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The writings of Robert Burton (1577–1640) and Sir Thomas Browne (1605–1682) are
usually discussed as canonic examples of early modern English non-fictional prose,
but they are rarely read comparatively. Yet they share a number of characteristics
that can make such a comparison meaningful. Under the influence of continental hu-
manism, most notably the Erasmian ideal of copia and Montaigne’s introspective
skepticism (see Cave 1979, Kahn 1985, Lobsien 1999), their texts are highly rhetorical
and often playful. In Browne, such linguistic fireworks seem even to increase from
one text to the next until they almost become the focus of attention. Their writings
exceed any conventional boundaries of genre. What makes them highly literary are
the ways in which they address and deal with the problem of the contingency of writ-
ing in the age of print. Their coping strategies, their literary epistemologies, are very
different, almost contrary, and yet related. In Burton’s case, the problem of contin-
gency leads to a quasi-theatrical staging of the author-image, accompanied by an
overt distrust of the reader’s capacity for understanding. Browne’s solution, as we
shall see, is the exploration of the new possibilities opened up by print culture.

Both writers are transitional figures on the threshold of a new configuration of dis-
course. Burton can be seen as the culmination point of a long tradition of medieval
and humanist literature, a copious compiler whose compulsive urge towards inflation-
ary writing is incapable of stopping the erosion of the order of knowledge that he
wishes to generate. Similarly, Browne’s writing no longer fits the mould of a late medi-
eval, Aristotelian scholasticism. In spite of his “expansive curiosity” (Willey 1965, 42)
and his familiarity with the scientific achievements of his time, he is no experimental
scientist in the modern sense; when he performs an experiment, it is merely to replicate
what others have tried before, and he would never be a member of the Royal Society.
Among Browne’s “divided and distinguished worlds” (Browne 2012, 40, Religio 1.34)
are allusions to Neoplatonic solar mysticism but also a professed belief in the geocen-
tric world picture; a rather liberal understanding of religion combined with an unbro-
ken belief in the existence of witches. Coleridge once described him as a “dramatic”
rather than a “metaphysical” writer (Coleridge 1955, 438).

Both are provincial figures: Burton as an Oxford theologian, Browne as a physi-
cian in Norwich. Both devote their lives to the almost perpetual writing and rewrit-
ing of a single gargantuan work of natural philosophy: in Burton’s case, the famous
Anatomy of Melancholy (first ed. 1621, five subsequent editions 1623, 1628, 1632,
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1638, 1651); in Browne’s, the less famous Pseudodoxia Epidemica: or, Enquiries into
Very many received Tenents, and commonly presumed Truths (also known as Vulgar
Errors, first ed. 1646, sixth enlarged ed. 1672), whose modern edition runs up to
more than six hundred pages. In its range of allusions and stylistic multiplicity,
their prose offers a bewilderingly complex paradigm of early modern intertextuality
and interdiscursivity.

It would be too easy to disqualify their writing as odd or quaint. After all, despite
the rise of experimental science, early seventeenth-century styles of thinking and writ-
ing remain rooted in an “earlier conceptual world” (Talmor 1981, 12). Scientific writing
has not yet developed its own distinctive rules and standards of expression.
Furthermore, treatises in natural philosophy share the same space of the fluid and
noisy republic of letters with a heterogeneous multiplicity of other types of text: politi-
cal pamphlets, sermons, how-to-books, poems, and plays. As noted above, the writings
of Milton, Donne, Bunyan, and others cannot easily be separated from the religious
debates and the struggle of various sectarian movements before, during, and after the
Civil War in which these texts originate and take shape. The same is true for other
forms of writing, for Bacon, Hobbes, and Boyle as well as for the Cambridge Platonists,
regardless of subsequent readers who see them as mainly scientific, political or philo-
sophical in character (Gascoigne 1989; Vickers 1984; Kroll, Ashcraft, and Zagorin 1992).

In the seventeenth century, the overall cultural ‘climate of opinions’20 has few or
no problems with such hybrid literary blends that transcend narrow boundaries of
genre and that are not (yet) fully functionally specified. But this does not at all mean
that these different worlds of discourse (science, religion, philosophy, politics, enter-
tainment) are reconciled and harmonised. On the contrary, texts and opinions, as
well as their authors, live “in divided and distinguished worlds.” When these worlds
collide – often within the work of a single author or within a single text – there is
bound to be a burst of energy, not only cultural but at times political, visceral, or
even lethal for the bodies and minds involved. The greatest problem for these texts
and their authors is a problem of contingency: they lack the formal equipment with
which they could effectively tackle the totality of different discourses that are in the
process of drifting further apart and whose representation as a unified whole still
constitutes the unattainable ideal.21 As I shall argue, it is only in the second half of
the seventeenth century that a relatively coherent and comprehensive solution to this
problem of contingency begins to materialise when, in what I call ‘neoclassical dis-
course’, a predominantly rationalist, moderate attitude towards the competitive pres-
sures of metaphysics, politics, and epistemology is developed and established. This
attitude is at the same time a discursive technique of mediating between competing

20 This phrase originates with Joseph Glanvill, whose The Vanity of Dogmatizing (1661) is itself an
interesting hybrid between philosophy, religion, and science.
21 The Cambridge Platonists (John Smith, Ralph Cudworth, Henry More) are a good case in point.
See Tulloch 1874, Cassirer 1953.
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dimensions of experience (including their humanist, neostoic, and Christian interpre-
tations) and theoretical (philosophical, political, moral) concepts. Contingency is
then relocated onto a communicative level that precedes this competitive division of
discourses, and its potentially damaging effects can be cushioned by certain forms of
refined sociability and politeness. Neoclassical discourse thus transforms contin-
gency from an experiential mode of existential insecurity into a culture, into a com-
municative norm of intersubjectivity.

In contrast to the later formation of neoclassicism, English humanism in the
early seventeenth century is still a very scholarly culture. The dense and orotund
style cultivated in the writings of Burton and Browne, but also in those of Hooker or
Cudworth, is the very opposite of a polite coffee-house conversation that relies on
articulations of politeness and common sense. The cultural space of late humanist
scholars is not the coffee-house but the cabinet of wonder. Their communicative
ideal is not gentlemanly politeness but humanist erudition and eloquence; scholar-
ship and wisdom, not ‘virtue’ in the dynamic political sense that this term connoted
at that time, both as Ciceronian virtus or Machiavellian virtù. Its particular energies
are not social and active but individual and contemplative.

The working hypothesis that grounds my reading of Burton and Browne is that
the stylistic and formal peculiarities of their writings can be explained through
their relation to two contemporary dispositives of cultural knowledge: the private
library and the cabinet of wonder. As an intersection of macro- and microcosm, of
public admiration and private curiosity, the cabinet of wonder is a physical embodi-
ment of the order of knowledge characteristic of early seventeenth-century natural
philosophy – an order of knowledge that wishes to be understood as a reflection of
the order of reality as seen by the prime observer: “This World is as a Cabinet to
GOD, in which the small things (however to vs hidde and secret) are nothing lesse
keeped, than the great” (Drummond 1973 [1623], 77) This order of knowledge and its
spatial arrangement are centred around the colourful figure of the virtuoso, who
embodies the ability of replicating the totality of knowledge by means of wit. Once
we have outlined the concrete social, spatial, and media-technological foundations
on which their literary performances are based, we can understand the peculiarities
of Burton’s and Browne’s texts as funtional: as attempts to solve certain epistemo-
logical problems that result from a changed communicative situation. I read their
texts as exemplary instances of the development of epistemic virtuosity as a media
phenomenon. Contextural preconditions of this phenomenon are the early modern
‘knowledge technologies’ (Rhodes and Sawday 2000) of print, the library, and the
cabinet of wonder. Of these three, print contributes the most to the collapse of late
medieval forms of knowledge and being. With its multiplication and dissemination
of texts, print makes knowledge less exclusive but also more unstable, more subject
to revision. Among other things, it gradually replaces “wisdom” with “information”
as a “new form of communication” (Benjamin 2000, 79–80). It also complicates the
relationship between writers and readers.
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Browne has often been read as a virtuoso of learning, a type of scholar that is also
embodied by his contemporaries Sir Kenelm Digby and John Evelyn (Löffler 1972). But
in some respects, this concept can also be applied to Burton. The virtuoso is a cultural
figure characterised by boundless curiosity and an insatiable hunger for knowledge of
all kinds: biological, geological, physical, anthropological, historical, theological, spiri-
tual. However, he is less a scientist than a collector: less interested in the systematic
presentation of a body of knowledge than in a discontinuous, pleasant, and sometimes
playful arrangement of individual knowledge-objects; less interested in scientifically
exploring and explaining connections than in appealing to his spectators’ faculty of
wonder and admiration of the contiguous and surprising ‘curiosities’ that are prompted
by the “answerings or analogies of beings” (Fairfax 1674, 2, qtd. in Preston 2000, 175)
in a certain arrangement of objects in space (in the cabinet as well as in the textual
space of the encyclopedia). The virtuoso is neither a mere amateur or dilettante nor a
‘true scientist’ in the modern sense.22 The universal width of his knowledge is com-
bined with a distinct lack of any unifying method. His attention is therefore likely to be
attracted to the outlandish, the rare, the curious, and the marginal. If his method is
eclectic, so are his reading and writing. The social scope of the virtuoso’s erudition is
limited to certain circles of friends and acquaintances; virtuosity is largely an elite phe-
nomenon and a private gentlemanly pursuit. It owes its existence to the still recent
developments of print culture and the phenomenon of private libraries, often in combi-
nation with collections of other rarities in the “virtual theater” (Agamben 1999, 32) of a
cabinet of wonder: “a chamber stuffed from floor to ceiling with ivory, old iron, broken
pots, urns, unicorns’ horns, and magic glasses full of emerald lights and blue mystery”
(Woolf 1994 [1925], 59), collected by noblemen but also frequently by physicians like
Browne.23 In these new spaces, more private than public, a huge assembly of various
forms of information, either immediately appealing to the senses or in the form of pic-
tures and texts, is readily available to a curious mind at the touch of a hand. They are
representational, theatrical spaces whose world-content is also meant to express their
owners’ status; however, their prime concern is not conspicuous consumption but the
preservation and display of rare possessions.

Both the cabinet of wonder and the library are actual spaces that contain knowl-
edge about the world – knowledge that is removed from its original contexts but that
can be recontextualised by an informed observer. These spaces facilitate an intersec-
tion of private experience with the world about which they purport to present a near-
encyclopedic – albeit necessarily incomplete – knowledge. Implied in this encyclo-
pedic urge is the notion that the coherence and harmony of creation, occluded by
error since the Fall of Man, can be reconstructed and amended by certain techniques

22 Löffler (1972, 47) mentions Chalmers 1936 as one of the few scholars who have tried to claim
Browne as a Baconian.
23 For a number of contemporary illustrations, see Rhodes and Sawday 2000, 152–54, figs. 45–49.
See also Impey and MacGregor 1985, Daston and Park 1998.
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of knowledge (collection, comparison, and correction). By finding hidden signatures
or ‘matches’, one can discover analogies between objects, allowing a superior struc-
ture of order to appear beyond “the apparent disarray of the phenomenal world”
(Preston 2000, 170) – a technique that is most evident in Browne’s Garden of Cyrus
(see Foucault 2002, 19–49 for a reconstruction of the Renaissance episteme of
resemblance).

The library and the cabinet of wonder are prime instances of an early modern
“knowledge technology” (Rhodes and Sawday 2000) based on a new European com-
munications network. In theory at least, thanks to the convenience of printed reading
matter, curiosity can now be satisfied at home without extensive travel. The seven-
teenth century becomes the first age of the private library; notably, the boundaries
between libraries and cabinets of curiosities are still fluid. Knowledge becomes a
kind of art all of its own: no longer pursued for reasons of application or for sheer
necessity or survival, but as a form of recreation, something to be enjoyed and to be
displayed for the enjoyment of others. This intersection of private and public, local
and global aspects is mirrored in the writings of Burton and Browne. In the cabinet of
wonder, knowledge becomes a media phenomenon eliciting reflection but also, and
perhaps more prominently, admiration, fascination, sensual appeal. The literary con-
figuration of late humanism, of which Burton and Browne are instances, depends on
these epistemic novelties as it combines an amazing degree of intertextuality with a
fascination for other media, other ways of communication, other possibilities of ac-
quiring and transmitting knowledge. It is a library phenomenon in the spirit of a cab-
inet of wonder. The isolated and insulated context of the study, removed from the
turmoil and drama of life, enables a distanced and depragmatised observation of a
multiplicity of ideas and objects. Rearranging disparate objects results in contingent,
improbable, and surprising perspectives. This experience is meant to be shared with
the reader, although the reader’s response is extremely uncertain and needs to be an-
ticipated in one way or another by the author. It is at least doubtful if the reader can
respond to the text with the same ‘idleness’ (Burton) or ‘leisurable ease’ (Browne) as
the author, and this doubt has to be articulated and cushioned in some way in the
text. Various solutions to this problem of addressability are suggested and practiced,
ranging from the Burtonian extreme of self-deprecation and irony, in which the
reader is implicated, to less strict and less harsh forms of reader-response anticipa-
tion. For Burton, learning, writing, and reading are therapeutic cures against melan-
choly; for Browne, to reconstruct a cabinet of wonder on the literary page is to open
up an imaginary space of ‘recreation’ in the sense of a contemplative reshaping of
the author’s as well as the reader’s self.

In the virtual contact zones of the library and its reconstruction en miniature,
the encyclopedic book, the observer position of the writer in relation to the reader
becomes increasingly problematic. In Burton, the ever-accumulating palimpsest of
references and quotations is hardly manageable, making the self-reflection and
self-dissection of the observer-writer ever more complex until it leads towards the
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theatrical self-staging and self-distancing of “a meere spectator” (AM 1: 4) in the role
of Democritus Junior. In this process, knowledge is cast as a more or less contingent
array of epistemological and emotional dualities (wisdom/folly, utopia/dystopia,
mask/authenticity, crying/laughing, etc.) against the background of universal melan-
choly. The reverse happens in Browne, where a flexible stance of observation (in-
debted to humanist curiositas) discovers and reflects on many contingencies of
perspective, and new knowledge is generated through these contingencies. For
Browne, the world becomes a globe that can be handled and looked at from any
point of view: “The world that I regard is my selfe, it is the Microcosme of mine owne
frame, that I cast mine eye on; for the other, I use it but like my Globe, and turne it
round sometimes for my recreation” (2012, 82; Religio 2.11).

