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Abstract

This thesis addresses problems of in completion in some English poems
written during the Elizabethan period, which are regarded conventionally as
"unfinished" or "fragmentary". In proposing a revision of the terms in which
their incompletion is understood, I do not attempt to provide a unified account of
incompletion as a phenomenon, although in each case I argue for a contextualist
rather than formalist explanation.

After surveying some earlier attempts at

describing and theorising incompletion, I propose that the historical context of the
four poems I have selected is a crucial element in their incompletion. In the case of
Marlowe's Hero and Leander I argue that the poem is "finished" in terms of its
narrative and thematic structures but that Chapman imposed an appearance of
formal incompletion on it in order to be able to "complete" and thus appropriate it
for a different literary and ideological programme. Sidney's AstrophilandSt^Ua is
discussed as a "Petrarchan sequence" whose fulfilment is frustrated by its
fragmented structure and its thematising of unending desire. This chapter also
addresses the topic of imitation as a mode of incompletion, and looks at the effect of
social context on generic reinscription. Ralegh"s Ocean to Sdntbia is the most
obviously ""unfinished"' of all the poems under discussion, as it is fragmented at the
level of syntax, metre and imagery as well as fractured in its narrative and generic
affiliations. Here I argue that Ralegh's loss of Elizabeth s favour and his exclusion
from her court deprives his poem of the only audience and context which could
confer shape and significance upon it; unable to effect his restoration, the poem
remains incomplete. Spenser's romance epic The Faerie Queene is presented as
formally incomplete, containing only six of its projected twelve books and ending
with a couple of fragmentary cantos on the theme of mutability. I suggest that this
is a strategy designed to call attention to the functional incompletion of a poem
which can never achieve its desired end of representing or incorporating the
Faery Queen, who, as Queen Elizabeth, stands forever outside the poem. By way of
conclusion I discuss the ways in which the problematic of incompletion is
currently being theorised, and reflect upon those New Historicist and feminist
theories which inform my arguments throughout the thesis.
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Chapter I
An Apolog7 for Incompietion

I

The image of the past as a beautiful but fragmented body haunted the
imaginations and the texts of early humanist scholars. When Petrarch vas given
an incomplete manuscript of Quintilian's

In^tuUonesonUoriae

he vrote a letter to

Quintilian praising his work and lamenting its mutilation. This letter is itself an
attempt to establish with a lost author a dialogue which might render his work
whole again, making it complete within the present text of Petrarch; thus it is one
aspect of Petrarch's larger project of resurrecting the past. A. Bartlett Giamatti
identifies the source of this episode in Virgil's story of Hippolytus and Aesculapius
(Aeneid^W

765-73). which

he interprets as follows:

I suggest that in the mutilated body of Hippolytus. mangled like those other
Virgilian heroes but older than all save Orpheus, Petrarch might ^ e a
figure for the shapes of all those ancients, now known only in fr^mentary
texts, in mangled corpora, whom he desired to see whole, and be with - if not
one of. And I suggest... that in Aesculapius, the healer who could not be
cured, the victim of his own powers, the scion of Apollo to whom the light
was denied, Petrarch might see figured the humanist's power to restore texts, bodies, traditions - and also his inability to experience the integrity,
the wholeness, thus wrought. ^

The immense and characterising achievement of Renaissance humanism was to
discover the past and invent history: but the cost of that achievement was the
recognition that the past was lost irrevocably, and that the present could construct
itself only out of fragmented remains. Fragments and ruins are signs of loss, but
they point towards the possibility of a reconstructed form. As Thomas Greene has
compellingly demonstrated. Renaissance cultures understood themselves in terms
of a myth of change and loss, "change from the immediate past and loss of a remote.

1 A. Bartlett Giamatti. Exileuul
Press. 1984), pp. 19-20.

Change in ReoMisstnceLitenture

(New Haven: Yale Univ.

prestigious past that might nevertheless be resuscitated". ^
mentaiit^

The Renais^nce

was established in a dialectic between loss and recovery, dismemberment

and re/membering, fragments and forms.
Perhaps the most influential version of this image for later writers is found
in the Preface to Boccaccio's

OeaeaJogm deorum

gentilium

,

where the writer

represents himself as reassembling like Aesculapius the torn pieces of the body of
the past. The finished form of his own text will be merely a collection of fragments,
each torn in turn by the interpretations of future generations.

As Margaret

Ferguson suggests:
Boccaccio expresses the quintessential humanistic fear that his attempt to
gather the "fragments" of ancient texts may somehow offend the ghosts
buried in those ruins. He conflates that fear, which derives in part from the
very perception of a problematic distance between present and past
cultures, with another: that his future interpreters will violate his
intentions as he has inevitably violated those of ancient authors.^

In this way, the writing of the genealogy of culture is seen as a reverent violation
of the fragmented past in the name of a self-constructing present. Interpretation
feeds itself by tearing at the body of the text it depends on, in a process that is
replicated in future readings.

These dichotomous myths of completion and

incompletion are the means by which Renaissance societies understood cultural
transmission, textual production and interpretation, and the discontinuities of
history.

English humanists of the sixteenth century felt themselves to be doubly
belated, first in relation to the cultures of antiquity, and then in relation to the
rebirth of those cultures in Renaissance Italy. English nationalism, predicated
partly upon the spiritual and political separation of England from continental
1 Thomas M. Greene, The Light in Troy: imittuioa and Discovery in Renaissance Poetry (New

Haven: Yale Univ. Press, 1982). p. 3.
2 Margaret W. Ferguson, Trials of Desire: R&iaissance Defenses of Poetry {Htm Hwta: Yale

Univ. Press. 1983). p. 182.

Europe consequent upon Henry VIII's break with the Church of Rome, was defined
especially in the rhetoric of change within continuity. The English language,
"barbarous" in its origins and through linguistic mutability slipping further and
further away from the perfection of "natural" language, could yet be reinvented as
the triumphant instrument of a new empire, stretching further westward than
even Aeneas had sailed. England's intermediate position between Old Rome and the
New World could be made into a strong base for imperialistic expansion in the name
of historical and cultural continuity.
The belatedness of English humanism, then, issued in a firm sense of
historical placement; no longer in the position of having to invent the very
concept of "history". English writers of the late sixteenth century were able to
reflect upon their own historicity. Such a sense of history, however, was still
primarily retrospective, and did not take on progressivist or apocalyptic forms until
the next century. Moreover, it was still largely mythical, imagined in cycles of
change in which the end replicated the beginning. A dominant (and strikingly
material as well as mental) image for this model of historical change is the ruin,
which stands as a continuing fragment of the past in the present. The ruin can be
interpreted either positively as a triumphant survival or negatively as a mark of
inevitable decay and destruction.

For Petrarch, the ruins which littered the

medieval city of Rome were not significant in themselves, but signs of the
continuing presence of the ideal city of classical Rome, hidden but recuperable by
an act of historical imagination. As Greene suggests, "Petrarch essentially read an
order into the Roman wilderness, intuited a plan beneath the shattered temples and
grazing sheep whose overwhelming human drama rendered the surface accidents
of the city mere evocative pretexts" (SS). By contrast, Spenser's translation of du
Bellay, "Ruines of Rome", comes after a long tradition of moralising these ruins as
symbols of decayed pride and devouring time.

A more sharply historical

understanding of ruins may have developed from Spenser's engagement with ruins
in his own landscape, whose political history he knew, and which therefore were
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not so easily mythologised. I am thinking of the remains of those dispossessed
monasteries whose "dissolution" (both spiritual and physical) was part of Henry
VIII's successful attempt to undo the power of the Catholic church in England, and
upon which the Protestant church was founded.

But especially important to

Spenser must have been the ruins of a destroyed Anglo-Irish c i v i l i ^ o n among
which he lived in County Kildare, having leased lands there containing a ruined
abbey in which he is supposed to have lived. ^ These ruins had been created not by
tempusetbareturn

but by a deliberate policy of political and religious suppression

which Spenser supported, defended and profited from.

In their irreducibly

material forms they stood as reminders of a harsh reality not easily assimilated into
the reconstructed and romanticised shapes of artistic imagination. For Spenser and
his contemporaries history is no longer understood in terms of the pathos of loss
and the romance of return, but figures the imperfect but intractable forms of life
"in the middest", where both beginnings and ends are uncertain. Accordingly we
find a different intonation to evocations of the fragment or ruin in the poetry of
Elizabethan England from that which Greene identifies in Petrarch, the "first"
Renaissance humanist.

That difference is itself historically determined and

demands a historically aware criticism.

II
If the dismembered body and the ruined monument are tropes that informed
a historical understanding of fragmentation among Renaissance humanists, how
has modern criticism responded to problems of in completion? The subject may be
said to have been invented by Frank Kermode in his 1%7 study of The Sease of an
Ending .

Here Kermode addresses the relationship between those fictions

(philosophical, religious or mythical) by which we make sense of the world we live
^ See Alexander C. JudsoQ, Tbe Life of GfaundSpaiser
(^iitaott:
Johns Hopkins Univ. Press,
1945), pp. 103-04. See also Millar MacLure, "Spenser and the Ruins of Time," in A Tbaurefor
Spenserians, ed. Judith M. Kennedy and James A. Reither (Toronto: Univ. of Toronto Press,
1973), pp. 3-18.

in, and more specifically literary fictions. He establishes the connection through
the fiction of Apocalypse, vhich, for people vho live as we all do "in the middest".
provides a particularly compelling image of the End:
I begin by discussing fictions of the End - about ways in which, under
varying existential pressures, we have imagined the ends of the world. This.
I take it. will provide clues to the ways in which fictions, whose ends aw
consonant with origins, and in concord, however unexpected, with their
precedents, satisfy our needs. So we begin with Apocalypse, which ends,
transforms, and is concordant.'

In a brief discussion of Spenser. Kermode suggests that The Faerie

(^eene

negotiates the tensions between mutability and constancy, and that the poet
believed "that his poem should in part rest on some poetic generalization - some
fiction - which reconciles these opposites. and helps to make sense of the discords,
ethical, political, legal, and so forth, which, in its completeness, it had to contain"
(73). He sees the poem as taking place in the aerum . a kind of continually
perpetuated human time that participates neither in the endlessness of eternity nor
in the abruptly endstopped temporality of individual life. Kermode's argument pays
scrupulous attention to literary forms, but understands that those forms imitate
larger patterns of human perception, and change as historical conditions change.
The Sense of an Eading has been a major influence on contemporary theories of
ending, particularly those concerned with narrative form, and it has been
important in my own working out (although in very different terms from
Kermode's) of a contextualist understanding of in completion.
Another important and still influential study of "how poems end" was
published by Barbara Herrnstein Smith in 1%8 under the title of Poetic Closure .2
As well as giving currency to the concept of closure in that particular genre, the

' Frank Kermode, The Sease of aa Biding: Studies in the Theory of Fiction {XMAWC. Oxford
Univ. Press, 1967), p. 3. See also Kermode's most recent comments on 'Fragments and Ruins' in
History and Value (Oxford: Clarendon. 1988). pp. 128-46.
2 Barbara Herrnstein Smith, Poetic Closure: A Study of How totems End (Chicago: Univ. of
Chicago Press. 1968).

book offers an extended description of different kinds of endings, establishing in
the process a taxonomy of "poetic closure". Smith argues explicitly that "the sense
of closure is a function of the perception of structure" (4). Throughout her book
she discusses closure as a product of formal, rhetorical and thematic patterns inside
a poem, although she also pays some attention to the vay in which such aesthetic
effects are experienced by the reader. By and large, hovever, it is fair to say that
her analysis is resolutely formalist, a point marked by her preference for the term
"closure" over other designations of ending. Moreover, her enormous range of
examples draws on poems written over four or five centuries (mainly in English),
which are distinguished generically but not historically. Smith says she wants to
"assume a universal psychology of closure" (32, fn 2S). And although she admits to
being unable to argue for one, she still wants to claim "that all these poetic devices
are effective by virtue of our psychological construction and particularly our
responses to language;

and these, in turn, apparently remain constant under

extremely diverse circumstances, historical and other" (32). My purpose here is not
to identify weaknesses or omissions in Smith's study: it is pointless to berate a
formalist analysis for not being historicist, and the great value of Poetic Qasure
lies in the systematic and consistent way in which it identifies and inventories its
subject. But I want to suggest nevertheless why a book which is still the major
statement on closure in poetry should be of so little use to my own project here.
A book which is at once narrower in historical scope but broader in its
theoretical concerns is Thomas McFarland's Romanticism and the Forms of Ruin

As McFarland convincingly demonstrates in a detailed study of Wordsworth and
Coleridge, Romantic literature expresses a strong desire for unity and synthesis at
the same time as it exhibits spectacular and insistent forms of fragmentation. His
introductory chapter on "fragmented modalities" is a model of the ways in which
the cultural and formal imperatives of literary texts may usefully dictate the terms
'
XmMatiCisaaad theForasoflluia:
Wordsworth. Coleridge, and
ModaJities of FragmeatJUioo (Princeton: Princeton Univ. Press. 1981).

of their critical interpretations. Indeed, McFarland goes so far as to claim (in a
move that recalls Margaret Ferguson's discussion of Boccaccio) that criticism is
itself "a diasparactive process; a tearing apart of a cultural configuration" (55)
Seeking "the fullest and at the same time the most Platonically playful formula"
under which to include the materials his book investigates, he defines it as "a
tearing up of and tearing about in torn up things", and therefore presents his study
as "both an examination of and an exemplar for the primacy of diasparactive forms"
(55) In its concentration on a historically and culturally defined body of texts, its
acknowledgement that "forms of ruin" inhabit not just poems but also the world and
the lives those poems represent, and in its argument for the mutual self-fashioning
and self-fracturing of literary texts and their critical interpretations, McFarland's
book makes an important contribution not just to Romantic studies but also to the
developing but increasingly diverse range of books on fragmentation itself.
As a final example of this diversity. I choose Balachandra Rajan's study of
The Form of the Unfinished S Rajan wants to distinguish the "unfinished" from
both the "fragmentary" (partof a larger whole) and the "incomplete" (fortuitously
unfinished) poem. "The unfinished should not invite completionhe writes. "If it
falls short of finality ... or resists i t . . . it should do so because of forces that have
been demonstrated to be grounded in its nature and that forbid arrival at a closure
even when . . . the gestures accompanying closure are richly invoked" (5). A poem
like The Faerie Queene is unfinished by virtue of "its participation in a whole that
is to be" (15), "the union of telos and origin" (4).

As his insistence on the

"unfinished" as a "form" indicates. Rajan claims this as an aesthetic category: but
his discussions tend to thematise the unfinished, and there is little independent
analysis of its formal properties or historical determinants. The careful but often
arbitrary terminological distinctions that Rajan continually draws are at odds with
the inclusive range of his survey of "English poetics from Spenser to Pound".
' Balachandra Rajan. ne Ftuia of the Unfinished: Eagtisb Poetics from Spenser to Pomd
(Princeton: Princeton Univ. Press, 1985).
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"Ending", "closure", "ruin", "unfinished": eacii of the books mentioned here
employs a different term for similar though not identical phenomena, and some of
them expend considerable energy in defining their ovn against other usages.
Kermode's "end" or "ending" is at once the most resonant and paradoxically most
open term, implying both the simple and uninterpreted stop as veil as that
overdetermined and apocalyptic End itself. In Smith's usage, "closure" is a formalist
category vhich does not engage with intentions or affects. "Fragment" or "ruin"
suggest something that is organically or structurally part of a larger "whole" that
either used to exist or can be imagined as existing. Despite Rajan's attempts to
distinguish the (intentionally) "unfinished" from the (fortuitously) "incomplete", I
think this distinction can be neither maintained in practice, nor justified
conceptually. To coin a new word altogether, as McFarland coins "diasparaction",
seems to me as extreme and unhelpful a procedure as Rajan's rigorous and counterintuitive distinctions. Throughout this thesis, therefore. I have used a range of
words whose context I trust clarifies their precise signification. In general I have
chosen "incompletion" as the most neutral term, because I do not want to
predetermine my conclusions by the vocabulary in which I argue them.
Before abandoning these terminological distinctions, I want to comment on
an attempt by David Hult in his Preface to a special edition of Yale French Studies
(entitled "Concepts of Closure") to arrive at a comprehensive definition of closure.
Hult writes:
It implies, first and foremost, an act (of closing) and thus the intervention
of a subject effecting the work's completion. The ground is subtly but no
less definitively shifted from that of the work's essential unity to its
contingency as a discrete object of investigation. "Closure" comes to
interrogate not simply predetermined units (those "having" an end) but
rather what it is that manages to determine or delimit a given artisitc unit,
what in fact defines and constitutes its very boundaries. Thus, to make a
simple but useful equation: "End" is to meaning as "closure" is to
interpretation.
"Closure " thus suggests a line of inquiry which is at least as attentive
to openings as it is to closings. And this constitutes the basis of the term's
fundamental paradoxicality for, as a discourse on the framing of artistic
works, it must necessarily dwell on that which forms the work from the
outside and which consequently excludes itself. . , . But what "closure"

discovers as well is that tlie inner movement in the direction of unity or
completeness, toward which any literary work must be considered to aspire
by virtue of its being an artistic object, is itself a provocative form of / a completeness calling for a commentative discour^.^

This is a mini-inventory of the word's possible significations. Hult begins with the
formalist sense of closure, and then suggests that it can be understood also in terms
of intentions and receptions ("what it is that manages to determine or delimit a
given artistic unit"). At this stage the artistic unit is still perceived as being
separate from its "interpretation". But in moving on to the concept of "framing",
Hult argues that closure can a l ^ encompass that context which is excluded from the
artistic unit itself.

Finally, closure is thought of as mediating between the

"necessary" completeness of an artisitc work and its "necessary" openness to
commentary. Clearly this is a definition which itself has aspirations to closure and
mastery. In unpicking the "warring forces of signification" in the concept of
closure, it reveals that it includes paradoxically both formalist positions and a range
of contextualist positions. By thus extending the usages of the word and the values
of the concept, Hult (paradoxically) collapses that usefulness and value, at least for
a project such as mine. For I need a concept of closure which neither elides
theoretical distinctions between formalist and contextualist analysis nor preserves
essentialist definitions of "the work of art".

In addition I want a historicist

understanding of context, and not one which generalises and universalises "the
interpreter" as the producer of a completing commentary which takes place in
some putatively dehistoricised space. My own study of incompletion in English
Renaissance poetry argues that the texts I have selected may be understood as
incomplete only in relation to the contexts in which and for which they were
produced, and that they should not be read in aestheticising terms which have a
dubious historical application to the cultural conditions of Elizabethan England.
The critical vocabularies and ideologies available for such a project at any given

1 David Hult. "Editor's Preface." YahFreochStudies,

No. 67 (1984). pp. iv-v.
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moment are themselves historically determined, and that is one reason vhy I have
resisted the temptation to come up with yet another "master ' word, concept or
definition to guide my argument. Instead, I prefer to proceed through a series of
specific case studies, while speaking throughout from a definable theoretical and
political position, the details of which will be addressed at the end of this thesis.

Ill
Just as I have tried to choose a relatively neutral term for the phenomenon I
am investigating, so I have chosen poems whose incompletion appears so obvious as
to be not a matter of critical dispute. Hero andLesuuhr, The Ocean to Scinihia and
The Faerie Queene have always been regarded as formally unfinished in one way
or another; Astropbil and Stella presents a less straightforward case, but as a
"sonnet sequence" it has usually been considered to exhibit structural problems
which the term "incompletion" may be allowed to cover. In restricting the concept
in this way I want to avoid making it so broad as to be useless; I am not, for
instance, addressing theories of the open text which argue that any text must be
"completed" by its interpretation, nor should I be understood as arguing that every
text is incomplete in relation to its context. Literary texts do indeed have specific
formal properties which enhance or inhibit perceptions of closure, but these can
be deployed in different ways for a range of cultural and political purposes. Such a
conscious deployment is an under-interpreted aspect of these poems, whose
incompletion continues to pose critical problems. In terms of an aesthetic that
privileges "unity" and "wholeness", their imperfection ought to be disabling, but in
fact they have always been highly valued, both critically and culturally. Though I
am not interested primarily in evaluation. I believe that my analysis allows us to see
the incompletion of these poems not as some sort of "flaw" in them but as a strategic
or functional aspect of their shape and significance. In very different ways, each
of my texts is regarded as incomplete in relation to the contexts in which it is
produced by its author and reproduced by its readerships, and those contexts are
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interpreted historically. Throughout my argument I take incompletion to be not an
accident but a meaningful and sometimes intentional aspect of the texts I discuss.
I am conscious of the fact that the opposition between formalist and
contextualist analysis I am relying on here is easier to identify in the modes of
literary criticism than in those of textual production.

Since I do not \(rant to

collapse "text" into "context", and since I believe that literary texts are
distinguishable from other kinds of social texts, I have identified incompletion first
of all as a material feature of the text, but one that must be interpreted functionally,
that is, in relation to its context. Here I have been guided by Annabel Patterson's
discussion of "functional

ambiguity" in her account of "censorship and

interpretation" in early modern England:
What this book offers is an account of one period in which there was clearly
and widely understood a theory of functional ambiguity, in which the
indeterminacy inveterate to language was fully and knowingly exploited by
authors and readers alike (and among those readers, of course, were those
who were most interested in control). Functional ambiguity frees us
somewhat from more radically skeptical conclusions about indeterminacy in
language and its consequences for the reader or critic; unlike other
theories, it does not privilege either writer or reader, or eliminate either. It
is hospitable to, and indeed dependent upon, a belief in authorial intention;
yet it is incapable of reduction to a positivist belief in meanings that authors
can fix.^

The benefit of using "functional ambiguity" or "functional incompletion" in this
sense is that it respects literary features of the texts but interprets them
historically.
I want to make a few comments about some of the things deliberately not
considered in this thesis. I am aware, of course, that the methods of deconstructive
reading have challenged comprehensively assumptions about textual unity and
plenary meaning, but such assumptions are not my major interest here.

