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ABSTRACT

“Emergent Discourses of Difference in Spenser's Faerie Queene” argues

that Spenser's project of fashioning "a gentleman or noble person in vertuous and

gentle discipline" is in fact a project to define both an English literary and national

identity. Yet his idea of faerie which expresses this Englishness is based upon

the perception of difference as dangerous and monstrous. While Spenser's faerie

is romanticized and politicized, the nature of its threat to the Christian hero is

expressed in emerging discourses of anxiety concerning racial, sexual, and class

differences, discourses which continue to inform English/British identity well into

the age of empire. Although the medieval romance which influenced Spenser

presents faerie as an aristocratic ideal, Spenser also borrows from an older,

more popular conception of faerie as inherently dangerous, perhaps even

predatory. Spenser's use of popular faerie folklore may be read as either an

"imperial" appropriation or an instance of the shaping power of popular culture to

influence the hegemonic discourse of Elizabethan courtliness, gentility, and the

power of the (female) monarch. Spenser's depiction of the lower classes is more

complex than the ubiquitous "many-headed monster" so commonly represented

by his contemporaries. In turn, Spenser's use of folklore provides an

interpretative lens with which to view Spenser's depiction of Elizabeth Tudor as

the Faerie Queene, suggesting that the female body and female sexuality

present a source of danger both to the titular heroes of the work and to the

idealized Christian hero, Arthur. I contend that Spenser's depiction of Elizabeth

as Gloriana is not as complementary as it seems. Further, Edmund Spenser was
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writing at a time of an emergent discourse of race difference applied to Africans

and Native Americans, a discourse which manifests itself in Spenser's work as a

racialization of the Irish and the "paynim" enemies that challenge his heroes. The

Faerie Queene demonstrates Spenser's anxiety for the corruptive effects of the

uncivilized and "unworthy," the non-white/non-English, and the non-Protestant

Other, including the female witch. Both the inhabitants of faerie and the Faerie

Queene herself represent the anxieties at the source of what Spenser defines as

English.
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Chapter One:
'Sprong from Faerie Race': Fashioning an English Literary and

National Identity

J. R. R. Tolkien once described Faerie as “the Perilous Realm” (113) in

which “are pitfalls for the unwary and dungeons for the overbold” (109). Edmund

Spenser's epic poem, The Faerie Queene, is just one of the many works Tolkien

studied that led him to such a conclusion, and it is the perilous nature of the

Faerie Realm which sets Spenser's work apart from such influential predecessors

as Lodovico Ariosto's Orlando Furioso and Torquato Tasso's Gerusalemme

Liberata. The setting for Spenser's poem is neither a contemporary European

landscape nor an Anglo-Europe of the mythical past. It is a world apart. And yet

Spenser's Faerie is all about England. It creates and recreates for us the early

modern English identity in literary form and expresses the cultural identity of the

nascent English nation-state.

Spenser explains in his Letter to Raleigh, "The generall end therefore of all

the booke is to fashion a gentleman or noble person in vertuous and gentle

discipline" (“Letter” 15). The author intends his epic poem as an instruction

manual on the arts of gentility, delivered in the guise of historical fiction, since “so

much more profitable and gratious is doctrine by ensample, then by rule” (“Letter”

16). In a milieu remarkable for the production and popularity of conduct and "how

to" manuals such as Machiavelli's Il Principe, Castiglione's Il Cortegiano, Thomas

Elyot's The Book Named the Governor, and Elizabeth Clinton's The Countess of
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Lincoln's Nursery, why would Spenser locate his instruction on becoming the

proper English gentleman (or gentlewoman) in the mythical realm of Faerie and

not in England itself? What does the Faerie realm provide that a fictional England

or European country could not? What is it about Spenser's Faerie that is

particularly English? In short, why Faerie? The answers to such questions

invariably lead to an exploration of the nature and function of Spenser's Faerie

Realm, its inhabitants, and its elusive sovereign, Gloriana, “She Queene of

Faeries hight” (I.ix:14:9).

Scholars of the nineteenth century were no less interested in the nature of

faerie, especially its folkloric incarnations, than today's Spenser scholars.

However, most seem quickly to have categorized Spenser's work with medieval

fairy and Arthurian romance, pausing longer instead on the Shakespearean

fairies which became the vogue for the Victorians. Thomas Keightley's Fairy

Mythology provides an example: the author spends 5 pages out of 556 on

Spenser and concludes that Spenser's faerie is the Faerie Realm of romance.

While he acknowledges Walter Scott's observations that Redcrosse is a human

changeling in Faerie and that the nymphs of Mount Acidale in Book VI resemble

the popular fairies believed to dance in a fairy ring on moonlit nights, Keightley

argues it is only fitting that Spenser would use faerie from medieval aristocratic

romance to depict “the fayrest princesse under sky” (56): courtly literature for a

courtly audience. In contrast, Lucy Paton's 1902 work studies the nature of fairy

in Arthurian romance, but does not mention Spenser at all.1 Edwin Greenlaw's

1 Paton's study focuses primarily on medieval aristocratic romance, though she does look
forward to Malory's Morte D'Arthur.
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work on Spenser in 1918 sees specifically Celtic folklore influences in The Faerie

Queene. He explains Spenser's use of the Arthurian fairy tradition, concluding,

Spenser's use of the tradition about the fairy sovereign gives the
clue to the idea on which the entire poem rests. The interpretation is
to be found in the return, through the Welsh house of Tudor, of the
old British line to the throne of England, now long occupied by
strangers. To state the proposition concisely: Spenser conceives
the Tudor rule as a return of the old British line; he conceives
Elizabeth Tudor as the particular sovereign coming out of Faerie,
whose return fulfils the old prophecy. That is to say, the poem is at
once glorification of Elizabeth's ancestry and a glorification of the
Queen as an individual.... had [England's] greatness come during
the rule of a Tudor king, Spenser would have figured that king
under the name of Prince Arthur. (116-117, Greenlaw's emphasis)

Here Greenlaw makes explicit the connection between Spenser's Faerie and the

Tudor dynasty, which ruled from 1485 to 1603 and brought England into the early

modern period as well as its self-conception as a modern nation-state. Greenlaw

further argues, as several more recent scholars have suggested, that “By Fairy

Spenser means Welsh, or, more accurately, Tudor, as distinguished from the

general term British. He looks on England as Britain, ignoring, for the purpose of

his poem, post-Conquest history” (120). The characteristic displacement of time

and space in the Faerie Realm implied by Greenlaw's analysis provides an

unbroken, ancient lineage for the Tudor monarch free of Norman rule and French

influence. The glory of the past Welsh Arthurian legend becomes the potential of

the present and future Tudor kings.

A number of early twentieth century scholars have made the relationship

of Spenser's Faerie to fairy folklore the subject of their work. Charles

Baskerville's study of 1920 reads Spenser's Faerie Queene as the literary
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expression of the entertainments at Kenilworth and Woodstock in 1575 and

Norwich in 1578, presented both as entertainment and encomium. Like

Greenlaw, Baskerville sees Spenser's faerie poem as primarily panegyric,

complementary to both Elizabeth Tudor and her illustrious lineage. The

Kenilworth, Woodstock and Norwich entertainments were designed for a courtly

audience, but drew from a more popular tradition of faerie lore. The favorable

reception of the pageants overall made faerie a more acceptable theme for later

artistic endeavors intended for Elizabeth Tudor's consumption. The subsequent

study of Elizabethan fairy folklore by Minor White Latham in 1930 makes the

distinction between the fairy of folklore and the literary fairy, but Latham's main

distinction is between the folklore fairy and the fairies of Shakespeare and

authors thereafter. While his work is a goldmine of fairy lore, Latham describes

Spenser's effort as “creating a new race of fairies” (35) to overcome any negative

connotation in using the folkloric fairies.2 Isabel Rathborne's study in 1937

focuses specifically on Spenser's use of fairy. While she discusses “fairy

mythology,” which suggests a belief system and not necessarily a literary

incarnation, her study interprets Spenser's Faerie as “a land of fame, resembling

the classical Elysium. The fairies are a race of gods and heroes who in their

earthly lives anticipated the fame of Arthur and the future worthies who were

destined to revive it” (vii). She reads Spenser's Faerieland as “a literary

2 The negative connotations implied here would be the use of material favored by the lower
classes to depict a fictional Queen Elizabeth as well as the often dark and sinister nature of
folklore fairies. In addition, Charles Read Baskerville argues that “the attack of Ascham's
Scholemaster on Malory's Morte d'Arthur, through which the fairy queens of romance were
probably best known to Elizabethans, may be taken as typical of the attitude of the learned to
Arthurian romance in England just before Spenser wrote” (49).
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descendant of the Sixth Book of the Aeneid” (vii) and interprets Arthur's visit to

Faerie as a visit to the underworld.3 In her fourth chapter, Rathborne describes

Gloriana as “related to all the fairy queens of Celtic myth and medieval romance

whose love was the crowning glory of 'the best knight in the world'” (211).4

Similarly, David Weil Baker reads Faerieland in relation to Elizabethan

representations of Utopia – or dystopia, if the reader happens not to agree with

the sentiments of the Gyant of the Scales in Book V.

More recent work on the nature of faerie views Spenser's contribution to

the genre from folkloric and social contexts. Katherine Briggs' two comprehensive

collections,5 to which I am indebted, contain an invaluable assortment of fairy lore

both literary and popular. But of Spenser's faerie, she concludes, “Spenser used

the fays of romance for his allegory, but they had already become a little bookish

and faded” (Puck 6). Briggs sees Spenser's faerie as descended solely from

medieval romance and divorced from the contemporary folkloric context her own

scholarship collected and preserved. Using a different contextual lens, Diane

Purkiss' recent work on Fairy argues that Spenser's use of fairy, particularly his

depiction of Elizabeth as Gloriana, allowed Spenser “a kind of fantasy revenge

on the queen who so unnerves him” (Troublesome 179). She reads Spenser's

3 I should note here that faerie's association with death and the underworld is a characteristic of
the popular folklore faerie, but Rathborne attributes this association solely to a borrowing from
classical literature.

4 This is interesting as several scholars have attempted to show Celtic characteristics in
Spenser's faerie, especially faerie women, but not in a particularly convincing or satisfying way.
See unpublished dissertations by Sarah Michie, “Celtic Myth and Spenserian Romance,” 1935,
and Virginia Baumgartner, “Irish Elements in Spenser's Faerie Queene,” 1973, for further
scholarship on Spenser's potential borrowings from the Irish traditions.

5 See The Anatomy of Puck: An Examination of Fairy Beliefs among Shakespeare's
Contemporaries and Successors (1959), and The Fairies in English Tradition and Literature
(1967).
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Faerie from the vantage point of postcolonial theories: 

His fairyland is no longer a trading port from which exotic luxuries
might be obtained, but a tract of colonial territory, sited in England's
principal colonial targets, India and America, and controlled from
the fairy capital, Cleopolis, or London. Spenser's fairies do not
merely live in these exotic spaces, they rule them. (Troublesome
205)

Purkiss concludes that “Spenser also imagines the fairy kingdom of Gloriana as

an instrument in helping the British confront the Saracens” (Troublesome 206).

Thus for Purkiss, Faerie allowed Spenser to imagine empire with Faerie/England

as an ascendant imperial power. 

Spenser's Faerie could imagine England's mythic empire, but it could also

imagine England's mythic queen. Of particular interest is Matthew Woodcock's

study, Fairy in   The Faerie Queene  : Renaissance Elf-Fashioning and Elizabethan  

Myth-Making, which attempts to answer “how fairies 'exist' and function within

texts” (7). Woodcock's focus is primarily on the self-fashioning of Spenser as a

mythographer and the role Spenser's work played in the mythic construction of

the cult of Elizabeth. Woodcock asks many of the same questions that have

spurred my own study of Spenser's poem; indeed, we cover much of the same

ground. However, Woodcock's interest lies in the representation(s) of Elizabeth

Tudor in Spenser's poem and ultimately in Spenser's self presentation as poet

and mythologizer, while my own interest in Spenser's poem concerns the

representation(s) of Englishness and the development of an English national

identity as expressed through Spenser's work. 

Spenser's intention of fashioning an English gentleman or noble person –
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in effect, a member of the ruling class and the only individual in the population of

early modern England besides the monarch with any voice or influence in

government – expresses all that is quintessentially English and much that

Spenser himself would argue has nothing to do with Englishness at all. Spenser's

epic poem is fraught with anxieties posed by the Other, an otherness defined by

class, gender and race difference, and it is upon this foundation of anxiety that

Spenser creates his concept of the English literary and national identity. One of

my primary goals is to demonstrate that a significant part of this English identity

envisioned by Spenser is based upon emergent discourses of classist, gendered

and racialized Othering, discourses widely recognized (and studied) in texts from

later periods. The key to this early modern identity lies in Spenser's choice of the

fictional Faerie Realm as the locale for his great English epic.

While my study benefits from the work of previous scholars of faerie and of

Spenserian Faerie in particular, my own insights are most indebted to the critical

approaches of scholars and critics in fields at best only tangentially related to

Spenser. As such, this project is inherently interdisciplinary, bringing new insights

to the analysis of Spenser's literary text yet requiring the introduction of critical

approaches whose integration with more traditional literary analysis is not always

seamless. I approach Spenser's poem as expressing the cultural moments which

created both the author and his text, and which influenced Spenser's conception

of English identity both literary and national/cultural. As humans, we often define

our individual identities via our inclusions and exclusions, by defining those

groups with whom we share characteristics and those with whom we have
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nothing to do, or rather, with those whom we perceive as invariably different or

Other. I approach Spenser's conception of identity by focusing on moments in

Spenser's poem that seem to express anxiety concerning the role and influence

of the class, gender and/or racial Other. As such, I am indebted to several

cultural critics who have taken similar approaches to different authors or different

periods. 

Specifically, I have benefited from the work of Mary Ellen Lamb on the

influence of the vernacular tradition on Spenser and Shakespeare, and especially

on their fairy literature. Dr. Lamb's essay, “Gloriana, Acrasia and the House of

Busirane,” on the fairy tale motif in Spenser's poem, reaffirmed that my own ideas

about the intertextuality of The Faerie Queene and popular ballads like “Tam Lin”

and “Thomas the Rhymer” were not anachronistic. I am also gratefully indebted

to the work of Sheila T. Cavanagh, whose insights into Spenser's anxiety about

the sexual agency of women in his poem led me to two important questions early

on. First, if the “witches” Duessa, Errour and Acrasia were so disturbing, why not

Gloriana herself? Is she really so different? And second, as every villain in

Spenser's poem is not an uppity female, what else was so disturbing to the poet

that it deserved a monstrous depiction? Thus, almost predictably, feminist

approaches to gender and sexuality led me on to question different forms of

othering, most urgently class and race.

Essays by Stephen Greenblatt and Todd Butler analyzing the episode of

the Gyant of the Scales in Book V provided an understanding of elite anxieties

concerning the ungovernable lower classes, but also left me looking, perhaps
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hoping, for other more sympathetic depictions of the peasant class and working

poor. From here, I found myself immersed in historical research on sixteenth

century popular rebellion, the causes of poverty, the effects of fifteenth- and

sixteenth-century land enclosure and agricultural “improvement” – much of which

cannot appear in this project, but helped me to understand the ubiquitous

depiction of the poor as the “many-headed Monster,” and to find alternative

representations in Spenser. 

Finally, I must acknowledge the influence of Kim F. Hall, most especially

her essay “Reading What Isn't There: 'Black' Studies in Early Modern England,”

for alerting me to the significance of race in the early modern English construction

of identity, but also for helping me to see that what other scholars may have

identified as ethnic, religious or cultural difference in Spenser's “saracens,”

“paynims,” and Irish was nevertheless about the construction of race. Dr. Hall's

point that whiteness has been left unexamined led me to relinquish a

dependence on the black/white dichotomy in my scholarship: my own real world

experience demonstrates that race is more complex than this simple duality, so

why should Spenser's world or our perception of it be limited thus? Whiteness is

as much a construct as blackness; interrogating the formation of either, especially

during the infancy of Anglo-American empire, may have much to show us about

who we are today. Hall's work led me to critical race theory, and to the works of

Theodore Allen, Michael Omi and Howard Winant, who have broadened my

understanding of race formation and Spenser's racialization of the Irish. Thus,

Spenser's great epic depicting all that is good and heroic about being English
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may tell us more about those other populations in the British Isles which the

English ruling elite wanted so desperately to claim and control as its own.

Just as Spenser intends to portray his queen, Elizabeth Tudor, “In mirrours

more then one her selfe to see” (III.proem:10:6), Spenser also portrays

Elizabeth's “kingdome in Faery land” both in mirror-like reflection and “clowdily”

as shadows. Such inexact portrayals allow Spenser, as he explains to Raleigh,

freedom “from the daunger of envy, and suspition of present time” (“Letter” 15).

Clearly, Spenser's setting allows him a representation of contemporary issues at

the same time that it makes the diversionary gesture away from critique of

powerful personalities or reference to sensitive situations. The shifting, inexact

location of Faerieland provides Spenser with the safety of deniability, one

perhaps not available to the poet Malfont of Book V,

... whose tongue was for his trespasse vyle
Nayld to a post, adjudged so by law,
For that therewith he falsely did reuyle,
And foule blaspheme that Queene for forged guyle,
Both with bold speaches, which he blazed had,
And with lewd poems, which he did compyle. (V.ix:25:2-7)

It is not coincidence that Malfont's judgment is handed down at the Court of

Mercilla, the virgin queen whose mercy undercuts both the “rightness” and

effectiveness of true Justice, also recognized as one of the shadowy reflections

of Elizabeth Tudor. As Frank Whigham explains the evolution of contemporary

courtesy books from genres like sermons, 

The humanists began instead to produce works of generalized
moral guidance, less annoying to rulers now grown from peers to
patrons.... But even this distanced format found a hostile reception,
and so a second removal took place, into an expressly fictional
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realm. This fictional fictiveness allowed the would-be social servant
to avoid culpable reference to the real actions of real rulers, while
still employing the powers his education had taught him to see as
his defining capacities. He had to work through techniques of
sublimation and indirection. (14)

The fictional land of Faerie allows Spenser a landscape in which to explore,

examine, even define England and Englishness, monarchy and monarch, without

obvious references that would likely offend. Still, while deniability may have been

a true and necessary motivation for Spenser as an explanation for the use of the

fictive Faerie realm, it seems too simple. Faerie affords much more than this: an

imaginary landscape where the very best character traits – and the very worst –

may be distilled down to their most concentrated forms and embodied by heroic

knights and villains, a locale where the most improbable events or choices might

be followed to their fullest implications, a world open to exploration and offering

untold riches both mental and monetary. To begin to see what Spenser would

make of his Faerie Realm, we should see what his heroes made of it.

To different characters residing or adventuring in Faerie, the supernatural,

enchanted realm seems to provide different things. To the “clownishe young”

Redcrosse, Faerieland presents a space of potentiality, where the untried youth

might distinguish himself,

To winne him worship, and her grace to have,
Which of all earthy things he most did crave;
And ever as he rode, his hart did earne
To prove his puissance in battel brave. (I.i:3:4-7)

The “worship” Redcrosse hopes to earn by taking this adventure, according to the

Oxford English Dictionary, is “honour, distinction, renown; good name, credit”



20

(“worship”). From the Faerie Queene in particular, he hopes to earn grace, as in

“favour, favourable or benignant regard, or its manifestation,... favour or goodwill,

in contradistinction to right or obligation, as the ground of a concession” (“grace”).

The rewards Redcrosse seeks are both honor and fame, as well as the

manifestation of Gloriana's goodwill, perhaps quite literally in the form of lands or

titles. Guyon, a knight of Faerie “born of noble state” and already “of mickle

worship in his native land” (II.i:6:5,6), embarks on his own quest to capture

Acrasia and destroy the Bower of Bliss, ostensibly as part of his ongoing service

to Gloriana. Similarly, Artegall is sent on Gloriana's business to aid Eirena, and

Calidore to subdue and capture the Blatant Beast. While Redcrosse is just

starting out on his own career of knight- (and saint-) hood, Guyon, Artegall and

Calidore are continuing in their obligations to their sovereign as well as in their

accumulation of worship and grace. Like all of the titular knights of Spenser's

poem, these heroes undertake new adventures as part of their respective

journeys toward self-realization and self-knowledge. In this way, Faerieland is

analogous to the Elizabethan perception of Ireland and the New World: a land of

adventure and great opportunity, where fortunes and the man might be made.

However, the dynamics of self-fashioning are inflected by gender.

Britomart undertakes her own travels with her nurse and squire, Glauce, in

search of Artegall. For Britomart, Faerieland becomes the shadowy landscape

through which she must search for her destined spouse, as Merlin prophecizes to

her,

To this native soyle thou backe shalt bring, 
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Strongly to aide his countrey, to withstand
The powre of forrein Paynims, which invade thy land. (III.iii:27:7-9)

Britomart's efforts are not to gain honor and fame: as a female and the daughter

of king Ryence of Deheubarth, “that now South-wales is hight” (III.ii:18:5,4), she

arguably has no need to make a name for herself or a place in society as a man

would. Instead, she sets forth first to alleviate the pangs of love sickness after

seeing Artegall in her father's magic mirror. This mirror, ironically, is intended to

show the king “What ever foe had wrought, or frend had faynd” (III.ii:19:5),

suggesting Artegall's appearance in it bodes ill for Britomart, not good.

Nevertheless, having discovered the meaning of the mirror's image, Britomart

and Glauce continue in their martial charade to seek out Artegall, which becomes

Britomart's overarching quest throughout Spenser's poem. Merlin's prophecy

suggests a more significant motivation, however. He explains that Britomart will

bring Artegall back to his native soil, as Artegall is the stolen changeling child of

Gorlois and brother to the Cornish king,6 to aid in the defense of Cornwall and

Britomart's land against the foreign paynims. Their union promises not only the

great dynastic chain that will culminate in the birth of Elizabeth Tudor, but “both in

armes shall beare great sway” (III.iii:28:5) to defend their people and homelands

from the invading paynim powers. Britomart's motivation may be primarily a

matter of the heart, but we should include love of father, family and country along

with love of the man she has yet to meet. Thus, for Britomart, Faerieland provides

the means to find her mate and fulfill her destiny as mother of a great dynasty,

but it also provides the means for a royal youth, though a girl large of limb yet

6 This would make Artegall half-brother to Arthur, as they share the same mother, Igraine.
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untutored in sword craft and warfare, to gain the skills and experience to protect

her homeland from foreign infidel invaders she is unlikely to gain by staying

home. Thus, like the male heroes of the poem, Britomart is also on a journey of

self-improvement and self-knowledge, but that knowledge is inflected by gender,

as the female knight is not intended to earn praise or worship, but for service to

country, father, husband. Spenser's most explicit exploration of female identity,

embodied in the destiny and activities of Britomart, is nevertheless subjugated to

the concerns of national identity.

For the knights of Book IV, the Book of Friendship, Faerieland provides a

field upon which to earn honor and glory, and to embody exemplars of loyalty

(and disloyalty) to comrades (Amyas and Placidas), dependents (Britomart and

Amoret), brothers (Priamond, Dyamond, Triamond), spouses (Amoret and

Scudamour), “courtly” loves (Timias and Belphoebe), and one's order of

knighthood (Maydenhead). This book speaks of three kinds of earthly love:

The deare affection unto kindred sweet,
Or raging fire of love to woman kind,
Or zeale of friends combyned with vertues meet (IV.ix:1:5-7),

but concludes that friendship is far greater than love of family or spouse: “faithfull

friendship doth them both suppresse” (IV.ix:2:4). Despite what it seems, Book IV

is more than an extended tournament to challenge Maydenhead and the contest

for the girdle of Florimell, awarded to she who excels in “beauties soveraine

grace” but worn only by the woman with “the vertue of chast love, / And wivehood

true” (IV.v:3:1-2). This may be the Book of Friendship, but this friendship is

primarily a homosocial one. For the heterosexual couples – Triamond and
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Canacee, Cambel and Cambina, Aemylia and Amyas, Florimell and Marinell, and

even the anthromorphized and gendered Medway and Thames rivers – the

resolution is marriage. Each of these relationships qualify as instances of the

“traffic in women” upon which the relations of men are based.7 That is, friendships

between men – whether between comrades, father and son, or prospective

father-in-law and son – are enabled through an exchange of sisters, daughters,

wives or mothers. Homosocial friendship is hindered or destroyed by a failure to

exchange the trophy woman in dispute or the prospective bride. For Britomart

and Artegall, the path of “friendship” is discovery and betrothal, and for Amoret

and Scudamour it is reunion and the long-awaited consummation of married life.

Thus, Faerieland provides an arena for tournament, the ideal place to

demonstrate those “Fierce warres and faithfull loves” (I.proem:1:9), but it is the

“faithful loves” which take precedence here.

The Faerie realm provides different functions for Spenser's less central

characters, which nevertheless reflect a conflated Faerie/English identity. For

inhabitants from Errour to the pastoral shepherds of Book VI, Faerieland is home.

For the rulers and landowners living in Faerie, presumably under the sufferance

of Gloriana, Faerieland provides a livelihood both honest and criminal, and one

that may go unchallenged unless it becomes too egregious to overlook.

Presumably for the paynim and saracen knights who range throughout the land

but do not call it home, Faerie offers the opportunities for honor and glory also

7 See Gayle Rubin, “The Traffic in Women: Notes on the 'Political Economy' of Sex,” reprinted in
Feminism and History. Ed. Joan Wallach Scott, and Eve Sedgwick, Between Men: English
Literature and Male Homosocial Desire.
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available to the hero Christian knights, in addition to the spoils of their fighting,

raping and pillaging. For villains such as Archimago and Duessa, Faerie provides

opportunities to thwart the goodly knights, who perhaps are not as accessible,

plentiful, or “goodly” in the mortal realms. Faerie is, if nothing else, a gathering

place for the most exceptional ladies, knights, heroes and villains. Then, for

Prince Tristram of Book VI, Faerieland becomes a sanctuary from his uncle, now

king of Cornwall, “whose gealous dread” (VI.ii:29:5) endangers Tristram, the

rightful heir. Sent by his mother to Lionesse and then into the land of Faerie,

Tristram lives in Faerie, growing to manhood and the strength to claim his

birthright. It is here that he is able to train “in gentle thewes” in safety, to meet Sir

Calidore and become his squire, to learn “to beare armes, and learne to use

them right” (VI.ii:33:6). Like the poem in which it exists, Faerieland in this

example becomes the explicit means “to fashion a gentleman or noble person in

vertuous and gentle discipline.” Faerie not only makes one a man, it also makes

one a gentleman, which seems for Spenser to be the provenance of the English.

This also holds true for Spenser himself. Faerie, as the product of his

poetic labors in fashioning the epic poem, will also make Spenser both a man

and gentleman. It will give him access to power and privilege, employment and

an estate, through the connections of patronage. It will allow him finally to leave

behind the identity of the scholarship boy in the Merchant-Tailor's School and the

poor sizar at Cambridge, to claim an identity as a colonial New English

administrator in Ireland, a gentleman, a landowner, and the poet and servant to

Her Majesty, the Queen of England.
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Just as Spenser provides his audience a text with which to fashion the

English gentleman, he himself is expressing an English identity. Indeed,

Spenser's larger project in writing The Faerie Queene was to create a

quintessentially English literary text. Richard Helgerson discusses the

significance of Spenser's early correspondence with Gabriel Harvey in Three

Proper, and wittie, familiar letters, where Spenser asks, “For, why a Gods name

may not we, as else the Greekes, haue the kingdome of our owne Language?”

(Grosart 273). Spenser's concern was the apparent difficulty in finding a meter

and rhythm for English verse with the grace and elegance of Greek or Latin, one

that “will easily and fairely yeelde it selfe to our Moother tongue.” He may profess

in this early letter to like Harvey's “English Hexameters,” but complains that the

rhythm “sometime gapeth, and as it were yawneth ilfavouredly,” and seems “like

a lame Gosling that draweth one legge after hir” or “A lame Dogge that holdes up

one legge” (Grosart 272). This hardly seems complimentary, nor does it seem a

desirable quality for a verse scheme intended to express a national identity of

which one could be proud. 

Finding a poetic form that would suit the English language seems to have

been an early driving concern for Spenser and his intellectual circle, including

Harvey, Philip Sidney and John Dyer, mentioned earlier in the letters, suggesting

that first the poet must find the appropriate form to express English identity

before turning to content. For a poet, linguistic mastery is perhaps the foremost

desirable characteristic of identity. Helgerson argues that such things were a

concern for all writers of Spenser's generation; this generation of poets would
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“make poetry serve, if not the state, then the nation. In chivalric romance,

historical narrative, and topographical description, these poets sought to

articulate a national community whose existence and eminence would then justify

their desire to become its literary spokesmen” (Helgerson 2). In the half century

following England's break with the Church of Rome, “there was a growing and

widespread anxiety, very like what we encounter in Spenser's brief exclamation,

concerning England's cultural identity” (Helgerson 4). Perhaps feeling no longer

part of the larger continental (Catholic) Christian community, English writers now

sought to create an identity for their country as Christian but distinct from the

Catholic continental powers. They may also have felt the need to counter

representations of England by the continental and English Catholic communities

as a land fallen into heresy with the largely fictional narrative of reformation:

England was returning from a false religion to the true faith it had once known.

On the other hand, this was not the time for England to retreat in upon

itself to escape the corrupted Christian world it now perceived around it. There

was a New World to be explored, and England would of course get its share of

the spoils. There were riches in the New World – hadn't the Spanish returned

laden with gold? – and perhaps somewhere to be found a passage to the

lucrative markets of east Asia. But for some perhaps not as driven by the lure of

profit, there were new native peoples in need of the true faith, and it must have

been the sharpest of goads that the European powers succeeding in the

business of New World colonies were Catholic. Thus, the English poet intending

to do great things, following in the tradition of the Greek poet Virgil, would need to
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express an identity for England as Protestant – that is, non-Catholic – and as a

burgeoning power in the New World. 

As The Faerie Queene now stands as evidence, Spenser resolved his

concerns with the appropriate meter and rhythm, the form, most befitting a verse

work expressing a great national identity. Indeed, if there are any “lame

Dogge[s]” in the verse, their presence is probably intended. But that leaves the

content. For Spenser, the matter of his poem might hearken back to the literature

of the great civilizations of Greece and Rome in the form of eclogue or epic,

especially if one wanted to stress the parallels of those great nations with one's

own. However, the matter should certainly not be derivative of the literature of

those other European powers – France, Spain or Italy – which were, regrettably,

Catholic. So for a country now constructing its identity as a state reformed to its

past true religion, the best expression of its greatness now would be to show how

it came to such greatness in that past, pre-corruption era. Thus the problem for

Spenser may have been how to give England an Orlando without rewriting the

Orlando Furioso on English soil, and how to set him upon a great quest, like the

liberation of Jerusalem without the connotations of corruption associated with

crusade under a Catholic mandate, inherent in Gerusalemme Liberata. The

logical conclusion could only have been Arthur.8 

There was just one problem: hadn't Thomas Malory already covered this

ground? Malory had compiled both English and continental tales of Arthur and

8 It may be noted here that John Milton in trying to settle upon a topic for his great English epic
also considered the Arthurian mythology. Instead of becoming yet another English author to
take on the story of Arthur, Milton chose another great rise and fall, the fortunate fall of Man.
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Arthurian knights in an attempt to make a coherent narrative of many distinct and

disparate stories. Arguably, from Spenser's post-Reformation standpoint, there's

not much quintessentially English about Malory's Morte Darthur. Even its title is

French, though we have the printer William Caxton to credit for that.9 What's

more, Malory's work is incomplete – there's that unfortunate gap between Arthur's

conception and very early childhood, and his rise to kingship. This, of course, is

what Spenser was able to fill in. Having Arthur spend his early manhood questing

in Faerie for the Faerie Queen herself would make a convenient explanation for

the return of the three faerie queens at the end of Arthur's life to take the great

hero back into Faerie to preserve him until he is needed once again. Spenser's

poem of Arthur in Faerie filled the narrative gaps in prior literary representations

of the great English hero and allowed Spenser room to develop Arthur's “history”

as a quintessentially Protestant English heroic ideal and simultaneously as both

ancestor and mythic future of the current Tudor dynasty. 

