
Sir Thomas Browne Urn Burial

Downloaded from order.fishbonesusa.com by Ramirez & Rhys • Every book is a new adventure. • Page 1

Sir Thomas Browne Urn Burial

Introduction: The Enduring Enigma of Sir Thomas Browne Urn Burial

In the annals of English literature, few works occupy a space as singular and profound as Sir Thomas Browne Urn Burial. Published in 1658, this extraordinary treatise, whose full Latin title is
Hydriotaphia,  Urn Burial,  or,  a Discourse of the Sepulchral  Urns lately found in Norfolk,  is  far more than a dry archaeological  report.  It  is  a majestic and melancholy meditation on mortality,  the fleeting
nature of earthly glory, and the human obsession with preserving the body after death.

Browne, a physician, philosopher, and scholar based in Norwich, was prompted to write the piece after a group of ancient Roman burial urns were unearthed in a field near Walsingham. Rather than merely
cataloguing the artifacts, Browne launched into a vast and erudite exploration of funerary customs across the world, from the Egyptians and Greeks to the early Christians and Native Americans. The result
is a work that defies easy categorization, weaving together theology, science, philosophy, and breathtaking prose poetry. For any student of literature, history, or the human condition, understanding the
depth of Sir Thomas Browne Urn Burial is to encounter one of the most original minds of the seventeenth century.

This article will guide you through the historical circumstances of the discovery, the intricate structure of the text, the core themes that resonate across the centuries, and the enduring literary legacy of
Browne's masterpiece. We will explore why a book about ancient pots filled with ashes continues to captivate readers, writers, and thinkers more than 350 years after its first publication.

Historical Context: The Discovery in Norfolk

To fully appreciate Sir Thomas Browne Urn Burial, one must first understand the event that triggered it. In 1657, while digging a trench on a piece of land in Old Walsingham, Norfolk, laborers uncovered
a deposit of between forty and fifty ancient urns. These were not elaborate sarcophagi or grand tombs but simple, baked clay vessels containing cremated human remains, along with a few grave goods
such as coins, glass vials, and small lamps.

Browne was informed of  the find by his  friend,  the antiquarian Sir  William Paston.  As  a  physician,  Browne had a  professional  interest  in  anatomy and the processes  of  decay.  As  a  philosopher,  he was
immediately struck by the profound implications of these humble containers. Here were the remains of people who had lived and died perhaps fourteen hundred years earlier—Romans who had once walked
the very fields of East Anglia. Their names, their ambitions, their loves and hatreds, were all utterly lost to time. All that remained was a handful of dust in a broken pot.

This was not an age of rapid archaeology or scientific excavation. Browne applied his own considerable learning to the urns, examining the ashes, the coins, and the posture of the bones. He concluded that
these were likely the remains of Romano-British pagans, buried at a time when Christianity was only just beginning to spread through the Roman Empire. The discovery was, for Browne, a direct and
tangible connection to the ancient world, and it prompted him to reflect on the universal human endeavor to cheat extinction through burial rites.

Structure and Form: A Discourse in Five Parts

Sir Thomas Browne Urn Burial is structured as a formal discourse divided into five distinct chapters, each building upon the last to create a cumulative effect of profound reflection.

Chapter One: The Discovery and the Art of Cremation

The opening chapter is largely descriptive. Browne provides a careful, almost clinical account of the urns themselves: their size, material, and the contents within. He discusses the practice of cremation
among the Romans, noting the diversity of customs and the meaning of the grave goods. This section grounds the reader in the specific, tangible reality of the find. It establishes Browne's credibility as an
observer and a scholar before he moves into deeper, more abstract philosophical waters.

Chapter Two: A Global Survey of Burial Practices

In the second chapter, Browne expands his scope dramatically. He offers a panoramic survey of burial and funerary customs from around the world and across history. He compares the Egyptian practice of
mummification with the Greek and Roman preference for cremation. He discusses the customs of the Persians, Scythians, and even the indigenous peoples of the Americas, as known through contemporary
travelogues. This chapter establishes the universality of the human concern with death. Every culture, Browne demonstrates, has devised elaborate rituals to manage the passage from life to whatever lies
beyond. This section of Sir Thomas Browne Urn Burial is a testament to Browne's vast and voracious reading.

Chapter Three: The History of Cremation and Inhumation

The third  chapter  narrows the  focus  again,  tracing  the  specific  history  of  cremation  within  the  classical  world  and its  eventual  displacement  by  Christian  inhumation  (burial  of  the  whole  body).  Browne
discusses the rise of Christianity and its rejection of cremation, which was associated with pagan and heretical beliefs. He notes the theological reasons for this shift, including the doctrine of the resurrection
of the body. This chapter serves as a bridge between the descriptive and the philosophical, setting the stage for Browne's most personal reflections.

Chapter Four: The Vanity of Earthly Monuments

This is widely regarded as the emotional and intellectual heart of the treatise. Browne turns from the customs of the past to a sweeping meditation on the fragility of memory and the vanity of attempting to
achieve immortality through physical monuments. He writes with magnificent eloquence about the collapse of pyramids, the decay of marble statues, and the gradual erosion of all human achievement. The
famous line, "But the iniquity of oblivion blindly scattereth her poppy," captures the essence of this chapter. No matter how grand the tomb, time and chance will eventually reduce it to rubble. The
urns in Norfolk are themselves a testament to this truth—they were dug up by accident, their owners forgotten for centuries.

