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    This volume gathers several of the best-known writings of Sir Thomas Browne into a single, continuous reading experience. It is not presented as a complete works, but as a focused collection that brings together major examples of his prose across different occasions and forms. The purpose of assembling these texts side by side is to make visible, within one book, the range of Browne’s intellectual and literary practice: private meditation set beside public discourse, antiquarian inquiry alongside personal correspondence, and reflective argument complemented by editorial annotation. Read together, they show a mind that tests ideas by style as much as by reason.

The selection includes Religio Medici, a work of reflective prose that moves through questions of belief, conscience, and the habit of self-examination, presented here with its related prefatory materials and appended notes. It also includes Hydriotaphia, commonly known as Urn-Burial, a learned and imaginative meditation prompted by the discovery of ancient urns, structured in chapters that guide the reader through observation and reflection. A Letter to a Friend adds another register: a more intimate epistolary piece in which personal address frames moral and practical thought. The surrounding introductions and addresses preserve the sense of how these writings meet their readers.

Though these texts are not novels, plays, or poems in the narrow sense, they represent an influential kind of English prose in which essay, treatise, meditation, and letter converge. Browne’s pages often read as essays that also carry the cadence of devotional reflection and the curiosity of the natural philosopher. The collection therefore offers multiple text types: a sustained self-portrait in thought, a chaptered antiquarian discourse, and an occasional letter shaped by the conventions of friendship and counsel. The inclusion of notes to Religio Medici further shows how commentary can accompany a work, extending its conversation and guiding attentive reading.

Bringing these writings together clarifies the shared concerns that run through Browne’s different modes. He returns to questions of how a person ought to hold convictions, how learning and faith might coexist without easy reduction, and how the mind should respond to uncertainty. His work repeatedly turns from the visible world toward the inner one, and then back again, as if the proper subject of inquiry were the relation between observation and judgment. He writes neither to settle every dispute nor to display mere erudition, but to render thinking itself—patient, self-aware, and alert to the limits of any single method.

Another unifying theme is the encounter with time: the persistence of memory, the fragility of bodily life, and the changing forms by which societies remember the dead. Hydriotaphia begins from a material prompt and expands toward a wider meditation on mortality and commemoration, while Religio Medici addresses the personal implications of finitude in the life of belief and practice. The letter likewise keeps mortality within view without converting it into spectacle. The collection thus traces a continuum from private introspection to cultural reflection, with death and transience serving not as a plot device but as a steady horizon for ethical and intellectual life.

Browne’s writing is also marked by a characteristic movement between the particular and the general. A physical artifact, a personal conviction, or a social custom can become the start of an extended inquiry, and that inquiry can return to the object with new weight. This method encourages readers to see how close attention to small things can invite larger questions, yet it also resists the simplifications of mere moralizing. The chapters of Hydriotaphia, the sustained flow of Religio Medici, and the addressed form of the letter all enact a similar discipline: to examine, to compare, and to pause when certainty outruns warrant.

The stylistic hallmarks that have kept Browne’s prose in view across centuries are evident throughout the collection. His sentences often accumulate clauses and balances, creating a measured pace that accommodates nuance and qualification. He favors learned reference and an elevated diction suited to philosophical and theological subject matter, yet he remains capable of directness when personal address requires it. The result is a prose that can feel ceremonious without becoming inert, and exploratory without dissolving into mere digression. Reading these works together lets one hear the continuity of voice even when the occasion, audience, and immediate purpose differ.

At the same time, the presence of prefatory addresses and the designation of parts and chapters preserve the sense that these are made texts, shaped for reception. They do not come to the reader as unmediated fragments but as works that announce a relationship: author to audience, friend to friend, inquirer to community. The “To the Reader” and similar pieces set a tone of responsibility and candor, suggesting how Browne understood the risks and duties of writing about belief and mortality. The notes to Religio Medici, placed at the end, offer another layer of encounter, showing how interpretation can accompany a text as an extension of reading.