Burton’s and Browne’s writings can thus be read as two distinct responses to
the same predicament: the spread and differentiation of knowledge in modernity,
which leads to the collapse of an order of knowledge and being that they feel
most familiar with, to which they still feel the tie. They respond to the pressures
and constraints that this spread and differentiation exert upon literary form and
on the rhetorical strategies of authorial presentation, but they also begin to ex-
plore the horizon of possibilities that opens up for them. In such a situation, it is
the rapport between writers and their readers that becomes extremely important,
because it is that aspect of literary communication that best illustrates how prob-
lematic (complex and contingent) the epistemological foundations of literary com-
munication have become in early modernity. In a more and more differentiated
print culture, the distance (both spatial and mental) between author and audience
is considerably extended, and hence the precise communicative function of writ-
ing in relation to different situations of reading is no longer self-evident. The pos-
sibility of understanding textual structures in many different ways, without hope
of post-publication intervention by the author (at least until the next edition),
makes it increasingly necessary or desirable for writers, who might fear the conse-
quences of being misunderstood, but who might also begin to exploit and play
with the literary surplus that semantic polyvalence had to offer, to build implicit
or even explicit thematisations of the problematic reader-writer relationship into
their texts. Rhetorical strategies of indirectness, irony, self-consciousness, and a
cascade of authorial masks – techniques and devices that one would normally as-
sociate with the conventions of modern fiction – are employed in texts whose
communicative purposes are not ‘literary’ in the conventional (aesthetic) sense.
They appear even more prominently here than in texts whose primary function of
story-telling can be taken for granted. By staging the very processes of production
and reception on which their precarious structural balance depends, these ‘proto-
literary’ texts (Pfeiffer 2002) gain an additional level of reflection.
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Reading the Theatre of Writing: Burton’s Anatomy of Melancholy

Robert Burton’s Anatomy of Melancholy is a paradigmatic example of an encyclopedic
text confronted with a set of transformations in early modern media culture. It is
produced at a point in history when the encyclopedic method of knowledge compi-
lation “was becoming virtually impossible to apply” (Bamborough 1989, xxvi), para-
doxically at the same time as libraries began to promise an almost unlimited access
to the knowledge of the past and present (on the Anatomy as a “postencyclopedic
book”, see also Grose 2002, 87, and Schmelzer 1999). Burton’s writing needs to cope
both with the crisis of universalism and the heightened contingency of textual com-
munication that follows from the growing number and widening distribution of
printed books. Indeed, the Anatomy can be read as a response to the effects of early
modern print culture: a media configuration that encourages alternative and compar-
ative observations of reality because anything that is given can now be questioned in
terms of alternative possibilities. Using an elaborate array of textual and visual strate-
gies, Burton engages with the vicissitudes of early modern literary communication,
attempting to compensate for the lost immediacy of audience appeal – so prevalent
in oral discourse, but also in manuscript coteries – by means of print. My focus there-
fore is on Burton’s rhetorical strategies of authorial presentation and reader address,
concentrating on the prefatorial matter that continued to grow around the main text
through six editions printed during Burton’s lifetime.

Many critics have observed that, in the case of the Anatomy, the peritexts are not
hierarchically subordinate to the main text so as to support its authority but fulfil a
more independent function of commentary and critique, even of contradiction.24 My
analysis is focused on these liminal texts because it is here, in the margins of his gi-
gantic work, that Burton’s staging of a literary epistemology most prominently and
explicitly takes place. It is here that conditions and conventions of reading and writ-
ing, and the impossibility of securing a stable foundation on which author and reader
can communicate, are addressed. In the peritexts, and in the different framing devi-
ces they present, author and reader can observe themselves, and each other, as per-
formers of textual roles.25 When I use the term ‘author’ in this analysis, it should be
understood that I am referring to a textual function equivalent to the narrator in a
work of fiction. As I am going to elucidate, the Anatomy is extremely concerned with
the possibilities of complexity that can be generated by doubling the author into the

24 For the term ‘peritext’, see Genette 1997. For Genette, the paratext is the sum total of individual
peritexts (title, dedication, preface, etc.) and epitexts (author’s commentary, interviews) to a given
work. Genette’s classification is strictly hierarchical, subordinating paratext to main text; Wagner-
Egelhaaf (1997, 94) has pointed out the inapplicability of such a rigid notion of paratextuality to
Burton’s Anatomy. See also Maclean 1991.
25 For an attempt to define authorship as (cultural) performance, see Berensmeyer, Buelens, and
Demoor 2012.
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personae of ‘Democritus’/‘Burton’ and allowing him (it?) to inhabit and control the
empty space between them as ‘No-body’.

Burton’s mode of presentation in the Anatomy is characterised by two major fea-
tures: enumeration and intertextuality. Both relate to his encyclopedic approach to
knowledge. The ‘dissection’ of the Anatomy proceeds by way of an unfolding, layer
upon layer, “of divers things fore-knowne” (AM lxix), and this unfolding entails a
constant increase of material that is kept from disintegraton only by a “vast super-
structure of divisionary procedures” (Sawday 1995, 2). Through the parallel proce-
dures of constant division and subdivision, as well as perpetual revision, refinement,
and accretion, the text grows from about 350,000 words in the first edition to more
than 500,000 in the sixth, comprising “the greatest anatomical encyclopedia of the
age” in the form of “a textual investigation of the world and all that it contained”
(Sawday 1995, 108, 135; Sawday 1997). Its ideal is to give an encyclopedic account of
human knowledge, a carefully orchestrated and calculated enumeration of bits and
pieces of knowledge approved by authorities, organised by principles derived from
anatomy,26 although Burton’s interest in radically new advances in anatomical and
medical knowledge is very limited, and he prefers to adhere to the conventional wis-
dom of Hippocrates, Galen, and Paracelsus (Bamborough 1989, xxi).

A consequence of this reliance on received wisdom, including obscure referen-
ces and, at times, absurd contradictions, is a strong, sometimes extreme degree of
intertextuality. Burton’s abundance of sources is exposed and made visible on every
page. Because he has no clear and distinct ‘scientific’ criteria that might have deter-
mined what to include and what to exclude, which received opinion to believe and
which to discredit, he is forced to attempt the impossible and to include ‘every-
thing’ anybody has ever written on the topic. This striving for totality results in his
own author position with regard to this totality and its sources becoming unstable
and insecure. Another factor for this instability is that the author diagnoses himself
as being affected by the disease he examines in his book, effectively dividing him-
self into both doctor and patient, and that he presents writing as a curative, thera-
peutic act: “I write of Melancholy, by being busie to avoid Melancholy” (6), “to
exercise my selfe” and “[t]o doe my selfe good” (7).27

Because it is impossible for human perception to process ‘everything’, this per-
ception can easily switch over to the absolute negation of everything: “Omne
meum, nihil meum” (11). Even this phrase, a confession of epigonality, is, as Burton

26 At least this appears to be the standard opinion in modern criticism; cf. Babb 1959, Frye 1957,
Hodges 1985. It has been rejected by some critics who regard the whole Anatomy as Menippean
satire (Korkowski 1975) or a monstrous “epistemological aberration” (Williams 2001, 594).
27 The best analysis of the self-reflexive, text-generating role of melancholy for Burton is in
Wagner-Egelhaaf 1997, 93–158. Wagner-Egelhaaf analyzes the paradoxical way in which writing, as
a therapy for melancholy, produces the very object that therapy is intended to cure (93, 118), a con-
figuration that resembles a Moebius strip (108–9).
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acknowledges, derived from someone else.28 To a greater extent than usual, Burton’s
author position depends on the reader’s respect, difficult to gain “in this scribling age,
[. . .] wherein the number of Bookes is without number [. . .] and out of an itching
humor, that every man hath to shew himselfe, desirous of fame and honour [. . .] he
will write no matter what, and scrape together it bootes not whence” (8). If nearly
everyone desires to be an author and the monarch of “a Paper-Kingdome” (9), the true
distinction of authorship will disappear.

Thus Burton wavers between assertions of his originality of method and deni-
grations of his inevitable epigonality and triviality, referring to his book as a “Cento
out of divers Writers” and as “this my Maceronicon” (11), terms that emphasise the
intertextual and interlingual aspects of his book, but also, in their etymology – the
latter derives from macaroni, a pasta dish – allude to physiological processes of
nourishment, digestion, and consumption. These processes serve as metaphors of
Burton’s writing beyond the anatomical divisions of the text: “which nature doth
with the aliment of our bodies, incorporate, digest, assimulate, I doe conquoquere
quod hausi, dispose of what I take” (11). Writing is a process of digestion, and the
writer, for Burton, is first of all a reader who ‘digests’ and then transforms what he
has read into his own matter, into a ‘digest’.

In the process, he has to develop a strategy of presentation that anticipates
readers’ potentially negative reactions to the totality they are confronted with.
The reader’s role in the text is at least as insecure as the author’s. Burton’s strat-
egy consists in a procedure of authorial doubling and mirroring, on the thematic
as well as on the textual level. Thematically, the author doubles himself into both
doctor and patient: he writes a book on melancholy in order to cure himself of
melancholy. By casting the reader also in the role of a patient, he presents him or
her with the mirror of self-knowledge: his goal is to enable readers to become
their own physicians. On the textual level, there is another doubling and mirror-
ing, as the author presents himself both as a (copious) writer and as a (voracious)
reader. The projected reader of the Anatomy is encouraged to identify with the
double position of a voracious reader who is also a copious writer and who will
digest the digest he is proffered by Burton. The text stages reading as an embodied
experience.

This duality of writing and reading is well captured, in the 1628 edition, in the
image of a writer seated within, and framed by, the decorative initial “G” that consti-
tutes the first letter of the words “Gentle Reader” at the beginning of the extensive

28 Burton claims it is derived from Macrobius; his modern commentator proves him wrong and
traces the phrase “omnia nostra, & nihil” to the sixteenth-century humanist Justus Lipsius, author
of a cento of political writings; cf. commentary in AM 4: 26. It even served as the motto to the entire
Anatomy until Burton chose a more conventional Horatian phrase; see commentary in AM 4: 2.
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“Satyricall Preface” “Democritus Junior to the Reader.”29 The reader is addressed by
an image of the author who resides in the space delineated by the initial. But author-
reader communication is not unidirectional: the relationship between writer and reader
is complicated when we realise that the writer in this image is also at the same time a
reader, looking at a written page, a page he is either just writing or correcting. The
author is staged in this image as a scholar in the act of writing (and reading), which
is presented as an incomplete process still ongoing at the moment when the reader
arrives at this point. The letter’s opening towards the right, in the direction of read-
ing, enhances the impression of openness and a forward-looking dynamic. The shape
of the letter G encloses the writer and his desk but points to the direction where the
text is going to travel, to the unknown and invisible space of the “Gentle Reader”. By
showing the author at work on a manuscript, the image also suggests a more immedi-
ate contact between author and reader, which the printed text cannot provide. It as-
serts the writer’s authority and control over the text, rather than the printer’s. It also
mirrors the author as a reader and the reader as a potential author.

Despite this visual link between author and reader, their association in the text of
the Anatomy remains difficult. Another, even more complex textual and visual engage-
ment with the author-reader relation is enacted in the illustrated frontispiece by
Christof Le Blon the elder, which first appears in the 1628 edition. It presents an en-
graving of Burton holding a closed book, as if proffering it to the viewer, surrounded
by (clockwise) a coat of arms, an astrolabe, a ruler, and another, open book (Fig. 1).
The image is subscribed “Democritus Junior”, Burton’s pseudonym, which securely
identifies the image as a portrait of the book’s alleged author. In 1632, Burton adds a
poem to the title page, entitled “The Argument of the Frontispeice [sic],” which signifi-
cantly complicates the image of the author giving his book to the prospective reader:

Now last of all to fill a place,
Presented is the Authors face;
And in that habit which he weares,
His Image to the world appeares.
His minde no art can well expresse,
That by his writings you may guesse. (lxii)

Presented “to fill a place” – a laconic but incisive comment on the contingency of
authorship and on the need to find a representative placeholder for this position out-
side the text, the “zero point of discourse” (Iser 2013, 122) – the author’s “Image” is
distinguished from “His minde”, access to which is only possible indirectly, through
“his writings”. An exterior public appearance is separated from an interiority that
eludes secure knowledge. Mindreading through textual interpretation, Burton leaves

29 The first page of the 1628 “Democritus Junior to the Reader” is reproduced as a frontispiece to
the Faulkner/Kiessling/Blair edition. The words “Satyricall Preface” are from the title page as repro-
duced on p. lxiii. The image is dropped from the 1632 edition; see the facsimile on p. lxxii.
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no doubt, is nothing but guesswork. Image and text fulfil different functions at cross
purposes. Whereas the image depicts an exterior world, the interior meaning of a text
(here understood as the depiction of authorial consciousness, “minde”) is lost in con-
tingencies that do not allow certainty but produce new insecurities. Yet the text also
has an effect upon the portrait, rendering it ambiguous: Burton’s image may not be
offering but withdrawing his book (i.e. according to the poem, his inwardness) from
the reader. Furthermore, the book he his holding may not be the Anatomy at all, be-
cause its format seems too small (it had been changed from quarto to folio as early as
the second edition, 1624; see AM xxxvii). Perhaps the Anatomy is the open book
shown beside his likeness, detached from him, outside the frame – extending the dis-
tance between author (-image) and text. Moreover, the open pages appear to be
empty – the book does not depict its author’s inwardness, it rather demands to be
filled and actualised by the reader. It challenges readers to use the book as the mirror
of their own selves. The book in Burton’s hand may be a Bible.30 There is no way of
knowing. The portrait, like the pseudonym ‘Democritus Junior’, is an elaborate mask
that conceals more than it reveals.

Fig. 1: Robert Burton, The Anatomy of Melancholy, title page (detail), London 1676. Wellcome
Collection. CC BY.

