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Compost / Composition

FRANCES E. DOLAN

Today, “how-to” pitches for composting tend to authorize it in part
through a call back to the past, as for example, “the ancient and pre-
modern means of returning living material to the ecological cycle, "t
even as they also tout composting as “trending.” The early modern
period aiso advocated composting and its use in soil amendment as
old and new. For example, Gervase Markham’s The Inrichment of the
Weald of Kent, a guide to “the true Ordering, Manuring, & Inriching
of all the Grounds not only in Kent but in all of England,” which went
through numerous editions, argues that soil amendment using marl
lor clay rich in calcium carbonate or lime] is “not now newly dis-
covered, but was the ancient practice of our forefathers many yeares
agoe.” Nevertheless, the practice had fallen into disuse by the time
that Markham wrote and so needed to be “newly born and revived,
rather than restored,” in part through treatises on composting and soil
amendment, which proliferated in the seventeenth century.? Other
contributions to this volume demonstrate that soil and soil amend-
ment have a history and that, in a range of ways and across varied
sites, early modern writers addressed the soil not as a given but as a
work in progress, and the spur to and beneficiary of creativity. For gar-
deners and farmers hoping to increase their yields, the project of soil
amendment, necessarily, favors art over nature, process over place,
Those who write how-to guides assume that soil can be ameliorated,
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and they set out to instruct their readers on how to do so. Markbam,
for instance, insists that whatever kind of soil the reader has, he or she
can amend it so that more “fruitfuljly] placed neighbours” will not
uexceede |the gardener] in any thing, more then in a little case.”" In
other words, labor jas opposed to ease) is a fundamental ingredient
in compost,

Compost’s purpose is to be spread, yet it is also rooted in the ground,
absorbing the waste products of a particular place and enabling a given
locale to remain productive over time. A daily ritual and an improvisa-
tion, simultancously domestic and unhoused, composting operates by
what Albert Howard, sometimes called “the father of compost,” calls
“the law of return,” by which one puts back into the soil what has
been taken from it." While this is sometimes touted as a closed system
with “no external inputs,” compost reccives from the air and rain.
Furthermore, what returns has been changed. Time seems to move
differently for different components. Some things break down and
hecome unrecognizable while others stubhornly persist, the peach pits
of history. Whether a static pile or a turning barrel, the compost heap
mucks up lavers; its striations arc not discernable. It is constantly
mixed up.

Influential theorizations of temporality have turned from the time-
line, measuring tape, or yardstick to figurations such as wavcs, spirals,
and loops to describe the way time doesn’t march on as much as it
loiters and doubles back. Theorists who have influenced how early
modernists think about the relationship between past and present
have relied heavily on figuration to capture different models of that
relationship, including the rhizome, the ghost, the time-knot, a crum-
pled handkerchief, a palimpsest, a shipwreck, and leftovers.” What
all of these inventive proposals have in common is a commitment to
describing time as nonlinear as well as a dependence on vivid images
of copresence.”

To this catalog I would add the compost pile both as a figuration and
as a material site that, in Pierre Nora’s terms, “administer|s| the pres-
ence of the past within the present.”” The compost pile welds together
symbolic and functional, practical and ritual; it is rooted in a conerete
space and dynamic. Like other sites of memory Nora discusses, this
one has “a capacity for metamorphosis, an endless recycling of |its own]
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meaning and unpredictable proliferation of [its] ramifications” {19
But rather than trying to stop time, as some sites of memory do ié
f\’orks time. Like many newly trending farming practices, com o’st-
ing poses a challenge to Nora’s insistence on a rupture hc'twecnp re-
modern and modern, in particular “the irrevocable break marli’ceed
by the disappearance of peasant culture, that quintessential reposi-
tory of collective memory” {7); as a daily practice it also challenges

Nora’s distinction between history and memoty. It is both #

a“y a perpetu-

. actual phc.:nomcnon, a bond tying us to the eternal present” and
“a representation of the past.” As promoted in practical treatises hoth
in the early modern period and today, the compost pile assemimlcs and
ripens the past’s leftovers in the service of some future ;:nrichmcnt
even as it challenges many of the available models for thinking about'
how the present relates to the past by emphasizing simultaneousl
persistence and decay. ’
Wc can see both continuity and transformation in an ancient and
fa.mlliar adage Robert Herrick repeats in his pocm “The Cour;t
Life”: “the best compost for the lands { Is the wisc master's fect -n':.c)l’
hflnds."” This axiom can be found as carly as Aristotle and Xeno I;on-
biodynamic and “low intervention” farmers use it now. For instI:mc 5
I havc.: found “The best fertilizer is the farmer's fnotsteps:." on a wine .
;\'cbm‘tc.’ lt‘ endures without necessarily alerting those who use crr};
rear 1‘t‘ to its pedigree; its provenance no longer visible, the apho-
nsm, “composted” by time, proves fecund across changing terrains
and cnnflitinns. In every version of this axiom, it emphasizes human
occupation of and intervention in land. What Herrick names ”cn;n-
post” was morc often called “dung,” which meant not only manure
hut., more broadly, fertilizer. In choosing the word “compost” instead
of “dung” or “manure,” Herrick draws attention to the rclntior;qh'ip
Pctwcep noun and verb, a substance to be added to soil to cnlﬁncc
its fertility and a process or series of actions. [In their essavs here
bnt!1 Kcith Botelho and David Goldstein discuss the simil.ar. ;mv inl
wh:ch. “manure” can scrve as both noun and verb.) Herrick also draws
Iz:ttem.:lon to the resonances of the word “compost.” In its mczlnin;; of
“: mlxtur:: of vari‘uus ingrcdicnts for fertilizing or enriching land,”
ompost .sharcs its emphasis on collecting and combining ingredi-
ents with literary compendia and compositions, compounded rather
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than simple drugs, and compotes or stews. Essays included here by
Botelho, Goldstein, Hillary Eklund, and Randall Martin provide invalu-
able discussions of what Eklund calls “Renaissance soil science,”
as well as the motives, mcthods, politics, and even theology of early
modern soil amendment. I focus on the relationships between com-
posting and composition, while emphasizing throughout how figural
and material, theoretical and practical, past and present intertwine in
the compost pile and on the page.

