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Claire Preston argues that Thomas Browne’s work can be fully un-
derstood only within the range of disciplines and practices associated
with natural philosophy and early-modern empiricism. Early-modern
methods of cataloguing, collecting, experimentation, and observation
organised his writing on many subjects from medicine and botany to
archaeology and antiquarianism. Browne framed philosophical con-
cerns in the terms of civil behaviour, with collaborative networks of
intellectual exchange, investigative selflessness, courtesy, modesty, and
ultimately the generosity of the natural world itself all characterising
the return to ‘innocent’ knowledge, which, for Browne, is the proper
end of human enquiry. In this major new evaluation of Browne’s
oeuvre, Preston examines how the developing essay-form, the discourse
of scientific experiment, and above all Bacon’s model of intellectual
progress and cooperation determined the unique character of Browne’s
contributions to early-modern literature, science, and philosophy.
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‘Shall I not have intelligence with the earth? Am I not partly leaves
and vegetable mould myself?’

Henry David Thoreau, Walden (1854)
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Notes on the text

All quotations from primary works are given in their original spelling and
punctuation. In references in the notes, the place of publication is London
unless otherwise stated. Subsequent references do not give a title abbrevia-
tion unless there is more than one work by that author in the bibliography.
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