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I hate set dessertations - and above all things in

the world, 'tis one of the silliest things in one

of them, to darken your hypothesis by placing a number

of tall, opaque words, one before another, 1n a right
line, betwixt your own and your reader's conception - when

in all likelihood, if you had looked about, you might

have seen something standing, or hanging up, which would

have cleared the point at once.

Sterne, The Life & Opinions of
Tristram Shandy



Abstract

This thesis considers two aspects of the literary style of
Sir Thomas Browne. The first four chapters examine the novelty and
creativity of his diction, and chapggrs five to eight describe and
interpret the rhetorical features inherent in his sentence-structures.
A final chapter summarises the significance of my findings.

Chapter one surveys the history of critical opinion and comment
upon Browne's choice of words. Chapter two assesses the degree to
which it 18 possible to define innovation in English vocabulary by
reference to lexicographical techniques. Chapter three, in three
parts, considers the historical background to innovative diction in
the seventeenth century, especially as it is evident in learned and
scientific writings. The fourth chapter is a detailed examination of
the presence, function and impact of word-coinage in Religio Medici,
Pseudodoxia Fpidemica and The Garden of Cyrus.

Chapter five provides a summary of the persuasive aspects of
rhetoric in Browne's prose. Chapter six examines his use and omission
of personal pronouns, as indicators of feeling and belief. Chapters
seven and eight consider the processes of argument in Pseudodoxia
Epidemica, and both the direct and indirect means by which Browne
registers the degrees of his convictions, beliefs and opinions. A
brief concluding chapter asserts the value of Browne's style in
discourses designed to persuade, as well as in those which provoke
the imagination.

A substantial appendix registers, alrhabetically, those words
for which there is evidence that Browne was their first literary user.

Further appendices provide data relating to these coinages, and

analyse their presence in both Browne's works and in those of other

contemporary writers.



ABBREVIATIONS

R.M. Religio Medici

P.E. Pseudodoxia Epidemica

U.B. Hydriotaphia, Urne-Buriall

G.C. The Garden of Cyrus

L.Fe A Ietter to a Friend

C.M. Christian Morals

Tracts Certain Miscellany Tracts

Ke The Works of Sir Thomas Browne, ed. Sir Geoffrey Keynes (1964)
Il-' volSe

M. Religio Medici and other works, ed. L.C.Martin (1964)

Ro Pseudodoxia Epidemica, ed. R.H.A.Robbins, Cxford (1981)
2 volse

OeliaDe Oxford English Dictionary

A key to entries and abbreviations in Appendix I is provided on p. 226.
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Chapter One

Diction and Style: the critical background.

Whoever embarks on a discussion of Browne's style must find
ample room to comment upon his diction. Of all aspects of the form
of Browne's works, the extravagance, promiscuity, eccentricity,
creativity and 'happy temerities' of his choice of words have
persistently drawn attention. When commentators over the last three
centuries have revealed the starting point for their enquiries into

the matter or manner of his prose, his diction ranks alongside the

personality of Religio Medici's author and the grandiloquent cadences
of Hydriotaphia as the magnets for their attention. The habits of
diction are distinct from these other two elements, however, in that
commentary upon Browne's unique vocabulary has been, on balance,
subject to censure rather than to praise, and subject to cursory
rather than industrious investigation.

Dr. Johnson's majestic impartiality in judging Browne's diction
is something we might do well to set aside, in view of the acknowledged
influence of Browne's style on his own. We can illustrate a more

detached view of the diction by reference to a contemporary critic,

whose parody of Browne's style has not been given the attention it

deserves; in fact Samuel Butler's satires on Pseudodoxia kpidemica

and the style it embodies are so pointed that a brief survey of them is

a good introduction to a history of Browne criticism, even if Butler is

less than sympathetic to him.

As lan Jack points out,1 commenting on the "wealth of strange

words" in Hudibras, "it has a greater variety of idiom than any other

1 Ian Jack, "Samuel Butler and Hudibras', in Pelican Guide to

English Literature (1957) Vol. &, p.119

pp————



poem in the language', and the richness of diction testifies to
Butler's powers of mimicry and parody. The very first account of

Sir Hudibras' expressive manner is strongly suggestive of the tone

of Pseudodoxia Epidemica's author:

ttwwas a particoloured dress
Of patched and piebald languages;
'Twas English cut on Greek and latin,

Like fustian heretofore on satine.

It had an odd, promiscuous tone,
As if he'd talked three parts in one,
Which made some think, when he did gabble

They'd heard three labourers of Babel,
Or Cerberus himself pronounce

A leash of languages at once. 2
Sir Hudibras is not, of course, a simple character; his complexities
serve to satirize absurdities other than those of linguistic pedants:
narrow Presbyterians, dogmatists, Aristotelians and pious committee-
men, noné of which epithets fairly fit Browne's known character,
are all equally subject to Butler's invective. The 'promiscuous tone'
of the knight, then, is not so specific that we can be certain that

Butler had Browne in mind here, but other passages supply evidence
of a very concrete kind that Browne's style and writings provided a
useful source of pedantic usages. These early lines summarise the
general view Butler takes of the lexiphanic habit and its exponents.

The conclusive allusions to Browne ridicule both the wilful use

of inkhorn terms, and less obviously, a rhetorical patterning which is

the hallmark. of a ruminative mood common in Pseudodoxia EEidemica

and the works of 16582

2 Samuel Butler, Hudibras ed. Zachary Grey (1892) Part 1, Canto 2, 95-104



They rode, but authors having not
Determined whether pace or trot

(That is to say, whether 'tollutation',
As they do term't, or 'succussation?),
We leave it, and go on, as now

Suppose they did, no matter how

(Yet some from subtle hints have got

Mysterious light it was a trot.

