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Abstract: My concern in this paper is the inclusion of the city among early modern 

prescriptions for attaining mental, bodily and moral health that takes place in 

Robert Burton’s The Anatomy of Melancholy (1621). My argument is two-fold: first, 

I would like to suggest that the city is conceived in Burton’s treatise as a therapeutic 

space that is addressed to several psycho-somatic disorders – among which 

melancholy occupies a privileged place – and is able to counter the deleterious 

effects of ‘natural’ air through ‘artificial’ means; and secondly, I would like to shed 

light upon the manner in which this particular remedy combines several 

philosophical and medical approaches to the relationship between self and 

environment and brings together their respective therapeutic strategies. What I 

would like to draw attention to is the fact that the recommendation to reside in or 

visit particular cities is based, on the one hand, on the Hippocratic-Galenic 

approach to healing the mind and body by acting on the latter’s material qualities 

via the six non-naturals and, on the other, on Stoic techniques of training the 

imagination to select and contemplate those external objects that trigger adequate 

passions and build virtue. I would thus like to emphasize the intricacies of the 

syncretism which the question of the city as remedy produces and, as such, to argue 

for the particularity of this cure.  

 
The aim of the following paper is to address Robert Burton’s inclusion of 

various cities in the list of remedies for achieving mental, bodily and moral well-
being that he provides in The Anatomy of Melancholy (1621). I am interested not 
only in accounting for this addition, but also in pointing out the manner in which the 
city is integrated into several curative strategies, as well as the particular syncretism 
of philosophical and medical traditions that is enacted in this process. What I would 
like to suggest is that, like any other space, cities emerge in Burton’s treatise as 
specific combinations of the six non-naturals (and of any other causative factors 
behind either disease or recovery) able to impact human bodies in either deleterious 
or beneficial ways via their material qualities. However, what is specific to cities (as 
opposed to countries, towns, villages or natural spaces) is that they are able to rectify 
‘natural’ space through ‘artificial’ means and thus control the former’s effects on the 
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self. This process is shown to have what I would like to call both a ‘cognitive’ and 
‘material’ dimension, thus combining both Stoic and neo-Galenic approaches to the 
diagnosis and treatment of distemper and disease.  

Before we begin it is relevant to mention that Burton’s preface to the 
Anatomy, “Democritus Junior to the Reader”, provides a possible clue as to the 
importance of cities to his project. According to Burton, the urgency of treating the 
melancholy body is dictated by the fact that the whole world has become afflicted 
with this disease, from body politic to body natural: “Examine the rest in like sort, 
and you shall find that kingdoms and provinces are melancholy, cities and families, 
all creatures, vegetal, sensible, and rational, […] from the highest to the lowest have 
need of physic” (Burton 25). The preface soon slips into a lengthy diagnosis of the 
corrupt condition of the world in its entirety, which is primarily manifest at the level 
of cities:  

 
But whereas you shall see many discontents, common grievances, complaints, 
poverty, barbarism, beggery, plagues, wars, rebellions, seditions, mutinies, 
contentions, idleness, ryot, epicurism, the land lye untilled, waste, full of bogs, fens, 
desarts, &c. cities decayed, base and poor towns, villages depopulated, the people 
squalid, ugly, uncivill; that kingdome, that countrey, must needs be discontent, 
melancholy, hath a sick body, and had need to be reformed. Now that cannot well 
be effected, till the causes of these maladies be first removed, which commonly 
proceed from their own default, or some accidentall inconvenience; as to be site in a 
bad clime, too far north, steril, in a barren place, as the desart of Libya, desarts of 
Arabia, places void of waters, as those of Lop and Belgian in Asia, or in a bad ayr, 
as at Alexandretta, Bantam, Pisa, Durazzo, St. John de Ullua, &c. […] So are cities 
by reason of wars, fires, plagues, inundations, wild beasts, decay of trades, barred 
havens, the seas violence, as Antwerp may witness of late, Syracuse of old, 
Brundusium in Italy, Rhye and Dover with us, and many that at this day suspect the 
seas fury and rage, and labour against it, as the Venetians to their inestimable 
charge. (Burton 68) 
 
