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DEAF  
HISTORY  
SYMPOSIUM 
 

Programme 
 

09.30 – 10.00  Walk-in and coffee 
10.00 – 10.15  Welcome and Introduction  Angelo LO CONTE & Ruben VERWAAL 
 
SESSION I  Chair: Chiara BRANCHINI (CA’ FOSCARI UNIVERSITY OF VENICE, ITALY) 
10.15 – 10.45  Rosamund OATES (Manchester Metropolitan University, UK) 
   ‘Little better than Dumb Animals’: The Legal Status of Prelingually Deaf  
    People 
10.45 – 11.15  Sabine ARNAUD (CNRS, Centre Alexandre Koyré, Paris) 
   From a Police report to History with a Capital H: The Revelation of the  
    ‘Deaf Genius’ 
11.15 – 11.45  Esme CLEALL (Sheffield University, UK) 
   ‘The Bonds of Brotherhood’: Deafness, Ethnicity and Belonging in the  
    Nineteenth-Century British and Imperial Deaf Press 
11.45 – 12.15  Discussion 
 
12.15 – 13.30  Lunch 
 
SESSION II  Chair: Giovanni TARANTINO (UNIVERSITY OF FLORENCE, ITALY) 
13.30 – 14.00  Leendert VAN DER MIESEN (Bibliotheca Hertziana – Max Planck Institute for 
    Art History, Rome) 
   Anthoine de Laincel’s Account Book and the Scholarly Interest in Deaf  
    Communication in Seventeenth-Century France 
14.00 – 14.30  Josef FULKA (Charles University, Prague, Czech Republic) 
   Deafness as Difference: Positive Views of Deafness in Eighteenth-Century 
     Philosophy 
14.30 – 15.00  Ruben VERWAAL (Durham University, UK) 
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   From Conjurer to Professor: Lived Experiences of Deaf Doctors in Early  
    Modern Europe 
15.00 – 15.30  Discussion 
 
15.30 – 16.00  Tea break 
 
SESSION III  Chair: Angelo LO CONTE (ACADEMY OF VISUAL ARTS, HONG KONG 

BAPTIST UNIVERSITY, HONG KONG) 
16.00 – 16.30  Julia DELANCEY (University of Mary Washington, Virginia, USA) 
   ‘In front of our altarpiece’: Embodiment and the Lived Experiences of Blind 
    Venetians in the Early Modern Period 
16.30 – 17.00  Barbara KAMINSKA (Sam Houston State University, Texas, USA) 
   Artists with Deafness in the Historiography of Early Modern Dutch Art 
17.00 – 17.30  Discussion 
 
17.30   Closing    Angelo LO CONTE & Ruben VERWAAL 
 
19.30   Dinner 
 

!  
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DEAF  
HISTORY  
SYMPOSIUM 
 

Abstracts 
 

SESSION I 
Rosamund OATES  ‘Little better than Dumb Animals’: The Legal Status of Prelingually Deaf  
    People 
   In his 1648 work advocating the education of deaf people, John Bulwer noted 
that prelingually deaf people were ‘looked upon as misprisons in nature, and wanting speech, are 
reckoned little better than dumb animals’. He drew on his knowledge of law. Successive editions of 
Bracton’s De Legibus explained that since a prelingually deaf person could neither ‘hear or speak at 
all, he cannot express his will and consent ’and so – as Bulwer recorded ‘ –in Civil law ’a deaf 
person was ‘compared to an infant’. As a result, histories of disability or deafness have argued that 
non- verbal deaf people were unable to inherit property, make wills or be held responsible in a court 
of law. This paper examines inheritance, legal status and sign language in early modern England, 
exploring the experiences of a number of wealthy deaf men and women in the period 1500–
1750.  This paper will explore the importance of speech – vocal or signed – in contemporary legal 
definitions of capacity, and examine the legal status of ‘naturally deaf ’men and women in theory 
and in practice. Drawing on a series of case studies, this paper demonstrates that deafness was 
rarely a bar to inheritance, legal activity, land management or marriage, challenging existing models 
of deaf exclusion. 
 
