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Big City, Bright Lights? Night spaces in Paris and London, 1660-1820(
John Vanbrugh's unfinished play A Journey to London (1720) tells of the marital tribulations of Lord Loverule and his fashionable wife Arabella. In London the pair are confronted with a whirl of assembly rooms, routs and other resorts popular with members of the privileged elite. Their ability to enjoy these resorts and activities is dependent, however, on their ability to adjust to the temporal rhythm of London, one very different from that they were accustomed to in the country. Lady Arabella adjusts quickly to this Augustan jet-lag, resetting her body clock to enable her to stay out until 3 or 4 am. Her husband retires at ten, loath to change his habits. «I thought, to go to Bed early and rise so,» he observes, «was ever esteem'd a right Practice for all People.» For Arabella, such behaviour smacks of «a Mechanick, who must get to Bed betimes, that he may rise early to open his Shop. Faugh!» Early to bed and early to rise? Lady Loverule's reply is curt: «Beasts do it»
. 


Thanks to the so-called «spatial turn», Anglophone urban historians and cultural geographers have enriched our understanding of how the modern city emerged in seventeenth- and eighteenth-century Europe
. We are able to relate the hard facts of street architecture and the geographic distribution of retail outlets to Georgian consumer culture, for example, allowing us to observe the emergence of «shopping as a place to go»
. We can revisit royal gardens with the help of medical treatises and etiquette books, and discover in them spaces where city dwellers learned to promenade, giving both leg muscles and imaginations a healthy workout
. In such narratives it seems that the modern city is spawning new spaces for new urban practices. «A space for everything,» we might conclude, «and everything in its space».

But what of the fourth dimension, time? Writing in The Spectator in 1712, Joseph Addison was well aware that a single urban location could be used for different purposes at different times of day by people «as different from each other as those who are Born in different Countries.» «Men of Six-a-clock» were different, he noted, from those of nine, from «the Generation of Twelve», as well as from «the fashionable World, who have made Two-a-clock the Noon of the Day»
. Sadly, historians have largely failed to note this process, so characteristic of the city, by which one location could operate as several different spaces. Vanbrugh's comical contrast between the lady of fashion and the stolid man of sense suggests a tension between a natural rhythm, where darkness is for restorative sleep, and a polite rhythm, where darkness is for exhausting pleasures. This contrast, for Arabella at least, is also a contrast of class and gender. The polite world's day reaches its peak long after the artisan's day ends. This lady of fashion gambles while her husband stays at home, alienating them so much that their marriage breaks down
.

This essay considers how new street lighting and new types of resort such as cafes and pleasure gardens changed the way in which the hours after sunset were used in the city. It takes Paris and London as its focus, starting from the late seventeenth century, when the first experiments in city-wide street lighting were made, to the early nineteenth century, when gaslight was introduced in London. The history of the urban night is still in its infancy, and any historian must confront a number of obstacles. Many denizens of the city night failed to indicate what time they engaged in this or that activity. How «late» is «late»? When does «evening» become «night»? Another challenge is the tendency to exaggerate the benefits of each change in lighting technology. James Sayers' engraving Coke and Gas; coal and oil (1808) claims that the difference between gas light and oil light was tantamount to that between night and day
. Yet the same had been said before, of oil and candle.


Recent work by Alain Cabantous and Craig Koslofsky has synthesized and added to a wealth of primary as well as secondary material previously published by others, much of it more than fifty years ago
. Whereas this older generation of historians studied one city at a time, now we are able to trace the relative effectiveness of these installations across eighteenth-century France and early modern Europe, and begin to compare them with more familiar nineteenth-century developments considered by Wolfgang Schivelbusch and Simon Delattre
. Rather than an irreversible march of light Koslofsky identifies several cities which experimented with lighting only to drop it as an expensive luxury
. 