All of this is speculation of course, but what it suggests is that there were

very real reasons for Spenser to write of Faerie, to create an England that is

simultaneously not England. If this is a shadow England, then, the very best

things within it are “such as might best be” (“Letter” 16), and the very worst things

that Spenser sets up for criticism cannot be dismissed as depicting a foreign vice.

And as a fiction, “a continued Allegory, or darke conceit” (“Letter” 15), it remains

tantalizingly open to multiple interpretations, maintaining Spenser's avenue of

deniability.

9 According to the introduction, “Sir Thomas Malory,” The Norton Anthology of English Literature,
419.
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Spenser's Faerie explicitly and implicitly reflects the cultural and national

identity of the England it reflects. The landscape of this shadow England is one of

three components that constitute what I define as "faerie": the landscape, the

inhabitants, and the Queen of Faerie herself, Gloriana. The inhabitants are quite

varied and provide both positive and negative examples of the behaviors

appropriate to a gentleman or gentlewoman. The best examples of gentle,

Christian behavior are figures exceptional in every way as befits their function:

Alma in the House of Healing, Guyon's Palmer, Amoret both in Busirane's

clutches and free of them. The best examples of all that is dark and unseemly are

depicted as monstrous, in excess of everything that makes them unpleasant or

evil: Errour in her den of matricidal offspring, Orgoglio, whose inescapable

dungeon nearly finishes Redcrosse but who disappears like a great flatulent

gasbag after Arthur's swordthrust, or the Blatant Beast, whose glancing bite can

still rot and rankle the wound of the healthiest young squire. The meaning of

these figures within the allegory of the poem must be determined individually. By

the very nature of allegory, the meaning of a given figure comes from its context

or a recognized iconography.

The land of Faerie itself, a shadow realm of Elizabeth's kingdom in

England, must be seen as a whole. Its constituent parts are too indeterminate:

the individual plain or castle may come into sharp focus, but one locale's relation

to another is shifty and uncertain.10 The land lends itself to distraction. As one

10 K. I. MacDonald argues that the interpretation of a particular scenery or landscape element can
change, depending upon the narrative context, to meet the needs of the allegorical context.
“Allegorical Landscape in the Faerie Queene (Books I-III).”
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scholar notes, Spenser's mind “is often not on the terrain itself but on the

meaning to be derived from it” (Spencer 46). In Book III, we learn that Britomart

came into Faerie from her father's kingdom in south Wales, with a detour to

Merlin's cave (III.iii). In Book VI, Tristram tells how he fled from Cornwall to

Lionesse and entered Faerie from there (VI.ii). In Book V, Artegall and Arthur part

company at the Court of Mercilla. Artegall continues his journey, arriving finally at

the shore from whence he is to embark to reach the land of Eirena. Arthur goes

another way – “upon his voyage forth he gan to fare” (V.x:17:5) – when he finally

arrives to succor the lady Belge, in hiding within her own land. Faerie is a land

that seems to overlap the bounds of England, but remains displaced from

England in space and time. As Jeffrey Spencer observes, “Because these

landscapes are essentially allegorical, they are equivalences on a mythic or

metaphoric level of certain contemporary preoccupations, anxieties, and desires,

whether these are political, religious, or simply aesthetic” (xi). The allegorical

landscape allows Spenser to explore a multiplicity of meanings in a given

allegorical scene – the nature of Holiness in the House of Holiness or the function

of Justice in lands prone to rebellion, for instance – but what Spenser expresses

through these landscapes is anxiety concerning the ungovernable lower classes,

the sexual agency of powerful females including the Queen, and the influence of

uncivilized Others including the Irish. He also expresses, less inadvertently, a

desire for his own place in society among the ruling classes and commendation

for his skills as England's national poet. Faerie may be displaced from England,

exoticized as a foreign realm or otherworld, but Faerie's concern is solely
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England, in constructing England and all that is truly English. Starting the poem

with the Redcrosse Knight, who will come to be known as the patron “Saint

George of mery England” (I.x:61:9) and who wears the widely-recognized

iconography of the saint,11 would signal to Spenser's audience that, if Faerie

wasn't England itself, it was about England. Describing the future saint as a

“rusticke clowne” as much as defines him as a “local boy.”

In some ways, the land itself is an extension of the monarch, just as

Elizabeth I was known metonymically as "England." Similarly, Gloriana is

Faerieland. Sheila Cavanagh argues that Gloriana's absence from the landscape

and poem named for her represents the absent and unattainable beloved,12 the

representation of delayed, unfulfilled desire that the gentleman/Christian knight

must continually seek (20). It is perhaps fitting for the desired beloved to be

absent when she is meant as one "shadow" representation of the virgin Queen

Elizabeth. However, if the land is an extension of the Queen's identity, even the

Queen's (absent) body, the “divine, perfect, virginal body politic,” as Suzanne

Scholz puts it (146), the realm of Faerie sees a lot more traffic than one might

expect of the unattainable chaste body of the monarch. Faerieland, like the early

modern conception of woman's body, is shifty, changing, with disturbingly

permeable boundaries. Despite her right to rule and the number of excellent

knights available to enforce her authority, Gloriana's realm is lousy with invaders,

thieves and rebels. And only the most egregious violators are chastised. As Peter

11 See Jonathan Bengtson's essay, “Saint George and the Formation of English Nationalism,” for
an excellent review of the iconography of Saint George and his iconic use by the English
monarchy.

12 This tradition of the absent beloved, or deus absconditus, hearkens back to the Song of Songs.
I am indebted to Dr. Kari Boyd McBride for suggesting this connection.
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Stallybrass argues, “Within the dominant discourses of early modern England,

then, woman's body could be both symbolic map of the 'civilized' and the

dangerous terrain that had to be colonized” (133). Just as colonized lands are

gendered female in the discourse of imperialism, the land of Faerie stands as a

seemingly acceptable space for play and exploration in place of the Queen's

female body. This implies that Faerie is open to exploration and colonial

conquest because England, as the colonial power, is not. Analogously, Gloriana

is accessible because Elizabeth is not.

Faerieland is very like early modern England in that it is a land whose

exact geography was still unknown (that is, still to be mapped), whose borders

were permeable and not easily defended from invasion, and whose inhabitants

include “saracens” (that is, Catholics)13 as a significant part of the population

despite its claim to be a Christian (that is, Protestant) country.14 Indeed, each of

these characteristics was influential in shaping the early modern English national

identity. As historian Benedict Anderson explains, “In the modern conception,

state sovereignty is fully, flatly, and evenly operative over each square centimetre

of a legally demarcated territory. But in the older imagining, where states were

defined by centres, borders were porous and indistinct, and sovereignties faded

imperceptibly into one another” (19). Anxiety about the permeable borders of the

kingdom was certainly rampant during the years leading up to the sinking of the

13 As Benedict Robinson suggests, the invading “saracen” for Spenser is not the Turk or Moor of
medieval and early modern anxiety, but the Elizabethan Catholic. I engage this further in
Chapter Four.

14 See for instance Christopher Hill's work, Change and Continuity in 17  th   Century England  , which
argues that while the upper classes may have been invested in the Protestant Reformation, the
common people by and large identified as Catholic, pages 3-22.
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Spanish Armada in 1588. But there was equal anxiety about borders within as

well: a Spanish invasion might not have seemed as insurmountable if there had

been some assurance that Catholics and Catholic-sympathizers in Ireland and

within England itself would not come to the aid of the Spanish.

What Spenser was trying to express was an English identity based upon

his conception of what constituted an English gentleman: caucasian, Anglo-

Saxon, Protestant, male and of “the better sort.” However, the identity which

threads itself throughout The Faerie Queene is one that is informed by identities

that are not purely any of these. Andrew Hadfield suggests that from the very

beginning of the poem, “the very notion of Englishness as an ideal is called into

question” (“From English to Brit” 152). He argues that by presenting heroes like

Redcrosse, with his origins as a Saxon, Britomart as a Welsh princess wearing

the armor of the Queen of the Angles, and Artegall as a Cornish changeling,

Spenser instead stresses a British identity for his titular knights. “From the start of

The Faerie Queene, there could be no straightforward discussion of England as

a self-enclosed political entity outside a British context... Spenser's poem

deliberately replaces an English with a British context...” (Hadfield, “From English

to Brit” 157). Hadfield further argues that while the first half of the poem is

integrationist, the second half is a “promotion of a more colonialist outlook”(156),

as Spenser moved from the position of a new New English administrator in

Ireland to one of an established colonist and settler. What Hadfield's otherwise

astute argument about the British context misses is that this British identity

should also include the Scots and the Irish, but Spenser's ideal does not. While
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the ancestral Angles and Saxons had long ago evolved from their “savage” ways

and integrated into the English mix, while Cornwall itself never seemed to have a

strong or well-articulated identity separate from the English, and while Wales

must be seen as incorporated, even if it was not, because of the Tudor Welsh

ancestry, the savage Irish and Scots were not included in this new English

identity. As Richard Helgerson explains of the origins of national identity,

Meaning arises not from some central core of identity but rather at a
margin of difference. Self-definition comes from the not-self, from
the alien other. But in the discourses of nationhood, such alienation
cuts still deeper. To constitute itself as a nation-state, a political or
cultural community must distinguish itself not only from its
neighbors but also from its former self or selves... Prompted by the
cultural breaks of the Renaissance and reformation, sixteenth-
century national self-articulation began with a sense of national
barbarism... (Helgerson 22).

Thus, England's Anglo-Saxon barbaric ancestors had grown out of savagery into

civility, while the Irish were repeatedly depicted in contemporary discourse as

savage and barbaric, unfit for English citizenship and incapable of English civility.

While the Irish were irredeemably Other, the Scots were only slightly less so. In

this, Andrew Hadfield seems to concur, noting, 

English notions of national identity became more complex and
problematic as Elizabeth's reign continued, a phenomenon
recognised in the literature which often sought to help construct that
sense of identity. Perhaps three related factors can be singled out:
the development of colonialism, particularly in the Americas; the
increasing importance of Ireland in English political and social
calculations after the1580s; and the desire for a united Britain
fuelled by the succession crisis and speculation that James VI of
Scotland would become king. (“From English to Brit” 142)

This British conception of identity was instead the realization of the British

peoples under English rule. Yet if the national identity expressed by Spenser in
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The Faerie Queene is to be called British, we must acknowledge, however, that it

is still not inclusive of all of the inhabitants of Britain or the British Isles. Catholics,

whether recusant nobles or “ignorant rustics” in the cultural backwaters of

England, had no voice in government. Jews had only a limited, unofficial

presence. Women had no official voice, with Elizabeth Tudor as the anomaly.

The lower classes had no voice unless that voice became collective and

threatened violence, becoming “the many-headed monster” depicted by

numerous early modern authors (Hill 181-204). Of those other cultural or even

ethnic groups that might actually be included in the moniker British, such as the

Scots or Irish, their individual identities are not incorporated equally but

subsumed under the definitions of what is English. David Baker comes to a

similar conclusion:

In writing the history of England as a nation-state today what we are
writing is the textual history of the English rulers writing their own
textual history, and doing so, quite often, by 'unwriting' –
suppressing, assimilating, ignoring – the textual histories of the
other not yet or never-to-be nations that also existed (or might have
existed) among the British Isles. (4)

We need only look to the canon of English literature to demonstrate this elision.

From the Renaissance period, we have Spenser, Shakespeare and Milton,

“colonials” as Linda Gregerson calls them,15 writing both the English nation and

Welsh/Scots/Irish Other. Only recently have British literature survey anthologies

included pieces such as the Irish Táin Bó Cuailnge or excerpts from the Welsh

Mabinogion. The Scots enter the British literary canon with poet Robert Burns

15 See Linda Gregerson, “Colonials Write the Nation: Spenser, Milton and England on the
Margins.”
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and Sir Walter Scott, nearly a hundred years after the 1707 Act of Union.

If identity as a nation depends on “a matching sense among the

communities comprehended within the new state-system of a shared political

identity” (Bradshaw and Roberts 2), English national identity during the early

modern period must have been in crisis, as writers and thinkers of the time tried

to incorporate communities determined to resist that incorporation and to exclude

or control communities – women, the unruly lower classes, recusant Catholics,

racial Others – who didn't quite meet “English” standards. The identity actually

expressed by Spenser's poem is defined in terms of what English is not: not

lower class, not female, not Irish/French/Spanish, not Catholic, not racially Other,

and certainly not uncivilized. Spenser creates his conception of English identity

by demonstrating all of those things that are not English, demonizing them, and

re-locating them to the landscape of Faerie.

This project sets out to investigate Spenser's expression of an early

modern English identity in a poem fraught with anxieties posed by the Other, an

otherness defined by class, gender and race difference. It is upon this foundation

of anxiety that Spenser creates his concept of an English literary and national

identity. I will demonstrate in the following chapters that a significant part of this

English identity envisioned by Spenser is based upon emergent discourses of

classist, gendered and racialized Othering, discourses widely recognized and

studied in texts from later periods, specifically those periods of the ascendancy of

the British Empire. The project explores issues affecting the formation of English

identity – as distinct from an Anglo-Saxon and Norman French heritage – as well
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as a national identity during the time that England had just begun its efforts to

establish colonies abroad in the late sixteenth century. 

Chapter Two will explore class issues at play in The Faerie Queene.

Described by Michael Murrin as a member of the “urban commercial-class,”

Spenser is nonetheless complicit in a valorization of the aristocratic, while

dismissive of the concerns of the peasant and blind to the existence of the

commercial/merchant class. And yet, his choice to write of Arthur and faerie

inspired occasion for Gabriel Harvey to dismiss Spenser's project as “Hobgoblin

runne away with the garland of Apollo.” Such criticism suggests that Spenser was

mining popular lore and tradition in lieu of the classics esteemed by the learned,

higher-class audience for whom he wrote; in addition, Harvey's jibe implies that

Spenser has abandoned the higher calling as an author of epic to write pastoral

romance. Spenser's use of this popular faerie folklore may be read as either an

imperial appropriation of peasant lore as well as an instance of the shaping

power of popular culture to influence the hegemonic discourse of Elizabethan

courtliness, gentility, and the power of the (female) monarch. In this chapter I

build on the work of Stephen Greenblatt and Todd Bulter on the anxieties

concerning the effects of shifting relationships of power based on class and the

portrayal in contemporary texts of the lower classes as the “many-headed

Monster.” I also extend the work of Peter Burke's study of early modern popular

culture, and Mary Ellen Lamb's essays exploring the influence of early modern

popular culture on literary works on Spenser's great work of literary and national

identity.
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Chapter Three traces the monstrous nature of faerie (a term used

synonymously in the sixteenth century with elf) from the Germanic tradition and

Anglo-Saxon literature such as Beowulf and the Anglo-Saxon Charms. Given the

ghettoization of the English language among the under classes during Norman

rule, Anglo-Saxon traditions survive in folklore and more popular Middle English

texts. The popular version of faerie in these texts is more dangerous, monstrous,

even predatory as compared to the faerie of aristocratic romance. A contextual

lens of “high” and “low” culture provides significant insight into the depiction of

Elizabeth Tudor as Gloriana, the Faerie Queene. I build on Sheila Cavanagh's

study of Spenser's anxieties concerning the sexualized female body, but depart

from Cavanagh's argument to demonstrate that Gloriana too qualifies as one of

the infamous Spenserian witches. By the late sixteenth century, discourses of

faerie converge with discourses of witchcraft, especially in popular records of

witchcraft accusations and trials. I argue that the figure of the witch in

Renaissance literature, including popular witchcraft pamphlets, is very similar to

the figure of the female faerie, suggesting that they serve similar social functions

as cautionary figures of the dangers of female sexual agency and power.

Discourses of witchcraft flourished as the discourses of faerie waned, coinciding

with the maturity of Queen Elizabeth and her aging female body. Finally, I

consider texts such as Reginald Scot's Discoverie of Witchcraft and James

Stuart's Daemonologie to show that discourses of faerie and witch began to enter

into a national dialogue at the beginning of the seventeenth century under James

I, when England was now free to discuss the power and efficacy of the previous
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female monarch.

Chapter Four situates Spenser at the emergent stage of the early

discourses of racial difference in England, discourses perhaps more open to

expression and exploration when displaced into the fictional Faerie realm. Using

Critical Race Theory's conception of the construction of whiteness as the

theoretical framework, Chapter Four argues that Spenser's conception of English

national identity, inherently white, is constructed upon a definition of the Irish as a

racial Other. I use the work of Theodore Allen, Michael Omi and Howard Winant,

on the socio-economics of American racial oppression and slavery to

demonstrate the parallels between racial oppression in the New World and the

racialized oppression of the Irish, albeit independent of pigmentation. Kim Hall

notes in her essay, “Reading What Isn't There: 'Black' Studies in Early Modern

England” (1993), that the early modern period was a time when “there were

numerous Englishmen and women fashioning their cultural identity with

discourses of race.” While work has been done on the number of black-skinned

people in England during the early modern period, the effect of their presence,

and the problem concerning the scarcity of evidence, Hall notes that “'White' as a

racial category is left unexamined.” For Spenser, certain faerie folk embody this

racialized Other, displacing the immediate threat posed by the Irish Other for a

safer, fictionalized “saracen” Other. As Diane Purkiss observes, both “Spenser

and Shakespeare eagerly Anglicized fairies. But fairies also remain suspiciously

'foreign'” (Troublesome 210). This strategy in Spenser's poem is ultimately ironic,

I believe inadvertently so, as there are both heroes and villains “Sprong from



40

faerie race.” As Troy Duster has argued, “We cannot study whiteness in any

meaningful way or until one sees it as a relational phenomenon” (131). I explore

just this relational phenomenon as expressed during the early modern period in

England, when expressing a national identity was vitally important for both a

conception of England as an independent and sovereign nation-state, and as an

agent of Empire.

Spenser's portrayal of Elizabeth's England in and as Faerieland

demonstrates the characteristics of what Spenser considers quintessentially

English as the identity of a nation-state, recently Reformed and about to engage

in New World colonialism. It expresses his desires for a place in this new world

picture, as well as the early modern anxieties concerning class difference and

race difference, paradoxically inherent and threateningly contagious, as well as

the danger of the gendered Other embodied in a powerful female monarch.



41

Chapter 2:
Spenser and Class: The Uses of Popular Faerie Folklore

“Hobgoblin runne away with the garland from Apollo,” Gabriel Harvey's

critical description of Spenser's ”faerie project,” contains within it several

conflicting dichotomies which suggest the frission of difference. The fact that

Hobgoblin has “runne away” with the prize suggests both competition and rivalry

between the two contestants, where Hobgoblin has perhaps not honestly

overcome his opponent but absconded with the garland in lieu of taking a stand

to face his challenger. The garland is not earned, but stolen away. Hobgoblin,

representing the native Briton tradition, is set in direct contrast to Apollo of the

classical, continental tradition. Hobgoblin is the mischievous Puck of native,

unlearned faerie lore, Apollo the god of culture and learning. As Hobgoblin

inhabits the underground and waste lands, Apollo inhabits the sky as the Sun

god. Darkness and devilry challenge the right of light and divinity.

The conflict between Hobgoblin and Apollo additionally demonstrates

binaries of class and gender difference. Mary Ellen Lamb has recently argued

that Harvey's contempt for “Hobgoblin” was indicative of a widespread contempt

for the oral faerie lore of the illiterate and inherently female-gendered culture of

“old wives' tales,” fairy tales, and the storytelling of lower-class nurses and

caretakers. This suggests that Harvey would see Spenser's choice of faerie for

his epic as a turn away from learned, elite, masculine culture to return to the
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nursery and boyhood effeminacy. In response to earlier scholars who have

explored the influence on Spenser of continental authors and aristocratic

romance, Lamb says, “To neglect the centrality of this vernacular tradition for The

Faerie Queene is to remain blind to the breathtakingly bold narrative maneuver

that Spenser's epic performed in making simultaneously visible two competing

forms of texts” (Lamb 81). Lamb explores the gendered implications of this

interpretation of Harvey's criticism as reflecting a disdain for the unlearned female

world of the nursery and oral tradition. In this chapter, I intend to discuss more

fully the implications of class difference in Spenser's choice of faerie, and

specifically of a conceptualization of faerie from a lower class or more popular

tradition. I argue that class difference appears in Spenser's poem in complex and

nuanced ways, expressing an anxiety about the ungovernable lower classes but

not necessarily a disdain or hatred of the poor. Spenser's own class mobility

allowed him access to popular traditions and may help to justify the interpretation

of faerie from a popular cultural context.

Spenser combines the upper class, courtly conception of faerie with the

more dangerous, predatory faerie of popular tradition, allowing for a multiplicity of

interpretations, both of Faerie and of Gloriana. Such a use of popular lore seems

unlikely, given Spenser's unflattering portrayal of the lower and middle classes in

the poem, and suggests a kind of colonial appropriation of the cultural resources

of the lower classes for the entertainment of the ruling elites. However, Spenser's

representations of the lower classes are actually more complex than the

stereotypical representation of the poor in the sixteenth- and seventeenth-
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centuries as the “many-headed Monster.” In contrast, his representation of the

poor as individuals, as the worker laboring in misery or the cottager witch,

suggest more complex anxieties concerning class distinctions and poverty.

Spenser's representation of the lower and middling sorts16 may have much to do

with his own merchant class origins and the way Spenser saw himself in

reference to his social betters.

Spenser was a child of the “middling sort,” what Michael Murrin describes

as a member of the “urban commercial-class” (1). As such, he would have been

familiar with the more popular versions of faerie folklore from his childhood. Given

the benefit of an education through the Merchant-Tailor's school in London, and

as a sizar or poor scholar at Cambridge, Spenser was also familiar with the

classics of a Renaissance Humanist education.17 Spenser wrote for a primarily

elite audience, if we may judge by the parade of dedicatory sonnets which

accompanied each of the two installments of The Faerie Queene. Indeed,

Spenser is often criticized for his valorization of the aristocratic characters at the

expense of the common “rabble.” And yet, Spenser's publisher printed the poem

in quarto volumes and in installments, anticipating a demand from an audience of

more modest means than the elites to whom Spenser dedicated his works.

(Murrin 8) Therefore, Spenser's use of both the representation of faerie common

to medieval aristocratic romance and that of the popular, peasant oral tradition

suggests a polyvocality in his expression of faerie and the faerie realm. This use

16 I use terms like “middling sort” and “merchant class” intentionally, with the awareness that the
term “middle class” maintains certain implications about culture and values which emerge
much later than the sixteenth century.

17 See the entry for the Merchant Taylor's school for a discussion of the curriculum and Spenser's
education, by William Barker, in The Spenser Encyclopedia.
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of multiple traditions would have allowed Spenser to write to the tastes of a

broader, more diverse audience, but more importantly, it suggests the possibility

for multiple interpretations, depending upon his reader's context. Ultimately,

Spenser was able to “mine,” in a sense, the cultural lore of the lower classes to

produce a text that was available to a wider audience, a text that would open

patronage circles to the poet among the elite who read his work in manuscript

and still sell for a few shillings a quarto to the literate, fashionable man on the

street. 

Early scholars of faerie and of Spenser's work in particular clearly saw the

influence of aristocratic and medieval romance in Spenser's use of faerie. In an

early study of faerie literature (1850), Thomas Keightley concludes that, with the

exception of the identification of Redcrosse Knight as a changeling child18 (first

noted by Sir Walter Scott) and the dancing ladies espied by Sir Calidore, “the

Fairy-land and the Fairies of Spenser are those of romance” (59). His assertion

that “the Fairies of romance [are], at least at the commencement, only 'human

mortals,' endowed with superhuman powers” (43)19 suggests that he read

Spenser primarily, and perhaps only, through the lens of the literary fairy world.20

Isabel Rathborne (1937) studied Spenser's Fairyland in the context of Arthurian

legend and literature, and Paul Rovang's 1996 work on the intertextuality of The

18 Matthew Woodcock notes Spenser's combination of the changeling motif “with that of the 'fair
unknown' found in medieval romance,” a move which “momentarily directs our gaze out of
fairyland and towards the sixteenth-century temporal context” (Elf-fashioning 84-5).

19 Keightley continues this thought by stating, “As the knowledge of Oriental fiction increased, the
Fairies began more and more to assume the character of a distinct species” (43). Keightley
assumes an etymology of the word faerie from the Persian peri, but even if the etymology is
suspect, his observation is interesting.

20 E. K. Chambers in the Warwick edition of A Midsummer Night's Dream (1893) came to the
same conclusion, that fairies were merely gifted mortals; as cited in Latham, p. 27.
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Faerie Queene with Malory's Morte Darthur similarly demonstrates Spenser's use

of chivalric literary romance. Andrew King's more recent book, The Faerie

Queene and Middle English Romance, provides greater breadth in the study of

the influences of Middle English romance on Spenser's work, ranging from Horn

and Havelock, Sir Bevis and Guy, and on to Malory. 

However, if some scholars saw only the influence of aristocratic romance

on Spenser, others noted differences that suggested more diverse influences.

Keith Thomas notes, “So far as literary references are concerned, the peak age

of fairy allusions appears to be the end of the sixteenth century, and the

beginning of the seventeenth. But as a recent scholar has pointed out,21 this

indicates the growth of a literature with popular roots rather than an increase in

fairy beliefs as such” (608). Edwin Greenlaw (1918) finds in Spenser the use of

folklore nearly identical to that used in the Kenilworth entertainments prepared by

Leicester for Queen Elizabeth in 1575.22 Gloriana's realm is both an historical

England and a Celtic Otherworld. Greenlaw concludes that “Spenser fuses the

well known romance and folklore conception of a land of enchantment, difficult of

access, with a quite arbitrary and literal conception of England as the scene in

which the action of his poem takes place” (107). As an example of the use of

folklore, Greenlaw equates Radigund's imprisonment of Artegall as

“unquestionably related to the large numbers of legends in which a mortal is

21 Thomas's “recent scholar” remains unnamed.
22 Charles Read Baskerville, “The Genesis of Spenser's Queen of Faerie,” Modern Philology 18,

May 1920, finds similar connections with the entertainments at Kenilworth and Woodstock later
the same year. See also Jean Wilson, Entertainments for Elizabeth I, and the recent work of
Matthew Woodcock, Fairy in   The Faerie Queene  : Renaissance Elf-Fashioning and Elizabethan  
Myth-making, 2004.
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captured by a fée who offers him her love, with imprisonment as a penalty for

refusal” (108). Further, his description of Colin's piping to the Graces in Book VI

highlights that scene's folkloric nature: “All the details, – the fairy hill, far-off from

human pathway, guarded by fairies against the approach of anything unclean; the

fairy music, heard from a great distance; the hundred dancers, the fée herself in

the center of the group ; the disappearance at the approach of a mortal not

initiated into the mysteries of the fairy folk, – all these are commonplaces in folk

tradition” (109). His comparison of Guyon's adventures to specifically Celtic folk

traditions such as the imram and the nature of Gloriana's appearance before

Arthur to the appearance of Morgain the Fay, the Irish war goddess Morrigan,

and the Lady of the Lake suggests Spenser may have been more familiar with

Irish literature or folk tradition than scholars familiar with Spenser's View would

expect.23

Minor White Latham's 1930 work discusses the Elizabethan fairy as

being the result of a common or popular culture. In general, Latham argues:

In the beginning of the 16th century, there were few references to
the fairies, and during the first half of the century, the race of spirits,
either as elves or fairies, made no great impression upon the
records of 16th century life or literature. Though the fairies were
surely a part of English civilization, as references in the dictionaries
of the time indicate, they were too much the creatures of popular
superstition and of folk belief to be referred to by learned scholars,
or to be given a place in the poems of serious poets. (14)

Latham ascribes the problematic representations of Elizabeth-as-fairy or as the

Faerie Queene herself by Spenser, or in the masques and progress

23 See unpublished dissertations by Sarah Michie, “Celtic Myth and Spenserian Romance,” 1935,
and Virginia Baumgartner, “Irish Elements in Spenser's Faerie Queene,” 1973, for further
scholarship on Spenser's potential borrowings from the Irish traditions.
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entertainments, as the writers' attempts to create “a new race of fairies, as in the

Faerie Queene, by representing the fairies stripped of their wicked and base

nature” (35). What he acknowledges here, but does not develop, is the “wicked

and base nature” itself of fairy from the “common or popular” tradition, very much

in contrast to the often enigmatic yet gentle, courtly and aristocratic fairy of the

literary romance tradition. 

Most recently, scholars such as Lamb and Matthew Woodcock have

explored Spenser's use of popular fairy traditions. Lamb's work with fairy and folk

tales24 such as the Bluebeard analogue, “Mr. Fox,” and the cultural icon of St.

George demonstrate Spenser's appropriation of more common traditions, familiar

to aristocrat, gentry, burgess and peasant alike. Further, Woodcock's work on the

use of fairy represented in discourses of witchcraft, chivalric romance, and

pageants in a similar fashion to construct the myth of Elizabeth suggests the

ambiguity present in interpretations of the meaning of Elizabeth-as-fairy. Clearly,

there is mounting evidence that Spenser was familiar with and used the popular

fairy folklore, often an oral tradition, in addition to the long-recognized influences

of aristocratic and romance fairy tradition.

And yet, it must be acknowledged upfront that a study of the peasant or

popular lore and oral tradition on Spenser may be difficult. Locating and

identifying popular fairy lore can be problematic, and as tricky as mythical fairy

gold. It has been demonstrated that Spenser was influenced by a wide range of

24 See also Lamb's essay, “Taken by the Fairies: Fairy Practices and the Production of Popular
Culture in A Midsummer Night's Dream,” Shakespeare Quarterly 2001 Fall 51:3, which studies
popular fairy lore in Shakespeare's play, Linda Woodbridge, “Amoret and Belphoebe: Fairy Tale
and Myth,” Notes and Queries 231, 1986, and Elizabeth Porges Watson, “Mr. Fox's Mottoes in
the House of Busirane,” Spenser Studies XIII, 1999 for studies of fairy tale elements in Spenser.
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texts and events, so how might one go about identifying a particular element as

“popular” or from a common or peasant tradition? Folklorists have long

confronted the problem of the scarcity of recorded popular texts. Because

interest in recording the oral traditions of the “folk” did not develop until the

eighteenth century and there seems to have been little interest among the literate

of Spenser's day to record the lore of the uneducated lower classes, examples of

popular fairy lore may seem scarce in comparison to the literary faerie of

Romance and Arthuriana. Indeed, texts which do purport to record popular lore

are often flavored with the prejudices of the learned recorder or mediator. Adam

Fox argues that “Most of the oral culture which can be recovered from sixteenth-

and seventeenth-century English is adult male culture. The public sphere which

has generated so many of our texts was the man's sphere.... [O]ur written and

certainly our printed sources... mostly fail to convey the assumptions and

priorities of the female and juvenile part of the population” (173). Seventeenth-

and eighteenth-century collections which attempt to preserve a tale or text from a

prior time may, in fact, be influenced by texts and interpretations that came after

the original tale. Specifically, the seventeenth- and eighteenth-century fairy may

owe a great deal to Spenser's work, but these fairies may also be the product of

a familiarity with Shakespeare's midsummer night fairies or the fairy rings and

may poles of Michael Drayton and Robert Herrick. 

There is also the question of what makes a particular text “popular.” Two

definitions provided by the Oxford English Dictionary will help elucidate the

meaning that I will use in this chapter. “Popular” is defined as:
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Of, pertaining to, or consisting of the common people, or the people
as a whole as distinguished from any particular class; constituted or
carried on by the people. 

Of lowly birth; belonging to the commonality or populace; plebian. 