Sabine ARNAUD From a Police report to History with a Capital H: The Revelation of the  
    ‘Deaf Genius’ 
   An ‘event’ to be entered in the ‘History of Courts’ to ‘characterize our 
century in the eyes of Posterity’ — the French court gazette, 1792. Someone had attempted to steal 
a deaf person's purse. Having studied French under the Abbé Sicard, Jean Massieu submitted his 
own written declaration about the incident to the police. With this act, an uncommon victim and his 
unique and groundbreaking formal statement about an event, focused public eyes on a population 
then still unknown not only to the hearing masses, but also to the greater community of deaf people 
themselves. We will investigate how Massieu’s act came to exemplify the new democratic culture 
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that was inventing itself day by day in the years of the French Revolution. In fact, as we will see, 
Massieu’s deposition was no mere complaint about a robbery; it became a testament to the 
intellectual capacities of deaf people.  
 
Esme CLEALL  ‘The Bonds of Brotherhood’: Deafness, Ethnicity and Belonging in the  
    Nineteenth-Century British and Imperial Deaf Press 
   In 1903, The Deaf and Dumb Times announced its conception as ‘[a] 
magazine that shall bind the Deaf and Dumb and their helpers together in the bonds of 
brotherhood’, a magazine that would express ‘Brotherhood, Fellowship, Co-operation, Unity’. This 
seminar paper asks about the origins, uses and limitations of this ‘brotherhood ’as reflected and 
created in the British and imperial nineteenth-century deaf press, a substantial genre that had 
proliferated over the nineteenth century and formed the cement which bound the deaf community 
together. In this paper, I trace the history of these newspapers in a British and imperial context. As 
well as demonstrating the ways in which they unified the deaf community, I also look at some of 
the ways they also demonstrate divisions within it particularly those located along the axes of 
ethnicity. 
 
 
SESSION II 
Leendert VAN DER MIESEN  Anthoine de Laincel’s Account Book and the Scholarly 
Interest      in Deaf Communication in Seventeenth-Century 
France 
     Deaf people developed different ways of participating in early 
modern society. One notable testimony to this is the account book or ‘Livre de raison’ used by 
Anthoine de Laincel, seigneur of Saint-Martin-de-Renacas. Laincel had an accident early in his 
childhood and remained deaf for the rest of his life, but as his account book demonstrates this did 
not stop him from conducting business. He reportedly also made more elaborate images, drawing 
and painting scenes from his life. His account book now exists in two manuscript copies 
in Carpentras and Paris. Laincel’s book and biography gained renewed attention after his death in 
the 1630s when French natural philosophers like Nicolas-Claude Fabri de Peiresc, Pierre Gassendi, 
and Marin Mersenne took an interest in deaf communication. In this paper, I investigate both the 
extant sources of the ‘Livre de raison’ and why later scholars had such an interest in this book, 
looking both at the philosophical interest in deaf communication and the methods deaf members of 
society utilized during this period.  
 
 
Josef FULKA  Deafness as Difference: Positive Views of Deafness in Eighteenth-Century 
     Philosophy 
   In many respects, the eighteenth century might be viewed as a landmark in 
deaf history. Not only because in the person of Abbé de l’Epée, it marks the beginning of the 
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‘manualist’ approach to deaf education (as opposed to ‘oralism’), but also because eighteenth-
century philosophical empiricism – interested in sensory perception and origins of language – often 
led to a genuine interest in deaf people and their communication. This paper will concentrate on two 
remarkable texts that, each in its own way, represent examples of an essentially positive view of 
deafness, that is, deafness considered as a set of competences different from – but not inferior to – 
those of the hearing: Denis Diderot’s Letter on the Deaf and Dumb (1751) and Pierre Desloges’s  
Observations d’un sourd-muet (1779). Furthermore, we will attempt to show that this view of 
deafness may be prolonged well into the nineteenth century (Garrick Mallery, W. Wundt). 
 