The collection is therefore designed to support multiple kinds of engagement. A reader may approach Religio Medici as a sustained meditation, attentive to its sequence of reflections, or may return to individual passages for their argumentative structure and rhetorical patterning. Hydriotaphia invites a slower, chapter-by-chapter reading in which the initial antiquarian interest gradually yields to more general considerations. The letter can be read for its personal stance and its example of counsel in prose. The accompanying notes provide a different tempo, encouraging cross-reference and reconsideration rather than uninterrupted immersion.

In assembling these particular works, the volume also emphasizes Browne’s capacity to connect domains that are often separated. He writes as a learned man conversant with inherited authorities and contemporary inquiry, and he approaches questions of religion and nature without treating either as a mere pretext. The essays and discourses collected here show how argument can remain humane, how doubt can coexist with devotion, and how learning can serve reflective life rather than displace it. Even when the topics are technical or antiquarian, the governing aim remains intelligible: to understand what it means to be human under the conditions of knowledge and time.

Browne’s lasting significance lies in how his prose models a form of thinking that is both ambitious and restrained. He does not assume that every question admits of a final demonstration, yet he also refuses to abandon inquiry. That balance has made these writings durable for readers interested in the history of ideas, the development of English prose, and the enduring problems of belief, mortality, and meaning. The influence of such work is not only a matter of subject, but of method: the careful turning of an issue through multiple lights, and the admission of complexity as a form of intellectual honesty.

Read in the order presented here, these texts form a coherent arc without requiring the reader to treat them as parts of a single narrative. The introductory materials frame the act of reading, Religio Medici offers a sustained encounter with inward reflection, Hydriotaphia provides a chaptered meditation that begins from tangible remains, and A Letter to a Friend returns the discussion to the human scale of address and counsel. The notes close the volume by reopening questions rather than sealing them. Taken together, they present a representative gathering of Browne’s most influential writings in a form suited to both first approach and thoughtful return.
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    Thomas Browne (1605–1682) was an English physician and author whose prose helped shape seventeenth‑century intellectual and literary culture. Living through a period marked by religious controversy, scientific inquiry, and civil conflict, he wrote in a distinctive, learned style that blended observation, classical learning, and spiritual reflection. Browne is best known for works that survive as touchstones of English essays and meditations, particularly Religio Medici and Hydriotaphia (often titled Urn-Burial). His writing explores the limits of knowledge, the habits of belief, and the moral meaning readers draw from nature, history, and mortality.

Browne was educated at the University of Oxford and trained further in medicine on the Continent before returning to England. His formation coincided with a broader European shift toward systematic inquiry and renewed attention to natural philosophy, even as traditional authorities remained powerful. Browne’s writing reflects this mixed environment: he uses scholastic and classical references alongside cautious empiricism, and he approaches disputed questions with a temper that is curious rather than polemical. He did not present himself as a public partisan so much as a reflective practitioner and reader of the world, attentive to how learning, faith, and experience might coexist without collapsing into certainty.

By the later 1630s Browne settled in Norwich, where he practiced as a physician for the remainder of his life. That professional setting informed his characteristic voice: observant, ethically serious, and responsive to human vulnerability. He wrote as someone acquainted with bodily frailty and the contingencies of everyday life, yet also as a writer steeped in books and long intellectual traditions. The essays in this collection show how his medical vocation and his wider reading could work together. Even when addressing abstract problems, Browne grounds his reflections in the concrete realities of illness, time, and death, while remaining restrained about what can be claimed with final assurance.

Religio Medici, the work most closely identified with Browne, is a personal meditation on faith, reason, and the conduct of the mind. It circulated in manuscript before appearing in print and became widely discussed, in part because its intimate voice and unorthodox turns of thought could be misconstrued as doctrinal claims. Browne’s purpose, however, is not to write a systematic theology but to describe a temperament—how a Christian intellectual might navigate doubt, curiosity, and charity. The text’s structure, including a “Part the Second,” moves between self-scrutiny and broader ethical reflections, and it repeatedly stresses humility, tolerance, and the complexity of conscience.

