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Paul Bogard grew up in a well-
lighted suburb of Minneapolis.

In the summer, though, his family
would drive to a lake house in
northern Minnesota, where the
night sky dazzled with stars.

Bogard, who teaches creative
nonfiction at James Madison
University in Virginia, became not
an astronomer but an appreciator of
night.

The End of Night takes him through
North America and Europe, places
where electric lighting has made the
most serious inroads, in search of
darkness as well as spots where
lighting is used wisely.

The book begins in what might be
the brightest place on Earth: Las Vegas. There, the Luxor casino’s pyramid sends out a beam of light equal to
that of more than 40 billion candles, attracting insects and moths, which in turn attract bats and birds.

The author also finds cities where the lighting is more effective and pleasing. In London, gas lighting is still used
in some parts of the city, creating an effect Virginia Woolf described as “ islands of light, and long groves of
darkness.” Paris employs a lighting designer, Francois Jousse, to subtly illuminate the buildings, bridges and
streets of the city without subjecting the viewer to overwhelming glare.

Flagstaff, Ariz., the first official “dark sky city” designated by the International Dark-Sky Association, has the
strictest lighting code in the nation, meaning that lights are turned off in parking lots and car dealerships, and
turned way down at gas stations — the places usually responsible for the highest amount of light pollution.

He also goes off the grid to find places where the night sky can be seen nearly unimpeded. Many of these are in
the deserts of the American West, but there’s also a large swath of Quebec protected from artificial light. Maine’s
Acadia National Park, situated on a peninsula, offers an opportunity for people in the Northeast to find a
starrier sky than they would expect to find near such a well-populated area.

The book offers several suggestions for improvement: Besides turning lights down or off, they can be shielded so
that they illuminate only what needs to be lighted. LED lights offer the potential for varying degrees of light and
can be programmed to dim when the moon is out, for example, or brighten on rainy nights.

Bogard is guardedly optimistic, probably by nature, and his book is more a gentle call for action — and
appreciation — than a manifesto. It’s impossible to read it without feeling the impulse to set out for the spaces
beyond the city limits and spread out a blanket under the stars.
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