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4. The Various Modes of Nature's 
Least Admirable Workes': or, 

The Collected Dunciad 

By their choice Collections may appear, 
Of what is rare in land in sea in air; 
Whilst they [as Homer's Iliad in a nut] 
A world of wonders in one closet shut 
(Inscription to Tradescant Family Tomb). 

According to the Musaeum Tradescantianum (1656), the vast collection of 
the distinguished Tradescant family included such curious specimens as 
The tayle of a Catt fish/ 'Severall sorts of Insects/ a 'beak eleven inches 
long/ and an assortment of 'Wolfes teeth/ a variety of Tossilia/ a sample 
of 'Old Fustick/ 'Petrified things/ and 'A bundle of Tobacco/ 'Chirur-
geons Instruments/ 'A Turkish Toothbrush/ 'A little wheel turned in 
Amber/ and 'Flea chains of silver and gold/ along with 'A hat-band 
made of the sting-ray/ 'Halfe a Hasle-nut with 70 pieces of householdes-
tuffe in it/ an assemblage of 'Splene-stones/ and, last of the least, 'Divers 
Figures cut on Shells/1 According to 'A Letter to the Publisher/ Alexan­
der Pope's Dunciad may be seen to house a similar collection of curiosi­
ties — a miscellany of trifling treasures and recondite rarities of which 
'scarce one is known.. .by sight' (The Dunciad, p. 14).2 Certainly, the poem 
is well-stocked with the bits and pieces of material culture that might 
ornament the cabinet of a virtuoso collector: the verse is replete with 

1 Prudence Leith-Ross, 'Appendix III: Musaeum Tradescantianum,' in The John 
Tradescants: Gardeners to the Rose and Lily Queen (London: Peter Owen Publishers, 
1984), p. 227-93. 

2 Alexander Pope, The Dunciad, The Twickenham Edition of the Poems of Alexander Pope, 
ed. James Sutherland, 3 r d ed. (London: Methuen, 1963), 5: p. 14. Further references to 
The Dunciad will be parenthetically cited by book and line number from this edition. 
References drawn from the 1729 Dunciad Variorum will be labeled: [A], while 
references drawn from the 1743 Dunciad in Four Books will be labeled: [B]. 
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crapes, garters, and 'shaggy tapestries/ with coins, medals, and parch­
ment scraps, and with the butterflies, bird's nests, fungi, and flowers. It 
is composed of precisely that which Gregory Columb has defined as the 
quintessential matter of the mock-heroic work: 'a messy, undifferenti­
ated mass of particulars' along with a 'myriad of details/3 But The 
Dunciad is also stocked, more curiously, with a collection of human 
trivia. While Pope clearly discovers 'Congenial matter in the Cockle-
kind' ([B] 4.448), his satiric purpose is to uncover noxious matter of the 
duncical-kind; and to this end The Dunciad parodies what Barbara 
Benedict has called 'that curious habit' — collecting.4 The poem, with its 
enormous apparatus, compiles, classifies, and exhibits an obscure order 
of specimens designated dunce; and as it fills its shelves with such 
unknown matter as Mears, Roper, and Breval, and stuffs its drawers with 
such forgotten relics as Durgen, The Flying Post, and Thule, The Dunciad 
effectively poeticizes the cabinet of curiosities. 

A number of scholars have drawn attention to the ways in which the 
poet and his poem engage early modern curiosity and the culture of 
collecting. Benedict, for instance, has described The Dunciad as a 'baroque 
collection' crowded with 'abortions, excrement-strewn villains, and de­
mons.' Dennis Todd has examined Pope's attack on the virtuosi, whose 
mindless accumulation of curiosities threatened 'the idleness of the 
imagination.' Joseph M. Levine has analyzed the career of one such 
virtuoso, the distinguished physician, geologist, and antiquarian, Dr. 
John Woodward, in order to explain both how he became a perennial 
butt of Scriblerian satire, and why he rose above it. And Maynard Mack 
has suggested Pope's own implication in his satire by tracing the evolu­
tion of his Twickenham Grotto, which contained, among other things, 
'many small Dice of Mundic/ 'several Humming Birds and their Nests/ 
two kinds of 'yellow flaky Copper/ and 'various sorts of Stones thrown 
promiscuously together.'5 

3 Gregory Columb, Designs on Truth: The Poetics of the Augustan Mock-Epic 
(Pennsylvania: The Pennsylvania State University Press, 1992), p. xii-xiii. 

