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  There are so many good stories here which do not usually find themselves between the same covers


  Jonathan Mirsky, Literary Review


  If for me, as a survivor from a pre-industrial English countryside, this book was a remembrance of things past, for younger readers it will be a wonderful revelation of
  a vanished age of darkness


  Raymond Carr, Spectator


  The book is especially engaging on the social significance of the night, the moral meanings projected into the dark


  Brian Dillon, Financial Times


  Meticulously researched . . . At Days Close is a splendid book . . . great entertainment, and to social historians it will be of immense value


  Sir Patrick Moore, Times Higher Education Supplement


  A triumph of social history. Almost every page contains something to surprise the reader . . . The great achievement of At Days Close is precisely its
  invasion of privacy: it shines a torch through the curtains of our ancestors and gives us a glimpse of them at their most vulnerable. Watching them blink back is one of the most enjoyable literary
  experiences of the year


  Damian Thompson, Mail on Sunday


  Ekirch paints his picture with affection as well as learning . . . [an] extraordinary book


  Jonathan Ree, Evening Standard


  Absorbing . . . fascinating . . . [Ekirch] has plundered an extraordinary range of cross-cultural sources for his material, and he tells us about everything from witches
  to firefighting, architecture to domestic violence . . . [a] monumental study


  Terry Eagleton, The Nation


  An enthralling anthropology of the shadow realms of Western Europe from the late Middle Ages to the Industrial Revolution. [Ekirch] weaves his own Bayeux tapestry . . .
  [a] passionate case against too much artificial light


  John Leonard, Harpers magazine


  Ekirch is a man on a mission and, to a remarkable degree, he has reclaimed that portion of the circadian cycle which historians have traditionally neglected. He has
  emptied nights pockets


  Arthur Krystal, The New Yorker
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  In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth.


  The earth was without form, and void, and darkness was upon the face of the deep; and the Spirit of God was moving over the face of the waters.


  And God said, Let there be light; and there was light. And God saw that the light was good; and God separated the light from the darkness. God called the light Day, and the
  darkness he called Night.


  


  


  Genesis 1:15
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          Let the night teach us what we are, and the day what we should be.

        

      

    

  


  THOMAS TRYON, 16911
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  THIS BOOK sets out to explore the history of nighttime in Western society before the advent of the Industrial Revolution.
  My chief interest lies in the way of life people fashioned after dark in the face of both real and supernatural perils. Notwithstanding major studies on crime and witchcraft, night, in its own
  right, has received scant attention, principally due to the longstanding presumption that little else of consequence transpired. No occupation but sleepe, feed, and fart, to quote the
  Jacobean poet Thomas Middleton, might best express this traditional mindset. With the exception of enterprising scholars in Europe, historians have neglected the primeval passage from daylight to
  darkness, especially before the modern era. Nighttime has remained a terra incognita of peripheral concern, the forgotten half of the human experience, even though families spent long hours
  in obscurity. We are blind half of our lives, observed Jean-Jacques Rousseau in Emile (1762).2


  Rather than a backdrop to daily existence, or a natural hiatus, nighttime in the early modern age instead embodied a distinct culture, with many of its own customs and rituals. As a mark of its
  special nature, darkness in Britain and America was frequently known as the night season. Night and day, of course, shared qualities in common, and many differences were a matter of
  degree and intensity. But along with alterations in diet and health, dress, travel and communication, significant changes arose in social encounters, work rhythms, and popular mores, including
  attitudes toward magic, sexuality, law, and hierarchical authority. Not only, then, does this book challenge longstanding assumptions about the past scale of nocturnal
  activity, but it also seeks to resurrect a rich and vibrant culture very different from daily reality, an alternate reign, as an English poet put it. More than that, darkness, for the
  greater part of humankind, afforded a sanctuary from ordinary existence, the chance, as shadows lengthened, for men and women to express inner impulses and realize repressed desires both in their
  waking hours and in their dreams, however innocent or sinister in nature. A time, fundamentally, of liberation and renewal, night gave free rein to the goodhearted as well as the wicked, forces
  both salutary and malignant in ordinary existence. Night knows no shame, affirmed a proverb. Despite widespread dangers, multitudes drew fresh strength from the setting
  sun.3


  At Days Close consists of twelve chapters, divided into four parts. Part One, In the Shadow of Death, focuses on nights perils. Threats to body and soul
  expanded and intensified after dark. Probably never before in Western history had evening appeared more menacing. Part Two, Laws of Nature, is devoted to both official and popular
  responses to nighttime. I begin by examining a variety of repressive measures, from curfews to watchmen, designed by church and state to curb nocturnal activity. Only toward the eighteenth century
  did cities and towns take half-steps to render public spaces accessible at night. By necessity, ordinary folk, at home and abroad, relied upon magic, Christianity, and natural lore to counter the
  darkness in urban and rural areas. This complex matrix of popular conventions and beliefs sets the stage for the remarkable undercurrent of activity in communities after sunset. Part Three,
  Benighted Realms, probes the haunts of men and women at work and play. Shrouded interiors weakened social constraints, creating spheres of intimacy among family, friends, and lovers.
  If evening, for most, was a time of personal freedom, it exerted special appeal for classes at opposite ends of the social spectrum. Successive chapters examine nights multi-faceted
  importance for both patricians and plebeians. After dark, power shifted from the mighty to the meek. Sleep, the farthest refuge from the throes of daily life, forms the basis of Part Four.
  Private Worlds analyzes bedtime rituals and sleep disturbances, as well as a pattern of slumber, dominant since time immemorial, whereby preindustrial households awakened in the dead
  of night. Families rose to urinate, smoke tobacco, and even visit close neighbors. Many others made love, prayed, and, most important historically, reflected on their
  dreams, a significant source of solace and self-awareness. Finally, the books epilogue, Cock-Crow, analyzes the demystification of darkness under way in cities and large towns
  by the mid-eighteenth century. The foundation, even then, was laid for our modern twenty-four/seven society, with profound consequences for personal security and freedom.


