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The basics
• Browne was born in Cheapside, London in 1605

• Educated at Winchester College and then at Oxford University

• Continued his medical education in Europe, at Montpelier, Padua 
and Leiden before a spell at Shibden Hall near Halifax

• He came to Norwich in 1637 where he settled for the rest of his life, 
working as a physician

• He married Dorothy Mileham and they had several children

• The family lived roughly where Prêt a Manger is now and St Peter 
Mancroft was their local church and where they were buried. 
Browne was 77 when he died on his birthday, 19 October 1682



His life
• Thomas Browne practiced as a doctor in Norfolk from 1637 when he 

came to Norwich, until he died in 1682

• He was well-known and well-respected in the days when Norwich 

was England’s second city

• Although he qualified as a physician, he was a polymath – curious 

about many subjects including botany, natural history, religion and 

science which he wrote about in his books and essays

• He was also keen on busting myths and educating the public. He 

wrote in English rather than Latin which most scholars at the time 

used, and used a conversational style resulting in what is now 

considered elegant prose

• He was knighted late in his life (1671), when the honour was turned 

down by the Mayor of the city. Browne was a Royalist unlike most of 

Norwich at the time (the Civil War)



His personality
• Browne was known as a modest man, in all ways. 

• Modest in stature and nature, modest in appearance with 
auburn hair, modest in habits.

• Tolerant, kindly, fair, a family man and a doctor prepared to 
treat any sick person of any status.

• Thoughtful, which led to his curious nature

• Moralistic and considerate

• He encouraged tolerance of different races, habits and 
communities, an understanding of other religions and 
customs

• His book Religio Medici revealed many of his musings and 
attitudes to different ways of thinking and living, and his 
internal thoughts and concerns in life



Recitation by Kevin Faulkner quoting 
from Religio Medici



Where he lived
• He lived where Pret A Manger is now, on the 

corner of Gentleman’s Walk and Brigg Street. 
His house was demolished to build a bank and 
eventually to make way for trams in 1898

• His garden ran along Gentleman’s Walk where 
Primark and the Lamb Inn are now

• He was religious and worshipped in St Peter 
Mancroft Church where he and his family were 
buried

• There is a memorial plaque to both Browne and 
his wife Dorothy Mileham in the church

• There are a number of Browne artefacts in the 
treasury of the church, which is the nearest place 
to call home for the Browne family in 2025



Inside his home
His house was described as a ‘Cabinet of Rarities’ by 
John Evelyn when he visited it

He collected many rare and unusual objects 
including birds and animals, both dead and alive, 
keeping a bittern in his back yard to study and an 
ostrich which suffered a somewhat distasteful fate

He was an avid collector and also conducted 
experiments at his home to try and verify alchemy 
and to prove and disprove various commonly held 
ideas of the time which led to some strange 
possessions

There are still a few relics in existence such as an 
overmantel in the Museum of Norwich



Writer and philosopher
• Browne was very well-educated – a man of words 

who travelled in his early life and could speak most 

European languages. He was fluent in Latin and 

Greek and familiar with Arabic and Hebrew.

• He wrote several well-received books and essays and 

has been praised for his prose style. Some of his 

works are still read by trainee doctors and lawyers 

today, especially Religio Medici

• He was on the brink of philosophy and science, as 

new ideas were emerging and new words and 

phrases needed to describe them. He was endlessly 

curious about the world around him

• He wrote about a wide range of diverse subjects



Physician
• He studied at Oxford (natural and moral 

philosophy, literature and metaphysics)

• He also studied various aspects of medicine in 
France, Italy and the Netherlands

• His first practice was near Halifax at Shibden
Hall before he settled in Norwich

• He had a garden near the cathedral where he 
grew medicinal plants

• He was well-respected as a doctor in Norfolk

• His first book was Religio Medici, the Religion 
of a Doctor, which reveals and explores the 
contradictions of science and faith



His major works

He wrote a number of major works

•Religio Medici or the Religion of a Doctor 
(unauthorised in 1642; his authorised edition in 
1643)

