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1. ABOUT THE NIGHT

Nightfall transfigures the world. It produces a new territory, under-explored, 
always changing, remaining ever so resistant to maps and guides. It makes 
familiar places strange, tame spaces wild. The primal nest of illusion and 
discovery, the night can enchant the most ordinary of settings. Limits and 
edges may disappear, horizons appear infinite. Every day, night falls and 
shifts our certainties, it jostles common logic and toys with rational modes 
of thinking. Not only does it challenge human perceptions of reality, it also 
changes the composition of reality. A new set of places emerge with dusk. 
These alternative configurations subvert the organisations of daily life, 
merging the real and the imaginary and allowing us to see the world through 
a different lens. 

Night and day are different places.  

Each place has its own night that is not like the day, and each place has its 
own way of going in and out of the night. But what is it that makes the night 
place so different? What is it like to be in the night, here or there, then and 
now? How to notice and capture its particular qualities? Can we consider 
these qualities in visions of urban futures? These are some of the questions 
that this guide sets out to answer.



1. ABOUT THIS GUIDE: 

This Night Guide is a conceptual tool for urban designers, expressly adapted 
to the night space. It exposes dynamic features of the night that are funda-
mental to the experience of the city, or place, but that are often overlooked 
by urban designers, because they cannot be captured in satellite views, fixed 
plans, spatial models, tables and pie charts, nor even in language alone. It 
aims to improve night visions by presenting new understandings, modes of 
investigation, descriptions and projections of the nocturnal world.

This guide will orientate the user on a journey through multiple realities of 
the Earth after nightfall, where personal experience allows one to under-
stand the night as a result of complex interactions between physical, atmos-
pheric, perceptual and cultural factors. These dynamic interactions give each 
nocturnal space its own specific quality. Knowing these qualities may allow 
the designer to better compose with the urban night. 



Primarily orientated towards urban design fields, this guide may serve prac-
titioners dealing with nocturnal matters of the public space; architecture 
students, artists, geographers, researchers in night studies or urban studies. 
The visual media used to communicate information makes this device suited 
to creative practitioners, but use may be extended.

This guide is focussed on collections of identifiable features of interest: 
cultural imaginaries, night scenes, night effects, social aspects. It displays 
tactics and ideas how place after dark may be modulated and re-composed 
in order to enhance its existing qualities, mitigate apprehension of darkness 
at night, and address issues specific to context, propose ways to preserve 
the natural qualities of the night. It helps the designer to develop a nuanced 
and site-specific, nocturnal approach to the design project. 

What this guide aims to do to

To develop a night expertise for urban design disciplines.
To bring together knowledge from other areas of culture and expertise in a 
legible form, adapted to a designer’s approach.
To propose new forms of representation of the night spaces that account for 
the multiple dimensions of the nocturnal world, communicable to a public 
outside of design or planning spheres.

Limits of the guide

This guide is more a travel guide then a manual for urban design. It is not 
solution-based because solutions must be adapted to each user and each 
site. 

The themes of the night proposed here are not exhaustive. The guide covers 
some key dimensions of the nocturnal condition but it omits others. This 
artefact remains open to alterations, evolutions, additions, subtractions, 
adjustments and re-configurations. 

It is a visual-centred approach This may not be adapted for every user and 
to every context. Other approaches are not discussed here: legal (policy), 
ecological, economic… there are many entries to urban night design. 
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How to use the guide: (“lens to see the night world” diagram)

