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Francis Bacon: Of St - s}/

Unit 7 % b gy v

Francis Bacon

About the Author

Francis Bacon (1561 —1626) was born in London
and educated at Trinity College, Cambridge. He became a
barrister in 1832 and was elected to Parliament two years
later. He had held various official titles such as solicitor-
general, attorney-general, lord keeper and lord chancellor.
However, his political career came to an end in 1621, when
he was charged with taking bribes, a crime to which he
self-abasingly admitted. After his public life was over, he
occupied his later years with energetic study and writing.

Bacon’s writings are of many different kinds. The
largest body of his works is “philosophical”, in a broad
sense of the term. This includes The Advancement of
Learning (1605, in English), Novum Organum (1620, in Latin) and a few others, with
which Bacon attempted to form a massive philosophical system of his own. Besides,
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Bacon also wrote about his own professional field and sketched his fundamental
legal principles in a few books that were quite popular at his time.

Bacon also wrote great literary works. New Atlantis, published a year after his
death, describes a Utopian community that embodies Bacon'’s vision of the future of
human discovery and knowledge. History of Henry Vil (1622) offers a penetrating and
insightful analysis of the monarch’s life. But perhaps his best known literary work is
Essays, first published in 1597 and enlarged in 1612 and 1625, which was translated
into French and ltalian in his lifetime. Lucid, terse and epigrammatic, these essays
marked an almost unsurpassable height in the development of English prose.

Francis Bacon was a true “Renaissance Man”, with great accomplishments in
many areas of human intellectual pursuit. He died of pneumonia contracted while
studying the effects of freezing on the preservation of meat.

The Text

Of Studies

Studies serve for delight, for ornament', and for ability. Their chief use for delight,
is in privateness and retiring’; for ornament, is in discourse’; and for ability, is in the
judgement and disposition* of business; for expert men’ can execute, and perhaps judge of®
particulars, one by one; but the general counsels, and the plots and marshaling’ of affairs
come best from those that are learned. To spend too much time in studies, is sloth; to use
them too much for ornament, is affectation; to make judgement only by their rules®, is

1. for ornament: to show off.

2. in privateness and retiring: when one is alone, in seclusion and away from the crowd.

3. discourse: conversation; talk.

4. disposition: disposal; execution.

5. expert men: specialists who lack general information or cuiture.

6. judge of: judge; make decisions about.

7. marshaling: arrangement; organization.

8. by their rules: by the rules of studies. Note: in the essay, “studies” is used in the plural, hence “they”.

2
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the humour® of a scholar; they perfect nature, and are perfected by experience; for natural
abilities are like natural plants, that need proyning'® by study; and studies themselves do
give forth directions too much at large'', except they be bounded in by experience'”. Crafty
men" contemn' studies, simple men admire'’ them, and wise men use them; for they
teach not their own use; but that'® is a wisdom without'’ them, and above them, won by
observation. Read not to contradict and confute, nor to believe and take for granted, nor
to find talk and discourse, but to weigh and consider. Some books are to be tasted, others
to be swallowed, and some few to be chewed and digested, that is, some books are to be
read only in parts; others to be read but not curiously'®; and some few to be read wholly,
and with diligence and attention. Some books also may be read by deputy'®, and extracts
made of them by others; but that would be only in the less important arguments™ and
the meaner sort of books; else distilled books are like common distilled waters, ﬂashy21
things. Reading maketh a full man; conference a ready man®’; and writing an exact man;
and, therefore, if a man write little, he had need have a great memory23; if he confer little,
he had need have a present wit; and if he read little, he had need have much cunning, to

seem to know that* he doth not. Histories make men wise; poets, witty; the mathematics,

9. humor; peculiarity or tendency.

10. proyning: pruning.

11. too much at large: too general to be useful or applicable.

12. except ... experience: uniess they (studies) are limited by experience. Note: subjunctive mood.

13. crafty men: laborers; workmen of various crafts or guilds.

14. contemn: treat or regard with contempt.

15. admire: be amazed or astonished at something.

16. that: the knowledge of how to use one's learning.