30 Cf. Wagner-Egelhaaf 1997, 99–100. Mueller (1949, 1087) assumes the open book on the left to be
a copy of the Anatomy, but there is of course no way to prove this; all that remains to be stated is
the (perhaps deliberate) ambiguity of visual signs that opens up a “space between” image and
meaning (Wagner-Egelhaaf 98), ultimately directing the readers’ attention to their own curiosity in
deciphering sign constellations.
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The poem goes on to explain that the author did not have his likeness engraved
on the frontispiece because of “pride” or “vaineglory” but – “if you must know”
(again, the reader is accused of being overly curious) – because “The Printer would
needs haue it so.” It is the printer who demands the author’s portrait precisely be-
cause he has ‘an empty space to fill’ on the page, presumably as part of a marketing
strategy meant to increase his sales by drawing attention to, and inviting identifica-
tion with, the author. The strategy of including a picture of the author on the title
page may be read as a compensation for the physical distance that print places be-
tween writers and readers. Burton does not simply refuse such a rapprochement be-
tween the two, but he complicates the process of identification by inserting a textual
commentary on the image, which draws the reader’s attention to the technological
conditions of production and the strategic necessities of print culture: “The Printer
would needs haue it so.” He further complicates the situation by inviting the reader
to engage actively in this process of identification. This invitation, as it continues and
even radicalises the ‘magical’ implications of the author-image in the eyes of the
reader, also comments on the uneasy and perhaps irresolvable power relation be-
tween reader and author:

Then doe not frowne or scoffe at it,
Deride not, or detract a whit.
For surely as thou dost by him,
He will doe the same againe.
Then looke upon’t, behold and see,
As thou likest it, so it likes thee.
And I for it will stand in view,
Thine to command, Reader Adew. (lxii)

The portrait is offered as a dynamic reflection of the reader’s response. If the reader
does “frowne or scoffe”, so will the portrait, whose pokerface is indeed ambiguous,
concealing any expression of emotion underneath a well-trimmed beard. The pun on
‘like’ implies physical resemblance but also affection. The penultimate line promises
a replacement of the portrait by the author in person (“I for it”), encouraging the
reader to identify “it” with the real author, “I”, who “will stand in view”, both pas-
sively and actively, seeing as well as being seen, looking back at the reader. Instead
of the unusual substitution “I for it”, readers might have expected the more conven-
tional ‘it for me’ (i.e. ‘the engraving represents me’, and not, as here, ‘I will stand in
for my engraved portrait’). The final line is ultimately ambiguous because of a lacking
comma. Are we to construe it as “Thine to command, Reader: ‘Adew’”, meaning “I,
the author, will stand by so that you, the reader, can say ‘Adieu’ to me” (i.e. “so that
you have someone to say goodbye to when you put away this book”), or as “Thine to
command: ‘Reader Adew’”, i.e. “I will be there for you to see, instead of my portrait,
so that I can say goodbye to you” – or perhaps even “so that you can say goodbye to
me as if I were you”? Furthermore, if the reader reads this aloud, she is inevitably
forced to assume the position of the “I” and to lend her voice to a farewell addressed
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to herself, so that the two positions of reader and author are ultimately conflated.
The missing comma and this uncanny readerly/writerly ventriloquism make it impos-
sible to decide between the different possible interpretations of the poem. Its recita-
tion, however, is performative: it worries the stable roles and habits of readers and
reading in the fluid role-play of reader, author, and author-image, thus anticipating
the communicative strategy of the Anatomy, which aims at the curative transforma-
tion of its readers.

As in the other prefatory matter, readers are alternately invited and repelled.
Their desire for identification with Burton’s persona and his book (one, after all,
‘stands in view’ for the other) is encouraged and denied by the elaborate masquerade
Burton stages in his text. Once established, the relation between the author’s and
reader’s roles is far from stable and can tilt over in the next textual segment, ‘dialogi-
cally’, just as the binary emotional states of sadness and joy (or depression and
mania) alternate in “The Authors Abstract of Melancholy Διαλογικϖς” (lxix–lxxi). The
game of hide-and-seek between author and reader is taken to extremes in the actual
preface, “Democritus Junior to the Reader”. Continuing the metaphor of reading as a
form of nourishment and digestion, Burton invites the reader as his guest: “Our writ-
ings are as so many Dishes, our Readers Guests” (13). He seems to accept the inevita-
ble difference between readers’ tastes and understandings (“that which one admires
another rejects”, 13; “Some understand too little, some too much”, 14), but then he
turns around and decides to play “a Dutch Host” to his reader: “As a Dutch Host, if
you come to an Inne in Germany, & dislike your fare, diet, lodging, &c. replies in a
surly tone, aliud tibi quaeras diversorium, if you like not this, get you to another
Inne; I resolve, if you like not my writing, goe read something else” (14).

As in the case of Burton’s engraved portrait, invitation gives way to repulsion.
What the reader-as-guest is served by the author-as-(“Dutch”-)host may even turn
out to be the final excremental product of digestion: “a Rapsody of Rags gathered
together from severall Dung-hills, excrements31 of Authors, [. . .] harsh, raw, rude,
phantasticall, absurd, insolent, indiscreet, ill-composed, indigested, vaine, scurrile,
idle, dull and dry” (12). Again, Burton/Democritus turns the tables on the reader by
addressing him as a potential writer and casting himself in the reader’s role: “I
should bee [. . .] loth my selfe to read him or thee” (12). This specular doubling ini-
tiates an interminable process of alternating self-justification and self-deprecation.
Burton, in the mask of Democritus Junior, alternately flirts with and jilts the reader,
courts and mocks him (Burton’s reader is usually presumed to be male). What is ulti-
mately at stake in this process is an epistemological perspective on the instability of
literary communication in print culture. The preface to the Anatomy dramatises the

31 Although the commentary asserts that “excrements” is to be understood “in the sense of ‘cast-
off or rejected pieces’” (4: 29), the more drastic meaning is supported both by the pervasive meta-
phors of food and digestion and the close presence of the adjective “indigested” in this paragraph.
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positions of author and reader in a form of textual theatre that stages the acts of writ-
ing and reading – acts that cannot become present in the text as such.32 Both author
and reader are transformed into actors in the process, conscious role-players who
have a reflexive distance to the purposes and limits of their actions and desires.
Readers are challenged to inquire into the foundations of their own curiosity by
experiencing successive invitations and rebuffs from the author:

Gentle Reader, I presume thou wilt be very inquisitive to know what Anticke or Personate
Actor this is, that so insolently intrudes upon this common Theater, to the worlds view, arro-
gating another mans name, whence hee is, why he doth it, and what he hath to say? [. . .]
I am a free man borne, and may chuse whether I will tell, who can compell me? [. . .] Seeke
not after that which is hid, if the contents please thee, and be for thy use, suppose the Man in
the Moone, or whom thou wilt to be the Author; I would not willingly be knowne. (1)

The mask of ‘Democritus Junior’ is not merely a pseudonym to conceal the author’s
identity – he almost immediately unmasks himself when he names his college (3) and,
at least in the first edition, places his name and that of his college at the book’s end33–
but a strategic element in staging the processes of writing and reading. The assumed
name of Democritus refers to the story of Hippocrates’visit to the city of Abdera, where
he finds the philosopher Democritus dissecting animals in order to discover the seat of
‘black bile’ and to write a book on the causes and cures of melancholy, a book “now
lost” which Burton, who tells this story in the preface, intends to “prosecute and fin-
ish” (6). In a figure of reversal that is fundamental for the textual strategies of the
Anatomy itself, Hippocrates announces that it is not Democritus but the people of
Abdera who are mad. The use of a mask may be, as Burton notes, a traditional medium
for satire: “to assume a little more liberty and freedome of speech” (5). But here, too,
Burton is turning the tables on the reader, unmasking the “anticke Picture” (cf. the en-
graving on the title page) as a marketing ploy, a lure for the unwary; indeed, “the mar-
ket” for Burton is “a trappe” (50): “Howsoever it is a kinde of pollicie in these daies, to
prefixe a phantasticall Title to a Booke which is to bee sold: For as Larkes come downe
to a Day-net, many vaine Readers will tarry and stand gazing like silly passengers, at
an anticke Picture in a Painters shop, that will not looke at a judicious peece” (6).

Never relinquishing his metaphors of visuality, Burton conceives of both reading
and authorship as acts of seeing and observation: “ipse mihi Theatrum [A theatre
to myself], [. . .] Et tanquam in speculâ positus [And like one placed on a watch-tower]

32 As Wolfgang Iser argues (1992, 881): “what is staged is the appearance of something that cannot
become present. Since every appearance, however, is imbued with an element of determinacy –
otherwise it could not appear – it inevitably pales into areas of indeterminacy, which on the one
hand point to what eludes the grasp and on the other stimulate the desire to lure into presence
what has been excluded.”
33 Cf. Bamborough 1989, xxxi. Bamborough also notes that, in placing his family arms on the title
page Burton “might as well have signed his name” (ibid.), and concludes that “[h]e was certainly
not trying to cover his tracks” (n. 78).
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[. . .] in some high place above you all, [. . .] I heare and see what is done abroad [. . .].
A meere spectator of other mens fortunes and adventures, and how they act their
parts, which me thinkes are diversly presented unto me, as from a common Theater
or Sceane” (4). This theatre, staged for the benefit of the onlooker, he explains in a
lengthy enumeration, is made possible by modern media, which deliver world events
even to those ensconced in a quasi-monastic scholarly life (4–5). Presenting this bar-
rage of information as a form of theatre is Burton’s way of assuring himself and the
reader that the exploding world of media does not really affect him and his way of
life: “I rub on privus privatus [an independent and private person], as I have still
lived, so I now continue” (5). His critique of modern media belongs to the strategy,
pervasive in the preface, of presenting the world as a “ship of fooles” (59) from which
he desires his work to be salvaged – it is, after all, the Abderites and not Democritus
who are mad. This is a strategy of totalisation with which to offset and justify the
totalising strategy of his book: “totus mundus histrionem agit, the whole world plaies
the Foole, we have a new Theater, a new Sceane, a new Commedy of Errors, a new
company of personate Actors, volupiæ sacra [rites of pleasure] [. . .] are celebrated all
the World over, where all the Actors were Mad-men and Fooles, and every houre
changed habites, or tooke that which came next” (37). As in a theatre, “the world
alters every day” (39). The topos of theatricality, traceable to John of Salisbury’s
twelfth-century saying quoted here and famously adapted by Shakespeare in As You
Like It as “All the world’s a stage” (2.7.138), is united to the vanitas motif. The world
according to Democritus Junior is decidedly proto-Hobbesian: “A vast Chaos, a confu-
sion of manners, as fickle as the Ayre, domicilium insanorum, a turbulent troope full
of impurities, a mart of walking Spirits, Goblins, the Theater of hypocrisie, [. . .] the
Academy of vice; a warfare, [. . .] in which kill or be kill’d” (51). It seems as if, for
Burton as for Nietzsche (1988, 1: 47), the world is ‘eternally justified’ only in the form
of theatre, as an aesthetic phenomenon. Only the unaffected, stoic spectator can
stand apart and enjoy imagining himself free from “folly and madnesse” (107).

But again, Burton turns the theatrical trope inside out by pointing out that the
spectator may “bee ridiculous to others, and not [. . .] perceive or take notice of it”
(57). In a world of fools, not even the wise are safe from folly, and the only way to
promote wisdom is to promote self-knowledge of one’s own foolishness: “mutato no-
mine, de te fabula narratur”, he cites Horace (57) – echoing his earlier appeal to the
reader, “Thou thy selfe art the subject of my Discourse” (1). The result is well-nigh
mathematical: “If none honest, none wise, then all Fooles” (61). Self-knowledge is
presented as the only solace against this totality of folly. Slowly but steadily, as
Burton hurls an ever growing avalanche of references and judgements, conceits and
anecdotes at the reader, including more than ten pages that delineate a utopian com-
munity in the manner of Thomas More and Campanella (86–97), it may slowly but
surely dawn upon the reader that the satirical purpose of this farrago is to unmask
the “folly and madnesse” (107) of the very acts of writing and reading in print culture
and to make him realise the double contingency inherent in the relation between
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author and reader – to force him to take the role of the other.34 The text is self-
referential in two ways: it includes itself in its disparagement of modern textuality,
and it refers readers to their own preferences and delusions in reading: “hee was a
madman that said it, and thou peradventure as mad to read it” (106). Only those who
remain silent can escape from folly (107).

In the diagnostic frame of reference provided by the subject of melancholy –
which the preface extends even further to include all kinds of “folly and madnesse”
(107) – author, text, and reader are all placed within a global framework of (multiple)
contingency, and the relations between them can therefore not be stabilised. The
author defends himself by pointing to his literary mask, by what one could call
the strength of his author position: “If I have overshot my selfe in this [. . .] you
must consider what it is to speake in ones owne or anothers person, an assumed
habit and name” (110; again, an appeal to the reader’s powers of identification
and self-reflection). Another strategy of defence is his emphasis on the intertex-
tual nature of his work: “it is a Cento collected from others, not I, but they that
say it” (110) – what one could call the weakness of Burton’s author position.
Strength and weakness are kept in an uneasy balance; the speaker is not in a posi-
tion to decide, and therefore he begins once more to waver between them. First,
strength: “I owe thee nothing, (Reader) I looke for no favour at thy hands, I am
independent, I feare not” (112). Then – next sentence, next paragraph – weakness:
“No, I recant, I will not, I care, I feare, I confesse my fault, acknowledge a great
offence, [. . .] I have overshot my selfe, I have spoken foolishly”, culminating in
the promise of a new contract with the reader: “I promise you a more sober dis-
course in my following Treatise” (112).

Of course, as Burton admits early on (“’tis partly affected” [12]), the preface is
an elaborate strategic venture, but it takes the conventional rhetorical manoeuvres
of captatio benevolentiae to their very limits, and somewhat beyond these limits, by
laying them open and unmasking them as strategies. To stretch the generic bound-
aries of the “satyricall preface” too far is a wilful and deliberate injury to the reader
at the hands of the author, amounting to a breach of contract. But what the anato-
mist does in the anatomical theatre is, after all, cutting: “If hereafter anatomizing
this surly humor, my hand slip, as an unskilfull Prentise, I launce too deep, and cut
through skin and all at unawares, make it smart or cut awry, pardon a rude hand”

34 On role-taking, see Mead 1934, 254, 354–56. The concept of ‘double contingency’ derives from
Talcott Parsons; see Parsons and Shils 1951, 16, and Parsons 1968, 436. I use it here with a glance at
Niklas Luhmann’s analysis of modern communication as giving rise to unavoidably complex prob-
lems in interaction; a solution, according to Luhmann, is provided by “the expression of respect
and the communication about conditions of mutual respect” (1978, 46, my translation). What
Burton attempts, then, is to establish a way of communicating about the conditions of respect be-
tween author and reader, to be as impertinent as possible without losing the reader’s respect, by
making the reader identify with the author’s role.
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(113). Here as elsewhere, Burton is extremely conscious and cautious of the injury
that words alone can inflict. They can “hurt” and do the reader “harme” (24), hav-
ing a material quality that can be hard as rock: “Lapides loquitur (so said Agrippa
de occ. Phil.) & caveant Lectores ne cerebrum iis excutiat [He speaks stones, and
readers should take care lest he beat out their brains with them]” (24).35

He continues with an appeal to the reader’s “good favour and gratious accep-
tance” (113), which can only be ‘presumed’ by the author, whereas his true reaction
(“excuse” or “accuse”) cannot be controlled. The author’s “last refuge” is the ultimate
potential of ironic discourse: everything can always be retracted, can always be under-
stood differently. This polyvalence is increased in print culture through the inevitable
absence of the author from the text. Rant as he will, the author has no chance of ex-
plaining moot points after the fact of publication, no chance of correction and apol-
ogy – until the next edition is printed. The only possible speaker position that can
simulate the transcendence of these limitations, by staging the overstepping of the in-
terplay of reflexive doublings (Burton/Democritus, author/reader, I/thou), is ‘Nobody’.
This ontological impossibility is not merely “the ultimate mask” (Fox 1976, 232), per-
sonified as “Nicholas nemo, or Mounsieur no-body” (AM 107), but the ultimate shed-
ding of all masks in the act of negation. ‘Nobody’ is the first in Burton’s list of
exceptions from universal madness, and he is declared to be the author of the preface:
“I writ this and published this οὔτις ἔλεγεν [No-one was speaking], it is neminis nihil
[nothing by No-one]” (111–12). In the form of a declaration of absence, this is the ulti-
mate staging of authorial irony as transcendent negativity.

