 1709. In jarringly violent terms, the notice described a “lost item,”
Dropt near the Play house, in the Haymarket, a bundle of Horsewhips, designed to belabour the Footmen in the Upper Gallery, who almost every Night this Winter, have made such an intolerable Disturbance, that the Players could not be heard, and their Masters were obliged to hiss them into silence. Whoever has taken up the said Whips, is desired to leave ’em with my Lord Rake’s Porter, several Noblemen resolving to exercise ’em on their Backs, the next Frosty Morning.16
The violence which here protects the nocturnal sociability of the masters and mistresses is only a threat – in contrast with the hand grenades of Margrave Ludwig Wilhelm – but it springs from a fantasy of brutal nocturnal discipline that erases the line between human and beast.
The Vienna incident and the London advertisement underscore the fact that, like all colonized sites, the night was contested territory. This chapter explores the violence involved in these contests and argues that urban nocturnalization is better understood as an analogue to colonization rather than as a civilizing process. Courtiers and citizens sought to control a realm already inhabited by youths (including students and other elite young men), lackeys, vagrants, prostitutes, tavern visitors, and – cutting across social distinctions – all those who sought anonymity. This colonization created spaces and times of modernity in the city, shaping access to public life in decisive new ways.
6.2 Resistance
The colonization of the night met with sustained resistance from the urban night’s traditional inhabitants: patrons of public houses, young people (servants, apprentices, and students), and lackeys, prostitutes, and criminals. In the struggle for the urban night estate, age, and gender were deployed to mark the shifting lines between respectable and prohibited night life.
With the introduction of public lighting and the improvement of the night watch, the streets of Paris, London, and other European cities seemed safer and more convenient to use, while the evening became a more important part of the respectable social day. The ability to free the night from its darkness testified to the power and authority of the sovereign: “so much do great spirits please themselves in striving with nature and seeming to give a law to it,” as an English officer noted in his description of the projects of Louis XIV in Paris and Versailles.17 The lighting evoked both security and sovereignty.
But did lighting the night truly provide security or glory? Whatever the benefits of street lighting in the early evening, they faded as one ventured deeper into the night. After enthusing about the superiority of Parisian street lighting over that of London, the English author of A View of Paris (1701) contrasted the policing of the night in the two cities:
The Streets [of Paris] are secured by Night, not by a Watch with a Lantern, as in London; but by a Guard of Soldiers, called le Guet, both Horse and Foot; the first sit … ready to start upon the least Squabble that happens; the Foot Soldiers are Distributed about … and Walk their Rounds every Hour of the Night.
Paris comes off favorably in this account, but the author immediately adds:
Yet for all this, ’tis not safe being in the Streets at Paris, after Eleven of the Clock, for ne’re a Day passes, but we have an account of some Body or other being either stripped or Murdered the Night before.18
The popular Paris guide of Joachim Christoph Nemeitz (first edition, 1718) warned the traveler:
[I]f he wants to go out in the evening, it should not be too late and he should avoid finding himself alone on the streets. If, despite his intentions, he has lingered somewhere, let him send for a hackney coach or a sedan chair; if he can’t get one, let him be preceded on the street by a valet holding a torch. In the evening he should avoid crossing the Pont-Neuf, the Pont-Royal, the narrow perpendicular streets, cemeteries, and the church and convent squares: these places are at night extremely dangerous.19
The limitations of the lighting were clear to all.
Nor did the lighting protect the image of the sovereign who established it: in the hungry winter of 1709, Saint-Simon noted that “at night” the two statues of Louis XIV in Paris (at the place des Victoires and the place de Vendôme) were “defiled in various ways which were discovered in the morning” despite the unique measure of lighting the statues themselves at night.20 The night remained a preferred time to undermine established authority. Anthony Wood chronicled its use by supporters of William of Orange in May 1686, noting that “divers scandalous papers were on Sunday night last dropt about Whitehall and St. James,” and by supporters of James II, who used the night in the same way after the Revolution of 1688:
[1693] May 23, Tuesd., at night, some of the Fl. [i.e., Fr.(ench)] king’s declarations dispersed in Oxford streets … On Saturday night (20 May) a great number of King James II’s declarations were scattered about the street in all parts of London, as also in Whitehall; many were also laid on shopkeepers’ stalls wrapped in brown paper; some at gentlemen’s doors.21
Wood found the anonymity and impunity of these addresses to the political nation especially disturbing, but the urban night resisted all attempts to make it a silent, passive backdrop for political display. Despite the new lighting, the night still offered boundless opportunities to challenge authority and commit crimes. Resistance to nocturnalization was everywhere.
We can categorize this resistance as traditional, criminal, or political. The traditional “nocturnal disturbances” issuing primarily from young people, including serenading and charivaris, and their de facto access to the night reflect long-standing uses of the night that all had some popular sanction. Nocturnalization sought to reduce violent crime as well – the endless succession of assaults and robberies with no public sanction. Finally, in some cases, city authorities themselves slowed nocturnalization by resisting the establishment of street lighting itself, underscoring the political stakes of illuminating the urban night.22 While keeping in mind the inherently unbounded, ambiguous nature of night life, we can use these three categories to understand the struggle over nocturnalization in the period from the mid seventeenth century to the end of the Old Regime.
All three forms of resistance intersect in the ubiquitous problem of lantern-smashing, the most salient aspect of the conflict over the urban night. As Wolfgang Schivelbusch has noted, the Foucauldian irony is clear: a measure intended to reduce nocturnal crime immediately created a new offense.23 A 1669 ordinance in Paris sought to protect the lanterns against “pages, lackeys and all other persons of bad life and disturbers of public peace and security who would maliciously break any lanterns.”24 In Berlin a 1702 edict, repeated five times in the next thirty years, referred to numerous attacks on lanterns and forbade all such vandalism; similar edicts were issued in Lille (1692, 1698, 1710), Frankfurt am Main (1711), and Dublin (1716).25 In Vienna in 1688, authorities threatened to cut off the right hand of anyone caught damaging a street lantern.26 Martin Lister, an English visitor to Paris in 1698, was impressed by the severe punishment of lantern-smashers there:
As to these Lights, if any Man break them, he is forthwith sent to the Galleys; and there were three young Gentlemen of good families, who were in Prison for having done it in a Frolic, and could not be released thence in some Months; and that not without the diligent Application of good Friends at Court.27
In Leipzig in 1701, the city council feared that the street lanterns “might very easily be damaged through the depravity of wicked persons.”28 The council suspected that students would be among these “wicked persons,” and arranged – even before the lanterns had been put up – for the university to issue a special warning to its “academic citizens, students and their families.” The mandate promised severe – some said excessive – punishment for those who damaged lanterns, and set off a minor dispute between the Saxon privy council (on the city’s behalf) and the Leipzig consistory (in support of the university’s privileges). Ultimately the mandate was issued as requested by the city council.29 Beyond their practical benefits, the lanterns were, no less than spectacular fireworks or radiant opera halls, a display of power and authority in themselves.30 “The first and foremost law regarding the night lanterns,” according to Paul Jacob Marperger’s 1722 treatise on street lighting, “is their inviolability.”31 Marperger even reported that Louis XIV had had a page beheaded for smashing a lantern.32
Of course, the threats of draconian punishment for those who damaged street lights were not easily enforced, especially when crowds acted. On January 17, 1706 students in Vienna rioted in the streets against the Jews of the city and the court which protected them. Beginning at about 5 in the evening, they destroyed more than 300 lanterns near the Imperial Residence (the Hofburg) as other Viennese joined in, targeting the street lighting established by and for the court to show their displeasure. As evening turned to night, the mob gathered in front of the house of the court Jew Samuel Oppenheimer (the site of a similar riot in 1700). The riot ended only when soldiers and the city watch opened fire on the crowd, killing seven people and wounding many more.33
6.2.1 Resistance from traditional youth cultures
The association of students with the destruction of street lighting in Leipzig and Vienna calls to our attention the resistance of young people to nocturnalization. Unruly and often violent, university students stood at the intersection of noble privilege and male youth culture, which gave them an especially uninhibited relationship to the night. The custom of serenading was less objectionable (see Figure 6.1), but student drinking, gambling, brawling, and sexual license created nocturnal disorder in every city that housed them. While traveling in 1611, the English Catholic Charles Somerset commented on the nocturnal violence in Liège: “there is never a night lightly, but some one or other is killed; the town is a very ill town to live in, especially in respect of the unruliness of the students.”34
Figure 6.1 German students serenading, 1727, from Christian Friedrich Henrici, Picanders Ernst-schertzhaffte und satyrische Gedichte (Leipzig, 1727), vol. I, p. 498. University of Illinois, Urbana-Champaign, Rare Books and Manuscripts Library.
The students of Padua enjoyed the worst reputation in Europe, at least with travelers. John Evelyn complained in 1645 that “the students themselves take a barbarous liberty in the Evenings, when they go to their strumpets, to stop all that go by the house, where any of their Companions in folly, are with them … so as the streets are very dangerous, when the Evenings grow dark.”35 The situation was apparently no better when Andrew Balfour visited in the late 1670s – again, the “Privileges” of Padua’s students allowed a relationship to the night increasingly criminalized by nocturnalization:
the Scholars here have large Privileges, and many times abuse them, and become very insolent, insomuch that they have been sometimes known to threaten the Podesta himself or Governour of the Town; they have likewise a beastly custom of carrying Arms in the Night, insomuch that it is never safe to be abroad after it begins to be Dark, for many are this way unhappily Murdered without any Offence given or taken, but only by wantonness, or rather Wickedness of the Scholars.36
When Peter Tolstoi visited the city in 1697, he warned that “the traveling foreigner who happens to be in Padua must live cautiously, and must not walk alone late at night from house to house, because the traveler will be injured and at times even killed by a student; however, those who must walk late should do so with weapons.”37 Ultramontane visitors criticized the “barbarous liberty” students held to consider themselves masters of the night, focusing on a specific relationship to the night challenged by nocturnalization.
Padua was an eminent international university, the second oldest in Italy, but even at German Reformed universities of modest size, such as those in Herborn and Bremen, students appear as would-be masters of the urban night in a series of court records and city ordinances. All of the twenty-four students expelled from the tiny University of Herborn between 1585 and 1712 were involved in some sort of mischief at night; university records refer to specific acts of traditional student nocturnal disorder, such as fighting with the night watch and disturbing the peace at night, in seven cases.38 In 1681 the Bremen city council singled out “the youth studying here,” who numbered about 400, as the source of “wild, dissolute life and ways … in the evening, as soon as it grows dark” in an ordinance.39 In statute of 1607 the parlement of Toulouse forbade students to walk the streets of the city after nine at night, and to carry arms at any time; both prohibitions were oft-repeated but with little effect. The same was true in Strasbourg, where the “student-youths” and lackeys were forbidden to carry weapons in 1650.40 Peter Heylyn complained in 1625 that the students of Paris had “regulated their villainous practices into a Common-wealth; and have their captains and other officers who command them in their night-walks.”41 Students could read about their traditional privileges in the night in Latin and dog-Latin plays and verses, such as Albert Wichgrev’s comedy Cornelius Expelled (1600), in which a nightwatchman complains:
My lord rector, they were three
Who in the market place did scream,
As the watchmen three o’clock did keep,
And the good people would rather sleep.42
In late medieval and early modern Vienna students’ nightly excesses were a part of daily life despite all prohibitions.43 The immediate association of students with lantern-smashing in Leipzig anticipates their resistance to the policing of a time and place in which they had been traditionally enjoyed “large Privileges.” As the evidence on student life shows, there was plenty of nocturnal activity and night life before nocturnalization (going back at least to the time of François Villon), but this youthful night of transgression was colonized to transform it into a more orderly, safe, and respectable place and time.
“And when night / Darkens the streets, then wander forth the sons Of Belial, flown with insolence and wine.”44 Milton captured concisely the relationship to the night displayed by the young sons of wealthy or noble families, and by youthful apprentices, pages, footmen, and lackeys. The night watch of Paris clashed regularly with “cliques of sons of the upper class who passed through the city at night, usually armed – in the sources they are simply referred to as jeunes gens.”45 In October 1697 a patrol encountered a group of well-born young men as they emerged from a tavern with weapons drawn, drunk, with prostitutes in tow. The sergeant of the watch, one Le Guay, asked them politely to put away their weapons. The young men – members of the elite royal guards and a few from the most esteemed families of Paris – refused, and the watch patrol withdrew cautiously. Despite this show of deference, the jeunes gens attacked the watch. In the ensuing struggle the son of a high-ranking official was killed by the watch, and another arrested (only to be released the next morning). In the end, the patrol was rebuked for overstepping its authority by challenging the elite young men – policing the night had its social limits.46
The Paris police director d’Argenson included in his disciplinary ambit young men just below the status of the jeunes gens described above. In 1700 d’Argenson commented on the youth of “some of the bourgeois, and even a few merchants among the most distinguished.” He explained:
Recently I encountered a well-born son, aged eighteen, who for more than fifteen months lodged in a house with women of public prostitution and among villains without a single effort by his father to remove him from such disorder. This discovery obliged me to issue a general ordinance urging fathers to report to the magistrate their libertine and vagabond children, under the penalty of being responsible in civil court for all the misdeeds that they may commit, and with a fine proportional to their negligence.47
In the colonization of the urban night, the threat to punish fathers for the crimes of their dissolute sons created a new point of leverage.48
6.2.2 Crime as resistance / resistance as crime
Beyond the license of apprentices, students, and servants, violent crime in general set clear limits on urban nocturnalization. In the earliest accounts of public street lighting, fantasies of controlling nocturnal crime were shadowed by persistent violence. Street lighting gave some sense of security, but violent crime at night continued to undermine the project of nocturnalization until at least the mid eighteenth century.49
Early modern street crime at night can serve as an index of traditional urban night life, as scholars have observed that cities faced more nocturnal crime than rural communities. In his study of crime in Cologne, one of the largest cities in the Empire, in the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries, Gerd Schwerhoff established a clear connection between the time of day and violent crime. Only about a quarter of all violent crimes took place before 5 p.m.; over half occurred between 5 p.m. and 10 p.m., with the remaining 20 percent in the night hours after 10 p.m.50 The Cologne evidence is corroborated by studies of Douai (Flanders), Paris, Siegen, and Frankfurt: in these cities active traditional night life led to significant proportions of interpersonal violent crime at night.51 Studies of crime in early modern rural regions, on the other hand, record more violent crime during the day and less in the evening or at night.52 As Schwerhoff concludes, the social life of the early modern city continued well past sundown.
Nocturnalization meant making this part of the urban day safer for respectable people. The nocturnalization of the seventeenth century sought to pacify the urban night, but the watchmen who formed the first line of defense against nocturnal crime were often its victims. A study of homicide in Vienna reveals dozens of violent deaths by night, including about a dozen nightwatchmen killed while on duty in the period 1649–1720.53 The street lighting established in 1687 does not seem to have had any immediate effect on the risks for watchmen in Vienna. A case from London’s Old Bailey gives us a sense of the social dynamics of violence against nightwatchmen in the colonization of the night. On January 14, 1687 “after a long hearing on both sides,” two accused men identified only as “J. W—.” and “J. P—.” were found guilty of manslaughter “for Killing one Peter Penrose Bell-man in the Parish of St. Giles’s in the Fields, on the 30th. day of November last.” The removal of the names of the defendants from the published record of the trial indicated their elevated status. The incident began as the nightwatchman Penrose was “ringing his Bell, and saying his Verses, on St. Andrews day, above one or two a Clock in the Morning,” when he met the two accused “in the street.” The two accused men “bid him not keep such a Noise, and gave him ill Language” – one imagines them “flown with insolence and wine.” At this point “two other Bellmen, that came accidentally into the deceased’s company, being upon the Watch not far off,” tried to assist Penrose but the two accused “making up towards them with their Swords Drawn” killed him.
In their defense the accused argued that “they were abused by the Bell men and the Watch, and that they were very highly provoked to do what was done; and that the Bell man set his Dog upon them, and Knocked one of them down.” They insisted that “they were set upon by the Bell men and others in the Night, and taken for Thieves, and very much abused.” The accused men called well-born character witnesses who claimed that “J. W—.” and “J. P—.” were respectable and peaceable: “The Prisoners … called several persons of very great Quality to Evidence on their sides, that they had never been wont to quarrel, nor to keep any unseasonable hours.” As the recorder of the Sessions Papers emphasized, they paid lip service to the norms of the respectable urban night, keeping no “unseasonable hours” (except on the night in question, it seems). The jury ruled the death accidental. Despite their conviction for manslaughter, no punishment is recorded.54 The low status of the watchmen contrasts here with the “persons of very great Quality” who testified for the accused. In the very different system of law and policing in Paris, the low status of the archers of the night watch meant that the jeunes gens they apprehended were usually set free unpunished. In both cities, privileges of birth and estate protected the night life of these young men.55
In Paris, Vienna, London, and other large cities across Northern Europe, the traditional night watch was augmented or reformed in the period from the end of the seventeenth through the early eighteenth century, but its principal dimensions would remain unchanged until the end of the Old Regime: a decentralized force of low-status semi-professional watchmen, often unarmed, began their rounds at sundown or at the curfew hour.56 The most decisive expansion of policing at night occurred in Paris, where in 1701 d’Argenson created a new brigade of the watch that began their rounds at midnight and patrolled until dawn. At the end of the year he reported, “I myself cannot praise enough this new order; everyday the people testify to their satisfaction with it.” The patrols lifted the cover of darkness from all manner of actions: “few nights go by without it [the midnight patrol] capturing or surprising some tenant who is moving out to cheat his landlord.”57 By December 1701 several watchmen of this patrol had been wounded on duty (considered a sign of their effectiveness); d’Argenson concluded that “the brigade that rises only at midnight and goes off duty at daybreak does more by itself than any of the others.”58 By early modern standards the midnight patrols were a major step in the colonization of the night.
As scholarship on the history of crime has shown, early modern commentators assessed the dangers of the urban night in lurid terms.59 They saw urban illumination as holding back dangers ready to spring forth the moment lighting failed. This was the case in London, where street lighting first appeared in 1684. The “Great Frost” of 1683–84 froze the Thames solid, so that booths and stalls were set up and regular traffic in coaches and sleds passed between the banks. One newsletter described “a perfect street quite Cross the Thames at Temple stairs.” The frozen Thames became a public way, but one without any street lighting. As a result “Several persons going over the Ice in the night from Westminster market were set upon and robbed near Lambeth,” as another newsletter reported, eager to show that the equation of “street and night” with crime still held true.60 The entirely decentralized lighting of early modern cities was not susceptible to the power failures or blackouts first seen in the twentieth century, but early modern street lighting too could be suddenly and disturbingly absent. John Evelyn described a heavy fog that settled on London on November 8, 1699:
There happened this Week so thick a Mist & fog; that people lost their way in the streets, it being so exceedingly intense, as no light of Candle, Torches or Lanterns, yielded any or very little direction … At the Thames they beat drums, to direct the Watermen to shore, no lights being bright enough to penetrate the fog.61
The fog appeared around sunset and lasted until 8 p.m. By obscuring the street lighting the fog revealed, in Evelyn’s account, the lurking dangers of the urban night:
I was myself in it, and in extraordinary danger, robberies were committed between the very lights which were fixed between Lond[on] & K[e]nsington on both sides, and whilst Coaches & passengers were traveling.
This sense of “extraordinary danger” evokes a night whose threats are only barely contained by the street lighting and reappear the moment it is unexpectedly extinguished. These accounts acknowledged setbacks in the struggle to colonize the urban night while reminding readers of the dangers of an uncolonized night.
To expand the legitimate social and symbolic uses of the night in early modern cities, urban elites had to actively claim the dark hours of the day and make it their own. But for whom was the urban night colonized? And how would the new terrain be used? These questions lead us to examine age, estate, gender, and sexuality in the formation of a new nocturnal “public.”
6.3 Gender and the public sphere
Nocturnalization redefined what was “public” in the cities of early modern Europe. The streets seemed safer and more convenient to use, while the evening became a more important and more respectable part of the social day. The night watch and “night lanterns” helped bring together a public of individuals acting privately: street lighting was never described as facilitating either religious observance or daily manual labor.
How does the colonization of the urban night described here relate to the development of a bourgeois public sphere in the eighteenth century? Defined by Habermas as a public of private individuals who join in debate on questions of politics and letters,62 the concept of the public sphere has proven especially stimulating because Habermas discussed it in historically specific terms, linking its development to the relations between the household, capitalism, and the state in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.63 His argument contrasts the bourgeois public sphere with “representative publicness” (repräsentative Öffentlichkeit), the display of power or majesty to a public constituted as an audience, which he considers characteristic of the princely courts of medieval and early modern Europe.64 Habermas’s analysis of the formation of the public sphere is certainly more suggestive than historical, and he has revised his conclusions over the years,65 but the concept of “publicness” (Öffentlichkeit) continues to stimulate useful research on early modern Europe.66 In chapter 4 we saw how important the night was to early modern “representative publicness”; here I will explore the connections between the night, bourgeois publicness, and daily life in Northern Europe.
6.3.1 The rise of the coffeehouse
A sphere exists in space. From the first introduction of the concept by Habermas, the abstract space of the bourgeois public sphere has been associated with specific places like the salon, coffeehouse, or tavern. But when in everyday life did the discussions, debates, and exchanges of the bourgeois public sphere occur? In general, nocturnalization facilitated the evening gatherings in private homes, public houses, or clubs that Habermas thought fundamental to the formation of a public sphere composed of “private people engaged in productive work.”67 Among these meeting spaces, recent scholarship has made the coffeehouse emblematic of the public sphere.68 This intense emphasis on the coffeehouse has been balanced by studies of the public role of taverns and other traditional public houses,69 but the focus on public space seems to have pre-empted any thorough examination of the changing uses of daily time. Coffeehouses emerged in the second half of the seventeenth century as distinctly nocturnal spaces in urban daily life.
Commentators frequently emphasized the night in their accounts of the coffeehouse or café. As a Viennese jurist noted with concern in 1718: “The authorities should not allow the court-licensed coffee-, lemonade-, and such shops to stay open past 10 p.m. But as … such shops do stay open, many suspicious conventicles are held in them, with highly disturbing discourses and every sort of dangerous conversation, late into the night, frequented by all sorts of suspect Nations.”70 One of the first coffeehouses associated with private citizens “grown states-men” was the Turk’s Head at New Palace Yard in Westminster.71 It was here that James Harrington’s Rota Club met nightly in 1659–60 to discuss the future of the Commonwealth in England. Participants included William Petty and John Aubrey, Samuel Pepys and Sir William Poulteney. These discussions took place only in the evening: as Markman Ellis has noted, “meeting in the evening, it was reckoned, allowed those in employment or charged with affairs of state to attend.”72 This was exactly the case with Pepys, for example, who came to the Rota Club after work on the evenings of January 10 and 17, 1660.73 Coffeehouses were open all day, of course, but their late hours attracted special attention. One of the first English publications on the new institution, the 1661 pamphlet on the Character of Coffee and Coffee-Houses, claimed that “the day sufficeth not some Persons to drink 3 or 4 dishes of Coffee in. They borrow of the night, though they are sure, that this drink taken so late, will not let them close their Eyes all night.” Coffeehouse patrons were marked by a sort of late-night hyper-sociability (“these men are either afraid to be alone with themselves, or they to excess love Company, so that they never set apart any time to converse with themselves”) which threatened Christian introspection at night.74
In Paris public order at night was the main concern. By the 1690s many of the city’s cafés stayed open all night, marked by a lighted lantern at the door.75 These establishments, licensed through the guild of limonadiers, were singled out in an ordinance of February 16, 1695 as “places of assembly and refuge for thieves, rogues, and malicious and dissolute people; this happens all the more easily because they are designated and distinguished from other houses by their private lanterns, out on the street, that are lit every evening and serve as signals.”76 Lieutenant-general of police La Reynie ordered that henceforth all limonadiers shops must close at 5 p.m. from November 1 to March 31 and at 9 p.m. from April 1 to October 31. After these hours it was “forbidden to admit any person of one or the other sex, whatever age or profession they might be.” In the case of the cafés of Paris, the colonization of the night meant the elimination of private lighting at night: the 1695 ordinance required all café proprietors “who have placed private lanterns on the street in front of their homes and shops to remove them within twenty-four hours.”77 The sharp restriction of the cafés’ evening hours was quickly relaxed: less than a month later the closing hours were extended to 6 p.m. (December and January), 7 p.m. (November and February–March), and 10 p.m. from April to November. In October 1695 they were extended again to 7 p.m. in the winter and 10 p.m. in the summer.78
By the end of the seventeenth century, coffeehouses were an established part of urban life for the well-born. The finer establishments resembled the private parlors of aristocrats’ homes, transplanting an aristocratic space into bourgeois life.79 It was in coffeehouses that many burghers first encountered billiards, for example, as well as chocolate, tea, and fine porcelain. But coffeehouses taught the aristocratic consumption of time as well, leading respectable men into late hours. A letter of Mary Jepp Clarke (1656?–1705), wife of the Whig MP Edward Clarke and lifelong friend and correspondent of John Locke, describes evening leisure for “young gentlemen” in London. Writing to her sister-in-law Ursula Clarke Venner in March 1691, Mary agreed that her young male cousin Venner “should lodge as near us as he can” because the young man is “a perfect stranger here and to the tricks of the town which many times young gentlemen fall into at first.” The risk, Clarke notes, lies in the typical use of the night by young men in London:
for want of a friend to go to when the evening draws on, [they] … so get to a coffee [“coughfy”!] house or tavern or worse to spend their time, but to prevent that necessity in my cousin while I am here at least, I will get a lodging for him in the same house where we are.80
Clarke considered socializing in the evening a “necessity” for young gentlemen but sought a more domestic, feminine setting for her cousin’s evenings in London. Writing for young gentlemen visiting Paris in 1718, Joachim Christoph Nemeitz noted that “I approve that a young traveler goes from time to time to coffeehouses, in the late afternoon or around evening time, to listen to the conversation of the news-bearers.”81 In his Introduction to the Knowledge of Ceremony of Private Persons (Einleitung zur Ceremoniel-Wissenschaft der Privat-Personen, 1728), Julius Bernhard von Rohr advised his readers that “among the ways of passing the time that one finds in large cities, especially in the winter and in the long evenings, it might happen that a young person visits the coffeehouses.”82 The key, Rohr cautioned, was in the choice of coffeehouse, as not all were respectable.