Burton thus provides ample descriptions of the afflictions which possess 

particular cities or towns and the advantages which others afford. Although the 
entire list of symptoms that define the ‘sick body’ of early modern cities is too long 
to rehearse here, what I would like to draw attention to is that these are not just 
related to political or religious tensions or to economic or administrative infelicities, 
but also to their physical or material attributes. In other words, the diseased 
condition of a city is often manifest in its climate, air, soil, waters or landscape, its 
buildings, streets and sights, as well as in the physical appearance and attire of its 
inhabitants. What is more, Burton suggests that the former of these are, in fact, often 
determined by the latter. It is in this context that we must understand what Angus 
Gowland has called Burton’s “utopian episode” (Gowland 262) that emerges 
towards the end of the preface, in which he describes an ideal space, with particular 
focus on urban space, devoid of all defects or afflictions: “I will yet, to satifie and 
please my self, make an Utopia of mine own, a new Atlantis, a poetical common-
wealth of mine own, in which I will freely domineer, build cities, make lawes, 
statutes, as I list my self. And why may I not?” (Burton 87). 
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Burton’s discussion of the distempers which affect both ‘body politic’ and 
‘body natural’ must however be placed in a larger context – that of the early modern 
notion that self and environment engage in various types of transactions, which is 
based on an understanding of the soul as partly material and on the recognition of a 
strong link between mind and body. In Burton’s text, we can observe two main 
approaches to the relationship between man and his environment which are 
consistent with two distinct directions of thought – the Greek-Arab medical 
tradition, on the one hand, and a combination of Aristotelian and Stoic faculty 
psychology, on the other. The first of these relies on the threefold division of man 
into body, spirit and soul. The material qualities of the place, air, food and drink – 
namely ‘heat’, ‘dryness’, ‘coldness’ and ‘moisture’ – are believed to modify the 
qualities of the body which, in turn, impacts the quality, quantity and motion of the 
spirits. Since the soul relies on the body and the spirits to adequately perform its 
operations, the soul will itself be affected by the condition of the former two. For 
instance, an individual living in a place where the qualities of the air, temperature or 
nourishment are predominantly ‘moist’ and ‘cold’ will suffer not only from 
distempers of the body, such as, say, an excess of ‘phlegm’, but also from impaired 
faculties, such as a weak memory, since the brain will be much too moist and 
‘slippery’ and thus unable to retain external impressions on its surface (Huarte 58-9). 
The second of these relies on the view that the senses, both external and internal, 
possess a strong cognitive or evaluative component. The elements constitutive of 
one’s environment or, otherwise put, any object which is perceived by the senses 
will elicit a particular value-judgement which, in turn, triggers both affective and 
somatic phenomena (Wright 47). A beautiful sight will trigger, for instance, passions 
such as ‘joy’ or ‘love’ which expand the heart, heighten the quality, quantity and 
speed of the spirits and draw ‘hot’ and ‘moist’ humours which kindle ‘innate heat’ 
(Wright 60-1).We can notice that the latter of these approaches is already the result 
of an early modern syncretism between the two traditions. Although the notion that 
external objects impact the mind via the value-judgement issued by either the 
imagination or reason is primarily an Aristotelian and Stoic inheritance, the account 
of the physiological effects of this process over the spirits, humours and parts of the 
body relies on the Greek-Arab medical tradition. It is important to note, however, 
that the distinction between the two approaches does not consist in the fact that the 
former focuses on the manner in which the environment works upon the body and 
the latter on the manner in which it impacts the mind. Both are equally 
comprehensive, the difference being that the former describes a ‘material’ or 
‘physiological’ process and the latter a ‘cognitive’ mechanism.  

