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Preface: Descartes’ ghost
Duncan Salkeld (University College, Chichester)

The influence of critical theory over the last twenty years has
led to an absorption of radical accounts of self-hood into the
mainstream of academic teaching and research. Subjectivity
theory now constitutes so plural and varied a field of enquiries
that any singular concept of personal identity seems as out-
moded an idea as dephlogisticated air. The direction of recent
thinking about ‘the subject’ has been to reverse the process of
philosophic introspection and turn the inner outward,
construing identity as something ‘constructed’ by the material
powers of language, ideology and institutions. A particular
concern of such theories has been to ‘decenter’ the Cartesian
Cogito, famously summarised in the phrase first published in
1637 ‘I think therefore I am’, a phrase which has been taken as
the historical moment par excellence when singularity in the
concept of human identity was established for subsequent
philosophical reflection. It has long been suspected that in this
phrase, Descartes argues in a circle, assuming his conclusion
within his premise(s). The ‘I’ that thinks is already precisely
the ‘I’ that is. In this essay, I want to highlight two specific
respects in which recent attempts to re-think identity have
remained caught in an equivalent circularity by assuming
what they have been taken to demonstrate. I shall begin by

tracing the Cartesian project’s susceptibilities to both logical
and empriricist objections, but go on to find Descartes’ ghost
still haunting the machinery of contemporary critical theory.
In an effort towards reconsidering the ‘subject’ of human inte-
riority, I shall outline the different accounts of personal
identity presented by Peter Strawson and Charles Taylor,
taking Shakespeare’s sonnets (27–39) as an illustrative case for
such re-thinking. My point is not that theory is somehow
hopelessly misguided or redundant; merely that other ways of
thinking about ‘the subject’, which seek to clarify rather than
break with its cultural and philosophical history, may help to
avoid such circularities.

In one of his earlier writings, entitled A Treatise on Man
(c.1633), Descartes promised a separate treatise on the soul
which was either never written or remains lost.[1] Yet the
concept of the soul was to become at once the most significant
and problematic element in his work. In a later study, A
Discourse on Method, published in 1637, Descartes had arrived
at what he believed was a certain knowledge of the thinking
essence of man via a procedure of radical scepticism: doubt
the existence of everything and one may discover an
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undoubtable certainty. Descartes’ indubitable certainty was
that he was, if nothing else, a doubter, a thinker: and so a
startling realisation struck him with all the obviousness of a
truism, that there must be a something that is doing the
doubting – a self or soul.[2]

One of Descartes’ more influential admirers (and there were
several) was Princess Elizabeth of the Low Countries who
engaged in an epistolary dialogue with the philosopher on the
subject of the soul. Specifically, Elizabeth wanted to know how
the soul stood in relation to the body. In an exchange of letters
between 6 and 16 May 1643, she asked Descartes to explain how
the ‘human soul can determine the movement of the animal
spirits in the body so as to perform voluntary acts’. Descartes
had posited this thinking soul as an immaterial entity but, as
the Princess pointed out, ‘contact seems to me incompatible
with a thing’s being immaterial. I therefore ask you for a more
specific definition of the soul than you give in your meta-
physics: a definition of its substance, as distinct from its
activity’. These were tricky questions but Descartes responded
by setting out what he saw as two essential facts about the soul
– one that it is conscious, and the other, that it is able to act,
but he acknowledged that ‘of the second fact, I said almost
nothing’.[3] Three years earlier, Descartes had mentioned in a
letter to his friend Mersenne that the pineal gland, or
‘Conarion’, in the brain might be the seat of the soul, an idea

he would develop more fully in his last work, The Passions of
the Soul (1649). In this hypothesis, he suggested that very fine
fluids, the animal spirits, could well convey the influences of
the soul into the body. The Princess was not impressed: she
accused him of absurdity in using the simile of gravity to
explain the motions of the soul, finding in this again a
confusion about material and immaterial forces. She pressed
the objection home: ‘it is easier to ascribe matter and
extension to the soul than to ascribe to it the power of moving
a body and being moved by it without having any matter’. Out-
manoeuvered, Descartes could only respond with speculative
distinctions suggesting that the ‘matter’ she ascribes to
consciousness ‘is not itself the consciousness; and that the
extension of the matter is essentially different from the
extension of consciousness’.[4] Notwithstanding the powerful
intellect of Princess Elizabeth, what substantially eroded
confidence in Cartesian egotism was the rise of empiricism.
William Harvey had already ruled out in the plainest terms
any need to postulate the existence of ‘medical spirits’ through
which the soul might give life to the body. And it would not be
long before Thomas Sydenham, physician and amanuensis to
Locke, would express bafflement at the dissecting table,
observing in 1668: ‘Now it is certaine and beyonde controversy
that nature performs all her operations on the body by parts so
minute and insensible that I thinke noe body will ever hope or
pretend, even by the assistance of glasses or any other
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invention, to come to a sight of them’.[5] Belief in an immortal
soul persisted, but aside from speculations about the status of
the mind in dreams, this tended to be grounded largely in
metaphysical conjecture and unsupported by rational
deduction. The upshot of empiricism’s rapid ascendancy was
Hume’s re-instatement of scepticism as the only certainty,
vouchsafing in 1739 that the substance or principle that united
mental life could not be known, that the human person is
‘nothing but a bundle or collection of different perceptions’,
and this despite his faith in the power of the microscope
(Hume’s favourite metaphor to express the power of analytic
reasoning)[6].

What Hume could not explain, as he openly acknowledged,
was the sense many people have that they are the possessor of
an identity which persists through change. It is the persistence
of that intuition about persistence that recent Continental
theory has offered to explain as so much ideological illusion.
Much of the effort devoted towards dislodging Descartes from
his lonely pre-eminence has involved re-describing ‘the self ’ as
unfixed or ‘in process’, and one of the principal theorists
invoked in this procedure is Jacques Lacan whose surreal
writings have the appearance of rephrasing Freud in terms
drawn from Saussurean linguistics. For Lacan, the divided
Freudian self is more palpably split by the acquisition of
language, as both Speaker and Symbol come to function as

separate entities. Entry into language – into the Symbolic –
enables the speaker to take up a subject position yet renders
this identity an effect of language, of the signifier ‘I’ which is
misrecognised as fixed, unified and essential: a soul or essence.
So self-permanence, the Lacanian argument runs, is an
illusion created by language. Subjects are always split between
an ‘I that speaks’ (the human body) and an ‘I that is spoken’
(the signifier or word). While the ‘I that speaks’ is subject to
change, the ‘I that is spoken’ has the illusion of fixity since it is
held in place by grammar[7]. The soul has become a word, or a
cluster of words, trailing the mists of their philosophical or
metaphysical past like Wordsworth’s ‘life’s star’, his rising Soul,
that ‘cometh from afar … trailing clouds of glory’[8]. The
Lacanian subject does not elude this dichotomy, positing an
unreliable body (the ‘I that speaks’) and an immutable self
(the ‘I’ of grammar). The Cogito has, it seems, relocated to a
later century, except that this time the substance of the self is
yet more certain, being empirically demonstrable as a black
mark on a white page, or the reverberations of an acoustically
quantifiable auditory effect – a spoken word. Much evidently
turns, in the theoretical schema, on what a signifier is taken to
be. If a signifier is a thing, the correspondence of its signified
to its object is assumed: hence the logic of the signifier itself
involves a certain circularity since the signified of ‘a signifier’, is
itself.
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It is probably sensible to be wary of simple solutions to the
problem of the soul. Whereas Aristotle puzzled carefully over
it in De Anima, Plato less patiently sought to settle the matter.
In Phaedrus, he argued that whatever is always in motion is
infinite, and therefore immortal, and therefore indestructible.
Since, then, what moves itself is immortal, a man need have no
hesitation in regarding motion as the essence and definition of
the soul[9]. It is an elegantly simple argument, like the Cogito,
though somewhat obscured by the simile of the charioteer that
offers to explain it. But it is probably sensible to be chary, too,
of elaborate accounts of identity. As Robert Burton pointed
out in his Anatomy of Melancholy (1621): ‘Some … make one
soul divided into three principal faculties: others three distinct
souls … Paracelsus will have four souls, adding to the three
granted faculties, a spiritual soul’[10]. The idea that identity is
fundamentally something we reinvent in language sits well
with such mysteries: none the less, it is by no means clear that
self-redescription theories that posit a disjunction between
language and corporeality escape the dualist metaphysics of
Plato’s account of the soul in relation to the body.

Lacanian theory strongly influenced the famous essay by Louis
Althusser on ‘Ideology and the Ideological State Apparatuses’,
a brilliant but frustrating eminence grise behind cultural and
literary theories that fuse identity politics with post-Marxist
conceptions of ideology. The most significant of Althusser’s

hypotheses in that study is his last, which postulates that
‘ideology interpellates individuals as subjects’. Throughout
this essay, Althusser has been concerned to explain how the
repressive capitalist state reproduces its conditions of produc-
tion, a process ultimately achieved (Althusser argues) by
means of Repressive State Apparatuses like the army and the
police, and the Ideological State Apparatuses like the family,
school and church which address – or interpellate – individu-
als who accede to the identifications offered by these appara-
tuses to them. So Althusser imagines a human foetus, awaited
by that ideological hierarchy ‘the family’, and given a name and
subject position it can’t refuse. A pre-existent ideological
structure thus addresses – or interpellates – the human indi-
vidual as a subject, as both a grammatical function and as
subjected to the patriarchal superstructure into which he or
she has been born. So theory ‘demonstrates’ the social
construction of the individual. Yet as Paul Hirst convincingly
argued in a critique of Althusser’s ‘structural Marxism’, inter-
pellation is something subjects do. Subjects cannot be the
output of this manufacture of the raw-material individual
since agency (in this case, the verb ‘interpellates’) assumes a
subject or agent in advance. Writing his conclusion into the
premise, Althusser’s argument offers yet another circle. Agency
was always Althusser’s most intractable problem: if subjects
are (over)determined by dominant ideological codes, in what
sense can they be regarded as acting out of free choice?
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Something – in this case ‘ideology in general’ – steps in to the
vacancy imagined to have been left by the subject, and so
completes the circle, since it is a condition of intelligibility that
we do not have agentless verbs[11].

It remains to consider, given the foregoing discussion, whether
subjectivity might be (as Kant avowed) inescapably a
constituent of intelligibility. It is one thing to find a particular
account of identity wanting, but it is quite another to assume
that one’s critique penetrates the mysteries of subjectivity
itself. Gilbert Ryle famously compared attempts at this
problem to trying to jump on the shadow of one’s head: they
commit what he termed a ‘category mistake’ – assuming that
the facts of mental life belong to one logical type or category
… when they actually belong to another’[12]. In an important
account of self-hood in relation to language, P. F. Strawson
examined the logical assumptions that have sustained the hold
of such category mistakes over our everyday intuitions about
identity. Hume’s unowned ‘bundle of perceptions’ failed to
take account of a central consideration: ‘that it is a necessary
condition of one’s ascribing states of consciousness, experi-
ences, to oneself in the way one does, that one should also
ascribe them, or be prepared to ascribe them, to others’[13].
Strawson is here out to do more than establish a logical nicety:
he wants to shift the perspective from seeing a person as ‘a sort
of compound of two kinds of subjects’ – a pure ego, on the one

hand, and a subject of corporeal attributes, on the other – to
seeing the concept of a person as ‘logically primitive’. It is not
that the concept of a person is a given but that it is ‘logically
prior to that of an individual consciousness’[14]. Statements
concerning states of mind and physical sensations should not
be ascribed to different ‘entities’ since the concept of a person
requires that both kinds are equally applicable to it: the
concept of the pure individual consciousness ‘cannot exist’
except as a second-order difference in relation to corporeal
attributes. Hence, Strawson’s claim that, ‘a necessary condition
of states of consciousness being ascribed at all is that they
should be ascribed to the very same things as certain corporeal
characteristics, a certain physical situation &c.’. The concept of
a person has a certain logic to it: the attribution of mental
states to oneself is conditional upon an equivalent attribution
of corporeal states; and the attribution of such states to oneself
is conditional upon their attribution to others. As
Wittgenstein wrote, ‘in order to reach a limit, one most know
both sides of the limit’. The concept of a person involves just
this kind of limit that there is no principle of identity without
a principle of differentiation. Strawson observes, ‘it is this,
perhaps, of which Wittgenstein spoke when he said of the
subject, first that there is no such thing, and then that it is not
a part of the world, but its limit’[15]. Subjectivity seen in these
terms is thus a condition rather than an effect of language.
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Literary representations of inwardness tend to be shaped by
genre: the lyrical poem, the stream of consciousness novel and
autobiography all lend themselves especially to introspection.
A crucial feature of textual ‘interiority’ is the development of
an awareness of inward turmoil. In the most brooding, medi-
tative passage of his sonnet sequence (27–39), Shakespeare
voices a self-consciousness so intense and solitary that the
‘drama’ of his love for the Fair Youth seems written almost
entirely from ‘within’. Francis Meres, writing in 1598, famously
praised Shakespeare’s ‘sugred sonnets among his private
friends’, and in this most confessional part of the sequence an
acutely introspective privacy is disclosed.

The sonnets, like Shakespearean drama, rely upon producing
effects of longing and fulfilment, distinguishing absorbedly
between the absence of the loved youth, his presence
elsewhere, and the painful realisation of this difference in the
act of writing. Having urged the Fair Youth to marry and
reproduce his beauty in a child, Shakespeare engages in a close
and rigorous evaluation of his own affections:

Weary with toil, I haste me to my bed,
The dear repose for limbs with travel tired
But then begins a journey in my head.

Shakespeare’s thoughts make ‘a zealous pilgrimage’ to his
beloved, his ‘soul’s imaginary sight’ bringing the Youth before
his ‘sightless view’ (27). The next sonnet elucidates his
condition. Unable to rest, the poet describes the ‘torture’ of
sleepless days and nights that lengthen his sorrows and
increase his grief at the Youth’s absence (28). These pseudo-
Petrarchan dichotomies of thought and feeling are sharpened
still in the following sonnet: regarding himself as an ‘outcast’,
Shakespeare begins more searchingly to ‘look upon myself ’, to
curse his fate and compare himself less favourably with others:
‘Wishing me like to one more rich in hope’. Weighing his own
condition against those of nameless others, he finds himself ‘in
these thoughts almost myself despising’. The poet is in a
radically ambivalent state of feeling: ‘with what I most enjoy
contented least’. Painfully far-sighted, he finds only the
thought of the Fair Youth restorative (29). So ‘in the sessions of
sweet silent thought’, Shakespeare summons up ‘remembrance
of things past’, and the memory of his friend has, for him, what
Wordsworth later would term a ‘renovating virtue’, and he is
strong again (30). Yet his love is such that, though the youth
resides elsewhere, he also resides inwardly in the poet’s affec-
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tions. Caring for the youth’s ‘good report’, the poet first
resolves ‘we two must be twain/ Although our undivided loves
are one’ (36) but finds in this separation a need to recognise
the enduring quality of their passion. Declaring ‘thou art all
the better part of me’, the poet demotes his praise to something
less than the worth of his beloved: ‘What can mine own praise
to my own self bring?’ The tormenting absence of the youth
provides him ‘sour leisure’ for time and thought to dwell upon
the friend, ‘Which time and thoughts so sweetly doth deceive’.
Only writing can bridge these contradictions of emptiness and
realisation, and yet writing remains the limit within which this
amelioration is possible: the poem at once unites and separates
their love ‘By praising him here who doth hence remain’ (39).

That Shakespeare presents in these poems a keenly differenti-
ated state of feeling is not in question. The poems do indeed
tell of an ‘I’ that writes and an ‘I’ that is written, but then, so do
all self-referring first-person narratives, and in Shakespeare’s
sonnets strong indications are given not of their difference but
of their continuities. The poet becomes a self-interpreting
being, conscious of his conflicting desires. Even if we grant
that the sonnets work so powerfully to unfix and fragment his
subjectivity that the friend is even discovered within himself,
there is yet a near solipsism to the verse which locates the
impact of these contrasts not ‘hence’ but ‘here’, in what reads as
the poetic consciousness as much as in the text itself. It is not a

matter of deciding which entity takes precedence – the mind
or text – but of sifting the self-representations in which the
poet is closely engaged. The sonnets firmly impress upon the
reader the contrasting weight of these self-readings since it is
this that characterises the poet as a human agent, the subject of
his self-ascriptions, and inescapably bound to their strong
evaluation.

Charles Taylor has argued that what is distinctively human is
the ‘power to evaluate our desires, to regard some as desirable
and others [as] undesirable’. Starting out from Harry
Frankfurt’s intuition that to be human is to be able to evaluate
and select between desires on the basis of shorter or longer
term interests, Taylor argues that actions and choices depend
upon the qualitative contrasts that the human agent makes in
evaluating their relative worth to her or himself. Alternative
courses of action bear ‘desirability characterisations’ which
have to do with the kind of person the agent aspires to be.
Persons are thus defined by an agent’s most searching evalua-
tions of the worth of first- or second-order desires, and the
self-interpretation which such evaluations suggest: ‘our
identity,’ he writes, ‘is therefore defined by certain evaluations
which are inseparable from ourselves as agents ... shorn of
these we would lose the very possibility of being an agent who
evaluates ... [and] be incapable of being persons in the full
sense’[16]. The stronger, finer or sharper our self-evaluations,
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the more articulate it is possible to be about ourselves, and so
also the more informed our choices and aspirations.
Dilemmas in action – whether ethical or interpretative – serve
only to highlight the strength of the evaluative contrast on
both sides which makes for difficulty. It is not that in instances
of radical disagreement, where reason cannot arbitrate
between alternatives, one simply has to throw oneself one way,
regardless of the reasons on either side: ‘it is no argument
against the view that evaluations do not repose on radical
choice that there are moral dilemmas …. Moral dilemmas
become inconceivable on the theory of radical choice’[17].
Shakespeare’s dilemma is that the love that matters most to
him remains contingent upon the aspirations of the beloved, a
situation he appropriately describes as ‘torment’. Seeing interi-
ority in the sonnets in this way means that it is no longer
necessary to imagine the Shakespearean subject from a
strongly objectivist point of view as some sort of entity –
whether a mind, soul or signifier. His interiority is not a thing,
a locus or an object. Being a person is an outcome of self-inter-
pretation, and being a respondent depends upon a capacity to
weigh up the potential and actual qualititative contrasts
involved. Consciousness and the ascription of mental states
are thus a second-order issue so far as the concept of a person
is concerned. As Taylor puts it, ‘This is no longer seen in terms
of consciousness, but rather in terms of mattering itself ’[18].
Shakespeare had no single word for such mattering, and hence

the proliferation in his sonnets of the self-representations of
contesting imports which so beset his thoughts.

If we have less critical access to subjectivity itself than to a
grasp of its realisations, then maybe we shall just have to get on
and live with them. One productive approach to understand-
ing the self may therefore be to attempt to recover something
of its history, to trace the cultural movements and passages
that make the soul not an essential, universal concept but an
indice of the many ways in which European culture has sought
to fill out the hollows of the human heart. The papers that
follow were initially presented to a conference hosted at
University College, Chichester in 1998, entitled ‘The Soul in
Western History and Culture’. They present a variety of
perspectives on the cultural history of human interiority,
opening new contexts or re-reading familiar traditions against
which that history might be further understood. Jill Kraye
traces papal anxieties about the rational soul in the
Renaissance to divergent readings of Aristotle as promulgated
by Averroes and Alexander of Aphrodisia. These readings
informed philosophical debate about the immortality of the
soul in the face of fierce attacks from the Church. Her account
lends unusual clarity to the dangerous tension between reason
and revelation in such debate. Richard Sugg explores certain
similarities between the anatomical studies of Vesalius and the
poetry of John Donne, arguing that both sought to explain

Ch1.8



SIGNATURES

human interiority in empirical terms as ‘somatic textures and
networks’ which sat uneasily with orthodox Christian
doctrine. In particular, growing scepticism about the actuality
of the ‘rete mirabilis’, which anatomists had long favoured as
the nerve-complex that mediated soul and body, presented
Vesalius and Donne with a delicate balancing act to accom-
plish between the particularising and taxonomic knowledge
increasingly promoted by medical science on the one hand,
and the weight of tradition on the other. Carola Scott-Luckens
examines the startling case of Sarah Wight, a young Baptist
woman who, after a series of appallingly unsuccessful suicide
attempts, undertook a seven week fast, during which time she
voiced her ‘spiritual’ experiences in distinctively ‘female’
metaphors associated with childbirth. Scott-Luckens reads the
Wight narrative – recorded by Henry Jessey – as an example of
an evolving ‘female’ ars moriendi tradition in which the dying
young girl speaks with ‘the potency of an oracular utterance
from God’. Christa Knellwolf discerns in Samuel Garth’s
satirical poem an unease about the appropriateness of the
mock-heroic verse form for a description of the Harveian
mechanics of the human body. She argues that while Harvey
had recourse to metaphor to account for human agency in a
‘mechanical’ body, Garth is compelled to supplement his
empirical depiction of the body with an aesthetic language
that, in its mixed lyrical and satiric modes, disrupts the mech-
anistic model itself. Roy Porter presents an encylopaedic

account of the frequently arcane debates about ‘the soul’ – its
mortality, its purification through suffering, and its status in
the afterlife – which persisted throughout the eighteenth and
into the nineteenth centuries. Porter finds that ideas about the
soul served ‘as proxies for beliefs about subjectivity and social
subordination, identity and responsibility in the here-and-
now’. This opening volume of Signatures ends, appropriately,
with Stephanie Norgate’s ‘Percentages’ which explores the rela-
tionships between personality, life-history and physical mate-
riality in a sequence of poems told in different voices and from
a variety of perspectives, framed by the notional percentages
of dna inherited by an individual through the generations.
These studies are not written from any shared intellectual
viewpoint save, perhaps, the belief that critical and creative
intelligence brought to bear upon the subject of ‘the subject’
may make some headway in tracing some of the more labryn-
thine passages of its cultural history. It is hoped that further
papers from the conference will be published in this journal in
a sequel volume covering the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries.

Ch1.9



Chapter 1: Notes

SIGNATURES

1 Bernard Williams, Descartes (Harmondsworth: Penguin
Books, 1978), pp.189-204.

2 Rene Descartes, A Discourse on Method and Meditations
(Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1968).

3 Elizabeth Anscombe and Peter Thomas Geach, Descartes:
Philosophical Writings (London: Thomas Nelson and
Sons/The Open University, 1970), pp.274–5.

4 Ibid., pp.281–2.

5 William Harvey, The circulation of the blood and other
writings, trans. Kenneth J. Franklin (London: Dent, 1963),
p.151ff. Kenneth Dewhurst, Dr. Thomas Sydenham
(1624–1689): His Life and Original Writings (London: The
Wellcome Historical Medical Library, 1966), p.85.

6 Cf. Joseph Addison in The Spectator No.487, Thursday
Sept.18, 1711. David Hume, A Treatise of Human Nature,
ed. D. G. C. Macnabb (London: Collins/Fontana, 1962),
Vol. I, p.302.

7 On Lacan see Écrits (London: Tavistock, 1977): on
Lacanian theory see Anika Lemaire, Jacques Lacan (1977);
Elizabeth Wright, Psychoanalytic Criticism: Theory in
Practice (London: Methuen, 1984); Joel Dor, Introduction
to the reading of Lacan: the unconscious structured like a
language, edited by Judith Feher Gurewich in
collaboration with Susan Fairfield. (Northvale, N.J: J.
Aronson, 1997); Bruce Fink, The Lacanian subject:
between language and jouissance (Princeton, NJ:
Princeton University Press, 1995); Francois Roustang,
The Lacanian Delusion (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
1990).

8 William Wordsworth, ‘Ode on Intimations of
Immortality’, lines 58–64.

9 Plato, Phaedrus and Letters vii and viii, translated with
an introduction by Walter Hamilton (Harmondsworth:
Penguin Books, 1973) p.49ff.

10 Robert Burton, The Anatomy of Melancholy (London:
George Bell and Sons, 1923), Vol I, p.177.

Ch1.10



Chapter 1: Notes

SIGNATURES

11 Louis Althusser, On Ideology (London: Verso, 1984). Paul
Hirst, ‘Althusser’s theory of ideology’, Economy and
Society, 5 (1976) 385–412. See also Ted Benton, The Rise and Fall
of Structural Marxism: Althusser and his influence
(Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1984), pp.179–199.

12 Gilbert Ryle, The Concept of Mind [first published 1949]
(Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1963), pp.17, 187.

13 P. F. Strawson, Individuals: An Essay in Descriptive
Metaphysics (London: Methuen, 1959), p.99.

14 Ibid., p.103.

15 Strawson, pp.102–103; Wittgenstein, Tractatus Logico-
Philosophicus (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1961),
pp.3, 57.

16 Quotations of Shakespeare are from Stanley Wells and
Gary Taylor, The Oxford Shakespeare (Oxford:
Clarendon, 1988). Charles Taylor, Human Agency and
Language: Philosophical Papers, Volume 1 (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1984) pp 34–5. See also his
Sources of the Self: The Making of the Modern Identity

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989) for an
extensive historical archaeology of this approach to self-
hood.

17 Ibid., p.30.

18 Ibid., p.99.

Ch1.11



SIGNATURES

The Immortality of the Soul in the Renaissance:
between Natural Philosophy and Theology

Jill Kraye (Warburg Institute, London)

On the 19th of December 1513, the papal bull Apostolici
regiminis was issued to the eighth session of the Fifth Lateran
Council. The bull began by lamenting the fact that, during
these very days, the ‘sower of weeds and ancient enemy of the
human race’ – Satan, in other words – had dared to plant and
cultivate, in the fields of the Lord, some pernicious errors
concerning the rational soul. These errors, which had always
been condemned by the faithful, were that the rational soul
was mortal, or that it was immortal but there was only one
such soul for all mankind – doctrines which certain reckless
philosophers asserted were true, ‘at least according to philoso-
phy’. The first part of the bull therefore confirmed, as a dogma
of faith, the canon adopted at the Council of Vienne in 1312,
which stated that the soul was the form of the body, and that
each individual human body had its own individual rational
soul. Anyone who denied these dogmas was to be regarded as
undermining the Catholic faith and consequently to be
punished as an odious heretic and infidel.[1] The bull went on,
in the second part, to command all university professors of
philosophy, when lecturing on doctrines that deviated from
these dogmatic pronouncements, such as the view that the
rational soul is mortal or that there is only one eternal soul for

all mankind, to make every effort to demonstrate the truth of
the Christian position to their students and to refute, as far as
they were able, any philosophical arguments which challenged
it.[2] All but two of the delegates to the Council gave the bull
their approval.[3]

If one were to transpose this event into modern times and
local conditions, it would be as if the Archbishop of
Canterbury issued a decree, virtually unanimously endorsed
by the Synod of the Church of England, compelling university
professors of biology to defend the biblical account of human
creation as true, not only according to faith, but also according
to scientific principles; and enjoining them, moreover, when
lecturing on Darwinian evolution, to make every effort, after
explaining the theory, either to refute on rational grounds any
scientific arguments which called into question the story of
man’s creation in Genesis or else to show that Darwin, when
correctly interpreted, could be used in support of the biblical
doctrine. Replace creationism with the immortality of the
soul, and Darwin with Aristotle, and you have the essence of
the Lateran decree.
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What is perhaps most surprising about the decree is that it was
issued, not in the High Middle Ages, but rather in the High
Renaissance, and that the pope responsible for the bull was not
a medieval canon lawyer such as Innocent iii, who famously
bemoaned the wretchedness of man’s earthly life, but instead
the pleasure-loving Leo x, son of Lorenzo de’ Medici and
patron of the arts, who chose to have his portrait painted by
Raphael. It is customary to characterise the fifteenth and
sixteenth centuries as a period – at least in Italy – of increasing
secularization and worldliness; yet it was precisely at this time
that the fate of the soul after death became a central preoccu-
pation of both theologians and philosophers. What I would
like to do in this paper is to try to explain why the Lateran
decree was issued when it was, and then to trace briefly the
impact which this decree had on discussions of the immortal-
ity of the soul in the sixteenth century. I shall focus exclusively
on Italy, where the most interesting contributions to the
debate were made, both before and after 1513.

The two philosophical positions singled out as heretical by the
Council were variants of Aristotelianism that had been in
circulation in the West since the thirteenth century. And both
were among the 219 articles condemned by the Bishop of Paris
in 1277.[4] The first position, that the individual rational soul is
material and hence mortal was associated with Alexander of
Aphrodisias, one of the most philosophically acute of the

ancient Greek commentators on Aristotle.[5] Although his
views were not fully or accurately known to Western authors
until the end of the fifteenth century, two of his works were
available in medieval Latin versions;[6] and second-hand
reports on his doctrines were provided by Averroes, the
twelfth-century Arabic philosopher and Aristotelian commen-
tator, whose writings were translated into Latin in the early
thirteenth century and had an extraordinary impact on
scholastic philosophy. Averroes himself was responsible for
promoting the second heretical position, the rather bizarre
notion that there was only one eternal soul for all mankind,
usually known as the doctrine of the unicity of the intellect.[7]

Drawing on a simile which Aristotle mentions in De anima –
presumably in order to reject it, though Aristotle never
actually does so – Averroes assumed that mankind’s unique
rational soul bore the same relation to individual bodies as a
sailor bears to his ship:[8] it was, in other words, a temporary
and merely functional connection, which ceased on the death
of the body. This excluded the possibility of rewards and
punishments in the afterlife; for although the rational soul
survived, it no longer had any relation whatever to the indi-
vidual with whom it was formerly joined.[9] Consequently,
from a Christian perspective, the immortality put forward by
Averroes was as unacceptable as the mortality postulated by
Alexander of Aphrodisias.
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The contrasting positions of Alexander and Averroes were
both developed as interpretations of Aristotle’s De anima. So
too was the Christian doctrine of the immortality of the indi-
vidual soul, as set out in the Lateran decree; this essentially
follows Thomas Aquinas’s interpretation of Aristotelian
psychology,[10] which we heard about yesterday. The fact that
these three very different views on the fate of the soul after
death were all based on Aristotle gives some indication of the
ambiguity of his statements on this topic.