Cabantous has proposed that street lighting in French cities passed through four phases: a period when lighting was exceptional, at the behest of the individual householder (up to 1660), the first city-wide lighting schemes (1660-1720), a period of relative inactivity (1720-60) followed by another burst of activity (1770 onwards)
. Although this essay largely accepts this chronology, it does question the traditional focus on street illumination as a manifestation of royal authority. The smashing of street lights and beating up of nightwatchmen have been intrepreted as examples of students, prostitutes and other «natives» of the city night resisting «colonization» by their superiors
. This approach is similar to that adopted by Schivelbusch and Murray Melbin in their studies of the «industrialization of light» and night as a «frontier»
. A model primarily focussed on control and surveillance may not work for London, however, or even for the supposedly more rigidly-surveyed Paris. This essay proposes other ways we might tell this story: considering the city night as a gendered, as polite, and finally how it was framed as a visual spectacle for the first time. 

«Charleys» and Lapins ferrés: policing the night

For seventeenth-century city-dwellers the hours of darkness meant much the same as they did for those who lived in the country. A time to sleep, recovering from the day's labours and preparing for the next to commune with God and pray for his protection from the dangers of the night. These dangers loomed large in cities: fire spread easily between wooden houses, as the incineration of London in 1666 amply demonstrated. Night was associated with crimes against the person and property, of the sort we still fear today, as well as crimes against God (witchcraft) and King (the posting of seditious papers, graffiti on statues). As early as the fourteenth century Londoners saw the city night as an «underworld» of noctivagantes, who either walked aimlessly or with some nefarious purpose in mind
. This world was a temporal equivalent to the many special jurisdictions which made early modern London and Paris a patchwork of enclaves (the Temple in Paris, Southwark Mint in London), governed by different laws and conventions. 


An exchange from a set of dialogues by the London-based poet Benvenuto Italiano published in 1612 sums the mood up nicely:

Ho, within?

Who knocks at the doore?

Friends.

Friends walke not in the night
. 

Some did, of course, walk in the night, breaking the nine o'clock curfew (ten o'clock in summer) in force in seventeenth-century London and Paris: students, apprentices, prostitutes, the first two groups providing the last with much of their custom
. Nocturnal activity confirmed these young men's position on the edge of an otherwise regimented society. Night was a more tolerant space, perhaps more democratic in the way it brought ranks together. It was a marginal space, however
. 


The curfew had been in place since at least the thirteenth century, and was signalled in medieval London and Paris by the ringing of a bell. This was when the city gates, taverns and cabarets all closed. Householders were duty-bound to hang a candle in a lanthorn by their door, or, in Paris, «au-dessous des fenêtres du premier étage» on moonless winter nights
. As the name suggests, these devices were made, not of glass, but of horn. They shed little light and did not last more than a few hours. Nor did they need to, being intended to help people find their way home in the hours between dusk and curfew. The frequency with which Londoners and Parisians were reminded of this duty suggests that it was not universally carried out
. 


After curfew the streets were patrolled by the night watch. Anyone out had to carry a lit lantern and be ready with a good story to account for themselves. Suspicious individuals were brought before a magistrate for further examination; in Paris, to the prison of the Chatelet; in London, to one of five night prisons (or compters) scattered across London
. Here the night walker might be held until morning, or, if he or she was particularly unlucky, longer. Though the rules were similar, the level and means of enforcement differed in London and Paris. In Paris the watch was an armed paramilitary force, the guet, which consisted of 139 archers (100 on foot, 39 mounted) in 1719. The Garde de Paris (43 horse, at least initially) was established in 1666, and was also charged with patrolling the streets at night
. The eighteenth-century Paris glazier Jacques-Louis Ménétra and others of the petit peuple had little time for these lapins ferrés or tristes-à-pattes
.

The night watch of London was a civilian force, unmounted and unarmed, apart from rusty halberds, which few actually possessed
. Whereas the guet was paid by the King, London's night watch was made up of householders following a rota (like jury service): each night citizens met at a pre-arranged spot to patrol their own neighbourhoods, wearing their own clothes. In addition to rounding up night walkers the watch checked that doors and shops were shut and cried the hours. Whereas Paris was locked up at night right through the eighteenth and on into the nineteenth century, the gates of London were either unhinged or wedged open from 1660. The contrast between despotic, militarized, closed Paris and the free, open Republic of London seems sharp enough. Whereas the curfew remained in force in eighteenth-century Paris, in London it was widely flouted. In 1660 the shops were open until 2200, and many taverns even later
.

