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SIR THOMAS BROvVNE. 
Religrl.o Medici. 

The Manuscripts of the Religio lledici. 

In 1642 appeared a duodecimo of 190 pages without tre 
name of author, wi th a quai nt ti tle page de:picting a man falling 
:trom earth into the sea of eterni ty, grasped by a hand reaching 
ou:v from the heavens, wi th tne legend à: coelo salsus. The ti tle, 
Religio L.e.d,iç.1, and the· subscription, urinted for Andrew Crooke, 
1642, and the name of the art ist, William Marshall . The li ttle 
work at once attracted attention and the Earl of lJorset· s·ent ·,Nord 
aboutit to nis rriend, Sir Kenelme Digby, who sent to St. Paul 1 s 
Churchyard for a copy. So aelighted was he that he tool{ it to 
bed and did not close his eyes until he had enriched hirnselr"with 
all the treasures that are lapped up in the folds of those fwy;; 
sheets11 and sent to his friend his observations. Many others 
be si des Dorset and Digby must have been pleased wi th the 11 ttle 
volume, as the edition was so quickly exhausted tha1t Crooke issuéd 
a second, again without indication of the author . 'I'here is no 
indication in the Observations that Digby had any idea who had 
wri tt.en the work. Word had reached the author, Dr. Thomas Browne, 
at Norwich , of the intention of Digby to publish his Observations, 
and on March 3, 1642, he wrote protesting that the little work had 
been printed wi t 11out his 1mowledge or consent from an imperfect 
and surreptitious copy. He ma..~es the statement of special interest 
to us in conuection with the manuscript,tnat the piece was contrived 
.-?,.-----,in hi s i:)rivate study • as an exerci se unto h :i.mself rather than 
-exerci t ation for aJ;y' other, havirig passed tram my hand s under a 
broken and imperfect copy, by :frequent transcription is still run 
1orward in corruption, and after theredition of some things, omission 
of others, and transposition of many , without rqy assent or privacy, 
the liberty of these times cornmitted it ubto the Presse, from whence 
i t issued èo disguised, the aû.thor ,Nithout distinction cou1d not ac-
knowledge i t". He then promised t o deli ver to the Press the true 
::,nd intended original "whereof in the meantime ·your worthy self may 
command a view". To thi s Digby replied, in a mo st interesting 
letter, t h e original of which is in E~ley, from Winchester Houee 
lVIarch 20, tha;t he ·would await with longing the coming a.broa.d of the 
true copy. 

In 1643 appeared "a true and full copy of that wh1ch was 
most imperfect1y. and surrepti tiously printed Defore under the 
name 01· Religio Hedici 11 • Tnere is the same f'rontispiece followed 
oy a statement about the former corrupt copy, tben a page of 
errata, and an address to the reader signed Thor.ias :Sro,me. In this 
last, c>fter apologizing in such troublous délYS for private complaints, 
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he Sé'YS that the work was campo sed seven years ago for hi s priva te 
exercise and satisfaction and being communicated unto one became 
cormnon unto many "and was oy transcription successfully corrupted 
unti1 i t arri ved in a most depraved copy a.t the Press". 
No doubt he was pleased and complimented that a man of such distinct
ion as Dig by shou1d think the 1i ttle work worthy of the Observations, 
which are usually lfiound bound up wi th the 1643 edition, tho tf!,hf s ome
times met with se!)arately. 

In the 1ife of Sir Thomas Bro\'me prefixed to the Christian 
fuorals, Dr. Johnson suggests that the surreptitious editions were not 
i ssued wi tho ut the a t:thor1 s .1.mowledge, but the truth of J3rowne 1 s 
statement seems Dorne out oy the f'rot that vre know of seven manuïr 
scripts of the Religio all of which differ in minor points from 
e a.ch other and from the 1642 and 1643 edi t ions. This i s a. remark-
able confirJJation of the statement made in his letter of -protest 
to Digby, that the copies by frequent transcription had bêen 
corrupted, some things added, others omitted, and many transposed 
without his essent or privacy. 

seven manuscripts o..f the Religio are known:-

1. 

/S/ 

3. 

4. 

British J:useurn . Lansdowne 1:ss, 489, f. 132, consisting 
ofntne ~~d ~ half closely written p@ges, folio size; ends 
Section lri, or in Greerihill I s edi tion a.t the middle of 
Section 18 with the words - "cansupply all these". It has 
Mr. Brov-:ne sun Theo. 1639" at tœ top of the fir st folio. 
It is divided into sections and difters in minor particulars 
from the three early printed copies and from the other manu
script s. 