But let that pass)eee 3
The neologisms tollutation and succussation are, on the evidence of
the O.E«.De, finding their first use in literary Eknglish in Pseudodoxia
Epidemica IV,vi; Butler's cﬁoice of these terms for ridicule displays
acute judgement; they are among Browne's more exotically useless
colnages. Besides the pedantry of the diction, Butler satirizes the
digressive mode of discourse common in Browne's middle works, and the
habitual reference to ‘authors', where reference to authority sheds
no light on the subject at all, as is not infrequent in denser
passages of learning in Browne. Less obviously, the leaving of
matters to the judgement of others - '"We leave it, and go on eee' =
is a device highly characteristic of Browne, and one which I have
singled out for full discussion in a later chapter.h Butler'é
dovetailing of this digressive passage with the onward journey of
Hudibras and Ralpho is masterly; the irrelevance of the quibble on
"vace or trot' embodies both an acute parody of Browne and a piece
of character-writing worthy of his model, Cervantes. That Butler
thereafter immediately turns his wit to a brief lampoon of Hobbes's

mechanistic notions of human nature alerts us to the fact that Browne

is in good company as the victim of satire, and that Butler's breadth

of allusion is of a wide scope indeed.

3 Hudibras Part 1, Canto 2, 45-53
4 below, chapter 8. Butler repeats the device in Part 1, Canto 1, 346-8



The coinages, then, are in this instance peculiarly Browne's
own, but there are other cases of single words in Hudibras which

are redolent of his style. They include the following:

averruncate ( in Hudibras, I, i,~752) invious (I, iii, 386)
equinecessary (I, iii, 1034) postic (II, i, 208)
'postulate illation' (II, i, 763) ovation (II, ii, 732)
'topical evasions' (II, ii, 262) enucleate (II, iii, 93).

Words and phrases like these are suggestive, if not conclusive

evidence that Butler considered Browne to be a model pedant. If we
turn to the allusions to topics in Pseudodoxia Epidemica, rather
than stylistic traits, there is larger evidence. Among these allusions,

many of which are scholarly commonplaces, are the following:

Hudibras I, i, 27-8 animals on land and sea (P.E. III, xxiv)

I, i, 179 Adam's navel (P.E. V, v)

I, ii, 34 ©beavers' testicles (P.E. III, iv)
I, 1ii, 1307 the unlicked bear-whelp (E;E:_III, vi)
II, i, 47 chameleon's food (P.E. III, xxi)

II, i, 531 Friar Bacon's brazen head (P.E. VII, xvii)
II, ii, 705 the sexuality of hares (P.E. III, xvii)

None of these subjects is the sole literary property of Pseudodoxia
Epidemica, but Butler certainly makes use of sufficient of them to
suggest that he wanted his readers to recognise a Vulgar Error when

they saw one., This being the case, he would be relying on the reputation
of Browne as a dispeller of false beliefs, and would regard Pseudodoxia
Epidemica as effective in at least one direction. It might be argued
that Butler would not consider the subjects Browne deliberated upon

as worthy of rational discussionj this is certainly the case with

topics such as Adam's navel and rib, but then Browne himself takes

e,

up some of his subjects in less than full seriousness. Again, Butler's
use of this kind of material is not always designed to hold his source
up for scorn. The quantity of detail it is possible to derive from
Browne makes it certain that Pseudodoxia Epidemica was useful to

Butler for its more abstruse subjects and whimsies of style, but the



purpose of that work, to demolish error, would not recommend it as

a whole for a satirical treatment. Indeed, Hudibras might be said to
rank alongside Pseudodoxia Epidemica as a significant literary attempt
to banish human illusions, despite their differences in almost all
other respects. What remains, however, as a particular subject for
satire is Browne's choice of words; tollutation, succusation, and, I
suggest, ovation, postic and invious are probably all derived from

the pages of Browne. Sir Hudibras' mania for word-coinage -

For he could coin or counterfeit

New wopds with little or no wit eee 5
is an effective comment on the extremes of contemporary logorrhoea.
The neologisms do not derive only from Browne. Writers as various
as Peacham, Thomas Vaughan and Sir Kenelm Digby, and poets like
Benlowes come in for similar satiric treatment. The point is that the
literary habit is more effectively lampooned than the personality of
its author, and such a brand of criticism is, in the end, more

instructive as well as more entertaining than that provided by

critics like Alexander Ross. Perhaps the fact that Hudibras is the sole
English literary work of the seventeenth century that Browne ever
refers to in writing-6 - but even that merely in his Commonplace Book =
makes it a tantalising possibility that he felt some need to respond

to the parody of his style, even if it only amounted to an acknowledgement
that he had looked it overe.

The privilege that satire enjoys is that, as criticism, it can
draw attention to grotesque examples of, say, diction, without
tempering it by reference to any other factors. The sober judge,
occupied in an even-handed process of description and interpretation,
has no such licence. However, sober judges of Browne have, since

Johnson's Life (1756), neglected to spend much energy in describing

5 Hudibras Part 1, Canto i, 109-110
6 Works ed. Keynes Vol.III p. 245




or analysing the peculiar diction of Browne's work, early, middle or
late. Since, at the same time, almost all of his commentators allude
to his diction and its individual qualities (frequently in a pejorative
sense), either in passing or in making a rapid assessment of that aspect

of style, there 1s a large unweeded garden left for the student of

diction to cultivate.

The reasons for this absence are not clear. Prior to the full
publication of the O.E.D. in 1928, a valuable tool was not available
to commentators on Erowne such as pater, Gosse and Stephen, although
it is doubtful in any case whether gentlemen of letters of their
kind would have embarked on the kind of quantitative analysis which
was necessary. oince that time, when studies of Browne have been
conducted by professional scholars and academics, the area of literary
criticism known as stylistics has remained something of a wilderness,
tended neither by linguistic philosophers nor literary critics.

Close analysis of literary diction has fallen between disciplines,

and for authors like Browne and, I suggest, Nashe? Urquhart, Evelyn

and the translators, Holland, Florio, Chapman and Sandys, the absence
of close scrutiny of their diction has left a gap in our historical
understanding - both of their respective talents as imaginative coiners
and users of words, and of the general filling of the well of English
vocabulary. In the case of major writers like Shakespeare, Milton

and Johnson, concordances and glossaries, together with more intensive
critical study, have enabled us to perceive the part diction plays in

a profile of their literary styles. But the influential prose writers

of the late sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, especially Bacon,
Raleigh, Burton, Donne, Hooker and Taylor, demand a closer understanding

of their manner of expression.

