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Edmund Spenser, 1552-1599
Educated at Cambridge.

Shepheardes Calendar (1579)--Protestant pastoralism
- Virgilian career, writing as profession, Cult of Elizabeth

Secretary to Lord Grey in Ireland, perhaps participates
in the Massacre at Smerwick (1580); his services make 
him a landed gentleman with a plantation, Kilcolman Castle, in Ireland, which 
would be razed in 1599.

Faerie Queene, books 1-3 (1590), for which he received a pension from the 
Queen; Amoretti, Epithalamion, Complaints, other works, Faerie Queene, books 
4-6 (1596).



Spenser’s “Letter to Raleigh” and Gloriana
SIR, knowing how doubtfully all allegories may be construed, and this booke of mine, which I have entitled the 
Faery Queene, being a continued allegory, or darke conceit, I have thought good, as well for avoyding of jealous 
opinions and misconstructions, . . . to discover unto you the general intention and meaning, which in the whole 
course thereof I have fashioned, without expressing of any particular purposes or by accidents therein occasioned. 
The generall end therefore of all the booke is to fashion a gentleman or noble person in vertuous and 
gentle discipline: which for that I conceived shoulde be most plausible and pleasing, being coloured with an 
historicall fiction, the which the most part of men delight to read.

For this cause is Xenophon preferred before Plato, for that the one, in the exquisite depth of his judgement, 
formed a commune welth such as it should be, but the other in the person of Cyrus and the Persians fashioned a 
governement, such as might best be: so much more profitable and gracious is doctrine by ensample, then by rule. 
So have I laboured to doe in the person of Arthure: whom I conceive . . . to have seene in a dream or vision the 
Faery Queen, with whose excellent beauty ravished, he awaking resolved to seeke her out, and so being by 
Merlin armed . . . he went to seeke her forth in Faerye Land. In that Faery Queene I meane glory in my generall 
intention, but in my particular I conceive the most excellent and glorious person of our soveraine the Queene, and 
her kingdome in Faery Land. and yet, in some places els, I doe otherwise shadow her. 
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Allegory and Reformation
- “They divide the Scripture into four senses, the literal, tropological, allegorical, and anagogical. The literal sense has become 

nothing at all: for the pope has taken it clean away, and has made it his possession. He has partly locked it up with the false and 
counterfeited keys of his traditions, ceremonies, and feigned lies; and he partly drives men from it with the violence of the 
sword: for no man dare abide by the literal sense of the text, except under protest: ‘If it shall please the pope.’ The tropological 
sense pertains to good manners (they say), and teaches what we ought to do. The allegory is appropriate to faith; and the 
anagogical to hope, and to things above. Tropological and anagogical are terms of their own feigning, and they are altogether 
unnecessary. For they are both but allegories; and this word allegory comprehends them both, and is sufficient. For 
tropological is but an allegory of manners; anagogical is an allegory of hope. And allegory is the same as saying strange 
speaking, or borrowed speech – as when we say of a wanton child, ‘This sheep has maggots in his tail, and he must be anointed 
with birchen salve;’ I borrow this speech from the shepherds.” (William Tyndale, The Obedience of a Christian Man) 

Fourfold root of textual meaning (which Tyndale calls “chopological”)

- Literal/Historical
- Allegorical -- faith
- Tropological -- moral
- Anagogical – last things





“You shall understand, therefore, that the Scripture has but one sense, which is 
the literal sense. And that literal sense is the root and ground of all, the anchor that 
never fails, which if you cling to it, you can never err or go out of the way. And if 
you leave the literal sense, you cannot but go out of the way. Nevertheless, the 
Scripture uses proverbs, similitudes, riddles, or allegories, as all other speeches 
do; but what the proverb, similitude, riddle, or allegory signifies, is always the 
literal sense, which you must seek out diligently.

 For a similitude or example, imprints a thing much deeper in the wits of a man 
than plain speaking does; and it leaves behind him, as it were, a sting to prick him 
forward, and to awake him with”



Allegory vs Allegoresis
Two senses of allegory: allegory as speech (alle+gorein, speaking other) and 
allegory as genre (the literature of psychomachia, Everyman, John Bunyan’s 
Pilgrim’s Progress)

Allegoresis: reading for allegory. For example, reading natural philosophy into 
Homer, so Hera is “really” an allegory for air. In Neoplatonism, allegoresis 
becomes a mode of philosophical and theological thinking--the physical or material 
world can be read for “signs” of the eternal or metaphysical. 

- Medieval literary criticism, biblical typology

Allegory as genre takes its bearings from allegoresis, such that the “allegorical 
sense” and the “literal sense” collapse 



Munster Rebellion



For from the golden age, that first was named,
 It's now at earst become a stonie one;
And men themselues, the which at first were framed
 Of earthly mould, and form'd of flesh and bone,
 Are now transformed into hardest stone;
Such as behind their backs (so backward bred)
Were throwne by Pyrrha and Deucalione:
And if then those may any worse be red,
They into that ere long will be degendered….

For that which all men then did vertue call,
Is now cald vice; and that which vice was hight,
Is now hight vertue, and so vs'd of all:
Right now is wrong, and wrong that was is right,
As all things else in time are chaunged quight.
Ne wonder; for the heauens reuolution
Is wandred farre from where it first was pight,
And so doe make contrarie constitution
Of all this lower world, toward his dissolution.

For who so list into the heauens looke,
  And search the courses of the rowling spheares,
  Shall find that from the point, where they first tooke
  Their setting forth, in these few thousand yeares
  They all are wandred much; that plaine appeares.
  For that same golden fleecy Ram, which bore
  Phrixus and Helle from their stepdames feares,
  Hath now forgot, where he was plast of yore,
And shouldred hath the Bull, which fayre Europa bore.

Ne is that same great glorious lampe of light,
  That doth enlumine all these lesser fyres,
  In better case, ne keepes his course more right,
  But is miscaried with the other Spheres.
  For since the terme of fourteene hundred fyeres,
  That learned Ptolomaee his hight did take,
  He is declyned from that marke of theirs,
  Nigh thirtie minutes to the Southerne lake;
That makes me feare in time he will vs quite forsake.

                             (FQ, Proem to Book v)