Both definitions are attributed to usage as early as the mid-sixteenth century, and

suggest that Spenser's Elizabethan audiences themselves made such

distinctions. The first stresses a broader, more inclusive group and may include

the higher levels of society as well as the low. The second definition stresses the

common or lower classes, excluding the upper classes, the learned, possibly the

bourgeoisie, and their tastes. The next question that must be addressed, I

believe, is whether a text or tale may be considered popular because its author

was popular or middle class, or whether the text or tale may be considered

popular because it was written and intended for a popular – that is, for a middle

class or broadly mixed – audience. I would argue that the nature of both the

author and audience of a given text may qualify that text as popular, because the

author writes from his or her particular context which may be common, but the

author also writes with a particular audience in mind and will write to that

audience's preferences and tastes. As such, Spenser's poem The Faerie

Queene could be considered a popular text because of Spenser's middle class

origins. However its highly literary nature, as evidenced by the intricate poetic

form as well as the classical allusions, supports the argument that the text was

intended primarily for a learned if not upper class (aristocratic and gentry)

audience.

These two potential audiences for The Faerie Queene were not mutually
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exclusive. Peter Burke, social historian and scholar of popular culture, explains

the nature of the early modern popular audience by distinguishing between two

traditions he calls the “great” and “little” traditions:

There were two cultural traditions in early modern Europe, but they
did not correspond symmetrically to the two main social groups, the
elite and the common people. The elite participated in the little
tradition, but the common people did not participate in the great
tradition. This asymmetry came about because the two traditions
were transmitted in different ways. The great tradition was
transmitted formally at grammar schools and at universities. It was
a closed tradition in the sense that people who had not attended
these institutions, which were not open to all, were excluded. In a
quite literal sense, they did not speak the language. The little
tradition on the other hand, was transmitted informally. It was open
to all, like the church, the tavern and the market-place, where so
many of the performances occurred. (28)

Thus, an elite audience would have been familiar with the popular tradition, even

if they chose to denigrate its influence or nature.25 However, the more common

audience would not have been as familiar with the “great” tradition or learned

discourse, and would come by any experience of it secondhand, either orally or

in a reworked form by way of broadsheet or chapbook. Therefore, as Adam Fox

notes, “Any crude binary opposition between 'oral' and 'literate' culture fails to

accommodate the reciprocity between the different media by this time, just as

any crude dichotomy between 'elite' and 'popular' fails to illuminate a spectrum of

participation” (6). Indeed, many once-aristocratic tales may have entered the

popular tradition in this way, reworked for a common audience. Conversely, and

here I argue specifically in the case of Spenser, popular and peasant tradition

may also find itself reworked for a more elite audience.

25 It is Burke's thesis that elite audiences withdrew from participation in the popular traditions, but
this occurred gradually, and largely after the writing of Spenser's great work.
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To observe the influence popular sources might have had on Spenser's

work, it may be helpful to limit a study of popular folklore to the kinds of texts that

would have been available and would have appealed to a broader and/or more

common audience: ballads, broadsides, and pamphlets, for instance. In her study

of popular pamphlets, Sandra Clark explains that, “To say that the popular

pamphlet was the first kind of literature to cater on any wide scale for the new

and increasing audience of middle-class readers would be one way of beginning”

to identify the kinds of popular literature available to the early modern middle

class. (18) But any attempt to identify what texts were popular leads to more

difficult questions about audience. These questions include not only who/what

demarcates “middle-class” in the early modern period, but also the not often

direct connection between social class and taste for genre or style. And there is

still scholarly contention over the extent of literacy as well. Clark continues:

The pamphlets themselves vary widely in quality and appeal. Many
news pamphlets, some cony-catching pamphlets, rogue biography
and comic books based on newsworthy events or character... seem
designed to appeal to the lower ranks of the literate. On the other
hand, there are a large number of pamphlets with different degrees
of literary sophistication which presuppose an audience capable of
recognising parody, burlesque, the use of rhetorical figures, who
knew of Aristotle and Ramus, who appreciated, even if they could
not necessarily understand, quotations in Latin and French,
exempla, and marginal references to classical authorities. (24)

But even such insights do not tell us about the unrecorded oral culture, especially

of the illiterate and poor, who might have heard any of this material secondhand,

who would not have had the spare currency to buy, and who could not be

counted among the numbers of book owners who died and willed their personal
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libraries to family or friends. Popular lore often circulates, is embellished and

survives in oral storytelling, preserving popular beliefs that a literate author might

not consider worth writing down. As for broadsides and ballads,26 Adam Fox

demonstrates that “By the sixteenth century, the printed ballad had entered the

nursery and the winter hearth as a stimulus to the edification and entertainments

of youngsters” (174). And when it comes to the oral transmission of faerie

folklore, we may owe a great deal to literate writers with a penchant for cultural

curiosities:

In the case of legends about fairies and their magical feats, for
example, many of the classic tales owe their first recording to the
great monastic chroniclers of the twelfth and thirteenth centuries.
Remarkably, they appear to have been handed down thereafter
with very little alteration over 700 years. Thus, 'The Fairy Midwife', a
story about changelings recorded by Gervase of Tilbury around
1211, was still circulating early in the twentieth century when Ruth
Tongue heard it from 'Annie's granny' at Taunton in Somerset. 'The
Missing Sow', a tale describing the magical underworld also told by
Gervase, was discovered by Walter Scott to be current among
northern border folk at the end of the eighteenth century. William of
Newburgh copied from Ralph of Coggeshall the still familiar story of
'The Green Children' who were said to have emerged from an
underground cavern to live among mortals in Suffolk. Among the
tales first committed to paper by Walter Map, writing in the reign of
Henry II, was the legend of 'Wild Edric', a Shropshire nobleman of
the eleventh century who had an elf-maiden for a wife. His deeds
were still being recounted by the Shropshire folk known to Charlotte
Burne in the Victorian period. (Fox 198)

Such “monastic chroniclers” did not necessarily record popular tales or legends

exactly as they were transmitted. Writers such as Giraldus Cambrensis may have

recorded the folklore of the regions from which they themselves originated, but

often writing after initiation into a literate and educated subculture had given them

26 See also Sharon Achinstein, “Audiences and authors: ballads and the making of English
Renaissance literary culture,” JMRS, Fall 1992.
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a critical distance that allows for a more extrinsic commentary. Such commentary

may be useful as it illustrates the outsider's impression of the tale – or at least

what the writer believed might be appealing to the intended audience of outsiders

– but it also signals that the tale is mediated and therefore not necessarily true to

the original. It may not represent the exact nature of the popular conception of

faerie.

One of the earliest examples of peasant fairy lore that contributed to the

popular conception of faerie available to Spenser in the sixteenth century was

recorded for an elite audience in The Itinerary through Wales, by Giraldus

Cambrensis (Gerald of Wales), authored in 1186-1187. The text records the

journey of Gerald through Wales in the company of Baldwin, archbishop of

Canterbury, sent by King Henry II to preach to the Welsh the necessity of

crusade against Saladin and the capture of Jerusalem. Gerald records the story

of Elidorus and the fairies. As a boy of twelve, Elidorus one day fled punishment,

and while hiding “in the hollow of a river bank,” was approached by “two little men

of pygmy stature” who offered:

'If you will come with us, we will lead you into a country full of
delights and sports.' Assenting and rising up, he followed his guides
through a path, at first subterraneous and dark, into a most
beautiful country, adorned with rivers and meadows, woods and
plains, but obscure, and not illuminated with the full light of the sun.
All the days were cloudy, and the nights extremely dark, on account
of the absence of the moon and stars. The boy was brought before
the king, and introduced to him in the presence of the court; who,
having examined him for a long time, delivered him to his son, who
was then a boy. These men were of the smallest stature, but very
well proportioned in their make; they were all of a fair complexion,
with luxuriant hair falling over their shoulders like that of women.
They had horses and greyhounds adapted to their size. They



54

neither ate flesh nor fish, but lived on milk diet, made up of messes
of saffron. They never took an oath, for they detested nothing so
much as lies. As often as they returned from our upper hemisphere,
they reprobated our ambition, infidelities, and inconstancies; they
had no form of public worship, being strict lovers and reverers, as it
seemed, of truth. (390-1)

The young Elidorus followed his mother's counsel, and stole a golden ball from

the fairy king's son on his next visit. The ball was retrieved by the two “pygmies,”

who derided Elidorus' faithlessness. Having repented the theft, Elidorus tries to

return to the fairy realm, but can no longer find the entrance once open to him.

Gerald concludes, “... the youth having been brought back by his friends and

mother, and restored to his right way of thinking, and to his learning, in the

process of time attained the rank of priesthood” (390). Ultimately, Gerald

concludes the chapter saying, “These things... I should place... among those

particulars which are neither to be affirmed, nor too positively denied.” In this

passage, Gerald has recorded the tale told by illiterate Welsh peasants as well

as his own literate skeptic's voice.

What Gerald's story tells us in relation to Spenser is that an earlier elite

audience had heard tales of a fairy hill, a subterranean kingdom with its own

sovereign, and a mortal boy brought into fairy, though willingly, for use as the

playmate of the fairy king's son. Here, fairy has its own immutable laws, which

humankind seems invariably to violate. Fairy is a land of happiness, which is

denied the boy after his transgression. And demonstrating the educated author's

disdain for fairy lore, Gerald concludes that the boy returns to “his right way of

thinking” and finally gives up his fairy dreams for Christian learning and the
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priesthood. This fairy populace is not particularly evil, but they are specifically

non-Christian, having “no form of public worship.” Being “lovers and reverers, as

it seemed, of truth,” is set in ironic contrast to “public worship.” Gerald continues

to tell stories learned during his travels, tales gathered in the “out lands” for the

amusement of the civilized court. In much of the learned literature that mentions

the nonliterary versions of fairy, fairy lore is portrayed as the superstitious belief

of the uneducated, but also of the rural people and those who inhabit the

uncivilized wilds away from the metropolitan court. Here, the story is an amusing

superstition of the Welsh, but it could easily have been the Scots or Irish, who

were frequently criticized for believing superstitious nonsense, in Spenser's time

and on into the folklore revival of the eighteenth century.

Walter Map, a contemporary and friend of Gerald, also records fairy

folklore in an early version of an oral tale Spenser might have known, in his De

Nugis Curialium, or Courtiers' Trifles, the title of which describes both Map's

context as author and the nature of his audience. Map records several tales,

including the story of the ancient Briton king Herla, who meets another king,

described as a pygmy in stature, but Pan-like with hairy belly and legs of a goat.

This fairy king agrees to attend Herla's future wedding if Herla will return the

favor. The agreement made, the fairy king brings great riches to Herla's wedding

feast. In a year's time, Herla must return the favor:

The party entered a cave in a high cliff, and after an interval of
darkness, passed, in a light which seemed to proceed not from the
sun and moon, but from a multitude of lamps, to the mansion of the
pygmy. This was as comely in every part as the palace of the Sun
described by Naso. (29)
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When king Herla returns to the surface and the mortal realm, he meets a Saxon

who barely understands his language, from whom he learns of his own

disappearance and the death of his Queen a long time ago. Explicitly, Herla is

made a Celtic, pre-Saxon figure, just as other fairy characters are defined as

Saxon, thus pre-Norman.27 Herla is doomed to wander the earth with his band, a

human version of the fairy hunt or rade, until the dog that accompanies him

alights from its horse. Walter concludes the tale, saying, “Many assert that they

have often seen the band: but recently, it is said, in the first year of the coronation

of our King Henry, it ceased to visit our land in force as before. In that year it was

seen by many Welshmen to plunge into the Wye, the river of Hereford” (31). This

story of Map's recounts the darkened, subterranean fairy realm, the folklore

tradition of the wild hunt or faerie rade, the wealth and luxury of the “pygmy”

realm, and the discontinuity of faerie time with that of human time. In the end,

Map concludes that the coronation of King Henry was the last time the wild hunt

was seen in this kingdom – as if the accession of this Christian king were enough

to chase specters to ground – but the band was last seen in the wilds of Wales. A

later story in Map's collection concludes with a dismissal of the Welsh, “So strong

and one may say innate in the Welsh is the disuse of civility, that if in one respect

they may appear kindly in most they show themselves ill-tempered and savage”

(147). Fairy appearances are no longer common, or believed, among the civilized

English, but may still occur among the savage Welsh.

Map records several instances under the rubric of “Apparitions” of the

27 See Caroline Geer's argument in “Land of Faerie: The Disappearing Myth” that faerie is always
already vanished or near extinction.
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dancing fairy ladies, familiar to us from Spenser's Book VI of Courtesy. In one, a

knight comes upon a company of dancing ladies, “most comely to look upon, and

finely clad in fair habits of linen only, and were greater and taller than our women.

The knight remarked one among all the rest as excelling in form and face,

desirable beyond any favourite of a king” (155). The knight is immediately struck

by “Cupid's bow” and rushes in to seize the selected lady. The knight 

took her with him, and for three nights and days used her as he
would, yet could not wring a word from her. She yielded quietly to
his will. On the fourth day she spoke to him in these terms: 'Hail to
you, my dearest! And whole shall you be, and enjoy prosperity in
body and affairs, until you reproach me either with the sisters from
whom you snatched me, or the place or wood or anything
thereabout, from which I come: but from that day you will fall away
from happiness, and when I am gone you will fail with successive
losses, and anticipate your day of doom by your own impatience'.
(157) 

The lady's fairy identity seems no secret, as “a great proof of her fairy nature was

the beauty of the woman” (157). Of course, the knight reproaches her, exactly as

she had warned against, and he is left in “unceasing sorrow” but with a son and

heir. Map tells us, “We have heard of demons that are incubi and succubi, and of

the dangers of union with them, but rarely or never do we read old stories of heirs

or offspring, of them, who ended their days prosperously” (159).28 This tale and

another that Map recounts29 bear striking similarities to the tales of the fairy

Melusine, a beautiful fairy woman who must bathe each week and thereby

expose her disguised snaky nether parts. The mortal husband's espial of the

28 Map's statement here is of interest because several scholars of faerie lore have ascribed the
“demonic” nature of faerie to the Protestant, especially the Puritan, influence of the sixteenth
and seventeenth centuries. Map was writing in the 1180s. See, for example, Katherine Briggs,
Pale Hecate's Team, page 26.

29 Under “Again of Apparitions,” (page 345) with the hero named Henno cum Dentibus (with-the-
teeth), from Normandy, also like the Norman French Melusine tales.
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snake tail during the bath dispels the illusion, leaving him alone in grief and

sorrow. Here, like the later sixteenth-century Protestant portrayal of faerie,30 the

faerie lady is demonic, an incubus or succubus, and it is her presence which is

dangerous to man despite evidence that the knight's actions have done her no

good service, to say the least. The fairy lady with the snake or dragon lower body

is the folkloric precedent for Spenser's Errour and Fradubio's tale of Duessa.

In one recapitulation of the same tale, Map tells of a knight who “is said to

have buried his wife who was really dead, and to have recovered her by

snatching her out of a dance, and after that to have got sons and grandsons by

her” (161). This version features the association of fairy with the underworld and

the dead, not uncommon among folktales of fairy, but used to notable effect in

the courtly medieval tale of Sir Orfeo,31 a vernacular adaptation of the classical

myth, Orpheus and Eurydice.32 Another dancing-lady story in Map's collection,

also attributed to the wilds of Welsh country, has the dancing ladies flee the

encroaching knight by plunging into the water of a lake. The dancing fairies are

also lake maidens, like the Swan Maiden of the popular fairy tale. When the

captured wife is betrayed by her husband, she manages to escape back to the

lake with all but one of their children.

30 The ballad of “Thomas the Rhymer” may arguably present a view of faerie more indicative of
Catholic belief than Protestant. Thomas mistakes the Queen of Fairies for Mary, Queen of
Heaven. When she carries him off to Faerie land, Thomas is shown both the roads to Heaven
and to Hell. This faerie land is neither demonic nor divine, nor allied with the afterlife in Heaven
or Hell. It is reached by a third road altogether, perhaps as purgatory for those who can move
on, or limbo for those who can't. I discuss this further in Chapter Three.

31 The medieval poem Sir Orfeo is an adaptation of a French Breton lai, and was itself popularized
into a ballad, King Orfeo, collected by F.J. Child.

32 Katherine Briggs records numerous stories of faerie associated with the dead and the
underworld. One of interest is the tale of Bessie Dunlop (1576), whose traffic with a fairy who
had been mortal and died thirty years earlier, earned her an accusation of witchcraft (recounted
in The Anatomy of Puck, p. 99).
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These stories are particularly illustrative of the nature of faerie in the

popular folklore tradition, originally collected in the twelfth century but extant

during Spenser's writing of The Faerie Queene. Giraldus Cambrensis and Walter

Map wrote for literate, courtly audiences, but the stories themselves were

recorded as curiosities, purportedly from “the people” – here, “popular” in the

sense that they originated among a lower strata of peasant society, and one

characterized as backward and quaint by the “civilized” audiences of London.

Once recorded, they became source material for later authors, as Katherine

Briggs has argued,33 and thereby re-entered the popular folklore among the

middle and lower classes closer to “home,” that is, London. Briggs provides

several later revisions of Map's and Gerald's folktales, these same tales now

gathered across England and Scotland.

Any comparison of popular faerie folklore and its influence on Spenser

must of course use specific examples of the folklore itself, given the often

localized nature of an oral tale or the limited distribution of a popular printed text.

However, it might be useful to step back at this point to make some general

observations about the characteristics of popular faerie. Unlike the courtly

“human mortals, endowed with superhuman powers” described by Keightley, the

popular faerie is in itself a race apart. There may be obvious physical differences,

like “pygmy” stature or the height and superlative beauty of the faerie lady,34 but

there may also be physical differences more akin to monstrosity. Common to

33 See Briggs' The Fairies in English Tradition and Literature and The Anatomy of Puck: An
Examination of Fairy Beliefs among Shakespeare's Contemporaries and Successors.

34 As above, recounted by Walter Map and Giraldis Cambrensis, or the green children of “St.
Martin's Land” recorded by Gervase of Tilbury, Otia Imperialia.



60

popular faerie is the wizened old man or woman, the loathly lady, or the fay who

is so awesome as to be horrible to look upon. Popular faeries may be helpful or

harmful, but if they are helpful, the benefits may come with a condition or a price.

To see a faerie or acknowledge seeing him may mean blindness.35 To offend a

faerie may lead to irreparable bad luck. To attract the attention of faerie may lead

to undesired sexual advances.36 Popular faerie has its own rules and inscrutable

laws, but humans are usually not privy to them. On the other hand, when faeries

are less than benign, humans – often babies, pre-sexual girls, and nursing

mothers – may be abducted.37 And then often the return from the faerie realm

may mean a dislocation in time for the abductee – years may have passed, with

family long dead or faithful lovers stooped and grey.38 In the worst cases, faerie

may lead to irrevocable loss for the human: being “faerie taken” was a

euphemism for madness,39 and being “elf shot” meant having a sourceless,

wasting disease. With its frequent associations with the dead and the underworld,

faerie could also seize a human for use as the living tax to hell.40 In short, popular

faeries are at least ambiguous, if not downright dangerous, in comparison to their

cousins of aristocratic romance.

By using examples of faerie from both the aristocratic romance tradition

35 For instance, the story of Joan Tyrrye, the midwife to the fairies, recounted in Diane Purkiss's
Troublesome Things, page 131-132 and The Witch in History, 159-160, and Katherine Briggs'
Anatomy of Puck, page 102.

36 See for instance the ballad “Lady Isabel and the Elfin Knight,” recorded by F.J. Child or ”Burd
Isabel,” by Sir Walter Scott.

37 See Diane Purkiss' excellent analysis of the associations of faerie abduction with liminal times
in a woman's life, as in death and childbirth, pages 85-115 in Troublesome Things.

38 Just one example, the story of King Herla above, is recounted by Walter Map.
39 See A.C. Spearing, “Sir Orfeo: Madness and Gender,” who reads the faerie abduction of

Heurodis in Orfeo as a decent into madness.
40 The best example of this is the ballad of “Tamlin,” recorded by F.J. Child.
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and the folklore tradition, Spenser gives his readers the possibility of multiple

interpretations based upon the reader's contextual lens. The reader familiar with

the nature of popular faerie might interpret otherwise innocuous scenes as more

sinister than the context of romance would suggest. For example, if Redcrosse

Knight is indeed the human part of the changeling exchange, whatever befell his

human family, stuck with the monstrous little faerie in Redcrosse's place? If faerie

can only abduct the unchristened child, what does lack of baptism imply about

the failures and eventual successes in his Quest for Holiness? In the case of the

dancing ladies of Book VI, should not Calidore consider the consequences of

stepping within the circle of the faerie ring? And if Colin pipes in the service of the

faerie ladies, has he been impressed into service like Thomas the Rhymer or

Tamlin? Should we not be concerned for the safety of Colin's soul? Perhaps most

sinister of all, by appearing to Prince Arthur in a dream to profess her love, is

Gloriana no longer the divine angel who inspires valor, but an amorous Faerie

Queene enchantress, with her own plans for Arthur's body and soul?

Yet, like the “mirrors more than one” and multiple shadows Spenser uses

to depict Queen Elizabeth, a folklore context allows Spenser the possibility of a

critical portrayal of Elizabeth and her court relations – amorous, enchanting,

enticing with the promise of power, precarious for the unwary, and potentially

destructive – with all of the deniability available to a courtly writer who certainly

would never stoop to using the superstitions of the popular and lower classes,

especially to implement a negative depiction of his sovereign lady Queen. As

Matthew Woodcock argues, “Contemporary representations of fairy mythology
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certainly provide enough examples of the negative associations connected with

the fairy queen... that only serve to forestall the possibility of an unproblematic,

unambiguous reading of Gloriana” (Elf-fashioning 105-6). The very fact of the

dual existence of dramatically different conceptualizations of Faerie, one courtly

and complementary, one potentially monstrous and critical, suggests the

existence of a multiplicity of interpretations within one portrayal. Woodcock sees

the representation of Gloriana as a key to interpreting all of faerie, as “She

functions in the poem as an interpretative faultline” (Elf-fashioning 108). Perhaps

dialectically, the representation of faerie is key to our interpretation of Elizabeth

as Gloriana. While Susan Frye argues that the powerful figure of the Faerie

Queene herself must be displaced or absent from the text – especially in the

Book of Chastity in favor of Amoret, a more passive representation of chastity, or

Britomart, a militant chastity reinscribed within a future of marriage – to allow

Spenser to claim his own power within the representations of female rule (144),

Gloriana is nevertheless never completely absent.

The Court of the Faerie Queene is the framing narrative of the poem,

standing quite literally as the beginning and end of all. Each extant book makes

some reconnection to Gloriana's Court, whether it is the departures of Redcrosse

and Una from Gloriana's court “Upon a great adventure” given him by “that

greatest Glorious Queene of Faerie” in Book I (I.ix:3:3), Sir Artegall chosen by

“That soveraine Queene, that mightie Empresse” (V.i:4:5) to succor Eirena in

Book V, Sir Calidore's departure from Faery court “Uppon an hard adventure”

(VI.i:4:2) to subdue the Blatant Beast in Book VI, or the journey of Redcrosse
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“Unto his Farie Queene backe to returne” (I.xii:41:8), “To serve againe his

soveraine Elfin Queene” (II.i:1:6) where he meets Sir Guyon just setting forth on

his own adventure at the beginning of Book II. Guyon and Arthur continue on

their adventures at the onset of Book III, but we are assured that Guyon sent

ahead “the captiu'd Acrasia,” 

... to Faerie court safe to convay,
That her for witnesse of his hard assay,
Unto his Faerie Queene he might present:
Though he himselfe betooke another way. (III.i:2:4-7)

As for Book IV, which does not begin and end at the court of Gloriana, we are still

reminded of the Faerie Queene by the central activity of the tournament to

defend the honor of Gloriana's Order of the Knights of Maidenhead.41 Thus, the

importance of Gloriana to interpretation of the poem's representation of faerie

exists not so much in the identification of the Faerie Queene herself as “the most

excellent and glorious person of our soveraine the Queene, and her kingdome in

Faery lond,” but in the absence that makes the Faerie Queene, paradoxically,

ubiquitously present. The very landscape reflects Gloriana, the nature of the

kingdom and its inhabitants reflect Gloriana, and even the chaste, virtuous,

unchaste, lustful, merciful, merciless and most monstrous of females reflect, and

provide reflection upon, Gloriana.

Provocatively, any basis Spenser might have had in denying a potentially

negative representation of Gloriana lies in his highly unflattering portrayal of the

41 While Gloriana's presence is less overt in Book IV, other shadowings of Elizabeth, such as
Britomart, Belphoebe, and – as David Kinahan argues in “Embodying Origins: An Anatomy of a
Yeoman's Daughter, Spenser's Argante, and Elizabeth I”– the lustful giantess Argante, are
rampant along with numerous other pursued damsels and trophy women.
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lower and middle classes throughout the poem. In general, Spenser portrays

class differences in The Faerie Queene as the dichotomy of noble versus ignoble

– and quite often sets savagery against civility. While many scholars have

approached the issue of class in Spenser from a “top-down” perspective,

studying the courtly circles or the Elizabethan system of patronage,42 few

scholars have taken a “bottom-up” approach. For instance, Todd Butler identifies

three episodes in The Faerie Queene where the lower classes are depicted as a

“salvage nation” of multitudes: Una's encounter with Abessa, Corceca and

Kirkrapine in Book I; Una's rescue by the satyrs who then worship her as their

deity, also in Book I; and the Gyant of the Scales with his followers in Book V.

Butler reads each of these encounters of the heroes with the “multitudes” as

expressing the disappointment felt by the elite over the slow Protestant

reformation of the masses. He observes that “as The Faerie Queene moves to

more explicitly contemporary events the multitudes are transformed from simple

lost sheep into a dangerous symbol of disorder and religious schism” (96).

Stephen Greenblatt also locates class conflict in The Faerie Queene – primarily

in Canto II of Book V, where Artegall and Talus confront the Gyant of the Scales

and his followers:

By representing the radical leader as literally monstrous – for in
faery land, of course, such grotesqueries need not appear merely
figurative excesses of political rhetoric – Spenser greatly reduces
the threat of an inadvertent ennobling of rebellion in the
commemoration of its defeat. The giant bears in the form of his
body the ineradicable sign of his disobedience, a sign that links him
to the primal disobedience of the giants who rebelled against Jove

42 See for instance, Frank Whigham, Ambition and Privilege: The Social Tropes of Elizabethan
Courtesy Theory.
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and hence, by traditional mythographic analogy, to the rebel angels
of the Christian story. These associations would seem to call for the
hero to attack... (19-20).

The Gyant's promises are less about bringing relief and equity to the peasants,

than about challenging the order of the world, the very thing that allows peace

and prosperity. It is up to Artegall to expose the Gyant's “demonic parody of

social justice,” argues Greenblatt, for “radical protest in the early modern period

appealed not to perceptions utterly alien to those expressed in official circles but

rather drew unacceptable conclusions from those same perceptions” (21). For

Spenser and his aristocratic and gentle audience, the lower classes represent the

potential for social upheaval or outright apocalypse. 

Comparable scenes which portray uprisings by the lower orders, or when

a hero must confront a “raskall” mob occur in Book V, Canto VI, where a “rout of

many people” act as lynch mob with Sir Terpine in tow, and the “great hostes of

men in order martiall” in Canto XII, which challenge Artegall, Talus and Sergis

when they arrive to champion Eirena. In both cases, the rout appears to be a

leaderless mob, but after the initial confrontation, we learn that Sir Terpine's lynch

mob is actually composed of the followers of Radigund, and the “hostes of men”

are the followers of Grantorto. Like the followers of the Gyant of the Scales,

these multitudes are easily deceived and easily swayed. For the upright Christian

hero, they are also easily dispersed.

The peasant multitudes are also depicted as enemies of right rule and

moderation. As Guyon and Arthur seek refuge in the House of Temperance in

Book II, they are attacked by a mob as they seek entrance to the castle.
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Thus as he spoke, loe with outragious cry
A Thousand villeins round about them swarmed
Out of the rockes and caves adjoyning nye,
Vile caytive wretches, ragged, rude, deformd,
All threatning death, all in strange manner armd,
Some with unweldy clubs, some with long speares, 
Some rusty knives, some staves in fire warmd. 
Sterne was their looke, like wild amazed steares,
Staring with hollow eyes, and stiffe upstanding heares. (II.ix:13:1-9)

The “raskall routs” are enjoined by a “cruell Captaine” to surround the heroes, but

the knights' “bright-burning blades” break the “rude troupes,” slashing through

what seem like bodies but which fade insubstantially. The mob is likened to “a

swarme of Gnats at eventide / Out of the fens of Allan” (II.ix:16:1-2), Spenser's

now infamous reference to the swampland of central Ireland. The simile implies

that the swarms of “villeins” attacking Alma's castle are an irritating nuisance, but

pose no serious threat to well-armed knights. They are only troublesome

because of their sheer numbers. Once Guyon has embarked from the House of

Temperance on his quest to the Bower, the mob again attacks, arranged in

twelve troupes representing the seven deadly sins and the evils that attack the

five senses of the body. (Roche n II.xi.Cantos 6-7) Alma's castle rouses in

defense, but the mob must finally be subdued by Prince Arthur and his Squire.

The “cruell Captaine” we learn is Maleger, 

As pale and wan as ashes was his looke,
His bodie leane and meagre as a rake,
And skin all withered like a dryed rooke, (II.xi:22:1-3)

followed by two wicked Hags, Impotence and Impatience. He looks lean and

starved, perhaps in ill health. Maleger's weapon is the bow, suggesting the

famous longbow of the English yeomanry. Arthur is overcome by Impatience,
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Impotence and finally Maleger who unchivalrously throw themselves upon him,

and must be rescued from “his late disgrace” by his Squire. Arthur is unable to

vanquish Maleger, literally a man of the soil who regains life when he falls to the

earth, until he throws the Carle's lifeless body into a lake. Maleger, as the bow-

wielding yeoman and leader of the thousand “villeins” is suggestive of the

middling sort, usually rural gentry, who were often pressed (or convinced) into

service as leader of the popular rebellions of the Tudor period.43 Such leaders

were not seen as justifiably sympathetic to the desperations of the poor, but as

class traitors to their ruling class betters.

The representation by Spenser of the poor as the “many-headed Monster,”

the rebellious mass of vulgar humanity out of all good government and beyond

reason, is common among his contemporaries throughout the sixteenth century

and through the rhetoric of the Civil War of the seventeenth century. As

Christopher Hill demonstrates, the portrayal of the lower classes by their social

betters as the many-headed multitude, the body of masterless men with so many

heads as to be headless or without reason, is ubiquitous in much “gentle” writing

concerning the “lower sorts.” The disdain or outright contempt for the lower

classes, “the contemptuous attitude, thinly concealed the fears of the propertied

class” (Hill 186). Certainly there were social climbers enough at all levels of

society, and these seem to have inspired only mild disdain compared to the

vehement hatred of the unruly multitudes. An individual might benefit from

upward social mobility, perhaps being worthy of the elevation, but the elevation of

43 See Anthony Fletcher and Diarmid MacCulloch, Tudor Rebellions.
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the entire lower class was impossible. Nor would it be particularly desirable. The

frequent complaint of the propertied that the masses would pull them down, that

any leveling of social class would require not the raising of the low but the

destruction of the high, and the overwhelming conviction that the lower orders

hated and envied the gentle for their possessions, expresses the fear that the

masses, no matter how wretched and potentially deserving of aid, would take and

destroy all if allowed to take matters into their own hands. Hill cites the perception

that it was the church's responsibility “to soften the bitterness of class hatred, to

keep the lower orders peaceful and subordinate, to stress the religious

considerations which united a hierarchical society against the economic facts

which so visibly divided it, to console the desperate” (Hill 189). The biblical

teaching that the meek would inherit the earth had perhaps lost currency among

the well to do, in favor of the Calvinist fate of the Elect, which posited both

abjection and good fortune as the will of God.