Making compost generates composition in the literary sense, spur-

ring authors to share their own experiences, encourage experimen-
tation, and writc and disseminate their proposals for how to enrich
and improve the ground, starting with the practice of collecting and
ripening compost. The fact that Markham’s treatisc on amendment
was itself “painfully gathered” out of preexisting materials and then
“revised, inlarged, and corrected” through collaboration suggests the
parallel between composting and composition.' Jeffrey Knight points
out that “one of the most common ways for a publisher to mar-
ket a work in the period was to claim on its title page that it had
been ‘enlarged’ or ‘augmented,’ ‘annexed’ to another text, or other-
wise reconfigured” (6). Writers of practical advice were particularly
unabashed augmenters.!! Promoting composting in texts that were
themselves assembled and ripened, the early modern writers on whom
1 focus participated robustly in an early modern culture of recycling, in
which textual compiling took its place beside other kinds of repurpos-
ing and recombining.

Writers on composting address an English audience, with specific
reference to contemporary English conditions and needs. As William
Lawson explains, “I admire and praise Pliny, Aristotle, Virgil, Cicero,
and many others, for wit and judgement in this kind, and lcave them
to their times, manner, and several Countrics.”'? Yet despite this
claim, composting and writing about it may have been as indcbted
to classical authorities as they were to personal obscrvation and daily
practice. For cxample, Columella’s first-century argument that soil
that had lost its fertility was not spent with age but, rather, starved
of nutrients, and so could be revived, served as the conceptual founda-
tion for projects of soil amendment in the sixteenth and seventeenth
centurics. Joan Thirsk argues for the influence of “this one pregnant
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L
sentence” in Columella’s De re rustica, presented here in an eigh-
teenth century translation:

Nor am | ignorant, that there is a certain kind of land, and some
plages in the country, wherein neither cattle nor fowls c’an be kept;
yet it is a sign of a slothful Husbandman, even in such a placei;
that, to be destitute of dung: for he may amass and put together an
kind gf leaves, and collections of any other things, out of thicket)sr
aljld hl.ghways; he may cut down ferns, without doing any injury to
his neighbour; yea, he may even do him service by it, and mix them
tborougl"nly with the dirt and sweepings of the cou;t-yard~ he may
sink a plt..‘.for laying up dung in, and gather into it, in c:ne hea
ashes and dirt of the kennels, sinks, and common scwérs straw, anl:i
stubble, and the other things that are swept out of the hc;usc.’-" '

Columella assumes that effort can counteract lack—of fertile land in
the first place; then of farm animals and their droppings —and turn
waste into resource. The word “dung” here shifts from manure which
not cveryone has, to a compost one can make. In this translati’on the
verbs describing what the industrious rather than slothful husb’and~
man will do include “amass” and “put together,” “collect,” “mix,”
“lay up” and “gather.” This exhaustive yet judicious assemb’ly of fra‘ -
ments links composting to commonplacing and composition ¢
Columella’s provocative list of possible contributions. to the
dunghill —leaves, ferns, sweepings, sewage, ashes, straw—would
gcne‘rate ever more detailed lists of possibilitics. Early modern com-
posting began with what might at first appear to be the indiscrimi-
nate collection of materials. Gervase Markham'’s Markhams Farewell
to Husbandry; or, The Enriching of All Sorts of Barren and Sterile
Grounds in Our Kingdome, to Be as Fruitfull in All Manner of Graine
PuIslc and Grasse, as the Best Grounds Whatsoever, lists not onl):
rotting vegetable matter but also animal hair, malt-dust, “and other
excrements of the malt”; fish carcasses, animal cntrail; and offal;
af:d even human and animal blood, urine, and feces [EBV,J. Markhan-;
disregards the logic that sometimes governs what goes in a compost
heap—of separating animal waste from vegetable waste. He recom-
:nends ‘shavings of horn from tanners, homers, and lantern makers.
Now if of these you cannot get sufficient to trim all your ground
you shall then deale with Butchers, Sowse women, SIaughtcr-mcn:
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Scullions, and the like; and from these you shall get all the hoofes you
can, either of Oxe, Cow, Bull, Calfe, Sheepe, Lambes, Decre, Goates,
or anv thing that cheweth the cud, and which indeed, if not for this
use, are otherwise utterly cast awav to the dung hill and despised”
(E7v]. He also includes the by-products of carly forms of manufacture,
including lint, rags, shreds, and “base peeces of woollen cloth whatso-
cver, which are only cast out, and fit for nothing but the dung-hill,” as
well as “the rubbish, sweepings, parings, and spitlings of [the reader’s)
house and vard, as also of shovelings up of the high-waies, back-lanes,
and other such places, and especially if they be any thing clayie, or
motish [damp or spongy], or sandy mixt with any other soile.”t* Many
other writers join Markham in listing possibilitics for the compost pile
with Jonsonian copia and relish." In the composting and soil amend-
ment economy, there is no waste because everything has value.' What
might be despised as “f¢ for nothing but the dunghill” finds new value
and purpose there. Composting was, of necessity, associated with gar-
bage, filth, and excrement, with that which is, proverbially, as plain
as dirt and as poor as muck. Yet composting also partakes of magi-
cal transformation. In Samuel Hartlib's papers, for example, we ind a
secret for the ultimate “universal compost” confided on a deathbed as
well as ideas for “quintessencing or exalting of ordinary compost.”!”
Through time and transformation, waste becomes not something dan-
serous to be shunned bug, rather, a form of wealth to be treasured and
invested.