7 Nashe has received treatment by way of lexicographical analysis:
Jirgen Schiifer, Documentation in the O.E.D.: Shakespeare and Nashe

as test cases (1980)




Coleridge summarises the importance of Browne in stylistic terms

as follows:
But Sir Thomas Brown with all his faults had a genuine idiom;
and it is the existence of an individual idiom in each, that
makes the principal writers before the Restoration the great
patterns or integers of English style. In them the precise
intended meaning of a word can never be mistaken; whereas
in the later writers, as especially in Pope, the use of words
is for the most part purely arbitrary, so that the context
will rarely show the true specific sense, but only that
something of the sort is designed. A perusal of the authorities
cited by Johnson in his dictionary under any leading word,
will give you a lively sense of this declension in etymological

truth of expression in the writers after the Restoration, or
perhaps, strictly, after the'middle of therreigr of Charles II

That Coleridge, almost struck into ecstasy by The Garden of Cyrus, should
choose to emphasise Browne's precision of diction is a point to keep in
mind. His immediate experience of the prose may provoke remarks on

Browne's "little twist in the brains', but his reflections on the

wider significance of the diction lead to an appreciation of Browne's

accuracy, of much the same kind that Walter Pater made, at the end of

the same century:

As with Buffon, his full, ardent, sympathetic vocabulary,
the poetry of his language, a poetry inherent in its
elementary particles - the word, the epithet - helps to
keep his eye, and the eye of the reader, on the object

before it, and conduces directly to the purpose of the

9

naturalist, the observer.

Pater's essay, owing more than a little to Coleridge, contrasts with

the opinions of Gosse, writing soon after, in 1905. Until Gosse's

8 Coleridge, Literary Remains, reprinted in Coleridge, Select Poetry &
Prose ed. S. Potter (1933) p.318

9 Pater, Appreciations (1889) p. 149-150




full=length studylo the opinions of Johnson and Coleridge were

pre-eminently influential, and, in the main, more constructively
critical than those of commentators of the later nineteenth century.

De Quincey contented himself with a colourful appreciation of Browne's
rhetoric, although his approval of the '"golden couplets"11 is suggestive
of the "doublets'" of which Huntley gives an account in his study.12
Leslie Stephen unaccountably neglected to comment upon Browne's

dicticn in any specific way, and placed the onus of appreciation

firmly back on the individual reader:

The perusal of a page will make us recognise what could

not be explained in a whole volume of analysis.
This is calculated to provoke sage nods from cognoscenti, but does
not represent a strong:a?tempt to reveal what Stephen describes as
""the secret of the strange charm of Sir Thomas' style." 12 Instead,
Stephen's concern is largely to derive a character of Browne from
the whimsy and oddity of his subject-matter, a paradoxical character
made up of equal admixtures of the mystic and the sceptic. In general
terms, his appraisal offers no real advance on the judgement of
Coleridge.

The essay prefatory to his edition of Religio Medici in the
Camelot Classics series (1886) enabled Symonds to make some distinctions

14

on the subject. Following Johnson's, rather than Coleridge's view

of Browne's diction, he contrasts the styles of Religio Medici and

Christian Morals:

10 Edmund Gosse, Sir Thomas Browne (1905)
11 Thomas De Quincey, Works ed. D. Masson (1878) Vol.X p. 105
12 F.L.Huntley, Sir Thomas Browne (1962) pp. 120-122

13 L. Stephen, Hours in a Library Vol.1 (1909) p.274
14 Religio Medici ee. €de J.A.Symonds (1886)



The diction, too, (of Christian Morals) shows signs of
labour and of effort. Browne's hyperlatinism has become

a vicious habit. He uses crude unaltered latin words,

like ""compage', '"confinium', "angustias''. He talks of
""vivacious abominations' and'longaevous generations'. le
recommends a moderate caution in this portentous sentence:
!move circumspectly, not meticulously; and rather carefully
solicitous than anxiously sollicitudinous'". Such phrases

have the appearance of some caricature of the style in which

Religio Medici was writtene. 15

Remarks such as these reinforce the notion that, in his old age,
Browne lost much of the control that he had over his immense
vocabulary, and that Christian Morals represents a decadent phase
of his creative life, in which the diction is wilfully overblown
and latinized. It is a notion that is probably more significant
insofar as it relates to Samuel Johnson than to Browne himself,

since critical attention has often held Christian Morals to be

partly responsible for forming Johnson's style. Boswell's and
Hawkins' biographies assert the influence as almost factual, and
laéer critics such as Gosse and FPater compound the idea. For many
readers, however, Johnson tends to suffer in the comparison, and one

may well wonder how far the mere fact that he chose to edit

Christian Morals and provide a biography to a new edition (1756) was

responsible for linking him with that particular work.

In Wimsatt's thorough and valuable study 16 of Johnson's style,

he emphasises the philosophic and scientific qualities of Browne's

diction which find expression in Johnson's prose, though to different

ends and with different effects:

He (Browne) deserves the name "“exotick' which Johnson

applies to him, a name which would sit most curiously on

15 ibide. pexxve In the passage quoted three printer's errors have
been silently corrected. Symonds' preface 1s littered with errors,
some quite entertaining, such as the mis-spelling 'Oviglu' for Origen.

16 W.K.Wimsatt, The Prose Style of Samuel Johnson (1941)



Johnson himself. Where Browne uses remote terms to make us
think of remote things, Johnson '"familiarizes'". One of the

strongest impressions we receive on reading Johnson's work

17

is that we know where we are.

Wimsatt refers to Pseudodoxia Evidemica rather than to Christian
Morals as the work which contains especial resemblance in diction to
Johnson's, and in placing emphasis on that earlier work performed a
useful service, because the tendency to link the style of Johnson
with that of Christian Morals had clearly been exaggerated. That
emphasis is clear in Lytton Strachey's essay on Browne, which,
although a balanced appreciation, and probably the finest short
argument in favour of Browne's 'poetic' qualities, nonetheless
engages in this easy and florid generalisation:

The peculiarities of Browne's style - the studied pomp of
its latinisms, its wealth of allusion, its tendency towards
sonorous antithesis - culminated in his last, though not his

best, work, the Christian Morals, which almost reads like an

elaborate and magnificent parody of the Book of Proverbs. With
the Christian Morals to guide him, Dr. Johnson set about the
transformation of the prose of his time. He decorated, he
pruned, he balanced; he hung garlands, he draped robes; and

he ended by converting the Doric order of Swift into the

18

Corinthian order of Gibbone.