In texts and images coffeehouses are always represented at night, suggesting that evening gatherings were the most salient part of this new institution. One of the best-known images from London, probably from the 1690s, shows numerous candles on the tables and a man illuminating a picture or notice on the wall (Figure 6.2). The cafés of Paris, with their distinctive décor and clientele, are recorded by the frontispiece of the Chevalier de Mailly’s Les entretiens des cafés de Paris et les diferens qui y surviennent of 1702, which shows well-dressed men and women enjoying conversation and games by candlelight while served by a boy in Armenian garb (Figure 6.3).83 An engraving by Casper Luyken (1699) published widely in the early eighteenth century shows a candlelit scene with a maid bringing a dish of coffee (Figure 6.4).84 These two images and the Dutch illustration of ’t Koffyhuis (Figure 6.5) are each centered on the candles that illuminate the dark space of the coffeehouse. The earliest representations of the coffeehouse on stage were also nocturnal. In London a play called Knavery in all trades, or, The coffeehouse a comedy, performed and printed in 1664, presented a scene of “The Coffeehouse discovered; three or four Tables set forth, on which are placed small Wax-Lights, Pipes, and Diurnals.”85 In his play Le Caffé (1694), Jean-Baptiste Rousseau sets much of the action at night in the Paris café of Madame Jérosme, who at midnight asks her male customers to leave because “it is the hour when women replace men in the cafés.” As we will see below, this claim that women arrive at midnight includes some dramatic license, but the association of café life with the night is clear. When Madame Jérosme is asked “Do you agree with this nocturnal recreation?” She replies “Oh, certainly – if one had no other income than the expenditures made here by day, without the fortuitous income of the night, it would be foolish to aim very high.”86 The frontispiece of the play ’t Koffyhuis, published in Amsterdam in 1712, presents a similar scene illuminated by candlesticks and a chandelier.87
Figure 6.2 A London coffeehouse with a woman behind the counter, left; mid or late 1690s (the inscription “A.S. 1668” is false). © Trustees of the British Museum, 1931,0613.2.
Figure 6.3 Paris café scene with well-dressed women patrons; frontispiece of Chevalier de Mailly, Les entretiens des cafés de Paris (Trevoux, 1702). Bibliothèque nationale de France.
Figure 6.4 Dutch / German coffeehouse scene with a maid serving a dish of coffee. Engraving by Casper Luyken, 1699. Amsterdams Historisch Museum.
Figure 6.5 Dutch coffeehouse scene from the frontispiece of Willem Van Der Hoeven, ’t Koffyhuis: kluchtspel (Amsterdam, 1712). Bibliothèque nationale de France.
Across Europe, authorities were concerned about late hours and political conversations at coffeehouses. The attempt by Charles II to close “the Multitude of Coffee-houses” in England in 1675 is well known. His proclamation described them as “the great resort of Idle and disaffected persons” which “have produced very evil and dangerous effects; as well for that many Tradesmen and others, do therein misspend much of their time,” although there is no mention of the night or late hours in the proclamation or any of the official discussions leading up to their suppression.88 As mentioned above, La Reynie imposed closing hours on the cafés of Paris in 1695; a decade earlier, a minister of Louis XIV wrote to La Reynie, explaining “The king has been informed that, in several places where coffee is served, there are assemblies of all sorts of people, and especially foreigners. Upon which His Majesty ordered me to ask whether you do not think it would be appropriate to prevent them from assembling in the future.”89 No action was taken – apparently it was not considered opportune to close these cafés in Paris.
Vienna authorities imposed a 10 p.m. closing time on coffeehouses in summer and winter in 1703; in 1706 several coffeehouses were cited for violations, and in 1707 the closing time in winter was moved to 9 p.m.90 In his guide to the imperial court and Vienna the French Benedictine Casimir Freschot also remarked on the city’s night life and on the discussion of “the conduct of generals, ministers, and even the Emperor himself” in the cafés of Vienna.91 In Leipzig the city council was concerned to regulate coffeehouses from their first establishment in 1694. A flurry of regulation began in 1697, when the council noted that “especially in the new and unauthorized tea- and coffee-rooms … guests are kept after the hour set in the Electoral Saxon ordinance.” Gambling, luxury, and “the company of suspicious women” are mentioned. Later that year and in 1701 the council issued further ordinances regulating young people on the streets at night.92 The council’s regulation of coffeehouses escalated in 1704, when it threatened to reduce number of coffeehouses in the city or forbid them entirely.93
The fate of the coffeehouses of Frankfurt am Main in 1703–05 reveals just how much anxiety their late hours and political associations could cause. In 1702 the Frankfurt Rechenmeister “ordered the owners of the coffee houses … that they … should not keep their guests longer than 9 o’clock in the evening in the winter, and in the summer only until 10 o’clock” – as we have seen, a typical regulation of the hours of coffeehouses and other public houses. There were in fact only three coffeehouses in Frankfurt at this time, but they greatly concerned the city council. The following year the council’s regulation of the coffeehouses went much further. On November 20, 1703 the Frankfurt city council, citing “disturbing and dangerous times,” ordered that “we shall three months from today entirely abolish the coffeehouses.” In the meantime, the coffeehouse proprietors were threatened with “immediate prohibition” of their trade if they failed to close their establishments promptly at the curfew bell and further ordered “not to re-open for anyone, whomever it might be” after closing time. In the three months they would be allowed to remain open, the proprietors of the coffeehouses were warned to “set aside no special rooms for any guests other than the ordinary main room, eliminate all gaming, and serve nothing other than coffee, tea, and chocolate.”94
Three months later, on February 21, 1704, the council reported that:
the deadline for closing the coffeehouses has passed … so today the coffeehouse keepers shall be sent to the office of the Rechneiamt and informed that they must immediately take in their coffee signs and serve no guests coffee or other drinks, on pain of severe punishment. And the honorable Rechneiamt shall be reminded to take care that none of the taverns serve any coffee or other warm drinks.95
The office that enforced the abolition, the Rechneiamt, reported on the same day that “the coffee-men have been informed by a servant of this office that the coffeehouses shall now be abolished and cease; nor shall they serve tea or chocolate any more.” The coffeehouse owners were ordered “today to take down the coffee signs from their premises and be coffee-men no longer.”96 The coffeehouses remained closed for over a year. On March 24, 1705 two former coffeehouse owners were allowed to reopen under several conditions, including new closing hours of 9 p.m., summer and winter.
The city council’s decision to close Frankfurt’s coffeehouses in 1703 was political. Among dozens of taverns, inns, and other public houses, the city’s three coffeehouses stood out as gathering places for wealthy merchants, military officers, and diplomats involved with the War of the Spanish Succession. The city’s troops had just shared in the defeat of imperial forces at the Battle of Speyerbach on November 15 when the plan to close the coffeehouses was announced. Long-standing tensions between the patrician oligarchy ruling Frankfurt and the merchants and craftsmen who formed its economic base threatened to boil over, and the council saw the coffeehouses as a threat to their rule.97 Despite scholars’ concerns about an overemphasis on coffeehouses in the history of early modern public life, in the Frankfurt case the coffeehouses were singled out for closure because of the political connections of their customers.98 In 1705 thirty-six established merchants petitioned the Frankfurt council for approval of a private club they had established. It met only in the evenings and served as a replacement for the prohibited coffeehouses, underscoring the importance of nocturnal sociability in bourgeois and coffeehouse culture.99 In larger cities across Northern Europe these private clubs, described by Joseph Addison matter-of-factly as “nocturnal assemblies,” flourished in the eighteenth century.100
The evidence here shows that the hours after sunset were fundamental to the sites and practices of the public sphere at the end of the seventeenth century. In a valuable intervention in the discussion of the formation of a public sphere in early modern Europe, Brian Cowan contrasted a public focused on “the magisterial realm of state power and high politics” with “the world of commercialized leisure that developed independently of the state.”101 Together, ministers of state and consumers of leisure colonized the night and created the time and space in which the bourgeois public sphere formed.102 The process was anything but linear, of course: young people resisted the discipline that was the cutting edge of the colonization of the night, and political authorities struggled to control the “highly disturbing discourses and every sort of dangerous conversation, late into the night” that seemed an unavoidable corollary of nocturnalization.
This back-and-forth process of nocturnalization is the analogue in daily life to the rise of the bourgeois public sphere itself. The ambiguous relationship between the urban night and the state seen here mirrors a key aspect of the formation of the bourgeois public sphere:
Bourgeois publicness may be grasped first as the sphere of private people come together as a public; these [people] quickly claimed the public sphere regulated by the authorities against the public authorities themselves.103
Private persons used the night which the authorities had helped secure as a time to test the limits of these same authorities, and city authorities found themselves policing and restricting the very nocturnal sociability they facilitated through their colonization of the night. Seeing the bourgeois public sphere as an aspect of nocturnalization (both in its sites and practices, as discussed here, and in its intellectual predilections, as will be discussed in chapter 8) further historicizes Habermas’s arguments. At present, the most trenchant historical analysis of the rise of a public sphere has come from scholars of gender in early modern culture.104 How does using the night as a category of analysis shape our understanding of gender and the public sphere in the seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries?
6.3.2 Gender, the night, and the public sphere
Looking back, Friedrich Justin Bertuch sought to explain the nocturnalization of early modern daily life in his 1786 essay on “the uses and divisions of the day and the night in various ages, and among various peoples.” After noting that “the pleasures of the evening and night … are the ruling fashion in France and England, and in every large city, where luxury and the need for entertainment are always on the rise,”105 he began his analysis with the observation that “the day invites movement and the night rest.” The entertainments of the daylight hours, such as tourneys, the hunt, horse-racing, and the like, he then contrasts with the pleasures of the night, such as the theater, cards, and conversation. The predominance of the nocturnal pursuits reflects, in Bertuch’s understanding, the feminization of European culture: “In the past, when most nations of Europe were somewhat rawer, but also stronger and more manly, they more loved strenuous bodily exercises; now as they become more polite and refined, the calmer and more thoughtful pastimes replace the physical ones.”106
Bertuch’s connection of night life and feminization was first voiced in England and France in the second half of the seventeenth century. An early English broadside on the coffeehouse, the News from the Coffe-House of 1674, claimed that the culture of the coffeehouses confused gender roles:
Here Men do talk of every Thing,
With large and Liberal lungs,
Like women at a Gossiping,
With a double tyre of Tongues.107
Fears of feminization shaped elite culture in France and England at the end of the seventeenth century: concerns about the emasculating effects of absolute monarchy in France ran parallel to worries about politeness, commerce, and luxury in England.108 But these concerns about feminization should not obscure a broader question: how did nocturnalization affect women’s place in public and daily life? To go beyond generalizations and assess how early modern women used and experienced the urban night requires precise attention to a range of sites, from the court and the theater to the coffeehouse, salon, and street.
At court, we saw women and men together extending the day into the evening and night. Neither the favorable nor the critical descriptions of night life at court examined in chapter 4 of this book make any distinction between women and men – both are the new denizens of the night, for better or for worse (recall Faramond’s “Clorinde and Cleomenes”). The aristocratic use of daily time could be seen “in the lives of the courtiers of both sexes, who make night into day and day into night.”109 No sources on the night at court suggest that there is any time for men to be active when women should not be, or vice versa.
How did the gender order of daily time at court look in the light of the street lamps? In urban spaces that served as extensions of the court, for example in Vienna or Paris, aristocratic women used the night freely to socialize and maintain social networks. Not long after street lighting was introduced in Paris, Madame de Sévigné described an evening spent chatting with her friends until midnight “chez Mme De Coulanges” – the date was December 4, 1673. Madame de Sévigné decided to escort one of their number home, although it meant a trip across Paris: “We found it pleasant to be able to go, after midnight, to the far end of the faubourg Saint-Germain.” The new street lighting made this possible: “We returned merrily, thanks to the lanterns and safe from thieves.”110 One detects no sense of danger to her safety or reputation in this account. This relationship to the night was summarized by the writer Gregorio Leti in a letter to the marquise de Courcelles of 1679. Leti observed that the domestic occupations of women “constitute a state of servitude, as we have observed in all lands of the earth, in times ancient and modern.” But recently the aristocratic relationship to the night had changed all this: “However, one can say that French ladies have put this state of things into good order, since three parts of the night out of four, and two out of the four parts of the day are spent in strolls, visits, late evenings, balls, and games.”111 Leti’s slightly critical tone underscores the novelty of this night life.
A contemporary of Madame de Sévigné, the Austrian countess Johanna Theresia Harrach (1639–1716), made and received countless evening social visits in Vienna and spent time at the imperial court and its theater on long winter nights from about 1665 on. As the wife of the imperial ambassador to Spain, she maintained a wide social network and presence at court, especially during her husband’s absences in Spain. Her detailed daily letters show that she usually returned home between nine and ten at night: when the court was in Vienna from November through April, this schedule meant regularly traveling through the city by carriage long after dark.112 In similar terms, in a letter written from London on February 13, 1710 Lady Mary Wortley Montagu considered herself to be “the only young woman in town … in my own house at ten o’clock to-night.” It was “the night of Count Turrucca’s ball,” a “Splendid … entertainment” hosted by the Portuguese ambassador. Lady Mary’s narrow conception of “the town” gives us a clear indication of which women were out after 10 p.m. with their reputations intact.113 John Vanbrugh’s unfinished play A Journey to London (written in the early 1720s) satirized the night life of aristocratic women in a lively exchange between “Lord Loverule” and his wife, Lady Arabella:
LORD LOVERULE: But, madam, can you think it a reasonable thing to be abroad till two o’clock in the morning, when you know I go to bed at eleven?
LADY ARABELLA: And can you think it a wise thing (to talk your own way now) to go to bed at eleven, when you know I am likely to disturb you by coming there at three?
LORD LOVERULE: Well, the manner of women’s living of late is insupportable, and some way or other –
LADY ARABELLA: It’s to be mended, I suppose. – Pray, my lord, one word of fair argument. You complain of my late hours; I of your early ones; so far we are even, you’ll allow. But which gives us the best figure in the eye of the polite world? My two o’clock speaks life, activity, spirit, and vigour; your eleven has a dull, drowsy, stupid, good-for-nothing sound with it. It savours much of a mechanic, who must get to bed betimes that he may rise early to open his shop, faugh!
LORD LOVERULE: I thought to go to bed early and rise so, was ever esteemed a right practice for all people.
LADY ARABELLA: Beasts do it.
After comparing her husband to a low “mechanic,” Lady Arabella responds to her husband’s concerns about her late-night companions: “I’ll have you to know I keep company with the politest people in the town, and the assemblies I frequent are full of such.”114
The daily rhythms of a well-born couple in London emerge from the diary of James Brydges (1674–1744; made first duke of Chandos, 1719). Brydges and his wife Mary maintained a busy social life in London, recorded in Brydges’s diary for the years 1697 to 1702. Coffeehouses were fundamental to James Brydges’s daily life; he records visiting them during the day and at night, traveling across London with his wife by coach. As Brian Cowan has noted, Mary Brydges never accompanied her husband into any of the coffeehouses. Her evenings were spent in domestic visits, which were no less important for the socially aspiring couple. They make similar use of the evening and night for socializing and leisure, but the public houses visited by the husband contrast with the domestic socializing of the wife.115
The purported freedom of “French ladies” over “three parts of the night out of four” carried over into the first cafés of Paris as well. As historians of coffee have established, the cafés of Paris presented a distinctly aristocratic décor which contrasted with the more utilitarian furnishings of English coffeehouses. The first truly successful café in Paris, the Procope, opened in a former Turkish bath in the rue des Fossés-Saint-Germain in 1686. The proprietor kept the mirrors, chandeliers, and marble table-tops of the bathhouse, and these “well-furnished rooms” quickly attracted a well-to-do clientele.116 As noted above, Jean-Baptiste Rousseau’s play Le Caffé (1694) revolves around the presence of women as customers at night in the café of Madame Jérosme.117 An ephemeral style journal, Le porte-feuille galant, explained in 1700 that “cafes are places frequented by honest people of both sexes.” The social variety mentioned so often in accounts of coffeehouses and cafés appears here as well. “You can see all sorts of characters,” including
gallant men, coquettish women, polite abbots and others who are not, soldiers, news-mongers, officers, provincials, foreigners, lawyers, drinkers and professional gamblers, parasites, adventurers, knights of industry, wealthy young men, amorous old women, Gascons, and sham heroes, demi-beaux esprits, and many other figures whose varied portraits could be multiplied infinitely.118
The variety reflects a distinct Parisian gender order, as women are clearly part of the clientele. The frontispiece of the Chevalier de Mailly’s Les entretiens des cafés de Paris et les diferens qui y surviennent of 1702 (see Figure 6.3.) emphasizes (like Rousseau’s play of a few years earlier) women in cafés at night. The interlocutors in the Entretiens visit the cafes between the evening and the late night and mention the dangers of the streets at night, suggesting the cafés were oases of relative safety. The last conversation in Mailly’s collection is narrated by a woman, suggesting their active place in elite café culture. The author explains that “It may be said that it is improper to introduce a woman in a café; however, I have seen there … women who were quite pretty and spiritual.”119 In France, where the social life of the nobility was most integrated by gender, nocturnalization brought well-born women access to urban sites such as balls, theater and opera, and cafés (which were themselves more closely aligned with aristocratic culture than in Britain).120 In Figure 6.6 we see the new association of a “woman of quality” with the evening and night.
Figure 6.6 Pierre-Jean Mariette, “Le Soir: Dame de Qualité jouant aux Cartes” (Paris: chez J. Mariette, rue St Jacques aux Colonnes d’Hercules, c. 1690). Bibliothèque nationale de France.
But Paris and London, as well as Vienna and Leipzig, were also shaped by citizens and their values. The bourgeois gender order of the night contrasted sharply with the freedoms of elite women to use the night as they wished. Non-noble women active at night in the city, for work or leisure, were suspect – and increasingly so – in the seventeenth century. For England, the development has been examined by Paul Griffiths in his work on the prosecution of nightwalking in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.121 In seventeenth-century London arrests and prosecutions for nightwalking began to focus almost exclusively on women: a crime overwhelmingly associated with men in the late Middle Ages had become feminized and sexualized. Griffiths’s work underscores the intricate relationships between estate and gender that shaped access to the urban night. As the trials recorded in the Sessions Papers of the Old Bailey show, the reputation of being “a common nightwalker” had lost none of its force in the second half of the seventeenth century: in 1687, for example, Dorothy Hall was charged with theft: her claims of innocence notwithstanding, “being known to be a common Night-walker, she was found Guilty.”122 The career of one Jane King is instructive. She was described as “a notorious Night-walker” when charged with the robbery of Hilkiah Osmonton in May 1688. Acquitted on that charge, she was tried again at the same session along with Mary Batters for the robbery of Richard Beale, who testified that “as he was going over Holborn Bridge about Eleven a Clock at Night, as he was making Water against the Wall, the Prisoners with some other Women Assaulted him, and took away the above said Moneys.” Beale cried out for help and the watch appeared and arrested some of the women, including King and Batters. The sessions recorder explained that “The Prisoners made a very slight Defence for themselves; and being known in Court to be old and Notorious Night-walkers and Debauched Livers, they were found Guilty.” King was tried again in December 1688 for picking the pocket of “one Mr. Church.” According to the sessions account:
the Proof against the Prisoner was, That being one that practiced the Trade of Night walking, she invited him to a Tavern in St. Martins le Grand, in order to partake of a Bottle of Wine, But they had scarcely begun to grow familiar, before she had dived into his Pocket, and getting his Purse of Gold, she gave him the slip.
She was caught soon afterwards. At trial she claimed never to have seen Mr. Church and alleged that “some Common Women that had been abroad that Night described him to her, saying, That a whole Cluster of them had been with him in an Alley” and had robbed him. Church was “positive she was the very Woman, the Jury found her guilty of the Felony.”123
The trends uncovered by Griffiths were fully developed by the first half of the eighteenth century, as seen for example in the comments of Bernard Mandeville on crime and its prevention. Mandeville and his contemporaries assumed that the victims of nocturnal crime were men; Mandeville was happy to blame them for their carelessness, describing them as “unthinking” because they “never mind what companies they thrust themselves into.” Such men included “such as will be drunk, [or] go home late in the dark unattended.” In Mandeville’s accounts, women were either perpetrators of, or accomplices to, nocturnal crime. Foolish victims “scruple not to talk and converse with lewd women, as they meet them; or that are careless of themselves as well as of the securing and fastening of their houses.”124 Safest from urban crime, Mandeville explained, was a man “temperate in his liquor; [who] avoids, as much as is possible, unseasonable hours; never gives ear to night-walkers; a man that abroad is always watchful over himself, and every thing about him.”125 Mandeville makes no reference to women as victims of nocturnal crime in this pamphlet.
Operating with a subtle set of indicators of age, marital status, dress, and familiarity, the bourgeois order of the night cast renewed suspicion on women outside the home at night. This suspicion had an important function: given the emphasis on respectable nocturnal sociability in coffeehouses, one might assume that women could participate in coffeehouse culture, thereby benefiting from better access to respectable night life that nocturnalization provided. Indeed, several scholars have argued that women did share in English coffeehouse life.126 But the work of scholars such as Brian Cowan and Markman Ellis indicates otherwise – women were excluded from coffeehouse sociability in London and, as we will see below, in German-speaking Europe as well.127 Suspicion helped create new times and spaces for men to gather from which women of their own class were excluded. The aristocratic women of Paris were a significant exception that warrants further research.
The bourgeois and moralizing approach to nocturnalization should not, however, obscure the women who were part of coffeehouse culture: not as customers and interlocutors, but as coffeehouse-keepers, servants, prostitutes, and pamphlet-hawkers. In London, women coffeehouse keepers were relatively common but subject to satire and accusations of prostitution.128 Gallant pamphlet-writers were happy to maintain the association of prostitution with coffeehouses, claiming for example that “There being scarce a Coffee-Hut but affords a Tawdry Woman, a wanton Daughter, or a Buxom Maid, to accommodate Customers.”129 Visitors to London tended to confirm this association.130
Female pamphlet-hawkers supported the circulation of news and rumor vital to coffeehouse culture, and they sold their wares day and night on the streets and in coffeehouses: in 1684 Judith Jones was described as “a hawker that serves the Amsterdam coffee-house.”131 When John Roberts walked along Bow Lane at about 10 p.m. on October 2, 1722, he encountered two women crying pamphlets. The first announced “a full and true Account of a horrid barbarous and bloody Plot, against the King and Government”; the second, Sarah Turbat, was selling a different pamphlet and responded “Damn ye there’s no Plot, who should be the Author of it, George? Damn him, who made him King? The Devil: For he’s his Uncle.” Another witness confirmed this outburst and added that Turbat “used several other vile and scandalous Expressions against His Majesty not fit to be repeated.”132 These “mercury-women” or pamphlet- hawkers, among the poorest of London’s poor, supported the public sphere – and were, as Paula McDowell has shown, “anything but the passive purveyors of others’ ideas,” as Sarah Turbat’s words above show. Still, as Cowan has noted, one cannot characterize these women as participants in the respectable public sphere of their city.
