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Bright’s basic strategy for creating a verbatim notation is to shift the scene of 
writing from the alphabetic to the semantic level. Rather than symbolizing 
the constituent sounds of words, he will symbolize whole word‑meanings. 
This strategy emulates his Roman and Chinese antecedents (as he under‑
stands them), and promises a step‑advance in efficiency.

The only problem is the sheer number of words. After all, the whole ad‑
vantage of the alphabet—the whole reason it works—is that it represents the 
effective infinity of the logos through combination of just two dozen little 
marks. A system of characters for words, by contrast, stands in danger of 
swelling into an effective infinity of characters.

Bright’s solution is the set of 536 characterie terms. These, he says, are 
“certain words whereto all other may be referred” (my emphasis). He is pre‑
senting the characterie radicals as the precipitate of a general linguistic reduc‑
tion. Bright does not quite appear to be saying that his list is the fundamental 
set of meaning. But he does appear to be saying that it is one such set. This is 
not only to enable verbatim notation in English, but also to support referen‑
tial communication across languages.

An obvious question, in face of Bright’s extraordinary claims, is how he 
has selected the characterie terms. He tells us very little about this (although, 
as we will see, not nothing), and the list itself is recalcitrant to analysis. One 
criterion for it seems to be a preference for homiletic and/or hortatory vo‑
cabulary: The kind of words one might hear from the pulpit. However, Bright 
makes no comment about this, or any other, specific extension for the char‑
acterie terms.

Instead, Bright highlights their general, informational profile. He sug‑
gests that the characterie terms are a set of discrete elements into which the 
entire field of meaning has been broken down. The field can therefore be 
commanded by the set. Bright’s approach bears comparison to other early 
modern visions, which scholars call combinatorial, for mastering reality by 
isolating and redeploying its fundamental sequences. In this chapter, I will 
endeavour to articulate the informational significance, and shape, of the mas‑
tery Bright seeks.
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Wanting an alphabet

Bright makes exactly one statement, rather gnomic, about the standard he 
has followed for selection of the characterie terms. They are, he says, “a 
number that have neither agreement, nor contrariety together: but stand in‑
differently affected” (sig. A11v).

“Agreement” and “contrariety” (as the reader will recall from the last 
chapter) are the major ligatures by which non‑characterie expressions are 
supposed to get tied back to characterie terms. The verbatim note‑taker is to 
“referre eyther wordes of like signification, or of the same kinde, or contra‑
ries unto those that be called Characterie” (sig. A7v). As we have seen, Bright 
does not refuse homophony, where he can get it, but the core of his idea is 
clearly semantic: Involving either meaning shared (“same kinde”) or opposed 
(“contraries”). Synonymy and antinomy, semantic affinity and opposition, 
are the major polarities of the deferred reference that is the basic technique 
of characterie.

The characterie terms themselves, according to Bright, have been selected 
according to the same simple logic. But inverted. The 536 “have neither 
agreement, nor contrariety together.” Vis‑à‑vis each other, they are semanti‑
cally “indifferent.” Each characterie term is supposed to mean something 
different from every other—different enough that no two of these terms mu‑
tually indicate. And yet not so different that any two contradict. Winnowing 
out synonyms and antonyms in this way, Bright claims, leaves a residual 
vocabulary that can do the semantic work of “all other” words. His idea 
evidently is that each remaining term should have unique reference; such that 
their totality should constitute the very vocabulary of reference.

In the Treatise of Melancholy, Bright discusses an ontology that is ap‑
propriate to this semantic program. (This while describing, as we will see 
in Chapter 6, the simplicity of the soul.) “An absence of one quality,” he 
observes, in textbook‑logic fashion, “is not straightway an inferring of the 
other: but only in priuants.” “Blindnes,” for example, “is not rightly said of 
a stone, though it see not at any time.” True opposites cancel each other out, 
“as vertue, vice, liberality, couetousnesse … light, darknes, etc.” But merely 
different posits, such as “beauty, and wisedome, riches, and honestye,” “haue 
their diuerse roomes in the same generall nature.” Bright is sketching an ac‑
count of elementality: What it is to come down to primitive terms of being. 
The elements, he writes,

haue each of them, but one qualitye: fire hote, ayer moist, earth drye, 
and water cold. [Thus fire is not of its own nature dry,] nor of water 
moist, nor of aire warme … but that which is in the fire beside heate, is 
only an absence of moistnes, in the earth accompted cold, is an absence 
onely of heate: in the rest likewise, and not an ingenerate qualitie: more 
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then heauen may be said to be moist, because it is not dry or hote, be‑
cause it is not cold: which indifferently refuseth all such kinde of quality.

(pp. 58–9)

Indifference—absence of agreement, or contrariety—defines the relation‑
ship between primitives, and therefore the set of the latter. The same, Bright 
claims, defines the characterie list.

This he calls “a number.” While he never says what number (it falls to 
us to count them), he clearly considers a group of 536 to be impressively 
compact. The shorthand radicals of classical antiquity, he states, eventu‑
ally topped out at 7,000: A horrendous total for memorization! But that 
is as nothing compared to the characters written in China. “They,” that is, 
the Chinese, “wanting an Alphabet, fal into an infinite number” of zì. This, 
Bright observes rather soberly, “may discourage the learner” (sig. A4). Obvi‑
ously, Bright’s vague idea that Chinese characters just go on and on is incor‑
rect. It is also, as we will see, inconsistent with what he would have learned 
about them from his likely sources.1 Nonetheless, and by that token, it is 
for us to notice that Bright is using zì, about which very little was known in 
sixteenth‑century England, for the purposes of a dramatic rhetorical expan‑
sion. From the mountainous number of Tironian radicals, he looks out with 
horror at the interminable range of Chinese ones. By that standard, the char‑
acterie set of 536 is not just manageable, but miniscule. And this apparently 
because it does not want, lack, alphabetic delimitation.

Now, that is odd. For it is precisely by way of externality to the ordinary 
Western orthography that Bright has laid out and explained the basic idea of 
his glyphic notation. “Every character answering a word,” and on exactly 
that basis, his shorthand is supposed to be superior to “writing by letters, and 
Alphabet” (sig. A3). The whole point, the whole breakthrough of characterie 
is supposed to be Bright’s turn to a semantic, non‑alphabetic script. And yet he 
also seems to be thinking of this script as, in some way, essentially alphabetic.

To be precise, Bright seems to be suggesting that the characterie list is 
closed—numerically restricted—alphabetically. And that again is odd. For 
the alphabet does not limit the number of terms in any writing system that 
uses it. If anything, and as early modern commentators like to marvel, the 
tiny set of letters astounds with its ability to unfold into the endless multiplic‑
ity of words.

