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I’m sitting on a bench on a hill watching lamplight ignite an 18th-century 
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cathedral when dusk starts fading away and night drowns the city. That’s what 

it feels like, too—drowning, a slow-motion deluge of darkness. It starts at the 

far edge of the horizon, then seeps across the sky, soaking the light in shadow 

until the dome of the atmosphere is inked out, saturated in darkness. I start 
 to wonder if the night always comes this way—bleeding like watercolors 
across the sky. I’m not used to watching the dark come, not used to focusing 
my attention on the arrival of night instead of the disappearance of day. 
After all, our cultural fascination with day’s end has a devout focus on light. 
We watch the sun set, brightness fade, a fire going out. Darkness happens  
on the periphery. When it comes, we consider it a loss, not a gain. It’s our cue 
to pack up our picnics and retreat back into some artificial glow.
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Tonight is different, though. Tonight, I’m 
turning my back on the sunset to watch the 

nightrise. That’s why I’m here in Fulda, 
Germany, on a new moon night, 

staring at the spooky spires of 
this church—to exalt the 

darkness in a city keen on protecting it.
Like light, darkness is an element 

essential to life on Earth. In our increasingly 
industrialized world, however, pristine 
nighttime environments are becoming 
endangered habitats. Urban centers are 
spreading, and with them, the 24/7 saturation 
of artificial light that is blotting out the 
darkness and leaking beyond city borders. Now, 
more than 80 percent of the world lives under light-
polluted skies, according to a study published in 
Science Advances—a number that grows to 99 
percent in the U.S. and here in Europe. What’s 
more, light pollution obscures the Milky Way from 
more than one-third of humanity, including 60 
percent of Europeans and nearly 80 percent of 
North Americans. 

The significance of this loss of deep night 
is bigger than modern city dwellers missing out on some 
stargazing. In truth, it’s an environmental hazard for species 
across the globe. When terrestrial habitats are haloed in 
light, nocturnal flora and fauna lose an ecosystem that is 
essential to their survival. 

The most famous example of this is baby sea turtles. 
Hatched on the beach, sea turtles use the bright light of 
the moon hanging over the ocean to find their way into the 
water. With light pol- lution, these tiny crea-
tures often turn the opposite direction 
and head toward the artificial light 
encroaching on their cove. This is 
especially common in Florida, where 
90 percent of all sea turtle nesting in 
the U.S. takes place. In 1999, the Sea Turtle 
Conservatory found that more than half of these new 
hatchlings were disoriented by artificial light and 
25% migrated away from the ocean, causing 
the deaths of at least thousands.

The glow from artificial lights 
can also harm fauna living in wetlands. 
The breeding rituals of frogs and toads, 
for example, involve nighttime croaking. 
But when the darkness doesn’t come, 
they’ve been known to stop sounding their 
mating calls altogether, decimating reproduction 
and populations. Insects are impacted by light, too. Half 
of all insect species are nocturnal, relying on darkness for 

hunting, reproduction, and safety from predators. Scientists 
have discovered that regions with a sharp decline in flying 
insects also have higher than average levels of light pollution. 

Then there are the animals of the sky. Every year, 
millions of birds die by crashing into brightly lit buildings 
and towers. On top of that, artificial lights can cause them 
to begin their migration at the wrong time, missing the 
climate conditions needed for nesting and foraging.

But it’s not just the darkness that is essential 
to many of these lifeforms. For migratory animals, the 
stars themselves show the way. A study from the journal 
Proceedings of the Royal Society found that certain 

species of birds that take off at nightfall rely on their “star 
compass” to guide them, using individual stars to 

orient themselves in the sky. Even dung beetles 
need the stars. According to the same 

study, the insects make their way 
through the night by the light 

from the Milky Way. Other studies 
have suggested that animals as diverse as 
seals, moths, and frogs also use the starry 
sky to navigate the night. With light snuffing 
out their glow, the stars no longer function 
as guides.

We humans suffer from this lack of 
night, too. Artificial light disrupts our circadian 
rhythms, suppressing the production of melatonin, 
which, in turn, can harm our immune systems, raise our 
cholesterol, and interfere with the functioning of the 
thyroid, pancreas, adrenal glands, and more. 
But health does not just exist in the body. 
This loss of darkness also severs us 
from something fundamental 
about ourselves. Like 
the subconscious, night is a part 
of us, looming mysteriously in the 
background, sewing hidden strands of our 

humanity into its veil. When we turn 
our backs on the night, like so many of 

us have, the stitches come undone. We lose 
. . .  something. I’ve lived so long in the light, I’ve 

forgotten what.
Maybe that’s what I’m here in Fulda to figure out. 

What are we missing when we miss the night sky above us? 
What happens when we no longer know the shape darkness 
makes as it pushes into day? And how do we get back what 
our light-filled lives may have lost?