Strachey's essay was important in the history of Browne
criticism, chiefly as an antidote to the failings of Gosse's critical
biography, of which it was a review. In respect of diction, the

attitudes of Gosse and Strachey could not have been more different.
As their differences marked, firstly, an important discussion of the
uses and effects of Browne's vocabulary, and secondly, of the part
that diction played as a marker and integral part of his style and
that of his successors, it is pertinent to see just what those

17 Wimsatt, p. 119
18 G. Lytton Strachey, Books and Characters (1922) p. 34

10



opinions provided.
Gosse set aside a concluding chapter of his book for a discussion

of "Language and Influence', and took it as an axiom that to study
Browne was to interest ourselves in how, but not what he wrote:

Browne, therefore, is a pre-eminent example of the class of

writer with whom it is form, not substance, that is of the

19

first importance.

Few writers are more attractive than Browne to the technical

student of literature, since there are so few to whom the matter,

in its crudest sense, is so completely subordinated to the

TANINCT e

Strachey's essay does not take issue with Gosse on this essential
point, and the burden of his argument is to show that Gosse is in
various ways out of sympathy with the aesthetic values of Browne's
style, and in particular with the value of his diction, complete
with ornate latinisms and his "subtle blending of mystery and

queerness''s Strachey is at pains to offer Browne as an example of

an artist, whose "'brushwork' is certainly unequalled in English

literature"‘?1 and he finds Gosse's account of style to be self-

contradictory:

In spite of what appears to be a genuine delight in Browne's
most splendid and characteristic passages, Mr. Gosse cannot
help protesting somewhat acrimoniously against that very
method of writing whose effects he is so ready to admire.

In practice, he approves; in theory, he condemns. He ranks
the Hydriotaphia among the gems of English literature; and

the prose style of which it is the consummate expression he

denounces as fundamentally wronge

The contradictions are plain to see in Gosse's chapter, as the

following two passages show:

19 Gosse, p. 190

20 Gosse, p. 203

21 Strachey, pe. 39

22 Strachey, p. 32-33



He was conscious of no controlling taste around him, holding

25

him in, subduing the most daring elements in his vocabulary.

He thought that we had neglected our opportunities for the

assimilation of precise and beautiful words. He believed that

Latin was the guard and natural defence of the English language...ah

On the one hand, the lack of "controlling taste" put no restraint
on the wildness of his diction, and the "irregular splendour" of
Hydriotaphia resulted; but on the other hand, Gosse postulates an
innate theory underpinning Browne's style, in which latin expression
is preferred to a native alternative. He seems both to see and not
to see a theory.

On one level, Strachey is clearly right, and the latinisms
exist in a far from wholly-latin context, which itself must be
judged for its effect; when he quotes the phrase '"the areopagy and
dark tribunal of our hearts' and draws attention to the power of the

word "'dark'" in the midst of classically~derived words%she shows the

value of contrast in diction for Browne. At another level, though,
Gosse's strictures against latinism look as though they have some point,

where he discovers a passage in Pseudodoxia Epidemica which seems to
set forth a theory which confirms that Browne set out to cultivate

"vicious tendencies"., The passage in question is the well-known

Justification for writing Pseudodoxia Epidemica in English, and Gosse

seems to read this as evidence of conspiracy to defile the purity of
knglish:

In a passage of the Vulgar Errors, he has let us into his
secret thoughts. He says that in writing that hook in English,
he has deliberately latinised his vocabulary in order to reach
"into expressions beyond mere English apprehensions" ... This
evidence 1is very precious, for it leaves us in no doubt of
Browne's intentiony and explains his vocabulary where it becomes

so servilely latin as to be ugly. He had come to the conclusion

23 Gosse, p. 194
24 Gosse, p. 194=5
25 Strachey, p. 36

12



that classic words were the only legitimate ones, the only
ones which interpreted with elegance the thoughts of a sensitive

and cultivated man, and that the rest were barbarous ... It

was thus that he started that "effectual injury'" to the literary
26

taste of the nation which Coleridge deplored.

"Taste" is a key word here, towards which Gosse's argument gathers;
excess of latinity in diction exemplifies an error of taste, and he
is able to quote Coleridge in support, and elsewhere, Dr. Johnson.
But is the passage to which he refers such valuable evidence of Browne's
intention of wilfully neologising, to the detriment of plain English?
Clearly some evaluation of the frequency and type of coinage will be
useful here, and the next three chapters of this thesis are concerned
to supply that, but here it needs noting that Gosse sees Browne's
stated intention of providing "“elegancy" in his latinate diction as
tasteless. Here is a cruxe. Gosse interprets '"elegancy'" as equivalent
to '"'pleasing', perhaps even ''fashionably pleasing''; he sees Browne
attempting to be cultivated and civilised in his diction, and deplores
the snobbishness of it. He has some grounds for the opinion, as in
this same passage Browne dismisses the understandingeof '""the people'
and insists his work is addressed 'unto the knowing and leading part
of learning"§7 However, "elegancy" carries the meaning ''accurate' as
well as "pleasing''y, and it will be remembered that it was just Browne's
accuracy of diction that Coleridge approved in his assessment of pre-
Restoration prose style. Plainly, Coleridge's learned opinion could
provide evidence of opposing kinds, and after all, we can go back
again to Dr. Johnson to complete an argument that comes full circle:

ees in defence of his uncommon words and expressions, we
must consider, that he had uncommon sentiments, and was not
content to express in many words that idea for which any
language could supply a single term.28

26 Gosse, pe. 195

27 P.E., 'To the Reader', Re, p. 3

28 Johnson, Life of Sir Thomas Browne', in Wilkin, Works (1852),
Vole 1 pe xxxiii.




At the end of the Victorian period, then, (Strachey's essay
first appeared in 1906) there were divided opinions about the effect
of Browne's latinate or rugged diction; since that time, Strachey's
valuation has had the upper hand. The elements and curious mechanics
of the diction have been accepted or even taken for granted, since
they issue in such ‘'triumphant art'. Joan Bennett, writing in 1962,

is content to quote John Carter's preface to Urne-Buriall and The

Garden of Cyrus as sufficient testimony to the adequacy of comment

on Browne's style:

Where Johnson and Coleridge, Pater and Saintsbury, and
(perhaps the most perceptive of all) Lytton Strachey, have
praised and analysed, there is not much left to say about

Sir Thomas Browne's style in general ... that has not been

29

said better before.
However, when, in the same study, Joan Bennett analyses the exotic

qualities of diction in The Garden of Cyrus, she produces a very
useful commentary on the origins and rarity of the vocabulary in

one brief and "hideous'" passage, in which the quincuncial figure
is discovered in scissors, nutcrackers and forceps. sShe quotes

Johnson's defence of Browne's uncommon words, and concludes that

We should not still be reading Prowne and consequently he
would not have 'augmented our philosophical diction', if he
had usually erred as badly as in the paragraph last quoted.
Nor must it be supposed that he never writes well when he

writes simply ... the most memorable and often quoted lyrical

passages in The Garden of Cyrus ... are predominantly simple
30

in diction.
Joan Bennett is willing to make a discrimination between acceptable
and exaggerated diction, one which is absent from Strachey's account;
and thus it becomes clearer how far Strachey writes as a partisan:

To the true Browne enthusiast, indeed, there is something

almost shocking about the state of mind which would exchange

‘pensile' for 'hanging', and ‘'asperous' for 'rough', and

29 Joan Bennett, Sir Thomas Browne.(1962) p. 189
30 Ibid., pp. 217-218
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would do away with 'digladiation' and 'quodlibetically’
altogether. The truth is, that there is a great gulf fixed

between those who naturally dislike the ornate, and those

51

who naturally love it.

If Bennett offers the possibility that flaws in diction make
some parts of Browne's writing inferior to others, it is interesting
to note that Huntley's contemporary study avoids making such a point.
Where he makes reference to the inventing of English words, he is

uncritical, beyond observing that '"Some of these we never use",32

and the strongest inference one can draw is that he feels anything
which adds to the sum of vocabulary is in some way positive. Huntley,
I suggest, without hinting at detraction, is an enthusiast of
Strachey's type; Bennett less so, and less so again is John Carey,

in a penetrating essay:

An object of more general uneasiness is Browne's weakness
for pretentious polysyllables ... when Browne sets out to
describe a pair of nutcrackers we may wonder whether language
is being used as medium or obstacle ... The explanation
usually advanced, rhythm, has the disadvantage of equating
rhythm with mindless sonority. It seems more illuminating

to view the polysyllables alongside Browne's other imaginative

53

habits, his pleasure in hieroglyph and mystery ...
Interestingly, Carey chooses the same 'flawed' passage out of The
Garden of Cyrus (G.C.II, M., p. 139) as had Bennett before him;

but in case it might be thought that no comparable short piece
could demonstrate such a density of latinate polysyllables,
reference could have been made to Pseudodoxia Epidemica ; Book II,
chapter 1 would provide examples of diction quite as extreme as
that which they quote:

31 Strachey, pe 35
32 Huntley, ﬁ. 169

33 John Carey, "Seventeenth century prose', in Sphere Hiéfory of
Literature in the English language, ed. Ricks (1970), Vol.2, p. 415-6



e yet 1s not this a congelation primarily effected by cold,
but an intrinsecall induration from themselves, and a retreat
into their proper solidityes, which were absorbed by the licour,
and lost in a full imbibition thereof before. And so also when
wood and many other bodies doe petrifie, either by the sea,
other waters, or earths abounding in such spirits, wee doe

not usually ascribe their induration to cold, but rather unto
salinous spirits, concretive juyces, and causes circumjacent,
which doe assimilate all bodyes not indisposed for their

impressions. (Roy pe 75)

Chapters 3 and 4 of this thesis will indicate how common this
kind of densely latinate diction is throughout Browne's major works,
and in those of some of his contemporaries. The extent of Browne's
coining of terms is one measure of the energy he used in securing
the most appropriate word in its context. That coinage supplies
other functions within that broadly aesthetic purpose will also be
examined. The coining habit is alluded to by many commentators,
including Leroy and Bush, besides Huntley, Bennett and Carey, who
borrows from the short list of 'useful' coinages provided by Huntleye.
However, in no examination of Browne's style is his diction analysed
outside a general discussion of its place in context, and thus with
Carey in 1970 as with Johnson in 1756, we are confronted with expressions
of admiration for Browne's vocabulary, which are qualified with
varying degrees of weight.

In the twentieth century, critics have, by and large, brought

this admiration and its qualificdation into some sort of balance., A

good example, bringing most of the important elements to the surface,
is provided in Douglas Bush's assessment:

One prime feature of Browne's diction and rhythm is the
combining of Saxon and classical derivatives. Sometimes his
classicized language is technical (one of his most useful
coilnages was ‘electricity')., Sometimes it is only the product of
. bilingual habit, as in ‘'the Pensill or hanging gardens of
Babylon', where he takes over the pensiles of Lipsius (book

w two of De Constantia) and other writers. When the language




overtops the idea we have inflation and 'quaintness',
'Emphatically extending that Elegant expression of Scripture:

Thou hast curiously embroydered me' - though even then Browne

34

has his own vitality and colour.
Once again there is a passing reference to the creative side of
Browne's diction, and the matter is then taken no further.

The bulk of twentieth century criticism has concerned itself
with the subjects of Browne's writing. Many members of the medical
professions have interested themselves in details of anatomy,
embryology and physiology and evaluated the worth of Browne's
observations and experiments. His theological and philosophical
position, especially his Platonism and / or Stoicism have been
extensively analysed; the extent of his reading and learning have
been described; and the general relation of his thought to contemporary
science has been the subject of elaborate study, wost succinctly
dealt with by Egon.Merton.35 In the last half-century, style per se
has tended to be discussed as an effect derived from the contact
between a peculiarly individual temperament and a diverse range of
subjects, and not as a detachable entity which bears independent
scrutiny.

