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1.
The general character of The Faerie Queene
The Faerie Queene is a political poem. It begins with a nationalistic panegyric that eulogises Queen Elizabeth I, whom Spenser calls ‘O Goddesse heauenly bright, / Mirrour of grace and Maiestie diuine, / Great lady of the greatest Isle’ (I, proem, 4). It has been argued that the poem is a well-written work of hard-headed propaganda. If not Elizabethan propaganda, it is argued, then it is at least ‘a celebration and extension of the queen’s political mythology’.
 But as political poetry it has also been argued that the work is ‘complexly engaged, critical of the queen and her politics’.
 
Religion being inseparable from politics in the period, Spenser’s concern is with the establishment of the Protestant English state. The Faerie Queene has been described as ‘a Protestant poem more shaped by its Reformation context than by fiction or secular literary ideals’.
 Spenser was a Puritan, and ‘he is anxious that his poem should justify itself to those whose supreme interest is a purer religion, a closer walk with God’.
 For Spenser, Protestantism generally and in relation to an emergent English nationality was the re-establishment of the English Church as before Papal dominance.
 The innovation of Protestantism is justified as a return to the authority of pristine origins. 

Other critics, focusing on the way in which the work ‘brings into English a wealth of plot material (mythoi) from Irish, Welsh, Scottish, French, Italian, Latin and Greek sources’, have described it as ‘an inspired Humanist summation of mythology’.
 Like his contemporary, Sir Philip Sidney, Spenser was as much a humanist as a Puritan.
Nationalism; Puritanism; humanism: three key discourses in which The Faerie Queene participates. In acknowledgement of this complexity and multiplicity of critical response, it has also been proposed that the poem is a literary anatomy of the imagination demonstrating how moral, political and religious value intersect with poetry and literary form.
 
2.
Generic character
Partly, we can see how such multiplicity of critical response to the poem may arise by considering the complex union of genres or classes of literature the poem creates.
‘Spenser would have seen his poem as a version of “heroical poetry”’ (as Sidney, calls it in his Defence of Poesy). Spenser consciously fashioned his literary career on that of Virgil, beginning with pastoral – The Shepheardes Calendar – and ending with epic – The Faerie Queene. 
Spenser identified The Faerie Queene with classical epics such as The Iliad and especially The Aeneid, with romance epics such as Ariosto’s Orlando furioso, and with Arthurian romance. ‘He mentions all these [and others] in his “Letter to Raleigh”, and [...] demonstrates his allegiance to these literary forms by imitation, allusion, and wholescale appropriation of plot and imagery from [...] these sources.’
 Such borrowing was by no means unusual in the Renaissance: the medieval emphasis on literary authority and the notion of creation as re-creation persisted; Spenser’s epic-romance has been described as consisting of ‘intense reimaginings of his sources’.

A question that some scholars have asked is, how was Spenser to reconcile this complex union of intensely reimagined epic, romance, legendary, and mythological sources with Puritanism? 

How is he to reconcile the serious spirit of Protestant Evangelical religion with the vanities of chivalrous romance, the extravagant cult of love, the egoistic conception of personal prowess, the endless absurdities of romance fiction, a medley of pagan superstitions, Greek gods and goddesses, hermit and monks, the asceticism and mysteries of mediaeval Catholicism; and running through it all a strain of subtle ansd elaborate flattery of the Queen and her courtiers? These things and ‘the Gospel’ go not easily together.

Grierson goes on partly to answer the question he raises:

Of the mysticism and sacramentalism of the Quest of the Holy Grail there is nothing in The Faerie Queene, not so much as in the Idylls of the King. Spenser knew the Morte d’Arthur and borrowed incidents from it, but his models were Ariosto and Tasso, and in these, even the pious Tasso, a poet of the Counter-Reformation, there is none of the mystical atmosphere of the Quest and adventures of Galahad and Lancelot; and Spenser is a Protestant full of scorn for friars and hermits and relics. The religious atmosphere of the House of Holiness is very different from that of the vision of the Castle of Norbonek [sic]. But after the first book there is not much religious atmosphere investing the story. Spenser’s justification of his dallying with romance is the allegory, the hidden meaning of the poem, and to estimate aright his claim to be ‘a better teacher than Aquinas’ one must consider the imaginative, emotional value of allegory.

You may wish to consider whether this is a just and satisfying answer to the question(s) raised.

