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About CREMS: 

The Birmingham Centre for Reformation and Early Modern Studies (CREMS) is a 

centre of excellence at the University of Birmingham for interdisciplinary research 

into the history of the Reformation and early modern Britain and Europe. 

 

We also operate a mailing list and have our own Twitter account, @CREMS_bham, 

to share information about conferences, workshops, seminars and other events 

related to the study of early modern history and culture.   

 

About the Organisers:  

Tayler Meredith is a first year doctoral researcher at the 

University of Birmingham. His current research, which is funded 

by the Economic and Social Research Council,  focuses on 

England’s understanding, experience, and management of 

climate and climatic change during Europe’s so-called ‘Little Ice 

Age’. Follow him on Twitter: @TaylerMeredith 

 

Elizabeth Cook is a second year doctoral researcher at the 

University of Birmingham, funded by the AHRC . Her thesis 

aims to expand upon the existing body of work in the field of 

'green Milton studies'’ through the exploration of Milton’s 

adaptation of genre in relation to the concept of early modern 

‘ecology.’ Follow her on Twitter: @Elizabeth_maryc 

 

A special thanks to all of our speakers and chairs, particularly Dr Andrew Wear and 

Professor Karen Edwards. Also, we would like to thank Jonathan Willis and Hugh 

Adlington for their support throughout the process. 
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Green Britain: Nationhood and the Environment, 1500 - 1750 

Panel Schedule: 

 

09:30 – 10:15 Registration 

 

10:15 – 10:30 Welcome: Tayler Meredith and  Elizabeth Cook 

 

10:30 – 11:30 Plenary I: Professor Karen Edwards, University of Exeter 

     ‘Spiritual Wolves: Polemical Metaphor and the Emergence of  

        Green Britain’ 

 

11:30 – 12:30 Panel I: Protest, Patriotism, and Early Modern Ecologies  
               Chair: Charles Green, University of Birmingham 

12:30 – 13:30 Lunch 

 

13:30 – 15:00 Panel II: ‘Green and Pleasant Lands’?  

               Locating Englishness in the Landscape  
          Chair: Tayler Meredith, University of Birmingham 
 

15:00 – 15:15 Break 

 

15:15 – 16:45 Panel III: Unstable Bodies; Unstable Environments  
               Chair: Elaine Fulton, University of Birmingham 
 

16:45 – 17:00 Break 

 

17:00 – 18:00 Plenary II: Dr Andrew Wear, University College London 

    ‘Early Modern English Colonial Settlement and Changing   

     American Environments’ 

 

18:00 – 18:15 Closing Remarks: Hugh Adlington, University of Birmingham  

 

18:15 – 19:30 Wine Reception 

https://twitter.com/#!/CREMS_bham


10  

 

  

 

10:30 - 11:30 Plenary I: Professor Karen Edwards, University of 

Exeter  

‘Spiritual Wolves: Polemical Metaphor 

and the Emergence of Green Britain’ 

Karen Edwards is a Professor of English Literature 

and Senior Lecturer at the University of Exeter. 

Her research is primarily concerned with early 

modern literature and in particular the poetry and 

prose of John Milton, most notably its relationship 

to the emerging scientific discourses of the period, 

but also in relation to politics and religion. 

Professor Edwards’ notable publications include 

her seminal monograph, Milton and the Natural 

World: Science and Poetry in 'Paradise 

Lost' (CUP, 1999), ‘Milton's Reformed Animals: 

An Early Modern Bestiary’ (published between 

2005 and 2009 in a series of issues of Milton 

Quarterly) and chapters in a range of Cambridge Companions and Oxford 

Handbooks, including ‘The Natural World’ in Milton in Context; ’Literature, 

Medicine, and Science’ in The Oxford Handbook of Literature and the English 

Revolution and many more. Karen has also published extensively on early modern 

theories of education and of melancholy, on Thomas Browne’s Pseudodoxia 

Epidemica, on the use of biblical models in women's narratives of the period, and on 

the feminist debate surrounding Milton's Eve. Karen is currently working on a new 

monograph entitled Political Animals in Early Modern England, exploring, she 

describes, how ‘the conventional practice of comparing political opponents to 

animals (‘wolf in sheep’s clothing’, ‘cormorant’, ‘viper’) contributed to the 

seventeenth century’s repeated failure to reconcile political and religious 

differences’. Today’s plenary paper is titled ‘Spiritual Wolves: Polemical Metaphor 

and the Emergence of Green Britain’.  
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11:30 - 12:30 Panel I: Protest, Patriotism, and Early Modern Ecologies  
                       Chair: Charles Green, University of Birmingham 