  This narrative of nocturnal life covers Western Europe from Scandinavia to the Mediterranean. The British Isles form the heart of my inquiry, but extensive material is included from across the
  Continent. In addition, I have incorporated relevant information from early America and Eastern Europe. The books time period is equally broad, stretching from the late Middle Ages to the
  early nineteenth century, though the principal focus is the early modern era (ca. 15001750). That said, I make occasional reference to both the medieval and ancient worlds, drawing
  comparisons as well as contrasts to earlier practices and beliefs. Although many developments explored in this book were unique to the early modern era, some clearly were not. Seen from that
  perspective, this study represents a more extended exploration of nocturnal life in preindustrial times than ever I anticipated.


  By the same token, my research has occasionally benefited from the ground-level insights of Humphrey OSullivan, mile Guillaumin, and other close observers of rural life in the
  nineteenth century. I strongly subscribe to the historical viewpoint that the values and traditions of many agrarian regions in Europe and America did not significantly change until the late 1800s,
  with the expansion of transportation and commerce. As Thomas Hardy wrote in Tess of the dUrbervilles (1891), a gap of two hundred years separated the worldviews of Tess
  and her motherwhen they were together the Jacobean and the Victorian ages were juxtaposed.4


  Uniformities in nocturnal life, across time and space, often outweighed variations during the early modern period. Nocturnal culture was by no means monolithic, but people were more alike in
  their attitudes and conventions than they were different. Just as preindustrial folk, after dark, shared common fears, so did many act in similar ways. Besides persuading me to structure the book
  thematically, this realization reinforced my view of nights fundamental importance. Such was the impact of this natural cycle that it frequently transcended
  differences in culture and time. When significant deviations did arise, such as in forms of courtship or artificial lighting, I have explored these in the text. But not until the eighteenth century
  would nocturnal life anywhere be markedly transformed, and then only in cities and towns. In fact, often more influential in preceding years than temporal or regional differences were differences
  rooted in social position and gender, in addition to divisions between town and country.


  My research draws from a broad range of sources, as one might suspect for such a ubiquitous subject. Most valuable have been personal documentsletters, memoirs, travel accounts, and
  diaries. Despite its breadth, the book, in large measure, is constructed around the lives of individual men and women. Diaries, especially, have permitted this for members of the middle and upper
  classes. For information regarding the lower orders, I have mined rich veins of legal depositions along with a small number of diaries and autobiographies. An unparalleled source for urban street
  life has been the Old Bailey Session Papers, eighteenth-century pamphlets that chronicled trials at Londons chief criminal court. For traditional beliefs and values, wide use has been
  made of glossaries, dictionaries, and, most of all, collections of proverbs. Theres the peasants creed, observed a French priest of proverbsthe learning he
  has ripened and assimilated to the innermost recesses of his soul.5 To help explore different strata of thought, I have examined a wealth of both
  high literature and low, not just poetry, plays, and novels but also ballads, fables, and chapbooks. All of these I have tried to employ with caution, pointing out
  instances when imaginative works diverged from social reality. Didactic writings have been useful, primarily sermons, religious tracts, and handbooks of advice. Revealing, too, are
  eighteenth-century newspapers and magazines, medical, legal, and philosophical treatises, and agricultural tracts. And, for illustrative and explanatory purposes, I have drawn upon studies from
  medicine, psychology, and anthropology. Other recent works, on topics ranging from popular culture to blindness, have been instructive, as have monographs focusing on selected aspects of nocturnal
  life (for thematic unity, I have not examined sources relating to warfare at night).


  A last point deserves special emphasis. While I take up, on several occasions, the question of nights impact upon daily life, including whether darkness in the main was a source of social
  stability or disorder, that issue has not been my foremost concern. Hopefully, the material contained in these pages will afford justification enough for studying nighttime on its own terms.


  


  ROGER EKIRCH


  Sugarloaf Mountain


  Roanoke, Virginia


  November 2004


  


  All dates are rendered in new style, with the new year beginning on January 1. Quotations, for the most part, are in the original spelling, though capitalization has been modernized and
  punctuation added when necessary.


  


  


  


  

 

  SHUTTING-IN

  


  


  

 

  
    
      
        
          Shepherds all, and maidens fair, fold your flocks up, for the air gins to thicken, and the sun already his great course hath run.

        

      

    

  


  JOHN FLETCHER, ca. 16101
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  RATHER THAN FALLING, night, to the watchful eye, rises. Emerging first in the valleys, shadows slowly ascend sloping
  hillsides. Fading rays known as sunsuckers dart upward behind clouds as if being inhaled for another day. While pastures and woodlands are lost to gloom, the western sky remains aglow
  even as the sun draws low beneath the horizon. Were he guided by the firmament, the husbandman might keep to his plough, but the deepening shadows hasten his retreat. Amid reappearing rooks and
  lowing cattle, rabbits scamper for shelter. Screech owls take wing over a heath. Whistling like conspiring assassins, they inspire equal alarm in mice and men, both taught at an early age to fear
  this high-pitched harbinger of death. As daylight recedes, color drains from the landscape. Thickets grow larger and less distinct, blending into mongrel shades of gray. It is eventide, when, say
  the Irish, a man and a bush look alike, or, more ominously, warns an Italian adage, hounds and wolves.2