In contrast to this almost stereotypical portrayal of the masses, Spenser

also portrays the lower classes, specifically the laboring poor and cottagers,44 in

smaller groups or as individuals throughout the poem. Portrayal of the lower

classes and the poor as rebellious mobs erases their individuality, the stories of

hard life and deprivation, and stresses the anxiety over the threat of loss of order

and safety. A mob is a mob, regardless of the classes from which it draws its

44 Mark Netzloff argues that despite their significant representation in the English population – he
cites a figure of 18% of the total population from H.P.R. Finberg's The Agrarian History of
England and Wales, and 24% from Gregory King, reprinted in Seventeenth-Century Economic
Documents – cottagers are relatively unrepresented in the literary and dramatic texts of the
early modern period. They consisted mostly of agrarian laborers displaced by land enclosures,
who settled in open common areas or waste spaces. They made up the most destitute part of
the group of agricultural laborers and weavers. (Netzloff 269)
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members. However, Spenser's portrayal of individual peasants and laborers

demonstrates anxieties of another kind. Besides Una's encounter with Abessa,

Corceca and Kirkrapine mentioned earlier, in Book IV Canto V, Britomart's nurse,

Glauce, and Sir Scudamore, seek refuge in the cottage of the “goodman”

blacksmith, Care. The scene is reminiscent of Gawain's first glimpse of the Green

Chapel, with the cottage placed “under a steep hilles side” where “the mouldered

earth had cav'd the banke,” complete with the sound of metal working, “of many

yron hammers beating ranke.” That is, this place may be Hell itself. The

blacksmith,

With hollow eyes and rawbone cheekes forspent,
As if he had in prison long bene pent:
Full blacke and griesly did his face appeare. (IV.v:34:4-6)

With “blistred hands,” “fingers filthie,” and “long nayles unpared,” he shows the

physical wear of his daily toil. “Rude was his garment, and to rags all rent,”

though Spenser's narrator tells us the blacksmith is like this because, “Ne better

had he, ne better cared,” not because the exigencies of poverty and hard labor

provide little else. The sentiment implies a capitalistic, Protestant work ethic:

every man has the opportunity to work hard toward his own financial success,

thus if he is not successful, it is because he does not want to be. The pity that

might be inspired in the reader by the hollow eyes and drawn face of poverty is

offset by the gesture to demonize: “he like a monstrous Gyant seem'd in sight.”

When Sir Scudamour seeks to engage Care in conversation, the blacksmith and

his “servants” do not respond. Their labors are an obsession, which seems to

draw the very life and soul from the individuals whose lives require such toil. This
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certainly would have constituted a nightmare to a socially climbing poet-scholar,

who might have otherwise ended up in the trades.

Spenser's portrayal of a female cottager appears in Book IV, Canto VIII,

when Prince Arthur takes up the wearied Amoret and Æmylia and seeks respite

in “a litle cotage farre away.” Inside, they find only an old woman, “upon the

ground in ragged rude attyre, / With filthy lockes about her scattered wide”

(IV.viii:23:7-8). She is “A foule and loathly creature sure in sight, / And in

conditions to be loath'd no less,” and hosts them most ungraciously, as she “did

scold / and rayle at them with grudgefull discontent, / For lodging there without

her owne consent.” Like Care, the old woman's mind seems elsewhere, absorbed

“with rancour and despight.” But the old woman is none other than the Hag

Sclaunder, whose “nature is all goodness to abuse.” Under similar

circumstances, the exhausted fleeing Florimell seeks shelter, where “in a gloomy

glen she found / A little cottage, built of sticks and reedes / In homely wize, and

wald with sods around” (III.vii:6:1-3). This is the home of a witch “in loathly

weedes, / And wilfull want, all carelesse of her needes.” This witch lives apart so

that she need not hide the exercise of her “devilish deedes / And hellish artes,”

and seems to live in filthy, torn rags by choice, “wilfull want.” The witch's son

“conceiv'd affection” from Florimell's kindness and courtesy, but his “brutish mind”

is capable only of “brutish lust.” Curiously, his attempts to woo Florimell are

almost charming: he brings small forest animals to her, young birds he has taught

to sing, and wildflowers. To avenge the passions of her “uncivil sonne” after

Florimell's stealthy departure, the witch then summons a hideous beast, a hyena,
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to track Florimell down and either return her or devour her. In both cases, the old

woman living alone in the wilderness becomes not a poor widow struggling for a

living, but a foul witch, waiting in exactly that forlorn spot and intending mischief.

Lacking normative social interactions within which she can fulfill a clearly-defined

role in society, the lone widow becomes a witch whose motivations are always

both malignant and criminal.

One exception to Spenser's portrayal of the poor cottager up to no good

occurs in Book III, Canto VII, when the Squire of Dames is rescued by Sir

Satyrane from the clutches of the Giantess Argante.45 The Squire explains the

source of his name, and his current quest to find as many ladies to refuse him as

he can in a year's time. So far, he had found three. “The third a Damzell was of

low degree, / Whom I in countrey cottage found by chaunce” (III.vii:59:1-2). He

was surprised “that chastitee / Had lodging in so meane a maintenaunce,”

expecting that a young woman of low degree would be an easy mark: easily

taken in by his charm, or willing to give up her chastity for a chance to “marry up.”

Despite her lowly birth, “Yet was she faire, and in her countenance / Dwelt simple

truth in seemely fashion.” The Squire also seems a bit surprised that a poor girl

who values her chastity could be fair and honest, and not forced to virtue

because she is plain or ugly. Virtue and chastity seem to be considered the

privilege of the wealthy. Besides illustrating the misogynistic stereotype of the

virtues of poor peasant girls, the Squire's story also demonstrates that the poor

45 See David Kinahan's “Embodying Origins: An Anatomy of a Yeoman's Daughter, Spenser's
Argante, and Elizabeth I,” for a reading of the lustful giantess Argante as a shadow of Elizabeth
and her rumored illegitimate and incestuous origins.
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are considered easy prey for even a lowly squire and his betters.

Book VI, concerned as it is with Courtesy, is also preoccupied with class

distinctions through the exploration of what makes a person noble or gentle, and

what does not. As Anne Shaver has argued, this book “explores versions of

discourtesy which involve challenges to contemporary hierarchies of class and

gender or both” (211). The poet in the Proem invokes the Muse to “Revele to me

the sacred noursery / Of vertue” wherein he wishes to see “the bloosme of

comely courtesie... [which] spreds itself through all civilite” (VI.proem:3-4).

However, while Book VI explores this concept of Courtesy, most of its action

occurs beyond civility, beyond the civilized world.46 Sir Calidore, and his

courteous substitute Calepine, spend much of their adventures in Faerieland

encountering paradoxical combinations of savagery and civility: the discourteous,

“gentle” knight and the courteous “noble” Salvage Man. On one end of the

spectrum, Calidore faces the discourteous pair of Briana and Crudor, who

despoil knights of their beards and ladies of their locks to weave a mantle with

which Briana may earn Crudor's love. To Briana, Calidore expounds,

But they that breake bands of civilitie,
And wicked customes make, those doe defame
Both noble armes and gentle curtesie.
No greater shame to man then inhumanitie. (VI.:26:6-9)

Far worse than Briana and Crudor are the unknightly Sir Turpine and his falsely

courteous lady, Blandina. Calepine asks the mounted Turpine if he will take the

wounded Serena on his horse to cross the river ford. Turpine's response displays

a haughty discourtesy for a noble knight, one who is supposed to be sworn to

46 As well as in the absence of its titular knight, Sir Calidore.
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chivalry and succoring the weak:

Perdy thou peasant Knight, mightest rightly reed 
Me then to be full base and evill borne,
If I would beare behinde a burden of such scorne. (VI.iii:31:7-9)

Not only does he judge Calepine to be a peasant because he is without a horse,

but to carry the wounded burden of Serena would mark himself as baseborn.

Turpine continues to be a nemesis to both Calepine and Serena, until Arthur

regrets sparing Turpine for Blandina's love, and hangs him by his heels upside

down from a tree as a warning to others. Turpine's punishment reflects his nature

which inverts expectation: he is nobly born and sworn to knighthood, but is

discourteous, cruel to the weak and injured, and treacherous to other gentle

knights who show him courtesy and mercy in return.

In contrast, we also find the noble and gentle in the unlikeliest of places.

When Calidore meets the youth “in Lincolne green” who slew a knight, he is

astonished at the youth's fair looks and fairer speech. He is sure the boy is

“borne of some Heroicke sead” and “weend him borne of noble blood,” on the

basis of his face “so lovely sterne and coy” and his “pregnant wit” (VI.ii:24-25).

The youth not only looks noble, he sounds noble. We learn in the next canto that,

The gentle minde by the gentle deeds is known,
For man by nothing is so well bewray'd
As by his manners, in which plaine is showne, 
Of what degree and what race he is growne. (VI.iii:1:2-4)

This assertion suggests that one's deeds reflect the inner mind, the true identity

of the person. Manners denote gentility, but also degree and origin. And of

course this youth rightly turns out to be Prince Tristram, son of the king of
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Cornwall, now living in Faerie for sanctuary. This may be one of those

“interpretive faultlines,” in Matthew Woodcock's words, as manners are

behavioral and may be learned, suggesting that even baseborn folk might be

taught to act appropriately and that the nobly born must also learn appropriate

behavior to be considered noble. True gentility, therefore, is a function of

behavior, not necessarily of class, a belief that may have been very attractive to

the court-poet who was once a poor sizar at Cambridge.

Yet the most unlikely source of courtesy is the Salvage Man. It is he who

rescues Calepine from the treacherous Turpine, though he “never til this houre /

Did taste of pittie, neither gentless knew” (VI.iv:3:1-2), and seeks to aid the

wounded Calepine and poisoned Serena. He expresses both a natural courtesy

and compassion. Reminiscent of Artegall's right-hand-man Talus, the Salvage

Man is able to enact physical violence and intemperate passion that it would be

unseemly for Calepine or later Prince Arthur to show, because he is “invulnerable

made by Magicke leare” (VI.iv:4:9). Salvage Man is able to wrestle Turpine from

horseback, and later tears Turpine's Porter to pieces with tooth and nail, violent

acts which also mark him as “ungentle.” Yet of Salvage Man, we are told:

O what an easie thing is to descry
The gentle bloud, how euer it be wrapt
In sad misfortunes foule deformity,
And wretched sorrowes, which have often hapt?
For howsoeuer it may grow mis-shapt,
Like this wyld man, being undisciplynd,
That to all vertue it may seeme unapt,
Yet will it shew some sparkes of gentle mynd,
And at the last breake forth in his owne proper kynd.

That plainely may in this wyld man be red,
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Who though he were still in this desert wood,
Mongst salvage beasts, both rudely borne and bred,
Ne ever saw faire guize, ne learned good,
Yet shewd some token of his gentle blood,
By gentle usage of that wretched Dame.
For certes he was borne of noble blood,
How ever by hard hap he hether came;
As ye may know, when time shall be to tell the same. (VI.v:1-2)

Salvage Man is undisciplined, and yet his courteous nature breaks forth in pity for

the wounded Calepine. Despite his wild exterior, physical violence, and lack of

decent table manners, there is noble blood in him and a gentle mind, a truth that

“plainly may... be red.” It is only through “sad misfortunes” and “wretched

sorrows” that one so inherently worthy has been “wrapt” in an exterior rough and

savage. Gentility is like a banked fire: when stirred, it will “shew some sparkes”

and finally “break forth.” It may be that living in Faerie has made the Salvage Man

savage, but it may also be that, like the lad in Lincoln green, Faerie preserves

that Salvage Man for some destined future. Salvage Man may have been “rudely

borne and bred” in this desert far from civility, without the example of “faire guize”

to teach him gentle behavior, but it can only come naturally to him because of his

otherwise imperceptible noble blood. Despite his wild environment, gentility will

out. 

Spenser's own complex response to the frictions between high and low

class distinctions invariably comes into play during the poem's foray into the

pastoral mode. Spenser uses the last cantos of the sixth Book to explore the

idylls of the pastoral shepherd world, which by this time was a familiar conceit for

an anti-Court, pre-lapsarian way of life. It is, of course, never meant to be
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anything but a fiction – here a fiction within a fiction, for this is the pastoral ideal

of the land of Faerie enchantment. Sir Calidore pauses in his quest to stay

among the shepherds, and finds instead a damsel worthy of his love. He is

befriended by the woman's father, who expounds on the virtues of the country

life. Melibœe lives in a “simple home,” a “cottage clad with lome,” with his aged

wife and daughter Pastorella. Calidore marvels that they live simply, but without

want. Melibœe answers:

It is the mynd, that maketh good or ill,
That maketh wretch or happie, rich or poore:
For some, that hath abundance at his will,
Hath not enough, but wants in greatest store;
And other, that hath litle, askes no more,
But in that litle is both rich and wise. (VI.ix:30:1-6)

Melibœe is able to make this claim now: it is summer, the sheep are plentiful and

feeding well, the land provides other nourishment, and he and his family are in

good health. The pastoral world here is indeed idyllic, perfect enough to tempt

Venus and her handmaids the Graces to dance in the meadows of the nearby

Mount Acidale. The lodging and food offered Calidore is given freely, though it

“serves the simple clowne, / That doth despise the dainties of the towne”

(VI.ix:7:4-5). But into this peaceful accord the brigands come like wolves among

the sheep. The shepherds may live a modest and simple life with few luxuries,

but they have at least enough to be worth stealing, even if it is only themselves.

Clearly, the pastoral world is not the Eden Calidore imagines it to be. Melibœe as

a young man was disillusioned enough, or desperate enough to “make his way,”

that he left it to work at “royall court,” and stayed there ten years before becoming
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disillusioned with court life. Being able to live and find employment at court

suggests he is not the uncouth, unlearned and rude rustic the shepherds are

painted to be. As he and Calidore linger over the supper dishes exchanging

simple truths, Melibœe 's words are eloquent and more akin to the thoughts of a

philosopher. He is not your typical shepherd, but more like a modest gentleman

farmer, with land and a productive herd of sheep, somewhere between cottager

and country gentry. In fact, he seems almost comfortably middle class, despite

his guise of “rusticke shepheard.”

Ironically, though Spenser was born into the merchant or middle class, and

attended the Merchant-Tailor's school by scholarship, he portrays very few

explicit examples of the merchant class or middling sort. This might be expected

of Spenser's romance and of pastoral in general as essentially pre-capitalistic

genres, yet at least one example of the “middling sort” does exist, accompanied

by some of Spenser's most biting criticism. This occurs in Book VI, when “a sort

of marchants” scouring the coast for “bondmen” approach the brigands' lair

“t'inquire for slaves” (VI.xi:9). It is the merchants' greed for Pastorella, the

“Diamond of rich regard” (VI.xi:13:3), that leads to the refusal to buy the other

slaves if Pastorella is not included. Their demands, and the Capitaine's refusal to

yield spark the bloodshed that reduces many of the brigands and Pastorella's

family to a heap of corpses. It seems in this depiction that the merchants are no

better than the thieves – both are driven by greed to traffic in human slavery, and

both are willing to kill to appease their avarice. The merchants and brigands do

not simply work for their livelihood, but prey upon more worthy people, enacting
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their daily survival in terms of criminality.

There remains one further representation of class difference within the

poem that is not clearly a representation of either lower or middle class culture.

Spenser makes wide use of the medieval literary tradition of the Fair Unknown, a

figure that is of low and high class simultaneously and allows unexceptional

social mobility. The best example in medieval romance of the Fair Unknown is

“Libeaus Desconus.” The influence of this romance on Spenser has been noted

in the figure of Redcrosse Knight.47 The beginning of the medieval tale goes like

this:

This Gyngalyn was fair to look upon, graceful of body, and
bright of face, but his mother kept him close, for very dear he was
to her, and she feared lest ill should befall him. And for love of his
fair face she called him Beau-fis and naught else; and he himself
was but simple, and never thought to ask his mother what his true
name might be.

Now it chanced on a day that the boy went forth to the
woods to chase the deer, and he found a knight lying clad in gay
armour; slain he was, and lifeless. And the boy did off the dead
knight's weed, and clad himself in that rich armour, and went forth
to Glastonbury, where King Arthur held his Court.

Then he kneeled in the hall before all the knights, and
greeted them with honour, and prayed King Arthur that he might
speak a word. Then said Arthur the King without delay, "Tell me thy
name, for never since I was born have I looked on one so fair of
face." And the boy said, "I know not my name, the more foolish I,
but while I abode at home my mother in her game would call me
Beau-fis."

Then said Arthur the King, "This is a wondrous thing, when
he who would be a knight knows not his own name, and yet is so
fair to look upon! Now will I give him a name before ye all here
present. By St. James, his mother, whoever she may be, hath never
so called him! For that he is so fair and frank, for the love of me ye
shall call him Libeaus Desconus. Wit ye well that the reading of that
is, The Fair Unknown; of a surety so shall he be called.' (Libeaus)

47 See Edmund Broadus, “The Red Cross Knight and Lybeaus Desconus,” Modern Language
Notes, 1903 Nov, 18 (7): 202-04. 
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Redcrosse is first described as “a clownishe younge man” in Spenser's letter to

Raleigh. He embarks on his quest to aid Una in borrowed armor, unaware that he

is a human changeling in the land of Faerie, and destined to become St. George,

the Knight of Holiness and patron saint of England. Redcrosse is the Fair

Unknown, a youth of lower class, rustic, or unknown origins who turns out to be

the long-lost child of a noble house. Despite his seemingly modest origins,

Redcrosse is inherently worthy. His worthiness, gentiless, and noblesse are not

necessarily detectable at first, but blossom forth under the trial of his quest. 

However, Redcrosse Knight is not the only Spenserian character who may

qualify as a Fair Unknown. This list of “fair unknowns” includes, but is not limited

to, the bloody babe Ruddymane, Belphoebe and Amoret, Artegall, Pastorella, the

adopted bear-baby of Matilda and Bruin, and Prince Arthur himself. Besides

providing a very interesting and useful plot device, the number of occurrences of

this tradition suggests the figure of the Fair Unknown was very attractive to

Spenser. I would argue that Spenser may have seen himself as a Fair Unknown.

Despite his middle or merchant class childhood, Spenser's worthiness was

discovered early, earning him the scholarship to the Merchant-Tailor's school and

entry into Cambridge. His career as a man of letters and a government official in

Ireland, as well as the publication of his work of literary genius, were his chances

to demonstrate his inherent worthiness. Further, his long insistence on his

descent from the Despencers and relation to the Spencers of Althorpe, despite

their denial, suggested he believed in (or had hopes of) his ancestral origins in a

noble, ancient family. His apparent middle class childhood may only be part of
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the trial in his ascent (or return) to gentility.

Given Spenser's unflattering portrayal of both the lower and middle

classes – as the many-headed monster, the suffering laborer named Care, the

cottager witch, the savage, the filthy, and the greedy slave-trading merchants –

the likelihood that he would have knowingly used popular faerie lore, denigrated

by the aristocratic and learned elite, may rest in how Spenser saw himself in

relation to the lower classes his “peers” despised. The lower classes are just one

of several groups that may be recognized as constituting “internal colonies” in

pre-colonial England. Mark Netzloff argues that, “Early modern colonialism

transformed social relations in England, creating a colonial frame of reference

that was employed to analyze forms of cultural difference within the body politic

and thereby providing an analogous colonial solution to problems of class

relations, social control, and regional difference” (4). Early modern authors such

as Michael Drayton, Samuel Rid and Thomas Dekkar repeatedly represented

England's working poor and vagrants as a colonized subclass within England's

borders. (Netzloff 2-6) Thus, as one of the elite – both as a poet and an

employee of the Elizabethan government, in England and in Ireland – Spenser's

use of the folklore of the lower classes and peasantry is analogous to the

“colonial” appropriation of “native” resources. Like the common land once held by

agricultural laborers enclosed by the gentry and nobility ostensibly for agricultural

efficiency, or the land held by the “mere Irish” taken for the plantations of Munster

and Ulster, faerie lore can be seen as another resource that needs to be

“properly” developed and put to right use. In such a case, the lower classes are
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not the creators or originators of popular faerie folklore, but merely the holders of

a tradition commonly claimed by all or with roots in antiquity. That is, if faerie lore

is popular in the “broad” sense, then it is a folklore open to all, and Spenser's use

of it is not appropriation. However, if Spenser truly no longer saw himself as

lower or middle class, then he is using the lore of the “Other” for his own profit

and gain, though not necessarily a monetary one.

But use of material from so unexpected a source provides the poem with

the potential for layers of meaning, a characteristic long recognized in Spenser's

work, which may be easily denied by the well-meaning servant of Elizabeth. If we

as readers are among the learned elite, we may see no negative implications in

Spenser's portrayal of Elizabeth as the Faerie Queen. Or, if we do see the

negative implications of so ambiguous a portrayal, acknowledging this

recognition is an admission that we are familiar with peasant faerie folklore or

consider such folklore a legitimate source, possibly an embarrassment in itself. If

we are of more modest means, one of the “common sort” or, like Spenser, one of

the middling sort with the avenue to upward mobility open to us, we will see the

dangerous, predatory side of the Queen and her court, and a warning of the

dangers of court dynamics.
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Chapter 3:
Bent on Gender: Ambiguous Faerie in Spenser's Faerie Queene

The influence of Germanic tradition on old English literature produces the

image of an elf far different from Spenser's “full iolly knight” of the first book of

The Faerie Queene. Attempting to explain the presence of evil and monsters in

the Christian world, the narrator of Beowulf explains the origin of the enemy of the

Danes, Grendel,

Wæs se grimma gæst    Grendel haten, 
mære mearcstapa,    se þe moras heold, 
fen ond fæsten;    fifelcynnes eard

wonsæli wer    weardode hwile, 
siþðan him scyppend    forscrifen hæfde 
in Caines cynne.    þone cwealm gewræc 
ece drihten,    þæs þe he Abel slog; 
ne gefeah he þære fæhðe,    ac he hine feor forwræc,

metod for þy mane,    mancynne fram. 
þanon untydras    ealle onwocon, 
eotenas ond ylfe    ond orcneas, 
swylce gigantas,    þa wið gode wunnon 
lange þrage;    he him ðæs lean forgeald. (Klaeber 102-114)

[That grim spirit was called Grendel, the renowned traverser of the marches, who
held the moors, the fen and fastness; unblessed creature, he dwelt for a while in
the lair of monsters, after the Creator had condemned them. On Cain's kindred
did the everlasting Lord avenge the murder, for that he had slain Abel; he had no
joy of that feud, but the Creator drove him far from mankind for that misdeed.
Thence all evil broods were born, ogres and elves and evil spirits – the giants
also, who long time fought with God, for which he gave them their reward. (Clark
Hall 25)]

The “ylfe” here is a monstrous, inhuman thing, shunned by the company of men

and relegated to the fellowship of giants, moorstalkers, shadows, and the man-
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eating descendants of Cain. In contrast, Norman and post-Norman authors such

as Chretien de Troyes and Marie de France provide examples of faerie that are

predominantly courtly, aristocratic, and, while not quite human, seem often to

have more in common with the divine. This darker side of faerie descended from

the Anglo-Saxon tradition survives in more popular Middle English texts, in the

language of the countryside long out of favor with courtly authors and their

patrons. English folklore preserves the monstrous nature at the heart of the belief

in faerie, and I argue in this chapter, comprised a discursive field which

influenced Spenser's idea of faerie and the dangers inherent in it. This influence

is most provocatively demonstrated by Spenser's ambiguous treatment of women

in general, and Gloriana in particular, in The Faerie Queene.

The greatest of Anglo-Saxon monsters, Grendel is considered monstrous

by the narrator of Beowulf and is forbidden the fellowship of mankind because of

the murder committed by his far distant ancestor, Cain. He is the son guilty of the

sins of a distant father. And yet, in a blurring of cause-and-effect in the poem,

Grendel is considered monstrous by the Danes because he keeps to the

outskirts, prowling the moors most men shun. It is only after Grendel is barred

access to human fellowship, standing alone in the darkness and hearing the

revelry in the music-filled hall, that he chooses to become the monster he is

believed to be by entering Heorot and becoming a murderer himself. He enacts

his monstrosity to the extreme by becoming a mass-murderer and by consuming

his victims, usually whole. For the Anglo-Saxon hero, killing large numbers of the

enemy was an act of glory, bringing both fear of and respect to one's house and
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kin. Grendel's superhuman strength is not a prerequisite for monstrosity, as

Beowulf is praised for his ability to swim in frigid seas for days in armor, wrestle

with sea-monsters, and rip the arm off of his struggling opponent. Indeed,

Beowulf's strength is credited as a gift of the All-Father. Even Unferth, the kin-

killer who challenges Beowulf's boasts in Hrothgar's hall, is tolerated – perhaps

even sheltered – by the Danes, despite his crimes against his own family. What

makes Grendel so transgressive is his cannibalistic attacks, which repeatedly

flout the authority of Hrothgar's hall and comitatus.

Grendel's mother, on the other hand, seems monstrous for different

reasons. After her attack, Hrothgar explains to Beowulf that the people have seen

two moor-stalkers, one smaller in proportion to the other as a woman would be

smaller than a man. Given that Grendel is larger than man-sized and his mother

is equally proportioned, she is a female who would tower over the strongest of

human warriors. She is physically, bodily monstrous. Further, Grendel's mother

has transgressed by performing that which would be required and expected of

Grendel's male kin: she enacts the weirgild by taking revenge for Grendel's

death. Unlike Grendel, who seizes thirty thanes in one night's feasting, Grendel's

mother takes one warrior to avenge the death of her one son. She transgresses

against gender norms and enacts the role of a male relative in place of the

father/brother/uncle that Grendel does not have. It is perhaps unfortunate that her

victim is the king's old war-buddy, as it is Hrothgar's outpouring of grief at the loss

of Aeschere that inspires Beowulf's promise, “Do not grieve, wise man. It is better
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for each man that he avenge his friend than greatly mourn.”48 So much for

accepting fate and the will of the All-Father! Vengeance is acceptable,

apparently, when the enemy has been demonized as monstrous and the

surviving “Grendel kin” numbers one. While the Finnesburh fragment, recounting

the sorrow of Hildeburh when her brother killed her husband and son to avenge

the blood-guilt her marriage was supposed to repay, is intended to teach us both

the failure of marriage contracts to settle blood feuds and the senselessness of

revenge killing, it also suggests that killing to avenge the murder of one's kin is

considered tragic but not particularly monstrous. However, blood vengeance

enacted by the female, despite her obvious physical and martial ability to perform

it, qualifies as monstrous.

For an Anglo-Saxon audience, association with elves and the faerie world

was physically and spiritually dangerous. As Keith Thomas notes in Religion and

the Decline of Magic, “The very word 'fairy' was itself used... to convey the idea

of a malignant disease of spiritual origin which could be cured only by charming

or exorcism. The Anglo-Saxons had described persons smitten with a

supernatural malady as 'elfshot'” (607). In his collection of Anglo-Saxon magical

charms, G. Storms explains,

The principle representatives of the Anglo-Saxon spirit world are the
elves. In the charm texts they always stand for evil forces and
certain diseases are specially ascribed to their influence: charms
are sung against the waterelf-disease; against elf-sickness or elf-
disease; against the shot of elves and special drinks and salves are
prepared. In O.E. ælf is the masculine, ælfe the feminine form. The
elves were not necessarily evil and they would seem to have also
distributed favours. O.E. ælfsciene means “bright as an elf”, and the

48  Lines 1383-1385.
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proper names Ælfred, Ælfric, Ælfwine testify to their helpfulness
and excellence. (51)

At best, the elves had the most inscrutable and ambiguous of motivations. The

average person could not know if a chance encounter with an elf would lead to

great fortune, or debilitating illness. Most of the charms and salves recorded by

Storms are a mixture of pagan and Christian rituals combining herb lore, runic

engravings, Christian prayers and the singing of Masses. One recipe of particular

interest, “Elf-salve,” begins with the instructions, “Make a salve against the race

of elves and against spirits walking about at night and against women with whom

the devil has sexual intercourse” (245). The prohibition against women who have

had sexual intercourse with the Devil refers to witches, who reputedly trade their

bodies for the magical abilities the Devil promises. This suggests a conflation of

elves, walking spirits, and witches as the source of malady and disease even as

early as the tenth century.49 Another potion “Against the Devil and Insanity” uses

the herbs enchanter's nightshade (in O.E. Ælfthone), hassock and lupine, which

are regularly used against elves (261), suggesting not only a link between elves

and the devil, but between elves and madness as well. And a charm “Against

Witches and Elvish Tricks” requires the inscription of a string of Greek letters, an

herbal powder (including lupine) made into a drink, and nine Masses. (269)

These recipes suggest that Anglo-Saxon folk found themselves (and their

livestock) vulnerable to illness, spiritual disease and insanity sent by supernatural

forces such as witches, devils, and elves. Such are the lives of folk who keep

49 Storms reproduces charms and recipes from British Museum MSS Regius 12 D XVII, called
The Leechbook by its first editor, Rev. Oswald Cockayne, mid-tenth century, and British
Museum MSS Harley 585, called the Lacnunga by Cockayne, mid-eleventh century.
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company with elves and giants in the borderlands beyond the Anglo-Saxon

society of mankind. 

In comparison to the Germanic tradition, the faerie folk that appear in the

lais of Marie de France50 are distinctly not monstrous, and provide a useful

comparison here because the lais are known to have been written for a courtly,

Francophone audience. For instance, the beloved lady of "Lanval" is

characterized by her ideal beauty and physical perfection in addition to her

sumptuous possessions and incredible wealth, unequaled as far as Marie's

narrator is concerned among the kingdoms of the mortal world. The lady comes

to Lanval's aid, providing love as well as the financial backing expected of a

knight in Arthur's court, unfairly denied to Lanval. Lanval's unfortunate boast to

Guinevere that his beloved's servant girls are more fair than the queen herself is

indeed proved true by the end of the tale. Further, despite Lanval's "betrayal" of

his lady by speaking of her in violation of his oath, the (unnamed) lady rescues

Lanval from the unjust trial by exposing herself and her ladies as a spectacle for

the hungry gaze of the king's court. Once cleared of the accusations against him,

Lanval leaves with his faerie lady, relinquishing the human world to live with her

in “Avalun.” He leaps onto her horse as she departs, apparently quite happy to

leave the unjust court of Camelot behind. The faerie lady bestows upon the

worthy Lanval her love, fortune and favor, remains true to him despite his

“betrayal,” and exacts no more penalty on Guinevere and the treacherous court

of Camelot than a bit of embarrassment.

50 I am using the translation of The Lais of Marie de France by Robert Hanning and Joan Ferrante.
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Far from monstrous, the magical knight of "Yonec," Muldumarec, rescues

his lady (again unnamed)51 from a joyless life of imprisonment by her jealous

husband after she prays to God to send her a "handsome, courtly, brave and

valiant" lover. (98) On the contrary, he is instead a paragon of chivalrous virtue.

This knight is able to shape-shift to the form of a hawk, allowing him access to

the lady's tower. After he is wounded by the treachery of the lady's jealous

husband, his blood leads her to his deathbed, to a foreign "country" accessed by

passing underground through a hill. The knight is able to foresee the nature of his

own death as well as the birth of his future son. Despite knowing the cause of his

own death, he continues to visit his lady to rescue her from a joylessness that

seems potentially fatal. His Christ-like sacrifice then allows the birth of the son

who will avenge the wrongs against his parents and inherit the kingdom of the

father. His ability to shape-shift to animal form and to foresee the future, coupled

with his kingdom under the hill, marks the magical knight as faerie. Besides his

declaration of love, Muldumarec's motivations may remain unstated, yet his

actions are far from malevolent.

The courtly faerie folk of Marie de France are, as Keith Thomas once

observed, “only 'human mortals,' endowed with superhuman powers” (59). In both

cases examined here, the faerie beloved comes to the aid of his/her persecuted

human lover, bringing long-deserved relief in seemingly divinely-sanctioned

51 The unnamed ladies in Marie's work suggest that the woman's identity comes not from her own
person, but from her relationship to men. She is the lover's lady, the husband's lady/wife, the
father's daughter. The exception in Marie's oeuvre is Guinevere, whose role as a treacherous
enemy or obstacle for the hero may require her to be distinct from her identity as good King
Arthur's wife and queen. However, the unnamed heroine also allows the character to remain
generic enough that a female audience would be able to put themselves in her place in a kind of
escapist wish fulfillment.
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interventions. In fact, Muldumarec of “Yonec” insists on confession and taking

communion, in the guise of his lady, to prove to her he is no devil or evil spirit.

