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    The Anatomy of Melancholy confronts the paradox of trying to master sorrow with reason while showing how sorrow continually outwits reason. Composed by the Oxford scholar Robert Burton in the early seventeenth century, this vast work blends meticulous learning with humane curiosity about pain, pleasure, habit, and hope. Rather than dramatize a single story, it maps a condition touching bodies and souls. Burton’s imagination moves between anatomical scrutiny and social observation, insisting that what ails a person is tangled with culture, climate, diet, labor, and belief. The result is both diagnostic and reflective, a patient attempt to understand melancholy by gathering what centuries have thought and testing it against experience.

First published in 1621 and repeatedly revised, The Anatomy of Melancholy is a hybrid of medical treatise, moral philosophy, casebook, and erudite satire. Burton writes under the persona Democritus Junior, a mask that licenses both scholarly gravity and wry amusement at human follies. The book emerges from an early modern culture steeped in classical learning and humoral medicine, where bodily fluids, temperament, and environment were thought to shape health. Its learned apparatus—citations from ancient, medieval, and contemporary authors—puts the library on stage, yet the sensibility is distinctly English and university-bred, attentive to observation as well as tradition and argument.

Readers should not expect a linear narrative but a grand consultation room, where causes, symptoms, and cures of melancholy are examined in orderly partitions and exuberant digressions. The voice is polyphonic: Burton annotates, quotes, paraphrases, jokes, moralizes, and prescribes, shifting from sober analysis to comic deflation without losing his steady concern for sufferers. He relishes lists and examples, moves swiftly across disciplines, and threads Latin tags through supple English prose. The tone is companionable though exacting, a mixture of bedside manner and lecture hall, inviting the curious to wander yet promising that the architecture will hold their wandering together.

At its center stand interlocking themes that continue to press upon experience: the mutual implication of body and mind; the temptations and perils of excessive study; the passions, especially love, as both delight and destabilization; the roles of solitude, society, and imagination in shaping mood; and the diverse appearances of melancholy across age, sex, and station. Burton weighs diet, sleep, air, exercise, and occupation alongside theology and philosophy, refusing to isolate the medical from the moral or the social. He acknowledges melancholy as an affliction and a temperament, a misery and a muse, a private torment and a public concern.

For contemporary readers, the book resonates less as a period curiosity than as an early, capacious attempt to think what we might call the biopsychosocial realities of distress. It recognizes how routine, community, belief, and environment can intensify or ease suffering, and how counsel must balance medical regimen with conversation, recreation, and measured hope. Its exploration of love melancholy and scholarly burnout speaks to pressures of desire and work that have hardly vanished. Burton also models skepticism toward single causes and quick cures, showing how careful description and patient attention can dignify experience even when certainty remains out of reach.

The Anatomy of Melancholy also endures as a distinctive way of writing knowledge, assembling a mosaic rather than issuing a decree. Burton builds arguments by citation and juxtaposition, letting authorities contend and letting examples accumulate until patterns emerge. The book’s generous divisions and headings allow readers to browse or dwell, and its persona keeps company without presuming mastery. To enter it is to practice a method: learn widely, test gently, revise humbly. Such a practice counters the haste of opinion with patient curiosity, making the work feel remarkably alive to anyone willing to meet it on its expansive terms.

In bringing together medicine, philosophy, theology, and everyday observation, Burton’s book becomes less a museum piece than a lasting companion for thinking about sadness and the search for relief. It speaks from a particular intellectual world yet reaches across time by honoring complexity, acknowledging ambivalence, and refusing to abandon consolation. The Anatomy of Melancholy matters now because it imagines care as a shared endeavor of reason, habit, and community, and because its capacious prose lets contradictions stand until they instruct. To read it is to encounter humility armed with learning, and a mind that never stops listening.
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    The Anatomy of Melancholy, first published in 1621 by Robert Burton under the persona Democritus Junior, is a vast compendium on the nature, causes, and remedies of melancholy. Drawing on medicine, philosophy, theology, and literature, it organizes a sprawling body of learning into a preface and three partitions: on causes, on cures, and on particular species such as love and religious melancholy. Burton presents melancholy as both a bodily distemper and a condition of mind and society, treating it as a universal experience with myriad forms. His declared aim is practical and diagnostic: to anatomize the affliction so that it may be better understood and alleviated.

In the expansive address to the reader, Burton’s persona surveys the world’s vanities and errors with a blend of satire and sympathetic observation. He frames the book as a remedy for his own heaviness of spirit and an aid to others similarly affected. The preface introduces his method of compilation, acknowledges the heterogeneity of his materials, and anticipates objections about style, scope, and language. It also proposes the book’s governing question: why melancholy appears everywhere, across ranks and professions, and why it so stubbornly persists. This overture sets the work’s oscillation between learned catalog and moral reflection.

Partition one begins by defining melancholy within humoral medicine as an imbalance, especially an excess or corruption associated with black bile, yet never restricted to a single mechanism. Burton distinguishes temperamental predispositions from acquired forms and assembles signs that range from fearfulness and sadness to fixation, insomnia, and bodily disturbances. He classifies varieties by seat and source, noting, for example, those centered in the head or the hypochondria, and considers how age, sex, temperament, season, and climate modulate expression. Throughout, he sets learned opinion alongside commonplace observation, showing how ordinary discontents and extreme pathologies share continuities of cause and symptom.

Having established a taxonomy, Burton elaborates causes in layered schemes—internal and external, proximate and remote, antecedent and triggering. He surveys diet, drink, air, and environment; idleness, solitude, excessive study, and ungoverned passions; heredity, bodily infirmities, and life stage. Social pressures such as poverty, ambition, and disappointed expectation join cultural conditions, including urban bustle and the burdens of learning. He records how scholars, students, and contemplatives are especially vulnerable through sedentary habits and untempered imagination. He also inventories explanatory frameworks then current, from astrological influences to spiritual anxieties, gathering cases and authorities to suggest that no single cause suffices to explain the disorder.

Partition two turns to prevention and cure, insisting on regimen before drastic interventions. Burton promotes ordered living: clean air, suitable diet, measured exercise, adequate sleep, and temperate recreations. He advises conversation, friendship, music, and pleasant spectacles to redirect thought, together with counsel to moderate grief, fear, anger, and hope. Travel, gardens, and purposeful employment appear as restorative diversions. When physic is required, he catalogs traditional therapies—baths, purgatives, and other preparations—while warning against reckless dosing and urging individualized judgment. Across recommendations, he balances bodily treatment with mental and social remedies, seeking to recalibrate habits and passions rather than merely suppress symptoms.