Bright’s (English) characterie terms are listed alphabetically (along lines that 
we will shortly consider); and their corresponding glyphs, for the most part, 
are based on Bright’s letter‑marks for the initial letters of the terms. However, 
this alphabetic organization has no obvious bearing on the number of char‑
acterie terms within each letter‑group (and indeed these vary widely); or, a 
fortiori, on the total number of characterie terms. After all, Bright’s compre‑
hensive English dictionary, the Table of English Words, is alphabetical, too.
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What the alphabet limits, in Characterie, is first of all the alphabet. In the 
standard 24 letters of the period, Bright finds, and eliminates, five redundan‑
cies: k, q, y, x, and z. K, q, and y, Bright tells us, can be “answered with c, 
and i” (sig. A11). Z and x he omits without comment. The first he perhaps 
considers a self‑evidently “unnecessary letter.”2 The second he adopts as a 
special mark of his notation. (It is what you add to a characterie recording to 
indicate that you have only managed to capture the gist of a discourse.) So 
the resulting alphabet, of just 19 letters, is: a, b, c, d, e, f, g, h, i/j, l, m, n, o, 
p, r, s, t, u/v, and w.

Spelling reform, to be quite clear, is not Bright’s project. He does not use 
his reduced alphabet for the Table of English Words, or the appellative list, 
or for his instructional text. The alphabet of 19 is used only for the list of the 
characterie terms, and for inflection of their glyphs. Bright’s pruning elimi‑
nates five potential letter‑groups from the characterie list. As we have just 
noted, this actually has no obvious bearing on the sheer size of the list, but 
perhaps it lightens the mnemonic burden of the system somewhat. Along the 
same lines, Bright saves himself the trouble of inventing, and the note‑taker 
of remembering, five more letter‑marks.

But these gains come at a cost. Under C, in the characterie list, we find (in‑
ter alia) the words “cyll,” “cynde,” “cnowe,” “cuit,” and “cuestion.” It seems 
bizarre that a word like “question,” in characterie notation, should have to 
be spelled “cuestion”—given that, in characterie notation, it isn’t spelled at 
all! Neither does there appear to be any sixteenth‑century precedent for this 
or Bright’s other bespoke orthographies. The characterie note‑taker, hearing 
“question” (e.g.) fall out in utterance, has to reach mentally for its glyph via 
the wrong letter. Thus Bright’s alphabetic parsimony makes his already chal‑
lenging notation a bit more challenging.

Bright retains u/v in his alphabet, and therefore has such a letter‑mark for 
purposes of inflection. But he lists no u/v characterie words. Instead, we have 
to look under “W” in his list to find “vaine,” “venture,” “very,” “vertue,” 
“vessel,” “vine,” “violence,” “visit,” “up,” “uprore,” and “use.” Along sim‑
ilar lines, even though Bright has no “y” in his alphabet, under “I” in the 
characterie list he gives “yet,” “you,” and “yong” (sic). It is as though the 
inventor himself is trying to figure out, as he goes along, what he is trying to 
achieve with his orthographic essentialization.

As for inflection: Hearing a non‑characterie word, the note‑taker is sup‑
posed to connect it mentally (viz., semantically) back to a characterie one; 
and put the glyph for that, adding the first letter‑mark, or two, of the word 
that was actually heard. But for non‑characterie words beginning, or con‑
tinuing in their initial consonants, with k, q, y, x or z, this will be strictly 
impossible, because Bright has no such letter‑marks. Instead, the note‑taker 
must instantly (mentally) perform the requisite substitutions, while remem‑
bering that s/he has done so; and that the resulting, inflected glyph has to be 
decoded as a function of this rather bent instrument.
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Perhaps we can summarize that Bright’s treatment of the alphabet indi‑
cates a prioritization of informational efficiency over efficacy. This, to be 
sure, is consistent with the whole project of Characterie: A technological at‑
tempt to do more with less. And the same can be said for the alphabet itself: 
Just a few little scratches for the entire horizon of language.

Indeed, the alphabet is the original and defining set of notational signs 
that, in Bright’s phrase, “stand indifferently affected,” vis‑à‑vis each other. 
Each letter is supposed to secure a unique aural value, such that it stands 
neither in a relationship of “agreement,” nor exactly of “contrariety,” to any 
of the others. An “a” is neither the same as, nor (in any meaningful sense) op‑
posed to, a “b,” a “c,” etc. The exceptions to this rule are precisely those that 
Bright has eliminated, arriving at his set of 19 letters. His is the alphabet’s 
alphabet: A true set of orthographic primitives.

The characterie terms, as we have observed, are supposed to be a true set 
of semantic primitives. And here we can posit the actual relationship between 
the alphabet and the characterie list. It is a relationship of analogy. When 
Bright suggests that the characterie terms benefit from an alphabetic status, 
he does not mean that they are numerically limited by the letters—a notion 
without sense. He means, rather, that the characterie terms are numerically 
limited like the letters. Just as the two dozen letters can be used to write 
down any word; so the 536 characterie words can be used to write down any 
utterance.

The Chinese, according to Bright’s fairly dim understanding of their writ‑
ing, wander in a wilderness of endlessly proliferating characters precisely 
because they are “wanting” such an “alphabet.” But the characterie glyphs 
are supposed to be the very elementary set to which “all other” words can 
be reduced. Thus the complexity of locution gets drawn down to its primary 
terms; which, ipso facto, can then be used to map and record all complex lo‑
cutions. Bright is thinking of the characterie list as an alphabet of discourse.

De arte combinatoria

That sounds very much like a combinatorial apparatus: An item in the early 
modern search (more rational than experimental) for the fundamental terms, 
and compositional logic, of the various areas of being. Rooted in the legacy 
of Aristotelian dialectic, and resonating with the humanist rediscovery of 
Euclid, sixteenth‑ and seventeenth‑century combinatorialism is nonetheless 
primarily traced to the work of the thirteenth‑century mystic and philoso‑
pher Ramon Llull (1232–1315).3

The Majorcan sage had attempted to isolate the essences or “dignities” 
of Creation (abstractions ranging from the elemental to the moral). Desig‑
nated by an alphabetic and/or symbolic notation, these were to permutate 
via geometric mechanisms—grids, nested circles, pendant triangles—in or‑
der to produce all valid sequences of worldly complexity. Llull’s motivation 
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was evangelical: He hoped to convince Muslims and Jews that Christianity 
was necessarily, as it were automatically, correct.4 Early modern thinkers 
influenced by his work, however, directly or indirectly, were more taken by 
the general idea of commanding the map of reality through a basic set of 
variables.

