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The night, too, has a history, one that can cast a different light on
many of the things that happen during the day. Craig Koslofsky’s
Evening’s Empire attempts nothing less than a description of the
European early modern period in terms of a process of ‘nocturnaliza-
tion’. What does this mean? The author defines this concept as ‘the on -
going ex pansion of the legitimate social and symbolic uses of the night’
as found in spiritual and political expression, public space, and the use
of daily time among poets, princes, courtiers, burghers, and common
people (pp. 1–2). Koslofsky’s investigation is devoted less to the night
as such than to the opposition between day and night, which is of his-
torical interest because during the early modern period it began to
lose its congruence with the opposition between light and dark. The
subject of this stimulating and informative book is the multi layered,
symbolic, and ever more dynamic relationship be tween day and night
which arose out of the increasing illumination of the darkness of night
by street lighting and fireworks at court. Thus the night is pre sented
not only as a subject but also a category of analysis, which makes it pos-
sible to bring together approaches drawn from the history of every day
life and cultural history: physical illumination on the one hand and on
the other the symbolic revaluation of the night wherever religious–
moral illumination, and thus a new social order, was to be created.

Early modern astronomers had discovered that the cosmos was
filled with darkness, not light. It was not least this insight that
brought home to contemporaries that light could not exist without
dark ness. The result (and precondition) of nocturnalization was an
awareness of the constitutive complementarity of light and dark.
This also means that in the early modern period the night lost some
of its traditional menace while holding out new dangers. This should
not be understood dialectically. When the Enlightenment undertook
to illuminate the whole world, it also produced new darknesses, but
unintentionally and only in a metaphorical sense. In the early mod-
ern period, by contrast, the complementarity of light and dark
opened up space for complex positive references to the night in blue-
prints for social and cultural order.
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Koslofsky starts with religion (chapters two and three). For the
pious, the night was not only a place of physical menace but increas-
ingly also a time of temptation and contestation. It was easiest for the
devil at night. This is why demonologists located not only the witch-
es’ Sabbath but also Hell itself at night—both the place of transcen-
dental punishment and the repentant conscience of the individual:
the knowledge of sin in one’s own heart.

In the early modern period, therefore, the night continued to be a
time of terror and fear, and in the context of the history of salvation,
its menacing aspects were, if anything, enhanced. Unlike in the
Middle Ages, however, the increased dangers were accompanied by
new chances for salvation. The night provided a field of activity not
only for the devil, but also for his master. At a time of interdenomi-
national violence, the darkness of night could be deployed as a
rhetorical instrument for demonizing the enemy. It could also, how-
ever, provide a refuge in which religion could be pursued without
danger; a foundation for Nicodemism in the positive sense, as prac-
tised by the Anabaptists, for example. Going beyond this material
dimension, it also led to God in a spiritual sense. In mystical contexts,
darkness was no longer reduced to the absence of light, advancing
instead to become its complementary counterpart. Theologians knew
that there was no path to the light of divine justice without the dark-
ness of sin. Only the night of the self, the denial of sensuality and rea-
son, led to knowledge of God and oneself; only the knowledge of the
ineffable nature of a God concealed in the dark made it possible to
say anything about Him; it was only at night that the soul found the
freedom to seek for God and unite with Him.

In a word, darkness did not drive out the light; it was understood
not merely as the negation of light, but as the condition that made it
possible. In the early modern period the things of the world were rec-
ognized through their opposites. This epistemological principle was
also expressed in religion. The God of early modern Christianity
acted in concealment; He led people into the darkness of sin so that
He could lead them out again, into the light of His salvation. That is,
in God opposites came together. Mystics, in particular, pushed this
thought as far as it could go, but they were not the only ones to share
it. Thus Koslofsky concludes that in contrast to the late medieval
mystical estimation of the night, ‘the early modern night opened up
greater heights and lower depths for the Christian soul, epitomizing
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the formation of the early modern Christian subject’ (p. 86). In the
second half of the seventeenth century when, in addition to an apoc-
alyptic darkening of the world, natural philosophers made more
attempts to illuminate the divine word, these also produced the
insight that no light could shine without darkness.

In chapter four Koslofsky moves from the places of religious prac-
tice and reflection to the political sphere, that is, initially, the court.
The monarch underlined his claim to spiritual and political sover-
eignty by reinforcing its traditional confessional sources with the
‘natural’ authority of the Sun King. What was new was not the sym-
bolic language of the sun as such, but the increased intensity of the
ruler’s radiance through a deliberate contrast with darkness. This
was achieved by illuminating the night with fireworks and a court
theatre which in this way discovered the stage technique of perspec-
tive and could be drawn upon for the metaphorical characterization
of human, earthly existence. The bourgeois and the pious found new
nourishment for their criticism of the court in this shifting of the
everyday life of the court into the night. At court itself, however, the
Sun King represented, legitimized, and created his dominion by
overcoming darkness. He invoked the darkness of denominational
disputes, and led his royal household into the night in order to allow
the light of his divine right to shine all the brighter. Not only because
of the sovereign’s dissimulation, deception, and awe-inspiring incon-
testability: the Sun King was always also a prince of darkness.