Partition three isolates special species. Love melancholy examines desire’s imaginations, the power of beauty, and the social theater of courtship, marriage, and jealousy. Its symptoms mimic other melancholies yet are colored by longing and fantastical projections; its remedies emphasize discretion, suitable matches, and disciplined attention. Religious melancholy traces scruples, despair, and misdirected zeal, noting how fear and conscience can become oppressive. Here Burton counsels gentler correctives, steady guidance, and avoidance of extremes. In both kinds he integrates medical, moral, and pastoral strategies, showing how cultural scripts and inward habits interact to produce distinctive sufferings that nonetheless share common mechanisms.

Across its digressions and catalogues, the book’s argument proceeds toward a capacious understanding of melancholy as a mixed condition of body, mind, and circumstance. By collating classical doctrine with contemporary observation, it preserves a snapshot of early modern thought at the intersection of medicine, psychology, and ethics. Its erudition, rhetorical play, and practical tenor have sustained its appeal, offering later readers a genealogy of concepts that prefigure modern discussions of mood, environment, and care. Without resolving every controversy it raises, The Anatomy of Melancholy endures as a learned map of human affliction and a historical resource for thinking about relief.
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    Robert Burton (1577–1640), an Oxford scholar and Anglican clergyman, composed The Anatomy of Melancholy within the intellectual and institutional world of early Stuart England. He lived chiefly at Christ Church, Oxford, and benefited from the recently refounded Bodleian Library (opened 1602), whose extensive collections fed his omnivorous reading. The book first appeared in 1621, then expanded in new editions in 1624, 1628, 1632, and 1638, with a posthumous edition in 1651. Written during the reigns of James I and Charles I, it reflects university habits of disputation, citation, and pastoral care, translating academic learning into a vast, accessible compendium.

Melancholy belonged to the dominant Galenic humoral medicine, defined by an excess of black bile and associated with sadness, fear, and fixation. Classical authorities such as Hippocrates, Galen, and Aristotle framed the condition, while medieval and Renaissance physicians, including Avicenna and André du Laurens, elaborated regimes of diet, exercise, and purgation. In England, Timothy Bright’s A Treatise of Melancholie (1586) helped popularize the topic in the vernacular. Recurrent epidemics, notably in 1603, 1625, and 1636, intensified medical attention to the passions and public health. Burton’s synthesis organizes these learned traditions, bringing medical theory and regimen into conversation with contemporary life.

Burton worked in the tradition of Renaissance humanism, which prized ad fontes scholarship, philology, and moral philosophy grounded in classical texts. Early modern scholars kept commonplace books to excerpt authorities under topical headings; The Anatomy of Melancholy magnifies that method into an exhaustive, indexed, and partitioned survey. Oxford’s curriculum centered on Aristotelian logic, ethics, and natural philosophy, alongside Galenic medicine, providing a framework for categorizing causes and cures. The Bodleian’s multilingual holdings enabled Burton to range across Greek, Latin, Arabic, and contemporary European writers. The book exemplifies humanist compilation as a moral enterprise, harvesting learning to diagnose and reform conduct.

Post-Reformation England shaped Burton’s clerical vocation and his concern with spiritual distress. The established Church of England, using the Book of Common Prayer, faced continuing disputes among conformists, Puritans, and Catholics during the reign of James I and the early years of Charles I. Debates over predestination, conscience, and assurance unsettled lay devotion, while polemics about exorcism and witchcraft divided opinion—figures like Reginald Scot (1584) and King James VI and I (1597) staked opposing positions. Within this climate, pastoral writings addressed “scruples” and despair. Burton’s treatment of religious melancholy aligns with contemporary efforts to temper zeal with learning and prudence.

The early seventeenth century witnessed accelerated change in natural philosophy. Copernicus’s heliocentric proposal (1543) gained precision through Kepler’s laws (1609, 1619) and Galileo’s telescopic observations (from 1610), even as many English universities retained Aristotelian frameworks. Francis Bacon’s Novum Organum (1620) advocated new empirical methods and cautioned against the “idols” of the mind. Astrology and medicine remained intertwined in prognostication and regimen. Burton surveys this mixed landscape—ancient cosmologies, scholastic categories, and recent discoveries—without abandoning the moral and medical questions at hand. His catalogue captures a moment when competing explanations coexisted, and when intellectual novelty pressed against established habits of argument.

Melancholy was a cultural fashion as well as a diagnosis in late Elizabethan and Jacobean England. Courtly postures of contemplative sadness, the “malcontent” figure on stage, and musical theories of affect circulated widely; Shakespeare’s Hamlet offered a canonical depiction of reflective grief and doubt. Montaigne’s Essays, available in John Florio’s 1603 English translation, modeled self-scrutiny and digressive citation, while Erasmus’s satiric tradition supplied techniques of learned irony. Burton’s adoption of the persona “Democritus Junior” evokes the laughing philosopher and licenses critique. The Anatomy participates in this literary moment by blending scholarship, observation, and wit to examine passions and behavior.

English print culture expanded rapidly in Burton’s lifetime. The Stationers’ Company, chartered in 1557, regulated publishing with ecclesiastical licensing, while university presses in Oxford and Cambridge served scholarly audiences. Oxford had become a significant printing center by the early seventeenth century, facilitating Burton’s 1621 publication and later revisions. Successive editions, enlarged and reorganized, indicate sustained demand and iterative authorship. Indexes, marginalia, and cross-references guided readers trained to browse and excerpt. The rise of news serials in the 1620s and a growing book trade connected provincial and metropolitan publics. Burton’s book meets this market with a capacious, navigable architecture of knowledge.

