HST3103/4 – WEEK 1, SEMINAR 2: ‘Walking Spirits’ – Lavater’s ‘Scientific’ Investigation of Ghosts
Primary Text:

Ludwig Lavater, Of ghostes and spirites walking by nyght  (1572)

Secondary Reading:

Peter Marshall, Beliefs and the Dead in Reformation England. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002), ch. 6.

Keith Thomas, Religion and the Decline of Magic.  Studies in Popular Beliefs in Sixteenth and Seventeenth Century England. (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1973), ch. 19.

R. Finucane, Appearances of the Dead: a cultural history of ghosts. (Buffalo, NY: Prometheus Books, 1982).

Peter Marshall, "Deceptive Appearances: ghosts and reformers in Elizabethan and Jacobean England." In Religion and Superstition in Reformation Europe, edited by Helen Parish and William G. Naphy, (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2002), 182-208.

Bruce Gordon, "Malevolent Ghosts and Ministering Angels: Apparitions and Pastoral Care in the Swiss Reformation." In The Place of the Dead. Death and Remembrance in Late Medieval and Early Modern Europe, edited by Bruce Gordon, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), ch. 5 (this is the only work in English to provide some material on Lavater himself).

Some background material:-

Lavater’s account of ghosts is by no means unique.  There were a number of other European treatises in this period on the same subject, some of them (like Lavater) translated into English within a few years of their publication.  You will come across references to the works of Pierre Le Loyer A Treatise of Specters or Strange Sights, Visions and Apparitions appearing sensibly unto men (1605) and Noel Taillepied, A Treatise of Ghosts (translated 1934) – both of which would make interesting subjects for a dissertation.   The passages that we have chosen for this initial seminar indicate that Lavater was anxious to prove his ‘scientific’ credentials on the subject.  He starts with a sceptical position, tries to demonstrate (as any good Renaissance humanist would) that pre-Christian, classical learning harmonised on this subject with that of the Bible and Christian Fathers.  At the same time, he wanted to demonstrate that there was ‘experiential’ knowledge that proved the existence of ghosts – and suggests that the study of spectres is a subject which contains ‘new knowledge’.  He makes connections with the concept of ‘melancholy’ and shows that apparitions have appeared in particular places (e.g. mines) and to those of sound mind and who were ‘notables’ in the local society.  These apparitions are part of a world of ‘marvels’ – extraordinary events in the world of nature.  Here is a further bibliography which explores some of these elements:-

Angus Gowland, "The problem of melancholy in early-modern Europe." Past and Present 191 (2006), 77-120.

Lorraine Daston, and Katherine Park, Wonders and the Order of Nature (1150-1750). (Boston: Zone Nooks, 1998.)