Attitudes toward women and coffeehouses in the Empire follow the associations and exclusions seen in Britain and can serve as an index of the place of women in urban nocturnalization. The unknown author of the Caffée- und Thée-Logia (Hamburg, 1691) praised the coffeehouses of Germany and claimed that “in England, Holland, and Italy I have seen … women dressed in men’s clothing in the coffeehouses; in some the owner keeps a gallant lady for the amorous pleasures of his guests.”133 A critic wrote in 1701 that the coffeehouses led young men astray and that “in the winter during the long nights, many poor whores wait in these houses in such quantity, as if they displayed themselves in a formal procession.”134 In his Useful, Fashionable, and Novel Ladies’ Lexicon of 1715, Gottlieb Siegmund Corvinus discussed coffee in the domestic sphere in a dozen entries but provided no entry for “coffeehouse.” The reason becomes clear under the entry for “Caffe-Menscher,” defined as “those suspicious and disorderly painted women who wait upon the men present in coffeehouses and render them all services willingly.”135 Corvinus informed his female audience in no uncertain terms that all women in coffeehouses were morally suspect. The Leipzig city council in 1704 ordered that “all visits to and work in coffeehouses by female persons, whether preparing beverages, waiting tables, or under any other pretext … are forbidden.” Women were simply banned from coffeehouses, as customers and as servants.136 Enforcement of this was another matter, but the Leipzig ordinance reflects an extreme expression of Cowan’s conclusion that it is “difficult to conceive of a role for women in the ideal coffeehouse society that did not fit into the existing stereotypes of either the virtuous servant or the vicious prostitute.”137
How does attention to daily time deepen our understanding of the gendering of the public sphere in the seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries? The evidence examined here reveals a changing gender order at night in Europe’s cities, but nocturnalization did not affect all women in the same way. On the one hand, unattached women out on the streets at night were seen at the looser end of the scale of sexual morality by authorities and by men seeking sex. Women in coffeehouses and taverns might face the same assumptions, depending on their age, dress, and company: evidence of respectable women entering coffeehouses alone and at night is very rare.138 On the other hand, elite women passed freely through the urban night on their way to or from domestic sociability, including the rarified world of the salons. Estate or social rank were fundamental to access to nocturnal spaces: when Madame de Sévigné and her friends rode across Paris from the home of Madame Coulanges to the home of Madame LaFayette after midnight in December 1673, their transport, lighting, servants, and destination made it clear that they were honorable women of the highest rank. Elite women participated in the nocturnalization radiating out from the court and the haute bourgeoisie, but for middling women, respectable access to the “public night” did not expand with nocturnalization.
Writing in 1988, Joan Landes was the first to consider the history of the modern public sphere in terms of gender. She concluded that “the bourgeois public is essentially, not just contingently, masculinist.” In his Introduction to the 1990 edition of Strukturwandel der Offentlichkeit [The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere], Habermas agreed. He asked if women were excluded from bourgeois publicness “in the same way as workers, peasants, and the ‘crowd,’ i.e., the ‘dependent’ men.”139 Citing Carol Pateman and Landes, Habermas concluded that the exclusion of women from the political public sphere “has also been constitutive” because their relegation to the “private core of the nuclear family’s interior space” (“privaten Kernbereich des kleinfamilialen Binnenraumes”) is fundamental to the private subjectivity that constitutes the public sphere.140 Their exclusion differs from that of men excluded by class because their exclusion creates a specific form of family and private sphere which is the essential, suppressed counterpart of the public sphere.
How, historically speaking, did this exclusion occur? This is the question Landes sets out to answer in Women and the Public Sphere. The line of inquiry is all the more intriguing because in the French case, which is Landes’s focus, aristocratic women played crucial (though sometimes exaggerated) roles in the culture and politics of the Old Regime, for example in the conversational gatherings known then as “le monde,” i.e., the salon. Landes sees the salon as the most traditional of the new practices and institutions that arose between civil society and the state, such as the coffeehouse, the literary club, and the periodical press; it was certainly the most domestic of these. Significantly, contemporaries emphasized the “pronounced feminine character” of salon culture in contrast with the other public sites, suggesting to Landes “an implicit gender dynamic within the institutional and cultural geography of the oppositional bourgeois public sphere.”141 Landes then pursues this gender dynamic on the level of the symbolic politics of the emerging bourgeois public sphere – a rich line of inquiry, to be sure, but not the only way to trace the exclusion of women from the public sphere in the last century of the Old Regime. Given the importance of the family and private life in the formation of the bourgeois public, daily life would be a logical approach. By using daily life as a category of analysis, we can see how nocturnalization served to exclude women from the times and places fundamental to the formation of the bourgeois public – especially those outside the home.
The rise of the coffeehouse can serve as an index of bourgeois publicness and nocturnalization. The varying place of women in coffeehouse or café culture, ranging from aristocratic inclusion in Paris to legal and de facto exclusion in Leipzig, reveals the importance of the night in the formation of a bourgeois public sphere that was regularly nocturnal.
The night was the setting for many of the institutions and practices that formed bourgeois publicness. Indeed, the night appears as a visible analogue to bourgeois or polite publicness on the level of daily life. The new urban nights of respectable sociability after dark were, to quote historians of the public sphere, “the contingent products of a process of exclusion and containment in which members of alternate ‘impolite’ publics were shut out from the reconstructed ‘public sphere as a polite zone’.”142 The colonization of the night described here redefined the long-standing youth cultures of the night as “impolite” and often criminal, revealing, to paraphrase Paula McDowell, “a whole host of overlapping relationships to the night, some of which had to be shut down to create the established order” of the polite urban night.143 All means, from the most violent to the most subtle, were used to carve out a night that would serve “as a polite zone” for some men while eliminating the traditional relationship with the night exemplified by apprentices, servants, and students. This colonization of the urban night reshaped youth, gender, and the public sphere in the last century of the Old Regime.144 The successes and limitations of this colonization of the urban night leads us consider similar attempts to colonize the rural night (chapter 7), and the cultural and intellectual implications of a new urban night for the early Enlightenment (chapter 8).
Chapter Seven Colonizing the rural night?
On the night of Thursday, January 13, 1603, “early in the morning, roughly between two and three o’clock,” the innkeeper Barthel Dorfheilige of the Hessian town of Wanfried awoke to the sound of splintering wood.1 He quickly discovered two young noblemen, Hans Werner von Eschwege (c. 1581–c. 1624) and his cousin Eberhard von Alten (c. 1583–?), smashing in the window of the main room of his inn. Dorfheilige reported that he “hastily lit a lamp and ran into the room in his nightshirt, and shined his light out the broken window to see the malefactors.” He recognized “Hans Werner, son of Reinhard von Eschwege zu Aue” and then Eberhard von Alten. Hans Werner greeted him and apologized for the broken window while Eberhard demanded that Dorfheilige open the door. Hans Werner said he would vouch for his cousin’s good conduct, so Dorfheilige let them in and called for one of his servants to see to their horses.2
Once inside, the two young “Junkers” (as Dorfheilige called them) continued their harassment of the innkeeper, breaking another window from the inside and assaulting Dorfheilige’s wife, children, and servants. The two young men then forced the innkeeper to accompany them on a similar visit to awaken the local miller, then returned to the inn for more wine and a meal. When the servants of the noblemen began to beat one of Dorfheilige’s children, the innkeeper defended his son with a bread knife: the two noblemen and two more of their servants joined the fray and Dorfheilige fled into the streets of the town. Hans Werner and Eberhard mounted their horses and followed him. Several neighbors came out of their houses to aid the innkeeper, but paid the price as the young noblemen fired at them, broke out more windows, and screamed threats. “Finally the Schultheiss [village administrator] and soldiers came to town and sounded the bell,” and the noblemen and their servants rode off, shouting abuse behind them.3
This violent incident, in which the “Junkers” shoved Dorfheilige’s pregnant wife into a pile of manure, beat one of his children bloody, and unleashed terror on his “house and home,” reveals several fundamental aspects of the early modern rural night. We see the association of violence with the night, and importance of the public house to the life of a village, both day and night. Towns like Wanfried had no regular night watch and Hans Werner and Eberhard had plenty of time to lash out at the villagers before any local authorities appeared. From the perspective of the local authorities, the rural night was simply much harder to police.
But the assault on the inn led by the young Hans Werner von Eschwege was no random act of nocturnal violence. His father Reinhard von Eschwege zu Aue (d. 1607) was entangled in several bitter legal disputes with the peasants of Wanfried over grazing, hunting, and fishing rights.4 Early modern German law insisted on the daytime character of all legal proceedings. One could not convene a court, prepare a will, or pronounce a verdict at night.5 Parallel with the legal disputes of the day, this rural conflict was carried into the night by the actions of young men. Hans Werner said as much while drinking in Barthel Dorfheilige’s inn in the middle of the night. The complaint recorded his words in direct discourse:
In particular he [Hans Werner von Eschwege] said: “You peasants of Wanfried or Bürger – whatever you want to be – last summer you gave my father some trouble. If I had known, I had some good fellows with me back then … You’ll get very little out of it [i.e., the lawsuit], and I’ll pay back each one of you, one after the other. It’s your Vogt [county administrator] who’s leading you into this. If I run into him, I’ll put a bullet through his hat.”6
By day the lawsuits worked their way through the courts; at night – the domain of young men – other pressures were brought to bear. This incident at Wanfried suggests that despite broad attempts to regulate nocturnal disorder, in the villages of early modern Europe young “guardians of disorder” ruled the night.7 More often than in cities, their “order” prevailed over that of the church or the state when the sun went down.
The ungovernable aspects of the rural night became more prominent after 1650 as a new contrast between urban and rural night emerged. The preceding chapters on the night at royal courts and in cities have shown a series of seventeenth- and eighteenth-century developments I describe as nocturnalization: an ongoing expansion of the symbolic and respectable social uses of the night. As we saw in the previous chapter, nocturnalization in cities evoked significant resistance from the young people who had made the night streets their domain. This dialectic of nocturnalization and resistance is best described as a colonization of the urban night. By 1700, contemporaries observed that this colonization was reshaping everyday life in the cities of Northern Europe.
Nocturnalization affected daily life in the villages of early modern Europe as well, but with a different set of priorities and outcomes. The agents of nocturnalization were church and state, but the development was less tied to commerce and consumption than at court or in major cities. As in cities, young people resisted incursions into a time that had traditionally been theirs. Because neither church nor state could intervene in rural daily life as effectively as they could in cities, villagers young and old more successfully defended their traditional night life. City and countryside were both sites of nocturnalization, but this process unfolded very differently in rural areas.
7.1 Patterns
How was the night understood and experienced in the villages of early modern Europe? Some scholars have emphasized that “The night is no man’s friend,” as a French proverb put it, and the unfortunate innkeeper of Wanfried might agree.8 But historians of popular culture and daily life such as Norbert Schindler and A. Roger Ekirch have argued that far too many common people were active at night – by choice or necessity – to allow us to characterize the early modern night as universally threatening.9 Early modern women and men did much more at night than sleep or fear for their lives and goods. As Alain Cabantous has shown, the first hours after sunset do not reveal the expected retreat into the home. In the city and in the countryside work continued, entertainment and socializing began, and groups of young people regularly disturbed the settling calm.10 The literary formula of nocturnal fear and insecurity must be balanced by an understanding of actual nocturnal activity – although this kind of rural “night life” is more difficult to assess.
When we survey the material from Ekirch, Cabantous, and others, several patterns emerge. Night life in the early modern countryside was shaped by the tensions between necessity and leisure, and between order and disorder. Here we will consider the necessities of sleep and labor, then survey a range of activities extending from leisure and sociability to disorder and crime: it is between these poles that the distinct features of the rural night emerge. Village spinning bees and public houses, as well as the courtship customs of the youth, characterized the rural night as its contrast with the night in the city began to emerge in the late seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.
7.1.1 Necessity
Labor and rest shaped the rural night. The age-old pattern of segmented sleep documented by A. Roger Ekirch (described in chapter 1) appears in rural and urban sources alike until the end of the seventeenth century. At that point, as we will see below, rural and urban sleep patterns began to diverge. Labor at night was ubiquitous. Despite the comment in the Gospel of John (9:4) – “I must work the works of him that sent me, while it is day: the night cometh, when no man can work” (King James Bible) – some forms of work at night were unavoidable. Blacksmiths worked at night, in part because they could.11 And as Alain Cabantous has shown, rural labor at night was on the rise at the end of the seventeenth century, encompassing a range of tasks, including fishing, sowing, or harvesting by moonlight, and spinning, weaving, sewing, or knitting by firelight.12 In winter, the hearth might provide enough light for the indoor tasks; otherwise common people would use rush lights or oil-lamps, the rich candles.13 Casual labor on long winter evenings was, as we will see below, a key feature of rural night.
The regulation of labor and rest was recognized as an important aspect of household management. The Protestant Austrian nobleman Wolfgang Helmhard von Hohberg (1612–88) explained in his well-known Georgica curiosa (1682, editions through the eighteenth century) that “The father of the house is like the clock of the house, which everyone must follow when rising, going to sleep, working, eating and all other business.”14 The immensely popular Five Hundred Points of Good Husbandry (1557, editions through the eighteenth century) of Thomas Tusser (1524?–80) advised masters to “Declare after supper, take heed thereunto / what work in the morning each servant shall do.” This guide gives us some idea what hours of sleep were expected in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries:
In winter at nine, and in summer at ten
to bed after supper, both maidens and men.
In winter at five a clock servants arise,
in summer at four it is very good guise.15
The Tyrolean physician Hippolyt Guarinoni (1571–1654) recommended that adults retire between 8 and 9 p.m. and wake at 5 a.m.16 Across Northern Europe, the traditional curfew hour was 9 p.m., but it is difficult to say anything conclusive about the bedtimes of early modern people in the countryside. Prescriptions are common, but their relation to practice is not clear. The limited evidence we have from diaries and legal records suggests that, in practice, most country folk went to bed between 9 and 10 p.m.17 But, as we will see below, when the household of John Wright of Brixworth, Northamptonshire was thrown into confusion by an errant dog at “eleven or twelve o’clock” on the night of December 13, 1672, the servant maids were still awake washing dishes, though the master of the house was already in his nightshirt and most rooms were no longer lit.
Those with leisure and light might extend the day. Mary Jepp Clarke described long winter evenings at Chipley, the Clarkes’s Somerset estate, in a letter of April 1700: “we have had all this winter our proper times for everything in our chamber, which is good, and in the evening while Nanny and I did work she [Elizabeth] read plays and what else diverted us which made the long nights pass a way the more pleasantly to us all.”18
Making long winter nights pass more pleasantly was a common desire in the early modern countryside. Beyond small gatherings in private homes, two sites emerge as especially important for “night life” in the countryside: the spinning bee and the public house. Spinning bees were a peripatetic but vital place for the nocturnal courtship customs of early modern rural youth, while public houses were more fixed locations for the adult sociability of the village. Rural night life was shaped by the contrast between the mobile sociability of the young and the relative stability of mature socializing in the public house.
Spinning bees were fundamental to rural night life in many parts of early modern Northern Europe, especially in Germany, France, and the Swiss cantons.19 When a fire broke out in the Norman village of Basly late on the evening of February 4, 1684, we learn that most of the women of the village were at a spinning bee, including the unmarried Le Petit sisters and Anne Jouvin, whose homes were destroyed by the blaze.20 Such spinning bees (Spinnstube, veillée) combined labor with socializing on long winter evenings.21 Evidence from the Basle countryside and southern Germany suggests a fixed season for spinning bees, roughly from Advent to Carnival, with special celebrations on the first and last gatherings of the season; in other areas the winter gatherings appear more spontaneous.22 The form of the spinning bee varied: as many as a dozen women young and old would meet to spin wool or flax, knit, or sew by candlelight.23 “When there is a shortage of light,” as a Swabian ordinance of 1651 explained, “neighbors and their families” might gather “by a common tallow candle” to work – but in a very modest circle “not to exceed six or at most eight persons, who keep a reasonable hour and completely avoid all idle chatter and other extravagances.”24 While sharing light, heat, and conversation, the women and girls might be visited by the young men of the village. (See Figures 7.1 and 7.2.)
Figure 7.1 “Kurtzweilige Beschreibung der löblichen Spinn- vnd Rockenstuben,” broadside engraved after Sebald Beham, Nuremberg, seventeenth century.
Figure 7.2 The arrival of the young men at the spinning bee: “Decembre: La Veillée,” engraving by Jean Mariette, seventeenth century. Bibliothèque nationale de France.
This – in the authorities’ view – is where the trouble began. In 1661 the bishop of Châlons issued an ordinance forbidding “men and boys” from joining or visiting “the vigils [veillées] when women and girls spin or do other work in the winter.” Likewise, “women and girls are not to let them in, play, or dance with them during the night.”25 In Calvinist Guernsey in 1637, the Royal Court forbade the “vueilles” “because of the regular and scandalous debauchery which is committed at the assemblies of young people … during the night.” Marriageable young people met and courted at these “vigils”; a less judgmental English visitor to Guernsey noted that “from these meetings many marriages are contracted.”26 A contemporary French engraving (Figure 7.2) shows the scene just after the young men have arrived. A hanging oil-lamp illuminates the young women, distaffs in hand, one at a spinning wheel, just interrupted by the swains, who have begun to dance and show their affections. The text below claims that such visits, if handled wisely, transform “the most toilsome labor” into “more even than an amusement.” Images and accounts from Germany (such as Figure 7.1) focus on sexual morality, adding concerns about disrespectful gossip, bawdy songs, rude pranks, and gluttony. At the spinning bees young servants “cook, eat, and drink what they have stolen at home,” as one reported.27 French and German sources record such courting customs as the “brushing off,” in which each unmarried woman gave one of the young men the honor of brushing the stray bits of flax or wool off her lap while she worked.28
From the perspective of the participants, spinning bees combined labor, leisure, and important courtship customs; village elders tolerated them, arguing that “the young must have their diversions and merriment.”29 In Figure 7.1, first printed c. 1524 by Sebald Beham, then copied and reprinted in the mid seventeenth century with new verses, the older “shepherd’s mother Elizabeth” (figure Y) looks at the disarray around her but then “thinks back to the good old days / when she had such fun herself.”30 The spinning bees were denounced by pastors and administrators (outsiders to the village) not simply on moral grounds, but also because the gatherings sustained local nocturnal countercultures. In Figures 7.1 and 7.2 and in many written accounts of spinning bees the authority figures of family, church, and state are absent or obscured by the “rural plebian culture of laughter.”31 In Beham’s print the village administrator (the Schultheiss, figure G) sits asleep beside the stove and “the priest is off taking care of his cook.” Sexual license is everywhere in Beham’s scene: the maid of the Schultheiss (E) is there with her lover Fritz (F); Curdt (L) “wants to sneak behind the stove and sleep with Elßgen,” and Ulrich (W) “so pleases … Appel [Apollonia, figure X] that she is about to put out her light.” The Beham print singles out each these figures for criticism, but offers no hope of any moral improvement.
Figure 7.3 shows a more orderly peasant home at night: the women are working flax while a group of men seated around the table drink. The young woman and man standing at the back converse discretely under more watchful eyes. In Figure 7.4 we see an ideal spinning bee: an all-female scene (an author, far left, looks on) with well-lighted and industrious figures. In the accompanying text the women give their legitimate reasons for gathering to spin. Several say their husbands are out drinking; a maid explains that she has been frightened by a ghost and does not want to stay in her room alone. Other women have come to socialize, leaving snoring husbands home in bed.
Figure 7.3 Spinning bee scene; engraving by Claudine Bouzonnet Stella, seventeenth century. Bibliothèque nationale de France.
Figure 7.4 An orderly spinning bee: Jacob von der Heyden, “KunckelBrieff oder SpinnStuben,” c. 1620. Kunstsammlungen der Veste Coburg, Inventar Nr. XIII,441,8; Neg. Nr. 8685.
Condoned or criticized, and despite its many local variations (it might be more or less focused on productive work, and more or less planned or scheduled) all the evidence agrees that the spinning gatherings were always held on long winter nights.32
These gatherings are richly documented on the Continent.33 In the British Isles, peasants gathered at night for spinning or knitting in Ireland, Scotland, and Wales.34 In England – with the exception of Yorkshire and Lancashire – spinning bees do not seem to have been an established practice,35 but their key features – women establishing an evening space for work or socializing, then inviting unmarried men to join them – do appear. In Norfolk in the spring of 1665 we learn that
Margaret Barkle, the servant of James Money of Gresham, butcher, was charged to have taken an handkerchief with flour & late in the night with Ellen Berston & Katherine Wilson to have gone to the widow Thoulder’s house in Sustead, intending a merry meeting there with some fellows.36
The gatherings of young people in the evening for work or conversation could easily turn into an impromptu dance or a “merry meeting.”37
Indeed, when young men and women met at a spinning bee, they took part in one of several related and widely documented early modern customs of nocturnal courtship. The spinning bee overlapped with the south German Heimgarten (in other parts of Germany, Nachtfreien or Kiltgang), an evening gathering of unmarried young men and women at the house of a married couple. The term Heimgarten could also refer to time spent together by a courting couple at night after the larger gathering broke up, or to night-time visits by young single men to the homes – or beds – of young women.38 Thus the Heimgarten could shade into the practice of bundling, the most intimate of early modern nocturnal courtship customs.39 In France examples of the custom of allowing courting couples to share a bed for the night appear in the Protestant county of Montbéliard, and in Champagne, Burgundy, and Savoy.40 Bundling was a rural custom, arising in part from the long distances suitors traveled to visit young women, which then necessitated an overnight stay. This seems to have been the excuse Leonard Wheatcroft used when staying overnight at the home of his future wife, Elizabeth Hawley, during their courtship in 1656–57.41
Wheatcroft’s detailed courtship narrative describes many evening gatherings and nights spent together with his “beloved paramour, sweet Betty.” They met at the “wakes” (i.e., church ales, notorious for lasting well into the night) in Wheatcroft’s hometown of Ashover. One evening Wheatcroft waited at Elizabeth’s house for her to return from a walk, “it being a fine warm evening for maids to delight themselves in.” To Wheatcroft’s great joy she returned “when the evening drew towards an end, and the glorious sun withdrew himself from my sight.”42 They went to her uncle’s house, where they stayed the night and “did lovingly embrace each other.” On another occasion, after Wheatcroft pretended to be engaged to another woman, he reported that “these and suchlike expressions [of Elizabeth’s exasperation] did keep us waking all night. She, being then so vexed at me, would not so much as afford me one kiss.”43 Much of Wheatcroft’s courtship of Elizabeth Hawley took place at night.
Indeed, the night was the accepted time for courtship. A notary describing a street fight and ensuing homicide in the village of Septfontaines (in the Franche-Comté) on the night of December 7, 1623 acknowledged that the night was the time “for visiting homes where there were girls or widows available for marriage.” In this case an unwanted suitor named Pierre Révillon was asked repeatedly to leave a private home where he was courting a young widow, “for which … Pierre Révillon was truly dissatisfied because it was only around seven or eight o’clock in the evening” and “other young people were [still] drinking in the kitchen … Nothing about leaving had been said to them so that he, the said Pierre Révillon, thought that it was insulting to ask him to leave.”44 It was already several hours after sunset, and the gathering continued well after Révillon was expelled. The late hour was not the issue, but the frustrated Révillon started a fight outside which ended with a death, producing our record of the events of that night.45
In the many ways described here, young adults got to know potential sexual or marriage partners, both personally and physically. As historians of early modern marriage and sexuality have established, “the majority of the … population did not make arranged marriages.”46 Parental consent became more important in the confessional era, but this was consent to a match based on some kind of personal choice. With the exception of the wealthy or the nobility, young people sought out their own marriage partners within a group circumscribed by status, trade, and locale. Once mutual interest was established, courting couples enjoyed considerable physical intimacy with one another; sexual relations often began with the engagement.47 The night significantly facilitated all aspects of the passage from single youth to husband or wife. From meeting a group of potential spouses at a spinning bee or village dance, to getting to know a specific individual in the dim intimacy of a chamber during a Heimgarten visit or while bundling, to the physical consummation of the relationship (ending, it was hoped, in marriage), the night was constant companion to the couple. Church and state gave their sanction to the marriage during the day, but husbands and wives were made at night.