The exceptions to this have been the studies of prose rhythms,
following the leads given by Saintsbury36and Croll?7 where detailed
work on cursus-rhythms, synonymy and Browne's 'strong lines' has
enlarged our understanding of the musical qualities in the prose.
The general studies of Finch, Leroy, Huntley and Bennett bring
biography and criticism together and touch upon the verbal fabric
in various ways; the latter two are indispensable, but in opting out
of stylistic analysis, they leave the minutiae of the expressive

medium unexplored as to description and explanation, although

interpretation and assessment have not been wanting. Diction and

34 Douglas Bush, English Literaturee in the earlier seventeenth century
(1962)o Pe357

35 Egon Merton, Science & Imagination in Sir Thomas Browne (1949)

36 A History of knglish Prose khythm (1912)
37 Style, Rhetoric and Rhythm ed. J.M.Patrick (1966)



rhetoric, as approachable, even if problematic, aspects of style,
have remained critically uncultivated, with a single recent exceptioc
and the evidence of the fine detail of Browne's texts has not

been put to the service of evaluation.

38 V.C.Morris, The Style of Pseudodoxia Epidemica ... {(Unpub. FPh.D.
thesis, london, 1976 )

33

Iy

18



Chapter Two

Innovation and the Dictionmary.

A good writer, if he has indulged in a Roman roundness,

makes haste to chasten and nerve his period by English

monosyllables.
R.W.Emerson, English Traits

& & & o &» L ® O

When W.K.Wimsatt set about giving a character to Johnson's
diction, he regarded the choice of words as embodying an expressive

tendency, and eschewed an analysis which relied on etymological or
lexicographical principles.

If we consider Johnson's objection to "Gallick structure

and phrase,'" his belief that the cultivation of the learned
languages had helped to perfect and fix our language, we may
understand some of the limitations of his vocabulary but hardly
his way of using ite. A lexicographical principle is not a
stylistic, not an expressive one.

If we would philosophize on Johnson's use of words, we must
go again to his meaning, we must describe his words as tending
to have certain kinds of meaning. At once then we see the inadequacy
of simple lists of words or statistics of the occurrence of
certain kinds of words defined merely by qualities that may

be observed in them when isolated. What is needed is the context.1

Wimsatt joined an earlier commentator, Warner Taylor, in rejecting

Mists of musty curiosities', such as adscititious, labefactation

and papilionaceous. They saw no value in studying deviations from
currency for their own sake, and preferred to search for the reasoning
processes which lay behind the distinctive qualities of Johnson's

diction.

1 WeKoeWimsatt, The Prose Stvle of Samuel Johnson (1941), p. 52



A century before Johnson, Browne and many of his contemporaries
are to be found employing just the kind of elaborate diction from
which Johnson can be said to have drawn justification fop .his own
practices. What Wimsatt saw as "™violations of idiom'" in Johnson's
case were, to some extent, commonplace experiments in the.vocabulary of
learned authors of the mid-seventeenth century. The evidence for this
is available among the writings of authors such as Browne, John
Evelyn, Henry More and Walter Charleton, to all of whom the enlargement
of vocabulary seems to have been second nature. The Oxford English

Dictionary stands as the great monument testifying to this, and to

measure the innovations of Browne and his peers it remains indispensable.
What Wimsatt regarded as ''currency' in the second half of the
eighteenth centunry differs from that which prevailed among the learned
of the generations preceding the Restoration period, where neologism
constitutes a habit which amounts to a common feature of literary
style. Thus, although it is true that the mere listing of innovations
tells us little about the use to which they are put in the whole
context of a writer's output, there is a need to examine the extent
to which they widened the scope of their vocabulary, and the areas
in which it was put to use; description needs to precede interpretation.
Of the making of words there is no end, but some have made more than
others, and the O.E.D. suggests strongly that, in the early and mid-
seventeenth century the practice of innovation was phenomenal, and it
is demonstrable that Browne's place in this is pre-eminent. The
general reader of the O.k.D. cannot fail to notice how frequently
his works are used for citation, not only as showing the first use
of words in separate articles, but in every respect as texts offering
examples of idiosyncratic or innovative usageso

Neologism is a peculiarly difficult notion to explore insofar

as 1t affects the study of style. It is normally, in its baldest

state, the province of historians of language or of linguisticians,
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rather than of literary critics. The concern of the historian of
vocabulary is to provide, among other things, a description of the
building of the lexis, aiming at a kind of objectivity founded in
chronology. Such descriptions are of interest to those trying, in
their turn, to describe and interpret features of style in literary

workse Except in the special cases of works like Finnegans Wake and

Urgquhart and Motteux's translation of Rabelais, where innovation
for its own, often playful sake is a principal textual feature, it
is not usually worthwhile for the literary critic to offer accounts
of an author's innovative vocabulary. Few authors are self-conscious
about making new words; De Quincey's sense of his own creativity is
the kind of pretension that the O.E.D. is useful for examining. In a

letter to Sir William Hamilton, De Quincey claims,'"'Infibulate cannot

be a plagiarism, because I never saw the word before; and in fact, I

have this moment invented it."2 The O.E.D. shows that the term

appeared in the seventeenth century in Cockeram's Diétionary (1623)
and in that of Phillips (1721). The intention to coin can never be
indulged confidently, even by the prodigiously well-read; but, in
one sense, De Quincey has re-invented the term in sincerity, and
plagiarism can only exist where there is intention to borrow,

In the last twenty years, the computer3 has enlarged the horizons
of the lexicographical historian, and the possibilities of rebuilding
and extending the foundations of the O.E.D. have begun to look
practicable. It seems likely that, in a matter of decades, word-lists
could be made available, covering a large number of literary works,
showing the degree to which particular authors were the first recorded
users of wordse These are exciting possibilities, as they promise
more and more precise datings of vocabulary. Creativity, however,

2 De Quincey, Works, ed. Masson, (1890), Vol. V, p. 326
3 Computer is a coinage of Browne's.



is both less tangible and more diverse than the bare facts and dates
of neologisinge. It is in this area of qualitative evaluation that,

traditionally, linguist and critic might be expected to part company.
The facts of innovation are susceptible to one kind of analysis,
essentially descriptive, while the quality of innovation is intervolved
with other judgements about relevance and value, and always open to
contradictory interpretations. A positive approach will recognise

the mutual assistance available within the two disciplines, as is

made explicit in Spencer and Gregory's valuable monograph:

eee linguistics does not simply provide theories and techniques;

at its best it leads to the development and critical maintenance

of a sensitive attitude to language. In the study of style

one is as important as the other. This linguistic attitude is
shared in some degree by most linguists. Nor is the literary
critic without such an attitude. His may not be expressed in

the same terms as the linguist's, nor need he be expected to
articulate a coherent account of it; this is not his central

task. Nevertheless, an attitude to language that 1s both sensitive
and possessed of an implicit internal coherence has always

been a necessary part of the equipment, and a characteristic

of those concerned with the appreciative and-:interpretative

study of literature.h

My attempt, to build interpretation upon what are effectively notes
towards a factual analysis, may fall between two stools, but I believe
that enlisting the aid of lexicography produces evidence which makes
the risk worthwhile. Browne is a writer whose diction, perennially
stimulating to literary scholars, can be investigated in wvaluable
ways with the aid of lexicographical data.

