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TASTE AND KNOWLEDGE IN EARLY
MODERN ENGLAND

Elizabeth L. Swann investigates the relationship between the physical
sense of taste and taste as a figurative term associated with knowledge
and judgment in early modern literature and culture. She argues
that – unlike aesthetic taste in the eighteenth century – discriminative
taste was entwined with embodied experience in this period.
Although taste was tarnished by its associations with Adam and Eve’s
fall from Eden, it also functioned positively, as a source of useful and
potentially redemptive literary, spiritual, experimental, and intersub-
jective knowledge. Taste and Knowledge in Early Modern England
juxtaposes canonical literary works by authors such as Shakespeare
with a broad range of medical, polemical, theological, philosophical,
didactic, and dietetic sources. In doing so, the book reveals the
central importance of taste to the experience and articulation of key
developments in the literate, religious, and social cultures of the
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.

  .  is Assistant Professor of Interdisciplinary
Literary Studies at Durham University. She is co-editor of Sensing
the Sacred in Medieval and Early Modern Europe () and has
published essays on topics including scepticism, self-knowledge,
and the divine senses. She is currently working on a new project
titled Error and Ecstasy: The Ends of Knowledge in Renaissance
England.

www.cambridge.org/9781108487658
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-108-48765-8 — Taste and Knowledge in Early Modern England
Elizabeth L. Swann 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

www.cambridge.org/9781108487658
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-108-48765-8 — Taste and Knowledge in Early Modern England
Elizabeth L. Swann 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

TASTE AND KNOWLEDGE IN

EARLY MODERN ENGLAND

ELIZABETH L. SWANN

Durham University

www.cambridge.org/9781108487658
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-108-48765-8 — Taste and Knowledge in Early Modern England
Elizabeth L. Swann 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

University Printing House, Cambridge  , United Kingdom

One Liberty Plaza, th Floor, New York,  , USA

 Williamstown Road, Port Melbourne,  , Australia

–, rd Floor, Plot , Splendor Forum, Jasola District Centre, New Delhi – , India

 Anson Road, #–/, Singapore 

Cambridge University Press is part of the University of Cambridge.

It furthers the University’s mission by disseminating knowledge in the pursuit of
ducation, learning, and research at the highest international levels of excellence.

www.cambridge.org
Information on this title: www.cambridge.org/

: ./

© Elizabeth L. Swann 

This publication is in copyright. Subject to statutory exception
and to the provisions of relevant collective licensing agreements,
no reproduction of any part may take place without the written

permission of Cambridge University Press.

First published 

A catalogue record for this publication is available from the British Library.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
: Swann, Elizabeth L., - author.

: Taste and knowledge in early modern England / Elizabeth L. Swann.
: Cambridge ; New York, NY : Cambridge University Press, . | Includes

bibliographical references and index.
:   (print) |   (ebook) |  

(hardback) |   (paperback) |   (epub)
: : Taste in literature. | Aesthetics, British. | Knowledge, Theory of, in literature. |

English literature–History and criticism. | England–Intellectual life–th century. |
England–Intellectual life–th century.

:  .   (print) |  . (ebook) |
 ./–dc

LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/
LC ebook record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/

 ---- Hardback

Cambridge University Press has no responsibility for the persistence or accuracy
of URLs for external or third-party internet websites referred to in this publication

and does not guarantee that any content on such websites is, or will remain,
accurate or appropriate.

www.cambridge.org/9781108487658
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-108-48765-8 — Taste and Knowledge in Early Modern England
Elizabeth L. Swann 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

For

Gregory James Swann and Louise Mary Swann

and in memory of

Indira Daisy Louise Swann

www.cambridge.org/9781108487658
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-108-48765-8 — Taste and Knowledge in Early Modern England
Elizabeth L. Swann 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

www.cambridge.org/9781108487658
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-108-48765-8 — Taste and Knowledge in Early Modern England
Elizabeth L. Swann 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Contents