  The darkness of night appears palpable. Evening does not arrive, it thickens. Wayfarers are overtaken as if enveloped by a black mist, not only seen but felt as the
  Old Testament recounts of the darkness that befell Pharaohs Egypt. With the suns flight, noxious fumes are widely thought to descend from the skynight fogges and
  noysom vapourscold, raw, and dank. In the popular imagination night has fallen. No longer is the days atmosphere transparent, odorless, and temperatewashed
  by welcome beams of light. What Shakespeare describes as the daylight sick spreads contagion and pestilence, laden with malignant damps that infect the
  prostrate countryside. Make haste, warns Duke Vincentio in Measure for Measure (1604), the vaporous night approaches.3


  Gloaming, cock-shut, grosping, crow-time, daylights gate, owl-leet. The English tongue contains a vast corpus of evocative idioms for days descent into obscurity, with Irish Gaelic
  possessing four terms just to chart successive intervals of time from late afternoon to nightfall. No other phase of the day or night has inspired a richer terminology. Before the advent of
  industrialization, certainly none mattered more to the lives of ordinary men and women. For most persons, the customary name for nightfall was shutting-in, a time to bar doors and
  bolt shutters once watchdogs had been loosed abroad. For nightits foul and fetid air, its preternatural darknessspawned uncertain perils, both real and imaginary. And, oddly, no age
  in Western history other than that bounded by the Renaissance and the Enlightenment has ever had more reason to dread its offspring.
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          Never greet a stranger in the night, for he may be a demon.

        

      

    

  


  The Talmud1
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  NIGHT WAS mans first necessary evil, our oldest and most haunting terror. Amid the gathering darkness and cold, our
  prehistoric forbears must have felt profound fear, not least over the prospect that one morning the sun might fail to return.


  No environs more distant from the Paleolithic age might be imagined than the Georgian chambers of Edmund Burke in London. Concerned with the relationship between obscurity and aesthetics, Burke,
  a young Irish migr, took a keen interest in mankinds age-old fear of darkness, to which even Londons enlightened citizenry still succumbed. It was a topic last visited
  in England with any clarity by John Locke in his famous philosophical treatise An Essay Concerning Human Understanding (1690). To Lockes explanation for childhood fears of the dark,
  Burke, however, gave short shrift. Whereas Locke had blamed nurses for spinning ghost stories among impressionable infants, Burke, in A Philosophical Enquiry into the Origins of Our Ideas of the
  Sublime and Beautiful (1757), insisted that darkness remained, as always, terrible in its own nature. It is very hard to imagine, he concluded, that the
  effect of an idea so universally terrible in all times, and in all countries, as darkness, could possibly have been owing to a set of idle stories.2 In short, terror of the dark was timeless.


  One can only speculate about when an inherent fear of darkness might first have taken root in the human psyche. In view of the terror that must have struck our earliest ancestors, very likely
  this most ancient of human anxieties has existed from time immemorial, much as Burke contended. Some psychologists, however, have surmised that prehistoric peoples, rather than
  naturally fearing darkness in its own right, may have first feared specific perils arising in the dark. Only then, as night grew increasingly synonymous with danger, might early populations, across
  a span of many generations, have acquired an instinctive terror.3


  Whatever its exact source, whether this fear originated at the outset or over time, certainly later cultures stood to inherit a pronounced aversion to nocturnal darkness. Everywhere one looks in
  the ancient world, demons filled the night air. Nyx, born of Chaos in Greek mythology, was the goddess of all-subduing night who, in the Iliad, makes even Zeus tremble. Among
  her fierce brood numbered Disease, Strife, and Doom. In Babylon, desert denizens suffered from the depredations of the night-hag Lilith. Ancient Romans feared the nocturnal flights of the strix, a
  witch that transformed itself into a screeching bird preying upon the entrails of infants, while to the east of Jerusalem, an Angel of Darkness terrorized Essene villagers in the arid
  environment of Qumran.4 So, too, many early civilizations, including Egypt and Mesopotamia, equated darkness with death, as would Christian Europe. The
  Twenty-third Psalm speaks famously of the valley of the shadow of death. Christianity, from its birth, revered God as the source of eternal light. His first act of creation, the gift
  of light, rescued the world from the domain of chaos. And the light shineth in darkness, declares the Book of John, and the darkness comprehended it not. The Bible
  recounts a succession of sinister deedsworks of darknessperpetrated in the dead of night, including the betrayal of Christ in the Garden of Gethsemane. Following his
  crucifixion, there was darkness over all the land.5


  In more recent times, in lands far removed in longitude and age from the ancient world, nighttime has continued to inspire intense apprehension. Paul Gauguin discovered in Tahiti, for example,
  that Kanaka women never slept in the dark. As late as the twentieth century, the Navaho recoiled from nocturnal demons, as did the Pacific natives of Mailu. In African cultures like the Yoruba and
  Ibo peoples of Nigeria and the Ewe of Dahomey and Togoland, spirits assumed the form of witches at night, sowing misfortune and death in their wake. Significantly, where day-witches were believed
  to exist, such as among the Dinka, their conduct was thought less threatening.6


  Not that every society since the dawn of time has viewed night with similar revulsion. To underscore mans instinctive fear of the dark, originating somewhere in the
  primordial past, does not preclude the fact that night has aroused greater dread in some cultures than in others. Ancient Greek cults staged all-night religious festivals called
  pannchdes. And while, according to Juvenal, pedestrians prowling the streets of early Rome after sunset risked life and limb, the city, at the inception of the second century
  A.D., enjoyed a rich night life. In Antioch, wrote Libanius, residents shook off the tyranny of sleep with the aid of oil
  lampsas did societies like the Sumerians and Egyptians, similarly blessed with this early source of artificial illumination that permitted greater freedom after dark. Nor were they the
  first. In France, the remains of some one hundred lamps from the late Paleolithic period have been unearthed in the vicinity of the Lascaux cave paintings.7