Seen in these terms, the night was much more than an accidental or contingent part of rural servants’ lives. In comparison with young servants in the city, rural youth had less contact with their peers during the working day, and fewer opportunities to socialize.48 They relied more on the evening and night hours for the serious business of meeting potential marriage partners, and for less serious pursuits as well.49 In Norfolk in 1665 a justice of the peace noted that he had
sent Robert Coe, Sir John Palgrave’s man, to Bridewell for having on two nights run out to dancings, & the first time he was out all night & the last time till midnight, for he would not come home until the dancing was over, though Sir John sent for him. The last time he carried away the key of the hall door to get in again.50
Here we catch a glimpse of the struggle between servants and masters over access to the night. Coe’s insistence on having his night life reflected a frequent demand by servants. In Bavaria, for example, the Bishop of Augsburg complained in 1603 that when servants negotiated their contracts, they demanded (and received) explicit permission to go out at night and meet with unmarried persons of the opposite sex, or at least to talk with one another at night through a window.51 These are all well-known aspects of rural courtship, of course, but the servants’ contracts and authorities’ complaints make the importance of the night explicit. A shortage of servants made these negotiations possible, as a Bavarian mandate of 1635 explained: “so too the farmers, if they want to keep their servants, are expected to allow [morally] suspect gatherings and Heimgarten, both day and night.”52 In his collection of sermons for country folk, the Tuba rustica (1701), Bavarian parish priest Christoph Selhamer gave several examples of courtship by night, all of which ended badly for the young women involved. In a sermon titled “The Bedroom Window” he came to the root of the problem: “I know quite well: in some places wicked servants set the terms when they enter into service, saying: ‘Yes, farmer, I will serve you well for a year … but I’ll tell you right now: you won’t forbid me from running around the streets at night.’”53 An Augsburg print of the seventeenth century shows this nocturnal courtship at a maid’s window (Figure 7.5).
Figure 7.5 “Nacht”: lovers meet at a window (“Fensterln”). Augsburg print, seventeenth century.
In 1760 the Lutheran pastor in Swabian Oberrot (near Hall) complained bitterly to the territorial authorities about the spinning bees and unrestrained night life of the local youth and begged them to impose some discipline: “You can start with my own servant, who is a nightwalker. I am at my wit’s end trying to contain loose servants: as soon as an honest man says something [to them], they simply quit, and no one else wants the job.”54 At the end of the century, Graf Preysing reported the same problem on his Hohenaschau estate in 1796.55 He also blamed the shortage of servants for this demand, suggesting that when their bargaining power rose, rural servants tried to secure their access to the spinning bees and “merry meetings” of the social night.
Like the spinning bee, the night life of the public house was condemned from the pulpit. But the importance of the public house was also well recognized: these institutions served the village throughout the day and evening.56 Even in a single region they showed great variety, including alehouses, taverns (originally associated primarily with the sale of wine), and inns authorized to provide meals and lodging.57 Subject to licensing and regulation in all European polities, public houses were of tremendous economic importance locally and served as hubs for communication and travel.58 The men (and often the women) of a village spent much of their leisure time there, and public houses were at their busiest on Sundays, feast days, and in the evenings.59 Closing times were an issue at all public houses, underscoring their association with night life. Mandated closing times were remarkably consistent across early modern Europe, generally 8 p.m. in the winter and 9 p.m. in the summer.60 These mandates were honored only in the breach, however.61 Patrons leaving public houses at closing time (or after) were the most common disturbers of the peace in early modern Europe, urban or rural.62 As we will see below, the evening hours of the public house correspond with the higher incidence of violent crime in the evening rather than late at night.
Dancing linked all sites and forms of nocturnal sociability, from the spinning bee to the public house and beyond. Young and old took part in dances scheduled and spontaneous. We learn from court records of a late-night “dancing match” in 1639 at a mill in Wiltshire. When examined, Jane Lawes explained “that on St. John’s Day last at night she was invited to the mill at Broad Chalke to a dancing match where there were diverse of the young men and maidens of the p[ar]ish, where she saw no abuse offered or incivility committed by any.” Another examinant gives us an idea how these impromptu dances ended: “Joane Deane confirms the above and says further that ‘about two hours before day, the candles being burnt out, she heard some of the maids cry out, but who they were or what caused them to cry out she knows not, being in the dark’.”63 Again we see youth-centered night life as more itinerant than that of married folk.64
From distracted spinners to violent suitors and riotous dancers out all night, the rural night was a time of disorder. Of course, “disorder” is in the eye of the beholder; here it refers to the category used by church and secular authorities. Some of the night-time practices classified by authorities as disorder, such as the charivari, were seen by the participants as in fact affirming a village order which had been upset by a problematic marriage. Other sources of disorder, such as spinning bees, were important to villagers for economic and social reasons. Beyond these group practices, disorderly individuals appear across the rural night. By examining what constitutes “disorder” in the rural night we can better understand the conflicting claims made on it.
As Norbert Schindler has observed, in towns or villages the disturbers of the nightly peace fell into two distinct groups: young men and tavern visitors.65 The two groups were separated by the cost of drinking in the tavern, which exceeded the means of most young men. As Beat Kümin has shown, drinking beer or wine at a public house regularly was a luxury for most peasants: a few glasses could easily exceed a day’s wages.66 Those who could afford to drink at a public house often left singing, shouting, blaspheming, or quarreling, often well after the mandated closing time.67 For the young men of the village, on the other hand, the sheer disruptive exuberance of making noise under the cover of darkness sometimes bursts out of the records, as in a 1732 church council report from Gruorn, a Württemberg village in the Swabian Alps: “The servants from the Aglishardt farm raced through the village at eleven-thirty at night with bellowing cries, which greatly angered the residents.”68 Singing also could disturb the relative peace of the village at night. The 1732 church council report from Gruorn mentions “Johannes Grießinger, mason” who “almost every night, and especially on Sundays, sings improper street songs.”69 These songs might be as lewd as the “The Chimney-Sweep” (a “knave’s ditty” sung by servants at spinning bees across southern Germany in the first half of the seventeenth century) or pious but unorthodox, such as the “Jörg Wagner,” an Anabaptist hymn sung by Hans Ankelin at the top of his lungs one night in 1598.70
When night fell the contrast between the order of the state and the order of the village became especially clear.71 The various shaming rituals of early modern rural society, such as the charivari (also “skimmington” or “riding”) or the “groaning” were meant to restore order upset by some individual or relationship. In France the charivari was typically nocturnal, but the best-documented “ridings” and “groanings” in early modern England were all daytime events.72 The cover of darkness allowed individual villagers to reproach their neighbors anonymously, and these practices could be quite refined. In 1639 a tavern servant named Bastian Scheckenbach was fined heavily by the parish of Frickenhausen (near Würzburg) for “strewing straw at night as mischief.”73 This sounds insignificant to modern ears, but in fact the practice was well known: villagers would awake one morning to find their muddy lanes marked with paths of straw connecting various houses, suggesting or revealing illicit relationships among their inhabitants – the rural equivalent, one might say, of posting political placards at night in London or Paris.
In this case, the young Scheckenbach seems to have gone too far: someone turned him in for creating a disturbance at night.74 These nocturnal disturbances threatened the order of the day, as the local clergy felt most keenly. For priests, pastors, and preachers all this disorderly night life resulted in drowsy churchgoers who fell asleep during services. Among the published sermons of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, sleeping in church was a familiar topic. In 1709 the Swiss Reformed pastor Conradin Riola published a “spiritual trumpet” against the habit of sleeping during services. Riola, writing from the village of Sent, explained that God had ordained the night for rest and the day for labor: those who roamed about at night like wild animals and slept during the day disturbed the divine order.75 Catholic preachers in Bavaria repeated such condemnations, as did the Reformed Scottish kirk sessions studied by Margo Todd.76 All referred to the misuse of the night as the cause of daytime slumber.
Sociability at night flowed easily into nocturnal violence. On December 9, 1666 in the Hessian village of Ebsdorf, two men emerged from a house “in the evening in the twilight.”77 Andreas Keiser, a Lutheran, and Hans Caspar Hägelich, “calvinisch,” had been drinking beer in the house of Hans Kiß. They had begun to argue about religion and had already come to blows. They each left the alehouse to go home but met up outside, where the dispute continued. Hägelich, the Calvinist, pulled a hatchet out from his tunic and swung; Keiser, unarmed, tried to flee but received a deep wound in the back, from which he died two days later.
The victim Keiser was the husband of the niece of Caspar Preis of Stausebach, a pious Catholic peasant whose diary recorded this typical outburst of “one-on-one” nocturnal violence.78 Robert Muchembled was one of the first to note that dusk, rather than the late night, was the critical time for violent crime in the countryside. Based on a study of judicial records in Artois from 1401 to 1660, he observed that among cases of homicide in which the time of the violence is indicated (37 percent of the total cases), about 17 percent of these deadly encounters took place in the afternoon, 22 percent at night, and 55 percent in the evening.79 Alain Cabantous has made a more detailed comparison of eight studies of rural crime at night in seventeenth- and eighteenth-century France and England and concluded that about half of all crimes recorded took place at night, about equally divided between the evening hours and later at night.80 In other words, the rural night was no more criminal than the rural day.
But nocturnal crime was more frightening, if not more frequent, than crime during the day. Records of criminal proceedings confirm the real potential for violence in any encounter involving young men in the evening or after dark. In the Artois village of Lorgies in 1602, on March 17 at around eight in the evening, the young Pierre Soix mistakenly attacked Philippe Carpentier, the village farrier, mortally wounding him. Their exchange captures some of the tension of these nocturnal encounters. Soix was walking along, singing, when he heard someone approaching and called out “Who goes there?” Carpentier, well known to Soix but unrecognized in the dark, responded with “What have you?” [“Que veux-tu avoir?”] Soix responded hopefully “friends,” but Carpentier replied “I know of no friends” [“Je ne cognois nulz amis”] and knocked Soix to the ground. In defense, Soix fatally stabbed him.81 In 1616 in the upper Bavarian village of Siegsdorf, a certain “Wolf, servant of Pämer” stabbed another young servant “for no other reason” than that they came together in the lane and did not recognize each other. Earlier that year in the same village Adam Aufhaimer attacked the weaver Stephan Peutner “at night in the street,” breaking one of his ribs with a stone.82 In the dark villagers tended to attack first, assuming that anyone whom they did not recognize had shadowy intentions.83
Early modern authorities condoned this kind of defensive or pre-emptive nocturnal violence, even at its most extreme. On April 30, 1666 William Knaggs and Thomas Bell, a blacksmith, “together with several young men and boys of the town of Birdsall [Yorkshire] … being about the number of fourteen” went into a forest belonging to the Eddlethorpe farm at “about eleven o’clock in the night.” Knaggs and Bell separated from the group, “their intention then being to choose and get a young ash tree for a Maypole to carry to the town of Birdsall.” The search proved fatal for Knaggs: he and Bell “heard someone speak but did not well understand what they said and immediately after a gun was discharged and the said William Knaggs being then close by … gave a shriek and turned around and fell down dead.” Bell could not see who shot Knaggs, but “immediately after the gun was discharged, one Mr. Edward Ruddock and another person” came up to Birdsall, saying “‘Ho rogues! Ho rogues! Have we met with you? I’ll make rogues on you. It’s more fit you were in your beds than here at this time of night.’”84 Ruddock asked Bell where the rest of the group was, then set off after them, “in his hand one gun,” and fired again a few minutes later.85 Ruddock was tried for the homicide. Despite the evidence given here by Thomas Bell, he was acquitted, underscoring the expectation of danger at night reflected in all these deadly encounters.
In addition to this interpersonal violence, the rural night also saw communal violence that enforced group identities or village boundaries. The young Thomas Isham of Lamport kept a diary of country life in Northhamptonshire in 1671–73, recording on April 30, 1673 a particularly brutal encounter between the young men of two villages:
Last night the servants of four farmers, with Mr. Baxter’s man and Henry Lichfield, went to Draughton [about a mile northwest] to bring home the first drawing of beer, which they bought from Palmer. On the way back sixteen or seventeen Draughton men met them with stakes and began to lay about them; but being few and unarmed against a greater number of armed men, they were easily beaten, and Mr. Baxter’s man has had his skull laid bare in several places and almost fractured.86
The diarist does not explain what score the Draughton men had to settle with the six young men of Lamport; a slight to village pride, or perhaps the visitors were courting the young women of Draughton. The chronicle of the Dötschel brothers of Mitwitz, a village in rural Franconia, recorded violent brawls after their village’s church fair (kermesse, Kirchweihfest) on August 31, 1628 and in 1670: “Anno 1670 year [sic], at our church fair in the night, Erhart Bauer … became unruly with Attam and Michael, the two Jüng brothers from Rotschreuth … and it became a great brawl.” Each of these “battles” (as the Dötschels described them) between neighboring villages ended with several men seriously injured.87
Nocturnal crimes against property were associated with nightwalkers, suspicious persons who might eavesdrop, “cast men’s gates, carts or the like into ponds, or commit other outrages or misdemeanors in the night, or shall be suspected to be pilferers, or otherwise likely to disturb the peace.”88 When the term first appeared in the late Middle Ages, nightwalkers were assumed to be men, but, as discussed in chapter 6, in seventeenth-century London the term came to refer to “lewd and idle women.” In the provinces the term retained its masculine associations through the eighteenth century: as the Justice of the Peace Robert Doughty explained to Norfolk jurors at a quarter session in 1664, nightwalkers were “rogues … such as slept on the day & watched on the night, & such as frequented alehouses & fared well & had no visible means of livelihood.”89 In the countryside nightwalking shaded into poaching, a widespread nocturnal crime issuing from deep social tensions.90
Whatever the actual level of interpersonal nocturnal crime in the countryside, early modern villagers were quick to defend themselves against perceived nocturnal threats to themselves or their goods.91 Thomas Isham recorded an “uproar” on the night of December 13, 1672:
About eleven or twelve o’clock tonight a noise was heard in Mr. Wright’s yard. The maids, who were washing dishes, heard someone beating on the window, breaking it as if trying to get in. They were terrified.
The entire household, and the village, sprang into action:
[O]ne beat on the bell, another blew a horn, a third put candles in every room. Meanwhile Wright, clad only in a nightshirt, ran through the house like a madman, and his son waited in the hall with a sword and holding a gun, ready to receive them with a volley … the neighbors, aroused by the horn and thinking that the house was being attacked by thieves, assembled with forks, sticks, and spits.
Armed and ready, when the villagers investigated the yard they found “a dog that had been shut out and had broken a window.” Isham notes that “this sent them away with roars of laughter,”92 but the retrospectively ridiculous preparation for violence clearly shows that such a situation could be dangerous. In the Bavarian town of Traunstein in 1698 the apprentice carpenter Ruepp Jähner lost the fingers on his right hand when he took an ill-considered shortcut over a fence late one night: he was attacked without warning by his neighbor, Sylvester Schneiderpaur. After dark, any “intruder” to a domestic space could reckon with a violent response.
7.2 Colonizing the rural night?
The rural night belonged to the common people. When church and state authorities sought to discipline the night in the countryside, they spoke and acted as if they faced a “dark continent” of rural superstition, excess, and intransigence. All the activities just described drew the authorities’ attention as they sought to regulate and police labor, leisure, disorder, and crime in villages and farms, and in the rural night’s uninhabited spaces, such as forests and roads.93 This focus on the rural night increased in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.94 In Catholic areas church leaders tried to reinforce their moral discipline by co-opting or introducing nocturnal forms of popular piety.95 How does this engagement with the rural night compare with the colonization of the urban night examined in previous chapters? The same legal-disciplinary framework underlay authorities’ engagement with the night in the countryside as in the city. But the encounter of church and state with the rural night was shaped by different cultural and social forces and led to outcomes distinctly different from the colonization of the night in the cities of Northern Europe.
In these cities, the colonization of the night was based on settlement, achieved when courtiers and respectable burghers shifted their daily activities later into the evening and night. Respectable activity after dark reoriented the use of the evening and night hours away from young people and toward a new kind of homosocial, respectable man. The result was a new period of urban time based on public street lighting and private consumption. This engagement with the night sought to create an urban site of activity for respectable men, who eagerly occupied its taverns, coffeehouses, clubs, and theaters, now more safely connected by lighted streets.96 Unlike the colonization of the urban night, which was based on the expansion of the nocturnal activity of one group at the expense of another, the colonization of the rural night was a struggle to clear the rural night of its traditional activities (such as spinning bees, courtship customs, and popular nocturnal celebrations) and create an ordered time largely empty of activity.97
Efforts to colonize the rural night required a sharp focus on young people. Youth were the “indigenous” people of the early modern night, and limiting their night life was a constant concern. The Bavarian priest Christof Selhammer epitomized this view when he preached that rural servants should be locked in at night: “Among the peasants, the master of the house should keep careful watch over his servants. At night every house-door should be locked and bolted so that no one goes out and no one can sneak in.”98 The administrators and pastors who sought to discipline the rural night had little interest in supplanting traditional village night life with their own sociability. The colonization of the rural night was not based on settlement. Indeed, as we will see below, the rural gentry began to slip out of step with the daily rhythms of their urban cousins at the start of the eighteenth century.
The means by which spiritual and secular authorities sought to colonize the rural night have been described as “social discipline.” The early modern colonization of the night – urban and rural – began on paper with a stream of legal writing on the dangers of the night and its fundamental association with sin and crime in the early seventeenth century.99 These works proposed, both implicitly and explicitly, that policing could and should combat the disorder of the night. In theory and practice, the colonization of the rural night sought to reclassify nocturnal leisure, sociability, and disorder as crime.
7.2.1 Disciplining the rural night
The sexuality of young adults was at the center of these attempts to discipline the rural night. As we have seen, young people in the countryside depended on the night for courtship, social exchange, and leisure, and they defended their access to the night in negotiations with their masters. In response, church and state authorities repeatedly tried to restrict all forms of rural “night life.”
The prescriptions of church and state maintained an intense focus on spinning bees and similar gatherings. Across France a succession of bishops condemned these gatherings from the sixteenth century through the end of the Old Regime.100 The statutes published by the bishop of Saint-Malo in 1619 were especially florid, describing the spinning bees as “assemblies of the night invented by the prince of darkness whose sole aim is to cause the fall of man.”101 Worse even than the public house was the “intolerable corruption and detestable, hideous debauchery committed under the guise of what is known in this country as spinning [and] scutching [hemp] … done at night, where men, women, and girls flock.” “We have heard from reliable people,” the statutes continued, “that going to such a … spinning bee is [the same as] going to a brothel.”102 The parlement of Brittany prohibited them entirely in 1670.103 The synodal statutes issued for the diocese of Troyes in 1680 forbade
men and boys, under pain of excommunication … to be with women and girls in the places where they assemble at night to spin or work, to linger there in any way, or to wait to walk them back home. As we also forbid under the same penalties women and girls to receive [the men and boys]. We urge them to behave during the time of their work with all the modesty befitting the faithful, and even to sanctify their meetings by a few prayers.104
This statute reflects a modest hope that casual labor at night could be “sanctified” once the sexes were rigorously separated. Most other authorities, less optimistic, simply forbade the gatherings entirely.105 German authorities also focused on the sexual associations of the spinning bee, “in which all kinds of immorality and fornication are carried on.”106 In a personal plea, a Lutheran pastor bedeviled by the spinning bees begged the state authorities for a decree that “every servant who would be found on the streets or in public houses, or other such places after 9 p.m. should be condemned to pay a fixed fine.” Recognizing that masters were not especially interested in separating young people from the rural night, the pastor continued: “and those heads of households whose servants were not home at the aforementioned time, and who keep silent about it and do not report [their servants] should just as well be punished with a fine.”107
Church authorities challenged all forms of nocturnal courtship across Europe in the seventeenth century, with some success: in France bishops threatened bundling and prenuptial sex with excommunication, and they had all but disappeared by the mid eighteenth century.108 In electoral Cologne the nocturnal courtship customs of the spring, such as the Mailehen (a mock marriage for courting couples) were successfully separated from the church’s celebration of Pentecost, though not eliminated entirely.109
We might suspect that the focus on the sexuality of village youth made the night itself incidental to this program of social discipline. But the official abhorrence of youthful rural night life was so prevalent in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries that we can see the night disciplined as night. As the council of Schwäbisch Hall ordered in 1684:
If any unmarried servants go out to drink wine, and otherwise do only what is right, and in the evening each one goes home alone, nonetheless the male servants shall pay 1 fl. and the maids 15 ß as punishment.110
In this small city, most servants came from the surrounding countryside and continued to socialize there – hence the rural context of this decree. The authorities focused directly on the night rather than on excesses in nocturnal sociability in their attempts to contain their young servants: even if nothing improper was done and all returned home by a reasonable hour, nocturnal gatherings would still be an offense.
These attempts to discipline the rural night faced sharp limits. The proliferation of laws, ordinances, and statutes focused on the night life of rural youth began in the first third of the seventeenth century. As many scholars have noted, this legislation remained in place, relatively unchanged, for 150 years or more.111 Spinning bees and similar nocturnal gatherings were forbidden everywhere, but with little effect. Scholars have documented their persistence through the eighteenth century in German-speaking Switzerland, in the Vorarlberg, in rural France, and across Germany.112 Disciplining night life in rural public houses was equally unsuccessful. These inns and taverns were too deeply rooted and performed too many acknowledged functions to be challenged directly. Specific complaints about late hours did not lead to any general restriction of opening times on paper or in practice.113
This failure to discipline the rural night is part of a key feature of the early modern state first discussed by Jürgen Schlumbohm in 1997: countless laws and regulations promulgated but not enforced.114 Yet the limited effectiveness of early modern administration only partially explains the enormous gap between prescription and enforcement seen in these attempts to discipline the rural night. As Schlumbohm has argued, early modern administrators valued laws, ordinances, and proclamations as symbols of the state’s authority. As symbols, these laws were not limited by modern-rational expectations of what could be enforced or effected in practice. The act of making or proclaiming law in itself showed the state to be Christian and benevolent.
For these laws to be more than symbols of state authority, local cooperation between rulers and subjects was essential. Church and state authorities proclaimed their baleful view of the moral and physical dangers of the night in countless laws and ordinances. But local support for limiting the night life of village youth was quite limited. Priests, pastors, and administrators noted that when pressed, heads of households sometimes defended spinning bees. One Lutheran pastor complained that “the fornication and license of the youth are made into a praiseworthy custom by parents [who claim that] from it many Christian marriages are made, as the nightly gatherings and noise bear witness.”115 Every spinning bee or Heimgarten had at least the tacit approval of the head of the household in which it was held, and the concluding verses of the Beham spinning bee print (Figure 7.1) explain: “how could it be finer for these servants / after all, the whole community of the village is with them / high and low alike. And so they like their fun at all hours / in the evening as in the morning.” With the whole village involved, who would prevent this night life? Village courts almost never prosecuted young men for nocturnal visits to court young women at their windows, or in their bedchambers. Indeed, these visits were not met with the sort of condoned violence seen above in cases of nocturnal intruders, suggesting some level of acceptance. In the specific case of Leonard Wheatcroft and Elizabeth Hawley, we know that her parents allowed them to spend the night together on many occasions once their courtship had begun. As long as spinning bees, late nights in taverns, nocturnal courtship customs, and similar night life received the tacit approval of village elders, neither church nor state could do much to discipline the rural night.
7.2.2 Sanctifying the rural night
Alongside these widespread attempts to discipline the rural night and limit nocturnal activity, a more ambitious aspect of the colonization of the rural night unfolded in Catholic territories, driven by the baroque piety of Catholic reform. As we saw in chapter 3, pious laymen, Capuchin missionaries, and reforming bishops all sought new uses for the night in a program of spiritual renewal and ecclesiastical intensification. The spiritual uses of darkness discussed in chapter 3, ascetic and aesthetic, inspired new forms of nocturnal lay piety in Italy, France, and Catholic Germany.116 This interest in sanctifying the rural night went beyond the purely disciplinary aims shared by church and state. New practices, such as the devotion of the Forty Hours and nocturnal lay processions during Holy Week, played a major role in the public piety of the seventeenth century, urban and rural. The continuous veneration of the Host day and night, formalized in the Forty Hours’ Devotion, has been described as “an incomparable means to gather the faithful,” while the nocturnal processions of the lay penitent brotherhoods on Holy Thursday or Good Friday represented “Catholic ritual’s most massive venture into the night” in the early modern centuries.117 Here we will examine the rise and fall of rural nocturnal devotion in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.
The devotion of the Forty Hours is a period of continual prayer before the Eucharist augmented with preaching, processions, and other displays of piety.118 From its origins in Milan in the 1520s and 1530s, the devotion spread with the reforms of Trent. As Pope Clement VIII explained in the Papal Constitution “Graves et diuturnae” of 1592: “We have determined to establish publicly in this Mother City of Rome an uninterrupted course of prayer in such wise that … there be observed the pious and salutary devotion of the Forty Hours … at every hour of the day and night.”119 The devotion was an ideal expression of the visual, emotional, and Eucharistic piety of the Catholic Reformation: performed in commemoration of the forty hours between the death and resurrection of the Christian savior, the penitential devotion served the missionary efforts of Capuchins, Jesuits, and Barnabites in the century after Trent.
The Forty Hours’ Devotion was practiced in French-speaking lands from the late sixteenth century on.120 In the duchy of Chablais, for example, the devotion played a vital role in missions to the Protestant region around Geneva in 1597–98, performed twice in the town of Thonon and once in the village of Annemasse. Held across France in episcopal cities and towns, the devotions were intended to draw the faithful from rural parishes and involved confraternities from nearby towns and villages.121 The literal span of forty hours meant prayer through at least one full night. Public prayers and processions in darkness served to “render the site [of the devotion] more venerated through this clear dark obscurity,” as one Catholic account explained in apophatic terms.122 The night served the emotional, penitential, and missionary goals of the Forty Hours’ Devotion.