The introduction of street lighting in many European cities during
the last forty years of the seventeenth century is the subject of the
fifth chapter. It describes both the physical installation of lighting and
its changing function. The purpose of street lighting was not only to
maintain law and order, but also to adorn the cities and to represent
aristocratic rule locally. This form of nocturnalization also had reli-
gious antecedents. In the eyes of Christian utopians, the physical illu-
mination of the night also freed it from moral darkness. A respectable
and profitable night life could be created by driving out the students,
apprentices, servants, prostitutes, frequenters of inns, and soldiers
who traditionally populated the urban night.

There was no lack of resistance to the programme of street light-
ing (chapter six), not only from the local town authorities who were
not prepared to finance the stage on which aristocrats could repre-
sent themselves, but especially from the traditional cultures of the
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night. Again and again, newly installed lanterns were smashed, the
attempt to prevent crime at night thus engendering a new form of
criminality. Against the background of this resistance, the installa-
tion of street lighting became an act of ‘colonizing’ the urban night. It
created a new public sphere at night, for example, by making it pos-
sible for not only men, but also ‘women of quality’ (but not middle-
class women) to visit coffee houses late. In this way, street lighting
sharpened the contrast between the lives of respectable young peo-
ple, and those who endangered order. In the long term, however, it
not only secured the power of the authorities, but led to their desta-
bilization. Coffee house gatherings generated criticism of those who
had made night time meetings there possible in the first place.

The colonization of the rural night was pursued by church and
state, and directed less at promoting trade and consumption (chapter
seven). Its intention was not to extend daytime activities into the
night, but primarily to banish traditional activities (such as extra-
marital sex, for example) from the night. Young people in the coun-
try also resisted this, and they were considerably more successful
than their city counterparts because they had the tacit support of the
village elders. These did not see traditional night time activities such
as the charivari or village marriage customs as disrupting order, but
rather as creating it. Only the Catholic reform brought new night
time activities to rural areas, for example, the practice of forty hours
devotion. Such forms of lay piety did not fall victim to the suspicion
of the clergy until the end of the seventeenth century. Given the dif-
ferential success of the drive to suppress night time youth culture, the
two-track colonization of the night ultimately produced a new oppo-
sition between town and country. From now on, the country stood
for ‘the absence of nocturnalization’ (p. 230).

Enlightenment voices associated this absence with a belief in
ghosts, witchcraft, and Hell (chapter eight). Attempts to bring light
into this darkness were similarly unsuccessful for a long time, and
not only because of the rural population’s deeply ingrained beliefs.
Given the challenges of natural philosophy, theologians had them-
selves raised the bad spirits again and conferred new meanings upon
them. By the second half of the seventeenth century, spirits and
witches had mutated from instruments of the devil into ‘empirical’
proof of the immortality of the soul and the existence of a God who
used the devil for his own purposes. Thus here, too, we find a specif-



ically early modern theological recourse to the night. At Protestant
courts in particular, it was tied to the representation of a rule which,
in its belief in the majesty of God and its anxiety about its own
dethroning, trusted in the opposition between light and dark. Given
this background, Hell itself was granted a long life. Even those who
exposed a belief in Hell as ‘superstition’ were unable to dispense
with it entirely, using it for the purposes of social disciplining by
analogy with the manipulative and deceptive game played with
darkness in the court theatre. Thus Koslofsky places the Enlightened
discourses which contested the existence of ghosts, witches, and Hell
in localities where nights were furthest opened up: the illuminated
cities. These discourses declared darkness the opposite of reason, and
thus located it in all ‘non-civilized’ peoples and cultures (but, it
should be added, always also found it in the depths of the
Enlightened self).

The light metaphors used by the Enlightenment, Koslofsky con-
cludes, followed on from those of Christianity, but no longer shared
the religious high regard for darkness (p. 281). The author of the book
underlines continuities here; this reviewer, on the other hand, prefers
to emphasize change. In Enlightenment thinking, the contrast be -
tween light and dark became a binary opposition, which it had not
been in the early modern period. The darkness of night, through
which Enlightenment reason had constituted itself, was thus trans-
formed into something not only predominantly negative, but also
purely metaphorical. The development of Enlightenment light
metaphors, therefore, cannot be adequately understood as a secular-
ization of Christian illumination. Here the limits of the term ‘noctur-
nalization’ become apparent. Koslofsky’s account suggests that there
were, in essence, two early modern responses to the night: first, phys-
ical illumination driving out the night; and secondly, the religious
and political instrumentalization of its darkness. The two processes,
the book suggests, were not congruent, and nor did they follow on
from each other seamlessly. The fact that the term ‘nocturnalization’
suggests that they did, however, is due to its authoritarian and thus
ultimately modern perspective, in which the Enlightenment is pre-
sented as both the completion and the overcoming of the process
under discussion. The problems which the concept raises are most
obvious where nocturnalization was not only not achieved, but not
even attempted: that is, in the rural areas where, according to
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Koslofsky, we can observe at best a failed de-nocturnalization. How -
ever catchy the term, it orients the religious and courtly treatment of
the night by the end point of an Enlightenment which, at the same
time, accompanied, continued, and criticized this treatment. The par-
adigm of nocturnalization not only prevents the inclusion in the
investigation of phenomena such as dreams, for example, which are
genuinely and a priori associated with the night; it also suggests that
the historical development being described was one-dimensional
and linear in a way that this highly readable book itself refutes in its
demonstration of tension-filled and often paradoxically complex
responses to the early modern night, of the dislocations in the practi-
cal everyday and symbolic relationship of day and night, light and
dark.
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