Through his stagings of authorial doubling, mirroring, and negativity in the pref-
ace, Burton refers the reader to the media conditions that underlie the Anatomy. He
encourages readers to question their motivations in reading a text on melancholy, and
in particular a lengthy preface that, depending on one’s point of view, is either a bril-
liant invitation to readerly self-questioning or a very immodest lecture on writerly mod-
esty. Deciphering this double-edged, duplicitous text, readers can realise that they
really are “the subject” of Burton’s “Discourse” (1), in the triple sense of being its
theme, its master, and its servant. After this realisation, they can indeed see them-
selves reflected in the author’s mirror image, as “The Argument of the Frontispeice”
promises, and “command, Reader Adew”. If readers are willing to enter into Burton’s
game, they will learn that irony is “a way of controlling melancholy through play”,

35 Burton is quoting Agrippa von Nettesheim, De occulta philosophia; cf. AM 4: 49. The motif of
words as weapons is very widespread in early modernity and probably reflects a wider cultural con-
cern with the ‘magic’ and uncanny powers of language and communication, even at a distance,
through books. Thus Milton, in Areopagitica, famously asserts that “Books are not absolutely dead
things, but doe contain a potencie of life in them” (1953b, 492) – although he then twists this argu-
ment around to declare that ‘killing’ a book through pre-publication censorship may be worse than
killing a man. In a Burtonian vein, he later calls books “usefull drugs and materialls wherewith to
temper and compose effective and strong med’cins, which mans life cannot want” (521).
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and they will use irony themselves “to control [their] own melancholy” (Vicari 1989,
191). In this respect, the preface is not just an oddity but an integral part of the
Anatomy: it teaches readers to focus their attention on their own experiences in read-
ing the text, and on the conditions underlying these experiences, perhaps in order to
facilitate what some critics have seen as Burton’s homiletic intention in writing the
Anatomy: a religious conversion.36

But one of the main problems with the play of authorial negativity is that, once
it has been set in motion, it is virtually unstoppable. Thus, in the third edition of
1628, to which the emblematic title page and the two prefatory poems are added,
Burton also inserts a Latin exhortation “Lectori malè feriato” (114), ‘To the idle and
frivolous reader’, after the preface (the phrase is taken from Horace, Odes 4.6.14;
see commentary in AM 4: 168–69). Before the Anatomy proper can begin, as he still
promises at the end of “Democritus Junior to the Reader”, Burton tackles the reader
again, this time with a series of commands, prohibitions, and warnings, providing
a kind of summary or abstract of the satirical import of the preface. The “gentle”
(1, 113) “friendly” (16) or “good Reader” (23) is now exposed, and then dismissed, as
the ‘idle and frivolous’ reader, in a final assertion of authorial superiority. I quote
the English translation of this passage provided in the commentary:

But to you, whoever you may be, I make proclamation that you be pleased not to rebuke the
author of this work at a venture, nor mock him with fault-finding. No indeed, do not silently
abuse him (to put it in a word) because of other people’s criticism, nor be fool enough to ex-
press superior and sarcastic disapproval, nor accuse him falsely. For if it really is the case that
Democritus Junior is what he professes to be, and is akin to his elder namesake, or indeed ever
so little of the same kidney, then it is all up with you; he will be both censor and accuser
(“being of a mischievous spleen”), will blow you apart into jests, crush you into salty witti-
cisms, and sacrifice you, I may add, to the God of Mirth. Again I warn you not to cavil, lest
while you insultingly defame or dishonourably disparage Democritus Junior, who has no quar-
rel with you, you should hear from some judicious friend the same thing that once upon a
time the people of Abdera heard from Hippocrates, when they held that Democritus, their wor-
thy townsman and fellow citizen, was a madman: “It is you, Democritus, who are wise, and
the people of Abdera who are fools and madmen.” You have no more sense than the people of
Abdera. Having given you this warning in a few words, Reader who employ your leisure in idle
frivolity, I bid you farewell. (4: 168–69, emphasis original)

36 Being cured of melancholy would thus be a step on the way to salvation. Burton was, after all, a
priest, and the much expanded Third Partition of the Anatomy on love melancholy and religious
melancholy resembles a sermon in many respects. See Vicari 1989, 80–148, 186–87. Burton’s book,
Vicari explains, “does not teach its conclusions magisterially [. . .] because they can only be pos-
sessed authentically by being worked out through experience” (145).
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In other words: “Reader Adew.” All these farewells are addressed to a traveller (and,
if the reader is reading them aloud, also spoken by the traveller to himself) before he
has even begun the journey proper.37

Yet again, despite all the farewells, there is no finality to the author-reader relation-
ship. Even after he has declared, in the third edition, that “I am now resolved never to
put this Treatise out againe, Ne quid nimis, I will not hereafter adde, alter, or retract, I
have done” (20), Burton keeps adding to the Anatomy, though he retains the some-
what paradoxical statement just cited in all subsequent editions (AM xxxix). In the
fourth edition, which sees the first appearance of “The Argument of the Frontispeice”,
he adds another Latin poem following “Lectori malè feriato” (115), yet another text
about doubling, this time about the duality of laughter and crying, as embodied in the
philosophers Democritus and Heraclitus. In the fifth edition, he even manages to insert
another appeal to the reader, again in Latin, physically situated “above the errata list
on the last leaf” (xxxix). I quote the translation provided in the Oxford edition:

TO THE READER

Listen, good friend! This edition was begun not very long ago at Edinburgh, but was suppressed
on the spot by our Printers. Subsequently, it was continued at London with their permission,
and at last it was completed at Oxford; now for the fifth time it comes into the light as whatever
kind of an edition it is [!]. In truth, if the first part does not indeed fit, nor the middle part with
either the beginning or the end, on account of the frequent mistakes and omissions, whom do
you blame? The Corrector, the Printer, this man, that man, everyone? I allow you to blame
whomever you wish, this man, or that man, everyone. Meanwhile, I, the author, having been
almost ignored by these men, am vexed in this manner. I am punished for their impudence. On
account of their judgment I now sink into the depths, now again I am lifted up onto the stage,
fastened to gates and door-posts, and to anyone you please I stand exposed as a slave put up for
sale. But it is better, I suppose, to remember Harpocrates, lest I say something more serious
against these men here, my masters; however irritated I am, I restrain myself, and as it is more
fair, I here correct their mistakes and errors. (xl)

The perpetual wavering between authorial omnipotence and impotence cannot be
brought to an end, unless by death. The very last, and now indeed final, note “To the
Reader” is penned by Burton’s printer and appended to the last leaf of the sixth edi-
tion: “Be pleased to know (Courteous Reader) that since the last Impression of this
Book, the ingenuous Author of it is deceased, leaving a Copy of it exactly corrected,
with severall considerable Additions by his own hand” (xliii). Thus the author of the

37 Readers are invited to imagine themselves as travellers, with the author as their guide, at p. 18:
“if you vouchsafe to read this Treatise, it shall seeme no otherwise to thee, then the way to an ordi-
nary Traveller, sometimes faire, sometimes foule [. . .]. I shall lead thee per ardua montium, & lubr-
ica vallium, & roscida cespitum, & glebosa camporum [over steep mountains, through hazardous
valleys, dewy lawns, and ploughed fields], through variety of objects, that which thou shalt like
and surely dislike.” Here, traditional concepts of the world as book and the book as landscape are
brought together. Curiously, in the first edition, this passage was to be found in the “Conclusion of
the Author to the Reader” which was dropped from subsequent editions (AM 3: 471).
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Anatomy stages for the reader’s benefit both the technical process and the epistemo-
logical conditions of making a book (as a commodity for the market, as a physical
object produced by a collaboration of various people). He does so in the form of a
game with multiple and changing roles. What is at stake in this game is ultimately
nothing else than the changing ways in which knowledge can be communicated.
Burton’s theme in the peritexts to the Anatomy is the futility and at the same time the
inevitability of attempts to bridge the gap between authors and readers in print cul-
ture. The discontents of theatricality are still clearly inscribed in Burton’s author posi-
tion, which wavers between affirmation and negation, apology and accusation; he
regrets what he regards as a loss of authenticity in communication. Burton’s author-
image frequently tilts over into a grotesque figure, a victim of modernity: “lifted up
onto the stage, fastened to gates and door-posts, and to anyone you please I stand
exposed as a slave put up for sale” (xl). For Burton, the continuous reflection on the
insecurity and the irresolvable contingency of the author-reader relationship leads to
an unceasing oscillation between the poles of a double figure against the background
of unpresentable negativity. We will meet this double figure again in the writings of
Sir Thomas Browne, though with different values.

“Collaterall Truths” in the “Multiplicity of Writing”:
Sir Thomas Browne

The amount of critical attention paid to Sir Thomas Browne is extraordinary. Both his
life and his writings have become and continue to be objects of persistent scrutiny,
even though Browne’s life appears to have been far from eventful or exceptional.38

For a long time, style, or rather his plurality of styles, was the central aspect of read-
ing Browne’s writings as literary art. Browne’s style has been valued as “the most ar-
tificial and literary of anyone of his century” (Cunningham 1996, 47), and he has
even been credited with coining the word ‘literary’ (Huntley 1962, 169), if only in the
now obsolete sense of “pertaining to the letters of the alphabet” (OED). Given such
hyperbolic claims, it may be advisable to historicise those qualities said to be ‘liter-
ary’ in Browne’s writings and to explicate his ‘style’ as a series of strategic responses
to specific communicative situations.

As a brief glance at the Oxford English Dictionary shows, neither Burton nor
Browne would have understood their writings or their style as ‘literary’ in the mod-
ern sense. A ‘literary’ reading of Browne, one that proceeds from the assumption
that his texts have “value on account of [their] qualities of form” (OED), is a

38 Lytton Strachey is as usual reliably severe in his disparagement: “Everyone knows that Browne
was a physician who lived at Norwich in the seventeenth century; and, so far as regards what one
must call, for want of a better term, his ‘life,’ that is a sufficient summary of all there is to know”
(1922, 31). The standard biography is now Barbour 2013.

“Collaterall Truths” in the “Multiplicity of Writing”: Sir Thomas Browne 47



thoroughly modern phenomenon. All attempts at defining his range of styles are
retrospective constructions. While the critical debate on Browne as a stylist has not led
to a final agreement, a stylometric study (Havenstein 1999, 201–202) has demonstrated
that too rigid ideas of a ‘baroque’ style (Croll 1966) do not stand the test of quantitative
methods. The relation of intellectual history to the history of style in the sixteenth and
seventeenth centuries is still open to debate. The label ‘baroque’ has stuck to Browne,
perhaps because it is sufficiently unspecific to connote many striking and sometimes
conflicting tendencies in his writing: movement, spontaneity, gravity, a ceremonial
tone, lack of logical progression, loose syntax, unconventional word choice and figura-
tive language, abrupt transitions and mood changes (Havenstein 1999, 88–103, 118).
Attempts to characterise Browne’s writing with a single, if vague, descriptive label
overlook its stylistic variety. As Austin Warren noted in 1951, “Browne has at least
three styles”, which Warren referred to as high, middle, and low and which he saw
as represented by The Garden of Cyrus, Religio Medici, and Pseudodoxia Epidemica
respectively (qtd. in Havenstein 1999, 94–95). A closer inspection would probably
show that not only is there no unity of style in Browne as a writer but also no such
unity within a single work, and what we observe instead is a fluid variability – a flex-
ible, albeit controlled, range of expression. There may be some justification in calling
this very flexibility ‘baroque’, but this issue of labelling loses much of its urgency if
the question is shifted from a purely descriptive account of formal qualities to a his-
torical account of his situatedness in seventeenth-century England and the social
and cultural function(s) that his writings were thought to fulfil.

Browne has become an author of imaginative writing only in retrospect. To later
generations of readers, the immediate functional and historical contexts of his writ-
ings are no longer evident without extensive research and commentary, which may
have led to increasing attention being paid to aspects of “mere style” (Pater 1901,
158) and to the artfully contrived nature of his prose. But even if Browne would cer-
tainly have rejected the title of an author of “idle fictions” (1981, 57; Pseudodoxia 1.9),
there is no doubt that he was a confident stylist. We know that he took great care to
achieve an ornate literary style in his published work, quite in contrast to his per-
sonal letters. It is safe to assume that he regarded aspects of rhetoric and style as
integral to the communicative purposes of his writings and that he adapted them to
specific situations.

Burton’s response to the contingency of modern knowledge is to create a textual
maze surrounded by a complex and cumbersome machinery of peritextual evasions,
implicating and activating each individual reader. Browne’s response is to realign
reader and author on a shared quest for knowledge that proceeds from an awareness
of contingency and leads towards a programme of self-observation and self-cultivation.
He responds to the existing “multiplicity of writing” by multiplying it even further: as
he says in the Garden of Cyrus, “Of old things we write something new” (1964a, 86).
The success of this multiplicatory function of writing, proceeding by means of “excur-
sions [. . .] and collaterall truths” (ibid.), depends to a large extent on a programme of
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stylistic experiment and formal self-reflection. It is in this sense that Browne’s writing
could be said to embody a particular historical form of literary knowledge, not merely
a literary approach to objects of knowledge. The means by which this knowledge is
gained and communicated are twofold: on the one hand, linguistic stylisation, a con-
trolled and reflected deviation from communicative normalcy, and on the other hand
an epistemology of contingency, a method of observation and thought that, in the ab-
sence of certainty and reliable authority, concentrates on the probable, the “collater-
all” and the individual, and views its objects from “Angles of Contingency”, meaning
“poorly” or from “the least of Angles” (Browne 2012, 138; Hydriotaphia, ch. 4).