Burton wrote amid unsettled times: England’s overseas ventures expanded after 1600 through the East India Company and the Virginia colony, while warfare on the Continent during the Thirty Years’ War (1618–1648) filled English news with calamity. London’s rapid growth and periodic dearths sharpened concerns about poverty and social order, addressed in statutes like the 1601 Poor Law. Enclosure and commercial change continued to reshape rural life. Universities preserved continuity of learning even as novelty proliferated. The Anatomy of Melancholy reflects this disquieted prosperity: gathering vast information to impose order, it criticizes credulity and excess while recommending tempered reason, sociable recreation, and disciplined habit.
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Curious friend, you wonder who strides upon this public stage beneath another’s name. I may reply or stay silent—“and who can compel me?”—and, like the veiled Egyptian, invite you to enjoy the basket without peering inside. If the matter profit you, “suppose the Man in the Moon, or whom thou wilt to be the author;” I choose to remain unseen. I borrow Democritus[1]’ mantle not to trumpet wild dreams of boundless worlds, but to treat of humankind. “Non hic Centaurus, non Gorgonas, Harpyasque Invenies, hominem pagina nostra sapit.” Indeed, “Quicquid agunt homines… nostri farrago libelli” completes my little roll.
Democritus appeared a slight, weathered man, naturally melancholy and late in life a lover of solitude. Contemporary with Socrates, he poured himself into study, composing treatises on divinity, medicine, politics, mathematics, and, say some, every theme nature offers. He delighted in husbandry, distinguished every plant and beast, even caught their songs, and, to sharpen contemplation, is rumoured to have plucked out his own eyes. Youthful curiosity led him through Egypt and Athens; some hailed him, others mocked him. At last he dwelt in Abdera, lawgiver or clerk, cultivating a garden outside the walls, strolling to the harbour to laugh at passing absurdities.
I claim no match with that sage—small, obscure, without lofty hopes—yet I too have kept a silent, book-bound life, thirty years cloistered in a princely college. Divine by calling but roving in mind, I dipped into every art, a sailor with an oar in every boat, only to find my knowledge scattered. I travel on maps, possess neither riches nor lack, and, monk-like, watch the whirl below from a perch: wars, feasts, bankruptcies, triumphs, births, deaths, pamphlets. Sometimes I stray outside; spectacle stirs me to laughter and spleen—“Bilem saepe, jocum vestri movere tumultus.” I remember Hippocrates meeting Democritus among dissected beasts, hunting black bile.
Democritus Junior resumes the unfinished inquiry Hippocrates praised in Democritus, tracing melancholy’s birth so it may be cured, and he adopts the same name. If the playful title ruffles solemn brows, he notes that clergy and scholars flaunt stranger fronts, and in trade a curious label snares buyers as a day-net snares larks. Scaliger smiles that an unexpected argument sells better than a ribald pamphlet, Gellius and Seneca swear a witty heading can halt a man hurrying for a midwife. With such precedents, especially Anthony Zara’s Anatomy of Wit, he feels justified in the device.
Should anyone fault the theme or the method, he replies that he writes of melancholy to escape it; idleness breeds the malady and business dispels it. “Better do to no end than do nothing,” Seneca sings. Hoping, like poets, “to please and teach,” he declaims to walls if no auditor stands by. Fame may tempt him—“knowledge unspoken is none,” Thucydides cries—yet chiefly he would unburden a throbbing, gravid brain. Afflicted, he scratches where it itches, cures one sting with another, searches libraries as the man who feared Aristophanes’ frogs studied physic, and, taught by pain, vows to aid fellow sufferers.
Some grumble that he reheats old cabbage, pilfers dead men’s toil, and fattens lean pages with others’ grease. He confesses the theft—“scribendi cacoethes is incurable”—and joins the swelling crowd whose pens buzz for vanity, profit, or flattery while presses groan and eyes smart. Great tomes become great mischief, yet the flood surges twice yearly through Frankfort and every stall. If no curb is set, who can devour the chaos? He, too, is a cipher, yet claims with Macrobius, “all mine, yet none mine.” Like a bee weaving honey from many flowers, he credits each source and harms none.
I parade my borrowed treasures openly, naming Cyprian, Lactantius, Hilary, Minutius Felix, Victorinus, Arnobius, and answering Varro’s praise of the bee: whom have I harmed? Their honey is now mixed with my own blood, ‘nihil dictum quod non dictum prius’; only the pattern is mine. Like a dwarf on a giant’s shoulders I may glance farther, and, if many physicians can chase one disease, why may not many pens pursue one theme? Rail then—‘Allatres licet usque nos’—I have already shouted whore, confessed every rough, rag-stitched fault, and invite you to jeer. Read, or leave the booth.
I know my track betrays me, yet judgments change like palates. ‘Tres mihi convivae’ each want opposite dishes; books are the feast, readers the guests, and ‘Pro captu lectoris habent sua fata libelli[4].’ One hunts solid matter, another courtly words; one demands a gold stamp, another sniffs at poverty; bees come for honey, spiders for poison. If the inn displease, ‘aliud tibi quaeras diversorium.’ Some will applaud, some explode, as they did with my first editions. Even Seneca, called ‘ad stuporem doctus,’ was whipped for childish trifles; why should my skinny shade expect better ever
I hunt no windy votes, yet refuse to be kicked like dirt; ‘laudatus abunde, non fastiditus’ will content me. The snarls of bond-tongued curs I despise, speaking only ‘pro tenuitate mea.’ I meant to clothe these secrets in Latin, but English stationers welcome only trash ‘in quorum foliis vix simia nuda cacaret’; thus my Muse stands bare. No printer, no leisure, so the stream runs unchecked, unrevised: ‘Feci nec quod potui, nec quod volui.’ When I reread, shame tinges my cheeks—‘Cum relego scripsisse pudet’—yet the page must walk the world as I left it today.
I reread my tract and blush; ‘non eadem est aetas, non mens’, yet it is too late to recall it. I had no leisure to obey the maxim ‘nonumque prematur in annum’, no assistants, no Pancrates spell to turn a staff into a servant. Thus I flung it abroad, ‘quicquid in buccam venit’, unlicked as a bear’s cub, sober as an ‘aquae potor’. I despise fustian phrases: ‘ficum voco ficum’, ‘verba propter res, non res propter verba’. My style rushes like a river, now swift, now muddy, and I promise to lead you through hills, dales, woods, barren and fertile fields.
Judge the matter kindly if faults appear; no man catches every beast. I am but a flower-gathering passer-by, and rigid censors will spy three hundred slips. This sixth edition still groans with escapes, for mending old work is harder than building anew. Offer friendly reproof—‘Sint musis socii Charites, Furia omnis abesto’—or we shall wrangle for naught. ‘Arcades ambo’, we would only hurt ourselves. Convince me and I will amend. Excuse tautologies, printer’s spots, paraphrastic renderings, citations wedged into text, Greeks quoted in translation, sacred mixed with secular, names jumbled, and additions drawn from later reading.
I now resolve, ‘Ne quid nimis’, never to touch the book again. One last charge remains: a divine should not dabble in physic—‘Tantumne est ab re tua otii tibi?’ If a sworn physician had spoken, all would praise the counsel; why not me? I might have minted sermons by the cart-load, yet I was swept onto the rock of melancholy, a stream diverted from larger studies, urgent and useful. Theologian quarrels spawn hydra-heads; better provoke a prince than a begging friar. Their blind fury darkens charity, and some, as Fabius sighed, had been safer born dumb.
It was safer to stay silent, yet I begin: 'Better not to write, for silence is ever secure.' Severinus the Dane groans that physicians fritter life on 'unhappy, barren disputes about moonshine,' abandon nature’s richest cures, and scorn those who seek them. Therefore I tackle this medical theme. Should any doctor cry 'Ne sutor ultra crepidam[3]' at my intrusion, I answer: they invade pulpits for benefices—why may not a melancholy cleric study physic? Drusianus fled failed practice for divinity; Ficino and Linacre wore stole and gown together; Jesuits serve as surgeons and midwives; starving vicars turn quacksalvers. My case is no worse.