In

addition, such methods had little purchase on the study of Renaissance literature

^ Annabel Patterson. Caisorsbip and Interpretttioo: The Conditions of Writiag and Rauliag ia
Early Modern England (Madison; Univ. of Wisconsin Press, 1984). p. 18.
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until they vere assimilated by recent and productive modes of materialist and
feminist analysis. I have not felt obliged, therefore, to undertake any consideration
of the epistemological claims of deconstruction, although in so far as it is amenable
to a historicist project I have benefited from its insights. Throughout this thesis I
have relied heavily on a mode of close reading which is neither "practical" nor
"deconstructive" criticism. My aim has been to pay attention to textual detail
without accepting the formalist assumptions which often underpin those
methodologies, and I have extended close reading to "critical" and "historical" as
well as "literary" texts, I have been concerned more generally with the ways in
which different styles of criticism notice only those things they are already
looking for, and therefore I have attempted to historicise not only the poems
themselves but also some of the more important criticism they have attracted. I
cannot exempt my own critical method, of course, from these problems of
grounding and self-interest, but I believe that it has an oppositional value in its
relation to still dominant ways of analysing Renaissance texts, and in its pioneering
of a theory of incompletion that has not been addressed by any of the existing
studies of this topic.
In addition to their formal incompletion, I have defined my chosen texts
generically as "poetry". Once again (as with my choice of canonical texts) I am
conscious of a certain arbitrariness of selection here, and one moreover that may
give my project a more conservative aspect than I would wish for it. But I believe
that a rereading of canonical literature must proceed alongside the construction of
new canons, for it is hard to see how to preserve the category of "literature"
without those of "genre" and "canon". A fuller study than I have been able to
undertake here would not restrict itself to a narrowly defined "poetry", but would
include such challenging examples of genera, mixta and textual fragmentation as
Bacon's Instauratio magna , not to mention some of the recently "discovered"
women's writing in a range of non-canonical genres.
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The final factor in my choice of texts (and one that, given my methodology, I
feel less need to defend) vas their original historical context. All of the poems I
discuss were written in the last two decades of the sixteenth century, and the last
two of Elizabeth's reign. The majority of them are in addition court poems. Hero
ondLeBjafhr is anomalous in this respect, having been written by two middle-class
poets who earned a professional living from the public theatre.

Chapman's

appropriation of Marlowe's Hero andLeamhr - a feat achieved by first editing it as
an incomplete text and then "completing" it - was designed to claim the poem for a
different literary and ideological programme. The class backgrounds of these two
poets, the kinds of patronage relationships they were able to establish and the fact
that both were dramatists, were important elements in their poetic productions. As
an epyllion, Marlowe's Hero and Leander bears some interesting contrasts to
Spenser's "Mutabilitie Cantos": both texts were published posthumously, and each
formally complete poem was given the appearance of incompletion, either by its
author or an editor or publisher. Marlowe's playfully erotic mythological tale,
already moralised by Chapman, may also be the kind of target Spenser has in mind
when he reasserts the dignity of the epyllion in the service of moral and spiritual
ends. However we interpret this relationship, it is clear that the place of the
epyllion in the poetry of the 1390s raises important questions about genre and
ideology. This is also true of a major generic alternative to the epyllion in the lyric
poetry of this period, the sonnet sequence.

A^rophil and Stella similarly

demonstrates the effect of social context on generic reinscription, this time in
relation to the inherited conventions and ideologies of Petrarchism. The issue of
Sidney's imitation of Petrarch is crucial here, just as the importance of Ovid and the
concept of metamorphosis are acknowledged in my discussions of Marlowe,
Chapman. Spenser, and Sidney. Chapters II and III give greater weight to literary
rather than historical features of interpretation, but that balance is reversed in the
next two chapters.
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Sidney, Ralegh and Spenser were all in different ways court poets. Sidney
was well born and well connected, although not politically and economically
powerful in his own right. In desiring to enter Elizabeth's service, he wanted also
to preserve the right to advise and judge her. Associated first with Leicester and
then with Essex, and one of the leaders of the continental Protestant party, Sidney s
purposes were not identical to Elizabeth's, and he belonged to a faction that was to
some extent independent of her. Writing was for him a mode of action and a mode
of service, directed to the same ends as but not a substitute for the military and
political appointments he craved and was largely denied. Sidney's literary texts
thus engage with but do not automatically serve the ends of Elizabeth's policies.
Ralegh, by contrast, was totally dependent on Elizabeth's favour, and his literary
production was a direct function of his self-presentation at court. The poetry
written by Ralegh is almost wholly instrumental in this sense, and he is the figure
who puts most in question the autonomy of the literary and political spheres.
Spenser, on the other hand, asserts an autonomous role for poetry, but sees it as
inextricably fashioned by the public world it is designed to fashion. Spenser was a
professional poet working outside the court, which nevertheless remained both the
subject and the audience of his poetry. Once again the different social backgrounds
of these men, and the different models of a literary and political career each
exemplifies, have a radical effect on the poetry they produced and its varying
modes of incompletion. My discussion of the diverse manifestations of Petrarchism
in Sidney, Ralegh and Spenser illustrates some of these differences.
Although Spenser's literary connections with Sidney (to whom The
Shepheardes Calender was dedicated, and who was the object of his pastoral elegy
Astropbel) are not able to be given much attention here, his literary relationship
with Ralegh is used to focus my argument about The Faerie (^eeae, and in that
respect the Ralegh and Spenser chapters are designed to reflect significantly on
one another. The Faerie Oueene, as the longest and most important poem of the
Elizabethan period, and one that is coming to seem increasingly central to
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contemporary English Renaissance studies, is the destination of my thesis.
Inevitably - perhaps even appositely - my treatment of it is fragmented, but not, I
hope, incomplete in terms of the problematic it both poses and exemplifies.
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Chapter II
'Ihsunt jtoanuJjM'-. The ConstracUon of Marlowe's Eero MndLemuder
M aa Unfinished Poem

Hero andLeander is conventionally regarded as a fragmented poem, begun
by MarWe and completed by Chapman. Critical interest has centred, therefore, on
defining the nature of the tvo parts and their relationship to one another; but I
believe that there is a prior question to be answered, or at least asked. Why is
Marlowe's poem seen as incomplete, and why is it read inevitably in relation to
Chapman's continuation? My intention in this chapter is to contest orthodox
readings of Hero andLeaader which regard both parts of the poem as dependent on
one another, and which see them, however mismatched, as forming some kind of
whole. I believe we should treat with caution the assumption that Marlowe's poem
is incomplete, if this is based on no more than a logical inference from the fact that
it was "completed" by another poet. We need to find evidence in Marlowe's poem
itself that it was left unfinished. Failing this, we should try to recapture Marlowe's
original poem, freed from the conception of it as a fragment which Chapman was
obliged to impose when he added his own poem to Marlowe's as a "continuation". I
wish to argue that what we read as "Marlowe's Hero and Leander" is in fact a
construct designed by Chapman to validate his own poem, and that to read the two
pieces as parts of a single whole is to obscure the shape and significance of
Marlowe's poem.

I
The incompleteness of Marlowe's Hero and Leander is not at present a
critical issue in the study of the poem. It is generally taken for granted that the
poem is a fragment, and I have not been able to find any critic who thinks it
necessary to mount an argument for this assumption, which seems to be based on
two facts: that Marlowe recounts only a portion of Musaeus' story, and that his

17
publisher included the words

' DesuntaoanuJIa"

at the end of his text. The question

of incompleteness is linked to the debate about the poem's date, where it becomes a
crucial piece of evidence in a potentially circular argument; if the evidence for its
incompletion is circumstantial, then it is scarcely legitimate to use this "fact" to
prove that its composition was interrupted by Marlowe's death. The dramatic appeal
of such a formulation is undeniable, of course; and it is not uncommon to be told,
even if in somewhat more sober language, that the poem was "left unfinished on
the day when the fatal recknynge" was presented at Deptford" !
arguments for dating

Hero and U»nder

Most of the

either at the beginning of Marlowe's

career, during the years at Cambridge when he was translating Ovid's Amores, or at
the end, when the theatres were closed and his violent death was about to interrupt
all his activities, depend, in the absence of any external evidence, on preexisting
critical assumptions about the nature of the poem. The weight of modern critical
opinion supports a late date, probably 1593.2
It is interesting to see the assumption of the poem's incompleteness
maintained unquestioningly even by critics whose arguments for the poem's
artistic control and coherence might appear to be inconvenienced by evidence of
its unfinished state. A typical strategy is to present contingent features of the
poem's form as intentional thematic concerns. Douglas Bush, for example, finding
some of his notions about the poem contradicted by his assumption that it is
unfinished, comes up with the suggestion that

"Hero andLeaader

seems a kind of

inevitable fragment"; Louis R. Zocca teUs us that For a certainty, in reading
and Leander,

Hero

one is constantly aware of a feeling of incompleteness".3 More

seriously, much important recent work on comic elements in the poem has found
1 VeselioKostic, " M a r l o w e ' s a o d Chapmao's C^^
xn Samissaace
Eisayspresented to Viviaade Sola Pinto, ed. G.R. Hlbbard (London: Routledge and
KeganPauL 1966), p. 25.
2 See John Bakeless. ne Tragical!History of Christoplu^Marlowe
Hamrd
Univ. Press. 1942). U, 99-101.
uidMufera

^ Douglas Bush. Mythology aad t/ie ReaaJssaoce rr^itim in Etvlis/i Poetry
Univ. of Minnesou Press. 1932), p. 125; Louis R. Zocca, EUaabetban Narrative Poetry (New
Brunswick: Rutgers Univ. Press, 1950). p. 234.
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itself up against the same problem: the part of the poem that is missing is the tragic
ending, yet a tragic ending seems eminently unsuited to the poem as v e have it.
Brian Morris, vho prefers (for unspecified reasons) to label Hero and L^uuhr

a

"fragment" rather than a "poem", concludes his important treatment of its "Comic
Method" by noting that "Marlove's bias is increasingly towards the full burlesque,
and away from the impending tragic end of the story. Perhaps that is why he
never finished it".l

Elizabeth Bieman offers a clever "reinterpretation" of the

publisher's rubric:
The something that was missing was more, however, than the end of the
story that Chapman was eventu^y to supply. The narrative, as inherited
from Musaeus and Ovid, had in the past been recounted with high
seriousne^ and voluptuous delight. Marlowe's mockery withheld from it
none of its beauty but some of the solemnity and admiration that had
previously been offered as its due. The tragic deaths that awaited the lovers
certainly would have posed some technical problems had Marlowe lived to
finish the tale.^

William Eeach wishes to treat Marlowe's Hero and Leander

"as a self-sufficient

poem", but he finally retreats from the full implications of this position:
Marlowe narrates only a "fragment" (proportionately a very large
"fragment") of the entire story, but he treats this "fragment" with a
remarkable unity of conception and execution. It is impossible to know
exactly what Marlowe thought of the state of his poem when he died. It is
hard to imagine how he would have made good on his muted but
unmistakable forebodings of tragedy had he wanted to and had he lived to be
able to. The irony with which he explores both the comic and the serious
implications in the love of Hero and Leander would have made the tragedy of
their deaths very difficult to realize artistically, if not emotionally and
intellectually.3

' Brian Morris, 'Comic Method in Marlowe's Hero aad Leaoder ' io Christopher Marlowe. ed.
Brian Morris (London: Ernest Benn. 196S). p. 131.
2 Elizabeth Bieman, 'Comic Rhyme in Marlowe's fieroaadLeander
' &igUshLiterary
>ftsri«/«»w».9 (1979). 75.

3 William Keach, Eliaahethaa Erotic Narratives: Irtmy and Pathos in the Ofidian Poetry of
Shakespeare. Mariowe. and Their Conteaporaries (Hassocks: Harvester. 1977), pp. 115-16.
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My final example is from Gordon Braden's vide-ranging analysis of the poem and
its sources:
Marlo\ire certainly did not intend to change the eventual end of the story in
the vay in vhich, say, Petove did, and probably he at least set out to cover
the vhole of Mousaios's plot. Yet it remains intriguing that he stopped
writing exactly '«^here he did, at so satisfying a close, rather than trailing
off, as though he realized that he had reached some sort of logical
conclusion. Certainly "finishing" the poem vith a tragic end after iirhat had
gone before would have required some poetic strategies that we cannot
easily extrapolate from what we have.l

This quotation illustrates in a particularly striking way the central paradox that I
am trying to isolate here: critics marvel at the fortuitous appropriateness (in terms
of their own interpretations) of the poem's ending where it does, and the
impossibility of imagining any other kind of ending, without appearing to consider
that the poem is indeed finished, that Marlowe, in fact, may have been writing just
the kind of poem that they have been describing. The preconception that the poem
is a fragment has the power to override both the commonsense of critics and the
logic of their own arguments. I should stress that I myself find these arguments
perceptive and persuasive, and that they represent some of the best modern
analysis of the poem: but this makes even more intriguing their failure to consider
seriously the possibility that Marlowe's Hero andLeander

may not, after all, be a

fragment.
Some critics, of course, have been attracted by this possibility, but few have
got further than Richard Neuse, who "dares affirm" that the poem "is not a
fragment".^ Muriel Bradbrook is one of the very few to whom it occurs to claim
that her interpretation makes the poem complete:
As a Hymn to Earthly Love and Beauty, an anti-Spenserian manifesto. Hero
andLsander is complete. There would be no way of ending this "amorous
^ Gordon Braden, The C/asstcs MadEogh's/i Haiu'ssmce Poetry: Three Case Studies (New Haven:

Yale Univ. Press, 1978), p. 150.

^ Richard Neuse. 'Atheism and Some Functions of Myth in Marlowe s

Modem Laaguage Quarterly, 31 (1970). 439.

HeroutdLeaader:
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poem" as a tragedy and preserving decorum. The celebration of the triumph
of love rightly concludes it. There is no evidence whatever that Chapman's
additions, or his division into Sestiads, had any justification in the state of
the work as it was left by Marlowe, for of this nothing is known. It is
conjectured that the poem was left unfinished at Marlowe's death but again
this is pure hypothesis.^

But the only sustained attempt 'to persuade all admirers of this poem to avoid
speaking of Marlowe's fragment' and Chapman's continuation " comes from Louis
Martz, who published in 1972 a facsimile of the first edition of Marlowe's Hero and
Leander, with a polemical introduction which claims (following Bradbrook) that
"this is a finished comedy, celebrating the joys of physical l o v e ' . 2

The most

persuasive part of Martz's enterprise is not his introductory arguments, which
signally fail to provide a sustained and comprehensive examination of the evidence
for and against completion, but rather the presentation of an unbroken and
uncontinued text of Marlowe's poem. Clark Hulse considers but dismisses Martz's
arguments, claiming that "Blunts words ["Ihsunt nonnulla "1 are an act of
interpretation and. I think, a correct one ".3 But his reasons for this belief are not
independent of. but rather entailed by, his own interpretation of Marlowe's poem.
He writes: 'There is no way for such a poem to be complete, no way to release the
lovers, the poet, the reader. For something besides an ending is lacking from the
poem - any sense of serenity, harmony, or rest " (123).

From this preamble, therefore, it should be clear that there is room for a
fresh examination of the evidence for judging Marlowe's poem to be incomplete.
The established facts about its composition and publication may be recounted

• M.C. Bradbrook, Shakespeare and Eli9»betb*o Poetry: A Study of bis Earlier Work ia Relation
to the Poetry of the Time (London: Chatto and Windus, 1951). PP. 59-60.
2 Louis L Martz, "Introduction" to Hero aad Leaader by Christopher Marlowe: A Facsimile of
the First Editioo. Loodoo 1598 (New York: Johnson Reprint Corporation. 1972). pp. 1,13.
3 Clark Hulse. Metamorpbic Verse: ne Eliaabethaa Minor Epic (Princeton: Princeton Univ.
Press, 1981), p. 123.
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briefly ! We have no conclusive evidence for its date of composition; the earliest
record is an entry by John Wolf in the Stationer's Register on 28 September 1593,
some months after Marlove's death in June of that year.

It records "a booie

intituled Hero and Leander, beinge an amorous poem devised by Christopher
Marlov ". As far as we knov, the poem vas not printed until five years later, but
numerous quotations and imitations suggest that it was circulating in manuscript at
this time, or just possibly that there was an earlier edition of 1393. ail copies of
which have disappeared.^

In 1398 Edward Blount published the poem with

Marlowe's name on the title page, and a dedication to Sir Thomas Walsingham.3 The
poem is printed continuously, without division into sections, and at the end of its
818 lines appears the tag " Desunt noanulhi ". This edition survives in only one
copy, held in the Folger Shakespeare Library; it is from this copy that Martz's 1972
facsimile edition is taken. On 2 March 1398 the copyright of Hero tmdLeander was
assigned to Paul Linley, who later in the same year published an edition of the poem
"Begun by Christopher Marloe; and finished by George C h a p m a n A s Greg points
out, "No separate licence or entrance seems to have been thought necessary for
Chapman's continuation now printed for the first time, but we may perhaps
conjecture that it was the fact of Linley's having obtained possession of it that led
Blount to surrender his rights in the original fragment'.^

Chapman divided

Marlowe's poem into two "sestiads" of uneven length (484 and 334 lines
respectively) and supplied verse arguments for each sestiad. The omission of the

^ The following account is based on W.W. Greg, 'The Copyright of HeroMOdLeaadar," The
Library, 4th Ser., 24 (1944), 165-75.
2 SeeBakeless. 11.114-34.
3 Christopher Marlowe. /^ArvAo^Z^MaMfAr (London. 1598), STCl 7413.
Chrisuq)her Marlowe and Gerni^e Chapman. Hero and Leander (London. 1598). STC 17414.
^ Greg. p. 166. Greg's "conjecture" indicates the intimate connection perceived by
contemporaries between Chapman's text and Marlowe's. The fact that the "complete" poem was
published so soon after Blount's edition of Marlowe's "fragment", and that it was Blount who
assigned his righu to Linley (and not vice versa), shows the precedence of Chapman s poem over
Marlowe s. The closeness of the two printings suggests that the latter may have been thought
worth publishing only when the existence of Chapman's continuation was known. Thereafter the
two poems were considered as one for copyright purposes, thus showing that legally as well as
aesthetically Chapman's poem was integrated into Marlowe's.
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rubric " desunt

nonauUa."

from the end of the second sestiad in Linley's edition

(and all seventeenth-century reprintings of this text) shows that Chapman's poem
was seen to provide the missing piece of Marlowe's, and must have helped reinforce
the notion that the two sections were part of one poem. The continuation was
prefixed by a dedication to Lady Walsingham and is written in four sestiads, each
with its own argument. The poem was republished frequently in the seventeenth
century (in 1600,1606,1609,1613,1617,1622,1629,1637); and after Blount's original
edition of 139S, almost all subsequent editions of

Hero andLeander

print Marlowe's

poem together with Chapman's continuation, in the form imposed upon it in
Linley's 1598 printing. 1
There is some evidence, then, that Marlowe's contemporaries believed that
his poem was left unfinished, though we must remember that this evidence dates
from a period some five years after his death. We do not know the state or the
location of Marlowe's manuscript papers at the time of his sudden death, and we do
not know how the text of

Hero andLeander

came into Blount's possession. There

are no grounds for believing that he had any direct access to Marlowe's intentions
about his poem, and the conventional editorial sentiments expressed in his Preface
are not to be taken literally. "By these meditations (as by an intellectual will)", he

1 Since a version of this chapter was published in 19S4, Volume 1 of Roma Gill's edition of Tbe
Qmp/ete Worts of CbristopAer Mu-Iowe
Clarendon. 1987) has appeared. Here Gill
prints an undivided and uncompleted text of Hero and Leaader, using Blount's 1598 edition as
her copy text. She justifies this decision as follows: '1 can see no justification for including
Chapman's work in a modern edition of Marlowe's poem. There is no known link between the two
writers, and not even in his dedicatory epistle (addressed to Lady Walsingham) does Chapman
suggest that he is carrying out the wishes of his late contemporary. The only raisM d'Stre for
Chapman s addition is the Desuat ooaoulla at the end of the Q1 text; and this is probably the
conclusion of the publisher, trying to explain the absence of the expected ending to the story'
(185). if Gill s argument, and more importantly her text, are generally adopted, then the main
polemical point of my own argument here will have been gained. For ease of reference, all
quotations from Marlowe s Hero and Leander in the rest of this chapter have been taken from
Gill's edition.
The major editions of the poetry of Marlowe from the early seventeenth century until
1987 print the composite poem: see. for example. Marlowe 's Poems, ed. L.C. Martin (London:
Methuen. 1931) and Marlowe.
ed. Millar MacLure (London: Methuen. 1968). Several
modem anthologies of Elizabethan poetry print only Marlowe's poem, but retain the sestiad
division. An interesting exception is Poems of the Etiaabetban Age, ed. Geoffrey G. Hiller
(London: Methuen. 1977). which reprints Marlowe's poem from the 1598 Blount text.
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writes, "I suppose my selfe executor to the unhappily deceased author of this
Poem": but vhat is expressed here is more probably a poetic conceit than a legal
relationship. Equally casual is his reference to "this unfinished tragedy (vhichJ
happens under my hands to be imprinted". In this light, the concluding rubric
" Desuni nonauJU " is unlikely to represent an authorial intention, but is further
evidence for the publisher's belief that Marlove had not got to the end of his poem.
The meaning and provenance of this rubric present an intriguing problem,
but existing scholarship offers feir clues to its solution. It is used in the Blount ffero
suidLeaader clearly as a terminatory device, in place of the usual " finis'\ It is
therefore part of the physical layout of the text, and not a critical judgment upon it.
It may be simply a filler for the final line of a carefully printed page; but it may
also be chosen to indicate an affinity Tt^ith those classical texts which came down to
the Renaissance in an incomplete form. The rubric " desunt noaaulht " in these
cases could be interpreted literally to mean that sections of the manuscript vere
missing, and that there had existed a whole of which now only a part was available.
This is the impression of Marlowe's poem reinforced by Blount's use of the rubric:
readers and critics are led to construct a notional whole from the fragments which
survive. But no pieces of Marlowe's poem are missing; we are not dealing here
with something that has been lost, but with something that was never written.^
There are a number of grounds on which Hero and Leunder could be
considered incomplete; external evidence that it was not finished (which we have
' Ian Donaldson suggesu that such 'formulae of loss' are widespread in this period (especially
in the poetry of Ben Jonson), and always need to be interpreted sceptically. In private
correspondence with me. he discusses this example from The Forest 12, which ends with the
formula 'the rest is lost': 'We know from manuscript evidence that the last eight lines of this
poem to Elizabeth Countess of Rutland weren t lost at all. but that Jonson took them out of the
folio when he learnt that the Earl of Rutland was impotent and that the final wish of the poem that Elizabeth might bear a son - could only be realised if somebody else fathered it (Rutland
had gone off on indefinite travels in Europe, and the marriage hadn't yet been consummated).
The poem Is incomplete because the marriage was incomplete. Or because Rutland was
incomplete. Curiously enough William Orummond (or his eighteenth-century transcriber or
publisher) is himself incomplete in his recording of this bit of gossip from Jonson: "Beaumont
wrot that Elegie on the death of the Countess of Rutland, and jn effect her husband wanted the
half of his . jn his tnvells.' The stop after his' is the characteristic sign of a suppression in
this manuscript.'