...a tool for night investigation



cultural
investigations

NIGHT VISIONS IN VISUAL CULTURES

A typology of night possibilities

The night is often considered a problem for urban planners, one to solve 
with artificial lighting. In other areas of culture, darkness and night-time are 
celebrated for their tremendous qualities. These qualities are insufficiently 
recognized in the urban planning disciplines, as the documents used to envi-
sion the urban space, are unfit to capture the ephemeral and sensory nature 
of its nocturnal attributes. This opening to the nocturnal world, will look at 
the night as a space of possibilities, and identify the possibilities of the night 
space, for urban designers. These will be exhibited through a curated set 
of images from a personal compilation of images, collected from the web, 
cultural artefacts and various artworks that contain concepts that relate to 
the night, in some way or another. This exhibition is composed of thematic 
‘constellations’ of ideas in visual form, as metaphors, loosely inspired by Aby 
Warburg’s Atlas Mnemosyne, which attempted to capture the fundamental 
concepts of the Western psyche through its iconographic productions over 
history. In a similar manner, these night ‘constellations’ regroup visuals that 
span over epochs, places, and forms of human expression, capturing the 
diversity of cultural associations with the nocturnal condition. Three groups of 
visual concepts are made and explored as areas where the night space offers 
creative opportunities for urban designers. Each contain a set of concepts 
describing different aspects of what the night can do for cities.

Each image is selected for the idea it conveys (see right image), metaphorically or directly.   

    
 
 

 
 
Each of these three areas of night potential contain a set of related concepts to explore different aspects. 

 
 
 

 
 



Place of dreams and imagination: 

Darkness transfigures the urban 

space into a theatrical space. Public 

spaces after dark are privileged 

settings for contemplative activ-

ities and for storytelling. Within 

this space, boundaries between 

the real and the imaginary, the self 

and the environment are less clear. 

The human body enters a recep-

tive state for illusion, allows the 

urban designer to become both 

a dramatist and a stage designer, 

considering the night space as cine-

matic space where a new narrative 

enfolds.

Each image is selected for the idea it conveys (see right image), metaphorically or directly.   

    
 
 

 
 
Each of these three areas of night potential contain a set of related concepts to explore different aspects. 

 
 
 

 
 

Place of restoration / re-balance: 

Here the nocturnal space is seen 

as an ecosystem, a political space 

and a social space. As such, it 

restores and re-balances the world 

on biological/environmental, social 

and political level. In the dark, some 

forces, power structures and social 

orders are inverted. Creatures and 

landscapes rest, the forest exhales, 

temples of silence and darkness 

emerge for the diurnal creatures 

to take refuge, as a new set of 

inhabitants arise and the ecological 

turnover begins: the night offers a 

space for some invisible societies, 

margins, human infrastructures of 

the city, individuals escaping from 

diurnal repressions and those who 

are silenced in the civic space. 

There are rules of the day and there 

are rules of the night. These are not 

the same, but who decides on these 

rules, and who rules the night? 

Place of discovery and invention: 

In the night space many discoveries 

can be made that trigger human 

invention. Firstly, the night reveals 

place. One can more fully appre-

hend place by knowing it’s night. 

New atmospheres, inhabitants and 

practices change the composi-

tion and the dynamics of a place. 

Secondly, the inescapable passage 

through the dark is both a physical 

and metaphorical process towards 

human understanding and crea-

tivity. This is a fundamental concept 

in both Western and non-Western 

philosophies leading to artistic and 

philosophical currents. Thirdly, the 

night space is an instructive space, 

where night design may allow the 

denizen to become more aware of 

time and place: movements of the 

planets, cycles, natural changes, 

more than human life, historical 

process, if we consider the urban 

space as a space of civic instruction 

and enhancement of individual 

awareness.
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AWAKEN DREAMS

 “How easily a bush is supposed a bear?” (imagination complements vision)

Nocturnal scenes as stage for dreams, hallucinations, creation of imagi-
nary worlds. Instability of Light characterises the night. Light, flickering, 
moving through inside spaces, transforms shapes and shifts attention ; for 
example, the  powerful visual effect of a car passing through the street at 
night, suddenly lighting up the room.  

Maurice Sendak, Where The Wild Things Are,1963, a popular children’s bedtime book.

Monica Vitti nightwalking in scene from The Eclipse, Michelangelo Antonioni, 1962

          
 
Place of dreams and imagination: Darkness transfigures the urban space into a theatrical 
space. Public spaces after dark are privileged settings for contemplative activities and for 
storytelling. Within this space, boundaries between the real and the imaginary, the self and 
the environment are less clear. The human body enters a receptive state for illusion, allows 
the urban designer to become both a dramatist and a stage designer, considering the night 
space as cinematic space where a new narrative enfolds. 
 