The young Leibniz, reading Llullian and pseudo‑Llullian works in the 
1598 anthology of Lazarus Zetzner, was inspired to write what became his 
first published work: The Dissertatio de arte combinatoria [DAC] (1666).5 
This marked the beginning of Leibniz’s lifelong attempt to discover the alge‑
bra of thought (his characteristica universalis). In DAC, he speaks (entirely 
theoretically) of a universal “art of complication,” based on quasi‑scholastic 
tables of “predicaments.” Terms of the latter would be designated, à la Llull, 
by symbols; the set of which would amount to “a kind of alphabet.” Prop‑
erly constituted, its sequences would be naturalistically legible “without a 
dictionary”: That is, in one’s own language, whatever that might be. And 
Leibniz has a clear idea of the kind and model of symbols that might be fit 
to purpose:

Every such script should be made up of geometrical figures, and of pic‑
tures, such as the Egyptians used in ancient times and the Chinese use 
today, except that their pictures are not reduced to a fixed Alphabet, 
or to letters, and as a result impose an incredible strain on the memory, 
whereas exactly the contrary happens with my proposed script.6

Bright’s comments about the Chinese “wanting an alphabet,” and therefore 
(supposedly) losing mnemonic control over their otherwise promising char‑
acters, are echoed here by the young philosopher, the better part of a century 
later.

The point here is of course not to suggest that Leibniz has read Bright. By 
the later seventeenth century, learned European culture was commonly fasci‑
nated by the informational implications of Chinese writing, retrofitting this 
onto various redactions of the Llullian vision. The point, rather, and quite 
simply, is that Leibniz has drawn and formulated combinatorial insights 
from Zetzner that echo Bright’s comments—eight decades previously—about 
the characterie list. The latter is supposed to be just the kind of fundamental 
and quasi‑alphabetic set that a combinatorial script needs, and Chinese lacks.

It was only several years after DAC that Leibniz learned of, and associated 
his own work with, the English movement for a “real” or universal charac‑
ter.7 This, for its proponents, was to be a scientific notation, under an ideal 
of naturalistic legibility (even if this went, for the most part, unreached). The 
character would denote either a set of noetic primitives—the more rigorously 
“combinatorial” version of the project—or, more pragmatically, the items in 
a vast natural‑philosophical encyclopedia. In the latter version, the English 
school found its most significant expression in Wilkins’s Essay (1668).
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The primary influence on Wilkins et al was of course not Llull but Bacon, 
who had called for a real character on the model of Chinese zì in his Two 
Books of the Advancement of Learning (1605):

it is the use of China, and the Kingdomes of the High Levant, to write in 
Characters real, which expresse neither letters, nor words in gross, but 
Things or Notions: in so much as Countries and Provinces, which un‑
derstand not one anothers language [viz., spoken words] can neverthe‑
less read one another’s Writings; because the Characters are accepted 
more generally, than the Languages do extend.8

This, however, was almost 20 years after Bright’s similar comments in 
Characterie:

And herein (besides other properties) excelling the writing by letters, 
and Alphabet, in that, Nations of strange languages, may here by com‑
municate their meaning together in writing, though of sundrie tongues. 
It is reported of the people of China, that they haue no other kinde, and 
so trafike together many Prouinces of that kingdom, ignorant one of an 
others speach.

(sig. A3v)

Whether Bacon knew his Bright, or was rather following his predecessor’s 
sources, or their equivalents, is impossible to determine.9 For our current 
purposes, the issue is not especially important. What matters, and what is 
clear, is that the Baconian real‑character project, itself coeval with the com‑
binatorial impulse, had an unmistakable antecedent in Bright’s vision for the 
characterie terms as an English or European version of Chinese writing.

An incomplete copy of Characterie is held today at Salisbury Cathedral. 
There Seth Ward (1617–1689), a close associate of Wilkins’s, and an intel‑
lectual power in his own right, was bishop; and the Salisbury copy of Bright’s 
manual bears his bookplate. Into this copy, none of Bright’s characters have 
been inked. It has either been missed in the hybrid publication process; or it is 
one of those copies (to which John Willis has alerted us) into which students 
of the short‑writing art were supposed to enter its glyphs themselves.10

Bright’s, apparently, is the only item from the entire seventeenth‑century 
shorthand movement in Ward’s collection at Salisbury.11 Compare the slightly 
later Pepys Library (at Magdalen College, Cambridge), which contains a 
complete Characterie, but as part of a rich seventeenth‑century collection of 
shorthands amassed by a person obsessed with them. To be sure, Pepys’s life 
spanned the very heyday of shorthand as a cutting‑edge information technol‑
ogy; but so did Ward’s. As a shorthand manual, Bright’s was, by mid‑century, 
totally obsolete. The Salisbury copy, for that matter, is totally defective. Why 
might Ward have cared to own it?
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The answer may be given in the book Ward published, having co‑authored 
it with Wilkins, in 1654: The Vindiciae Academiarum.12 This was the two 
Oxford dons’ response to the polemical Academiarum Examen (of the same 
year) by the Baconian schoolmaster John Webster (1611–1682).13 One of his 
desiderata, as Ward and Wilkins summarize it, was

To take away from every Nation, the necessity of Learning any other 
beside their mother tongue: by designing all things and notions by cer‑
taine common signes which may be intelligible by all alike though diver‑
sly expressible (as our numerall notes, the notes of the 12 Signes etc.).14

This of course is the real‑character project, which was already occupying 
both Ward and Wilkins in the 1650s. “The thing thus proposed is feasible,” 
they go on, “but the number of severall Characters will be almost infinite … 
and the learning of them either impossible or very difficult.” Nonetheless,

all Discourses being resolved in sentences, those into words, words sig‑
nifying either simple notions or being resolvible into simple notions, it 
is manifest, that if all the sorts of simple notions be found out, and have 
Symboles assigned to them, those will be extreamly few in respect of the 
other, (which are indeed Characters of words, such as Tullius Tiro’s).15

The idea of reducing all potential discourse to its “simple notions,” and cre‑
ating a symbolic alphabet of these, recalls Llull. Associating such a com‑
binatorial alphabet with “characters of words,” however, on the model 
of the Tironian notes, more closely recalls: Bright. Indeed, the ratio of the 
“extreamly few” characters for a list of semantic primitives, to the “almost 
infinite” number of them that will obtain in the absence of such a quasi‑
alphabet, is exactly the one via which Bright has advantageously compared 
his characterie system to its Roman and Chinese antecedents.

The echoes here might be merely coincidental if Ward had not owned a 
copy of Characterie—and one without any value as a shorthand manual. We 
can infer that Ward has not owned Bright’s book for its missing notation, but 
for its list of (supposedly) essential terms. And this has contributed, at least a 
bit, to his own combinatorial thinking.

In Characterie, Bright is not trying to do natural philosophy. He is trying 
to create a new and pragmatic tool. So he does not tell us where he has caught 
the combinatorial wind (it had many currents, in the sixteenth century), or 
even assert that he has. Instead, he puts the general idea of an alphabet of dis‑
course to work, making it the very basis for his new information technology.