In De anima Aristotle defines the soul as ‘the first actuality of a
natural body potentially possessing life’, that is, it is the form
which, when combined with the matter of the body, consti-
tutes a living being; therefore, when the body dies, it too ceases
to exist, just as an impression made on a wax tablet perishes
when the wax melts.[11] Yet Aristotle was in somewhat the
same position as those beleaguered modern-day philosophers
who reject the materialist assumption that consciousness will
eventually be fully explained in terms of brain chemistry. For
all his commitment to the fundamental biological connection
between body and soul, he clearly felt that the mind or rational
soul, unlike the vegetative and sensitive souls – responsible,
respectively, for nutrition and growth and for sense perception
– might be ‘separable’, that it might, in other words, be capable
of existence outside the body. His statements on this topic,
however, are limited to obiter dicta which are never developed

into a continuous argument. At one point, for instance, he
hints that the ‘mind seems to be an independent substance
engendered in us, and to be imperishable’, adding that it is
‘presumably something more divine’ than the rest of the
soul.[12] This divine quality of the rational soul derives from
its similarity to Aristotle’s God, the Unmoved Mover, whose
sole activity is thinking.[13] Aristotle’s firmest assertion of the
immortality and eternity of what he refers to as the active part
of the mind comes in Book iii, chapter 5 of De anima, which
consists of a highly condensed paragraph, so riddled with
corrupt readings that Sir David Ross, in his 1961 commentary,
conjectured that ‘the ultimate original of our manuscripts was
presumably rendered obscure by damp or some other
cause’.[14]

Perhaps, however, Aristotle’s most revealing statement on this
matter comes at the beginning of De anima, when he says that
if we consider the majority of the soul’s functions, ‘there seems
to be no case in which the soul can act or be acted upon
without involving the body: e.g., anger, courage, appetite, and
sensation generally. Thinking seems the most probable
exception; but’, he continues, ‘if this too proves to be a form of
imagination (phantasia) or to be impossible without imagina-
tion, it too requires a body as a condition of its existence’.[15]

This is because, according to Aristotelian psychology, in order
to produce the phantasmata, or immaterial mental images
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which make up the basic content of our thought, the imagina-
tion has to process perceptual data acquired through the
bodily sense organs – our eyes, ears and so on. Taken on its
own, this comment appears to leave open the possibility of the
rational soul’s survival after the death of the body; but that
possibility seems to be closed off by Aristotle’s statement
towards the end of the treatise that ‘when the mind is actively
aware of anything, it is necessarily aware of it along with an
image (phantasma)’;[16] for these mental images, as we have
just seen, cannot be produced without the sensory input
provided by the body.

Given the enigmatic, indeed Delphic, nature of Aristotle’s
pronouncements on the rational soul, as well as his apparent
inconsistency on this subject, it would seem that the
Franciscan theologian and philosopher Duns Scotus, aptly
named the ‘Subtle Doctor’, probably got it right when he
stated, in his commentary on the fourth book of Peter
Lombard’s Sentences, that, in discussing the question of
immortality, Aristotle ‘has spoken in various ways and treats
the same topics according to different principles, so that at one
point he seems to follow one principle, at another the
opposite. For this reason, I have supposed that he was
undecided on this matter.[17] It is worth noting that Duns
Scotus’s conviction that immortality was a neutral problem,
which could not be conclusively resolved in terms of

Aristotelian philosophy, did not attract any censure from the
Church, even though it ran counter to the use made of
Aristotle by Scotus’s Dominican rival, Thomas Aquinas, to
provide rational support for Christian doctrine. Yet two
centuries later, Scotus’s sceptical stance would become
untenable, thanks to the restrictions imposed by the Lateran
decree.

Aristotle’s conflicting statements on the immortality of the
soul meant that medieval and Renaissance philosophers were
readily able to find textual support for their own favoured
interpretation, whether they accepted the Averroist doctrine
that there was only one immortal soul for all mankind, the
Alexandrist belief that the individual soul was material and
therefore mortal, or the Thomist position that the individual
soul was both immaterial and immortal. Like the Bible and
Shakespeare, Aristotle, at least on this issue, could be all things
to all men – though few, I think, would choose to take De
anima with them to their desert island.

One point Aristotle was quite clear about in De anima was that
the study of the soul belonged to the science of nature.[18]

Accordingly, in the Middle Ages and the Renaissance, psychol-
ogy was regarded as part of natural philosophy – what we
would nowadays call science. De anima was treated as one of
Aristotle’s six libri naturales, along with the Physics, De caelo,
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De generatione et corruptione, the Meteorology and the Parva
naturalia. In Italy, where philosophy was normally studied as
the preparation for taking a degree in medicine, and where,
unlike in Northern Europe, universities did not have powerful
faculties of theology, natural philosophers tended to take a
secular and rationalist approach to their discipline, paying
little attention to religious considerations. And on the whole,
the ecclesiastical authorities let them get away with it.
Conflicts did, of course, arise, but they were surprisingly few in
number and usually quickly resolved.

One such conflict involved Biagio Pelacani, a prominent
professor of Aristotelian natural philosophy from Parma, who
argued that the rational soul was merely the form of the body
and therefore perished along with it, since it too was educed
from matter.[19] This was, in effect, the doctrine of Alexander
of Aphrodisias, though Pelacani does not mention him. It was
no doubt Pelacani’s espousal of such heretical views, along
with his equally controversial astrological beliefs, which led to
his being stripped of his professorship and hauled up before
the bishop of Pavia in 1396, accused of making remarks
‘against the Catholic faith and holy mother church’. In the
event, Pelacani got off very lightly: after expressing remorse
and promising in future ‘to hold to the catholic faith and its
articles and to the decisions of the church’,[20] he was immedi-
ately reinstated to his university chair by the bishop; moreover,

having professed his acceptance of Catholic dogma, he still felt
free to claim that, according to philosophy at any rate, the soul
was material and mortal.[21]

Pelacani could do this because, like many Aristotelian natural
philosophers, he subscribed to a position which has come to
be known, somewhat misleadingly, as the doctrine of the
‘double truth’. He neatly summarized the stand himself,
recommending to his students that, when they wanted to
uphold the faith, which involves belief, they should take off
their philosophical mantle; and that when, conversely, they
wanted to uphold philosophy, which involves using evidence
based on reason and experience, they should leave behind
their Christian faith.[22] What he does not make explicit here,
but which is clear both from his own recantation and from the
attitude of other secular Aristotelians, is that the truths of faith
took precedence over those of philosophy; for the latter, being
based on fallible human reason – after all, even Aristotle
nodded – were merely probably, while the former, being
revealed to man by God, were infallible and absolutely certain.
Consequently, when the two came into conflict, arguments
based on faith and revelation trumped those founded on
reason and philosophy. Natural philosophers were prepared to
play by the rules of this game – whether sincerely or hypocrit-
ically, we shall never know – provided they were given a free
hand within their own discipline, that is, provided they could
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interpret Aristotle in their own classrooms according to their
own lights, without interference from the Church. It was
precisely this limited autonomy, this longstanding right to
teach that certain doctrines were probable, philosophically
speaking, as long as it was admitted that they were certainly
false in religious terms, that the 1513 Lateran decree would seek
to abolish.

Another well-known episode in which the Church authorities
attempted to clamp down on a natural philosopher’s teaching
concerning the soul occurred in the 1490s. This time the
controversial theory was not the Alexandrist interpretation of
Aristotle but the Averroist. It was no doubt the widespread
acceptance of this view among natural philosophers that led
the Bishop of Padua, Pietro Barozzi, to issue a decree, on the
4th of May 1489, forbidding any public disputations on the
Averroist doctrine of the unicity of the intellect. Barozzi
warned university professors that while remembering they
were philosophers, they should not forget that they also lived
as Christians. He suggested, furthermore, that those who
discussed the notion that there was only one immortal soul for
all mankind did so because, if rewards and punishments in the
afterlife were eliminated in this way, they would be freer to
commit the most flagrant sins.[23] Although Barozzi mentions
no philosopher by name, it is very likely that the decree was
aimed at Nicoletto Vernia, the leading Averroist at the

University of Padua and probably the most famous
Aristotelian of his day.

Like other fifteenth-century Italian professors of natural
philosophy, Vernia based his lectures on Aristotle’s libri
naturales, as explained in the commentaries of Averroes,
whom he regarded as the most accurate expositor of the
Aristotelian corpus. Barozzi’s decree, however, forced him to
change his tune. What is significant about his recantation,
compared to that of Pelacani a century earlier, is that Vernia
not only accepted the Christian dogma on immortality as a
matter of faith, but also argued, in a treatise entitled Against
the Perverse Opinion of Averroes on the Unicity of the Intellect,
that the doctrine put forward by his fellow countryman
Thomas Aquinas (they were both born in the Kingdom of
Naples) was also the most valid stance on purely philosophical
grounds.[24] The Church’s belief in the immortality of indi-
vidual rational souls could be demonstrated, Vernia now
maintained, by arguments grounded in natural philosophy,
without any violation of Aristotelian principles.[25] Although
published posthumously in 1504, the treatise was apparently
written in 1492, three years after Barozzi’s decree, and in 1499
had received testimonials of orthodoxy from three theolo-
gians, as well as a letter of approval from Barozzi himself. Any
temptation one might have to see Vernia’s climb-down as a
sign of senility – he was seventy-two years old when he wrote
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the treatise – is dispelled by the fact that three years later, at the
age of seventy-five, his intellect was sufficiently vigorous for
him to become a doctor in medicina, a degree normally taken
by young scholars directly after completing their philosophical
studies. Whether he was genuinely convinced of the position
he defended is another matter. Barozzi had prevented him
from taking up a lucrative church benefice, and Vernia may
well have written his palinode with the cynical intention of
getting back into the bishop’s good books; if so, his timing was
remarkably bad, for he died in 1499, soon after receiving
Barozzi’s approbation.[26]

The manner in which Vernia demonstrated that the Christian
dogma of individual immortality was in accordance with
philosophy, as well as with faith, is also highly significant. His
method was to collect together statements in support of the
Church’s position from a wide range of ancient and contem-
porary philosophers: the Presocratics; Plato and the
Neoplatonists; Greek, Arabic and scholastic Aristotelians; even
Roman authors such as Cicero and Virgil. By drawing on this
huge pool of philosophical thought, Vernia effectively
demoted Aristotle from his exalted position as ‘the
Philosopher’ to the more lowly rank of one among many
philosophers. Likewise, Averroes was no longer ‘the
Commentator’, as he had been since the thirteenth century, but
rather the ‘perverter’ of Aristotle’s doctrines and, conse-

quently, to be shunned in favour of other more useful exposi-
tors.[27] These included not only Thomas Aquinas but also
those ancient Greek commentators on Aristotle whose works
had recently become available in Latin translation, such as
Themistius, Simplicius and Alexander of Aphrodisias.[28]

Vernia says, for instance, that he consulted Girolamo Donato’s
1495 translation of Alexander’s most important treatise on the
soul, which up till then had been inaccessible in Latin; he
deduced from it, however, the erroneous view that Alexander
believed in the personal immortality of the rational soul.[29]

This misreading is an indication that Vernia was not so much
judiciously weighing the evidence as desperately seeking to
find whatever philosophical support he could for the Christian
position. He was encouraged in his pursuit of a basic
consensus among ancient philosophers on the issue of immor-
tality by Simplicius, who maintained in his commentary on De
anima, that the two greatest thinkers of antiquity, Aristotle and
Plato, were in basic agreement on this, as on many other,
subjects.[30]

The distance Vernia had moved from his previously exclusive
commitment to Aristotelian natural philosophy, as interpreted
by Averroes, can be gauged by his extraordinary reference to
‘divus Plato’: ‘the divine Plato’, or perhaps, following medieval
usage, ‘the blessed’ or ‘saintly Plato’.[31] This epithet gives us a
clue, moreover, to one of the key reasons for the change of
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intellectual climate between the 1390s and the 1490s. It was, to
some extent, the fifteenth-century revival of Platonism which
brought about a shift in the long-established balance of power
between natural philosophy and theology, resulting in the
increasing interference of the Church in purely philosophical
discussions of the soul, a trend which would culminate in the
Lateran decree of 1513.

When the humanist Leonardo Bruni joined the papal curia in
the early years of the fifteenth century, he decided to translate
Plato’s Phaedo into elegant classical Latin and dedicate the
work to his new employer, Pope Innocent vii. His selection of
the Phaedo is revealing: this was one of the very few Platonic
dialogues to have been translated into Latin in the Middle
Ages;[32] so Bruni’s aim was not to expand the corpus of works
by Plato available to Western readers. Rather, he chose the
Phaedo as an appropriate offering to the pope because its
theme was the immortality of the soul. He states in the dedica-
tory preface that when he read Plato in Greek ‘and saw the
many pious and beneficial things which were said in this book’,
it seemed to him that the dialogue would be worth translating
and dedicating to Innocent, who had a heaven-sent mandate
to care for souls, so that ‘he would know what the supreme
philosopher had thought concerning the soul’. The Phaedo,
moreover, would be extremely useful to others as a
‘confirmation of the true faith’. Not, of course, that Christian

doctrine had any need of such aid, since it was so clear and
firm that no one in his right mind could be in any doubt about
it. Nevertheless, the fact that the cleverest and wisest of all
pagan philosophers held the same beliefs about the soul as
Christians would be no small asset to the true faith.[33] Bruni’s
enchantment with Plato did not, by the way, survive his
encounter with the Phaedrus and the Symposium, whose
explicit treatment of homosexuality he felt compelled to
bowdlerize in his translations.[34] Plato’s views on immortality
were one thing, his immorality another.

Other Italian humanists also produced Latin versions of
Plato’s dialogues. They were inspired in their endeavours by
the visit to Italy of the Byzantine philosopher George
Gemistos Plethon, a learned Platonist who ran a philosophical
school in Mistra in the Peloponnese. Plethon was one of the
Greek delegates to the Church Council held in Ferrara and
then Florence from 1438 to 1439 in order to promote the union
of the Eastern and Western Churches. Bored with the theolog-
ical nit-picking at the sessions of the council, Plethon gave a
series of impromptu lectures to a group of humanists, which
very likely included Leonardo Bruni. Plethon later turned
these lectures into a short treatise, written in Greek and
entitled ‘On the Differences of Aristotle from Plato’. Keeping
under wraps his disillusion with Christianity and his heretical
programme to reintroduce Neoplatonic paganism as the
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religion of a revived Byzantine Empire, Plethon attempted to
demonstrate that Western scholars overrated Aristotle and
underrated Plato because they had been misled ‘by the claims
of the Arab Averroes that Aristotle alone has achieved a
complete account of natural philosophy’.[35] In relation to the
immortality of the soul, Plethon charges Aristotle with incon-
sistency; for while in De anima and the Metaphysics, ‘he makes
the mind indestructible and eternal’, in the Nicomachean Ethics
‘he makes no application of this argument, although it is a
major contribution to moral theory and to discussions of
virtue. And what is worse, he assumes that nothing whatever
that is good lies in store for man after the end of his present
life.’[36] According to Plethon, Alexander of Aphrodisias
devised his theory of the mortality of the individual soul
precisely to rescue Aristotle from these embarrassing self-
contradictions.[37]

For George of Trebizond, another Byzantine scholar, Plethon’s
ideas represented a grave danger to Western civilization.
George had settled permanently in Italy, converted to
Catholicism and become both a hard-line Thomist and a
fanatical Aristotelian. He feared that Plethon’s undermining of
Aristotle’s philosophy would lead not only to its demise but to
the collapse of Christianity itself, especially if Plethon’s former
student Bessarion, now a cardinal in the Roman Catholic
Church, were to become pope, as seemed quite possible. In

1458, accordingly, he produced his own comparison of
Platonic and Aristotelian philosophy, tipping the scales very
much in favour of the latter and writing, unlike Plethon, in
Latin, in order to reach a wide audience of Western scholars.
Well aware that one of the best ways to discredit an ideological
opponent was to accuse him of sexual misconduct (a tactic
which is still very much in evidence in our own day), George
portrayed Plato as a purveyor of depravity and an unashamed
pederast. Deriding Plato’s contemporary supporters, he
complained: ‘They call this enemy of nature, this perverter of
public morals, this addict of young boys’ buttocks, the prince
of philosophers; they admire and worship him, exalting him to
the skies.’[38] On a somewhat more elevated level, George
argued that Aristotelianism was much closer than Platonism
to Christianity, since Aristotle had believed in creation ex
nihilo, divine providence, free will and even had some inkling
of the Trinity. Indeed, he goes so far as to claim that Alexander
the Great and Aristotle were sent to earth by God in order to
prepare mankind for the Holy Scriptures.[39]

As for the immortality of the soul, George seems to have
Bruni’s preface to the Phaedo in mind, when he complains that
‘many, taking more account of words than of substance,
proclaim that Plato was divine and useful to the Church – this
man, for heaven’s sake, who has given rise to all heresies and
crimes or else increased and strengthened them!’[40] George,
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who thought that Plato, when discussing immortality, had
merely recited fables which he had taken over from the
poets,[41] had nothing but contempt for ‘this uncouth and
unethical – not to say, thoroughly disgraceful – man, who
assigned the same [immortal] soul to pigs, worms and beetles
as he did to human beings. What does any of this have in
common with Christian truth?’[42] And what about his belief
that souls migrated from body to body, from one wild animal
to another and even from men to beasts and vice versa?[43]

Aristotle, by contrast, has no truck with such things; nor does
he, when discussing the soul, express any views which are
contrary to Christian doctrine.[44] Moreover, George
continues, ‘he demonstrates that the human soul is immortal,
not using mere words, as Plato did, or commonplaces and
arguments that are worthless or far removed from the nature
of things, like all the Platonists, but instead by means of prin-
ciples which are grounded in reality’.[45] What George regards
as Aristotle’s rational demonstration of immortality is, in
effect, the interpretation of De anima put forward by Thomas
Aquinas.

George’s bugbear Cardinal Bessarion did not, in the end,
ascend the papal throne: the Catholic Church was not
prepared to take a Byzantine convert as its spiritual leader,
however capable he might be. So, George eventually harnessed
his paranoid megalomania to a new project: travelling to

Constantinople, now in the hands of the Turks, he planned to
convert Sultan Mehmed ii to Christianity – a bungled enter-
prise which, when he returned to Italy, landed him in jail on
charges of apostasy. For all George’s erratic behaviour and
extreme opinions, Bessarion realized that the crude smear
tactics he had used against Plato could still be very damaging
to the philosopher’s reception in the West. He therefore
decided to set the record straight in a Greek treatise entitled
Against the Slanderer of Plato. With a shrewd eye for publicity,
he made a Latin translation of this lengthy work and had it
printed in 1469, thus ensuring that it reached a much larger
readership than George’s libellous tract, which remained in
manuscript until the sixteenth century. Bessarion makes it
clear from the start that he does not want to turn Plato into a
Christian, as George had done with Aristotle. Both philoso-
phers were pagans, and both held views which were alien to
the true faith. Nevertheless, it is his intention to show that,
contrary to the extravagant claims of his opponent, Plato’s
doctrines are closer than those of Aristotle to Christian
truth.[46]

In reply to the charge that Plato had simply repeated the
fictitious tales of the poets regarding the immortality of the
soul, Bessarion maintains that because George was motivated,
not by a fair-minded desire to judge the philosopher’s writings
but by a spirit of mockery and abuse, he was incapable of
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perceiving the difference between Plato’s treatment of the
subject and that of the poets. Not bothering to cite in full even
one of the many arguments he attempts to refute, George
simply slings mud at Plato and hurls insults at his theory of
immortality – a theory which, Bessarion is quick to point out,
had received the approval of both Macrobius, a pagan
Platonist, and Albertus Magnus, the Dominican teacher of
Thomas Aquinas.[47] As for Plato’s supposed belief in
metempsychosis, Bessarion argues, firstly, that this myth was
invented to discourage the uninitiated masses from commit-
ting sins; and, secondly, that it was to be interpreted as a
metaphorical warning of the punishments to come in the
afterlife, when the souls of the wicked would be compelled to
associate with brutish spirits – a view which was in line with
Christian teachings on hell.[48] Finally, in response to George’s
assertion that Aristotle, unlike Plato, had provided a rational
demonstration of immortality, which in no way diverged from
Christian dogma, Bessarion maintains that to attribute such
insights to a pagan philosopher is to detract from religion,
which held that these truths were accessible only to Christian
authors.[49] George was therefore guilty of profanely attribut-
ing to Aristotle a doctrine of immortality which was the sacred
preserve of Christianity.[50]

In 1469, the year that Bessarion’s treatise was published, the
Florentine philosopher Marsilio Ficino had just completed the

first draft of his Latin translation of all Plato’s dialogues – a
monumental achievement, which, when it finally reached
print in 1484, made the entire Platonic corpus available to
Western scholars for the first time. He introduced each
dialogue with a brief summary, as well as writing major
commentaries on several of them – most famously on the
Symposium, in which he popularized the notion of Platonic
love.[51]

Apart from his translations and commentaries, Ficino also
wrote philosophical treatises, the most important of which
was his Platonic Theology on the Immortality of Souls. This very
substantial work was completed in 1474, soon after the forty-
year-old Ficino had taken holy orders. His combined vocation
as Platonic philosopher and Catholic priest found clear
expression in this treatise, which offers rational arguments,
mostly taken from Plato and his followers, in support of the
Christian doctrine of the immortality of individual souls.

In a dedicatory preface to Lorenzo de’ Medici, Ficino articu-
lated his hope ‘that the many people who, because of their
perverse character do not yield to the authority of the divine
law alone, should at least give their assent to the Platonic
arguments which are brought to the aid of religion’.[52] Ficino
believed that the best way to reform these depraved intellectu-
als was to introduce a pia philosophia, a pious philosophy,

Ch2.11



SIGNATURES

which would allow them to be good philosophers and good
Christians at the same time. That pious philosophy was, in his
view, Platonism; for, like Bruni and Bessarion – and, long
before them, St Augustine – he believed that there were large
areas of agreement between Plato’s doctrines and those of the
Church.

The issue which brought up most starkly the contrast between
Ficino’s pious Platonism and the Aristotelian natural philoso-
phy which had a stranglehold on Italian universities was the
immortality of the soul. More than once, Ficino claimed to be
divinely destined ‘to admonish the Aristotelians, that is, all
philosophers, not to regard religion as a bunch of old wives
tales. For the entire world is in the hands of the Aristotelians,
who are divided into two sects: those who follow Alexander of
Aphrodisias, and those who follow Averroes. The former think
that our rational soul is mortal; while the latter contend that
there is only one such soul. Both equally destroy all religion
from the foundations.’[53] As was the case with Bessarion,
Ficino’s quarrel was not so much with Aristotle as with his
contemporary disciples. After citing the view of the ancient
Greek commentator Themistius that Plato, Aristotle and
Aristotle’s student Theophrastus all held the same opinion
concerning the rational soul, Ficino suggests,[54] in Book
Fifteen of The Platonic Theology, that by taking from Averroes
the doctrine that the intellect is immortal and combining it

with Alexander’s belief that each person has such an intellect,
one can conclude that individual souls are immortal. This is
the conclusion, he states, of the Platonists and of Christian and
Arab theologians, and it is also in complete agreement with
that of the earliest Aristotelians.[55]

This emphasis on the consensus of philosophers concerning
the immortality of the soul resembles the attitude displayed by
Vernia in his recantation. And Vernia is, in fact, known to have
been influenced by Ficino. So, too, was Bishop Barozzi, whose
library contained several volumes by Ficino and whose
banning of Averroist reflects a similar distrust of the brand of
Aristotelian natural philosophy which dominated universities
such as Padua.[56]

Ficino’s programme for a pious philosophy played an even
greater role in the formulation of the papal bull which the
Lateran Council endorsed in 1513. It was issued by Leo x, who
was the son of Ficino’s patron Lorenzo de’ Medici and who
had close ties with Ficino’s disciples, admirers and friends, one
of whom Leo appointed to sit on the commission which
drafted the bull.[57] The atmosphere, moreover, of increasing
theological intolerance towards the Alexandrist and Averroist
positions, to which the decree clearly gave voice, was encour-
aged by Ficino’s bravura demonstration that the Church’s
doctrine of the immortality of soul could be proved in philo-
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sophical terms – provided, that is one employed a pious
philosophy such as his own Christianised Platonism.

One of the two delegates to the Lateran Council who voted
against the decree was Tommaso de Vio, soon to become
Cardinal Cajetan and at that time procurator general of the
Dominican Order. Although a Thomist, Cajetan only a few
years earlier, in his 1509 commentary on De anima, had come
to the conclusion that Aristotle believed the soul to be mortal
– an interpretation which, according to the second part of the
decree could no longer be taught in universities. Cajetan
rejected this provision on the grounds that it was the job of
theologians, not philosophers, to defend the faith; the task of
philosophers was instead to search for the truth, which they
should be allowed to do free from external constraints
imposed by the Church.[58]

Since Cajectan’s position was overwhelmingly defeated by the
Council, it was left to his former colleague at the University of
Padua, Pietro Pomponazzi, to challenge the Lateran decree.
Pomponazzi had studied at Padua and in 1499 had become
Vernia’s successor in the chair of natural philosophy, a post he
held on and off until 1512, when he transferred to the
University of Bologna. In his early lectures at Padua, although
he considered Averroes to be the most accurate interpreter of
Aristotle’s doctrine of the soul, he did not regard the unicity of

the intellect as a tenable theory in itself: ‘Averroes’s opinion’, he
wrote, ‘seems to me to have been that of Aristotle; neverthe-
less, I can in no way support it, and it seems to me the most
flagrant nonsense. Say what you will, I for one am more
repelled by Averroes’s opinion than I am by the devil.’[59]

Following reason and experience, and also in obedience to the
higher dictates of religion, he accepted the view Thomas
Aquinas that the individual soul was immaterial and
immortal.

By 1516, however, he had changed his mind both about
Aristotle’s views and about the philosophical truth concerning
the soul. He now maintained, in his Treatise on the Immortality
of the Soul, that because, according to Aristotle, human
thought could not take place without phantasmata, which
were generated from sense data, the body and its sense organs
were essential to the soul’s ability to think. Therefore, based
solely on philosophical premises and Aristotelian principles,
the probable conclusion was that the rational soul was essen-
tially mortal, which was the view of Alexander of Aphrodisias,
whom Pomponazzi had read in the 1495 Latin version. Since
this view had been explicitly prohibited by the Lateran decree,
promulgated just three years earlier, Pomponazzi’s treatise was
clearly an attempt to reassert the right of philosophers to treat
philosophical issues philosophically, without interference
from theologians. Pomponazzi did, of course, make the tradi-
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tional – and possible sincere – disclaimer that despite all the
probable philosophical arguments he had put forward in the
treatise in favour of mortality, his belief in the absolute truth
of the Christian doctrine of personal immortality of the soul
could be proved only by the means appropriate to faith, which
were revelation and Scripture, not reason or philosophy.

The response to Pomponazzi’s defiant gesture was immediate:
his treatise was publicly burned in Venice; he was denounced
by the suffragan bishop of Mantua, his home town; and a
stream, of attacks on him and his work issued form the
presses. Pomponazzi published two works in response to this
onslaught, in which he restated his position that immortality
was not rationally demonstrable since it was contrary to the
principles of Aristotelian natural philosophy; as an article of
faith, it could – and should – be founded solely on divine reve-
lation. Pomponazzi’s campaign was, in the end, successful: not
only did he manage to avoid any formal charges of heresy and
to keep his job at Bologna, even receiving regular salary rises;
but, more importantly, he forced the theologians to recognize
that they were unable to enforce the provisions of the Lateran
decree on natural philosophers, who from then on were much
freer to pursue their investigations of the soul on their own
terms, without having to defer to the authority of the Church
in matters which remained within the boundaries of philoso-
phy.[60]

In the aftermath of these dramatic events, sixteenth-century
discussions of the immortality of the sold developed along
three lines. In general, natural philosophers argued that
Alexander of Aphrodisias provided the most accurate account
of Aristotle’s views and following in the footsteps of
Pomponazzi, maintained that the burden of purely philosoph-
ical truth led to the probable conclusion that the rational soul
was mortal.[61] Until about 1575, the Averroist theory also had
some support among natural philosophers.[62]

By contrast, Catholic theologians and philosophers, especially
those in the Dominican and newly founded Jesuit orders,
continued to throw in their lot with Thomas Aquinas, using
Aristotle to provide a rational foundation for the Christian
doctrine of immortality. Increasingly, however, they turned
away from natural philosophy and towards metaphysics, a
discipline which allowed them to shift their attention from the
perilous area of the soul’s natural state in the present life to the
safer territory of its supernatural status in the next life as a
separate substance.[63] Protestants, taking their lead from
Philipp Melanchthon, went even further than Catholics in
putting theological considerations ahead of those based on
natural philosophy.[64]

The third option was to demonstrate that all the great thinkers
of antiquity had held that the individual soul was immortal
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and thus had endorsed the Church’s position avant la lettre.
This search for a fundamental concord between pagan and
Christian authors, which we have seen foreshadowed in Ficino
and Vernia, became increasingly ambitious, with authors
seeking to pile up as many statements in favour of immortality
as possible from as many different philosophers as possible.
Since these statements were almost always taken out of
context, it was relatively easy to find sufficient corroborative
evidence in Aristotle to include him in the general consensus.
A good example of this method can be found in a Latin
treatise by Agostino Steuco published in 1540. It was the thesis
of Steuco, an Augustinian biblical scholar, bishop of Gubbio
and prefect of the Vatican Library, that Jews, Chaldaeans,
Egyptians and other early peoples had transmitted to the
Greeks a body of doctrines – what he called the perennial
philosophy – which, beneath a diversity of forms, contained
the same essentially religious truths, such as the creation of the
world, the triune nature of God and the immortality of the
soul. The advent of Christianity had not brought new truths,
but had simply renewed the knowledge of old ones, which had
become corrupted over a long period of transmission. Though
Steuco, like most concordists, had a predilection for Platonic
and Neoplatonic authors, he believed that Aristotle too had
played his part in the diffusion of the perennial philosophy;
and as proof of Aristotle’s belief in the soul’s immortality he
cited carefully selected passages from De anima, along with the

commentary of Simplicius, bolstered by apposite quotations
from other Aristotelian works.[65]

Throughout the fifteenth century there had been a tug-of-war
between natural philosophy and theology over the immortal-
ity of the soul. The 1513 Lateran decree and the Pomponazzi
affair which followed in its wake marked a crucial stage in that
lengthy struggle. Rather than one side triumphing over the
other, however, the result was more a parting of the ways.
Natural philosophers, having fought to defend the autonomy
of their discipline, continued to discuss the soul in purely
philosophical terms, while Christian philosophers, both
Catholic and Protestant, as well as concordists, continued to
use philosophical accounts of the soul for theological
purposes. Having reached a stalemate, natural philosophy and
theology agreed to differ on the question of the immortality of
the soul.
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animas immortales esse. Atque haec est conclusio
Platonicorum Chrisitanorumque et Arabum
theologorum priscis Peripateticis maxime consona.’ See
Themistius, In libros Aristotelis De anima, ed. R. Heinze
(Berlin, 1899), p.108, l. 35–p.109. l. 3 (iii.5); for an English
translation see Themistius, On Aristotle On the Soul,
transl. R. B. Todd (London, 1996), p.134.