24

seen is unreliable); internal evidence of loose ends (which we shall see can be
found only by someone already convinced that the poem is unfinished); and the
existence of a literary tradition to which Marlowe's poem belongs, and in relation to
which it is unfinished. To demonstrate this last and most convincing possibility, we
need to find evidence that Marlowe was engaged in some kind of translation of
Musaeus' poem, or at least a retelling of the well-known story of Hero and Leander.
This is clearly what Chapman thought, for he presented both his own poem and
Marlowe's as sharing the fame of the "divine Musaeus'. As late as 1616, when he
published his own translation of Musaeus, Chapman distinguished it in 'Stile,
Matter, & inuention " from "that partly excellent Poem, of Maister AiarJoes "\ But
the need for such a distinction is a tacit acknowledgement of the popular view that
Marlowe s poem is a version of Musaeus". It is Chapman s strong belief in the
primacy of the Musaean story which has led us to assume that Marlowe must have
intended a complete retelling of it; but that is a theory to be argued, and not a selfevident truth.

For modern critics, the most persuasive evidence for the incompleteness of
Marlowe's poem is the existence of two contemporary continuations. It seems to be
assumed that any poem which can be completed must be in itself incomplete.
Before taking up the crucial issue of the significance of Chapman's continuation, I
want to look briefly at the other poem (published also in 1398) which makes this
claim, Henry Petowe's The Second Part of Hero and Leander. Q)nteyning their
further Fortunes. Rather than attempting to recount that part of the story which
Marlowe had omitted, Petowe's poem is more in the nature of a sequel. In fact it is a
completely new story, and Petowe is obviously hoping to exploit the popularity of
Marlowe - and of Hero and Leander - by associating his inaugural poem with them.
Marlowe's fame as a poet is more important than the story, which is transformed
' Chapman, "To the Coflunune Reader," The DMae Poem ofMusaeus.
(London. 1616), STC 18304. sigs A8, A7v.

First at/Bootes
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iato a medieval chivalric romance. The poem begins, hovever, with a tribute to
Marlove, embedded in a mythological conceit in vhich Marlowe's death is ascribed
to Juno's jealous desire to stop him (in the guise of Apollo) from singing the praises
of the beautiful Hero:
Quicke sighted spirits, this suppos'd Apollo,
Conceit no other, but th'admired Mario.
Mario admir'd. vhose honney flowing vaine.
No English writer can as yet attaine.
Whose name in Fames immortall treasurie.
Truth shall record to endles memorie,
Mario late mortall, now fram'd all diuine.
What soul more happy, then that soul of thine

Petowe's concern with Marlowe's death is taken up in a very interesting passage in
the Dedication to his poem:
This Historic of Hero and Leander, penned by that admired poet Marloe . but
not finished (being preuented by sodaine death:) and the same (though not
abruptly, yet contrary to all menns expectation) resting like a heade
seperated from the body, with this harsh sentence,
DesuntnonnuUa.

Here we have a very early (and quite unsubstantiated) account of the myth of the
unfinished poem interrupted by the poet's death, Petowe hopes that he can enjoy
some reflected glory by fashioning a body for the exquisite but truncated head of
Marlowe's poem. By providing the part that will enable the whole to live, he hopes
that the dull flesh of his own poem will be animated. It is as characteristic - and
futile - an enterprise as the Renaissance's attempt to "finish" fragments of classical
sculpture damaged in their passage from the ancient world.^
^ Henry Petowe, The Secood Part of Hero and Leander. Cooteyaiag their further Fortunes

(London, 1598), SIC 19807. sig. B2.
^ For Renaissance approval of this practice, see Vasari's "Life of Lorenzetto': 'Higher up he
did a frieze of ancient fragments, placing some marble statues above in niches, and although
they lacked heads or arms or legs, he managed all excellently, causing the missing parts to be
replaced by good sculptors. This induced other great men to do the like, such as the Cardinals
Cesis, Ferrara. Farnese. and. in a word, all Rome. Antiquities thus restored certainly possess
more grace than imperfect specimens.' (Giorgio Vasari. The Liws of the Painters, Sculptors and
Architects, ed. William C»ant iLondon: Dent. 19271. II. 290-91.) This evidence for the
Renaissance belief in the superior value of a 'finished' work of art opens up aspecu of the
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If this wzs Petove's strategy, it was unsuccessful;

his poem has been

ignored since 1598, and in recent times has been reprinted simply as a museumpiece by Nigel Alexander in EUzabethaa NarraUve
in Marlove's

Complete Poems and TranshUions

Verse (1%7) and Stephen Orgel

(1971).1 The obvious silliness of its

conception and the ineptness of its execution do not account entirely for this
neglect, especially when compared to the success of Chapman's continuation.
Chapman's poem has survived, not primarily because it is subtle and impressive, but
because of the way in which, from the beginning, it has been grafted on to
Marlowe's poem. The links between the Marlowe and Chapman poems are forged
not by the kind of sentimental opportunism which Petowe displays, but through an
understanding and reshaping by one poet of the work of another. This results in
the appropriation of Marlowe's poem by Chapman, so that inevitably we read the
former in the light of the latter, and not (as conventional critical wisdom would
have it) the other way round.

II
In my earlier survey of critical opinion on Hero andLeaader

I deliberately

ignored those who have argued most strenuously that Marlowe's poem is
unfinished; these, of course, are the critics whose interest in Chapman's poem
makes this position obligatory.

The issue here is whether Chapman wrote a

"continuation" of Marlowe's poem or a travesty of it. The two extremes can be
illustrated by the following quotations:
If ever one poet were to 'take over" from another, no happier juncture
could be found. At the very moment when the theme begins to demand a
graver voice, a graver voice succeeds.2

subject too broad to be discussed here, but cf. Denis Mahon, Studies ia Seicento Art and Theory
(London: Warburg Institute. 1947), p. 123.
1 EtigaMAan Afarrative Verse, ed. Nigel Alexander (London: Edward Arnold, 1967), pp. 120-

36; Christopher Marlowe. Tlie Cdatfi/etePOeaKatut rraasIatiotts.9^.%i9Vlti^
(Harmondsworth: Penguin. 1971), pp. 90-110.
2 C.S. Lewis. "Hero and Leander." Proceedings of the British Academy, 38 (1952), 27.
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Perhaps at no other period of our literature could one man take over for
completion the work of another, his friend and associate, and so utterly fail
to strike the slightest contact with its spirit. We move, as we read, between
the two totally different worlds, two totally different objectives and sets of
assumptions.^

Once again it is clear that both critics are writing from established positions and
that neither has succeeded in freeing the poem from his own preconceptions about
it. The second comment is typical of those who believe that Chapman failed signally
to respond to any of the vital qualities of Marlowe's verse, and therefore produced a
continuation which is at best unsympathetic and at worst moralistic and pedantic.
By contrast, C.S. Lewis defends Hero and Leander

as a collaborative poem. "Each

poet has contributed what the other could not have done, and both contributions
are necessary to a worthy telling of the story" (23). To such claims, Veselin Kostic
sensibly replies that "to assert that the story gets told between the two poets better
than if either of them had told it himself means not only neglecting the essential
differences, amounting sometimes to incongruities, in the approaches of the two
poets, but also comparing the existing portions of the poem with their imaginary
counterparts ' (33-34). The point is well taken, but it is worth noting that defenders
of Chapman are driven inevitably into the extremism and opportunism of Lewis'
position, because the very existence of Chapman's poem demands the construction
of an "imaginary counterpart ", written but not finished by Marlowe. But the key to
what this non-existent poem might be like is not to be found in what Marlowe
wrote, but in what Chapman wrote.

D.J. Gordon, in the most sympathetic and

scholarly account of Chapman's poem that we have, largely ignores its relationship
to Marlowe, except to note that "Chapman has suffered because we prefer reading
Marlowe, and because we seem to see an incongruity in aims and intentions
between Marlowe and Chapman " .2 This is probably true, but it is equally true that
J Mike Long, "An Elizabethan Structure of Feeling,'" Cambridge Review, 89 (1966), 58.
2 D.J. Gordon. "The Renaissance Poet as Classicist: (^lapman's HeroaadLeander,' in Tie
Reoaissaoceimagioatioo, ed. Stephen Orgel (Berkeley: Univ. of California Press, 1975). p. 102.
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Marlove has "suffered" because of Chapman.

Even those who are most

contemptuous of Chapman's poem - even readers who don't attempt to read it cannot escape its influence on their conception of Marlowe's Hero andLeaader.
This is also the conclusion of Raymond Waddington, probably the most
learned and consistent recent champion of Chapman's poetry: "My point", he tells
us, "is that even textual scholars who are fully conversant with the relevant facts
still perceive the poem as Chapman edited it and not as Marlowe wrote it."l This
statement is quoted from a discussion of Chapman's use of "visual rhetoric", the
presentation of a poem to appeal to the eye rather than merely the ear. In a
somewhat awkward extension of his argument Waddington claims Chapman's
"editing" of Marlowe's Hero and Le»n(hr as a further example of "visual rhetoric".
But even then he is unwilling to concede Marlowe's poem its autonomy: "If the
poem is not finished (and I don't believe it is), it would be accurate to say that, as
with Spenser's MutabWUe Cantos, we have a unit that stands by itself. Chapman's
division alters that balance through its visual presentation, changing the narrative
rhythm to one that demands continuation" (30). Waddington's insights are more
important than his reservations here, but the latter still testify to the extraordinary
persistence of theoretically unexamined concepts of completion and continuation
in discussions of Renaissance English poetry

It is now time to consider in some detail the strategies used by Chapman to
legitimise his continuation of Marlowe's poem. For I believe that to dismiss the
striking differences in tone and import between the two sections as due to
insensitivity or incompetence on Chapman's part is to misjudge the evidence that
he understood Marlowe's poem very well indeed, but set out deliberately to redirect

1 Raymond B. WaddingtoQ. "Visual Rhetoric: Chapman and the Extended Poem,' Eoglisb

LiteraryReaaissaace, 13 (1983). 51.

2 The general outlines and some details of Waddington's argument on pp. 47-51 of the article
cited above are strikingly similar to my own here. However, this chapter was substantially
completed before I read Waddington's article.
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it and to appropriate it to his ovn ends. Chapman's first manoeuvre is to designate
Marlowe's poem as clearly in need of completion. It is instructive to note that the
three major criteria I identified earlier for judging Marlove's poem incomplete
(external biographical evidence, internal evidence of incompletion, or an existing
literary tradition) are all invoked by Chapman. He gives currency to the story that
Marlove before his death had requested him to finish his poem: he refers to his
fulfilling of Marlove's "late desires" (III. 195) and, even more mysteriously, to his
"being dravne by strange instigation" (Dedication to Lady Walsingham) to complete
the poem. There is no external evidence for this claim at all, beyond the fact of
Chapman's friendship with Marlove and the conjectured existence of a literary
circle centred on Ralegh to which they both belonged. ^

But however

metaphorically it may be intended, the story shows Chapman's conviction that he is
the inheritor of Marlowe's literary inspiration, and asserts a continuity between
the two poems. Chapman makes it clear that he regards Marlowe's poem as an
unfinished version of Musaeus' treatment of the Hero and Leander story ("halfe
this Musean storie" [III. 191}), and so takes care, in supplying the allegedly missing
other "halfe", to redirect its comic elements to a tragic end. He picks up details of
Marlowe's poem in such a way as to make them seem to anticipate his own. As I
shall illustrate shortly, Marlowe's poem is thus made to seem incomplete because
the full significance of all its details is revealed only when they are completed by
Chapman.
All this Chapman achieves without tampering with Marlowe's text, except
for his division of it into two sections. This discovery of a two-part structure in
Marlowe's poem, and the perceived necessity of completing it with a further four
sections, is a vital element in Chapman's reshaping of the whole. The naming of
these sections as "sestiads", along with the mere fact of division, the number of
sections, and the use of prefatory arguments, suggests that Chapman intends the
J See Bradbrook. The School of Night: A Study ia the Literuy Retatioaships of Sir Wtlter

RMleigh (Cambridge: Cambridge Univ. Press. 1936).
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completed poem to be read as a minor epic. The label "sestiad" is coined by the
translator of Homer on the analogy of "Iliad" (a word always used in the plural by
Chapman); we should note also the stress on place, Sestos, appropriate to epic, as
opposed to the more romantic elevation of the chief characters Hero and Leander.
The word "sestiad" may also have had pseudo-etymological associations for Chapman
with the number "six" (which, along with its multiples twelve and twenty-four, the
number of books in the epics of Virgil and Homer, is an epic number).^ The large
amount of additional material that Chapman required to fiU his poem out to six
sestlads also allows it to lay claim to epic length and proportion.
This reconception of the poem's form makes possible a similarly radical
redefinition of its content. Marlowe's poem, then as now, was seen as the epitome of
the erotic narrative poem, whose literary progenitor was Ovid, praeceptor amoris,
author of the Amores and Ars AnuUorm. It was Marlowe who was responsible for
the first English translation of the Amores, and numerous echoes of this English
version appear in his Hero and Leanthr, along with the unmistakeably Ovidian
blend of sophistication, cynicism, and an unconcealed eroticism. In contrast to this,
and following the hint given in the according of epic status to Musaeus' poem.
Chapman shapes a minor epic in the Alexandrian mode and evokes as his
inspiration and model a different manifestation of Ovid, this time the grave poet of
the allegorised, epic Metamorphoses. Chapman's deliberate heightening of tone,
and his use of the epic conventions of invocation, extended simile, allegorical
description and divine machinery, as well as the invented final metamorphosis, all
assert a relationship with the epic and moralised Ovidian tradition. As Raymond
Waddington writes:
All Chapman's major poems preceding Hero andLeander record his reaction
against the current fashion of the Ovidian erotic, mythological narrative:
the two hymns in The Shadov of Night cryptically attack Shakespeare's
Venus and Adonis , while asserting Chapman's preference for the
I As late as 1646, 'sestiad" was used to mean 'any one of six cantos or main divisions of a
poem' ^OB), "sestiad").
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philosophic Ovid of the allegorized metamorphoses; in Ovids Banquet of
Sence, Chapman satirizes the fad and ridicules the image of the erotic Ovid
by making him protagonist of a seduction poem. With the opportunity to
change the direction of Marlowe's fortuitously unfinished poem, the most
famous and influential of the kind, Chapman must have seen the possibility,
not only of restoring appropriate dignity to Musaeus, but also of presenting
the "correct" kind of Ovidian love story by modulating from the Amons to
the Metamorphoses)-

We have a little more evidence about Chapman's "intentions" regarding his
poem than we do about Marlowe's. His dedication is addressed to Lady Walsingham,
largely (one supposes) because Blount had dedicated Marlowe's poem to her
husband, Sir Thomas Walsingham: "This poore Dedication (in figure of the other
vnitie betwixt Sir Thomas and your selfe) hath reioynd you with him ". Chapman
states, thus suggesting in a minor but rhetorically effective way that his poem and
Marlowe's are, like a husband and wife, one flesh. In the Dedication. Chapman
stresses the high seriousness of his treatment, in contrast to the trivial nature of
his subject-matter:
I present your Ladiship with the last affections of the first two Louers that
euer Muse shrinde in the Temple of Memorie; being drawne by strange
instigation to employ some of my serious time in so trifeling a subiect,
which yet made the first Author, diuine Musaeus, eternall.^

The opening of the third sestiad is deliberately contrived to signal a change in
direction rather than an entirely new beginning:
New light giues new directions, Fortunes new
To fashion our indeuours that ensue.
More harsh (at lest more hard) more graue and hie
Our subiect runs, and our sterne Muse must flie.

(III. 1-4)

1 Wadd ington. The Miod 's Bapire: Myth and Form in Gecfge Chapman's Narrative Poems
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Univ. Press. 1974). p. 156.
2 The Poems of George Chapman, ed. Phyllis Brooks Bartlett (1941; rpt. New York: Russell and
Russell. 1962). p. 132. All quotations from Chapman s Hero andLeander are taken from this
edition.
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We are alerted here not so much to the presence of a new author as to a nev
movement in the story and a nev dimension in the lovers' experience. Yet we are
still conscious of a narrative continuity, and Chapman capitalises on our sense that
there is more to be said about Marlowe's story. He manipulates a comparison
between his own poetic style and concerns and his subject-matter: "harsh", "graue
and hie" assert not only the tragic dimension of the story, but also the poet's
fundamental seriousness, as well as his dense and difficult style. It is literally the
coming of day (not just the operation of Chapman's light-bearing intellect), as well
as the fact that the love has now been consummated, that makes it necessary to see
Hero and Leander differently. Chapman takes over not just at the moment where
tragedy begins to dominate, but more importantly where reflection becomes
possible and judgment necessary:
Loues edge is taken off, and that light flame,
Those thoughts, ioyes, longings, that before became
High vnezperienst blood, and maids sharpe plights,
Must now grow staid, and censure the delights.
That being enioyd aske iudgement; now we praise.
As hauing parted: Euenings crowne the daies.
(III. 5-10)

The last line here picks up the opening reference to the coming of day, and
suggests that experiences, or poems, need to be completed in order to be understood
and appreciated. Marlowe's poem is concerned with the immediacy of desire, with
love freed from all external constraints; but Chapman makes it quite clear that he
is reaffirming the social context in which individual passion must operate, and
stressing the cost of sexual consummation. Such an appraisal, such a search for
meaning, can come only after we have had the experience. There is no censure of
Marlowe implied, but a simple recognition that now is the appropriate time for a
new approach. Chapman asserts decorum on all levels.
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He addresses the question of his poetic relationship to Marlove most
explicitly, but also most obscurely, in his famous meditation on the dead poet and his
own poetic vocation in the third sestiad:
Then thou most strangely-intellectual fire.
That proper to my soule hast pover t'inspire
Her burning faculties, and with the wings
Of thy vnspheared flame visitst the springs
Of spirits immortall; Nov (as swift as Time
Doth follow Motion) finde th'eternall Clime
Of his free soule, whose liuing subiect stood
Vp to the chin in the Pyerean flood,
And drunke to me halfe this Musean storie.
Inscribing it to deathles Memorie:
Confer with it, and make my pledge as deepe.
That neithers draught be consecrate to sleepe.
Tell it how much his late desires I tender,
(If yet it know not) and to light surrender
My soules darke offspring, willing it should die
To loues, to passions, and societie.
(III. 183-98)
These lines have the function of a postponed invocation, and are carefully placed at
the point where the poem switches its attention from Leander (to whom the vision
of Ceremony has just appeared) to Hero, who is henceforth to be the centre of the
poem's interest. Chapman urges his poetic inspiration to seek communion with the
soul of Marlowe and to drink a pledge to complete his unfinished poem. Chapman
hopes that his section of the poem will be equal in fame, as it is in subject, to
Marlowe's, and suggests that in some strange but vital way he is fulfilling
Marlowe's desires. If we take these lines at all seriously we cannot see the poem as a
casual continuation, for they claim a poetic communion with Marlowe, and an
understanding and following of his intentions in Hero Mad L&uider, as well as
expressing a coherent if conventional idea of poetic composition and inspiration.
Chapman employs the characteristic epic imagery of light, darkness, fire,
water, flight, and the elevation of style associated with a poet's address to his muse.
The inspirational force is pictured as belonging to the element of fire, soaring
above the lioxits of time and space that define mortal, human action, and able to
commune with immortal spirits. Marlowe is described as a "free soule"; that is, I
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think, not only a soul freed from the tyranny of the body, but a vital, creative force
which is liberated and made inunortal by its immersion in the "Pyerean flood" of
poetry.

Chapman believes that because of his implication in Marlowe's poetic

designs - expressed in the comradeship of drinking together at the Mu^'s spring his poem too shall live. With this assurance he is willing to sacrifice the mysterious
fire-engendered offspring of his soul to the ordinary light of day. aware of how far
removed from everyday life (loves, passions and society) it will seem.

These

obscure lines seem to suggest also that the poet is sacrificing a communal life by
following the lonely vocation of a poet. They are built around a contrast between
death and immortality (the ways in which one must die to achieve immortal fame:
Marlowe actually dead. Chapman dead to society) and the notion of the isolation of
the living poet, who drinks only with the dead (not just Marlowe but Musaeus
himself). Chapman, then, is asserting the community and continuity of the poetic
spirit, and its separateness from human society, and offering us a view of art as a
sanctifying and immortalising force. In this way he presents his qualifications for
completing Marlowe's poem as well as suggesting why he felt the need to do so. It is
among other things an urge to completion based on a belief in the value of the
finished work of art. What is further remarkable about these lines is the way they
repeat the dominant imagery of the Hero and Leander story - the fire that is Hero's
torch, the flood that is the sea which swallows Leander, the passion of the lovers
and the society they so fatally ignore. The violent, unformed experience of the
lovers is redeemed in the ordered, completed work of art - this is not Marlowe's
view, of course, but it accords with Chapman's sense of pattern, and must go at least
some way towards accounting for his continuation.

I now want to consider the main contours of Chapman's poem, as well as
some of its local details, to show that even when it is most divergent from the
Marlovian tone and theme it constantly implicates the earlier poem in its own
designs. So skilfully does Chapman echo yet alter Marlowe, in incident, image and
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word, that ve begin to feel that Marlove's poem does indeed anticipate Chapman's,
and is incomplete until finally fulfilled in it. Chapman preserves the metre and
rhyme scheme of Marlowe's poem, but the effects he creates are very different.
The opening movement of Chi^)man's poem is notable for the epic sveep of its
verse; Marlove's unit is the couplet, or even the single line, but Chapman tends to
write in verse paragraphs, and smothers many of the rhymes. This fluidity
contributes to the general elevation of tone, since it does not allow the sharp quick
wit and pithy judgments that Marlowe employs. Chapman at times uses the couplet
to good effect:
Joy graven in sence. like snow in water wasts;
Without prexrue of rertue nothing lasts.
(III. 35-36)

Here the verse reinforces the special status of the sententia, set off from the rest of
the paragraph. Such generalising and conventional moral comments are another
feature of Chapman's style. His diction is more measured and formal, too, and there
is a much greater elaboration of word and image: periphrases that Marlowe would
use mockingly if at all ("Soueraigne of Heauens golden fires " (III. 17]) seem to be
taken seriously here. Chapman's language is more knotted and self-conscious than
Marlowe's; it demands an intellectual effort even to follow it on occasions, and
never achieves Marlowe's effortless, though sometimes deceptive, clarity. We
notice how slowly the opening passage moves, and how unimportant action has
become: for one narrative fact (Leander's swim home) we are given nearly fifty
lines of explication. The subordination of narrative detail and visual description to
moralising commentary on them is probably the most important difference of all.
At line 24 we are told that "The God of gold of purpose guilt his lims" - an
observation of the kind Marlowe might have made, though the inclusion of " of
purpose" might make us suspect that the line is not as innocently descriptive as it
seems. But Chapman cannot let it stand. He adds first a marginal comment
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identifying Phoebus, then tvo more lines of text which spell out his pun and make
clear his poetic technique;
That this word guilt, including double sence,
The double guilt of his Incontinence,
Might be exprest...

