Seminar 2-8: Providence and the Natural World

Seminar Aims
This seminar continues from our last session, only this time we focus more directly on ‘portents’. Alexandra Walsham points out that these were often ways in which Reformation theology took over and even ‘enhanced’ pre-Reformation practices and beliefs. There was a clear desire to ‘see prodigies spring from a theocentric view of the universe’, and to understand aberrations in the natural world in terms of our own sinfulness. Portents were therefore ‘warnings’, sometimes with millenarian implications. They occurred at particular ‘times’, there being moments which were more ‘propitious’ than others. They were ‘omens’. Keith Thomas regards this as a kind of tip of the iceberg of cultural assumptions about personal ‘fortune’ and ‘misfortune’, expressed in folkloric customs about lucky days and unlucky days and practices, some of which survive to this day. It all goes to explain, perhaps, why we might see apparitions as ‘portents’ and witches as ‘ill omens’. Towards the end of the seminar, we shall take the opportunity to examine Keith Thomas’ explanation for the ‘decline of magic’ in terms of ‘a marked improvement in the extent to which th[e] environment became amenable to control’ [p.777]. It is part of a wider case for ‘disenchantment’ which you may have encountered in a level one course. 

We shall all read:

Keith Thomas, Witchcraft and the Decline of Magic (1971), ch. 20 (‘Times and Omens’), pp. 735-751; also pp. 774-785.
Alexandra Walsham, Providence in Early-Modern England (Oxford, 1999), ch. 4 (‘”Tongues of Heaven”: Prodigies, Portents and Prophets’), pp. 167-194 only.
True and wonderfull discourse relating to a strange and monstrous serpent (or dragon) lately discouered, and yet liuing, to the great annoyance and diuers slaughters both of men and cattell, by his strong and violent poyson, in Sussex two miles from Horsam, in a woode called S. Leonards Forrest, and thirtie miles from London, this present month of August. 1614. With the true generation of serpents – available for download from EEBO or from here.
Looke up and see wonders. A miraculous apparition in the ayre (1628) – available for download from EEBO or from here.
A miracle, of miracles As fearefull as euer was seene or heard of in the memorie of man (1614) - available for download from EEBO or from here. 

Questions:
1) What sort of picture of the forces in nature are presented in these ‘prodigy’ pamphlets?
2) What were these natural events regarded as signifying?
3) How do they enable us to ‘understand’ further the material that we have already examined on witchcraft and apparitions?
4) Do ‘technological changes’ towards the end of the seventeenth century help to explain a decline in popular ‘portent pamphlets’?

Further Reading:
Lorraine Daston, and Katherine Park, Wonders and the Order of Nature (1150-1750) (Boston: Zone Nooks, 1998), ch. 4 (‘Marvelous Particulars’).
William E. Burns, '“Our Lot Is Fallen into an Age of Wonders”: John Spencer and the Controversy over Prodigies in the Early Restoration', Albion (1995), 237-52.
William E. Burns, An Age of Wonders. Prodigies, Politics and Providence in England, 1657-1727 (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2002), ch. 2 (‘A Kind of Philosophy-Office: Restoration Science and the Regulation of Prodigies’) –partially available from GoogleBooks. 