On closer inspection, however, the picture becomes more complicated. At points the Parisian authorities experimented with a less regimented force. In 1740 Lieutenant de police d'Argenson experimented with patrols of fifteen plain-clothes men led by an inspector; 1775 saw the introduction of patrouilles grises, made up of a sergeant from the Châtelet and gardes in civilian clothes
. The failure to shut the gates of London after 1660 did not mean that the gates were viewed as redundant
. Far from being model citizens in the late seventeenth century the vast majority of Londoners were paying substitutes to carry out their duties. In 1696 only one of the City's wards could claim to have the stipulated number of watchmen on duty. Those on duty were «decrepit, superannuated wretches» (according to Daniel Defoe), who knocked off early
. They knew their «inhabitants» well
. But neighbourliness could come close to criminality when watchmen took prostitutes under their protection. The nightwatchman in John Bogle's atmospheric engraving (fig) seems to be in no hurry to move on the prostitute resting in the doorway. 


Though acts of 1735-6 affecting the cities of both London and Westminster raised levels of pay, the stock image of the watchman or «charley» as a dopey old codger survived up to the creation of the Metropolitan Police in 1829. The Regency bucks of Piers Egan's Life in London (1821) seem to have found knocking over their watch-stands (with «charley» inside) just as fun as the Mohocks had a century before. Though it is a striking coincidence that the first sergents de ville should have hit Parisian streets the same year as London's bobbies, it must be conceded that until 1829 patrolling the streets at night in Paris remained a quasi-military exercise. Though police spies were far less numerous than Lieutenants Sartine and Lenoir led people to believe, the spectre of the mouchard or, after 1810, of the Sûreté agent lent the Parisian night an added frisson, equally absent in London. Some night walkers seem to have used this to their advantage, claiming to be Sûreté agents on a secret undercover mission when stopped by the garde - and being let off..

Candles, oil, gas: systems of illumination

The years 1660-1700 represent the first phase in the history of modern street lighting. In 1660 the requirement that Londoners keep a candle lantern lit for two hours before curfew 117 nights of the year was confirmed by an Act of Parliament
. In 1667 the ordinance which established the Lieutenance de police ordered the setting up of three thousand candle lanterns in Paris. This system was funded by the taxe des boues et lanternes (which funded scavenging as well as lighting). The new lights were suspended from ropes above the middle of the street, being lowered by pulleys for lighting and cleaning (fig). They were to remain lit until 2am between 20 October and 31 March (i.e. Michaelmas to Lady Day). The number of lanterns had increased to more than 5,700 by 1729 and just shy of 7,000 in 1770
. 


Gushing claims that this system «fera comme en plein midi / Clair la nuit dedans chaque rue, / De longue ou de courte étendue» need to be taken with a bucket of salt, however
. Whereas the Île de la Cité was well supplied with lanterns, the faubourgs had few, if any. One candle every thirty metres would have shed very little light, and, at an elevation of fifteen feet, they were easily damaged (often willfully) by those driving carriages or coaches. Candles blew out or were used up well before the stipulated time
. These lanterns' sides were admittedly glass rather than horn, and their manufacture kept Ménétra as busy as he wanted to be
. But there were no reflectors or lenses. As the taxe was a royal one, the crown sometimes abused it as a cash cow, rather than simply using it to cover costs. Parisians paid the tax, paid for the offices associated with levying the tax, and paid not to pay the tax (several times). Some streets resisted the introduction of lights not because they opposed «improvement» or surveillance, but simply because they didn't want to be fleeced. When a new levy was imposed on houses which had boîtes de lanternes (which held the pulley mechanism used to lower lanterns for servicing) in 1702 hundreds of householders simply ripped them off their walls
.

Since the 1670s London «projectors» like Richard Reeves, Anthony Vernatty and Samuel Hutchinson had been hawking their designs for oil lamps around, trying to get individual householders or neighbourhoods to pay them to install, maintain and light these lamps in lieu of candle lanterns. After a semi-political lobbying campaign the Corporation of London agreed in 1695 to sell (for £600) the Light Royal Company exclusive rights to put up oil lights within the City, for twenty-one years. Lamps were to be no more than thirty yards apart on main streets, thirty-five on lesser ones, and the Company was empowered to collect fines from those who did not light up. Around a thousand Light Royals were installed in the City, which encouraged neighbourhoods in Westminster to adopt similar lamps. The City contract was renewed in 1716, although the company was struggling to collect payments in the 1720s, particularly from those who lived in semi-private alleys or courts
. 