In any case, Grierson rightly identifies Spenser’s method as allegory: Spenser informed Sir Walter Raleigh in his letter that he had chosen to hide his meanings in dark conceit, in the shadows of allegory.
3.
Spenser’s intention and the letter to Raleigh

The letter to Raleigh, dated 23rd January 1589 (i.e. 1590), and printed in the 1590 edition of The Faerie Queene, at the end of Book III, is entitled ‘A letter of the Authors expounding his whole intention in the course of this worke: which for that it giueth great light to the Reader, for the better vnderstanding is hereunto annexed’.
 Spenser’s letter to Raleigh declares his intention and purpose in writing The Faerie Queene, and while you should read this letter, there are some theoretical issues that it may be worth considering before placing too great a weight on the author’s declared intention.

The appeal to authorial intent as a way to privilege certain interpretations can be rejected on the grounds that the author has no privileged voice over whether intentions have been fulfilled. It is by the literary work alone that we can judge whether intentions have been fulfilled. 
We should also be aware that as pure concept, intention remains inaccessible even where putative intention is declared. We cannot be sure that Spenser’s actual intention at the time of writing, and in the process of writing, is the same as his declared intention in the letter. 
Nevertheless it is probably generally reasonable to hold that ‘if an interpretation accords with a successfully executed artistic intention, then it is true’.
 But this does not mean either, that only such interpretations are true or that truth is either necessary or sufficient for an interpretation to be acceptable. Even where it is forthcoming, authorial intention ought not, and of course would not, foreclose acceptable interpretation. What can ‘defensibly be attributed to the work depends in part on the culturally determined myths or schemes of imagination that interpretations bring to bear on the work’. Because these schemes are plural, it is logically possible that ‘plural, non-converging, even incompatible’ interpretations can be generated. 
Subject to these reservations and qualifications, we ought to consider seriously Spenser’s putative intention ‘to fashion a gentleman or noble person in virtuous and gentle discipline’, as it was declared to Raleigh. We should do this not only because this intention is declared by the author, but because it is consistent with the purpose of poetry in Sir Philip Sidney’s Defence of Poesy. So once you have read the letter to Raleigh, you may also wish to speculate further on Spenser’s intention in writing The Faerie Queene by considering what is known about Renaissance literary theory from Philip Sidney, Spenser’s poetic friend and fellow member of the coterie Areopagus. We may reasonably assume that Spenser would have been somewhat in agreement with Sidney on the matter of the purpose of poetry, which, in summary, is that ‘literature had a place as long as it was to inculcate virtue, to help Christian[s] rise above the chaos of sin and confusion into which they were born.’

4.
Philip Sidney’s Defence of Poesy

a.
The high regard and estimation in which poetry was held in the ancient world

At the beginning of The Defence, Sidney acknowledges the need to make a defence of poetry, saying that it has ‘from almost the highest estimation of learning [...] fallen to be the laughing-stock of children’ (p. 102). One of the main lines of defence is an appeal to the ancient origins of poetry as ‘the first light-giver to ignorance’ (p. 103): 

[...] the philosophers of Greece durst not a long time appear to the world but under the mask of poets. So Thales, Empodocles, and Paremenides sang their natural philosophy in verse; so did Pythagorus and Phocylides their moral counsels; ... And truly even Plato, whosoever well considereth, shall find that in the body of his work, though the inside and strength were Philosophy, the skin as it were and beauty depended most of Poetry. (pp. 103-104)

In the ancient world, not only philosophy but also history, such as that by Herodotus, borrows extensively the figures of poetry. Sidney is not alone is this view. The Welsh poet John Davies of Hereford finds the ingenuity of which he writes reflected in the first observers of the ‘workes of Nature’, the ‘Poets’:

They searcht the causes of things generable,

With their effects and distinct properties;

And made them (by their skill) demonstrable.

This ‘skill’ is ‘sweete Eloquence’, which, in the estimation of the poetic voice of Microcosmos, ‘[w]as the first retorick borne of Sapience’.
 In rhetoric, ‘elocutio’ or eloquence was thought to give expression to invention through correct and apt use of words, composition, and embellishment.

These considerations lead Sidney to expound upon the high regard in which poets in the ancient world were held. Countering the view held by some puritans that religion and poetry were incompatible, Sidney refers to the ‘holy David’s Psalms’ as ‘a divine poem’ (p. 106). Among the ancient Greeks the poet is said to have been called poieten, or ‘maker’. ‘Among the Romans a poet was called vates, which is as much as a diviner, foreseer, or prophet’, for the ‘exquisite observing of number and measure in words, and that high-flying liberty of conceit [imagination] proper to the poet, did seem to have some divine force in it’ (p. 105).