Some farmers simply spread these materials onto their ground
or ploughed them in. Walter Blith, for instance, in his popular and
compendious The English Improver Improved. a work that will soon
become familiar to readers of this collection, concludes several chap-
ters on soil amendments with the advisory that “Also Fearne, or
Rushes, Thistles, or any coarse straw, or Trash whatever, flung, or
cast into the Fothering-yards, among your Cribs under your Cattell,
will be both good Litter to Jay your Cattell dry and warme, and will
make very good sovle, as all good hushands know.”"™ Qthers piled
their collections in heaps, allowing time and heat to transform the raw
materials,

Scveral carly modern writers advocate collecting compost in pits,
positioned to collect run-off from stables and kitchens, rather than
piles, which drv out and crode, or even in a moat or standing pool.” The

T
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contained compost is hotter and wetter; it breaks down or transforms
more quickly. Like collecting the ingredicnts, containing and covering

the compost had a history. Turning again to Columella, we find him
advising,

Let tl_lcrc be also two dunghilils, one which may rececive new off-
scourings and flth, and keep them a whole year; and a second from
which the old may be carricd. But let hoth of them have thci'r bot-
toms somewhat shelving, with a gentle descene, in the manner of
ponds, both well built and paved, that they may not let the moisture
pass through; for it is of great importance, that the dung retain its
strength by the juice of it not being dricd up; and that i be continu-
aly soaked in liquor, that so, if there be any seeds of thorns or grasses
l_hrown into it, with straw or chaff, they may perish, and when L"'II'-
ried out into the fields, not il the corns with wccds:.' ’ .

In.thiq proposal for a covered compost pit, Columella sets out the hasic
principles of composting: an ongoing, wide-ranging, and open-minded
process of collecting and contributing; a container to reccive what has
been sathered; and time to generate heat and decav, Only the "old” o.r
cured is ready for use. Columeila’s emphasis on keeping the compost
moist and hot suggests the conditions under which a pit or harre] ca.n
play a role parallel to that of animals’ digestion; just as getting animals
to forage and then excrete in ficlds transforms cover crops such as clo-
VEr or turnips into manure thae will fix nitrogen in the soil —which
lw:ts; ;:cndtml to the Cmerging practice of Crop rotation —the compost pit
eaks down its components, maki 2i i ravai ]
L A ;:rmim“,ion‘. ing their nutrients more available
The pile, pit, and poal all emphasize the compos{tler's agency in
assembly as well as the cructal role of paticne waiting. Time will
erasc the origins of the constituent parts, breaking them down so that

they are unrecognizable, so that the assembled fragments constitute

a new whole. John Evclyn, for example, distinguishes “well-digeseed
Compost... without any Mixture of Garbage, odious Carrion and
other filthy Ordure, not half consum’d and v;*cntilatcd. J
be” [K2v-K31! as the only kind that should be used to
enrich” “Naeural Mould.

Whercas Columella firs defends compost as a substitute for manure
com!no.t;t can claim pride of place for those squeamnish about the c:m-.
nection between food and excrement. As Evelyn explains, evernvone