In 1735 the City invited new designs for lamps of «globular» type, the previous «bull's eye» models have been deemed unsatisfactory, blinding those driving carriages and coaches. The Lighting Act of 1736 (an act of parliament, not the City's Common Council) incorporated a rating scheme based on the assessed value of all houses, extending the hours of lighting and narrowing the prescribed distance between lamps. Each ward was now able to contract out to whichever firm they wished
. Lighting Acts for specific parishes in London (as well as for cities like Kingston upon Hull and Bath) were passed in the 1740s and 1750s. In 1739 there were 4,825 lamps in the City's 26 wards, maintained by 17 contractors. Being a local rate rather than a tax, this system was not subject to the abuses found in Paris. Although Amsterdam was probably been better lit in the 1660s, by 1700 London had taken the lead, and remained the best-illuminated city in Europe up to the 1760s. Perception, however, is another matter entirely.


The twenty years after 1765 saw the introduction of oil-powered reflector lamps or réverbères in Paris. One of the most talked-about municipal improvements in Paris between the Sun King and the Revolution, it has been largely overlooked by historians
. Réverbères, quinquets and the eponymous lamp unveiled by the chemist François Ami Argand in 1781 were at the centre of a cross-Channel technological rivalry
. In 1763 Lieutenant de police Sartine offered a prize to encourage inventors to come forward with their ideas. No winner was awarded, however, and, the competition was re-started in 1766, this time with a prize of 2,000 livres, as shown in a painting from the Waddesdon Livre des caricatures (fig). This time three winners were declared. Each had their design trialled, that of Dominique-François Bourgeois de Châteaublanc coming out triumphant. With financial backing from a financier, Pierre Tourtille-Saugrain, and a commissaire générale de la voirie, Pierre-Joseph Lavalar, he formed a company that was awarded a twenty-year monopoly in 1769
. 


Powered by smelly tripe oil and hung over the middle of the street thirty toises apart, these hexagonal réverbères had reflectors (as their name indicated), and between two and four wicks. There was a commissioner and an inspector in each quartier to check that they were working properly. There were complaints that the réverbères blinded coachmen and that their oil reservoirs were insufficiently filled, causing them to extinguish by 9 or 10pm
. By 1790 there were a mere 3,783 of them, rising slowly to 5,123 in 1828
. In both London and Paris «link-boys» or porte-falots continued to make a good living by carrying torches or lanterns with which to light one's way home. That these urchins continued  working well into the nineteenth century suggests that the illumination of the city was far from complete
. The réverbères nonetheless inspired the first depictions of the city night ever made, as we shall see.


The next step in lighting technology came with the advent of coal gas, at the very end of the period considered here. London's Pall Mall was lit with gas in January 1807, the first street in the world. As with the «projectors» in the 1690s, once again there was skepticism of the inventors' claims, in this case those of the Moravian immigrant Friedrich Albert Winzler, who had been inspired by 1790s experiments with gas thermolampes invented by Philippe Lebon. As Rowlandson's A Peep at the Gas Lights in Pall Mall (1809) indicates (fig), speculation surrounding Winzler's proposed New Patriotic Imperial and National Heat and Light Company was rife, as were claims that prostitutes would be put out of business. Winzler (Anglicized as Winsor) eventually found sufficient backers for the Chartered Gas Light and Coke Company to be formed in 1810. By 1815 30 miles of gas pipe had been laid in London. In 1816 Winsor returned to Paris and began staging demonstrations, illuminating the Passage des Panoramas. His Paris enterprise failed, however, in 1819. Officially approved in 1822, it took some time for gaslight to arrive on the streets of Paris. In 1829 the Rue de la Paix and the Rue de Castiglione became the first streets to be lit by gas. It would take much longer to reach less fashionable streets
. 