Also in both cases, the faerie beloved is a model of physical beauty, courtly

perfection and grace. It is the lecherous Queen Guinevere in "Lanval" and the

excessively jealous husband in "Yonec" who act inappropriately and

inhumanely.52 Both Lanval and Muldumarec's lady in “Yonec” are willing to leave

behind this world to accompany the faerie beloved into the unknown. One might

compare Marie's "Lanval" to Thomas Chestre's more popular "Sir Launfal,"53

which is expanded episodically to include Lanval's quest into faerie and a fight

with a giant. In “Sir Launfal,” the fairy lady named Dame Tryamour (try-amor –

love test) exacts her own revenge against Guinevere by blinding the queen with a

caustic, magical breath. 54 Apparently for a more popular audience,

embarrassment before the entire court is not punishment enough for Guinevere.

Bruce Rosenberg argues, “The harshness of some tales, as they circulate in oral

tradition among peasants, is plausibly sublimated as the tale moves to court, with

its pretensions of delicacy” (72). Conversely, popular writers and storytellers

might have felt the need to “spice up” the delicacy of tales originally intended for

an aristocratic audience to appeal to a wider, more popular audience. For such

52 The hero of Marie's lai "Bisclavret" may also be seen as a faerie knight because of his shape-
shifting magical ability, though I would argue here that he is not. While the faerie knight and
lady of "Yonec" and "Lanval" are outsiders to their beloveds' world, Bisclavret is part of the
established social hierarchy from the very beginning. In the tale, his werewolf form is not
treated as monstrous by society. It is, in fact, normalized. He is still one of the warrior band
even after the discovery of his enchantment. It is the treachery of Bisclavret's wife, trapping him
in wolf form and taking a lover, that is treated as monstrous and ultimately punished.

53 Thomas Chestre's "Sir Launfal" (British Library MS Cotton Caligula A. ii) Ed. Anne Laskaya and
Eve Salisbury. TEAMS.

54 See Myra Stokes, “Lanval to Sir Launfal: A Story Becomes Popular.” The Spirit of Medieval
English Popular Romance. Ed. Ad Putter and Jane Gilbert.
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an audience, Chestre felt the need to make Launfal more worthy – not everyone

deserves the favor of a faerie lover, or we'd all have one – and the faerie lady

more dangerous and less forgiving.

While Marie's faerie have much to do with love in their interventions with

the mortal world, Chretien de Troyes' seem more enigmatically without emotion

or motive. The fairy ladies of “Erec et Enide” are skilled craftswomen and healers.

It is four fairies who have made the incredible robe for Erec, which depicts the

“truths” of geometry, arithmetic, music, and the arts and astronomy. Faerie here

is the source of the representation of the “arcane” arts and sciences. While

Chretien attributes the creation of the gift to the skill and mastery of fairies, we do

not know why the fairies made the robe for Erec, or what his wearing of it might

signify. When Morgan le Fay appears in Chretien, she is “Morgan the Wise”

(“Yvain”), maker of ointments to dispel delirium, or in “Erec et Enide” as the

source of a healing plaster used on Erec. In “Lancelot, or the Knight of the Cart,”

we are told Lancelot was raised by Vivian, the fairy Lady of the Lake who has

given him a ring to see through enchantments. In each case, Chretien's fairy

ladies are the source of magical and wonderful gifts produced through arcane

knowledge, some of which are quite handy. There is no suggestion that these

gifts of faerie favor are provided out of anything other than platonic affection.

There is also no suggestion that the gifts, or the faerie intentions behind them,

are harmful.

But not all human visitors to faerie have come by choice; indeed many

come to the faerie realm through abduction. The best-known medieval example
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of faerie abduction is the verse romance of Sir Orfeo, believed to have been

written for an affluent but non-aristocratic audience.55 The author of Sir Orfeo, or

its probable Old French source, deftly fit the classical tale of Orpheus and

Eurydice to the narrative of faerie abduction. Instead of Orpheus's journey to

Hades to retrieve the dead Eurydice from the underworld, Orfeo follows Heurodis

to the realm of faerie after seeing her among the ladies of the faerie hunt. Orfeo

regains not a dead wife from the underworld, but an abducted lady claimed by

the Faerie King.

The Faerie King's intentions for Heurodis seem little more than a desire for

adornment of his castle gardens. Heurodis is a woman “of pris,” known for her

beauty, love and goodness. As a woman grown, Heurodis does not qualify as a

changeling. She is not a baby in the cradle for whom a bundle of twigs or a small,

unpleasant inhuman creature is left. She is also not newly come from child bed,

the lying-in time for a woman that Diane Purkiss identifies as a time of liminal

vulnerability both to faerie enchantment and bewitchment (106-7), and likely to be

of no use to the faerie as a nursemaid.56 Orfeo sees Heurodis within the faerie

King's castle wall lying asleep under an impe-tree, as if in a museum collection of

human bodies. Most are ”thought dede, and nare nought,”57 but some are alive

and merely driven mad. There seems no evidence in the poem that the King of

Faerie snatched Heurodis to be his love; in fact, it seems unlikely that Heurodis is

55 Introduction. The Auchinleck Manuscript: National Library of Scotland Advocates' MS. 19.2.1.
Ed. Derek Pearsall and I. C. Cunningham. London: Scholar Press, 1977.

56 In fact, because the romance ends with Orfeo's loyal steward inheriting the kingdom after
Orfeo, we could speculate the Heurodis never came to child bed.

57 “Sir Orfeo,” A Book of Middle English. Ed. J.A. Burrow and Thorlac Turville-Petre. 2nd edition,
line 390.
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a love interest if the Faerie King sits in his hall with his queen “fair and swete”

while his latest acquisition, Heurodis, is relegated to the front yard. Still, the lady

is summoned and then snatched by the King, and her release can only come

through the Faerie King himself. When Orfeo asks for Heurodis as his reward for

skillful harping, the Faerie King at first refuses, saying,

A sori couple of you it were,
For thou art lene, rowe and blac,
And sche is lovesum, withouten lac;
A lothlich thing it were, forthi,
To sen hir in thi compayni. (lines 458-462)

He refuses because the lovely Heurodis should not be seen with the now-loathly

Orfeo, as if he objects to an unworthy rival. It is only Orfeo's cleverness at holding

the King to the letter of his word that regains him his lost wife. Recalling the

earlier Anglo-Saxon conflation of the devil, elves and madness in the charms,

A.C. Spearing reads the fairy realm of “Sir Orfeo” as madness, seeing the

behavior of both Heurodis and Orfeo before their entry into Fairy as a loss of

sanity, and suggests in this romance that “the danger of fairy may be the power

of female imaginings” (270) and not the capricious Faerie King and his hobby as

a collector.

In a similar tale of Faerie raptus, the Middle English romance, “Sir

Degare,” tells of a young woman “taken” by a faerie lord. In this tale, the young

princess is separated from her father's entourage in the woods. Her ladies fall

asleep under an enchanted chestnut tree as she wanders off. The scarlet-clad

faerie knight appears and rapes the girl, saying,

“Thou best mi lemman ar thou go, 
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Wether the liketh wel or wo." 
Tho nothing ne coude do she
But wep and criede and wolde fle; 
And he anon gan hire at holde, 
And dide his wille, what he wolde.
He binam hire here maidenhod. (107-113)

After the rape, the knight tells the girl she will bear a son, to whom she should

give a broken sword so that the father will know him when the son inevitably

comes looking. Unlike “Sir Orfeo,” the girl is not physically taken to faerie; she

suffers not from the seizure form of raptus, but rape itself. As the tale changes

narrative focus to follow the son, abandoned and raised by a hermit, the princess

returns home and remains in a kind of unaging stasis. When the son, now

knighted Sir Degare, engages in a joust to win a princess and property, it is his

mother for whom he fights his grandfather. Degare's mother is ultimately reunited

with his father, as if the girl would wish to be united with her rapist even twenty

years later. However, the ending echoes a similar reunion of parted lovers in

Marie de France's "Milun," and acts to impose the acceptable family romance as

a satisfying romance conclusion.

The story of the mortal taken to faerie to be the lover of the Faerie King or

Queen was common enough by the late fifteenth century for Chaucer to use the

plot in his “Tale of Sir Thopas” as a burlesque of outdated verse romance. “Sir

Thopas” has long been acknowledged as a source for Spenser's motif of Arthur's

quest for the Faerie Queene.58 While riding out, well-dressed but apparently

58 See also the more recent work of J. A. Burrow, “Sir Thopas in the Sixteenth Century,” in Middle
English Studies Presented to Norman Davis in Honour of His Seventieth Birthday, Ed. Gray and
Stanley, 1983, and Judith Anderson, “Narrative Reflections: Re-Envisaging the Poet in The
Canterbury Tales and The Faerie Queene,” Refiguring Chaucer in the Renaissance, Ed.
Theresa Krier, 1998.
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without armor, Thopas decides to seek “an elf-queene” for his lover because the

women of the town are not worthy of him. He rides for a long time (perhaps as

long as an afternoon!), before finding “in a pryve woon, / The contree of Fairye”

(801-2). Confronted by a giant named Sir Olifaunt, Thopas flees to fight another

day, when he happens to be armed. Apparently, searching for and finding a

faerie lover must be done without armor, despite the infamous dangers of the

Faerie realm. Finding the entrance to faerie and a faerie lover is so common in

aristocratic tales of romance that Thopas himself decides to do it as an

afterthought on a spring day. Finding the “pryve woon” seems no difficulty at all.

What may be as great an offense to Chaucer's Host as the “drasty speche” and

“rym dogerel” (923, 925) of Chaucer's tale is the idea that a man might actually

want a faerie lady for a lover: the gentle elf queen of the courtly romance is not

the same elf queen of popular tales.

Such popular tales of faerie lore seem not to romanticize the role of the

faerie knight or queen, nor their motives. "The Ballad of Tamlin"59 and its

analogues of "Thomas the Rhymer" present a particular characteristic of the

darker side of faerie lore, that of the Faerie Queene as a sexual predator.

Thomas, sometimes called True Thomas or Thomas the Rhymer, sees the faerie

procession passing by. He errs and draws attention to himself by speaking to the

Faerie Queen, mistaking her for the Virgin Mary:

Thomas took aff baith cloak and cap,
  For to salute this gay lady;

59 According to F. J. Child, from whose collection this version of Tamlin is taken, "The Tayl of the
yong Tamlene" was known as early as 1549 (66-67). F. J. Child, English and Scottish Popular
Ballads. Ed. Helen Child Sargent and George L. Kittredge.
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'O save ye, save ye, fair Queen o Heavn,
  And ay weel met ye save and see!'

'I'm no Queen o Heavn, Thomas;
  I never carried my head sae hee;
For I am but a lady gay,
  Come out to hunt in my follee.

'Now gin ye kiss my mouth, Thomas,
  Ye mauna miss my fair bodee;
Then ye may een gang home and tell
  That ye've lain wi a gay ladee.' (65)

Thomas is taken to Faerieland to serve the Queen by harping, telling tales, and

of course becoming her lover. On the way, Thomas must wade for days through

a flood, sometimes of blood, and he is shown both the roads to Heaven and to

Hell. This faerie land is neither demonic nor divine, nor allied with the afterlife in

Heaven or Hell. It is reached by a third road altogether, perhaps as purgatory for

those who can move on, or limbo for those who can't. Finally, the Queen tells him

as they enter her land not to eat the fruit he finds (forbidden fruit?) but only what

she gives him, and to hold his tongue if he wants to return to his own land after

seven years' service. In some versions of the ballad, Thomas is to be used as the

tiend or tithe to hell due every seven years, suggesting that more than Thomas'

body is in danger while in Faerie. It also suggests that while Faerie is not

equivalent to Hell or the underworld, it somehow serves the infernal powers. 

Similarly in "The Ballad of Tamlin," young Tamlin explains to Janet how he

was taken by the Queen of Faerie for the span of seven years, and is to be used

as the tiend to hell.

And aunce it fell upon a day,
  A cauld day and a snell,
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When we were frae the hunting come,
  That frae my horse I fell;
The Queen o Fairies she caught me,
  in yon green hill to dwell.

And pleasant is the fairy land,
  But, eerie tale to tell,
Ay at the end of seven years
  We pay a tiend to hell;
I am sae fair and fu o flesh
  I'm feard it be mysel. (68)

Janet originally goes to Carterhaugh despite warnings that Tamlin is there, taking

of maidens "Either their rings, or green mantles, / Or else their maidenhead” (67).

She is particularly determined to make him the father of her child, or at least

claim him as such. It is as if Tamlin has himself been tainted by the predatory

nature of the Faerie Queen, but it is Janet's willingness to have Tamlin and to

reclaim him from the faeries that finally redeems him. At the end of the ballad, it

seems ambiguous whether the Queen is angered by the loss of the intended tithe

or her “boniest” lover, when she says,

Out then spak the Queen o Fairies,
  And an angry woman was she:
'Shame betide her ill-far'd face,
  And an ill death may she die,
For she's taen awa the boniest knight
  In a' my companie.

'But had I kend, Tam Lin,' she says,
  'What now this night I see,
I wad hae taen out thy twa grey een,
  And put in two een o tree.' (69)

The Queen not only curses Janet, who has twice out rivaled her by getting herself

with child by Tamlin and then snatching him from the faerie rade, but she also

wishes she had put Tamlin's eyes out to prevent his betrayal. This seems more
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indicative of a jealous anger than irritation at the loss of the living tax bound for

Hell.

This darker side of the Faerie Queen is certainly part of the discursive field

of faerie lore available to Edmund Spenser, along with the courtly faerie lady of

aristocratic romance whose influence on Spenser has already been studied.60 As

the child of a middle class urban merchant, Spenser was as likely to be familiar

with the darker side of faerie common to the popular tales as he was with the

aristocratic romances of the court. From the Tamlin and Thomas ballads, we see

a Faerie Queen who is a sexual predator, not only expressing an active sexual

agency but maintaining a position as the dominant power in the sexual

relationship, and apparently willing to sell her loyal servants to Hell.

This faerie lore provides an interpretative lens for Spenser's portrayal of

the Faerie Queene, suggesting there may be multiple layers of meaning inherent

in her depiction. As the absent idealized Queen for whom it is named, the Faerie

Queene Gloriana makes only a few appearances in Spenser's poem. The first

appearance is not in the poem itself, but in the "Letter to Raleigh" intended to

explain the extended allegory of Spenser's poem. The hero Arthur sees "in a

dream or vision the Faery Queen, with whose excellent beauty ravished, he

awaking resolved to seek her out, and so being by Merlin armed, and by Timon

throughly instructed, he went to seek her forth in Faerie land” (“Letter” 15). This is

the same figure of the Faerie Queene Spenser intends as a mirror of his

60 See for example, Paul Rovang, Refashioning 'Knights and Ladies' Gentle Deeds': The
Intertextuality of Spenser's   Faerie Queene   and Malory's   Morte   Darthur,   1996 and Andrew King,
The Faerie Queene and Middle English Romance, 2000.
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sovereign, Elizabeth Tudor: "In the Faery Queene I mean glory in my general

intention, but in my particular I conceive the most excellent and glorious person of

our soueraine the Queene, and her kingdom in Faery land. And yet in some

places els I do otherwise shadow her" (“Letter” 16).

The dream vision recounted by Arthur is the only time Gloriana herself

may actually "appear" in the poem. Arthur recounts his dream to Una and

Redcrosse:

For-wearied with my sports, I did alight
From loftie steed, and downe to sleepe me layd;
The verdant grass my couch did goodly dight,
And pillow was my helmet faire displayed:
Whiles euery sence the humour sweet embayd,
And slombring soft my hart did steale away,
Me seemed, by my side a royall Mayd
Her daintie limbes full softly down did lay:
So faire a creature yet saw neuer sunny day.

Most goodly glee and louely blandishment
She to me made, and bad me loue her deare,
For dearely sure her loue was to me bent,
As when iust time expired should appeare.
But whether dreames delude, or true it were,
Was neuer hart so rauisht with delight,
Ne liuing man like words did euer heare,
As she to me deliuered all that night;
And at her parting said, She Queene of Faeries hight.

When I awoke, and found her place deuoyd,
And nought but pressed gras, where she had lyen,
I sorrowed all so much, as earst I ioyd,
And washed all her place with watry eyen.
From that day forth I lou'd that face diuine;
From that day forth I cast in carefull mind,
To seeke her out with labour, and long tyne,
And neuer vow to rest, till her I find,
Nine monethes I seeke in vaine yet ni'll that vow vnbind. (I.ix:13-15)

Arthur's experience is not the first time a mortal knight encounters faerie when
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lying down in the grass to rest. Thomas the Rhymer was lying "oer yond grassy

bank" (“Thomas Rhymer and the Queene of Elfland” 64), and in another version,

Thomas was lying on a specific river bank, the "Huntlie bank" (“Thomas the

Rhymer” 65). Sir Orfeo's lady and the princess of "Sir Degare" are taken by faerie

while resting under trees, presumably on grass and not hard rocks or roots. In

fact, in Spenser's Faerie Queene, it is just prior to Arthur's meeting Una and

recounting his dream that Redcrosse is taken while resting on the grass under

the trees. Redcrosse Knight 

... wearie sate,
To rest him selfe, foreby a fountaine side,
Disarmed all of yron-coted Plate,
And by his side his steed the grassy forage ate. (I.vii:2:6-9)

Finally, after paying court to Fidessa/Duessa in the shade and birdsong,

Redcrosse

 ...lying downe vpon the sandie graile,
Drunke of the streame (I.vii:6:2-3)

which drains his manly virtue, "Pourd out in loosnesse on the grassy grownd"

(I.vii:7:2). In Book II, we see Cymochles 

... his eyes and senses fed
With false delights, and fild with pleasures vaine,
Into a shadie dale she soft him led,
And laid him downe vpon a grassie plaine, (II.vi:14:2-4)

entranced by Phaedria. Indeed, the very entrance to Acrasia's Bower of Bliss, the

ultimate goal of the quest of the Knight of Temperance, is

A large and spacious plaine, on euery side
Strowed with pleasauns, whose faire grassy ground
Mantled with greene, (II.xii:50:2-4)
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which lies before the entrance porch to Acrasia's demesne. Clearly, it seems

unwise to take one's rest, unarmed, on a grassy ground at midday in a strange

and hostile land. Such leisure suggests the victim is unprepared for the

challenges ever threatening a Christian knight, and implies a kind of spiritual

laziness. Arthur's encounter with the vision of Gloriana seems mild in comparison

to the fates of Thomas, Redcrosse, or Cymochles, but the affects are actually

quite similar. 

This dream of Gloriana does not itself snatch Arthur into Faerieland, but

instead draws him there with the strength of the desire it awakens, which Arthur

describes as a “fresh bleeding wound, which day and night / Whilome doth rancle

in my riuen brest” (I.ix:7:3-4). Recalling his dream to Una and Redcrosse, Arthur

begins to relive the emotions the dream inspired: 

Thus as he spake, his visage wexed pale,
And chaunge of hew great passion did bewray;
Yet still he stroue to cloke his inward bale,
And hide the smoke, that did his fire display. (I.ix:16:1-4)

Una's interruption at this point reminds Arthur of the effect the dream should have

inspired in a Christian knight, as opposed to the emotions it has inspired, or

perhaps was intended to inspire; that is, the action of

... one that with his prowesse may
Defend thine honour, and thy foes confound. (I.ix:16:7-8)

However, the end of Una's speech to Arthur should signal to him and us the

danger present in Arthur's dream of Gloriana, “True Loues are oft'n sown, but

seldom grow on ground” (I.ix:16:9). Christian knights and ladies do not find true

love, holy and pure, by lying around on the grassy ground. They usually find quite
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the opposite.

Arthur is able to intervene in the challenges to Holiness and Temperance

to aid the titular knights in need, but his departure in Book III, "The Legend of

Britomartis, or Of Chastity" has been noted. Sheila Cavanagh in particular argues

quite persuasively about Arthur's dubious motives when he engages in the chase

after Florimell, leaving his squire Timas to deal with the “foule foster:”

Arthur and Guyon immediately join in the chase, but there is
a disturbing suggestion that their motives might not be in the best
interest of Florimell's virtue: “The Prince and Guyon equally bylive /
Her selfe persewd, in hope to win thereby / Most goodly meede, the
fairest Dame alive” (III.i:18.6-8). This impression persists when
Britomart's response indicates that she assumes they are acting in
lust: “The whiles faire Britomart, whose constant mind, / Would not
so lightly follow beauties chace, / Ne reckt of Ladies Love, did stay
behind” (III.i:19:1-3).

Arthur's and Guyon's intentions remain enclosed in mystery
and Florimell eventually escapes all the men who are following her,
but the perplexing implications of Arthur's participation never fully
dissipate, particularly since the incident occurs in the only book of
The Faerie Queene – the Legend of Chastity – in which Arthur does
not rescue the titular knight. (15-16)

Once Arthur is separated from Guyon and loses Florimell, the fair damsel he

should not be chasing, his mind turns immediately to Gloriana, the fair lady to

whom he is supposed to be devoted. The vision of the Faerie Queene has the

affect of inspiring in Arthur emotions – be they desire, lust, or the wish to possess

– that lead the Prince to chase a beautiful, helpless damsel. Thereafter, Arthur's

loss of the helpless Florimell reawakens the emotions inspired by Gloriana's visit,

from which the recent chase so easily distracted him:

Tho when her wayes he could no more descry,
But to and fro at disauenture strayd;



102

Like as a ship, whose Lodestarre suddenly
Couered with cloudes, her Pilot hath dismayd;
His wearisome pursuit perforce he stayd,
And from his loftie steed dismounting low,
Did let him forage. Downe himselfe he layd
Vpon the grassie ground, to sleepe a throw;
The cold earth was his couch, the hard steele his pillow.

But gentle Sleepe enuyde him any rest;
In stead thereof sad sorrow, and disdaine
Of his hard hap did vexe his noble brest,
And thousand fancies bet his idle braine
With their light wings, the sights of semblants vaine:
Oft did he wish, that Lady faire mote bee
His Faery Queene, for whom he did complaine:
Or that his Faery Queene were such, as shee:
And euer hastie Night he blamed bitterlie. (III.iv:53-54)

Unlike those soft, grassy banks where a knight is likely to encounter faerie, Arthur

is left with only the cold ground. In place of the dream of Gloriana that seemed so

real, Arthur instead suffers from a “thousand fancies.” Tossing and turning, he

wishes Gloriana were like the fleeing Florimell, a woman physically present but

still tantalizingly out of reach. Yet Florimell is also a woman able to evoke feelings

to “vexe his noble brest” with the passions that have distracted him from manly

virtue, the comraderie of other knights, and thoughts of Gloriana herself.

Arthur's thoughts move smoothly from considering the tantalizingly near

and helpless Florimell, to the distant and absent Faerie Queene, and then

surprisingly to the figure of Night:

Night thou foule Mother of annoyance sad,
Sister of heauie death, and nourse of woe. (III.iv:55:1-2)

Cavanagh argues that “These instances of equating Gloriana with death suggest

one possible reason for Arthur's perpetual sublimation of his sexual desire for the
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Queen. In each case, the representation of the beloved distances the knight from

the danger implicitly allied with the actual woman” (20). An additional

interpretation of this association with the Faerie Queene, Night and death is the

folkloric association of faerie with the dead and the underworld.61 Some early

theories of the source of fairy stories suggested that Faerie figures were Celtic or

Germanic versions of the classical penates, or household gods, ancestors, or

even from preserved tales of encounters with earlier prehistoric inhabitants.62 It is

a common occurrence in popular faerie folklore that a visitor to Faerie sees an

acquaintance or family member long dead, much as Orfeo saw Heurodis

sleeping among the dead. Desire for Gloriana has led Arthur into this perilous

realm, where he may earn himself death in battle. Death may indeed be a

metaphor for sexual fulfillment, but Death may also stand quite literally here for,

well, death.

The outer appearance of the Faerie Queene need not reflect the danger

her nature offers to the mortal beloved. Arthur's quest is for the idealized, perfect

lady once experienced in a dream, known to him most immediately through her

words which ravished his heart. His vow is not to rest until he may seek out her

“face divine.” As the Queen of Faerie, Gloriana does inhabit a subject position

analogous to the divine. After all, Thomas the Rhymer did mistake the Faerie

Queen for Mary, Queen of Heaven.63 As a citizen of Faerie, Gloriana is beyond

61 Diane Purkiss draws similar conclusions, saying “The vision of Gloriana experienced by Arthur
looks far from straightforwardly complimentary to Elizabeth in the light of the Fairy Queen's
associations with sex and death in the medieval romances which Spenser emulates. However
highminded it seems, the visions remains sexualized” (Troublesome 179).

62 See Margaret A. Murray, The God of Witches, 1952, for the early anthropological work on the
origin of faerie as Neolithic barrow builders.

63 In fact, Matthew Woodcock argues that Arthur's “first attempt to interpret the significance” in
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human limitations, and may in fact be immortal. As Queen, she holds an office

considered in the human world as God's representative on Earth, an office, one

must note, also shared by Elizabeth Tudor, whom Gloriana shadows. Spenser

may be working here with the tradition of the deus absconditus,64 the search by

fallen man for the hidden God. This tradition hearkens back before the absent

beloved of Petrarch's Laura or Dante's Beatrice to the biblical Song of Songs.

Arthur's love for Gloriana is more than the love of a mortal woman which will

guide the lover upward toward a more perfect expression of divine love; it may in

fact be divine love itself, love for the divine.

Such an analogy presents very interesting implications. If Arthur's love for

Gloriana is analogous to mankind's love of God, Gloriana's absence as dea

abscondita suggests a number of things about Arthur's human fallibility and his

time spent questing in Faerie. According to Judeo-Christian tradition, God's

absence allows mankind free will because evidence of God's existence might act

as coercion to believe in God and to submit to God's will. Therefore, God's

absence allows the test of man's faith, both in the Garden of Eden and after the

fall. God's continued absence is a consequence of the fall, when God withdrew

and humankind was cast out of paradise. Thus, we are deprived of the divine

presence because we are all sinners and unworthy. The divine lady's absence

suggests Arthur too may exercise free will, to search for Gloriana or to abandon

the search. Arthur, however, seems very much compelled to search and unable

II.ix.7 of his vision of Gloriana “suggests that fairy acts as the temporal manifestation of divine
providence.” Matthew Woodcock, Fairy in The Faerie Queene: Renaissance Elf-Fashioning and
Elizabethan Myth-making, p. 96.

64 See Michael J. Murray, “Deus Absconditus.” 
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to exercise rational choice. The dream of Gloriana acts as a compulsion upon

Arthur, affecting with physical pain his ability (or desire) to resist. Further, contrary

to Spenser's claim in the letter to Raleigh that Arthur stands for magnificence “in

general” and earthly perfection, Arthur is not allowed Gloriana's presence. He is

allowed a dream vision, compelled to search and to overcome his own

unworthiness of the love of Gloriana. Indeed, Arthur's journey through the entire

poem of The Faerie Queene may be an expanded version of the journey

undertaken by each of the titular knights in his or her own book: like Redcrosse

following the path to Holiness, the Arthur we see is magnificence in progress. 

Another implication of the analogy to the deus absconditus tradition is that

mankind is unable to see the face of God or hear the voice of God without being

consumed by the power of such a manifestation. God hides his face from

mankind as punishment for sin. Yet to see the face of God unmediated is to die.

For this reason, Moses interacted with the burning bush, the Virgin Mary learned

of her impregnation by God second-hand through the Angel Gabriel, and fallen

man may come to know God only through God-made-flesh in the person of

Christ. Coming face-to-face with God means death, analogous to the implicit

danger of the “actual woman” that Cavanagh proposes. Indeed, coming face-to-

face with Gloriana signals the completion of Arthur's quest – his journey through

the perilous realm of Faerie – and the advent of his Judgment Day standing

before the throne of Glory-ana.

Arthur's quest for Gloriana over the course of the six books of The Faerie
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Queene may be his “long night of the soul.”65 Having received the vision of divine

love and his potential salvation in Gloriana, Arthur is left alone to ponder that

potential. He must overcome his imperfections, and any crisis of faith he may

have before being able to understand Gloriana's revelation. He must suffer the

absence of the beloved to make purer his own imperfect feelings of love. Like the

beloved woman of the Song of Songs, Arthur must overcome his all-too-human

faithlessness to finally embrace the divine lover.66 Or as Matthew Woodcock

observes, “Veiling is a necessary means of capturing and transmitting what is

otherwise inexpressible to 'feeble eyes'” (112). This suggests also a kind of

repetition of the model of the fortunate fall. Only through the fall can mankind

express a purer love for God than the easy acceptance in the Garden of Eden

could provide. Arthur must fall via his quest for Gloriana, just as mankind fell from

grace, to understand the loss and overcome what John Milton called the

“excremental whiteness” of untested virtue. (728)

And yet Spenser's Faerie Queene is not, as they say, all goodness and

light. Arthur's dream of Gloriana, described to us after the reunion of Una and

Redcrosse, becomes a reflection of the dream given to Redcrosse by Archimago.

The “ydle dream” that Archimago sends to Redcrosse seems quite similar in

content to the dream Arthur recounts67. Redcrosse's dream

... of loues and lustfull play,

65 Indeed, C. S. Lewis describes Arthur's vision as the “soul's new-kindled raptures at its first
meeting with a transcendent or at least incorporeal object of love” in Studies in Medieval and
Romance Literature, 1966, page 159.

66 Or as Matthew Woodcock puts it so nicely, “Gloriana represents the highest form of temporal
marker of God's power on earth, the temporal glory reified in the concept of sovereignty itself”
(Elf-fashioning 112).

67 Woodcock makes the same observation, to slightly different purpose, Elf-fashioning, 100.
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That nigh his manly hart did melt away,
Bathed in wanton blis and wicked ioy:
Then seemed him his Lady by him lay,
And to him playnd, how that false winged boy,
Her chast hart had subdewd, to learne Dame pleasures toy.

And she her selfe of beautie soueraigne Queene,
Faire Venus seemde vnto his bed to bring
Her, whom he waking euermore did weene,
To be the chastest flowre, that ay did spring
On earthly braunch, the daughter of a king,
Now a loose Leman to vile seruice bound:
And eke the Graces seemed all to sing,
Hymen iô Hymen, dauncing all around,
Whilst freshest Flora her with Yuie girlond crownd.

In this great passion of vnwonted lust,
Or wonted feare of doing ought amis,
He started vp, as seeming to mistrust,
Some secret ill, or hidden foe of his. (I.i:47-49)

The Una of Redcrosse's dream lies beside him and complains that Cupid has

“her chast hart... subdewd.” Similarly, the Queene of Faeries lies beside Arthur

and “Ne liuing man like words did euer heare, / As she to me deliuered all that

night” (I.ix:14:7-8). In each dream, the lady's words enact the wooing of a

seemingly passive male sleeper. Both men wake from the dream abruptly and

very upset. For Redcrosse, this dream sets him up for the show of the false Una,

and leads him to abandon the true Una. Ironically, it could have served instead

as a warning, had Redcrosse heeded his first, instinctive misgivings, “seeming to

mistrust, / Some secret ill, or hidden foe of his.” Redcrosse's first reaction is the

correct one. Arthur, on the other hand, is so “ravisht with delight” in the dream

that his waking response is to weep and cover the ground with tears. Unlike

Redcrosse, Arthur's is literally a wet dream.68 He then resolves to find the lady.

68 I am indebted to Dr. John C. Ulreich for this insightful observation.
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Given Spenser's infamous didactic use of repeated scenarios to instruct his

reader how properly to read and interpret, Arthur's dream is a repeat of

Redcrosse's dream, one we are meant to interpret with Redcrosse's experiences

in mind. How then, should we interpret Arthur's reaction to the dream? He begins

a quest to find his beloved and to earn praise to make him worthy of her, yet this

dream borders on an obsession which may impel Arthur to questionable actions

like the chase of Florimell in Book II. Redcrosse's reaction to his dream and

finding the false Una by his side when he awakens is the beginning of his

abandonment of his true lady, his assigned quest, and his destined path as the

Knight of Holiness. What, then, has Arthur abandoned in his pursuit of the Faerie

Queene?