17. without: outside.

18. curiously: carefully; with close attention.

19. read by deputy: “read” through reviews or reports by others.

20. arguments: subjects.

21. flashy: tastelessly bright or showy.

22. conference a ready man: conversation (repartee) makes a man quick-witted.

23. if aman ... a great memory: if a man writes little, he had better have a great memory. Note:
“had need” is a now obsolete English idiom, meaning “had better”. It is used as an auxiliary
verb, never changing its form and always followed by a verb. So “had need have” means “had
better have”. Also note: subjunctive mood.

24. that: what; that which.
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subtile’’; natural philosophy, deep; moral, grave; logic and rhetoric, able to contend:
Abeunt studia in mores’®; nay, there is no stond or impediment in the wit, but may be
wrought out by fit studies”’; like as*® diseases of the body may have appropriate exercises;
bowling is good for the stone and reins”, shooting for the lungs and breast, gentle walking
for the stomach, riding for the head, and the like; So if a man’s wit be wandering, let him
study the mathematics; for in demonstrations, if his wit be called away never so little®, he
must begin again; if his wit be not apt to distinguish or find difference, let him study the
schoolmen®'; for they are cymini sectores®. If he be not apt to beat over matters, and to
call up one thing to prove and illustrate another, let him study the lawyers’ cases: so every
defect of the mind may have a special receipt™.

Text Analysis

In this pithy one-paragraph essay, Bacon discusses the eternal subject of learning.
The essay begins by outlining the three major benefits of studies: for delight, for ornament,
and for ability. With unmistakable preference for “ability”, Bacon discusses insightfully
the relationship among nature, learning and experience, a pedagogical and social topic
that remains highly relevant even today. According to him, excessive indulgence in studies
is not recommendable because book knowledge can not be directly or effectively applied.
Specialist skills obtained from nature or experience may be sufficient in dealing with
individual problems, but far from enough in overall planning. Therefore, a balance has to be

struck among nature, learning and experience.

25. subtile: subtle.

26. Abeunt studia in mores: (Latin) studies pass into the character.

27. There is no stond ... fit studies: lack of mental ability can always be remedied by proper
studies. stond: hindrance. wrought out: rid of.

28. like as: as.

29. stone and reins: gallstones and similar affections. reins: kidneys.

30. never so little: ever so little.

31. schoolmen: theologians or philosophers in the Middle Ages.

32. cymini sectores: (Latin) hairsplitters or quibblers.

33. receipt: recipe; treatment.
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After telling us why learning is significant, Bacon goes on to discuss the practical
issue of the purpose and method of reading. In line with his opinion on studies, Bacon
argues that the purpose of reading is to “weigh and consider”. For this purpose, we need
to use different reading methods that are most suitable for our needs. The comparison
of books to food brings home the importance of proper reading methods. The last part of the
essay confidently establishes the connection between studies and the improvement in human
mind, and concludes that “every defect of the mind” may be remedied through proper studies.

As a philosopher and essayist, Bacon often packs insightful arguments into
deceptively simple sentences. His use of balanced sentences and parallel structures is highly
effective and forceful. His style is aphoristic, yet the epigrams are always judiciously ordered.
Where necessary, Bacon is also capable of employing homely images and examples to elaborate
on his ideas. For instance, his comparison of natural abilities to natural plants, of books to
food, and of “impediment in the wit” to “diseases of the body”, serves to render otherwise
stiffly assertive ideas more acceptable and more convincing. Bacon's style has become a

tradition in English prose and has prepared the way for numerous essayists to come.

For Students to Chew and Digest

Read aloud and memorize the entire text.

For Students to Weigh and Consider

1. Why does Bacon believe that “to spend too much time in studies is sloth”?
Do you agree?

2. “Some books also may be read by deputy, and extracts made of them by
others". Do you think this is especially true in the Information Age in which
we live?

3. In his essay, Bacon is championing the cause of a liberal education, that is,
an education which teaches us how to live, not necessarily how to make a
living. Is his argument still relevant today? Discuss it.
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