A gendered night? Night walkers and coffee houses, 1660-1720

Stopped by the watch in Smithfield at around 9:30pm one fine evening in 1591, Francis Kenningham refused to justify himself. «Honest men may walk at all hours,» he claimed
. Was he right? And what of honest women? In contrast to the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, in the seventeenth century women formed the majority of individuals committed to London's Bridewell for walking the streets after curfew. This probably indicates increasing demonisation of female night walkers, rather than any change in who walked the city streets
. 


«Nightwalking» became a focus of anti-vice campaigners in the closing decades of the seventeenth century
. Some claimed that with the recent advances in street illumination «The plying Punks [prostitutes] crept into Holes, / Who walk'd the streets before by sholes»
. This was not the case. Between September 1696 and March 1697 the bookseller John Dunton published a monthly periodical entitled The Night-Walker, describing a series of nightly rambles devoted to tracking, confronting and attempting to «reform» female prostitutes as well as their male clients. The Night-Walker is a jeremiad on the decadence of Restoration London, evidence for which is found in over-dressed shopkeeper's wives and makeup as well as a surfeit of taverns and coffee houses. The editor acts as agent provocateur, posing as a potential client and buying this or that woman a drink in a tavern before suddenly launching into a homily on vice. Sometimes this results in a tearful confession; at others with threats to «salute» him with a chamber pot. The Night-Walker disguises himself as a fop for an outing to Cupid's Garden, a pleasure garden on the south bank of the Thames, powdering his hair and putting on rings.
 Though he rarely records the time, his encounters seem to occur between eight and ten pm
.

In the January 1697 issue the Night-Walker visits a coffee house in Farringdon Without, which he sees as inappropriate «where most of the Neighbourhood are Men who work for their Bread before they Eat it...such places serve only to ensnare Apprentices and Young men, who if they had not Tentations might perhaps never be Debaucht»
. There appears to be an assumption that such haunts and activities might be acceptable when patronized and practiced by the elite, but not when their social inferiors are involved. Dunton was not alone in his belief that coffee houses could be a front for brothel keepers, and ought to be regulated better. Suspicious that coffee houses were dens of thieves and potential troublemakers, Charles II had tried and failed to close them down in 1675. In Paris Lieutenant La Reynie attempted to impose a curfew of 1700 on such cafes in 1695, citing similar concerns - and with equal success
.  


Coffee's effects seem to have been mixed: while it is sometimes described as a stimulant that helped drinkers make the most of an evening, others such as Richard Steele's The Tatler saw a visit «as taking my first Nap before I go to Bed». Bickerstaffe generally arrives at 6pm. At ten his maid comes with a lantern to light him home
. The coffee house was primarily a masculine environment, even  if the «idol» at her throne-like counter (fig) and sometimes the owner were women
. As well as being much more lavishly decorated, with mirrors, chandeliers and fine boiseries, Parisian cafes (fig) may have differed from their London equivalents in admitting women as well as men
. When Mailly introduces a lady in his Entretiens des Cafés de Paris (1702), however, he anticipates scepticism. «On me dira peut-être que c'est contre la bienseance d'introduire une femme dans un Café. Cependant j'en ai vû quelque fois de fort jolies & de fort spirituelles»
.

The city night in the decades around 1700 was as much a female as a male space, even if it was still highly suspect. Nocturnal rambling and activity of any kind are offensive to the Night-Walker, regardless of whether the individual concerned is male or female. The night is for resting at home, not for going out. Although improvements in street lighting had begun to transform the city, there was still a sense that the lights were there to expose as much as to make resorts like coffee houses safer and more accessible. This view proved surprisingly persistent. In the 1760s it was claimed that the new réverbère would act as a police spy, «talking» of what illicit acts it saw, as if it had eyes and a voice
.  This «eye», like the watch and magistrates, was male, and tended to problematize the presence of women in the streets. Yet, as Griffiths has noted, «the feminisation of nightwalking was never inevitable,» and took longer than one might think. «Night-walker» is gender neutral in Samuel Johnson's Dictionary (1755)
. Though the lone female walker would remain a troubling mystery, as the century progressed new resorts emerged, above all in London. Here middling and elite men and women mingled of an evening in a spirit of play and fantasy that enchanted the city night.