  All forms of artificial illuminationnot just lamps but torches and candleshelped early on to alleviate nocturnal anxieties. Evil spirits love not the smell of lamps,
  declared Plato. Still, technological innovations only played a partial role. Cultural differences no doubt help to explain, for example, why some peoples avoided military engagements at night,
  while others did not. The Vikings appear to have relished nocturnal assaults, as European coastal communities sadly learned. Rather than access to lighting, perhaps habitual exposure every winter
  to Scandinavian darkness steeled Norsemen to its terrors. Equally stark were the contrasting reactions of Indian tribes along the eastern seaboard of North America that English settlers encountered
  centuries later. In New England, William Wood advised fellow colonists not to fear Indian assaults at night: They will not budge from their own dwellings for fear of their Abbamocho (Devil),
  whom they fear especially in evil enterprises. Still, a visitor to North Carolina, John Lawson, reported that the members of a local tribe are never fearful in the night, nor do the
  thoughts of spirits ever trouble them, such as the many hobgoblins and bugbears that we suck in with our milkfor which, like Locke, he blamed the foolery of our nurses and
  servants who by their idle tales of fairies and witches makes such impressions on our tender years.8


  Sundry influences have shaped the reactions of past cultures to nighttime, including, for that matter, the ways in which children have been acclimated at an early age to the
  dangers of darkness. These, the genuine hazards that night has posed across time, have in their own right colored perceptions, often more profoundly than other circumstances. Equally apparent, the
  past does not reveal a chronological pattern to our fears. Instead of any simple linear evolution, the tides of human adrenaline have ebbed and flowed over the course of many years. With the modern
  age, mans aversion to darkness has, of course, progressively diminished, particularly in industrialized societies owing to electric lighting, professional police, and the spread of
  scientific rationalism. Yet in the centuries preceding the Industrial Revolution, evening appeared fraught with menace. Darkness in the early modern world summoned the worst elements in man,
  nature, and the cosmos. Murderers and thieves, terrible calamities, and satanic spirits lurked everywhere.


  


  

  

  
 
  CHAPTER ONE


  TERRORS OF THE NIGHT: HEAVENS AND EARTH

  

  

  
 
  I


  

  
    
      
        
          So when night in her rustie dungeon hath imprisoned our ey-sight, and that we are shut seperatly in our chambers from resort, the divell keepeth his audit in our
          sin-guilty consciences.

        

      

    

  


  THOMAS NASHE, 15941
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  IT WAS AN era of dire apocalyptic visions. This abominable age, where of the Scripture so clearly speaks,
  bewailed Jean-Nicholas de Parival, a French writer in the 1600s. Dearth, disease, death, and damnation. As European paintings and literature beginning in the late fifteenth century grimly suggest,
  the natural world seemed as merciless as it did cruelly unpredictablea perpetual struggle, to paraphrase a later writer, between the whims of the heavens and the wants of the earth. A
  mans destiny is alwayes dark, rued a seventeenth-century proverb. Only salvationthe Kingdom of God, not of manoffered mortals certain sanctuary from fear. These were not
  faint tremors born of timidity but tangible anxieties rooted in danger and uncertainty, as subsequent generations appreciated. Our ancestors, recalled a London newspaper in 1767,
  spent one half of their life in guarding against death . . . they dreaded fire, thieves, famine, hoarded up their gains for their wives and children, and were some of them under terrible
  apprehensions about their fate in the next world.2


  It would be difficult to exaggerate the suspicion and insecurity bred by darkness. We lie in the shadow of death at night, our dangers are so great,
  remarked the author of The Husbandmans Calling in 1670. Numerous Shakespearean characters plumbed the depths of nights foul womb. O comfort-killing night,
  Lucrece exclaims after her rape, image of hell! / Dim register and notary of shame! / Black stage for tragedies and murders fell! / Vast sin-concealing chaos! / Nurse of
  blame!3 Just as heaven glowed with celestial light, darkness foreshadowed the agonies awaiting transgressors after death. Often likened to hell
  (eternal night), nighttime anticipated a netherworld of chaos and despair, black as pitch, swarming with imps and demons. Declares the King of Navarre in Loves
  Labours Lost (1598), Black is the badge of hell, / The hue of dungeons, and the suit of night. Indeed, it was the conviction of some divines that God created night as proof
  of hells existence. Like the face of hell, was how a seventeenth-century Venetian described the advance of evening.4


  Night brutally robbed men and women of their vision, the most treasured of human senses. None of sights sister senses, not even hearing or touch, permitted individuals such mastery over
  their environs.5 Were early modern communities not so dependent upon personal interaction, the power of sight would have been less critical. But these
  were small-scale, traditional societies in which face-to-face encounters predominated, in urban as well as rural settings. Vision allowed people to gauge character and demeanor, vital aspects of
  identity in the preindustrial world. Carriage and posture revealed inner qualities, as could the expressiveness of a persons eyes. Claimed a seventeenth-century Polish aristocrat,
  When a rustic or cowardly person wants to say something seriously, what do you see? He squirms, picks his fingers, strokes his beard, pulls faces, makes eyes and splits every word in three.
  A noble man, on the contrary, has a clear mind and a gentle posture; he has nothing to be ashamed of.6 Dress sharpened social contrasts. Some
  cities, by virtue of sumptuary legislation, permitted just the gentle classes to wear silk or satin. Fashion and color, whether clothing appeared plain or extravagant, bespoke age and occupation as
  well as rank.7