•Pseudodoxia Epidemica or Vulgar Errors (1646)

• Hydriotaphia or Urn Burial (1658) published with… 

• The Garden of Cyrus or Quincuncial Lozenge (1658)

•A Letter to a Friend (1690)

• Christian Morals (1716)

• Musaeum Clausum Tract 13 from Miscellaneous 
Tracts (published posthumously in 1684)

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Religio_Medici
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Religio_Medici
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pseudodoxia_Epidemica
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pseudodoxia_Epidemica
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hydriotaphia,_Urn_Burial
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hydriotaphia,_Urn_Burial
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Garden_of_Cyrus
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Garden_of_Cyrus
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/A_Letter_to_a_Friend
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/A_Letter_to_a_Friend
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Christian_Morals
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Christian_Morals
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Musaeum_Clausum
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Musaeum_Clausum


Word creator
Browne is credited with inventing more new 
words for the English language than anyone 
other than Shakespeare – a neologist

He was living at a time when new ideas were 
developing all the time. 

As he was mostly writing in English rather 
than Latin (as most scholars did), he needed 
new words and phrases to describe new 
ideas.

Many have persisted into the 21st century 
and are in everyday use – such as medical



Myth Buster
• One of Browne’s most popular works was 

Pseudodoxia Epidemica, also known as Vulgar 
Errors (or Enquiries into very many received tenents
and commonly presumed truths)

• In this book, of many small chapters, he explains 
and documents experiments which demonstrate 
that many popular beliefs were, in fact, wrong

• Such as a dead kingfisher can be used as a 
weathervane as it always points north

• It was re-printed several times with amendments 
and updates 

• These were early examples of the development of 
scientific enquiry and the experimental method



Witches
• Browne was very religious and believed in spirits and angels

• He also believed in witches along with the majority of the 
population

• In 1662, he was called to attend a witch trial in Bury St 
Edmunds – of the two Lowestoft widows Amy Denny and 
Rose Cullender

• At the end of the trial, the two accused women were hanged 
and it is thought that Browne’s ‘evidence’ or comments 
contributed to their deaths 

• Reading the report of the trial however, it seems that the 
town was very keen to get rid of the two women in any case 
as they were described as obnoxious, but he did nothing to 
save them, perhaps by sitting on the fence?



His Skull
• Stolen from his grave in 1847 by the sexton of the 

church, George Potter

• He sold it to GP Edward Lubbock and it was 
donated to the Norfolk & Norwich Hospital after 
Lubbock’s death

• The skull was reclaimed by the vicar of St Peter 
Mancroft and reburied 4 July 1922

• Before that, it was measured and drawn, and 4 
plaster casts were made, one is in St Peter 
Mancroft, one in the Sir Thomas Browne Library 
at NNUH, one in London with the Wellcome Trust 
and one is in Canada in private ownership



His Skull



His Skull
The plaster casts have suffered a bit over the years 
and been chipped and broken. 

Now reproduced by 3D scanning and 3D printing, a 
new facsimile has been made and the jawbone 
digitally repaired by Steve Kingsley at Pixel Past 
who specializes in scanning and printing historic 
artefacts.

‘But who knows the fate of his bones, or 
how often he is to be buried?’ 
Thomas Browne



On Hay Hill
In 1905 a bronze statue of Thomas 

Browne, holding a burial urn in one 

hand, and made by Henry Pegram was 

erected on Hay Hill to honour him on the 

tercentenary of his birth

In 2005, a set of sculptures called 

Homage to Sir Thomas Browne was 

commissioned from French artists Anne 

& Patrick Poirier who come from 

Montpelier where Browne studied



From Italy to Norwich
The Poirier sculptures were made in 

Pietrasanta, just north of Pisa in Italy 

where marble from the Carrara 

mountains has been used by skilled 

sculptors for centuries, 

The artwork was transported and 

installed in 2007

The granite came from Zimbabwe and 

relates to the basalt tombstones in 

St Peter Mancroft church



On Hay Hill
The sculptures comprised 22 pieces 
including a large marble eye and brain, 
laid out on a quincunx pattern