The word ‘conceit’, often spelled ‘conceipt’, deriving from the Italian concetto, carried ‘the general meaning of idea, concept, or thought’.
 But when it was used in Renaissance and seventeenth-century poetics to refer to a feature of a work, it signified a metaphorical manipulation of language: ‘Unlike the usual metaphor, where an obvious and close resemblance exists between vehicle and tenor, a conceit stresses a similarity between highly dissimilar elements that must be discovered through thought.’
  The conceit’s function was to extend ‘a traditional analogical habit of mind’,
 to discover hidden correspondences between things formerly believed unconnected, a purportedly higher and hithero inaccessible unity, a reality that was the object as much of natural or occult philosophy as it was of poetry, for all were influenced through the Neoplatonic tradition, for example, by the Platonic doctrine of Ideal Forms.
 This obscure unity was the world conceived as ‘a kind of divine and witty poem’, the metaphors of which could be brought to light by a sufficiently insightful poet.

Sidney proceeds to compare the inventiveness of poetry favourably with the dependence of other disciplines – ‘arts’ or scientia – on Nature: ‘So doth the astronomer look upon the stars and, by that he seeth, set down what order Nature hath taken therein.’ (p. 106) Meanwhile ‘the moral philosopher standeth upon the natural virtues, vices, and passions of man; and “follow Nature”, saith he, “therein, and thou shalt not err”.’ (p. 107) 

Only the poet, disdaining to be tied to any such subjection, lifted up with the vigour of his own invention, doth grow in effect into another nature, in making things either better than Nature bringeth forth, or, quite anew – forms such as never were in Nature, as the Heroes, Demigods, Cyclops, Chimeras, Furies, and such like; so as he goeth hand in hand with Nature, not enclosed within the narrow warrant of her gifts, but freely ranging only within the zodiac of his own wit. (p. 107)

Significantly Sidney develops this point, saying that lest it be conceived that the works of Nature are real, whereas those of poetry are fiction, and therefore inferior, it should rather be considered that, firstly, the ‘Idea or fore-conceit of the work’ (p. 107) and not the work itself is more important, thereby allowing for the superiority of the works of the imagination, and secondly, that poetry actually works in a substantial way to effect change in its readers, if they learn from it and emulate the models of friendship, love, valour, justice, and other virtues represented by characters therein. 

The human being is said to be most like its heavenly Creator in this act of creation, or poetic invention, ‘when with the force of a divine breath [inspiration] he bringeth things forth far surpassing [Nature’s] doings’. The ‘wit’ that is responsible for this is contrasted with the fallen, ‘infected will [that] keepeth us from reaching unto [perfection]’ (p. 108). ‘Invention’ could mean a ‘discovery’, a ‘finding’, the ‘faculty of discovery’ but also the ‘thing found’’.
 Although it is applied to the finding of subject-matter, rather than words, poetic invention is the ‘conception and the working up of material’, and is consequently inextricably linked to choice of words.
 This equivocation reflects what has been referred to as ‘one of the central problems of Renaissance aesthetics: “What is the object, the material cause of poetry: reality or fiction?”’.
 Especially in the seventeenth century, under the influence of the Aristotelian poetics of Julius Caesar Scaliger, invention could also be used in a case where the subject matter is made up by the poet using her or his fantasia (fantasy) or ingenium or ingegno (in this context, wit), to resemble either forms in nature or the ‘intention’ in the mind of either God or Nature.
 For some theorists, Sidney included, ‘it is only at the level of her ‘intention’, as natura naturans rather than natura naturata, that nature can be said to be ‘perfect’ and therefore worthy of imitation’.
 ‘Poetic invention allows, for Sidney, a mimetic perfecting of the real, a homage to divine creation’.

b.
The definition, purpose and kinds of poetry

Poetry is said by Sidney to be ‘an art of imitation, for so Aristotle termeth it in the word mimesis – that is to say, a representing, counterfeiting, or figuring forth (to speak metaphorically, a speaking picture)’ (p. 108). Sidney is using an adaptation of the familiar Renaissance theoretical understanding of poetry, culled from the Ars Poetica of Horace, of creating a ‘speaking picture’. The chiastic poesia tacens, pictura loquens (painting is mute poetry, poetry a speaking picture) was attributed by Pliny to Simonides of Chios, but it came to be associated most closely with the Ars Poetica, as, in Christopher Braider’s words, ‘Horace’s defining tag’.
 Together with ut pictura poesis ‘(‘as is’ or ‘as in painting, so is’ or ‘so in poetry’)’, it ‘appears in virtually every treatise on art or poetry from the early Renaissance to the close of the Enlightenment’, as ‘the central theme and presiding dogma of the theory and practice’ of both arts alike.