Chapter Five: The Consolation of Resurrection

The  final  chapter  offers  a  counterpoint  to  the  overwhelming  melancholy  of  the  fourth.  Browne,  a  devout  Christian,  turns  his  gaze  away  from the  ruins  of  earthly  fame and  toward  the  hope  of  spiritual
resurrection. He argues that the only true victory over death is not through the preservation of the body but through the immortality of the soul, granted by God. This chapter is shorter and more prayerful in
tone, providing a sense of resolution and peace. It prevents the work from becoming purely nihilistic, grounding it instead in a context of religious faith. The conclusion of Sir Thomas Browne Urn Burial is
thus both somber and hopeful, a paradox that defines Browne's entire worldview.

Major Themes in Sir Thomas Browne Urn Burial

Mortality and the Transience of Life

The most obvious and pervasive theme is the inevitability of death. Browne confronts mortality with unflinching honesty. He examines the physical reality of decay—the "contrivances of death" as he calls
them—and finds that no amount of embalming, monumental architecture, or elaborate ritual can ultimately prevent the body's return to dust. The urns, for Browne, are not a curiosity but a mirror. They
reflect back to the reader the certain fate that awaits every living person. This theme is handled with a combination of scientific detachment and profound personal sorrow, making it deeply moving.

The Vanity of Worldly Ambition

Closely related to mortality is the theme of vanity. Browne is caustic in his assessment of those who believe that fame, wealth, or power can secure a lasting name. He points to the forgotten souls in the
urns as the ultimate fate of even the most powerful Roman emperors. "The greatest of men," he writes, "have but a short biography." All human striving, when viewed from the perspective of
eternity, seems like a frantic and futile attempt to build sandcastles against the incoming tide. This theme gives Sir Thomas Browne Urn Burial its characteristic tone of wise and somber disillusionment.

The Anthropology of Death Rituals

Browne was a pioneer of comparative anthropology. He treats funeral customs as serious objects of study, worthy of systematic analysis. He distinguishes between cultures based not on their perceived
barbarism or civilization but on their unique approaches to a universal problem. This secular, almost scientific attitude was highly unusual for the 1650s and gives the work a remarkably modern flavor.
Browne is not merely moralizing; he is investigating human behavior with a curious and open mind.

The Struggle for Remembrance

Underlying the entire discourse is a deep, almost painful longing to be remembered. Browne acknowledges this desire as a fundamental human instinct. We want to leave a mark, to be known beyond the
brief span of our years. The urns are a sign of this struggle—someone placed these ashes here with care, hoping they would be undisturbed. Yet, in the end, they were forgotten. Browne suggests that the
only remembrance that truly matters is the one recorded in heaven, not on earth. Yet, paradoxically, by writing his essay, he has given those unknown souls a kind of fame they could never have imagined,
proving his own point about the vagaries of fame.

Literary Style and Influence

Browne's Prose: Baroque and Sublime

The language of Sir Thomas Browne Urn Burial is one of its greatest achievements. Browne wrote in a highly ornate, Latinate style that is often called baroque. His sentences are long and complex,
enriched with classical allusions, biblical echoes, and obscure vocabulary. This style demands careful reading, but it rewards the patient reader with passages of extraordinary beauty and power. Browne's
use of rhythm and rhetorical balance gives his prose a musical, incantatory quality. He manages to be both erudite and poetic, conveying complex ideas with an unforgettable intensity.

Key elements of his style include:



Antithesis: He frequently contrasts opposites to underscore his points, often balancing the grandeur of creation against the fragility of human life.
Parallelism: His sentences often build in a series of balanced clauses, creating a sense of momentum and grandeur.
Coinage and rare words: Browne was not afraid to invent words or revive archaic ones to capture a specific nuance. His vocabulary is a treasure house of English expression.
Witty paradox: Browne delights in contradictions and paradoxes, such as the idea that the safest place for a dead body is in the earth, yet we spend enormous effort to keep it above ground.

Influence on Later Writers

The influence of Sir Thomas Browne Urn Burial on subsequent literature is immense. The American essayist Ralph Waldo Emerson admired Browne's metaphysical reach and cited him as a model for the
American scholar. The novelist Herman Melville plundered Browne's prose for its grandeur and used it to inform the philosophical digressions in Moby-Dick. The poet T.S. Eliot, in his "Journey of the Magi,"
echoes  the  cadences  of  Browne's  meditations  on  death.  The  twentieth-century  writer  W.G.  Sebald  was  deeply  influenced  by  Browne's  ability  to  blend  fact,  reflection,  and  melancholy,  a  debt  he
acknowledged  in  his  work  The  Rings  of  Saturn.  Browne's  masterpiece  has  also  inspired  artists,  musicians,  and  filmmakers,  all  drawn  to  its  somber  beauty  and  philosophical  depth.

Critical Reception and Enduring Legacy

Upon its publication in 1658, Sir Thomas Browne Urn Burial did not achieve the broad popularity of a bestseller. Its dense style and esoteric subject matter limited its audience to other scholars and
intellectuals. However, it was immediately recognized by discerning readers as a work of genius. Samuel Johnson, the great eighteenth-century critic, wrote an admiring biographical essay on Browne, even
as he acknowledged the eccentricity of his style. In the nineteenth century, Browne was rediscovered by the Romantic and Victorian writers, who saw in him a kindred spirit of mystical and melancholic
reflection.

Today, the work holds a secure place in the canon of English literature. It is studied not only for its literary merits but also for its contributions to the history of archaeology, anthropology, and the philosophy
of death. It is often paired with Browne's other great work, Religio Medici, to give a fuller picture of