Divinity and medicine differ only in object: one mends soul through body, the other body through soul; both must unite for this mixed malady. Priest by calling, physician in bent, I studied theory for my own ease. If the treatise taste too much of Galen, remember Bishop Alexander, who built cloisters to offset castles; I likewise promise later devotion. Yet the spread of melancholy, the needful cure, and the common benefit drive me. Charting this humour through our microcosm equals squaring the circle or steadying Mars. Posterity may profit; but let the presently sick read symptoms warily, lest talking stones unsettle their brains.
Stand, as Cyprian bids, atop a high mountain and watch the wavering world: you will laugh or weep to see universal frenzy. The globe is a fool’s head, kingdoms, cities, families, plants and beasts all out of tune; every soul has quaffed error’s cup. Seneca’s courtroom where father and son prove each other mad might indict us all, for 'omnes stultos insanire.' Passion breeds habit, habit disease; none escape anger, envy, fear, sorrow. Let them sail to Anticyrae[2] for hellebore; it is needed more than tobacco. Solomon surveyed wisdom, madness, folly; laughter itself is madness, worldly sorrow death. Even the wise groan beneath grief.
Solomon sighs, "He that increaseth wisdom increaseth sorrow"; weary of life, he calls all labour "sorrow, grief, vanity, vexation of spirit." Though famed for wisdom, he moans, "Surely I am more foolish than any man." David confesses, "So foolish was I and ignorant, I was as a beast before thee," and likens crowds to mules. Paul pleads, "Suffer a little my foolishness." Isaiah cries, "The whole head is sick," and scolds "foolish Galatians." Yet crowds worship rulers and rich men as sages, while, as Democritus says, "The Abderites account virtue madness." Fortune and Folly win the Olympic contest; Wisdom and Virtue are hissed away.
Knaves thrive while the righteous are mocked. Achish jeers at David as a madman; scoffers call Elisha the same; David laments, "I am become a monster to many." Believers wear the badge "fools for Christ." Pliny writes of Christians of "similar lunacy"; later ages dub them fanatics, sorcerers, curs. Even now, men who refuse to lie, bribe, flatter, or scramble for patrons are branded idiots and asses, while supple temporizers climb. Yet the Spirit thunders, "The fool hath said in his heart," and their paths proclaim it. For, as Gregory asks, what madness surpasses bartering eternal joy for a moment’s pleasure
Socrates, hailed by Apollo as wisest, trumpeted by Plato and Xenophon, joins the Seven Sages, Druids, Magi, Apollonius, Empedocles and the rest, whom admirers salute as "living libraries," "eagles in the clouds," "lamps of the world." Yet they quarrel, covet, drink deep, praise poverty while hoarding gold, square circles yet miss the state of their own souls. Critics call Socrates a drunkard, sodomite, pedant; Pythagoras half-wizard; their treatises dotage, their lives discordant with their rules. If such giants need Anticyrae, what of the multitude? God alone is wise; all flesh errs, and the aging world grows ever more apish, a two-legged ass.
Our whole city raves: not one but is touched, semel et simul et semper. Children and graybeards alike play with baubles, only ours are bigger. 'Vitam regit fortuna, non sapientia.' Socrates hunted philosophers, poets, craftsmen for wisdom and returned crying all were fools; yet he still declared it in every company. Supputius scoured Europe, met none wiser. Cardan sighed, Tully saw every deed rash. 'One reels to this, another to that wall; ’tis the same error that deludes them all.' Covetous, lustful, ambitious, envious—we stagger by different paths into the same universal madness each day.
A seedbed of folly roots deep—altae radices stultitiae—and when stirred it flowers infinite shapes. Some call ignorance the lack, error the act; yet almost none escape one wound or another. Lucian’s Charon, lifted by Mercury, surveys the earth: mole-hill huts, antlike men, hivelike cities where every bee stings. Greater hornets rule, wasps filch, drones idle; overhead whirl hope, fear, greed, rage, disease, ever dropping on their skulls. They brawl, litigate, race, ride, rich against poor, guild against noble, all for trifles. Charon cries, 'O fools, O madmen, mad, giddy-headed age, alas! insana studia, insani labores
Heraclitus sat weeping over such misery; Democritus, laughing, was judged insane, so Abdera summoned Hippocrates. The physician found him barefoot beneath a plane tree, book on knees, dissecting beasts to trace 'the cause of madness and melancholy.' Hippocrates praised the study but pleaded he lacked like leisure, being chained to 'wife, children, servants, expenses.' Democritus laughed: men dig for gold, chase provinces, dote on statues yet hate the living, cherish wives then spurn them, hoard riches then bury them. Hippocrates urged necessity and hope; Democritus laughed louder—men strut as immortals, forget the world’s wheel, covet superfluities, and so perish in 'avarice, envy, malice, unsatiable...
Desires breed conspiracies; hatred hides behind smiles; men drown in excess. Today they farm or sail, tomorrow abandon it. Youth longs to be old, age grasps at youth. Princes praise privacy, clerks hunger for rank. Children lack judgment, beasts surpass them: lions hoard no gold, boars drink enough. Men devour and couple without measure; an amorous fool howls for a dowdy while beauties wait. Democritus dissects beasts, wishing he could carve men, finding misery from cradle to dotage. Courts confirm him: judges sell verdicts, clerks fake deeds, thieves flourish, women dress for strangers, folly poses as wisdom. Hippocrates leaves, saying, “No wiser man.
"Democritus did well to laugh of old, but now much more ridiculous is life." Folly swells so wide that one fool must jeer another; the globe is a stage where every actor changes mask hourly. A mariner today turns apothecary tomorrow, a crowned king soon drives an ass. He would behold whifflers, mummers, gilded butterflies like proud Crysalus whom Jupiter made winged for his vanity—golden outsides, empty within. Vice runs at high tide; each age boasts new clothes and laws, yet the same madness. Nightingales still sing, men still rave, and future sons will grow worse.
If Democritus walked among us, religious frenzy alone would split his sides. He would meet Capuchin, Franciscan, Jesuit, shaven monk and see the Pope place foot on emperors’ necks while princes kiss his toe. Pilgrims hobble barefoot to worm-eaten relics; masses echo with bells, beads, and Latin muttering; processions brandish crosses, banners, idols. He would watch a Jesuit preach poverty yet own fat estates, fast yet gorge, vow chastity yet act the goat; monks renounce the world yet plot like Machiavels. Meanwhile fierce schismatics spurn every ceremony, formalists veer with the wind, and hungry vultures hover for church spoils; the mob follows bleating.
Gulls rush wherever the storm drives them, believing all, testing nothing, some so zealous—or so frightened—that they would sooner die than abandon familiar rites. Beside them stand breast-beating churchgoers who roll their eyes heavenward while practicing usury and greed, harpies in human shape. Behold the torrents of blood spilled “for vain titles,” for precedence, a mistress, or sheer craving to domineer. Princes lounge in pleasure while ragged hotspurs kindle war to sate one man’s spleen. The flower of youth, bodies and minds sound, march like cattle to Pluto’s altar, forty thousand falling in a breath, yet the hacking never ends.
Ten years before Troy fell, eight-hundred-seventy-thousand Greeks and six-hundred-seventy-thousand Trojans died; when the walls broke another two-hundred-seventy-six-thousand perished. Caesar counted a million dead, Mahomet II three-hundred-thousand, while veterans like Sicinius Dentatus and M. Sergius wore dozens of wounds as badges. Jerusalem lost one-million-one-hundred-thousand; Cannæ seventy-thousand; tiny Ostend swallowed one-hundred-twenty-thousand beneath two-and-a-half-million iron balls. Ditches at Rhodes and Vienna filled to the ramparts with corpses. “Dolus an virtus? quis in hoste requirat?” they cry, trampling divine and human laws. Father meets son, Christian strikes Christian, towns flame, virgins and matrons are defiled, rich and poor alike maimed amid immeasurable treasure gone to smoke.