It is important to recognise that in his definition of poetry Sidney does not think that either rhyme or versification are necessary. For Sidney, poetry is a qualitative term implying that not all verse qualifies as poetry. As for its purpose, Sidney’s says poetry or literature should ‘teach and delight’ (p. 108). The didactic purpose of literature, to give pleasure in order to persuade to virtue, echoes the Italian Renaissance theorist Scaliger who interpreted the aim of poetry as delightful teaching, particularly the inculcation of virtue through delightful example. Sidney says, ‘it is that feigning notable images of virtues, vices, or what else, with that delightful teaching, which must be the right describing note to know a poet by’, although he adds that verse is often chosen as the ‘fittest instrument’ since it weighs ‘each syllable of each word by just proportion according to the dignity of the subject’ (p. 110). In answer to the moralists who attack poetry, Sidney has first to admit the evidence that there ‘now swarm many versifiers that need never answer to the name of poets’ (p. 110), and second to demonstrate that the practices complained of all represented abuses rather than legitimate uses of poetry. It is not the fault of the art that it can be accomplished by only a few (p. 115).

According to Sidney, the aims of all learning are ‘purifying of wit’, ‘ enriching of memory’, ‘enabling of judgement’, and ‘enlarging of conceit’, though the ‘final end [purpose] is to lead and draw us to as high a perfection as our degenerate souls, made worse by their clay lodgings, can be capable of’ (p. 110). Sidney then proceeds by comparing poetry with other disciplines, ‘arts’, scientia, in terms of the fulfilment of these aims of learning, particularly the ‘final end’. He compares poetry favourable with moral philosophy (ethics) (including political philosophy), and with history, its closest challengers in this respect. Both are capable of teaching virtue, the first by precept, the second by example, but neither by both precept and example. Whereas philosophical knowledge is said to be tied to the ‘abstract and general’, and is obscure so that only the learned can understand it, history is tied to ‘the particular truth of things, and not to the general reason of things’ (p. 113), and therefore ‘is captived to the truth of a foolish world’ (p. 118) and cannot show things as they should be. The poet on the other hand: 

for whatsoever the philosopher saith should be done, he gives a perfect picture of it in someone by whom he presupposeth it was done, so as he couplet the general notion with the particular example. A perfect picture I say, for he yieldeth to the powers of the mind an image of that whereof the philosopher bestoweth but a wordish description which doth neither strike, pierce, nor possess the sight of the soul so much as that other doth. (pp. 113-114)

This last point, that knowledge is by the poet ‘illuminated or figured forth by the speaking picture of Poesy’ (p. 114), Sidney expounds in some detail in terms of the capability of poetry to move, which is both the cause and effect of teaching (p. 119). Sidney makes the argument that if one’s reason has already mastered one’s passion so that one wants to learn from philosophy, then one has less need of learning from philosophy because one’s own natural light is sufficient to guide one. On the other hand great difficulty lies in the task of moving one who is disinclined to follow reason. And this is where the superiority of poetry in persuading to virtue is most apparent.

There are, says Sidney, three main divisions of poetry:

1) Biblical poetry: ‘chief, both in antiquity and excellency’; ‘imitate[s] the inconceivable excellencies of God’ (p. 108). E.g. David’s Psalms; Solomon’s Song of Songs.

2) Philosophical poetry, either moral or natural, which Sidney describes as ‘wrapped within the fold of the purposed subject’ (p. 109).