 

 
 
Place of discovery and invention: In the night space many discoveries can be made that 
trigger human invention. Firstly, the night reveals place. One can more fully apprehend place 
by knowing it’s night. New atmospheres, inhabitants and practices change the composition 
and the dynamics of a place. Secondly, the unescapable passage through the dark is both a 
physical and metaphorical process towards human understanding and creativity. This is a 
fundamental concept in both Western and non-Western philosophies leading to artistic and 
philosophical currents. Thirdly, the night space is an instructive space, where night design 
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other phenomena to explore
night thoughts
new perceptions
awareness

2... learning,

Chris Drury, Horizon Line Chamber, Sunderland 
Point, Morecambe Bay, a small lens projects an ever 
changing image of sky, horizon and sea, 2018 

Horace-Bénédict de Saussure’s cyanometer, 
instrument for measuring “blueness,”1760

David A Hardy, Space artist, see International  Association of Astronomical Artists 
(https://iaaa.org/)
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a political space
new social licence
nature restores itself
pastoral fantasies
new creatures emerge
a place to imagine 
a better society
night Arcadia

3... re-balancing

POTENTIAL CITIES

Erro ergo sum : The unmade city (hanging out at night, wandering in ruins)

Hippolyte Sebron, Intérieur d’une abbaye en ruines, 1848

•  Josef Svoboda: Psycho-plastic space ; fluid scenography as reflection of changing mindsets and 
moods of characters and dramatic switches of the play.

Stage design by Josef Svoboda, The Three Sisters, (image of a city projected on a wall of cords 
tied from ground to flies, where actors can go through), 1967

• Murray Melbin : Night is “The last piece of 
wilderness to be assimilated to the business of 
an ordinary day”









This table is the outline for an exhibition that introduces the creative prac-
titioner to the conceptual night space, one that is culturally and socially 
constructed. It demonstrates how cultural associations, collective myths and 
social imaginaries impact the way the urban night is effectively shaped and 
used. It is the structure of a thematic sequence (visual or literary) to provide 
the user of this guide with a cultural background, as arguments to challenge 
widespread stereotypes and binary visions of the urban night. 

The night is a space to rethink a societies’ relations with place, the group and 
the individual:

This framework can be used to reflect on nocturnal possibilities in a site, in 
the initial stages before urban intervention (see Appendix for example of this 
table is applied to process photographs from fieldwork in Cythera, Greece 
and in Mumbai, India). 

This representation of the night place is a provocation to incite designers to 
seek beyond the obvious and to conduct local research. It allows the designer 
to consider the night as a resource, which darkened spaces have the qualities 
and potential to improve, repair, re-configure some aspects of the city. By 
identifying the potentials of a nocturnal site based on this framework, the 
urban designer may use these as creative possibilities to protect, enhance or 
activate 1) a metaphorical and cinematic space, 2) positive urban narratives, 
3) a restorative process and 4) a new social space. 

The (dark) night, no longer portrayed as a problem, becomes more than an 
unruly, ambivalent place, or a fragile eco-system that needs to be protected. 
It also becomes a powerful, pro-active tool to enhance the quality of life in 
the city. In this perspective, the framework of this thematic exhibition may 
serve as material for critical discussion between urban planning instances 
that seek to imagine common visions for the future of a place.



 
Cythera 

 
Dreaming 

 
Learning 

 
Re-balancing 

 
Natural theatres 

 
 
Symbolic representations  

 
 
 
Changing colours of the landscape 

 
 
 
Nostalgic landscapes 

 

 
Historical structures 

 
 
Values of inhabitants 

 
 

 

 
Isolation (night reveals human 
presence) 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

- There is a side of the village 
that contains all the chapels 
and sacred places. This one 
is kept in the dark at night to 
preserve its symbolic force. 

- The natural darkness allows 
for the culturally important 
elements to stand out. 

The darkness reveals details 
that are less visible during 
the day. 

The natural dynamics of light 
and dark, shaped by the wind, 
creates a threatrical land-
scape, associated to myths 
and stories. 

The following tables show how this themes can be used in different contexts 
(here taken from the case studies). By using this framework, the designer 
can build a first overview of night design possibilities, adapted to the night 
potentials and cultural associations of a specific place and time.  

