Seminar 2-9: Monstrous Births and Unnatural Happenings
Seminar Aims
Monstrous creatures and human birth accidents were ‘another class of prodigies’ which raised the issues of God’s providence in a way which came close to home for people, and how they were supposed to interpret the relationship between the natural and the supernatural. The assumption, as Walsham says, was that these ‘aberrations’ were ‘metaphysical signs’. They did not simply occur as accidents. They were objects of hideous fascination, into which it was easy to read a deeper meaning. Monsters in the human world were, however, linked to monstrosities in nature – ‘monstrous fishes’ and creatures which were apparently part-human and part-animal. The challenge of the scientific movement was to redraw where the boundary lay between the natural and the supernatural in the case of such malformations. We shall not be examining detailed evidence about that process, but we shall end our seminar with some speculating as to what kinds of information and processes were to enable them to do so, and to assess how far the process had gone by the end of the seventeenth century. 

We shall all look at the following texts: 

Alexandra Walsham, Providence in Early Modern England (Oxford, 1999), ch. 4 (‘”Tongues of Heaven”: Prodigies, Portents, and Prophets’), pp. 194-203.
Strange newes out of Kent (1609) - – available for download from EEBO or from here.
The True discripcion of a Childe with Ruffes (1566) - available for download from EBBO or from here.
The forme and shape of a monstrous child (1568) - available for download from EBBO or from here.

Questions:

1) Did contemporary preachers and moralists have a convincing explanation for why monstrous births occurred?
2) How did they apply the distinction between the ‘natural’, the ‘preternatural’ and the ‘supernatural’ in these cases?
3) What was the relationship between the ‘human’, the ‘animal’ and the ‘monstrous’?
4) What can the study of ‘monstrous births’ tell us about ‘witchcraft’ and ‘apparitions’?

Further Reading:
Alan W. Bates, 'Good, Common, Regular, and Orderly: Early Modern Classifications of Monstrous Births', Social History of Medicine, 18 (2005).
Dudley Wilson, Signs and Portents: Monstrous Births from the Middle Ages to the Enlightenment (New York: Routledge, 1993).
Julie Crawford, Marvelous Protestantism: Monstrous Births in Post-Reformation England (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University, 2005) – this work is currently only available in the Fairground Archive Reference section of the Main Library. I have ordered a further copy and am investigating if this one can be made available for loan.
Katharine Park, and Lorraine J. Daston, 'Unnatural Conceptions: The Study of Monsters in Sixteenth-Century France and England', Past and Present, 92 (1981), 20-54 – available online through JSTOR.
Lorraine Daston, and Katherine Park, Wonders and the Order of Nature (1150-1750) (Boston: Zone Nooks, 1998), ch.5 (‘Monsters: A Case-Study’). 