55 See E. Mahoney, ‘Marsilio Ficino’s Influence on Nicoletto
Vernia, Agostino Nifo and Marcantonio Zimara’, in
Marsilio Ficino e il ritorno di Platone, ed. G. C.
Garfagnini, 2 vols (Florence, 1986), LL, pp.509–31.

56 See Monfasani, ‘Aristotelians, Platonists’, p.267.

57 Ibid., pp.268–9. Leo x was close to Ficino’s intellectual
heir, Francesco da Diacceto, and to Giles of Viterbo, the
General of the Augustinian Order, who was a well-
known Platonist and great admirer of Ficino. Ficino’s
friend Giorgio Benigno Salviati was appointed by Leo to
the commission which produced Apostolici regiminis; on
Benigno see J. Kraye, ‘Lorenzo and the Philosophers’, in
Lorenzo the Magnificent: Culture and Politics in Medicean
Florence, ed. M. Mallett and N. Mann (London, 1996),
pp.151–66.

58 See Hefele and Hergenröther, Histoire des conciles, p.412;
and La Brosse et al., Latran v, pp.90–1.

59 Pietro Pomponazzi, Quaestio de immortalitate animae
(1504), in P. O. Kristeller, ‘Two Unpublished Questions on
the Soul of Pietro Pomponazzi’, Medievalia et
Humanistica, 8 (1955), pp.76–101, at 93: ‘De opinione....
Averrois mihi videtur quod fuerit opinio Aristotelis,
tamen nullo pacto possum illi adherere, et videtur mihi
maxima fatuitas. Dicat autem quisque quicquid vult, ego
magis abhorreo opinionem Averrois quam diabolum.’
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60 There were, however, isolated attempts to impose the
Lateran decree on natural philosophers in relation to the
immortality of the soul: see the 1619 letter of the
inquisitor or Padua to Cesare Cremonini, published in E.
Renan, Averroès et l’Averroïsme, eighth edition (Paris,
1925), pp.477–8; Cremonini’s response, nevertheless,
indicates that he refused to comply with the inquisitor’s
demands; ibid, pp.478–80, at 479: ‘Non posso nè voglio
retrattare le espositioni d’Aristotile, poichè l’intendo
così, e son pagato per dichairlo quanto l’intendo, e nol
facendo, sarei obligato alla restitutione della mercede.’
See also C. B. Schmitt, Cesare Cremonini, un aristotelico al
tempo di Galileo (Venice, 1980); and Di Napoli,
L’immortalità, pp.382–4.

61 Kessler, ‘Intellective Soul’, pp.521–34. Di Napoli,
L’immortalità, chap. 7

62 The philosopher Antonio Bernardi, of Mirandola, who
had been a student of Pomponazzi at Bologna, argued in
his Eversionis singularis certaminis libri xl (Basel, 1562), a
treatise against duelling, that relying solely on the
‘fundamenta naturae’, one reached the conclusion that:
‘intellectum esse unum in numero in omnibus

hominibus’ (p.564). For the decline of Averroism after
1575 see C. B. Schmitt, ‘Renaissance Averroism studied
through the Venetian Editions of Aristotle-Averroes
(with particular reference to the Giunta edition of
1550–2)’, in L’Averroismo in Italia (Rome, 1979),
pp.121–42.

63 See Kessler, ‘Intellective Soul’, pp.521–34. Di Napoli,
L’immortalità, chap. 7.

64 Philipp Melanchthon, Liber de anima, in his Opera quae
supersunt omnia, ed. C. G. Bretschneider and H. E.
Bindseil, 28 vols (1834–60), xiii, col. 16: ‘Anima rationalis
est spiritus intelligens, qui est altera pars substantiae
hominis, nec extinguitur, cum a corpore discessit, sed
immortalis est. Haec definitio non habet physicas
rationes.’ See also Kessler, ‘Intellective Soul’, pp.516–17.

65 Agostino Steuco, De perenni philosophia, second edition
(Basel, 1542), p.587, quotes Simplicius’s commentary on
De anima iii.5 (see n. 30 above); p.579, he cites De
generatione animalium ii.3; and pp.585–7, he discusses De
partibus animalium iv.10.
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Donne,Vesalius, and the Anatomy of Body and Soul
Richard Sugg (University of Southampton)

In The Individual and the Cosmos in Renaissance Philosophy,
Ernst Cassirer identifies a shift from an attitude which
‘conceive(d) of experience itself as a mere aggregate’ and
strove for ‘an epistemological foundation and justification of
magic’, to a time when ‘The tendency towards immersion in
nature’s all-embracing unity’ began to be ‘opposed by a
contrary tendency towards particularization and specificity…
the empirical is no longer to be resolved in the ideal…’.[1]

Although undoubtedly quite different in certain respects from
Cassirer’s work, Michel Foucault’s description of epistemolog-
ical rupture between the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries is
at points strikingly similar. With the movement away from
‘resemblance’ thinking to an early form of taxonomic
mentality, Foucault finds that ‘The activity of the mind will no
longer consist in drawing things together… but on the
contrary, in discriminating, that is, in establishing… identi-
ties…’[2]

For Cassirer, the wresting of the empirical from the
dominance of the ideal is a slower and more difficult process
than it is for Foucault. While the earlier writer, viewing Galileo
as a particularly strong exemplar of the proto-scientific

attitude, partly matches Foucault’s emphasis on the earlier
seventeenth century, Cassirer already sees evidence of new
approaches to the soul (if not to knowledge per se) ‘at the turn
of the sixteenth century’. At this point the ‘turn towards natu-
ralism’ involves ‘an attempt to fit the principle of the “soul”
into the general complex of nature, and … explain it purely
immanently through nature’ (p.136). Without accepting either
writer’s account as wholly exhaustive or definitive, I want in
this paper to consider how early modern anatomy and
anatomical depiction both exemplified and promoted the
impetus towards particularization, specificity, and discrimina-
tion. Within this broad framework I will focus especially on
how Andreas Vesalius (1514–1564) responds to the challenge of
freeing empiricism from dominant Scholastic ideas, and on
how John Donne (1572–1631) unintentionally promotes the
new taxonomic mode in certain of his most spiritual or ideal-
ising moments. In both cases anatomy and religion are seen to
exist in an ambiguous relationship of support and subversion.
The somatic vocabulary of Donne’s poetry and prose is
increasingly alienated from its traditional, religious roots by
essentially protoscientific forces, so that his corporeal imagery
exploits him even as he seeks to exploit it. Reinforcing the
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sense that the Vesalian body reacts against those who attempt
to use it for conservative ends is the more general role of
public anatomy in promoting a new genre, and culture, of
‘analysis’ per se.

The issue of body/soul integration is perhaps the most central
area of contention produced by Vesalius’ work. Donne’s own
writings betray a wide range of more or less direct, and usually
unconscious, responses to the growing dominance of the
corporeal over the numinous. In the activities and publica-
tions of Vesalius the questions of mediation between spirit and
matter are most visible in the ongoing controversy surround-
ing the Galenic rete mirabile, supposed organ of body/soul
integration. Before turning to Vesalius’ dealings with the rete,
however, it is necessary to say something about the Vesalian
body in general. Numerous commentators have recognised
how Vesalius’ approach to, and representations of, the
anatomised body revolutionised conceptions of the human
form.[3] To some extent Vesalius can be seen as building on
foundations laid by earlier and contemporary anatomists such
as Berengario da Carpi (c.1460–1530) and Dryander
(1500–1560).[4] Nonetheless, as the accompanying illustrations
show (figs.1–5) Vesalius’ monumental, lavishly-illustrated
anatomical textbook, De Humani Corporis Fabrica (Basle,
1543) was undeniably more of a leap than a step forward.[5]

Some years before the Fabrica’s second edition of 1555, its

woodcuts had already been widely plagiarised and imitated,
and would continue to dictate the standard and character of
anatomical depictions well into the lifetimes of Donne and
William Harvey (1578–1657).[6]

The purest form of Vesalius’ graphic hegemony is, however,
limited to the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. By the early
eighteenth century anatomical illustration shows a schemati-
sation and a subtle formality which mirrors the increasingly
rigid, totalising and abstract schemes of science itself (fig.
6).[7] The graphic body of this more self-consciously
taxonomic period is ironically similar, in its relative stylisation
and lack of dynamism, to the heavily conceived, textually-
saturated body of pre-Vesalian anatomy. The Vesalian body, on
the other hand, is a body of wonder – an appropriately percep-
tual and vibrant creation. The sharpening of focus evident in
the twenty four year span of these drawings (figs. 1–5) is not
yet that of the microscope, but of a human eye fastening ever
more steadily, intently and exclusively on the anatomised body
until it threatens to become, at least momentarily, an entirely
independent object of curiosity. One way of describing
Vesalius’ achievement is to say that his plates fuse the energies
of religious reverence with the sensual excitement of a freshly
apprehended interior body. Such a view permits us to see how
a scrupulous empiricism could arise from the pious scrutiny
of God’s creation – ‘the house of the soul’, as it was often
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known. The potent charge of Vesalian illustration can be seen
to derive in part from the friction between threatened but still
powerful religious concepts, and the sensuously raw and vivid
arena of the anatomy theatre. The delicate balance between
holism and taxonomy which characterises the renderings of
De Fabrica indeed captures with remarkable precision the
elusive moment when the gaze of passive worship involuntar-
ily becomes one of active curiosity. Although, in the earliest
clashes between the theoretical and ‘actual’ human form, the
body is often prone to transform under the dogmatically-
conditioned gaze of the onlooker, it is increasingly evident that
the Vesalian body, staring assertively back, could exert its own
powers of transformation upon the beholder.

Few examples in early modern anatomy capture the friction
between the pious wonder of the new body, and the pressure
to which empirical scrutiny subjected it, more effectively than
that of the rete mirabile. Situated somewhere between the top
of the spinal column and the pituitary gland, this ‘wonderful
net’ of cerebral veins was understood to refine the vital spirits
of the heart into those animal spirits which fused the mortal
body with the immortal Christian soul. Deriving from the
work of the Roman physician Claudius Galen (131–c.200), the
rete was an impressive fabric in the ungulates which Galen was
accustomed to dissect. It could be found less spectacularly in
his favoured anatomical specimen, the barbary ape; in

humans, allegedly, not at all. In spite of this it was perpetuated
reverently, throughout the Middle Ages, by Galenic textbooks
such as the fourteenth century Anatomia Mundini – the
authority which Vesalius’ own demonstrations were in fact
supposed to ‘illustrate’ or confirm. In 1538, in Tabulae Sex –
produced to illustrate the work of his conservative tutor,
Thomas Guinther – Vesalius himself dutifully reproduced
what was expected (see fig. 3) – this, along with two other
plates, being his own work, the others that of van Calcar. In De
Fabrica in 1543, far less quiescent, he included Galenic
drawings of the rete, accompanied by sceptical notes. Beside
fig. 17 (see xiv on fig. 7) we find the remark, ‘In this figure I
represent the plexus falsely, but in accord with Galen’s descrip-
tions in the De Usu Partium…’[8]. Given the ambiguity and
controversy I will be outlining in this area it is important,
however, to stress Vesalius’ precise assertion that the rete
mirabile is ‘almost non-existent in the human body’ (Singer,
1952, p.57, italics mine).

Prior to Vesalius, only Berengario da Carpi had ventured, in
1522, to doubt the existence of the rete.[9] After Vesalius, Realdo
Colombo (1516–1569) replaces it with the more impressive
choroid plexuses of the third ventricle. Caspar Bauhin
(1560–1624), an influential figure in Donne’s time, states quite
unequivocally that he has ‘beene able to make demonstration
of it in all the mens heads we have hitherto cut up’, although
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significantly he concedes that ‘in Calves and Oxen…it is
greater and more conspicuous’.[10] Even the controversial
Johannes Argenterius (1513–1572), noted for denying the
existence of both rete and animal spirits, adds to his initial
‘…this does not exist in human beings’ the scrupulous ‘…or is
certainly not as evident as in animals’.[11] Andreas Laurentius
(d.1609) – rivalling Bauhin in influence within England – is in
partial agreement, but takes the inadequate size of the rete (‘it
is so small it is almost impossible to see it’) as a pretext to
expand the process of spiritual distillation across miraculous
network, the succeeding veins (later to be known as the ‘circle
of Willis’) and the choroid plexuses: ‘…animal spirit (is)
prepared in the net, and perfected in the ventricles’
(Laurentius, 1621, p.1300).[12]

Almost precisely midway between the straightforwardly
Galenic rete of Tabulae Sex and the scepticism of De Fabrica,
Vesalius performed his first public dissection, at Bologna in
January 1540. Recorded for posterity by an eyewitness, the
German medical student, Baldasar Heseler, the precise
circumstances of this event appear no less ambiguous than the
status of the rete itself. Vesalius’ dissections are intended to
illustrate the lectures of Matthaeus Curtius, a respected but
conservative and much older physician, with whom the
nominally subservient ‘anatomista’ at times conflicts.[13] The
deep winter setting means that the bodies last longer, but the

light does not. In the evening the students, craning from their
tiered circle of benches, squint down at the spectacle by
candlelight. The dissections appear to be marked by a habitual
boisterousness. We are told how ‘those mad Italians’ pulled
and pushed the dog as Vesalius sought to show the motion of
the heart during a vivisection; and how, when ‘he took off and
showed us half of the cranium … the Italians cried: O what a
beautiful cap!’ (Eriksson, p.219, 15th dem.). Significantly, this
implied pressure of excitement and scrutiny reaches an espe-
cially explosive pitch when Vesalius moves within the human
skull:

…the pair of nerves going to the eyes… were large, white
and concave, through which the spiritus visivi pass into
the eyes… He showed us the sixth pair (of nerves) going
to the chest and the seventh to the tongue… (but) he did
not tell us their order… because he was very confused,
upset and bewildered owing to the noise and disorder that
the students then made. Therefore being upset as he was
very choleric, he hurried on this dissection to get through
it anyhow

(Eriksson, pp.220–21, 11th dem.)
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This uproar appears to have been sparked by the brain’s
sacred, ‘spiritualising’ functions, its evidently taboo nature
being confirmed a few days later by Vesalius’ unwillingness to
‘once again do the anatomy of the brain, for I am afraid that
you will make so much disturbance, as you did previously’
(Eriksson, p.287, 24th dem.)). The students were almost
certainly less interested in the eyes than in the ‘spiritus visivi’.
As Vesalius’ own illustration for Tabulae Sex (fig. 3) partly
indicates, and Dryander’s, of 1537 (fig. 2), still more clearly, the
rete mirabile was understood to be positioned just above and
behind the eyes themselves.[14] It is indeed very shortly after
the demonstration of the optic nerves that Heseler somehow
‘sees’, in the candlelit winter evening, ‘…the network of
winding arteries around the rete mirabile in which the spiritus
animales are produced, transmitted there from the heart as
spiritus vitales’. He is quite certain, in fact, that he ‘saw partic-
ularly those which run in coils around the base of the cranium,
which are called rete mirabile’ (pp.220–1, 11th dem.). What
exactly did Heseler see? Undoubtedly it was more than a mere
trick of the light. Not only was he sufficiently close to observe
the minutiae of the cerebral nerves, but when Vesalius, over-
coming his qualms, did in fact repeat the dissection of the
brain and rete, Heseler ‘afterwards touched with my hands’
(Eriksson, p.289) something which, to him, was evidently
sufficient to represent the antechamber of the human soul.

The ‘wonderful net’ of the Vesalian theatre was, then, very
different from the dry textual assertions of medieval anatomy
books.[15] It appears, nonetheless, that the conceptual legacy
of such works must have at least partly determined what the
students saw that January. Just a few moments prior to
observing ‘the network of winding arteries’, Heseler had
witnessed a seemingly bizarre form of conjuring trick.
Vesalius, ‘before he cut and demonstrated the three ventricles
of the brain… showed them to us on the head of a sheep
which he had brought so that… we should better see them in
man…’ (Eriksson, p.220, 11th dem., italics mine). The peculiar
interplay between concept and percept, or mythical and
empirical, so often characteristic of early modern anatomy, is
perhaps nowhere more startlingly exemplified than in this
curious didactic aid. To Heseler, the sleight of hand was clearly
not mere charlatanism. It is difficult, indeed, to resist the
conclusion that, just as the authoritative textual insistence on
the rete mirabile effectively slotted a kind of distorting filter
between the eyes and the cerebral cortex of dissection specta-
tors, so the impressive venous formation of the ungulate
provided a more immediate ‘magnifying glass’ to assist (rather
than deceive) the watching students’ perception of the human
brain. This hypothesis is supported by the later comments of
Vesalius himself:
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I myself cannot wonder enough at my own stupidity
and too great trust in the writings of Galen and
other anatomists; yes I, who so much laboured in
my love for Galen that I never undertook to dissect
a human head in public without that of a lamb or
ox at hand, so as to supply what I could in no way
find in that of man, and to impress it on the specta-
tors, lest I be charged with failure to find that plexus
so universally familiar by name. For the soporal
arteries quite fail to produce such a “plexus reticu-
laris” as that which Galen recounts!

(De Fabrica, quoted in Singer, 1952, p.57).

Although the wish to ‘impress… the spectators’ might suggest
a straightforward pragmatism, it appears that Vesalius – albeit
no doubt pressured to some extent by general expectations –
was far from clear about his own beliefs or motivations. The
impression that even he, for all his independence, found
himself at least temporarily in a kind of epistemological
twilight zone, is borne out by his inability precisely to explain
his behaviour: he talks, notably, of an involuntary ‘stupidity’
rather than deliberate cowardice.

Analysis of Donne’s rhetorical dealings with the anatomised
body should cast further light on the liminal zone which
Vesalius and his spectators appear to have inhabited in 1540. To
deal firstly, however, with the general state of anatomy during
Donne’s lifetime: evidence ironically suggests that he was in
fact much better placed to appreciate and exploit Vesalianism
than those English writers active between 1540 and 1570.
Although events such as the founding of the Barber-Surgeons’
anatomy lectures in 1540, and Geminus’ pirating of Vesalius in
1545 show some immediate response to continental develop-
ments, the most widespread publicising of anatomy in fact
seems to have occurred in and after the late 1570s. In 1578 John
Banister published The Historie of Man, sucked from the sappe
of the most approved anathomistes in this present age. With four
illustrations taken from De Fabrica, and text derived from
Vesalius’ assistant and successor, Realdo Columbo, Banister’s
book was the first native English production since Thomas
Vicary’s A Profitable Treatise of the Anatomie of Man’s Bodie –
an essentially medieval, and wholly unillustrated work.
Perhaps uneasily prompted by the industry of Banister – who
was a surgeon rather than a physician – the Royal College of
Physicians conceived, in 1581, of a new public anatomy lecture.
Endowed by Lord Lumley, the Lumleian Lectures were accord-
ingly instituted in 1582, and first delivered in 1584.
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Eyewitness accounts of this institution, which involved dissec-
tion of some or all of the body in all but the last of the six year
cycle, and twice weekly lectures throughout the year, are sadly
non-existent. All available literary evidence shows, however,
that the cultural and imaginative exploitation of anatomy was
very closely bound up with the revival of printed and public
dissection. Of surviving, native ‘literary anatomies’ published
in English, the first three appeared in 1576 and 1578. A total of
73 anatomies were published in the years leading up to 1650,
with a further 40 works carrying verbal forms of ‘anatomy’ or
‘dissection’ in their titles between 1595 and 1650. These ‘sub-
anatomies’ swell the total to 113. The inclusion of Latin works
from c.1568–1644, and of subsequent editions of English
anatomies, adds another 48 titles, bringing the grand count to
161 in the space of 94 years. A review of statistics (limited to
single editions of ‘anatomies’ or ‘sub-anatomies’ published in
English) runs as follows:

1550– 
1560

1561– 
1570

1571– 
1580

1581– 
1590

1591– 
1600

1601– 
1610

1611– 
1620

1621– 
1630

1631– 
1640

1641– 
1650

1 0 3 5 7 7 13 14 10 52

Although an extended discussion of this relatively
neglected phenomenon is not possible here, two points
must be briefly emphasized.

The first is that the rhetorical and intellectual uses of
‘anatomy’ and ‘analysis’ present perhaps the earliest wide-
spread example of the Foucauldian shift toward a ‘discriminat-
ing’, taxonomic mentality. These initial stages in the new
scheme of division and subdivision were, however, inextrica-
ble from the nominally holistic human body – ‘the house of
the soul’ – which generated them. ‘Analysis’, as known by the
late Elizabethans and early Stuarts, was a word very precisely
born out of a thing. Such a notion is only strengthened by the
initially free-floating and slippery range of meanings which
clustered about medical and cultural anatomy. As John G.
Norman has astutely emphasized, ‘…the coherence of literary
anatomy comes not from similarities among the works, but
from their references to the pre-existing institution of medical
anatomy.’[16] It was in fact not possible at this point to use the
words ‘anatomy’, ‘analysis’, or any of their cognates without
connoting medical dissection or associated illustrations.[17]

Although the oed gives an instance of 1581 as the first recorded
example of the word ‘analysis’, as applied to ‘things immaterial’,
such a distinction is misleading.[18] Ultimately analysis would
abstract and distance itself from its highly visceral and
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pragmatic origins – a process which corresponds well to the
conceptual distance and systemisation bestowed by mathe-
matics on an otherwise chaotic empiricism (Cassirer, p.151).
Disembodied analysis belongs, however, to a later period.[19]

For Lyly, Greene, Nashe, Donne, and their more obscure
contemporaries, anatomy was a concrete and specific practice,
its roots visible in the as yet wholly interchangeable status of
‘anatomy’ and ‘analysis’ as nouns. Just as both words could
signify a rhetorical dissection or interrogation of a topic, so
both could refer to the skeleton or partially anatomised corpse.
Thomas Nashe, for example, makes play with this hazy distinc-
tion when he objects to literary hacks who ‘vaunt the pride of
contraction’ as figures able to ‘bound their base humours in
the beggerly straights of a hungry Analysis’.[20]

A second point to note within the overall burgeoning of
literary anatomies is the way that certain of the genre’s early
instances appear to reflect an especial fascination with the
anatomising of the soul. While the contents of Thomas
Rogers’ A Philosophicall Discourse, entituled, The Anatomie of
the Minde (London, 1576); and Robert Fill[e]s The Anatomie of
the Soule (London, 1590) are typically abstract and non-
medical, these titles must in some way be acknowledging the
tumultuous and ambivalent thrill provoked in 1540, when the
cold scalpel pierced the corporeal processing regions of the
immortal soul. Such works may constitute a recognition of

general interest in the anatomised rete mirabile; or may show
an unconscious desire to reassert the more abstract elements
of the soul as worthy of analysis per se – nudging the
anatomised body, as it were, out of the cultural spotlight.
Whatever the exact motivation for these titles, their location in
the early phase of English medical and literary anatomy, when
the peculiar friction between the ideal and the actual remained
especially potent, must be significant.

From his very earliest lifetime, Donne was surrounded by this
new rhetorical and epistemological practice – one originating
from, and reinforced by, the anatomised body of the dissecting
hall or the illustrated textbook. Both biographical and literary
evidence certainly indicate that he was more than usually
exposed to, and curious about, medical anatomy and medicine
in general. His step-father, John Syminges, was an eminent
physician and sometime President of the Royal College, and
from age eleven Donne was residing in a house hard by St.
Bartholomew’s hospital.[21] Medical discussions would have
been relatively common here, and it was in fact on this very
spot that the papers founding the Lumleian Lectures were
signed. (Although Donne was only ten years old, it should be
remembered that just two years later he matriculated at
Oxford). It has been suggested by both F.N.L. Poynter and
Geoffrey Keynes that the probability of acquaintanceship
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between Donne and Harvey was high, the two men being royal
chaplain and physician respectively.[22]

Anatomical, visceral and medical imagery is scattered
throughout Donne’s writing, from his early poems to his latest
sermons. By 1611 he had written his own An Anatomy of the
World, in which he showed attention to the precise material
qualities of a dissected body:

…the worlds carcase would not last, if I
were punctuall in this anatomy.
Nor smells it well to hearers, if one tell
Them their disease, who fain would think they’re well

(An Anatomie of the World, 439–442).[23]

In a letter which Edmund Gosse attributes to summer 1612,
during the travels abroad with Doncaster’s embassy, Donne
tells a friend how ‘one Swinburne, a clerk… put on a resolu-
tion to play, and pursued it three or four days, and upon
Saturday, in three hours, lost at the Tunns £1000, and went
home to bed and died. I spoke with some that were present at
his opening, and the physician pronounced him poisoned, but
they think it to be received before his loss’.[24]

Probably much earlier, in ‘Love’s Exchange’, Donne addresses
the tyrannical figure of Love:

…If I must example bee
To future rebels; If th’unborn
Must learn, by my being cut up, and torn:
Kill, and dissect me, Love; for this
Torture against thine owne end is,
Racked carcases make ill anatomies.

Here the appearance of dissection seems to testify as much to
its fashionable prominence in Elizabethan or Jacobean
London, as to the imagistic demands of the poem itself. In
‘The Damp’, however, it is used to revivify the well-worn
conceit of ‘your picture in my heart’:

When I am dead, and doctors know not why,
And my friends’ curiositie
Will have me cut up to survey each part,
When they shall find your picture in my heart.[25]

This example of an abstract passion identified and localised
within an increasingly well-mapped and partitioned body
mirrors the ongoing tension between the newly concrete body
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and the ethereal soul. In ‘The Legacy’, moreover, it is repeated
in the form of self-dissection:

I bid me send my heart, when I was gone;
But I alas could there find none,
When I had ripped me, and searched where hearts
should lie.[26]

Few of Donne’s numerous anatomical and corporeal refer-
ences are free of underlying tensions between the spiritual and
physical. In a passage from his 1624 Devotions upon emergent
occasions, he recognises the vastly increased complexity and
volume of the interior body:

It is too little to call Man a little World; Except God, Man
is a diminutive to nothing. Man consistes of more pieces,
more parts, then the world; then the world doeth, nay
then the world is. If all the Veines in our bodies, were
extented to Rivers, and all the Sinewes, to vaines of Mines,
and all the Muscles, that lye upon one another, to Hilles,
and all the Bones to Quarries of stones, and all the other
pieces, to the proportion of those which correspond to
them in the world, the aire would be too little for this

Orbe of Man to move in, the firmament would bee but
enough for this star…

(Devotions, p.19).

John Carey sees Donne as here rejecting the notion of man as
a microcosm (Carey, p.137). While it may be slightly more
accurate to think of Donne as toying with, rather than
outrightly refuting, microcosmic thought, he is indeed implic-
itly subversive of the analogical mentality.[27]

Elsewhere, however, he clearly registers unease at the growing
autonomy and explanatory power of medical investigation.
Wondering why Courtiers are ‘sooner Atheists then men of
other Condition?’, he likens the imputedly Machiavellian,
purely political worldview of the Court to those implicitly
Faustian, irreligious ‘phisitians’ who, ‘contemplating Nature
and finding many abstruse things subject to the search of
reason, thinke therefore that all is so’.[28] Though Donne does
not explicitly cite new medicine or anatomy in this adumbra-
tion of the autonomous, Cartesian human mechanism, both
his biography and his corporeal imagery suggest awareness of
the Vesalian body. The two instances above encapsulate
Donne’s attitude to a body which is psychologically exhilarat-
ing and rhetorically attractive, its newly-apprehended recesses,
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textures and intricacies offering a range of imaginative possi-
bilities. Among these is the chance to reinforce and re-express
traditional Christian imagery – to all but literally ‘flesh out’ a
threatened, abstract discourse with the materials of a rising
and vigorous empirical one. Ultimately, however, the
anatomised body, and anatomy per se, as it becomes more
widely and firmly embedded in cultural and intellectual life,
are threateningly novel, unknown, and finally too powerful to
be controlled either generally, or within the particular sites of
Donne’s poetry and prose.

In the poem ‘The Funeral’, the speaker requires that,

Whoever comes to shroud me, do not harm
Nor question much
That subtle wreath of hair, which crowns my arm;
The mystery, the sign you must not touch,
For ‘tis my outward soul,
Viceroy to that, which then to heaven being gone,
Will leave this to control,
And keep these limbs, her provinces, from dissolution.
For if the sinewy thread my brain lets fall
Through every part,
Can tie those parts, and make me one of all;
These hairs which upward grew, and strength and art

Have from a better brain,
Can better do it…

These lines are pronouncedly Vesalian in at least three senses.
The adroit movement between inner and outer, from ‘upward’
hairs to those fibres plunged down through the recently-
exposed cavities of the body, represents a notably post-
Vesalian view of the human form. The impression of wonder
at previously unguessed inner space registers even in the
vertiginous enjambment between ‘fall’ and ‘Through’.
Secondly, besides this perceptual and dramatic aspect, an
underlying concept of medical theory is implied by the ability
of the sinewy thread to ‘make me one of all’. Given that, for
Donne, the most crucial element of organic unity must have
been the integration of body and soul, the thread referred to is
probably that of the nerves, which unified the organism by
transmission of vital and animal spirits.

The notion of the wreath of hair as ‘viceroy’ to the immortal
soul (‘to heaven … gone’) forms the third and arguably most
revealing element of corporeality in the poem. Despite the first
stanza’s comparison between the physical wreath and the
supposedly incorporeal soul, Donne proceeds to illustrate his
argument by allying the band of hair with the corporeal
substance of the nerves. Notwithstanding the notoriously

Ch3.11



SIGNATU RES

slippery quality of the word ‘soul’, there is an intriguing sense
of the incorporeal, Christian soul as fundamentally and appro-
priately elided by the seamless physical continuity between
inner and outer bodily fibres. A reader unfamiliar with
Christian doctrine could be forgiven for inferring that the soul
thus described was simply an agent of temporary organic
unity – part of that autonomous physical mechanism Donne
indicates in his identification of Atheists and physicians. While
the poem itself appears relatively slight and flippant as a
document of essential religious beliefs, it may be just this
unguarded quality which has allowed the substance of the
Vesalian body to obtrude itself into what is, ultimately, a
delicate theological area. Just how obtrusive and arresting this
body could be is apparent in fig. 5, from the fourth book of De
Fabrica. Whether or not Donne himself had seen this, the
image undoubtedly stands as the period’s most striking visual
representation of the nervous system, and the similarity could
have impressed the poem’s readers, if not its writer, particu-
larly after the publication of Helkiah Crooke’s
Microcosmographia (London, 1615), where the Vesalian plate
was reproduced with the addition of colour. This figure
echoes, moreover, another of Donne’s poetic mediations
between body and soul, or mortal and divine.