The paratexts associated with Religio Medici—such as “To the Reader,” the dedicatory address “To my worthy and honoured friend,” and later “Notes to the Religio Medici”—help reveal how Browne and his editors framed the book for public reading. These elements underscore that the work was received not merely as private devotion but as literature, inviting interpretation and, at times, controversy. Browne’s own posture is generally conciliatory: he acknowledges the risks of being misunderstood and emphasizes that personal reflections should not be treated as authoritative pronouncements. The continuing attention to this framing also shows how quickly his prose attracted both admirers and careful, sometimes corrective, readers.

Hydriotaphia, written in the 1650s, demonstrates Browne’s capacity to turn a particular discovery into an expansive meditation. Prompted by the finding of ancient burial urns in Norfolk, he reflects on funerary customs, the transience of fame, and the way material remnants prompt moral and philosophical inquiry. Across its chapters he ranges from antiquarian detail to broader reflections on time and oblivion, balancing learned reference with a sombre, luminous style. In this work Browne’s themes converge: the uncertainty of historical memory, the limits of human self-knowledge, and the desire to find meaning without pretending to escape mortality. It has remained influential for its rhythm, imagery, and intellectual breadth.

A Letter to a Friend complements these larger works by showing Browne’s meditative prose applied to a more immediate human situation, consistent with his vocation and moral interests. Across the collection, including the introductory materials, the reader meets an author who refused to separate intellectual curiosity from ethical responsibility. Browne continued to live and work in Norwich until his death in 1682, and his reputation has endured through shifting literary fashions. Later writers have valued him for a voice that can be both sceptical and devout, both scholarly and humane. His work remains current because it models how to think carefully in the face of uncertainty, complexity, and change.
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    Sir Thomas Browne (1605–1682) wrote in a century marked by religious division, scientific reorientation, and civil conflict in the British Isles. Born under James I and publishing mainly under Charles I and the Commonwealth, Browne’s career spans the transition from late Renaissance humanism to the early modern “new philosophy.” The works gathered in this collection—most centrally Religio Medici, Hydriotaphia (Urn-Burial), and A Letter to a Friend—reflect a learned physician’s attempt to reconcile inherited authorities with emerging methods, and private devotion with public controversy. Their tone and form were shaped by a print culture that could rapidly widen readership and intensify disputes.

Browne’s education positioned him within international intellectual networks. He studied at Oxford and then pursued medical training on the Continent, taking a medical degree at Leiden in 1633. Leiden was a major center for medicine and scholarship, associated with anatomical study and with the circulation of new ideas in natural philosophy. Browne’s learning remained broadly humanist—steeped in classical authors and Church Fathers—yet formed amid institutional changes in European universities and the prestige of empirical observation in medicine. This background helps explain why Religio Medici interweaves personal faith with wide-ranging learning, and why later works treat antiquities and mortality through both erudition and observational attentiveness.

Religio Medici emerged from a period when confessional identities were politically charged and doctrinal boundaries sharply policed. The aftershocks of the Reformation persisted, while Protestant England defined itself against Catholic Europe and internal heterodoxy. Browne, an Anglican layman and practicing physician, wrote a “religion of a doctor” that insisted on orthodox allegiance while emphasizing the complexity of conscience, charity, and humility. The work’s concerns are historically grounded in debates over authority—scripture, tradition, reason—and in anxieties about atheism and sectarianism that intensified across the 1620s–1640s. Browne’s attempt to map the interior life was thus inseparable from the public stakes of belief in Stuart England.

The publication history of Religio Medici exemplifies the power of print and the risks of uncontrolled circulation. Browne composed it as a private exercise around the early 1640s; manuscript copies spread, and an unauthorized edition appeared in 1642. A revised authorized version followed in 1643, accompanied by prefatory material addressing readers and defending intention. Such circumstances mattered because unauthorized printing could attach a text to controversies not of the author’s choosing, and because polemical reading was common in an era of censorship regimes and licensing practices. The collection’s “TO THE READER” and introductory apparatus correspond to this environment, where authors navigated reputation, orthodoxy, and the unpredictability of readership.