3) ‘Right poets’ who take ‘the free course of [their] own invention’ (p. 109). Poetry may be subdivided as follows, and in respect of each kind of poetry Sidney provides a defence:

a) Heroic (epic): Sidney, in concurring with the Italian theorist Scaliger, describes this as ‘the best and most accomplished kind of Poetry’ (p. 126);

b) Lyric: which according to Sidney ‘giveth praise, the reward of virtue, to virtuous acts [Sidney is probably thinking of the Ode]’, and ‘gives moral precepts and natural problems’, and in the religious lyric ‘raiseth up his voice to the height of the heavens, in singing the lauds [worship] of the immortal God’ (p. 124);

c) Tragedy: which Sidney using a medical or surgical analogy describes as ‘the high and excellent Tragedy, that openeth the greatest wounds, and showeth forth the ulcers that are covered with tissue; that maketh kings fear to be tyrants, and tyrants manifest their tyrannical humours; that, with stirring the affects [feelings] of admiration and commiseration, teacheth the uncertainty of this world, and upon how weak foundations gilden roofs are builded’ (p. 124);

d) Comedy: ‘an imitation of the common errors of our life’ represented in ‘the most ridiculous and scornful sort that may be, so as it is impossible that any beholder can be content to be such a one’ (p. 123);

e) Satire: which Sidney describes as making one laugh at folly and at length ashamed to laugh at oneself (p. 123);

f) Iambic (lampoon, pointed satire): which Sidney describes as ‘wholesome’ in ‘making shame the trumpet of villainy’ (p. 123);

g) Elegy: ‘which in a kind heart would move rather pity than blame’ and bewails ‘the weakness of mankind and the wretchedness of the world’ (p. 123);

h) Pastoral;

Sidney’s defence of pastoral, in particular, demonstrates his independence from the Italian Renaissance theorists. In Italian theory, at the lowest extreme of the hierarchy were the love lyric and the pastoral, which were regarded as pleasing but not profitable; they were valued chiefly for the technical exercise they afforded the poet. By contrast, despite its humble subject matter, Sidney argues that pastoral may teach goodness and virtue.

c.
The objections to poetry individually countered

Sidney devotes much of the rest of the Defence to fending off individually the several assaults that had been and could be made against poetry. Firstly he defends versification – ‘number and measure’ (metre), rhyme, ‘order’, and ‘proportion’ – arguing that verse is ‘the only fit speech for Music’, which he describes as ‘the most divine striker of the senses’ (p. 128). Poetry, or more specifically verse, is also the fittest kind of writing or speech for memory, because words in verse cannot be replaced by other words without a loss of meaning and metre or rhyme.

Sidney also counters further objections to poetry: ‘First, that there being many other more fruitful knowledges, a man might better spend his time in them than in this. Secondly, that it is the mother of lies. Thirdly, that it is the nurse of abuse, infecting us with many pestilent desires, with a siren’s sweetness drawing the mind to the serpent’s tale of sinful fancy .... Lastly, and chiefly, ... that Plato banished [poets] out of his commonwealth.’ (p. 129)

In response to the first of these, Sidney appeals to his former argument that no learning is as good as poetry which teaches and moves to virtue. He counters the accusation of falsehood by saying that poetry ‘nothing affirms, and therefore never lieth’ (p. 130). Here he appeals to the poet’s invention, though it might also be acknowledged that invention meant also ‘discovery’ and poetry might therefore be regarded as eloquently expressing that which is true but was hidden. Sidney’s point is also about signification in poetry, which is figurative: ‘What child is there that, coming to a play, and seeing Thebes written in great letters upon an old door, doth believe that it is Thebes?’ (p. 130) Poems are ‘pictures of what should be, and not stories what have been’ (p. 130). Nevertheless the ‘picture’ of poetry may be ‘lively’ and a character may thereby seem to take on an individuality – this Sidney suggests is how poetry moves but it is also what leads to the accusation of falsehood, which notwithstanding is inappropriate.

The accusation of abuse, that poetry leads astray by encouraging certain desires or passions, has special relevance to comedy and lyric poetry. The former was said ‘rather to teach than to reprehend amorous conceits [ideas, imagination]’, and Renaissance lyric is said to be ‘larded with passionate sonnets’ (p. 131). But while acknowledging that the genres may be abused, Sidney defends them on the grounds of the grounds of the essential goodness of the love of beauty, and of love itself: Do ‘not say that Poetry abuseth man’s wit, but that man’s wit abuseth Poetry’ (p. 131).

Finally, considering the question of Plato’s attitude to poetry, Sidney argues ‘he is the most poetical’ of philosophers (p. 134), that in the dialogue Ion, he ‘giveth high and rightly divine commendation to Poetry’ (p. 135), describing it as ‘a very inspiring of a divine force’ (p. 136), and that in The Republic he intended only to banish the abuse of poetry.