In the second Anniversary poem, Of The Progress of the Soul
(1612), Donne traces the flight of Elizabeth Drury’s soul from
earth back to heaven:

…as these stars were but so many beads
Strung on one string, speed undistinguished leads
Her through those spheres, as through the beads,
a string,
Whose quick succession makes it still one thing:
As doth the Pith, which lest our bodies slacke,
Strings fast the little bones, of necke and backe;
So by the soule doth death string heaven and earth

(207–213).

Donne’s transition between physical and spiritual is in one
sense entirely orthodox. The ‘pith’ of the spinal marrow was
thought to transmit spirits between brain and body, so that the
parallel in fact evokes, for Christians of this period, a literal
stringing of heaven and earth.[29] The most vivid element of
these lines, however, is Donne’s carefully anatomistic
rendering of the spine, broken down into the smallest units of
‘little bones’, and poised compellingly between fragmentation
and the tense vitality of the spondaic ‘strings fast’. The corpo-
reality of the simile itself could well have been heightened by
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the Vesalian spinal drawing, again evident in fig. 5. In this
nominally spiritual moment, then, after expending two
hundred lines degrading the material in favour of the
numinous, Donne may be seen to throw across the gap
between heaven and earth not the soul, but the body.

A similarly material tendency is often evident in Donne’s
references to blood. He himself makes clear blood’s crucially
intermediate role, between human and divine, when he notes
how it is ‘ordinarily received to be sedes animae, the seat and
residence of the soul’.[30] Taken alone this statement is theo-
logically and medically quite straightforward. Other references
suggest, however, that there is often a perilously thin – if not
porous – division between the blood which rinses clean the
world’s ills, and that which Harvey rinses off his hands. In 1621,
Donne tells us how ‘a greater danger in vomiting is, that often
times it breakes a veine within, and that is most commonly
incurable’ and develops this medical knowledge into an
analogy: ‘This man that vomits without, bleeds within: his
fortune is broke, and his heart is broke; and he bleeds better
blood than his owne, he bleedes out the blood of Jesus Christ
himselfe…’.[31] Especially for the ear alone, this suggests not
so much a broken heart as a broken aorta, and leaves the
listener unsure where the sinner’s blood ends, and Christ’s
begins. Again, ‘Gods justice required bloud, but that bloud is
not spilt, but poured from that head to our hearts, into the

veines, and wounds of our owne soules…’.[32] We begin here
with conventional Christian imagery, and end with souls, but
a newly vivid body must, in such a context, be suspected also.
Perhaps most strikingly unorthodox, however, is Donne’s
physiologically exact representation of the blood of Christ:
‘…the precious bloud of his body, the knot of his life, the seat
of his soule, the matter of his spirits, this bloud he shed for me’
(Sermons, iv, p.294). Characteristically poised between an
ingenious vivification of Christian piety (Christ’s blood is
made more forcefully and topically immediate by its medical
associations) and a too concrete, physically-limited figuring of
the Passion, the subtle jostling of religious and proto-scientific
discourses enacted here prompts one to wonder: is Vesalius
illustrating Christianity, or Christianity illustrating
Vesalianism?

Such tensions are especially well-focussed in the controversy
over the supposed crucible of spiritualised blood, the Galenic
rete mirabile. Even so great an authority as William Harvey is
oddly equivocal on this question. In the lecture notes which he
began compiling in 1616, after succeeding to the post of
Lumleian Lecturer, Harvey simply states that, ‘The rete
mirabile is declared by Galen (to be) the factory of animal
spirit; a mixture of the carotid artery with veins; they
surround the pituitary gland everywhere. From the sides of the
sphenoid bone like a net… Bauhin, contrary to (the opinion
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of) Vesalius (writes that) it is a capital organ in men…’.[33]

From 1596 oral anatomy lectures could be heard at Gresham
College, the public education institute opened in London in
that year. The lecture notes of Thomas Winston (1575–1655),
the college anatomy lecturer from 1615–1642, were published
posthumously in 1659. In these Winston accepts the Galenic
structure without even registering the disagreement between
Vesalius and Bauhin.[34] In 1615 Helkiah Crooke published his
monumental anatomy textbook, Microcosmographia, a work of
just over a thousand pages with numerous Vesalian illustra-
tions strikingly augmented by the addition of colour. Here
there appeared both the Galenic drawing and accompanying
caveat of Vesalius, and the opinion of Andreas Laurentius that
this organ was ‘so small in man that a good eye can scarcely
discerne it’ (p.529). In 1616, however, the abridged version of
Microcosmographia, credited to the physician Alexander Read
and including only illustrations and corresponding labels, gave
a different picture. The Galenic rete of Vesalius’ De Fabrica had
already been subtly distorted in Crooke’s edition, where it was
further emphasised by additional explanatory lettering (see
‘DD’ on fig. 7). In 1616 this quite anti-Vesalian accretion was
compounded by the omission of Vesalius’ sceptical notes.
While Crooke and Read’s misleading image – derived from the
pirated and altered Vesalian plates of the pro-rete anatomist
Caspar Bauhin – may just reflect opportunism and careless-

ness, the strange afterlife of the wonderful net at this point is
by no means purely due to a comedy of errors.

In his Anatomiae Ampitheatrum Effigie Triplici (Frankfurt,
1623) Robert Fludd (1574–1637) not only includes the rete
mirabile as a standard anatomical feature, but has it specially
redrawn by Theodor de Bry (Tab. vii, p.168). Although
certainly noted for his mysticism, Fludd was also a member of
the Royal College of Physicians, and a close friend of Harvey,
and appears to have been active in actual as well as mystical
anatomy.[35] The rete of Fludd’s Anatomiae seems to waver
with especial slipperiness between an empirically-based
medical orthodoxy and a self-conscious esoteric mentality.
Although the two positions at this point were less distinct than
they now appear, Fludd can be seen, nonetheless, to appropri-
ate the contested organ as a faintly defiant badge of Paracelsian
mysticism.

A relatively neutral summary of the overall picture sketched
here is given in Randle Cotgrave’s 1611 Dictionarie of the French
and English Tongues, where the entry for the rete, under the
French ‘rets’ is: ‘Rets admirable, a certaine narrow skin in the
head (made of a part of th’arterie carotide) which disposes
itself into the forme of a net, neere to the hole, or passage of
the third paire of sinewes [sic]’. As though updating an older,
now invalid entry, however, the author then adds that ‘This net
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is hardly found in mans head’. Cotgrave’s definition intrigu-
ingly supplements the earlier dualism of Vesalius, both in his
anatomical demonstrations, and in his illustration and notes
for De Fabrica. The contradiction between the dictionary’s
quite careful description and the appended qualification
suggests that the rete is very much more than the sum of its
disputed physical parts. Notwithstanding persistent empirical
refutation, the mythic structure lingers on as a kind of episte-
mological phantom limb, preserved by its continuing power to
satisfy unrecognised but potent psychic needs.

These conflicting and unresolved attitudes manifest them-
selves obliquely within ‘The Ecstasy’. Perhaps Donne’s most
famous poetic achievement, this piece elicited from C.S. Lewis
the suspiciously unacademic term ‘nasty’ – a response
allegedly due to the fact that ‘Love does not prove itself pure by
talking about purity’ nor ‘keep on drawing distinctions
between spirit and flesh to the detriment of the latter and then
explaining that the flesh is after all to be used’.[36] Herbert
Grierson, a less vehement but certainly ambivalent commenta-
tor, perceives in the poem ‘…a suspicion of the conventional
and unreal Platonism of the seventeenth century’, and appears
to explain Lewis’s unease when he claims that: ‘In attempting
to state and vindicate the relation of soul and body [Donne]
falls perhaps inevitably into the appearance … of the dualism
which he is trying to transcend. He places them over against

each other as separate entities and the lower bulks unduly.’[37]

I will try to show how these responses are explicable in terms
of the complex intertwining of body and soul which Donne
attempts, and of specific attitudes to the rete mirabile in the
early seventeenth century.

Throughout its seventy six lines ‘The Ecstasy’ argues for a
physical state suffused with and elevated by the numinous.
The bodies of the two reclining lovers could, Donne claims, be
read spiritually by a hypothetical observer:

…any, so by love refin’d
That he soules language understood,
And by good love were growen all minde

This elusive education of the soul, allowing spirit to percolate
with especial vigour through the coarser matter of the flesh, is
elaborated also in a sermon, where Donne recognises that,
‘The Spirit is sometimes the soule…’ while ‘sometimes it
signifies those animall spirits, which conserve us in strength,
and vigour… And also, the superior faculties of the soule in a
regenerate man…’ (Sermons, v, p.60 [?1622]). Such a gloss is
important because of the potential for rhetorical slippage
which it acknowledges, and for the way that ‘the superior
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faculties of the soule in a regenerate man’ (italics mine) subtly
echo the spiritual rarefaction of one ‘growen all minde’.

The crux of the poem’s argument for a legitimate, neoplatonic
bodily union lies in its analogy between the transmission of
spiritual emanations from heaven to earth, and from soul to
body:

On man heavens influence works not so,
But that it first imprints the ayre,
So soule into the soule may flow,
Though it to body first repaire.

As our blood labours to beget
Spirits, as like soules as it can,
Because such fingers need to knit
That subtile knot which makes us man…

The persuasiveness of these stanzas is central to the success of
Donne’s poem. If the ‘subtile knot’ holds, so does the conceit of
neoplatonic love. To put this another way: a reader who
accepts the intermediate realm associated with spirits is less
likely to insist on an absolute opposition between spiritual and
carnal love. Is this, perhaps, why Lewis finds ‘The Ecstasy’, and

its later stanzas in particular, ‘nasty’? In answering this I want
to suggest that the entire poem is itself a kind of ‘subtle knot’ –
a rhetorical journey within whose convolutions the reader,
losing themselves just as the eye and mind did in contemplat-
ing the rete mirabile, somehow passes the delicate boundary
between matter and spirit.

Such a reading proposes that the rete mirabile, besides being
implicit within the poem, has certain psychological affinities
with Donne’s argument. The precise material configuration of
this disputed organ played a crucial role in its lingering, post-
Vesalian afterlife. Erik Ask-Upmark, in a general survey of
attitudes, is surprised to find little comment from Leonard da
Vinci on this structure, ‘…a rather amazing fact with regard to
the beautiful appearance of the vascular network, so often
given almost lyrical descriptions by less artistic reporters.’[38]

Such a description may, however, be credited to Caspar
Bauhin, and is transmitted by Helkiah Crooke:

This Net compasseth the glandule…and is not like a
simple Net, but as if you should lay many fishers Nets
one above another; wherein this is admirable, that the
replications of one are tyed to the replications of another
so that you cannot separate the Nets asunder, but they
are all of them so wrought into one another as if it were
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a body of net meshed together not into breadth only but
into thicknesse also 

(Microcosmographia, p.470).

The impression of awe at the bewildering, ‘moebius strip’
entanglement of veins, when set against the fact that Crooke’s
text elsewhere directly countered this highly visual aesthetic
spectacle by admitting the rete to be barely evident to the
naked eye (Microcosmographia, p.529) once again implies that
the net’s supposed appearance satisfied particular psychologi-
cal requirements. It was, crucially, the site of a process, rather
than a simple switching device.

The rete thus compares interestingly to that other dying legend
of the early seventeenth century, the ever more marginalised
craft of alchemy. Both phenomena were blended from
mythical reputation, sacred associations, empirical context,
and elements of aesthetic wonder, and both pointed to
psychological truths as much as to the laws of metallurgy or
medicine. The elaborate and tortuous windings of the
alchemists’ stills, and the journey of fluid and smoky materials
through them closely parallel the heating and refinement of
blood in the rete, ‘factory’ of animal spirits. Additionally, there
is the sheer tortuousness and notorious difficulty of the

alchemic process itself. This is of course still more difficult to
achieve than the viewing of the rete mirabile, but there is
clearly much common ground in the delicacy and elusiveness
of both cases. In both cases belief persists – on the one hand in
spite of anatomical ‘disproof ’; on the other, in spite of both the
unlikelihood of alchemy, and the known problem that ulti-
mately ‘all flies in fumo’. Like ‘the beautiful… vascular
network’, the actual complexity of the alchemical apparatus
plays a vital role in persuading ‘investors’ that something
wondrous might occur therein.

By 1610 Ben Jonson’s play, The Alchemist, seems to have
reflected (and perhaps also stimulated) doubts about the
sacred space and processes of the alchemist’s stills. By 1621,
Donne appears to register unease about the precise physical
space reserved for the body’s spiritual processes:

We know the receipt, the capacity of the ventricle, the
stomach of man, how much it can hold; and wee know
the receipt of all the receptacles of blood, how much
blood the body can have; so wee doe of all the other
conduits and cisterns of the body; But this infinite Hive
of honey, this insatiable whirlpoole of the covetous
mind, no Anatomy, no dissection hath discovered to us.
When I looke into the larders, and cellars, and vaults,
into the vessels of our body for blood, for urine, they are
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pottles, and gallons; when I looke into the furnaces of
our spirits, the ventricles of the heart and of the braine,
they are not thimbles; for spirituall things, the things of
this world, we have no roome; for temporall things, the
things of this world, we have no bounds.[39]

Four significant points arise from this passage. One is that,
here as elsewhere, the early April reference to dissection
appears to follow the rhythms of the London anatomical
season. Dictated by the need for cold weather to preserve
specimens, this period ran from mid-January to as late as mid-
April, shifting from year to year because of dependence on the
Lenten assizes, and the general unpredictability of execu-
tions.[40] Secondly, Donne’s assertion that ‘no Anatomy, no
dissection hath discovered’ the ‘insatiable whirlpoole of the
covetous mind’ almost certainly represents a subtle effort to
limit the investigative range of those ‘phisitians’ or surgeons
who presume all phenomena ‘subject to the search of reason’.
The mind, which must at least partly indicate the soul, given
the following reference to ‘spirits’, needs to be rhetorically
nudged beyond the reach of the scalpel.[41] The richly allusive
language (‘infinite Hive of honey… insatiable whirlpoole’)
prompted by the soul’s presence confirms this attempt to shift
it onto a more secure, abstract plane.

Typically, however, Donne’s fluid and unsystematised attitude
to the anatomised body means that a third register of the
passage effectively counters such an aim. He is in fact using the
familiar (and on 8 April, especially topical) spectacle of the
anatomised body to forcefully novelise a traditional emphasis
on humanity’s excessive worldliness. Even as he does so, his
very fascination with this new realm of enquiry, his own
knowledge, and his scrupulous precision all oppose the effort
to remove the soul from the empirical zone. The whole force
of the contrast is finally dependent on the claim that he has
looked – at either a demonstration or a textbook – and, like so
many anatomists of the brain since da Carpi, found the body’s
spiritual regions to be alarmingly minute. He seems moreover
to presuppose familiarity, on the part of his educated
Whitehall audience, with these allegedly drastic differences of
scale. In an area as notoriously contradictory as that of the rete
mirabile, Donne’s actual location for ‘the furnaces of our
spirits’ can only be conjectured. Various anatomists, including
the eminent Realdo Colombo, had indeed chosen the third
cerebral ventricle as a replacement for the scarcely perceptible
rete of Galen. Equally, however, if Donne did have the older
site in mind, ‘not thimbles’ would be a fairly close approxima-
tion to what is now believed to have been the cavernous sinus
– a structure measuring around one by two centimetres.[42]

Geoffrey Keynes remarks of this passage that, ‘Harvey’s
lectures, their substance not yet published to the world, would
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seem to be the only source from which Donne could have got
knowledge of these quantitative measurements of the capacity
of the viscera, including the chambers of the heart’, and goes
on to stress that ‘No one but Harvey had made such measure-
ments’ (Keynes, pp.121–2). Donne had, by now, had seven
chances to see dissection of the entire human body (probably
lasting three days), and six to see an anatomy of the head
alone. In both cases, he could have seen the dissection
performed by William Harvey – demonstrating the body in
1616 and the head in 1618. These opportunities, provided by the
Lumleian Lectures, do not include the unofficial, private
dissections now on the increase at Barber-Surgeons’ Hall.[43]

The fourth implication of Donne’s somatic parable is, then,
that the body at this point slides uncertainly between a space
for vivifying figurative language, and a proto-scientific arena
of verification and falsifiability. Revitalising his parable
through such a novel, shifting and rawly material discourse as
that of anatomy, Donne opens himself to correspondingly
empirical pitfalls, in an area no longer straightforwardly
limited to illustrating God’s ingenuity as a craftsman. His
moral upbraiding on the things of the next world could almost
be the apologetic but unavoidable response of a demonstrator
questioned about the ‘seat of the soul’ as he stands pointing
into a sectioned brain, implicitly shifting responsibility onto
the body itself: ‘we have no roome’.

Just two years later, Robert Fludd does indeed seem, effectively
if not admittedly, to have accorded to the rete the essentially
mystical, decorporealised status which Donne’s ‘no Anatomy’
at first suggests. Clearly, even in 1621, the balance between the
older, relatively two-dimensional and simplistic body of
medieval theology, and the increasingly concrete, rigorously
defined structure and functionality of the anatomised human
interior, is already precarious. Does Lewis, then, in fact feel
that ‘The Ecstasy’ is offensive precisely because, somehow, ‘the
lower bulks unduly’ in Donne’s attempted fusion of matter
and spirit? Just as with the ‘pith’ of ‘The Second Anniversary’
the physical runs like a sinewy thread throughout Donne’s
purportedly spiritual poem. It begins upon ‘a pregnant bank’,
depicting hands ‘firmely cimented’, and ‘eye-beames twisted,
and… thred… upon one double string’. The bodies achieve
the weight and bulk of ‘sepulchrall statues’, and the experience
itself produces a distinct physical product, ‘a new concoction’.
In the very act of asserting the soul’s indivisibility (‘th’atomies
of which we grow/Are souls, whom no change can invade’)
Donne uses the emphatically materialistic vocabulary of
Democritean physics.[44] Most of all, at the heart of the poem
we may infer the physical nexus of the rete mirabile. Bunched
into this attractive mesh of veins was the entire vast fabric of
micro and macrocosmic theory.
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The subtle decadence of religious belief which both Lewis and
Grierson perceive may stem from the way that this crucial knot
of Renaissance pneumatology has slipped loose, and all but
dissolved, as a physical entity. The poem’s ‘faintly unreal’
platonism reflects its attempt to convey a view of reality
increasingly subject to direct questioning and indirect subver-
sion. Seeking not so much to describe spiritual union as to
reassert it, Donne cannot evade the fact that the rete mirabile
increasingly seems to be an idea without a referent. What
remains is a net of words which may or may not be sufficient
to mask the hollowness contained therein. Donne’s tendency
to use bodily materials and anatomical imagery in represent-
ing spiritual concepts only compounds this irony. In continu-
ally seeking to write over the empty, demystified space of the
human interior he in fact employs those new and striking
somatic textures and networks which to us appear purely
medical and functional in their association. At one level, this
habit is simply a variation on Donne’s fondness for expressing
pious or emotional states through ingeniously rarefied
material substances. As John Carey notes, the recurring image
of ‘gold to aery thinness beat’ is a clear example of this.[45] The
delicate filigree of the nerves, the refinement of bodily spirits,
and the pith associated with spiritual transmission, are all
similarly well-suited to those poetic journeys whose subtle
blurrings may carry a reader over the imperfectly demarcated
border of matter and spirit. By using the at least partly sub-

rational, ambiguously-coded medium of the human body for
rhetorical purposes, Donne enters a field of rich but ultimately
plural and contradictory significations. The dead men of the
dissecting slab do indeed tell tales – ones quite variously
understood by different observers, and continually mutating
under the pressure of ongoing enquiry. In the early 1540s
Vesalius, quite literally stupefied, by his own admission, had
attempted to make the body repeat the narrative traditionally
required of it by a theological system still able to subordinate
unruly phenomena to textual orthodoxy. Relatively defiant of
this orthodoxy in his De Fabrica of 1543, he had again felt
obliged to demonstrate graphically what he denied in words.

Ernst Cassirer, identifying the philosophical and religious
preconceptions confronting a figure such as Galileo in the
early seventeenth century, posits a static, purely cumulative
basis for knowledge: ‘To conceive of experience itself as a mere
aggregate … means that there can be no analysis of its
elements…’ (Cassirer, p.152). In the words of Foucault, this
situation meant that ‘sixteenth century knowledge condemned
itself to never knowing anything but the same thing’
(Foucault, p.30) – a failing already recognised in Francis
Bacon’s weariness at ‘how many are ever saying and doing
what has been said and done before’.[46] The misuse of
language which Bacon saw as perpetuating an essentially
fruitless, circular and non-pragmatic attitude toward nature
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was still quite differently perceived, however, by those who
purported to explicate the function and meaning of language.
John Hoskins, in his Directions for Speech and Style of 1599,
explains that hyperbole is used ‘that rather you may conceive
the unspeakableness, than the untruth’ of what is related.[47]

For figures such as Hoskins, poetic figuration was tightly
woven into the fabric of reality. ‘The theoretical conclusion of
the analogy’ at this point remained ‘rooted in the fundamen-
tally common nature of all being and would be invalid without
it’ (Cassirer, p.149). Rhetoric could not be mere verbal
conjuring when the Almighty, transcendental signified par
excellence, would ultimately stand surety for one’s golden
words. Equally Vesalius, with a sheep’s head at one hand and a
man’s at the other, was not (for all his later embarrassment at
such manoeuvres) purely fraudulent.

To reiterate Heseler’s own words: hyperbole serves only ‘so
that…we should better see…’ (Eriksson, 1959, 220–1, 11th dem.,
italics mine). As for Hoskins, the ‘hyperbolous’ physical
analogy is an aid to clarity of sight and understanding. The rete
mirabile itself, the anatomised body in general, and Donne’s
own corporeal persuasions are all pieces of physical poetry,
grounded in the belief that phenomena are finally consistent
with, and indeed designed around, the requirements of
Christian theology. Hoskins’ distinction between ‘unspeak-
ableness’ and ‘untruth’ corresponds to a knowledge essentially

‘coeval with the institution of God’ (Foucault, p.34) –
something to be uncovered rather than invented. As early as
1540, however, Vesalius had already attempted an ingenious
subversion of the rhetorical and epistemological notions
enshrined in Hoskins’ definition. At a point when, unusually,
both he and Curtius stood over the opened bodies of the
Bologna theatre, the following exchange occurred:

Curtius answered… No… Domine, we must not leave
Galen, because he always well understood everything,
and consequently, we also follow him. Do you know how
to interpret Hippocrates better than Galen did?

Vesalius answered I do not say so, but I show you here in
these bodies the vein without pair… always here – he
knocked with his hands against the middle of the chest –
occurs inflammation and pleurisy, not at the two upper
ribs…

Curtius replied: I am no anatomista, but there can also
be other veins nourishing the ribs and muscles besides
these. Where, please, Vesalius said, show them to me.
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Curtius said, do you want to deny the ducts of Nature?
Oh!, Vesalius said … I, again, talk about what is visible.

(Eriksson, p.285, 24th dem., italics mine)

Drawing images of dissection or medical controversy into his
writing, Donne seems inadvertently to get himself into a
similar position to Vesalius. It might be said that he is located
historically at a particular turning point in a process whose
(difficult) birth Vesalius oversaw. To his own mind, Donne
may have been simply developing traditional Hebraisms (St.
Basil’s ‘bones of the soul’ and so forth) in a topical and vivid
fashion. In doing so he seeks to assimilate for orthodox
religious purposes the work of men increasingly resistant to
such treatment. By the early seventeenth century, Curtius’
textualised and closed ‘Nature’, and the equally hypostatised
authority of Galen are less and less able to check the progress
of empirical enquiry. The manifestations of a scientific world
view about to gain the upper hand which Timothy Reiss sees
in Kepler’s Somnium, and Jonathan Sawday in Phineas
Fletcher’s physiological poem ‘The Purple Island’, are in
Donne increasingly close to the surface of his ostensibly
conservative outlook.[48] His unexpected similarity to Vesalius
is produced by changed historical contexts which to some
degree cancel temperamental differences. Just as the work of

Copernicus (published, like De Fabrica, in 1543) attains greater
prominence by Donne’s period, so the battle commenced, at
first tentatively, by Vesalius, wins substantial ground in the era
of William Harvey. While Vesalius’ inclinations, in a hostile
intellectual climate, were restrained so as to produce the
ambiguous compromise, ‘I do not say so, but I show you here’,
Donne’s overt religious tendencies interact with the growing
prominence of post-Vesalian dissection, and effectively
conjure the spectre of nascent science: ‘I do not say so, but I
show you….’
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The Broken Tabernacle: Bodily and Cosmic paradigms in
Henry Jessey’s 1647 Soul-narrative of Sarah Wight

Carola Scott-Luckens (University of Southampton)

God who is a Spirit...chuseth the weak things of this
world to confound the things which are mighty….the
Woman is counted the weaker Vessel, but the Lord filling
that Vessel full of his Wisdom, and ruleing it by his holy
Spirit...dwelling in his Temple, and declaring himself
through it by his son Jesus Christ, it is for the Praise of
the glory of his Grace...that the Lord may be all in all in
the Creature...that he may speak in his Temple, in the
Female as well as the Male.

(Richard Farnworth,
A Woman forbidden to speak in the Church

(London, 1654)

In its search for salvation, the early modern Puritan soul saw
itself as abandoned by a just but judgmental God, wandering
in a wilderness and subject to frequent assaults by Satan or his
agents. In early April of 1647 Sarah Wight, a fifteen year-old
London Baptist, felt her own soul to be in crisis. Under strong
convictions of guilt and hell-fire, this highly-strung daughter
of a dissenting gentry widow had for years suffered bouts of

depression. She had sought self-destruction by various means:
stabbing, drowning, even going into the dogpens at
Moorfields. A recent attempt had involved repeatedly
battering her skull repeatedly against a wall and plunging
headlong from a rooftop onto a stone courtyard. Wight
survived this episode with a severe concussion, and on
Tuesday 6 April she went into convulsions. Unable to stand,
with hands and feet clenched into spasm, she took to her bed
‘weeping, and wringing her hands’, exclaiming ‘My earthly
Tabernacle is broken all to pieces, and what will the Lord do
with me’?[1] As hearing and sight failed, she was filled with
premonitions of death and hell, saying (in a paraphrase of Job)
‘If I should hang on Gibbets...be cut in pieces, if I should die
the cruellest death...I have deserved it, I would still justify
God...if he cast me to Hell’ (p.14). At length she calmed: ‘I’le lie
still’, she told her mother, ‘and hear what God will say to me...if
God will speak a word of Peace at the last moment, I should be
contented’. She fell into a trance or coma, and for three days
her prostrate figure remained dumb, blind and deaf. It was
during this time that she apparently received inner spiritual
assurance of God’s sanctifying grace extended to her in her lost
state. Amid pain and serious bouts of fever in which she

Ch4.1



SIGNATURES

likened herself to Daniel in the fiery furnace, she remained
confident that ‘the good Samaritan that heal’d my soul, will
heal my body to’ (p.35). Years later she would observe:

When the Lord is pleased to make bare his holy arm for
the deliverance of his people out of troubles, he first lays
them very lowe, that his work may be more admirable:
he many times...strips us naked and bare, and deprives
us of all helps and props belowe, that we may thereby
learn to make the Lord alone our stay and trust....[2]

In her physical deterioration Wight perceived the inscription
of God’s spiritual dealings with her. ‘In my misery my flesh
and my bones pined, and consumed away, and I was neer to
death...I read the Scriptures from a Child: but I understood
not what I read till now, that I had the teaching of the Spirit’
(Jessey, 43). In the rapture of her intense inner communion
Wight expressed to those around her a deep content despite
her bodily traumas, a sense of spiritual safety: ‘...I have my
desire; I desired nothing but a crucified Christ & I have him...a
crucified Christ, a naked Christ, ...I desired him so, and I have
him so, & I have nothing else’ (p.22). She became distressed
when pressed by others to stir and take food. The trope most
expressive of this union with the divine is that of ‘taking in’, of
being spiritually fed in a eucharist bestowed by Christ upon

his beloved. Wight, when urged by her brother to take food or
drink, replied , ‘I cannot; I have what I did desire, I have a
crucified Christ: I am so full of the Creator, that I now can take
in none of the Creature. I am fill’d with heavenly Manna’
(p.31).

We know of these events in Wight’s life from the account of
her pastor Henry Jessey. Ministers at this time customarily
circulated accounts of past and present spiritual trials of indi-
viduals in their care, as a means of encouraging other seekers,
and impressing backsliders with the need to prepare for death.
In post-Reformation Puritan culture this tradition was repre-
sented by published narratives of believers facing death before
an assembled group of the faithful. Apart from reasserting the
common bonds of humanity, these gatherings of relatives,
friends and spectators to early modern bedchambers of the
dying were often seen as constituting a community of God’s
elect. When Jessey’s account of Wight’s testimony first went to
the presses, it was intended as part of this tradition of death-
narrative. Wight’s demise was expected within a matter of
days, but the circumstances of her widely-publicized seven-
week fast were thought to display a singular manifestation of
God’s grace in the closing stages of life. Visitors to her bedside
reportedly saw a young woman with bandaged eyes and hair
matted with dried blood, unable to rise due to the effects of
lengthy fasting and earlier, self-inflicted head injuries, and yet
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uttering ‘speeches of grace’, in a low voice punctuated by tears
of sorrow and repentance (Jessey, 3, 126). But her demeanour
was not always so tranquil. A week after her initial seizure
Wight started from her trance, exclaiming ‘The Devil fights
with me, as he did with Michael and his Angels. Do you not see
him? Do you not see him?’, and striking out repeatedly with the
back of her hand (p.19). Such a scene recalls ars moriendi
works in which the body of a believer drawing near to death
becomes a kind of spiritual battlefield of conflict between God
and Satan, a metaphysical divide which encompasses the
onlookers as well as the dying sufferer. [3]

Doctrinal Christianity heightens and magnifies the
significance of death by a paradoxical inversion of the relation
of body and spirit, in which metaphors of prison become star-
tlingly appropriate. ‘O wretched man that I am’! Paul exclaims
to the church in Rome, ‘who shall deliver me from the body of
this death?...with the mind I myself serve the law of God, but
with the flesh the law of sin’ [Rom. 7.24–25]. For a zealous
Puritan of the post-Reformation period, to be born in the
world was to take on the body’s imprisoning bondage of
temporal and spiritual death through Adam’s sinful nature,
which had to be broken for the soul to find freedom. Wight’s
abhorrence of her own guilty state is clearly demonstrated by
the extreme self-abuse to which she had earlier been driven: ‘I
beat my head oft against the wall, and took my flesh in my

teeth, and the more...I did it the less I felt it’; an unsuccessful
suicide attempt would cause her to ‘beat myself for it... because
it took not effect’.