(III. 25-27)

These lines may be taken as a clear indication of the difference we feel in moving
from Marlowe to Chapman. The first poet concentrates on the object itself, whereas
the drive and significance of Chapman's verse come from his insistence on
interpreting it.
Chapman then goes on to make a distinction which, while central to his
poem, separates it most obviously from Marlowe's: a criticism of "substance without
rites", and a praise of order and form (III. 37-64). The deities of Chapman's poem
are "Time. and ail-states-ordering OremonJe ". the forces needed to regulate
chaotic human experience. The "flowrie bodie of the earth" (presumably the
enjoyment of physical beauty) is upheld by" Times golden TJtie", a combination of
the numerical and musical harmonies of the Pythagorean system with the
progressive order of Time, here not simple temporality, but opportunity, the right
time. Human actions have to take place within this scheme of time, and become
legitimate only by cooperating with it. The slight visual incongruity of this image
indicates another feature of Chapman's verse. It is made coherent by a structure of
ideas, many of them highly abstract, and often the form or images in which he
embodies them are not realised fully or consistently. The poetry is easier to follow
conceptually than at the level of image or rhetoric. Chapman clinches the image
with a formulation that is extremely important: " The vse of time is Fate" (III. 64).
What happens to us depends on how closely in accord with time and order our lives
are. "Fate" then is not fixed and immutable, although individual human freedom is
limited by the need to submit to Time. The line asserts the paradox that we achieve
greatest control over our destiny by cooperating with the ordered scheme of the
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universe.

It gains additional reverberations vhen ve notice that it recalls

Marlowe's line "For vill in us is over-rul'd by fate" (168). Marlove's view of the
relation between human freewill and destiny is almost exactly opposite. He sees a
collision between man's self-assertion, will, passion, and a universe whose laws are
immutable and unregarding of human desires. It is hard to believe that the echo is
not deliberate, and it goes to the heart of the difference between Marlowe's and
Chapman's views of the world. Marlowe's poem presents humanity struggling
against a hostile or at least indifferent universe, achieving a momentary triumph
but unable to alter their fate. Chapman suggests that there is a meaning to life and
that it is by cooperating with our destiny that we achieve perfect freedom.

While considering the question of Chapman's responsiveness to local details
of Marlowe's poem, there are some smaller but instructive comparisons I would like
to make. In Chapman's poem, after Leander has departed, Hero is described as
follows:
Her blushing het her chamber: she lookt out.
And all the ayre she purpled round about.
And after it a foule black day befell.
Which euer since a red morne doth foretell:
And still renewes our woes for H&ros wo.

(III. 175-79)

This recalls a number of passages in which Marlowe (jokingly) suggests a
continuity between the emotions of his characters and certain natural phenomena.
In particular we might think of these lines:
Thus neere the bed she blushing stood upright,
And from her countenance behold ye might,
A kind of twilight breake, which through the heare.
As from an orient cloud, glymse here and there.
And round about the chamber this false morne.
Brought foourth the day before the day was borne.

(801-06)
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Marlowe delights in the extravagance and absurdity of his comparison: it distances
us even further from Hero and dravs attention to the poet's cleverness. At the same
time ve are made aware that Hero's beauty is a false morn; she doesn't have any
control over the natural world. Chapman's image is perfunctory and inert by
comparison. The similarity between Hero and the day is not tightly maintained and
finally exposed, as is Marlowe's, but provides the opportunity for a bit of extraneous
myth-making.
The story of Hero and Leander depends on a pattern of repeated action
(primarily the swimming of the Hellespont), and Chapman shows his awareness of
this when he comes to retell some of the events already treated by Marlowe.
Consider the contrast between Leander's first and second swim; a change in tone is
appropriate here, since the first ends in the strife of lovemaking with Hero, the
second in death. Marlowe's Leander, contrary to all tradition, does not wait for
night but is impelled into the sea by the force of his desire for Hero:
[He] pray'd the narrow toyling Hellespont.
To part in twaine, thathee might come and go.
But still the rising billowes answered no.
With that hee stript him to the yv'rie skin.
And crying. Love I come, leapt lively in.
(634-38)

The description itself is playfully ^xual and the verse is full of the impetuous
vitality that is characteristic of Leander.^ We note the verbs of vigorous completed
action, the jaunty alliteration, the tightness of the couplets and the near absurdity
of the rhymes. The stress is on immediate action, though the poet manages skilfully
to evoke the lovemaking that is the object of the swim in his description of the swim
itself. Chapman's corresponding lines achieve neither this sense of immediacy nor
its proleptic force:

' For an argument about the ifflportance of energy and flux to Marlowe, see Jane Adamson.
"Marlowe. Hen and Leander, and the Art of Leaping in Poetry." Critical Review, 17 (1974). 59-

81.
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Off went his silken robe, and in he leapt;
Whom the kinde waues so licorously cleapt,
Thickning for haste one in another so,
To kisse his skin, that he might almost go
To Heros Tovre, had that kind minuit lasted.
(VI. 173-77)

Leander here swims at night, deliberately but for reasons that are not quite clear.
(They appear to accord more with the demands of the symbolism than the narrative:
"[He] fainde he in another ship would passe: / Which must not be, for no one meane
there was / To get his loue home, but the course he tooke" [VI. 153-551.) Chapman's
verb "leapt" recalls Marlowe's, but has none of its appropriateness, since Leander's
unthinking energy is not to the point here. Whereas Marlowe's Leander "stript
him to the yv'rie skin", Chapman's Leander takes off his siUcen robe; Marlowe's
Leander continues to express his active sexual power in his swimming, but after
making his leap in Chapman's poem he immediately becomes passive, courted by
the waves and dependent on their favour. Once again Chapman is found to be
seeking significance - a representative value for his characters and their actions whereas Marlowe emphasises primarily the object and the moment.
It is not that the emotions of Marlowe's lovers are ignored, but that they are
made to seem continuous with their appearance and actions.

Paradoxically,

Marlowe's poetry is most deeply engaged with exteriors or surfaces; the style is
notable for its flamboyant self-display, and the narrator for his comic or ironic
detachment. Marlowe's Hero and Leander are presented as victims of the jealousy of
the gods and the callousness of the world they live in;

similarly, they are

manipulated by the poet with more regard for their place in his overall design than
with any sense of their autonomy. Chapman's lovers, by contrast, are shown to be
responsible for the consequences of their own actions, and in this way make a
direct appeal for the reader's sympathy. They seem to have more control over the
development of the poem they are in than do Marlowe's puppet-characters, and
certainly they are not distanced from us by a distinctive narrative voice. The
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poem's treatment of Hero is a particularly good instance of this. The problem of the
lack of Ceremony is most acute in her case - as Chapman puts it, she is "left vpon
her bed alone. / Her maidenhead, her vowes, LeMiider gone" (III. 199-200). There
follows an extended epic simile quite unlike anything in Marlowe, where Hero is
compared to a prosperous and peaceful city, now invaded by conquering strangers
and a prey to Confusion. She is obsessed with guilt and the problem of how to avoid
betraying her inward thoughts in her outward appearance. The sense of the
impossibility of hiding herself from Venus leads her to assume a shapeless black
garment which expresses her sorrow by obliterating her form, a significant
gesture for Chapman. She tries to fix her mind on "her broke vow, her Goddesse
wrath, her fame" (III. 311). but when she faints with passion and wakes up in the
bed where Leander had been, it becomes clear that her grief is not true repentance
but sublimated desire:
And all this while the red sea of her blood
Ebd with Lesnder-. but now turnd the flood.
And all her fleete of sprites came swelling in
With childe of saile. and did hot fight begin
With those seuere conceits, she too much markt,
And here Leajiders beauties were imbarkt.
He came in swimming painted ail with ioyes,
Such as might sweeten hell.

(III. 323-30)

What we see here is the conflict in Hero's mind between her guilt and her passion,
but the strong sexual imagery leaves little doubt as to the outcome. Leander is
swimming in the sea of passion - Chapman here picks up Marlowe's sense of the
symbolic, sexual importance of the sea and Leander s immersion in it, and further
shows how Hero unconsciously responds to this. Once she has admitted her longing
for Leander and allowed him to become uppermost in her mind, she feels the need
for self-justification.

She begins to console herself with the logic-chopping

casuistry that recalls Leander s speech of persuasion in Marlowe's poem (199 ff).
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Her desperation \<rells up towards the end, as the clipped epigrammatic language
gives vay to the emotional appeal to Venus:
But loue with all ioyes crovnd, within doth sit;
0 Goddesse pitie loue and pardon it.

(III. 381-82)

Denied Venus' pity and her protection, she agains turns to ecstatic thoughts of
Leander. but whereas this may have been enough to sustain Marlowe's Hero, now
the focus of the poem has widened enough to enable us to see the malignity of the
forces opposed to her and to realise her vulnerability.

This perceptive and

sensitive treatment of Hero's state of mind is repeated with emblematic elaboration
in the following sestiad, with the account of her "conceited s c a r f , her rejected
sacrifice, and the creation of the allegorical figure of Dissimulation.' The close of
the fourth sestiad drives home its main point:
Betwixt all this and Hero, Hero held
Leanders picture as a Persian shield:
And she was free from feare of worst successe;
The more ill threats vs, we suspect the less:
As we grow haples, violence subtle growes.
Dumb, deafe, U blind, & comes when no man knowes.

This is Chapman's viewpoint:

(IV. 345-50)

Hero secure in her love, subtly threatened by

external violence. For Marlowe, though, the source of the ill that threatens us is
different. Behind Chapman's lines we hear the echo of Marlowe's claim that
Love is not full of pittie (as men say)
But deaffe and cruell, where he meanes to pray.

(771-72)

i For a more extended treaunent of Chapman's moral position in this poem, see John
Huntington, "Condemnation and Pity in Chapman s Hero»ndLeutder:
EogUsbLiteruy
Reousstnce, 7 (1977), 307-23.
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I have been concentrating on detailed comparisons between the two poems
in an effort to show how closely Chapman read Marlowe and how the later poem, in
responding to the earlier one, reshapes it. The presiding deity of Chapman's poem
is Ceremony, the guardian of social and cosmic order, involving decorum, law and
justice, policy, marriage; she is the supreme expression of the poem's concern with
form.l Her presentation is reminiscent of some of the allegorical figures of
Spenser's Faerie (hieene, like Lucifera, or Mercilla. or Dame Nature, and her
introduction so early in the poem alerts us to Chapman's literary allegiances. But
her conception and import are totally unlike anything in Marlowe's poem, which
stresses not the need for a controlling social order, but the (potentially anarchic)
power of natural desire. Marlowe's narrator laughs salaciously at Leander, who
"suspected / Some amorous rites or other were neglected" (547-48), while he shows
sexual instinct leading both Hero and Leander inevitably into performing the true
rites of love. Chapman's account of Ceremony recalls and corrects Marlowe's lighthearted couplet (Leander here is guilty of "plaine neglect of Nuptiall rites" [IIL
157]), by making it perfectly clear what rites the lovers should have celebrated.
The positive version of these ceremonies is given in the account of the marriage of
Mya and Alcmane, with an inset tale of the wedding of Hymen, the god of marriage
himself.
It seems particularly appropriate that a poem as conscious of form as
Chapman's is should end with a metamorphosis. It can be argued that Ovidian
metamorphosis is concerned primarily with harmony, as the outward physical form
of a person is made to image their inner state of being. It is not a mode of escapism
or transcendence, but the ultimate fixity; depending on the virtue or evil of one's
character it can be a release or a punishment. Metamorphosis was not a feature of
the Hero and Leander story: in Musaeus the lovers simply die, and Ovid's own
account of the story is included in the Heroides , not the Metamorphoses .

t See Gordoo. pp. 110-16 and passim.
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Waddington suggests that Chapman invented the story on the pattern of Ovid's
account of Ceyx and Alcyone {Metamorphoses XI. 410-748). He needed "a story of
devoted lovers who, nonetheless, bring about their own doom;

a cruel or

treacherous goddess; the separation of lovers by sea; the death of the male lover in a
storm at sea. possibly an act of punishment; the death of the woman for g r i e f . ^
The transformation of Ceyx and Alcyone through the compassion of the gods into
halcyons, who nest at sea when the water is calm and remain ever faithful to their
mates, may have been the clue for the transformation of Hero and Leander into
goldfinches. This seems to me a reasonable and helpful assumption, though we still
have to consider why such a very unMarlovian ending would have seemed
appropriate to Chapman.
To begin with, the metamorphosis clinches the generic status of the poem as
an Ovidian epic, rather than an erotic mythological tale, and this has important
implications not only for the view of love that Chapman presents but also for his
final judgment on the lovers. Throughout the poem he presents Hero and Leander
as sinful - unwittingly so. perhaps, and judged by people (or gods) more corrupt
than they, but nevertheless required to expiate their fault. This is because he
believes in an ordered world where violations of justice (in its broadest sense) must
be punished, and where true happiness is achieved by living within these bounds.
Metamorphosis is also a sign of such a world, since it asserts the fitness of things as
they are. and allows individual grief or pain to be assuaged by a formal
transformation. Hero and Leander die for their crime, but they are allowed to
assume a form that will figure everlastingly their love and their sorrow. By a kind
of back-formation Chapman invents the physical characteristics of these birds in
order to give them the correct symbolic interpretation. They fly together over land
feeding on thistles, to signify their devotion to one another, their fear of the sea,
and their past sorrows. Likewise their colours are emblematic: yellow for the

I Waddingum, The Mind's Empire,^. 178.
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treachery of Venus, blue for their fidelity, red and black as signs of death and
sorrow, They have become fully representative, a fit symbol for the kind of art
Chapman espouses and the kind of consolation he offers. For in Chapman's world
there is both justice and mercy, and also the possibility of achieving immortality,
There is a close connection between metamorphosis and art, since both work to
create something permanent and harmonious and immutable, out of the chaos of
experience. Hero and Leander are to be immortalised both as the Acanthides. and as
the subject of the epic of the divine Musaeus, the first, original poet. Nor are we
allowed to forget Chapman in the last, ringing lines of the poem:
And this true honor from their loue-deaths sprung.
They were the first that euer Poet sung.
(VI. 292-93)

He. too. has sung the loves of Hero and Leander. and has already (in the lines on
Marlowe I discussed earlier) asserted his own claim to immortality.
Chapman's poem, then, represents a reactionary attempt to moralise the
erotic epyllion and to reaffirm the true epic status of this version of the Hero and
Leander story. Chapman's polemical purposes make it essential for him to claim a
continuity between Marlowe's text and his own; this he does by the formal division
of it into sestiads, and by organising his own text in such a way that Marlowe's poem
is made to appear to anticipate what is to come. He also lays claim to a quasimystical transmission of Marlowe's poetic inspiration to himself, which is in accord
with his deeply conservative notions about the status of poets and the art of poetrymaking. He believes in time-honoured traditions and eternal values, and in the
notion of an ordered universe that can be mirrored in a completed, perfected work
of art. It is a view of Renaissance poetry that modern readers have been all too
ready to accept, But it is at best a partial view, as a reading of Marlowe's poem
shows, and a construction rather than a fact.
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III
Jerome J. McGann

argues provocatively that "different texts, in the

bibliographical sense, embody different poems (in the aesthetic sense) despite the
fact that both are linguistically identical

His example is Byron's Don Juan, but I

believe that the insight can be applied just as plausibly to Marlowe's Hero and
Leander. Reading the poem as it is packaged by Chapman, vith his divisions and
additions, is a different aesthetic experience from reading the poem as it was
printed by Blount in 1598. Editorial practice for nearly four hundred years has
obscured the original poem, driving us to label it a 'fragment", and to misconceive
fundamentally what Marlove "vrote. Marlowe's "intentions" about his poem are
irrecoverable, and in any case may be dismissed as irrelevant in an age which
believes in more sophisticated critical methods than intentionalism. There is of
course some internal evidence that the poem was "intended' to end tragically; the
opening line speaks of

Hellespont guiltie of True-loves blood';

the poet

acknowledges the traditional source and shape of his story when he speaks of
Leander "whose tragedie divine Musaeus soong" (52): he curses the day and hour
on which Hero and Leander met (131-34); he sets up the divine machinery of the
vengeful Destinies (386 ff) and rejected Neptune (639 ff). But the effect of these
tragic foreshadowings is counteracted by the predominantly comic tone of the
poem (noted by most critics, especially those cited at the beginning of this chapter)
and by the fact that they are not fulfilled. If we stop believing that we know how
the poem ""must"" end, it becomes possible to argue that the poem "intends" to
frustrate, not fulfill, readerly expectations, and that Marlowe's poem can be
accounted for as a deliberate reversal of a famous story.
In 1592, probably before Marlowe began his poem and certainly before it
could have been in general circulation, Abraham Fraunce wrote that "Leander and

^ Jerome J. McGann. "The Text, the Poem, and the Problem of Historical Method,"
12 (1981). 274.
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Heroes loue is in euery mans mouth

The popularity of the story is veil-attested,

both in the number of editions of Musaeus' poem available, and in contemporary
references to the story. Musaeus' poem owed its fame partly to the identification of
its author vith the legendary Musaeus (mentioned by Homer and Virgil), who was a
contemporary of Orpheus and thus one of the "first poets".

George Chapman

summarises common Renaissance opinion in the following note appended to his
translation of Hero »iidLeander.
Musaeus was a renown d Greeke Poet, borne at Athens, the sonne of
Eumolpus. Hee liv'd in the time of Orpheus, and is saide to bee one of them
that went the Famous voyage to Colchos for the Golden Fleece. He wrote of
the Gods Genealogie before any other, and invented the Sphere. Whose
opinion was, that all things were made of one matter, and resolued into one
againe. Of whose works, onely this one Poem of Hero and Leander, is
extant.2

In fact Musaeus was probably a fifth century grammarian and poet of the school of
Nonnus, recounting in a decadent style a classical story that dates at least to the time
of Ovid (Heroides 18 and 19 are exchanged between Hero and Leander) and possibly
to the Hellenistic period. The Greek text of Hero and Leander was published by the
Aldine press about 1494, as the work of "the most ancient poet"';

this edition

contained a parallel Latin prose translation by Marcus Musurus. The confusion
over the identity of Musaeus was settled decisively by Isaac Casaubon in 15S3. but
his arguments did not receive currency until they were included in an edition of
the poem by Daniel Pareus in 1627. Meanwhile the story became famous in a series
of vernacular translations: Tasso's into Italian (1537), Marot's into French (1541),
Boscan's into Spanish (1543), and Baldi's into Italian (1585).^ Abraham Fleming
claimed in 15S9 to have published a English translation of the poem a dozen years

^ Abraham Frauoce, The Third part of the Couatesse of Peabrokes Yuycburch: Eotituied,
Am/ntasDa/e (Loadon, 1592), SIC 11341, sig. M4.
2 Chapman, The Divine Poem of Musaeus, i'igi.BA-^y
3 A deuiled discussion of these editions and translatioos may be found in Braden, pp. 81-114.
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earlier, but we have no other record of this.^ George Chapman's is the only English
translation we have; this was not published until 1616, though clearly Chapman
had known the poem well since the period of the composition of his own Hero suid
Leunder. Although Elizabeth Donno thinks "it seems likely from the subject and
from the use of couplets that he had translated it before completing ffero and
Leaader

(1598)", we have no evidence for this^

It is now generally agreed that

Marlowe was working from a Greek text of Musaeus, with a parallel Latin
translation by Musurus 3

He would probably have known the vernacular

translations as well, though there is no firm evidence that he made use of them.
The closest contemporary treatment of the Hero and Leander story is that of the
Renaissance Spanish poet Gdngora, who wrote a mock-heroic poem on this theme in
two parts - the concluding portion in 1389, and the beginning of the narrative up to
the fatal swim in 1610. Like Marlowe, G6ngora seems to have been more interested
in the burlesque treatment of familiar material than in narrative continuity."^
After Marlowe, English treatments of the story by Nashe and Jonson were frankly
burlesque.5 These two versions deliberately recall Marlowe's poem, not so much to
mock it as to acknowledge it as their progenitor. It could be argued that Marlowe's
treatment of the Hero and Leander story made its descent into parody inevitable.
For there are strong elements of comic burlesque in Marlowe's Hero and
Leander which, coupled with evidence of the story's extreme popularity, make it
unlikely that the poet intended anything as unambitious as a simple retelling.

1 See Bakeless, il, 103: " The bistaie of Leaada-and Hero, writtea by Musaeus, and EagUshed
by m a doaeo yeares ago. and in print is mentioned by Abraham Fleming in bis edition of
Vergil's Georgics in 1589. though it has since disappeared."
^ Elizabeth Story Donno. 'Introduction' to Elizabethan Minor Epics (London: Routledge and
KeganPaul, 1963). p. 16.
3 See T.W. Baldwin, "Marlowe 8 Musaeus." Journal of English and Germanic Philology, 54
(1955). 478-85.
See Erich Segal.'Hero and Leander: Gdngora and Marlowe," Comparative Literature.
(1963). 338-56.
5 Nasbes Lenten StuffeK 1599). in The Works of Thomas Nasbe, ed. Ronald B. McKerrow (1905:
rpt. Oxford: Blackwell. 1958). Ill, 195-201; Bartholomew Fair{\^\A\. in Ben Jonson, ed. C.H.
Herford and Percy and Evelyn Simpson, VI (Oxford: Clarendon. 1938). 125-32.
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Marlove came to the tradition too late for that; his interest vas in a virtuoso
reshaping of a popular love story, a startling and technically brilliant comic
version of an old tragic tale. He acknowledges Musaeus' poem as the inaugurator of
the tradition, dravs freely on its Latin and vernacular translations, adds material
from Ovid's Heroides and Amores (making use of his ovn translation of the latter),
invents much more, and turns out a unique contribution to the tradition. Marlove's
exhaustion of the story's serious tragic potential, his exuberant overgoing of all the
previous straightforvard versions, moves the story avay from Musaeus (and
Chapman) and towards Nashe and Jonson. But ve need to examine in some detail the
relationship of Marlowe's poem to that of Musaeus.