Some of Browne’s earliest compositions, Latin writings of an undergraduate at
Broadgates Hall (later Pembroke College, Oxford), are humanist essays in style and
rhetoric. As one of his modern editors comments (Keynes 1964, xvi), “Browne seems
to have amused himself by bringing into his compositions every catch phrase and
idiom related to his subject that he could think of, and the result has sometimes been
so allusive as to be almost untranslatable.” This accumulation of commonplaces not-
withstanding, in one of these pieces, “Amico Opus Arduum Meditanti” (“To a Friend
Intending a Difficult Work”), Browne recommends the following precepts:

Force not your theme into narrow circuit, run not on with prolix trail in small matters to fill a
thousand pages. [. . .] So be neither diffuse with damp and slippery words nor blunt the edge
of your discourse by abruptness of style. Study in particular the purest period of style, that
those who move only to Cicerionian rhythm call you not a Celt. [. . .] Only let your language
match your subject, then it will be shapely and free; but take care all the time not to over-
whelm your work [rem] in a spate of words [verborum cataclysmo] [. . .]. (1964b, 3: 154–55)

Browne’s intricate Latin phrasing indicates a penchant for rhetorical style but also for
its theoretical reflection. However, the verbal overkill (verborum cataclysmus) that he
warns against in this text also betrays a tendency towards images, metaphors, and
conceits that threaten to overwhelm the subject matter. For example, at the end of a
meditation on life, death, and the possibility of attaining virtue, full of stoic common-
places, the classical image of “the play of life” (mimus vitae) is transformed into a
spectator sport observed from two perspectives simultaneously, that of the actors and
spectators. The result is two paragraphs that read like Kafka translated into Latin (or
English, the language in which I cite them here):

Let me speak in terms of sport: our life is a race to which we are summoned by lot from fate’s
stable, set high or low in the car, and we drive our trace-horses badly. Often we crash before
reaching the dolphins, we seldom pass the turning point, we mostly stop before the circuit-
marks are finished, the course is hardly ever completed.

We pour into the theatre of life in a great rabble, there are not enough entrances, gang-
ways, rows, or sections for this silly show [inanibus spectaculis]. From top to bottom of the
theatre few are satisfied with their seats. The knights get into the senators’ seats, the populace
into the knights’. No-one takes notice of Lectius, hardly anyone considers Oceanus. From the
ceiling to the floor everyone watches comic and savage acts [ludicra juxta ac saeva] with the
same expression, few protest, more applaud. We ourselves in the end on the field of death
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[arena mortis] repay in all seriousness the price of folly, mangled by disease, wounded by
many darts, without hope of release, we are dragged away into the pit of hell. (3: 174)

Even the moralistic finale of this text is dominated by the image of the circus arena;
the hyperbolic concreteness of the setting undermines the moral earnestness of the
statement. Moral urgency is jettisoned for visual and imaginative effects of style.
Already in this early text, observation becomes contingent: perspectival and performa-
tive. Browne cannot or will not decide what perspective to follow, the participants’ or
the spectators’, and therefore attempts to integrate both – which leads to a jarring con-
flation of points of view.

The consequences of such stylistic self-consciousness are highly problematic. Is
the comic effect of an increased ‘literariness’ intentional or involuntary? Is he delib-
erately playing with language? How are we to read his engagements with serious
religious questions, his allusions to mystic experiences and esoteric knowledge
(like the Kabbalah and alchemy) when his artistic prose deflects our attention away
from them? It has been affirmed, for instance, that Browne’s uniqueness consists in
presenting himself instead of merely the conclusions he arrived at (Wiley 1952, 144),
but this self is not merely eloquent but ultimately elusive – there is always more
than ‘self’, or, in Browne’s own words, “every man is not onely himselfe” (2012, 10;
Religio 1.6). Language, for Browne as for Burton, is not a transparent medium or
vehicle of knowledge, but has a material and palpable object quality. There is an
aspect of resistance in language that intervenes between reality and semiotic repre-
sentations. Rhetoric as a cultural technique uses this predicament to transform it
into an advantage: its fundamental assumption is the uncertainty, contingency,
and non-totalisability of knowledge, representation, and communication. With re-
gard to Browne, a reading that focuses on rhetoric will follow and expand on
Coleridge’s injunction that Browne’s writings, especially the Religio Medici, “ought
to [be] considered [. . .] in a dramatic & not in a metaphysical View” (Coleridge 1955,
438). What rhetoric, as the performative, action-oriented, and political aspect of com-
munication establishes, or hopes to establish, is not a stable epistemology (based on
transtemporal identity, for instance on the eternal verities of Scripture), but a provi-
sional, contingent, or ‘collateral’ access to truth, a truth that is admittedly imperfect
and subject to revision (see Blumenberg 1981, 104–36; cf. Kroll 1991, 3–8).

The ambiguous rhetorical stance, most noticeable in Religio Medici, its shifting
between the presentation of an intimate personal confession and the dramatic or
ironic staging of a persona, between self-description and self-distancing, forces the
reader time and again to change perspective and, as in Burton’s case, “to see ‘round’
the offered persona” (Mulryne 1982, 65). It becomes impossible to focus only on the
identity of the person behind the persona, or on the persona in front of the person.
The result is not an expression of the self, nor a mimetic mirroring of reality, but nei-
ther is it “mere style” (Pater) or “spiritual gymnastics” (Dunn 1950, 42). Dramatic
modes of presentation, in Browne as in Burton, are inconclusive, momentary and
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tactical, a “kinetic” (Straznicky 1990, 212) wavering between different modes of pre-
sentation, several viewpoints, multiple epistemological orientations.

Browne’s rhetoric is conciliatory and non-violent, often rather passive and care-
ful, even evasive. “These opinions”, he states in Religio Medici (1.7), “I never main-
tained with pertinacity, or endeavoured to enveagle any mans beliefe unto mine”
(2012, 11). His “dislike” of the name ‘Protestant’ (5, Religio 1.2) is eloquent testimony
both of his non-sectarian attitude as well as to the close attention he pays to words.
In Religio Medici, this non-aggressive rhetoric is made possible by the speaker’s un-
usual discursive position, which remains ambiguously semi-private and semi-public.
In the preface “To the Reader”, prefixed to the 1643 edition, one year after its first
unauthorised printing, Browne emphasises his anti-persuasive attitude:

He that shall peruse that worke, and shall take notice of sundry particularities and personall
expressions thererin, will easily discerne the intention was not publick: and being a private
exercise directed to my selfe, what is delivered therein was rather a memoriall unto me then
an example or rule unto any other: and therefore if there bee any singularitie therein corre-
spondent unto the private conceptions of any man, it doth not advantage them; or if dissenta-
neous thereunto, it no way overthrowes them. (4)

Here as elsewhere the text teems with signal words that emphasise individuality: “par-
ticularities”, “personall expressions”, “private exercise”, “my selfe”, “unto me”, “sin-
gularitie”, “private”. In a letter to Digby, Browne calls this text “an exercise unto my
self, rather then exercitation for any other” (qtd. in Browne 1964a, 76). At the same
time, the author distances himself from “that worke” – referring to the unauthorised
1642 edition in the past tense, as though it were a completely different text. The preface
deflects what the main text continuously celebrates. Here, Browne indeed “protest[s]”
(2012, 4) but only to apologise for the individuality of his discourse by referring first to
a lack of books (“the assistance of any good booke”) and then to his youth at the time
of writing, “seven yeares past”. Browne is thirty-seven when the authorised edition is
printed; in the text, he states that he is still under thirty: “nor hath my pulse beate
thirty yeares” (47; Religio 1.41). Clearly, the Civil War that began in 1642 has left its
traces in this preface; any text with the word ‘religion’ in the title is now a potential
threat, and Browne’s writing from the mid-1630s needs to be carefully presented to ac-
commodate the changed climate. It can no longer be read with the same “leisurable”
(3) ease in which it was composed. Taking responsibility for it, after it had been circu-
lating in manuscript and “was most imperfectly and surreptitiously published” (3),
Browne is now forced to engage in a strange rhetorical manoeuvre that transcends the
usual prefatory apologies and appeals to benevolence. In making “publick” what is ac-
tually and of its own nature “private”, but what has already been forced out of its pri-
vate context, he attempts to reclaim it for himself and to reinstate, if only rhetorically,
its original condition.

The preface casts the Civil War itself in terms of a conflict and confusion between
public and private spheres of experience. Its social upheaval is eclipsed in Browne’s
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writings – in the letter to Digby, he merely refers with casual understatement to “the
liberty of these times” (1964a, 76) – but it is subtly mirrored in the fate of his book as
described in the preface. Here, the confusion about the book’s private or public quality
becomes a metonymy for the condition of England during the war. The Senecan cliché
of its beginning already introduces a contrast between private and public sphere
whose collapse is imminent:

Certainly that man were greedy of life, who should desire to live when all the world were at an
end; and he must needs be very impatient, who would repine at death in the societie of all
things that suffer under it. Had not almost every man suffered by the presse; or were not the
tyranny thereof become universall; I had not wanted reason for complaint: but in times
wherein I have lived to behold the highest perversion of that excellent invention; the name of
his Majesty defamed, the honour of Parliament depraved, the writings of both depravedly, an-
ticipatively, counterfeitly imprinted; complaints may seeme ridiculous in private persons, and
men of my condition may be as incapable of affronts, as hopelesse of their reparations.

(Browne 2012, 3)

Here the “excellent invention” of the printing press indeed figures as an ‘agent of
change’ (Eisenstein 1979), inducing suffering and – via the rhetorical connection
between the two occurrences of the word ‘suffer’ – even death. This metaphor
would become literally true when the “defamed” king was executed in 1649. The
allusion here is to the breakdown of censorship in 1640, but the printing press is
only one instance of the general upheaval. As Browne is well aware, the social ef-
fects of change are irreversible, “hopelesse”, and the book he is publishing in order
to guarantee textual fixity can no longer be quite the same book he once wrote.39

Seeing his book in print without having given his imprimatur was disconcerting for
Browne, who everywhere in his text praises the value of handwriting over the am-
biguous nature of print. God needed no printing press to publish his work. Using
the traditional metaphor of the world as book, Browne calls nature “that universall
and publik Manuscript” (2012, 19; Religio 1.16). In another passage, the “hand of
God” is interpreted as a writing hand: “the line of our dayes is drawne by night,
and the various effects therein by a pencill that is invisible; wherein though wee
confesse our ignorance, I am sure we doe not erre, if wee saye, it is the hand of
God” (48, Religio 1.43). The printing press, on the other hand, is likened to a deadly
weapon, being one of those “inventions in Germany [. . .] which are not without
their incommodities, and ’tis disputable whether they exceed not their use and
commodities” (30, 1.24) – the other inventions being the compass and guns (a triad

39 Although there are few substantive changes to extant manuscript versions or to the two editions
of 1642, Browne’s minor revisions and excisions are sometimes significant, mostly avoiding too un-
ambiguous references to what radical Protestants would have regarded as ‘popery’ or as heretical.
Cf. the textual notes in the edition by L. C. Martin, Browne 1964a, 261–68, and for a more detailed
critical assessment Post 1985. Critics have for a long time ignored the political implications of
Browne’s writing. Michael Wilding (1987, 95, 99–100) deserves credit for being the first to read the
changes in the 1643 version of the Religio as political commentaries; see also Berensmeyer 2006.

52 2 Literary Cabinets of Wonder



derived from Bacon’s Novum Organon). In a rare moment of invective, Browne com-
plains about the abundance of printed books and recommends book-burning as an
antidote to the scribblings of religious enthusiasts: “to condemne to the fire those
swarms and millions of Rhapsodies, begotten onely to distract and abuse the
weaker judgements of Scholars, and to maintaine the Trade and Mystery of
Typographers” (ibid.).

Having seen his opinions made public, publicly to apologise for them as private
does not relieve them from their now altered, publicised state – even less so in a
time and country that finds the very distinction between private and public increas-
ingly difficult to uphold. Therefore, in a final rhetorical twist, Browne lets the dis-
tinction collapse and invokes the public as a congeries of individuals: “Lastly all
that is contained therein is in submission unto maturer discernments, and as I have
declared [cf. 1.60] shall no further father them then the best and learned judge-
ments shall authorize them; under favour of which considerations I have made its
secrecie publike and committed the truth thereof to every ingenuous Reader” (4).

Here, Browne professes not to be interested in swaying public opinion but in the
individual ingenium or ‘discernment’ of the reader who will understand “all that is con-
tained therein” better than the author himself. This important declaration of purpose –
the text’s intended effect is not public but personal – needs to be related to the preced-
ing sentence. This is one of Browne’s very few direct statements on style and language,
here also in the apologetic vein: “There are many things delivered Rhetorically, many
expressions therein meerely Tropicall, and as they best illustrate my intention; and
therefore also there are many things to be taken in a soft and flexible sense, and not to
be called unto the rigid test of reason” (2012, 4). Again, rhetoric is not understood pri-
marily as a persuasive use of language but is located on the private side of the equation
(“my intention”). The function of rhetorical-tropical language is to enable individual
insights into the most incommunicable, private “secrecie” of a person. By a subtle rhe-
torical move, both “reason” and “truth” lose at least some of their “rigid” nature as
concepts that belong to the public side of the distinction; if readers are benevolent,
they will tolerate the “soft and flexible sense” and thereby discern their own “truth” in
the text. (“I have committed the truth thereof to every ingenuous Reader.”) Tolerance
of the other’s truth implies the admitted relativity of knowledge and the indeterminacy
of at least some ‘indifferent’ aspects of religion. As he formulates in the main text,
“every mans owne reason is his best Oedipus” (9, 1.6). We should bear in mind that
Browne himself imposes social restrictions on intellectual latitude, excluding “those
vulgar heads that looke asquint on the face of truth” (7, 1.3). In this respect, he echoes
the Canon of Toledo in Cervantes’s Don Quijote for whom it is also of primary impor-
tance to ‘wed’ the reader’s understanding to whatever is being read; but this injunction
is now reinterpreted into a license for latitude for those happy few who can claim to
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possess such a refined understanding: they can use their own reason without being
harmed by what they read or think.40

Browne’s implicit theory of reading and interpretation also becomes relevant
whenever he addresses the question of literal vs. tropological readings of Scripture.
On this hotly debated issue, he takes a position that corresponds to what he states
in the preface: “unspeakable mysteries in the Scriptures are often delivered in a vul-
gar and illustrative way, and being written unto man, are delivered, not as they
truely are, but as they may bee understood” (2012, 51, Religio 1.45). The reader who
returns to the preface from such passages of the main text is invited to draw an
analogy between Browne’s reading of Scripture and the “soft and flexible” under-
standing he demands for his own text. Metaphorical latitude is also his solution to
the problem of reconciling reason, passion (or affection) and faith, a problem posed
by all those queries that arise in literal readings of the Bible and instil doubt in the
believer. This, Browne opines, is the devil’s way of tempting the curious:

There are, as in Philosophy, so in Divinity, sturdy doubts, and boysterous objections, where-
with the unhappinesse of our knowledge too neerely acquainteth us. [. . .] Thus the Devill
playd at Chesse with mee, and yeelding a pawne, thought to gaine a Queen of me, taking ad-
vantage of my honest endeavours; and whilst I labour’d to raise the structure of my reason,
hee striv’d to undermine the edifice of my faith. (24, 1.19)

Browne’s solution to fend off what he calls “the Rhetorick of Satan” (25, 1.20) is
a compromise between the three faculties that fight each other for control of the
soul. As is evident in the preface, Browne abhors disorder and dissent in the
commonwealth. Similarly, he imagines the ideal government of the soul as a po-
litical union of three factions – “affection, faith, and reason” – that resolve their
“fewds and angry dissentions” into agreement by “a moderate and peaceable
discretion”:

For there is in our soule a kind of Triumvirate, or Triple government of three competitors, which
distract the peace of this our Common-wealth, not lesse than did that other the State of Rome.