Early modern combinatorialism was itself an attempt to technologize the 
knowable world. In that respect, it is profoundly antecedent to the postmod‑
ern digital infosphere. Within the daunting totality of Creation—or, less dra‑
matically, some area of it—the real data‑points are to be identified, the real 
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levers seized. These should then allow the entire system within their purview 
to be managed, even tamed.

Indeed, an ironic consequence of this early modern vision is a kind of 
ontological downgrading of whatever does not get selected for combinato‑
rial sequencing. (We will open up this topic in the next chapter.) If language, 
e.g., really is just a function of a few semantic variables—and if we can find 
these, along with their operative rules—then language as such would appear 
to become subsidiary, and redundant, to its own combinatorial reduction.

Bright claims to have reduced all utterance to a set of its basic terms. One 
struggles, naturally, to credit this. Perhaps it is slightly easier to accept that 
he has reduced, or tried to reduce, some utterance in this manner. To test this 
hypothesis, and to find out what area of utterance Bright may have targetted, 
we need finally to turn to the characterie terms themselves.

A book of lists

Most of Characterie is actually taken up by word‑lists, a fascination of 
learned English culture in the sixteenth century.16 They are three. The first 
that we encounter is the characterie terms, with their supplemental particles. 
Bright’s second list, much the longest, is the Table of English Words: A gen‑
eral English dictionary, in the common period sense of a mere word‑list, not 
a definitional thesaurus. Finally, Bright gives us the 99 terms “that are called 
appellative,” with their sub‑terms. We are given to understand that the ap‑
pellatives are a selection from the characterie list; while the characterie list is 
a selection from the Table of English Words.

Thus the great Table is Bright’s omnibus and primary list. It would be sur‑
prising if the busy doctor and writer had also decided to turn lexicographer. 
He has not: He has lifted his dictionary from the Alvearie or triple dictionarie 
in Englishe, Latin, and French of John Baret (d. 1578), a seminal work of the 
sixteenth century.17 As is typical of dictionaries in this period, and as its title 
suggests, the Alvearie is primarily directed towards translation. Bright, obvi‑
ously, omits Baret’s multilingual glosses, but copies his English vocabulary 
and its organization (including Baret’s alphabetical sub‑lists of ab‑, ac‑ and 
so on), wholesale and in detail. So with his Table, he is not trying to map the 
English language, but is starting from a map of it. Redrawing this in little, he 
produces the characterie list. We can imagine him going through Baret, pen 
in hand, crossing out words he doesn’t need.

This kind of reductive and essentializing move is quite typical of the early 
modern period, with its widespread sense of “information overload”—an 
ironic consequence of the print revolution.18 Bright himself would respond ex‑
plicitly to the epitomizing impulse with his final publication, An Abridgement 
Of The Booke Of Acts And Monvmentes Of The Chvrch: Written by that Re‑
uerend Father, Maister Iohn Fox: and now abridged by Timothe Bright, Doc‑
tour of Phisicke, for such as either through want of leysure, or abilitie haue 
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not the vse of so necessary an history (London, 1589). There, however, Bright 
insists that his reduction of Fox’s massive work to its “materiall” parts does 
not detract from, let alone substitute for, the original.19 Quite the contrary, the 
Abridgment is to be understood as an “introduction” to the Acts: “an assay, 
and appetite, to know further.”20 For that matter, while Bright has cut Fox by 
more than half—down to approximately 800 pages, as opposed to more than 
2,000 for full editions of the Acts—that still leaves a pretty big book.

By contrast, Bright’s reduction of the Alvearie to the characterie list is 
more like his earlier, radical editing of Della Porta’s De furtivis compendium, 
to produce the little De clandestino codex.21 And that is to say that his proce‑
dure is quite extreme. Bright has tried to select just over 530 words that will 
do the work—he claims—of more than 5,600.22 (Perhaps that approximately 
tenfold reduction has been his goal and gauge.) And while Characterie in‑
cludes the rest in the full Table, this is precisely so that the student can learn 
how to do without it: The “English dictionary, with words of reference al‑
ready therto adioyned” is in the book “to helpe such as of themselues can not 
so dispose them” “to learne how to referre” “all wordes” “vnto those that 
be called Characterie” (sig. A7v). As I have already argued, Bright’s idea does 
not involve memorization of the Table, but rather competence in English 
vocabulary, which is all the Table records. It is included in Bright’s book for 
training purposes (also adding heft, and, no doubt, price). But the note‑taker 
who can learn the trick of tying words, in general, back to the characterie list 
no longer has any need for that omnibus list of words.

For that matter: A person who learns and masters Bright’s system—and let 
us, for the sake of argument, consider this not impossible—no longer needs 
the characterie list, either. For that gets supplanted by its mnemonic copy. 
Thus if Bright’s abridgement of Fox is a textual introduction, and his redac‑
tion of Della Porta a true epitomization, his winnowing of Baret approaches 
elimination. Drawing down a general English vocabulary to the characterie 
list, Bright indicates a yet further, final reduction: To a purely mental encod‑
ing and haptic logging of aural‑linguistic data. Characterie itself disappears 
from the hand of the person who has learned characterie.

Now, Bright’s essentialization of the dictionary is consistent, plainly, with 
his quasi‑combinatorial presentation of the characterie list as constituting 
a set of semantically primitive terms. As one glances over the characterie 
terms, some seem to fit that bill; others do not. Multiple parts of speech are 
represented, while none predominates. In the Alvearie, Baret gives his English 
words multilingual glosses of considerably variant length. Since longer glosses 
suggest greater semantic capaciousness, one might expect Bright to favour 
these terms for selection as characterie. He does not.

We have seen that the characterie list, precisely as a set of semantic 
primitives—“indifferently affected” vis‑à‑vis each other—is supposed to be 
distinguished by absence of synonymy and antinomy. The list as a whole 
does not stand much scrutiny, in this regard. Approximately 90% of the 
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main 536 characterie terms have a synonym or antonym elsewhere in the list. 
Approximately 70% have multiple synonyms or antonyms. 65% have both a 
synonym and an antonym; 20% have multiples of both.23

That being said, we find little synonymy or antinomy within each 
letter‑group of the characterie list. At this level, on average, only 20% of 
terms have an antonym or synonym within their own letter‑group. Just 3% 
have more than one antonym or synonym. 2% have an antonym and a syno‑
nym; none has more than one of both.24 So even if Bright has not actually 
cross‑checked his whole list in a bid to eliminate semantic redundancy, he has 
followed this rule‑of‑thumb as he selects his characterie terms from within 
each alphabetic group of the Table.