Musaeus' Hero &adLesnder is a short epic of 343 lines recounting the story
of the lovers and their tragic fate in a highly ornamented style.^ It begins with
fifteen lines of invocation which establish the main themes of the story and the
main images that embody them (the lantern, the darkness, the sea). Then the main
characters are introduced, with an elaborate description of Hero's beauty and its
effect on the men who see her. There is a detailed account of the lovers' largely
wordless courtship, and the signs by which each arouses and recognises passion in
the other. Leander promises to swim by night to Hero's tower, if she puts out a light
to guide him, and following this feat they consummate their love in silence and
darkness. In this way, Hero and Leander spend each night together, until the
winter storms come: then Leander is drowned and Hero throws herself off the
tower on to his dead body. The opening movements of the story are recounted in a
leisurely manner, but the poem gathers momentum and the tragic climax is told
swiftly and economically. (}ordon Braden's discussion of Musaeus and the late
Alexandrian tradition in which he wrote establishes the norms of diction, syntax

1 For the Greek text of Musaeus' Hero and Leutder, ed. Thomas Gelzer, with an English
translation by Cedric Whitman, see the Loeb edition of the Fragmeats of Callimachus. ed C.A.
Trypanis (Cambridge. Mass.: Harvard Univ. Press, 1975).
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and metre which characterise this poetry, and argues that it is concerned to define
itself against the entire Greek epic tradition, One of the most interesting and
pertinent signs of this revolt is the dwindling importance of story-telling:
rhetorical elaboration and stylistic energy are valued in their own right, as the
reader's attention is focused on immediate effects rather than narrative ends.
Though Braden says that Musaeus does not participate in the "general drift I of the
school of Nonnusl toward ecphrasis" (the static elaboration in ornate diction of a
moment of the story as distinct from the "transparent" style and onward narrative
drive of the epic), his analysis of Hero and Launder shows how stylistic obsessions
and rhetorical display dominate narrative concerns.^ Here he makes a suggestive
parallel with Marlowe: "Self-consciously elaborate, violent, and even bombastic, as
though in determined aggression against most previous norms of Greek literature,
Mousaios's writing poses an intriguing analogy to Marlowe's own stylistic response
to his artistic situation" (57).
Braden (following Baldwin) gives a detailed and comprehensive account of
parallels between the two poems.

Marlowe's opening lines are very close to

Musaeus, and might suggest that he was attempting a translation, except that he
omits the first fifteen lines of the Greek text. This introduction, with its heavy
verbal patterning and repetition, and its identification of Hero's lantern as a
central symbol, clearly does not serve Marlowe's poetic ends, which are thus
signalled as different from Musaeus'. Marlowe continues to follow the general plan
of Musaeus' poem, with descriptions of Hero and Leander, an account of Hero's
power over men and her first meeting with Leander, his wooing and her token
resistance. In this section of the poem there are also numerous echoes of word and
image which suggest that Marlowe still had the Greek poem in his mind, but his
treatment of the story and characters is radically different. With his insertion of
the story of Mercury and the Destinies Marlowe leaves Musaeus behind entirely,

^ Braden, p. 76. See also his discussion, pp. 33-Sl.
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and the rest of the poem bears no relation to the Greek text. This is true not just of
the style and tone, but also of the narrative. The first visit of Leander to Hero's
tower, when the lovers' inexperience thwarts their passion, has no parallel in
other versions of the story. The same is true of Neptune's wooing of Leander, who,
again in defiance of the narrative tradition and its symbolism, makes his swim
during the day.

The replication of

sexual consummation (the lovers' full

experience of the rites of Venus) as the narrative climax of this version of the story
displaces the traditional tragic ending.
It should be clear that although Marlowe's readers are being invited to keep
Musaeus' poem in mind, the effect of this is to enable them to see how the two poems
diverge and to discard any notion of the second as a version of the first. If Braden's
reading of Musaeus (and his paralleling of the strategy of the earlier poem with
Marlowe's) is plausible, then perhaps Marlowe took from Musaeus the hint for his
own exuberant elaboration of a famous story, learning the lesson of overgoing his
predecessors and standing out in a crowd. But even this supposition makes it less
rather than more likely that Marlowe's poem is in any sense a version of Musaeus'.
In narrative method and rhetorical strategy, as well as in theme and mood, the two
poems are completely different. Most critics would not dispute this conclusion, and
I am stressing it now only becau^ I have established earlier that Marlowe's poem
cannot be regarded as incomplete unless it is read as an unfinished version of
Musaeus. Once we see that this is an unreasonable expectation to have of the poem,
we can try the experiment of reading it as if ii were complete. I want to conclude,
therefore, by constructing the rudiments of such a reading.

The generic affinities of Marlowe's Hero and Leander

are less with

Alexandrian minor epic than with Ovidian erotic narrative. There is much debate
over the appropriateness of the term "epyllion" to describe the Elizabethan genre,
and though it is widely used nowadays there is general agreement that no precise
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relationship can be traced between £li2abethan epyllia and the Hellenistic form.^
The epyllion recounts a mythological narrative in a witty and artificial style; it
manifests a sophisticated detachment from its subject matter and a comic or ironic
inventiveness in treatment. Its themes are principally erotic, and it shows an
understanding of the darker side of sexual experience, as well as of its joys and
absurdities.

It makes continued use of elaboration and digression, and often

features a detached narrator who comments mockingly on the tale and his own
presence in it. The epyllia are roughly one thouMuid lines long and are written
either in elegiac couplets or six-line stanzas; the style is highly wrought and selfconscious.

The characteristic tone of these poems, as Keach describes it, is

ambivalence: "comedy abruptly juxtaposed with or superimposed upon tragedy;
irony entwined with romantic sentiment and pathos;

conventional moral

perspectives evoked in the midst of piquant eroticism; dramatic colloquial speech
framed by elegant verbal artifice" (xv). These qualities are all identified by Keach
as present in Ovid, and he suggests further that Marlowe's translation of the Amores
in the early 13S0s inaugurated an Elizabethan discovery of the sophisticated erotic
poet who had been obscured by a moralising tradition which had represented the
praec0ptor amoris

Ovide monUs6?-

The relationship between Marlowe's translation of the Amoresisi^ his Hero
BndLeander has often been remarked, and it seems reasonable to designate the
latter "an Ovidian poem' .3 Apart from affinities of style and treatment, its view of
love is closer to Ovid than to the dignified, almost ritualistic celebration of passion
that Musaeus gives us. To understand what the poem's "view of love" might be. we
can consider the famous ecphrastic description of Venus' temple and its
decorations, the scene of the lovers' first meeting:
1 See Keach, pp. xvi-xvii. A more flexible and wide-ranging discussion of the 'Minor Epic as
Genre" is found in Hulse. pp. 16-34.
2 See Keach. p. 35.
3 See the notes in the editions of Martin and MacLure. For a discussion of Marlowe s
translation of the Aaores, see Roma Gill. "Snakes Leape by V e r s e . ' in Christopher Mtrlowe,
ed. Brian Morris (London: Ernest Benn, 1968). pp. 135-50.
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So falre a church as this, had Venus none,
The vais were of discoloured Jasper stone.
Wherein vas Proteus carved, and o'rehead,
A livelie vine of greene sea agget spread;
Where by one hand, light headed ^ c h u s hoong
And vith the other, vine from grapes out vroong.
Of Christall shining faire, the pavement was.
The tovne of Sesios, cal'd it Venus glasse,
There might you see the gods in sundrie shapes.
Committing headdie ryots, incest, rapes:
For know, that underneath this radiant floure,
Was Danaes statue in a brazen tower,
Jove, slylie stealing from his sisters bed,
To dallie with Idalian Ganimed:
And for his love Europa, bellowing loud.
And tumbling with the Rainbow in a cloud,
Blood-quaffing Mars, heaving the yron net.
Which limping Vulcan and his Cyclops set:
Love kindling fire, to burne such townes as Troy,
SylYanusyfwp\Si.% for the lovely boy
That now is turn'd into a Cypres tree.
Under whose shade the Wood-gods love to bee.
And in the midst a silver altar stood.
There Hero sacrificing turtles blood,
Vaild to the ground, vailing her eie-lids close.
And modestly they opened as she rose:
Thence flew Loves arrow with the golden head.
And thus Leander was enamoured.
Stone still he stood, and evermore he gazed.
Till with the fire that from his count'nance blazed.
Relenting Heroes gentle heart was strooke.
Such force and rertue bath an amorous looke.
(135-66)

This passage gives us a guide to the kind of world the lovers inhabit and the attitude
the poem takes to their experience. It is in a sense a definition of Venus, the
presiding deity of the poem: not in her humanised mythological aspect as the
jealous immoral love goddess, but as the embodiment of the natural force of love.
But this is far from being a definitive, static description of the type employed in the
Alexandrian epyllia, or indeed in Spenser's Faerie Queene (the tapestries in the
house of Busirane [IIL xi. 28ff] are suggested by MacLure as a "source" for this
passage). The scenes themselves, no less than their embodiment in verse, are full
of energy and movement, defying fixity, seeking change. Our attention is drawn
first to a carved representation of Proteus, the shape-shifting god. accompanied
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here by "liglit headed Bacchus", whose intoxication is linked metonymically to
those "ryots, incest, [and] rapes" associated with the violent and irresponsible
behaviour of the pagan gods. The stories are all taken from Ovid's Met»morpbases
and illustrate the transforming power of love. They involve deception or violence:
Danae deceived by the golden shower, Jove deceiving Juno (here snidely called his
sister rather than his wife) in order to play with his boy love Ganymede, or carry
off Europa in the form of a bull, or sport with Juno's messenger the rainbow Iris.
Those scenes involve a change not only in Jupiter's physical form but also in the
role he is adopting. His relations with Juno present him as king of the gods, but also
as the incestuous usurper of his father's throne, and the unfaithful husband; with
Ganymede he is the doting, ageing male lover;

with Danae and Europa the

resourceful seducer of young girls; with Iris he becomes the thunder god. a force
of nature. The story of Mars referred to in the following lines concerns his love for
Venus and their exposure by her husband Vulcan, who catches them in an iron net
as they lie asleep together. Here the triumph of the impotent cuckold Vulcan over
the virile god of war is submerged by the narrator, whose language seems to side
with "blood-quaffing Mars . heauing " rather than "limping Vulcan " - and
reference to Venus is suppressed altogether. It requires knowledge of the story to
see the true relation of the protagonists here: what we are shown is how they have
been worked upon by passion, and the actions that result. From here we move to a
more general example of the destructive power of love, as the flame of passion
passes into the fire that burns whole civilisations: we recognise the reference to
the illicit love of Paris for Helen and the ensuing war that finally destroyed Troy.
The tone softens with the reference to Sylvanus' grief for Cyparissus and the
pastoral picture of the wood gods resting in the shade. But Cyparissus was himself
responsible for the death of the thing he loved, and the transformation wrought by
this passion is the final one of death, symbolised in the cypress tree. The keynote
in these descriptions is change, the flexibility of physical form that can overcome
material obstacles to one's desires, coupled with an active driving energy.
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Transformation here is not just a static change from one form to another, but the
realisation of one's being in the act of continual change and movement. The verbs
indicate strong, continuing

action:

"committing", "stealing",

"bellowing",

"tumbling", "quaffing", "heauing", "kindling", even "weeping". The description
does not stay framed as the work of art it purports to be, but, as we read, itself
creates the energies it describes. In the guise of a pictorial description. Marlowe
gives us a view of the world without moral absolutes, where change is all we are
certain of. Though it is a world of gods and myths, it is made to seem disturbingly
continuous with our own.
In the midst of this scene we find Hero making a blood sacrifice to Love; of
course it is only "turtles blood", but we are reminded of the blood of slain lovers
that, however metaphorically or hyperbolically. still stains Hero's garment (15-16).
and the "True-loves blood" that we have been warned is to be spilt in the Hellespont.
She herself is a figure of incongruous modesty in such a scene, but we are now to
see her come into the power of that love she serves, whose nature has been
described so vividly in the preceding lines. As they exchange glances. Hero and
Leander fall involuntarily but irrevocably in love. Leander undergoes a kind of
metamorphosis (""Stone still he stood"): the alliteration and heavy monosyllables
slow the line right down. He is able by the power of his love (revealed in his face
and expressed in the imagery of fire) to kindle a corresponding passion in Hero.
These intimations of the destructive power of love are developed in the
course of the poem, as we see Hero struggling on the end of " Cupids golden hooke"
(333), torn with conflicting passions but unable to escape the tyranny of Love (361
ff). Her first encounter with Leander is presented in a predominantly comic mode,
but it introduces the themes of sexual strife and self-betrayal which are fulfilled in
the poem's final scene. Hero's fear of Leander leads her to flee from him. but her
desire for him leads her to seek refuge in her bed. Leander's exhaustion is only the
prelude to the resurgence of his sexual spirits, and the love-play between the two of
them is initiated in an elaborate military metaphor. The consummation, when it
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comes, provides the poem's long-awaited climax, and resolves those oppositions of
strife and joy, of destruction and creation, that have been shown to be part of the
experience of love;
Love is not full of pittie (as men say)
But deaffe and cruell, where he meanes to pray.
Even as a bird, which in our hands we wring,
Foorthe plungeth, and oft flutters with her wing.
She trembling strove, this strife of hers (like that
Which made the world) another world begat.
Of unknowne joy.
(771-78)

But at its close Marlowe's poem does not maintain the complicated reciprocity of the
moment of orgasm; it develops instead the pitiless, rapacious, possessive aspects of
love, and in so doing reasserts traditional gender roles. Despite the poem's earlier
games with gender (where both Hero and Leander seem indiscriminately offered as
objects of desire), the revelation we are finally given is of the naked female body
which (unlike Leander's) has until now been coyly, provocatively veiled. After
their mutual initiation into the mysteries of sex. Hero becomes fixed as the object of
the male gaze, as Leander's "treasure';
So Heroes ruddie cheeke. Hero betrayd.
And her all naked to his sight displayd.
Whence his admiring eyes more pleasure tooke,
Than DJs, on heapes of gold fixing his looke.
(807-10)

So although the poem seems to celebrate the moment of anarchic self-forgetting in
the triumph of unstructured desire, it is its reaffirmation of the 'natural ' sexual
hierarchy (that most fundamental of all structuring social myths) which provides
its final stasis. The poem retreats from the mixed human passions of Hero and
Leander into the inevitable repetitions of natural mythology, as the male sun god
Apollo drives out the 'anguish, shame, and rage" of the female Night.
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It is becoming fashionable to argue that the poem's openness to erotic
pleasure is an important aspect of the fragmented structure of a text vhich refuses
to close dovn its celebration of human desire. However attractive, such readings
are finally unsatisfactory because of their complicity vith the ideological
repressions and closures that are entailed by Marlowe's poem. It is important to
realise that the implication of love and art is one of the predicates of this mode of
poetry. Jeff Shulman tells us that "Ovid's notion of the artistry of love" involves the
idea that "the erotic experience (the interaction of the self and the other in love) is
analogous to the aesthetic experience (the interaction of the self and the artifact in
art)".l I would suggest that the

Jouissance

afforded by Marlowe's poem derives

from our pleasurable engagement as readers with the verbal surfaces of the text as
much as from the vicarious delights of watching Hero's seduction by Leander. The
rhythms of the poem are erotic in their manipulation of arousal and deferral; we
are teased by the narrative and initiated by the narrator. But the pleasures of this
text are available only to a masculine reader who is finally allowed to possess the
female body of the text revealed in its closing lines, or to such female readers as are
skilled unconsciously in the practice of "reading as men". The liberating power
and open-endedness of Marlowe's poem can thus be interrogated by recognising
the masculinist privileges on which it is based. In this way, the poem can be
perceived as closed, if not narratively, then ideologically.

The question of narrative bears further examination, for it can be argued
that the mode of the poem is not narrative at all. Narrative sequence in
Lesuider

Hero and

is not just subsumed in erotic repetitions and deferrals, but subordinated

to emblematic action. In the original story, the lovers are destroyed by the sea that
has all along has been figured as the symbol of their passion: the "moral" of the
story is developed through character and plot, with some symbolic props and
I Jeff Shulman. "At the Crossroads of Myth: The Hermeneutics of Hercules from Ovid to
Shakespeare." ELH, 30 (1983). S4.
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settings. The death that overtakes Hero and Leander is the narrative means of
showing the destructiveness of their love; Marlove does not need to follow the
narrative logic to its conclusion since he shows us this quality directly.

The

emotion which in Musaeus is diffused into narrative is in Marlowe reconcentrated
into imagery and description. The fiction of an implacable Destiny and a hostile
universe is translated into an assertion of human responsibility for mankind's joys
and disasters. External action becomes the vehicle for displaying inner thoughts
and emotions.
This playing down of narrative interest is paralleled by Marlowe's handling
of character. His characters are not developed for psychological plausibility; I
have suggested already that, in contrast to Chapman, Marlowe is not interested in
the inner workings of their minds. Hero and Leander are presented externally: we,
and the narrator, are more interested in their appearance and actions than in their
thoughts or motives. Again, this use of character might be called emblematic. The
initial descriptions of the two lovers (9-90) iHustrate this point well: Hero and
Leander are both presented as objects, important not for themselves but for their
effect on the people around them. Hero's garments are composed of symbolic details
chosen more for what they represent than for what they look like; these details,
like the description itself, are elaborately and playfuUy artificial. Leander's naked
body is described with as much detached amusement as Hero's ornate clothes, and
neither description penetrates below the surface. Hero and Leander are established
as beautiful and desirable, young and inexperienced, and their personalities are
developed no further. They set up the limits, or circumstances, inside which the
poem's examination of passion is conducted.
What we are seeing, in this diminished and rather perfunctory handling of
character and plot, is a redirection of interest away from narrative towards its
artificial construction by a controlling poet. Marlowe's concern is not just to get
the story told efficiently and convincingly, but to tell it differently, and more
brilliantly, than anyone else. In the process the story is truncated and almost
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disappears, but this does not diminish the poem. It has often been noticed that
Marlove progresses from one set piece to another: the description of Hero, then
Leander, then the festival at Sestos, then Venus' temple, then a passage of
moralising commentary, then Leander's speech of persuasion and Hero's silent
acquiescence, then the story of Mercury and the Destinies, then the balanced
encounters of the lovers (the first frustrated, the second fulfilled, vith Neptune's
wooing of Leander interposed). There are no carefully managed transitions from
one block to another which might give the effect of continuous movement and
narrative progression. Instead, one static set piece is placed against another, and
the poem develops cumulatively, not progressively,

Such a conception of its

structure may help us to see more clearly the place of the story of Mercury in the
poem s design. This so-called "digression" is the central block of the poem, and as
we might expect is thematically and formally consistent with the rest. It has long
been noted that it recapitulates the poem's themes of thwarted love, the cost of its
fulfilment, and the hostility of the external world; but, following the narrator's
hint, it has always been regarded structurally as a temporal digression from the
poem's main narrative line. But if it is seen that the movement of the poem is not
predominantly narrative, then the story of Mercury takes its place as one of the
poem's static sections whose meaning both reflects and defines, by juxtaposition
and recapitulation, the meaning of the total poem.
The narrative development of the poem is frustrated not only at this level of
large-scale structure, where the poem is divided into discrete sections, but also at
the level of the smallest poetic unit, the couplet.

The poem's couplets are

characteristically end-stopped, exhausting their point in the witty final rhyme, and
rarely providing a smooth transition from one line to another. Couplets are piled
up one after another, like the larger units of the poem, and meaning accumulates
from their placement:
It lies not in our power to love, or hate,
For will in us is over-rul'd by fate.
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When two are stript, long ere the course begin.
Ve vish that one should loose, the other win.
And one especiallie doe we affect,
Of two gold Ingots like in each respect,
The reason no man knowes, let it suffise.
What we behold is censur'd by our eies.
Where both deliberat, the love is slight.
Who euer lov'd, that lov'd not at first sight?
(167-76)

The poem continually strives for local effects at the expense of a larger design.
Hyperbolic comparisons are developed, purely for their own sake, long after they
have ceased to clarify the poem's meaning, to show the poet's ingenuity and delight
in his own skills:
Foorth from those two tralucent cesternes brake,
A streame of liquid pearle, which downe her face
Made milke-white paths, wheron the gods might trace
To Joves high court.
(2%-99)

I have referred above to 'the poet", but it is the presence of a clearly defined
narrator that is one of the most obvious signs of the poem's self-consciousness. The
narrator is an observer who does not participate in the action or the experience he
describes, but who establishes a connection with the reader. He is responsible for
the sardonic tone and witty mockery of the lovers, and he provides a perspective
from which we can judge them. The reader is not expected to resist the temptation
to share the narrator's point of view; indeed, as I suggested earlier, by the end of
the poem the positions of reader and narrator have become identical.

This

narrative self-consciousness (which indicates a concern with the way the story is
told rather than with what it conveys, and implies the possibility of a number of
different attitudes to the subject matter, while making it absolutely clear which is
the "correct" one) is a further sign that the poems major concerns are not
narrative.
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Some of these features of the poem have become commonplaces of Hero and
Leander criticism, although there is in fact remarkably little recent commentary
on Marlove's poem, which is perhaps seen as too lucid to require the intervention
of interpretation.' Chapman's poem, by contrast, has fared better in the last ten
years or so. What I have tried to do here is to trace the logical implications of some
standard critical positions, and to reintroduce concepts of completion into the
discussion of Hero andLeaader.

In Marlowe's poem, the emblematic use of action

and character; the artificiality of the style and the foregrounding of local effects
rather than narrative ends; the construction of the poem in static, juxtaposed
blocks; the elevation of the role of the narrator at the expense of narration; and
the masculinist eroticising of the relations of reader and text all suggest that
Marlowe's purpose was not a straightforward retelling of the Musaean story of Hero
and Leander. Seeing that the poem does not function on any level in terms of what
is usually understood as narrative, it should not be branded 'incomplete' because it
does not reach the 'end" of the story.
I do not deny that Marlowe's Hero and Leander

looks unfinished when

placed in the context of other poems by M u ^ u s or Chapman. What I am proposing
is that this appearance of incompletion is the result of a construction placed upon
the poem by a certain type of reader or rewriter. Understanding the historical
conditions of the production of Marlowe's text and Chapman's appropriation of it
helps us to appreciate more fully Chapman's achievement, and of course to read
Marlowe's poem afresh. Only by extricating Hero and Leander

from Chapman's

construction of it can we hope to understand the poem Marlowe wrote.

1 See. for example, the comparatively short entry oo Hero »adLeander in Ronald Levao, "Recent
Studies in Marlowe (1977-1986)." Eogiisb Literary Renaissance, 18 (1988). 329-42.