As with De Quincey, so with Browne; we can never know how far
there is an intention to coin. Browne may have been, in many instances,

re-~-inventing terms which had not entered common currency, and the

documentation of the O.E.D. is often suggestive here. In the following

L J.Spencer & M.J.Gregory, An approach to the study of style, in
NeE.knkvist, Spencer & Gregory, Linguistics and Style Z1964). pP. 64-5



cases, Browne is cited as the second user of words not apparently

common to the contemporary reader, where the first citation dates

from before 1600:

word used in O.E.D., first citation
correlation G.Co III Norton, 1561
indisputable R.M. I, 29 Robinson, 1551
inflexure G.C. III Banister, 1578
pistil G.Ce III Lyte, 1578
salivous G.C. III Maplet, 1567
tegument P.E. II, 6 Palladius (tr.), 1440

Browne may well be re-inventing in a sense here; in the O.E.D.'s

documentation his name appears very prominently among early uses
of very many words, and the separation of first citations for the

purposes of determining coinage is in many ways an artificial process.

My list of coinages was compiled as noted in Appendix I, whose
introduction outlines the scope of its enquirye. In the beginning, I
compiled the list without any sophisticated idea of what it might
suggest or reveal. Many commentators had confirmed my impression that
Browne was a large-scale inventor of words, and since the O.Lk.D.
géve citations to support the dating of its vocabulary, 1 decided to
make a check of the text to see how exhaustive was the Dictionary's
use of Browne. I undertook a listing of about three thousand words,

from all of the works in Keynes' 1964 edition, which were latinate, obscure,

or unfamiliar to me, or which seemed likely coinages, given the context.
This last idea was significant, in that Browne often signals an unusual

word by offering a synonym or explanation; there is, in other words,
some help offered to the detector of neologisms in Browne's own
consciousness of his oddities of diction.

My own criteria for selecting words have affinities with those

of the original readers for the O.E.D., particularly since no

concordance 1s avallable as a mechanical aid, and those glossaries
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which exist are far from being exhaustive. More significantly, I had
neither computer nor word-processor as an assistant, and so my

predicament was like that of the readers as described by Schifer:

Quite apart from the fact that many of the contributors of
those five million citation slips were gentleman scholars
following individual inclinations when huating through their
favourite texts, or that readers were sometimes instructed
by the editors to examine many works for particular classes
of words at the expense of others, it would have been an
impossible task for even the most devoted reader to try to

>

track down the potential first occurrence of every word.
Of course, I was going to be able to use the O.E.D. itself as a check,

and as I knew, from merely general perusal, that the readers had

made extensive use of Pseudodoxia Epidemica, I had hopes that there

would be some useful correspondences between my own list and that
which could be extracted from the Dictionarye.

After a complete scan of the O.E.D., excluding the Supplements,
I found I had managed to identify about five hundred of the words
cited as first used by Browne, that I had missed a further four hundred
or so, and that my own list showed about thirty-five cases where Browne's
use either antedated the first O.E.D. citation, or some other error
existed in the Dictionary. 1 then undertook the task of consulting
the Chronological English Dictionary, glossaries and textual notes,
checking back a revised list against the O.E.D. again, picking up

a few omissions at each stage, and then called a halt at a substantive

list of around one thousand ‘coinages'.

This procedure makes use of all the material on Browne and the
lexicographical aids that are available at the present time. There
is one large factor which, from the standpoint of analysing Browne's

text, might add to the list; that is the inadequacy of the selection
of words from which my own survey started. This selection caught up

thirty-eight words which antedated the first citations of the 0.E.D.

> JUrgen Schifer, Documentation in the 0.E.D. (1980) p. 36
6 ed. Finkenstaedt et al. (1970)
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(see Appendix IIb), but I fully expect that a concordance to Browne

would help supply some more; my guess is that the total list of
coinages could be increased by between ten and fifty words; but on

the other side, more intensive study of vocabulary among works
published before 1643 might well show the total for Browne to be
overstated. All my findings of a general statistical kind have to

bear these considerations as riders, but most of my conclusions and
observations are not altered by the potential for more accurate datinge.

From the standpoint of analysing the O.E.D. itself as an

instrument for determining coinage, the position is far more complex.
Recent developments in studying the documentation of the O.E.D., in
particular the work of the late Jllrgen Schifer, have meant that

areas of the history of wvocabulary which it provides are called into

question. The advent of the computer has meant that, in Schiffer's

words,
Instead of providing an unquestioned basis for further

7

research, the O.E.D. has to become its object.
Schiifer's studies in the vocabulary of Shakespeare and Nashe give
a preliminary indication of how wide the gulf may be between the
procedures and descriptions of the O.E.D. and a more precise chronology
of English vocabulary. His examination of O.E.D. policies and
principles brings together different kinds of limitations and
inconsistencies which it presents, and illustrates them in a useful

synthesis.8 These problems affect any notions of 'coinage' in different

ways, but taken together they suggest how hard it is to feel confident
that a given author is indeed the first user of any given word.

It must be re-emphasised how cautiously the concepts of coinage,
neologism and innovation need to be regarded. We are considering here

7 Je Schifer, pe 3
8 Ibid-, chap-E, PPe 12—3’4—
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the corpus of EkEnglish vocabulary from a decidedly literary vantage
point; tﬁe O.L.D. deals in the evidence supplied by a number
(admittedly very large) of texte which are considered as illustrating
and representing the use of lexical items. It is not, and cannot be,
an objective compilation. Thus, the inventiveness of particular
authors which it might be said to record is circumscribed by its own
procedures. On the other hand, the fact that the Dictionary embodies
a literary bias does not mean that it offers a comprehensive guide

to literary inventiveness. There are numerous aspects of seventeenth-

century diction which the O.E.D. cannot bring within its procedures;

for example , the use of proper names and foreign, unassimilated words,

phrases and quotations are essential threads in the fabric of many

texts, but which usually fall outside knglish lexicographical scope.