List of Figures page viii
Acknowledgements ix
Note on the Text xii

Introduction 

 ‘To dream to eat Books’: Of Bibliophagy, Bees,
and Literary Taste 

 Anatomizing Taste: Practice, Subjectivity, and Sense in
Mikrokosmographia 

 From Eve’s Apple to the Bread of Life: Piety and Palate
in Devotional Literature 

 ‘Those Fruits of Natural knowledge’: Taste and the Early
Royal Society 

 ‘Honey secrets’: Erotic Sweetness and Epistemology 

Afterword: ‘The way to know’ 

Bibliography 

Index 

vii

www.cambridge.org/9781108487658
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-108-48765-8 — Taste and Knowledge in Early Modern England
Elizabeth L. Swann 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Figures

I. Anon., etching depicting taste (Gustus), c. – page 
I. George Glover, engraving depicting taste (Gustus),

c. – 

. Anon., Anatomical Tables, frontispiece painting
commissioned by John Banister, c.  

. Anon., Anatomical Table , painting commissioned
by John Banister, c.  

. Pickleherring Pottery, tin-glazed earthenware dish,  

. Thomas Mangy, silver spoon  

viii

www.cambridge.org/9781108487658
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-108-48765-8 — Taste and Knowledge in Early Modern England
Elizabeth L. Swann 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Acknowledgements

This book began as a PhD thesis undertaken at the University of York
between  and , funded by an Arts and Humanities Research
Council doctoral award. I am grateful to the AHRC for financial support
and to the University (especially the Centre for Renaissance and Early
Modern Studies, and the Humanities Research Centre) for providing such
a welcoming, sociable, and intellectually vibrant introduction to academic
life. The debts I incurred at the University of York are numerous, but
particular thanks go to Mark Jenner, Kevin Killeen, Bill Sherman, and
Helen Smith for their transformative teaching. Particular thanks to Helen
for her unfailingly incisive, erudite, enthusiastic, and generous supervision.
My thesis examiners, Brian Cummings (University of York) and Michael
Schoenfeldt (University of Michigan), provided perspicacious and encour-
aging feedback; I am very grateful indeed for their support, both then and
subsequently. I am grateful, too, for friendships formed during my time at
York: warm thanks to Piers Brown, Hannah and Dan DeGroff, Dana
Galbraith, Erika Kvistad, Robin Macdonald, Tom Muir, Emilie Murphy,
Abigail Shinn, and Rachel Willie. Particular thanks to Rachel for excep-
tionally helpful advice and guidance, then and more recently, and to
Hannah, Dan, Erika, and Tom for the warmth, camaraderie, and hilarity
of their too-rare companionship.
Between  and  I continued work on this manuscript as

Haslam Postdoctoral Fellow in the Marco Institute for Medieval and
Renaissance Studies at the University of Tennessee, Knoxville. This was
a wonderful learning experience, and I owe the Marco Institute and its
then-director, Heather Hirschfeld, my sincere thanks. Between  and
, I was a postdoctoral research associate on the project Crossroads of
Knowledge in Early Modern England: The Place of Literature at the Univer-
sity of Cambridge, led by Subha Mukherji as Principal Investigator. I am
exceptionally grateful to Subha for the opportunity to take part in this
immensely rich and rewarding project. My fellow research associates on

ix

www.cambridge.org/9781108487658
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-108-48765-8 — Taste and Knowledge in Early Modern England
Elizabeth L. Swann 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

the project, Rachel Holmes, Joe Jarrett, George Oppitz-Trotman, Tim
Stuart-Buttle, Rebecca Tomlin, and Koji Yamamoto, were the best kind of
colleagues: intellectually challenging, personally supportive, and a lot of
fun. I can’t thank them enough. The Crossroads of Knowledge project was
funded by the European Research Council under the European Union’s
Seventh Framework Programme ((FP/–)/ERC agreement
no. ); thanks to the ERC for their financial support.

Since joining the Department of Literary Studies at Durham University,
I’ve been incredibly fortunate to work alongside many brilliant colleagues.
Particular thanks to my fellow early modernists in the department:
Vladimir Brljak, Robert Carver, Patrick Gray, Mandy Green, and Barbara
Ravelhofer.