...if I spake any thing that was offensive to any with me,
or did that I should not, when it was brought to mind
afterward, then I abused my body for it most of all. And
that...is the cause why I lie here...for now that he hath
brought me to my self, now I feel it. He did not only
bring my Soul to Hell, and brought it back again, but my
body to the grave, that he might raise it up again, if he
see it good. (pp.115–116).

But in the spring of 1647 Wight’s deliverance from her mortal
crisis into a new spiritual union and communion with her
Redeemer was to come not by death itself, but rather by a
symbolic death and rebirth through suffering. In Gospel
accounts of Christ’s curing conditions such as palsy and
leprosy, body and soul states were specifically linked; similarly,
early modern Puritan seekers suffering under a sense of sin
sought to express and work through their spiritual affliction
through the medium of bodily illness, appealing for Christ the
divine physician to apply his healing grace to both flesh and
spirit. In her physical deterioration, therefore, Wight found the
inscription of God’s dealings with her, affirming that ‘In my
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misery my flesh and my bones pined, and consumed away and
I was neer to death’. In the midst of pain and high fever she
likened herself to Daniel in the fiery furnace, voicing her
confidence that Christ, ‘the good Samaritan that heal’d my
soul, will heal my body to’ (p.35).

As a further dimension of Puritan eschatology, the spiritual
progress of individual believers was seen as emblematic of
Christ’s bride the Church. In this way the language relating to
the body acquired power as a means of describing divine
workings in the soul. Through the universal tropes of death
and the pains of hell, of bridal love and fulfilment, and the
dependence of the newborn babe-soul on divine nurture and
protection, Wight’s personal experience of Christ’s grace was
transcribed into a symbolic representation of his divine power
to deliver all his people from Satan’s dominion, into a unity
prefigurative of heaven or a coming millennium.

News of Wight’s plight, followed by Jessey’s published account,
caused a sensation, and her oral and recorded religious utter-
ances became an inspiration to many tormented by guilt and
spiritual alienation. During her six-week fast at a private house
in London Wight was visited by sectarians of various persua-
sions, dissenting ministers, radical publishers, and members of
the establishment, and even the nobility. The vast majority of
visitors recorded as actively seeking guidance (as distinct from

the merely curious) were female: girls suffering depression,
and women afflicted by crises ranging from loss of faith to
bereavement or unwanted pregnancy. The consultations of
these anonymous women afterwards formed part of Jessey’s
record of the event. It is worth noting here that, despite the
striking features of Wight’s experience, occasions of public
prophecy, preaching, or ‘miracles’ were not uncommon, and
provided venues for sectarian women to meet and share
publicly the effects of political and religious events. Moreover,
a figure such as Wight, over whose mind and body a visible
conflict was apparently being waged between God and Satan,
offered a living illustration of divine intervention. The wide
interest among sectarian congregations in accounts of such
inward battles and conversions was an incentive for publica-
tion of these spiritual narratives. [4]

The suffering body of Sarah Wight, as it hovered between life
and death in that spring of 1647, was briefly the contentious
focus between the spiritual and the medical realms. The
convulsions and loss of sight featured in her initial breakdown
are known signs of severe concussion. Further, among her
subsequent visitors were several practising doctors, at least two
connected with the recently-established College of Physicians.
These were Nathan Paget, a fellow, and Thomas Coxe, an army
physician and future fellow, then with a flourishing London
practice. Also present were Gerard Boate, a London practi-
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tioner, and Benjamin Worsley, an army physician, both of the
‘Invisible College’, set up by Robert Boyle (brother to the
patroness of reform Lady Ranalegh), which is seen by some as
a precursor to the Royal Society.[5] Yet only one attempt is
recorded of Wight’s being given a medicinal cordial, which she
declined. She seemed to view such interventions as interfering
with her inner quest for a spiritual remedy that could heal
both body and spirit. After six weeks of fasting she still refused
to eat, insisting that ‘God hath given me food for my soul,
when my soul was well nigh starving for want of food...God
hath wrought a miracle in delivering my soul. And if...he hath
appointed life, he will give me strength to take in the one, as
well as the other. Now I am worse when I take it...’. To this she
added claims of a private spiritual eucharist, separate from the
communion rites of the congregation, saying ‘God hath given
me Christ to feed upon; and his flesh is meat indeed; and his
blood drink’ (Jessey, p.57). References were also made to
spiritual ‘manna’, and ‘honey out of the rock’ (pp.31, 34, 39).
The mystery of how a fasting invalid could be nourished to
satiation by divine communion, in the absence of visible
bodily sustenance, attracted many seeking scientific
confirmation of the phenomenon. As a faith-healer with some
medical training, Jessey was aware of potential sceptics and
critics. At several points he methodically lists Wight’s intake
throughout her ordeal, and particularly what she drank, to
exclude accusations of inebriation (pp.21, 56). Also named are

those who attended her, and other respected witnesses who
could corroborate the miracle.

In Wight’s descriptions of her spiritual trials, tropes of birth,
death, and illness — those most hazardous transitional states
of human existence — become the waymarks of her soul-
passage from the judgmental wrath of a Calvinistic father-God
to an all-sufficient grace represented by the sacrificial and
succouring mother-figure of Christ. The image of a mothering
deity carried with it an implicit sense of divine nurture that
was especially powerful in Puritan Protestantism. In a sermon
published in the 1650s the New England Congregational
preacher John Cotton used maternal love to illustrate divine
redemption of sinners. ‘Women’, he observed’, ‘if they were not
Mothers, would not take such homely offices up, as to cleanse
their Children from their filth...if God were not of the like
affection to us, hee would not cleanse us from our
filthiness...so would wee even wallow in the defilements of
sin’.[6] Harping on this same theme of helpless infancy, Jessey’s
account stresses that it was not until Wight had become
weakened by convulsions, blind and deaf to any external aid
through counsel or Scripture-reading, ‘that then should be the
time of love...a child newly comforted, before she could hear
any Creature speak to her’ (Jessey, Preface). She herself likened
her reduced, passive and defiled bodily state to that of the
outcast and polluted infant of Ezekiel 16. That babe, as a
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prophetic metaphor of Jehovah’s redemption of the tribe of
Israel, effectively foreshadows New Testament models of a lost
humanity redeemed by Christ: of his bride the Church on a
communal level; and more personally, of the fallen sinner
personified by the beaten traveller left to die in the parable of
the Samaritan in Luke 10. In her recounting of how Christ the
merciful father-Samaritan took mercy on her afflicted self, and
restored her to life, Wight elides the images of bloodied infant
and wounded wayfarer: ‘Mine own eyes pitied not my self; and
just then was the time of love. And then the good Samaritan
...Jesus Christ came, and powr’d in wine and Oyl, when I had
most need’ (p.61). Also the major importance accorded in
Wight’s discourse to the symbol of spiritual food by which the
reborn infant-soul could be nurtured in its new life acquired
has already been noted. After three days of insensibility
Wight’s first recorded speech in the early hours of Saturday, 10
April was a repeated expression of intense craving: ‘My soul
thirsts for the water of life, and I shall have it’ (p.15).

Clearly, then, the terms and scriptural references by which
Wight describes her transition from bodily and spiritual death
to regenerate life represent an elaboration of the linked birth
and death images common to many Puritan spiritual testi-
monies. But in addition to its role as traditional ars moriendi
text, Jessey’s account takes on the aspect of a birth-narrative,
modelled on the ritual ceremonies conventionally surround-

ing maternity during this period. Since Natalie Zemon Davis’s
identification of cultural rites of female dominance in early
modern France, evidence has accumulated of women’s mutual
and wide-ranging support systems in English ceremonies
surrounding childbirth. As a ‘rite of passage’ central to the lives
of nearly all early modern women, the birth process was not
yet medicalized. Instead, it was mediated physically and
psychically by the conventions of the ‘women’s world’, which
imposed a temporary inversion of customary patriarchal
public and domestic hierarchies.[7] As bystanders and fringe
participants, men would have been familiar with these
‘birthing’ rituals, during which they were briefly marginalized.
I believe that Jessey’s narrative of Wight’s illness adopts,
consciously or not, the ceremonial format of these ‘female’
rites.

From the onset of her illness Wight was apparently tended
only by her mother and one servantwoman, Hannah Guy. As
pastor to Sarah and her mother, Jessey was the first male non-
relative recorded to have entered Wight’s room during the
earliest and most severe portion of her ordeal. This pattern is
markedly similar to that followed with a mother-to-be, who
from early labour was attended only by closest female relatives
and friends until her recovery from her travail. Further, the
custom of close-curtaining or shrouding the birth-room from
outside light and air until well after the delivery, is strikingly
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paralleled in the linen bandages shielding Wight’s damaged
eyes from the light in the early days of her illness (Jessey,
36,96,18,25). The birth process itself was ritually completed by
the act of washing and swaddling the newly-delivered
infant.[8] Compared to this, Wight’s own case proved far more
protracted: while able to dress and take her first food on 11
June, she was not able to begin cleansing her injured head of
encrusted blood for another fortnight (Jessey, pp.138–9,
pp.142–3).

Newly-delivered mothers were given a ‘lying in’ period of three
to four weeks in which to recover strength and to shift physi-
cally and socially from seclusion back into the public space.
The recuperative and entirely private stage immediately after
the birth was succeeded by the ‘upsitting’, an altogether more
social mode, with the mother’s formal reception of visitors
while still resting in bed.[9] This corresponds to the period in
which Wight was sufficiently recovered to counsel selected
‘troubled souls’, which in Jessey’s account seem to have
occurred sometime after 25 April (the last previously-recorded
date, in Jessey, p.44). These various stages can be discerned in
the careful lists by Jessey of the various ministers who
comforted Wight both before and after her ‘crisis’, along with
the most notable of the increasing numbers of visitors
following her initial recovery period (pp.8–10).

The latter weeks of a typical maternal lying-in period were a
time when larger and mixed groups of visitors were increas-
ingly welcomed, usually culminating in feasts and celebra-
tions.[10] In Wight’s case special gatherings took place on
several occasions, usually on Sundays. On 25 April she received
female friends from her own and neighbouring parishes, and
further afield. On Sunday, 9 May many came to visit and talk
with her ‘after both Sermons’ (Jessey, p.65). In a general
gathering on 26 June, those who had prayed for Wight gave
thanks for her recovery. She was now out of bed, and, like a
new mother undergoing a ‘churching’ readmission to the
religious community, she chose to remain veiled at this event
of thanksgiving and celebration (pp.143–146). Four days later
she made her first reappearance at Great Allhallows Church
(p.147).

These implicit childbirth metaphors with regard to Wight are
plain enough, and in my view are evidence of an evolving
‘female’ tradition of ars moriendi, in which a discernible
‘pattern of desire’ links the spiritual ecstasies of medieval
visionaries such as Teresa of Avila and Margery Kemp with the
personal spiritual narratives of 18th-century Methodist
women.[11] But in this context Jessey’s role as narrator takes
on an almost competitive edge: while she wrestles within the
body to be delivered of a spiritually reborn soul, he labours to
give birth to her text. We as readers gain access to Wight’s
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sickbed testimony only by Jessey’s intervention: from his
already privileged position as sickroom confidant and
recorder, the minister progresses to the role of scriptive
midwife.

So Jessey’s narrative can be seen as a male discursive response
to the feminine ‘ceremonial’ surrounding Wight in her ordeals
and deliverance. But this ars moriendi adaptation shows signs
of having been further shaped by the political and social
circumstances prevailing in London during the 1640s. There is
a striking degree of mutual reinforcement between prophetic
performance and the developing printed text. As the historical
fast (a lengthy local event) unfolded before many witness, it
was simultaneously being reconstructed by Jessey into a
narrative of saleable tracts, thereby attracting further visitors
to Wight’s bedside. While sectarian ministers commonly wrote
and published accounts of the spiritual trials endured by
members of their congregations, Jessey was atypical in having
recording Wight’s sufferings from the outset.[12] He rarely left
her chamber, and carefully noted her utterances as they
emerged, while she herself remained seemingly oblivious of
any listeners. In his account of the events surrounding Wight
herself, 19 May marked a crisis in her physical state. The first
entry of Exceeding Riches in the Stationers’ Register on 20 May
suggests that Jessey and Henry Overton sought to go into print
then because her death seemed imminent. But the latest date

mentioned in the first edition of the printed narrative itself is
16 July, indicating that the final publication was postponed for
at least two months.[13]

The manoeuvres by which Sarah Wight’s extraordinary trials
were turned into saleable print show the efforts to which a
supporters might be prepared to go in bringing divinely-
inspired testimonies to public attention. Shared political alle-
giances between congregational ministers and individual
booksellers meant that testimonials and prophecies by women
were often marketed by the bookselling networks already asso-
ciated with the pastors or mentors who had helped them into
print. Other examples of dissenting ministers who at this time
promoted the private spiritual professions of those within
their congregations include the Fifth Monarchist John
Rogers’s publication of Elizabeth Avery’s autobiography, and
the influence of the Fifth Monarchist preacher John Simpson
in the spiritual development of Anna Trapnel, as recounted by
her in an early publication.[14]

Wight, contrastingly, sought no exposure beyond her
immediate circle. Amid the public sensation caused by her
prolonged fast, she was always self-deprecating, allowing face-
to-face consultations in her bedchamber but giving only
guarded consent to the publication of her words. For this
reason she is assessed historically as a non-political figure.[15]
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For a seventeenth-century woman, imbued with a sense of
social and personal inferiority, the publicizing of her spiritual
testimony beyond the congregation involved an implicit
tension between identity and sublimation. To the extent that
she considered herself a ‘vessel’ or conduit for divine revela-
tion, the individual was more or less merged into a greater
entity. Yet if these revelations were to be published and spread
abroad, some form of personal ‘authorizational’ identity was
needed, backed by group affiliation or kinship. Evidence
suggests that the publication of Wight’s case in The Exceeding
Riches, a joint venture between Jessey, the printer Matthew
Simmons, and booksellers Henry Overton and Hannah Allen,
was intended to promote a combination of religious and
sectional interests. The firm of Overton and Allen operated
from Pope’s Head Alley, off Lombard Street, in a parish associ-
ated which harboured various Baptist and other sects and
radical networks, and later became a major Fifth Monarchist
venue. Overton, who published many Independent books and
pamphlets in the 1640s, acted as Jessey’s postal address from
the early 1630s.[16] Moreover, Jessey himself, as leader of
London’s earliest underground Baptist congregation, was a
prominent Independent who was to be increasingly involved
in London politics over the next decade. During the 1640s his
church suffered divisions due to political pressures and
internal disagreements over issues then dividing the General
and the Particular Baptists. The publication of Exceeding

Riches, one of Jessey’s early ventures into print, may well have
been an attempt to encourage a climate of unity and cohesive-
ness in what was still essentially an ‘open’ congregation. The
book’s list of visitors to Wight during her long fast runs to
several pages, and gives a surprisingly wide representation of
the religious and political interests of the time, including
Independents, Levellers, and other radical dissenters, members
of the nobility, physicians, civic officials, and Parliamentary
and army leaders. Among the seventeen ministers mentioned
are the sectarian leaders Walter Cradock, John Simpson,
Thomas Goodwin and Nicholas Lockyer. Some seventy
eminent visitors are also named, from the Particular Baptist
minister and army chaplain Captain Edward Harrison (later to
play a major role in mustering army support for the Fifth
Monarchy movement) and the future regicides Hugh Peters
and Sir Richard Saltonstall, to Presbyterians with Independent
or Baptist links, such as the city councilman and former Lord
Mayor Sir John Wollaston. At a time when London’s political
climate was contentious and fragmented, the social and ideo-
logical diversity of gathered visitors to the Wight’s bedside
suggests that amid sectarian rivalries there remained some
hope of cooperative effort.

Jessey himself was ardently seeking to promote this mutuality
to combat the polarities and divisiveness that threatened to
weaken and defeat the republican movement.[17] . His lengthy
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and detailed list of Wight’s visitors reveals interconnections
between various radical sects and their influential supporters
that apparently continued into the next decade. Lady
Vermuyden and Lady Darcy attended both Wight’s bedside in
1647 and the Fifth Monarchist Anna Trapnel’s fast and proph-
esying at Whitehall in 1654; in addition Lady Darcy was closely
associated with early Quakers in London in 1655. Present with
her at Trapnel’s fast were Colonel West, a friend of Judge Fell
who protected George Fox at the Lancaster assizes, and
Colonel William Sydenham, who testified for James Nayler at
his trial for blasphemy in 1656. Jessey was also a committed
millenarian, and at that time was closely associated with
founders of the future Fifth Monarchy movement.The
tolerance and unity which The Exceeding Riches was designed
to foster among the various factions in London at that time
can thus also be seen in a broader context of preparation for
an expected millennium. Millenarians of this period, while
differing in detail, viewed the political upheavals of the 1640s
as evidence that the final days were not far off: a promised time
when God’s people would be united and delivered from
human error and the powers of Antichrist. Six year earlier in
1641 John Milton had proclaimed a coming time in which
England would see ‘the Eternall and shortly-expected
King...open the Clouds to judge the severall Kingdomes of the
World, and... shalt put an end to all Earthly Tyrannies,
proclaiming thy universal and milde Monarchy through

Heaven and Earth’.[18] One of Jessey’s early publications from
1645onward was a Scripture-almanack, an annual, nation-wide
survey of providential wonders and deliverances nationwide,
which in each of its yearly sequels included references to
Christ’s millennial reign on earth as presaged in Dan. 2.[19] In
post-civil war London the published words of a believer
miraculously emerging from the very jaws of death in an
ordeal witnessed by large numbers of people was a powerful
influence on wider public opinion, as, for instance, in the cele-
brated cases of Mrs. Joan Drake and others.[20] Jessey’s
prefatory letter to Wight’s mother in Exceeding Riches
expressed his expectation that Christ ‘shortly will bring down
every high thing, and he alone wil be exalted in the Earth’, and
in the miraculous fast and testimonial inversion of Sarah
Wight he saw an exceptional token of the imminent establish-
ment of this long-awaited ‘Fifth Monarchy’. Outwardly Sarah
Wight was a young girl without worldly authority, by gender
and age located relatively far down in the social hierarchy;
moreover, she termed herself ‘an empty nothing creature’, a
suicidal sinner seemingly beyond divine mercy. Yet to the
troubled souls who came to consult her words had the potency
of an oracular utterance from God, and despite her blindness
her advice was uniquely fitted to each individual (Jessey,
pp.44–49). Surviving her fasting ordeal had given her power to
instruct her superiors in rank and gender and witness to her
own salvation.
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Wight’s marathon fast came to an end in early June. On the
evening of the 10th she seemed still very near to death, ‘not
having taken so much as a sip of any thing in four or five
days...nor so much as moistened her mouth...in all that time’
(p.132). Jessey left her that day in the expectation that the girl
would soon die, which was what she clearly preferred. But she
later related during the night she received divine intimations
that she was intended to live. The next morning, spurred by a
scripture reading of Christ’s raising a young girl from the
dead, Wight requested a piece of broiled fish, a choice parallel-
ing (consciously, or not?) Christ’s eating of a broiled fish after
his resurrection in Luke 23. She then ate before the company,
dressed and arose from her bed, having consumed, according
to Jessey, ‘not a crumb of bread or...meat in 76 days’ (p.138).
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The Mechanic Powers of the Spirit: Medicine and Mock-Heroic
in Samuel Garth’s The Dispensary

Christa Knellwolf (Austrailian National University) 

Literary engagements with science could draw on precedents
like Lucretius’s De rerum naturae and numerous other
examples written in the literary mode of, for instance, the
georgic. Unlike their classical models, however, early modern
works were increasingly preoccupied with issues of style. That
questions of style became prominent demonstrates, among
other things, that existing attitudes concerning knowledge and
its representation had become unstable. The immense popu-
larity of comedy in the Restoration period can indeed be
explained as a response to the contemporary need of
breaching conventional categories of knowledge. Its subversive
humour produces generic hybrids for the expression of new
experience. But then the late seventeeth century is a period in
which all literary forms undergo the process of questioning
the premises of their composition. This essay examines the
problems encountered in Samuel Garth’s imaginative
rendition of a mechanically conceived nature. A contrastive
analysis between The Dispensary (1699), his satirical poem on
the medical profession, and William Harvey’s ground-
breaking essay “Movement of the Heart and Blood in
Animals”(1628) will show that Garth is much more uncom-
fortable about the imaginative element of language than

Harvey, and this in spite of using the poem as his medium of
expression. The conflict in Garth’s poem between the mock-
heroic battle and the underlying serious descriptions of
nature, I argue, produces a mosaic of comic and serious modes
which reflects contemporary problems with the representation
of empirical observations.

William Harvey and the “Sun of the Microcosm”
René Descartes famously described the body as a machine
consisting of a “great multitude of bones, muscles, nerves,
arteries, veins, or other parts.”[1] Cartesian thought indeed
conceived a vision of nature as a self-contained and self-gener-
ating system and maintainted that the metaphor of the
machine was as appropriate for the description of astrological
orbits as of organic processes. But what kinds of belief inform
the language used to express this idea? How did the concept of
the machine fit into views about the world and how did
changing attitudes about the principles of nature establish
themselves in contemporary consciousness and imagination?

Harvey’s discovery of the circulation of the blood was instru-
mental in establishing this view of the body as a sophisticated
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machine even while he himself would not have been able or
willing to conceptualize it in these terms. Andrew Wear
remarks that Harvey “could never have agreed with Descartes’
mechanistic analogy comparing the living body with a clock.
... Harvey produced a revolutionary finding, but he did not
have a revolutionary philosophy.”[2] While Wear is right to
point out the differences between the two, it appears anachro-
nistic to blame Harvey for failing to arrive at the same conclu-
sion as Descartes. From a cultural historical perspective, an
evaluation of their respective achievements is far less
important that to understand how Harvey’s language reflects
changing views about nature and the body.

Harvey’s treatise shows no problems with using figurative
language and confidently interweaves the medical facts with
an attempt to make sense of them and to integrate them into
the contemporary world view. In countless subclauses and
parentheses, he reflects on the general rationale which governs
nature and life. When he posits a “Nature, who does nothing in
vain” (p.45),[3] he may still give expression to the Scholastic
understanding of nature but he is also adopting an evaluative
approach to nature and bestowing the praise that had hitherto
been given to God on the governing principle of the material
world.[4] This is to say that the idea of nature as a kind of self-
contained, “mechanically” organized system is present in
latent form.

Harvey proved that the blood, which had hitherto been taken
to be randomly distributed through the body, is channelled in
an intricate hierarchy of veins, arteries and capillary vessels
and in so doing emphasized the structural perfection of the
body. It is in keeping with this that Harvey’s seminal essay
“Movement of the Heart and Blood in Animals” reads like a
eulogy to the ingenious architecture of the body:

These two movements, one of the auricles and the other
of the ventricles, occur successively but so harmoniously
and rhythmically that both (appear to) happen together
and only one movement can be seen, especially in
warmer animals in rapid movement. This is comparable
with what happens in machines in which, with one
wheel moving another, all seem to be moving at once. ...
all these movements, because of their rapidity, seeming
to happen at once as in the wink of an eye.

(author’s brackets; elision mine, p.30)

Even though Harvey does not declare it to be a machine, he
still praises the design of the body through comparing it with
a machine. When he uses the metaphor of the machine as a
further argument in praise of the perfection of the body, he
draws upon that contemporary icon for human ingenuity as a
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measuring rod for nature. Emphasizing the harmonious
rhythm produced by the continual alternation between systole
and diastole, this passage also engages with the issue of
causality. The aesthetic appeal, here, is used as a means of
discussing the cogency of conventional interpretations of
observed facts. When he encloses in brackets the idea that
there is a difference between appearances and the true nature
of things, he is claiming for himself the skill of seeing through
appearances. By demonstrating that a seemingly simultaneous
but chaotic event is, in reality, an intricately ordered quick
succession of events, he corroborates the mechanical principle
of the body. Emphasis on the abstract intelligibility of nature,
then, not only holds up order as a metaphysical principle but
also celebrates the mental agility of the scientists as they
succeed in gleaning concrete knowledge.

Harvey’s song of praise to the ingenious structure of the body
culminates in the following passage:

This organ [the heart] deserves to be styled the starting
point of life and the sun of our microcosm just as much as
the sun deserves to be styled the heart of the world. For
it is by the heart’s vigorous beat that the blood is moved,
perfected, activated, and protected from injury and coag-
ulation. The heart is the tutelary deity of the body, the
basis of life, the source of all things, carrying out its

function of nourishing, warming, and activating the
body as a whole.

(my emphasis, pp.46–47)

Harvey uses the Copernican view of the cosmos with a sense of
self-evidence. Tacitly contained in this reference is the notion
that Copernicus’s theory represents the very idea of scientific
progress. The analogy between microcosm and macrocosm
implied in the metaphor of the sun of our microcosm,
however, is at odds with an increasingly mechanistic and
materialistic view of the body. As Hale points out, the organic
metaphors that had been dominant in the Paracelsian view of
nature were being replaced by a view of the universe as a vast
system of systems which are strikingly similar in the general
principles of their structures and processes.”[5] The logical
ruptures of Harvey’s imagery indeed mark him out to be
standing on the threshold between different theories.

A phrase like the “tutelary deity” of the body is a stylistic
pointer by means of which the text defines itself as part of the
classical literary tradition. Confident usage of metaphor and
other literary techniques, however, appear to demonstrate
Harvey’s tacit belief that meaning can be conveyed without
being affected by the aesthetic form of the text. When Harvey
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uses rhetoric as if he was able to control its figurative potential,
he presents himself as somebody who is equally versed in the
command of language and in the interpretation of nature. In
spite of his revolutionary discovery, Harvey tacitly accepts the
unity between style and argument (or form and contents) and
it will only be in the responses to his work that the overtly self-
conscious style can be observed, which Barbara Maria
Stafford, among others, defines as the stylistic expression of
the paradigm shift effected by the scientific revolution.[6]

That Harvey indeed stands at the threshold of a new era is
illustrated by some very advanced views. For example, he
argued that medical scholars should practice comparative
anatomy and maintained that the formulation of any generally
valid theory needed to be grounded on an analysis of similar
and analogous structures. He indicted those who “merely
attempt a universal syllogism on the basis of a particular
proposition” and comments, in brackets, that such scholars are
as incompetent as “those who think the y can construct a
science of politics after exploration of a single form of govern-
ment, or have a knowledge of agriculture through investiga-
tion of the character of a single field” (p.34).

The analogies effected by Harvey’s metaphors imply a struc-
tural similarity between radically different fields of reference.

The dedication to Charles I, for instance, illustrates a perceived
analogy between the physiological body and the body politic:

Most Serene King!
The animal’s heart is the basis of its life, its chief
member, the sun of its microcosm; on the heart all its
activity depends, from the heart all its liveliness and
strength arise. Equally is the king the basis of his
kingdom, the sun of his microcosm, the heart of the
state; from him all power arises and all grace stems.

(p.3)

Harvey addresses the king who will be executed in 1649 and
who was notorious for his political ineptitude. Apparently
expressing admiration for his monarch, he is in fact proposing
a political theory. His imagery implies that just as the working
of a machine is the effect of a chain reaction, a monarch is no
more than part of a system which can easily collapse. Abuse of
power, therefore, would not only question the survival of
certain parts of the body but also threaten the system as a
whole. Engaging with the implications of scientific discoveries
for contemporary political theories, Jonathan Sawday asks,
“Was the transformation of the body into a machine responsi-
ble for this dethronement of a hierarchically organized
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body?”[7] The democratic potential of empiricism should
certainly not be underrated but we also need to remember that
Hobbes, a rigid proponent of a mechanical view of nature, was
one of the staunchest defenders of a rigidly hierarchical
society.[8] While it is tempting to claim that the empirical
approach to knowledge was material in overthrowing tyranni-
cal abuses and in promoting democracy, it makes much more
sense to recognize its contribution to a variety of contests: in
politics, religion, science and other fields of meaning.

The metaphors in the following passage not only address the
issue of political autonomy but also demonstrate that agency is
difficult to conceptualize within a mechanical understanding
of the body:

the heart alone is so sited and arranged that it can, by its
pulsation, impartially dispense and distribute blood
from itself to all parts according to the relative dimen-
sions of their supply arteries, and thus—so to
speak—give freely from its source of wealth to those in
need.
Further, for such distributive blood movement, both
force and vehemence are necessary and also an agent,

such as the heart, to provide such force. ... The only such
agent is the heart ...

(pp.70–71)

Descartes’ metaphor of the machine as the structural principle
of the body does away with the need of conceptualizing an
agent which rules over the individual physical processes;
which indeed is the main problem with Cartesian dualism. As
Paul Arakelian remarks, Restoration scientists learnt to restrict
themselves to quantifiable phenomena and “tactfully avoided
the discussion of final causes.”[9] Realizing that science was
not capable of giving satisfactory answers to the most urgent
questions about life and death, however, only heightened the
desire for ultimate explanations. Although Harvey discusses
the body as an organism, he is again trying to understand what
kind of entity the body is. The pulsation of the blood through
the body is here compared with the flow of finances. Not only
is blood compared to money, but its vesicular system is used as
an exemplary instance of how money should be circulated.

The quest for a rationale behind the observed principle, or
agent, is prominent in the essay on the circulation of the
blood: “Every affection of the spirit which stirs human minds
with sorrow or joy, hope or anxiety, and extending to the heart
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changes its natural disposition in respect of temper, pulsation,
and other features ...” (p.70). Here, Harvey seeks to identify the
principles which produce different states of mind. He not only
describes the psyche as a mechanism consisting of a set of
causes and effects, but he also explains the conventional
dichotomy between body and mind in materialistic terms.
From there he ventures on to issues which are not knowable.
In other words, the connection which he draws between states
of mind and the activity of the heart ultimately lacks causal
validity. Here he exceeds the scope of scientific studies and
enters on to the ground of speculation and thus violates the
Baconian inductive principle. Towards the end of the seven-
teenth century, Isaac Newton would be one among many
contemporary scientists to object to the Royal Society’s
decision to hold up observation as the only accepted method-
ology on the grounds that it failed to understand the value of
hypothesis.[10] As regards Harvey, however, he not only claims
ground for the imagination but also freely breaches the
principle that only empirically observed data are allowed into
scientific discourse.