Bodleian. nawlinson :Ms. Quarto, 44 folios. Complete. 
Not divided into sections. Note in Dr. Rawlinson 1 s hand 
st ates, "This copy of t œ Religio Me die i by Sir Thomas 
Hrowne, Kt. is very differe.iltfrom all printed". Second 
part oegins at F. 31. 1.any more words are mi saed by the 
tra.nscri ber than in aey other LS. 

Wilkin I. "Foolscap. so. 83 pp. Beattifuil..ly and close-
ly written in a very small hand, the poetry and italics 
in a taller ItaJ.ian hma·:- about forty lines in a page. 
It has t ·he title Religio lvledici in the saiœ hand 11 • (Wilkin, 
S.ir Thomas J3rowne 1 s Works, vol. ii, Page 5). 

Wilkin. II. 11 40. 186 pp. \7ri tten in a much larger hand -
and originally without title. In a different hand at the 

head of the first page i a Reli~io Medici". In the same hand 
on the fly-leof i s a long Lat in note at tri buting the work 
to a Dr. Read who died in 1641". Mr . Wilkin gives no in-

dication of the source of these copies, hoth of which, through. 
the kindneas of his l'it\Ughter-in-law, lirs. Wilkin, are with 
the other Sir Thomas.. Brown• papern in the nor~ich Museum. 
Especial interest is attached to Wilkin II wh1ch the late 
Mr . cnar1eJWilliams of };'orwich clàimed to be in the hand-
wri t ing of Sir Thomas Browne. 
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5. Pembroke College, Oxford. Presented to tre Library in 1?83-
Dy the Rev. T. Wrigley. 4°. 3? folios. Complete. 
Divided into sections ( 54)but not into pa.rts. 'Most approp
ria.te that a l'IS of thc::i Religio ahould be in possession of 
Browne's old college. 

6. Havilland Hall ( 4?, Wimpole Street). Srnall 40. Book plate 
{)fW.B. Dr. Hall' a father, Mr. William Hall of Tottenhar.1, 

wrote to Wilkin, "I found it about forty yea.rs aga among some 
old tJ:üngs that carae from Mimm' s House, Bert s, originally 
occupied by a fmnily of Brown. How my gramfather became 
possessed of tœ manuscript I do not know. He died in the 
y ear 1?9211 • 263 pages. 11 o di vision i nt o sections, though 
the second part is marked, beginning at page 142. 

? • Osler Library. Folio size. 126 pages. Ho division into 
sections. Becond part indicated at page 88. In general 
character, particularly in the omissions, this manuscript 
resembles more closely the Havilland Hall MS than the otlmers. 
Trte manuscript had been in a Lancashire li brary for two and 
a ha11· centuries, ·bound in a volume of historical pieves 
bearing dates from 1613 to 1631. It ms sold at Sotheby' s 
in 1906. 

No one of tœse aeven manuscripts agree in all particulars with 
each other or wi th the surrepti tious edit ions of 1642 or the au...thorizecl 
text of 1643. Wil,kin' s remark 11 I él.Jn therefore perfectly setisfied 
that Sir Thomas Browne had several original a by his own hand, differ~ 
ing from each other. This opinion i s coniirmed - oy the information 
of those who knew him •that it was his constant practice to make re
peatèd copies of his compositions•- as well as by an examination of 
his remaining ,,1 anuscripts". 

The standard text,of course, is the 1643 edition, sent to the 
press by Browne himself. A page of errata, often mi ssing, was print
ed with it. Eight editions were printed duxing trelife-time of the 
a. ut ror, but he did no t even take the trouble to see th at they were 
corrected in any one or them-, Once i ssued he seems not to have 
ta.ken 1-mch intereft in its welfar e , and indeed in one of his co:mmon-
p lace boa.ka he speaks slightingly of i t as "a pie ce of mi ne pub li shed 
long aga". Browne has beenjfortunate in his editors. Wilkin' s 
big edition in four velu.mes is a monument of careful work, and the 
Religio has beenstudied by Greenhill in a wa:y that leave s very lit1:J_e 
ror subsequent students. The Golden Treasury edition ~an never be 
supe r seded. In it Greenhill h a s g iven careful notes of the readings 
of the early editions and occasionally of tJh:.e MSS. I have had the 
seven MSS collated with the two surreptitiou~editions and with the 
authorized 1643. 
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