Over the years, a number of people have read and commented on parts
of this book, and in some heroic cases, the whole thing. For astute and
helpful comments, heartfelt thanks to Boyd Brogan, Brian Cummings,
Tania Demetriou, Heather Hirschfeld, Rachel Holmes, Mark Jenner,
Tomas McAuley, Joe Moshenska, Michael Schoenfeldt, Emma Smith,
Helen Smith, Simon Smith, and Tim Stuart-Buttle. Lotte Reinbold and
Helen Clifford both proofread full drafts; I offer them my thanks for their
invaluable assistance. The book is also stronger for feedback from audi-
ences at conferences, seminars, and workshops. Particular thanks are due
to Farah Karim-Cooper, Gail Kern Paster, Adam Rzepka, Jason Scott-
Warren, Simon Smith, Louise Wilson, Alexander Wragge-Morley, and
Andrew Zurcher for insightful questions, suggestions, and comments –
they might not remember them, but I do. Last but certainly not least, very
many thanks to my two anonymous readers for Cambridge University
Press, who offered both generous praise and shrewd critique; to Emily
Hockley and her colleagues at the same press for their help preparing the
book for publication; to Stephanie Sakson for rigorous copyediting; and to
Tanya Izzard for her exemplary work compiling the index.

Parts of Chapter  have appeared previously, in ‘“To dream to eat
books”: Bibliophagy, Bees, and Literary Taste in Early Modern Common-
place Culture’, in Taste, Food, and the Early Modern Reader: Eating Words,
ed. Jason Scott-Warren and Andrew Zurcher (Abingdon: Routledge,
). Parts of the Introduction and Chapter  have appeared previously
in ‘“Sweet above compare”? Disputing about Taste in Venus and Adonis,
Love’s Labour’s Lost, Othello, and Troilus and Cressida’, in Shakespeare/Sense,
ed. Simon Smith, Arden Shakespeare Intersections (London: Bloomsbury,
). Very small portions (amounting to no more than a few hundred
words in each case) of Chapters  and  have appeared previously in

x Acknowledgements

www.cambridge.org/9781108487658
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-108-48765-8 — Taste and Knowledge in Early Modern England
Elizabeth L. Swann 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

‘Nosce Te Ipsum: Early Modern Senses of Self-Knowledge’, in Knowing
Faith: Literature, Belief and Knowledge in Early Modern England, ed. Subha
Mukherji and Tim Stuart-Buttle (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, ),
and the introduction to Sensing the Sacred: Religion and the Senses in Late
Medieval and Early Modern Culture, ed. Robin Macdonald, Emilie Mur-
phy, and Elizabeth Swann (Abingdon: Routledge, ). In each case,
I am grateful for permission to reproduce this material.
My biggest debts are personal ones. My parents-in-law, Ian and Liz

McAuley, have provided restorative trips to Whitby, help with childcare,
and much more; I am immensely grateful for their kindness. My husband
Tomas McAuley is a partner in the best sense: I couldn’t do without
his warm-hearted intelligence and humour. Our daughter, Edith Indira
McAuley-Swann, is the funniest, most loveable, and – of course – sweetest
distraction from work I could ever ask for. My parents, Gregory and
Louise Swann, taught me to appreciate literature and history – and food!
I am deeply grateful for their love, generosity, resilience, and unfailing
support. My decision to begin postgraduate study was prompted by the
death of my sister Indira in , and her brave and joyful life continues to
be an inspiration to me. This book is dedicated to her and to my parents,
with much love.

Acknowledgements xi

www.cambridge.org/9781108487658
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-108-48765-8 — Taste and Knowledge in Early Modern England
Elizabeth L. Swann 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Note on the Text

Where available, I have given both the (estimated) year of first perfor-
mance and the year of first publication for plays. In my citations of early
sources, I modernise i/j, u/v, y/i, long s, and double v, and silently expand
contractions, but retain original punctuation, spellings, and italicization,
with the exception that early modern book titles are capitalised. I have also
capitalised or uncapitalised silently the initial letter in a quotation, and
added terminal punctuation, when this is required by the sentence struc-
ture. In the notes and bibliography, I have shortened many longer titles. In
citing other scholars’ transcriptions, I defer to their methodologies.
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