As Reason is a rebell unto Faith, so passion unto Reason: As the propositions of Faith
seeme absurd unto Reason, so the Theorems of Reason unto passion, and both unto Faith; yet
a moderate and peaceable discretion may so state and order the matter, that they may bee all
Kings, and yet make but one Monarchy, every one exercising his Soveraignty and Prerogative
in a due time and place, according to the restraint and limit of circumstance. (23–24, 1.19)

Faith must not be too literal, reason not too rigid, and the affections not too immod-
erate, for this system of mental checks and balances to work. Language and interpre-
tation must be adapted accordingly, which is where Browne distinguishes good from
bad rhetoric, his own non-coercive use of language from both that persuasive argu-
mentation of Satan (who here represents unmitigated Baconian reason) and the “se-
vere Schools” (15, 1.12), those “Churches and Sects” that “usurpe the gates of heaven,

40 In this respect, Browne’s argument resembles Milton’s in the Areopagitica.
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and turne the key against each other” (62, 1.56). Browne’s good rhetoric is a rhetoric
of description instead of definition, “soft and flexible” instead of “rigid” and “severe”
(2012, 4, 15). The rhetoric of persuasion, on the other hand, is for the masses, the
“vulgar, whose eares are opener to Rhetorick then Logick” and on whom the “invec-
tives of the Pulpit may perchance produce a good effect” (8–9, 1.5). Such rhetoric,
like the beggars in 2.2, is said to appeal “more to passion than reason” (67, 2.2) – and
is clearly, for Browne, an inferior and disreputable use of language: to “thinke to re-
call men to reason, by a fit of passion” is a “compleate [. . .] piece of madnesse”, he
avers (71, 2.4). Indeed, he observes that “the Rhetoricke wherewith I perswade an-
other cannot perswade my selfe” (61, 1.55). Browne’s ‘good’ rhetoric is not a rhetoric
of persuasion, but one of imagination, not aimed at persuading another but at under-
standing one’s changing self.

In order to get a better understanding of Browne’s thinking and its associated rhe-
torical manoeuvres, we need to look more closely at his idea of religion. In early mo-
dernity, religion is a crucial intersection between personal beliefs and communal
duties, a place where individual subjects are decidedly not their own masters.
Browne’s Religio Medici attempts to find a position that remedies this irremediable par-
adox of freedom and subjection. Already in its title, the book is original and unusual
for the insinuation that religion can be reduced to subjective experience and belief: the
religion of a physician is a subjective business, or at least provocatively the business of
a professional group, not the subject of a dogmatic treatise that purports to be applica-
ble to every Christian, or at least to those on the right side of one doctrinal divide. It
would be wrong to assume that Browne’s concept of religion is a modern one that re-
duces it solely to a matter of individual discretion. Although he sometimes appears to
come close to the Luhmannian notion that, in modernity, there are only religious rea-
sons for being religious (Luhmann 2000), Browne’s concept of individuality is not one
of self-motivation and self-reliance, but is fraught with contradictions and paradoxes
that make it impossible for him to draw any clear dividing line between individual ex-
perience and social communication. For Browne, religion is an intersection between
the private and public domains, a place where one side of the distinction merges with
the other. The private itself is not a unified whole but a complex organisation, a
“Common-wealth” (2012, 23) with possibly disagreeing factions (reason, passion, and
faith) that are in need of a mental balancing act. The precarious order of human in-
wardness mirrors that of the state; the physically embodied self and the body politic
become metaphors for one another. Browne’s political metaphors of selfhood derive
from the medical and physiological discourse of his time. In Burton’s Anatomy, brain,
heart and belly form a political triumvirate, with the brain as “privy Councellour” and
“the heart as king” (1: 144–46); in Thomas Wright’s The Passions of the Minde in
Generall (2nd ed. 1604), the soul is described as a “Common-weale” disturbed by “inor-
dinate Passions.” Wright’s political language so closely resembles Browne’s as to sug-
gest a direct influence: “Passions either rebell against Reason their Lord and King, or
oppose themselues one against another; [. . .]. This internall Combat and spirituall
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Contradiction euery spirituall man daily perceiueth, for inordinate Passions, will he,
nill he, cease not almost hourely to rise vp against Reason, and so molest him, trou-
bling the rest and quietnesse of his Soule” (Wright 1971, 68–69). For Browne, mental
flexibility and benevolence rather than rigid self-control are the basis of such order
and stability of selfhood, and flexible, non-persuasive and nonviolent language is the
means to promote it. More than any other kind of language, such discourse depends
upon – and Browne therefore invokes – the tolerance of the “ingenuous Reader”
(2012, 4). In this respect, Browne’s writing and religion correspond.

We can now see how important and necessary the preface is for the Religio.
Although its excuse of the “Rhetorical” and “Tropicall” latitude of the writing (Browne
2012, 4) appears so bland and conventional, it actually anticipates and underlines
Browne’s main argument. The preface demands the reader not to put the book to “the
rigid test of reason” (ibid.), but this turns out to be a central message of the text that
follows, which includes a plea for reason to be “more pliable to the will of faith” (13,
1.10). It is a demand for a not-too-literal interpretation of the Bible, a political image of
the soul as a “Common-wealth” best governed by a flexible system of checks and bal-
ances (23, 1.19), and a concept of rhetoric that promotes flexible and imaginative self-
exploration instead of polemic and polemogenic persuasion.

Victoria Silver’s description of Religio Medici as an “inverse polemic” (1990, 96)
is therefore particularly apt because the text proposes contingency instead of cer-
tainty and figures instead of definitions. Pitting a literal mode of thought, which
confers a reality status upon artificial distinctions and thereby leads to the forma-
tion of sects and creeds, against a tropological mode in which words and concepts
are shown as mental figments, Browne’s “loose nominalism” (99) transforms his
text into “a theater where linguistic usage symbolically enacts the religious and po-
litical conflict of his age” (105). The elements of this ‘drama’, however, are not char-
acters speaking words and performing actions on a stage “but the tropisms of
human intellection and discourse” (105). Yet not only in Browne’s language is the
conflict, religious as well as political, “symbolically enact[ed]” but also in the indi-
vidual soul or mind. Browne performs his style of thought in a theatre of language.
But even this metaphor should not be taken either too literally or too metaphori-
cally. The traditional metaphor of the world as as stage is of little interest to him; he
uses it in the Religio, with the usual trappings (“the world to mee is but a dreame,
or mockshow, and wee all therein but Pantalones and Antickes to my severer con-
templations”, Browne 2012, 47, 1.41), but only to pass on to other, weightier mat-
ters. His writing is ‘dramatic’ by default; there is no other way of ‘speaking the self’
or of letting the self speak itself. Periphrasis, allegory, metaphorical language, and
the “soft and flexible sense” (4) only enter into his considerations at those points
(which, admittedly, are quickly reached in religious debate) when reason and expe-
rience – “the argument of our proper senses” (14, 1.10) – no longer suffice: “where I
cannot satisfie my reason, I love to humour my fancy”, he notes (13, 1.10).
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Where concepts cannot reach, images act as supplements to rational contempla-
tion. Browne calls the ability to generate such images “fancy” and “imagination”
(sometimes in the plural as “imaginations”). This mental faculty establishes an inner
sanctum protected from the intrusion of persuasive rhetoric, be it the devil’s insinua-
tions or even one’s own doubts. He also uses ‘fancy’ as a verb to mean ‘imagine’ or
even ‘visualise’, as in: “I [. . .] have fancyed to my selfe the presence of my deare and
worthiest friends” (2012, 53, 1.47). ‘Fancy’ also extends to the activity of dreaming,
which provides “surely a neerer apprehension of any thing that delights us [. . .] than
[. . .] our waked senses” (82, 2.11). When the body and the senses are at rest, “the slum-
ber of the body” (83) allows the soul to wake and dreams allow reason to be more
“fruitfull” (ibid.) than in its waking hours. “[Sleep] is the ligation of sense, but the lib-
erty of reason, and our awaking conceptions doe not match the fancies of our sleepes”
(ibid.). Reason is thus, for Browne, not opposed to fancy and imagination, not confined
to rationality, but it encompasses a wider and more general creative mental faculty,
the proper activity of what Browne calls ‘the soul’. This inner space of ‘reasoning’ is
the proper sphere of individual religious experience for Browne, although it does not
appear to be a space of immediate communication with the divine but of self-
reflection and intellectual contemplation that attempts to appease the scientific thirst
for knowledge and reconcile it with certain tenets of faith. This space is an individual,
private sphere, removed from worldly pressures: Browne refers to it as “solitary recre-
ation” (12, 1.9) and as “my solitary and retired imaginations” (14, 1.11) – the phrase
recurs as “my retired and solitary imaginations” (53, 1.47), “my retired imaginations”
(81, 2.10), and “our sequestred imaginations” (ibid.); other near-synonyms for this
kind of inward experience are “my devotion” (15, 1.13) and “my humble speculations”
(16, 1.13). The personal pronoun, indicating subjectivity, is never discarded.

Of course Browne, unlike Freud, does not sketch a more precise topology of
this inner space, but it cannot be doubted that he conceives of it as a kind of con-
tact zone with the external world and the divine: consider, for example, his assur-
ance that “there is a common Spirit that playes within us, yet makes no part of us,
and that is the Spirit of God” (36, 1.32). If Freud is credited with having disbanded
the traditional notion of the psyche as a unified essence, Browne’s ideas of the soul
as a triple-governed commonwealth and as a meeting place or even a playing space
for the divine spirit seem to anticipate this. Like the human body, whose “wals of
flesh” (42, 1.37) cannot offer permanence because the body is “nothing but an ele-
mentall composition, and a fabricke that must fall to ashes” (ibid.), the soul for
Browne is in danger of “corruption” (81, 2.10). Although it is an inner space unto
itself, “sequestred” and “retired” from society, inner space mirrors social life and
problems of interaction because “there is no such thing as solitude, nor any thing
that can be said to be [. . .] truely alone, and by its self, which is not truely one, and
such is onely God: All others doe transcend an unity, and so by consequence are
many” (ibid.). The activity of self-reflection transcends the unity of a self by dou-
bling or even further multiplying it; the self is also, apart from being a playground
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for the Holy Spirit, disturbed by the infiltrations of the devil, “that unruly rebel that
musters up those disordered motions, which accompany our sequestred imagina-
tions” (ibid.). Browne’s concept of unstable selfhood displays a striking reliance on
the political language of his time: corruption, rebellion, disorder, commerce, and
the commonwealth.

In the second part of the Religio, which deals less with questions of theological
dogma than with ethical questions of charity and love, the political theory of the soul
is taken up again and even radicalised to some extent. Even more than theoretical
questions of faith and hope, the necessity of making moral decisions leads Browne to
an image of the self not as a unity but as a multiplicity of both internal and external
forces in motion and in conflict:

I were unjust unto mine owne conscience, if I should say I am at variance with any thing like my
selfe, I finde there are many pieces in this one fabricke of man; this frame is raised upon a masse
of Antipathies: I am one mee thinkes, but as the world; wherein notwithstanding there are a
swarme of distinct essences, and in them another world of contrarieties; wee carry private and
domesticke enemies within, publike and more hostile adversaries without. [. . .] Let mee be noth-
ing if within the compasse of my selfe, I doe not find the battell of Lepanto, passion against rea-
son, reason against faith, faith against the Devill, and my conscience against all. (2012, 75, 2.7)

“Conscience” is a new player in the game, introduced by Browne as “another man
within mee that’s angry with mee, rebukes, commands, and dastards mee” (ibid.). In
the Battle of Lepanto, the Venetians defeated the Ottoman Turks in 1570; although
Browne probably intends it as a metaphor of a victory of Christian faith against unbe-
lief or false beliefs, it does not really seem appropriate to the battle that he describes,
which is a battle among five distinct parties: passion, reason, faith, the devil, and
Browne’s conscience. It remains quite unclear who will emerge victorious from the
fray. As in the earlier commonwealth analogy (1.19), the solution is a homeostatic sys-
tem of checks and balances, although the terms with which balance is achieved are
now much more difficult.

Browne had previously argued that the concept of the microcosm “or little world”
was not “onely a pleasant trope of Rhetorick” but that “there was a reall truth therein”
(39, 1.34). Now he gives it a moral significance: “It is no breach of charity to our selves
to be at variance with our vices, nor to abhorre that part of us, which is an enemy to
the ground of charity, our God; wherein wee doe but imitate our great selves the
world, whose divided Antipathies and contrary faces doe yet carry a charitable regard
unto the whole, by their particular discords preserving the common harmony, and
keeping in fetters those powers, whose rebellions once Masters, might bee the ruine of
all” (76, 2.7). If Browne is interesting as a writer on religion, he is at least as interesting
as a political theorist. Both occupations are inextricably intertwined, as his thoughts
on religion segue into meditations on the nature of man and the nature of state and
government (see also Guibbory 1998, 119). His greatest difficulty as a political thinker
is that he tries to define human thought and social organisation at the same time. As
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we have briefly glimpsed above, in reading the first paragraph of Dryden’s Essay, this
difficulty derives from the ontological problem of understanding the relation of a
whole and its parts: society is composed of individuals, but at some point their individ-
ualities become indistinguishable in a “multitude, that numerous piece of monstros-
ity” and, at that point, dangerous to other individuals and to society as a whole
(66, 2.1). As William Davenant puts it in his Preface to Gondibert: “Wolves are com-
monly harmlesse when they are met alone, but very uncivill in Herds” (1971, 12–13).
Browne, however, proposes no practical or political solution to this Hobbesian prob-
lem, apart from the two instances (Religio 1.19 and 2.7) when he vaguely outlines a
checks-and-balances system based on the proto–Mandevillean paradoxes that “partic-
ular discords preserv[e] the common harmony” (76, 2.7) and that “contraries [like vir-
tue and vice], though they destroy one another, are yet the life of one another” (71,
2.4). It is tempting to read passages like these in the light of contemporaneous political
theory. Their potential acceptance of the notion of a mixed government of king and
parliament, which had only been introduced into official English political thought in
1642, combines, as these passages do, an older, authoritarian concept of hierarchical
order (the ‘great chain of being’) with a republican concept of a kinetic order of mutu-
ally balanced elements (see Pocock 1975, 349, 358, 361–71). The consequences to be
drawn from this discursive blend remain unclear because they are never systematically
developed.