In France this devotion, though “established and developed by the church, gained a popular character.”123 But the very popularity of the practice with clergy and lay people led to a nocturnal collision between the devotional and the disciplinary imperatives of Catholic reform. Clergy often scheduled the Forty Hours’ Devotion to counter the start of Carnival or on Mardi Gras, seeking to draw revelers away from the traditional masquerades and nocturnal revelry and into the churches for continual prayer before the consecrated host. But by the mid seventeenth century some churches chose to interrupt the devotion at night, arguing that it was better “to avoid unpleasant encounters … in the evening on the streets and to close the church and avoid the disorder that might be committed there later.”124 These concerns grew, and in 1686 the Capuchin order of France received official permission from Rome to interrupt the Forty Hours’ Devotion at night. Instead, the forty hours of prayer and preaching would occur only during daylight hours. But interrupting the “around-the-clock” veneration of the Eucharist robbed the practice of its unique theme and intensity, and surrendered the night back to the spinning bees, Carnival revelry, and tavern visits described above.125 By the end of the seventeenth century the Forty Hours’ Devotion was in decline.
Despite the popularity of the Forty Hours’ Devotion and the willingness of lay people to gather in churches for prayer and veneration of the Eucharist at night, the French clergy of the age of Louis XIV were convinced that no good could come from a gathering of common people at night, no matter how pious the context. By the end of the seventeenth century, numerous episcopal ordinances and statutes prohibited all lay prayer in churches at night, as the synodal statutes of the diocese of Amiens of 1697 indicate: “we urge all parish priests in the countryside to make public in their churches an evening prayer (at least on holidays and Sundays) at the sound of the bell, at the time they deem most convenient, and always before dark.”126 The interruption of the Forty Hours’ Devotion at night and the statutes prohibiting public prayer in churches after dark reflect the deep suspicion of French clergy of the late seventeenth century toward popular nocturnal gatherings of any kind.
In the Catholic territories of the Holy Roman Empire the same pattern emerges. Forays into the night by the clergy and pious laypeople, reflecting the baroque piety of Catholic reform, were followed by a retreat from popular nocturnal piety at the end of the seventeenth century. In the Empire nocturnal penitential processions were the most salient aspect of this attempt to sanctify the rural night. The Jesuits introduced these processions in cities such as Augsburg and Würzburg, but confraternities and lay brotherhoods soon followed suit in small towns and villages in Swabia, Bavaria, Franconia, Austria, and Tirol.127
The drama of these nocturnal processions, with costumed participants and illuminated images of the Passion, put baroque devotion in motion. The Good Friday procession of the confraternity of the Holy Rosary in the town of St. Johann in Tirol is especially well documented. Between 1645 and 1756 the confraternity held seventy-nine processions. All seventeen processions held between 1667 and 1686 took place “in the evening,” but the practice was then moved permanently to the daytime.128 In the Bavarian city of Traunstein, the processions of the Corpus Christi confraternity were viewed with wonder by local peasants, but they showed “poor reverence and respect” for the evening spectacle (1667). In 1676, in hopes of a “more attractive” procession, the confraternity considered moving its start from 7 p.m. to “the daytime, soon after matins … because people could see everything better, and it would be easier to maintain order than at night, and would also save on lights, and avoid the danger of fire.”129 The brotherhood decided to keep the spectacle at night, but in 1680 tried processing in the afternoon before returning again to nocturnal processions. In Mindelheim the Good Friday procession of the Corpus Christi brotherhood, documented as nocturnal in 1686, was moved to the early afternoon sometime in the early eighteenth century.130 The nocturnal processions of confraternities in France, usually held on the night of Holy Thursday, suffered the same relocation.131
The confident, Tridentine attempt to sanctify popular nocturnal customs and initiate new nocturnal rituals was overshadowed in the course of the seventeenth century by the defensive action described as an “obsessive denial of the night.”132 As a result, the Catholic church, like its Protestant relations, had little relationship with the rural night by the early eighteenth century. A 1671 ordinance of Antoine Godeau, bishop of Vence, sums up the Catholic withdrawal from the rural night:
Being advised that in our diocese every year many irreverences are committed on the night of Holy Thursday in the churches where the people linger under the pretext that the Blessed Sacrament is exposed, we have ordered as a remedy, first, that … the Blessed Sacrament will no longer be exposed after the Mass of Holy Thursday but … will be deposited in the chalice which will be covered by a white veil and placed upon the altar.
[Second,] We prohibit any sort of person from sleeping in the church under pain of excommunication, [and] order that it will close at ten o’clock precisely. The penitent brothers who are accustomed to come in procession to the church will have to come before nine o’clock to sing the litany of the Passion as they are accustomed and will then return to their chapels with modesty and without noise.133
By the end of the seventeenth century the church’s colonization of the night was in full retreat. The very practices curtailed by this bishop – prayer vigils before the Eucharist at night and nocturnal processions by confraternities – had been promoted by pious laymen and missionary clergy during the previous century.
The colonization of the rural night was less ambitious than that in the city. It was also less successful, even in its limited terms. By and large, attempts to rid the rural night of its courting couples and drunken tavern-goers failed. Attempts to sanctify certain rural nights during Holy Week or at Christmas also had little effect on rural youth and village culture.134 Most of the ordinances, statutes, and decrees aimed at clearing the rural night of its disorder were in place by the early seventeenth century; most of the goals described in these regulations, such as the elimination of women’s spinning bees or “alley-catting” by young men, were unmet at the end of the eighteenth century, with the ordinances and prohibitions repeated and reprinted through the end of the Old Regime.
The sources of this failure to colonize the rural night are easy to see. The colonization of the urban night was driven by the settlement of urban elites in the night, reflecting powerful forces of conspicuous consumption of goods and time, supported by the disciplinary efforts of the state. In the countryside, settlement was not a priority and village elites often winked at the nocturnal customs of their youth. The disciplinary reach of the state was notoriously limited.135 As a result, country life moved in traditional rhythms, creating a new contrast with the nocturnalized pulse of the better-policed and illuminated streets of the great cities of the eighteenth century.
7.3 Country folk, city nights: daily time diverges in the eighteenth century
By 1700 a new literary formula was emerging. Authors embellished the age-old comparison between urban and rural life with a new contrast between the nights of the city and those of the countryside. In 1714 Alexander Pope (1688–1744) penned an “Epistle to Miss Blount, on her leaving the Town, after the Coronation.” Addressing “some fond Virgin, whom her mother’s care / Draggs from the town to wholesome country air,” Pope describes the fate of Miss Blount in the country:
She went, to plain-work, and to purling brooks,
Old-fashion’d halls, dull aunts, and croaking rooks:
She went from Op’ra, park, assembly, play,
To morning walks, and pray’r three hours a day:
To part her time ’twixt reading and bohea,
To muse, and spill her solitary tea,
Or o’er cold coffee trifle with the spoon,
Count the slow clock, and dine exact at noon:
Divert her eyes with pictures in the fire,
Hum half a tune, tell stories to the squire;
Up to her godly garret after sev’n,
There starve and pray, for that’s the way to heav’n.136
The daily rhythms of country life seem especially deadening here, with dinner at noon and bedtime not long after seven.
Were the urban and rural nights truly drifting apart? Pope’s comments clearly reflect the divergence of city and country time as a literary theme, but also reveal a real shift in patterns of daily time. In the Tatler of December 12, 1710, Richard Steele mentioned “an old friend … being lately come to town” from the countryside. “I went to see him on Tuesday last about eight o’clock in the evening,” continued the author, “with a design to sit with him an hour or two and talk over old stories”:
but upon inquiring after him, his servant told me he was just gone up to bed. The next morning, as soon as I was up and dressed, and had dispatched a little business, I came again to my friend’s house about eleven o’clock, with a design to renew my visit; but upon asking for him, his servant told me he was just sat down to dinner.
Clearly, London and the country are out of step in this case. Steele continued:
In short, I found that my old-fashioned friend religiously adhered to the example of his forefathers, and observed the same hours that had been kept in his family ever since the Conquest.137
When the Newcastle curate Henry Bourne published his thoughts on Antiquitates vulgares; or, the antiquities of the common people (Newcastle, 1725) he sought to give “an account of several of their opinions and ceremonies.” The common people are in his understanding country folk (and there is nothing new in this assumption), but Bourne’s comments suggest that he sees a different daily rhythm in the countryside. Discussing the belief that the evil spirits of the night are banished by cockcrow, he notes
that in Country-Places, where the Way of Life requires more early Labour, they always go cheerfully to Work at that time [i.e. cockcrow]; whereas if they are called abroad sooner, they are apt to imagine every Thing they see or hear, to be a wandering Ghost.138
Rural folk also spend their long winter evenings differently, as Bourne notes in his tenth chapter, “Of the Country Conversation in a Winter’s Evening: Their Opinions of Spirits and Apparitions.” Bourne claims that “Nothing is commoner in Country Places, than for a whole family in a Winter’s Evening, to sit round the Fire, and tell stories of Apparitions and Ghosts.”139 Physician and poet Mark Aikenside’s The Pleasures of the Imagination (1744) presents a similar scene:
Hence finally, by night
The village-matron, round the blazing hearth,
Suspends the infant-audience with her tales,
Breathing astonishment! of witching rhymes,
And evil spirits …
of shapes that walk
At dead of night, and clank their chains, and wave
The torch of hell around the murderer’s bed.140
The connection these authors make between the absence of nocturnalization and the belief in ghosts and witches plays a key role in the disenchantment of the night discussed in the next chapter. By creating the stereotype of rustic superstition at night, these commentators reflected a new divergence of daily schedules between city and village. In the cities, nocturnalization was promoted by the state on one hand, and by a deepening public consumer culture on the other – a powerful combination of discipline and distinction.141 Both forces were attenuated in the countryside.
The spread of street lighting and festive illuminations in cities also created a new contrast with the night in the countryside. In a 1745 pamphlet celebrating the birth of a Habsburg prince, two “peasants from the highlands” view the illumination of Vienna (see Figure 7.6). The first is astounded: “wherever I look, wherever I go, lights shine without end / and the houses all around are like the heavens.” The other adds “in our village there’s never been a church fair (‘kermes’) like this!”142
Figure 7.6 Two peasants marvel at an illumination in Vienna. Curioses Gespräch: zwischen Hänsel und Lippel zweyen oberländischen Bauern bey der den 14.Märzen in … Wien … gehalten Illumination (Vienna, 1745), fo. 2.
Ekirch has shown that the age-old pattern of segmented sleep was disrupted by artificial light beginning in the late seventeenth century (coincident with the rise of street lighting, better domestic lighting, and coffeehouses). “Divided sleep,” he argued, “would grow less common with the passage of time, first among the propertied classes in the better-lit urban neighborhoods, then slowly among other social strata.”143 References to segmented sleep are absent from the diaries of elite men because their daily life was extended well past sunset by artificial lighting, indoors and out. The nights of townspeople, compressed by artificial light into a single sleep of seven or eight hours, began to diverge from the age-old pattern of segmented sleep found everywhere else.
By the middle of the century, the well-born might encounter early rising and rural daily time as something “new.” In 1740 Anne Donnellan (c. 1700–62), daughter of a chief baron of the Exchequer, discovered rising with the sun during a visit to Spa. Writing to Elizabeth Robinson Montagu, Donnellan explained:
I like Spa exceedingly; ’tis a mere country village, with a very romantic country about it. I like the way of living, which is new to me; we are all out by six in the morning in our chaises, and go three miles to the Geronstere waters; we come home at nine, and take a cup of chocolate, dine between twelve and one, go to the assembly at four, where there are all countries, and all languages, half a dozen card tables, and no crowd; from the assembly we take a walk in the Capuchin’s garden; all are in before eight to supper, and to bed at ten.144
In her reply Elizabeth Robinson imagines herself at Spa and seems quite touched by the “new” country schedule of rising by 6 a.m.:
I like the manner of living, it is quite new, and the place so romantic! I cannot say I am fond of such early rising, or that I delight in cards, but custom would, in a week’s time, make the first easy, and I suppose for the other it is not worse than Bath.145
In the summer 6 a.m. would be just after sunrise, which would have scarcely seemed early to the sixteenth-century ancestors of these women.
Summing up these developments in 1786 the fashion writer Friedrich Justin Bertuch explained that “an entirely new order of things” had supplanted the traditional rhythm of daytime for work and night for rest and sleep.146 As discussed in chapter 5, Bertuch regarded the change as self-evident and presented numerous examples drawn from the courts and cities of Northern Europe, noting that people of quality in England had shifted their mealtimes and sleeping times later by about seven (!) hours over the past two centuries.147 This nocturnalization was inevitable: “the occupations of the day begin ever later, the more society is refined and luxury increases.”148 This refinement was perceived and presented as urban and European: “the king of Yemen, ruler of Arabia Felix, dines early at nine for a midday meal, at five for the evening [meal], and goes to sleep around eleven,” whereas “the pleasures of the evening and night are the ruling fashion in France and England, and indeed in every great city.”149 The shift to later hours does not include the rural population.150
By the eighteenth century the temporal markers of daily life – the traditional times for labor, meals, and sleep – in the two sites were slipping out of step as townspeople used artificial lighting, indoors and out, to shift their daily schedule into the night. The nightward shift of daily times for dinner (i.e., the main, “midday” meal), supper, and sleep by social class is underscored by the view from Napoleon’s Paris:
Two hundred years ago the Parisians had their dinner at noon: today the craftsman dines at two o’clock, the great merchant at three, the clerks at four, the parvenu, the businessman, and the exchange agent at five o’clock; the minister, the legislator, the rich bachelor, at six, and the last usually leave the dinner table at the time when our fathers sat down for their last meal of the day.
Emphasizing the late hours of the city’s well-to-do, the author continued, “those who do have supper sit down at the table at eleven o’clock, and in the summer they go to bed when the worker rises.”151 In the Tatler essay quoted above, Steele elaborated on the development by creating a contrast with rural life:
For this reason I desired a friend of mine in the country to let me know, whether the lark rises as early as he did formerly? and whether the cock begins to crow at his usual hour? My friend has answered me, that his poultry are as regular as ever, and that all the birds and beasts of his neighborhood keep the same hours that they have observed in the memory of man.”152
Steele recognized that waking, dining, and sleeping hours were now dictated by location and class as they had not been a generation earlier. Moral commentators like Steele may have criticized the nocturnalization of urban daily life, but they were too invested in social discipline and social distinction to actually challenge the process. The resulting tensions between urban and rural time persist to this day, as rural resistance to daylight savings time suggests.
In 1658 the peasant Michl Bruckhay sued the Jewish livestock dealer Hudel Hitzig before the Imperial Aulic Court (Hofgericht) in Rottweil. Both men lived in the village of Kriegshaber, near Augsburg, and as the dispute moved through the imperial legal system, Bruckhay’s son and his son’s friends lashed out against their Jewish neighbor. On the night before Easter 1659 they threw a pig in Hitzig’s well and broke his windows. The local authorities did not condone this nocturnal assault, levying a 45-gulden fine on Michl Bruckhay for his son’s actions.153 Little had changed between the invasion of Barthel Dorfheilige’s inn at Wanfried in 1603 and this incident in 1659, and young men would continue to serve as the “guardians of disorder” in villages through the end of the Old Regime.
When darkness fell over the early modern countryside, the characteristic ambivalence of the night emerged. Fear waxed alongside pleasure, leisure merged with labor, and limitations created opportunities. An intense combination of discipline and distinction drove nocturnalization at courts and in cities. From a rural perspective, however, the illuminated courts and cities resembled another vitreous innovation of the seventeenth century, the greenhouse. The concentrated administrative energy and dynamic conspicuous consumption at courts and in large cities produced an exotic bloom of night life. This growth could not be sustained in the early modern countryside, where rural folk instead tended hardy, native nocturnal traditions. Attempts to colonize the rural night were fewer and less successful. At the end of the eighteenth century the spinning bees had endured, rural publicans and customers continued to ignore closing hours, and the night remained a time and place for youth, especially young men. The expansion of respectable night life at the expense of the nocturnal elements of traditional youth culture in cities created a new contrast between city and country nights.
Chapter Eight Darkness and Enlightenment
How did Europeans understand darkness and the night, real and symbolic, as the rhythms of daily time shifted? This chapter examines several key controversies of the early Enlightenment in the context of daily experiences and popular beliefs associated with the night and its shadows. The imprint of nocturnalization on these controversies reveals the unevenness of nocturnalization and of the universal claims made by the New Philosophy. Claims to dispel darkness, literal or figurative, lead us to darkness relocated or recreated elsewhere. The tension between the universalism of light and the selective use of the night refigures our understanding of the origins of the Enlightenment and the special place of its early or radical phase.
The study of nocturnalization in the preceding chapters has revealed two contrasting but ultimately complementary responses to darkness and the night in the seventeenth century. Two sets of discourses and practices arose: one which sought to dispel darkness and transform the night, and another focused on creating and manipulating darkness, whether in devotion or spectacle. These two faces of nocturnalization left their imprint on the form and content of the early Enlightenment. In the first set of discourses and practices, the new street lighting was often described as vanquishing the darkness by transforming night into day: “The night will be lit up as bright as day, in every street,” as a 1667 report on the new street lighting of Paris exclaimed.1 This sense of triumph over darkness is reflected on an intellectual level by Spinoza, for example, who defined darkness as a nonentity in a 1663 treatise, arguing that “We imagine nonentities positively, as beings … we imagine as if they were beings all those modes which the mind uses for negating, such as blindness, extremity, or … darkness, etc.”2 In his Essay Concerning Human Understanding Locke made clear that the association of the night with frightening supernatural beings was entirely contingent: “The ideas of goblins and sprites have really no more to do with darkness than light,” he explained. The problem was a false association created by young women:
yet let but a foolish maid inculcate these often on the mind of a child, and raise them there together, possibly he shall never be able to separate them again so long as he lives, but darkness shall ever afterwards bring with it those frightful ideas, and they shall be so joined, that he can no more bear the one than the other.3
Darkness itself has no innate qualities for Locke. In similar terms the readers of London’s popular Athenian Mercury were told in an article on darkness published in the 1690s that darkness was “a mere Privation of light.”4
In contrast to the proclaimed elimination of darkness, baroque piety and the perspective stage used darkness as a real presence to create visual and emotional effects, as did the fireworks and illuminations that crowned court celebrations and political displays. Nocturnalization thus describes a dual relationship to darkness, encompassing the discourses and practices that dispelled or denied darkness as well as those that created, maintained, and manipulated it. This chapter examines the influence of both sides of nocturnalization on European culture at the start of what Herder called “our enlightened century.”5 The seemingly straightforward connection between lighting and the Enlightenment becomes more complex and revealing when we examine both aspects of nocturnalization in the milieu, intellectual content, and controversies of the early Enlightenment.6 I do this by tracing the cultural and intellectual fates of ghosts, witches, and Hell – three intertwined aspects of medieval and early modern culture deeply associated with darkness and the night – in the seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries.7 These manifestations of nocturnal fear, now separated from their basis in the darkness of everyday life, became weak links in the chain of traditional belief. But the discourses which challenged traditional ideas about ghosts, witches, and Hell all used or evoked darkness and the night to supplement their claims. In the same terms, I examine the imprint of nocturnalization on two key texts of the early Enlightenment: Bernard Le Bovier de Fontenelle’s Entretiens sur la pluralité des mondes (Conversations on the Plurality of Worlds) of 1686 and Balthasar Bekker’s De betoverde weereld (The World Bewitched, 1691–94). Both of these self-consciously “global” works redrew intellectual and cultural boundaries, creating new zones of insight and darkness.
In early modern Europe, ghosts made eschatology apparent to the senses. They revealed the meaning of death and the reality of the afterlife in physical reality: ghosts could be seen, heard, or felt. Their place in early modern European culture (learned and popular) was especially sharply debated across the period from the Reformation through the Enlightenment.
The association of ghosts with the night was axiomatic. Across the Western cultural tradition, the night has long served as a fundamental symbol of death and the afterlife,8 and the experience of the night shaped descriptions of death, purgatory, Hell, and ghosts in popular and learned accounts alike. In 1643 a baker in the Bavarian town of Altomünster reported to his confessor that he had been visited by a ghost from Purgatory. The spirit asked the baker to fulfill a vow so that it could rest in peace. As David Lederer observed in his valuable 2002 article on ghosts in early modern Bavaria, the baker seems to have understood the apparition as a true purgatorial spirit in orthodox Catholic terms, but the Ecclesiastical Council in Freising did not agree. When the confessor reported the baker’s experience to the Ecclesiastical Council, the learned clerics of the Council responded with a list of ten problems with the account. Among them, “the baker claimed that the spirit appeared brightly lit and joyous during the day as well as at night. Ghosts from Purgatory, the Council reminded the father confessor, were spirits of the dark, tending to sadness and usually showing themselves around midnight.”9 The leading Protestant denunciation of ghosts from Purgatory, Ludwig Lavater’s 1570 treatise De Spectris, argued that any seeming ghost was in reality the Devil or a demon assuming the form of deceased person to deceive the living.10 As described above in chapter 2, Lavater agreed that such apparitions “do appear still in these days both day & night, but especially in the night … For he who is the author of these things, is called in the holy Scriptures the Prince of darkness, and therefore he shunneth the light of Gods word.”11 Lavater warned that “Spirits and other strange sights, be not the Souls of Men, but be either good or evil Angels,” or else some human trickery.12 In other words, Lavater and most sixteenth-century Protestants agreed that the Devil could visit the living in any guise, including that of a familiar deceased person; some persons might also fake an apparition of some kind, but the souls of the dead could not leave the afterlife and appear to the living: “neither the souls of the faithful, nor of infidels, do walk upon the earth after they are once parted from their bodies.” The meaning of ghosts and other nocturnal apparitions became the focus of fierce Protestant–Catholic debate in the second half of the sixteenth century with the publication of Pierre Le Loyer’s Catholic response to Lavater, the 1586 IIII. livres des spectres, ou apparitions et visions d’espirits, anges et démons (Four Books on Specters or Apparitions and Visions of Spirits, Angels, and Demons). Despite the controversy surrounding the issue, Protestants and Catholics agreed that apparitions (whether ghosts from Purgatory or devils from Hell) were most likely to walk the earth at night.13
The deep association of ghosts with the night across the confessional divisions of early modern culture linked the new ghost controversies that arose in the late seventeenth century with nocturnalization. The ideas and values of the early Enlightenment, whether inspired by Descartes, Hobbes, or by general skepticism, found ready expression in debates over ghosts and spirits. In comparison with discussions about the reality of witchcraft and the existence of Hell, the stakes were a bit lower when expressing skepticism about spirits or their abilities, and queries about the reality of ghosts and the abilities of spirits could be aired in a broader forum. At the same time, as we will see, skepticism about the “nature, power, administration, and operation” of spirits could serve as the thin end of the wedge of unbelief.14
The rise of skeptical, Cartesian, and empiricist views challenged ghost beliefs in new ways, and the beliefs found new defenders in Protestant Europe. Two new positions on the reality of specters and ghosts, running parallel to the nocturnalization examined above, emerged in the second half of the seventeenth century. Skepticism about the existence or physical abilities of spirits might arise from even a superficial brush with Hobbes or Descartes; defenders of the spirit world associated this skepticism with libertines like the English “town-gallant,” who “Till Noon … lies a Bed to digest his over-nights Debaucht” – a night spent in brothels, playhouses, coffeehouses, and taverns. Denounced as a blasphemous skeptic in the 1675 pamphlet The Character of a town-gallant, the gallant’s “religion (for now and then he will be prattling of that too) is pretendedly Hobbian.” He actually understands nothing of the New Philosophy, our critic explains, but “the rattle of it at Coffee-houses has taught him to Laugh at Spirits, and maintain there are no Angels, but those in Petticoats. And therefore he defies Heaven … imagines Hell, only a Hot-house to Flux in for a Clap, and calls the Devil, the Parsons Bug-Bear.”15 Often associated with the worst of debauchery and unbelief, the denial of spirits by free-thinkers and “esprits forts” in taverns and coffeehouses led to broader and more sophisticated forms of unbelief. To counter this position, conservatives began to emphasize the reality of spirits as evidence of the reality of Heaven, Hell, and the entire “invisible world.” As we will see, the café at night was a key site for these debates over the implications of the New Philosophy for belief in ghosts and spirits across Northern Europe.
In 1701 the clandestine Leipzig newsletter Geheime Briefe, So zwischen curieusen Personen über notable Sachen … gewechselt worden (Secret Letters, Exchanged among Curious Persons on Notable Issues) defended the existence of ghosts to a broader public, providing us with an extraordinary visual overview of the issues in the form of an illustration of a ghost appearing to three men at night (Figure 8.1).