As an apt instance, Browne's use of America in his address '"To the

Reader" in Pseudodoxia Epidemica is used attributively:

Wee ... are oft-times faine to wander in the America and

untravelled parts of truth: e.. (Re, p. 3)
America is not lemmatized in the O.E.D., despite the obvious point
that it is a name chosen for attribution and for its aptness in 1646,

carrying a range of associations as unexplored territory and not for

mere denotation.

In a similar way, inventiveness transcends lexicography and its
concerns where the user of words puts vocabulary conventionally
found in one area - science, philosophy, the tap-room - to the
service of a discourse in quite another region. Inventiveness here
is metaphor, or that which approaches it; the dictionary which
attempted to register all metaphoric usages would begin to look like
that map of the world which was of the world's own size. To Schifer's
finding that his lists of coinages are not absolute, but potential
first citations? we must add that no lexicographical principles can

encompass the description of all aspects of linguistic creativity.

9 SChgfer' Pe LI‘O
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To keep a description of Browne's innovative vocabulary within
manageable limits has meant that in listing words I have generally
confined my attention to words whose structural appearance is new,
and which have attracted separate articles in the O.E.D., rather than
to existing words put to new semantic uses. The linguistic 'creativity®
which such attention to morphology might be said to measure is thus
of a narrow kind. In chapters three and four below, these restricted
notions are analysed within the context of Browne's diction in a

broader fashion, and brought into relation with the mainstream of

seventeenth-century prose of the learned kind.
In the following analysis, I summarise the six main problems of

O.E.D. policy which Sch¥fer has discerned, and offer a further problematic

topic; in each case, my purpose is to show how these problems apply

to Browne and the lexicographical treatment of his text.

1. LITERARY BIAS,

s there is a marked tendency to grant the great names in
English literature preferential treatment ...: words of marginal

importance used by these preferred authors are rarely omitted,

and their vocabulary is usually assigned main lemma status.10

For reasons which will emerge, it is fair to say that the works of
Browne are well represented in comparison with those of Nashe, but
not in comparison with Shakespeare; he has indeed been accorded the
status of a 'great name' in English literature. Omission is one

measure of the diligence with which the compilers of the O.E.D.

studied each author's work, and it appears from Schifer's study

that the Dictionary fails to notice a greater number of neologisms
present in Nashe's text than is the case with Browne's or Shakespeare's.
However, the reasons which might underlie such omissions are of

crucial importance if they can be discerned, and this was outside
Schidfer's scope. Another measure of bias is the diligence with which

10 Schiifer, p. 13
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textual variations have been attended to = perhaps from prejudices about

the literary 'status' of an author - and in Browne's case the editors

were assiduous in demanding readings of all the seventeenth-century
editions of his longest work, Pseudodoxia Epidemica, and the very

low rate of error suggests that a high value was set upon obtaining
accuracy in Browne's particular case. Confirmation of this would only
be available as and when a comparative study of, say, Bacon, Burton

and Browne was carried oute.

Schllfer's caution about bias creates the need to qualify one's

basic concept of coinage; in the absence of firmer data, but aware

that the O.E.D.'s datings of first citations may be only about sixty
per cent reliable:1 it is only at present justifiable to hold that
Browne was the first man of letters to venture the use of the words

listed in my Appendix I below, within the scope of the works consulted

for the compilation of the O.EK.D.

2. OMISSION OF WORDS.

Schifer finds that, whereas every 'mormal' word (excluding
malapropisms) first used in Shakespeare has been registered in the
O.E.De, forty-eight words used by Nashe have been omitted. It is
assumed that some of these omissions result from their presence in
Nashe's text simply being overlooked, and that others were regarded

as too '"outlandish or rare to be registered".12 Thus, he concludes,

Nashe (and, by implication, probably most other authors) is

under-represented in the O.E.D. documentation when compared

with ShakeSPeare.13 '

It is not possible from my analysis to say exactly how far Browne is
so under-represented, since there may be more omissions of neologisms,
especially in the absence of a concordance or mechanical register

of his vocabulary. That Browne is quantitatively represented on a

scale comparable with Nashe confirms that a minute statistical study

of his texts is a worthwhile project for the reforming lexicographer.

11 SCh&fer, Pe 65 12' 15 sCh&fer, Pe 15



Schlifer finds space to comment on the number of hapaxlegomena
recorded for Nashe, because he finds many of these omitted, whereas
"every word in Shakespeare has been registered in the Oi...E«..D...,"‘”+ Of his
list of forty-eight omitted words, most, he suspects, 'were regarded
by the O.L.D. editors as too outlandish or rare to be registered, even
under subordinate lemmas." Browne's hapaxlegomena (I use the term
broadly, to include all words classified in the O.E.D. with the
superior index _1, whether nonce-words or simply 'rare') are a very
large body - over two hundred in my listing - distributed throughout
his workse. In understanding the approach of the Dictionary's editors,
this body of recondite and 'unused' words is significant. My cross-check
of entries in the O.L.D. revealed a very small number of omissions,
some of which are attributable to a defective examination of The Garden
of Cyruse. In Appendix I below, only seventeen included words are

omitted by the O.E.D.; eleven of these are classifiable as alien terms,

and six form an assortment, some of which it was not reasonable for

the editors to have identified: bipartited, conspire (sb.), presention,
crowdingly, solatory and tremultuating. Set against this small number
of omissions is the presence of over two hundred hapaxlegomena, almost
all assigned main lemma status. Even allowing that my own examination
of Browne's text may have overlooked some items which had also escaped

the notice of Dictionary readers, the fact remains that this treatment
of Browne's 'unused' inventions is a generous one, especially in
comparison with the registration of Nashe's hapaxlegomena. It is a
generosity which, I conjecture, is founded on two factors: Browne's
literary reputation, which was high during the las<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>