Gloriana seems to have literally enchanted Arthur. She continues to have

power over Arthur, despite her continued absence, by inspiring in him an

unfulfilled sexual desire likened by him to “a bleeding wound.” While Arthur may

be able to sublimate this desire into the drive for martial prowess, the chase of

Florimell suggests this sublimation is not always successful or complete. Arthur

continues to be affected by Gloriana's vision even as late as Book VI, when

“deuising of his love more, than of daunger drad” (VI.vii:6:9), he is surprised by

and unprepared for the two knights sent to attack him by the cowardly Sir

Turpine. The effect of the dream is clearly one Spenser intended to weave

throughout the span of the poem, still unresolved by the end of Book VI. Arthur

seems drawn to Gloriana as if under a spell or geas. While the Faerie Queene of

the Thomas/Tamlin ballads maintains her control of her mortal lover by physically
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absconding with him or by keeping him in her presence, and the Faerie King of

“Sir Orfeo” uses both abduction and enchantment to hold Heurodis, Gloriana's

hold on Arthur seems completely intangible and yet overwhelmingly compelling.

Arthur seems quite literally “under her spell.” Marion Gibson notes, “Throughout

his explorations of witchcraft, Spenser (like many other writers of his time)

repeatedly associates magic with deceit, cruelty, love and effeminacy, often

figuring it as a trap that women set for men” (“Witchcraft and Society” 150).

Gloriana's hold on Arthur may be just such a trap.

Spenser's Gloriana and the “stereotype,” to use Marion Gibson's term,69 of

the early modern witch might at first seem to be the antithesis of one another.

Indeed, Sheila Cavanagh's exploration of the Spenserian witch, including

Duessa, Acrasia, Errour, Slander and Occasion, does not at all suggest that

Gloriana might be considered as a member of this train of dangerous females.

Indeed, Gloriana is missing completely from Cavanagh's list of magic-wielding

females. Cavanagh argues, “Spenserian witches work to seduce knights away

from righteousness, using their powers of sexual forgery and their affiliation with

darker forces to draw knights away from virtuous and chivalric pursuits” (56). This

seems to describe exactly what Gloriana has achieved with Arthur; her seduction

of him in the dream vision leaves him with unfulfilled desire, susceptible to the

pursuits of another kind, drawing him into the chase for Florimell. Similarly,

Arthur's dream of Gloriana may be quite literally a sexual forgery. Spenser leaves

69 See Marion Gibson, Reading Witchcraft: Stories of Early Modern Witches, where Gibson
argues that witchcraft stories in court documents and pamphlets are multi-authored texts, and
often come to express a stereotype of witchcraft through the process of examination of the
deponents.
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us with the unanswered questions: Was she there or wasn't she? Did they or

didn't they?70 And, as I have argued earlier, faerie and the faerie realm are not

without their own “affiliation with darker forces.” 

The connection between witches and faerie which may inform Spenser's

representation of the power(s) of Gloriana was not limited to the literary past, but

continued on in contemporary discourse. The faerie lady and witch of early

modern culture share numerous similarities, suggesting that they fulfill similar

social functions. Anthropological work on fairy and witchcraft beliefs in English

and European folklore71 suggests that belief in fairies was an “important

antecedent” to the belief in witchcraft ( Pócs 7). The malevolent, supernatural

traits of the fairy became integrated into the figure of the malevolent witch. The

small, often domestic disasters72 of ruined brewing or churning, sick livestock or

children, persons missing or “enchanted” once attributed to fairy malice or

vengeance became the common complaints in witchcraft accusations against a

more accessible, mortal witch. Indeed, the vengeance by the offended faerie for

trespass into a faerie ring or into the faerie realm, or by the domestic hob or

brownie against “sluttish” maids for not keeping the hearth or dairy clean, seems

as unanticipated as vengeance by the witch for charity denied, competition for

70 Woodcock notes, “Spenser's use of the word 'blandishment' to describe the sexual pleasures
shared between Gloriana and Arthur further carries sexual connotations and indeed is earlier
used in book one in reference to the lecherous overtures made to Redcrosse by the false Una
(I.i.49),” Elf-fashioning, 101.

71 See for instance Eva Pócs, “Fairies and Witches at the Boundary of South-eastern and Central
Europe,” FF Communications 243 (Helsinki: Academia Scientiarum Fennica, 1988). Margaret
A. Murray, The Witch-cult in Western Europe: A Study in   Anthropology  , 1921, H. Sidky,
Witchcraft, Lycanthropy, Drugs, and Disease: an Anthropological Study of the European W  itch  -  
hunts, 1997, and Keith Thomas, “The Relevance of Social Anthropology to the Historical Study
of English Witchcraft,” Witchcraft Confessions and Accusations. Ed. Mary Douglas and E.E.
Evans-Pritchard, 1970, pp. 47-79.

72 For instance, Katherine Briggs, The Anatomy of Puck recounts numerous tales.
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resources or insult.

English witchcraft trials did not focus on the witch sabbaths and orgies so

commonly reported in European witch trials or as portrayed in the Malleus

Maleficarum, however English authorities still demonstrate a concern for the

witch's body and the use she makes of it. As Keith Thomas notes, “Nothing

approaching a sabbath is to be found in the trial records before 1612, and the

subsequent references to such gatherings are sporadic and inconclusive” (445),

but the source of a witch's power is still traced to her intercourse with the Devil.

The witch was purported to have offered her body to the Devil, both to prove her

allegiance to him and in trade for the magical knowledge of spells and hexing he

could provide. Examinations of the accused witch go to significant effort to locate

the “witch's mark” or “witch's teat,” alternately a blemish on the skin where the

Devil nips his devotees to mark them or the place where a witch suckles her

familiar on her own blood (Purkiss, “Witch” 130-131). Keith Thomas observes,

The one common feature of English witch-trials which does indicate
some sort of association in the popular mind between maleficent
magic and the Devil was the notion that the witch bore on her body
the mark of her profession in the form of a spot or excrescence,
which could be discovered by searching her for an 'unnatural' mark,
usually recognisable because it would not bleed when pricked or
was insensible to pain. (445)

It seems unsurprising that the witch's mark would usually be located in a witch's

“privy” places, not only representing the hidden nature of her pact with the Devil,

but also the bodily nature of that contract. 

A witch's power, like the Faerie Queen's, resides in the spaces in which

she is able to claim authority. Diane Purkiss reads witchcraft accusations as
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resulting from anxieties over the violation and/or invasion of female space and

domestic authority. Whether it is a conflict over exchange of food or cooking

utensils – items that cross the domestic threshold and may hint at loss of control

over domestic responsibilities – or the polluted and polluting female, often

maternal, body, accusations often occur against women who impose upon

established domestic boundaries. Purkiss explains,

Magic is about degrees of closeness, when closeness becomes
unwelcome invasion. It is about setting and controlling limits:
geographical, familial, local. Such concerns are the housewife's,
and counter-magical remedies bear a strong resemblance to
recipes, or to guides to household care of the kind which
proliferated in the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries.
This points back towards the body of the witch: the figure of the
house and the figure of the body were interchangeable as
metaphors for each other in the early modern period, and both
household and body were common metaphors for the community
and the polity... 

Magic and its remedies deal with borders, markers, distinctions,
insides and outsides, the limits of bodies, and also that which
breaches those boundaries; bodily fluids, exchanges of objects
through bodies and across thresholds... (120)

Thus, perhaps the most explicit of violations of bodily boundaries is sexual. Keith

Thomas seems to concur, saying, “But when witch accusations permit of close

examination they reveal that it was the suspect's conduct and social situation,

rather than her physical appearance, which led to her downfall” (568).73 Such

conduct may be explicitly sexual, as when the witch is believed to copulate with

the Devil, or in violation of expected gender-specific behavior, as when a woman

is outspoken with a “scolding tongue” or when a widow assumes control of the

household, and possibly the family business, after the loss of her husband. A

73 Though Thomas firmly discounts witch prosecutions as “a war between the sexes.”
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woman without a father or husband is, as the metaphor goes, a body without a

head to govern it, and subject to any and all passions.

While it is true that Gloriana remains disembodied throughout the poem,

the “pressed gras, where she had lyen” (I.ix:15:2) leaves Arthur with the imprint of

the body that had been there, and in fact, a body that seems able to appear and

disappear magically through its own agency, like the Grail of Arthurian myth.

Unlike Petrarch's Laura or Dante's Beatrice, Gloriana is never the object of a

courtly blazon. She cannot be contained or controlled, let alone mapped or

cataloged. Yet her wooing words – the agency of the tongue which expresses the

promised agency of the (un)available body – and the impression of her body in

the pressed grass leave Arthur with an image that unmans him, and leaves us

with the image of Arthur weeping like a child. This moment may explain why

Arthur is able to rescue Redcrosse from Orgoglio and Despaire, and Guyon at

the cave of Mammon, yet he is conspicuously absent at Artegall's greatest test at

the hands of Radigund. Arthur has already experienced emasculation at the

vision of a powerful virgin queen (Gloriana), and is unlikely to perform any better

in Artegall's stead.

Just as the social functions of the figures of faerie and witch overlap in

shifting ways, the beliefs in faerie and witchcraft explicitly coincide in a number of

popular witchcraft pamphlets which purport to represent the events of witchcraft

examinations or trials for public edification. Such pamphlets provide examples of

the kind of discourse common to stories of faerie and witch with which Edmund

Spenser would have been familiar. In one example, the male witch John Walsh
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(“The examination of John Walsh before Master Thomas Williams, in Exeter,”

1566)74 was accused of sorcery and witchcraft. In his deposition, when asked

how it was he knew that someone had been bewitched,

He sayth that he knew it partlye by the Feries, and saith that ther
be. iii. kindes of Feries, white, green & black. Which when he is
disposed to use, hee speaketh with them upon hyls, where as there
is great heapes of earth, as namely in Dorsetshiere. And betwene
the houres of. xii. and one at noone, or at midnight he useth them.
Whereof (he sayth) the blacke Feries be the woorst. (cited in
Gibson, “Early Modern” 29)

Walsh attributes his un-witching skills as a cunning man, intended only for good,

to fairies he meets on hills in the Dorsetshire countryside. Ultimately Walsh's

examiners attribute his witchcraft to the “fruites of Papistes and papistrye”

learned from the catholic priest Robert Drayton, who seems as much on trial

posthumously as Walsh. The preface to the deposition itself announces

unambiguously the anti-catholic sentiment of the pamphlet's author, as if catholic

belief is corrupting and therefore all catholic practitioners are guilty of some form

of sorcery or another. Walsh's “feries” are distinguished from spirits or familiars,

which might actually do his bidding and appear in the shapes of birds, brindle-

coated dogs, a cloven-footed man, or toads. While a familiar might act on

Walsh's behalf upon payment of “one drop of his blud”(30), the “feries” “doe hurt

of their owne malignitie, and not provoked by anye manne, and... thei have power

upon no man, but upon such as onelye doo want fayth, which is ye cause why

they have power more of some persons then of anye others” (30). Walsh credits

the “feries” for his arcane knowledge of identifying bewitchment, yet he takes

74 “The examination of John Walsh before Maister Thomas Williams, ... in Exeter, 1566,” as cited
in Purkiss, Witch, 159, and on Early English Books Online.
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pains to distance himself from the malice and independent agency of his faerie

informants. Walsh's “feries” serve the similar function as source of supernatural,

perhaps forbidden knowledge as the faerie ladies of medieval romance or the

Faerie Queen of “Thomas the Rhymer” who gifts Thomas with prophecy and

sometimes the inability to speak anything but truth. Yet these “feries” also pose

the dangers common in more popular lore, where faerie enacts its own often

malicious, inscrutable agenda. Walsh's “feries” reflect one aspect of the darker

side of faerie, which intervenes in the lives of mortal humans, appearing without

explanation and with ambiguous if not outright malign intentions. This context of

faerie lore contributes to a more sinister reading of Gloriana, and her visit to the

sleeping Arthur. It is in John Walsh's deposition that we may find, as Marion

Gibson observes, a “text” produced by multiple authors (34-5), but also one

indebted to multiple discourses – what Gibson prefers to call genres – from older

courtly fiction, popular ballad, and oral folklore.

In a similar tale of powers granted by faerie, Joan Tyrrye (Discoveries in

the Diocesan Registry, 1555, cited in Purkiss, Witch 159-160) recounted in her

own witchcraft deposition the common folktale of being blinded after observing

the fairies. This tale often involves a short-lived abduction of the human into

faerie to provide assistance as nurse or wet-nurse, during which time she

accidentally rubs an ointment of enhanced magical seeing into her eye, allowing

her to see the faeries for who they are. Here, Joan claims to have approached a

fairy in Taunton market to “make his acquaintance.” When she acknowledged

that she saw him, “her sight was clean taken away for a time” (160). Blindness
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becomes the physical punishment for the trespass of the unwanted gaze, while

Joan Tyrrye's description of the encounter seems intended to explain her abilities

as a “white witch” or cunning woman; not a witch but an un-witcher. Joan Tyrrye's

deposition suggests that she has in fact gained skills through her interaction with

faerie, but it also suggests that in granting abilities, faerie individuals gain

something in return for their favor. Indeed, even a brief interaction with faerie can

lead to a change in perception, whether it is the ability to see the unseen or

conversely a loss of sight altogether. Faerie has a use for humankind, but we

don't always recognize the price of their favor. Gloriana, too, has granted Arthur

her “favor,” but we do not learn from the uncompleted Faerie Queene what price

it is that Arthur will pay.

Like Arthur's vision of Gloriana, the faerie may appear not so much as a

physical being but as a spirit. In her witchcraft deposition, Joan Willimot, whose

examination appears in the pamphlet “The Wonderful Discoverie of the

Witchcrafts of Margaret and Phillip Flower, daughters of Joan Flower neere Bever

Castle: Executed at Lincolne, March 11. 1618,” is said to have received a fairy

that was blown into her mouth by her master. The fairy emerged as a spirit that

took the form of a woman. After promising her soul, Joan was able to learn from

the spirit who had been bewitched and how to “amend” the bewitched person

with “certaine prayers” (291). At least once, the fairy spirit may have visited Joan

in a dream, reminiscent of Arthur's dream of Gloriana. Joan Willimot's story

closely follows elements common to witchcraft accusations. Her “fairy” seems

more of a spirit or familiar, given to her by her “master,” and for whose service
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she promises her soul. Willimot's deposition attempts to distance her from any

wrongdoing by displacing the agency of initiating the relationship with the “fairy”

to her master, positioning Joan as a kind of passive vessel for the fairy blown into

her. She also attempts to displace any accusation of maleficium by making the

common claim that her magical gifts were intended to “amend” someone else's

witching, using prayer. Prayer itself may be suspect, however, as it may come to

signify catholic ritual during the examination, a thread common to many post-

Reformation witchcraft examinations. Joan's use of prayer in the unwitching

brings to mind John Walsh, convicted for his association with the catholic priest

Drayton, but also the French Joan d'Arc, convicted and burned for witchcraft by

the English in 1431.

The anthropological study by Eva Pócs on fairy and witchcraft beliefs in

Europe discusses several instances where select humans were purported to

have gained healing or prophetic abilities from faerie. She compares her work on

fairy beliefs in the Balkans to work done on sixteenth- and seventeenth-century

Sicilian “fairy trials” by Gustav Henningsen, both of which suggest a similar

relationship between healing shamans or wizards, “initiates of the fairy queen”

(Pócs 11) who met regularly for ceremonies including feasting and dancing that

sound surprisingly like the witches' sabbaths of English and European witch trials.

Pócs' argument here is that belief in faerie-given magic represents an archaic

form of belief in witchcraft, perhaps one that continued to fuel popular belief

through accusations of witchcraft after widespread belief in faerie had waned.

The repeated association of faerie with witches, both before and after Spenser
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wrote The Faerie Queene, suggests his early modern audience may not have

seen any great distinction between the two. They certainly would not have

dismissed faerie folk as the innocuous flower fairies who came later, the product

of Victorian sensibilities. Instead, the more ambiguous, potentially monstrous

faerie characteristic of popular lore provides a contextual lens which suggests a

negative, more critical representation of Elizabeth as Gloriana.

The successful distinction between claiming faerie-given supernatural

powers and acknowledging an accusation of witchcraft may lie as much in the

skepticism of the examiner during the deposition as the current political climate.

One witchcraft examination, which occurred well after Spenser's publication of

The Faerie Queene, may serve as an example. Having seen six small fairies

dressed in green come over the garden wall in 1646,75 Anne Jeffries, a serving

maid in Cornwall, thereafter experienced symptoms of bewitchment including

convulsions and visions. Later, Anne developed supernatural abilities of her own,

such as prophecy and healing by magical ointment and laying-on of hands. She

claimed to sing and dance with the fairies and would eat only their food, a claim

she seemed to prove by going without food in confinement for several weeks.

Anne Jeffries' story is reminiscent of many medieval hagiographies, and seems

almost exactly to retell the story of the early Reformation emergence of Elizabeth

Barton, the “holy maid of Kent.”76 Like Barton, Jeffries seems to come under

75 Jeffries' portrayal of diminutive fairies may be a result of fairy literature written after Spenser,
such as Shakespeare's A Midsummer Night's Dream and the poetry of Drayton.

76 See, for instance, Ethan Shagan's account of the holy maid of Kent and her prophecies against
Henry VIII's divorce of Catherine of Arragon, used by both the Catholic opposition and the
Tudor government to discredit them in its support of the Henrician royal supremacy, in Popular
Politics and the English Reformation, pp. 61-88. 
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suspicion only after her prophecies turn political. Heralded as “the prophetess of

Bodmin” by Edward Hyde, Earl of Clarendon, Jeffries prayed, knew the

Scriptures though unlearned, and encouraged others to “keep the old forms of

prayer” (Purkiss, Witch 161). Interestingly, reports of her prophetic and healing

activities cease after her marriage in 1647. By 1646, the flurry of witchcraft

accusations and trials – along with the sensationalized representations of witches

in popular pamphlets and on the public stage – had diminished. Indeed, if C.

L'Estrange Ewen's observation that the height of witchcraft accusation and trial

records in England occurred during the 1580s and 1590s is true (cited in Purkiss,

Witch 185), this places the greatest anxiety about witches and their activities at

the end of Elizabeth's Tudor's otherwise “golden” reign. Representations of

Elizabeth as faerie, or as a human female sovereign in dialogue with her Faerie

counterpart became quite popular during Elizabeth's youth, as in the

entertainments at Kenilworth (1575) and Woodstock (1585).77 However, images

of the female witch seem to overtake in popularity that of the immortal faerie

queen at the end of Elizabeth's life, suggestively coincident with the Queen's

aging female body, now past childbearing. While images associating the young

queen with the beautiful, immortal Queen of Faerie might have seemed flattering,

associating the older Queen with the witch figure would have been downright

dangerous, and for a poet or playwright, career-altering at the very least.

The early concerns under Elizabeth's rule of the uses of witchcraft may

77 The entertainments of royal progresses are discussed in detail in Woodcock, Fairy in   The  
Faerie Queene, March 2004, pp. 39-50; and “The Fairy Queen Figure in Elizabethan
Entertainments,” Elizabeth I: Always Her Own Free Woman. ed. Carole Levin, Debra Barrett-
Graves and Jo Eldridge, 2003, pp. 97-115; and John Nichols, The Progresses and Public
Processions of Queen Elizabeth (London, 1823).



120

have coincided with fears of treason against the queen and the treachery of

English Catholics. Diane Purkiss argues that the beginning of this period of

anxiety regarding witchcraft began in August of 1578, when three female wax

figures complete with bristles stuck into the heart, were discovered partially

buried in a London dunghill. It was immediately assumed that the figures

represented an assassination attempt against the queen by witchcraft (Purkiss,

Witch 185). At best, the figures were an unauthorized representation of the

Queen's public and private (female) body; at worst, they were evidence of

treason. The illegality of witchcraft and sorcery was nothing new. According to

Keith Thomas:

In 1542 it was made a felony (and therefore a capital offence) to
conjure spirits or practice witchcraft, enchantment or sorcery, in
order to find treasure; to waste or destroy a person's body, limbs or
goods; to provoke to unlawful love; to declare what had happened
to stolen goods; or 'for any other unlawful intent or purpose ... this
Act clearly treated the crime of witchcraft as consisting in positive
acts of hostility to the community, rather than in relations with the
Devil as such. (442, my emphasis)78

However, the subsequent activities of Elizabeth's government to investigate and

prosecute such activities may have brought the awareness of the threat of

witchcraft to a more learned, elite segment of society. What had once been

dismissed as the superstitions of the lower classes, the unlearned, and the rural

backwaters of the north and west suddenly intruded on the educated,

cosmopolitan and ruling elite of London. Purkiss reads this upsurge in concern

78 The laws and statues covering witchcraft may be found reproduced in Complaint and Reform in
England 1436-1714, Ed. William Huse Dunham, Jr. and Stanley Pargellis, 1938 and the
Barbara Rosen's Introduction to Witchcraft in England, 1558-1618, Ed. Barbara Rosen, 1991,
pp. 1-58.
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about witchcraft as an issue of representation of Elizabeth Tudor both in

opposition to witches, and in some ways reflective of them (Purkiss, Witch 195).

While Protestant writers might see the potential marriage of Elizabeth with a

Catholic prince (the Duc d'Alencon, for instance) as analogous to a witch owing

her power and allegiance to the Devil, Catholic writers might instead portray

Elizabeth as the heretical head of the Church of England, and equally allied to

Hell. 

However, the ascension of James Stuart to the English throne after

Elizabeth's death did not signal the end to concerns about witchcraft. James

himself authored the treatise Daemonologie to refute the skepticism of Reginald

Scot's The Discoverie of Witchcraft, which dismisses both witchcraft and fairies,

among others:

But in our childhood our mothers maids have so terrified us with an
ouglie divell having hornes on his head, fier in his mouth, and a taile
in his breech, eies like a bason, fanges like a dog, clawes like a
beare, a skin like a Niger, and a voice roaring like a lion, whereby
we start and are afraid when we heare one crie Bough: and they
have so fraied us with bull beggers, spirits, witches, urchens, elves,
hags, fairies, satyrs, pans, faunes, sylens, kit with the cansticke,
tritons, centaurs, dwarfes, giants, imps, calcars, conjurors,
nymphes, changlings, Incubus, Robin good-fellow, the spoorne, the
mare, the man in the oke, the hell waine, the fierdrake, the puckle,
Tom thombe, hob gobblin, Tom tumbler, boneles, and such other
bugs, that we are afraid of our owne shadowes: in so much as
some never feare the divell, but in a darke night; and then a polled
sheepe is a perillous beate, and manie times is taken for our fathers
soule, speciallie in a churchyard, where a right hardie man
heretofore scant durst passe by night, but his haire would stand
upright.... Well, thanks be to God, this wretched and cowardlie
infidelitie, since the preaching of the gospell, is in part forgotten:
and doubtles, the rest of those illusions will in short time (by Gods
grace) be detected and vanish awaie. (86-87)
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Like Chaucer's Wife of Bath, who laments the departure of Faerie because of the

preaching (and prying) of the Holy Friars – in effect, the Friars have taken the

place of the faeries, “For ther as wont to walken was an elf, / Ther walketh now

the lymytour hymself” (116, l. 873-4) – Scot also ascribes such superstitions to

the Catholic past. In answer, James claims in the Preface to Daemonologie to

write 

to resolue the doubting harts of many; both that such assaultes of
Sathan are most certainly practized, & that the instrumentes
thereof, merits most severly to be punished: against the damnable
opinions of two principally in our age, wherof the one called SCOT
an Englishman, is not ashamed in publike print to deny, that ther
can be such a thing as Witch-craft: and so mainteines the old error
of the Sadducees, in denying of spirits. (xi-xii)

James argues using the Scriptures as evidence, and from the experience

of his own brush with witchcraft in 1591, when a conspiracy of witches planned to

assassinate him by sinking his ship at sea as it returned from Denmark with his

new bride, Princess Anne (Newes from Scotland, 1591). James argues,

“Doubtleslie who denyeth the power of the Deuill, woulde likewise denie the

power of God, if they could for shame. For since the Deuill is the verie contrarie

opposite to God, there can be no better way to know God, then by the contrarie”

(55-56). That is, there must be a Devil, and therefore agents of the Devil such as

necromancers, witches and sorcerers, because there is a God; and circularly, we

know there is a God because we see the work of the Devil. As if given license by

the serious consideration of witchcraft by the new King of England, accusations

of witchcraft again increased, as well as the representation of witchcraft on the
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stage in Shakespeare's Macbeth (1606),79 The Witch of Edmonton (Dekker,

Kinney, Ford and Rowley, 1621), Middleton's The Witch (1615) and Jonson's

The Masque of Queenes (1609).80

James himself makes explicit a connection between witches and faerie in

Daemonologie, explaining that fairies were a vision sent by the Devil to delude

simple folk:

To speake of the many vaine trattles founded vpon that illusion:
How there was a King and Queene of Phairie, of such a iolly court
& train as they had, how they had a teynd, & dutie, as it were, of all
goods: how they naturallie rode and went, eate and drank, and did
all other actiones like naturall men and women: I thinke it liker
VIRGILS Campi Elysij, nor anie thing that ought to be beleeued by
Christians, except in generall, that as I spake sundrie times before,
the deuil illuded the senses of sundry simple creatures, in making
them beleeue that they saw and harde such thinges as were
nothing so indeed. (75)

And when asked why they appear,

... to the innocent sort, either to affraie them, or to seeme to be a
better sorte of folkes nor vncleane spirites are, and to the Witches,
to be a cullour of safetie for them, that ignorant Magistrates may not
punish them for it, as I told euen now. But as the one sorte, for
being perforce troubled with them ought to be pittied, so ought the
other sorte (who may bee discerned by their taking vppon them to
Prophesie by them,) That sorte I say, ought as seuerely to be
punished as any other Witches, and rather the more, that they goe
dissemblingly to woorke. (75-76)

Thus, fairies are illusions, even unclean spirits, sent to people simple enough to

believe such visions, and used by witches to excuse or hide their wicked

activities. There is a sense here that the “simple people” are not just the

uneducated or naïve, but also the lower classes, “such of them as are in great

79 From The Riverside Shakespeare, Ed. G. Blakemore Evans, 1974, p. 1308.
80 From Alfred Harbage, Annals of English Drama: 975-1700, 1964, pp. 112, 104, and 96.
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miserie and pouertie, he [the Devil] allures to follow him, by promising vnto them

greate riches, and worldlie commoditie” (33), as opposed to those “riche and of

better accompt” who are motivated by revenge (33). It is the latter who may be of

greatest concern, as a desire for revenge may lead to acts against their ruler and

his government. Historian Anne Llewellyn Barstow links increased legislation

concerning witchcraft early in James' reign to an increase in power of the state:

“Whereas before [1604] the death penalty was invoked only when a witch's

powers caused death, now merely causing hurt through evil spirits or a second

offense of using magic for finding stolen property, causing unlawful love, or

intending to hurt or destroy a person would bring the death sentence. The king's

intense interest in witch hunting bore early fruit” (39). Where once faerie had

been associated with the (female) monarch, by analogy implying an unchanging,

divine beauty and sovereign power, under James it came to represent a tool of

evil bent against the (male) monarch and his divinely sanctioned rule.

By the early seventeenth century, faerie becomes a tale to gull the simple

folk, or a literary affectation divested of the danger of the older tradition

preserved in folklore. While James Stuart may have been concerned about the

use of witchcraft in plots against his person and the State, he relegates faerie to

a fiction used to justify treasonous or criminal acts, a fiction intended to disguise

the work of the Devil and his minions. Instead, the witch inherits the darker

aspects of faerie – associations with death, the underworld and the Devil. What

remains obvious to later readers as an influence of courtly romance on Spenser's

faerie is the figure of Gloriana, the inspiration for a quest and the absent beloved
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of the great hero, Arthur. Without the context of the tradition of popular faerie lore

to which Spenser owes a debt, we are unlikely to read Gloriana as a dangerous

faerie female. Instead, the danger and monstrosity of active female sexual

agency is displaced upon those characters, like Duessa, Errour, and Acrasia,

who present overt challenges to the Christian heroes of The Faerie Queene. We

may fail to see Spenser's ambiguous presentation: the more “subtile net” of

Gloriana, and her distinctly lurid potential as sexual predator.
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Chapter Four:
Edmund Spenser and the Discourse of Racial Difference

The second half of the sixteenth century is the time when England as a

nation began to conceive of itself as an imperial power. The title of Empress may

have been applied to Elizabeth Tudor primarily by patronage-seeking poets, but it

was her father, Henry VIII whose government frequently invoked "the imperial

crown”81 that set the precedent. Men like Philip Sidney fought and died abroad in

the name of defending the Protestant faith, prefiguring generations to follow who

would see it as their duty to bring Christianity and civilization to the uncivilized,

"heathen” world. And explorer/entrepreneurs such as Walter Raleigh would serve

Queen and country, not to mention themselves, so that England might have its

fair share of spoils of the New World. It is the very threshold of the time when

England would encounter people both racially and culturally very different from

the Europeans with which it was wont to compare itself. It is also, of course, the

same time during which Edmund Spenser was “fashioning” his English

gentleman, expressing both an English literary and national identity, in The

Faerie Queene. In doing so, Spenser uses the language of racial difference –

using the word “race” with varying connotations. An examination of Spenser's

81 See John Guy, Tudor England, for more details on Henry VIII's use of the insignia of the
imperial crown, and the language of imperial power. See also David Armitage, The Ideological
Origins of the British Empire, for a discussion of the use of the “language and symbolism of
empire” (34), specifically use of the title Imperator prior to Henry VIII, as well as the 1533 Act of
Appeals declaration that “this realm of England is an empire” under Henry (33-36). See also
reference to the threat to Elizabeth's “imperial crown” in a letter from the English ambassador to
France, Amyas Paulet, in February 1578 (in the Calendar of State Papers, Foreign, cited in
William Palmer, The Problem of Ireland in Tudor Foreign Policy 1485-1603, 106).
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treatise, The View of the Present State of Ireland, demonstrates that Spenser

was familiar with the discourse of racial difference, and provides a lens with

which to read racial discourse in The Faerie Queene.

Kim Hall's astute warning to scholars attempting to apply the lens of race

or black studies to this particular time is still pertinent. We cannot make

assumptions regarding the absence (or presence) of dark-skinned or African

people in England based on the scarcity of their representation in records or

literary texts. We should also not fall into the trap of interpreting the view the

English might have had of dark-skinned people or the effect their presence had

on English culture or identity based upon a few “token” literary representations.

What Hall does point out is that “'White' as a racial category is left unexamined”

(25) by scholarship at the time of the writing of her essay. Indeed, while

representations of black race are problematically scarce, representations of

whiteness and white privilege are ubiquitous in early modern literature.

Representations of race are not limited simply to the dichotomy of black/white,

either for us or early modern authors. Thus, perhaps a study of the

representations of whiteness and the position of privilege vis-a-vis race will help

open up the early discourses of racial difference to continued inquiry.

Having (arguably) encountered few non-white people, would the average

Elizabethan have defined identity in terms of race? In his essay, "Spenser and

the Bounds of Race,“ Christopher Ivic cites Ivan Hannaford as arguing that the

word “race” did not acquire the meaning we today attach to it until the late

seventeenth century, ostensibly after the English developed both a wider and
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continued interaction with non-white peoples, specifically during the African slave

trade (1562-1807). In addition, Ivic cites anthropologist Margaret Hodgen in

maintaining that “the attempt to distinguish among the 'races' on either

anatomical, physiological, or cultural grounds was foreign to the early modern

period” (Ivic 143). While the definition of "race" may not have been equivalent

during the early modern period to the meaning commonly in use today, it was

exactly during this period that distinctions based on anatomy, physiology and

culture began to appear.82 Scholars like Hannaford and Hodgen were correct in

distinguishing the meaning of the word “race” in the early modern period from a

nineteenth century usage influenced by scientific discourse and social Darwinism,

or the twentieth century usage influenced by a global history of African slavery,

racism, the persecution and Holocaust of World War II, or Apartheid. However,

such distinctions should not overlook the multiplicity of meaning that flourished in

the early modern period, which included both positive and negative uses of “race”

to determine identity and difference. Thus, I must especially take issue with

Hodgen's claim. Indeed, we need look no further than Shakespeare for

representations of the racial Other to see race distinguished by anatomical,

physiological and cultural terms, in Othello the Moor and Shylock the Jew, as Kim

Hall has demonstrated.83

Othello is different from the Venetian state he serves, as well as the men

82 Indeed, Ivic himself moves away from Hodgen's point, when he explains, "What I have been
calling proto-racial, therefore, has less to do with the construction of blackness or whiteness.
Instead, it involves the intersection of dubious genealogies and a discourse of civility and
savagery“(159). Ivic attempts to mediate this confusion by using the term “proto-racial.”