‘“Angling for the ‘Powte”: 

 The Manuscripts of a Jacobean Environmental Protest Poem’ 
Todd A. Borlik and Claire Egan, University of Huddersfield 

In 1662 William Dugdale published his monumental History of the Draining and 

Embanking the English Fens. While describing the drainage schemes around 

Norfolk a half-century earlier, Dugdale reports that, despite the king’s support, the 

project ground to halt for five years “by reason of the opposition which diverse 

perverse-spirited people made thereto, by bringing of turbulent suits in law […] and 

making of libellous songs to disparage the work” (391-392).  As a specimen of such 

“libellous songs,” Dugdale printed an anonymous ballad entitled “The Powte’s 

Complaint.” The song adopts a non-human point of view to bewail the destruction of 

both the wetlands ecology and of the fen-dwellers’ economy. Perhaps even more 

shockingly it advocates violent resistance to the undertakers’ schemes. If Dugdale is 

right that such “libellous songs” helped stall the drainage, early modern protest 

literature may have impacted environmental policy more forcibly than we might 

think.  

  As ecocriticism begins to re-shape the canon, neglected works such as the 

“Powte’s Complaint” are bound to claim a larger share of the limelight. This paper 

angles for new information on the provenance, authorship, and readership of this 

remarkable text. It examines four different manuscripts of the ballad in the British 

Library, none of which have been previously transcribed. The paper will highlight 

some of the numerous variants among the four manuscripts plus the version printed 

by Dugdale and comment on their significance. It will also fish for answers to some 

pressing questions: When was the song written and where? What historical and 

environmental circumstances prompted its composition? How does the author 

portray the fenland ecology? What exactly is a pout? And who was the person 

behind the ballad? In addition to unmasking the author and vetting the manuscripts, 

this paper will contrast it with Jonas Moore’s epic celebrating the drainage. In brief, 

this paper aims to uphold the “Powte’s Complaint” as one of the earliest and greatest 

environmental protest poems in English literature. 
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‘“A looking Glasse of lessons lewde, wherein all huntes may looke”: 

George Gascoigne’s The Noble Arte of Venerie or Hunting and Early 

Modern Criticism of the Hunt’ 
Nicole Mennell, University of Sussex 

George Gascoigne’s hunting manual The Noble Arte of Venerie or Hunting, which 

was first published in 1575 as a loose translation of Jacques du Fouilloux’s La 

Vénerie, has received considerable critical attention due to the inclusion of four 

poems which give a voice to animals commonly pursued in the hunt. As the poems 

are in stark contrast to the conventional views and justifications of this sport, a 

number of scholars have argued they were written in response to a growing concern 

for animal rights in the late sixteenth century. However, the poems are not the only 

additions Gascoigne makes to his translation of La Vénerie and further analysis of 

these supplementations reveals that the manual as a whole engages with the wider 

social tensions associated with the hunt. The Forest and Game Laws, which 

restricted the sport to a privileged few, were a source of national conflict because 

common people wanted the right to hunt themselves. In relation to this, while The 

Noble Arte does condemn hunting for its cruelty to animals, its criticism stretches to 

a wider condemnation of the nobility and their mistreatment of other humans. This 

paper argues that Gascoigne’s hunting manual uses the voices of animals to represent 

the complaints of the common people who, due to food shortages and rising prices, 

were forced to eat what was available and affordable, and who had a more 

sustainable understanding of the significance of the hunt and the relationship 

between humans and the natural world. 

 

Lunch 12:30 - 13:30 
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13:30 - 15:00 Panel II: ‘Green and Pleasant Lands’?  

           Locating Englishness in the Landscape  

            Chair, Tayler Meredith, University of Birmingham 

 

‘Specifying Situation: Environment as History, Policy, and Destiny’ 
Ted McCormick, Concordia University 

Situation hath given them Shipping, and Shipping hath given them… Trade”. So 

wrote William Petty (1623-87) on the United Provinces, the preeminent trading 

power of his age; other seventeenth- and eighteenth-century economic writers and 

political arithmeticians invoked “situation” in discussions of England and other 

powers, as an explanation of national success, an incitement to projecting, or a 

constraint on prospects. Over the same period, civil and sacred historians had 

recourse to a similar idea of situation in accounting for such large-scale processes as 

the population and settlement of the earth, the formation of nations and empires, and 

the differentiation of human beings into cultural and ethnic kinds. Situation captured 

much that we mean by environment: the physical features of a landscape, the climate 

affecting a region or locale, the resources or strategic potentialities of a geographical 

location. Yet it embraced much else besides: the size of a population; the history, 

memory and sensibilities of a people; the legacies of past projects and policies. 

