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What did it mean to feel safe or secure for early modern populations? How did
people persist and build futures for themselves and their families in challenging
conditions? This workshop aims to fill a key gap in our knowledge of how people
created conditions to feel safe during times of existential danger or crisis in early
modern Europe.

Safety and security can be defined in multiple ways: economic, social, political,
physical, psychological, cultural and emotional. In the context of modern history,
especially as it pertains to twentieth-century constructions of ‘risk’, there is now an
established literature on the development of health and safety in workplaces,
insurance and risk, ‘risk society’, including nuclear anxieties and environmental
concerns, and in relation to child-rearing and childhood opportunities, where
children’s ‘worlds’ are reduced by safety concerns. Within colonial contexts, there is
a literature on ‘cultural safety’ and its absence, as a dimension of security for
marginalised groups. There is some work on early modern security, particularly in
relation to political and national security, physical safety, and individual freedoms,
and growing work on economic insecurity and its impacts. Religion is an important
part of this story, but people not only lived for the next life but the one on earth.
Parents imagined futures for their children; children hoped for themselves; families
aspired to long lineages and survival over generations.

This workshop hopes to build on and expand this foundational research to consider
how early modern people acquired the social and emotional resources to persist ‘at
the end of the world’.

Conference organisers: Katie Barclay, Dianne Hall, Dolly MacKinnon, Una
Mcllvenna, Charlotte-Rose Millar

This event is part of a series by the organisers that press us to consider the
intersections of future, feeling, children, temporality, crisis and our imagined
responses. Please look out for further information.
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Programme

9:00-9:30 Registration & Welcome

9:30-11:00 Panel 1
1. Insecurity: contextual white noise in early modernity.
Conal Condren
2. ‘A Shipwreck Shared’: consolation and emotional mutability in the early modern
Adage
Clare Davidson and Kirk Essary
3. Sounds of safety, security and catastrophe during the 17"-century English Civil
Wars
Dolly MacKinnon

11:00-11:30 Morning Tea

11:30-13:00 Panel 2
1. Learning to feel safe through disaster ballads
Una Mcllvenna
2. The power of objects to cultivate a sense of security and assure safety during
difficult passages of life
Katherine Mair
3. “Ignorant and unconsiderate practisers”: irregular practitioners, monopolising
medicine and early modern job security
Charlotte Ni Choncheanainn

13:00-14:00 Lunch

14:00-15:30 Panel 3
1. Encountering Pepys — a family’s thirty-year saga of opportunity and survival
Heather Dalton
2. “Immoderate joy": the emotions of early modern women in times of plague
Imogen Brown
3. Men’s insecurities about women'’s bodies and family-building, and the De
Secretis Mulierum (Secrets of Women)
Rebecca Sachse

15:30-16:00 Afternoon Tea

16:00-16:30 Round Up




Abstracts

"Immoderate Joy": The Emotions of Early Modern Women in Times of Plague

Plague outbreaks across early modern Europe threatened both physical health and
psychological feelings of safety and security. Pestilence proved difficult to contain,
despite measures like quarantine to prevent its spread. Plague outbreaks often
sparked widespread fear, panic and anxiety. These emotional effects were
themselves reckoned to be deadly: in the late sixteenth century, many physicians
believed that the thought of plague alone was enough to kill a patient. Fortification of
the mind during these outbreaks, therefore, was crucial.

The encouragement of ‘positive’ emotions as a prevention of plague has been
little studied to date. This process was understood within the still dominant
framework of Galenic ideas on the causes and effects of the ‘passions’ on bodily and
spiritual health. A key passion was a moderate form of ‘joy’: an imbalance of this
passion affected susceptibility to plague, and it was thought more likely to occur in
women than in men. Although these ideas were contested (by newer Helmontian
theories), the ‘force of Imagination’ still mattered as a protection against plague. The
gendered attitudes and activities that early modern writers recommended to achieve
a ‘moderation’ in emotions is an aspect of plague history that deserves greater
attention.