Some wars remain needful, brave defenders our true bulwarks; yet murder, theft and rapine are daily draped in the garb of virtue. The boldest blood-suckers win the title “hero,” enticing legions of voluntaries who quit wives and children for sixpence, eager to mount the breach. Drums thunder, banners stream, plumes toss, armour flashes; they hurry to the cannon’s mouth “to blunt enemy steel with their own wounds.” A breath of applause urges them, yet of fifteen-thousand slain perhaps fifteen names endure, soon none. Fame dies like a rose. Even Alexander bewailed the lack of more worlds to conquer.
Seneca calls their cry “vox iniquissima, stultissima,” condemning men who, like raging fire and flood, lay waste to mortals yet dare proclaim their slaughter sacred. They preach a holy war, promising recruits, “If you fall in battle, you go straight to heaven and will be sainted.” Chronicles immortalise them; Africanus, Mars, Hercules and other bloody butchers stride to divinity, hailed with statues and grand degrees, while the earth rolls in mutual blood. Weapons are loved, wars raged, and what would be murder in private is applauded as valour in public: “Prosperum et felix scelus, Virtus vocatur.
One man earns a diadem for acts that would hang another. A sheep-stealer, driven by hunger, swings on the gibbet, yet an exalted officer may plunder provinces, fleece thousands, and be rewarded with swelling titles while none dare murmur. Democritus would gape to see a dolt, a “golden ass,” attended by learned men who drown him in incense because he is rich; to watch a foul carcass strut beneath pearls while a radiant, humble soul shivers in rags; to hear a neatly dressed chatterer spout nonsense while a ragged sage speaks with divine clarity and wisdom.
Courts multiply, justice dwindles: wolves sit robed while lambs are condemned, laws carved today and broken tomorrow, twisted like wax by bribed judges. A poor youth, flogged for fornication, is cast out; a titled grandee commits the same and boasts of it, “Nam quod turpe bonis… decebat Crispinum.” Beggars, bred by bad policy, steal and die on the rope; governors prefer whips to remedies. Lawsuits roar, advocates gorge, brothers bleed each other dry, the kite-judge snatching both. The world becomes a market of fraud, every man worshipping Dea Moneta; virtue is folly, hypocrisy universal—a lion painted as a lamb. Democritus could only laugh and weep.
Watch the chameleon-man twist into twenty faces, now spaniel-smooth, now lion-raging, meek as a lamb then tiger-grinning, Mercury matching good with good, bad with bad, still acting to advantage. His tongue soars, his deeds grovel; he plays tutor while wallowing in mud. He clasps a friend's hand—'whom he would gladly see maimed'—smiles only to wound, heaps wild praise on the worthless and blackens the virtuous. Servants outbuy masters, the mace-bearer outshines the judge; the plough-horse starves while the jade is stuffed. Men purchase smoke, chase fashions: if the king laughs, all echo—'Rides?'—and courtiers stoop as Alexander once stooped.
Blind affection herds the crowd: fortune smiles and they bark applause, frown and they howl abuse, staring like yokels at an eclipsed sun. Bellies wear brains; gluttons swallow towns; cannibals devour one another. A snowball beggar rolls into honour, another hoards gold only for a spendthrift heir to melt. One strains to become a favourite's favourite; yesterday's whining brat now struts in silk, scorns kin, rules his betters. Scholars crouch for crusts while fiddlers and hair-curlers win rewards; the fond mother smothers her babe, the complaisant husband winks, the cheat robs Peter, pays Paul, then publicly condemns the same fraud.
Servants hazard life for hard masters; peasants sweat so drones feast; a bravo seeks a flash of honour, yet the worldly tremble more at executors than hell. Some hug death like old Danes, never weeping for sins or friends. Fools govern provinces, yet wives, children, even dogs overrule them; horses ride, men draw, the world flips upside down. Were there windows in chests, cries Democritus, what laughter at windmills of hope, whispering prayers for contrary weather, 'Haec sani esse hominis?' An acre of hellebore could not cure them. Each cries, 'Egomet videor mihi sanus,' scoffing at every other, and all hide their asses' ears.
Like the fox that, after losing his tail, urges the others to shear theirs, each sect masks its own defect by mocking the rest. The Chinese boast, “We have two eyes, Europeans one, all others none;” every clique echoes that conceit, pronouncing itself sole keeper of sense while branding neighbours idiots and asses. We strut as spectators, savoring “another’s madness” yet forgetting the tale names us. A fool’s true badge, Ecclesiastes warns, is pride that vilifies others while mirroring the same fault: profligates preaching piety, plunderers railing at plunder. Who, then, is the greater fool
Perhaps the answer is hidden because everyone raves alike: when the crowd is crazed, who spies the lunatic? “When all are mad,” the poet laughs, “one madman cannot be known.” Even those convicted of folly—building, bragging, gaming, scribbling—admit their weakness yet cling to it as “a sweet delusion.” Warn him of poverty or shame, he shrugs; the angry man chooses revenge, the glutton his belly, the lover his whore, the thief his booty. Cry out, split sea from sky, he remains deaf. Like Ulysses’ hogs he prefers the sty, proclaiming, “If I err, I err gladly.
To prove whole peoples diseased, he offers three arrows. First, Solomon warns, “Be not wise in your own eyes;” yet the world swarms with upstart sages, each goose a swan, children drawing new systems, women plotting states, all scrambling for the golden tripos. Self-conceit alone certifies their folly. Second, Scripture says evildoers are fools, and since all transgress, all are fools: who sails west when bound east and calls it wisdom? Third, passion dethrones reason; fear, lust, anger make men brute: kicking ass, neighing horse, ravening wolf, skulking fox. Where such storms roar, true wisdom cannot dwell.
"A fool still begins to live," the maxim declares, yet everyone keeps laying fresh foundations—one travels, another builds, grey heads no wiser; "O dementem senectutem!" Young, old, and middle alike dote. Aeneas Sylvius names three proofs of folly: chasing what cannot be found, chasing what will harm when found, or, with many roads open, choosing the worst. By that gauge almost all men are fools. Beroaldus ranks afternoon topers with lunatics: the first cup ends thirst, the second brings grace, the third pleasure, the fourth "ad insaniam". If so, ask what spirits they are who quaff four times four—"Nonne supra omnem furorem
Democritus, now solemn, now merry, was judged mad by the Abderites; Hippocrates begs his Rhodian friends neither to laugh nor wail too much. Had those townsmen seen our constant grins they would have damned the whole age. Aristotle ties wisdom to happiness; “He is wise,” the verse runs, “who rules himself, whom poverty, death, or bonds cannot shake.” Yet such a man is scarcely found: “a wise, a good man in a million.” Though masters parade—Homer, Lucian, Socrates, Seneca, Galen, Hippocrates, Ptolemy—each is in turn branded fool or mechanic, till Bernard cries outward wisdom breeds inward folly, granting true light only to prophets and apostles.
We preen as worldly-wise, yet, says Bernard, the cleverer we appear without, the blinder within. There is indeed a sanctioned frenzy—Paul’s wish to be accursed, the soul drunk on heavenly nectar—yet we lurch into the opposite cup and prove a race of fools. The crowd, a roaring many-headed beast, ever clashes with the few sages; but each man belongs to that crowd. If the earth itself be a wandering moon, as Copernicus and Kepler maintain, we spin lunatic within the maze. Melancholy spreads to transplanted trees, caged birds, bereaved hounds, even kingdoms: well-tilled, peaceful lands thrive; waste, war-torn soils pine like sick bodies.
When worship fades and sacred duties are mocked, a nation sickens. Abraham, scanning godless Gerar, judged the land barren; Israel, playing the idolater, marched into chains for a single Achan’s theft. Borcino prospers because, “there was no beggar, no man poor,” its people fearing God. Yet impieties multiply—sacrilege, simony, epicurean scorn—and further plagues arise: privileges broken, laws shuffled, oppression and sedition. Unfit magistrates—fools, children, tyrants—turn flourishing provinces to deserts. Greece, Asia Minor, the Holy Land, Egypt: once glittering, now groan beneath the Turk’s yoke, crushed by “new exactions, new burdens,” their citizens lamenting like a purged body still bleeding.