Figure 8.1 Facing-page illustration, Geheime Briefe, So zwischen curieusen Personen über notable Sachen … gewechselt worden (Freystadt [i.e. Leipzig], 1701), after p. 829.
The unnamed author of the Secret Letters insisted that ghosts and spirits were real, and that the denial of their existence was pernicious: “The denial of ghosts is the subtle profession of atheism” (“Spectrorum negatio est subtilis Atheismi professio”) is the title of the illustration (Figure 8.2). The illustration offers a unique visualization of the ghost controversy. As the three men drink and smoke their pipes by candlelight, a libertine raises a toast, unaware of the headless apparition just seen by the companion on his left. The dark time of drink, sin, and atheism becomes a moment when the reality of spirits (and of God) is revealed: the libertine night becomes a mystic time. The corresponding text in the 1701 Secret Letters asks “What we should think of those Christians who do not believe in ghosts and the appearance of spirits and deny their physical actions?”16 The response denounces such Christians as a “disturbing and dangerous swarm,” and attacks the “ghost-busters” (“Gespenst-Stürmer”) who deny the appearance and effects of spirits. Such persons
are not really subtle but in fact truly crude atheists, who must either deny the witness of the Holy Scripture, Old and New Testaments, or twist [Scripture] in an unreasonable and scurrilous way.17
Figure 8.2 Detail: illustration title, Geheime Briefe, So zwischen curieusen Personen über notable Sachen … gewechselt worden (Freystadt [i.e. Leipzig], 1701), after p. 829.
The author emphasizes the evidence in the Christian Scriptures:
accounts of ghosts appear in the Old Testament (such as the appearance of the prophet Samuel and similar, etc.), not to speak of the New Testament … which must be mere fables to such a “ghost-buster” if he wants to deny the appearance of spirits.18
The association of late-night conversation with the debate over ghosts and spirits extends beyond this image, appearing in several diaries of the period. Far from the intellectual centers of Leipzig or London, for example, the West Country physician Claver Morris of Wells in Somerset noted a similar exchange in his diary on September 6, 1709: “At the [weekly Tuesday night] Music-Meeting there happened to be Captain James Coward; And his asking how a Spirit could throw a Bed-Staff gave me an occasion to prove beyond his denying, & I hope to his satisfaction, that the World was not eternal and that there were future rewards & Punishments after Death.”19 The conversation recorded in Morris’s terse entry starts with Coward posing a question raised by Descartes and Spinoza: how could an immaterial spirit interact with the physical world? We do not know exactly what followed this question, but one way or another, the conversation led to Morris shoring up several pillars of Christian doctrine by asserting the last judgment and the reality of post mortem punishments, including Hell. As the Secret Letters article warned, there seemed to be a slippery slope from skepticism about ghosts to the outright denial of Christian verities.
Only one “ghost-buster” was mentioned by name in the Secret Letters article: the Amsterdam Reformed minister Balthasar Bekker (1634–98), who had unleashed an enormous controversy with the publication of his De betoverde weereld (The World Bewitched, 1691–94).20 Across the four volumes of this work Bekker argued that “the apparitions of Evil Spirits are contrary to true Reason, and that the Holy Scripture affords no proofs of it.”21 Bekker’s work was immediately translated into German, French, and English and was read and discussed widely in the 1690s.22 Bekker was an orthodox Reformed minister, but the intellectual basis of The World Bewitched was an explosive combination of Cartesian pneumatology and Spinoza’s accomodationalist biblical exegesis. On Cartesian grounds he questioned whether “a Spirit, as a Spirit, and so much the more as it is a Spirit, can without Body act upon all sorts of Bodies, and upon other Spirits,” concluding that “the operations of such Spirits, as are not joined to a Body; either Angels or Devils” cannot “act upon other Bodies, either of Men, or other matter.”23 Denounced as a “Spinozist” and atheist for the claims in The World Bewitched, which we will examine below, Bekker was permanently suspended from his post in Amsterdam in 1692.24 The contrast between Bekker and his predecessor Lavater is especially revealing: these two Reformed pastors and theologians, separated by a century of concentrated intellectual ferment, held completely opposed views of the existence and effects of demons and spirits in this world.
The denunciations of Bekker’s work in the Netherlands, England, and Germany were intense. His claim that neither reason nor Scripture could prove “that Men have any commerce with Spirits”25 deeply disturbed Protestant authors who saw in such spirits proof of all things spiritual, and in their denial the prelude to atheism. Some argued for guilt by association: in 1692 the Amsterdam Reformed minister Jacobus Koelman claimed that ideas in The World Bewitched “have a lot in common with atheists, Sadducees, Epicureans, Libertines, and other Scripture despisers, and especially with Thomas Hobbes, Benedict Spinoza, Adrian Koerbach, David Joris, and the like.”26
Indeed, in the 1690s conservative English Protestants were responding to the same intellectual threats generated by “atheists, Sadducees, Epicureans, [and] Libertines” homegrown and imported. The number of ghost publications in Britain surged and the Athenian Mercury (an English periodical similar to the Secret Letters) began trading in ghost stories. But the English ghost controversy had its origins a generation earlier. As ghost-story collector John Aubrey (1626–97) explained:
When I was a child … before the Civil Wars … the fashion was for old women and maids to tell fabulous stories nighttimes, of Sprites and walking of Ghosts, etc. … When the wars came, and with them Liberty of Conscience and Liberty of inquisition [inquiry], the phantoms vanished. Now children fear no such things, having heard not of them.27
The Interregnum unleashed a torrent of heterodox ideas from Thomas Hobbes, the Ranters, other antinomians, and Christian mortalists like Richard Overton and John Milton – all in one way or another denied the existence of ghosts, spirits, demons, the afterlife, or the immortality of the soul. Responding to the “Liberty of Conscience and Liberty of inquisition” that had begun in the 1640s, the Cambridge theologian Henry More (1614–87) began promoting ghost belief in his 1653 An antidote against atheisme, or, An appeal to the natural faculties of the minde of man. This was the first Protestant defense of the belief in ghosts and spirits:
I thought fit to fortify and strengthen the Faith of others as much as I could; being well assured that a contemptuous misbelief of such like Narrations concerning Spirits, and an endeavour of making them all ridiculous and incredible, is a dangerous Prelude to Atheisme it self, or else a more close and crafty Profession or Insinuation of it.28
For writers like More, the night took on a new value as the time of the appearance of ghosts and spirits. Among the defenders of established Christianity in the latter half of the seventeenth century, the spirits of the night held a new meaning. No longer seen as diabolical illusions or as bearers of messages of repentance, justice, or vengeance, now the specters were seen as proof of the immortality of the soul, and of the existence of God and the afterlife as well. As penitential spirits or diabolic apparitions, they drew their meaning from a larger system of belief; now, in an ominous reversal of signification, these apparitions had to serve as evidence of that larger invisible reality.
For many Protestant authors in Britain, the Netherlands, and the Empire, the threat of popery that once surrounded such apparitions was utterly overshadowed by the Christian mortalism of Milton or the “atheism” of Hobbes, Spinoza, or even Bekker. The utility of the ghost to preserve faith in God – and in divine mystery and majesty – became paramount. This utility was initially supported by hopes that the circulation of enough “well-attested” ghost stories would prove their reality within the empiricism on the rise at the end of the century.
In this debate, both positions reflected fundamental changes in everyday life for the learned and urbane. As noted earlier, nocturnalization encompassed two seemingly contradictory trends: on the one hand the conquest of the darkness and the night through vastly improved street and domestic lighting, and on the other the creation and manipulation of darkness at royal spectacles, on baroque perspective stages, and in absolutist political display in general. The ghost literature of the seventeenth century presents a similar contrast between dispellers and promoters of the shadowy spirit world. The “ghost-busters” (such as Spinoza and Bekker) claimed to shine the light of Cartesian analysis or rational Scriptural exegesis onto the shadowy existence of ghosts and reveal them to be, in the words of Spinoza “but dreams, which differ from God as totally, as that which is not differs from that which is.”29 Whether materialist, rationalist, or empiricist, the radical Enlightenment promised the elimination of the shadowy world of ghosts, demons, and spirits. The discourses which denied the existence of ghosts circulated in the most nocturnalized spaces of this period. Many issued from the cities of the Netherlands, which enjoyed the oldest and most effective street lighting in Europe. (See Map 5.2.) From this dense concentration of nocturnalized daily life, the ideas of the radical Enlightenment radiated through the night, from the genteel evening gatherings of Claver Morris in Somerset to the coffeehouses and taverns of London, Paris, and Leipzig.
In contrast, sovereigns who used darkness and the night to enhance their displays of light and power – such as Charles I, Louis XIV, Augustus the Strong of Saxony, or even Frederick William I of Prussia – mirror those anxious Protestants who assessed the dangers of “atheism” as much greater than those of popery and so emphasized the reports of ghosts and spirits in their own times as “sensible proof of spirits” and therefore of God. In a 1678 treatise on angels Benjamin Camfield referred to “the Supreme Spirit, and Father of Spirits”:
’tis to be observed, among our modern Atheists and Sadducees especially, that their antipathy and aversation, as to the notion and being of Spirits universally, hath carried them on (and naturally doth so) to the dethroning of God, the Supreme Spirit, and Father of Spirits.30
Terrified by the dethroning of kings and heavenly king alike, apologists for monarchy and revealed Christianity praised darkness as fundamental to divine and earthly majesty. Dryden’s “Astraea Redux” of 1660 presented the night as a time when the truth of monarchy was revealed (“Well might the Ancient Poets then confer / On Night the honour’d name of Counseller”), rehabilitating the Stuarts, “In such adversities to Scepters train’d,” by claiming that “We light alone in dark afflictions find.” Rachel Jevon’s poem in celebration of the restoration of Charles II pairs darkness and splendor by proclaiming Charles “More Splendid made by dark Afflictions Night; / Live ever Monarch in Coelestial Light.” The royal spectacles of Louis XIV, beginning with the Ballet de la Nuit of 1653, used darkness to enhance the brilliance of the Sun King.31 The parallel between the importance of darkness to baroque royal spectacle and the importance of ghosts and spirits to Christian faith was first made explicit by Henry More in his 1653 Antidote against atheisme. More chose to end his 160-page treatise with a ringing simile:
For assuredly that Saying was nothing [i.e., never] so true in Politicks, No Bishop, no King; as this is in Metaphysics, No Spirit, no God.32
Countless Protestant divines had denounced all apparitions as human or diabolical trickery, but More, Camfield, Koelman and other Protestants writing in response to the New Philosophy saw these specters as heaven-sent evidence of the Divine. By the end of the seventeenth century, Protestant supporters of monarchy and the divine monarch had embraced the night and its ghosts in terms that would have been unthinkable a half-century earlier.
8.2 Witches
The debate over ghosts and spirits shaded into the more weighty issue of witchcraft. This is no surprise: for early modern people the ghost and the witch were “not merely allied beliefs, but intrinsic parts of the same system.”33 The Devil might appear in the form of a ghost, or directly to a witch; witches might summon the spirits of the dead (as the witch of Endor did) – all were manifestations of the same metaphysical order, sharing deep associations with the night.
Though closely associated in popular and learned belief, the stakes were higher when witchcraft was at issue. Ghost belief could have serious theological and political implications, but there were no major legal issues tied to it. Witchcraft, in contrast, was a crime described and denounced in every body of Western law. Its ties to the political order were explicit. By the middle of the seventeenth century, Protestants and Catholics alike had created a stable context for witchcraft that demanded its persecution, despite the publications of skeptics from several confessions. This context framed witches as the Devil’s servants on earth, with their maleficia, gatherings, and rituals recognized as inverted reflections of the legitimate servants and proper worship of God. Imagined nocturnal gatherings were a key part of this inversion. In these terms Stuart Clark has elucidated the political logic behind the persecution of witches, which helps account for the violence of both the persecutions and the flare-ups of debate over it. In response to criticism of the execution of several witches in Scotland in 1697, minister Robert Wylie argued that “unless a man hath so far renounced humanity as well as religion as to deny invisible Spirits, and the being of witches,” the actions of the Scots authorities were irreproachable.34 The legal and practical context of witchcraft persecution, as well as its theoretical underpinnings in learned demonology, all emphasized the night as the time of diabolical temptation and the witches’ sabbath. The tie between witchcraft and the night intensified at the end the sixteenth century as the learned demonization of the night made its way into popular culture through witch trials and publications.
After 1650, the stable framework of learned demonology and legal persecution was shaken by new challenges that went beyond the humane skepticism of Montaigne, Scot, Wier, or Spee. On an intellectual level, these challenges arose from Cartesian or materialist thought; on a quotidian level, increasing use of the night for respectable sociability undercut its demonization. Spinoza provides some of the most striking expressions, arguing in his Korte Verhandeling (c. 1660) that “devils cannot possibly exist” and refuting arguments about the existence of spirits in series of letters in 1674.35 Such authors challenged the possibility of witchcraft on an abstract level, and they presented their arguments as light overcoming the darkness of superstition.
In response to these new challenges, witchcraft took on new meanings in the law and learned discourse.36 More and more, stories about witches became assertions of the reality of witchcraft. As with ghosts and spirits, supporters of traditional, revealed Christianity saw witchcraft itself as evidence of the reality of their faith and their God. The nocturnal crimes and gatherings of witches were inverted testimony to the divine order preached by the established churches. To preface accounts of witchcraft and witch trials in New England and Sweden The Compleat Library, or, News for the Ingenious (December, 1692) explained the stakes:
As we are troubled in this Age by a great many Atheists, or pretenders to Atheism, so we are no less pestered with a multitude of Pretenders to Reason and Christianity both, which yet against both Reason and Scripture … do strangely Sadducise, and dogmatically, and confidently maintain, there are no witches.37
By publishing these accounts of sorcery, “being attested in the most Authentic manner that is possible,” the author hoped to “satisfy them [i.e., the skeptics] of the Reality of the Being of such wicked Creatures, and of the lamentable Effects of their horrid Confederacy with wicked Spirits.” Despite this author’s reference to “the lamentable Effects” of human alliance with evil spirits, these alliances served an important new purpose by generating accounts of witchcraft which could now be used in the name of established Christianity to support a system of beliefs that seemed (to traditional defenders at least) to be challenged on all sides. As a Scots author explained in a 1698 account of witchcraft, after “Seeing Devils take so much pains to contract for the Souls of Witches; the Saducee’s tho’ judicially blinded in their Reason, are hereby rendred inexcusable by very sense.”38
Conversations with free-thinkers confirmed the fear that denial of the reality of ghosts and witches was a slippery slope to graver errors. This was the conclusion of Ralph Thoresby, the nonconformist antiquary of Leeds, who noted in his diary on June 13, 1712 that he was “troubled.” Visiting London, he had spent that evening and the one before at a coffeehouse in the company of learned men like himself, including one Obadiah Oddy (a classicist), a “Mr. Gale,” and Edmond Halley, Savilian Professor at Oxford. Halley had a reputation as a free-thinker, but the trouble came from Oddy. Thoresby wrote that Oddy, who had been “very zealous in opposing even the best attested narratives of apparitions, witchcraft, etc.” on the previous evening, “now confessed he believed there was no Devil.” Thoresby responded in his diary: “the Lord enlighten him!”39 Could accounts of devils and witches counter this unbelief? In conversation with the free-thinker Oddy, Thoresby (and perhaps other interlocutors) presented “the best attested narratives of apparitions, witchcraft, etc.” as proof of the invisible world of God and spirits, but to no avail.
Apparently concerned by his nocturnal encounter with skepticism, Thoresby began the next day to read “Mr. Beaumont of Genii,” a reference to John Beaumont’s An historical, physiological and theological treatise of spirits, apparitions, witchcrafts, and other magical practices … With a refutation of Dr. Bekker’s World bewitch’d; and other authors that have opposed the belief of them of 1705.40 Ten days later he noted that he had “Finished the perusal of Mr. Beaumont’s History of Genii, or spirits, presented to me, and recommended by the pious Bishop of Gloucester, from whom I had also an account of that very remarkable apparition mentioned in the postscript. His Lordship says this curious treatise has done much good in this skeptical age.”41
Beaumont’s treatise began with an engraving of divination by night (Figure 8.3, “Jews Going Out in the Moonshine to Know their Fortune” by Michael van der Gucht) which reinforced the traditional association of the night with the reality of magic and divination. Here Beaumont cited a Jewish tradition of nocturnal divination during Sukkoth after repeating accounts of contemporary “second-sighted persons” about whom he had been “credibly informed.”42 Thoresby would have found in Beaumont many accounts of spirits and witches, including detailed reports of the Essex witch trials of 1645. The treatise spoke in the empirical tone of the time with many well-attested narratives, including an account of the author’s own experience with spirits and a report from the bishop of Gloucester, with whom Thoresby had spoken personally about “that very remarkable apparition mentioned in the postscript.”
Figure 8.3 Illustration of “Jews going out in the Moonshine to know their Fortune” in John Beaumont, An historical, physiological and theological treatise of spirits, apparitions, witchcrafts, and other magical practices … With a refutation of Dr. Bekker’s World bewitch’d; and other authors that have opposed the belief of them (London, 1705), frontispiece. University of Illinois, Urbana-Champaign, Rare Books and Manuscripts Library.
Accounts like these were nothing new, but now they bore the additional function of affirming an entire system of belief in spirits, witches, the Devil, and God. Thoresby’s conversation with Oddy suggests that these nocturnal accounts would never persuade Cartesians or materialists, however. As Jean Le Clerc explained in the first French review of Bekker’s World Bewitched, several scholars were preparing to answer Bekker, but “one would wish that in order to refute him, they would not adopt all the stories that have been made and are made every day regarding Sorcerers & Magicians … They will not persuade our Esprits forts by this path.”43 Instead, Le Clerc argued that “to answer Mr. Becker solidly, they must … prove that the nature of a spirit is such, that it necessarily has a certain power over bodies, though limited; or that, at least, God has established, with regard to pure spirits and their relation to the body, a law much like that of the human spirit’s relationship to the body with which it is united.”44 This was a tall order.
As in the debate over ghosts and spirits, supporters and deniers of witchcraft reflected fundamental changes in everyday life. The intellectual conquest of the night defined darkness and witchcraft alike as nonentities, and no amount of empirical evidence could change this definition. Supporters of traditional Christianity turned to the terrors of the night for “proofs” of their understanding of God and the invisible world, but the landscape of darkness was beginning to shift beneath them.
In early modern Christian doctrine, Hell was suspended in a thick network of concepts and connotations. The immortality of the soul, divine judgment, post mortem punishment, the resurrection of the body, revealed doctrine, and a morally static afterlife – all these concepts were woven together in the traditional teaching on Hell. And all these concepts and connotations were questioned as never before in the seventeenth century – first by radical Christians, then by the radical Enlightenment. A challenge to any one of the concepts could have seismic effects on the entire concept of Hell, and the stakes were high. Unlike the belief in ghosts or witches, the doctrine of Hell was preached quite deliberately to deter sin, stir consciences, and maintain the social order. In a 1686 letter the devotional author Matthew Henry presented the accepted view that “Heaven and Hell are great things indeed, and should be much upon our hearts, and improved by us as a spur of constraint to put us upon duty, and a bridle of restraint to keep us from sin.”45 The famously dissolute free-thinker Matthew Tindal said the same in his 1697 tract on religious toleration, though with less straightforward conviction.46 He placed atheists and deists outside the bounds of toleration because they denied “the Existence of a God, or that he concerns himself with Humane Affairs; it being the belief of these things that preserveth them in Peace and Quiet, and more effectually obliges them to be true to their Promises and Oaths, and to perform all their Covenants and Contracts.”47 Denying the efficacy of ghosts, spirits, and witches was already dangerous – witness the career of Balthasar Bekker – but denying openly the existence of divine post mortem punishment in Hell went beyond the limits of even radical Enlightenment discourse. Confounding Hell’s dark existence meant unleashing on an already troubled world all the crime, excess, lust, and deceit kept in check by fear of eternal punishment. Was Hell a nocturnal illusion that even the most enlightened had to maintain?
We are accustomed to think of the challenges to Hell in the seventeenth century as theological and intellectual, originating in extraconfessional Christianity and in the radical Enlightenment. But traditional Christian Hell as understood and preached by the established churches of early modern Europe was built from the raw materials of daily life, not merely from Christian doctrine and Scripture. When Christians described Hell, they spoke to all five senses, creating a bricolage of experiences. Early modern authors, following a long tradition, distinguished between the poena damni (internal suffering) and the poena sensi (external sensual suffering) that would be experienced in Hell.48 Some of the most significant challenges to Hell in this period arose from the same realms of experience used to make traditional Hell real.
The constitution of Hell through the senses and through lived experience has already been discussed by scholars of early modern culture and belief. Carlos Eire has argued that early modern Christians might “relate experiences in this world to what they had seen and heard about the infernal regions, thereby receiving a foretaste of what might await the five senses after death.”49 As Eire has suggested, the moans and wails of criminals punished in the town square, the smell of the burnt flesh of a heretic, the pain of passing a kidney stone (or of giving birth), the bitterness of an herbal remedy – all could be part of the experience of Hell.50 Eire and other scholars have suggested that early modern people imagined Hell in terms of extreme experiences of torture, pain, and suffering. Using daily life as a category of analysis broadens this approach by considering Hell in terms of mundane early modern experience rather than focusing on the extreme experiences.
Early modern descriptions of Hell drew their force from the often terrifying experience of darkness and the night in everyday life. How did shifts in attitudes toward darkness and the night relate to changing beliefs in Hell? I argue that the “dark foundations”51 of Hell in daily life and experience were shifting in the second half of the seventeenth century – with profound implications for Hell itself.
Darkness and the night evoked many emotions in early modern Europe, but fear was assumed to be foremost. It was an easy leap from fear to Hell. The Scottish Presbyterian Elizabeth Nimmo (née Brodie, d. 1717) fused everyday darkness with Hell in an incident recounted in her journal or “spiritual narrative”:
I was afraid I had sinned the sin unto death. One Sabbath night when my trouble was very great … I was immediately challenged, though the challenge seemed to come from the Devil: “O,” says the enemy, “you have now sinned the sin unto death.” I knew not how to go alone … and after I had lighted my candle, and had read half a side of a book in octavo, then the temptation came in sorely upon me that the room was full of devils to carry me to Hell. I thought I had no comfort but the burning candle, and out it went without any visible cause, whereupon I thought I should have dropt down to the pit.52
Nimmo’s account of a solitary nocturnal encounter with diabolical temptation resembles both the confessions of accused witches and La Tour’s penitent Magdalene (Figure 3.5). Nocturnal Hell was still very real to Nimmo in rural Scotland in the late seventeenth century, but for some of her learned and urbane contemporaries, the night was now associated with the freedom to question the very existence of the Hell she so feared.53
From Milton to Spinoza, seventeenth-century Europe produced both vivid evocations of Hell and the first truly resonant denials of its existence. Europeans challenged the orthodox doctrine of Hell in the seventeenth century as never before. Denunciations of eternal torment issued from both radical Christian and secular pens. Positions ranged from the annihilationist argument (represented, for example, by Thomas Hobbes) that the wicked would be destroyed (usually after some time in Hell) and only the saved would enjoy eternal life, to the universalist claim (first advanced by Origen) that eventually all souls would be saved.54
But these denials of Hell present a strange paradox. After assessing the range of denials in his masterful study of The Decline of Hell, D.P. Walker examines the early modern understanding of the social function of the orthodox doctrine. Aside from a few millenarian Christians, all agreed that without the fear of Hell, society would collapse. As a deterrent to sin and crime, eternal damnation was too important to be questioned publicly. As Henry Dodwell put it in 1698: “in this age of licentiousness, there is hardly any doctrine … of more pernicious consequence than that … concerning the finiteness of hell torments.”55 Learned doubts about the duration or existence of Hell were too dangerous to be shared with the common people. The conflict between learned disbelief and the social function of eternal punishment led to a “double doctrine” of Hell in which those who denied its existence privately affirmed it publicly.
Authors were quite clear about the double doctrine of Hell. The English Platonist and clergyman Thomas Burnet (1635?–1715) printed his universalist treatise De Statu Mortuorum et Resurgentium (Of the State of the Dead and of Those who are to Rise) privately and in Latin.56 Translated and published in English, Dutch, and French after his death, in its pages readers found this warning:
whatever you decide, in your own mind, about these punishments being eternal or not, the received doctrine and words must be used for the people and when preaching to the populace, which is inclined to vice and can be deterred from evil only by the fear of punishment.