83 See Hall's Things of Darkness: Economies of Race and Gender in Early Modern England, which
presents a more thorough treatment of what I can present only briefly here.
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with whom he serves, in origin, color and character.84 He is not named until the

third scene of the play (I.iii.53), and yet he is referred to as "the Moor" seven

times before he is finally named. Othello's very identity lies in his place of origin,

that is, outside of Venice and Venetian culture. The color of his face is, in his own

words, "begrimed and black" (III.iii.432), thereby equating his skin color with dirt

and impurity, yet it is not until Roderigo africanizes Othello with the name "the

thicklips" (I.i.67) that a difference in physiology is suggested. Finally, Othello's

character, "warlike" (II.i.29), "valiant" (I.iii.52), "constant, loving, noble" (II.i.310),

"brave" (II.i.41) and "lusty" (II.i.316), compared to the "wealthy curled darlings"

(I.ii.81) and "poor trash of Venice" (II.i.324) that Desdemona rejects as suitors,

seems to be the only thing standing between the Turk and Cyprus. Indeed, this

seems to suggest that only the valiant nature of the Moor can match that of the

Turk; or perhaps it is his savage nature. Indeed, Othello needs only to put to sea

for the Turkish fleet to sink and be scattered! While characters such as Iago and

Roderigo demonize Othello with names like "black devil,” not making themselves

particularly admirable to us in the process, the play seems not to claim that

Othello's tragic flaw lies in the color of his skin but in his eventual acceptance of

the racial discourse imposed upon him. As Virginia Mason Vaughan argues,

“Shakespeare exploits a discourse of racial difference that by 1604 had become

ingrained in the English psyche” (51).

In comparison, Shylock is Othered by the Venetian85 Christians as much

84 Virginia Mason Vaughan, Othello: A Contextual History, explores the racial context of Othello,
both in terms of othering of the Turk and racialist discourse of blackness.

85 It is interesting that both Othello and Shylock are set in contrast to the men of Venice. See
Maurice Hunt, “Shakespeare's Venetian Paradigm: Stereotyping and Sadism in The Merchant
of Venice and Othello,” Papers on Language and Literature 39:2 (2003 Spring): 162-84, for one
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for his cultural practices as his religion. In fact, the source of Antonio's prejudice

against Shylock seems to be little more than professional rivalry and a precedent

of hatred.86 Shylock's parable of Jacob and the parti-colored lambs as a biblical

example of the business venture he likens to his own practice of "thrift” earns

Shylock Antonio's condemnation as the devil who quotes Scripture, an "evil soul,”

and an "apple rotten at the heart” (I.iii.98-101). While Shylock recounts Antonio's

prior behavior towards him,

many a time and oft
In the Rialto you have rated me
About my moneys and my usances:
Still have I borne it with a patient shrug,
For sufferance is the badge of all our tribe.
You call me misbeliever, cut-throat dog,
And spit upon my Jewish gaberdine,
And all for use of that which is mine own.
...
You, that did void your rheum upon my beard
And foot me as you spurn a stranger cur
Over your threshold... (II.ii.106-119), 

the worst that we see Shylock do in return at this point is reject a dinner

invitation, though none too graciously, and remind Antonio of his hypocrisy.

Shylock seems to attempt reconciliation, an attempt that may be ingenuous, but

Antonio rejects the gesture, suggesting Shylock should lend the money not out of

friendship but for the opportunity to exact a penalty upon the enemy. Taking

reading of this, as well as Virginia Mason Vaughan, who argues, “Even more complicated was
England's attitude toward Venice, which vacillated between assertions of similarity and
insistence on difference” (14).

86 For excellent discussions of the origins of Anti-Semitic prejudice stemming from mercantile
competition and professional rivalry, see R. Po-Chia Hsia, “The Usurious Jew: Economic
Structures and Religious Representations in an Anti-Semitic Discourse,” and Miri Rubin,
“Imagining the Jew: The Late Medieval Eucharistic Discourse,” both in In and Out of the Ghetto:
Jewish-Gentile Relations in Late Medieval and Early Modern Germany, Eds. R. Po-Chia Hsia
and Hartmut Lehmann, 1995; also James Shapiro, Shakespeare and the Jews, 1996.
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one's vengeance is a more admirable act than usury. As Shylock later explains to

Antonio's friends, "The villany you / teach me, I will execute and it shall go hard

but I / will better the instruction” (II.i.67-9). Indeed, there seems little difference

between Shylock the Jew and Antonio the Christian, as Portia demonstrates in

her guise of the young doctor Balthasar when she must ask, "Which is the

Merchant here, and which the Jew?” (IV.i.178) Besides the ubiquitous epithet of

"devil” given Shylock and the use of numerous jokes by the Christians involving

pork, there seem to be few tangible markers, especially anatomical or

physiological, of difference associated with Shylock, Jessica or the Christians. As

Kim Hall argues, “... race was then (as it is now) a social construct that is

fundamentally more about power and culture than about biological difference”

(Things 6). Racial difference here is constructed through language and the

spoken word.

Spenser's use of the word “race” in The Faerie Queene seems most often

to instantiate the meaning, given by the Oxford English Dictionary, as “A group of

persons, animals, or plants, connected by common descent or origin. The

offspring or posterity of a person; a set of children or descendants.” But not

always. Spenser describes the “hevenly race” (I.x:8:7), the “English race”

(I.x:60:1), “antique race” (VII.vi:2:2), and “race and royall sead” (III.ii:33:4), all of

which suggest genealogy or ancestry. Closer to our use of the word are “Titans

race” (II.vii:41:6), “who by race a Faerie was” (III.vi:4:2-3), “bounteous race of

woman kind” (III.v:52:7-8), “Of Gyants race” (V.x:9:2), and “of strange and

forraine race” (VII.vi:28:7), suggesting not just a group of people, but one that
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shares a common cultural identity and also perhaps some readily visible physical

difference. Of most interest may be the examples, “from ancient race of Saxon

kinges” (I.x:65:1-2) and “of the race Of th' old Aegyptian kings” (V.vii:2:5-6), which

identify not just a specific location and people, but also suggest implications of

race and pigmentation. The first of these examples refers to Redcrosse Knight, a

human changeling in the world of Faerie who is exceptional enough in the world

of humans that he is mistaken for an elven knight in Faerie, and the second to

Osyris, believed by “the ancients” to be the god of Justice.

Two other examples from The Faerie Queene provide more ambiguous

proof that Spenser's idea of “race” was not completely colorblind. In Book II,

Arthur reads in Briton moniments the history of his noble line, much of which is

borrowed from Geoffrey of Monmouth's History of the Kings of Britain. The sons

of Brutus, who settle England, Scotland and Wales after the defeat by their father

of the original Giant inhabitants, Celts perhaps, are themselves attacked by the

Danes, “a nation straunge, with visage swart” (II.x:15:1). Given that the Danes

are stereotypically fair-complected, and the sons of the Trojan hero likely to be

darker, this description seems contradictory unless we connect a “visage swart”

or swarthy, with images of the barbarian hordes invading the Roman Empire, the

greatest civilization and fallen empire known to Spenser's audience. Here

“nation” or “race” is distinguished by skin color. In Book III, the boy Fancy in the

masque of Cupid wears a garment of feathers, “Like as the sunburnt Indians do

aray / Their tawney bodies” (III.xii:8:3-4).This description both sexualizes and

exoticizes the “lovely boy” – compared in prior stanzas to Ganymede and Hylas –
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who follows Ease and is followed by Desyre in the masque. Like later colonial

subjects, Fancy is an exotic object of desire, both displayed and made available

to the desiring gaze of the imperial audience “back home.” Suggestively, both

examples of race, as distinguished by color differences, lead to images of

empire.

Still, in Spenser, Death's face is as likely to be as pale and white as any

fair and chaste lady's alabaster breast. White/black does not always equate to

fair/foul. Indeed, the dichotomies of light/dark, white/black, fair/foul existed long

before the English encountered color difference; these oppositions may have lent

themselves conveniently to the discourse of racial difference, but we should not

claim that they were born of it.87 Instead, we should note, as Kim Hall has, that

the meanings of these black/white, dark/fair dichotomies underwent a “semantic

shift [that] appears just at the moment of intensified English interest in colonial

travel and African trade” (Things 3). I would contend that Spenser was writing at

a time of an emergent discourse of racial difference that, being “new” for the

English, is neither coherent nor consistent with itself.88 Yet. 

For Spenser, racial others in Faerie are predominantly “saracens” and

“paynims,” “Turkes” and “infidels,” all of which distinguish the racial Other as also

a religious Other. Spenser owes his portrayal of the non-Christian racial Other to

the medieval romance tradition, in romances such as “The Turke and Sir

Gawain,” “King Alisaunder,” “The Sowdone of Babylone,” and “Richard Coer de

87 Again, see Kim Hall, Things of Darkness, for a more detailed treatment of the dichotomies of
black/white and black/fair.

88 Indeed, we must be sensitive in our reading to what Margo Hendricks and Patricia Parker
describe as the “complex, multiform and even contradictory sense of this term [race]” (1), in
Women, “Race” & Writing in the Early Modern Period.



134

Lyon,” in the figures of Sir Palomides in Malory's Morte Darthur89 and Rugiero in

Ariosto's Orlando Furioso.90 Kwame Anthony Appiah makes this connection most

explicitly in his discussion of the origins of the discourse of race. His two

examples of the classical Greeks and Old Testament Hebrews from the Western

tradition illustrate both cultural and religious distinctions between groups of

people, or "races of men,” independent of biologistic traits or skin color. For

Appiah, cultural and religious distinctions characterize the earliest use of the term

"race." The Greeks may have distinguished themselves as superior to others

based on perceived differences in cultural development resulting from

environmental challenges; Herodotus is one of the first authors to describe the

Other as "Scythian” or barbarian, an epithet that would be frequently applied to

the Elizabethan Irish. By contrast, the Hebrews distinguished among themselves

based on descent from a particular son of Noah and therefore being the chosen,

or not, of God. As Appiah notes, 

There is very little hint that the early Jewish writers developed any
theories about the relative importance of the biological and the
cultural inheritances by which God made these different peoples
distinct. Indeed, in the theocentric framework it is God's covenant
that matters, and the very distinction between environmental and
inherited characteristics is anachronistic. (275-6)

Yet, we should ask, what does it mean to be one of God's chosen? I would argue

89 Nina Dulin-Mallory, “ 'Seven trewe bataylis for Jesus Sake': The Long-Suffering Saracen
Palomides,” characterizes Malory's Sir Palomides as the “noble Saracen,” Muslim yet with all of
the traits common to the stereotypical Christian hero. Dulin-Mallory notes, “From the crusades,
however, the perceptions of the Saracens as cruel, cunning, black idolaters advancing
barbarously into the Christian north is seen in the many gestes du roi and chansons de geste of
the twelfth and thirteen centuries” (166).

90 See for example, Thomas Hahn, “The Difference the Middle Ages Makes: Color and Race
before the Modern World,” in the very useful volume 31, number 1 (Winter 2001) of Journal of
Medieval and Early Modern Studies. 
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this implies a cultural distinction, as the chosen people of God are those who

have received the covenant and thereby (ideally) follow the laws of God. As the

basis of a society's moral or secular law, and thus a given individual's social

contract with his society, such divine law becomes the basis for the prohibitions

against, for example, murder and theft. And at worst, if the individual violates this

law, there is a socially-recognized higher authority to administer punishment. In

that sense, knowing a stranger is one of the "chosen people," one has a good

idea what his customs and values are likely to be. Religion lived daily, as

practiced ritual, and as the general basis for a moral framework is a cultural

foundation.

Spenser's conceptualization of the racial Other may indeed reflect Old

Testament distinctions, such as those between Hebrew tribes, or the more

contemporary medieval romance tradition: the "paynims“ and "saracens“ of The

Faerie Queene are cultural and religious Others to the Christian heroes they

encounter. It is their very unwillingness to "play by the rules“ that makes them the

enemy. Often for Spenser, the racial Other is conflated with the religious Other,

but this conflation does not rule out the existence or possibility of color. These

labels also provide an association with a particular part of the world – the

Mediterranean and Middle East, not of Africa and India, but gesturing towards

them – which therefore suggests a still-vague ethnic or racial difference. Here,

Spenser is expressing the discourse of racial difference, in complex and subtle

ways, which seems ironic as he is defining the quintessential (white) English

gentleman. What is “English” is defined by what it is not.
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Spenser's association of racial difference in terms of skin color with

images of empire suggests that his experience, and perhaps that of the English in

general, with a racial Other is inextricably bound with the machinery of Empire.

By this I do not mean only that the English came into contact with the racial Other

through the realities of the imperial operation; rather, the English agents of

empire required a racial Other both to enable and justify imperial control. While

the religious/racial Other of the Middle Ages is the result of what David Blanks

and Michael Frassetto characterize as a sense of cultural inferiority and anxiety

over the aggressive spread of Islam (2-4), by the sixteenth century, the Saracen

threat had receded to be replaced by the aggressive activities of the Catholic

European powers in their attempt to repress the Lutheran and Protestant

heresies, as well as their expansion into the New World. This suggests that

medieval ideas of the racial Other were born of a desire to survive and co-exist

against an actively expanding Other,91 while early modern English ideas begin to

express the self-confidence and desire for expansion, even if couched as the

responsibility to improve uncivilized foreign peoples, commonly ascribed to the

eighteenth century British Empire.

Blackness and the Theory of Race Formation

According to diverse scholars such as Anthony Appiah and Margaret

Hodgen, the concept of race denoted specifically by biological or physical

markers such as skin color emerges in English discussion during the eighteenth

91 Indeed, scholars such as John Bowers read late medieval authors like Chaucer as postcolonial:
“Chaucer after Smithfield: From Postcolonial Writer to Imperialist Author.” The Postcolonial
Middle Ages, Ed. Jeffrey Jerome Cohen.
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century in racialist discourse, “when a notion of natural or inherited disposition is

mapped onto a collective people” (Ivic 146). What such definitions fail to account

for is the often inconsistent, nuanced meaning in racial discourse (what

Christopher Ivic calls “proto-racial”) that occurs in the early modern period.92 Such

discourse may be problematically defined as “ethnological;” such a term seems

to posit a kind of essential nature which is then subject to study, but elides the

power dynamics and constructedness that is made more explicit in the term

“race.”93 While writers such as Edmund Spenser did ascribe a “natural or

inherited disposition” to “a collective people,” the context of these depictions is

often within the early colonial activities of the expanding English state.

To make the racialized nature of Spenser's language more apparent, I will

digress briefly to explore the theories of racial oppression and race formation

recently advanced by scholars of critical race theory, which owes its origins to the

racism and enslavement of African and African-American people in Anglo-

America. After discussing the work of Theodore Allen, and then Michael Omi and

Howard Winant, I will return again to Spenser's language in A View of the

Present State of Ireland, and Book V of The Faerie Queene.

Political historian Theodore Allen in his book, The Invention of the White

92  Contrary to the assertion by Christopher Highley that recent scholarship attempting to
compare subsequent colonial activities of the English in the Americas to English policy in
Ireland in the sixteenth century and the use of colonialist discourse is anachronistic given the
lack of success of English colonies abroad at the time, thus suggesting the existence of “an
overtotalized and speciously unified 'discourse of colonialism'”(7), I wish instead not to elide the
power of the desire for colonial expansion and to be seen as one of the colonizing powers, or
the colonialist discourse which seems to me present, but neither unified nor fully coherent.

93 See a very helpful discussion of the usage of “race” and “ethnicity,” specifically in terms of
medieval and early modern usage, by Robert Bartlett, in “Medieval and Modern Concepts of
Race and Ethnicity.”



138

Race, engages with just this question – that is, whether racial discrimination and

oppression, especially in the form of the institution of Anglo-American slavery,

was the result of "natural racism"94 of one group towards others with a marked

difference, i.e., skin color, or a socio-economic apparatus to maintain social

control. The debate over whether racism led to the institution of slavery, or

whether slavery led to a debasement of the enslaved race which resulted in

racism, is not quite the chicken-before-the-egg conundrum it seems; there is

historical evidence to suggest that early seventeenth-century African bond-

laborers were held in the same esteem (or contempt) as European-American

bond-laborers prior to 1660.95 Work by Nicholas Canny on the early records of

the Virginia colonies suggests that the "common sort“ did not share the

ideologies, either cultural or colonial, of the nobles and colony officers; they were,

in fact, more likely to side with black laborers against white masters or to desert

to live among the Indians, much as "Old English“ and common soldiers "went

native“ in Ireland. ("Permissive frontier” 35-36) Writings by Sir Francis Drake,

Richard Hakluyt, Sir John Davies, and Richard Jobson suggest an early

ambiguity in English attitudes toward African bond-labor and the African slave

trade, according to Allen. He thus ultimately sides more heavily with the socio-

economic model as the motivation for slavery, citing historian Lerone Bennett,

Jr.'s three essential points:

94 What Allen refers to as “natural racism” is the explanation taken by early psycho-cultural
historians to explain racism as the result of observed differences in the racial Other
subsequently deemed inferior by the racial (white) majority. (2-3)

95 What Allen refers to as the Williams-Handlin socio-economic approach, is supported by the
work of Edmund S. Morgan, published in American Slavery/American Freedom: The Ordeal of
Colonial Virginia, using records from the Virginia Colony and County Records. (Allen 4, 16)
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First, that racial slavery constituted a ruling-class response to a
problem of labor solidarity. Second, that a system of racial
privileges for the propertyless "whites" was deliberately instituted in
order to align them on the side of the plantation bourgeoisie against
the African-American bond-laborers. Third, that the consequence
was not only ruinous to the interests of the African-Americans, but it
was "disastrous" for the propertyless "whites" as well. (21)

Having established the history of this debate, Allen makes the provocative

analogy between African and African-American racial oppression and the

colonizing efforts, beginning as early as the thirteenth century, of the English to

bring the Gaelic Irish under English sovereignty. What is provocative about this

analogy, of course, is that Irish "racial" oppression was not based upon racial, or

specifically color, differences and that, while the Irish may have been attacked,

displaced, sold into bondage, and starved into a seeming submission, they were

not technically enslaved to the same degree as the Africans.96 Still, I would argue

that Allen's premise is convincing for two reasons. First, the set of policies used

to bring the Irish in line with ideas of English civilization are very similar to those

implemented against African slaves and freedmen in continental Anglo-America

as well as parts of the Caribbean, and against many Native American tribes as

well. Second, the very discourse defining the Irish and African-American as

savage, barbarous, and subhuman is almost identical.97 Nicholas Canny notes

the fact that the Englishmen involved in the effort to colonize Ireland in 1565-76

“afterwards ventured to the New World [which] suggest[s] that their years in

96 Allen does recount the trade in Irish slaves – transported soldiers, women and children – which
occurred as early as 1610 from the Ulster plantation, again after 1652 under Cromwell, and
after the period 1689-9, the Irish-Jacobite War . (73-75)

97 Peter Roberts argues that the Welsh were also characterized by their “Welsche rudeness”
lacking in “English civilitie” as late as 1536, what Roberts calls the end of the “medieval
'colonial' phase of Anglo-Welsh relations,” (14) because few of the clergy or laity knew the
Scriptures in English. 
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Ireland was [sic] a period of apprenticeship” (159). He continues: 

Again we find the same indictments being brought against the
Indians, and afterward the blacks, in the New World as had been
brought against the Irish. It was argued that the Indians were an
unsettled people who did not make proper use of their land and
thus could be justly deprived of it by the more enterprising English.
Both Indians and blacks, like the Irish, were accused of being idle,
lazy, dirty and licentious, but again few serious efforts were made
to draw any of them from their supposed state of degeneracy.
(Elizabethan Conquest 161)

The implications of this discourse of oppression go beyond the obvious

need of the oppressor to dehumanize the oppressed – or in this case, the

colonizer to dehumanize the colonized, in order to justify their actions ethically or

morally. The additional significance, I would argue, of the identical nature of

these discourses lies in the fact that they were deployed against the Irish, in

relative geographical proximity, well before they were deployed against the

African bond-laborers and colonized non-white peoples abroad during the

"Golden Age" of British Imperialism, as a means of social control to optimize a

financial profit. The racial and cultural differences between English and Irish may

seem minuscule as compared to the cultural diversity offered by Africa, India and

the Americas. Thus, the application of discourses of racial difference to the Irish

might be seen as a "practice match” before the "real game" of Africa.98 In Ireland,

racial oppression was applied to a people not typically seen today as being

racially Other to the English, suggesting that "race“ was not the true motivation

for these policies. “Race” is used to construct a difference that is not “real”

difference after all. The discourse of racial difference was used – and is still used

98  Or, as Jane Ohlmeyer puts it, Ireland was “a laboratory for empire.” “Seventeenth Century
Ireland and the New British and Atlantic Histories.” American Historical Review.
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– as a tool by the powerful to oppress and control the group it defines as racially

Other. This discourse, which defines the Other as inherently inferior and

incapable of implementing its own (self-)control, enables the use of racial

oppression by justifying its application. And further, such discourse was indeed

employed to achieve social control for the profit of the ruling-class. The early

discourse supporting policies of racial oppression in Ireland stresses the need to

establish control over a people who are "racially” or culturally without control, in

order that the English plantation projects might succeed.

Allen explores the methods of oppression used by the English against the

Irish beginning in the late sixteenth century. He argues that from the mid-

thirteenth century to the beginning of the Ulster plantation in 1609, the English

subjection of Ireland was attempted via three strategies: placement of an "Anglo-

Norman middle nation,” a policy of "surrender-and-regrant” of lands and titles to

the Irish aristocracy, and the policy of "plantation” of Protestant English settlers

among the predominantly Catholic Irish. These three strategies failed: the "Anglo-

Norman middle nation” went disturbingly "native,” the Irish aristocracy were

unwilling to surrender land in exchange for ultimately meaningless English titles

and ownership they already held, and the few Protestant English willing to

establish unprofitable plantations kept the settlers largely outnumbered. In

addition, where episodes of engineered famine did succeed in subduing rebellion

by drastically depopulating the Irish countryside, they also succeeded in reducing

the available labor force, which inconveniently threatened the profitability of

plantation. To maintain the Ulster plantation and others in Leitrim, Wexford,
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Galway, etc. begun after the English victory in the Tyrone War (1594-1603), a

large and expensive military presence was required. It was not until the institution

of the Penal Laws by the Protestant Ascendancy in 1703 that the English

officially began a policy of racial oppression by breaking the strength of tribal and

kinship ties among the Irish. However, from 1652 to 1703, groups of Irish

"vagrants” were repeatedly kidnapped and shipped abroad, transported for their

supposed vagrancy or overtly sold into slavery. If the English could not starve the

Irish into submission without endangering the plantation projects, there were

other ways of depopulating the land of the most troublesome “subjects.”

According to Allen, this oppression becomes racial oppression, while

independent of color differences because,

The assault upon the tribal affinities, customs, laws and institutions
of the Africans, the American Indians, and the Irish by
English/British and Anglo-American colonialism reduced all
members of the oppressed group to one undifferentiated social
status, a status beneath that of any member of any social class
within the colonizing population. This is the hallmark of racial
oppression in its colonial origins, and it has persisted in subsequent
historical contexts. (32, Allen's emphasis)

In Ireland, the majority of Irish people suffered from the “taint” of Catholicism. The

Penal Laws stripped the most basic civil rights from the Catholic Irish, yet made it

nearly impossible for them to convert to Protestantism. And if one might convert,

having been once tainted, that one still could never be trusted. The laws

succeeded in stripping the Irish of their land, property, and inheritance rights,

while making it impossible to move beyond their disenfranchisement. Allen

continues:
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The essential elements of discrimination against the Irish in
Ireland, and against the African-Americans, which gave these
respective regimes the character of racial oppression, were those
that destroyed the original forms of social identity, and then
excluded the oppressed groups from admittance into the forms of
social identity normal to the colonizing power. Take away these
elements, and racial oppression would cease to exist. (81-2, Allen's
emphasis)

Allen further enumerates the characteristics of racial oppression, specifically

those enacted by the Penal Laws of the Protestant Ascendancy, as :

(1) declassing legislation, directed at property-holding members of
the oppressed group; (2) deprivation of civil rights; (3) illegalization
of literacy; and (4) displacement of family rights and authorities. (82)

The Penal Laws must support the seizure of property justifiable under other

ordinances – that is, if the oppressed group is defined as vagrants, criminals and

rebels anyway, there will exist some other legal justification for removing lands

and property. In the case of the transported Irish or African slaves, initial

property-holding was not an issue. However, the laws must assure that members

of the oppressed group cannot legally inherit land or property, from either other

oppressed people being stripped of property or the non-oppressed, nor be

affluent enough to purchase such property. The oppressed group must be

allowed no redress under the law. And, in fact, if they can be kept from literacy

which would allow them to read what those laws require, they may be less apt to

interpret those laws to their own benefit, or be able to live lawfully in the first

place. Literacy also allows a person to read the Bible, and thus receive the word

of God. Such a person could be converted, making it far more difficult to justify

oppression or enslavement of fellow “true” Christians. Finally, if the law overrides



144

the authority of family and father, the oppressed group will abandon the support

of tribal and kinship ties which cannot ultimately address their grievances.

Allen's analogy between Irish racial oppression and African-American

racial oppression is supported by the idea described by Michael Omi and Howard

Winant as race formation. They define race as “an unstable and 'decentered'

complex of social meanings constantly being transformed by political struggle”

and as a “concept which signifies and symbolizes social conflicts and interests by

referring to different types of human bodies” (55). Such a definition acknowledges

a representation of race as being expressed by the human body, but not as a

fixed, identifiable feature (such as skin color, facial structure, or genetic

composition), and stresses the instability of any given definition depending upon

the political context. From this, Omi and Winant define racial formation as:

the sociohistorical process by which racial categories are created,
inhabited, transformed, and destroyed... racial formation is a
process of historically situated projects in which human bodies and
social structure are represented and organized.. link[ed] to the
evolution of hegemony, the way in which society is organized and
ruled. (55-56)

From this perspective, they argue, race is “a matter both of social structures and

cultural representation” (56). It is both the way people organize themselves and

the way the hegemony, or ruling establishment, organizes them. And, most

important for my argument here, race is the way people are represented, usually

by the hegemony or that group which exercises the most powerful voice. Indeed,

if “colonial rhetoric provides not just a means of representation but of

apprehension,” as Richard McCabe claims (62), then the colonial subject can
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only be known to us99 through the representation by the colonizer until such

rhetoric can be countered and representation reclaimed. Therefore, projects such

as the Penal Laws of the Protestant Ascendancy, African-American slavery, and

the U.S. Civil Rights Movement, to give a positive example, may be

characterized as racial projects, which “do the ideological 'work' of making these

links” between structure and representation. Thus,

A racial project is simultaneously an interpretation, representation,
or explanation of racial dynamics, and an effort to reorganize and
redistribute resources along particular racial lines. Racial projects
connect what race means in a particular discursive practice and the
ways in which both social structures and everyday experiences are
racially organized, based upon that meaning. (56, emphasis by Omi
and Winant)

As such, racial projects occur on a “macro level” in terms of government or social

policies, and on a “micro level” in terms of the everyday interpretations of racial

representation by individuals. “A vast web of racial projects mediates between

the discursive or representational means in which race is identified and signified

on the one hand, and the institutional and organizational forms in which it is

routinized and standardized on the other” (Omi and Winant 60). 

 Long before the implementation of the racial oppression Theodore Allen

explores, Edmund Spenser lived among the Irish as a “New English” colonist and

agent of empire. His prose work, A View of the Present State of Ireland,

articulates both the English concerns about the proper governing of Ireland and

99  And in this sense, I use “us” to refer to the colonizers, to the people outside of the colonial
project, and to the colonized themselves, as each group may begin to believe the “evidence”
born of the colonizer's experience if there is not an alternative voice to refute an established
“truth.”
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one of the earliest justifications for the implementation of the methods of racial

oppression discussed above. Given the perspective of racial formation,

Spenser's View becomes for us a racial project. The View is Spenser's attempt to

explain the current difficulties of English rule in Ireland and to justify the methods

the English in Ireland wished to pursue. It interprets for the English audience

“back home” as well as Queen and Court why the Irish are unruly – that is, as yet

unruled – represents their barbarity as an uncivilized “race,” and explains why the

Irish cannot be reformed or brought to English civility by reason and example.

Upon this evidence, Spenser then argues for a reorganization both of Irish life

and English rule in Ireland, made possible by the redistribution of armed

manpower, Irish labor, and Crown funds. And, as Nicholas Canny and Willy

Maley100 have shown us, Spenser's treatise did “set the agenda” for later colonial

policy in Ireland under the Stuarts and Cromwell. Indeed, Richard McCabe

demonstrates that since “Spenser heavily influenced the techniques of

interpretation, and denigration, that remained prevalent in colonial discourse for

over three centuries,” the very names of the Gaelic authors who might have

countered his representation of the Irish as savage, racialized Others are

completely unknown to most of us. (2)

Spenser was able to write his View based upon his experiences as one of

the “New English” living in Ireland during the reign of Elizabeth I. Born in London

in 1552, he attended Cambridge on scholarship as a sizar, or poor scholar, and

had hoped to achieve patronage at the Court of Elizabeth. Besides earning small

100 See Canny. "Spenser Sets the Agenda.” Making Ireland British: 1580-1650, and Maley, "How
Milton and Some Contemporaries Read Spenser's View,” Salvaging Spenser. 
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stipends throughout his life, the preferment that Spenser's poetry earned for him

was perhaps not what he would have preferred. What might have seemed the

prospect of fortune and title for an unknown and unfamilied man became what

Spenser himself described as exile. In 1577, he may have been in Ireland,

probably in the retinue of Sir Henry Sidney, and he is thought to have witnessed

the execution of the Irish rebel Murrough O'Brien at Limerick. In 1580, he officially

accompanied Arthur de Wilton, Lord Grey, newly appointed Lord Governor of

Ireland, as his secretary. 

During the sixteenth century, parts of eastern and southern Ireland,

especially the areas around Dublin and Drogheda known as “the Pale," were held

by the descendants of Anglo-Normans who settled there in the twelfth and

thirteenth centuries. These Anglo-Irish were known as the “Old English" (as

opposed to the “new English" Lord Grey and company) by the late 1580s. Queen

Elizabeth had hoped the “Old English" lords would bring the Gaelic Irish

aristocracy and tribes under English control by gradual association and

persuasion. Yet these lords, including Elizabeth's own cousin Thomas Butler,

tenth earl of Ormond, were seen by the new arrivals as “having gone native," in

custom, manners and even language. By 1579, the Anglo-Irish Earl of Desmond

in Munster and the Viscount Baltinglass sided with the Irish in a revolt against

English authority. Lord Grey was sent to Ireland, Spenser with him, to apply a

strong dose of discipline. Grey's brutal methods led to the massacre of

surrendered papal troops at Smerwick in Munster in November, 1580, and the

Munster famine following the Desmond rebellion. Grey was recalled to Court in
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1582 in shame.