He also seems to have made some effort to cross‑check the terms on the 
separate appellative list. 53% of these 99 terms have a synonym or an an‑
tonym within that list, but only 15% have more than one of either. Just 6% 
have both a synonym and an antonym within the list; none has multiple 
synonyms and antonyms.25

Meanwhile, the appellative terms, which are few enough to reproduce here 
in full, do suggest an ad hoc gathering of categorical or ontic notions. They are

Aer
Arte
Apparel
Beare
Bread
Booke
Beate
Bishop
Beast
Birde
Breast
Back
Belly
Case
Chvrch
Citie
Cloth
Colovr
Coine
Cover.
Crie
Cvt
Daye
Defence
Diet

Digge
Drinke
Earth
Entrie
Fat
Feast
Feede
Fetter
Field
Fire
Fish
Flie
Frvit
Garment
Gather
Graine
Heate
He
Haire
Hart
Head
Heaven.
Hearbe
Hil
Hovse

Iewel
Instrvment
Ivdge
Labovr
Limit
Line
Lie
Marchant
Measvre
Mettall
Medsin
Mirth
Movth
Officer
Parent
Parte
Plead
Place
Plaie
Point
Prepare
Pvnish
Pvrge
Region
Rod

Roote
Shoote
Sitte
Sicknes
Shippe
Skil
Song
Sovnd
Spice
Spring
Steward
Stone
Stvffe
Sweet
Tast
Time
Tonge
Tree
Vessel
Vp
Water
Waie
Weapon
Weight
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We have here (inter alia) the four Aristotelian elements; the traditional zo‑
ological divisions of beast, bird and fish; basic parts of the body, foodstuffs, 
and relations; and simple terms of technological and cultural engagement.

Along with one outlier: “Bishop.” It is not immediately apparent how the 
executive tenant of a cathedral see, from the perspective of a sixteenth‑century 
English Protestant, deserves a place in a precious, quasi‑ontological set of 99 
doubly‑essential terms—the characterie list of the characterie list. “Steward,” 
also appellative, would seem to do much of the semantic work of the episco‑
pal term. However, we can recall that the first evidence for Bright’s notation 
(recorded in the Skinner letter of March 31st 1586) is labelled as a transcrip‑
tion of St. Paul’s Letter to Titus. That New Testament text is of course about 
the office of “a bishop,” who must be “blameless, as the steward of God” 
(Titus 1:7). The rest of the appellative list does not map on to Paul’s little 
epistle. Nonetheless, “bishop” and “steward,” oddly sophisticated semantic 
companions for words like “aer” and “place” and “tree,” suggest that the 
appellative list reaches back to an early stage of Bright’s project.

Indeed, there are some indications that Bright may have expanded the ap‑
pellative list into the characterie one, rather than selecting the former from 
the latter. Three appellative nouns—“defence,” “entrie,” and “song”—are 
answered in the characterie list only by their corresponding verbs (“defend,” 
“enter,” “singe”). Another, “officer,” has a presence in the characterie list 
only as “office.” To make use of these appellatives and their rich sub‑lists, 
therefore, the note‑taker would first have to pre‑inflect their corresponding 
characterie glyphs. This roughness of fit seems odd if Bright had simply cop‑
ied the appellative terms out of the characterie list.

Even more awkwardly, four appellative terms—“back,” “haire,” “med‑
sin” and “sickness”—do not occur in the characterie list at all. Therefore, 
there are no glyphs for them; and therefore, these words cannot actually be 
noted in characterie, and neither can their lists of sub‑terms. Work‑arounds 
are possible. “Back” might enter notation via the characterie term “brest” 
(by negation). “Medsin” and “sickness,” perhaps, via the characterie term 
“physick.” But these complications seem quite unwelcome.

As for “haire”: Its categorical significance in the appellative list has to 
do with furs and pelts. It is listed in the Table of English Words opposite 
“hare”; the latter being presented, seemingly, as a characterie term. However, 
“hare” is not characterie! “Here” is; but at that point the prospective chain 
of notational association becomes almost ludicrously attenuated. Evidently 
in response, in the Bodleian copy of Characterie, “haire” has been added in 
MS as a characterie term.

In sum: The appellative list has a somewhat odd, asymmetric status 
vis‑à‑vis the overall characterie list. The briefer list is not entirely or merely 
isomorphic with the longer one; and it presents the kind of semantically prim‑
itive and non‑redundant profile that the characterie list as a whole, against 
Bright’s claims, lacks. Finally, and as we have seen, there are some indications 
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that Bright may actually have started the whole project of his shorthand in‑
vention with the appellative list (or some version thereof).

We can, therefore, consider the overall characterie list of 536 terms as 
breaking down into two initial parts: The appellative list of 99 terms, and a 
main list of 441 (rather than 437, because of the four appellative terms that 
are not characterie). The appellative list is fairly responsive to Bright’s claim 
of having tried to select a quasi‑primitive terminology. We now need to con‑
sider how Bright has come up with the main list.

As we have seen, Bright is selecting from the Table of English Words, lifted 
from Baret’s Alvearie. Here is the opening of the Table (viz., of Baret), up 
to and including the first two characterie terms (underlined, neither of them 
appellative):

Abandon
Abase
Abashe
Abate
Abbey
Abette
Abhominable
Abhorring
Abyde
Abilitie
Able
Abolish
Aboue
Abound
About

Passing over Baret’s first 13 A‑words, Bright selects the next two as charac‑
terie: “Abound” and “about.” Why these?

“About” is easy. It is syncategorematic: A non‑referential but syntactic 
tool, like conjunctions, subordinations, some adverbs, and other preposi‑
tions. Syncategorematic terms are not meaningful on their own, but join cate‑
gorical, substantial ones into meaningful propositions. Plainly, a logographic 
notation for discourse needs syncategorematic terms. Nonetheless, these are 
quite distinct from the semantic, that is, referential primitives that Bright has 
told us to expect in the characterie list.

Therefore, the syncategorematic terms constitute a third sub‑category of 
the overall characterie list. This group spills out of the main list into Bright’s 
auxiliary list of “particles,” which are largely syncategorematic.26 But of the 
441 characterie terms proper, sans the appellatives, 48 are terms of this kind.27 
These are terms without semantic, extensional profile, and a fortiori they are 
remote from Bright’s combinatorial overtones. They are just syntactic widgets.
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That leaves us with the characterie terms that are neither appellative, nor 
syncategorematic: 393 in all, starting with that “abound.”28

The very first term that Bright selects as characterie is a good round verb to 
be sure. But so are A‑words he passes over in the Table: “abandon,” “abate” 
“abolish.” It is far from clear that “abound” is more categorically fundamen‑
tal, more semantically or ontically essential, than those.

Meanwhile, and like so many of Bright’s characterie terms, “abound” has 
near‑synonyms elsewhere in the list: “swell” and “surfet” are also charac‑
terie. Why does he select and keep “abound”?