  But at night, lamented the Scottish poet James Thomson, order confounded lies; all beauty void; distinction lost; and gay variety one universal blot.8 Friends were taken for foes, and shadows for phantoms. Natural landmarkshedges, coppices, and treesacquired new life. When men in
  darknesse goe, / Humphrey Mill wrote in 1639, They see a bush, but take it for a theefe. Hearing, too, played tricks. Passing noises during the day demanded to be heard in the
  darkness. The night is more quiet than the day, observed the Jacobean writer George Herbert, and yet we feare in it what we doe not regard by day. A mouse running, a board
  cracking, a dog howling, an owle scritching put us often in a cold sweat.9


  By day, safety was found in numbers. In large towns and cities, the multitude effectually guard and protect individuals, a London newspaper correspondent noted. After dark, with
  families forced to fend for themselves, yet deprived of the protection of sight, threats to body and soul multiplied. When else but in the black of night might evil thrive
  unmolestedunbridled by the customary restraints of the visible world? Here never shines the sunne of discipline, moaned Thomas Middleton. At night, allowed Dame
  Sarah Cowper, I pray Almighty God to keep me from ye power of evil spirits, and of evil men; from fearfull dreams and terrifying imaginations; from fire, and all sad accidents . . . so many
  mischiefs, I know of, doubtless more that I know not of.10


  II


  

  
    
      
        
          There is no doute, but that almost all those things which the common people judge to be wonderfull sightes, are nothing lesse than so. But in the meane season it can
          not be denied, but that straunge sightes, and many other suche lyke things, are sometymes hearde and also seene.

        

      

    

  


  LEWES LAVATER, 157211
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  At night, bizarre sights and queer sounds came and vanished, leaving widespread anxiety in their train. On some evenings, deafening bangs and strange music broke the silence. In
  the English village of Wakefield, a tenant reported hearing a great noyse of musicke and dancinge about him, followed another night by the ringinge of small bells. The
  sound of deepe groneing could also be heard. The evening before a woman at Ealand died, servants grew terrified by a great knocking and variety of music. Common omens of
  ill-fortune included loud thunder and the cries of screech owls.12


  For people steeped in biblical wonders and supernatural lore, alterations in the night sky, including the aurora borealis in northern latitudes, carried even greater
  portent. Terrible sights were in the sky all night, George Booth of Chester recorded in 1727. All my family were up and in tears, or there prayers, the heavens flashing in a
  perpetual flame. As in the Middle Ages, comets, meteors, and lunar eclipses inspired awe and trepidation, as either omens of Gods will or marks of his wrath. Known as blazing
  stars, comets, it was said, foretold destruction & corruption of earthly things, whether from tempests, earthquakes, wars, plagues, or famine. In 1618, an entry in the
  parish register of Nantwich noted, Many times there appeared eastward a blazing star, betokenninge godds judgements towards us for sine. Gods preaching visibly from the heavens
  by a late astonishing comet, the Yorkshire minister Oliver Heywood wrote of a marvelmost of which were vastly more visible than celestial phenomena today owing to light
  pollution from the glare of modern street lamps.13


  Frequent outbursts of hysteria followed these sensations, with reverberations felt for days afterward. Early modern woodcuts bear witness to their impact. In England, the descent on a March
  night in 1719 of a great globe of fire reportedly struck all that saw it into a strange terror. According to the Wiltshire vicar John Lewis, Many who were in the
  open air fell to ye ground, & some swooned away; & the children & some of ye common people imagind the moon was dropt from its orb, & fallen to ye earth. A colonist in
  Connecticut, viewing a bright light in the sky, reportedly sacrificed his wife to glorify God.14 Such exclamations as
  dreadful, remarkable, and, most commonly, strange colored the testimony of eyewitnesses; even more when fantastic apparitions flooded the sky, whether
  images of coffins, crosses, or bloody swords. These, by all accounts, were horrifying to behold. On a summer night in Prague, residents saw a horrendous scene that included a marching column of
  headless men. Elsewhere, sightings occurred of shimmering clouds and streams of blood. Shortly after the Great Fire of 1666, terror seized the people of London upon viewing gleams of light one
  eveningtheir apprehensions, observed Samuel Pepys, being that the rest of the city was to be burned, and the papists to cut our throats. These
  marvels never grew commonplace. No less ghastly than wondrous, they constituted the most spectacular of nights mysteries.15
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    Georg Mack the Elder, Comet Seen at Nuremberg during November, 1577, seventeenth century.

  


  Most evenings, if seemingly serene, required vigilance against other celestial perils. Best-known of the many planets said to influence the rhythms of
  everyday life was earths closest neighbor, the moon. While a welcome source of light, the moon reputedly affected the internal workings of the human body much as it did the flow and timing
  of ocean tides and the course of the weather. Frances first philosophe, Bernard le Bovier de Fontenelle, was one of many learned authorities to perpetuate the medieval theory
  stressing the moons importance to physical health: As it passes through its phases, it exerts a great influence for better or worse over the course of illnesses. So potent was
  its power that the moon could alter the amount of moisture within a persons body, including the brain, thereby driving some individuals insane or moon-struck. Observed the
  authors of Maison Rustique, or, the Countrey Farme (1616), the moon was the governesse of all such humidities as are in earthly bodies. When the moon was full, women were
  thought at particular risk to become lunatics. Some victims died on the spot. In Londons St. Botolophs Parish between 1583 and 1599, as many as twenty-two deaths were
  attributed to planetary influence.16


  The moon also impregnated the night air with pestilential damps, widely deemed an even graver menace to human health. Darkness signified more than the temporary absence of light. According to
  popular cosmology, night actually fell each evening with the descent of noxious vapors from the sky. Night, wrote Richard Niccols in 1610, did powre grim darknesse downe. Kept at bay
  by daylight, descending mists reportedly contributed, no less than the suns departure, to the onset of darkness. In Herefordshire, nightfall was known as drop night. Some
  individuals described themselves within night, as if enveloped by a mammoth black cloud; in fact, criminal prosecutions in Scottish courts routinely referred to offenses having been
  committed under cloud of night.17