Unbridled courts breed further misery. Princes parade hypocrisy, glut themselves on pleasure, and ravish wives and daughters while urging piety. “Quid hypocrisi fragilius?” Their blazing lust guides subjects into the same mire, and conspiracies answer: Sardanapalus, Heliogabalus, Pisistratus, Alexander de’ Medici all fell by their own people. Malice and envy split cities like Guelf and Ghibeline knives; rapacious grandees suck treasure as horse-leeches, preferring private gain to common weal. Ignorant heirs, wise only by lineage, sit in councils they cannot steer; for “Qualis rex, talis grex”—through the royal glass the crowd learns riot, poverty, discontent, and the itch to rebel.
Where contention swarms, physicians, barristers, and statutes breed like locusts, a hidden plague reveals a melancholy state. Plato already warned; modern observers echo him. The land groans beneath a “purse-milking nation,” gowned vultures who “live on citizens’ blood,” demanding silver cords to still their damaging tongues. They woo clients with dinners, then spin quarrels, extend suits for lustrums, and devour estates until victory equals ruin. Better to hold a wolf’s ears. Former ages ended strife with trusted arbiters: Swiss daysmen, the swift judgment of Fez, or parchment sealed “with a few golden crosses,” proofs of lost honesty.
"To convey a whole manor," the speaker begins, "was once contained in twenty lines, like that Laconian deed so praised by Tully, Lysander and Aristotle." Now endless skins of parchment multiply words, yet crafty wits still pick cracks; misplace one syllable and the sale collapses. Courts swarm with suits; thousands of causes clog a single bench, titles questioned, forgeries rife, fortunes wasted. The throng resembles Asia’s yearly plague: "These men here assembled come not to honour the gods but to end quarrels and lawsuits." Paul’s rebuke rings again, "Is there not a wise man among you?" and Christ pleads, "Agree with thine adversary quickly.
"In lands steered by prudent princes all prospers; where rule falters, a paradise turns wilderness." Rome proved it; Caesar found Britain savage, yet colonies and laws raised rich cities, and the same cure could long ago have tamed Virginia or the wild Irish. A pamphlet of 1612 seeks reasons for Ireland’s neglect, but a shrewd eye might blame our own delay. Let an observer cross the channel: neat Dutch towns, hand-cut canals, reclaimed polders like Bemster—"all the world cannot match it"—while English fens drown, harbours lie empty, rivers choke, villages shrink. Surely some fault appears.
"Though praised abroad," the speaker continues, "this noble isle breeds swarms of rogues, beggars, thieves and drunkards, boils of the commonwealth born of idleness." Fertile fields stand under-peopled; London towers alone while other towns crumble. Abroad, Alsace stuffs forty-six walled cities into a province, Bavaria counts dozens, Malta feeds twenty thousand, the Low Countries sparkle with channels, ships and busy looms. Holland lacks gold, silver, timber and corn, yet outshines fertile kingdoms; industry is its loadstone, turning barren sand into treasure. Where sloth settles, Palestine, Greece and Asia Minor lie like husks, their once brilliant cities in ruins.
Ruins lie burnt and level with earth; incredibile dictu. “Quis talia fando temperet a lachrymis?” Four thousand Egyptian cities, a hundred Cretan towns, the 1166 of ancient Italy—where are they now? Livy once mustered seventy legions; today the known world can scarcely supply so many. Alexander raised seventy cities; Turkish sultans demolish twice that number and leave deserts. Britain too shrinks: Bede, Leland, Doomsday roll call parishes now silent. Yet narrow territories prove richest: Athens, Sparta, Arcadia, Swiss cantons, free German states, Tuscany, Lucca and Siena, Piedmont, Mantua, Venice, Ragusa—all show a small field well cultivated.
Let a ruler, as Boterus counsels, enrich his realm by fostering craft: grant privileges, forbid raw tin, iron, wool, or lead to sail away. Massilian gates opened only to skilled hands; Selym fetched a thousand artisans to Constantinople; Poland hired Anjou’s prince on condition he bring a hundred families of tradesmen; James of Scotland and Edward III did likewise. Florence gleams with cloth-of-gold, Milan with silk, Arras with hangings; Mecca, Ormus, Corinth, Athens, Nuremberg and Frankfurt flourish upon barren soils by sheer industry. Meanwhile we export treasure, import trinkets, and drown in ale. “Manual trades,” sneer strangers, “are strangers’ work.” “Pudet haec opprobria nobis
Outside London—epitome Britanniae yet itself defective—towns decay, packed with beggars who would sooner loiter than labour. Cold air and fleshly diet excuse nothing; we possess seas, havens, laws. Idle drones must be cured like ulcers: Plato cries, “Nemo in nostra civitate mendicus esto.” When pasture overgrows, wise states send colonies, wage wars, or raise mighty works: Roman roads and aqueducts, Spanish mines, Pharaoh’s pyramids drew people from riot to toil. Therefore dig canals, lead rivers, drain fens as the Dutch, Milanese, Spaniards, Egyptians do. Better cut the Suez and Corinth isthmuses, perhaps Panama, than let multitudes rust.
Historians recall grand conduits: Henry IV once dreamed a channel from Loire to Seine, Rhodanus to Loire; Domitian tried Arar to Moselle; Charlemagne and others spent fortunes. Aurelian hollowed the Tiber so Egyptian corn might float to Rome; Claudius toiled at Ostia; today Venetians guard their lagoon. Provinces prosper by new trades: Indian plants, silkworms, mulberries that yield Spain’s king 30,000 crowns, French salt, and more. Might not England copy? Our smooth streams—Wye, Trent, Ouse, Thamisis—could be kept like the Lee, yet are ignored; ancient cuts from Trent to Lincoln decay, Exeter’s harbour lies silted. Rich havens—Falmouth, Portsmouth, Milford—sit almost empty.
I could tax other abuses—depopulation, riot, drunkenness—yet must 'ne quid gravius dicam.' Free lips need no prince. Though statutes abound, their edge is dull: we want a universal visitor, an army of Rosy-cross to mend religion, manners, arts; another Attila, Tamerlane, Hercules, or Crates. With Timolaus’ ring he might wield the strength of ten thousand, pass unseen, unlock gates, heal diseases, marshal Tartars, curb Arab marauders, clear America’s woods, drain fens, end scorbutum, lust, heresy, drunken Germany, jealous Spain, luxurious Italy. But such hopes are 'vain, absurd, ridiculous'; mankind will wag its beard and play the fool.
Since the world resists cure, I forge my own Utopia, a new Atlantis where I may 'freely domineer.' It shall stand at latitude forty-five, or beneath the equator’s endless spring; longitude withheld. 'Be it known to all men,' whoever brings coin shall share, and any qualified soul may hold office 'without intercessions or bribes.' Twelve or thirteen provinces, bounded by hills, rivers, or roads, each metropolis twelve Italian miles apart; no village farther than eight. Cities sit on lakes, havens, or rivers, few suburbs, bastioned. Within are churches, separate cemeteries, prisons, markets, courts, armoury, theatres, fields, hospitals for all, never raised 'precario' by gouty benefactors.
At their last hour, the planner commands hospitals wide open to every needy soul, funded from the treasury, not from meagre alms. Sweet-water conduits lace each town; granaries rise like those of Dresden and Nuremberg. Colleges for mathematicians, musicians, actors, alchemists, physicians and philosophers quicken every art, while public historiographers record each deed, "non nobis solum nati sumus". Schools teach song, dance, fencing, grammar and languages by lively use, as travellers learn abroad. Fit treasurers and overseers render yearly accounts; noble residents govern cities. Bogs are drained, wastes enclosed yet undepopulated; no acre stays barren, lakes and rivers are cherished.
He orders common highways, bridges, aqueducts maintained from a shared stock; supervisors decide each region’s best yield—wood, corn, cattle, orchards or fishponds—and allot fair shares to lords and tenants. Long leases and fixed rents shelter husbandmen from tyrant landlords. Equality absolute he dismisses as chimera; yet, while hereditary ranks stand, younger sons gain pensions and plebeians of worth may rise. A barony clings to its land, honour lost with patrimony; other dignities, "the golden apple", reward desert in war or peace, for "honos alit artes". Officers are elected like Chinese literati, scholars preferred before soldiers, and a pious monarch reigns under few plain laws.