The early 1640s were also the threshold of the English Civil War (1642–1651), when political authority and church governance were contested in armed conflict. Although Browne’s major texts are not partisan manifestos, their emphasis on moderation, providence, and the limits of human judgment resonated with a society fractured by ideological certainties. Religio Medici’s refusal to turn faith into faction can be read against the period’s escalating polarization. The text’s concern with doubt and assent, and with the coexistence of learning and devotion, reflects the broader pressures on educated individuals to articulate loyalties while avoiding the dangers of public alignment. Browne’s style—compressed, allusive, and careful—fits this climate.

Religio Medici’s two-part structure, represented here by “PART THE SECOND,” reflects a learned tradition of moral and devotional prose while adapting it to contemporary concerns. The work draws on patristic and medieval sources, classical philosophy, and Renaissance skepticism, but addresses early modern questions about natural knowledge and religious certainty. In the seventeenth century, physicians were increasingly associated with observation and with debates about the body’s mechanisms; Browne’s profession thus placed him at a crossroads of spiritual and physical explanations. His text treats disease, death, and the limits of medicine as theological and ethical problems, speaking to a culture where plague, war, and infant mortality made mortality a pervasive public reality.

The dedication “TO MY WORTHY AND HONOURED FRIEND” reflects the social economy of patronage and friendship that shaped publication. Early modern writers frequently addressed works to patrons or respected acquaintances, both as a gesture of social alignment and as a strategy for protection and credibility. Learned friendship also functioned as an intellectual network, facilitating manuscript exchange and debate. Browne’s correspondence and dedications belong to a Republic of Letters that crossed confessional and national boundaries even amid political instability. Such framing devices mattered because they oriented readers toward the text’s intended ethos—private counsel rather than public provocation—while acknowledging the hierarchical and relational structures through which knowledge circulated.

Hydriotaphia (1658) was prompted by a local antiquarian discovery in Norfolk: the unearthing of burial urns, often associated at the time with Roman Britain. The mid-seventeenth century saw a growing interest in antiquities, spurred by humanist scholarship, improved collecting practices, and a rising attention to material evidence. Browne’s response combines antiquarian description with meditation on mortality and remembrance. Its publication during the Interregnum period after the execution of Charles I (1649) and during the Commonwealth and Protectorate era situates it in a society recalibrating memory, authority, and historical continuity. The work’s central themes—burial, commemoration, and oblivion—had acute relevance amid recent upheaval.

The intellectual milieu of Hydriotaphia includes early modern debates over funerary custom and the interpretation of pagan remains. Protestants often rejected Catholic practices around relics and intercession, yet remained deeply concerned with the proper handling of the dead and the meaning of rites. Discoveries of ancient burials raised questions about cultural difference, the universality of mourning, and the reliability of historical testimony. Browne’s learned references to classical and biblical sources reflect how antiquarianism depended on textual comparison as well as objects. At the same time, the prose’s baroque density and moralizing cadence align with a broader seventeenth-century fascination with vanitas themes in literature and visual culture, emphasizing transience and the fragility of fame.

Hydriotaphia’s chaptered structure allows Browne to move from description to wider historical reflection, a pattern typical of scholarly writing shaped by both observation and compilation. In the seventeenth century, natural history and antiquarian study often proceeded through collecting particulars, classifying them, and then drawing moral or philosophical inferences. This method was compatible with, though not identical to, emerging experimental ideals that would later be associated with institutions such as the Royal Society (founded 1660; Browne was elected a Fellow in 1665). Browne’s approach in Hydriotaphia reflects a transitional style: he values empirical notice of artifacts while maintaining a rhetorical, analogical mode of reasoning rooted in earlier learning.

The political restoration of the monarchy in 1660 forms an important horizon for understanding Browne’s later reputation and the reception of his works. The return of Charles II reestablished the Church of England’s episcopal structure and altered the pressures on religious expression, even as divisions persisted. Browne was knighted in 1671 during a royal visit to Norwich, indicating his standing as a learned provincial physician and author. While Hydriotaphia predates the Restoration, its meditations on continuity, tradition, and the instability of memorialization could be read by later audiences in light of a society attempting to re-knit political and ecclesiastical order after a decade of revolutionary change. Browne’s nonpartisan moral voice helped his writing travel across regimes.