-.as it should
"impregnate and
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prefers food raised on “sweet Soil and Amendments, before that
which is produc’d from the Dunghil only” {K3r}. In John Webster's
play The Duchess of Malfi, Bosola’s attempt to reveal the Duchess’s
pregnancy depends both on the widespread usc of manure and just
such squeamishness ahout it. Bosola presents the Duchess with “the
first [apricots] our spring yields” and takes her greedy consumption of
them as evidence that she is pregnant. After she has gobbled up the
apricots, he expresses regret that she did not peel them first because
“the knave gardener, / Only to raise his profit by them the sooner,
/ Did ripen them in horse dung.”?* The Duchess then goes into labor.
Interestingly, she does not refer to the horse dung as her cover story
but, rather, claims that the fruit was underripe. My point here is
that Webster’s scenario reminds us of the practice of using dung—to
achieve results that could be questioned as somehow unnatural or
dishonest (“knavish”)—and capitalizes on mixed feelings about that
practice. Composting addressed such unease by offering an alternative
to manure, what Evelyn might have called a “sweet amendment,” and
by obscuring its origins.
While various writers’ lists of potential ingredients for the compost
pile are capacious and informative, designed to open up rather than
close down possibilities, they should not suggest that soil amendment
was simply a matter of indiscriminate collecting and waiting. Instead,
most writers depict the process of soil amendment as considerably
more mindful and creative than that. Writers such as Markham and
Evelyn elevate composting and soil amendment from collection to
composition by adding artful human intervention to the sovereign
cffects of time and decay. Markham praises his reader as “Thou whom
it hath pleased God to place upon a barren & hard soyle, whose bread
must evermore be grounded with sweat and labour, that mayest nobly
and victoriously boast the conquest of the Earth, having conquered
Nature by altering Nature, and yet made Nature better then she was
before.”> As William Lawson asks in his guide to “the best way...to
make any ground good, for a rich Orchard,” “what is Art more than
a provident and skilful Correctrix of the faults of Nature in particular
works, apprehended by the Senses?”** The idea that “nature is made
better by no mean / But nature makes that mean,” as Polixenes puisitin
The Winter’s Tale {4.4.89-90), is, of course, a familiar one, rehcarsed
in defenses of rhetoric, cosmetics, grafting, and a host of other disputed
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improvements of nature.” This particular site for this oft-rehearsed
argument showcases the role of human skill in composing fertile
earths. Evelyn, for instance, claims that he seeks “to incite the curi-
0us to essay artificial Compositions in defect of the natural Soil. to
malke new confections of Earths and Moulds, " Evelyn’s emphasis’ on
“compositions” and “confections” suggests how writers’ descriptions
of soil amendment as artful collection and assembly parallels their
Own composition processes,
Evelyn depicts soil amendment as a kind of matchmaking. As he
explains, “Earths should be married together like Male and Female
as if they had Sexes; for being of so many several complexions the);
should be well consider'd and match’d accordingly.” The best n;atch
by his logic, is that of complementary or corrective opposites.>” Soii
amendment more generally, and composting in particular, depended
on the mixture of the local and what Evelyn calis “things promiscu-
ous” —amendments to the soil brought in from elsewhere. Londoners
were the most likely to be able to access all of the forms of waste
that appear in the remarkable lists of ingredients for the composter’s
brew. What were called “foreign” composts were used infrequently
not because of thejr foreignness but because jt Was expensive to trans-
port them.® But al] composters were mixers, “since all fertility is
the result of mixture contrary in quality.”>* As Blith explains, “in al]
Soyles and sorts of Earth, there is a Combustible and Incoml’)ustible
Nature; Each Wrestling with other, and the more You can occasion
Quarrels and Contention by these, that is, the more you adde to that
which is predominant, and so allay the distemper in the end, the more
gaincth the Earth thereby; For I suppose there is a kinde of contrarietic
In Nature, it was ever so from the Fail, and ever will «ill all be swal-
lowed up againe in one.”" The improving composter, then, must bring
contrarics together to promote productive contention. “Mingling of
grounds is exceedingly advantageous,” as Adolphus Speed advises in
Adam Out of Eden.

We find here, then, a site at which "mixture” is viewed positively. In
his book Exquisite Mixture, Wolfram Schmidgen argues that “Across
different fields of inquiry and political persuasions, carly eighteenth-
century Englishmen were increasingly assertive about mixture as the
source of their nation’s perfections, as the cause of its unity, power,
and civility.” For Schmidgen, this positive valuation of mixture made
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it possible to imagine and embrace mixed government. While Schmidgen
does not include agricultural treatises on his “semantic map of mixture
in seventecnth-century culture,” the compost pile was one early site
at which the English explored the generative potential of mixture *
We are familiar with early modern suspicion of matching persons
and substances of “several complexions,” hbecause it was so often reit-
erated. As one anti-Catholic polemicist warned darkly, “beware of
mixture.””" Let me turn to two examples from the drama because the
stage simultancously depended on and disparaged mixture. While
Sir Philip Sidney famously condemns “mingling kings and clowns” in
plays, the stage offered hybrid genres, collaborations, multiple plots,
and tonal dissonance to its heterogencous audiences. The patchworks
it purveyed registered both the incvitability of mixtures and the dis-
comfort they conventionally occasioned, cspecially when it came
to marriage. For example, in Chapman, Jonson, and Marston's play
Eastward Ho! 11605), Mildred, the goldsmith Touchstone's daughter,
disdains her sister’s aspiration to marry a lord and hersclf ultimately
weds her father’s apprentice: “I judge them truly mad that yoke cit-
izens and courtiers, tradesmen and soldiers, a goldsmith’s daughter
and a knight,” she asserts. “I had rather make up the garment of my
affections in some of the same piece, than, like a fool, wear gowns of
two colours, or mix sackcloth with satin.”™ The patching together
Mildred so conventionally rejects resembles the composter's match-
making Evelyn extols {and, perhaps, the collaboration of three writ-
ers on the play itself). In Philip Massinger's 4 New Wav to Pav Old
Debts (1625), Lord Lovelt chooses a wealthy widow, Lady Allworth,
rather than the youny daughter of the grasping Sir Giles Overeach,
explaining

I would not so adulterate my blood

By marrying Margaret, and so leave my tssuc
Made up of several pieces, one part scarlet,
And the ather London blue.™

London blue was the color of servants’ liveries. Such passages docu-
ment one of the things we think we know about early modern culture:
sexual and social mixtures were routinely denigrated. Expressions of
discomfort about mixture extended far beyond the drama, Patricia
Parker points out that, in a wide range of carly modern texts, “the
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l:?nguage...of contaminating, sullying, or mixing is part of a series of
distinctions already in place before miscegenation (literally ‘mixing’)
became the historicaily later term for the adulterating or sullying of
‘white," 3% Adulteration, mixture, and bastardization also provided -the
figural vocabulary for disparaging admixtures and contamination of
various kinds, including that of wine, as I explore elsewhero. Beverages
that mixed different kinds of wine or combined wine with sweeteners
and other ingredients were routinely belittled as “bastard,” a widely
used term for a popular sweetened or mixed wine, and “balderdash.”
Both terms signal somcthing spurious or deceptive in these mixtures

which were, regardless, widely consumed, Disgust at mixture is not’
the whole story.