Imogen Brown is a PhD candidate in History at Waipapa Taumata Rau, University of
Auckland. Her research looks at emotions in early modern medical theory and
practice in Europe, particularly the perceived impact of emotions on the combatting
of illness and plague.

“Ilgnorant and unconsiderate practisers”: irreqular practitioners, monopolising
medicine and early modern job security

The increased professionalisation of medicine in early modern England should have
ensured consistency in both the delivery of care and the job security of trained
physicians. Yet, the English medical marketplace was oversaturated with alternative
medical practices, and healthcare was continually sought from astrologers,
alchemists, apothecaries and quacks. Moreover, irregular practice extended beyond
alternate methodologies, and the domestic healing magic provided by cunning folk
and witches was acknowledged by learned physicians as a legitimate threat. This
paper argues that the competition created by irregular medical practitioners,
including witches, and the extent to which their practice undermined the commercial
and epistemological authority of professional physicians, significantly contributed to
job insecurity in the English medical milieu.

Furthermore, this paper demonstrates how deviation from orthodox physic
threatened social security. Alchemical and astrological practices were considered
heretical charlatanism, and witchcraft and cunning magic could expose individuals
directly to the Devil. Conversely, the epistemological purity of licensed physicians
protected their patients from medical apostasy.

The depth of concern exhibited by physicians in response to medical
competitions offers insight into early modern job security, as well as elucidating the
impact of alternative medicine and witchcraft on broader societal safety and security
in early modern England.



Charlotte Ni Choncheanainn completed her Bachelor of Arts (History) at the
University of Melbourne and wrote her Honours thesis on the intersections between
medicine and witchcraft. She is currently pursuing independent research.

Insecurity: contextual white noise in early modernity

Responses to the types and causes of insecurity, as fact and perception, in early
modernity can be taken as a white noise of contextualisation. The purpose of this
paper is to outline aspects of insecurity bringing into closer alignment what academic
convention keeps apart: namely intellectual, social, cultural, legal and religious
history.. High rates of re-marriage, patrilineal repair, the extreme scepticism of
Sextus Empiricus, slander as a major crime, the extension of benefit of clergy,
confessional intolerance and xenophobia, were all partially reactions to insecurity. |
shall focus on the rise of the private duel (c1590-1620) as both response and cause
of insecurity; and a graphic loose-end in Hobbes’s systematic reliance on insecurity
as an explanation for society’s existence. Surveying the range of responses to
perceived insecurity, should tell us something about historical contextualisation and
the nature of the classifier security.

Conal Condren, UNSW. | have published widely on early-modern intellectual history,
the mechanisms of semantic change and historical philosophy and method.

Encountering Pepys — a family’s thirty-year saga of opportunity and survival

When Daniel Skinner, a prosperous merchant, and his wife Frances moved from
Dover to the Parish of St Olave’s in the City of London in 1656 they had three
children under the age of six. The Skinners worked hard to safeguard the security
and reputation of these children and their seven younger siblings during what was
arguably the most turbulent period in the history of the British Isles. Then, in 1670,
their eldest daughter, Mary, encountered the recently widowed Samuel Pepys in the
grounds of St Olave’s and subsequently moved into his household. Mary was to
remain Pepys’ constant companion until he died in 1703.

In my paper | look at how the Skinners reacted to their teenage daughter’s
relationship with the 37-year-old Pepys — a powerful civil servant who recorded
numerous ‘liaisons’ with women in the diary he kept until 1669 (many of these
‘liaisons’ would be classed today as sexual assault and rape). | look at how their
initial dismay appears to have been mitigated by the fact that they were able, over
time, to persuade Pepys to intercede on behalf of their six sons who, within a
decade, were building careers overseas.

