Prodigious Presents
Representations, Uses, and Knowledge of the Extraordinary through the Lens
of Time (15th-17th centuries)

A fluid and evolving concept, the prodigy in fifteenth- to seventeenth-century Europe
appears under many near-synonyms: supernatural events, wonders, marvels, or terrors. To define
its contours without excluding the debates it generates, we adopt Nicolas Balzamo’s definition
(2014), which describes the prodigy as a supernatural event—comet, storm, monstrous birth,
disaster—that does not unambiguously manifest divine power, unlike the miracle, which includes
sudden conversions or dried-up springs that flow again. Since the pioneering work of Jean Céard
(1977), the prodigy has attracted sustained attention from historians, art historians, and literary
scholars (see Jensen et al., 2022), and remains a productive object of inquiry, as illustrated by the
Spectacles célestes project led by Florian Métral. This conference proposes to renew its study by
embedding it in a reflection on temporalities—particularly on the present, this unstable moment
when the extraordinary emerges and where interpretation and alertness crystallize (Blanc et al.,
2023).

Regardless of the term used or the nature of the event, the prodigy is marked by a singular
temporality. It reintroduces the unexpected into the present and invites us to question how a
society understands itself in its immediacy and its current moment. This “prodigious present” is
not a mere transitional phase: it constitutes a moment saturated with emotional, political, and
cognitive stakes. Through its immediate effects—fear, wonder, laughter, shock—the prodigy
reconfigures the present and triggers a proliferation of narratives, images, and discourses. It
becomes the object of oral and written controversies, circulating across diverse formats:
scholarly treatises, pamphlets, polemics, and chronicles. When the fabric of reality is ruptured, the
prodigy offers signs through which new knowledge is forged.

This conference aims to show how the period from 1400 to 1700 marks a time of intense
diversification in the ways prodigies were appropriated. We will seek to identify the actors who
seized upon them, the forms they employed, and the interpretative tools they developed. The
broad chronology will allow us to explore continuities and ruptures in the representations,
functions, and theorization of prodigies, in the context of the technical transformations—such as
the advent of print—and the politico-religious upheavals linked to the Reformation.

This conference explores themes that echo those of Capturing the Present in Northwestern
Europe (1348-1648) project, an interdisciplinary initiative led by the Universities of Lille,
Lausanne, and Neuchatel. We invite scholars working on France, the Netherlands, Germany, or
England (15th-17th centuries) to submit papers that contribute to one or more of the following
three thematic strands.

Axis 1: Representing the Prodigy

The prodigy is a fluid and debated notion, whose origin, meaning, and legitimacy were
widely contested. Between the fifteenth and seventeenth centuries, it could be viewed as adivine
signor as alaughableillusion, as a destructive event or as a source of wonder (Céard 1977; El Kenz
& Vignaud 2016). This ambivalence makes its definition particularly complex. The modern
distinction between miracle and prodigy emerges only in the early sixteenth century, especially in
Polydore Vergil’s Dialogorum de Prodigiis, and the terminology remains unstable: monstra, prodigia,
ostenta, portenta, merveille, miracle coexist without fixed hierarchy (Fontaine 2019). A nuanced
approach is thus necessary, attentive to the diversity of sources—scholarly texts, printed
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materials, images, and popular narratives—produced in a world shaped by confessional conflicts
and scientific advances.

By its very nature, the prodigy feeds both literary narratives and visual representations. It
appears in instant news reports (news sheets, early newspapers) (Arblaster 2014; Pettegree
2014), but also in everyday chronicles (journals, almanacs) and in collections still drawing upon
the paradoxographical tradition of antiquity. Paintings, illuminations, and engravings fix the
prodigy into images and construct visual narratives. Each medium, according to its specific
constraints, shapes how the irruption of the extraordinary is represented within ordinary time
(Berns 2016). The prodigy also offers fertile ground to revisit classic questions of popular
reception (Chartier 1987), revealing multiple appropriations across diverse audiences.

Prodigy collections often link the present to earlier events. Natural fires, for example, are
commonly compared to the destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah, while in the paintings of
Joachim Patinir or Herri met de Bles, these biblical cities are depicted as contemporary urban
settings. Conversely, some authors draw upon the past to underscore the unprecedented nature
of their own time: Rege Sincera, in his account of the Great Fire of London, downplays the fire of
Mechelen as an exaggerated or limited episode. The chronological organization of prodigy
collections contributes to constructing a historical meaning for these phenomena and determines
their moral or theological scope. Pierre Boaistuau, in his Histoires prodigieuses, explicitly seeks to
report “the most memorable cases” from the birth of Christ to his own time, thus inscribing
prodigies within a continuous Christian temporality. Other works, such as the Book of Miracles
from Augsburg, frame prodigies between Genesis and the Apocalypse, highlighting their
eschatological dimension.