A Letter to a Friend belongs to a long tradition of consolatory literature, shaped by classical models and Christian pastoral practice, and adapted to the realities of early modern illness. Written in the voice of counsel around the death of a young man, it reflects medical and spiritual concerns at a time when many diseases were poorly understood and treatments limited. Physicians were expected not only to prescribe remedies but also to interpret prognoses and manage the moral and emotional dimensions of dying. In seventeenth-century England, deathbed discourse carried social and religious importance, often serving as a model of piety and preparedness. Browne’s text participates in this culture by linking bodily decline with reflections on time, character, and Christian hope.

Across these works, the changing status of scientific knowledge forms a consistent background. The seventeenth century saw challenges to Aristotelian natural philosophy, the spread of mechanical explanations, and intensified attention to anatomy, astronomy, and experiment. Browne did not write as an experimentalist in the later Royal Society sense, yet he was attentive to learned debate and to the authority of observation. His prose often stages the coexistence of wonder and restraint: he draws on natural history and the interpretation of signs while insisting on the limits of certainty. This stance reflects a broader intellectual shift in which scholars negotiated between inherited frameworks and new methods, with religion remaining a central reference point rather than a separate domain.

Religious policy and confessional conflict also shaped the afterlife of Religio Medici. The text was read widely and sometimes suspiciously because personal religion could be mistaken for heterodoxy in an age of doctrinal vigilance. Responses and commentaries proliferated, and the work’s reception was entangled with broader debates about toleration, enthusiasm, and the boundaries of Anglican identity. The presence in this collection of “NOTES TO THE RELIGIO MEDICI” reflects the historical reality that Browne’s style—elliptical, allusive, and paradox-friendly—invited annotation and dispute. Such notes belong to a print culture where readers commonly engaged texts through marginalia, commentaries, and rebuttals, treating literature as a site of theological and philosophical contestation.

The material conditions of books and reading practices are essential to the collection’s context. Seventeenth-century printing expanded access while also creating vulnerabilities: unauthorized editions, variant texts, and the rapid spread of rumor or misattribution. Prefatory addresses like “TO THE READER” served as tools for managing interpretation, asserting authorial intent, and guiding moral reception. The period’s learned readership valued quotation and commonplacing, and Browne’s densely referential style suited an audience trained to recognize classical and scriptural echoes. At the same time, his works reached beyond purely academic circles, participating in a broader market for devotional prose, moral essays, and learned curiosities. The collection thus embodies both elite erudition and the widening horizon of literate culture.

The recurring focus on burial, memory, and the instability of fame responds to social forces that made death unusually visible. England experienced periodic epidemics across the century, and public life was repeatedly disrupted by war and political crisis. Commemorative practices—from monuments to funeral sermons—flourished as ways of fixing identity against uncertainty. Hydriotaphia’s preoccupation with what survives of human lives speaks to a world where artifacts, epitaphs, and names were contested forms of permanence. Religio Medici and A Letter to a Friend similarly treat mortality as a moral teacher, drawing from Christian traditions of memento mori while incorporating the perspectives of a working physician confronted with the ordinary realities of dying.