Since health is defined at this time as the harmonious mixture of material 
qualities, passions and humours, the constant pressures that the environment exerts 
on the self can easily disturb its balance and trigger various diseases. There is a lot to 
suggest that the variety of ‘wits’, ‘temperaments’ or ‘complexions’ that were 
believed at this time to be determined by geography, climate or country were 
understood as little more than mental and bodily defects or afflictions, since they 
deviated from the one “perfectly and exactly temperate” complexion (Lemnius 33). 
The first clue that supports this claim has to do with the genres in which discussions 
of the several kinds of temperaments take place – medical texts, practical treatises on 
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the faculties and passions of the soul, books of wisdom etc., all commonly geared 
towards a therapeutic purpose. Pierre Charron’s Of Wisedome Three Bookes (first 
published in 1601) is presented as a book of “Humane wisedome” (Charron vii) 
designed to guide man towards remedying his soul and cultivating virtue. 
Discussions of the “great varieties and differences” (Charron 167) of men are to be 
found in the treatise’s first book which is concerned with “the knowledge of 
ourselves and our humane condition” (Charron xxi). Such knowledge, Charron tells 
us, is the “foundation” (Charron xxi) or “preparative vnto wisdome” (Charron xvi). 
Following the Socratic injunction to “know thyself”, it was believed that man could 
not achieve either health or virtue without first examining his own soul. As Charron 
explains, knowledge of one’s self would convince man of his corrupt nature, it 
would teach him to cautiously yield or withhold assent and would enable him to 
acknowledge his limits (Charron 3-4). At the same time, and most importantly, if 
man became aware of the ‘errors’, ‘vices’ and ‘diseases’ that he suffered from, he 
would be determined to take care of his soul and know how to apply the appropriate 
remedy (Charron 4). This is the reason why such texts began with anatomies of the 
mind and of the body, descriptions of the nature, functions and operations of the 
faculties, discussions on the ‘perturbations’ and ‘diseases’ that could possess man’s 
soul and lists of signs by which these could be identified. Along the same lines, the 
subtitle of Levinus Lemnius’ A Touchstone of Complexions (first published in 1561) 
claims that it contains “most easy rules & ready tokens, whereby every one may 
perfectly try, and throughly know, aswell the exacte state, habite, disposition, and 
constitution, of his own Body outwardly; as also the inclinations, affections, 
motions, & desires of his mynde inwardly” (emphasis mine). Indeed, Lemnius’ 
treatise is organised into chapters that describe each “complexion” in turn, both its 
cognitive and somatic manifestations, and are roughly followed by “tokens” by 
which they might be identified and the remedies which they must receive. In a 
similar manner, Burton’s The Anatomy of Melancholy (1621) describes diseases in 
general and melancholy in particular, anatomizes man’s soul and lists “causes”, 
“symptoms” and “signs”, “prognosticks” and “indications” (Burton 117) before 
suggesting cures. One ample discussion of the several temperaments may be found 
in the treatise’s second section dealing with “causes” of melancholy.  

Thus, the role of early modern descriptions of the several temperaments that 
varied with geography, climate or country was to help man place a proper diagnosis 
on himself. These sections would then be followed by prescriptions recommended 
for such frailties. Lemnius confesses that his tract is designed to help man “keepe 
himself in healthe, and to withstand sicknes or recure diseases whensoever they 
happen” (Lemnius 2). Similarly, Charron’s book intends to teach man wisdom, that 
is, to “keepe and preserve himselfe from all vices, errours, passions and defects as 
well inward and proper to himselfe, as outward and common to other men, 
maintaining his spirit free, vniversall, considering and iudging of all things without 
band or affection” (Charron viii). Thus, as we may observe, the “varieties and 
differences” (Charron 167) of men are listed alongside perturbations of the mind and 
body, ranging from passions to humoural imbalances and other diseases. Men are 
then urged to overcome such ‘defects’, as part of an integrated effort to temper the 
mind and body, purge sin and cultivate virtue. Various strategies were thus devised 
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to counter the unwanted effects of problematic spaces and what I would like to 
suggest is that the city itself constitutes one such strategy and that it is believed to 
work via both the ‘cognitive’ and ‘material’ mechanism detailed above.  