Garth’s “Mechanic Powers of the Spirit”
Samuel Garth was one of the most famous medical doctors of
his time and he also demonstrated extensive knowledge of
literary conventions.[11] Apparently a mere description of the
controversy between the physicians and the apothecaries, his

poem The Dispensary interrogates the premises of the epic
genre and takes issue with the contemporary contest over the
proper representation of nature.

The attempt to come to terms with conflicting views, I argue,
is central to The Dispensary in which contests and controver-
sies are expressed by means of a variety of different battles
which are shown to be part of the dramatic action. In all of
their different formal guises, they are tinged with a sense of
insurrection. Hubris, the violation of a transcendental
authority, is intertextually alluded to when the poem mentions
the literary precedent according to which “Earth’s big
offspring strove / To scale the skies, and wage a war with Jove”
(iii. 306–307).[12] The reference to this story not only affiliates
the narrative with the mythological past of classical legend but
also raises the question of the genre of such a battle.[13] Even
though the description of his battle is, on the whole, comic,
the allusion to the “war with Jove” marks it out as an offensive
instance of rebellion which displays an ambivalent attitude
towards the rebels. The politically conservative context from
which Garth is writing largely accounts for this but in so far as
the contest is staged as an intellectual disagreement, the failure
to tolerate oppositional voices is almost tantamount to a call
for the policing of people’s thoughts. The unprecedented
blending of comic and serious narratives, then, is a welcome
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subversion of a project which, at heart, pursues an authoritar-
ian goal.

Garth firmly condemns the discord that had arisen among the
medical practitioners and gives the following simple explana-
tion for it:

And, once a science, is become a trade.
Her sons [of the goddess of health] ne’er rifle her
mysterious store,
But study nature less, and lucre more.

(vi. 314–316)

That the search for Nature’s mysteries is done for the sake of
profit and that the production of medicines follows economic
considerations is the chief cause of the poem’s indignation. It
mercilessly ridicules its “heroes” and, for example, describes
them as follows: “Each combatant his adversary mauls, / With
batter’d bed-pans, and stav’d urinals” (v.313–314). As in
Jonathan Swift, scatology is meant to express an immediate
sense of moral indignation and functions as a coarse parallel
by which a frustrated idealism finds expression. Since only
those who share his dedication to the “study of nature” will
feel the offensiveness of a desire for economic profit, Garth

portrays the idea of an offensive neglect of the moral dictate to
study nature through graphic descriptions of physical filth.

At the same time as he suggests that greed motivates the
competing parties, Garth also expresses his horror at the
chaotic nature of human physiology. Even for one who did not
practice for the sake of financial gain, the doctor’s work is still
a messy business. John Sena quotes the impressions of Joseph
Mede, a contemporary medical student:

Going on Wednesday from Jesus Colledge pensionary
with Dr. Ward to his Colledge through the closes and
gardens and espying a garden dore open I entred and
saw there a hideous sight of the skull and all other bones
of a man with ligaments and tendons hanging and
drying in the sun by strings upon the trees, etc., I asked
what it meant. They told me it was the pedler they anat-
omized this Lent and that when his bones were dry they
were to sett together again as they did naturally and so
reserved in a chest or coffin for their use who desired
such an inspection.[14]

This description reminds us that the instruction of medicine
had to come to terms with an uncanny sense of horror.
Because of its associations with charnel-houses and the
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gallows and because medical cures, moreover, had a very low
likelihood of success, medicine found it difficult to be accepted
as a science proper.[15]

Garth describes William Harvey as the guardian saint of
medicine and by doing so presents medicine as a discipline
that pursues the reasons and causes which structure life. A
biographical note says that Garth delivered the Harveian
Oration before the College of Physicians in 1697; so Garth also
refers to Harvey as a self-aggrandizing gesture. Within the
poem, Harvey’s role is that of harbinger of knowledge and
order. Invoking his authority is a means of projecting into the
past the high standards which Garth expects of the discipline.
However, more is involved than a sentimental celebration of
the past: by praising as an ideal the medical scholar who over-
turned the theories of Galen and Vesalius, Garth also points
towards Harvey as someone who settled disputes concerning
the true nature of the body by the means of empirical demon-
stration. The daily routine of caring for the sick is certainly
stylized as a selfless ideal. But then humanitarian considera-
tions remain in the background because it is not possible to
conceive of a methodology of nursing which would account
for all the material aspects of human existence. Since the daily
practice of medicine subverts an understanding of the disci-
pline as an exercise in reason, the avowed purpose of the poem
— to remind the profession of its charitable duties — is passed

over in silence. The line which accuses the medical practition-
ers because they “study nature less, and lucre more” (vi. 316),
therefore, establishes a contrast between an academic commit-
ment to progress and an ad hoc application of medical skills
for pay.[16]

Garth’s satire attacks the enemies of medical science because
they pursue both criminal and false knowledge. The poem
eloquently recounts the requests with which the patients come
to the quack-doctor Horoscope, who is a mixture between an
impostor who dabbles with fortune-telling and a medical
practitioner who sells illicit knowledge. At issue is the act of
ignoring the codes of professional conduct: he not only mixes
potions against impotence and prepares cosmetic washes but
he also carries out abortions and dispenses lethal potions to
help spend-thrift sons to their inheritance (ii.136–159).
Although he is presented as a downright murderer, the
satirical attack on his malpractices is awkwardly entangled
with the fact that all medical practitioners deal with issues of
life and death.

The general problem posed by medicine is spelt out in the
description of another victim of Garth’s satire: “Each word,
Sir, you impart, / Has something killing in it, like your art” (vi.
79–80). The couplet picks up on the idea that false diagnoses
can have devastating and mortal consequences. If the quack-
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doctor should, moreover, have murderous intentions, the false
interpretation of symptoms turns into a deliberate act of
murder. When Garth says that the “art” itself has something
killing in it, he equates medicine — not just Mirmillo’s partic-
ular manner of practising it — with a deadly power. Or rather,
knowledge itself is deadly. As well as claiming that the goal of
his satire is that of exposing abuses, he also implies that
medicine as such is concerned with the borderlines between
life and death. The doctors’ declared task is certainly that of
restoring life, but however capable they may be, they are ulti-
mately incapable of preserving it. Since precise knowledge of
what is detrimental to the body makes it easier to destroy life,
knowledge about its secrets turns into an uncanny power
which is more easily turned against the patients than to their
advantage.

When he is encountered as a spirit on the Elysian shores, the
poem has Harvey recount his achievements in direct speech:

“I show’d of old, how vital currents glide,
And the meanders of the refluent tide.
. . . why spontaneous actions here,
And whence involuntary motions there:

And how the spirits, by mechanic laws,
In wild careers tumultuous riots cause. ...”

(vi. 323–328)

One reason why Harvey figures as an exemplary doctor of
medicine in The Dispensary is that his great achievement was
to reduce the problems of medicine to a rational taxonomy.
When he edits out the fact that poverty, lack of hygiene, cold
and hunger, were the most significant causes of illness, Garth
abstracts medicine from human concerns. These lines,
therefore, describe the body as a harmoniously balanced
mechanical structure. The “mechanic laws” produce an
antithesis to the “tumultuous riots” in lines 327–328; however,
not only is order the dominant principle but the fact that there
are chaotic elements further emphasizes the triumph of order.
The “wild careers” which cause the “tumultuous riots” are,
then, an expression of the exuberant and energetic nature of
the blood, the metaphorical spirit of life. It is interesting to
recall that Harvey had indeed rejected the idea that the blood
vessels are the carriers of spirits: he spent much time refuting
the theory that “The heart is ... called the source and labora-
tory of the spirits” and instead argued that “blood, and not
spirit, is the natural content of the arteries” (p.11,
p.32).[17]Since Garth openly declares himself to be a disciple of
Harvey, he cannot explicitly ignore his argument. What he
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does, though, is to salvage the old understanding that the body
is literally permeated by spirits but then use the term “spirit” as
a metaphor for blood. Even though Harvey disapproved of the
idea that there were real spirits present in the body, his theory
of the body ascribed the immensely potent energies to the
pulsative principle which brings about the circulation of the
blood.

Garth’s insistence on the materiality of all elements of the
body is, therefore, only one side of his argument; the other side
is to discuss the boundaries between order and chaos, between
the finite and the infinite or between reason and unreason. Yet
the couplet: “And how the spirits, by mechanic laws, / In wild
careers tumultuous riots cause” (vi. 327–328) does not simply
contrast order and disorder but also broaches questions
concerning the nature of those powers which define life. As
regards the issue of the origin and precise definition of life,
there is an interesting example in The Circulation of the Blood
which derives from Harvey’s work on embryology. When he
recounts his observations of the first stages of an embryo in a
hen’s egg, he says:

In the middle of this small cloud the throbbing point of
blood was so tiny that it disappeared from view on its
contraction, to reappear as a red point during its relax-
ation, and thus between being visible and invisible, or so

to speak between existing and not existing, it gave a rep-
resentation of the heart beat and of the beginning of life.

(p.29)

The limits of the powers of observation are to some extent
responsible for rendering the very first moment of life even
more spectacular. Harvey does not say that the heart of the
embryo really contracts itself out of existence — he only plays
with the idea to remind us of the effect of appearances on our
imagination. He carefully hedges his bet when he says: “or so to
speak between existing and not existing.” Although he must
have been aware that, having once acquired life, no creature
could recede into non-existence, there is a poetic suggestion
that the heart is indeed capable of creating (and un-creating)
itself. Even though it is an exclusively material entity, it never-
theless seems to be endowed with a kind of spiritual nature:
this is to say that it appears to be first conceived as an idea
which, then, creates itself as a material entity.

When Garth talks about the origin of life, he uses the poetic
expression of “infant atoms kindling into life” (I. 25). The limi-
nality between existence and non-existence is a problem which
expresses itself in grammatical ambiguity: it is not quite clear
whether “infant atoms” are the outcome of the moment of

Ch5.10



SIGNATURES

creation and therefore exist or whether they require the
creative spark in order to come into being. Even though
Lucretian atomic theory came up with a solution to most
questions about the workings of nature, it was unable to
explain how atoms first came into existence. The poem,
therefore, makes us aware that the more closely science
approaches the atomic dimension of matter, the more difficult
it becomes to deal with questions concerning the origin and
borderlines of existence.

Allegorizing Nature
The Dispensary was reprinted twice in its first year of publica-
tion (1699) and appeared in eight editions before Garth died in
1719. Samuel Johnson ascribed its success to its “laudable
moral stance”[18] and thus showed himself unable to compre-
hend its position within the contemporary literary scene. So
what made this poem so popular? And why did the mock-
heroic genre have such immediate appeal? The plot as a whole
is convoluted and unconvincing; it burgeons with allegorical
figures and sycophantically praises the achievements of
William iii. For all these negative features, the poem lives by its
descriptive passages, and its immense popularity must have
been due to the power with which it renders a physician’s view
of nature. After all, it strives to combine a study of the reasons
for a conflict among the practitioners of medicine with an
attempt to explain and justify physiological processes.

The poem begins with the invocation familiar from classical
poetry: “Speak, Goddess!” In this grand poetic flourish, Garth
does not appeal to just any kind of muse; the Goddess on
whose authority he draws is none other than Nature. His
description of the society of physicians runs as follows:

Nor did the learn’d society decline
The propagation of that great design;
In all her mazes, Nature’s face they view’d,
And, as she disappear’d, their search pursued.
Wrapt in the shade of night the goddess lies,
Yet to the learn’d unveils her dark disguise,
But shuns the gross access of vulgar eyes.

(i.17–23)

This passage describes the study of nature as a business that is
reserved for a select group. There is no direct access to secrets
of nature and there is no immediately comprehensible repre-
sentation of “Nature’s face”; there are only “her mazes.” The
text celebrates scientific literacy but makes an elitist case by
vigorously condemning ignorance of scientific matters.
Knowledge of nature, moreover, is described as an arcane
matter. The metaphors used here recall alchemical images,
suggesting that those who seek to understand the secrets of
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nature have to be initiated and that successful practice involves
an intimate engagement with a god-like figure. Those who
pursue her when she ceases to be visible to vulgar eyes are
accordingly rewarded with seeing through “her dark disguise.”
But even though she lifts the veil, she is still “Wrapped in shade
of night,” implying that science is concerned with dark and
inscrutable matters that can only be speculated about. The
above passage is also preoccupied with the question of visibil-
ity when true knowledge is presented as the capacity of seeing
through darkness.

Garth insistently attempts to make sense of the secrets of life.
The following passage describes the entire span from the first
origin of atoms to that of the human being:

Now she [Nature] unfolds the faint and
dawning strife
Of infant atoms kindling into life;
How ductile matter new meanders takes,
And slender trains of twisting fibres makes;
And how the viscous seeks a closer tone,
By just degrees to harden into bone;
While the more loose flow from the vital urn,
And in full tides of purple streams return;
How lambent flames from life’s bright lamps arise,
And dart in emanations through the eyes;

How from each sluice a gentle torrent pours,
To slake feverish heat with ambient showers;
Whence their mechanic powers the spirits claim;
How great their force, how delicate their frame;
How the same nerves are fashion’d to sustain 
The greatest pleasure and the greatest pain;

How the dim speck of entity began 
T’extend its recent form, and stretch to man ...

(I.24–43)

This passage seeks to capture the very moment when life
comes into being. When it anthropomorphizes its object and
talks of “infant atoms kindling into life,” it defines the creative
principle as a force that is both animate (shows glimpses of
consciousness) and inanimate (follows the mechanical laws of
combustion). The body is a landscape, a new territory which is
not only being mapped but also being invented by the
language used to describe it. Its description is strongly
oriented towards the senses and emphasizes the aesthetic
dimension of the body’s mechanical organization. The sense
of awe for the intrinsic rationality of nature is impressive. The
description of how bones and muscles develop is already deci-
sively located on the poetic register so that the concluding
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couplet’s claim that science has discovered all the secrets of
nature is a claim which has purely poetic status. What it does
is to use the aesthetic in place of empirical evidence and as
such implicitly proposes that imaginary experience counts
more highly than the empirically based conclusion that very
little is known in fact. The very terms which define the perime-
ters of “nature” are steeped in metaphorical aestheticization.
The “dim speck of entity” both defines the origin of life and
through its poetic style admits that not even the most sophis-
ticated microscope of the period is able to explain the nature
of life. The very term “dim” indicates that the transition
between non-existence and existence, or between lifeless and
living matter, is outside the proper demesne of science, which
indicates that these descriptions cannot claim scientific
validity.

Even though Garth comes up against the limits of knowability,
the chief goal of the poem nevertheless is to produce a realistic
description of nature. In his preface to the translation of
Ovid’s Metamorphoses to which he contributed, Garth implic-
itly states his poetic principles. He praises Ovid for his “just
Expression of Nature, and Majestic Modulation of Words,”
arguing, for instance, that his native wit, or common sense,
enabled him to have “a discerning Notion of the Gravitation of
bodies.”[19] Comparing Ovid with the generally much more
highly esteemed Virgil, he treats the Metamorphoses as if they

were an unconventional epic composed for the purpose of
describing and explaining the courses of nature. He follows
convention and gives the laurel of poetic excellence to Virgil,
thus apparently subscribing to the prevailing opinion that the
epic is the most significant literary form. Implicitly, though, he
prefers Ovid’s poetic voice, precisely because it is less firmly
defined and is capable of interweaving realistic descriptions
with allegorical abstractions.

Generic Ruptures
It has frequently been said that, owing to fundamental changes
in social, economic and political terms, the late seventeenth
century was no longer capable of bringing forth a work
written in the epic mode. The mock-heroic, or mock-epic,
accordingly is seen as an indication that the period replaced
the stories about heroes and gods, as they had structured
works like Homer’s Iliad or Virgil’s Aeneid, by accounts of
ludicrous figures and events. While this development may
come across as a trivialization of literature, it in fact reflects
the period’s preoccupation with contemporary issues. Since a
different society requires a different mode of portraying its
most immediate concerns, it is only to be expected that the
structural framework of the epic should itself be subject to
radical changes. The violence with which they indicted what
they deemed to be unacceptable shows that the writers of
mock-heroic poems used such a form to come to terms with
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their fears vis-à-vis changes in contemporary society. The
narrative form which emphasizes heterogeneity of opinion
and contradictory expectations concerning behaviour and
social roles, however, offers an intriguing view of the meanings
which were being contested.

The mock-heroic is an aesthetic form which imitates the
heroic narratives that constitute the social, cultural and
national identity of a particular period, which makes it a
suitable means of questioning the premises informing conven-
tional genres. While epics depict a battle, the mock-heroic
centres on a conflict. Robert Markley observes that “Style
records the writer’s struggle against convention and towards
an elusive individuality that is itself bounded culturally and
ideologically.”[20] This is to say that genre is by no means a
definitional strait-jacket but rather a point of reference against
which diverging ideas and assumptions are set off. As regards
the processes by which the mock-heroic form established itself
as a fictional convention, we can interpret its appeal as a
statement that the contemporary period had lost belief in the
existence of genuine heroes. But then we can also read it as an
act that fundamentally questions the premises which consti-
tute a heroic figure. In this sense, the empiricist project did not
simply bring about a different attitude towards the study of
nature. However, as regards the literary engagement with
human nature, it produced a fundamental questioning of

narrative and stylistic conventions. The mock-heroic mode,
therefore, was extremely well suited to expressing the experi-
ence of a society whose perception of self and world were
undergoing radical changes. Or rather, the epic had dwindled
into a point of reference which inspired parodic portraits of
contemporary characters which were ridiculous precisely
because they lacked the values of the traditional epic which
had lost their currency in a bourgeois consumer society.

Writing in a self-consciously literary mode, Garth opted for
this hybrid form because he wished to align himself with the
tradition; but he also resorted to satire in order to subvert it.
Comic figures loom large in mock-heroic works, but the
energy of the form derives from its parody (or comic ques-
tioning) of the conventional epic’s conflicts.[21] Bakhtin was
the first to describe the central role played by parody in the
emergence of the novel as a literary form. While his point of
reference is the novel, he might just as well have focused on the
parallel phenomenon of the mock-heroic mode which origi-
nated at a similar time and for similar reasons. Bakhtin points
out that “Parodic stylization of canonized genres and styles
occupy an essential place in the novel. In the era of the novel’s
creative ascendency — and even more so in the periods of
preparation preceding this era — literature was flooded with
parodies and travesties of all the high genres (parodies of
genres rather than of individual authors).”[22] Bakhtin praises
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the novel, as a dialogic form, because it experiments with
generic conventions. Its parodic potential defines it as an
aesthetic form that is capable of rendering new perspectives on
its historical context and as such it is an ideal mode for the
representation of a changing society. Or, as Markley describes
it,“Bakhtin’s dialogic theory of discourse demystifies essential-
ist notions of identity, ideology, and genre, thereby enabling us
to explore the power of language and literary style to consti-
tute, rather than passively reflect, our historical experi-
ence.”[23]

What Bakhtin emphasizes are the multiple voices which
parody and subvert conventional assumptions and which
question the epistemological foundation of generic demarca-
tions. So when Gregory Colomb seeks to describe the mock-
heroic as a generic form, he states that “(next to the novel) it
most successfully forges the uneasy alliance with low forms
that is one crucial determinant of the Augustan literature.”[24]

In discussing the relationship between the form and the
content of the mock-heroic, Colomb observes: “Mock-epic
gives a new twist to the old analogy between medicine and
satire, ‘curing’ individual victims but also diagnosing the social
mechanism of the disease.”[25] While the claim of the practi-
tioners of satire that it served the purpose of social reform is
no more than a rhetorical ploy, the medical comparison is
nevertheless significant. This does not mean that we should

credit the satirists with succeeding at their self-assumed role of
doctors of contemporary culture but that we should under-
stand the involvement of satire in the problems associated
with contemporary scientific discourse. The key concept in
Colomb’s formulation is that of mechanism: at issue are the
problems evolving from understanding society as a
mechanism and from attempting to grasp the causalities
involved in its structure.

In attempting to come to terms with the mechanisms that
structure society, works like Garth’s Dispensary expose how
uneasily the mechanical metaphor sat with the prevailing
cultural imagination. The mechanical view of the body,
borrowed from contemporary medicine, had an even more
problematic parallel in a mechanical view of the mind. In its
logical extension, the mechanistic world-view questioned the
powers of reason, and with reference to the production of art,
it more or less denied the existence of genius.[26] Absence of
reason, for example, dictates the furnishing of Horoscope’s
surgery in which “Here mummies lay most reverently stale; /
And there the tortoise hung her coat of mail” (ii. 122–123); and
absence of reason explains the abusive practices on either side
of the dispute. On the surface, the poem deplores that the two
parties did not resort to reason to resolve their conflict. But
this is only part of the story; on a deeper level, the poem
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engages with the fear that the Cartesian machine might be as
devoid of reason as Horoscope’s mummies.

The mock-epic can be productively read as a mechanized
version of the epic. In what probably is the most popular
English example of the mock-heroic, Pope’s The Rape of the
Lock (1712, 1714), the “machines” not only stand in for the old
gods but they represent a new way of conceptualizing the
psychological and physiological facts of human existence: they
are means of dramatizing the secret links between body and
mind and thus present the body of the poem’s main protago-
nist, Belinda, as a machine whose every action appears to be
accessible to reason. But then the poem’s insistence on making
every part of her (body and mind) available to observation
simply transfers the problems into the field of interpretation:
when an exaggerated display of visual detail is still not capable
of yielding insight, we have to conclude that we lack the
capacity of reading and understanding the rationale behind
it.[27]

A detailed analysis of natural processes (assisted by steadily
improving microscopic technology), however, is baffled by the
recognition of nature’s infinite complexity which the observer
cannot interpret and explain. So there is a rift between a theo-
retically ideal discipline which gleans the mysteries of nature
and a practice which has to face its gross limitations. The

Restoration period was confronted by the paradox that each
new discovery further removes the possibility of explaining
final causes. Barbara Maria Stafford points out that when
Newton disassembled white light into its component parts, he
also dismantled the transcendental implications of light and
thus contributed to the view that nature can no longer be
understood as a unified object of knowledge. Recognizing that
knowledge is limited, therefore, led to a valorization of the
fragmentary picture presented by the mosaic and the
intarsia.[28] The literary preference for stylistic fragmentation
and mixed modes, such as the mock-heroic, is a parallel devel-
opment which expresses these contemporary difficulties in
coming to terms with the ultimate impossibility of knowing.

The comparison between Harvey’s treatise and Garth’s poem
has shown that for Harvey style does not pose problems while
Garth uneasily positions the secrets of life in the ruptured
terrain between lyrical description and vitriolic satire. In a
similar vein to Milton, Garth seeks to justify the ways of God
to men and to provide explanations of the first causes of
nature. But the poem’s dialogic engagement with contempo-
rary views and its stylistic ruptures challenge the validity of
such a project, thus denying the very existence of any grand
theory of nature.
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Shift,” The Eighteenth Century: Theory and Interpretation
20.3 (1979), 244.

10 The significance of analogy in Newton’s work has for
example been noted by Richard S. Westfall; see “The
Influence of Alchemy on Newton,” in Jane Chance and R.
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O. Wells (eds.), Mapping the Cosmos (Houston: Rice
University Press, 1985), pp.98–117.

11 For an account of the life of Samuel Garth and an
appraisal of the historical context of his work see,
Richard i. Cook, Sir Samuel Garth (Boston: Twayne
Publishers, 1980).

12 All references to The Dispensary are to: The Works of the
English Poets, from Chaucer to Cowper, vol. 9, ed.
Alexander Chalmers (London, 1810), pp.431–445.

13 It even appears that Pope’s new coinage of the term
“bathos,” as the conceptual opposite of Longinus’s
definition of the sublime, goes back to Garth and that his
parodically defined aesthetic theory heavily depends on a
contested definition of beauty (incorporating the sense
of there being a figurative battle); cf. Peri Bathous: or
Martinus Scriblerus his Treatise of the Art of Sinking in
Poetry [1728], in Pat Rogers (ed.), Alexander Pope
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1993), pp.195–238.

14 John F. Sena, The Best-Natured Man: Sir Samuel Garth,
Physician and Poet (New York: AMS Press, 1986), p.6.

[source is from: The History of the Study of Anatomy in
Cambridge, a Lecture Delivered, Jan. 29, 1891, on the
Opening of the New Anatomical Lecture Room,
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1891, p.12; the
letter is dated 16 April 1631]. For a detailed discussion of
the cultural context into which dissection was
embedded, see also Sawday, The Body Emblazoned.

15 As Michael Hunter points out, even a generally
recognized scientist like Robert Boyle, who is mentioned
in the poem, was reluctant to put his name to a published
collection of medical remedies: see, “The Reluctant
Philanthropist: Robert Boyle and the ‘Communication of
Secrets and Receits in Physick’,” in Ole Peter Grell and
Andrew Cunningham (eds.), Religio Medici: Medicine
and Religion in Seventeenth-Century England (Aldershot:
Scolar Press, 1996), pp.247–272.

16 See also Gregory G. Colomb, Designs on Truth: The
Poetics of the Augustan Mock-Epic (University Park: The
Pennsylvania State University Press, 1992), p.10.

17 Harvey uses the following image to prove the materiality
of the vital powers of the body: “the arteries increase in
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volume because they are filled up like leather bottles or a
bladder, and do not increase in volume like bellows,”
Circulation, p.23.

18 Quoted in Cook, Sir Samuel Garth, p.75.

19 See Ovid’s Metamorphoses in Latin and English (New
York: Garland, 1976), preface unpaginated.

20 Robert Markley, Two-Edg’d Weapons: Style and Ideology
in the Comedies of Etherege, Wycherley and Congreve
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1988), p.26.

21 Earlier examples were John Dryden’s MacFlecknoe (1676);
the narrative focus on the battle was first used in Nicolas
Boileau’s poem “Le lutrin” (1674) and Garth’s poem is the
first English example which combines the comic
perspective with the central element of the battle.

22 M. M. Bakhtin, The Dialogic Imagination: Four Essays, ed.
Michael Holquist (Austin: University of Texas Press,
1981), p.6.

23 Markley, Two-Edg’d Weapons, p.17.

24 Colomb, Designs on Truth, p.xviii.

25 Colomb, Designs on Truth p.xvi.

26 For a discussion of the shifting understanding of genius
after the Renaissance, see Jürgen Klein, “Genius,
Ingenium, Imagination: aesthetic theories of production
from the Renaissance to Romanticism,” The Romantic
Imagination: Literature and Art in England and Germany,
eds, Frederick Burwick and Jürgen Klein (Amsterdam:
Rodopi, 1996), pp.19–62.

27 Cf. Christa Knellwolf, A Contradiction Still:
Representations of Women in the Poetry of Alexander Pope
(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1998),
particularly pp.146–149.