Each city thrives on a craft; parents train children in at least one. Fire trades lodge together, dyers by water, noisome crafts in back lanes. Guilds stand, but markets rate all wares; necessities pay scant duty, luxuries heavy impost. Explorers sail yearly, envoys scour kingdoms for useful laws. Church livings rest with learned rectors; no parish tops a thousand souls. Lawyers, advocates, physicians and surgeons are few, salaried and near fee-less; anyone may plead his own suit. Three rotating judges hear masked causes, finish them within a year, then account for their deeds. Inspectors enforce "aequabile jus"; merit wins gold, honour and fame.
Tilianus and Philonius wish their books were gold to ransom captives, yet new misery would soon rise. Hence no beggars or idle rogues: the impotent lie in hospitals, infirm households get grain, roofs, and pensions, the able are forced to toil. "I see no reason," he cries, "why a fat glutton rest while the smith that kept us alive must beg in age." Every craft enjoys weekly feasts and dances; a drunkard drinks no wine for a year. A bankrupt is shamed, and, if debts stand twelve months, hanged. Sacrilege loses hands, perjury tongues, murder and adultery lives; thieves toil in galleys. Hereditary slavery ends.
Men may not wed before twenty-five, women before twenty; widows wait six months. Dowries stay small: the plain get more, the fair almost none, all under official cap. Poverty never impedes marriage; all are urged toward it unless maimed, monstrous, or cursed with hereditary illness, and numbers go to colonies. Weapons vanish in cities, attire marks each trade, funerals frugal. Brokers and usurers go, yet a bank lends orphans and widows at 5–8%, merchants may borrow. Monopolies end, measures align with the sun. Offensive wars are hated; Hannibal reminds, "Italy and Africa were enough." Peace first, fleet, troops and a third of revenue stand ready.
Households mirror states: when riot strikes, both decay. Building manors, dazzling clothes, endless lawsuits, gaming, and stuffed tables wreck estates. Hospitality turns vice; like the rich glutton, some keep open house for every comer, feed idle servants, and are devoured, Actaeon-like, by their own pack. Northern tables swallow astonishing heaps of meat; such excess breeds debt, disease, and beggary, forces mansions to shut, owners to crawl into hovels. French nobles, ruined by lawsuits, riot, and finery, prove the rule—eight in ten sunk by sales or mortgages. So, if the head be a spendthrift, drunkard, whoremaster, or gamester, "Safety herself cannot save the family.
An upright, hardworking husband often finds himself chained to a shrew: sickly, dishonest, lazy, foolish, proud, lustful, or wasteful. If tempers clash, thrift battles prodigality, wisdom grapples with folly, and, like Aesop’s thrush and swallow, affection vanishes; “whore” and “thief” ring out and stools fly. Forced matches breed the same storms. Even harmonious couples earn no rest: “their son is a thief, a spendthrift, their daughter a whore,” a step-mother or daughter-in-law sours the house, and want of money spawns torturers—debts, dowries, annuities, lawsuits, taxes, offices, feasts, losses, bad servants, sickness, untimely deaths—until disorder drags them headlong into debt, grief, and melancholy.
Leaving households, the eye turns to princes, deemed secure yet wracked with unending fears; Hieron tells Simonides that, could we feel the weight under his robe, we would not stoop to lift it. Should dread subside, folly remains: “Stultorum regum, et populorum continet aestus,” and “delirant reges, plectuntur Achivi.” Great courtiers fare no better, rising or falling like counters—gold today, copper tomorrow—while ambition, debt, and desire gnaw them. Then come philosophers and scholars, “priscæ sapientiæ dictatores,” whose dazzling paradoxes reveal the worm within; they preach patience yet need hellebore, for “In the multitude of wisdom is grief.
Orators rattle on “in ostentationem loquacitatis,” able to sway crowds yet unable to steady themselves; “bonus orator pessimus vir,” a tongue for sale that beguiles more surely than bribes, and so Socrates shunned them. Poets, too, are judged mad: “Aut insanit homo, aut versus facit,” their verse “vinum erroris,” their barbs or flattery equally untrustworthy. Grammarians and antiquaries dig through dung-heaps of trivia, jubilant over a variant reading, furious at correction. Meanwhile the world burns. Lovers languish in the incurable frenzy of desire—“Non bene conveniunt… Majestas et amor.” “Most women are fools,” youth reckless, age doting, and “stultitiam patiuntur opes,” riches shelter folly.
Fortune favors fools; wisdom rarely lives among those who dine sweetly. Rich idlers despise study; where mind is abundant, fortune is small, and where money overflows, brains rattle in the heels. Neglecting the arts that polish thought, each man follows a gullish fancy: one Epicure, one Atheist, a gamester, a whoremonger. "One burns to madness for the wedded dame; Unnatural lusts another’s heart inflame." Others rave over hawks, dogs, wine, horses, buildings, battles; Damasippus hoards statues, Heliodorus something else. They stand like pillars of folly; even Semiramis, Alexander, Caesar, Scipio, Vespasian, Hannibal shine bright yet twist into apes and owls upon closer view.
Covetous men look maddest, displaying every melancholic sign, and "Misers make Anticyra their own; Its hellebore reserved for them alone." Yet the prodigal, scattering coin like water before princes, is madder still, as are spendthrifts, bribers, and bribe-takers. Add the angry, envious, ambitious, Epicure, heretic. Fabatus calls ship, sea, wind, and sailor equally deranged; Platerus brands alchemists; Atheneus jeers fiddlers; musicians breathe music in and wit out. Pride, lust, cuckold’s patience, monstrous projects, pyramids, labyrinths, hypocrisy, rashness, fraud, flattery—all roar together. Gods and heroes rave; horn, haven, and dog-day sun set every head spinning; almost all are crazed.
Whom can one spare? "Nobody," says Ulricus Hutten; silence alone seems safe, though great office claims wisdom by authority. Stoics boast immunity, yet need Anticyra’s drill like the rest, for drunkenness or black bile steals their virtue. The Rosicrucian brotherhood, Lipsius, even the Pope rise above censure in song, yet some popes played magicians and fools, and all wits, like Ariosto’s, sit corked in jars above the moon. "Some lose their wits with love, some with ambition," jewels, poetry, alchemy. Bedlam waits; Rabelais shall attend them. I join the number—mad enough, yet hoping a physician may restore the mind.
I undertake this task not merely to list drunken, sullen, proud or hare-brained follies, but to dissect the settled disease of melancholy itself. I promise a full anatomy—causes, signs, remedies—handled both philosophically and medicinally, because the malady is everywhere. ‘So frequent in our miserable times,’ cry Mercurialis, Laurentius, Montaltus, Melanchthon, Claudinus; ‘scarce one in a thousand is free.’ If an illness so universal scourges mind and body, I can serve the commonwealth no better than by teaching how it may be shunned or cured, sparing nothing necessary and shunning impertinent digressions that waste the reader’s precious daylight.
My tone may seem, some will complain, ‘too fantastical, too light for a divine, too satirical for my cloth.’ I answer with Erasmus: ‘Democritus dixit.’ I wear a borrowed mask; the ancient jesters had such liberty. ‘If I say a line too playfully, grant me grace.’ I strike at vices, not at men. ‘It lawful was of old, and still will be, to speak of vice, but let the name go free.’ Should anyone smart, let him blame the guilty hide that galls, not my free tongue. Armed with Democritus’ buckler, I claim the Saturnalian privilege to speak.
Yet an inward startle wakes me. I have raved, abused many, wronged myself; I cry, ‘Solvite me, pardon, O good folk!’ Let all bitter sparks be quenched; ‘what in passion I have said, may it be forgotten, and a better mind remembered.’ Know my modest, simple heart: if, like an unskilled apprentice, I cut too deep in flaying this surly humour, forgive the rude hand. ‘Sometimes even excellent Homer naps.’ If any still complain, I will deny, renounce, recant with equal ease; but trusting your good favour, and fearing God more than men, I now begin in earnest.