The collection also reflects the persistence of Renaissance rhetoric and the “baroque” sensibility in English prose. Browne’s elaborate sentences, paradoxes, and layered metaphors connect him with a European tradition of learned, ornate writing even as English prose was moving toward different ideals in some scientific and political contexts. This stylistic choice is historically significant: it shows how literary form could serve philosophical ends, allowing Browne to hold together contrary impulses—skepticism and belief, curiosity and humility—without resolving them into simple propositions. Such form was well suited to an age negotiating uncertainty, when persuasive authority depended as much on moral posture and learned range as on systematic argument alone. The works’ artistry is thus part of their historical meaning, not separate from it.
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    Introduction; To the Reader
These opening pieces frame the collection’s aims and invite a reflective mode of reading that treats inquiry as both intellectual and ethical practice. They position the works that follow as meditations rather than strict treatises, preparing the reader for a voice that moves between learned reference, personal confession, and philosophical wonder.
Religio Medici (Part the First; Part the Second; To My Worthy and Honoured Friend)
In this extended meditation, Browne explores the texture of private belief—how faith, doubt, reason, and inherited learning can coexist without collapsing into certainty or skepticism. Across its unfolding arguments, he tests tensions between public doctrine and inward experience, using paradox, analogy, and self-scrutiny to map a mind seeking coherence. The tone is intimate yet erudite, marked by a distinctive blend of devotional seriousness and curious, wide-ranging reflection.
Hydriotaphia (Chapters I–V)
Beginning from the occasion of burial and the traces people leave behind, this work expands into a sweeping inquiry into mortality, memory, and the limits of human commemoration. Browne moves through examples and considerations that shift from the concrete to the metaphysical, steadily widening the scope from customs of the dead to the fate of names, histories, and ambitions. Its style is ceremonious and lyrical, balancing antiquarian attention with a sober meditation on time’s erasures.
A Letter to a Friend
Presented as counsel shaped by experience, this letter turns toward the vulnerabilities of the body and the difficult composure required in the face of illness and loss. It develops a perspective that joins compassionate observation with moral reflection, emphasizing how practical care and spiritual steadiness can meet in daily life. The tone is personal and humane, extending the collection’s preoccupation with mortality into an explicitly consolatory mode.
Notes to the Religio Medici
These notes revisit key claims and motifs from Religio Medici, clarifying points of reasoning and sharpening the boundaries of what is being affirmed or withheld. They underscore Browne’s method: a willingness to qualify, to distinguish, and to let complexity stand rather than forcing a simplified system. The result reinforces the collection’s recurring signature—learned, self-aware reflection that treats belief and inquiry as ongoing disciplines.
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SIR THOMAS BROWNE (whose works occupy
so prominent a position in the literary history of the seventeenth century) is an author
who is now little known and less read.  This comparative oblivion to which he has been consigned is
the more remarkable, as, if for nothing else, his
writings deserve to be studied as an example of the
English language in what may be termed a transition
state.  The prose of the Elizabethan age was beginning to pass away and give place to a more inflated
style of writing—a style which, after passing through
various stages of development, culminated in that of
Johnson.

Browne is one of the best early examples of this
school; his style, to quote Johnson himself, "is
vigorous but rugged, it is learned but pedantick, it
is deep but obscure, it strikes but does not please, it
commands but does not allure. . . .  It is a tissue
of many languages, a mixture of heterogeneous words
brought together from distant regions."

Yet in spite of this qualified censure, there are
passages in Browne's works not inferior to any in
the English language; and though his writings may
not be "a well of English undefiled," yet it is the
very defilements that add to the beauty of the work.

But it is not only as an example of literary style
that Browne deserves to be studied.  The matter of
his works, the grandeur of his ideas, the originality
of his thoughts, the greatness of his charity, amply
make up for the deficiencies (if deficiencies there be)
in his style.  An author who combined the wit of
Montaigne with the learning of Erasmus, and of
whom even Hallam could say that "his varied talents
wanted nothing but the controlling supremacy of good
sense to place him in the highest rank of our literature," should not be suffered to remain in obscurity.

A short account of his life will form the best
introduction to his works.