61

Chapter III
Unending Desire: Sidney's Reinyention of Petrarchan Form in
AstrophU

MndStells

Astrophil andStellA may seem to be a perverse choice for a study of the
poetics of incompietion in Philip Sidney's work. After all. it vas the Arcadia that
was first revised, and then literally left unfinished at Sidney's death; but it is also
the Arcadia that has received most critical attention from this point of view.
AsUvphil and Stella represents a more ambiguous example: as a collection of 108
sonnets and 11 songs, it may be understood as a fragmented poem, though whether
or not those fragments form a unified corpus has been the subject of much debate.
Critical interest has been much engaged by the poem's "form", but it has
concentrated on defining such notions as 'structure " and "unity " in narrowly
formalist ways. More recent criticism has attempted to historicise the poem, but it
has not proved easy to understand how Astropbil and Stella mediates Sidney's
political concerns, or to analyse its generic status. In this chapter I will look at the
ways in which the poem has been constructed as a formal unity. I shall also
demonstrate that expectations of closure (narrative, psychological, thematic,
rhetorical) are disappointed by the collection in its entirety, however much they
may be satisfied in the case of individual sonnets or groups of poems. My argument
will be that the provisional and fragmented nature of this poem is firstly a function
of its theme (unrequited love), and secondly of its form (an imitation of the openended Petrarchan sequence). The modes of incompietion displayed in Astropbil and
Stella derive from Petrarch's Can^niere, but are further marked by Sidney's own
historical position. As an "Elizabethan" "Petrarchan" "sequence ". Asiropbil and
Stella reveals the pressures of social context upon generic reinscription.

I
Astropbil and Stella is labelled conventionally a "sonnet sequence", but the
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familiarity and vagueness of that term obscure rather than clarify the problem of
the poem's form. The term "sonnet sequence" (and therefore perhaps the idea as
well) is a comparatively modern invention, first used by RosseUi for The House of
Life in 1881.1 ^^ have no contemporary evidence for an Eli2abethan theory of a
"sonnet sequence", and very little theorising of poetic sequences of any kind.2 It
seems to me preferable to use a term such as "Petrarchan sequence": this at least
establishes some historical and critical parameters, suggesting that Sidney's poem is
an "imitation" of Petrarch's, and is best interpreted in relation to a historical
example rather than a future construct.3 AsUvphil and Stella is deeply engaged
with the emotional and literary strategies of Petrarch and Petrarchist poets, but
reinvents those strategies to speak to Sidney's own cultural and political
circumstances.
Astropbil and Stella has been spared the obsessive reordering of its poems
which has plagued criticism of Shakespeare's Sonnets. The order of the sonnets is
identical in all surviving early texts, from the unauthorised 1591 Quartos to the
Countess of Pembroke's 1398 Folio, although Sonnet 37 is not included in the 1591
texts. This order thus has indisputable textual authority, though we cannot tell
whether the arrangement was either made or endorsed by Sidney. About the order
or date of composition nothing is known; the poems circulated in manuscript
before they were published. The case of the songs, however, is more complicated:
these were appended to the sonnets in the 1391 Quartos, but distributed among them
in the 1398 Folio. Some stanzas of the Eighth and Tenth Songs, and all of the
Eleventh Song, were printed for the first time in 1398. Since this edition, produced
by Sidney's sister, is generally regarded as authoritative, most modern editors and
critics accept its version of the number and distribution of the Songs. Hamilton,
1 See William T. Going, "The Term SoaoetSegueace,' ModemUaguageNotes, 62 (1947), 40002.
2 See John Webster.The ^fothode of a Poete'-. An Inquiry into Tudor Conceptions of Poetic
Sequence." EogUsbLitenryRentissance. 11 (1981), 22-43.
3 For the Renaissance concept of 'imitation", see Thomas M. Greene. The Light in Troy:
/aitJUioo aadDiscovery ia JleaaissaocePoetry (New Haven: Yale Univ. Press. 1982).
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however, believes that there "ought" to be tvelve songs, and favours Ann Romayne
Hove's redistribution of them.l The extreme position that the Songs are complete in
themselves and constitute a "second AstrophU and Stella cycle" separate from the
sonnets is argued by Annibel Jenkins, but has not attracted any support 2 Hovever.
the place of the songs in the sequence is a major critical puzzle only when
AstrophiJ and Stella is regarded as a "sonnet sequence", in which "songs' are by
definition anomalous; as an imitation of Petrarch's Canzoniere (which includes
both sonnets and can^ni),

Astrophil and Stella

is in this respect perfectly

predictable.
Although the order of the sonnets has not been disputed, until recently it
has been thought acceptable to include some extra ones at the end.

Some

nineteenth-century editors, notably Grosart, printed the final two sonnets of
"Certain Sonnets", "Thou blind man's marke, thou foole's selfe chosen snare" and
"Leave me o Love , which reachest but to dust" , as 109 and 110 of Astrophil and
Stella .3 This practice was widespread until the middle of the twentieth century;
Theodore Spencer accepts it. noting that these two sonnets 'were evidently planned
to conclude the sequence".^ Even David Kalstone, in noting that "the cycle comes to
no fitting conclusion; it merely ends" believes that "the only possible dramatic
resolution for Astropbel and Stella comes in two sonnets long printed as part of the
sequence'"

Apart from the advantage of bringing the number of sonnets up to

the comfortably rounded 110, these sonnets on the theme of the "farewell to love "
were seen as a fitting conclusion - both artistically and morally - to Astrophil's

1 A.C. Hamilton. "Sidney's AstropbelaadStelli as a Sonnet Sequence." ELH, 36 (1969). 68:
Ann Romayne Howe,' Astn^he! and Stella-. Why and How." Studies in PblJoIogy.^{ (1964).
164-67.
2 Annibel Jenkins. "A Second Astropbel and Stella Cycle." RenaissaocePapers 1970, ed.
Dennis G. Donovan (Durham. N.C.: Southeastern Reniassance Conference. 1971). pp. 73-SO.
3 See the discussion by Karl M. Murphy. 'The 109th and 110th Sonnets of Astropbel and
Stella: PbUologica! Quarterly, 34 (1955). 349-52.
Theodore Spencer. "The Poetry of Sir Philip Sidney." £U/. 12 (1945). 276,
5 Divld Kiistoae, S/daey's/iiet/y: Caoterts aod/atenpretat/aos (Cambridge. Mass.: Harvard
Univ. Press. 1965). p. 178.
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dilemma of unrequited desire. It is now accepted that tliere is no textual warrant at
all for this. What is interesting about this nineteenth-century editorial practice is
the evidence it provides that the collection was felt to be inconclusive, or at least in
need of a firm conclusion. Modern critical practice has endorsed this sense of
incompletion. but (bound by more rigid and "objective" editorial procedures) must
find new ways of solving the problems it poses.
Concern with the number and order of poems in Astropbil and StelU is
largely the product of a belief that "sonnet sequences" have a narrative structure,
which can be elicited by rearrangement if it is not evident in the form in which
the poem is handed down. It was in trenchant opposition to this truism that C. S.
Lewis bluntly stated that a sonnet sequence 'is not a way of telling a story. It is a
form which exists for the sake of prolonged lyrical meditation". 1 Most other critics
have been just as adamant in pointing out that AstropbilsuidStella does tell a kind
of story, and that the prolonging or organising in any way of "lyrical meditation" is
bound to result in some kind of narrative. Alastair Fowler, for example, tells us that
"we should regard every £li2abethan sonnet sequence as a long poem in fourteenline stanzas, potentially as well organized as any other stanzaic poem of its period"
Such polarisation of lyric and narrative options results in a set of false alternatives.
It is true both that an individual sonnet exhibits strong formal closure and that a
string of such sonnets will constitute itself as a narrative. Clearly the tension
between smaller and larger units of formal organisation (between "sonnet" and
"sequence") is one of the major values of this mode of poetry.

' C.S. Lewis. Eogtish Litenture in the Sixteenth Century Excluding Dnuna (London: Oxford
Univ. Press. 1954). p. 327.
2 Alasuir Fowler. Triuapha/Form: Strmura/Patterns in EliiahethMn Poetry {OambTi^gib:
Cambridge Univ. Press. 1970). p. 174. Fowler argues for the inevitability of the number and
order of the sonnets by showing that 108 was the traditional number of Penelope s suitors. In
an extravagant example of externally imposed form. Fowler uses the ordering of the poems, the
number of stanzas and lines in the songs and the numerological significance of key sonnet
numbers to show how this structure supports and sustains Sidney's themes.

65
Before going on to consider variations of the narrative reading of A^rophil
andStellA, I want to draw attention to one important way in which the poem can be
seen as a collection of individual units. Sidney has long been recognised as a
deliberate experimenter in metrical forms, self-consciously attempting (like
Spenser in a different mode) to revive dying native metres and to naturalise
continental verse forms so as to make English into a literary language capable of
rivalling the classical languages. In An Apology for Poetry he argues for the
importance of poetry as a craft, and suggests that contemporary English poets need
to cultivate "Art, Imitation, and Exercise" in order to arrest the decline of poetry and
assert English national glory.^ Sidney's status as an amateur poet was continuous
with his roles as courtier and diplomat, and designed to secure the same nationalist
political ends. Yet his significance as a master craftsman and innovator is all too
often overlooked by modern critics. Sidney's poetic output apart from Astrophlland
Stella (verse translations of 43 psalms, the Arcadia poems and a collection of
Certain Sonnets) is marked by a tireless experimentation with metres and stanza
forms, as well as a simplicity and directness of diction. One of the attractions of the
sonnet must have been its immense formal potential for the development and
display of technical skill, as well as the opportunities it offered for naturalising in
English one of the great Italian forms. The genesis of Astrophll and Stella (as well
as the momentum that keeps it going) can be traced feasibly to the desire to explore
the potential of the sonnet form in English and to undertake technical experiments
which might be useful to other poets struggling to establish a national literature.
In the course of a detailed analysis of Sidney's handling of the sestet, (^lin
Williamson establishes Astrophll and Stella as "the boldest and most self-conscious
exploration of the formal and expressive resources of the sonnet in our greatest age
of sonneteering", and demonstrates the need for a far more self-conscious and

• Sir Philip S i d n e y , G e o f f r e y
Manchester Univ. Press, 1973), p. 133.

Shepherd

rpt. Manchester:
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thorough critical examination of this aspect of the poetry.^ Germaine Warkentin's
analysis of Sidney's "compositional procedures" demonstrates the significance of
traditional rhetoric in the generation of individual sonnets, as veil as in the
organisation of groups of sonnets into a Petrarchan sequence, and Margreta de
Grazia links rhetorical and thematic analysis in her study of 'lost potential" in
Astrophil

and Stella. 7-

A decline of critical interest in Renaissance rhetoric (only recently
reversed under the influence of deconstructive rhetorical analyses) has obscured
our understanding of the sonnet sequence as a collection of rhetorical topoi and a
showcase of poetic sprezzalura } The sonnets of AsUvpbil and Stella

grouped

more frequently by repeated rhetorical devices, counterpointed or connected
stylistically, than by (or in addition to) thematic links. A series of sonnets provides
endless opportunities for stylistic self-display, elegant variation and bravura
repetition, as the resources of an infinitely flexible rhetoric refurbish a stale or
limited theme. The poet is keen to display the copia of his vit, and values manner
over matter. A sonnet sequence vhose principal aim is stylistic innovation and
rhetorical self-display can be kept going as long as the poet's wit can invent new
ways of tricking out old themes, or of demonstrating comic or ironical mismatches
of form and content. Such an understanding of the sequence's poetic motivation is
not incompatible with narrative, dramatic, psychological or

conventional

explanations of why it takes the form it does; but I think it is helpful to begin by
acknowledging the principle of copia.

1 Colin Williamson, "Structure and Syntax in Astrophil and Stella,' Review of Eaglisb Studies
31 (1980). 284.
^ Germaine Warkentin. "Sidney and the Supple Muse: Compositional Procedures in Some
Sonnets of Astrophil aad Stella ' Studies in the Literary Imagination. 15 (1982), 37-48;
Margreu de Grazia. "Lost Potential in Grammar and Nature: Sidney s Astrophil and Stella '
Studies in English Literature 1500-1900, 21 (1981). 21-35.
3 An older model of rhetorical study is exemplified in Lee A. Sonnino. A Handbook to
Sixteenth-Century Rhetoric {UxAixi-. Routledge and Kegan Paul. 1968). Some recent examples
of the theoretical uses of rhetorical analysis are found in Terence Cave. The Cosroacopian Text:
Prohlems of Writing in the French Renaissance (Oxford: Clarendon. 1979) and Victoria Kahn,
Rhetoric, Prudence, and Skepticism in the Renaissance (Ithaca: Cornell Univ. Press, 1985).
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We can nov consider the critical history of some of those other
explanations, beginning with the narrative and dramatic. Thomas Nashe's pithy
and memorable analysis of Astropbil and Stella (in his preface to one of the
unauthorised 1591 Quartos) provides a convenient starting point for our discussion,
since so many critics have been concerned, as Nashe was, to "discover" a three-part
structure in the poem:
let not your surfeted sight, new come from such puppet play, think scorne to
turn aside into this Theater of pleasure, for here you shal find a paper stage
streud with pearle, an artificial heau'n to ouershadow the fair frame, U
cristal wals to encounter your curious eyes, whiles the tragicommody of loue
is performed by starlight. The chiefe Actor here is Melpomene , whose
dusky robes, dipt in the ynke of teares, as yet seeme to drop when I view
them neere, The argument cruell chastitie, the Prologue hope, the Epilogue
dispaire.^

Here already we see a familiar hermeneutical procedure at work: the imposition on
Sidney's poem of a formal construct which passes itself off as a revelation of its
hidden structure, and the derivation from that construct of the poem's allegedly
major themes and controlling conventions, Nashe imposes on Astrophil and Stella
a narrative theme ("argument') in the generic form of drama ("tragicommody",
"prologue", "epilogue"), characterised by that tripartite division into beginning,
middle and end which constitutes form in the Aristotelian and Horatian tradition.
Presumably the term "tragicommody " (in addition to suggesting the genera mixta
which so many critics have indeed identified in Astrophil and Stella ) is meant to
encompass a modal progress from "hope " to "dispaire ", mediated through those
Petrarchan conventions which Nashe rightly indicates to be constitutive of the
poem: the rendering of its subject matter "love" through its "argument " of "cruell
chastitie". The dynamic quality of "hope" propels the sequence forward till it
reaches its deadlock in "dispaire'". More obliquely, but plausibly, Nashe also draws
1 Thomas Nashe, "Preface to Sidney s Astrophei and Stella ' (1391), in The Works of Thomas
Nashe, ed. Ronald B. McKerrow (1905: rpt. Oxford: Blackwell, 1958). III. 329.
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attention to the dramatic nature of Astrophil's performance under the influence of
Stella, who is the condition of that performance, but also removed from it
("performed by starlight"). Nashe's stress on the theatricality of the sonnets and
the histrionics of their hero is a useful counterweight to readings which privilege
their biographical or emotional sincerity.
It was Ringler's edition of 1962 which (although preceded by important
studies like those of Spencer and Young) provided the basis for a critical
revaluation of AsUvphiJ and Stella .1 Ringler tells us authoritatively that "In
AstrophU and Stella, instead of collecting a mere aggregate of sonnets and songs,
[Sidney] arranged them to provide a narrative and psychological progression, and
so produced a sequence that is more dramatic and highly ordered than any other in
the renaissance" (lix). Furthermore," Astropbil and Stella is unified and complete
with a clearly discernible three-part structure, and the textual evidence shows that
the order of the songs and sonnets was determined by Sidney himself (423). In an
important article reviewing attempts made by earlier critics to identify this "threepart structure", and suggesting an alternative of his own, AC. Hamilton again
undertakes to prove that A^ropbil and Stella is "a sonnet sequence, that is . . . one
long poem with a unifying structure" (67). Hamilton offers a cogent summary of
the contradictory and apparently doomed attempts to expose the "self-evident"
structure of the sonnets. It does not stop him, however, from presenting his own
analysis in the same terms. Subsequently, further structural divisions have been
proposed,^ and even critics who don't venture a scheme of their own give the
impression of believing that one is. in Ringler's phrase, "clearly discernible".
Thomas Roche is the most recent critic to propose an el^orate structural

> William A. Ringler, Ttu Poems of Sir PbiUp Sidney {QyX^-. Clarendon, 1962). All
quoutions from Sidney s poetry are taken from this edition and references will be given in the
text.
2 See, for example. Leonora Leet Brodwin. "The Structure of Sidney's AstropbelaodStellM '
Modern Philology, 67 (1969), 25-40 and Andrew D. Weiner, "Structure and Fore Conceit' in
AstrophU *ndSteUa ' Texts Studies in Language andLita^ure, 16(1974), 1-25.
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arrangement for the poem by developing Fowler s numerological analysis.^ The
question of the "structure" of the sonnets has become entangled with arguments
about its "unity" and "completion", features which have come to seem essential in
liberal humanist criticism if the sonnets are to be defended artistically.

Neely's

attempt to find a structure for Sidney's sonnets (which they are said to share with
the work of Dante and Petrarch on the one hand, and with Spenser, Shakespeare
and Milton on the other) offers much valuable evidence and analysis, but is
similarly hampered by its initial formulation of the problem2

Like her

predecessors, Neely assumes that "sonnet sequences" do indeed have a "structure"
which it is the critic's business to identify; and although her conception of this
structure is a sophisticated blend of thematic and rhetorical progression, it still
cannot be made to match Astropbil and Stella

perfectly. What we learn from

surveying rival accounts of the "structure" of AstropbilsuidStella

is that each is

the creation of a critic rather than a feature of the poem, in so far as none is so
self-evident and comprehensive as to take care of all the loose ends and thus
eliminate the possibility of alternative constructions. The obvious conclusion is
that we should be sceptical of any process of interpretation which has as its object
the demonstration of a unique structure in the poem.
Since it has proved difficult to construct a unified story from the
biographical "facts' gleaned from the sequence, critics most commonly read it as a
fictional narrative, thus capitalising on the attractions but avoiding the pitfalls of
the biographical approach. "If that story is not taken as real - Sidney's affair with
Lady Rich - it may be taken as feigned - Astrophel s love for Stella" (63), A.C.
Hamilton tells us, as though those two possibilities were simple alternatives. A
careful sequential reading of the sonnets and songs reveals the rudiments of "plot "

1 Thomas P. Roche,' Astropbil and Stella: A Radical Reading." in Speaser Studies: A
Reoaissance Annual, ed. Patrick Cullen and Thomas P. Roche (Pittsburgh: Univ. of Pittsburgh
Press, 1982). pp. 139-91.
2 Carol Thomas Neely, 'The Structure of English Renaissance Sonnet Sequences." ELH,
(1978), 359-89.
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and "characters":

Astrophil falls slowly but inexorably in love with an

unobtainable woman, who is at first ignorant and then disdainful of his love, but
eventually returns it on condition that they love virtuously.

But the lover's

adoration is characterised increasingly by the pressure of sexual desire, which is
acted out when he steals a kiss and contemplates the rape of his sleeping mistress.
He arranges an assignation, where Stella again resists his attempted seduction;
finally she acknowledges her love for Astrophil. but refuses to enter into a sexual
relationship with him and sends him away. Hereafter the rejected lover celebrates
absence and loss, and lapses into fantasy and infidelity. Having abandoned the
pursuit of Stella, he finds himself nevertheless unable to eradicate his desire for
her. And as he becomes trapped in the role of disappointed lover, the sequence
ends in despair.
What is most notable about such an account, of course, is how much of the
sequence it leaves out. The allegedly unifying principle is weakened by the
inconsistent and problematical nature of the characterisation, and by the scarcity
of plot detail. Alhough a story may well be extractable from the sonnets, their main
purpose is not narrative. The self-contained and intricate form of a sonnet is
designed to detain its readers with an adroitly achieved closure, not propel them
forward to the next one or the one after that. Any interest in the "action" of the
love affair is firmly subordinated to an examination of the lover's feelings, or a
celebration of the beauty and virtue of the lady. Furthermore, it is notable that
what little action there is (the kiss, the lovers' meeting, the parting) is recounted in
the songs, and the sonnets seem to be reserved for meditation on events that are
deliberately kept absent from them: the extended group of baiser sonnets which
celebrate the stolen kiss recounted in Song 2 provides the best example of this
displacement of action. The dramatic or narrative mode of the songs counterpoints
the lyrical mode of the sonnets,
Critical interest in "narrative" gives rise inevitably to analyses of
character ". Critics like Kalstone, Montgomery and Rudinstine have concentrated
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persuasively on the psychology of the lover as Sidney presented it in Astrophil,
vhose emotions are seen as providing the centre of interest in the sequence.^
Astrophil and Stella in this view becomes the expression and exploration of a
complex personality under the pressure of love and struggling with the forms of
language. Along with this goes a renewed interest in the Petrarchan conventions,
which since the work of Richard Young have been recognised as governing the
poem in a self-conscious and sophisticated way 2 Petrarchan poetry operates on a
static relation of lady and lover, the former idealised and unobtainable, the latter
permanently frustrated. The poetry arises from the lover's meditation on his own
state of mind, often projected on to idealised descriptions of the lady; thus the
dominant Petrarchan forms are the blason and the introspective meditation. The
frustration that is the subject of this poetry is realised linguistically by oxymora
generated by the conception of the lady as the tblce nffmicu, source of the lover's
greatest joy and deepest suffering, and structurally by the device of repeating but
not developing a static situation or gesture. There is no interaction between the
lover and his lady;

she remains inaccessible, and the love can never be

consummated but only (painfully) sublimated. In fact, the sole action available to
the lover is the writing of poetry: this operates as a mode of access to the beloved, a
means of celebrating and wooing her, and ultimately an end in itself. Young sees
the Petrarchan tradition as supplying not just the mode of Sidney's sonnet
sequence, but in some sense its subject matter as well. His complex and subtle
discussion of how the poetry relates to inherited conventions is summarised as
follows:
What I have been trying to show is that there is an analogy between the
technical problems presented by the literary convention and the dramatic
1 Robert L. Montgomery. Syauaetry and Sense: ne Poetry of Sir PbUip Sidney (1961; rpt. New
York: Greenwood. 1969): Neil L. Rudenstine. Sidney s Poetic Development
Harvard Univ. Press. 1967).
2 Richard B. Young. 'English Petrarke: A Study of Sidney s Astropbe!andSteli»:

in Three
Studies in ttie Renaissance: Sidney. Jonson, MUton (New Haven: Yale Univ. Press. 1958). pp. 588.
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problems presented by the love story, and that it is not an accidental one.
Sidney has exploited the technical problem, the poetic relation of manner
and matter, as the chief means of presenting the dramatic problem, the
relation of lady and lover. Midway between the two areas is the Janus figure
of the poet-lover looking in both directions: within the dramatic context
toward the lady and beyond it toward the reader. The effect, finally, is to
establish a unity of action incorporating the lover, the poet, and the reader,
all engaged in the process of discovering and defining the relation of
surface and essential, manner and matter. Art and Nature, in which lie both
the dramatic vitality and the poetic merit of AsUvpheJandSleJJa.
(9-10)

Any consideration of the conventions inside which Sidney is operating must
make mention of the Platonic ladder of the senses, which leads from the physical,
sensual world to heavenly perfection. Inside this tradition all sensory experience
is an image of a higher spiritual reality, and the love of an earthly woman will lead
the lover up to God. This Platonic doctrine is present as an important element in the
debate between Reason and Passion which dominates the opening sections of
AstrophHandSteUa.
True, that true Beautie Vertue is indeed,
Whereof this Beautie can be but a shade.
Which elements with mortall mixture breed.
True, that on earth we are but pilgrims made.
And should in soule up to our countrey move:
True, and yet true that I must SteIJa love.