LECTORI MALE FERIATO.

Table of Contents
Whoever you are, beware: do not rashly smear the maker of this book, sneer at him, repeat others’ blame, or forge lies; for if Democritus Junior is kin to his elder namesake, he will turn accuser and judge, riddle you with jest, mill you to salt, and sacrifice you to the God of Mirth. Malign him not, lest a wise friend repeat Hippocrates to the Abderites: "It is not you, Democritus, who are mad; the crowd is." Therefore, "Abderitanae pectora plebis habes." Farewell. "Weep, O Heraclitus… Laugh, O Democritus… a thousand of each are needed; the world must march to Anticyra for hellebore.





THE SYNOPSIS OF THE FIRST PARTITION.
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Impulse springs from sin and desire; intemperance joins as instrument. Bodily sicknesses branch into raging plagues and private torments like gout or dropsy; disorders of mind shift from passing passions to stubborn habits: dotage, frenzy, madness, ecstasy, wolfish delusion, St. Vitus’ dance, hydrophobia, devilish possession, and, above all, melancholy. To probe melancholy, anatomy is traced: humours—blood, phlegm, choler, melancholy—course through veins, spirits flash vital, natural, animal; similar parts grow flesh, bone, nerve; dissimilar parts rule—brain, heart, liver. Over these the threefold soul acts: vegetable, sensitive, rational. Definition, seat, matter, and distinct species follow in due succession.
Melancholy arises first from powers unseen—divine chastisement, devilish assault, witchcraft—then from nature: fateful stars, inheritance, age, temperament, wounds of brain, heart, spleen, liver, stomach, or the notorious six non-naturals misused: corrupt diet, foul air, reckless exercise, perverse sleep, clogged evacuations, raging passions. Particular impulses differ for head, hypochondria, or whole frame. Signs bloom in flesh and spirit: wind, palpitations, vertigo, rumbling bowels, wakeful nights; groundless fear, grief, jealousy, restless fancies, prophetic visions. Black jaundice, healing eruptions, or opened veins promise relief; chronic dryness foretells epilepsy, frenzy, despair, even self-harm judged with tragic leniency by authorities.
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