Sir Thomas Browne was born in London, in the
parish of St Michael le Quern, on the 19th of October
1605.  His father was a London merchant, of a good
Cheshire family; and his mother a Sussex lady,
daughter of Mr Paul Garraway of Lewis.  His
father died when he was very young, and his mother
marrying again shortly afterwards, Browne was left
to the care of his guardians, one of whom is said to
have defrauded him out of some of his property.  He
was educated at Winchester, and afterwards sent to
Oxford, to what is now Pembroke College, where he
took his degree of M.A. in 1629.  Thereupon he
commenced for a short time to practise as a physician
in Oxfordshire.  But we soon find him growing tired
of this, and accompanying his father-in-law, Sir
Thomas Dutton, on a tour of inspection of the castles
and forts in Ireland.  We next hear of Browne in
the south of France, at Montpellier, then a celebrated
school of medicine, where he seems to have studied
some little time.  From there he proceeded to Padua,
one of the most famous of the Italian universities,
and noted for the views some of its members
held on the subjects of astronomy and necromancy.
During his residence here, Browne doubtless acquired
some of his peculiar ideas on the science of the
heavens and the black art, and, what was more important, he learnt to regard the Romanists with that
abundant charity we find throughout his works.
From Padua, Browne went to Leyden, and this sudden change from a most bigoted Roman Catholic to
a most bigoted Protestant country was not without
its effect on his mind, as can be traced in his book.
Here he took the degree of Doctor of Medicine, and
shortly afterwards returned to England.  Soon after
his return, about the year 1635, he published his
"Religio Medici," his first and greatest work, which
may be fairly regarded as the reflection of the mind
of one who, in spite of a strong intellect and vast
erudition, was still prone to superstition, but having "Through many cities strayed, Their customs, laws, and manners weighed," had obtained too large views of mankind to become
a bigot.

After the publication of his book he settled at
Norwich, where he soon had an extensive practice
as a physician.  From hence there remains little to
be told of his life.  In 1637 he was incorporated
Doctor of Medicine at Oxford; and in 1641 he
married Dorothy the daughter of Edward Mileham,
of Burlingham in Norfolk, and had by her a family
of eleven children.

In 1646 he published his "Pseudodoxia Epidemica," or Enquiries into Vulgar Errors.  The discovery of some Roman urns at Burnham in Norfolk, led him in 1658 to write his "Hydriotaphia"
(Urn-burial); he also published at the same time
"The Garden of Cyrus, or the Quincunxcial Lozenge
of the Ancients," a curious work, but far inferior to
his other productions.

In 1665 he was elected an honorary Fellow of
the College of Physicians, "virtute et literis ornatissimus."

Browne had always been a Royalist.  In 1643 he
had refused to subscribe to the fund that was then
being raised for regaining Newcastle.  He proved a
happy exception to the almost proverbial neglect the
Royalists received from Charles II. in 1671, for when
Charles was at Newmarket, he came over to see Norwich, and conferred the honour of knighthood on
Browne.  His reputation was now very great.  Evelyn
paid a visit to Norwich for the express purpose of
seeing him; and at length, on his 76th birthday
(19th October 1682), he died, full of years and
honours.

It was a striking coincidence that he who in his
Letter to a Friend had said that "in persons who outlive many years, and when there are no less than
365 days to determine their lives in every year, that
the first day should mark the last, that the tail
of the snake should return into its mouth precisely
at that time, and that they should wind up upon the
day of their nativity, is indeed a remarkable coincidence, which, though astrology hath taken witty
pains to solve, yet hath it been very wary in making
predictions of it," should himself die on the day of
his birth.

Browne was buried in the church of St Peter,
Mancroft, Norwich, where his wife erected to his
memory a mural monument, on which was placed
an English and Latin inscription, setting forth that
he was the author of "Religio Medici," "Pseudodoxia
Epidemica," and other learned works "per orbem
notissimus."  Yet his sleep was not to be undisturbed;
his skull was fated to adorn a museum!  In 1840,
while some workmen were digging a vault in the
chancel of St Peter's, they found a coffin with an
inscription—




"Amplissimus Vir


Dus Thomas Browne Miles Medicinae


Dr Annis Natus 77 Denatus 19 Die


Mensis Octobris Anno Dnj 1682 hoc.


Loculo indormiens Corporis Spagy-


rici pulvere plumbum in aurum


convertit."








The translation of this inscription raised a storm
over his ashes, which Browne would have enjoyed
partaking in, the word spagyricus being an enigma
to scholars.  Mr Firth of Norwich (whose translation
seems the best) thus renders the inscription:—

"The very distinguished man, Sir Thomas Browne, Knight,
Doctor of Medicine, aged 77 years, who died on the 19th of
October, in the year of our Lord 1682, sleeping in this coffin
of lead, by the dust of his alchemic body, transmutes it into
a coffer of gold.