Heather Dalton is an Honorary Fellow in the School of Historical & Philosophical
Studies at the University of Melbourne and a member of the Cabot Project at the
University of Bristol. Her research and publications focus on practices and
relationships in early modern maritime trading networks, discovery narratives, and
early contacts between Australasia, the Americas, and Europe.

‘A shipwreck shared’: consolation and emotional mutability in the early modern
adage



In his popular compilation of adages, Erasmus provided commentaries about how
emotions function in difficult times and suggested how proverbial wisdom about the
transitory nature of feeling might provide readers with consolation. For example, in ‘A
shipwreck shared,’” he writes, “We bear a misfortune much more easily if it is
common to all or shared with many.” In this paper, we consider how adages and
other forms of proverbial wisdom served as commentary on, and consolatory advice
for, anxious readers encountering uncertainty and upheaval (emotional or otherwise).
Doing so will allow us to see how these literary forms, most of which were borrowed
from classical antiquity, were transformed and applied (at least theoretically) in early
modern emotional contexts.

Clare Davidson and Kirk Essary

Clare Davidson is a Research Fellow in the Institute for Humanities and Social
Sciences at the Australian Catholic University. Her research examines the culture,
literature, and laws of medieval and early modern Europe and their reception in
colonial Australia.

Kirk Essary is Associate Professor of Medieval and Early Modern History at the
University of Western Australia. His research focuses mainly on emotion and religion
in the long sixteenth century.

The power of objects to cultivate a sense of security and assure safety during difficult
passages of life

In 1775 Ann Lord, a woman from the weaving community adjoining the parish of
Bethnal Green, left her child along with the identifying token of a red coral necklace
at the Foundling Hospital in London. The coral from which the beads were made is a
well-known amulet believed to possess prophylactic and apotropaic properties. A
final protective gesture of a mother, Ann’s token allowed her to believe the necklace
would safeguard her child from illness and danger during their separation. The
practice of attaching amulets and talismans to infants and young children to protect
them from unforeseen harm and keep them safe was long-standing and widespread
in Europe during the early modern period. Such objects were also commonly used to
safeguard women during pregnancy and childbirth.

Pregnancy, childbirth, infancy and early childhood presented an all-too-real
threat to life in the early modern world, and such objects were believed to counteract
and protect against the risks associated with these precarious moments in life.
Psychologically and emotionally these objects also generated comforting assurances
of the ongoing safety and security of loved ones. This paper will elucidate the way in
which material objects were deployed to cultivate a sense of protection, security and
safety in the day-to-day rituals of life in early modern Europe.

Katherine Mair is currently finalising her P.h.D. dissertation for submission with the
University of Newcastle. Her research posits that figures with dwarfism in images of
Spanish Habsburg royalty were apotropaic symbols installed to protect the sitter from
the evil eye. While her work is grounded in a background in art history Katherine’s
research is fundamentally cross-disciplinary, drawing extensively on research in the
fields of anthropology, sociology and folklore to extrapolate and elucidate a deeper



understanding of the belief systems, phsychology and emotions which inform art and
objects of material culture.

Sounds of safety, security and catastrophe during the 17%-century English Civil Wars

Civil war conflicts involve both musical sounds of safety and security, as well as
musical sounds of catastrophe. Focussing on the experience of child and youth
musicians (i.e. drummers and fifes) and the sounds they generated, this paper
analyses how safety and security was experienced by them. Their auditory message
came with a cost and consequences, not only for themselves but for those who
responded to their calls. Whether in rural or urban civil war conflict settings, military
sounds or silences predicted that point when an individual’'s safety was directly under
threat. Using surviving early modern material culture and archival evidence, the
humanity of these young people can be recovered. The pivotal role musical sounds
played in alerting opposing sides to the progress, safety and security of these
conflicts is also revealed.