In printed books, manuscripts, or illustrated collections, text and image collaborate to
represent the prodigy. While the narrative reconstructs the event along a linear chronology,
images condense the most spectacular instant or juxtapose multiple scenes, creating an intensely
readable “visual present.” For example, in the manuscript of Boaistuau’s Histoires prodigieuses
(1559), the illumination in the second chapter simultaneously depicts a comet and the siege of
Jerusalem, visually establishing a causal link between two events separated in the narrative.
These representations mobilize a wide range of emotions—fear, wonder, stupefaction, even
laughter—that encourage the reader’s or viewer’s engagement. The prodigy thus becomes an
emotional theater where the observer projects themselves, even becoming a witness or actor
(Chiari, 2019). Through these formal devices, a prodigious present is constantly replayed in its
reception, saturated with intensity and open to interpretation.

Axis 2: Functions of the Extraordinary

If the prodigy captivates by its forms, it also operates as a vehicle for discourse,
interpretation, and authority. It is an object of knowledge, action, and controversy, deeply
embedded in the present—not simply as an event, but as a lens through which society reflects
upon itself. The prodigy can denounce or warn, but also console, rejoice, or legitimize. Yet, this
interpretative power remains contested. As early as the sixteenth century, Montaigne denounced
the “seekers of signs” who claimed to decipher divine intentions (Céard, 1977). Who may speak
about prodigies, and under what authority? The intersection of rhetoric, discourse analysis,
iconography, and book history offers a means of identifying the textual and material
configurations that foster the construction of meaning (Jeanneret, 1994). The prodigy thus
becomes a key channel through which the present is narrated, debated, and questioned. In this
sense, it sheds light on the “regimes of historicity” of an era (Hartog, 2003)—that is, how a society
articulates past, future, and present.



Within the context of the Reformation, confessional conflicts, and attempts at
pacification, the prodigy finds dynamic religious uses, functioning as a mediator or catalyst, as a
rhetorical and pedagogical tool, and as a trigger for the cult of saints (Vauchez, 2006) or relics
(Guyard, 2016). It strengthens the connection between the earthly city and the heavenly city and,
through its compelling power, it draws attention back to the present—not only to eternity or
salvation, but to the immediate affairs of the world. The prodigy may also manifest divine
benevolence or offer protection to a community facing uncertainty, thus assuming a consolatory,
edifying, or even restorative function.

In political terms, the prodigy serves as a strategic tool for reading and staging the present.
In times of war or crisis, celestial signs and natural disasters become political oracles: they
designate culprits or chosen leaders, justify victories, or announce impending downfall. The
prodigy thus accompanies the construction of power, particularly royal power. It can legitimize
the sovereign—or, conversely, fuel criticism of his reign. For example, on June 21, 1660, the
Pyrenean earthquake that struck as Louis XIV returned from his marriage gave rise to two
opposing readings: a portent of misfortune or ademonstration of royal might (Quenet, 2010). This
hermeneutical sovereignty is never fully secured. The king may seek to monopolize the
interpretation of signs—through laws, censorship, or the assertion of authorized discourse—yet
remains vulnerable to competing narratives. The long chronology makes it possible to trace the
continuities of this dynamic, from the royal presages of Uther Pendragon in Geoffrey of
Monmouth'’s Historia regum Britanniae (1135-1138) to La cométe de I'ire de Dieu (1611), which,
upon the accession of Louis XllI, called for a stricter enforcement of Catholicism.

Far from being a mere symptom of disorder, the prodigy becomes an active force in the
construction of the present. It interweaves perception, interpretation, and action—sometimes
immediate, as in the Memoriaelbouck, where the account of the Haarlem fire (1576) records public
processions organized to ward off future disaster. At the crossroads of theology, politics, and
collective sensitivity, the prodigy mobilizes emotions and legitimizes discourses. It challenges
society’s capacity to construct a reading of its present and to produce meaning in response to the
event. The prodigy ultimately invites us to question what the city, the state, or Christendom
expects from its present—and what it seeks to inscribe within it.