Burton’s most comprehensive discussions of cities surface in two of his 
sections, i.e. “Ayr rectified” and “Exercise rectified”, already suggesting the fact 
that, to Burton, cities emerge as a means of regulating the Hippocratic-Galenic non-
naturals. In the first of these sections, Burton introduces two methods of rectifying 
“ayr”: 1) either by “naturall” or 2) by “artificiall” means (Burton 392; 396-7). The 
former of these is concerned with “that which is in our election to chuse or avoid” 
and, he claims, “’tis either generall, to countreys, to provinces” or “particular, to 
cities, towns, villages, or private houses” (Burton 392). What Burton is saying is that 
the potentially deleterious effects of some types of air can be countered simply by 
avoiding some places and seeking others. What follows is a description of specific 
countries, cities and towns in terms of the dangers or benefits which their air affords 
to mental, bodily and moral health – a discussion which lays particular emphasis on 
urban space and is accompanied by injunctions regarding which cities it is best to 
reside in or merely visit and which to avoid. The central issue here is the degree of 
refinement which characterizes particular types of air. Cities where the air is 
“serene”, “sharp”, “purifying”, “refined” or “subtle” are deemed most suitable to 
health (Burton 392-3). The inhabitants of such places are consequently “conceited 
and merry”, “faire of complexion, long-lived, most healthfull, free from all manner 
of infirmities”, as well as “witty”, “subtle”, “neat”, “nimble” or “sound” (Burton 
392-3). As we may notice throughout early modern psychological and medical 
treatises, the refinement of the body’s material qualities is associated with properly 
functioning faculties, temperate or calm passions, the purity, speed and expansion of 
the spirits, as well as the lack of humoral excess (Burton 102-3; Burton 122-4). And 
one of the most common associations, hinted at here, is the excellency of one’s wit – 
its quickness, accuracy and heightened productivity (Charleton 28). Among the 
cities or towns that are commended for the properties of their air are numbered 
Sutton Coldfield or Wadley, placed on a par with villages such as Seagrave or 
Cuddeston or provinces such as Périgord or Guienne in France (Burton 395). On the 
other hand, the air’s lack of refinement is likely to have disturbing effects over the 
mind and body. Cities where the air is “dull”, “heavy” or “foggy” and which are 
filled with “bogs, fens mists”, “putrefaction, contagious and filthy noisome smells” 
have the opposite consequences (Burton 392-3). Such environments render their 
inhabitants similarly “dull” and “heavy” which is synonymous to slow and impaired 
faculties, the spirits’ lack of adequate motion, as well as excessive and troubling 
passions and humours (Burton 123-4). This is most commonly the case with cities 
situated in the North and West, which abound in “moors”, “marshes”, “lakes or 
rivers” (Burton 393-4) and are consequently excessively ‘cold’ and ‘humid’ , which 
is why Burton’s injunctions are mainly addressed to English cities and particularly 
London. Health thus depends on knowing which cities to visit and which to avoid, as 
well as when to do so: “[h]e, therefore, that loves his health, if his ability will give 
him leave, must often shift places, and make choice of such as are wholesome, 
pleasant, and convenient: there is nothing better than the change of ayr in this 
malady, and, generally for health, to wander up and down” (Burton 393). And in 
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doing so, Burton claims, one must “take opportunity of times, places, seasons” 
(Burton 393). According to Burton, this notion informs, for instance,  the habits of 
the Italians, who stay in the city during winter and move to the countryside during 
summer, or those of the English, who live in the countryside for most part of the 
year, or those of the kings of Spain, who move to Escurial during summer, to Madrid 
when they want to reap the benefits of its “wholesome seat” or to Valladolid for 
those of its “pleasant site” (Burton 393).  

