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Sailors and freemasonry beyond the sociability
ERIC SAUNIER (Histémé (Caen NormandieUniversité))

Abstract
Born in England at the beginning of the century of the Enlightenment (1717), the masonnic 
sociability immediately developped a privileged relationship with the cities’ port, where she 
settled very early, at Rotterdam in 1721, at Bordeaux in 1732, at Boston in 1733. Due to these 
circumstances, it was rather the maritime professions that attracted it, especially naval offi-
cers. But the effects of circumstances are not really satisfactory to explain the diversity of the 
reasons of the particular affinities maintained between Freemasonry and the Sea. Beyond the 
simple taste for sociability attributed to the mentality of seafarers? What are the real causes 
of the tropism exerted by freemasonry on the maritime world ? What were the reasons that 
also made the initiation of sailors in particular stake for the development of Freemasonry? 
Around these two questions, and through the study of three medium ports (Le Havre, Brest 
and Sunderland) where this attraction seems to have been particularly remarkable, we pro-
pose a reflection on an
understudied aspect of the maritime culture
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Biography
Eric Saunier, Lecturer in modern history at the University of Le Havre, member of the 
Histémé laboratory (Caen Normandy University), member of the National Committee for the 
Memory and History of Slavery (2016-2019) > Specialized in modern history, studies the evo-
lution of maritime port societies at the time of the revolutions, through three main prisms: 
Masonic sociability, the practice of the slave trade and ego documents. Initially, my doctoral 
and post-doctoral work focused on Masonic sociability. It is through this prism that I study the 
Masonic culture of seafarers today.
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Crossing Oceans. Organizing the Jesuits’ Voyage to 
Japan (16th-17th centuries)
HÉLÈNE VU THANH (Bretagne-Sud university (France))

Abstract
This study is intended to shed light on a hitherto little-studied aspect of Catholic missions: 
how the missionaries arranged for their transportation all the way to the Far East in the 16th 
and 17th centuries. Indeed, while there is a wealth of studies on the missionaries’ activities 
once in the field, those rarely dwell on the time spent between Europe and their destination. 
Yet the sea voyage was a critical moment, spanning several months and sometimes years, 
before the field could be reached. The case studied here is that of the Jesuits, tied to the Por-
tuguese Crown and present in Japan from the mid-16th century, who had to travel from Lisbon 
to Nagasaki, stopping at various places such as Mozambique Island, Goa, or Macau.
The point here is not to describe the conditions of life at sea or the way the missionaries 
wrote about it. Instead, the focus will pe put on the logistics of the passage from Europe to 
Asia and back, by examining the material and financial aspects at play in an undertaking that 
demanded rigorous coordination across space and time. This contribution first demonstrates 
how deeply dependent on the Portuguese the missionaries were to arrange for their sea voy-
age: this was especially salient in the case of Japan, which was outside Portuguese control 
and where the entire Jesuit enterprise was tied to the Macau trade ship’s yearly visit, which 
brought men, moneys and religious supplies necessary to sustain the mission. Second, this 
contribution highlights the role played by the Lisbon-based procurator for the missions, who 
oversaw the logistics of the missionaries’ voyage to the East Indies.
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Hélène Vu Thanh is associate professor at the University of Bretagne-Sud and member of the 
Institut universitaire de France. Her main research interests are the catholic missions to Japan 
and the European religious and economic presence in Asia in the early modern period. She 
published Devenir japonais. La mission jésuite au Japon (1549-1614) in 2016 and several articles, 
in French and in English, in peer-review journals. She is currently working on a research proj-
ect focusing on the Jesuits’ and Franciscans’ commercial and financial activities in the East 
and South China Sea.
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Religion and Religious Space aboard Early Modern 
Portuguese Ships
AMÂNDIO BARROS (CITCEM)

Abstract
This paper will discuss the religious practices aboard sixteenth and seventeenth century Portu-
guese ships with a special regard to the way the ships’ space was organized for religious exercise.
Religiosity on board provides data to evaluate the specificity and the significance of religion and 
religious beliefs amongst maritime people in the Early Modern times – and most of all, to assess 
the gap between spiritual values, daily behaviour, and conduct of the crew and the passengers 
when facing situations of great misery and anxiety as in the case of a the threat of shipwreck 
during severe storms, or in the multiple stressful situations that emerged in the course of long 
voyages. 
Considering the long-time spent aboard all through the lengthy crossings of the Atlantic and on 
the Indian Run or Route, the management of sociability depended heavily on religion; thus, re-
ligion itself had to be organized in order to function as a strong and effective element of union.
The theme of religiosity aboard Portuguese ships in the age of the Discoveries has been the 
subject of several studies dedicated to the daily lives of sailors both on land, among their com-
munities, and in the context of the performance of their roles on board ship.
This body of work is largely focused on the experiences documented in the Indian Run, given 
the relative abundance of the accounts of voyages. A good quantity of this data comes from the 
shipwreck literature, a very popular genre in Portugal since the seventeenth-century, in which 
the religious dimension occupies a large portion of the reports. Generally, they are dated from 
the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.
Together with these narratives written by survivors, we are given other worthy documentary 
evidence, such as correspondence produced by missionaries, diaries and chronicles of naviga-
tion, which provides us with valuable data about religious practices and devotions held during 
the journey.
In this paper the ship is seen as a place of religion, with a close look at its religious geography. If 
praying and daily religious exercises could be performed anywhere, in a private or more public 
way, celebrations and feasts would have to be organised in accordance to the Church norma-
tive, but have to be adapt to the space available on the ship. In some cases – processions, for 
instance – the ship turned to be a via sacra with its stations, altars and chapels.  
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Amândio J.M. Barros, born in Porto. He is specialized in maritime and in maritime economic 
history. Phd degree in History in the University of Porto, Post-doctoral graduate in the Uni-
versity of Porto and University of Valladolid. Member of CITCEM (Transdisciplinar Research 
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Centre-Culture, Space and Memory). He was awarded with prizes (Academia de Marinha and 
Fundação Engenheiro António de Almeida) for his research in Portugal, and participates in 
international transdisciplinar research projects. His fields of interest are the mercantile and 
maritime communities in the late medieval and Early Modern Period during the Discoveries 
and Portuguese Expansion (15th-17th centuries) and he published books, book chapters and 
articles in Portugal and abroad. Most of his work is available in international databases and 
libraries.