  Certainly, educated elites, well versed in the principles of Renaissance astronomy, by this time knew better. Night, wrote one person, is nothing, but th absence of
  the sun; and darkness, but the privation of light. In his essay On Nightfall, What It Is, and Whether It Falls on Us, the sixteenth-century French physician Laurent Joubert
  derided popular fears. Convinced of the moons ability to affect the brain, Joubert kept one foot squarely in the past. But he disputed the prevailing notion that nightfall is a
  certain rheumatic quality in the evening and night air that falls from the sky. There is no evil quality in nightfall air, he insisted, with night itself being nothing
  more than the obscurity or darkness of the air as a result of the absence of the sun.18 All the same, the traditional wisdom about nightfall
  persisted for many years. The night demitting unwholesome vapours, upon all that rest beneath, wrote the seventeenth-century moralist Owen Feltham.19
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    Anon., The Influence of the Moon on the Heads of Women, seventeenth century.

  


  Fevers and colds were only a few of the contagious maladies ascribed to the raw fumes of night. By entering the skins pores, dank evening air was believed to imperil healthy organs. In
  Ricordi Overo Ammaestramenti (1554), the Italian priest Sabba da Castiglione warned of the numerous illnesses that night air is wont to generate in human bodies. Thomas
  Dekker wrote of that thick tobacco-breath which the rheumaticke night throws abroad. Men and women appeared more likely, after dusk, to fall sick and even die.
  Thus popular opinion in 1706 attributed the overnight deaths of five men in Hertfordshire to some pestilential blast of the air. Particularly dangerous were sultry climates, where
  malarial fevers, born by mosquitoes, were ascribed to night vapors. A visitor to southern Italy pronounced the air particularly fatal at night. But fear of noxious air pervaded most
  of Europe and, for that matter, colonial America well into the eighteenth century. The suns impact on human illness, conversely, was thought salutary, in large measure for dispersing harmful
  damps. At her sight, rhapsodized the Elizabethan Robert Greene of the sun, the nights foul vapours fled.20


  Fears of contagion were intensified by the common perception that illnesses worsened at night. All sickness, wrote the Minorite friar Bartholomaeus Anglicus, generally is
  stronger by night than by day. Observed Thomas Amory, There is never a night passes wherein sickness and death do not afflict and lay waste many.21 In truth, symptoms associated with many illnesses almost certainly grew worse at nighttime, much as they do today. Deaths themselves, we know, are most likely to occur during the
  early morning hours, often due to circadian rhythms peculiar to such maladies as asthma, acute heart attacks, and strokes brought on by blood clots, accentuated perhaps by reduced blood flow to the
  brain owing to the position of the body while asleep. In general, we become most vulnerable when the bodys circadian cycle is at its lowest ebb. There is no reason to suspect
  that physiological cycles were significantly different four hundred years ago. A related problem is that immune systems weaken while we sleep, thereby releasing fewer killer cells to
  ward off infection.22 Premodern families typically blamed the dangerous properties of the atmosphere for contributing to respiratory tract illnesses. Two
  of the most common early modern diseases, influenza and pulmonary tuberculosis (consumption), worsened after dark, whether from constricted airways, heightened sensitivity to allergens, or added
  stress inflicted upon the lungs while bodies lay prone. Tragically, many persons might have been saved had their chambers been better ventilated at night, especially when occupied by multiple
  members of a family. A single window, perched slightly open, might have countered the deadly microorganisms spread by coughing and sneezing. The late eighteenth-century reformer Jonas Hanway wrote that the poor, in particular, when sick imagine that warmth is so necessary to their cure. As a consequence, they frequently poison themselves
  with their own confined air.23


  III


  

  
    
      
        
          The twilight is approaching,


          The night is approaching,


          Let us ask God for help


          and for protection


          From evil spirits,


          Who in darkness practise


          Their cunning most.

        

      

    

  


  ANDRZEJ TRZECIESKI, ca. 155824
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  Night, cautioned a proverb, belongs to the spirits. The uninviting climes of eveningtheir horrible sights and foreign sounds, their noysome
  vaporsbeckoned a host of demons and spirits, which the Stuart playwright John Fletcher called the blacke spawne of darknesse. The sky was their empire, the night air their
  earthly domain.25 None, of course, was more feared than Satan, the Prince of Darkness, whose misdeeds were legion, spread far and wide with
  the growth of printing by popular tracts and scholarly texts. One hears daily, a German clergyman wrote in 1532, of the hideous deeds effected by the Devil. There many
  thousands are struck dead; there a ship goes down with many people beneath the sea; there a land perishes, a city, a village. Because of the millenarian cast of Christian beliefs and
  prophecies of Armageddon, Satan, now more than ever, was thought on the attack. He was just as feared for scourging sinners as for robbing mortals of their soulsGods
  hangman, in the words of James I (15661625). Naturally dark in color, Satan assumed a range of clever disguises, often adopting the likeness of a black dog or crow. Although rumored
  to appear at all hours, he was believed to favor the darkness of night. Some writers, like the Elizabethan Thomas Nashe and the Anglican bishop Jeremy Taylor, supposed that God had forbidden his
  presence during daylight. Of nighttime, Nashe wrote, Our creator for our punishment hath allotted it him as his peculiar segniorie and kingdome. The
  night, the ways of hell, the time of Satans reign, warned a German evening devotion.26