Ruben VERWAAL From Conjurer to Professor: Lived Experiences of Deaf Doctors in Early  
    Modern Europe 
   For a long time, deafness has been constructed as the antithesis of medicine. 
Since the nineteenth century, many aural surgeons and physicians aim to remedy deafness, fostering 
the connotation of deafness as pathological. And up until the twentieth century, the presentation of 
deafness as an unsolvable obstacle justified the dismissal of health professionals with acquired 
deafness and deaf prospective medical students. But have medical and social understandings of 
deafness have always been the same? This work-in-progress paper studies the lived experiences of 
deaf doctors in early modern Europe. The fact that men like Joseph Sauveur (1653–1716), Duncan 
Campbell (c. 1680–1730), and Abraham Kaau (1715–1758) were able to overcome communication 
obstacles and gain a foothold in the medical marketplace, raises questions about their strategies 
working with hearing difference and the popular perception of deafness. Admittedly, the history of 
deaf doctors is far from a ‘golden age ’of inclusion, for it did involve bullying and unequal 
treatment. But by analysing the education, career, and reputation of deaf doctors at the turn of the 
eighteenth century, this paper aims to demonstrate how medicine and deafness were not as 
diametrically opposed as is sometimes assumed. 
 
 
SESSION III 
Julia DELANCEY ‘In front of our altarpiece’: Embodiment and the Lived Experiences of Blind 
    Venetians in the Early Modern Period 
   Other than as subjects of caricature, care, and cure, individuals living with 
bodily or mental differences have received little attention in the scholarship on early modern 
Venice. This paper will examine what documents from Venetian archives can tell us about the 
embodied experiences of Venetians living with vision difference. It explores records from the 
Venetian Confraternity of the Blind, formed in 1315 by its members so they could ask for alms in 
the city’s streets and religious spaces. Although mendicant, the confraternity members also had their 
own gathering place inside a series of churches as well as objects to help them with their meetings 
and worship. The embodied knowledge of blind Venetians powerfully impacted the ways they 
interacted with the visual culture they commissioned and used. They also fought to ensure that that 
work was seen by others, maintained, and treated respectfully. Rooted in the work of disability 
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studies scholars such as Lennard Davis, Rosemarie Garland-Thomson, and Georgina Kleege, this 
paper will also challenge the binary of sighted and blind as well as explore what Abby Wilkerson 
has called the ‘vulnerabilities, capabilities, and constraints’ of individual lived experiences, in 
particular of those with vision difference in early modern Venice. 
 
Barbara KAMINSKA Artists with Deafness in the Historiography of Early Modern Dutch Art 
   In this work-in-progress presentation, I will discuss how the lives of Dutch 
artists with deafness have been narrated and critically commented upon in biographical and 
theoretical sources from the early seventeenth- through the late twentieth century. Beginning with 
Karel van Mander’s Het Schilderboek (1604), Dutch scholars have argued that deaf people have a 
“natural talent” for visual arts, just like blind people are particularly gifted at music, and that their 
art has benefitted from the absence of hearing. Such a belief can be considered an example of the 
controversial sensory compensation theory, according to which a deaf person’s vision would 
compensate for their lack of hearing. As I will argue, in the historiography of art, the sensory 
compensation theory is bolstered by the ancient topos of painting as ‘mute poetry,’ which, in the 
case of artists with deafness, has been applied literally rather than metaphorically to their oeuvre. 
Working at the intersection of disability studies and art theory, I will analyze to what extent artists 
with deafness were empowered by the trope of painting as mute poetry and how, on the other hand, 
this trope has obscured those painters ’engagement with standard practices of their profession and 
artistic accomplishments. 