A polite night? Masquerades and pleasure gardens, 1720-1760

However fashionable, «civilized» or «polite», evening activity was and remains a rejection of human diurnality, and hence a rejection of a natural rhythm
. «The day sufficeth not some Persons to drink 3 or 4 dishes of Coffee in», wrote a 1661 pamphlet on the London coffee craze, «They borrow of the night, though they are sure, that this drink taken so late, will not let them close their Eyes all Night»
. Fifty years on The Tatler had his tongue only half in his cheek when he complained that, as a result of pushing «Business and Pleasure into the Hours of Rest», the «most Polite part of Mankind» ended up waking up so late «that near Two thirds of the Nation lie fast asleep for several Hours in broad Day-light». Concerned, he had enquiries made in the country to see if the chickens were changing their habits, too. They were not
.  


Late-night ridottos and masquerades were the main reason Steele's «Polite» people were so tired. These were held at a number of London venues from the 1710s up the 1770s, with John James Heidegger's at the Haymarket Theatre being popular early on, followed by Vauxhall Gardens around 1730, with Carlisle House in Soho and the Pantheon taking the baton in later decades
. Jeremiahs claimed that identities were entirely confused at such events, with the elite disguised as chimney-sweeps and the chimney-sweeps disguised as lords. In fact, as Aileen Ribeiro has shown, such «character dresses» were limited in range, and rituals of unmasking ensured that nobody was really in doubt about who was who. Many attended attired in a plain domino rather than anything more elaborate, while subscriptions kept real butchers and bakers on the outside
. Pleasure gardens championed a similar, quasi-utopian carnival spirit, only to impose significant costs in time, money and courage on those would-be visitors who were not of the beau monde
.

When Mrs Percivall came to London from the West Country in 1714 she was astonished to hear of the sum (2,000 guineas) spent on a recent masquerade in the Haymarket Theatre. «There is Such a Vast Quantity of Wax Lights So many branches in the Midle [sic] of the Room, Sconces on the Pillars and in every Vacancy that the theatre appears in a perfect blaze»
. Lighting large spaces used up a lot of candles, and was therefore expensive. Indeed, the «ostentatious waste» was presumably one reason spectacles of light had been such a potent symbol of royal power
. As the century progressed masquerades became a business, rather than a court-centred festivity, even if masquerade impresarios like the singer Teresa Cornelys ensured that their clientele remained select. Cornelys organized a series of evening subscription concerts for the nobility at Carlisle House from 1760 onwards, providing dancing, refreshments and gambling
. 


Established shortly after the Restoration, in its first fifty years Vauxhall Gardens does not seem to have featured artificial light. Mrs Percivall pronounced it «a kind of Mahometan Paradice, for the delights that abound here are all Sensial [sic].» These delights were apparently restricted to the smell of the flowers, the call of the birds and the sight of «People of Honour» promenading, albeit not without regrettable «Ludeness and Debauchery»
. After Jonathan Tyers took over the management, however, Vauxhall's «Sensial» pleasures became more intense: an orchestra and singers in lieu of birdsong, as well as sculpture, paintings and notoriously overpriced food and drink. Crucial to his revamp was the introduction of artificial light. This enabled Tyers to remain open after dusk, and to offer the same light entertainments that the masquerades had offered, albeit outdoors. In June 1732 he held a ridotto al fresco to celebrate the Garden's transformation. In an engraving of the event (fig) the gardens seem to be lit by candles on chandeliers. 


This may be an error (where would the chandeliers have been hung from?), as Tyers' Vauxhall was renowned for the hundreds of coloured oil lamps which were «magically» set aglow all at once when dusk fell. The description from Oliver Goldsmith's Citizen of the World (1760) of the light effects of a night at Vauxhall is typical of many accounts in its breathless mingling of visual and auditory effects, as well as its delight in «the company gayly dressed looking satisfaction»
. At Vauxhall as well as at Ranelagh, Marylebone and other London pleasure gardens middling and elite men and women promenaded, flirted, listened to music, ate and drank and ogled one another. Levels of illumination varied from one part of each resort to another, giving visitors a choice of relatively decorous, well-lit central areas, the notorious, licentious «dark walks», as well as areas that were neither one nor the other. Norms of behaviour observed in each of these areas in turn varied from hour to hour, creating a myriad of spaces within a small geographic area. This combined with these resorts' emphasis on fantasy and illusion allowed visitors  the opportunity to experiment with alternative identities.
 