The various pieces seemed randomly 
scattered, which is typical of the Poiriers’ 
work but in fact were ordered according 
to Browne’s theory of pattern as laid out 
in his work The Garden of Cyrus

The brain and eye sculptures lined up 
with his house and his burial place

Each piece has an individual reference to 
an aspect of Browne’s life or his work



In Eaton Park
In 2024, the Poirier sculptures were moved from 

Hay Hill to Eaton Park

They have settled into a new green home near 

the children’s playpark

The original layout has been retained and the 

underlying quincunx shape has been made more 

evident by a diamond-shaped path

The artists originally intended the work to be a 

’living room’ for the city. Now it is a living room 

in Eaton Park, inviting people to sit and 

contemplate the world, much as Browne would 

have done in his time



The Quincunx
This shape, 5 points, Browne wrote 

about in his essay Garden of Cyrus

The spots on a die and the lozenge shape 

that they create as they interlock are 

called the quincunx

Browne observed that the quincunx 

appeared frequently in nature and in the 

man-made world such as plants,fruit, 

patterns of planting such as orchards and 

many occurrences of fives



Kevin performing an extract from 
The Garden of Cyrus referring to the 

quincunx



Quotes
‘Few people love the writings of Sir 
Thomas Browne, but those who do are 
the salt of the Earth.’ Virginia Woolf

John Evelyn remarked that ‘his whole 
house and garden is a paradise and 
Cabinet of rarities and that of the best 
collection, amongst Medails, books, 
Plants, natural things’.

‘that the first day should make the 
last, that the Tail of the Snake 
should return into its Mouth 
precisely at that time, and they 
should wind up upon the day of 
their Nativity, is indeed a 
remarkable Coincidence’ 
(Browne died on his own birthday)

‘But man is a Noble Animal, splendid in 

ashes, and pompous in the grave, 

solemnizing Nativities and Deaths with 

equal lustre, nor omitting Ceremonies of 

bravery, in the infamy of his nature. Life is 
a pure flame, and we live by an invisible 
Sun within us.’



Links
One of the best sources of information about 

Browne and his life is Colonel Unthank’s 

website/blog with information about his house and 

other artefacts www.colonelunthanksnorwich.com

Also Kevin Faulkner’s blog, The Aquarium of Vulcan, 

has many insightful essays on the various aspects of 

Browne’s life, morals and written work 

www.aquariumofvulcan.blogspot.com

And the website www.sirthomasbrowne.org.uk  

Of course, there are very many other excellent 

sources as well as Browne’s own works, available to 

read for free on 

www.gutenberg.org/ebooks/author/304

Books
The Adventures of Sir Thomas Browne in the 21st 
Century. This is a very readable journey through 
Browne’s life and work by Aylsham-based author Hugh 
Aldersey Willams www.hughalderseywilliams.com

The Debt of our Reason also by Hugh Aldersey-Williams 
was commissioned by St Peter Mancroft and can be 
bought from the church

The Opium of Time by Dr Gavin Francis, a Scottish GP 
who is very much influenced by Browne and writes and 
talks about his fellow physician. Published by Oxford 
University Press Find out more about this book here

If you can find a copy, Dr Anthony Batty Shaw’s 
excellent booklet published by Jarrolds in 1982 and 
again in 2005 is a comprehensive introduction

https://colonelunthanksnorwich.com/2020/07/15/thomas-brownes-world/
http://www.aquariumofvulcan.blogspot.com/
http://www.sirthomasbrowne.org.uk/
https://www.gutenberg.org/ebooks/author/304
https://www.hughalderseywilliams.com/books-browne
https://academic.oup.com/book/45680?login=false


Q&As
Kevin performing an extract from 

Urn  Burial



For easy access to the website scan the 
QR code above

www.sirthomasbrowne.org.uk 



https://youtu.be/4PtNtClgoc8

Link to a revolving digital 3D model of Browne’s skull

https://youtu.be/4PtNtClgoc8
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