In the two examples I've just cited, a goldsmith’s daughter and a
lord uphold an ideal of the unmixed marriage. Yet, as Lauric Shannon
argues, heterosexual marriage was itself a2 mixture that, however nor-
mative, “contradicts the likeness topos at the center of positive ideas
ab.nut union” in the period. She continues, “Though heterosexual coy-
p'llng——it gocs without saying—is a sine qua non of social reproduc-
FlOl’l and so draws support from g range of other cultural imperatives
Its merger of disparate, incommensurate kinds, especially in maritai
or celebratory forms, poses sotnething of an intellectual problem. "
What's more, these two characters, Mildred and Lord Lovell, draw
their metaphors from the world of clothes making, assuming a’ deco-
rum in which sackcloth and satin, blue and scarlet, do not mix. Yet
the practical arts provide numerous examples of combining appar-
ently disparate materials into valued assemblages. While “motley”
\T'ae associated with fools, as Mildred suggests, fashionable people rou-
tinely pinned and laced together their clothes and could recombinc the
parts in new ways. The process of assembling a costume, for the stage
or the street, was so complicated that one might require assistance.
lpdccd, as Natasha Korda demonstrates, the work of scamstresses and
trewomen was so essential to theatrical performance that plays both
figured it in characters such as tircwomen and, ultimately, elided jt.
Like plavers, cveryone assembled their ensembles out 'uf disparate
pieces. While some of these might be new, others might well he old
orused. As is now wel] known, carly modern England had a culture of
recycling, with Aourishing markets in secondhand clothes, metals, rit-
ual objects, building materials and architectural ornaments, and even
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“broken victuals” or leftover foodstuffs.* Contemporaries themselves
recognized the similarities between different ways of assembling new
compositions out of existing fragments, as we have seen in the meta-
phors of mixed marriages as piece- or patchwork. Robert Burton links
edible and wearable compounds when he describes “compound, arti-
ficial, made dishes, of which our cooks afford us a great variety, as
tailors do fashions in our apparel,”"!
While Burton warns that such dishes “engender gross humors,”
compounding was central to cooking. There were numerous words
for culinary mixtures: hash, pottage, ragout, gallimaufry, and stew,
among others.** Such words sometimes accrued negative connotations
over time, but at root they simply described the combination of pre-
existing ingredients into a new composite dish. The word “hash,” for
example, descends originally from the French word hacher, “to chop.”
The Oxford English Dictionary gives the earliest definition of the
word “hash” as “something cut up into small pieces.” Gallimaufry,
which scems to have come into use in the sixteenth century, describes
“a dish made by hashing up odds and ends of food; a hodge-podge, a
ragout” and then, by extension, “a heterogeneous mixture, a confused
jumble, a ridiculous medley.” The dish compiler or cook depended on
the creative assembly, preservation, and then recombination of avail-
able ingredients in new ways. “Mess” moves from meaning a serving
of food to, in the nineteenth century, “an unappetizing, unpalatable,
or disgusting dish or concoction; an ill-assorted mixture of any kind,
a hotchpotch.” While negative associations were available in the early
modern period, they appear to have become more established later.
My point here is that the most basic operations of feeding and dress-
ing one’s sclf often required mixture and that this mixture was both
inventive and productive, on the one hand, and the source of uncase,
on the other. The composition always threatened to become a hodge-
podge, jumble, or mess. Wendy Wall’s work on manuscript recipe col-
lections suggests the parallel between early modem dishes and the
books, often the work of different hands over time, that taught readers
how to prepare them.*
The recipe collection was not the only manuscript that resembled
a cauldron or compost pit. Recent scholarship has revealed com-
monplace books as containers of a sort, in which readers recorded or
pasted in and organized pieces of preexisting texts so as to constitute

later returned to these sites to prompt
as some medieval and carly modern people seem to have organized
their memories spatially, such books organized material under com-
mon places—which were also called “nests” in the period, that is
heads, top?cs, or keywords—rather than by source or in ch;onolo i
cal order.** Some readers purchased books with printed headin sgl;
the tc_)p of blank pages to receive their notes and clippings Otghca
compiled fragments without regard to predetermined catego;'ies Frs
some, the goal was to store and retrieve information. For exan:lpl‘:zr
T!mmas Harrison’s indexing system, discussed by Noel Malcolm anci
Richard Yeo, was a cabinet or “Arca Studiorum” in which loose sli

of paper were hung on hooks.* While the arc or cabinet bears a clez:
resemblance to the compost pit, the analogy between composting and
commonplacing breaks down at retrieval, T confess, since the f I of
composting is for each scrap to ’ eable
Tam thus interested in the kind
retrieval than it was about sub
0Wn composition,

