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LITERATURE AND NATURAL
THEOLOGY IN EARLY
MODERN ENGLAND

Guiding readers through the diverse forms of natural theology
expressed in seventeenth-century English literature, Katherine
Calloway reveals how, in ways that have not yet been fully recog-
nized, authors such as Donne, Herbert, Vaughan, Cavendish,
Hutchinson, Milton, Marvell, and Bunyan describe, promote, chal-
lenge, and even practice natural theology in their poetic works. She
simultaneously improves our understanding of an important and
still-influential intellectual movement and deepens our appreciation
of multiple major literary works. “Natural theology,” as it was pop-
ularly understood, changed dramatically in England over the seven-
teenth century, from the application of natural light to divine things
to a newer, more brittle, understanding of the enterprise as the
exclusive use of reason and observation to prove theological conclu-
sions outside of any context of faith. These poets profoundly com-
plicate the story, collectively demonstrating that some forms of
natural theology lend themselves to poetry or imaginative literature
rather than prose.

KATHERINE CALLOWAY is Assistant Professor of English at Baylor
University. She has written extensively on early modern English
literature as it intersects with science and theology. Her first book,
Natural Theology in the Scientific Revolution, was published in 2014.
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Preface

When I first began work on my previous book, Natural Theology in the
Scientific Revolution (2014), 1 intended to write literary criticism drawing
together early modern English science, theology, and imaginative litera-
ture. In the end there proved to be so much to say about natural theology
itself that I wrote intellectual history instead, exploring diverse and lively
prose works of natural theology penned during the century that gave rise to
the modern design argument. In the introduction to that book, I wrote
that the metaphysical questions those natural theologians confronted
“might prove to be best answered not in prose, but in poetry,” adding
that other writers with whom natural theologians were in conversation
were trying that experiment. In this book, I come to consider the contri-
bution of poets to this important chapter in the story of natural theology.
Like the prose authors I considered in my earlier book, they are a lively and
diverse group, with much to say about how the natural world can shed
light on its maker. Unlike (most of) those prose authors, these poets are
still widely anthologized, taught in undergraduate classrooms, and — in my
experience — even more fun to read.
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