Spenser chose to stay on in Ireland as part of the New English settler

government after Grey's recall, acting as Registrar of Faculties in the Irish Court

of Chancery and then Deputy to the Clerk of the Council of Munster, both

bureaucratic positions in the English authority. Despite his dedication to Grey,

whom he served as Secretary, Spenser continued to have an investment in

England's settlement of its Irish colony, ostensibly because of the land, property

and offices granted him which otherwise would have been unavailable to him in

London.101 In 1588, he received a smallish estate of 3000 acres in Munster after

the disposition of the traitorous Earl of Desmond's properties. He also received

Kilcolman Castle and Abbey in County Cork. Spenser returned to London in 1596

to publish the second half of The Faerie Queene, and to report on the state of

English rule in Ireland, at which time he probably wrote his treatise, A View of the

Present State of Ireland. The properties at Kilcolman were burned by the Irish

during a revolt led by Hugh O'Neill, Earl of Tyrone in 1598, sending Spenser and

his family in flight to Cork for safety.102 Spenser returned to London soon after,

and died penniless in Westminster in January, 1599. According to poet Ben

Jonson,

...the Irish having robd Spensers goods, and burnt his house and a
little child new born, he and his wyfe escaped, and after, he died for
lake of bread in King Street. (Cummings 136)

The treatise, A View of the Present State of Ireland, presents as vehement a

101 Christopher Highley makes clear the singularity of this opportunity to men like Spenser, “a
gentleman only by virtue of his education” (13-14).

102 See Pauline Henley, Spenser in Ireland, for a more detailed account of what I have
summarized here.
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support of the colonizing effort, and as ugly a representation of racial prejudice

and hatred as may be imagined, with its depiction of the Irish people as

subhuman and depraved, resistant to all reason and civility, fit only for either hard

labor or the sword.

The View of the Present State of Ireland is presented as a dialogue

between two men, Irenius who has just returned from Ireland, and Eudoxius, who

is eager for the latest news. Irenius speaks from his recent experience in Ireland,

and may be said to express the authorial voice of Spenser himself, in a desire to

explain the troublesomeness of the Irish endeavor and his recommendations for

its improvement. Irenius describes the land of Ireland as a beautiful land of

plenty, badly managed. His complaints are based upon “evils” which are “most

hurtfull to the common-weale” (13), but most specifically the laws, the customs,

and the religion of the Irish, all of which are used to define the Irish as a cultural

Other. 

Developing a characterization of violence and savagery as a response to

the lawful rule of prior conquest, Irenius continues by describing the Irish as

acquainted with wars and trained in military discipline from youth (14), the result

of which is that they are unwilling to “learne obedience” to the law brought to

England rightfully by William of Normandy. They insist on following their own

Brehon law, which Irenius claims is unwritten but passed down by Brehon judges,

who are dependent upon and subject to their Irish Lords. (14) They choose their

leaders through election, and not by “normal” rules of inheritance. The Irish follow

this law, Irenius claims, “specially for the defence and maintenance of ther land in
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ther posteritie, and for excluding all innovacion or alienation thereof unto

strangers, and epecially to the English” (17). So far, Irenius' objection is that the

Irish have their own set of established laws, which allow them to elect their own

leaders, and maintain their own land and property from any claim or

improvements the English might make. He continues, saying that the Irish defend

their country “... against the English, which they thinck lye still in waite to wype

them out of their lands and territoryes” (17), perhaps unaware of the irony that

that is exactly what the English wish to do. The Brehon laws allow the Irish to

“delight [in] licensious barbarisme” (20), and it is unfortunately the rightful English

law which binds the English and keeps them from acting effectively. Any jury of

their peers will always favor the Irish litigant, even if the opposing party is the

Queen herself. Their leaders will order them to lie and present false evidence.

And apparently, there is no way to get English representatives on the juries (30-

31), that is, those who can be trusted.

Prefiguring descriptions that will be applied to African slaves in the

Americas, the Irish are “thought fit for labour” and even “theire baser sort” are

“industriously disposed” (22). Unfortunately, their leaders are all “scatterlings and

outlawes” (26), suggesting perhaps that there might be hope of the common

Irishman if he could be freed of the recalcitrant leaders. The Irish are wily, but

ignorant: “some one or other subtle-headed fellow amongst them put some

quirke, or devise some evasion, whereof the rest will likely take hold... they are

so cautelous and wylie-headed, especially being men of so small experience and

practice in law matters” (31). The people are “inclined to any vice” (32), and even
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“gentlemens children ...beinge thus in the warde of those Lords, are not only

thereby brought up lewdly and Irish like, ...as that they will runne with them into

any disloyall action” (36). Even seemingly innocent Irish children are raised

“lewdlie and Irish like” so that they cannot be trusted. Irish culture itself is a

“Contagion” in that it eventually corrupts even the “old English,” so that they

“termed themselves very Irish, taking on them Irushe habites and customes” (69).

Indeed, a common description of the Gaelicized “Old English” families by the new

settlers was “the degenerate English” (Highley 68).

The Irish insist on speaking their own language. And “They steale, they

are cruell and bloodie, full of revenge, and delighte in deadly execution,

licentious, swearers, and blasphemers, common ravishers of weomen, and

murtherers of children” (74). Their habit of nomadic herding allows them to hide

fugitives in the “wast wilde places” (24). They will often buy stolen goods and

harbor the thief (33-4), and they apparently wear their hair long as a disguise.

(59) They also wear long mantles, which can serve as bedding or shelter for

fugitives, as disguise to help thieves conceal their stolen goods, and soldiers to

hide concealed weapons. (59) The mantle also allows the bad women to ply their

trade,

for some of them that bee wandring woe men... it is halfe a
wardrobe; for in Summer you shall find her arrayed commonly but in
her smock and mantle to be more ready for her light services: in
Winter, and in her travail, it is her cloake and safeguard, and also a
coverlet for her lewde exercise. And when she hath filled her
vessell, under it she can hide both her burden, and her blame; yea,
when her bastard is borne, it serves insteed of swadling clouts. (58)

A rather ingenious and useful sounding garment is turned into a means to break
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the law, flout English justice, and support illicit sexual activity. Here, Irenius

redefines Irish culture as inherently criminal, justifying English law and English

presence as bringing Justice to an uncivil land.

When the Irish die, they bury their dead in “monuments of burialls of the

carcasses of all those that were slaine in any field” (80),103 stacked up like dead

animals in a common grave. However, their worst fault is “that they are all Papists

by their profession” (85). Indeed, the Irish Catholic clergy are all guilty of “grosse

symony, greedy covetousnesse, fleshly incontinency, careless sloath, and

generally all disordered life” (86), and the Irish people know no better: “Therefore

what other could they learne, then suche trashe as was taught them and drincke

of that Cuppe of fornicacon [with] which the purple harlott had then made all

nacons drounken?” (Grosart)104 Irenius', and thus Spenser's, disdain for the Irish

people is harshest in describing their most sacred customs of death and religion.

The Irish depravity is ultimately incurable,

for the Irish doe strongly hate and abhorre all reformation and
subjection to the English, by reason that, having been once
subdued by them, they were thrust out of all their possessions. Soe
as now they feare, that if they were againe brought under, they
shoulde be likewise expelled out of all, which is the cause that they
hate English government. (91-2)

Ultimately, the Irish depravity is the result of past experience with the English.

They suffered under English rule once, and now would seem unreasonably

hesitant to do so again.

The justification that the English bring justice and true religion to the

103 The Grosart edition reads “in the fyght” instead of “in any field.”
104 This sentence appears in the 1894 Grosart edition, available online, but is missing from the

Hadfield/Maley edition.
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ignorant Irish, ostensibly to enlighten and improve their lives, seems to evaporate

mid-dialogue. Irenius recommends that the Irish be forced to reformation, “Even

by the sword; for all those evills must first be cut away by a strong hand, before

any good can bee planted” (93). They should be “dispersed in such sort as they

shall not come together” (100), because if the Irish are in any way contained,

“they would quickly consume themselves, and devoure one another” (101). Here,

besides Irenius' earlier fictional genealogy of the Irish as descendants of the

barbaric Scythians, we have the depiction of the barbaric Irish as cannibals,

similar to the depictions of the first peoples of the Americas presented to

incredulous European readers by early explorers.105 There seems very little

awareness on Irenius' part that the Irish may have indeed turned to eating their

own dead as a consequence of the famine engineered by their English overlords.

Instead, Irenius complains that many Irish have died, “not mane by the sworde,

but by all the extremitie of famine, which they themselves had wrought” (102).

The subjugation of the Irish is absolutely necessary to curb licentiousness, and

any suffering that is caused by their resistance is justified because they

themselves are unreasonable. They would rather die by famine than fight

heroically, despite that military training in youth Irenius spoke of early on as the

cause of their willingness to resist right law. Yet, when they fight, they are

branded rebels and outlaws. The plantation system is the model for development

of the Irish project, so it is no surprise that Irenius wants to bind the tenants to the

land, break up families and kinship groups, “scattered farre abroad thorough the

105 And as popularized by writers like Michel Montaigne in his essay, “Of Cannibals.” 
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country” so they might not “practise or conspire what they will” (120). English

overlords should be “placed among106 them, they should not bee able once to

stirre or to murmure, but that it should be knowne, and they shortened accordinge

to there demerites” (120).

At the same time that Spenser/Irenius takes the high moral ground, there

is also the discourse of development and profit. Only the area around the English

Pale is “the chiefe ornament and beautie of Ireland” because it is “as populous

and plentifull as any parte in England, and yelded unto the kinges of England”

(Grosart).107 The waterways nearby “will carry even shippes upon their waters;

adorned with goodly woods, fit for building of houses and ships, so

commodiously” (27). There are many “good ports and havens ...as inviting us to

come unto them, to see what excellent commodities that countrey can afford,

besides the soyle it selfe most fertile, fit to yeeld all kynde of fruit that shall be

committed thereunto” (27). Ireland is indeed a new Eden to the west. The

greatest tragedy to Irenius in Irish resistance is that “there are more attainted

lands, concealed from her Majestie, then shee hath now possessions in all

Ireland; and that is no small inconvenience: for, besides that shee looseth so

much land as should turne to her great profite, shee besides looseth so many

good subiectes, which might bee assured unto her, as those landes would yeeld

inhabitantes and living unto” (31). Of course, this is a treatise meant for the Court

of Elizabeth Tudor, to apprise her government on the situation in Ireland and to

106 Note the Grosart edition online says “over them.”
107 This sentence appears in the Grosart edition online, but is missing from the Hadfield/Maley

edition.
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convince her to continue supporting past efforts of conquest, such as Lord

Grey's, in this land of plenty which is hers by right.

Coincident with the propaganda literature intended to attract settlers to

Ireland are the tracts which characterize the Irish as savage and uncivil. Spenser

is not alone in this. As Richard McCabe notes, “Long before the composition of

The Faerie Queene, Ireland was constructed as an 'allegorical' space, a precinct

of monstrosity and 'otherness' precariously perched on the edge of the known

world” (57). As early as 1567, Sir Henry Sidney said of the Irish, "there was never

a people that lived in more miserie than they doe, nor as it should seme of

wourse myndes, for matrimonie emongs them is no more regarded in effect than

conjunction betwene unreasonable beastes, perjurie, robberie and murder

counted alloweable" (cited in Canny, Elizabethan Conquest 124). The description

of the Irish as savage barbarians descended from Scythians, a tactic Nicolas

Canny argues was used by the Old English to glorify their efforts in Ireland

(Elizabethan Conquest 123), is echoed and re-used by later English to justify

their own harsher methods in subduing the Irish. Edmund Tremayne might as well

have been parroting Henry Sidney in his "Notes on Ireland” of 1571, claiming

"Thei regarde no othe, thei blaspheme, they murder, commit whoredome, hold no

wedlocke, ravish, steal and commit all abomination without scruple of

conscience” (cited in Canny, Elizabethan Conquest 127). A friend of Spenser,

Lodowick Bryskett, describes his treatise, A Discourse of Civil Life, as "so

unlooked for a present out of this barbarous countrie of Ireland... a thing rare in

such a place, where almost no trace of learning is to be seene” (4). Even Sir John
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Davies described the Irish in 1612 as "little better than Cannibals who do hunt

one another” (cited in Canny, Elizabethan Conquest 123). 

If it is safe to conclude that early English oppression did not succeed in

enslaving the Irish in Spenser's time, as was the case later with African and

African-American bond-laborers, it may have been because this early imperial

effort failed to implement the three essential points mentioned early, for which

Theodore Allen credits Lerone Bennett, Jr. In Spenser's time, the English never

broke Irish solidarity, labor or otherwise; they did not succeed in disenfranchising

the Irish, especially on their own “turf.“ They did not break the power of Irish law,

clan loyalties or kinship ties. The English failed to align any group – be it the

Anglo-Irish “Old English,” the Gaelic Irish aristocracy or the common Irish

individual with the English overlord/plantation owner. In fact, under Grey and his

successor, the Earl of Leicester, the “New” English enabled just the opposite by

arousing factional rivalry with the “Old English” lords. And finally, while the

English colonial effort in Ireland was disastrous for the Irish and Anglo-Irish “Old

English,” it was also disastrous for the English, in terms of the royal exchequer

and as exemplified by Spenser's personal experience of Kilcolman and the Pale.

Spenser's treatise allows us a “view” into the impressions and opinions

engendered by his experiences in Ireland, and suggests that his epic poem must

be similarly informed. Spenser authored his great work, The Faerie Queene,

during the decades that he lived and worked in Dublin and at Kilcolman.

Dedicated to Queen Elizabeth, and representing her in the idealized figure of the

virgin Faerie Queene Gloriana, among others, the poem represents all of



157

Spenser's ambitions as a poet and all of his desires for courtly patronage and

recognition. Books I-III were written during the 1580s, and published in 1590.

Books IV-VI, and the Cantos of Mutabilitie were written thereafter, and published

in 1596. Ireland is represented in the poem throughout, in the idealized pastoral

Arlo Hill of Book VI, the infamous “swarme of Gnats at euentide / Out of the

fennes of Allan” (II.ix:16:2), and the rivers that Spenser admired during his

residence at Kilcolman.

Ireland's contextual influence on the work is most evident in Book V. The

titular hero of this Book of Justice, is the allegorical representation of Lord Grey.

This representation remains ambiguous until it is finally made clear that Artegall

was recalled from the “Salvage Island" before his great work could be completed.

Returning to Gloriana's Court, he is beset and slandered by the allegorical figures

of Envy and Detraction, traveling with their “pet” the Blatant Beast. Artegall is

characterized by his mercy to the wronged and as a protector of the weak. His

primary quest is to rescue the Lady Irena from the giant Grantorto (Italian for

“great wrong"). The villain Grantorto is an allegorical representation of the

lawlessness of the native (Irish) aristocracy, and of injustice, but he is also

associated with Roman Catholic aggression, reflecting the English fear that

Catholic Spain would come to the aid of the largely Catholic Irish. (Spenser

Encyclopedia 339)

Most incriminating of the figure of Artegall in terms of the colonizing effort

is the fact that he is accompanied by an “iron man" named Talus – hearkening to

the concept of Lex Talionis, perhaps – who acts as his right hand man, a figure
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that Christopher Highley reads as Sir Richard Bingham, the military commander

and governor of Connaught under Lord Grey who “in his brutal use of violence,

martial law, and extra-legal methods... had no equal in early modern Ireland”

(117). It was Bingham who is credited for the murder of 3000 Irish in Ardnaree in

1586, and the execution of 300 shipwrecked Spanish sailors after the sinking of

the Armada in 1588 (Highley 117), which earned Grey both censure and reward

from Elizabeth. Under Artegall's direction, for the iron man does “what ever thing

he [Artegall] did intend” (V.i:12:5), Talus piles up corpses which lie “As thicke as

doth the seede after the sowers hand" (V.xii:7:9). It is only after such carnage

that Artegall finally steps in to administer mercy, ostensibly to the pile of dead.

Talus is the impersonalized machinery of empire, inevitable and not the result of

human mistake or the vagaries of a particular government representative. He is

also, as Highley argues, “a potent alternative to what in reality was a poorly

trained, ill-equipped, and badly disciplined English army consisting predominantly

of Irish kerns, and the 'refuse people' of England: vagabonds, criminals, and

other masterless types” (121). More than once, Artegall is unwilling to sully his

own hand in dealing with unruly crowds. After tossing the egalitarian giant of

Canto II off a cliff to his death, Artegall must disburse the lawless multitude –-

those “fooles, women, and boyes” (V.ii:30:9) who were admiring the giant for his

promises to bring equality to the land. Yet, “loth he was his noble hands t'embrew

/ In the base blood of such a rascall crew” (V.ii:52:4-5). Talus is sent only

“t'inquire / The cause of their array, and truce for to desire” but ends up

dispersing the crowd with a few swings of the flail. Later, Artegall discovers the
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“rout of many people” leading Sir Terpine is actually “a troupe of women warlike

dight” (V.iv:21:8), an “uncouth sight” to his and Spenser's eyes. And “though him

selfe did shame on womankinde / His mighty hand to shend” (V.iv:24:3-4), as if

his honor would not allow him to harm the “weaker sex,” Artegall's honor

apparently doesn't forestall him from sending the pitiless Talus to “wrecke on

them their follies hardyment” (V.iv24:5). His refusal to fight against women is not

about their status as the weaker foe or maintaining a chivalric ideal, but about his

unwillingness to do his own dirty work. Unlike the other titular heroes of Spenser's

epic, Artegall seems troubled more than usual by unruly crowds.

Artegall, like all of Spenser's titular heroes, is long in coming to the task for

which he was sent, suggesting that neither justice nor colonization is a quick and

easy process. Christopher Highley suggests that the “detours, interruptions, and

postponements” in Artegall's quest symbolically “trace the swerving and uneven

course of English policy in late sixteenth-century Ireland” (123), the result of

Queen Elizabeth's vacillations on the appropriate course of Irish settlement.

Artegall encounters numerous points of opposition, regardless of his dispensation

of lawful and beneficial justice. He seems easily distracted on the way, offering

his services as mediator in settling disputes and as the only source of law and

order in the land. On the way, he plays Solomon to the unfaithful “Squire” and

Sanglier by threatening to divide the lady they both claim as their own, and then

overthrows the Sarazin of the bridge, giant Pollente, and his daughter, Munera of

the golden hands and silver feet. Next, Artegall argues against the immoderate

proposition of the Gyant with the Scales, who seeks to bring balance to the land,
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and tosses him to his death. After spending days at the wedding festivities of

Florimell and Marinell, during which Guyon, the Knight of Temperance, must

intervene to pacify Artegall's “choler” with Braggadochio, Artegall meets the two

sons of Milesio who are trying to settle the ownership of the spoils the Sea has

washed up “by his imperiall might” (V.iv:19:6). If we consider the mythical

genealogy of the Irish as descendants of Milesians,108 repeated by Spenser in the

View, we can see that the two sons, Amidas and Bracidas, represent Irish

factions unable to divide land, woman, or treasure and therefore, willing to resort

to violence. As Artegall's previous encounters suggest, this isn't something

particularly idiosyncratic of the Irish. But it is Justice's responsibility to bring law to

the land, and settle disputes before they turn to violence. Thus far in his quest,

the Knight of Justice has intervened in two quarrels between men over women109

and has imposed his justice uninvited against giants and saracens. These early

adventures in Artegall's quest suggest that Justice is about settling disputes

between men over property and repressing the multitudes in search of equality.

Justice is a mixed blessing for commoners, people with physical or religious

differences, and women. 

The Knight of Justice's enemies include the “paynim” and “saracen”

religious Other common to previous books, despite being sent to free the lady

Irena from the tyrant Grantorto. It seems only natural that the enemies of

Redcrosse Knight, the hero of Book I and the Knight of Holiness, consist of

108 See Pauline Henley, Spenser in Ireland (112); and Roland Smith, “Spenser's Tale of the Two
Sons of Milesio.”

109 See Highley in his reading of Artegall's repeated homosocial activities as “negotiating between
compliance and resistance, maneuvering in subtle ways to escape the queen's control” (124) .
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numerous "paynims” and "saracens.” Redcrosse's virtue as Holiness must

challenge and overcome non-belief and false belief. However, the forces inimical

to Christian faith continue to confront and abuse Christian heroes and innocent

bystanders well after Redcrosse vanquishes The Enemy, the great dragon of

Book I. In fact, Gloriana's faerie realm seems to be as overgrown with non-

Christian enemies as weeds. The “paynim” and “saracen” enemy continues to be

a threat well into Book V, where the Knight of Justice is finally triumphant over all

except Envy, Detraction, and the Blatant Beast.110 Book VI, the Legend of

Courtesy, may consist of a series of challenges that parallel Artegall's in Book V,

but Calidore's enemies are not the “paynim” and “saracen” troublemakers of the

earlier books. This sudden change in the nature of the enemy from the previous

five books suggests that it was in fact Artegall's task to rid the faerie realm of the

religious Others that plagued it. Artegall's departure leaves Calidore, whose

quest is to take up where Artegall left off, to deal with a bunch of discourteous

louts and a troupe of brigands. Besides being rather anticlimactic, it also leaves

the reader wondering what Courtesy could possibly do against pirates when

Justice did nothing at all. Louts and pirates receive courtesy, while the “paynim”

enemy receives a harsh Justice, seemingly without courtesy. Indeed, if the

Justice of Book V is meant to represent the cleansing power of the sword against

Irish rebels, then the Courtesy of Book VI shows the power of rehabilitation of the

reformist government that will follow. Ironically, Calidore's “milder uses of

110 With Arthur's assistance, of course.
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courtesy” are themselves characterized by instances of violence and the sword.

(Highley 127)

Redcrosse's saracen enemies, while obviously representative of a

religious Otherness, are not racialized. The Sans brothers may be the nephews

of Night, whose “darke griesly looke” makes the neighborhood dogs howl

(I.v:30:5), but they are “famous children” whose reputations precede them. They

are described as proud, stout, bold and bloody bold, fierce and cruel, but never

savage, rascal or base, as Artegall's enemies are described. More obviously,

each of the Sans brothers has a distinct name –  Sans foy, Sans loy, and Sans

joy –  and characteristic nature to go with it. The Sans brothers are far from what

Theodore Allen characterizes as being undifferentiated in terms of social status

and/or having no social identity at all. Artegall's enemies are often just that. And

when Artegall isn't dispersing faceless, nameless hordes, as in his confrontations

with Pollente and the Gyant of the Scales, he is administering “justice” to an

upstart who is presuming a social status to which he is not entitled. 

When Artegall is finally freed from "wemens snare” – that is, his unmanly

incarceration at the hands of Radigund – he rescues the maiden Samient from

two unnamed "paynim" knights and joins forces with Prince Arthur. Artegall is

thereafter a dim reflection of the hero Arthur, whose mythological conquest of

Ireland was one of many stories used to justify England's claim to rule Ireland. If

Artegall is intended as a lesser version of the Briton Arthur come again, he is a

much lesser version. At Samient's urging, the knights decide to challenge her

mistress's enemies, the mighty "Souldan” and his unjust wife Adicia, and then
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Malengin the waylayer of travelers. The Souldan is doubly reprehensible, being a

mighty man “That neither hath religion nor fay” (V.viii:19:7) who is provoked by

"his bad wife” (V.viii:20:3). He has no name or identity beyond “The Souldan,”

while the very name inspires images of crusade and infidel armies. The Souldan

dies on the blades of his own chariot wheels, after Arthur uncovers his magical

shield of faith. While Arthur battles the tyrant with his flesh-eating horses in a

deadly race at high speed, Artegall somewhat anticlimactically challenges Adicia

the Unjust, described as "an enraged cow” and "a mad bytch” (V.vii:46:1, 49:1).

Artegall is again left to deal with those "fooles, women, and boyes,” the weak in

contrast to the noble Saracen or armed knight Arthur faces. Spenser compares

Adicia to Ino, Medea and Agave, women driven to murder and insanity, to make

Adicia seem monstrous and thus worthy of Artegall's effort. Perhaps dealing with

Adicia is Artegall's chance to atone for his failure to deal effectively with

Radigund, another upstart woman who forces men to behave improperly. Artegall

sends Adicia fleeing into the woods to prevent others from being “with her lewd

parts defyled” (V.ix:2:4), and then, as if to make up for his rather unchallenging

contribution to the rout, scatters her hundred armed knights "like wyld Goates”

(V.viii:50:7). 

Artegall's enemies continue to be characterized by their incivility or bestial

natures, foes whose viewpoints cannot be countenanced or justified. On the way

to Mercilla's Castle, the two heroes stop to challenge Malengin, a "wicked villain”

living in a cave, perhaps echoing the Cave of Mammon in Book II and preying

upon hapless travelers. Besides being crafty, "light of hand, and nymble of pace”
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(V.ix:5:5), Malengin is also a shape-changer, a trait some scholars see as

characteristic of Irish mythologies.111 When pressed in the chase by Talus, he

turns himself into a fox, a bird, and a bush. Finally he almost escapes from

Artegall's grip by changing to a hedgehog.112 It is Talus' flail that breaks

Malengin's bones and "his bowels disentrayle” (V.ix:19:5). The association of the

foe with animals in these episodes suggests a beastliness about the enemy that

is beyond a respect for the law and justice. Those who prey upon innocents in the

kingdom of Mercy are no better than animals. 

Arthur and Artegall finally separate at the Court of Mercilla. Arthur accepts

the task of freeing Belge from the tyrant Gerioneo, and Artegall returns to his

quest to aid Irena against the tyrant Grantorto. The task is parallel to Arthur's,

thus assigning both heroes the responsibility of rescuing a feminized

personification of a Christian land oppressed by false religion. This is an

obligation Artegall has managed to evade all this time, suggesting that, like Lord

Grey's experiences, until Catholicism is purged from the land, all other challenges

are but symptoms. Yet by the time Artegall finds Sergis, Irena's old groom, the

lady has been imprisoned and sentenced to death. Sergis shames Artegall by

reminding him of his broken troth, 

For she presuming on th'appointed tyde,

111For example, Katherine Briggs, The Anatomy of Puck; Sarah Michie, “Celtic Myth and
Spenserian Romance.” University of Virginia, unpublished dissertation, 1935; Virginia
Baumgartner, “Irish Elements in Spenser's Faerie Queene.” Columbia University, unpublished
dissertation,1972.

112The hedgehogs of the British Isles are spined, as the North American porcupine. Or, since the
animal is described as having “prickt” Artegall, perhaps Spenser meant a porcupine here
instead. The Sidney coat of arms included the porcupine as one if its devices. Additionally, Sir
William Herbert described the Irish mantle “as to a hedgehog his skin” (cited in Highley, 120n44
from David Beers Quinn, The Elizabethans and the Irish, 97).
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In which ye promist, as ye were a Knight,
To meet her at the salvage Ilands syde,
And then and there for triall of her right,
With her unrigteous enemy to fight, 
Did thither come, where she afrayd of nought,
By guileful treason and by subtill slight
Surprized was, and to Grantorto brought,
Who her imprisoned hath, and her life often sought. (V.xi.39) 

Trusting to Artegall's promise to champion her right, Irena appeared at the

appointed time and place, only to be surprised and seized by her enemy. In

allowing himself to be distracted, Artegall therefore caused Irena to be taken,

apparently without a fight.

Grantorto, Artegall's and Irena's foe, is also "like to a Giant for his

monstrous hight” (V.xii:15:2), that "whether man or monster one could scarce

discerne” (V.xii:15:9), representing the Catholic threat to Ireland as overwhelming

in size and monstrous. While he is huge and strong, once his iron ax sticks in

Artegall's shield, Grantorto is easily defeated. And once Grantorto is defeated,

the people "glad to be quit from that proud Tyrants awe” (V.xii:24:3), run to Irena,

fall at her feet, and lead her back to her palace and throne. With little resistance,

the crowds of people who had hindered Artegall's landfall earlier that morning

have been transformed into loyal subjects celebrating Irena's return. The real task

of Justice, apparently, is to see order brought to Irena's realm:

And all such persons, as did late maintayne
That Tyrants part, with close or open ayde,
He sorely punished with heauie payne;
That in short space, whiles there with her he stayd,
Not one was left, that durst her once haue disobayd.
During which time, that he did there remaine,

His studie was true Iustice how to deale,
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And day and night employ'd his busie paine
How to reforme that ragged common-weale:
And that same yron man which could reueale
All hidden crimes, through all that realme he sent,
To search out those, that vsd to rob and steale,
Or did rebell gainst lawfull gouernment;
On whom he did inflict most grieuous punishment.

But ere he could reforme it thoroughly,
He through occasion called was away,
To Faerie Court, that of necessity
His course of Iustice he was forst to stay
And Talus to reuoke from the right way,
In which he was that Realme for to redresse.
But enuies cloud still dimmeth vertues ray.
So hauing freed Irena from distresse,
He tooke his leaue of her, there left in heauinesse. (V.xii:25:6 -27:9)

Artegall, recalled prematurely to the Court of the Faerie Queene, leaves Irena

free from distress. Not so, Lord Grey of Ireland. The early belief of the Old

English in Ireland that the Irish could be reformed to Christian – that is, Protestant

– civility once freed from the “tyranny” of Catholicism and false belief was giving

way to the view of the New English that the Irish were savage and uncivil, and

would not be reformed unless put to the sword first. In Books V and VI of The

Faerie Queene, first come Artegall and Talus, then Calidore. And I believe it is

important to recognize here that Irena is not the allegorical representation of the

Irish people, but the representation of the land personified.113 Artegall's effort if for

the land, not the folk: his quest is ultimately to free the land of the Catholic threat,

not to reform the Irish people of their ignorance or false belief. Once Grantorto is

vanquished, Artegall has yet to deal with the Catholic rabble, that is, “all such

persons, as did late maintayne / That Tyrants part, with close or open ayde”

113 In fact, Spenser uses the word "Irish" only as an adjective to describe the rivers, never in
reference to the people, in The Faerie Queene.
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(V.xii:25:5-6). Afterward, he sends Talus out about the countryside to “reueale /

All hidden crimes” and to “ inflict most grieuous punishment” (V.xii:26:5-6, 9),

suggesting Talus can now assume the dirty work of interrogator and torturer.114 It

is not the half of the duo known for wise judgment who is sent to discover hidden

crimes, but the iron man who follows orders without pity or remorse. The worst

fate is reserved for those who “did rebell gainst lawfull gouernment” (V.xii:26:8),

which is to say, English government, as Spenser himself described Irish rule as

corrupt, degenerate and unlawful.

It should not be too surprising that Artegall's foes are predominantly

saracen, or non-Christian. In Spenser's world view, there could be no Justice

without Truth, which is the truth of the Protestant faith. As Benedict Robinson has

argued, Spenser "uses a Saracen to represent not only an Islamic but also a

Catholic enemy: he assimilates Catholicism to Islam by writing together medieval

narratives of crusade against the Saracens with Protestant apocalyptic histories,

which emphasized the identity of Islam and Catholicism as manifestations of

Antichrist and forms of false belief” (38-9). Artegall's quest to aid Irena is a

crusade against Grantorto and the false religion, and only subsequently – or

incidentally – a mission to reform the “salvage nation” to lawfulness and civility.

Each of the foes Artegall engages may be described using the very words Irenius

used to describe the Irish in The View of the Present State of Ireland: trained in

military discipline but unwilling to “learne obedience,” the “baser sort” led by

“scatterlings and outlawes” and willing to “runne with them into any disloyall

114 I am indebted to Professor John Ulreich for this insight.
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action,” their methods equivalent to “guileful treason,” the men “cautelous and

wylie-headed,” greedy and disordered, the women “ready for light services.” Like

Malengin, they are wily and turn to beastliness. Like the Souldan, they are

savage, monstrous and cruel. Like Pollente and Munera, they are greedy and

grasping. Like Irena's subjects, they provide “close or open ayde” to the enemy

but fall at the conqueror's feet in seeming gratitude when it becomes convenient.

They are the faceless, nameless “rascall crew,” uncivil, unreasonable, and

apparently unwilling to reform without “most grieuous punishment.”

In this way, Spenser makes use of a discourse of racial difference to

represent the Irish as irredeemably Other. The characterizations and the very

language used to racialize the Irish people in Spenser's political treatise, A View

of the Present State of Ireland, are echoed in his epic poem, The Faerie Queene,

representing the Muslim, Catholic, and Irish foe as an inhuman obstacle to civility

and just government. There is little recourse besides the sword open to the

English, Lord Grey, or Artegall to deal with such a recalcitrant crew. By defining

the Irish and religious Other as racially inferior – using all of the stereotypes later

colonizers will use against the African and African-American slaves of the New

World – Spenser portrays the English and Artegall as reasonable, just, civil, and

doing what the enemy has forced them to. Artegall represents the English norm,

against which there can only be savagery.
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