The obvious answer has to do with what, proverbially, abounds. And in 
early modern England, that of course is the grace of God—characterie terms 
both—as described in the Letter to the Romans (5:15–20). The next three 
characterie terms—“accept,” “accuse” and “advance”—continue the homi‑
letic tone. Compare the intervening, eliminated words from the Table:

Abound
About
Abricott
Abridge
Abroade
Abrogate
Absent
Abstaine
Absolute
Absurd
Abuse
Accent
Accept
Accesse
Accessary
Accompanie
Accomplish
Account
Accord
According
Accurse
Accuse
Accustome

Ache
Atchieue
Acknowledge
Acorne
Acquaintance
Acquit
Acre
Act
Action
Actiue
Adde
Adder
Addict
Addresse
Adioyne
Adiourne
Administration
Admirall
Admiration
Admitted
Adoe
Adorne
Aduance

Doubtless, some of the omitted A‑words here—such as “abuse,” and “ac‑
curse,”—have hortatory resonance. Others, on the other hand—“abricott,” 
“accent,” “administration”—do not. And if “abuse” and “accurse,” not charac‑
terie, might well issue from the pulpit, they can nonetheless both be reduced, on 
a basis of near‑synonymy, to the characterie term “accuse.” Again: Within each 
letter‑group, Bright does seem to be doing his best to avoid semantic redundancy.
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Bright selects 24 A‑words as characterie. Of these, three are appellative, 
eight syncategorematic. Of the remaining 13 characterie A‑words, ten (77%) 
have a resonance of the pulpit. They are:

ABound.
Accept.
Accuse.
Aduance.
Amend.
Anger.
Anoint.
Appoint.
Arme.
Asse.

Perhaps the last of these seems less homiletic than homely. But the stubborn 
pack‑animal of the Old World is a major Biblical personage: Bearing Christ 
into Egypt as a baby, into Jerusalem as Messiah; sought by Saul when he met 
Samuel; prophesying to Balaam, and so on.

The characterie B‑terms are 40. Of these, ten are appellative—including 
that striking “bishop”—five syncategorematic. Of the remaining 25, 20 
(80%) connote morally‑resonant actions, states, admonitions, or relations:

BAnish.
Bargaine.
Begge.
Bende.
Benefite.
Bestow.
Beware.
Bite.
Blase.
Blisse.
Bloud.

Blowe.
Blush.
Borrow.
Breake.
Breede.
Bright.
Brittle.
Brother.
Bruise.
Burne.
Busie

And so for the C‑words. 48 total, nine appellative (including “church”), one 
syncategorematic. Of the remaining 38, 26 (68%) have moral or homiletic 
connotation—including the wonderful “captious,” which seems a very odd 
choice for a vocabulary of semantic primitives, but quite a useful one for a 
notation of moral remonstrance. And this pattern continues throughout the 
characterie list. Of the 393 core characterie terms—neither appellative, nor 
syncategorematic— approximately 64% have moral or homiletic extension.29

To sum up this section: Bright has selected the 536 characterie list on 
the basis of a triform logic. In part, he has genuinely searched for semantic 
primitives. This is seen in the appellative list, and in the relative paucity of 
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synonymy and antinomy within each letter‑group of the main list. In part, 
Bright has selected for syntactic necessity—the syncategorematic terms. And 
in part—much the largest—he has selected in favour of a standard of vocabu‑
lary one might hear in a moral or sacred lecture.

Writing sermons

This, in a sense, is totally unsurprising. In later sixteenth‑century London, the 
chapel was the very scenario of what Bright calls “orations, and publike ac‑
tions of speech.” Even the professional theatre, although a going concern in 
the 1580s, would not attain full volume until just after Characterie. Moreo‑
ver, as we saw in the Introduction, and as we will reiterate below, the mission 
of the church, bringing the faithful to an understanding of their salvation, 
was (in the sixteenth century) inextricably associated with orality. Thus the 
very idea of inventing a verbatim notation, in Bright’s time and place, would 
almost inevitably have seemed like the idea of inventing a technique that 
would find likely application to sermons.

Certainly, and as we saw in the last chapter, Characterie took on this as‑
sociation as soon as it appeared. The original characterie note‑taker, “A.S.,” 
gives this account of his/her work in the 1589 edition of Egerton’s Ordinary 
Lecture:

IT hath bin (christian Reader) till of late, much wished, that there were 
an ordinarie way of swift writing, whereby, Sermons and Lectures of 
godly Preachers might bee preserued for the vse of the absent and pos‑
teritie hereafter. … This desire of manie, hath lately bene satisfied, by an 
Art called Characterie, which I hauing learned, haue put in practise, in 
writing sermons therby to preserue (as it were) the life of much memo‑
rable doctrine, that would otherwise bee buried in forgetfulnes … Such 
is the vse of the art, which I haue learned.30

The Ordinary Lecture was printed by John Windet, also the printer of Char‑
acterie, where he is identified as Bright’s “assigne,” or legal designate. This in 
the context of Bright’s royal privilege. The title‑page of the Lecture identifies 
a publisher, John Dalderne, but it has surely been approved by Bright, and is 
probably meant at least in part as a marketing device for Characterie. All of 
which is to say that when A.S. explains “the use of the art,” s/he is speaking 
from close to its source. S/he has not just learned an art of verbatim notation, 
and applied it to sacred oratory; but has learned an art of verbatim notation 
for application to sacred oratory.

The connection becomes ubiquitous in the early history of the seventeenth‑ 
century shorthand movement. Peter Bales, Bright’s immediate successor 
and imitator, states that by means of his “brachygraphy” one can “take a 
whole sermon or other spech whatsoever, verbatim, being deliuered treat‑
ablie, as best becommeth the grauitie of the Preacher or speaker.”31 John 
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Willis cites sermons, in both Stenographie (1602) and the School‑maister 
(1622) as the leading form of oral utterance to be captured by his art.32  
Edmond Willis dedicates his Abreuiation of writing by character (1618) to 
the Bishop of Coventry, while remarking that he has “practiced the same … 
in taking many Sermons from your Lordships mouth by the space of many 
yeeres”; and insisting to the reader that his only goal in publishing his short‑
hand system is “the glory of God, and the good of his Saints.”33

By 1630, Thomas Shelton can take for granted a programmatic association 
between sacred discourse and shorthand. The art has long since “declared itself 
useful in the service of the church,”34 by allowing the recording of “the vol‑
umes of those Worthies that had now been interred with their authors, had not 
the blessing of God upon this art, caused them even to out‑live themselves.”35 
Shelton goes on to frame shorthand as a veritable code of international Prot‑
estantism: There are, he claims (half a century before William Addy), “whole 
Testaments and Bibles written by this Art,” which “Marchants and others in 
forraine parts inioy … without feare or danger of bloudie Inquisitors.”36