  Plainly, night best suited his designs. The darkness of evening closely resembled hell, Satans eternal home, where fire gave no light and the foulest of fumes blinded the
  eyes with a choking smoke. By rejecting the light of Gods word, the devil embraced darkness, literally as well as metaphorically. Night alone magnified his powers and
  emboldened his spirit. Conversely, at no other time was man more vulnerable, blinded as well as isolated, and likely to be taken by surprise.27 Indeed,
  darkness had become Satans unholy realm on earth, a shadow government from which to wage perpetual warfare against the kingdom of Christ. His armies included a hierarchy of demons, imps,
  hobgoblins, and witches, all as real to contemporaries as their leader. The Dark World, warned the jurist Sir Matthew Hale in 1693, sometimes afflicting us with dreadful
  shapes, abominable smells, loathsome tastes, with other operations of the evil angels. The malevolent powers of demons were formidable. Appearing before men in divers shapes,
  commented the Calvinist leader James Calfhill, they disquiet them when they are awake; trouble them in their sleeps, distort their members; take away their health; afflict them with
  diseases.28


  As elsewhere in Europe, the topography of nearly every British hamlet was freighted with supernatural importance. Local lore cautioned village natives and unwary strangers alike, with numerous
  sites named after the Prince of Darkness himself. So at the Devils Hollows in the Scottish parish of Tannadice, it was well-known that Satan had once given some
  remarkable displays of his presence and power. Such was his reputed boldness in an Essex village that he tore down at night a church steeple that parishioners had raised during the day.
  Despite a local gentlemans offer to purchase fresh materials, none dared to reconstruct the spire. Other than haunted houses, demonic sites included ponds, woods, and churchyards.
  Those places are so frightful in the night time, the French lawyer Pierre Le Loyer wrote in 1605, particularly among the vulgar sort. A century later, a writer in the
  Spectator opined, There was not a village in England that had not a ghost in it, the churchyards were all haunted, every large common had a circle of fairies belonging to it,
  and there was scarce a shepherd to be met with who had not seen a spirit.29
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    Matthias Grunewald, The Devil Attacking the Window (detail from St. Anthony the Hermit from the Isenheim Altarpiece), ca.
    15121516.

  


  Where learned authorities spoke in generalities, demons bore distinct identities in the popular mind. Especially in rural areas, residents were painfully familiar with the wickedness of local
  spirits, known in England by such names as the Barguest of York, Long Margery, and Jinny Green-Teeth. Among the most common tormentors were fairies. In
  England, their so-called king was Robin Good-fellow, a trickster whose alleged pranks included leading wanderers astray at night through bogs and forests. In A Midsummer
  Nights Dream (ca. 1595), he was Shakespeares inspiration for the pixie Puck.30 Closely allied were will-o-the-wisps, mischievous
  imps that glowed at night above marshlands, which persons mistook, at their peril, for the light of a lantern. The Devils lontun, they were called in parts of England.
  An ignis fatuus, that bewitches, Samuel Butler wrote in 1663, and leads men into pools and ditches.31


  Variously defined as ghosts or fallen angels, some fairies were believed benign, but others absconded with livestock, crops, and even young children. The honest people, if we may
  believe a visitor to Wales, are terrified about these little fellows, and in Ireland Thomas Campbell reported in 1777, The fairy mythology is swallowed with the wide throat of
  credulity. No part of the British Isles was thought safe from their kindredbrownies, sprites, colts, or pixies, as they were called. Dobbies, who dwelt near towers and bridges,
  reportedly attacked on horseback. An extremely malicious order of fairies, the duergars, haunted parts of Northumberland in northern England, while a band in Scotland, the kelpies, bedeviled rivers
  and ferries. Elsewhere, the peoples of nearly every European culture believed in a similar race of small beings notorious for nocturnal malevolence. Whether foliots, trolls, or elves, their powers
  far outweighed their Lilliputian size. When ill treated, wrote a traveler to Westphalia, these powerful little spirits are cruelly vindictive, and will hide, mangle, and
  destroy everything before them.32


  Equally prevalent were disembodied spirits of the dead. Known as boggles, boggarts, and wafts, ghosts reportedly resumed their mortal likenesses at night. On other evenings, they were known to
  dress in white or take on the shapes of animals. Denied entry to the light of God, according to Christian tradition, they almost always appeared after dark. The Lord gave day to the
  living, observed Thietmar of Merseburg, and night to the dead. Some restless souls bore news of an impending death. Others were suicides condemned to wander indefinitely.
  Occasionally, specters returned to old neighborhoods seeking to right prior wrongs. In 1718, James Withey of Trowbridge was said to have twice witnessed, by his bedside, the ghost of a deceased
  girlfriend that he had deserted. He visibly saw at 2 several times, a neighbor recounted, the apparition of his old sweetheart in ye dress that she ware
  at ye time of his courtship of her, & that after looking with a stern visage upon him, she disppeard, & his candle was extinguished.33


  Ghosts afflicted numerous communities, often repeatedly, like the Bagbury ghost in Shropshire or Wiltshires Wilton dog. Apparitions grew so common in the Durham village of Blackburn,
  complained Bishop Francis Pilkington in 1564, that none in authority dared to dispute their authenticity. Common abodes included crossroads fouled by daily traffic, which were also a customary
  burial site for suicides. After the self-inflicted death in 1726 of an Exeter weaver, his apparition appeared to many by a crossroads. Tis certain, reported a newspaper,
  that a young woman of his neighbourhood was so scared and affrighted by his pretended shadow that she died within two days. Sometimes no spot seemed safe. Even the urbane Pepys feared
  that his London home might be haunted. The eighteenth-century folklorist John Brand recalled hearing many stories as a boy of a nightly specter in the form of a fierce mastiff that roamed the
  streets of Newcastle-upon-Tyne.34