4 Barbara Benedict, The "Curious Attitude/ , in Eighteenth-Century Britain: Observing 
and Owning/ Eighteenth-Century Life 14 (November 1990): p. 59. 

5 Barbara Benedict, Curiosity: A Cultural History of Early Modern Inquiry (Chicago: The 
University of Chicago Press, 2001), p. 91. Dennis Todd, Imagining Monsters: 
Miscreations of the Self in Eighteenth-Century England (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 1995), p. 208. Joseph M. Levine, Dr. Woodward's Shield: History, Science, and Satire 
in Augustan England (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1991), especially p. 114-29 and 
p. 238-52. Maynard Mack, The Garden and the City: Retirement and Politics in the Later 
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Provocative though these studies may be, they tend to focus on the 
matter of The Dunciad at the expense of the manner; that is, each discus­
sion considers the material and human objects of collection, whether the 
'canker'd' coins of competing numismatists or the historical identities of 
Annius and Mummius, while neglecting the manner in which these 
objects are satirically presented. A partial exception is Pat Rogers' essay, 
'Pope and the Antiquarians,' which tantalizingly argues that The Dunciad 
'textualizes the concerns of virtuosi,' and thereby parodies the excesses 
of the 'silent race.' He points to Pope's codification of the activities of 
dulness in 'orderly lines and neatly tagged footnotes,' and goes so far to 
suggest that 'the entire Dunciad has become a sort of cabinet of curiosi­
ties.'6 Since this suggestion, however, is tangential to Rogers' discussion 
of Pope's complicity in antiquarian pursuit, he unfortunately leaves the 
duncical cabinet closed. In this paper, I would like to open Pope's cabinet 
by arguing that the collector's habit of compilation, classification, and 
exhibition is the structural principle behind The Dunciad — a structural 
principle, moreover, which allows Pope to contain his dunces both 
figuratively and literally.71 will ignore the poem's many allusions to 
antiquarians, lepidopterists, curiosos, bibliophiles, and other enthusiasts 
in 'things,' since my concern is form not content — the means, not the 
ends of Pope's satire. The substantial historical and scientific achieve­
ments of such dunces as Woodward, Thomas Hearne, and William 
Stukeley will, therefore, be considered secondary to their characteristic 
methods of collecting what they deemed 'the various modes of Natures 
admirable workes.'s In The Dunciad, Pope collects what he deems 'Nature's 
least admirable workes;' the virtuosic satirist gathers together the seem­
ingly irrelevant action of insignificant characters who occupy them­
selves with inconsequential things. The Dunciad thus becomes a 
burlesque embodiment of the collector's habit, as well as an apropos 

Poetry of Pope, 1731-1743 (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1969), especially 
p. 3-115 and Appendix C, p. 259-62. 

6 Pat Rogers, Tope and the Antiquarians/ Essays on Pope, ed. Pat Rogers (New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 1993), p. 253. 

7 See Harold Weber, 'The "Garbage Heap" of Memory: At Play in Pope's Archives of 
Dulness/ Eighteenth-Century Studies 33:1 (1999), p. 1-19. Weber argues, along similar 
lines, that Pope exploits the satiric potential of the archive to make the present 
available to the future and to establish as 'cultural memory' the singular perspective 
of the archivist. 