As we saw in the last chapter, a major continuity between Characterie and 
subsequent shorthand manuals is their lists of logographic characters. Being 
supplemental to phonetic systems, these characters do not need to be attuned 
to semantic basics. But they are markedly homiletic. Edmond Willis’s selections 
range from “Ascend,” “attend,” “amend,” and (our old friend) “abound,” to 
“disgrace,” “reform,” “superstition,” and “circumcize.”37 John Willis eventu‑
ally has “words of sort” for (inter alia) “apostle,” “evangell,” “papist,” “scrip‑
ture,” “impietie,” and “concupsicence.”38 Shelton’s table of 204 “most usual, 
useful words” includes 53 of Bright’s homiletic characterie terms: “advance,” 
“anger,” “call,” “care,” “compass,” “conscience,” “christian,” “destroy,” 
“diligent[ce],” “earth,” “example,” “faith,” “fall,” “fast,” “feast,” “flesh,” 
“follow,” “foundation,” “feare,” “god,” “good,” “grace,” “gospell,” “greate,” 
“glorie,” “hope,” “heaven,” “holy,” “helpe,” “heart,” “hurt,” “iudge,” “in‑
strument,” “life,” “love,” “man,” “mercy,” “necessary,” “nothing,” “order,” 
“outward,” “people,” “pray,” “prove,” “purpose,” “patien[ce],” “reioyce,” 
“remember,” “rewarde,” “repent,” “religion,” “sence,” and “stronge.”39

Almost the only person in the early seventeenth‑century shorthand move‑
ment inaugurated by Timothie Bright who omits to highlight an application 
of the art to sacred oratory is: Timothie Bright. And that is indeed surprising. 
We cannot hope to resolve the lacuna by speculation. What we can do, in 
bringing this chapter and the first part of this book towards a close, is theo‑
rize a bit further the relationship between Bright’s new technology and the 
cultural area in which it came to operate.

Orality and control

Sixteenth‑century English Protestantism (as we discussed in the Introduction) 
was a cult of preaching.40 The scriptural locus for this attitude was Romans 
10, which emphasizes aural reception of the Word, and the oral vocation 
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of its ministers: For “Faith cometh by hearing, and hearing by the Word 
of God” (:17). Bible‑reading, as Hunt and other scholars have emphasized, 
however admirable and essential in its own way, could not substitute for 
this core procedure of the faith. “Only the Word preached—not the Word 
read” could save.41 For the amazement of grace came “through the ear, and 
not through the eye.”42 Private conversation with a divine would not suffice, 
either. Only in the collective and public arena of the chapel could the Holy 
Spirit inspire the preacher to provide his audience with a dynamic commun‑
ion that sparked soteriological anagnorisis.43

This emphasis on sacred orality, and on the oral as sacred, cannot be 
considered in isolation from the informational hegemony of the early mod‑
ern printing press. Quite the contrary: The transformative technology of the 
fifteenth century, long dominant by the time the preachers of Bright’s day 
were climbing into their pulpits, must be apprehended as part of their infor‑
mational background.44 It is precisely when there are many, even too many 
books that the passionate sermon, as anti‑book, rings out.

We saw in the last chapter the intense, almost hysterical animus with 
which Stephen Egerton reacted against publication via characterie (as it 
seemed to him) of his 1589 Ordinary Lecture. It seems a strange attitude, 
particularly given Egerton’s own insistence that he is a preacher but no writer. 
Why not, then, welcome the opportunity to broadcast his inspired words, so 
wondrously recorded, through the press? This after all is the attitude taken 
by his erstwhile colleague Anthony Tyrell. Egerton, however, takes the view 
that readership is not audience, the eye not the ear. The Gestalt of the in‑
spired moment in the chapel—the living Word streaming from God via the 
preacher to the faithful—is uniquely precious, and, for the Egerton of 1589, 
totally unreproducible.

Moreover, the activity of short‑writing in the pews looks to Egerton like 
a short‑circuiting of the properly oral transmission. His concern in this re‑
spect is not with any disrespect shown to the preacher, but with deprivation 
of the auditor who has turned himself into a recorder. “Noting at sermons” 
distracts from the proper attention to, and participation in, the redemptive 
work of the congregation. “His own hart who writeth [may] be … hindred,” 
Egerton warns, and “defrauded of the fruite and power of the word, by the 
exercise of his head, and the labour of his hand” (sig. A4v). For “the swiftest 
hand commeth often short of the slowest tongue” (sig. A5v), and therefore 
has to work awfully hard to keep up.

Of course, books can be based on sermons. Publications of this kind were 
bread‑and‑butter for the early modern English print shop. Egerton himself 
would turn the Ordinary Lecture into a book, by his lights, in 1603. But 
this is adaptation, not reproduction. Where the 1589 Lecture is repetitious, 
1603 is creatively rich. Where 1589 is homiletic, 1603 is philosophical. Dic‑
tion, figures, scriptural allusions, and whole passages of argument have been 
altered, cut, or added. Citations and marginal notations, absent from the 
first edition, are given in the second. There is also an entirely new conclusion 



“Indifferently affected”: the Characterie terms  95

(on the topic, perhaps not irrelevantly, of restitution), taking up nine of the 
text’s 31 pages. As Egerton comments with regard to his younger colleague 
William Cupper, a “faithful minister” who published on a theme he had pre‑
viously treated orally would “change his text … for the benefit especially of 
such as [had] heard him.”45 The uniqueness of the sermon, as a moment of 
soteriological intimacy shared by preacher and audience, must be preserved 
precisely for the sake of that tiny and privileged community, defined by the 
experience that has transformed them. A hermeneutic contrast between the 
legible and the audible re‑emphasizes the numinousness of the latter.

All of which is to say that the fetishized orality of the sixteenth‑century 
chapel was placed, to some extent, over and against writing and reading. 
In the wake of the pen, in the wake of the press—and to some extent pro‑
jected by both—there remains an area of utterance that cannot be brought 
under information‑technological representation. The spoken word flies off 
the tongue, passes to the ear and is gone. Ideas can get written down later, 
manuscripts printed. But the sacred oration itself, the public action of speech, 
will have no other book than sound and memory.

Until Characterie. We have here, perhaps, the glimmerings of a reason for 
Bright’s reticence, ca. 1588, about the homiletic extension of the characterie 
terms. Himself about to metamorphose from doctor to priest, he may have 
been disinclined to make waves. However, we don’t need to pursue that spec‑
ulation. We don’t even need to accept as given that Bright had in mind the 
elusive orality of the sermon, specifically. It suffices that we take him—and 
this could hardly be more apparent—to have had in mind elusive orality; of 
which sermons were a major period exemplar. Bright’s move, in reinventing 
the ancient art of shorthand notation, on a noticeably (albeit tacitly) combi‑
natorial basis, and with a striking orientation towards a homiletic vocabu‑
lary, is to stop, stay, and copy down once and for all that flying word. He 
has tried to bring the flight of orality under an unprecedented textual control.