Nevertheless, cities have the potential to reform the air of their natural sites 
via what Burton calls “artificiall” means as well. This notion relies on a dichotomy 
which Burton introduces in the preface, i.e. that of ‘country’ and ‘city’, which seems 
to parallel that between ‘natural’ and ‘artificial’ air or space. Burton’s claim is that a 
country’s lack of cities is indicative of the ‘idleness’ with which it is seized, 
regardless of the advantages that the former naturally possesses (Burton 76-7). Cities 
are thus conceived as symptoms of their inhabitants’ industry, labour and discipline, 
which, as we are about to see, become further associated with a set of Stoic-inherited 
techniques for disciplining the mind and particularly the imagination. In other 
words, a country’s distemper is manifest in the frail condition and scarcity of its 
cities. Burton states that this is an issue which England itself faces and asks “[o]ur 
land is fertile (we may not deny), full of all good things; and why doth it not then 
abound with cities, as well as Italy, France, Germany, the Low-Countreys?” (Burton 
76). He then goes on to compare the number of English cities and towns with that of 
other European countries, which, Burton claims, are not equally seized by the same 
distemper. It is in this context that the city begins to be understood not just as what 
Burton calls “naturall” space, but as an “artificiall means” (Burton 396) designed to 
carefully adjust the material qualities of one’s environment and thus counteract its 
damaging effects without having to leave or constantly shift between spaces. One 
might either achieve health by visiting specific places and steering clear of others or, 
as we are about to see, by altering those which they cannot leave. The location of the 
city, its architecture, the wideness and design of its streets, the height of its buildings 
and even the distribution of their windows and other such features are explained as 
strategies to moderate the dominant qualities which would otherwise prevail in the 
respective country, climate or air and generate mental, bodily and moral defects: 

 
If it be so the naturall site may not be altered of our city, town, village, yet by 
artificiall meanes it may be helped. In hot countries, therefore, they make the streets 
of their cities of France, Languedock especially, and Provence, those southern parts: 
Montpelier the habitation and university of physitians, is so built, with high houses, 
narrow streets, to divert the suns scalding rayes, which Tacitus commends, (lib. 15. 
Annal.) as most agreeing to their health, because the height of buildings, and 
narrowness of streets, keep away the sun beames. Some cities use galleries, or 
arched cloysters towards the street, as Damascus, Bologna, Padua, berna in 
Switzerland, Westchester with  us, as well to avoid tempests, as the suns scorching 
heat. They build in high hills in hot countreys, for more ayr; or to the sea-side, as 
Baiae, Naples, &c. (Burton 396-7) 

 
 Hence, the inhabitants of excessively ‘hot’ and ‘dry’ countries, such as 

Spain, Africa, Italy, Greece and parts of France, build cities with narrow streets, high 
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buildings, situated on high hills or next to waters in order to mitigate the dangers of 
the two qualities. We must be aware that excessive heat is conceived here not simply 
as an inconvenience, but as an important source of psychological, somatic and moral 
disruption, most commonly associated with violent and confused passions, an 
overabundance of ‘choler’, weakened and disorderd faculties, as well as with the 
danger of overwhelming the soul’s innate ‘vital heat’ (Lemnius 39-46; Huarte 57-
63). Other cities, Burton explains, such as Damascus, Bologna, Padua or Berne 
make use of “galleries” or “arched cloisters” that overlook the streets towards the 
very same purpose (Burton 397). What is interesting here is that the manner in 
which the distempers of a city’s ‘body politic’ are dealt with seems to parallel one of 
the main strategies used to rectify inordinate passions that disrupt man’s ‘body 
natural’ – signalled first and foremost by the vocabulary Burton uses. Excessive heat 
is said to be ‘diverted’ and ‘dispersed’ by means of the city’s morphology (Burton 
396-8), just as particularly violent and disturbing passions are said to become after 
interacting with one another. If we take a look, for instance, at Edward Reynolds’ 
Treatise of the Passions and Faculties of the Soule of Man (1640), his claim is that 
passions may be moderated or weakened by mixing them amongst themselves, 
which works in such a way as to ‘dissipate’ or ‘scatter’ them, or else by “diverting 
the intention of the Mind from one deep Channell into many crosse and broken 
Streames” (Reynolds 54). The same method also surfaces in discussions on how to 
rectify excessive humours, the aim being “to dispel and scatter” them (Burton 217).  