Axis 3: Theorizing the Prodigious

Whether attributed to divine or natural causes, the prodigy gradually became an object of
knowledge between the fifteenth and seventeenth centuries, increasingly integrated into
attempts to make sense of the world. The invention of print played a key role in this process: it
enabled the broader diffusion of texts and fostered their continual updating. Sebastian Miinster’s
Cosmographia Universalis, for example, went through 35 editions between 1544 and 1628, each
enriched with new data. The growing fields of medicine, botany, and astronomy were not the sole
conveyors of knowledge: news pamphlets, memoirs, and hybrid texts also contributed to the
diffusion and theorization of prodigies. In one pamphlet entitled L'effroyable incendie et bruslement
general de la grande forest de Boisfort en Picardie, the author chose to begin not with the event itself,
but with a learned exposition on the hierarchy of the elements that frames the subsequent
interpretation. These formats interweave speculation, narrative, and observation, often blurring
the lines between science and belief. Certain works, such as Les Monstres des hommes (13th
century), even offer a form of speculative anthropology, where the extraordinary becomes a tool
for reflecting on norms, bodies, and the human condition (Dittmar & Pérez-Simon, 2014).

From humanism to the early Enlightenment, learned readings of prodigies are embedded
in an intricate entanglement of temporalities. Ancient knowledge is revived, corrected, or
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contested in light of new observations, and contemporary testimonies stand alongside historical
materials in composite texts (Vandamme, 2015). Scientific treatises, in particular, combine
updated discourses with visual representations still marked by medieval traditions. To this
tension between past and present, we must add a projection toward the future: astrologers and
naturalists interpret prodigies as harbingers of things to come (Niccoli, 1987; Talkenberger, 1990;
Drévillon, 1996). The prodigy thus becomes a site where memory, experience, and anticipation
converge—an instrument for thinking the present through its disruptions (Baille, 2005). Far from
being a vestige of archaic belief, the prodigy can serve as a trigger for methodical inquiry. In 1620,
L’Histoire véritable de la descouverte de I'eau minerale de la Fontaine de Segray still adopts a marvelous
tone while elaborating a proto-scientific discourse on the curative properties of its water (Catel,
2019).

The sudden emergence of a prodigy demands an immediate response: one must name,
explain, and classify the unexpected. This urgent need for knowledge places two temporalities in
tension: the long, cumulative rhythm of scholarly theories and the short, reactive pace of the
event. The “prodigious present” becomes a testing ground for knowledge in the making—a scene
of confrontation between authority, experience, and belief. Scientific treatises also reshape the
relationship between text and image: while the text affirms updated knowledge, the illustrations
often remain anchored in medieval visual codes.

Prophetic readings of prodigies—whether astrological or based on alternative
rationalities—help construct a thinkable future from a destabilized present. The prodigy
generates a logic of warning, forecasting, and sometimes mobilization. In 1499, astrologers
Johannes Stoffer and Jakob Pflaum published a prognosticon in Ulm, predicting a universal flood
in 1524. Such discourses embed the prodigy within an interpretative continuum, linking the
observation of the world, the memory of signs, and collective anticipation. They transform the
present into a tipping point, a stage where ancient fears are replayed and new expectations are
formulated—between eschatology, knowledge, and the governance of possible futures.

Suggested Topics for Reflection

We welcome papers addressing, but not limited to, the following questions about the
relationship between prodigies and the present:

e How do prodigy narratives redefine the present—either by severing it from everyday life
or, conversely, by integrating it into a broader temporal continuity?

e What narrative or iconographic strategies are employed to situate prodigies within a
chronology, and what do they reveal about the prevailing regimes of historicity?

e In what ways do prodigies serve as milestones in collective or individual history—as
markers of rupture, foundation, or conversion?

e How are multiple temporalities (the present of observation, the scriptural past, the
prophetic future) articulated within scientific or religious discourses on prodigies?

e What are the effects of prodigy collections that adopt a chronological structure? What do
their temporal thresholds and boundaries reveal about the worldview they propose?

¢ Howdo controversies surrounding the interpretation of prodigious signs expose tensions
over who holds the right to read the present and predict the future?

e How do different Christian confessions mobilize prodigies to support their visions of
sacred or eschatological time?

e |Is the prodigy always an event that “marks a date”? Can it also be perceived as cyclical,
repetitive, or part of a timeless typology?



e Howdoauthorsreconcile scientific or naturalist discourses of truth with the temporalities
of prodigious narratives? How do the rhythms of scientific inquiry (observation,
accumulation, deduction) intersect with the extraordinary?

e How do figures of authority (kings, preachers, astrologers, polemicists) instrumentalize
prodigies to shape targeted readings of the present and to influence political or religious
futures?

Practical Information

The conference will take place at the University of Lausanne on 12-13 February 2026. Travel and
accommodation expenses will be covered for participants who do not have access to institutional
funding. The working languages of the conference will be French and English. A publication of
selected proceedings is planned.

Paper proposals (maximum 300 words + a one-page CV including a selected bibliography) should
be sent to cordelia.flochic@unil.ch and alexandre.goderniaux@unine.ch by 1 October 2025.
Notifications of acceptance will be sent by 15 October.
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