We will consider in the second part of this book Bright’s possible motiva‑
tions for this kind of intervention. They do not seem to include any impulse 
towards political or social surveillance. Rather, the theory underlying his 
technology, insofar as we can derive it from his other major writings—TEM 
and TMel—  is moral and psychological: Portmanteau, phenomenological. 
Bright develops a view of experiential hygiene, as we may call it, that is de‑
fined by a serene and yet dogmatic Neoplatonic alienation. For Bright, we 
are never fully present to our own lives—and we are getting sick precisely 
when we feel as though we are. The rapture of audience, a function of the 
sixteenth‑century chapel and, slightly later, of the playhouse, cries out, on 
this theory, for deferral and stabilization.

Mere information

For the moment, however, we need to complete our analysis of Bright’s inter‑
vention as such: The information technology that Characterie basically is. And 
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that is to say we need to complete our analysis of the vision of information  
that is immanent or implicit in this technology.

Bright’s basic idea for capturing orality, as we noted at the beginning of 
this chapter, is to shift writing from the alphabetic to the semantic level. The 
script by means of which Bright tries to effect this, almost necessarily, is 
glyphic. For he needs a new and unique symbol for each of his radical words; 
and the symbols need to be articulated richly enough to differentiate the radi‑
cals of a relatively sizeable set. As a result, and to put it crudely, Bright’s new 
writing is strange.

All writing is, if we think about it—which we don’t. Bright de‑familiarizes, 
while radically re‑organizing, the whole business and moment of represent‑
ing linguistic data on a persistent substratum. He aggressively re‑spatializes, 
discarding the syntagmae of the alphabetic word in favour of the geomet‑
ric, synoptic grid of characters. His glyphs re‑appropriate and re‑present the 
strangeness of writing in general, by way of gaining a new level of technical 
power over its target data: An unprecedented degree of leverage over mes‑
sages and meanings.

Code is the inevitable word for this kind of informational advance. 
Bright’s, as we have noted, had many partial antecedents in the hermeneutic 
traditions of medieval and Renaissance Europe. Exotic characters included 
hieroglyphs, alchemical symbols, Hebrew, Arabic, Greek. Improved informa‑
tional leverage was offered by ciphering, combinatorialism, magic. Bright’s 
graphic and informational shift, however, is different. For it is (1) universal 
(so he claims). Characterie is not meant to be a specialized tool for esoteric or 
covert transmissions, such as those between spies or alchemists. Rather, it is 
meant to cover the whole, general, and open area of intention and communi‑
cation. Yes, it does seem as though the characterie terms are oriented towards 
sermons, but Bright (as we have seen) omits any comment in this direction. 
Instead he claims—however implausibly—that his estranged notation can do 
the work of all writing and indeed all language.

Characterie is of course based on English. In dedicating it to the Queen, 
Bright even describes his invention as “meere English, without precept or 
imitation of any” (sig. A3). Presumably, with that word “mere,” Bright does 
not mean to downplay his gift for his sovereign (or the language they both 
speak), in the very act of presenting it to her. More likely, Bright means 
“mere” in the Latinate sense, from merus, of “pure.” It is the way one speaks 
of undiluted wine. So characterie is a vintage, a concentrate, of the home 
tongue. The metaphor is deeply consistent with what we have learned in this 
chapter about Bright’s claims for the characterie terms.

At the same time, Bright rather strangely sets his project off against an‑
other kind of code: Chinese zì. Characterie, he says, is like that distant sys‑
tem. But he makes no more than the slightest effort to comment on, let alone 
work with, the latter. European knowledge of the Far East was undergoing 
a tremendous expansion in the 1580s; Bright could, had he wished, have ex‑
tracted more than a vague antedence from Chinese characters. But he turns 
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his back on them. Indeed, that characterie is not Chinese seems to be a main 
value of the comparison Bright so briefly makes. He gestures towards zì as a 
characterie‑type script from the exotic horizon. But this precisely allows him 
to construct and present characterie as a zì‑type script from the local.

One’s own language one experiences simply as language; just as one’s own 
home one experiences simply as home. Bright’s code, precisely because it is 
derived from the local ground, immediately assumes a profile as (2) quin‑
tessential to the latter. Within the great mass of the English vocabulary, he 
claims to have found a crucial, operative selection: The characterie terms.  
A writing based on them is English, purified. So purified, indeed, that its 
homeliness drops out, and the code becomes a platform for inter‑linguistic 
communications. Bright is thinking of characterie, not as language, but as 
linguistic substrate, universal base. Thus his system is (3) reductive of Eng‑
lish, and even (4) of language tout court.

And what of all the words, and the whole area of language—viz., almost 
all of it—that is not characterie? What, indeed. Bright is claiming, in effect, 
that all utterance and all discourse come down to reiterative resequencings of 
the characterie terms—his semantic alphabet. Let it be noted once again that 
we do not have to find this claim in the least plausible! We simply need to try 
to get clear about the kind of claim, however outlandish or even insane, that 
it is. If all non‑characterie language can be reduced to characterie, on a basis 
of simple synonymy or antinomy, then there would appear to be very very 
vast redundancy in non‑characterie language. This is to be managed by the 
new tool; but it might just as well be discarded. Thus Bright’s combinatorial 
extraction from language is also and finally (5) eliminative of the latter.

A universal, quintessential code, reductive and even eliminative of words, 
and of the world they make available; from which the code is nonetheless 
derived, and towards which it therefore and subsequently takes a command‑
ing pose: That is what Bright has tried to invent, in 1588. Characterie, as 
information technology, is hegemonic. That is what gives Bright’s work a 
claim on our interest that reaches beyond the merely historical conditions of 
its emergence.

Conclusion

In the first part of this book, we have been working, for the most part, his‑
torically. We have introduced the seventeenth‑century shorthand movement 
as an episode of considerable interest for the deep history of information 
technology; and we have established Characterie as that movement’s origin. 
Finally, we have explored the informational shape of Bright’s revolutionary 
invention.

In Part Two, we will situate Characterie in other historical areas, notably 
those pertaining to early modern medicine. At the same time, we will move 
towards a more philosophical analysis of Bright’s combine work. His medical 
writings, I will argue, express a phenomenological agenda that his shorthand, 
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in some interesting ways, reflects. Like any information technology, Bright’s 
is supposed to facilitate or manage the relationship between human experi‑
ence and the world. It is supposed to give its users augmented leverage, in 
other words, over the data that it targets; helping them to know the world 
better. In the Treatise […] of English Medicines, however, Bright will present 
a downgrading vision of how much world there really is worth knowing. In 
the Treatise of Melancholy, he will tell his readers that they aren’t really in 
the world, anyway. Bright’s information technology, in the end, looks like 
a prosthetic response to his phenomenological diagnosis. The name of the 
disease is life.
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