In one form or another, these questions are being 
posed and confronted by the International Dark-Sky 
Association (IDA). Founded in Tucson, Arizona, in 1988, IDA 
is an independent nonprofit and is recognized as the leading 
authority on night sky preservation. The organization is 
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devoted to preserving and protecting the nighttime 
environment and “our heritage of dark skies” 
by working globally with communities to 
install less disruptive outdoor lighting. 
The organization also designates 
International  Dark Sky Places, or 
parks, reserves, and cities committed to 
sheltering the night. There are six levels of 
Dark Sky Place, ranging from International 
Dark Sky Sanctuaries, which are the most 

remote and often darkest places on 
Earth, to Dark Sky Communities, defined   

as cities and towns that adopt night-conscious 
outdoor lighting and work to educate their residents 

about the importance of dark skies. In February, Fulda was 
named the world’s 21st Dark Sky Community. The majority 
of these communities reside in the western United States, 
where dark skies are easier to imagine—the largest city 
with such a distinction is Flagstaff, AZ, with nearly 72,000 
residents. Fulda is now the second-largest city to be named 
a Dark Sky Place. It’s also the third city in Europe to get such 
a distinction, and Germany’s first. 

Fulda made the move to preserve its night sky by 
proximity—the city is located on the edge of the 
Rhön Biosphere Reserve, an UNESCO-recognized 
nature preserve that is one of just 13 International 
Dark Sky Reserves, or nat- ural habitats that possess 
“an exceptional or distin- guished quality of starry 
nights and nocturnal en- vironment.” Fulda and its 
64,000 residents are the largest sources of light 
pollution near the re- serve’s boundary, which 
prompted the city to dim its glow in honor of the 
dark. On paper, that involves structural changes 
to the city’s light- ing systems—installing environ-
mentally friendly LEDs, angling the stream of light 
from street lamps down and dimming them during the 
quietest hours of night, and offering incentives for 
surrounding businesses and industries to do the 
same. But it’s about more than that, too. It’s about 
reorienting the residents of Fulda to the night.

“Darkness is a normal thing,” says Sabine 
Frank, coordinator of the Rhön Biosphere Reserve 
and one of the architects of the city’s Dark Sky 
Community initiative. “And strangely enough, 
people think it’s not. But it’s normal to see the stars; 
it’s normal to see the Milky Way. It is normal that it 
is dark at night.”

For Frank, the aberration is the blaze of lamplight. 
A conservationist and hobby astronomer, Frank says she 
was struck by the damage light pollution was causing to 
the nighttime environment in Rhön and Fulda long before 
the city went for its Dark Sky Community status—and even 

before “light pollution” was in the vernacular. “If you have 
both hearts in your soul—you like the stars and the night, 
and you like nature—then you notice light pollution. And 
you know that it’s senseless,” she said. 

For over a decade now, Frank has led night hikes, 
dark sky tours, and stargazing expeditions throughout 
Rhön and Fulda to “show people what they don’t see 
anymore”—the stars and the darkness. She also 
took on this mission to show residents the effects 
of light pollution, to snap them out of their 
light-filled lives, and move them to think about 
darkness conservation. “The best way to show 
people the night is to go into the night.”

This undertak- ing is somehow fitting 
for Fulda. Nestled in the center of Germany, the 
city is a network of small, winding streets housing 
lavish baroque buildings, historic churches, and 
religious relics that edge on metaphoric darkness. 
It’s home to the tomb of St. Boniface, the archbish-
op responsible for spread- ing Christianity across 
much of Germany, for ex- ample, and the streets 
are strewn with grandiose street lamps, iron and 
arched and ominous, lightly illuminating the city’s 
cobbled curves and Gothic facades. 

Wandering through its historic down-
town on a moonless night, the darkness feels like 
a tangible surface. It clutches the alcoves of the 
Cathedral of Christ the Sav- iour. It blankets the 
courtyard yawning in front of the Stadtschloss. It 
turns the overcast sky nearly black. It’s a phe-
nomenon I’ve nearly forgotten in my life beneath 
the grey glow that passes for night in Berlin.

When I return from Fulda, I find myself 
staring into that blackless sky like I know a secret. I 
know what lays underneath. But that secret has a 
secret, too. What do we lose when we lose the night? 
I ask this of myself, over and over, as I stand in my 

well-lit apartment in the center of Berlin, and I ask 
it of the darkness as I sit on that bench in Fulda, 

watching night rise. Like the remnants of a 
dream after waking up, the answer 
eludes me. 

But maybe that’s just it—there is 
mystery in the night, and as much as 

 we light lovers shy away from it, it’s 
 this mystery that makes us whole. The 

 night is there to make us wonder. It’s there 
to do the covert work of putting us to sleep and 

keeping animals alive. It’s there to re- mind us that 
there are things in this world that we don’t know. 
But just because they’re hidden in the dark doesn’t mean 
we have to turn on the lights to find them. 

What do we lose when we lose the night?
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