(Sonnet 5)

In both the Petrarchan and Platonic systems love enters through the eyes with the
sight of the lady (see Sonnet 2); in Sonnet 36 Stella further attracts her lover
through the sense of hearing. Sight and hearing are the higher senses, and at this
stage the lover is poised to ascend to heavenly virtue. But for Astrophil, love comes
to be defined increasingly as sexual desire, and the climactic moment of touch (the
stealing of the kiss) begins the descent into physical passion.

Critics who see

Astrophil as an anti-Platonist. seeking the sensual rather than the spiritual
rewards of love, view the sequence (like Sinfield) as "Sidney's dire warning of the
dangers of the overthrow of reason and all Christian values by sexual passion", and
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(like Scanlon) as a "mimesis of sensual love's folly

Roche argues for the poem as

a "fictional device for the analysis of human desire in Christian terms" (142).
All these theories presuppose a separation between Astrophil and Sidney.
The narrative and dramatic readings of the sequence (with a little help from its
title) have encouraged us to view Astrophil and Stella as "characters ", though the
sense in which this label might have meaning is not always clear. Stella, for
example, is barely characterised, certainly not in any individualising

or

psychologising way. Her function as the cruel sonnet mistress precludes such
treatment, and it is in that context that she must be considered. The poetry depends
more on her absence than her presence, and on her generic rather than specific
features; indeed. Stella may be said to be just a function of Astrophil s desire, or (to
put it another way) of the rhetorical needs of the poem at any particular point. She
is a label to be given significance in a number of different ways, at different times,
for local purposes.

She has no coherent unity or identity, except for what is

projected on to her by Astrophil inside the sonnets, or constructed by the reader
outside. NonaFienberg has recently argued for the "emergence " of Stella as the
sequence progresses, and I would certainly agree that she is given a voice in some
of the songs.

Fienberg's arguments are unusual in being based not on

psychological or dramatic notions of character but on feminist theories of women s
silence and speech;
Ultimately. Stella approaches an identity apart from the poetry as a woman
with a husband and household responsibilities. As constrained as she is by
the problems of her social situation, and by law and codes of behavior to
repress her own desires. Sidney only partially and intermittently perceives
her autonomy. While Sidney fails to dramatize a real beloved, involved in a
relationship of mature mutuality, the speaker of Astrophil and StellB does
risk confronting an affective presence, with a poised, articulate voice, in
short, a woman with language.2

J Alan Siofield, "Sidney and Astrophil," Studies to English Litenture 1500-1900, 20 (1980),
27; James J. Scanlon. "Sidney s Astrophil and Stella-. See what it is to Love' Sensuallyl."

Studies in English Litenture 1300-1900, 16 (1976), 66.
2 Nona Fienberg, "The Emergence of Stella in Astrophil and Stella:
Literature 1300-1900, 25 (1985). 7.
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The humanising assumptions and optimistic conclusions here seem to me
unwarranted, since Stella's language remains Sidney's, and is moreover scripted by
the masculinist priorities of the Petrarchan convention and the Elizabethan court,
which provide the double context for AsUvpbil and Stella. Nevertheless, Fienberg
raises some important issues, and I shall argue out my understanding of Stella's role
at greater length in a later section.
Astrophil, on the other hand, is much more plausibly regarded as a created
character. When a distinction is drawn between Astrophil and Sidney, Astrophil is
usually seen as a fictional mask for the poet, a device for getting 'himself' into the
poem. Sometimes he is seen as a character created and exposed by Sidney for his
inadequacies as lover, or poet, or both. Most interestingly, Astrophil is seen as
existing in. or mediating between, both the world of fiction and the world of fact:
Young talks of "the use of biographical allusion to give [the poem] solidity, the use
of the persona to give it dramatic life" (38). As "persona" is a crucial concept in
such interpretations, it is worth considering its significance and provenance. The
term is taken from a New Critical lexicon and used to describe the first-person
speaking voice of a poem. It is a voice whose characteristics are the function, or
effect, of the text it speaks, not of the author of that text; thus, whatever overlap
there may be with the real-life personality or circumstances of the author, the
"persona " is by definition a fictional, created presence. There is always a potential
gap. which may be exploited ironically, between the poet and his persona. But
although fictionality is the prime condition of the persona, its peculiar strength as
a poetic device is that it is only a mask for the poet, whose "real"" face lies
underneath. The use of a persona asserts a relationship, however ambivalent,
between the character in the poem, and the character of the author: it does not
belong totally either to the realm of fiction or of fact, but instead mediates between
the two. Now while it is precisely this combination of biographical allusion and
fictional creation which critics have commented on most often in relation to
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Astrophil, it is arguable that they do so because of the availability of the term
"persona", rather than through any independent understanding of Sidney's poetic
strategies, as opposed to those of Eliot or Pound, for example. Notoriously, critical
perceptions are restricted by the vocabularies available to describe them, and nov
that persona theory has gone out of fashion, there are different ways to express and
therefore understand the relationship between Sidney and Astrophil. In fact we
might say that this is a distinction no longer given much significance in readings
of the poem, but one which had great explanatory power for earlier twentieth-

century critics of AstrophiJandSteJJa.
One of the first to undertake a critical revaluation of Sidney's poetic
achievement in the wake of modernist poetry was Theodore Spencer, who made an
interesting attempt some forty years ago to connect the theory of persona with the
use of convention:
In the sixteenth century this saving loss of personality, this discovery of
self through submission to an "other," could be accomplished to a
considerable extent through convention. Convention is to the poet in an age
of belief what the persona is to the poet in an age of bewilderment. By
submission to either the poet acquires authority.
(267)

Spencer's notion that convention can function as "a persona , an objective corelative, for Sidney's own projected feelings" (267) is discarded when he comes to
Astrophil and Stella , where he believes that "Sidney tries deliberately to put
convention aside, and to speak out for himself" (26S). More recent readings of the
poem have reversed that opinion, but it is still instructive to see the way in which
Spencer endeavours to make Sidney's poetry "readable" in 1945 by adapting it to
currently fashionable theories.

The connection between

"convention" and

"persona" is one that Young is still concerned to demonstrate in 193S. albeit with a
rather different emphasis.

In Young's analysis, Astrophil is a fully-developed

character, controlled by Sidney, whose point of view remains distinct. Critics like
J.G. Nichols believe that the persona is used to emphasise the fictionality of the
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poems, and to highlight a concern with the relationship between poetry and
experience.!

Alan Sinfield provides the fullest treatment so far of Astrophil's

persona, linking Sidney's technique with that of the dramatic monologue:
To stop us taking the speaker as real (Sidney! gives him a name, places him
ethically and shifts him on occasion into the third person; to stop us
immersing ourselves in the fictive world of Astrophil he makes the reader
conscious of the role of the poet and introduces tantali2ing hints of real-life
people. The effect on the reader (and it is usual with dramatic monologue) is
of a divided consciousness. We are impressed, with the full strength of firstperson presentation, by Astrophil and feel drawn into his point of view, but
also are aware that he is a dramatic creation and that there are other
possible, even preferable, perspectives.
(37-38)

Such accounts draw together the narrative, dramatic and conventional
readings by creating a unified narrative (governed by a psychologically plausible
character) which dramatises the conflict between "natural" feeling and its
"conventional" expression.

This conflict is played out on the terrain of the

autonomous text and interpreted in formalist terms, so that both "reader" and
"author" (except in so far as they are understood as functions of the text) are kept
marginal to it. More recent accounts of Astrophil

Bad Stella

foreground in new

ways the significance of both reader and, particularly, author in interpretations of
the poem by offering a variety of contextualist readings.

II
A "biographical problem" - once seen as the key to the poem's meaning,
then as irrelevant and misleading, and recently rehabilitated in a new form - has
dogged criticism of AstropbiJ

And Stella.

Expanding on riddling clues in the poems

themselves, as well as on the more explicit testimony of contemporaries,
nineteenth-century editors and biographers from the time of Grosart (1873) read
Astrophil

and Stella

as a thinly-disguised account of Sir Philip Sidney's love for

1 J.G.Nichols. The Poetry of Sir Pbi/ipSidoey: An Interpretation io the Context of His Life and
Times (Liverpool: Liverpool Univ. Press, 1974),
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Lady Penelope Rich, n^e Devereux. Penelope was the eldest daughter of the first
Earl of Essex, and sister to Robert Devereux, the second Earl and Queen Elizabeth's
doomed favourite. Before his death her father seems to have suggested a marriage
between Penelope and Philip Sidney, who as the heir to his uncles the Earls of
Leicester and Warwick, had "great expectations" of wealth and power.

That

marriage p r o p o ^ came to nothing, and Philip and Penelope are unlikely to have
met before she was presented at court in January 1581; by November of that year
she was married to Robert, third baron Rich. Romantic critics and biographers
have wanted to see the poem as a heartfelt narrative of Sidney's authentic but
hopeless passion for a woman whom he might have married in his youth, but who,
by the time he comes to write the sonnets, is unobtainable because of her marriage
to someone else. The poetry is seen as an extension of Sidney's own life (itself,
ironically, a highly literary creation

and is used to provide further data for a

romantic biography. Such a reading held an obvious appeal for the Victorians,
with their passion for treating all literary characters as though they were real-life
ones (or for reading all texts as though they were nineteenth-century novels) and
for discovering an author's experience and psychology in their work.

The

biographical interpretation remained dominant until it became too much of an
embarrassment for those formalist new critics committed to the doctrine of the
"biographical fallacy".

Stillinger's

important analysis of "The Biographical

Problem of Astrophil and Stellst " combines an old historical thoroughness in
surveying all the available historical evidence with a new critical anxiety about the
legitimacy of such evidence in literary criticism.2 His tactic is to acknowledge the
presence of biographical references in some sonnets, but to argue that these should

• Sec, for example. F.J.Levy. "Philip Sidney Reconsidered." EaghsbLiteraryRetttissance. 2
(1972), 5-18 and Alan Hager. "The Exemplary Mirage: Fabrication of Sir Philip Sidney's
Biographical Image and the Sidney Reader.' ELH. 48 (1981). 1 -16.

2 Jack Stillinger. "The Biographical Problem of AstrophelaadStelJa: JoonuUof Eaglisbaad
Germanic Philology, 59 (1960). 617-39: a more engaged new critical attack on the biographical
fallacy is made by Ephim G. Fogel. "The Mythical Sorrows of Astrophil." in Studies iaiMnguage

and Literature in Honour of Margaret Scblaucb
pp. 133-52.

etal. (Warsaw: PWN. 1966).
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not constrain a reading of the whole sequence. Stillinger links the "biographical
problem ' to "the question of the unity of Astrophel aad Stella - whether all the
sonnets belong together in their present order, and whether all are addressed to
one person" (626), and argues that "in treating the biographical problem of the
sonnets no such unity may be assumed" (62S). His conclusion is that although
Sidney wrote some sonnets to Penelope Devereux, these amount to nothing more
than complimentary verse and do not provide evidence for a love-affair; moreover,
such historical identifications add nothing to the understanding of Sidney's poetry.
In demolishing a biographical reading, then, Stillinger depends upon an
assumption of the non-sequentiality of the sequence: if Penelope Devereux is the
subject of sonnets 24, 33 and 37, it does not follow logically that she is the subject of
all the sonnets, or indeed that 'Stella' refers to the same woman throughout. It is
clear that what is at stake here is not the "evidence' as such, but the use to which it
can be put in literary criticism. Though Stillinger himself does not go on to offer
an interpretation of AstropbilsuidStell», the frequency with which he is cited by
subsequent critics wishing to argue in some way for the fictionality of the poem's
action and characters shows his importance in clearing the ground. Appeals to
"history ' and " biography " conceal a desire for unity: the biographical reading has
been used impose a neat and plausible emotional and narrative consistency on to
the bewildering and often random variety of the sonnets, as well as to authenticate
the emotional force of the poems as "genuine"" or "sincere", the real feelings of a
real man. Stillinger's argument exposes these critical desires and allows them to be
displaced from history to fiction. Until very recently, most criticism of A^rophil
and Stella has been concerned with the poem's "unity" and "sincerity"", qualities
which it has been freed to see as properties of the text rather than its author, and as
satisfied in the lineaments of a fictional, rather than biographical, love story.
Stillinger's own critical position is liberal humanist in its empiricism and
commonsensicalness: he writes with the authority of a plain-speaking, honest
man, who is simply sorting out "fact" from "misapprehension".

One of his
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observations, however, lends itself to appropriation by a more recent mode of
criticism, which I want to move on to consider in some detail.

In considering

alternative explanations (other than a love affair) for the references to Penelope
Devereux, Stillinger suggests that Sidney may have written and sent the poems "as
courtly compliments to Penelope", a theory "supported by the tone of the poems, by
biographical circumstances, and by the fact that the poems were freely circulated
in manuscript" (634). It is well known that the Sidney and Devereux families were
intimate: the Countess of Essex (Penelope s mother) married the Earl of Leicester
(Sidney's uncle) and the Earl of Essex (Penelope's brother) married Sidney's widow
Frances Walsingham.

The two families were social and political allies;

in

bequeathing his best sword to Essex, Sidney seems to have intended him as the heir
to his heroic aspirations and political ambitions, as well as his militant
Protestantism. Given that

Astrophil

and

Stella

encodes a relationship between

Philip and Penelope, it may well be more appropriate to decode it in terms which
are public and social, rather than private and erotic. Sidney can then be seen as
experimenting with a conventional verse form as a mode of entertainment and
compliment to an old family friend. It should be noted, however, that the balance of
most recent criticism seems to favour a "real" love affair; Richard Mc(kiy, for
example, says that "it seems that ISidney] fell in love with the young lady shortly
after her marriage and remained troubled by this adulterous preoccupation until
his death, when he mentioned his concern to an attending chaplain".^ Clearly any
such definite interpretation involves a degree of critical projection, and it seems
preferable to take account of the pressure of real people and real events
undeniably felt at moments in

Astrophil

And S t e l l a ,

without constructing a specific

set of narrative and emotional circumstances. It is important neither to trap the
poem in its biographical context nor to remove it to the realms of pure fiction.

' Richard C, McCoy. Sir Philip Sidney: Rebellion ia Aratdia (Hassocks: Harvester. 1979). pp.
69-70.
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Richard Lanham debunked idealist and aestheticist readings of AstrophJJ
and Stella by arguing that the poem is a "direct bid for sexual favors". ^ His
insistence that Astrophil's love is sexual was less provocative than his belief that
the poem desires a fulfilment outside itself, that its goal or end is sex, not poetry. In
arguing for AstrophilandStellazs

"impure" poetry, Lanham takes his categories

from Kenneth Burke's A Rhetoric of Motives -. "Pure persuasion". Burke tells us,
"involves the saying of something, not for an extra-verbal advantage to be got by
the saying, but because of a satisfaction intrinsic to the saying".2 Lanham believes
that Sidney's sonnets are instrumental, not autonomous, poetry. In contrast, Daniel
Javitch stresses Sidney's spre2zaWra and contends that "one of the principal
though unstated aims of this sonnet-sequence was to rebuke prior Eli2abethan
writers of amatory verse, not solely for the inferior quality of their verse but for
the extra-amatory and extra-literary motives that had prompted it".3

Andrew

Weiner and Alan Sinfield have argued for Sidney's role in the development of a
"Protestant poetics'.^

Louis Adrian Montrose's 1977 study of "Celebration and

Insinuation" argues that the Elizabethan court is the crucial context for
understanding Sidney's literary texts, though he demonstrates this by a discussion
of TbeLadyofMayTz!ih.tt\.\i2SL

Astrophil

and

Stella^

Discussion of Astropbil and Stella over the last few years has taken for
granted the poem's engagement with the context of the Elizabethan court, just as its
engagement with the Petrarchan tradition was acknowledged almost universally in
criticism of the preceding generation. Similarly, the presence of Philip Sidney and
' Richard A. Lanham," Astrophil and Stella,-. Pure and Impure Persuasion," Eagllsb Literary
Renaissance. 2 (197 2), 105.
2 Kenneth Burke, A Rhetoric of Motives (New York: Prentice-Hall, 1950), p. 269.
3 Daniel Javitch, "The Impure Motives of Elizabethan Poetry." Genre, 15 (1982), 233. See also
Javitch s l^tryand
Courtliness in Renaissance England (Princeton: Princeton Univ. Pres,
1978).
^ Weiner, Sir Philip Sidney and the Poetics of Protestantisa: A Study of Contexts
(Minneapolis: Univ. of Minnesota Press, 1978); and Sinfield, Literature in Protestant England
1360-1660 {XjivAoti-. Croom Helm, 1983).
3 Louis Adrian Montrose, "Celebration and Insinuation: Sir Philip Sidney and the Motive of
Elizabethan Courtship," Renaissance Drama. 8 (1977), 3-35.
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Penelope Rich "behind" Astrophil and Stella is no longer in contention, but. as we
have seen, the nature of these engagements and relationships remains a matter of
critical and theoretical dispute. In a recent and influential attempt to retheorise
the relationship between poetic art and historical fact (one of the few that
explicitly tackles the genre of the "sonnet sequence"), Arthur MaroUi argues:
In composing Astrophil and Stella Sidney, no doubt, revealed a certain
literary ambition (on the model of Petrarch s pursuit of poetic rather than
imperial laurel), but. like so many of those who followed his example, he
crafted a sonnet sequence as a form of mediation between socioeconomic or
sociopolitical desires and the constraints of the established order. He was
the first Englishman to use a Petrarchan collection for this purpose. In so
doing, he spoke to some of the central social concerns of an ambitious,
educated elite. Originally, however, he wrote for a coterie audience aware of
his own social, economic, and political circumstances, a readership,
therefore, able to appreciate a subtly ironic interplay of text and context. 1

Marotti is not concerned to find individual biographical or historical references in
the poems, but to establish a theory of reading that "presupposes an
interpenetration of poetic text and biographical and social context" (400). For him,
Astrophil and Stella is not primarily a love poem, but one that uses the tropes of
Petrarchan love to express the desires, ambitions and frustrations of worldly
courtiers. The "biographical problem" has here become a more extended and
theorised notion of "context"; the poem is no longer an autonomous artefact, but
interpretable only in relation to the context that produced it and the contexts in
which it is read. Formalist concerns with "unity" and "structure" cea^ to receive
much attention. The generalisations and totalisations entailed by Marotti's sense of
context, however, present problems for his reading, as does his almost unexamined
substitution of "politics" for "love", as though the two terms were identical and
interchangeable.

Gary Waller argues that the poem is "more open-ended in

meaning than much traditional AstrophilaodStella

criticism, whether historicist

^ Arthur P. Marotti, " Love Is Not Love': Elizabethan Sonnet Sequences and the Social Order,"
49 (1982). 399.
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or New Critical in orientation, has allowed

He sees Sidney's poem as a Barthesian

"open text", stressing "the inventive role of the spectator or reader who becomes an
actor, a producer of the work's meanings" (30). Although Waller acknowledges the
importance of "socio-cultural matrix", he does not define this in any specific way,
and I find his argument unconvincing in its generalities. I think we need to define
the poem's "open-endedness " with more historical precision and theoretical rigor,
and less reliance on a dehistoricised concept of "the reader".
Richard McCoy s 1979 study of Sir Philip Sidney: Rebellion in Arcadia may
be seen to initiate a renewed interest in the way that Sidney's literary texts engage
with Elizabethan politics. McCoy discusses the two texts of the Arcadia, as well as
AstropbiJsutdStella, and argues that 'all three works pose a series of deliberately
sharpened conflicts between obedient submission to authority and the recalcitrant
urges of desire, conflicts that Sidney never subdues or resolves' (ix). McCoy tackles
directly the relationship between "literature' and "life', arguing that the conflicts
between Sidney's self-image as active Protestant hero and his failure at Elizabeth's
court are the very issues Sidney wrestles with in his literary texts. He interprets
these conflicts in a larger historical context, and identifies them in shorthand as
the contradiction between the self assertion of individual desire and the submission
to sovereign authority. Writing is not an escape into an autonomous sphere of art
from the pressures of contemporary reality, but another space in which the same
problems of thought and action can be addressed:
The conflicts of the period prove as intractable for him in literature as they
do in life, and his ambivalence and uncertainty prevent him from following
his ideas through to any conclusion. Each of Sidney's works reveals some
problem of development and closure. Although most readers have been
sensitive to these problems, few critics have understood their origins in
Sidney's life. I plan to show clearer links between his life and the
ambiguous patterns of his fiction. The confused and elliptical ending of the
Old Arcadia reflects a mixture of sympathy, guilt, and defiance that Sidney
could not fully articulate. The unsuccessful heroics of the revision reveal
his doubts about autonomy. His sonnets treat the conflict of deference and
2 Gary F. Waller. "Acts of Reading: The Production of Meaning in

Studies in ttieLiterary Im^ioatim, 15 (1982). 33.
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desire with more control and assurance, but he never achieves a solution to
the problem.
(10)

McCoy insists on including Astrophil and Stella in the pattern of his analysis of
Sidney, but as the tone of the above comment suggests, he is uneasy about how well
it fits. His book is much more assured in its treatment of the Arcadia, and so his
careful and detailed reading of Astropbil and Stella ends by underestimating the
poem's open engagement with its context, and falls back on privileging its formal
control:
The sequence is a triumph of courtly wit and sprezzatura that can
accommodate the tensions of sexual politics. Conflict is internalized and
reduced to purely romantic concerns, and less is finally at stake. . . . In
Astrophil and Stella , contradiction and frustration are more readily
accepted, and wit maintains its extraordinary composure and control.
(109)

Later critics have readjusted these conclusions, though none of them extends their
discussion to include the issue of closure. Marotti, as we have seen, introduces
"genre" as an element of analysis, and politicises the form rather than just the
content of the "sonnet sequence". In a thorough-going analysis of "The Politics of
Astrophil and Stella ", Ann Jones and Peter Stallybrass undo that very opposition
between "public" and "private" which allows the poem to be sealed off from its
social context. They are concerned to "trace out the relations between public'
courtiership and 'private' courtship as they are established within the fiction of
Sidney's sequence" and to "examine the ways in which such poetry could function
as a complex displacement of the ideological pressures of the court

In the

process they extend considerably our understanding of what "sexual politics"
entails in both its textual and courtly manifestations. Patricia Fumerton's study of
Elizabethan miniatures and sonnets provides a different reading of the encoding of

1 Ann Rosalind Jones and Peter Sullybrass, "The Politics of

Eog/isb Literature 1300-1900, 24 (1984). 54.
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private" meanings in the "public" forms of court art.l Clark Hulse argues "that the
historical audience, the ideal reader, and the principal reader described within the
poems are all one person. Penelope Devereux Rich" .2 In its stress on the authority
of Stella in the sequence, its absolute identification of Stella as the historical
Penelope Rich, and its beUef that the love between Astrophil and Stella is sexually
consummated,3 Hulse's reading seems deliberately provocative, but to my mind
confusingly and inadequately argued.

