
EUCHARIST AND THE POETIC IMAGINATION
IN EARLY MODERN ENGLAND

The Reformation changed for ever how the sacrament of the eucharist
was understood. This study of six canonical early modern lyric poets
traces the literary afterlife of what was one of the greatest doctrinal
shifts in English history. Sophie Read argues that the move from a
literal to a figurative understanding of the phrase ‘this is my body’
exerted a powerful imaginative pull on successive generations. To
illustrate this, she examines in detail the work of Southwell, Donne,
Herbert, Crashaw, Vaughan and Milton, who between them repre-
sent a broad range of doctrinal and confessional positions, from the
Jesuit Southwell to Milton’s heterodox Puritanism. Individually, each
chapter examines how eucharistic ideas are expressed through a par-
ticular rhetorical trope; together, they illuminate the continued
importance of the eucharist’s transformation well into the seventeenth
century – not simply as a matter of doctrine, but as a rhetorical and
poetic mode.

sophie read is a University Lecturer in English and Fellow of
Christ’s College, Cambridge.
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ideas in context

Edited by David Armitage, Richard Bourke, Jennifer Pitts
and John Robertson

The books in this series will discuss the emergence of intellectual traditions and of
related new disciplines. The procedures, aims and vocabularies that were generated
will be set in the context of the alternatives available within the contemporary
frameworks of ideas and institutions. Through detailed studies of the evolution of
such traditions, and their modification by different audiences, it is hoped that a
new picture will form of the development of ideas in their concrete contexts. By this
means, artificial distinctions between the history of philosophy, of the various
sciences, of society and politics, and of literature may be seen to dissolve.

The series is published with the support of the Exxon Foundation.

A list of books in the series will be found at the end of the volume.
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