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1. How often did people have to “trim” a tallow candle?
2. How did most early humans create light?

3. Which type of candles were most expensive?

4. What was dangerous about oil lamps?

5. What left most people who saw it ‘speechless’?

H Why were sperm whales almost hunted to extinction?
Find and copy a word that means closest to “needed”.
Why do we say people on stage are “in the limelight”?
Why might you have known that somebody was burning tallow candles?

What does the word “illuminate” mean?
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knocked over, the oil would continue to burn and would set fire to the house.

In 1783, a man named Ami Argand invented a new lamp which allowed people to control how
much oxygen reached the flame. This was the first time in history that people had been able

to control how bright their light was - most people were left speechless at the thought! It was
around this time that people realised that a liquid called spermaceti produced the best light of

all. Unfortunately, the only place spermaceti is made is inside the skull of the sperm whale, and
they are rather attached to it. Suddenly, they were the most wanted animal in the ocean and were

almost hunted to extinction just so that people could read a newspaper at night.

Gas lighting became an option for people in big cities in the 1820s, but it was mainly used in
factories, shops and street lighting. Most homes didn't get gas lighting until the 1850s and beyond,
and even then it was incredibly dangerous and often led to explosions. But finally, people were

starting to illuminate their houses in a way that we might start to recognise today.

The first light bulbs followed. Some early lights were made using lime, which burned brilliantly. In
fact, they were so bright and hot, that they couldn’t be used in homes. Instead, they were used in
theatres to light the stage. This is why we say somebody on stage is “in the limelight”. The first light
bulbs in homes didn’t appear until the 1900s, and by the end of the First World War, less than half
of homes had electric light.
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Light Through Time

As we walk around our world nowadays, filled with light from mobile phone screens to computer
monitors to ultra-bright advertising boards hung i city centres, it is sometimes hard to remember
that the world hasn't always been this well-it. In fact, for most of human history, the world has
been a very dark place indeed.

As an experiment, try turning off all of the lights in your house at night-time. Step outside into your
back garden, and it willstll be brighter than at most points in history. When you open your fridge
and that little light pops on, remember that that is brighter than the amount of light in an entire
house in the 1700s.

For most of history, humans relied on fire to create light. For a start, this was with campfires or
fires in fireplaces in homes. These were smoky, hot and could only illuminate one room. The first
candles seem to have originated in China somewhere around 200 BCE. In Britain, these early
candles were made of animal fat called tallow. This was used by most people because they could
be made cheaply at home. However, it melted incredibly quickly. People would have to blow it
out, cut the melted wax away and cut the wick (the string that burns) shorter in a process called
“trimming”. This would need doing up to 40 times an hour with tallow candles! That's a lot of work
for avery small amount of light. The average tallow candle produced about the same amount of
light as a lit match and many houses could only afford to have three or four lit at once. Not only
were they hard work, because they were made of animal fat which rotted quickly, tallow candles
often meant that the whole house smelt of rotting meat.

Beeswax candles were much better because they melted more slowly and didn’t need trimming as
often. However, they were far more expensive and so were saved for best if they could be afforded
atall.

il lamps were even better than beeswax candles but were even more expensive. Not only that,
they burnt with a lot of soot and needed nearly constant cleaning. If they weren't cleaned, they
would lose half of their light by the end of an evening as the soot clouded
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