In contrast to these, Northern cities, where the air is predominantly “cold” 
and “moist”, are built “in bottoms”, endowed with “straight, broad, open, fair 
streets” and feature windows directed towards the South. Burton explains that this is 
because the Southern wind, damaging to Mediterranean cities due to the 
overabundance of ‘heat’ that it generates, is nevertheless agreeable to those situated 
in the North, since it counters and mitigates the ‘coldness’ and ‘moisture’ which 
affects these. Here we are able to observe the principle of contraries at work, which 
underlies Aristotelian and neo-Galenic prescriptions alike, both of which 
recommend maintaining one’s passions or humours, and the material qualities which 
dictate these, in perfect moderation or balance (Jackson 151-4; Gowland 45; James 
207).  The strategy is to bring an excessive quality to adequate proportions by 
resorting to the opposite extreme. Other than that, such views generally result in 
prescriptions on how to best situate and design the urban space in terms of its impact 
over health – overlooking, but not too close to a river, lake or sea, preferably in 
woodland, in hilly or mountainous places, more specifically on a descent, next to a 
highway and so on and so forth.  

Nevertheless, cities are able to remedy the mind and body by yet another 
means which Burton approaches in his section on “Exercise rectified”. According to 
early modern psychology and medicine, health depends to a great extent on whether 
or not the external and internal senses (i.e. the common sense, imagination and 
memory) are presented with numerous and various objects to perceive, retain and 
exert their operations upon. The explanation is two-fold: on the one hand, by 
perceiving and redirecting one’s attention towards a variety of objects, one will be 
able to enjoy the agreeable emotional and somatic responses which they afford and, 
on the other, their variety will prevent the imagination from becoming too fixed 
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upon a single object – a tendency that is believed to lead to mental and bodily 
‘idleness’ and thus produce an overgrowth of distressing impressions, thoughts, 
passions and humours, which bear debilitating effects over man’s health (Burton 
122-3). This prescription is built upon both Stoic techniques of disciplining the 
imagination, i.e. by (re)directing it towards adequate external impressions, as well as 
Hippocratic-Galenic discussions of exercise. Burton’s section on “Exercise 
rectified” is shaped as a lengthy list of activities which engage both mind and body. 
Burton’s focus is, however, on the former, namely on what objects the mind is 
recommended to perceive and work upon, particularly via the privileged sense of 
sight. What we notice is that the city emerges in these discussions as a space where 
such objects or impressions may be found in abundance and are constantly shifting – 
which is the exact kind of motion or activity that the mind is urged to engage in. 
Burton points, first of all, towards the sights which particular cities boast of. “A 
good prospect alone will ease melancholy” asserts Burton, citing Gomesius (Burton 
400). He mentions “streets”, “temples”, palaces”, “theatres”, “obelisks”, “statues”, 
“gold, silver, ivory, marble images”, “pageants”, “coronations”, “weddings”, 
“solemnities”, “masks”, “shews”, “fireworks”, “combat[s]” (Burton 409-18) and so 
on and so forth. Among palaces, for instance, Burton pinpoints “Escuriall” in 
Madrid, the Moorish palace of “Granado”, “Fountenblew” in Paris or “Belvedere in 
Rome” (Burton 407-8). “[T]o see goodly palaces” claims Burton “must needs 
refresh and give content to a melancholy dull spirit” (Burton 408). Apart from these, 
Burton also speaks of sights such as the “old buildings, cisterns, baths, tombs” of the 
ancient town of Linternum, of the “ancient and fair buildings” of Athens, of the 
“ships, boats, and passengers” which can be sighted in Naples and of the impact that 
these and like prospects have over melancholy and other distempers. This is only a 
very short selection, but what I would like us to stress is the manner in which Burton 
constantly names specific cities, thus ultimately producing a map of health-inducing 
spaces. Furthermore, Burton speaks of the various forms of leisure which cities 
provide, which similarly engage the mind and body and he proceeds to enumerate 
these as well: “[e]very palace, every city, almost, hath his peculiar walks, cloysters, 
terraces, groves, theatres, pageants, games, and severall recreations; every country, 
some professed gymnicks, to exhilarate their minds, and exercise their bodies” 
(Burton 411). Elsewhere he speaks of the city’s “gymnicks and exercises, may-
games, feasts, wakes, and merry meetings” which bring man “solace” (Burton 418). 