On the vexing question of why it should be that in England in particular a severe attitude had developed towards poetry, Sidney suggests that the already low estimation of poetry had attracted inferior writers to practise it and discouraged others, thereby in some sense rendering the attacks on poetry as it was then practised more understandable. Much poetry in English, Sidney judges to be in need of ingenuity, reason, or wisdom, and he proceeds to criticise particular faults, such as the particular ways in which tragedy and comedy had blended to make the tragicomedy. Among these faults also are the windy figures used for the sake of sounding poetic. Sidney expresses a good deal of concern in the final passages of the Defence, that Art, or that which is artificial, is fitted to Nature; that rhetorical figures and techniques should mirror Nature, such as when the figure of repetitions simulates our natural tendency to repeat what we say when we are angry (p. 144). Eloquence, it is said, should support meaning in helping to persuade to virtue. And there perhaps you have the pith, as it were, of Sidney’s advocacy of poetry. For this purpose he favours neither especially the use of classical quantitative metre, which in agreement with Thomas Campion (who was a musician) is ‘more fit for music’, nor ‘the modern observing only number [metred syllables] (with some regard of the accent [stress])’, combined with rhyme – ‘there being in either sweetness, and wanting in neither majesty’ (p. 146). You will need to consider how Sidney’s Defence of Poesy influenced the composition of The Faerie Queene; or at least, how far the latter’s composition is consistent with the principles set out in Sidney’s Defence.
5.
The Faery Queen and The Faerie Queene’s absent centre

‘Spenser describes in his “Letter to Raleigh” a typical romance scenario of a Christmas celebration at the court of the Faery Queen in which on each of twelve days a knight would be given a quest, and he assures Raleigh that this scene will be presented in the last book of the poem:

The beginning therefore of my history, if it were to be told by an Historiographer should be the twelfth booke, which is the last, where I deuise that the Faery Queene kept her Annuall feaste xii. dayes, vppon which xii. seuerall dayes, the occasions of xii. seuerall aduentures hapned, which being vndertaken by xii seuerall knights, are in these xii. books seuerally handled and discoursed.

This scene, however, never appears in the poem as we have it. The Faerie Queene is incomplete; of the twelve books proposed only six were completed, the first three being published in 1590 and these again with Books IV-VI in 1596. There followed ‘Two Cantos of Mutabilitie’, published first in the 1609 folio edition of The Faerie Queene.

It has been argued that the scene described by Spenser, that includes the figure of the Faery Queen, is that ‘desired centre and ground of meaning that the poem, as a work written in fallen human language in mortal time, cannot represent. Instead of royal or divine or metropolitan centre, the poem consistently presents a periphery, with knights wandering almost as if in exile in forests and plains, far from the civic and religious centre of the plot or its symbols.’
 We begin Book I, for example, only after Red Cross Knight has left the court and end it as he heads off towards court. For an epic poem, it is surprising how pastoral runs through Book I of The Faerie Queene, indeed through all six books. This has been interpreted as Spenser favouring ‘the centrifugal feudalism in England itself of great nobles and their followers who fought to maintain their privilege against the increasingly centralised monarchy’.
 In this way, Spenser not only entwines epic and romance, but ‘he builds into the very structure of the poem layers of figurative, symbolic and allegorical meanings. What is sometimes called the allegory of the poem is [...] a weave of several allegories with literary symbolisms of several kinds.’ According to some critics, this enables Spenser to build ‘multiple readings that substantially qualify the celebration of queen and nation’.
 ‘The Faery Queen appears only once in the poem, to Arthur in a dream that starts his quest (I, ix). She is the goal and the reason of Arthur’s quest. The proposed marriage of Gloriana and Arthur, whom Malory described as ‘the once and future king’, is a symbolic wedding of ancient British myth, legend and lineage with the reigning queen, but it is envisaged, a future-oriented gap which is never realised in the work as we have it.
The Faerie Queene is not only political but religious. ‘The imbuing of the poem with a national prophetic destiny highlights a second, equally important interpretation of the Faery Queen: as a religious symbol of the unrepresentable nature of the divine ...’, ‘the arena of divine knowledge and revelation to which no human being can have access’. In the ‘Letter to Raleigh’, Spenser calls his poem a ‘darke conceit’, and it has been argued: ‘The tensions of [the] trope of the brightness of revelation and the dazzled eyes of the mortal viewer’ define the poetics of Book I.
 ‘Whenever Una raises her veil in Book I, she dazzles viewers, who respond inappropriately or, as in the case of Sans Loy, violently.’ Others respond by idolising and worshipping her, thereby perhaps showing how direct revelation will fail in the fallen human world. ‘Arthur’s dream vision of the Faery Queene comes to stand as the paradigm of faith’ without the certainty of direct revelation, heroically resisting despair.
 The distance of the wandering knights from the centre, from the Faery Court, is the distance of the human from the divine, a distance that is bridged by faith.
6.
The virtue of Book I