  Other denizens of the nocturnal world included banshees in Ireland, whose dismal cries warned of impending death; the ar cannerez, French washwomen known to drown passersby who refused to
  assist them; and vampires in Hungary, Silesia, and other parts of Eastern Europe who sucked their victims blood. Night, a sixteenth-century poet remarked, by reviving the dead, threatened
  the living with death. As late as 1755, authorities in a small town in Moravia exhumed the bodies of suspected vampires in order to pierce their hearts and sever their heads before setting the
  corpses ablaze. During the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, reports of werewolves pervaded much of Central Europe and sections of France along the Swiss border, notably the Jura and the
  Franche-Comt. The surgeon Johann Dietz witnessed a crowd of villagers in the northern German town of Itzehoe chase a werewolf with spears and stakes. Even Paris suffered sporadic attacks.
  In 1683, a werewolf on the Notre-Dame-de-Grce road supposedly savaged a party that included several priests.35


  But, of course, witches in much of Christendom were thought to pose the gravest threat during the early modern era, as hunts bent on their annihilation tragically reflected. Following an initial
  spasm of panics in the 1400s, few parts of Western Europe, mostly Italy, Spain, and Portugal, escaped the waves of trials and executions that erupted during the sixteenth and
  seventeenth centuries. Hunts grew most feverish in southwestern Germany, Switzerland, France, and Scotland. Within England, where witchcraft became a capital crime in 1542, the county of Essex
  experienced abnormally high levels of prosecution during the second half of the sixteenth century, though the greatest single outbreak occurred in East Anglia in the mid-1640s, culminating in
  nearly two hundred executions. There is no way of telling the total number of Europeans put to death. Upward of thirty thousand from the fifteenth to the seventeenth centuries might have lost their
  lives. To judge from contemporary reports, the most common defendant seems to have been a single woman of small means and mature years eking out a marginal existence. Besides being needy, she was
  also considered spiteful. These miserable wretches, Reginald Scot wrote in 1584, are so odious unto all their neighbors, and so feared, as few dare offend them or denie them
  anie thing they ask. Crops, livestock, not even the weather was immune to their malevolence. In Amsterdam, a maid reported being attacked with bricks one night by four oddly clad women.
  Your face shall catch flies, they repeatedly exclaimed.36


  There was nothing new, of course, about the idea of witches and other nocturnal demons. Repeated references in early Christian texts to the outer darkness and the shadow of
  death only served to reinforce ancient stereotypes about nighttime. In the fourth century, St. Basil the Great wrote of those who viewed the darkness as an evil power, or rather, as
  evil itself. Little wonder that so much of Beowulf (eighth century), one of the most violent works in Old English literature, transpires at night or that its principal villain,
  Grendel, is a fierce monster that waits until darkness to scour the countryside looking for fresh victims to devourthis hugest of night-horrors, that on his people
  came.37 And yet, however disturbing, most supernatural beings did not incite widespread anxiety in Western Europe until the late Middle Ages, when
  nighttime became profoundly demonizedla nuit diabolise, in the words of the French historian Robert Muchembled. The modern author of a study of early revenants flatly states:
  We must be careful not to dramatize too greatly the medieval fear of the night. In the Middle Ages one could savor the calm of a beautiful night without fear. Medieval witches and
  ghosts remained relatively innocuous. Within England, according to a leading authority, known crimes attributed to witches before 1500 consisted only of two or three
  deaths, a broken leg, a withered arm, several destructive tempests and some bewitched genitals. Macbeth, probably first performed in 1605 or 1606, was among the earliest English plays
  to portray sinister deeds of witchcraft.38


  By then, however, Satan had assumed a more menacing persona. No longer just an annoyance, the devil was viewed by Christian theologians as a powerful adversary in the struggle between good and
  evil. Enlisted in Satans service were vast hordes of witches, having each entered into a solemn covenant with the Prince of Darkness. Armed with fresh powers, they reputedly congregated to
  worship the devil at nocturnal festivals initially called synagogues and, later, sabbaths. Besides engaging in sexual perversions and diabolical rites, they devoured
  young children, whose flesh enabled them to fly. At Aix in 1610, a defendant charged with witchcraft recounted a sabbath: Sometimes they ate the tender flesh of little children, who had been
  slain and roasted at some synagogue, and sometimes babes were brought there, yet alive, whom the witches had kidnapped from their homes. Not only guilty of magic to harm their neighbors
  (maleficium), witches were condemned as dangerous heretics, especially by the upper classesenemies of God as well as man.39


  In England, the Netherlands, and parts of Scandinavia, anxiety over nocturnal sabbaths never grew widespread. For myriad reasons, ranging from the aftershocks of the Reformation to the
  peculiarities of the English legal system, witches continued to be blamed for acts of personal malice, not for demonic assemblies. But, in English eyes, witches were still agents of Satan, and, as
  such, widely feared. One historian has quipped, In England witches hanged, while on the Continent they were burnedusually, it seems, at the behest of legal authorities and
  clerics, whereas popular fears more often propelled English prosecutions. Charges of heresy rarely arose in English trials, but apprehensions became so rife that several thousand deaths might have
  been ascribed to witchcraft by courts during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, with many more victims allegedly blinded, crippled, or rendered sterile. In Cumberland, of fifty-five deaths
  arising from causes other than old age reported in the parish register of Lamplugh during a five-year period from 1658 to 1662, as many as seven persons had been
  bewitched. Four more were frighted to death by fairies, one was led into a horse pond by a will of the wisp, and three old
  women were drownd after being convicted of witchcraft.40


  How can the European witch craze be explained? Although studies have stressed conditions peculiar to the settings where witch hunts erupted, several sweeping trends have received attention,
  including religious conflicts, legal changes, and the birth of printing. In many respects, these societies were in the throes of rapid change, much of it naturally alarming as the feudal order gave
  way around them. Especially after the fifteenth century, war, famine, natural disasters
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