Even if they did not take these opportunities, all visitors knew they were available, and derived a frisson of excitement from it. The darkness of the city night, the idea of moving amid half-perceived strangers had been seen as menacing. Inside pleasure gardens they became a source of delight, of the expected unexpected, teaching Londoners a new way of experiencing the night. Though transient, in these fleeting moments the city night became a fairyland, a paradise
. Similar nocturnal resorts were less common in eighteenth-century Paris. Several wauxhalls were established in Paris in the 1760s and 1770s, but they had proved a flash in the pan
. There were bals champêtres held at Auteuil and other suburbs for the court elite, while the working man could drink and dance away his Sunday afternoon and possibly the evening too at a guinguette
. The northern boulevards were lit by réverbères from 1777, and certainly attracted a diverse crowd. Fairs such as those of St Bartholomew (London) and Saint Laurent (Paris) continued to give many city dwellers temporary license to roam certain areas late into the night (fig). In both cities, however, there were moves to shut down or relocate such fairs in the  course of the eighteenth century. In Paris those troupes able to make the leap to permanent year-round quarters survived; the days of those smaller troupes which remained on their rickety parade stages were numbered.
  


Though it is important to note these exceptions, otherwise Paris had to await the bals publics of the July Monarchy, above all the Bal Mabille. Here similar light entertainment could be enjoyed by a similarly mixed clientele of men and women, courtesy of exotic gasoliers, designed to look like palm trees, which surrounded an open dance hall surrounded by gardens
. Pre-revolutionary Paris, it seemed, was not quite ready for nocturnal, heterosocial resorts like London's pleasure gardens. But that does not mean that Paris was not able to present itself as a ville lumière.
A visible night? Depictions of the city night, 1760-1820

Visual representations of the city at night are very rare in the eighteenth century. Engravings were produced of firework displays, of course, held to mark royal or ecclesiastic festivities, such as those held in London's Green Park in 1743 to mark the Treaty of Aix-la-Chapelle
. Accidental incinerations of theatres or other large buildings such as the Hôtel Dieu were spectacles of a different kind
. Otherwise the city night was a pictorial void in Paris and London
. The arrival of the réverbères in Paris changed this, inspiring a new aesthetic language as well as the first depictions of the city street at night. As Rétif de la Bretonne's Les Nuits de Paris noted in 1788, «la lueur des réverbères, trenchant avec les ombres, ne les detruit pas, elle les rend plus saillantes: c'est le clair-obscur des grands Peintres!»
 


Les Nuits de Paris consists of a series of short sketches describing the narrator's adventures over 363 nights. Each chapter gives a detailed account of the narrator's wanderings through the city. As we follow him by the light of the réverbère Rétif's «Spectateur-hibou» tracks down cases of crime, disorder, errant children and amorous intrigue. The night walker seems to shift his shape. Like Dunton's Night-Walker of almost a century before, the «Spectateur-hibou» is prone to moralizing, and often sees the night as exposing the licentiousness hidden behind daytime appearances. But Rétif's obsession with the city as a web of mysterious connections and his eye for the city as a spectacle of light and dark smack of something new: the detective
. 


Two paintings by the Lille artist Henri-Joseph Van Blarenberghe of Paris streets at night allow us to see the réverbères in a somewhat less moody light. One shows a police raid on a brothel located in a street without réverbères, the other (unfinished), shows a scene in the Rue St Honoré, where there are réverbères and prostitutes moving undisturbed on the sidewalks. The paintings (Louvre, Département des Arts graphiques, RF3487, RF3490) are almost the same size, and have been explained by Monique Maillet-Chassagne in her catalogue raisonné as «un récit de journaliste commentant l'application de l'ordonnance de police du 6 Novembre 1778», that is, one of the many ordinances against prostitutes to be promulgated in the period
.  