8 The phrase is taken from 'To the Ingenious Reader' in The Musaeum 
Tradescantianum. Cited in Leith-Ross, p. 231. 
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elaboration of the Scriblerian mandate: to collect the complete works of 
the unlearned.9 As Martinus Scriblerus himself puts it: 'I doubt not but 
an active Catcher of Butterflies...[and] an industrious Collector of 
Shells.. .might severally excel in their respective parts of the Bathos/10 

That 'Curious Habit' — Collecting 

And severally they did excel. In what Pope believed to be the bathetic 
climate of late seventeenth- and early eighteenth-century England, curi­
ous collecting verily became habitual. Numbers of enthusiasts were 
seized by the virtuoso impulse which encouraged them to assemble 
'Rarities for Rareness-sake/11 The true empirical impulse, as delineated by 
Bacon, had been distorted by those whose collection of 'nature in course/ 
'nature altered or wrought/ and, most often, the 'Hétéroclites or Irregu­
lars of nature' was an end in itself, rather than a preliminary step to the 
'inventory' of nature.12 From the humanist perspective, such collectors 
had confused the ornamental motivations of collection with the instru-

9 For a discussion of the Scriblerian attitude towards collectors and collecting see 
Charles Kirby-Miller's thorough introduction to The Memoirs of Martinus Scriblerus, 
ed. Charles Kirby-Miller (New York: Oxford University Press, 1988), especially 
p. 68-77 and p. 203-6, as well as Rogers, Tope and the Antiquarians/ p. 240-60 and 
Levine, Dr. Woodward's Shield, especially p. 238-52. 

10 Alexander Pope, Peri Bathous: Or, Martinus Scriblerus, His Treatise on the Art of Sinking 
in Poetry, The Prose Works of Alexander Pope: Volume II, ed. Rosemary Cowler (Hamden: 
Archon Books, 1986), sec. 6: p. 196. All subsequent references are to section and page. 

11 See Walter E. Houghton Jr., The English Virtuoso in the Seventeenth Century/ Journal 
of the History of Ideas 3 (1942): p. 51-73 and 4 (1942): p. 190-219. Houghton's study 
remains the standard historical survey of the English virtuoso. For more recent 
discussions of early modern English collecting see: Richard D. Altick, 'From Cabinets 
to Museums 1,1600-1750/ The Shows of London (Cambridge: Belknap Press of Harvard 
University, 1978), p. 5-21; Arthur MacGregor, 'The Cabinet of Curiosities in 
Seventeenth-Century Britain/ The Origins of Museums: The Cabinet of Curiosities in 
Sixteenth- and Seventeenth-Century Europe, eds. Oliver Impey and Arthur MacGregor 
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1985), p. 147-58; Levine, Dr. Woodward's Shield, especially 
p. 93-113; and Benedict, 'The "Curious" Attitude in Eighteenth-Century Britain/ 
p. 59-98. For contemporary early modern commentary on collecting see: The 
Collector's Voice: Critical Readings in the Practice of Collecting, Volume II: Early Voices, 
eds. Susan Pearce and Ken Arnold (Burlington: Ashgate Publishing Company, 2000). 
For an interesting 'reconstruction' of the eighteenth-century cabinet, see 
Enlightenment: Discovering the World in the Eighteenth Century, ed. Kim Sloan (London: 
British Museum, 2003). 

12 Francis Bacon, The Advancement of Learning, The Major Works, ed. Brian Vickers (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 1996), p. 176. 
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mental, and had divorced the act of assemblage from the more important 
process of interpretation. Although these private collections were even­
tually to form the basis of public museums, the Augustan satirists could 
see only quantity devoid of quality. As 'professional' and amateur alike 
crammed their cabinets with the disparate artifacts of material existence, 
the meaningful context of these artifacts was often swamped by their 
sheer miscellaneity. Pope's pell-mell description of the virtuosi with 
their curiosa is, therefore, not so hyperbolical: 

Then thick as Locusts, blaek'ning all the ground, 
A tribe, with weeds and shells fantastic crown'd, 
Each with some wond'rous gift approach'd the Pow'r, 
A Nest, a Toad, a Fungus, or a Flow'r. ([B] 4397-400.) 