Unlike the virtues that we encounter in Books II to VI, holiness is a distinctively Christian virtue. It has been suggested: ‘As a Protestant poet writing on the virtues during the Reformation, Spenser had no choice but to begin with holiness, for that virtue distinguishes our unfallen state created in the image of God [...]’.
 To display this virtue, Spenser chose the very popular, though discredited, legend of St George, and ‘took the structure and the framing imagery of Book I from the Revelation of St John, which allowed him to fashion holiness by telling the legend of the Red Cross Knight as a romance. In this way [because Revelation is the culminating book of the New Testament], he gave his poem the authority of the whole Bible without being bound [or constrained] by it [...].’
 Since chivalric romance is concerned with the prowess of its heroes, the virtue of holiness is represented in the deeds of the Red Cross Knight; the reader is instructed by example. This is not only consistent with the reason presented by Sidney in his Defence for poetry’s pre-eminence among forms of learning – it marries precept and example – but it also happens to be more consistent with Protestant ideas of holiness as a way of living.

The Red Cross Knight’s quest is from error to salvation, but his slaying the dragon, although imagery taken from Revelation, does not result in his being taken to the world to come, but only qualifies him to defend the Faery Queen. The whole of Book I, indeed the whole of The Faerie Queene is deeply rooted in life in this world. 
This rootedness is reflected in the treatment of theology. Spenser guides his personification of holiness through the often factional theological debates of the period by avoiding controversy wherever possible: for example, by being unspecific what the Red Cross Knight should have faith in. He is encouraged by Una not to despair of salvation because he is ‘chosen’. We may wish to infer that he is among God’s elect predestined according to the theology of Jean Calvin to salvation, ‘but the poem tells us only that at the court of the Faerie Queene he was chosen by her to free her parents’.
 The story may be allegorical, but it is not always clear what the allegorical – religious and other – meanings are. The reader’s interpretation is rooted in the words and their allegorical meanings are by no means always clear. There is cognitive work to do interpreting the metaphors or metaphor that is unfolded in the narrative to create the allegory.
7.
Reading allegorically

Critical interpretations of Book I have tended to be either moral or historical. Moral readings have included those that have placed great emphasis on the psychological (for example, James Nohrnberg’s The Analogy of ‘The Faerie Queene’) and those that have focused on the spiritual, beginning with Ruskin’s interpretation in The Stones of Venice (1853). 
The earliest formal allegory, the Christian Latin poet Prudentius’ Psychomachia (circa 405 AD), a poem representing a war for the psyche or the soul fought between the virtues and the vices, represented an important step towards the kind of self-conscious internalising of epic form, both psychological and moral, that characterises The Faerie Queene. ‘The Sans brothers – Sans Foy, Sans Loy and Sans Joy – whom the Red Cross Knight encounters in Book I, can serve as an example of psychomachian allegory, that is, personification of internal states represented as external, real characters operating in the outer world. 
Historically the first book has been said to treat the history of the true church from its beginnings to the Last Judgement in its conflict with the Church of Rome, though more frequently the allegory of ecclesiastical history is thought to be more specifically related to its immediate context in the Reformation. For example, Linda Gregerson explores how the preoccupation of The Faerie Queene with appearance and reality, seeming and truth, undermines the iconicity of images and symbols in a way that is consistent with Protestant suspicion of the power of religious images to lead away from God or religious truth.

The question of how to interpret the ways in which Book I of The Faerie Queene represents the virtue of holiness implies our careful consideration of the form the representations take. When we read The Faerie Queene, unless we are attending only to the surface narrative, we are trying to read allegorically. This is called allegoresis, and it is that from which allegory as a literary genre arose. Allegoresis is a form of reading or criticism (which began with the ancient Greeks) ‘whereby meanings not originally intended were extracted from texts’, and this was justified by allegorical critics not ‘by faithful reference to their texts, for the disparity between literal meaning and allegorical interpretation only proved the sacredness of the process and the care the author had used to hide his meaning from the vulgar’.
 