Browne radicalises the problem of parts and wholes when he takes a closer look
at individuals and finds the same structure: a whole made up of discordant parts.
The human microcosm is a fractal image of the macrocosm, which consists of numer-
ous individuals who are themselves divided into smaller f(r)actions: a Leviathan con-
sisting of Leviathans. Only if these warring forces are maintained in a ‘reasonable’
balance between reason, faith, and passion, with the devil kept at bay and the voice
of conscience not completely excluded, can this precarious system achieve the ho-
meostasis of good government, a balance that he sees embodied in religious toler-
ance and that his concept of ‘good’ rhetoric attempts to enact linguistically.

Browne’s view of religious tolerance and human experience in the Religio owes
much to classical stoic and skeptic philosophy (Shifflett 1998; Popkin 1964; Allen
1964; Kahn 1985; Lobsien 1999). In a section devoted to the sin of pride, it is “the
uncertainty of knowledge” that leads the intellectual toward humility and skepticism:
“I perceive the wisest heads prove at last, almost all Scepticks, and stand like Janus
in the field of knowledge” (2012, 78; Religio 2.8). Browne goes on to recommend, in a
humanist vein, that “it is better to sit downe in a modest ignorance, & rest contented
with the naturall blessing of our owne reasons, then buy the uncertaine knowledge
of this life, with sweat and vexation, which death gives every foole gratis” (ibid.).
Nevertheless, he devotes much of his time and more than six hundred printed pages
to a book dedicated to the improvement of just this “uncertaine knowledge” – a book
that, like Burton, he kept revising and re-editing over a period of twenty-six years
between 1646 (first edition) and 1672 (sixth edition): Pseudodoxia Epidemica: or,
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Enquiries into Very many received Tenents, And commonly presumed Truths (Robbins
1981, liii; see Hack-Molitor 2001, 107–60).

In the Religio, Browne had come upon the epistemological principle for this
book: “wee doe but learne to day, what our better advanced judgements will unteach
us to morrow” (2012, 77, 2.8). He reiterates it in the preface to Pseudodoxia: “knowl-
edge is made by oblivion; and to purchase a clear and warrantable body of Truth, we
must forget and part with much wee know” (1981, 1). This Baconian programme sepa-
rates Pseudodoxia from Burton’s Anatomy and other encyclopedic projects of the
age. Browne’s purpose is not to collect and pass on knowledge gleaned from authori-
ties but to weed out false knowledge. In collecting “vulgar errors” – an alternative
title by which the book has also become known – Pseudodoxia succumbs to a para-
dox: false knowledge is not eliminated but preserved in yet another cabinet of won-
der in book form. Moreover, its errors are far from “vulgar”; on the contrary, they
derive from learned and revered authorities, mostly from antiquity and the Middle
Ages. They range from the mundane and superstitious (“That bitter Almonds are
preservatives against Ebriety”) to the esoteric (“Of the Vnicornes horne”) and from
questions of history (“That the Army of Xerxes drank whole Rivers dry”) to questions
of biblical interpretation (“That there was no Rainebow before the floud”).41 Browne
avoids more intricate speculation and focuses on issues that are irrelevant with re-
gard to doctrinal debate: “indifferent truths”, as he calls them in the preface (4): “We
cannot expect the frowne of Theologie herein; nor can they which behold the present
state of things, and controversie of points so long received in Divinity, condemne our
sober enquiries in the doubtfull appertinancies of Arts, and Receptaries of Philosophy”
(3–4). Unlike the literary bravura performance of the Religio, the style of Pseudodoxia is
more restrained, matter-of-fact, defensive, intent on avoiding conflict. Instead of the
‘recreative’ private isolation of the Religio, the later book is of a decidedly public na-
ture, even considering the – unrealised – possibility of coauthorship: it would have
been “more advantageous [. . .] unto Truth, to have fallen into the endeavours of some
cooperating advancers” (1).

Indeed, Browne’s “single and unsupported endeavours” (1981, 1) have much in
common with the scientific project of the Royal Society. The title page of the first edi-
tion bears an inscription from Scaliger, who contrasts knowledge gleaned from books
and authorities with first-hand knowledge gained by observation of ‘things them-
selves’. Accordingly, Browne’s goal consists not only in “proposing [. . .] a large and
copious List [of errors], but from experience and reason, attempting their decisions”
(1). In a 1658 addition, he refers to “experience and solid reason” as “the two great pil-
lars of truth” (288). The book is influenced by Francis Bacon’s Advancement of
Learning (1605/23) and his idea of progress in knowledge and science; Bacon had rec-
ommended the institution of a “Calendar of Dubitations, or Problemes in Nature” and a

41 Bk. 2, ch. 6; bk. 3, ch. 23; bk. 7, ch. 18; bk. 7, ch. 4.
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“Calendar of Falshoods, and of popular Errors [. . .] that Sciences be no longer distem-
per’d and embased by them” (qtd. in Robbins 1981, xxx). Like Bacon, Browne begins
with a general enquiry into the reasons and grounds of error, and his book roughly
follows the structure of Bacon’s Advancement. Browne used the 1640 English transla-
tion by Gilbert Wats, and the very words of Bacon’s title appear in Browne’s preface:
“[. . .] those honoured Worthies, who endeavour the advancement of Learning” (4).
Yet Bacon himself is mentioned but once, in a later passage where Browne refutes a
minor experiment of “the learned Lord Verulam” (316).

Browne’s interests are too deeply rooted in humanist learning to fit the new ex-
perimental science promoted by Bacon and, later, the Royal Society. His presentation
of new knowledge is cast in the traditional mould of scholastic disputations, even
though he shows an awareness that this mould is cracked. At the points where these
cracks become particularly obvious, Browne most often resorts to wit, double enten-
dre, and wordplay in order to communicate uncertainty. He adopts a rhetoric of con-
tingency to overcome traditional patterns of thought more easily (see Nardo 1991,
174–75). Moreover, he retains a religious perspective on natural philosophy: the
prime goal of expanding knowledge is wonder and admiration for God’s creation.
Thus ‘knowledge’ in Pseudodoxia can mean both scientia, knowledge of the nature of
things, but also sapientia, knowledge in spiritual and religious matters – wisdom as
well as learning. Truth is an attribute of God that man can only approximate imper-
fectly by the careful elimination of “untruths” (4).

Doubt and curiosity structure Pseudodoxia in ways reminiscent of early modern
travel writing. When Browne presents himself as a traveller in an undiscovered
country, “in the America and untravelled parts of truth” (3), such expressions may
seem commonplace – they are echoed in Burton or Glanvill, for example – but the
mode of travel structures Pseudodoxia inasmuch as it presents a blend of empirical
observation and material taken from other sources; it contains detailed specula-
tions about cultural and natural phenomena, including myths and folk tales. The
traveller discovers not only new “parts of truth” (3) but also the relativity and un-
certainty of one’s own position (Campbell 1988). Pseudodoxia, then, is yet another
stepping stone towards a literary culture understood as a culture of contingency.

The purpose of a travel narrative is both to inform and to entertain the reader. The
Stationers’ licence commends Pseudodoxia as “adorned with great variety of matter,
and multiplicity of reading” (Robbins 1981, n. p. [lxiv]). Browne received congratula-
tory letters from correspondents like Henry Bate, who called his book “the greatest en-
tertainement the kingdome could affoord mee” (qtd. in Robbins 1981, xxxix). Perhaps
it is best understood as an early example of popular science writing. As such, it com-
bines a range of compendious learning “to put [Browne’s] contemporaries in touch
with advanced, authoritative thought and discovery in mineralogy, botany, zoology,
physiology, iconography, geography, history, theology, and classical scholarship”
(Robbins 1981, xlix). Here we see the library and the cabinet of wonder combined; to
write this book, Browne must have consulted “[a]bout 210 volumes in folio, 120 in

“Collaterall Truths” in the “Multiplicity of Writing”: Sir Thomas Browne 61



quarto, and 120 in smaller formats” (Robbins xxi n.1). He is often so fascinated by the
curiosities he presents that his interest in them outweighs his interest in the correction
of errors. For example, when he cannot reach a satisfactory scientific explanation for
“the Blacknesse of Negroes”, he sees himself and his readers recompensed for the
“capitall indiscovery” by the “many things of truth disclosed by the way”: “And the
collaterall verity, may unto reasonable speculations, some what requite the capitall in-
discovery” (Browne 1981, 529–30).

Instead of presenting an unambiguous truth, Browne gives his readers a kalei-
doscopic perspective on contingent truths. Moreover, he does not, like Burton, re-
sign himself to the contingency of knowledge as an inevitable loss of certainty, but
on the contrary regards the knowledge of contingency as a gain. This informs his
entire thinking and writing. It is a style of thought that plays with contradictions,
aporias and paradoxes, either resolved by referring them to a superior ontological
unity (the union of contraries) or to a more radical admittance of undecidability.
Browne’s writing is characterised by an “enjoyment” of thought (Wiley 1952, 138)
that is not “rigorous and logical” but “subjectively pleasing and imaginatively co-
herent” (Grant 1985, 109).

Browne’s imaginative and unsystematic use of metaphysical concepts does not
mean that he no longer takes metaphysical questions seriously. The risk he incurs lies
in “confirming [. . .] the fictional status” of metaphysical language (Grant 1985, 104).
But he never appears to see this as a problem, because this risk is controlled by a firm
metaphysical belief in God as the only non-contingent element in Browne’s thought.
When he has demonstrated, in Hydriotaphia, that no human cultural and historical
concept of an afterlife and of commemoration after death can ensure the “diuturnity”
(2012, 131) of personal identity, he concludes that this can only be achieved by the
Christian belief in resurrection: “But the most magnanimous resolution rests in the
Christian Religion, which trampleth upon pride, and sets on the neck of ambition,
humbly pursuing that infallible perpetuity, unto which all others must diminish their
diameters, and be poorly seen in Angles of contingency” (138). In fact, though “God is
the true and infallible cause of all” (23, Religio 1.18) and can do anything with his “little
finger” alone (26, 1.21), Browne’s theology depends on God’s unknowability:

God hath not made a creature that can comprehend him, ’tis the priviledge of his owne nature;
I am that I am, was his owne definition unto Moses; and ’twas a short one, to confound mortal-
itie, that durst question God, or aske him what hee was; indeed he only is, all other things
have beene or shall be, but in eternitie there is no distinction of Tenses; [. . .] what to us is to
come, to his Eternitie is present, his whole duration being but one permanent point without
succession, parts, flux, or division. (14, 1.11)

In contrast to God and the Angels, humans are confined to living and knowing accord-
ing to ‘distinction’ and ‘division’ (“in divided and distinguished worlds”, 40), and if
they want to express what they know, they must obey the rules of grammar. Whereas
the spiritual realm is one of absolute certainty, of “demonstrations”, this side of the
great divide – the domain of the contingent – has only “probabilities” to offer (38,
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1.33). God, for Browne, is the supreme instance that gives the discourse of probability
and contingency a firm metaphysical hold and an objective justification. God is the cir-
cle that contains all smaller circles: this image, derived from hermeticism, is Browne’s
favorite “allegoricall description” of God: “Sphæra cuius centrum ubique, circumferen-
tia nullibi” (13, 1.10) – a sphere whose centre is everywhere and whose circumference
is nowhere. Circular and cyclical imagery pervades Browne’s writings and has been re-
ferred to as his master trope. In this figure, tensions and oppositions are “tempered by
elaborate circular arguments” (Grant 1985, 112; cf. Huntley 1953, Griebel 1979; Breiner
1977; Poulet 1966). The circle, as a wheel in motion, becomes a self-reflexive image of
Browne’s own literary technique of constructing a flexible epistemology based on con-
tingency and probability, its instability protected by the circle that contains it. This lit-
erary method then is not merely circular but follows the dynamic trajectory of a loop,
projective and recursive, opening and closing, expanding and contracting, differentiat-
ing and uniting. As he explains in the preface to Pseudodoxia (1981, 1): “in this
Encyclopædie and round of knowledge, like the great and exemplary wheeles of
heaven, wee must observe two Circles: that while we are daily carried about, and
whirled on by the swindge and rapt of the one, wee may maintaine a naturall and
proper course, in the slow and sober wheele of the other.”

Browne’s epistemology and rhetoric of contingency thus have a theological foun-
dation. Because God’s unity with creation cannot be directly observed, any discourse
about reality can only bear “a contingent, figural correspondence to” reality (Silver
1990, 101). This is the blind spot or virtual fixed point of all observation that allows
Browne to be “content in uncertainties” (Bennett 1962, 192). As Achsah Guibbory ex-
plains, his “movement towards uncertainty [. . .] culminates in a transcendent reliance
on God” (1976, 494). This is most clearly noticed in Hydriotaphia. Here, as Guibbory
observes, the expectation of a progress in knowledge is finally thwarted: the urns dug
up in a field near Walsingham promise a knowledge about the past, but these mute
but eloquent, “silently expressing” objects (Browne 2012, 93) are not merely containers
of information that can be easily deciphered. On the contrary, the process of interpreta-
tion transforms them into symbols “of man’s [sic] ignorance and vanity” (Guibbory
1976, 494). The urns become figures of human ignorance, demanding a response of
intellectual humility.

The abstract images that Browne constructs, whether his topic is self-observation
(Religio), funeral rites (Hydriotaphia), or the mathematical harmony of nature (Garden
of Cyrus), are not simply ‘irrational’ but offer the reader a possibility to recognise the
contingent relations of comparison between the image and its referent, but also their
distance from one another. They are neither mere metaphors nor logical concepts but
something in between: image-concepts. Browne’s imagery is always object-related,
often concrete in its visuality. Unlike those Romantics who particularly admired him,
he has no interest in a ‘realist’ fusion of subject and object; instead of creating involve-
ment, his imagery creates and maintains a ‘nominalist’ distance between words and
things. This is most acute in his later writings. It also explains why Browne does not
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really ‘have’ a unique ‘style’. His style is operational, a flexible arrangement of various
features selected to match the object, while acknowledging that such a match can only
be approximate, probabilistic, and contingent. Browne’s images come with their own
frames.