The curious eye of the curious collector was naturally drawn to the novel, 
the minute, or the obscure, not because they possessed any tangible 
value, but rather because possession of the novel, the minute, or the 
obscure was seen as intrinsically valuable. The 'Curious Man,' according 
to Samuel Butler, 'Values things not by their Use or Worth, but Scarcity.' 
Objects within the cabinet of curiosities are divested of all practical 
notions of purpose and function, and assume instead an exclusively 
subjective status. 'That which other Men neglect/ continues Butler, '[the 
Curioso] believes they oversee, and [he] stores up Trifles as rare Discov­
eries, at least of his own Wit and Sagacity.'13 And therefore, to borrow a 
phrase from John Clark, both the curious man and his curious collection 
are 'withdrawn into singularity.'14 Sandals made of twigs, the testicles 
of a beaver, Indian figs, a set of chess-men in a peppercorn — all these 
become valuable to the degree that they are equivocal to everyone but 
the collector himself. The standard of evaluation is necessarily idiosyn­
cratic. As such, the most trifling of collections may appear as true, as 
good, as profound, from the collector's point of view, as a more obvi­
ously meaningful one. 

Pope's trifling collection is no less singular than Tradescant's twigs 
and figs. The company of dunces who ornament The Dunciad are pre­
sented as objectively inaccessible. The 'Preface' of 1728 acknowledges: 1 

13 Samuel Butler, Characters, ed. Charles W. Daves (Cleveland: Press of Case Western 
Reserve, 1970), p. 104-6. 

14 John R. Clark, Form and Frenzy in Swift's 'Tale of a Tub' (Ithaca: Cornell University 
Press, 1970), p. 19. 
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would not have the reader too much troubled or anxious, if he cannot 
decypher them; since when he shall have found them out, he will 
probably know no more of the Persons than before' (p. 206). In them­
selves, that is to say historically speaking, Ralph, Concanen, and Welsted 
are, perhaps, inconsiderable; but once they are heaped into the capacious 
compendium of The Dunciad, their value is no longer so slight. They 
become Pope's choice specimens, his rarities, his duncical treasures. The 
point is not that Pope's judgements are accurate or even justifiable, but 
that in the context of the collector's habit they need not be. The cabinet 
of curiosities stands as a metaphor for the relation between the collector 
and his world. The assembled artifacts produce and project a kind of 
'personal microcosm' that elaborates the ideals of the collector and 
reconciles these ideals to the social and material realities of his environ­
ment. Against the presumed threat of 'Chaos and eternal Night,' chal­
lenged by a 'deluge of authors' who cover the land, confronted with the 
removal of Dulness 'from the city to the polite world/ the collector's 
habit becomes a virtuosic vehicle for normative satire. Pope's creative 
act of compilation, classification, and exhibition essentially grants him 
ownership over the dunces, thus giving him license to treat them in 
whatever way he wishes. As a collector sorting through his collection, 
Pope may disregard Richard Bentley's genius as a classical scholar, Eliza 
Haywood's story-telling abilities, and John Dunton's noteworthy efforts 
to popularize the 'new science.' In the cabinet of dulness, Bentley is 
simply a 'tempestuous' pedant ([B] 4.201), Haywood a 'profligate,' 
'shameless,' and 'libellous' author ([A] 2.149n), and Dunton 'a broken 
Bookseller and abusive scribler' ([A] 2.136n). Pope takes inventory of 
what he perceives as Nature's least admirable works, and in so doing 
pointedly imposes his own particular image of the decay of English 
culture. Collecting, according to Susan Pearce, 'is an important way in 
which we can assert our impulses towards dominance and control.'15 

15 Susan M. Pearce, On Collecting: An Investigation Into Collecting in the European Tradition 
(London: Routledge, 1995), p. 195. In recent years, much scholarship has been directed 
towards the ideological implications of collecting. See, for instance: Amy Boesky, 
'"Outlandish-Fruits": Commissioning Nature for the Museum of Man/ English 
Literary History 58 (1991): p. 305-30; Sean Hides, The Genealogy of Material Culture 
and Cultural Identity/ Experiencing Material Culture in the Western World, ed. Susan 
Pearce (London: Leicester University Press, 1997); The Politics of Display: Museums, 
Science, Culture, ed. Sharon Macdonald (New York: Routledge, 1998); Anthony Alan 
Shelton, 'Cabinets of Transgression: Renaissance Collections and the Incorporation 
of the New World/ The Cultures of Collecting, eds. John Eisner and Roger Cardinal 
(London: Reaktion Books, 1994), p. 177-203; and, especially, Susan Stewart, On 