This way of thinking about allegorical reading is sometimes represented in terms of a vertically organized spatial hierarchy, where the gaps between the levels of literal and hidden meaning hold for us the definitive allure of the form.
 Spenser informed Raleigh in his letter that he had chosen to hide his meanings in dark conceit, in the shadows of allegory. It does need to be considered that among Spenser’s reasons for doing this might be that if his work were to be regarded as influential, it may be heavily censored. Spenser may have been guarding his flank by his oblique style of working. It may be possible to conclude from this that Spenser intended his reader to have some specialist knowledge which we now lack, and without which his intended meanings are inaccessible to us. But we may want to resist this idea. The model of allegory in which meanings are secreted in this way should be questioned.
As a narrative genre, allegory ‘has its source in a culture’s attitude toward language, and in that attitude, as embodied in the language itself, allegory finds the limits of its possibility’.
 The cultures of the Middle Ages and Renaissance were more familiar with allegory than we are today. In its long tradition Danté Alighieri had been among its most prominent exponents and theorists. The culture was generally more conscious of multiple connections between the physical and the metaphysical or spiritual or ethical. It is a matter of externalising an idea or concept, so that things in the physical world could become visible signs or symbols of ideas that are spiritual or ethical. This is how the surface plot, the literal meaning of an allegorical narrative, which is composed of the events that occur, can refer to or symbolize the ethical, spiritual meanings. The world becomes thereby a witty poem. This suggests a culture-wide acceptance of ‘allegorical’ interpretation of things and events.
So besides thinking about allegorical reading in terms of a vertically organized spatial hierarchy, where there are gaps between the levels of meaning, there is another way of thinking about allegory that focuses more on the actual words of the text. 
In the Renaissance, human language was thought not so much to reflect the reality of the things of the world as interweave with them as another phenomenon of Nature,
 since those things in the world were themselves construed as symbolic, as a sign system. And so, just as a physical object or event can be symbolic, so a word has ‘the peculiar property of containing within itself in alio esse, in another mode of existence, that which is symbolized’.

Since human language interweaves with things of the world as a phenomenon of Nature, words were ‘perceived to be as real and as powerful as the things named’, ‘to have a potency as solidly meaningful as physical fact’, and they were ‘sensed in terms of a nearly physical presence’.
 So it is not to some esoteric and possibly inaccessible level of meaning but to the words themselves that we should turn our attention when interpreting the allegory of The Faerie Queene.
 Words in allegory are signs that refer sometimes to metaphysical and spiritual worlds. This makes their meanings difficult to understand, but if the words will not support an interpretation then that interpretation is probably wrong. 
We should perhaps think of allegory not according to our traditional insistence on allegory’s distinction between word said and meaning meant – event narrated or object described and spiritual, ethical, or historical meaning. Rather we should think in terms of simultaneity of the process of signifying multiple meanings.
 When reading Book I of The Faerie Queene, consider how frequently the meaning results from word-play, significances drawn from word ‘coincidences’ and puns; or what may seem to be coincidences but which have a deeper relatedness, such as between the meanings of singularity, unity, wholeness, and health. Such an approach to the text suggests that allegory is characterised by polysemy or multiplicity of meaning as distinct from ‘different “levels” of meaning’. After all, meanings accumulate in the process of reading in a linear, horizontal way, not in a vertical way. The meanings of events and characters are not always consistently the same – meanings may be uppermost at a particular place in the text, but downplayed or de-emphasised elsewhere in the text. As with all metaphor, the literal (surface narrative) frame of the sentence interacts with the metaphorical word’s meanings and associations.
Clearly then, the reader of The Faerie Queene has cognitive work to do. This is how the text teaches. For Spenser, as for Sidney, literature has a place as long as it is to inculcate virtue, to help Christian readers rise above the chaos of sin and confusion into which they were born. Think of the Red Cross Knight encountering Duessa, deceived by her emblazoned appearance into thinking her a potential muse, possibly replacing Una. Think of the dichotomisation not only of femininity, but of reality, implied by Una’s singularity, truth, purity, and radiant light (especially when her veil is removed) and Duessa’s duality, deceptiveness, impurity, darkness, and monstrosity. The reader is invited to learn from Red Cross Knight’s mistake and be educated in a virtue and faith which must be allied to truth, just as Red Cross’s holiness will increase if he learns from his own mistake, for that holiness depends on humility, an awareness of senses and judgement that have fallen.
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