Burnet’s attempt to limit access to his writings about Hell failed, despite his warning that “if anyone translates these things, which are addressed to the learned, into the vulgar tongue, I shall consider it done with ill will and evil intent.”57 Even Anthony Ashley Cooper, third earl of Shaftesbury, who denied post mortem rewards and punishments alike as contrary to disinterested virtue practiced for its own sake, admitted that “the principle of fear of future punishment, and the hope of future reward … is yet in many circumstances a great advantage, and support to virtue” for those too impulsive or weak to strive for virtue for its own sake.58 The issue also figured in debates between French Protestants and Catholics in the second half of the seventeenth century. When confronted with Pierre Jurieu’s publication of Origen’s denial of eternal torment, the French Protestant pastor Elie Saurin agreed with Bossuet, bishop of Meaux:
The crime, or rather the imprudence, consists in M. Jurieu’s having informed the people of a thing which could only scandalize and could not in any way edify.59
A range of seventeenth-century writers agreed that the denial of the orthodox doctrine of Hell should be presented in terms either intellectual or esoteric, so that “none of the Wicked shall understand, but the Wise shall understand.”60
Rare were men like F.M. Van Helmont, who in 1684 denounced this secrecy, asking:
Is it sufficient ground for preaching this Doctrine [of eternal damnation], to concede that it will terrify and affright people from sin? Does God need any Lie of man’s making, to deter people from sin? Or shall we lie for God?61
In similar terms Pierre Bayle denounced the self-interest which led Arminian theologians like Jean Le Clerc and Issac Jaquelot to conceal their belief in universal salvation. If they revealed that they agreed with Origen and would “exclude no one from the bliss of paradise,” they would be driven from the Netherlands by the “Ministers of the Flemish and Walloon Churches … [because] the dogma of eternal torment seems too precious and too important to allow it to be attacked.”62 Bayle then rehearses the social defense of the orthodox Hell, which “restrains vice by the fear of eternal damnation”; denial of eternal punishment “opens the door to all crimes [and] encourages all criminals.”63 Of course, Bayle did not believe that the denial of divine punishment necessarily led to immorality and vice, but his challenges to the theological foundations of Hell were always concealed or indirect.
Working with anonymous, posthumous, and unpublished works, Walker carefully exposes a variety of intellectuals who concealed or obscured their disbelief in orthodox Hell. In England personal ties connected Samuel Clarke (1675–1729), John Locke, and Isaac Newton in shared disbelief in orthodox Hell.64 On the Continent debates and denunciations shed light on the disbelief of Spinoza, Bayle, and many Arminian theologians. Walker argues that “probably many disbelieved in eternal punishment, but none of them published against it in his lifetime and under his own name.”65 In 1730 William Whiston quoted Samuel Clarke as having said that “few or no thinking men” affirmed the doctrine of eternal torment.66 Many followed Burnet’s advice and publicly affirmed the traditional doctrine while privately denying it.67 For the learned, this “double doctrine” of Hell – one for the enlightened, another for the common people – presented to the vulgar a simulated inferno designed to deter them from sin.68
The “double doctrine” reveals the imprint of nocturnalization on the intellectuals’ loss of faith in Hell during the seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries. For men such as Spinoza, Burnet, or Newton, Hell, like darkness, had become a nonentity, with no existence of its own. But the double doctrine unearthed by Walker reveals that Hell, if not real, was still important for its social functions. Like darkness on the baroque perspective stage, Hell was created and dispelled to produce specific effects. When men who did not believe in Hell encouraged preaching and teaching about Hell as if it were real, they staged eternal damnation.
Threats of eternal damnation functioned like stage effects, reliant on the manipulation of darkness in the night. The utility of darkness in baroque theater merged with the utility of the fear of Hell in the comments of the master theater designer Joseph Furttenbach. In a guide to theater techniques published in 1663, he described how “Lucifer would be brought on quickly from Hell and let down again amidst flames and smoke. Especially when the lights are dimmed for night, this gives quite a terrifying effect.”69 The double doctrine of useful lies about Hell simulated the realm of the prince of darkness for an audience of the ignorant and undisciplined, like a flash of fire from a staged Hell, to produce “a terrifying effect.”
Hell had become a theatrical display, a simulation based on darkness and illusion. This was clear to someone like Burnet. Writing against the orthodox teaching on Hell (but in Latin), Burnet was especially angered by the orthodox claim that the elect will take pleasure in viewing the eternal torment of the damned. Burnet cast this whole scene – the saved looking down on the torments of the damned in Hell – as a “spectacle on the stage.” Driven to irony, he asks:
Consider a little … what a theatre of providence this is: by far the greatest part of the human race burning in flames for ever and ever. Oh what a spectacle on the stage, worthy of an audience of God and angels! And then to delight the ear, while this unhappy crowd fills heaven and earth with wailing and howling, you have a truly divine harmony.
Of course, the double doctrine itself was ironic, affirming Hell on one level while denying it on another. Hell had become a useful artifice or a necessary evil – much like the darkness of which it was made.
8.4 Darkness and Enlightenment
Nocturnalization promoted the expression of key concepts of the early Enlightenment. Many of these ideas could be traced back to the New Philosophy of Descartes, Hobbes, or Spinoza. But the abstract, complex, and contradictory arguments of these authors could challenge just about everything in the traditional learned culture of their time. Why did issues such as ghosts, witches, and Hell emerge, among others, as key controversies?70 A specific aspect of Hell’s “dark foundations,” resting on an ancient bedrock of fear, looked a little less frightening to all who experienced nocturnalization – a significant minority of Europeans in 1700. A primordial feature of daily life was now pushed back, however slightly, by the new street lighting and by improved domestic lighting. In this new era of the history of the night, women accused of witchcraft evoked pity rather than Satan’s dark powers, and one could now “laugh at spirits.”71 The “esprits forts,” libertines, and skeptics who challenged the reality of ghosts, witches, Hell, and the Devil were at home in the night when these conversations flourished.
Contemporaries understood the effects of nocturnalization on the religious and philosophical debates of the time. As Lewis Theobald, editor of the London journal the Censor complained in 1717:
It is too frequent a provocation to a Man of my Gravity … to be obliged to sit up with a Mixture of Company, who, when the Watchman has gone his Round, and the Sparks are entering on their Third Bottle, will trouble the Board with Debates of Religion, and the Power of Faith.
At this late hour serious topics arose: “How unfit a Time is it, when either Reason nods, or is bewildered, to launch out into Subjects of such a Nature; and play the Skeptics, when Notions must be so confused.” Theobald saw the clear effects of these conversations:
I doubt not but this Custom of trifling with Immortality and Themes above the Sphere of common Reason, when the Powers of Wine have made the Tongue licentious, has been the Cause of many a Free-thinker among the alert and sanguine.72
He did not, however, suggest reversing the nocturnalization of London’s cultured life: he goes on to explain that late hours per se are not the issue. Instead the late-night conversations on “themes above the sphere of common reason” have helped change the intellectual tone of the times, creating free-thinkers and “bigots” alike: the former are too emboldened, and the latter too frightened, by late-night “trifling with Immortality.”73 His French contemporary, the abbé Jean Terrasson (1670–1750), claimed that street lighting had led to the decline of letters: “Before this age … everyone returned home early for fear of being murdered on the street, which redounded in favor of one’s work. Now, one stays out at night and works no more.”74 Social banter was replacing solitary reflection in the learned night.
The association of the night with free-thinking was widespread. The guide to Paris published in 1718 by the German Nemeitz advised young men to visit the city’s “infinite number of cafés” in the afternoon or evening.75 In particular, he noted that “the widow Lawrence in the rue Dauphine keeps a café, called the ‘café des beaux esprits’ where assemble certain persons who discuss all sorts of curious and spiritual matters.”76 A police report of August 1729 described such café conversations in a more alarmed tone:
There are in Paris self-proclaimed wits who talk in cafés and elsewhere of religion as a chimera … and if order is not restored, the number of atheists or deists will increase, and many people will make a religion according to their own fashion, as in England.77
Like the night print from the Secret Letters and the accounts of Morris and Thoresby examined above, these authors testify to effects of nocturnalization on the form and content of the debates of the early Enlightenment.
The magnitude of this change is revealed by comparison with a 1629 sermon of John Donne (cited in chapter 3). Preaching “in the evening” at St. Paul’s in London, Donne called on the power of midnight, solitary and profound, to strip away the vanity of the day. Addressing an “atheist,” Donne asked him to look ahead “but a few hours, but six hours, but until midnight.” Donne assumed that at midnight his listener would be asleep, “dark and alone” in an ascetic or penitential night. Donne taunted: “Wake then; and then dark and alone, Hear God ask thee then, remember that I asked thee now, Is there a God? and if thou darest, say No.”78 By the end of the seventeenth century, nocturnalization had transformed the scene imagined by Donne. In London midnight was precisely the time when the society of gallants, free-thinkers, and “atheists” thrived. They confronted not God, but one another in drink and conversation. Worldly banter replaced sacred introspection as a key nocturnal activity, and the late hour was more likely to strengthen their free-thinking than to challenge it. For Donne and his listeners, it was “an occasional mercy” when “A man wakes at midnight full of unclean thoughts, and hears a passing bell.”79 But by the end of the century, the social din of the coffeehouse had drowned out the lonely sound of the passing bell.80
The imprint of nocturnalization upon the discussions of ghosts, witchcraft, and Hell also appears in the framing concepts and rhetorical strategies of important works of the early Enlightenment. Here I examine early Enlightenment thought in terms of nocturnalization through two popular texts, Bernard Le Bovier de Fontenelle’s Entretiens sur la pluralité des mondes (Conversations on the Plurality of Worlds) of 1686 and Balthasar Bekker’s De betoverde weereld (The World Bewitched, 1691–94). These works, which reached especially wide audiences, present the same tension between the two aspects of nocturnalization – the discourses and practices that dispelled or denied darkness and those that created, maintained, and manipulated it – seen in the discussions of witchcraft, ghosts, and Hell above. Fontenelle presents an intellectual seduction by night, lifting the veils of nature but counseling secrecy from “les esprits ordinaires.” To refute accounts of spirits, ghosts, and witches, Bekker emphasizes repeatedly that these encounters often take place “at night and in nightmares” when reason is obscured.81 Both authors created hierarchies of perception, understanding, and enlightenment that shifted the darkness of ignorance onto differences of region and race.
8.4.1 Nature: Fontenelle’s Conversations on the Plurality of Worlds
Bernard Le Bovier de Fontenelle (1657–1757) combined talents and connections in literature (he was the nephew of the brothers Corneille) with interests in astronomy, geometry, and physics. The Conversations on the Plurality of Worlds was his first major success when published in 1686. In 1691 he was elected to the Académie française and in 1697 appointed permanent secretary of the Académie des Sciences – a testament to his skill as an elucidator of science. He published widely as a moralist, advocate of les modernes, Cartesian, and biographer of science. Voltaire and Diderot hailed him as a true pioneer of the Enlightenment.
Fontenelle’s extraordinarily popular Conversations went through thirty-two editions during the author’s long lifetime; translations appeared in every major European language throughout the eighteenth century. In the year following its publication, the book was placed on the Index of Prohibited Books, and in this year Fontenelle added a sixth chapter that reinforced the book’s enlightened-aristocratic tone.82 This work and his other writings of the 1680s – some clandestine, some popular – marked “the gateway to the French Enlightenment.”83 Like the larger intellectual movement of which it is emblematic, Conversations engages with darkness, the night, and nocturnalization on several levels.
Consisting of six conversations at night between an unnamed marquise and a scientifically informed narrator, Fontenelle’s work teaches the fundamentals of a Copernican–Cartesian universe, infinite and dynamic. Fontenelle explained astronomy through his narrator’s intellectual seduction of the marquise, who is untutored in natural philosophy but possesses a keen intellect and ready curiosity. (Fontenelle’s narrator describes her as “a blond … the most beautiful woman I know.”) In his Preface Fontenelle explains that “the ideas of this book are less familiar to most women than those of The Princess of Cleves, but they’re no more obscure.” His narrator then leads the marquise from ignorance and disbelief to a clear understanding of the heliocentric solar system, the movement of the earth, geographic features on the moon, eclipses, the six known planets, and the possibility of life in other solar systems. Fontenelle’s conversations between the amiable narrator and his bright pupil reveal a clear parallel between the darkness deployed in the theater and the use of darkness in the presentation and transmission of natural philosophy in the Enlightenment. As in the theater and in court culture in general, the relationship between the creation of darkness and the illumination of darkness is central to the project, yet carefully hidden.
The text opens with a letter from the narrator to a “Monsieur L***” describing the narrator’s conversations with the marquise. “I’ll divide them for you by evenings,” the narrator explains, “because in fact we had these conversations only at night.”84 The nocturnal setting evokes the expansion of legitimate nocturnal activity in the period, as well as nightly pursuits ranging from astronomy and the theater to court life. The use of darkness – intellectual, metaphoric, and represented – to create the Conversations shows the text to be an intellectual expression of both aspects of nocturnalization. Like the nocturnal spectacles of the opera or the court, Fontenelle’s nocturnal Conversations depict the triumph of light over darkness on one level, while on other levels fostering, maintaining, and manipulating darkness. Indeed, in the first of these nightly conversations, the narrator uses an analogy with theater to persuade the marquise to accept a new epistemology based on darkness and obscurity. Before he can explain anything about the movement of the earth or the position of the sun, he must convince the marquise to leave her “common-sense” views behind. He does this by comparing the natural world to the theater:
I have always thought that nature is very much like an opera house. From where you are at the opera you don’t see the stages exactly as they are; they’re arranged to give the most pleasing effect from a distance, and the wheels and counter-weights that make everything move are hidden out of sight. You don’t worry, either, about how they work. Only some engineer in the pit, perhaps, may be struck by some extraordinary effect and be determined to figure out for himself how it was done. That engineer is like the philosophers. But what makes it harder for the philosophers is that, in the machinery that Nature shows us, the wires are better hidden.85
Fontenelle summarizes the central insight that underwrites his text: “‘Whoever sees nature as it truly is simply sees the backstage area of the theater.’”86 His frame of reference is the baroque perspective stage, with its reliance on darkness and illusion.
With the help of Fontenelle’s narrator the young marquise comes to understand that there is more to nature than meets the eye. But the analogy “nature–theater” also incorporated a hierarchy of perception. As a guide to the opera published in Hamburg in 1702 explained:
Nowadays all persons of distinction seek entertainment from the opera, but among the thousands found in the boxes and seats one would scarcely meet ten who understand what happens there and how to evaluate it. Indeed, a great many in the audience do not understand one bit of it. The most important things to note at an opera are … the sets, which no one can rightly assess unless he understands painting and perspective … Above all the machines [must be] considered, as they are the best thing about the opera, filling the spirits of all members of the audience with wonder.87
One had to learn how to see the opera, just as Fontenelle’s narrator teaches the marquise (and his many readers) how to see the natural world.
But this learning is not meant to be shared widely. When the marquise reports on the sixth evening that two “men of wit” ridiculed her knowledge of astronomy, the narrator advises her to do as he does and keep their insights secret from the ignorant: “Let us content ourselves with being a little select party who believe and not divulge our mysteries to the common people.”88 The artificial illusions of the theater, dependent on darkness, become in the Conversations a model for nature in a discussion that dispels intellectual darkness for the marquise while maintaining it for “the vulgar.”
The hierarchy of perception presented by Fontenelle was perhaps most fully expressed in the darkness of the baroque theater. The influential guide to the baroque stage, Nicola Sabbatini’s Practica di Fabricar Scene e Machine ne’Teatri (Manual for Constructing Theatrical Scenes and Machines) of 1638 makes this hierarchy explicit in practical terms:
the common or less cultivated persons are set on the tiers and at the sides, since the machines give a less perfect appearance in these places, and because such people do not observe them minutely. The persons of culture and taste should be seated on the floor of the hall, as near the middle as possible, in the second or third rows. They will have the greatest pleasure there, since … all parts of the scenery and the machines are displayed in their perfection.89
Sabbatini’s advice maps a political and cultural hierarchy onto the perception of the stage or the world. The “cultured” see beyond the surface when they view the sets and special effects of the opera or theater. They appreciate what is concealed as well as what is visible. In the same terms, many scholars have noted Fontenelle’s oblique style, discretion, and use of irony. The author expected his proper audience of raisonneurs to be able to read between the lines. Those at the top of the hierarchy of perception would see the more radical scope of Fontenelle’s views.90 His clandestine philosophical writings of the 1680s reveal his anticlericalism and deep skepticism regarding all systems of metaphysical thought, including revealed Christianity.91
8.4.2 Scripture: Bekker’s The World Bewitched
The Amsterdam Reformed minister Balthasar Bekker (1634–98) unleashed an extraordinary controversy with the 1691–94 publication of his De betoverde weereld (The World Bewitched). Bekker, son of a Friesian village pastor, studied at the universities of Groningen and Franeker. He became a Cartesian but was also strongly influenced by the biblical philology of Cocceius. He earned a doctorate and served as pastor in Franeker before taking a position in Amsterdam in 1678.
When Bekker published the first two books of The World Bewitched in 1691, he was an experienced author with several catechisms and a work on comets to his credit. Nothing prepared him, however, for the extraordinary popularity or violent responses generated by The World Bewitched.92 Across the four books of The World Bewitched Bekker argued “upon the same foundation of Scripture and Reason” that “the Empire of the Devil is but a Chimera, and that he has neither such a Power, nor such an Administration as is ordinarily ascribed to him.”93 As Bekker’s work was translated into German, French, and English, dozens of refutations were published, as well as a few defenses of Bekker from authors more radical than he. Another edition published in England in 1700 as The world turn’d upside down, or, A plain detection of errors, in the common or vulgar belief, relating to spirits, spectres or ghosts, daemons, witches, &c. kept the controversy going, with an important response published by John Beaumont in 1705 (the book to which Ralph Thoresby turned for reassurance in 1712).
In The World Bewitched Bekker sought to make “an exact enquiry after whatever is falsely believed in the World, and the Erroneous Opinions that are entertained without any other ground than that they are every day told and heard of.”94 Specifically, Bekker intended to deny the supposed effects of Satan and evil spirits in the world. He saw this work as a continuation of the Protestant Reformation, “a new and perhaps final phase in the perfection of Christianity.”95 As with the Conversations, Bekker’s World Bewitched engages with darkness, the night, and nocturnalization on several levels. Bekker proposes to illuminate “the frightful Darkness of Paganism” while creating darkness in new hierarchies of interpretation, perception, and revelation. His attitude toward the common people, his approach to Scripture, and his understanding of the night all reveal the imprint of nocturnalization, as does the place of “pagans” in this work.
Bekker’s challenge to belief in witchcraft, evil spirits, and the power of the Devil has been depicted as reflecting growing popular skepticism and disbelief in the Netherlands. But Bekker himself complained of the credulity of his congregants and the cases of supposed possession and bewitchment they brought to him. He made clear in World Bewitched that he was “rejecting the Opinion commonly received amongst the Vulgar, concerning the Craft and Power of the Devil.” In his survey of belief in witches and demons, past and present, he noted that “for as to the common People, either Papists, Jews, or Pagans, they know nothing for the most part, but a little by hear-say; so that there is no relying upon them.” Even among Protestants, “it is sure without mistake, that for the most part, what the most illiterate believe and practice, is contrary to the sense of Divines, and of all those that understand any thing in the Holy Scripture.” He sounds a resigned tone: “I will have nothing to do with them [the common people] upon this subject, having often tried my self how many follies our own People say and believe, upon this account.”96 Despite the popular response to World Bewitched, he sought an audience among the learned – as the four detailed volumes of his study suggest. He addressed “our Doctors and our Men of letters [among whom] … there are none so credulous as the Vulgar; however there is a very considerable difference to be seen in their Opinions, some believing almost every thing, and others almost nothing at all” about ghosts and witches.97 Even among the most free-thinking Christians in the Netherlands, the Collegiants, belief in spirits and diabolic possession was widespread and vigorously defended.98
Bekker’s frustration with the credulity of the common people echoes in his sense that his own tradition has utterly misunderstood the biblical testimony regarding spirits and the Devil: “But to our great shame, most ... of us, as well as of other Sects, that pretend a Veneration for the Holy Writ, search not in it after its Sense, being satisfied with the vulgar Interpretations, and such as they have received from others.” To correct this misinterpretation, Bekker proposed, like Fontenelle, to look beyond the deceptive surface of his object of study to a deeper understanding of Scripture heretofore obscured from view. This is the work of books II and III of World Bewitched.
From the first, Bekker’s critics noted that he used an extreme accomodationist hermeneutic associated with Spinoza or Cocceius to radically reinterpret all scriptural references to angels, the Devil, and evil spirits.99 It was this approach to Scripture, rather than his Cartesian pneumatology, that most provoked Bekker’s fellow divines. As Le Clerc noted in the first French review of Bekker, “to answer Mr. Bekker solidly, they must … prove … that according to the rules of criticism, and the spirit of the Hebrew and Greek Languages, it is impossible to give the Scripture the sense which our author gives it.”100 A battalion of theologians proceeded to do just that. The intensity and extent of their responses made Bekker a target of attack decades after his death in 1698. A satire of 1730–31 imagined a conversation with his ghost, illustrated with a visual lampoon showing what was wrong with Bekker’s approach to demons and Scripture. In Figure 8.4 Bekker is shown sieving or sifting demons out of the Christian Scriptures. Below the sieve are a series of terms used by Bekker to interpret away apparent references to evil spirits, possession, demons, etc. in the Bible: “frenzy,” “melancholy,” “lunacy,” “enthusiasm,” and “epilepsy” are among them. In this lampoon of Bekker, he is unaware that the real Devil and demons are hovering just above him. The caption reads “So Becker sorts out the devils by his art; / But the spirit of lies alone makes more doubt.” This remarkable representation of Bekker’s approach to Scripture directly challenges the accomodationist hermeneutic of Spinoza and Cocceius, denying the esoteric knowledge hidden from the vulgar and the hierarchy of perception on which it was based.
Figure 8.4 Balthasar Bekker sieving devils, from Curieuse Gespräche im Reiche derer Todten. Zweyte Unterredung oder Gespräche im Reiche derer Todten (Leipzig and Braunschweig: s.n., 1731), frontispiece to part 2. Wellcome Library, London.
More broadly, Bekker’s insistence on natural or physical explanations for all supposed encounters with spirits, angels, and devils led him to emphasize the power of the night and sleep to cloud the mind. Dark times and places became the antipode to the Cartesian rationality he took as his method. The accounts of Jacob wrestling with an angel (Genesis 32; Hosea 12) “occurred, as in every case before and after, in a divine night-vision,” Bekker explained.101 Likewise “the Devil … does not have the freedom to haunt the world or appear to people, except in sleep or in a dream.” In books II–IV of The World Bewitched he explains dozens of biblical, historical, and contemporary encounters with angels, devils, or spirits as nocturnal dreams, visions, or misperceptions. Examining an account from the early church, Bekker asks “At what time” did the Devil appear to Theodoretus? “At night. He was perhaps sleeping or dreaming.” One must consider the time of day when examining any account of a ghost or demon, Bekker insists.
In his refutation of dozens of ghost stories in book IV, Bekker articulates the role of the night in his analysis:
For example, when the will-o’-the-wisp sometimes pops and crackles and gives off a strange and unpleasant noise, like the whimpering or sighing of a person, it seems to some, because man’s fearfulness is greater at night than by day and hinders him from using his judgment and reason properly (so that the true cause is not recognized) that all these … are the antics of Satan.
Bekker follows this observation with a series of accounts concerning ghosts and specters, emphasizing that each occurred “in the evening, while lying in bed,” “in the evening hours,” “in the evening twilight,” or “at night in front of the bed.”102 Signaling a key theme in the later Enlightenment understanding of the night, Bekker demonstrates in example after example that the dreams and fears of the night check the use of reason. Night became the shadowy supplement to the light of reason, always dispelled but ever-present.
8.5 Darkness and race in the early Enlightenment
Fontenelle and Bekker shared a mission to reorient their world by placing the familiar in a startling new contexts. The secularizing, disenchanting force of their works redrew lines of intellectual and cultural division between men and women, between Europeans and the wider world, and between the enlightened and the superstitious. Questions of human difference by gender, region, and culture play a key role in The Conversations and in The World Bewitched. Fontenelle and Bekker figure very differently in the early Enlightenment, but in their projects of education and enlightenment they both propose new zones of ignorance and new boundaries between light and darkness. Both rely on a hierarchy of perception to break down old barriers and create new divisions.
References to region and race set the stage for the last lesson in Fontenelle’s explication of astronomy. At the end of the final evening, the marquise asks “‘haven’t I always heard that the Chinese were very great astronomers?’” The narrator agrees as to their reputation, but corrects the marquise. He explains:
In truth, I am more and more persuaded there is a certain Genius which has hitherto been confined within our Europe, or which at least has extended very little beyond it.103
Here the fundamental distinction between the raisonneurs and the vulgar is generalized across the earth. Among the Europeans some few would be enlightened; among other peoples, likely none. The Europeans stand in the same relationship to other peoples as the raisonneurs to the vulgar, at the summit of a hierarchy of perception and understanding. This European claim on enlightenment is underscored throughout the Conversations by reference to the astrological and cosmological “fallacies” of other peoples, for example in the discussion of the fear caused by eclipses or comets. Indeed, Fontenelle describes the earth itself demarcated by “complexions.” Looking down from the height of understanding, Fontenelle explained:
I sometimes imagine that I’m suspended in the air, motionless while the Earth turns under me for twenty-four hours, and that I see passing under my gaze all the different faces: white, black, tawny, and olive complexions. At first there are hats, then turbans; wooly heads, then shaved heads.