After Sir Thomas's death, two collections of his
works were published, one by Archbishop Tenison,
and the other in 1772.  They contain most of his
letters, his tracts on various subjects, and his Letter
to a Friend.  Various editions of parts of Browne's
works have from time to time appeared.  By far the
best edition of the whole of them is that published
by Simon Wilkin.

It is upon his "Religio Medici"—the religion of a
physician—that Browne's fame chiefly rests[1q].  It was
his first and most celebrated work, published just after
his return from his travels; it gives us the impressions made on his mind by the various and opposite
schools he had passed through.  He tells us that he
never intended to publish it, but that on its being
surreptitiously printed, he was induced to do so.
In 1643, the first genuine edition appeared, with
"an admonition to such as shall peruse the
observations upon a former corrupt copy of this
book."  The observations here alluded to, were
written by Sir Kenelm Digby, and sent by him to
the Earl of Dorset.  They were first printed at the
end of the edition of 1643, and have ever since been
published with the book.  Their chief merit consists
in the marvellous rapidity with which they were
written, Sir Kenelm having, as he tells us, bought
the book, read it, and written his observations, in
the course of twenty-four hours!

The book contains what may be termed an
apology for his belief.  He states the reasons on
which he grounds his opinions, and endeavours to
show that, although he had been accused of atheism,
he was in all points a good Christian, and a loyal
member of the Church of England.  Each person
must judge for himself of his success; but the effect
it produced on the mind of Johnson may be
noticed.  "The opinions of every man," says he,
"must be learned from himself; concerning his
practice, it is safer to trust to the evidence of others.
When the testimonies concur, no higher degree of
historical certainty can be obtained; and they
apparently concur to prove that Browne was a
zealous adherent to the faith of Christ, that he
lived in obedience to His laws, and died in confidence of His mercy."

The best proof of the excellence of the "Religio"
is to be found in its great success.  During the
author's life, from 1643 to 1681, it passed through
eleven editions.  It has been translated into Latin,
Dutch, French, and German, and many of the
translations have passed through several editions.
No less than thirty-three treatises have been written
in imitation of it; and what, to some, will be the
greatest proof of all, it was soon after its publication
placed in the Index Expurgatorius.  The best proof
of its liberality of sentiment is in the fact that its
author was claimed at the same time by the Romanists
and Quakers to be a member of their respective
creeds!

The "Hydriotaphia," or Urn-burial, is a treatise
on the funeral rites of ancient nations.  It was
caused by the discovery of some Roman urns in
Norfolk.  Though inferior to the "Religio," "there is
perhaps none of his works which better exemplifies
his reading or memory."

The text of the present edition of the "Religio
Medici" is taken from what is called the eighth
edition, but is in reality the eleventh, published in
London in 1682, the last edition in the author's lifetime.  The notes are for the most part compiled
from the observations of Sir Kenelm Digby, the
annotation of Mr. Keck, and the very valuable notes
of Simon Wilkin.  For the account of the finding
of Sir Thomas Browne's skull I am indebted to Mr
Friswell's notice of Sir Thomas in his "Varia."
The text of the "Hydriotaphia" is taken from the
folio edition of 1686, in the Lincoln's Inn
library.  Some of Browne's notes to that edition
have been omitted, and most of the references, as
they refer to books which are not likely to be met
with by the general reader.

The "Letter to a Friend, upon the occasion of the
Death of his intimate Friend," was first published in
a folio pamphlet in 1690.  It was reprinted in his
posthumous works.  The concluding reflexions are
the basis of a larger work, "Christian Morals."  I
am not aware of any complete modern edition of it.
The text of the present one is taken from the
original edition of 1690.  The pamphlet is in the
British Museum, bound up with a volume of old
poems.  It is entitled, "A Letter to a Friend, upon
the occasion of the Death of his intimate Friend.
By the learned Sir Thomas Brown, Knight, Doctor
of Physick, late of Norwich.  London: Printed for
Charles Brone, at the Gun, at the West End of St
Paul's Churchyard, 1690."
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