Raids on brothels such as that occurring in RF3487 had become more frequent in the 1770s and 1780s, and we can find other depictions, including on the frontispiece to Rétif's Les Nuits de Paris. But it is more likely that Henri-Joseph intended these two paintings as a «before-and-after» depiction of how the réverbères had changed Paris. This explains whey the lights are so prominent in RF3490, as well as their absence in RF3487. In the raid scene («before», fig) we see few people apart from the archers in blue. It is so dark that the only other vehicle out (dimly visible in the background) is being led by a man carrying a torch (just out of sight), who leads one of the two horses by the bridle. Were it not for the raid there would be nothing to see.


Nothing nearly so dramatic has happened in the scene with the réverbères («after», fig), and yet there is plenty going on, with a real sense of people and vehicles flowing through the scene, rather than collecting around a rare and surprising interruption to the stillness of the city night. Several of the residents of the surrounding apartments are awake, and fully dressed. In the raid scene, admittedly, local residents are also awake, but it is clear from the nightcaps on their heads that they have been awoken by the ruckus outside. In the second scene men and women are out promenading. There are prostitutes among them, accosting and being accosted. Henri-Joseph was presumably commenting on the irony (noted above) by which street lighting seemed to encourage the very prostitution it was supposed to prevent. No less than four coaches are moving, the horses don't need anyone to lead them. The buildings hardly differ, but a change has come over the city. Even if nobody stops to stare, the city night has become visible for the first time
. 


The arrival of gas lighting in London from 1807 elicited many of the same responses as had the arrival of the réverbères: wonder at the technology, as well as ironic complaints that they would be bad for prostitutes. «If this light is not put a stop to», wails one prostitute in Thomas Rowlandson's 1809 print «A Peep at the Gas Lights» (fig),«we must give up our business. We may as well shut up shop»
. Cruikshank has made no attempt to depict the resulting light effects. Instead he shows the lights during the day, when, of course, they were not lit. With the notable exception of pleasure gardens, there are few nocturnal depictions of Georgian or Regency London
.

In a century and a half street lighting in European cities developed from glow to glare, from candles to gaslamps. Intricate gadgets fed by oil or gas, with multiple wicks and ingeniously contrived reflectors, new lights could be found across the city. Improvements in lighting and new evening entertainments fed off each other, further widening the gap between «natural» and «unnatural» rhythms, and helping to make the latter seem «polite» or «civilised» rather than strange or depraved. The middling and elite ranks entered a nocturnal realm that had previously been the preserve of criminals, students and other marginal figures. The result was, as Cabantous has noted, «une nouvelle perception du temps nocturne...une autre manière d'habiter et de vivre la ville et une autre façon de ressentir l'espace urbain lui-même»
. 


Claims by Schivelbusch that eighteenth-century lighting systems were not «street lighting in the modern sense», that they cast «a kind of private light» need to be viewed for what they are: yet another case of trumpeting one in a series of technological improvements (electricity, in this case) as the moment when night supposedly became day. Blaerenberghe's painting alone indicates that the réverbères did much more than act merely as «orientation lights or position markers»
. Seventeenth- and eighteenth-century lighting wasn't just «public», in a real sense it made a public. Street lighting and new polite resorts which commercialized and spectacularized the city night did not banish the city night. Instead they made it visible for the first time. 

There remain many unanswered questions, however. Work on women in the nineteenth-century city by Elizabeth Wilson and Deborah Nord as well as the recent «Reclaim the Night» marches have shown that opportunities for women to occupy the city night remain limited. Was this always the case, or does the city night follow the model of «golden age to separate spheres»?
 How exactly did new nocturnal leisure opportunities make a «night out» the norm for modern city-dwellers? How far do earlier visual representations of the city night anticipate that way of seeing described as cinematic, as urban noir? The history of urban surveillance is certainly a strand of this story. But there are other, equally important stories and figures to be distinguished inside the cafés, between the trees of the pleasure garden, and amidst the shadows of the réverbère. 

Jonathan Conlin

Senior Lecturer in Modern History

University of Southampton

( I would like to thank Brian Cowan for drawing my attention to The Night-Walker, Kate Heard for assistance locating images of the urban night and especially Laurent Turcot for his helpful comments on an earlier draft.
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