Wh:l(} commonplacing is now well known and much discussed
Fhe partu:u‘lar subset of commonplacing that relied on decomposnltion’
in the_ service of recomposition has only recently been drawn to ou
a.ttentlon by historians of the hook who are interested in a producf
::]vifo:Ir.n'l of consumption that they identify as recycling, According

itliam Sherman, the commonplace book was one of the early
rno:lern reader’s “most powerful and pervasive tools” in the project
of “textual recycling. " Jeffrey Knight and Adam Smyth similarly
refc?r to commonplacing as a form of recycling, emphasizing rcaders}’
ﬂCthfZ, even violent chopping up of texts into fragments and then the
Creative organization of those pieces into new assemblages. Knight
‘rffers tf)‘early modern England as a “compiling culture” in which
-compllmg,' in fact, was production, strictly speaking, in the sema
tics qf Renaissance literary activitics, In early usage.; the \r:crb "?c;
compile’ could mean ‘to compose,” to produce an ‘orig’inal worl,’
Smyth c?(tcnds this idea of a compiling culture to the formation o.f an
aggregative identity, patched together from scraps and fragments, and

their remembrance, * Just

dissolve and become unrecognizable.
of commonplacing that was less about
merging collected fragments into one’s
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affiliated with rather than distinguished from others.” Like Knight and
Sherman, Smyth emphasizes commonplacing as “process as much as
product,” an ongoing, collaborative and unfinishable process extend-
ing across time and focused on usefulness, by which writing emerged
out of reading, collecting, and mixing.” This kind of commonplacing
was less about retrieval than it was about creative assembly.
If Roland Barthes proposes that we think of authors as “scriptors”
and a text as “a tissuc of quotations drawn from the innumerable
centres of culture,”* that is, as a register or container of scraps from
clsewhere, commonplace hooks expose the scams of that patchwork
tissue and the role of the commonplacer or “notebooker” not as a
channel for voices but rather as a self-aware and active mixologist.
Deborah Harkness uses distillation as a figure for how “notchooking”
worked in Elizabethan experimental science to promote “a cycle of
collecting, copying, clarifying, and comparing” by which knowledge
could be kept “in a constant state of circulation through the page and
within {the} community,” and by which “circulation and recirculation
of matter led to the production of a new substance,” but only very
gradually.” Composting, T propose, might be another such figure
that, like distillation, is not an “empty metaphor” but a reminder
of the close connection between the material processes {in this case
of decomposition) being described, the practical proposals being pro-
moted [systematically collecting, ripening, and using compost], and
the creation of texts o disseminate that advice.

The good housewife was one figure for the compiling composer. In
his Anatomy of Melancholy, Robert Burton describes composition not
only as theft {from others’ dunghillsi but as recombination— “we can
say nothing but what hath been said, the composition and method is
ours only” —and compares writers to “a good houscwife” who “out
of divers fleeces weaves one piece of cloth,” and to “apothecaries,”
who “make new mixtures every day.”*" Texts in praise of exemplary
women, which were often riddled with contradictions and undermined
by ambivalence, also describe their subiects’ creativity as depending
on a distinctly housewifely mode of compilation. Margarct Cavendish,
using a simile informed by agricultural experiments, famously insisted

on her own self-sufficicncy: “Yet I must say this in the behalf of my
thoughts, that I never found them idle; for if the senses bring no work
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contested inheritance by placing her in relation to books. Yet her
culogist here, Edward, Lord Bishop of Catlisle, insists that she “had not
many” in her chamber. Although he emphasizes her achievements as
a builder—constructing six great houses— he draws our attention not
to the monuments she left behind but to a process that endures only in
his account of it. By this account, Clifford did not use fragments of text
to help her remember. Instead, she began with a well-stocked mem-
ory. Then, in a process similar to the “distributed cognition” Evelyn
Tribble associates with the theater, Clifford offloaded the demands of
memory onto the built environment.”” According to this culogy, she
first broke down what she read into “sentences, or sayings of remarl,”
then preserved them in her storehouse, then selected particular flow-
ers from this storehouse, and finally dictated them to others to write
out and pin up around their living space. The servants’ task of writing
them out fixed these posies in their own memories. The process is
hierarchical —a mistress and her servants—yet it is also collaborative.
Clifford’s memories are common — to be shared— and firmly grounded
in the place of her chamber. But they are also mobile as memory circu-
lates among the female inhabitants of that chamber, who recycle what
Clifford remembers, help to produce the flowers of her library out of
a process of decomposition and distribution, and descant or elaborate
on it—going off their texts. Their descants engage the flowers not as
summations but as provocations. When we consider the compost pile
and Clifford’s storehousc of memory and dressed-up chamber as paral-
lel sites of memory, we notice a temporal element to which Clifford’s
culogizer does not attend: the collected fragments would ripen and
wither with time, some falling off or ccasing to attract the eye as they
grew familiar, others replacing them. Describing them as flowers is
thus particularly apt. As a collaborative installation, Clifford’s cham-
ber, as remembered after her death, is also ephemeral, surviving as a
memory of Clifford’s virtue. Clifford’s practice is one not of fixing but
of fragmenting, mixing, scattering, and sharing. In her chamber, she
is the origin of all the wisdom on display. The sources of her flowers
scem irrelevant.

In a 1697 funeral sermon for a less famous woman, Mrs. Elizabeth
Dunton, the author, Timothy Rogers, draws attention to his own role
in assembling and combining materials, again described as plants, to
compose a vivid picture of the deceased:
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of ingredients, careful storage and patient ripening, and judicious
application.