Mumbai 
Dreaming Learning Re-balancing 
 
Night temples 

 
 

 
 
Cinema city 

 

 
Human infrastructure of the 
night: hidden urban process 
 

 
Reserves of nature in the city 
 

 
Cultural practices 
 

 

 
Social disparities  

 
 
Urban density 

 

 
Sensory overload 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

This allows for a first representation of the night place to emerge, one that is 
both descriptive and prescriptive. 
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A lexicon is “the vocabulary proper to some department of knowledge or 
sphere of activity” (Oxford English Dictionary). This lexicon contains elements 
that could be considered ‘proper to’ the nocturnal world, and also proper to 
the author’s experience and interpretation of this world. 

It is based on photographic fieldnotes taken over several years of exploring 
places after dark. This lexicon contains a set of characteristic features and 
scenes of the night place, that are significant to the experience of place after 
dark. It is an inventory of atmospheres. 

The items are presented in thematic order. There is no hierarchical relation 
between the different elements. Themes can be added, subtracted and 
modified freely. The primary objective is to incite ways of observing the night 
space that reveal the potential for creative practices. 

With this model, the user is invited to create a personal lexicon, based on 
material collected from the night site this one is interested in exploring.
The different items may serve as prompts for the user’s own investigations, 
possibly deployed through media other than photography: written notes, 
film shots, sound recordings, material compositions, drawings etc.  

WHEN NIGHT FALLS  : (A TABLE OF AMBIANCES)
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golden hour
 magic hour

magic hour
blue hour

blue hour

gathering

gathering

observatories observatories

theatres

cave church

wild things

dramatic space
space of solitude light and the end of 

the tunnel

return to routine

domestic streets

on the road

theatres of dusk
theatres of dawn

exhaling

domestic life

light attractions

rituals

twilight
nautical twilight

astronomical twilight

night
darkness sunrise

hunting

sleeping

rush hour

















































Night jungles
Invisible presence
Thick air of the night
Shadows of the unseen
Glowing blackness
Monochromatic worlds
Flesh night / Night flesh
Infrastructures of night
Invisible societies
Street living rooms
Night shrines / Temple of darkness
Silly sublime
Supernatural moments
Colour pulsations
The light at the end of the tunnel
Pumpkin to carriage / Carriage to pumpkin
Dawn deceptions and hopes / Dusk excitement and fears
Wild and dark
Landscapes of party / Landscape of lonely
Moon over the rooftops / Moonscapes
Electric sublime
Revelations
Involuntary theatres /accidental stages
Window screening / Scenes of the intimate city
Street stories
Lonely night watchers
Lonely lamp posts
Forests of the night
Night predators
Unreal realities
Bestiaries of solitude
Mystery man / ladies of the night
Night monsters
Suddenly...
Pools of darkness / Islands of light
Night refuges
Apparitions
Atmospheric display of power
Domestic lights

TYPICAL NIGHT SCENES







Sample visual content: 
 
Windows  

 
 

 
 

 
 

Apparitions 

 
 

 





Supernatural  

 
 

 
 

 

Bestiaries  

 
 

 
 
 
 
 







Involuntary theatres / accidental scenes 

 
 

 
 

 

3. INDEX (to be completed) 
 
A_ 
 
Apparitions  

B_  
 
Bestiaries of 
solitude 
 

C_ D_ 
 
Dark forest 
 

E_ 

F_ G_ H_ 
 

I_ 
 
. Involuntary 
theatres 
 

J_ 

K_ L_ 
 
Lonely night 
watchers 
 

M_ 
 

N_ 
 
Night jungles 
 

O_ 

P_ Q_ R_ 
 
Revelations 
 
 

S_ 
 
Suddenly… 
Silly sublime 
 

T_ 

U_ 
 
Unreal realities 
 

V_ W_ 
 
Window 
screening 

X_ Y_ 

Z_ 
 

    

 
 
4. LIST OF FIGURES/PLACES 
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7.  The role of the urban 
night designer 

 

 

 

6. Night design tactics 
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Fieldwork Tactics : NOTICING THE NIGHT  
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