Examining recourse to situation in both economic writing and contemporaneous 

explorations of the recent and deep past -- both informed by natural philosophy -- 

can thus help answer questions about how the environment was understood as a 

complex phenomenon; how specific environments were given scale and scope 

discursively in relation to particular questions; and how the material world was 

grasped both as limiting and as embodying human initiative and national potential 

over different timescales.  

 

‘For the Love of the Landscape: The York Virtuosi and the birth of 

English topographical art in seventeenth-century England’ 

Kyla Hollis, University of York 

In Henry Peacham’s 1634, The Compleat Gentleman, one of the prescribed attributes 

of an ideal 17thcentury man was an understanding of “how the wit, disposition, yea 

devotion and strength of man, followeth the quality and temperature of the Climate.” 

It is this relationship between the physical body and the natural world that informed 

new approaches and responses to one’s immediate environment in the 17th century  

one of which arrived in the form of a burgeoning landscapeart genre. In the city of 

York, a group of individuals known as the York Virtuosi were especially interested  
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in examining their surroundings through novel means. While one member, Martin 

Lister, analysed York’s flora and fauna through more scientific means, publishing 

his findings on tree sap and beetles alongside the research of soontobe famous 

Isaac Newton, others like Francis Place, Daniel King, and even Bohemianborn 

Wenceslaus Hollar strove to capture the surrounding countryside as well as urban 

environs in their drawings and etchings. Their creative efforts resulted in images 

ranging from idealised spaces to clumsy perspectives, but the deliberate focus with 

which these artists viewed and endeavoured to articulate local terrain speaks to an 

increased social affinity for and celebration of English topography. Despite being 

created amidst political upheavals, undercurrents of religious strife, and shifts in 

societal schemas, the landscape art of the York Virtuosi nonetheless illuminates the 

dynamic connection that was being forged between self and environment in 17th

century England. 

 

‘Seasonality, Spatiality and Affect in the Works of Gilbert White:  

The Weather World of an English Parson’ 

Robert W. Gray, University of Winchester 

More than any other write, Gilbert White has shaped the relationship between man 

and nature within English culture, the Natural History of Selbourne (1788) becoming 

one of the most reprinted works in the English language. His letters, diaries and other 

writings offered a unique perspective on animal behaviour, and encapsulated a deep 

appreciation of the natural world that has been present within environmental thought 

and writing ever since. Throughout his life and works, White displayed an intimate 

knowledge of the affect weather, landscape and place had in creating a sense of self 

and locating oneself within the wider world. This paper will use White’s works, 

specifically the Natural History, Garden Kalender and Naturalist’s Journals, to 

explore how White conceived the natural world around him, and how this 

contributed to his own, and a wider English, affinity with nature. In particular, it will 

use his observations about migration, hibernation, and the cyclical patterns of plant 

and animal life to draw out White’s conception of seasonality and, by extension, his 

weather world in a particular part of Southern England. Furthermore, by placing 

White’s work within the wider context of popular perceptions of the English seasons, 

the paper will propose a way to consider cultural constructions of climate. In so 

doing, it will shed light on how perceptions of climate change, both today and in the 

past, are framed by a deeper, historical, cultural and personal understanding of the 

weather, the seasons, and space. 
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15:15 - 16:45 Panel III: Unstable Bodies; Unstable Environments 

            Chair: Elaine Fulton, University of Birmingham 

‘Fishing for Frye:  

Gender and Reproduction in the Case of London Fish(Wives)’ 
Rose Hadshar, University of York 

 

The rise of the Courts of Conservancy in early modern London coincided with the 

rise in the regulation of fishwives. Fishwives did not come under the authority of 

these courts, but were intimately connected with the issues at stake: fishing for fry. 

Fishwives were also involved in forestalling and in selling bad fish. 

These activities lie at the intersection between environmental issues and national 

identity. Fishwives were mediators between water and land, the street and the 

domestic table. They were part of the boundary being policed in terms of both 

environment and nation, and actively contributed to its formation. Moreover, 

fishwives and their environmental impact were enmeshed in systems of gender and 

sexuality. The seasonality of fish and other commodities women hawked was after 

all reproductive, dependant on the sexual lives of fish, trees and animals. Lent, the 

time of hardest work and highest pay for fishwives, was a time of human abstinence 

from sex and a period of respite in the sexual exploitation of animals. When 

fishwives broke the rules, they were breaking the rules of orderly sexuality. Unlike 

fishermen, regulated under conservancy, or fishmongers, regulated by their guild, 

fishwives were regulated by Bridewell, and their economic (and environmental) 

offences were sexual too. Fishwives mediated between men (and women?), they sold 

infected fish and were infected with the pox, and the body politic they threatened and 

helped to constitute was gendered masculine. Fishwives mattered in their society, 

and gender and sexuality matter to the formation of ‘Green Britain’. 