In comparing composting, commonplacing and composition,
amcndment and c¢xpansion or revision, I join other contributors to
this volume in addressing the importance of soil amendment in carly
modern English agriculture while also emphasizing the ways it gener-
ated writing and modcled what writing is in ways that remain useful.
While all of the other essays here, despite their considerable variety,
gain traction through a focus on one particular author or text, I have
undertaken a composter's approach of collecting a wide variety of
materials. My fragments of evidence gain significance through their
participation in my assembly. The mixture of materials is simultance-
ously archive, method, and argument.

As all of the contributors herce agree, the seventeenth century com-
mands our attention as a period in which agricultural innovation was
a trial, a venture, an experiment, and a hands-on practice for which
there were dedicated sites (such as the dunghill, the notchook, the
library, and the garden plot). Reading mingled promiscuously with
doing,* old world with new, study with cxperimentation. Composting
in particular was a topic of vigorous theorization and negotiation. As
they argued for composting or debated different strategies for using
texts, carly moderns constantly reflected on their own relationship
to the past. Since so many of us now have compost bins and barrels,
and cngage in the daily process of collecting what is compostable —
balancing “green” and “brown,” peering, prodding, and turning—
considering this daily habit in historical context might provide an
occasion to think about doing and writing, composting and composi-
tion, the present and the past. Composting yard and kitchen scraps,
like composing texts, is necessarily collaborative and protracted; it
troubles the distinction between the practical and the theoretical,
waste and value, the historical and the daily, and, as | have cmpha-
sized, the material and the figural.

Engaging in a practice we share with carly modern people, like
composting, might give us access to one kind of knowledge about the
past, as historical phenomenologists argue. But composting was not a
practice lodged in the collective memory or bodily habits of carly mod-
ern people; it had to be justified and advocated — that's why so many
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I am grateful o audicnces at the Renaissance Society of America, the
Modern Language Association of America, and Ohio State University for
helpful questions and suggestions and to Tiffany Werth, Valeric Traub,
Margaret Ferguson, Hillary Eklund, and the other contributors to this vol-
ume for inspiration and advice,

. See this course description for “Vermiculture Fumiture” a¢ Ohio
State University: http:.-‘,-’;lrtandtcch.nsu.edu)’vcrmiculturc_furniture.

2. Gervase Markham, The Intichment of the Weald of Kent [London:
Eliz. Purslow, 1649), sigs. B2v, B3,

3. Ibid,, B2r. On this optimism, see the invaluable chapteron hushandry
manuals in Andrew McRae, God Speed the Plough: The Representation of
Agrarian England, 1500-1660 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1996), 135-68, esp. 158-59. See also Wendy Wall, “Renaissance National
Husbandry: Gervase Markham and the Publication of England,” Sixteenth
Century Journal 17, no. 3 {Autumn 1994} 767-85; and Hillary Eklund,
Literature and Moral Economy in the Early Modern Atlantic: Elegant
Sufficiencies {Burlington, VT Ashgate, 2015},

4. Albert Howard, The Soil and Health: A Stucy of Organic Agriculture
{1945] (University of Kentucky Press, 2010). Dan Barber calls Howard “¢he
father of compost” in The Third Plate: Field Notes on the Futare of Food
iNew York: Penguin, 2014), 88.

5. In Mile platcays=: Capitalisme ot schizophrenie (Paris: Minujt,
1980}, Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari propose the rhizome as 2 model
for a nonlinear, nomadic process of extension that allows lor violent rup-
tures or cuts as occasions of regeneration and accounts for growth chat is
not exactly progress: “A rhizome does not begin and does not come (o an
end, it is always in the middle, hetween things”, according to the trans-
lation by Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, “Why Study the Past?,” Modern
Lancuage Quarterl 73, no. 1 iMarch 2012); g-9,
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Jacques Derrida, Specters of Marx: The State of the Debt, the Work
of Mourning, and the New International, trans. Peggy Kamuf (New York:
Routledge, 1994), proposes a “hauntology” —an attention to, cven a call
to engagement with, the unbidden, baffling spectral presence of the past.
For a helpful discussion of Derrida and Walter Benjamin's theorizations
of how the past bears on the present, see Wendy Brown, Politics Out of
History (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2001}, 138-73.

Dipesh Chakrabarty, Provincializing Europe: Postcolonial Thought
and Historical Difference [Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press,
2000}, 112, argues that because our pasts never disappear, “we live in
time-knots” in which multiple periods are contemporancous. Michel
Serres and Bruno Latour, Conversations on Science, Culture, and Time,
trans. Roxanne Lapidus {Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1995},
60, 61, enlist the crumpled handkerchicf as one way of visualizing how
once-distant points in spaceftime can suddenly be superimposed on one
another.

Jonathan Gil Harris, Untimely Matter in the Time of Shakespeare
{Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2008), 16, proposcs the
palimpsest, holding two or more texts in tension, “compress|ing| differcnt
times in one surface,” to describe an “anachronic affinity” —rather than
identity —between past and present or between different times and placgs.
Eve Keller also talks in terms of “affinities” between past and present in
Gencrating Bodies and Gendered Selves: The Rhetoric of Reproduction
in Early Modern England {Seattle: University of Washington Press, 2007),
15, 32. In Shipwreck Modernity: Ecologies of Globalization, 1550-1719
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2015), Steve Mentz cmpln}’s
the trope of the shipwreck to “pluralize and therefore weaken... the famil-
iar story of the once-and-for-all epistemological break known as ‘carly
medernity’” (7). He also argues that “a new cultural imagination” emecrges
from “composting ancient discourscs with newer ideas” {8}. On the “prob-
lem of the leftover,” see Catherine Gallagher and Stephen Greenblatt,
Practicing New Historicism (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2000),
136-62, esp. 141. _