28 Stafford, “Bare versus Prismatic Style,” p.352.
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The Soul and the English Enlightenment
Roy Porter (Wellcome Institute) 

Following the decade of the body, ‘After the Body’ is obviously
an invitation to reflection on: ‘where next?’ But it may also be
read by the historian as a challenge to address beliefs about
what remains after this mortal coil has been shuffled off. What
is somebody beyond the body?[1]

In this talk I shall examine ideas about the soul and the future
state, and I shall focus on Britain in the Enlightenment, since
that was a time when traditional Christian beliefs were coming
under criticism[2] I shall also be highly selective, for there were
views galore, from pulpit pontifications to coffee-house quips.
My discussion will be doubly tentative; not only am I no
expert upon this subject, it seems that nobody is – a few folk-
lorists and theologians aside, the cultural history of the soul
awaits its historian.[3]

Christians subscribed to doctrines of the soul which had their
origins in pagan philosophy. Plato had posited that body and
soul were separate entities, the latter being nobler and eternal.
The Neo-Platonist Plotinus would supposedly tell no one his
birthdate, not out of vanity about his age but because the hour
of the soul’s entry into the body was a cause for lamentation[4]

Greek metaphysics had then been grafted by Christian theolo-
gians onto a monistic Jewish tradition which thought in terms
of the unity of body and spirit. The outcome was the doctrine
of Incarnation. Even so, Platonic condemnations of the body
as the prison-house of the soul remained prominent. Origen
maintained that humans were created as disembodied intel-
lects, the pre-existing soul subsequently being bound to the
body as punishment for original sin. Admittedly, from the
high middle ages, Aquinas’s more Aristotelian view of the soul
as the individuating spiritual substance won favour. But,
though body and soul together formed the human anphibium,
the soul would be released from the flesh at death and
continue in a disembodied existence. In its turn, Cartesianism
further insisted that possession of an immaterial, immortal
soul was unique to rational man.[5]

It was this rich legacy which Restoration England inherited.
Unlike the odd brazen unbeliever, no Christian in Georgian
England denied the reality of a soul,[6] even if multitudes of
competing hypotheses were advanced as to its nature and
destiny – some of which, like that later advanced by Joseph
Priestley, were censured as dangerously heterodox. In the skir-
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mishes of rival doctrines of the soul, powerful amongst the
new ideological ammunition was mortalism, which spread
rapidly in the Civil War era. “Some believe”, complained that
pillar of Puritanism, Edmund Calamy, in 1646, “that the Soul
dyeth with the Body, and that both shall rise again at the Last
Day”.[7] In extreme cases tending towards materialism or even
pantheism, mortalism’s belief in the sleep of the soul at death
was seen as a dangerous challenge to the doctrine of the
continuation of rewards and punishments as a culmination of
earthly retributive justice. Such orthodoxies were exposed for
their part by freethinkers as blatant instruments of social
control – “as for the being of a God, the existence of a soul, or
a world to come”, bantered the late-enlightenment physician,
Erasmus Darwin, “my dear madam, these are only the
bugbears by which men of sense govern fools”.[8]

But if mortalism was attractive to radicals because of its
challenge to the perpetuation of princely and priestly power
beyond the grave, it also had a wider plausibility, in view of the
uncompromising Protestant denial of the popish doctrine of
purgatory and its accompanying indulgences, invocation of
saints and other abuses. Granted there was no purgatory,
where could the soul actually get to before the Last Trump?
Moreover, mortalism’s seeming rationality further
commended it to intellectuals eager to purge Christianity of
vulgar hocus-pocus. But the very act of reasoning about this

article of faith opened up a theological can of worms. How, for
instance, did souls originate, how did they get embodied in the
first place? As a complement to his mortalism John Milton
adopted the so-called ‘traducian’ position, which held that the
soul was implanted along with the father’s semen at concep-
tion. Walter Shandy – interrupted, you will remember,
precisely at that crucial moment by his wife’s silly question –
invoked traducianism to explain the apparent defects of his
son’s intellectuals[9]

Radical, rationalistic and ‘modern’, mortalism probably
remained a minority tenet. More theologically respectable for
the Anglican hierarchy, and, one assumes, more psychologi-
cally acceptable to most worshippers as well, was belief in the
soul’s uninterrupted being. Particularly amongst Cambridge
Platonists, confidence in the soul’s continuance was boosted
by Cartesian dualism (its destiny need not be affected by
whatever happened to the body), and by the expectation that,
in confutation of modern Sadducism, the new science would
come up with proofs of the reality of the unseen, spiritual
world, through documentation of ghosts and revelatory
dreams. For Henry More, Ralph Cudworth and others, the
Plotinan theology of the soul’s pre-existence moreover vindi-
cated the ways of God to man: even though original sin had
corrupted the body, the soul remained unsullied.[10]
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Such apologetics for the soul did more than rescue the Church
from mortalist threats at large: they specifically struck at that
bogeyman supreme, Thomas Hobbes, for whom mortalism
formed but part of an audacious and systematic materialism
designed to eliminate the epistemological authority of the
clergy. Crucial to his critique of priestcraft was Hobbes’
rejection of the soul’s natural and intrinsic immortality. Belief
that souls were incorporeal substances, continuing after death
by virtue of their inherent nature was, he alleged, a nonsense
filched by the Church from Greek metaphysics. Scripture gave
no support to such natural immortality – in the Bible ‘soul’
meant nothing more than ‘life’. This Hobbist denial of spirit
was, of course, generally read as insinuating a denial of God,
and an invitation to libertinism[11]

As this case shows, we must avoid simplistic interpretations of
the politics of the soul. Hobbes’ materialism may have been
subversive and revolutionary, but it was, after all, advanced in
support of a politics of authority and obedience. Conservative
socio-political thinkers could come up with radical doctrines
on the soul, and vice versa, and each and every narrative of the
soul was liable to ensnare itself in heterodoxy or contradiction.
Much Reformation and Counter-Reformation soteriology
now appeared, to enlightened minds, either illogical or irrec-
oncilable with Divine Goodness; but attempts to formulate
intellectually coherent and morally satisfying alternatives in

their turn seemed eccentric, not to say heretical, to others.
Take the views of Henry Dodwell, a non-juror, notorious for
his High Churchmanship. An Epistolary Discourse, Proving
from the Scriptures and the First Fathers, that the Soul is a
Principle Naturally Mortal, but Immortalized Actually by the
Pleasure of God to Punishment or to Reward, by its Union with
the Divine Baptismal Spirit, published in 1706, argued that God
had created Adam out of the Dust, afterwards adding his
breath of life (pneuma), so that man became a ‘living soul’.
Hereafter, continued Dodwell, the Lord then superadded his
divine breath (pnoe) which qualified man for immortality. At
the Fall, the pneuma had been lost and so lapsarian man
became mortal; yet he retained the divine breath so long as it
pleased God to sustain respiration. Thus, as a result of Original
Sin, man lost his natural immortality, yet was not thereby
reduced to a Hobbesian state of mere non-existence at death,
for souls post-mortem were supernaturally sustained. The
divine breath, he explained in a later Defence, “seems to be the
Principle that enables Humane Souls to subsist in Hades in
their separate State”[12]

Thus, surprisingly like the mortalists, given his High Church
views, Dodwell posited a naturally mortal soul. Unlike them,
however, he championed a divine soul-life going on after
death. But, he had to ask, encountering one of the perennial
stumbling blocks to consensus on salvation, after death where
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exactly did the soul go? Tackling what we might call this
‘temporary accommodation’ problem – one, of course,
rendered acute by the Protestant elimination of purgatory and
limbo – Dodwell held that the location after death of separated
souls was a Hades in the firmament, equidistant between
Heaven and Hell. The righteous and the wicked would occupy
different transit lounges, the former being confined below the
moon, the latter just above it. In the lowermost zones of
Heaven, the perfect would undergo expiation to prepare them
for the higher regions. Finally, on Resurrection Day, bodies
would be levitated out of their earthly graves into the skies, to
be reunited with the waiting souls. At that point, Dodwell
maintained,“our Bodies also will by him be made Pneumatical,
when they are fashioned like his glorious Body”.[13]

In asserting a natural mortality of the soul, Dodwell acceded to
the logic of the mortalists. But his commitment to the inter-
mediate ongoing vitality of the soul between death and the
Last Judgment, buoyed up through God’s spiritual activity,
was quite out of keeping with the mortalist tradition and
reveals his conservative, High Church attachment to a visible
hierarchy and with it God’s ubiquitous and unceasing moral
government of Creation.

A contemporary who apparently saw himself as a true
Christian yet whose views contradicted Dodwell’s and scan-

dalized his age was the, lawyer, commonwealthman and
freemason John Asgill, who was to have the dubious distinc-
tion of being the first MP ever to be expelled from the House
of Commons of Great Britain, that is, Parliament as convened
after the 1707 Act of Union. The reason for this lay in the
“many profane and blasphemous Expressions” contained in
his An Argument Proving that According to the Covenant of
Eternal Life Revealed in the Scriptures, Man may be Translated
from Hence into that Eternal Life without Passing through
Death, published in 1700[14]

While it was certainly idiosyncratic, Asgill’s reading of the
Bible had a Christian logic to it. His case for escaping death
hinged upon the theology of the Crucifixion. Through Adam,
mortality had come into the world, but Christ had then died to
annul the law of death. So, subsequent to the Son’s sacrifice,
why should anyone ever perish? Believers in Christ’s covenant
need not die but should zoom straight to Heaven, like Elijah in
his chariot of fire.[15] Why then did people apparently go on
dying? The reason was purely psychological: they died only
because of their fear of death.“I shall not go hence by returning
unto the Dust”, Asgill proclaimed,

But that I shall make my Exit by way of Translation,
which I claim as a dignity belonging to that Degree 
in the Science of Eternal Life, of which I profess my self
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a graduat, according to the true intent and meaning of
the Covenant of Eternal Life revealed in the
Scriptures.[16]

The idea of a posthumous probation period for the soul was
unscriptural, and it smacked of Romish purgatory, insisted the
Pope-hating Asgill; the Kingdom of Heaven would be an
instant reality for those with faith in what might be called
‘simultaneous translation’.

Asgill’s was one way of driving to its logical conclusion the
mortalist denial of the Greek metaphysics and Catholic
theology of an independent, immaterial soul surviving bodily
dissolution, and thereby putting in the boot against papist and
high-church hierarchicalism. Eternal life must mean survival
of body and soul united, for consciousness was not an
inherent, natural property of the soul but the consequence of
God breathing life into it. “The Spirit is so perfectly mixed
with, and diffused through the whole Body”, he insisted,
seemingly anticipating Priestley, “that we can’t now say which
is Spirit, nor which is Earth, but the whole is one intire living
Creature”.[17] Asgill’s effusion was dismissed by Daniel Defoe
as the “Enthusiasm of pious Lunacy”;[18] but, as is shown by
his expulsion from the House, many judged such views not
mad but bad: not only were they heterodox but, like mortalism

in general, they specifically undermined the economy of
posthumous judicial rewards and punishments upon which
law and order supposedly depended. As so often in contempo-
rary theological controversies, Asgill’s attempted rationaliza-
tions made confusion worse confounded. If Christ had truly
annulled the Law of Death, as Asgill held, then what possible
necessity could there be even for translation, asked Defoe? “We
may as well save God Almighty the Trouble”, he expostulated,
“abide where we are, and go all to Heaven at once”. Parliament
chose not to wrangle; in April 1707 it ordered the burning of
his book, on grounds of heresy. Around the same time he was,
moreover, detained in the Fleet Prison for debt and, still
confined, he died, it seems untranslated, thirty years later.[19]

Asgill’s views, it will be evident, had drastic implications, since
they wiped out at a stroke traditional teachings as to the
celestial snakes-and-ladders of the soul. He may have been
deliberately stirring up trouble. But such matters as Heaven
and Hell were a minefield. Seventeenth-century Calvinist
orthodoxy included the expectation – presumably the subject
of Schadenfreude – that the hosts of damned would far exceed
the saved – “many are called, but few chosen”, according to
Matthew 20.16. In An Enquiry into the Nature and Place of Hell
(1714), Tobias Swinden, a grandmaster of celestial calculations
in the first age of political arithmetic, expressed his outrage at
the suggestion of the Continental theologian Drexelius that
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there would be a mere hundred thousand million lost souls in
a hell just one German mile square. “It is a poor, mean and
narrow Conception”, Swinden countered, “both of the
Numbers of the Damned, and of the Dimensions of Hell”. Hell
had generally been assumed to lie at the centre of the Earth
but, thinking big, Swinden transferred it to the Sun, reasoning
that the subterranean regions could not possibly house all the
hordes of the reprobate.[20] A different case was argued by
another Anglican troubled by the demographics of
damnation. Though an equally passionate believer in the
eternity of hellfire torments, Matthew Horbery held that his
opponents greatly exaggerated these numbers, and construed
Scripture as implying that half would be saved and half
damned.[21]

Celebrating God’s glory, for its part, Christian Platonism
encouraged the idea of salvation for most, with an ongoing life
for the soul after death but before the Resurrection. In her The
Principles of the Most Ancient and Modern Philosophy (1692),
Henry More’s friend, Anne Conway, thus argued that,
although souls could do nothing for themselves after death,
they might in time be divinely cleansed. Such views meshed
with Arminian leanings towards some kind of ultimate
universal salvation, as maintained in The Rise, Race, and
Royalty of the Kingdom of God in the Soul of Man (1683), by
another Cambridge Platonist, Peter Sterry.[22]

Others demurred, castigating such views as both unscriptural
and, in their own way, unjust: after all, sinners deserved to
burn in hell, and its torments would be unspeakable. “We have
herd...of some who have endured breaking on the Wheel,
ripping up of their Bowels, fleaing alive, racking of Joynts,
burning of Flesh, pounding in a Mortar, tearing in pieces with
Flesh-hooks, boyling in Oyl, roasting on hot fiery Grid-irons,
etc.”, John Shower fired up readers’ imaginations in his Heaven
and Hell; or the Unchangeable State of Happiness or Misery for
all Mankind in Another World (1700):

Such as the Plague, Stone, Gout, Strangury, or whatever
else you can name most torturing to the Body they
would all come short of that Wrath, that Horror, that
inconceivable Anguish which the Damned must
inevitably suffer every Moment, without any 
intermission of their pains, in Hellish Flames.[23]

Hell’s terrors could thus be portrayed as the sufferings experi-
enced on this side of the divide writ large. “If it be an intolera-
ble thing to suffer the heat of the fire for a year, or a day, or an
hour, what will it be to suffer ten thousand times more for
ever?” demanded Richard Baxter in The Saints’ Everlasting
Rest:
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What if thou wert to suffer Lawrence’s death, to be
Roasted upon a gridiron
If thou couldst not endure such things as these, how wilt
thou endure the eternal flames?[24]

Worse far than the physical torments, however, would be the
Divine disdain. “Is it not a terrible thing to a wretched soul,
when it shall lie roaring perpetually in the flames of hell, and
the God of mercy himself shall laugh at them”. The ill-named
Puritan Christopher Love similarly gloated at the prospect of
the Lord laughing at the woes of the damned, warning: “Be
sure your tormentors will have no mercy; but they will load
you with rivers of brimstone, and mountaines of fire to the
utmost”.[25]

There were continued expectations of future punishments in
store for sinners – why should Englishment who had stuffed
their statute book with two-hundred capital crimes, happily
shipping, pillorying and hanging have flinched at an
unashamedly punitive hell?; and Sam Johnson’s notion of
damnation (“Sent to Hell, Sir, and punished everlastingly”) is
notorious.[26] Yet the Doctor’s rigorism on this issue evidently
startled his friends, who argued on the side of mercy and hope,
and milder outlooks were winning ground amongst enlight-
ened Christians. Bosch-like evocations of Devils tormenting

the wicked were to recede from Anglican pulpit oratory, while
the clockwork universe of the new science undermined public
belief in witchcraft and the terrestrial powers of Satan. Even
amongst champions of retributive hell torments, the suffer-
ings of the damned were no longer imagined as being person-
ally orchestrated by Lucifer; and if Hell was still envisaged as a
bottomless pit or a lake ablaze with fire and brimstone –
Milton’s “darkness visible” – these images were increasingly
figured through the artistic lenses of the pre-Romantic
aesthetics of the Burkean sublime.[27]

What had always excited the most salutary horror was the
everlasting quality of hell torments: “the great aggravation of
this misery”, bragged Baxter, “will be its eternity”.[28] But in
the new climate of all-is-for-the-best optimism, liberal
Christians increasingly held that eternal punishments were
inconsistent with a benevolent Father or a Divine Architect.
Archbishop Tillotson himself was accused of doubting eternal
torments while, for his part, the Arian William Whiston,
Newton’s successor as Lucasian Professor at Cambridge,
declared, in The Eternity of Hell Torments Considered (1740),
that such “common but barbarous and savage opinions” were
incompatible with God’s love. In Christianity as Old as the
Creation, Matthew Tindal condemned those who “impute
such Actions” to God, for they “make him resemble the worst
of Beings, and so run into downright Demonism”.[29]
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Merciful theologians thus mitigated hell punishments for
others; but for themselves, what truly counted, surely, was
their vision of the prospective heavenly abode for the saved. At
this point, rather delicate questions loomed about subjectivity:
in what guise would one appear at the pearly gates?

Orthodoxy, as we have seen, had penal reasons – unceasing
and unconditional accountability – for stipulating that the
resurrected body would be that in which the temporal life had
been lived. But what precisely did that mean? Writing in 1650,
the divine John Seager had stated that resurrection bodies
would certainly consist of flesh and bones; yet heavenly eyes
and ears, hands and feet would not need to be made of the
same substance as our terrestrial torso.[30]

Christian Platonists, for their part, were disposed to envisage
heaven primarily as a spiritual abode. Maintaining “there is no
stable Personality of a man but what is in his Soul”, Henry
More downplayed the resurrection of the fleshly body, warts
and all; in accord with his idea of God’s justice, he discounte-
nanced the earthly clay being resurrected, “for so shall the
Body of an old man be punished for the sins of that Body he
had when he was young”.[31]With suchlike considerations in
mind, Ralph Cudworth and other Platonists envisaged an
essentially aethereal existence, in which heavenly selves would
resemble Angels with “such a countenance, and so cloathes, as

they”. Bathed in God’s glory, the heavenly host, surmised
Thomas Burnet, would consist of a celestial gossamer “as pure
and thin, as the finest Air or Aether”.[32]

The eighteenth century, historians now argue, brought a
burgeoning new material culture and the cultivation of what
Lawrence Stone has termed affective individualism. And so it
is not surprising that more homely, down-to-earth, ideas of a
future state became embraced, notably by the laity. John
Dunton was the publisher of The Athenian Gazette, the first
question-and-answer magazine. In the third volume in 1691, in
answer to a reader’s query: “Are there sexes in heaven?”, the
columnist, perhaps even Dunton himself, maintained in
orthodox manner that all that was imperfect and accidental
would be removed; hence sexuality would vanish – saucily
noting: “we won’t add for another Reason what, as we
remember, one of the Fathers has said – That were there any
Women in Heaven, the Angels cou’d not stand long, but wou’d
certainly be seduced from their Innocency, and Fall as Adam
did”.[33]

But this very question was to assume tremendous personal
poignancy for Dunton soon afterwards, on the death of his
beloved wife. In 1698 he produced An Essay Proving We shall
Know our Friends in Heaven, holding out the prospect of
reunion. “Her Death”, he wrote, “has made me so very melan-
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choly, that I had pin’d away in a few days, had not the hopes of
finding her again in Heaven, given me some Relief”[34]

As envisaged by Dunton, heaven was bound to involve the
resumption and perpetuation of earthly domestic relations.
Precisely illustrating Stone’s portrayal of the new companion-
ate marriage ideal, Dunton maintained that since life in the
here-and-now was not agreeable without familiar acquain-
tance, must that not be true of heaven too? “Be assured”, he
wrote, old friends “will not be wanting in the Height and
Perfection of all Glory, Bliss and Joy”. Moreover, to ensure
personal identity, even memories of our own and other
people’s former lives would remain intact. Unlike the lofty
Cambridge Platonists on the one hand and such Calvinist
killjoys as Baxter on the other, Dunton adjudged that we
would know each other by face, physique, voice and gender.
Though conjugal relations per se between husbands and wives
would cese, the distinctions between male and female would
remain as before: “the Soul...of the one is Resolute and
Constant, that of the other Light, Wavering and
Changeable...The Soul of one takes a pride in being Grave and
speaking little; the other talks much, and cannot forbear
twatling upon every thing”.[35]

This homely heaven was not just a foible of Dunton’s. The
fantasy of heaven as an extension of bourgeois life became

widespread, with all its prospects, pleasures – and puzzles. “My
Grandmothers were old Women when I knew them”,
pondered Hester Thrale:

To me therefore they must at the Day of Judgement
appear Old; how else shall I know em? to their Parents
and Nurses however they must appear Babies while to
the new-rais’d Eye of Husbands, Lovers, Friends &c. who
could recognize no possible Acquaintance
Either with the Crone or Baby – Lucy Salusbury and
Philadelphia Cotton must certainly be seen as they were
in Youth, Health, & Maturity[36]

All this might seem baffling, she mused, but it was in truth
“most easy when we reflect on the Omnipotence of Gods holy
Word & Spirit”.[37]

Sounding-boards of eighteenth-century lay culture, like
Dunton and Mrs Thrale, were no longer prepared to accept
that the clergy had a monopoly of pronouncing upon matters
transcendental, and began revamping heaven after their own
image. Elizabeth Singer Rowe’s Friendship in Death, a series of
letters from the dead to the living, went through a staggering
fifteen editions between 1728 and 1816, becoming key stimulus
material for popular views on the fate of the soul. Love, Rowe
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assured her readers, was the very essence of futurity. Altamont
had died grieving for his dead wife Almeria. As he ascends to
heaven, Rowe has him gushing,

The first gentle Spirit that welcom’d me to these
new Regions ws the lovely Almeria; but how Dazling! 
how divinfely Fair! Extasy was in her Eyes, and 
inexpressible Pleasure in every Smile! With an
inimitable Grace she received me into her aetherial 
Chariot, which was sparkling Saphire studded with
Gold: It roll’d with a spontaneous Motion along
The Heavenly Plains, and stop’d at the Morning
Star, our destin’d habitation. But how shall I 
describe this fair, this fragrant, this enchanting
Land of Love![38]

Even so, depicting heaven required tact, and authors had to
steer a difficult course between the extremes of rococo
figurativeness, bathetic literalness, and Hollywood schmaltz.
The spirituality of the Christian heaven was thus regularly
commended above the gross gratifications supposed typical of
its Moslem analogue, all dark-eyed harem damsels. Christians
would be brought to immortality, insisted Thomas Burnet, “in
the brightness of ethereal Regions”. Yet bodily appearances
could hardly be matters of indifference. Quizzed whether

negroes would arise on the last day, the Athenian Gazette
responded that:

Taking then this blackness of the Negro to be an accidental
Imperfection we conclude thence, that he shall not arise
with that Complexion, but leave it behind him in the
darkness of the Grave, exchanging it for a brighter and a
better at his return again into the World.[39]

And what of all those other hoary objections to resurrection?
What would the fate at the Last Trump of those corpses which
had been mutilated, dissected or cannibalized? And what
about anomalies like Siamese twins? Lazarus Coloreda and his
brother John Baptista, who grew from his navel, had been
displayed in freak shows around 1640. A question as to their
fate was later posed to The Athenian Gazette. ‘We find no linea-
ments of a Rational soul in Baptista, nor so much of the
Animal as Brutes have’, the answer cautiously suggested:

his brother shall rise without him at the Day of
Judgment, for there will be no Monsters at the
Resurrection...but if he has a Rational Soul then he will
be ranked among Children, Fools and Ideots at the last
Day; but will rise separate with a perfect Body, not with
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another Body, but the same specifick Body, adapted and
fitly organised for a future State.[40]

The satirical Memoirs of Martin Scriblerus, written by the
coterie of wits around John Arbuthnot, gleefully burlesqued
all such attempts to fathom the mystery.[41]

A window onto these new visions on the soul and its heavenly
destiny is afforded by the visionary, Emanuel Swedenborg. Few
Englishmen became true Swedenborgians, but his ideas point
to changing sensibilities, from the erstwhile primary theocen-
tric doctrine of heaven to a more domesticated model. This is
how Swedenborg conjured up the future state in his The
Economy of the Animal Kingdom, Considered Anatomically,
Physically, and Philosophically: only a thin curtain would
divide heaven from earth, with heavenly life commencing
straight after death, less as the antithesis of terrestrial existence
than its continuation and completion. Although heaven
remained the traditional garden of repose, the saints were now
depicted as engaged in spiritual improvement. And finally, the
traditional primacy of the beatific vision – in Gibbon’s
sneering vignette, all those enthusiasts with harps, singing
Hallelujahs above the clouds – was replaced by an accent on
human love, expressed through family, friends and neigh-
bours.[42]

Swedenborg’s pious speculations find their laddish echo in
James Boswell. He got talking on ‘the subject of a future state’,
with the evidently more orthodox Lord Kames :

I said it was hard that we were not allowed to have any
notion of what kind of existence we shall have. He said
there was an impenetrable veil between us and our
future state, and being sensible of this, he never attempt-
ed to think on the subject, knowing it to be in vain. º I
told him how Maclaurin had pushed Sir John Pringle at
Lord Monboddo’s upon the subject, and had asked him
what we were to have that could make us wish for a
future state: ‘Shall we have claret, Sir John?’. ‘I don’t know
but you may, Mr Maclaurin’. ‘Well’, said my Lord, ‘it is
true this body is put into the grave. But may we not have
another film, another body, more refined? the ancients’,
said he, ‘all describe a future state as having enjoyments
similar to what we have here. Let us lay aside the preju-
dices which we have been taught. Suppose we have other
bodies. Why may we not have all the pleasures of which
we are capable here? For instance, the pleasure of eating.
Why not that, in a more delicate manner?’ I mentioned,
before he spoke of eating, our being told we are to have
music. ‘And’, said heº’and there is another pleasure’; (I
thought, though I divined what he meant clearly enough,
that he should speak it out plainly, so waited in silence
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till he proceeded) ‘why not have the pleasure of women?’
‘Why not’, cried I, with animation. ‘There is nothing in
reason or revelation against our having all enjoyments
sensual and intellectual’[43]

And this, of course, calls to mind Sydney Smith’s friend who
told him that his idea of heaven was eating paté de foie grâs to
the fanfares of trumpets.[44]

If the future state was being refigured as something akin to a
perpetuation of Addisonian polite society – or a retirement
home in the Canaries, or Chichester – what does this tell us
about changing ideas about the soul as such? Certain strands
in eighteenth-century thinking were evidently growing indif-
ferent to, or alienated from, the Christian Platonic or
Cartesian dualism in which the soul would miraculously
become reunited with the body at some distant Last Judgment.
In its place, it was Locke’s model which gained in favour, asso-
ciating the soul with the individual consciousness, and
regarding that unique self as a subjectivity created by sense
experience. In his Essay Concerning Humane Understanding
(1690), Locke had proposed that personal identity consisted ‘in
nothing but a participation of the same continued Life, by
constantly fleeing Particles, in succession vitally united to the
same organized Body’. The self was defined ‘only by Identity of

consciousness’; and, for that reason, Locke maintained, on
Resurrection day the same person would be made happy or
miserable irrespective of ‘in what Bodies soever they appear or
what Substances soever that consciousness adheres to’.[45] This
mode of equating the soul with self-consciousness may have
been Locke’s preferred Christian strategy for rebutting
Hobbesian materialism, yet it did not spare him from the
wrath, or at least bafflement, of orthodox churchmen, for
whom Holy Writ and divine justice required that the physical
bodies of the dead should be raised at the Last Judgement.
Edward Stillingfleet, Bishop of Worcester, held that Locke’s
psychologizing of personal identity called into question the
resurrection of the dead: there needed, insisted the prelate, to
be material continuity, ‘a Vital Union between the Soul and
Body and the Life which is consequent upon it’: bodily
survival was essential to divine government, not least because
it was upon the backs of the damned that the God’s justice
would finally be accomplished.[46]

The stages by which Locke’s opponents were disarmed and his
science of the mind was itself turned into orthodoxy have been
adroitly traced by John Yolton.[47] With the triumph of
Locke’s construal of the soul in terms of self-conscious
identity, the old baroque melodrama of heaven and hell
became less palatable, and thinking about the soul tended
towards a psychology of personal perfection, which was to
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reach its apogee in the speculative flights of Romantic
idealism.

In the French Enlightenment, debate over the soul was
radically politicized in the écrasez l’infâme propoganda war. La
Mettrie’s militantly anti-clerical L’Homme Machine (1747)
deployed a mechanistic materialism to shoot down the
Christian disembodied soul.[48] The politics of the English
Enlightenment were different, however, and the naturalization
of the soul, indelibly associated in France with unbelief, could
actually be enlisted to serve the cause of religion on this side of
the Channel, where its most striking manifestation lay in the
Christian materialism of the pious Anglican physician David
Hartley and then, derivatively but explosively, with the
Unitarian natural philosopher Joseph Priestly.

Published in 1749, Hartley’s Observations on Man, His Frame,
His Duty, and His Expectations drew upon Locke’s empiricism
and the utilitarianism of the Revd John Gay to develop an
anatomy of the nervous system, sanctioned by the vibrations
model floated in the ‘Queries’ to Isaac Newton’s Opticks.
Locke’s associationism was thereby materialized by Hartley,
but that materialism was not a weapon for atheism, precisely
because it had been the Christian God who had first endowed
matter with its potentialities. In his second volume, Hartley
extended his system to depict man’s prospects in a future state,

adopting standard mortalist views, while shrewdly avoiding
getting bogged down in the topographical minutiae of
Dodwell’s stairway to heaven. Significantly he spoke of a
‘psychology, or theory of the human mind’, locating that
endeavour as part of ‘natural philosophy’, and thereby giving
the lie to Michel Foucault’s ludicrous claim that the eighteenth
century did not have a ‘psychology’.[49]

In his own edition of the Observations (1775), Joseph Priestley
praised Hartley’s determinism, while in his Disquisitions
Relating to Matter and Spirit. To which is added the History of
the Philosophical Doctrine Concerning the Origin of the Soul,
and the Nature of the Matter; With its Influence on Christianity,
Especially with Respect to the Doctrine of the Pre-existence of
Christ (1777), he yoked Hartley to a Unitarian philosophy of
nature. Man is not ‘naturally immortal’, Priestley contended in
mortalist vein – remember Asgill – but so only because God
had chosen to resurrect him. That would be a resurrection of
the body, and of the mental powers only by dint of that
corporeal resurrection; in other words there were no ghosts,
only machines. Faced by Priestly’s materialism, William Blake
despaired: ‘Poor spiritual Knowledge is not worth a button!’ –
while a Welsh schoolmaster penned this mock epitaph:
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Here lie at rest
in oaken chest
together packed most nicely
the bones and brains
flesh, blood and veins
and soul of Dr Priestley.[50]

The soul could thus be psychologised, as by Locke, and even
materialized, as by Hartley and Priestley. In either case, the
Enlightenment move was to validate the experience of a
thinking principle – some ego or self – understood indepen-
dently of orthodox divinity. By such means, the lay intelli-
gentsia was framing not just a new heaven but a new and
non-soteriological understanding of ‘psychology’. According
to Chambers’ Cyclopaedia (1727) – a work hugely influential
upon mappings of knowledge, since it served a s a template for
the Encyclopédie – such ‘psychology’ was a ‘Discourse concern-
ing the Soul’, constituting part not of ‘theology’ but of ‘anthro-
pology’ instead.[51]

Chambers glossed soul and mind within Lockean categories.
By linking the soul in connection with physiology and logic,
and by transferring study of the mind from pneumatology
(that is, the traditional doctrine of ‘incorporeal’ substances,

concerning God, Angels, etc.) to ‘psychology’, his Cyclopaedia
inscribed ‘psychology’ within the new philosophy.[52]

Paralleling and reflecting this relocation of psychology is an
about-turn in theories of madness. In medical writings
around 1700, the idea of a ‘mental disease’ in its strict sense was
unthinkable – almost a category error or a contradiction in
terms – because the possibility of a naturally diseased soul had
been discountenanced by Platonism and Cartesianism.
Doctors thus strategically tended to attribute lunacy to some
somatic disorder: ‘Every change of the Mind’, maintained the
Newtonian physician, Nicholas Robinson, ‘therefore, indicates
a Change in the Bodily Organs’ – the presumption being that
the soul thereby remained unimpaired. Insanity was indeed
authentic – no mere matter of ‘imaginary Whims and Fancies’,
precisely because, Robinson insisted, it arose from ‘the real,
mechanical Affections of Matter and Motion’.[53]

In due course the reference frame shifted, and the possibility of
genuine psychological illnesses became acceptable – that is,
one became able to speak of a disordered understanding
without the implication that that meant a pathology of the
soul. By 1798, in a work on ‘mental derangement’, the physician
Alexander Crichton could lump together Locke, Hartley, Reid,
Stewart, Priestly and Kames as ‘our British Psychologists’.
Thus, in the field of psychiatry as well, the marginalization of
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Christian pneumatology by a naturalistic ‘psychology’ was
being accomplished[54]

Mention of madness is important, because it leads discussion
away from paper speculations to the instrumentalities of disci-
pline and control. Had I time, I would further explore those
doctrines of the soul which I have just been discussing in their
guise as practical prescriptions: that is, the social uses of
heaven and hell within mechanisms of power. In The Spectacle
of Suffering, Pieter Speirenburg argues that from 1700
entrenched attitudes endorsing the judicial infliction of pain
gave way to a dawning sensitivity, crucial to the eclipse of the
public spectacle of suffering. Foucault’s Discipline and Punish
similarly anaylses how, from around 1750, punishment of the
body became supplanted by judgments upon the soul. These
shifts were precisely mirrored in changing images of hell’s
torments and heavenly pleasures.[55]

Something akin to Max Weber’s ‘disenchantment of the world’
was afoot in the Enlightenment era. For Protestants the age of
miracles was past, while science and criticism were exorcising
scholastic qualities and animal spirits as fictions. Erasmus
Darwin, as we have seen, and, in due course, William James
would thus be able to banter the soul away: ‘The soul is an
“entity”’, pronounced James, and, indeed, that worst sort of

entity, a “scholastic entity”; and, moreover, it is something to
be damned or saved; so let’s have no more of it!’.[56]

The mysteries of consciousness might be mocked; but they
could equally be turned into objects of inquiry. ‘My emotions
were enthusiastic and sublime...I exclaimed...”Nothing exists
but thoughts! – the universe is composed of impressions, ideas,
pleasures and pains!” – this is Humphry Davy, high as a kite
around 1800:

I have sometimes experienced from nitrous oxide, sensa-
tions similar to no others, and they have consequently
been indescribable . Of two paralytic patients who were
asked what they felt after breathing nitrous oxide, the
second said, ‘I felt like the sound of a harp’.[57]

No accident, surely, that harp.