Associate Professor Dolly MacKinnon is a cultural historian specialising in history,
music and the analysis of soundscapes, landscapes, and emotion. An Honorary
Principal Fellow in the School of Historical and Philosophical Studies at the
University of Melbourne. Her recent publications range widely and include: ‘War and
conflict’ in A Cultural History of Youth 1450-1650, Volume 3 (2023); “Hearing
madness and sounding cures: recovering historical soundscapes of the asylun’,
Politiques de la communication, Hors série 1: Sound Studies. A I'écoute du

social, (Automne, 2017); and ‘Madness, Creativity and Representation in Early
Modern Music’ in A Cultural History of Madness in Early Modern, edited by Kate
Hodgkin, Volume 4 (2026).

Learning to Feel Safe Through Disaster Ballads
Una Mcllvenna

How did early modern people feel safe or secure in the face of unpredictable natural
disasters? Like other high-profile news events in early modern Europe, disasters
were regularly recounted in ballad form. Songs about floods, fires, storms,
earthquakes, shipwrecks, and plague were set to familiar tunes and cheaply printed,
to be sung on busy streets and markets by ballad sellers. Although certain types of
disasters were more common in certain regions than others — Dutch ballads
repeatedly sang of terrible floods while Italian ballads featured lots of earthquakes,
for example — the message of almost all songs was the same: these 'natural’
disasters were caused by divine anger at human sin. No matter how awful a disaster
might be, it was merely a warning of the terrors of the impending Judgement Day,
when those who had not repented would face much worse: eternal damnation.
However, if one heeded the warnings and acted appropriately, one could feel secure
knowing that God would take pity and show mercy on true believers. This talk looks
at disaster ballads in a range of European languages, exploring how fear was
deployed to call listeners to action and, paradoxically, to comfort them. It also looks
at how disasters could be featured alongside other wonders and predictions so as to
outline the correct path for listener-singers to follow.



Una Mcllvenna is an Australian Research Council Future Fellow 2023-2027 and
Associate Professor in English at the Australian National University. Her research
interests lie in the fields of early modern cultural and literary history, specifically, the
tradition of singing the news. Her most recent book, Singing the News of Death:
Execution Ballads in Europe 1500-1900 (OUP), explores songs that told the news of
public executions in Italian, French, German, Dutch, and English. The book won the
2023 Katharine Briggs Award from the Folklore Society and was shortlisted for the
New South Wales Premier's General History Prize, Australia’s most prestigious
history book prize. Her Future Fellowship project, 'Singing the News: Ballads as
News Media in Europe and Australia, 1550-1920’°, expands this multilingual study of
news ballads to look at disasters and wonders, politics and satire, military conflicts,
and crime and punishment.

Men’s insecurities about women’s bodies and family-building, and the De Secretis
Mulierum (Secrets of Women)

Women'’s bodies and their reproductive health underwent a discursive shift in
medical compendia of the later medieval period, whereby gynaecology began to shift
from “treatments of women” to “secrets of women”. This was largely driven by
Pseudo-Albert’s late 13t"-century text De Secretis Mulierum, which grew in popularity
over the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries (Lemay 1992:1). Medical compendia on
‘women’s secrets” are an additional way through which conditions were created to
create a sense of control over women and their oral medical knowledge, which was
believed to be used in destructive and malevolent ways (eg, through aborting
pregnancies, the spread of disease, the dangers of menstruation). This paper
focuses on men’s psychological insecurities around paternity and how the popular
De Secretis Mulierum could help alleviate men’s concerns about women’s perceived
control of the uterus across the late medieval and into the early modern period. By
adhering to the instructions and warnings in De Secretis Mulierum, men could feel a
sense of control over family building and women's reproductive health. This paper
will also discuss the detrimental impacts that texts on “women’s secrets” had on
women themselves, creating an additional hurdle for women in an already patriarchal
world in the past and into today.

Rebecca Sachse is a current PhD candidate at Macquarie University, with a
research focus on late medieval women'’s reproductive health and its representations
in 21st-century medievalisms. Rebecca completed her Master of Research at
Macquarie University last year, focusing on perceptions of women’s infertility in early
Christian populations.