6. The figuration that most informs my emphasis is a tad messier than
some of the others: in Afterlives of the Saints: Hagiography, Tvpology,
and Renaissance Litcrature {Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press,
1996}, Julia Reinhard Lupton chooses “afterlife” to mean both “the half-
life of radioactive decay, or the bacterial decomposition of dead matter”
and a "'side effect,’ the disturbing symptoms brought about by the work
of cultural symbolization” to describe how “one layer |of sedimented
time| can contaminate, wrinkle, or undermine a contiguous one. One
cra can obdurately survive into the period that has supposedly su_rpassed
it” |xxxi, xxx|. This aligns with Mentz's emphasis on “accumulation and
composture” {91
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7. Pierre Nora, “Between Memory and History: Les lieux de mémoire,”
trans. Marc Roudebush, Representations 26 (1989): 20; hereafter cited in
the text by page number.

8. Robert Herrick, “The Country Life,” in Seventeenth-Century
British Poctry, 1603-1660, ed. John P. Rumrich and Gregory Chaplin {New
York: W, W. Norton, 2006}, 210-12, lines 23-24. David Goldstein’s essay
in this volume uses these lines from Herrick as its epigraph.

9. For the origins of this expression in Aristotle and Xenophon and
its status as “an axiom ameong English gentlemen in the sixteenth and
scventeenth centuries,” sec Joan Thirsk, “Plough and Pen: Agricultural
Writers in the Scventeenth Century,” in Social Relations and Ideas:
Essays in Honour of R. H. Hilton, ed. T. H. Aston, P. R. Coss, Christopher
Dyer, and Joan Thirsk, 295-318 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1983}, 298. See also the website of the Matthiasson winery, https://www
.matthiasson.com/vineyards.

10. Markham, Inrichment of the Weald of Kent, title page. As Thirsk
(“Plough and Pen,” 3031 points out, Markham does not claim to have writ-
ten The Inrichment of the Weald of Kent but rather to have midwifed it
into publication. Similarly, Thomas Tusser's One Hundred Good Pointes
of Husbandrie [London, 1557} cventually expanded to Five Hundreth
Points of Good Husbandry {London: Rychard Totell, 1573). I am grate-
ful to Hillary Eklund for pointing this out. The title page of Markham’s
Farewell to Husbandry similarly describes it as “for the fourth time
revised, amended, and corrected.”

11. For ongoing rcassessments of these writers, see Rebecca W.
Bushnell, Green Desire: Imagining Early Modern English Gardens (Ithaca,
NY: Comnell University Press, 2003), 161-68; Deborah E. Harkness, The
fewel Housc: Elizabethan London and the Scientific Revolution {New
Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2007); Wendy Wall, Recipes for Thought:
Knowledge and Taste in the Earlv Modern English Kitchen (Philadelphia:
University of Pennsylvania Press, 2015); Malcolm Thick, Sir Hugh Plat:
The Search for Useful Knowledge in Early Modern London {Devon, UK:
Prospect Books, 2010); and John Bowle, john Evelvn and His World: A
Biography [London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1981).

12. William Lawson, A New Orchard, and Garden: or. The Best
Way for Planting, Graffing, and to Make Anv Ground Good, for a Rich
Orchard (London, 1683), sigs. A3r-v. This text went through numerous
editions,

13. Joan Thirsk, “Making a Fresh Start: Sixteenth-Century Agriculturc
and the Classical Inspiration,” in Culture and Cultivation in Earlv
Modern England: Writing and the Land, ed. Michacl Leslie and Timothy
Ravlor, 15-34 [Leicester, UK: Leicester University Press, 1992), esp. 22,
The quotation is from Lucius Junius Moderatus Columella, Of Husbandry
{(London 1745), book 2, chapter 15, “Of the several Kinds of Dung,” 91.
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14. Gervase Markham, Markhams Farewell to Husbandry; or. The
Enriching of All Sorts of Barren and Sterile Grounds in our Kingdome,
to Be as Fruitfull in All Manner of Graine, Pulse and Grasse, as the Best
Grounds Whatsocever {London, 1649), sigs. EBv, E7v.

15. See, among many others, Adolphus Speed, Adam Qut of Eden; or,
An Abstract of Divers Excellent Experiments Touching the Advancement
of Husbandry {London, 1639), sigs. I2r-15r, concluding with the encourage-
ment to include “whatsoever you shali think in your own judgement to be
helpful and advantagious thereunto” {sig. 15r); and John Worlidge, Svstupra
Agriculturae: The Mvstery of Husbandrv Discovered {London, 1669), sigs.
N3r-Odr. On Sir Hugh Platt’s expansive lists, sce Ayesha Mukherice,
“'Manured with the Starres’: Recovering an Early Modern Discoursc of
Sustainahility,” Literature Compass 11, no. 9 {September 2014} 602-14,
esp. 608, .

16. Sce David Cressy, “Saltpetre, State Security, and Vexation in Early
Modern England,” Past and Present 212 |August 2011k 73-111, on how
saltpeter, a crucial ingredicnt in gunpowder, was “extracted at high cost
from soil nch in dung and urine” {74-75}, leading to proposals for a “com-
mand cconomy of excrement and urine, centrally mobilized for the king-
dom’s sceurity.... At the heart of the matter lay the vitalizing power of
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