Thus, as hinted at above, cities are depicted as highly restless spaces which provide 
the mind with a continuous succession of objects. Another thing to mention here is 
perhaps the fact that the city itself is defined in its entirety as an object whose 
contemplation affords various benefits to the soul. Not only is it placed in Burton’s 
list of ‘pleasant inanimate objects’ which trigger the passion of ‘love’, but he also 
claims that studying maps of cities also has health-inducing consequences: “[m]e 
thinks it would please any man to look upon a geographical map […] 
chorographical, topographical delineations; to behold, as it were, all the remote 
provinces, towns, cities of the world, and never to go forth of the limits of his study; 
to measure, by the scale and compass, the extent, distance, examine their site” 
(Burton 421). He specifically mentions maps of Constantinople or Rome and the 
“delight” that they produce (Burton 421).  
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What I would now like to emphasize is the variety of sources which Burton 
draws upon when elaborating the therapeutic dimension of the city. As we have 
seen, this remedy combines Greek-Arab medical therapeutics as well as Stoic 
techniques of managing external impressions which are fused with Hippocratic and 
Galenic approaches to ‘exercise’. At the same time, the city is addressed to several 
of the non-naturals, primarily ‘air’ and ‘exercise’, and to various sub-strategies that 
these involve. However, what I would like to suggest is that the city-as-remedy also 
merges the ‘cognitive’ and ‘material’ approaches to therapy mentioned earlier and 
allows them to overlap. What is interesting is that, towards the end of his section on 
“Ayr rectified”, Burton already begins to discuss the strategies he will later address 
in “Exercise rectified”. More precisely, the aim of changing places in order to alter 
the quality of the air is shown to coincide with the aim of changing places in order to 
subject oneself to a variety of sense-impressions: “[a]lthough our ordinary ayr be 
good by nature or art, yet it is not amiss, as I have said, still to alter it; no better 
physic for a melancholy man than change of ayr and variety of places, to travel 
abroad and see fashions” (Burton 398). Despite their already complicated 
boundaries, the distinction between the ‘physiological’ mechanism by means of 
which the mind and body are shaped through the environment’s material qualities 
and the ‘cognitive’ process by means of which they are affected by the value-
judgments certain objects elicit is blurred even further in this passage. The 
ambiguity is further augmented when Burton claims that: “peregrination charms our 
senses with such unspeakable and sweet variety that some count him unhappy that 
never travelled, a kinde of prisoner, and pitty his case, that from his cradle to his old 
age beholds the same still” (Burton 399). What this excerpt taps into are diverging 
early modern definitions of the senses as either “cognitive” or strictly “material” 
phenomena. Although most early modern discussions follow the former definition, 
at times, sense-perception is depicted as a process which bypasses the value-
judgements produced by either the imagination or the higher, rational faculties, and 
directly impacts the body and mind. This is precisely what a discussion of sense-
perception placed within a materialist account of the impact of ‘air’ on the body 
would suggest. Thus, my final suggestion is that early modern discussions of the city 
seem to constitute a suitable arena for observing this slippage and for studying 
marginal accounts of sense-perception as a strictly “material” process.   

Thus, we have seen that Burton conceives cities as potentially therapeutic 
agents able to rectify the mental and bodily infirmities generated by one’s 
environment in a number of ways: they may either act as ‘natural’ remedies, in 
which case men are advised to avoid certain cities and visit others depending on the 
qualities of their air; or they might act as ‘artificial’ spaces purposefully designed to 
counter or at least moderate the ‘natural’ air proper to specific places. In addition to 
this, Burton depicts cities as spaces which offer the mind a variety of objects to 
contemplate and grant the body numerous activities to engage in, both of which are 
believed to cast away ‘idleness’, remove distressing mental images and thoughts, 
harmonize one’s passions and humours and regulate the purity, speed and motion of 
the spirits. As such, Burton’s view of cities as potential remedies is a rare case that 
combines neo-Galenic with Stoic approaches to therapy and blurs the distinction 
between the ‘material’ and ‘cognitive’ strategies they propose. 
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