Even in the least promising of topics, as in his Brief Discourse of the Sepulchrall
Urnes lately found in NORFOLK, Browne finds ample opportunity for concrete visual-
isations of abstract ideas and near-abstractions of concrete images, mostly achieved
by either the literalisation of a metaphor or the metaphorisation of a literal expression.
Coining a new portmanteau, one might speak of litaphorisation as the rhetorical prin-
ciple of blurring the boundaries of literal and metaphorical meanings:

Though if Adam were made out of an extract of the Earth, all parts might challenge a restitu-
tion, yet few have returned their bones farre lower then they might receive them; not affecting
the graves of Giants, under hilly and heavy coverings, but content with lesse then their owne
depth, have wished their bones might lie soft, and the earth be light upon them; Even such as
hope to rise again, would not be content with centrall interrment, or so desperately to place
their reliques as to lie beyond discovery, and in no way to be seen again; which happy contriv-
ance hath made communication with our forefathers, and left unto our view some parts,
which they never beheld themselves. (2012, 97)

Consider the wordplay on “parts”, for instance, in the first and especially the last line,
where the more abstract early modern meaning of this word (parts = accomplishments,
talent) collides with the very concrete meaning of body parts; the pun on “depth”; or
the litaphorisation of the abstract idea of resurrection with the concrete visualisation
of this event: “to rise again” – “to be seen again.” Other passages confirm this as a
crucial Brownean technique. For example, he first rehearses the metaphorical analogy
of life and fire (“Life is a pure flame, and we live by an invisible Sun within us”) and
then immediately switches to the literal fire of a funeral pyre: “A small fire sufficeth for
life, great flames seemed too little after death” (137).

Quick transitions are typical of Hydriotaphia: observations on the relation between
body weight and the weight of the ashes of a burned corpse are followed by a compari-
son to the burning of different kinds of wood, a critique of business practices (“the
common fraud of selling Ashes by measure, and not by ponderation”), a quick succes-
sion of historic and biblical examples to show “how little Fuell sufficeth”, culminating
in the observation that a man could, like Isaac, “carry his owne pyre” (119–20). Visual
imaginations of “the deformity of death” (124) abound, sometimes with a humorous
slant (“the body compleated proves a combustible lump”, 120), sometimes with a ma-
cabre sequence of morbid details on the topic of decomposition that betray the influ-
ence of Shakespeare’s Hamlet and the cultural context of European baroque:
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To be [knav’d]42 out of our graves, to have our sculs made drinking-bowls, and our bones
turned into Pipes, to delight and sport our Enemies, are Tragicall abominations, escaped in
burning Burials.

[. . .] In carnall sepulture, corruptions seem peculiar unto parts, and some speak of snakes out of
the spinall marrow. [. . .] Teeth, bones, and hair, give the most lasting defiance to corruption. In
an Hydropicall body ten years buried in a Church-yard, we met with a fat concretion, where the
nitre of the Earth, and the salt and lixivious liquor of the body, had coagulated large lumps of fat,
into the consistence of the hardest castle-soap; whereof part remaineth with us. (121–22)

Here, too, the distance between words and reality is clearly marked. The words call
attention to themselves as rhetorically and rhythmically arranged. Witness the rhyth-
mic flow and the alliterations and assonances in this passage. The text calls attention
to itself as an artefact – a ‘well-wrought urn’, as it were. Like the urns that trigger
the discourse, the words are cut loose from their literal meanings. They lose their ref-
erential function but gain rhetorical power. The text becomes emblematic, extolling
its own dysfunctionality as a conveyor of information and, in doing so, turning into a
symbolic vessel not unlike the urns themselves.

The Garden of Cyrus, the companion piece to Hydriotaphia (the two were first
printed in one volume), explores the problem of referential and metaphorical lan-
guage from a different but related angle. In Hydriotaphia, concrete objects – the
urns – are found to be unreliable witnesses of the past, attaining a symbolic or met-
aphorical meaning instead. In The Garden of Cyrus, it is the abstract notion of
Paradise or the Garden of Eden that is first concretised and compared with a great
number of historical and legendary gardens, turning the earthly garden into a meta-
phor of the divine. Browne seeks to establish a universal pattern in nature: the
rhomboid or quincunx. This pattern is found in plants, animals and humans, dem-
onstrating the “wisedome” (1964a, 142) of the divine order: “All things began in
order, so shall they end, and so shall they begin again; according to the ordainer of
order and mystical Mathematicks of the City of Heaven” (174). The text’s physical
ending is staged as being written at night: “But the Quincunx of Heaven runs low,
and ’tis time to close the five ports of knowledge” (174); the themes of sleep and of
death as the “everlasting sleep” (175) connects Garden to the theme of mortality
and resurrection in Hydriotaphia: “when sleep it self must end, and as some conjec-
ture all shall awake again” (175).

Browne explains this correlation in the prefatory epistle: “the delightfull World
comes after death, and Paradise succeeds the Grave. Since the verdant state of things
is the Symbole of the Resurrection, and to flourish in the state of Glory, we must first
be sown in corruption” (1964a, 87). The purpose of the lengthy disquisition on

42 As Greenblatt and Targoff assert, there is good reason to reject the emendation ‘gnaw’d’, intro-
duced by Geoffrey Keynes, since ‘knav’d’ associates Hamlet 5.1.70–71, “How the knave jowls it to
the ground” (‘it’ being Yorick’s skull). See Greenblatt and Targoff 2012, xli.
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universal harmony is, again, not to produce certainty on theological questions but “de-
lightful Truths” (174) collateral to the main theme. It ends on a rather uncelebratory
note of uncertainty and “conjecture” (175). If its function were the resolution of those
problems that had arisen in Hydriotaphia, one could hardly say that this function had
been achieved; rather, Garden serves to illustrate, from an opposite angle, the same
epistemological and rhetorical predicament that had characterised Hydriotaphia. The
correlation of the two texts is strategic. As Browne describes it, Garden is like a flower
garland wrapped around Hydriotaphia (87). This comment points to the ornamental na-
ture of this text – which, as a text about a pattern, is itself meticulously patterned, de-
signed, and constructed around the number five. In both texts, concreteness and
visuality are not transported from the referential world into the text, but are the effects
of verbal art. These are not fictional texts in a modern sense but texts that clearly mark
the distance between language and reality. Words conceal as much as they reveal, just
as “[l]ight that makes things seen, makes some things invisible” (167). Even in passages
where the effect of concreteness is strongest, a self-referential distance between linguis-
tic signs and material referents is inscribed into the text, commenting on the merely
contingent connection between objects and representations. Browne calls this tech-
nique “periphrasis, or adumbration” (2012, 13; Religio 1.10; see also Garden, 1964a,
167). In its inversion of the epistemological metaphor of light (umbrameaning ‘shadow’
in Latin), adumbration as a ‘shadowing’ technique entails a switching of perspectives
from a direct to an indirect, reflected observation and from an immediate recognition
of reality to a way of knowing that is relative and relational. Words cast a shadow that
allows the reader to glimpse the source of light behind them, the true reality or the
“greatest mystery of Religion” (1964a, 167).

When Samuel Johnson refers to The Garden of Cyrus as “a sport of fancy” (qtd. in
Post 1987, 145), he ignores the epistemological purpose of Browne’s writing. Though
Browne himself repeatedly uses the word “delight” to describe his intended effect, he
understands writing and reading primarily as ways of exploring new, previously un-
known self-images and perspectives of the world. They are modes of ‘re-creation’ that
might be entertaining, but their principal objective is to re-orient the self towards the
world: towards God, towards other people and other cultures, towards natural phe-
nomena, towards the past and its history. It is for this purpose that Browne cultivates
unusual vantage points and stretches language to the limits of intelligibility. His
poses, flexible as they are, do not primarily serve an aesthetic programme of verbal art
but “provide a model for multilevel thinking” (Nardo 1991, 174). This is why conven-
tional accounts of literary style fail to capture the particularities of his writing.
Browne’s variable style is part and parcel of a rhetoric of contingency, perfectly suited
to the different occasions and topics of his texts but also expressive of a higher pur-
pose: a language that could strike a balance between reason and faith and encompass
the many faces and facets of contingent reality: “Some Truths seem almost Falshoods,
and some Falshoods almost Truths” (1964a, Christian Morals 2.3). Indeed, “[i]f things
were seen as they truly are, the beauty of bodies would be much abridged” (2.9).
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Browne’s late writings continue his concern with flexible perspectives, emphasis-
ing how even seemingly ‘natural’ observations are constrained by limits of human per-
ception, by “the natural Edge of our Eyes” (Christian Morals 2.9). The self-conscious
verbal artistry of these writings depends on this epistemological premise; it allows
readers enough freedom for their own playful engagement with the text’s game of con-
straining and enabling multiple dimensions of meaning. This playful engagement
opens up further ways of ‘recreation’, from tracing the thought processes in the text to
the re-creation and reformation of readers’ lives.

The writings of Burton and Browne are important instances of the key features
that determine seventeenth-century literary culture. They register a set of problems
for which many contemporary texts seek their own solutions. While their responses
to the problems of modern (print) communication are still shaped by the theoretical
and practical assumptions of late humanism, their proposed solutions soon appear
exhausted and are then superseded, as we shall see, by more pragmatic neoclassical
answers. The fundamental problem of late humanist literary communication is the
discrepancy between universalism and contingency. What follows from this, in terms
of literary form, is a more hybrid array of genres – because traditional forms of liter-
ary communication have become less convincing – and an increase in direct appeals
to the reader by means of rhetoric – because authors attempt to compensate for the
loss of a more immediate connection with their audience. These changes are related
to institutional and technological changes in early modern intellectual life: the
“knowledge technologies” (Rhodes and Sawday) of print, the library, and the cabinet
of wonder. With the extension and increasing differentiation of print culture, and the
increasing realisation of modernity as an “open context” (Blumenberg 1979), it be-
comes increasingly possible to observe reality in multiple, alternative, and comparative
ways. In other words, ‘culture’ becomes possible in its modern sense of observational
relativism and the questioning of a status quo in terms of alternative possibilities
(Luhmann 1995, 1998).

An increasing awareness of contingency, however, exerts a double pressure on
the textual presentation of knowledge. On the one hand, the sheer extension of
what can be known leads to a crisis of universalism; on the other hand, communi-
cation itself becomes contingent and problematic. The relationship between au-
thors and readers becomes less and less predictable in such a setting. The writings
of Burton and Browne respond to this by staging knowledge and thought in order to
activate the reader – similar to earlier texts by Thomas More, Erasmus or Luther –
but they inflate this staging and thereby shrink its communicative potential. They
show marked tendencies to fictionalise their texts, emphasising their playful and
artful nature while eclipsing the mode of personal, oral interaction as a model for
written communication. Authorial strategies of presentation become more complex
and more noticeable – evidence for the waning persuasiveness of humanistic dis-
course. Burton devises a complicated arrangement of (partly fictionalised) themati-
sations of the highly unstable relation between author, book, and reader, in a blend
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of lament and celebration of the contingency of modern knowledge. In staging a
theatre of writing and reading, the unstoppable play of authorial negativity has as
its goal the transformation of the reader into a humbled observer of global melan-
choly and of his own folly – a transformation that may in effect be a religious con-
version. Melancholy becomes the universal aspect from which the entire world,
including author and reader, can be known and understood. But this is merely one
possible aspect of many – imagine, for example, a Burtonian Anatomy of Phlegm or
any other instance of humoral pathology as the general framework of human
knowledge. The worldmaking of Burton’s Anatomy is strictly limited by its singular
‘angle of contingency’, the perspective of melancholy, and thus at least indirectly
acknowledges the possibility of seeing the world through radically different eyes,
influenced by a radically different complexion of humours. Thus the universalism
of the Anatomy is undercut and limited by contingency.

For Browne, in contrast, contingency is not a limiting factor but an enabling con-
dition. It is the starting point for a programme of self-observation and self-cultivation
to which authors and readers contribute equally. Communication in this case is less
hierarchical and more open to the reader’s interpretations. For Burton, the text is like
a net in which to catch and hold the reader; for Browne, it is the holes of this net that
enable the reader to see through to alternative ways of knowing the world. Whereas
the net of language is an instrument of restraint for the former, it is a tool of vision
and exploration for the latter. For Burton, it serves to reduce complexity; for Browne,
it serves to generate alternatives: a knowledge of contingency rather than a contin-
gency of knowledge.

Whereas Burton organises a complex discourse of intertextual derivation and
citational pastiche on the stabilising groundwork of totalised melancholy, Browne
opens literary communication towards a wide range of meanings. Yet for him the
knowledge of contingency does not imply an exaggerated sense of possibility, be-
cause it is limited and stabilised, epistemologically as well as rhetorically, by a con-
cept of God that minimises the risks of contingency. Since everything is contingent
except God, God alone can observe totality; all other observers are limited by a par-
ticular (contingent) perspective. God, for Browne, is truth, whereas contingent ob-
servations, in their operations and effects, can only ever be more or less probable.
Under the index of the probable, literary communication can no longer claim an
immediate access to truth, while its qualities as a mediating instance, and its media
qualities, take centre stage.

Throughout the seventeenth century and beyond, the question remains relevant
how literary communication functions in a society that is increasingly (functionally)
differentiated. As the following chapters will show, other solutions than the ones pro-
posed by Burton and Browne will become necessary in this context. Neither the con-
ferral of a reality status to sense perceptions dominated by a particular humour
(Burton) nor the taming of contingency in a theological framework (Browne) appear
convincing in a society characterised by epistemic, religious, and political upheavals.
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Along the fault line between late humanism and neoclassicism, there is more at stake
than merely literature – there is a larger debate about why and how literature, in its
combination of usefulness and pleasure, can be useful in society. The following chap-
ters explore this debate and the functional conditions of English neoclassicism. Next,
I examine the relation between visual and textual rhetoric in authors like Davenant
and Milton. Here, the contingency that Browne so playfully celebrates as a wealth of
alternative possibilities turns into a moral, social, and political problem. As is to be
expected, the solutions proposed become more radical and aggressive as the Civil
War rages. A problem of description grows into a conflict of norms that can no longer
be solved merely by invoking God (as in Hobbes). Literature is drawn more and more
into this debate about values, a debate that is now about secular rather than religious
order: nature and/or the state, rather than God, are its ultimate points of reference.
Nostalgic notions of social unity are increasingly replaced by a rationalist “analytico-
referential discourse” (Reiss 1982a). This can not only be seen in Hobbes’s Leviathan
but also in Milton’s Paradise Lost, which in this regard is a profoundly ‘realistic’
poem that historicises the lost unity as a thing of the past and thus makes it usable
for the present, in the form of reflection, diagnosis and polemic: the loss of paradise
becomes the precondition for human history.

Only towards the end of the seventeenth century can we then see a “cultivated
semantics” (Luhmann 1980, 18, 19–20, 46) becoming institutionalised and politically
implemented in the code of politeness and civility as a norm of communication. We
can see the rise of a non-determinist attitude towards language, literary communica-
tion, and political differences, an attitude that is based – as it implicitly is in Browne –
on probability and verisimilitude. The literary culture of neoclassicism is established
on these foundations not as a radical break with the past (with humanism) but as an
evolutionary process, as a development of certain discursive potentials and strategic
solutions to certain problems, adapted to new situations. This order of discourse will
remain in place throughout much of the (long) eighteenth century, and it will establish
the foundations of a modern understanding of literature. Its epistemological, ethical,
and political origins are the subject of the following chapters.
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