The thread of such scientific probings of abnormal conscious-
ness or the psychedelic heaven runs through Mesmerism to
Victorian spiritualism and parapsychology – and finally to
Timothy Leary. A contrasting strand of the science of the soul
leads, on the other hand, towards modern reductionism as
exemplified by Francis Crick’s recent The Astonishing
Hypothesis, subtitled The Scientific Search for the Soul, in which
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that will-o’-the-wisp is finally hunted down to some obscure
chamber of the brain, the modern pineal gland. Berating
human pride á la Voltaire, Crick asserts that, once upon a time,
the soul was a theological entity, the chattel of the Church. At
a later state, thanks to Descartes, Locke and the
Enlightenment, it was translated into the self, and so sover-
eignty fell to philosophy.[58] From now on, however, it will not
be intellectuals but neuroscientists who will be authorized to
pronounce upon mind and its meanings. Or, as expressed
rather brutally by R.D. Laing:

Many people used to believe that the ‘seat’ of the soul
was somewhere in the brain. Since brains began to be
opened up frequently, no one has seen ‘the soul’. As a
result of this and like revelations, many people do not
now believe in the soul.[59]

More poignantly, such conclusions can be inserted into an
evolutionary anthropology of the soul construed as the decline
and fall of animism. Once upon a time every atom of creation
had a soul, observed the Victorian ethnologist, Edward Tylor
in a moving elegy; but gradually this ghost-world was whittled
down:

Animism, indeed, seems to be drawing in its outposts,
and concenting itself on the first and main position, the
doctrine of the human soul. This doctrine has under-
gone extreme modification in the course of culture. It
has outlived the almost total loss of one great argument
attached to it, – the objective reality of apparitional souls
or ghosts seen in dreams and visions. The soul has given
up its ehtereal substance, and become an immaterial
entity, ‘the shadow of a shade’ºThere has arisen an intel-
lectual product whose very existence is of the deepest
significance, a ‘psychology’ which has no longer anything
to do with ‘soul’. The soul’s place in modern thought is
in the metaphysics of religion.[60]

Doctrines of the soul and its fate beyond the body have served,
I have been hinting, as proxies for beliefs about subjectivity
and social subordination, identity and responsibility in the
here-and-now. Heavenly voyages might thus be read as
analogues to Gulliver’s Travels, Robinson Crusoe, and other
such exotic travellers’ tales, equally conveying coded messages
about class, race and gender in a mystified appendix to narra-
tives of the social body.

Mediated through rational theology and Lockean psychology,
theocentric models of heaven and hell – the ecclesiastical
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Other – were yielding, during the Enlightenment, to the
fantasy that the psyche would enjoy a sublime future continu-
ous with its embodied one. And these aspirations in turn could
be naturalized or secularized into the conflation of soul with
personal identity; into the Romantic apotheosis of the imagi-
nation – or into a thudding, soulless rationalism. Mary
Wollstonecraft is lying in bed, dying of puerperal fever: ‘Oh
Godwin, I am in heaven’, exclaimed the pious Anglican; ‘You
mean, my dear’, the philosopher replied ‘that your physical
sensations are somewhat easier’[61]

But all this remains conjecture. What we may truly be seeing is
a collapse into confusion. ‘And who are you, said he – Don’t
puzzle me; said I’. As ever, Tristram Shandy, put the matter in a
nutshell.[62]

Ch6.17



Chapter 6: Notes

SIGNATURES

1 For introductions to body history, see Bryan S. Turner
The Body and Society: Explorations in Social Theory 2nd
ed. (London: Sage, 1996); Mike Feathersone, Mike
Hepworth and Bryan S. Turner (eds), The Body, Social
Process and Cultural Theory (London: Sage, 1991).
This paper examines only very specific aspects of the
history of the soul. See for other dimensions D.P.
Walker, Medical Spirits and the Soul, M. Fattori and M.
Bianchi (eds), Spiritus: iv Colloquio Internazionale
(Edizioni dell’Ateneo, 1984), 223–44; Roger French,
Robert Whytt, the Soul and Medicine (London: Wellcome
Institute for the History of Medicine, 1969).

2 For some introduction to religion and the
Enlightenment in Britain see John Redwood, Reason,
Ridicule and Religion: The Age of Enlightenment in
England, 1660–1750 (London: Thames and Hudson,
1976); Philip C. Almond, Heaven and Hell in
Enlightenment England (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1994); B.W. Young, Religion and
Enlightenment in Eighteenth-Century England:
Theological Debate from Locke to Burke (Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 1997).

3 See, for instance, Theo Brown, The Fate of the Dead: A
Study in Folk-Eschatology in the West Country After the
Reformation (D.S. Brewer, 1979); Piero Camporesi, The
Fear of Hell: Images of Damnation and Salvation in Early
Modern Europe, trans. Lucinda Byatt (Cambridge: Polity
Press, 1991); D.P. Walker, The Decline of Hell:
Seventeenth-Century Discussions of Eternal Torment
(London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1964). The sheer
diversity of ideas must be stressed: there were even
advocates of the Pythagorean transmigration of souls:
see Scots Magazine, viii (1756), 181–3 (I owe this
reference to Fiona Macdonald).

4 For a magisterial history of the theology of the soul, see
William Rounseville Alger, The Destiny of the Soul: A
Critical History of the Doctrine of a Future Life, tenth ed.
(New York: W.J. Widdleton, 1878); see also ‘Soul’ in
James Hastings (ed.), Encyclopaedia of Religion and
Ethics, vol. xi (Edinburgh: Clark, 1920), 725–55; and, less
theologically, Bernard Hollander, In Search of the Soul
and the Mechanism of Thought, Emotion and Conduct, 2
vols (London: Kegan, Paul, Trench, Trubner and Co.,
1920).

Ch6.18



Chapter 6: Notes

SIGNATURES

5 William Barrett, Death of the Soul. Philosophical Thought
from Descartes to the Computer (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1987).

6 “It has been said that the immortality of the soul is a
grand peut-être – but still it is a grand one. Every body
clings to it – the stupidest, and dullest, and wickedest of
human bipeds is still persuaded that he is immortal”: 25
January 1821, in Peter Quennell (ed.), Byron: A Self-
Portrait, in his Own Words (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 1990), 13; Michael Hunter and David Wootton
(eds), Atheism from the Reformation to the
Enlightenment (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1992).

7 Edmund Calamy, Sermon Before the Lords on Christmas
Day, 1644, quoted by Norman T. Burns, Christian
Mortalism from Tyndale to Milton (Cambridge, Mass.:
Harvard University Press, 1972), 73; for mortalism, see
also B.W. Young, ‘The Soul-Sleeping System’, Journal of
Ecclesiastical History vi (1994), 64–81; Christopher Hill,
Some Intellectual Consequences of the English Revolution
(London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1980); idem, The
Intellectual Origins of the Puritan Revolution (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 1965); idem, The World Turned

Upside Down: Radical Ideas During the English
Revolution (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1972; repr. 1978).

8 C.C.Hankin (ed.), Life of Mary Anne Schimmelpenninck:
Vol.1 (London: Longmans, 1858).

9 Laurence Sterne, The Life and Opinions of Tristram
Shandy ed. C. Ricks (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1967),
36.

10 For Cambridge Platonism, see C.A. Patrides, The
Cambridge Platonists (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1980); R.L. Colie, Light and
Enlightenment: A Study of the Cambridge Platonists and
the Dutch Arminians (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1957); for arguments against
Sadducism, see Joseph Glanvill, A Blow at Modern
Sadducism in some Philosophical Considerations about
Witchcraft (London:1668)

11 For Hobbes’ religious views, see J.G.A. Pocock, Politics
Language and Time: Essays in Political Thought and
History (New York: Atheneum; London: Methuen 1971
or 72?); and for opposition, see Samuel I. Mintz, The

Ch6.19



Chapter 6: Notes

SIGNATURES

Hunting of Leviathan (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1962).

12 See Henry Dodwell, A Preliminary Defence of the
Epistolary Discourse, Concerning the Distinction Between
Soul and Spirit (London, 1707), pt 1,97 and discussion in
Almond, Heaven and Hell in Enlightenment England, 61.
See also Dodwell, An Epistolary Discourse, Proving from
the Scriptures and the First Fathers, that the Soul is a
Principle Naturally Mortal, but Immortalized Actually by
the Pleasure of God to Punishment or to Reward, by its
Union with the Divine Baptismal Spirit, Wherin is Proved
that Non have the Power of Giving this Divine
Immortalizing Spirit since the Apostles but only the
Bishops (1706)

13 Henry Dodwell, The Scripture Account of the Eternal
Rewards or Punishments of all that Hear of the Gospel...
(London, 1708), p.272, quoted in Almond, Heaven and
Hell in Enlightenment England, 61–62.

14 John Asgill, An argument Proving that according to the
Covenant of Eternal Life Revealed in the Scriptures, Man
may be Translated from Hence into that Eternal Life

Without Passing through Death, although the Humane
Nature of Christ Himself could not be thus Translated til
he had Passed through Death; see Almond, Heaven and
Hell in Enlightenment England, 54; Alger, The Destiny of
the Soul, 43f. For the parallel thinking of Asgill’s
contemporary William Coward, see Burton Chance,
‘William Coward MD and his Works, Especially
Ophthalmiatria, London 1708’, Annals of Medical
History, vii, 559–69.

15 One might draw a parallel here with the Heaven’s Gate
cult in California who carried out a mass suicide in
March 1997 in the expectation of going to heaven in a
spaceship hidden in the tail of the comet Hale Bopp.

16 Asgill, An Argument; Almond, Heaven and Hell in
Enlightenment England, 56

17 Asgill, An Argument; Almond, Heaven and Hell in
Enlightenment England, 56

18 Defoe, quoted in Almond, Heaven and Hell in
Enlightenment England, 58

Ch6.20



Chapter 6: Notes

SIGNATURES

19 Almond, Heaven and Hell in Enlightenment England, 59

20 Ibid., 73

21 Ibid., 74

22 Anne Conway, The Principles of the Most Ancient and
Modern Philosophy (London: 1692); Peter Sterry, The
Rise, Race, and Royalty of the Kingdom of God in the Soul
of Man (London, 1683), 385; Almond, Heaven and Hell in
Enlightenment England, 74–75.

23 John Shower, Heaven and Hell, 17–18, quoted in Almond,
Heaven and Hell in Enlightenment England, 81.

24 Richard Baxter, The Saints’ Everlasting Rest: or, a Treatise
of the Blessed State of the Saints in their Enjoyment of God
in Glory (London: 1846), 252, quoted in Almond, Heaven
and Hell in Enlightenment England, 82; see also Walker,
The Decline of Hell.

25 Almond, Heaven and Hell in Enlightenment England, 81

26 James Boswell, The Life of Samuel Johnson, 2 vols
(London). For Johnson’s religion, see C.F. Chapin, The
Religious Thought of Samuel Johnson (Ann Arbor, Mich.:
University of Michigan Press, 1968).

27 On Hell and the Devil see Luther Link, The Devil: A
Mask Without a Face (London: Reaktion Books, 1995).

28 Richard Baxter, The Certainty of the World of Spirits.
Fully Evinced by Unquestionable Histories of Apparitions
and Witchcrafts, Operations, Voices, & (London: 1691), in
Almond, Heaven and Hell in Enlightenment England.

29 On the Socinian and Arian strands in religious thinking
amongst Latitudinarians and Newton’s circle, see
Almond, Heaven and Hell in Enlightenment England,
156; G.R. Cragg, From Puritanism to the Age of Reason: A
Study of Changes in Religious Thought within the Church
of England, 1660–1700 (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1950); J.A.I. Champion, The Pillars of
Priestcraft Shaken: The Church of England and its
Enemies, 1660–1730 (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1992); Eamon Duffy, ‘”Whiston’s Affair”: The
Trials of a Primitive Christian 1709–14’, Journal of

Ch6.21



Chapter 6: Notes

SIGNATURES

Ecclesiastical History, xxvii (1976), 129–50; M.C. Jacob,
The Newtonians and the English Revolution, 1689–1720
(Ithaca, NY.: Cornell University Press, 1976); idem,
Margaret C. Jacob, The Radical Enlightement: Pantheists,
Freemasons and Republicans (London and Winchester:
Allen & Unwin, 1981); idem, Living the Enlightenment:
Freemasonry and Politics in 18th Century Europe (New
York: Oxford University Press, 1992).

30 Almond, Heaven and Hell in Enlightenment England, 131

31 Henry More, An Explanation of the Grand Mystery of
Godliness, 223, quoted in Almond, Heaven and Hell in
Enlightenment England, 96.

32 Almond, Heaven and Hell in Enlightenment England, 106

33 Almond, Heaven and Hell in Enlightenment England,
103; see G. McEwen, The Oracle of the Coffee House: John
Dunton’s Athenian Mercury (San Marino, Calif.: The
Huntingdon Library, 1972), 130f., 170f.

34 Dunton, An Essay, 2, Almond, Heaven and Hell in
Enlightenment England, 106.

35 Dunton, An Essay, 64, quote in Almond, Heaven and
Hell in Enlightenment England, 106.

36 K. Balderston (ed.), Thraliana: The Diary of Mrs Hester
Lynch Thrale, 2 vols (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
1941).

37 See The Queeney Letters. Being letters addressed to Hester
Maria Thrale by Doctor Johnson, Fanny Burney and Mrs.
Thrale-Piozzi. Edited by the Marquis of Lansdowne
(Cassell & Co: London, 1934).

38 Elizabeth Singer Rowe, Friendship in Death, in Twenty
Letters from the Dead to the Living, 3rd edn (London,
1733), 7–8. On her reputation and her work, see John J.
Richetti, Popular Fiction before Richardson: Narrative
Patterns 1700–1739 (Oxford, 1969), 239–61.

39 Dunton (ed.), The Athenian Gazette, 3. 29

40 Dunton (ed), The Athenian Gazette, 1. 29.

Ch6.22



Chapter 6: Notes

SIGNATURES

41 C.Kirby Miller (ed.), Memoirs and Discoveries of the
Extraordinary Life and Works of Martin Scriblerus (New
Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 1950)

42 Almond, Heaven and Hell in Enlightenment England,
103; Alger, The Destiny of the Soul, 435; Georges A.
Bonnard (ed.), Edward Gibbon: Memoirs of my Life
(London: Nelson, 1966): ‘In old age, the consolation of
hope is reserved for the tenderness of parents who
commence as new life in their children; the faith of
enthusiasts who sing Hallelujahs above the clouds; and
the vanity of authors who presume the immortality of
their name and writings’ (p.74). For the later
domestication of the afterlife, see Michael Wheeler,
Death and the Future Life in Victorian Literature and
Theology (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1990), 74f.

43 Lustig (ed.), Boswell: The Applause of the Jury? 1782–85
(London: Heinemann, 1982), p36.

44 See Peter Virgin, Sydney Smith (London: HarperCollins,
1994).

45 John Yolton, John Locke and the Way of Ideas (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 1956), and especially John
Marshall, John Locke; Resistance, Religion and
Responsibility (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1994), 398–99; such views were associated with
Socinians. The centrality of religion to Locke’s thinking
has been underlined by John Dunn, Locke (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 1984).

46 Stillingfleet, The Bishop of Worcester’s Answer to Mr
Locke’s Second Letter, 44, quoted in Almond, Heaven and
Hell in Enlightenment England, 142.

47 John Yolton, John Locke and the Way of Ideas (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 1956); idem, Thinking Matter:
Materialism in Eighteenth Century Britain (Minneapolis,
Minn.: University of Minnesota Press, 1983); idem, ‘As in
a Looking-Glass: Perpetual Acquaintance in Eighteenth-
Century Britain’, in John W. Yolton (ed.), Philosophy,
Religion and Science in the Seventeenth and Eighteenth
Centuries (Rochester, N.Y: University of Rochester Press,
1990), 39–66.

Ch6.23



Chapter 6: Notes

SIGNATURES

48 Peter Gay, The Enlightenment: An Interpretation, 2 vols;
vol I, The Rise of Modern Paganism (London: Weidenfeld
and Nicolson, 1967–70); John McManners, Death and
the Enlightenment (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1981),
160ff.

49 David Hartley, Observations on Man (London: Johnson,
1791), vol. 2; M.E.Webb, ‘A New History of Hartley’s
Observations on Man’, Journal of the History of the
Behavioural Sciences, xxiv (1988), 202–11; R.M. Young,
‘David Hartley’, in Dictionary of Scientific Biography, vi
(New York: Scribner’s Sons, 1972), 138–40. Foucault: in
the eighteenth century ‘psychology did not exist’:
Michel Foucault, La Folie et la Déraison: Histoire de la
Folie á l’Age Classique (Paris: Librairie Plon, 1961); trans.
and abridged by Richard Howard as Madness and
Civilization: A History of Insanity in the Age of Reason,
(New York: Random House, 1965; London: Tavistock
Publications, 1967), 197; Roy Porter, ‘Foucault’s Great
Confinement’, History of the Human Sciences, iii (1990),
47–54; reprinted in A. Still and I. Velody (eds), Rewriting
the History of Madness (London: Routledge, 1992),
119–25.

50 Simon Schaffer, ‘Priestley’s Questions’, History of
Science, xxii (1984), 151–83; Robert E. Schofield, ‘Joseph
Priestley, the Theory of Oxidation and the Nature of the
Matter’, Journal of the History of Ideas, xxv (1964),
285–94; idem (ed.), A Scientific Autobiography of Joseph
Priestley (1733–1804): Selected Correspondence
(Cambridge, Mass.m MIT Press, 1966); idem, ‘Joseph
Priestley, Natural Philosopher’, Ambix, xiv (1967), 1–15.
For a refutation of Priestley, see John Whitehead,
Materialism Philosophically Examined, or the
Immateriality of the Soul Asserted and Proved on
Philosophical Principles in Answer to Dr Priestley’s
Disquisitions on Matter and Spirit (London: James
Phillips, 1778)

51 Fernando Vidal, ‘Psychology in the 18th Century: A View
from Encyclopaedias’, History of the Human Sciences, vi
(1993), 89–120; Roger Smith, The Fontana History of the
Human Sciences (London: Fontana Press, 1997); Gary
Hatfield, ‘Remaking the Science of the Mind:
Psychology as Natural Science’, in Christopher Fox, Roy
S. Porter and Robert Wokler (eds), Inventing Human
Science: Eighteenth Century Domains (Berkeley, CA.:
University of California Press, 1995), 184–231; Sylvana

Ch6.24



Chapter 6: Notes

SIGNATURES

Tomaselli, ‘Studying Eighteenth Century Psychology’,
History of Science, xxix (1991), 102–4; John Christie, ‘The
Human Sciences: Origins and Histories’, History of the
Human Sciences, vi (1993), 1–12.

52 Vidal, ‘Psychology in the 18th Century’.

53 N. Robinson, A New System of the Spleen (London: A.
Bettesworth, 1729), 174; see Akihito Suzuki, ‘An
AntiLockean Enlightenment?: Mind and Body in Early
Eighteenth-Century English Medicine’, in Roy Porter
(ed.), Medicine and the Enlightenment (Amsterdam:
Rodopi, 1994), 226–59; idem, ‘Mind and its Disease in
Enlightenment British Medicine’ (Ph.D. thesis,
University of London, 1992).

54 Alexander Crichton, An Inquiry into the Nature and
Origin of Mental Derangement, 2 vols (London: T. Cadell
& Davis, 1798), quoted in Richard Hunter and Ida
Macalpine, Three Hundred Years of Psychiatry:
1535–1860 (London: Oxford University Press, 1963), 559;
Suzuki, ‘An Anti-Lockean Englightenment?’; Roy Porter,
Mind Forq’d Manacles: Madness and Psychiatry in

England from Restoration to Regency (London, Athlone
Press, 1987; paperback edition, Penguin, 1990).

55 Pieter Spierenburg, The Spectacle of Suffering: Executions
and the Evolution of Repression: From a Preindustrial
Metropolis to the European Experience (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1984); idem, The Broken
Spell: A Cultural and Anthropological History of
Preindustrial Europe (London: Macmillan, 1991); M.
Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison
(Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1979).

56 William James, ‘The Knowing of Things Together’,
President’s Address, American Psychological
Association, December 1894, quoted in Fernando Vidal,
‘Psychology in the 18th Century: A View from
Encyclopaedias’, History of the Human Sciences, I (1993),
89–119, p.89; S. Kalberg, Max Weber’s Historical Sociology
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993)

57 C.A. Russell and D.C. Goodman (eds), Science and the
Rise of Technology Since 1800 (Bristol: John Wright and
Sons Limited in association with The Open University
Press, 1972), 27.

Ch6.25



Chapter 6: Notes

SIGNATURES

58 Francis Crick, The Astonishing Hypothesis. The Scientific
Search for the Soul (New York: Simon and Schuster,
1994).

59 R.D. Laing, The Politics of Experience (Harmondsworth:
Penguin, 1967), 19

60 E.B. Tylor, Primitive Culture (London: Murray, 1871),
quoted in Humphrey Jennings, Pandaemonium: the
Coming of the Machine as Seen by Contemporary
Observes 1660–1886, ed. by Mary-Lou Jennings and
Charles Madge (New York: the Free Press; London:
Andre Deutsch, 1985), 325–6

61 C. Tomalin, The life and Death of Mary Wollstonecraft
(London: Weidenfeld & Nicolson, 1974), 226.

62 Laurence Sterne, ed. C. Ricks (Harmondsworth:
Penguin, 1967), 300

Ch6.26



SIGNATURES

Percentages
Stephanie Norgate

When sperm or egg are formed, each has half the number of genes present in body cells and each of the genes are scrambled into new arrangements by
recombination. After mating, the novel arrays come together to produce a new and unique individual. Reshuffling the genetic message is at the heart of
sexual reproduction.

Steve Jones, The Language of Genes

twelve and a half per cent

Faint Eliza, over from Ireland
to find work in the soft parishes
marries Jesse, a man who, as a boy,
grabbed the mallet from his father’s hand,
felling him before he felled his mother,
watched him drop like an uneasy tree,
the noisy sea-driven branches dulled,
blood hardening on the cast iron range
his mother trembled to light
with split unweathered kindling.
Jesse is the Christy Mahon,
the playboy of southern England,
but telling Eliza, his eyes lower.
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How could he do it, his own father?
He Jesse would never, no, never…
She lets the fourth fall out of the pram,
feels his fist, and with the sixth, dies.

unknown but that he loses his farm and emigrates

unknown

She’s a fertile woman, twenty-two children,
surprising her son, home from Ypres,
with a new baby under the table.
She’s made the table too and the chairs.
The children run around in sawdust,
hang woodshavings like ringlets in their hair.

unknown

dies in childbirth

Afterwards, he turns to drink,
leaves the ostling in Greenwich,
goes back to chalk hills and horse-trading.
He can haggle and spit like a gyp,
knows the best fetlock, reads
the age of a horse by its teeth,
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cries at night for his wife,
bless her, bless her, bless her,
leaves them all unchristened.

twenty-five per cent

My dad and brothers are swimming in drink.
I go to church on my own.
They call me Mary though my name is Hilda.
All general maids are called Mary in that house.
I mind. I want to vote. I write poems
‘the daffodils in rain’ and letters
‘Dear Sir, the charabanc you mention..’
I ride a bike when I’m seventy.
I clean the steps of the undertaker’s and look after his wife
even though they’re gospel hall. I keep going.
I want to be good. My walls are covered in family
in black clothes and jet brooches and cloth hats 
framed up against the cracking plaster.
I make pies from carrots, start teas with jellies in glasses.
My idea of salad is a tomato with fiery nasturtiums.
My house is like a dark cave.
I have a copper, a wireless and no television.
I play cards and read Dickens aloud.
I let the garden go after he dies.
I like Lloyd George but not his habits.
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I’ve never cut my hair in all my life 
but roll it loosely with huge gaping pins.
I blacken the grate and whiten the step with chalk.
I call my daughter Mary, but she dies 
where they leave her on the windowsill 
crying as the snow comes down,
the hiss of the village nurse –
‘something amiss, amiss, amiss…’.
Later there’s my son, my only,
and all the laughter and jokes and teasing 
I somehow wasn’t expecting.
I know easily right from wrong.
I am happy at church sitting at the back 
(the meek will inherit the earth) 
and then you can see who has come.

I lie, side down, over mud.
The whispered words, polite, bitte,
danke schon. Sighs and breaths.
Footsteps. The slicing of a spade.
Leaves that skitter – or a blackbird's panic 
– you think it's them. The coldest frost.
Hard ground. Any step hits it like a rock.
The tunnels in my ears ache with sound.
Puddles ice around my boots.
My toes are claws, callused black horns.
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My buttons freeze to ruts.
Ears are ice burning. Saris and dust
are long years back. They tear
me out of the ice-ridden ground.
Who are you? What are you doing here?
I'm a listener, I say, a listener. Hush.
I can hear mist rising off a kitchen-well
or the under-breath humming of a bosche.
Hark at that! Fizzing of twigs in the fire-holes
of brick-kilns. Their faces look grey as spoons.
You're going home, they say.

Do you want some tea? Do you want some syrup?
Do you want some bread? Come back here 
and take this to the bookies by the station.
Do you want this doorstep with butter on? 
I put a rice pudding in the oven three hours ago.
It should be done. My Dad, when he was dying, said,
do you want to give us a little bit? 
All I can remember, her Irish voice, her long hair.
I was frightened. I told the girls:
date the airforcemen – we must have those ducks.
Half a crown on the three thirty. Go to church – 
three times on Sunday, all seven of them,
can just do everything while they’re out.
I could have sung professional.
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Never put raisins in it. Just milk.
Do you want some tea? I’ve got it in a flask here.
Your legs are too fat. Like mine. You’re getting like me.
Do you want some syrup on it? Oh, yes, Abram Lyle.
Please - just a bit of your wages. Things could change.
Cornwall and the sea and Hayling Island once a year.
Do you want some candyfloss? Do you want some rock?  
I’ll do that for you. I’ll have them. You can live here.
It’s not so bad now – there’s just us and then two of the girls 
and their husbands and then the two little ones and the baby.
Do you want some tea? Do you want some syrup? 
Do you want some bread? A pad… a pencil…
…can I have…tea? A little bet…might change things…
What’s up with you anyway? Hearing the waves on the shingle at Hayling…
seeing the sand when the tide goes out…
Do you want some butter? Do you want some ham?
Do you want to sit down here on this bit of sand, while it lasts?

I shouldn’t have. We should have waited.
She was sixteen, and then every other year.
We couldn’t seem to stop. I used to like geometry,
the clean practical workings in my head.
I learnt the garden, filling the basket for the big house
with a fan of veg. I’ve gone from a pipe to sixty a day.
I got the taxi job. All the waiting, nice to have a smoke
and when the racing’s on the telly or the wrestling 
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and her on edge for her number to come up,
for her horse to come in, or while she’s out at bingo,
I like a smoke. I like a smoke and I’m getting quieter.
My voice is fainter or funny 
like the breathing of a quiet horse.
If only she’s won something,
won it once while I’m waiting at the station
for the people coming home.
I win prizes for celery,
for dahlias, their big blood-red faces 
bunched against our hedge.
I can grow anything.
There is a farm in Australia,
land you could grow huge gardens on,
if we could get it back, if we could only get it back.

fifty per cent

You smuggle seeds in envelopes,
in pockets, the half-moons of marigolds,
the black dots of poppies, or cuttings
you’ve snipped and lifted 
from Tyrolean window-boxes.
You like to see the white strings of roots
appear in jars of slimy water.
When you stick twigs in the ground,
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they sprout into trees and blossom.
You like summer nights,
served with tinned salmon sandwiches
and cress grown on flannels,
sausages-on-sticks, and crisps and twiglets
poured into a divided dish,
your sisters and your friends
permed and perfumed 
through the casement window,
the soundtrack, James Last’s Tijuana Brass.
You like parties and tupperware,
the pastel plastic, opaque lids;
slim in a home-made dress 
that flares around your legs,
your eyes Latin and intense,
see it seals, you say, it seals,
keeping everything fresh,
wasting nothing. I see you mark 
the order book with enterprise,
the jugs, the camping bowls, the cake containers.
There’s a girl inside you
who knows how to use each cabbage leaf,
each dreg of milk or lump of dough,
who douses a cheeky sailor’s head
in flour, laughs at his white face 
and eyebrows and dusty hair
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clattering the flour bin lid so loudly
that the navy kitchen hushes
before the sirens sound a warning.

You inherit your gran’s way with wood,
the curls of pine like ringlets on the floor,
your plane up and down
smoothing the grain. You pour
gold dust through my fingers,
make boats from offcut blocks,
sawing along the graphite lines you draw
with your squared-off chippy’s pencil,
hammering a bent nail for a mast.
You remember jaundice on a ship,
learning to swim at twenty in the war.
You sweat down through Africa,
up through Italy, ride your motor bike 
through a mine field, unscathed.
You sit on a wall in Tunis,
hearing the guns in the dunes,
surrounded by African marigolds,
orange and red suns
burning your retinal image
of spring green beeches, dark yews.
You make us a house to live in,
standing under fresh-fixed joists

Ch7.9



SIGNATURES

mixing mortar with thrifty water
from the milk-cooler.
You make the table I write on,
the beds the children sleep in too,
and when you go, the creak
of our wooden-slatted bed 
will sail us out into the night alone.

one hundred per cent

What is a hundred? 
It could so easily be only this:
two zeros tethered to a post,
a mask on a stick at the ancestors’ ball,
an I with two eyes
backtracking over a hundred years,
fastforwarding, watching to see what rumour
or what augur of blood you’ll become.
You’re an uneven sum,
both more and less than this:
a jumble of gaps and silences,
a vast farm in a hot wide land,
the yelling of mothers lost in labour,
the shaky partial notes and songs
of hidden peoples who steered you here
in their leaky coracles of blood,
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binding strings of letters,
long enough to reach the moon,
into bridges knotted from cliff to cliff,
suspended across continents,
tightropes we cross precariously,
foot after foot, to join one another.
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