 

‘A “Fair” Nation: Skin Colour and British National Identity 1650-

1750’ 
Kathryn Woods, University of Warwick 

For British men and women, the display of a ‘fair’ complexion became an important 

embodied signifier of national identity between 1650 and 1750. Before this period, 

‘fairness’ was not considered something that the British could be proud of. This was 

because, in revered classical medical texts, it was argued that the cool ‘northern’ 

climate of Britain, and the poor quality of its soil and native diet, disordered the 

bodies of those who lived there, rendering them ‘fair’, intemperate, feeble,  
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inconsistent, backward and ‘feminine’. Instead, the Mediterranean was identified as 

the most ‘temperate’ part of the world, which produced the best ‘complexions’ in 

both a physical and temperamental sense. As the British extended their trading 

activities throughout the globe, and as their empire expanded, this characterisation 

became increasingly problematic for British men. 

  This paper argues that from the mid-seventeenth century, British authors 

sought to rehabilitate northern identity by revising classical accounts of national skin 

colour variation. Medical authors played a key role in this by promoting a new 

regimen of health termed the ‘cool regimen’. This regimen emphasised the positive 

health benefits of the ‘cool’ British climate, native foods such as oatmeal and milk, 

and dietary temperance. It is argued that over the course of the period, this led 

‘fairness’ to become seen as a corporeal signifier of behavioural moderation, 

temperance, self-control, morality and the civilizational superiority of the British 

nation.  

 

‘A Watery Grave: Native Americans and the Environment in 1616’  
Laura-Louise Mahler, King’s College London 

The interest in humanity’s relationship with nature, of taking the environmental 

perspective on historical events for alternative understanding, has become 

pronounced in recent scholarly research. This proposal suggests conducting further 

research into the epidemic destruction of Native American populations, specifically 

those living near New England British settler colonies in the early seventeenth 

century. Their deaths deserve extensive attention for three particular reasons: the 

near-total collapse of the indigenous American population had huge consequences 

for European peoples living in the area and the subsequent use of the land; it can 

enlighten the European view that God was emptying the New World for their 

settlement; and looking at the epidemic from an environmental angle could offer 

another explanation and to a well-debated topic (previous diagnoses are numerous, 

including smallpox, bubonic plague and yellow fever).  

  The paper would take a recently published article from the medical journal, 

Emerging Infectious Diseases, which suggested water-borne bacterial infection 

Leptospirosis as the cause of the 1616 epidemic in New England, and conduct study 

into symptomatic accounts, animal populations and differences in European and 

Native interactions with the natural resources. A novel diagnosis aids and is aided by 

the understanding of Native and settler uses of water and attitudes to it, and by 

extension the newly settled land. This paper can add to research into the legacy of 

New World’s Edenic description, and later as a wilderness with a desperate need to 

be husbanded and adapted for civilised life, as well as the Native Americans’ 

reputation for environmental consciousness.  

 

 

 

7  

 

17:00 - 18:00 Plenary II: Dr Andrew Wear, University College 

London 

‘Early Modern English Colonial Settlement  

and Changing American Environments’  

Andrew Wear is Reader in the History of Medicine at 

University College London, having held this position 

since 2002. He has published widely on the subject of 

early-modern medicine and colonial medicine, with 

many of his works considered foundational to the 

subject. He edited Medicine in Society, is joint author 

of the Western Medical Tradition (Cambridge 

University Press, 1995) and authored Knowledge and 

Practice in English Medicine, 1550-1680 (Cambridge 

University Press, Cambridge, 2000).  

  More recently, Dr Wear’s research interests 

have revolved around health, medicine, and early 

colonial settlement. His research takes the form of a 

comparative history ranging across continents and 

centuries, its aim is to locate the nature and function 

of the discourses on health within the projects of 

colonial settlement and to see how they are part of the 

processes whereby distinct social structures in the form of settler identities are 

created. It should also insert some theoretical insights from mainstream sociology 

and geography that have been surprisingly absent from the history of medicine and 

science. After this, he intends to return to the early modern period and to write a 

multi-dimensional history of the environment in England in the early modern period.  

 

18: 15 - 18:30 Closing Remarks: Hugh Adlington, University of 

Birmingham 

 

18:30 - 19:30 Wine Reception  

 

 

 