The text brings the “certain Genius” of the Europeans together with the visible contrast between “societies.” Trying to imagine what inhabitants of other worlds would look like, Fontenelle’s narrator generalizes about human variety, observing that “‘All faces in general are made on the same model, but those of two large societies – European, if you like, and African – seem to have been made on two specific models’.”104 Visible difference and intellectual superiority coincide in the construction of race.
In Fontenelle’s most popular work the intellectual darkness of “the vulgar” serves as a backdrop to the glittering intellects of the marquise and the narrator, who agree not to even address the irrational masses. On a larger scale, the absurd beliefs, barbaric practices, and scientific ignorance of the “Africans and Tartars,” “Iroquois,” and Chinese which decorate the Conversations reveal the new hierarchies of race and region built into this fundamental Enlightenment text.
The relationship between gender and race in the Conversations is mirrored in the contemporary Code noir regulating slavery in France’s American colonies, also published in 1687.105 The gender inclusion of the Conversations, in which the beautiful blond marquise becomes the intellectual superior of the waggish noblemen who fail to understand the solar system, is consolidated as the marquise takes her place in the European superiority asserted by Fontenelle. The inclusion of enlightened women takes place in a new hierarchy which is based on European knowledge of the natural world and marked by race. The authors of the Code noir sought to consolidate difference through gender in similar terms by decreeing that slave status followed the maternal line. Articles 8–13 of the code asserted that all persons born in the French Caribbean colonies “will follow the condition of their mother.” The maternal transmission of status in the Code noir contrasted sharply with French practice and noble ideology, which relentlessly emphasized the male line of descent.106 In the colonies, however, concubinage with female slaves was an overriding factor. The Code noir punished such “free men who will have one or several children from their concubinage with their slaves,” fining them heavily. “Beyond the fine, they [would] be deprived of the slave and the children, and … she and they be confiscated for the profit of the [royal] hospital, without ever being manumitted.” Creating race as a category of division shifted the transmission of civil status from men to women in the Code noir. In practice, racial separation in the French Caribbean hardened in the following years, making the Code noir appear relatively liberal in its tolerance for mixed-race marriages, for example. The Conversations and the Code noir use gender in similar ways to draw new boundaries between learning and ignorance, or between freedom and slavery, in order to consolidate the category “European” or “French,” defined in opposition to extra-European ignorance, superstition, dark skin, and servility.
In The World Bewitched Bekker also redefined the relationship between enlightened Europeans and “all the Pagans in the World … in Asia … in Africa … and at last in America” in far-reaching terms. Bekker considered the place of these “Modern Pagans” in the first book of The World Bewitched, described by an English reviewer as “being but a collection of the various Opinions of Men about this Matter.”107 The reviewer thought that this first book of The World Bewitched “has not been attended with great Difficulties.” Compared to the furor created by the Cartesian and exegetical arguments in books II and III, that was true, and few scholars today have examined the argument Bekker makes in the first book.
Contemporaries did respond to his discussion of belief in the Devil by “Pagans as well Ancient as Modern,” however. These contemporaries, such as Benjamin Binet and John Beaumont, saw that, far from being a noncommittal survey of beliefs in demons, the Devil, ghosts, and witches in all times and places, this first section makes a bold and startling argument that redraws the dividing lines between knowledge and ignorance, shifting the “the frightful Darkness of Paganism” onto the beliefs of the other peoples of world, ancient and modern.108
In the first book of The World Bewitched Bekker assembles evidence about pagan beliefs in the Devil, demons, ghosts, witches, and spirits. He argues that “the difference to be found amongst them is not material, and must be accounted as inconsiderable, comparatively to the conformity that is betwixt them all.” Bekker interprets the consistent pagan belief in evil spirits in light of his assertion, “certain and undoubted, that every Opinion that proceeds from Paganism as from its Original, cannot at the same time be founded upon the Holy Scripture.” Bekker implies here and argues later that pagan belief in spirits is “contrary to true Reason, and … Holy Scripture affords no proofs of it.”109 These pagan beliefs are thus entirely false, not merely distorted misperceptions of a Christian reality that includes ghosts, demons, and witches. The overall claim of The World Bewitched that spirits and demons can affect nothing material, and that the Devil’s reach does not extend to the physical world, is supported in book I by this evidence, leading Bekker to conclude, for example, that “It is … sufficiently proved, by all the quotations of this Book, that there are no Miracles, Oracles, purging Fires, Apparitions of Hobgoblins or Souls, Witchcraft by Letters and Characters, or choice of Days, either in Judaism or Popery; but they draw their Original from Paganism.”110 Rooted in paganism, these beliefs had no place in the further reformation of Christianity Bekker proposed.
The place of the practices and beliefs of modern-day pagans in Bekker’s argument presented the strange reversal of the well-known proof of the existence of God “by universal consent.” The argument from “universal consent” functioned as a “moral proof” of the existence of God, quite familiar to Protestant and Catholic theologians alike.111 According to this proof all nations, ancient and modern, demonstrated some belief in a god or gods. However mistaken these pagan conceptions of the Divine might be, taken as a whole they showed an inescapable underlying truth. No reasonable person would conclude that all these peoples were mistaken; therefore, there must be a real God. Among the many proofs of the existence of God taught by early modern theologians, that from universal consent was a widely cited and seen as a meta-proof, a “consequence of the force of all proofs of God.”112 Theologians distinguished, of course, between the proper Christian understanding of God based on revelation, and the misconceived, anthropomorphic pagan gods. Nonetheless, “the abuse which one does to a truth does not destroy it,” as the Huguenot theologian Benjamin Binet explained, and pagan beliefs testified indirectly to the reality of the Christian God.113 This argument for the existence of God underscored, however tentatively, the fundamental unity of humankind. Belief in the Divine was universal and evident – the only partial exceptions were the European “atheists,” real or imagined, against whom seventeenth-century theologians sharpened their arguments.114 A flicker of the true God was visible even in the darkest pagan idolatry. Recognition of a common truth united all peoples, however distorted or idolatrous pagan understandings of God might be.
Bekker divided this unity. In his view ancient and modern pagans joined most Christians in the common and false belief in the power of the Devil, spirits, and witches. Bekker opposed himself and an enlightened minority of his readers to the superstitious pagans and Christians of his age. He proposed “to the Reader and myself, the lesson of the Apostle in his first Epistle to Timothy. 4:7: ‘Reject prophane, and Old Wives Fables, and exercise thy self to Godliness.’” In the first book or section of The World Bewitched Bekker argued from universal error: the age-old and world-wide belief in spirits and the Devil was, according to his Cartesian understanding of spirits, impossible; according to his reading of the Bible it was unscriptural as well. Reason and Scripture showed pagans to be in utter darkness on this issue, and their ignorant belief in ghosts and spirits could only be cleared up from Cartesian and scriptural starting points. Bekker’s reliance on these two sources of authority, the New Philosophy and Scripture, led him to forthrightly deny any truth or value in the beliefs of the “Pagans as well Ancient as Modern” he surveyed. This denial distinguished him from the detached but respectful tone of eighteenth-century works which developed the concept of “comparative religion,” such as Picart and Bernard’s Religious Ceremonies of the World (1723–37).115
Alongside the outraged responses to Bekker’s application of Descartes, Spinoza, and Cocceius to questions of the Devil, ghosts, and spirits, contemporaries noted his transformation of the well-known argument from universal consent into something quite ominous: after all, Bekker’s claim that belief in physically active ghosts and spirits was a universal error could be expanded by a skeptic or atheist to argue that the universal belief in a deity was just as erroneous. The most widely circulated clandestine manuscript of the early Enlightenment, the Traité des Trois Imposteurs, succinctly made just such a case:
Those who ignore physical causes have a natural fear born of doubt. Where there exists a power which to them is dark or unseen, from thence comes a desire to pretend the existence of invisible Beings, that is to say their own phantoms which they invoke in adversity, whom they praise in prosperity, and of whom in the end they make Gods. And as the visions of men go to extremes, must we be astonished if there are created an innumerable quantity of Divinities?116
The rationalist theologian Benjamin Binet responded to Bekker with a variation on the proof of the existence of God by universal consent, arguing that:
all the peoples of the world are steeped in the opinion of demons. One can infer from this confession that what they know [of demons], however erroneous it might be, must be known to them through the [demons’] operations. And to put this truth in full light, please note the following: It is impossible that one and the same belief universally spread and constantly received may be entirely false in its content.
Following the argument from universal consent, Binet explains “if demons have been universally and constantly accepted by all the peoples of the world, this knowledge must proceed from some solid cause.”117
Evidence from other peoples was important to Bekker and to those who sought to refute the claims he made in book I of The World Bewitched. Binet accused Bekker of trying to “evade the entire supernatural order that our travelers tell us regarding the wizardry of the peoples and the operations of the devils who, they report, molest them.” Binet notes that Bekker “makes fun everywhere of the credulity of humankind.” Indeed, Bekker introduces his work by claiming that only with a proper (Cartesian) perspective can one understand “the inconsistency of the Properties of Bodies with those of Spirits … as I do here … as was necessary … to lay a firm foundation to this work, that is wholly grounded upon that Principle, at least as to those things that are the object of the Light of Reason.” This leads Binet to argue for the universality of human experience with the Devil, unconstrained by the claims of European enlightenment. He rebukes Bekker:
Thus Sir, you mean to make us laugh by denying the operations of demons on the Brazilian peoples, for example, because they are not good enough theologians to rise to the knowledge of God and the mysteries that His word has revealed us, or because they ignore the true [i.e., Cartesian] doctrine of demons.
Binet refuses to accept the division of the world proposed by Bekker (and in the same terms by Fontenelle) into the few (European) enlightened and the many ignorant on such fundamental issues.118 But in the course of the following century the divisions Europeans perceived between themselves and the other peoples of the world would be intensified by adding the opposition enlightened–superstitious to the existing dualities based on religion, race, and civilization.
For a few learned Europeans and a wider circle of readers and fellow-travelers, a new relationship with the night put the prince of darkness and his attendant ghosts, spirits, demons, and witches into a new light. All these shadowy figures were linked in a wave of controversy that helped define the first generation of the Enlightenment. Representations of darkness and the night – literal and metaphorical – shaped key works of the early Enlightenment, such as Fontenelle’s Conversations on the Plurality of Worlds and Bekker’s The World Bewitched, revealing the imprint of nocturnalization on the new ways of understanding the book of Nature and the book of Scripture at the end of the seventeenth century. Living and working in the most nocturnalized sites on earth, authors like Fontenelle and Bekker depicted themselves as conquerors of darkness, but in their works we see the displacement of darkness characteristic of nocturnalization. They each created hierarchies of perception, understanding, and enlightenment that shifted the darkness of ignorance onto new differences of region and race. And by taking the victory of light over darkness as the very emblem of their heterogeneous movement, the authors of the European Enlightenment invoked both sides of nocturnalization, dispelling and creating darkness in discourses that contrasted the light of reason with the allegedly benighted peoples of the wider world, whose beliefs about ghosts, witches, and spirits were “proof of the obscurity, that is spread over their understanding.”119
Chapter Nine Conclusion
Nocturnalization was a revolution in early modern Europe. In the seventeenth century princes and urban oligarchs alike projected their glory onto the night with illuminations and fireworks displays, while purpose-built baroque theaters could be fully darkened, day or night, to enable the complex “special effects” and illusions of baroque opera or theater. These practices reveal a new willingness to deploy and manipulate darkness and the night. And as the eighteenth century began, Europeans in cities and at royal courts – and even a few in the countryside – encountered the night equipped with more domestic lighting, new street lighting, and new, sober beverages like coffee and tea. In cities, the abandonment of curfews and the rise of the club and the coffeehouse transformed late hours into a time of polite sociability and conversation. For those exposed to increased domestic lighting, sleep itself reflected this new relationship with the night. The traditional biphasic sleep pattern of a “first” and “second” sleep began to give way to a single compressed period of nightly slumber.1 These are all signs of the uneven but distinct march of nocturnalization.
The sources of this nocturnalization were many. In the fractured Christendom of the confessional age, religious persecution and a disorientingly heterodox world led some to seek refuge, literal or allegorical, in the night. Nicodemus, the disciple “which at the first came to Jesus by night” became the byword for those who sought the Lord at night. The persecution which sporadically drove early modern Christians into the night marks the growth of both the scope and the ambitions of the early modern state, as state churches replaced or buttressed the authority of Rome. The expanding reach of these states, focused on moral and social discipline, included the policing of the urban night. Sweeping disciplinary ambitions were seldom realized, but the policing of the urban night rested on a long tradition and was one area of relatively successful oversight. Supported by this oversight, the elites of the court and city colonized the urban night, displaying their conspicuous consumption of time (and, materially, lighting) alongside their enjoyment of coffee, tea, fine porcelain, and other luxuries. The evening and night became the time of the emerging public sphere as the respectable public used the night which the authorities had helped colonize to gather and critique those same authorities, from the most mundane to the most exalted. The breadth of nocturnalization arose from its sources in state, public, and private initiative as a key site where projects of discipline and consumption overlapped.
A 1702 article on street lighting in an anonymous Leipzig newsletter summarizes these sources of nocturnalization. Written from a burgher standpoint that criticizes both the extravagance of the court and the folly of the poor, this feigned letter from the Captured Letters, Exchanged between Curious Persons Regarding the Current … Political and Learned World addresses the use of the night to display status, as well as the nocturnalization of daily life at court and in cities.2 Its title is its program: “On the vanity and waste of illuminations / and in contrast regarding the useful and necessary employment of harbor lights and also the night lanterns set up here in Leipzig.”3 It concludes with a moralizing “madrigal” on the recent history of the night:
The Epicurean makes
The day into his night
Vanity likes to turn things upside-down
These folk let themselves be fooled
into thinking that they can turn night into day
through their illuminations.
Whoever cannot afford so much
that he can buy wax candles
But despite that wants to ape the rich
(also gladly feasting)
He burns boldly little oil-lights or lamps.
The folly has spread so far
that even the poor must follow it
Although some are already stuck in direst need.
These are the fruits of such solemnities!
This rubbish was invented by the papists
and so the land was disgraced.
It would be fine, if the money for it had to be paid
by the priests and not the lay folk.4
A far better use of artificial illumination, intoned this author, would be street lighting, which indeed was beginning in Leipzig as he wrote.
These comments identify the use of the night for spectacle with the “papists.” Nocturnal spectacles and urban illuminations were used by rulers of all confessions, but the references to “papists” and “priests” by this Lutheran author remind us that religious conflict and baroque culture alike forced or led early modern Europeans into the night, and into new attitudes toward the night. The references to “illuminations” and “solemnities” also link lighting with court culture. Finally, we are told that conspicuous consumption and its imitation by social inferiors account for the spread of nocturnalization – a familiar comment in an age which satirized bourgeois gentlemen for striving to appear noble. Taken together, “commercial and urban vigor, a trend towards political absolutism, and an emphasis on orthodox, textual religions” formed a distinctly early modern compound.5
The nocturnalization which reshaped daily life for a significant minority of seventeenth-century Europeans separated darkness from the night as never before in Western culture. Darkness was slowly transformed from a primordial presence to a more manageable aspect of life, acquiring in the process new associations within mysticism and popular devotion, political display, respectable sociability, and learned exchange. In each of these areas nocturnalization encompassed both the triumph over darkness and the deliberate evocation or manipulation of it. Symbolically and historically, this pairing reveals a supplemented process in which stated goals were always shadowed by their contradiction or inversion.
Alone and isolated in a literal or figurative night, early modern women and men could encounter the Devil or God on an intensely personal level – be it through seduction or revelation. The early modern night opened up greater heights and lower depths for the Christian soul, as mystics and witches alike were made in the dark night of illumination or temptation. Georges de La Tour’s popular “penitent Magdalene” (Figure 3.5), isolated by candlelight, reappears in contemporary narratives of nocturnal diabolical temptation on stage or in witch trials. The promise of the night as a path to the Divine presented by John of the Cross, Johann Arndt, John Donne, or Claude Hopil was shadowed by the demonology of their churches, which shaped the interrogations of the thousands of accused witches who confessed to attending nocturnal sabbaths and to nocturnal pacts with the Devil sealed by sexual relations. By the early modern logic of contrariety, the night that could unite the soul with God could also unite the body with Satan.
As the sovereigns of the seventeenth century embraced the night for their displays of power and provision of pleasure at court, they also articulated the supplemented process of nocturnalization – in two different ways. First, princes moved their spectacles and celebrations into the night during a century of unprecedented challenges to the very principle of royal authority. Forced by these challenges to claim that “Ecclipse and suff’rings burnish Majesty,” and that “we best read the lustre in the shade,”6 these princes and their panegyrists evoked the darkness to claim victory over it. Writing in praise of Louis XIV in 1665, André Félibien repeated a now-familiar theme: “his majesty has destroyed the grim clouds [of rebellion] which have darkened this entire kingdom for so many years, and illuminated it with rays of joyful light.”7 Figuratively and literally, the darkened backdrop enhanced the luster of would-be sun kings. Second, from Machiavelli on, the principles of statecraft emphasized the ruler’s need to conceal and dissemble, and nocturnal spectacles and pleasures also served to divert both the common people and the political nation, leaving them blinded by the light of their radiant monarch.
The dark side of the colonization of the urban night can be seen in its exclusions, as the new urban nights of respectable sociability were carved out of the youthful, undisciplined, violent night life known in European cities since the high Middle Ages. The blithe comments in the Tatler about the movement of urban sociability into the night are shadowed by the fates of the individuals and alternate publics excluded from the nocturnal “public sphere as a ‘polite zone’.”8 This new respectable night life required the discipline of even elite young men, and fostered sites with very little access for women, such as the club or coffeehouse, as well as the salon, theater, or evening ball, open only to well-born ladies. The contrast with the traditional order of the night in the countryside underscored the fashionable distinction of this urbane night.
In the taverns, coffeehouses, and clandestine printing workshops of the urban night, a respectable public discussed claims to dispel the darkness of ignorance and superstition. Despite its insistent rhetoric of light and clarity, darkness and the night were key to the early Enlightenment. Arguments that threatened established political or spiritual authority had to be expressed carefully, and many relied on the darkness of anonymity or the shadows of discretion. Enlightenment authors like Fontenelle proposed a hierarchy of perception, with troubling truths hidden from the benighted masses. And these early Enlightenment works supplemented their claims that physical darkness was a nonentity by stressing differences of region and race, sometimes marked by contrasting “white, black, tawny, and olive complexions.”9 Nocturnalization marked Enlightenment claims to dispel darkness while actually deploying it elsewhere as a deficiency that could not be corrected through the light of reason.
The early modern expansion of the legitimate social and symbolic uses of the night described in this book created new centers of power and new margins of exclusion. This supplemented process always combined the elimination of darkness with its deliberate evocation or manipulation. As Europeans consolidated the expansion of respectable daily activity into the night in the eighteenth century, they identified their intellectual and political achievements with the light of reason and the torch of civilization. As Pope’s “Epitaph. Intended for Sir Isaac Newton” (1730) exclaimed: “Nature, and Nature’s Laws lay hid in Night / God said, Let Newton be! and All was Light.” The Enlightenment’s rhetoric of illumination adapted the received Christian theology of light without much appreciation for its corresponding theology of darkness. In 1796 the first Christian missionaries to the islands of the South Pacific set sail from England. Reports of the “mental ignorance and moral depravity” of the Polynesians had impressed upon the missionaries “the obligation we lay under to endeavour to call them from darkness into marvelous light.”10 To go into the night and dispel its darkness was foundational to nocturnalization. But for the peoples of this vast region between Hawai’i, Tahiti, and New Zealand, the night itself was sacred, a reflection of the creation of the world and its gods. Darkness represented a sacral connection between creation, death, and the ancestors of the living. In contrast, the light of day was profane and ordinary.11 Ill-equipped to grasp the exalted place of darkness in Polynesian cosmology, these first missionaries could only report on the “dreadful … darkness that envelopes the minds of those poor heathens.”12 Success was limited, and seventy-five years later another English missionary to the Polynesians encountered the same cosmology while visiting an island near Samoa:
As evening deepened into night, the heathen became quite friendly and chatty … When pressed to embrace Christianity, they affectingly said, “We know that your God is stronger than ours; but we love darkness. To us darkness is good, light is bad.”
This Polynesian exaltation of the night evoked the other side of European nocturnalization – the discourses and practices that embrace or manipulate darkness. But in response, the missionaries turned to the dominant associations of light and darkness in their tradition:
We thought of the inspired declaration, “And this is the condemnation, that light is come into the world, and men loved darkness rather than light, because their deeds were evil. For every one that doeth evil hateth the light, neither cometh to the light, lest his deeds should be reproved” (John 3:19–20).13
Always two-sided, the nocturnalization examined here fostered a culture ever more identified with diurnal reason, power, and authority, generating its dark others in encounters at home and around the globe.
Given the significance of the night in Western culture and its ubiquity in daily life, perhaps it is not surprising that the night intersects so many themes and developments in early modern Europe. In contrast with the attempts of some scholars to find a coherent theme in the night’s history, I have approached it as part of a fundamental distinction within early modern daily life. The contrariety between daylight and darkness has served, like gender, as a category of analysis. With no claim to completeness, I have shown how this contrast between night and day was used to order and express key aspects of early modern culture, and, reciprocally, how this culture structured the multiple meanings of night and day. The night is heuristic: it provides unexpected perspectives on diurnal discourses, authorities, and institutions, whether as a view from the margins, or as those authorities and institutions seek to enter the night itself, literally or figuratively. To follow on the conclusion of Bryan Palmer in his Cultures of Darkness: Night Travels in the Histories of Transgression (2000): “The night can be grasped historically as both a figment of power’s imaginative fears … and as an actual place and space in which the ubiquitous contestations of everyday life were fought out.”14 Understanding the content of those fears, and the outcomes of those struggles provides an incisive and encompassing perspective on early modern Europe and on the origins of modernity.
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5. Victor Lieberman has argued convincingly that the combination of forced conformity in religion, the growth of the state’s disciplinary ambitions, and commerce tied to urban consumption shaped polities across Eurasia in a global early modern period. See his Introduction to Beyond Binary Histories: Re-Imagining Eurasia to c. 1830, ed. Victor B. Lieberman (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1999), p. 2: “between c. 1450 and 1670 societies across Southeast Asia experienced a commercial and urban vigor, a trend towards political absolutism, and an emphasis on orthodox, textual religions that in combination gave birth to an ‘Age of Commerce,’ also termed the “early modern period.” See also Victor Lieberman, “Transcending East–West Dichotomies: State and Culture Formation in Six Ostensibly Disparate Areas,” in Beyond Binary Histories, ed. Lieberman, pp. 19–102, esp. pp. 53–63, and Victor B. Lieberman, Strange Parallels: Southeast Asia in Global Context, c. 800–1830, vol. II, Mainland Mirrors: Europe, Japan, China, South Asia, and the Islands (Cambridge University Press, 2009).
6. I.W. [i.e., John Walton], “To my worthy friend, Mr. Henry Vaughan the Silurist” (1678), in The Works of Henry Vaughan, ed. L.C. Martin, second edn. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1957), p. 620.
7. André Félibien, Tapisseries Du Roy, Ou Sont Representez Les Quatre Elemens Et Les Quatre Saisons. Avec Les devises Qvi Les Accompagnent Et Leur Explication = Königliche Französische Tapezereyen, Oder überaus schöne Sinn-Bilder, in welchen Die vier Element, samt den Vier Jahr-Zeiten … vorgestellet werden … Aus den Original-Kupffern nachgezeichnet (Augsburg: Krauß / Koppmayer, 1690), p. 2.
8. See Paula McDowell, The Women of Grub Street: Press, Politics, and Gender in the London Literary Marketplace, 1678–1730 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1998), pp. 285–87.
9. Bernard Le Bovier de Fontenelle, Entretiens sur la pluralité des mondes. Digression sur les anciens et les modernes, ed. Robert Shackleton (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1955), p. 107 (third evening).
10. A missionary voyage to the Southern Pacific Ocean, performed in the years 1796, 1797, 1798, in the ship Duff, commanded by Captain James Wilson. Compiled from journals of the officers and missionaries; and Illustrated with Maps, Charts, and Views … by a Committee Appointed for the Purpose by the Directors of the Missionary Society (London: The Missionary Society, 1799), p. 3.
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12. A missionary voyage to the Southern Pacific Ocean, p. 240.
13. William Wyatt Gill, Jottings from the Pacific (London: Religious Tract Society, 1885), p. 21, describing travels in 1875.
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