Like Fienberg, Hulse is also excessively

optimistic in the power and agency that he attributes to Stella, and this is because
he misreads the significance of Petrarchan conventions in the sequence.

In the

most recent account of the political significance of Sidney's writings. Maureen
Quilligan argues that in Astrophil Bad Stella the poet develops a Petrarchan love
story around the figure of a historically real and identifiable woman, and thus
develops a "strategy of self-abasement" to gain mastery "not merely of his text, but
of his inferior social situation" ^
Any adequate account of the politics of Astrophil and Stella must engage
with the politics of Petrarchan poetry at the Elizabethan court.

In practice, most

existing criticism either keeps the poem sealed off as a work of art, or interprets it

' Patricia Fumerton, " Secret Arts: Elizabethan Miniatures and Sonnets." Represeotations, No.
15 (1986). pp. 57-97.
2 Clark Hulse, "Stella s Wit: Penelope Rich as Reader of Sidney s Sonnets." in Rewritingttie
Reoaissioce: The Discourses of SextuUDifference io Eariy Modem Europe, ed. Margaret W.
Ferguson, Maureen Quilligan and Nancy J. Vickers (Chicago: Univ. of Chicago Press. 1986). p.
273.
3 Hulse argues (presumably following McCoy, pp. 99-100) that the final stanza of the Fourth
Song is "as clear a statement of consummation as we can exp»;t from a diplomatic poet. As an
enigma this is not a difficult one to penetrate: it provides just the right degree of ambiguity and
deniability" (283). I remain unconvinced by this reading and suspicious of its masculinist
metaphors; indeed it seems to depend upon a confusion of those literal and metaphoric levels of
Sidney s text which are manipulated against Stella, to make her 'say' what she does not 'mean":
which is to argue, pace Hulse. that she has no agency, and no independent language, here.
Clearly my own reading depends upon the non-consummation of Astrophil's desire, a reading
which is justified by a consideration of the dynamics of the unfolding Petrarchan sequence.
Neither McCoy nor Hulse can make much of their "radical" reading of the Fourth Song in their
subsequent discussions: both admit that it does not change the "end" of the affair.
Maureen Quilligan. "Sidney and His Queen." in The Historical Renaissance: New Essays on
Tudor and Stvart Literature and Culture, ed. Heather Dubrow and Richard Strier (Chicago:
Univ. of Chicago Press. 1988). p. 171. Quilligan's article appeared too late for me to engage with
it in detail io this chapter.
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directly in terms of real people and events. The politics of generic transformation
is an issue only recently beginning to be theorised in literary criticism. AstrophiJ
and Stella, because of its place as the first Petrarchan sequence in English and as
the inaugurator of a cra2e for sonneteering over the next decade or so, is a prime
example of this process. Sidney wrote the sequence at a time of deadlock in his
political career, when it seemed certain that he was to be given no significant
employment by Eli2abeth and when the militant Protestant ideals he represented
were losing ground at court. It was also written shortly after the marriage of
Penelope Devereux with whom Sidney may or may not have been in love. He chose
to adopt a mode of poetry which engaged directly with desire and its frustration by
employing the fiction of a love affair, but which was nevertheless understood to
signify other types of desire, especially political ambition.

The dynamics of

Petrarchism are particularly appropriate as a form of compen^on for loss of
initiative or agency in the real world: in the act of writing the poet recovers
symbolically the power he has lost to the woman he loves or the monarch he serves.
The equation between beloved woman and queen (between the sexual and political
spheres) is made through the figure of the disempowered male: it is the structural
relations, not any historical identifications, that are important here. Sidney, then,
seeks satisfaction in the Petrarchan mode because it empowers the writing subject
in a situation where he appears to be at a disadvantage. Furthermore, it holds out
the possibility of transcending mutable human desire in the unchanging form of
poetic fame. For reasons that combine the poetic (Sidney's imitation of Petrarch),
the psychosexual (Sidney's unsublimated desire for Penelope Rich or some other
woman) and the political (Elizabeth's frustration of Sidney's ambition), Sidney's
sequence never achieves Petrarchan transcendence, but remains open to the
demands of desire. Astrophil and Stella is incomplete precisely because it is
neither a fully achieved Petrarchan sequence nor a biographical po^aed clef, but
a symbolic structure that in mediating between the demands of "art" and "life"
continues to seek its satisfactions in action. The final section of this chapter.
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therefore, will address the politics of Astropbil and Stella through a consideration
of its reinvention of Petrarchan form.

Ill
AstrophJl and Stella manipulates a continuous parallel between the act of
writing poetry and the act of making love. This is announced from the beginning,
in the programmatic first sonnet which can be seen to establish many of the
themes of the entire sequence, as well as adumbrating many of its rhetorical
techniques.

Perhaps the most obvious thing about the poem is its formal

organisation: it uses an alexandrine line, and the Italian division by rhyme into
octave and sestet. It features a marked interplay between semantic, syntactic and
rhythmic units: the most obvious example is the sharp reversal in the final line of
the import of the preceding thirteen, a strategy that provides a strong thematic
closure for the sonnet. The device is not allowed to destroy the unity of the poem,
however, because the last two lines are linked by rhyme to form a couplet and the
final three lines form a syntactic unit. This triplet is then linked by parallelism
and contrast to the first three lines of the sestet, and then by similar methods back
to the octave. The injunction of the final line - "Looke in thy heart and write solves the dual problem presented to us in the opening line: "Loving in truth, and
faine in verse my love to show". The poem thus presents a neatly rounded and
concluded narrative movement. The lines are predominantly end-stopped, but the
complex subordination of clauses functions as a series of enjambements. There is
variation in the placement of the caesura, so that the normal balance between halflines is occasionally disrupted by strong pauses at the beginning or end of lines,
The most notable rhetorical features are the use of cumulative repetition (climax or
gradatio in the first quatrain), and the dominant personification in the sestet.
The poem rehearses an ancient argument about the source of poetic
inspiration, and (as the opening poem of a Petrarchan sequence) explicitly
addresses the issue of imitation.

Sidney's Apology for IHwtiy dramatises the
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conflict between idealist notions of imitation (in which the poet delivers a golden
world, such as never was in nature, from his own imagination) and Aristotelian
theories (in which the object of imitation is the visible actions of men and the
physical forms of the natural world). But the form of mimesis most familiar to
Renaissance humanists was the textual imitation of classical writers, that project in
which Sidney is himself engaged in his writing of a Petrarchan sequence. In this
sonnet he rejects the notion of mimesis as the barren imitation of other writers
and the use of false ornaments in favour of "invention", which seems to be
understood initially as the finding of subject matter for poetry in the poet's own
experience.

But as the poem itself demonstrates, such experience is already

textualised: what the poet finds in his heart is the image of "Stella", whose meaning
can be unfolded only via the convention of the sonnet mistress; only indirectly or
symbolically can it be made to denote any "real" woman. Imitation is inescapably a
matter of words and the forms of language. Petrarch's resolution of the conflict
between feeling and expression (or between the object and the process of imitation)
is to discover that they are the same thing: the beloved woman Laura is also the
laurel, the sign of poetic fame. Sidney's inability to imitate this resolution, which I
want to discuss shortly, constitutes the ongoing debate conducted in the sequence
and accounts for its in completion.
Sonnet 1, then, argues that poetry uses conventional forms for "the
expression of personal feeling for the purposes of rhetorical persuasion

Such a

formulation provides the crucial link between the two roles of the speaker, as lover
and poet. It also establishes the function of the poem as a persuasion to love: by
expressing his love in verse, the poet hopes to obtain 'grace' from his lady. The
focus of the poetry is on the lover, who is presented to us dramatically, through his
own speaking voice. The narrative of the poem is structured by the lover's actions
or desires, and its dramatic quality consists in the creation of his personality. What

1 Rudenstine, p. 200.
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we should further notice here is how the personal dramatic impulse is controlled by
the rhetorical form so that the use of the sonnet structure to control the impact of
its final line, the call for the direct expression of emotion, creates another
paradigm for the relationship between the speaker as poet and as lover. The poet
exists only as lover, since his own emotions are the subject of his verse and its
object is to win the lady; equally, the lover exists only as poet, since writing is (as
yet) his only mode of access to his beloved.
The problematic nature of the feminine, "the deare She", is another concern
of this sonnet. She is the poem's object, its goal, but she remains forever outside it.
Her surrogate is the female Muse who "inspires" the poem, as Stella is said to do later
ones, but who (as the circuitous pronouns in "said my Muse to me" suggest) is really
an objectification of the poet himself. In castigating him she reveals the perfect
subject of his poem, and incidentally provides its perfect closure. Some of this
anxiety about the feminine is also found in the curious appropriation of the trope
of childbirth in the final sestet. Symbolically the male poet takes over the female
creative role which of course he can never perform in that "natural" world which
remains so frustratingly beyond the power of his language. Insistently though
unsurprisingly the object of desire is feminine and tantalisingly out of reach.
Sonnet 2 takes up the conventional topic of the speaker's fall into love. Its
most arresting feature is its denial of the Petrarchan convention of "love at first
sight": "Not at first sight", it insists, "nor with a dribbed shot / Love gave the
wound". The negative mode established in the opening line continues, as the verse
enacts the gradual, unwilling process of this innBmoramento .
Not at first sight, nor with a dribbed shot
Love gave the wound, which while L breathe will bleed:
But knowne worth did in mine of time proceed.
Till by degrees it had full conquest got.
I saw and liked, I liked but loved not,
I loved, but straight did not what Love decreed:
At length to Love 's decrees, I forc'd, agreed.
Yet with repining at so partiall lot.
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We note here the hesitations, inversions and qualifications, which bring continual
interruptions to the flow of the lines.

The tone is one of discrimination or

judgment, rather than emotion. Ve should also note how the rhetorical technique
which structures these lines repeats the gradatio of Sonnet 1. the process of his
fall into love replicates rhetorically the process by which he hopes to get Stella to
return his love. The complementarity of the two actions is stressed by the matching
rhetorical devices used to express them.
The sestet makes clear the cost of this process, largely by showing the literal
force of the metaphors of falling in love and becoming a slave to passion. The
lover suffers a complete loss of liberty:
Now even that footstep of lost libertie
Is gone, and now like slave-borne Muscovite,
I call it praise to suffer Tyrannie;
And now employ the remnant of my wit.
To make myself beleeve, that all is well.
While with a feeling skill I paint my hell.

The more confident rhythms here indicate his capitulation to love and his
acceptance of the conditions of his enthralment - the reluctance is gone though
none of the pain is lessened. Paradox, the dominant trope of Petrarchism, becomes
the most suitable way of expressing the contradictions of the lover's emotional
experience. The services of the poet's skill are employed along with the intensity of
his feelings to transmute the "hell" of his love into a finely wrought poem.
Sonnet 1, then, announces itself programmatically as a persuasion to love
and sets up an intimate connection between the speaker as poet and as lover. The
second sonnet develops this thematic link, as well as establishing the possibility of
sequentiality by its echoing of rhetorical structures from Sonnet 1; that is, the
parallel between writing and loving is underlined rhetorically by the parallel
construction of Sonnets 1 and 2.

It further becomes clear that it is only the

frustration of the poet's love which will keep the poem going. Consummation (the
successful climax of the love affair) would remove the need for any further poetry
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writing and thus close down the poem; unrequited love, paradoxically, is always a
far more fruitful subject for poetry,

So frustration fuels the poem but cannot

terminate it: the event that would achieve that belongs to the realm of experience,
not art. Astrophil writes his sonnets not simply to persuade Stella to return his
love, but as a surrogate for the act of loving itself.
The metaphoric equation of writing with loving, and its implications for the
form of the sequence, demand further attention here. The Petrarchan convention
Astrophil adopts forces a certain decorum on him, and provides him with a readymade vocabulary of wooing. Key-words like "pity" and "grace" already bear a
metaphorical weight and need to be translated: the "grace" that Astrophil desires is
the sexual favours of his lady. Astrophil shows his awareness of the duality of the
Petrarchan language he is forced to adopt in Sonnet 2: "I call it praise to suffer
Tyrannie", he says, in a fully self-conscious acceptance of Petrarchan diction, with
its static oxymora and futilely repeated gestures. Astrophil is trying on the role of
the Petrarchan lover; similarly, as poet, he is exploring how far those conventions
can take him in articulating his emotions. But this does not mean that he accepts
the linguistic substitution (of "grace" for "sex", of poem for lady) as satisfactory: it
remains a substitution, a means rather than an end in itself. I want to try the
experiment of keeping the poem open by arguing that its dominant concern is with
loving or "doing". AstrophJIajtdStell»

therefore remains unfinished because the

desire it explores remains (at the physical as well as at the symbolic level)
unsatisfied.

I want to approach this issue through an exploration of Petrarch's attitudes
to love, in order to decide how far these are accepted and how far modified in
Sidney's poetry. I have already noted the use of oxymoron in the vocabulary of the
Petrarchan lover, and discussed a couple of examples which Astrophil adopts,
unwillingly but wittingly, at the beginning of the sequence. In Sonnet 60 he says:
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Now I, wit-beaten long by hardest Fate,
So dull am, that I cannot looke into
The ground of this fierce Love and lovely hate;
Then some good body tell me how I do,
Whose presence, absence, absence presence is:
Blist in my curse, and cursed in my blisse.

Those paradoxes - of love and hate, presence and absence, bliss and curse - define
the area of experience which the Petrarchan convention investigates. It is the
transforming power of love which allows a mediation between the opposed terms of
the basic Petrarchan paradox:

the impasse between the lady's cruelty (the

Petrarchan way of talking about her chastity) and the lover s desire. In Sonnet 37
the lady's voice "so sweets my paines, that my paines me rejoyce "; in 44, again
through the agency of song, "the sobs of mine annoyes / Are metamorphosed
straight to tunes of joyes".

The juxtaposition through rhyme of 'joyes'" and

"annoyes" occurs many times in the sequence, as the sign of the metamorphic
power of love and its control over the lover's emotions. For Petrarch, the act of
falling in love is a fragmentation of his personality, an emotional dispersal under
the pressure of desire. This experience is expressed in fragments of verse or
"scattered rhymes":
You who hear in scattered rhymes the sound of those sighs with which I
nourished my heart during my first youthful error, when I was in part
another man from what I am now.l

Here, at the opening of the Canzoniere . is announced the theme of the
transformation of the self under the power of love: the lover is fragmented across
time (separated from his past self), as well as being torn with conflicting emotions
(vain hopes and vain sorrows). This psychological experience of fragmentation is
from the beginning linked to the formal structure of the poems that describe it.

I Petrarch's Lyric Poems: The Rime sparse and Other Lyrics, trans, and ed. Robert M. Durling
(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard Univ. Press, 1976), p. 36. All quotations are taken from this
edition and page numbers vill be given in the text.
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suggesting hov closely connected the making of verse is to the making of the self.
Burling discusses the connection in these terms:
This is the point of Petrarch's tiUe for his collection. Rerum wJgarium
frsigmenu (Fragments of vernacular poetry), for which the Italian is given
in the first poem: "rime sparse" (scattered rhymes). This may well be the
first use of the term fragment to describe a kind of work of art . . . For
Petrarch the term expresses the intensely self-critical awareness that all
integration of selves and texts is relative, temporary, threatened. They flow
into multiplicity at the touch of time, their inconsistencies juxtaposed as the
successive traces of a subject who dissolves and leaves only words behind.^

The idea that the Rime sparse exists in the dialectic between a scattering and an
integration of both personality and poem is central to recent critical discussions of
the poem. Paradoxically, it is fragmentation which establishes the connection
between poem and ^If; metamorphosis is the mode which expresses and orders this
process. Again, Durling sums up its function in Petrarch:
Metamorphosis is, then, a dominant idea in the Rime sparse , It is
seen in the psychological instability of the lover, the ontological
insufficiency of human nature, in time, in death. It is an idea that
governs the relation of the poems to their sources or to the broader
tradition: they transform it. It governs the relation of the individual
poems, themes, motifs, forms, even individual words, to each other.
Ovid is omnipresent.
(26-27)

The extraordinary variety of the functions which Durling brings together here is
an index of the usefulness of this concept in mediating between theme and form,
poem and source, unit and whole. Its dominant value is in the expression of the
multiple changes of the self under the transforming power of love. But ever since
Ovid, metamorphosis has been not only a psychological but also a literary concept.
This is why it is particularly useful in defining the relationship of later versions of
Petrarchism to their predecessors, and even more importantly in understanding
how the effect of sequence is created as one poem in a series transforms into the

1 Introduction to Durling s edition of Petrarch, p. 26.
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next, In its most general aspect, metamorphosis reflects the change of human,
mutable, temporal experience into the eternal.

The final form of Petrarch's

"scattered rhymes" is achieved only when human experience is seen from a divine
perspective, and the fragments of the self are gathered together into the eternal
Book of God.
Petrarch's dominant myth for the changing of the self under the force of
love is the myth of Actaeon. His story is recounted by Ovid in Metamorphoses III.
he is the hunter vho inadvertently glimpses the naked Diana bathing, and is
punished by being transformed into a stag who is then torn to pieces by his own
hounds. In Canzone 23 Petrarch uses a series of stories from Ovid - Apollo and
Daphne, Phaeton and Cygnus, Battus and Mercury, Byblis, Echo - to describe the
process of failing in love as a series of metamorphic transformations of the self.
The culminating instance is the story of Actaeon:
I followed so far my desire that one day, hunting as I was wont, I went forth,
and that lovely cruel wild creature was in a spring naked when the sun
burned most strongly. I, who am not appeased by any other sight, stood to
gaze on her, whence she felt shame and, to take revenge or to hide herself,
sprinkled water in my face with her hand. I shall speak the truth, perhaps
it will appear a lie, for I felt myself drawn from my own image and into a
solitary wandering stag from wood to wood quickly I am transformed and
still I flee the belling of my hounds.
(66)

The story of Actaeon and Diana is one of the most complicated and richly
interpreted of all the Ovidian myths. In the Petrarchan tradition, according to
Barkan, it 'becomes primarily a vehicle for dramatizing the internal psychology of
love '.^

Its principal value is as an illustration of the fracturing of personal

identity when faced with a glimpse of the divinity, goddess and woman. At the sight
of the naked female body, the lover is fragmented by his desire and drawn from his

I Leonard Barkan, "Diana and Actaeon: The Myth as Synthesis," Eoglisb Literary Renaissance,
10 (1980), p. 33S. See also the fflore extended treatments of Ovid and metafflorphosis and
Renaissance poetry in Barkan, The Gods Made Flesh: Metamrphosis and tbe Pursuit of Paganism
(New Haven: Yale Univ. Press, 1986).
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own human image to the alien bestial image of a stag. Thus, the moment of direct
knowledge of his beloved is simultaneously the moment of loss of human identity.
In Ovid's version, the psychological dispersal is rendered literal when the stag is
torn to pieces by Actaeon's own hounds. This actual dismemberment is suspended in
Petrarch's poem, which is recounted in the present moment between the
psychological transformation and the physical dismembering. It is this that allows
the poet to 'speak the truth", despite Diana / Laura s intention to silence him. The
poetry is created in the timeless moment between the lover's first sight of his
beloved, and his final destruction by the hounds of his own passion. It is that
passion, and the knowledge of imminent death, which fuels the poem. The pairing
of Diana and Actaeon is a further significant feature of the story: both are hunters,
and both victims of the hunt (with the commonplace pun on "venery"). Actaeon's
knowledge of Diana is an inverted self-knowledge;

Diana preserves herself

inviolate by sacrificing Actaeon's body. It is the reversal of this strategy that
ensures the poet's triumph in his appropriation of the myth to explore the
psychology of love. Here is Nancy Vickers' account of the process:
This fated meeting, this instant of midday recognition, is one of fascination
and repulsion: it is a confrontation with difference where similarity might
have been desired or even expected. It is a glance into a mirror - witness
the repeated pairing of this myth with that of Narcissus {Metamorphoses 3.
344-510) - that produces an unlike and deeply threatening image . . ,
Woman's body, albeit divine, is displayed to Actaeon, and his body, as a
consequence, is literally taken apart. Petrarch's Actaeon. having read his
Ovid, realizes what will ensue: his response to the threat of imminent
dismemberment is the neutralization, through descriptive dismemberment,
of the threat. He transforms the visible totality into scattered words, the
body into signs: his description, at one remove f^rom his experience, safely
permits and perpetuates his fascination. ^

This account of the process whereby physical or psychic fragmentation is
transformed symbolically into art, and its perception of the gendering of the power

' Nancy J. Vickers. "Diana Described: Scattered Woman and Scattered Rhyme."

273.

Critic^
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relationship involved in that transformation, will be tested for its relevance to
Sidney s Petrarchan sequence in the following reading of AstrophilsuidStella.

In Sonnet 6 Astrophil explicitly rejects the mythological mode of poetry
writing ("Some one his song in Jove, and Jove's strange tales attires, / Broadred
with buls and swans, powdred with golden raine') in favour of direct expression of
his love for Stella ("When trembling voice brings forth that I do Stella love"). This
is merely one in a long series of naive claims to "originality", as Sidney emphasises
his own Petrarchan ambitions by comically allowing Astrophil to disclaim the
imitative mode;
Some do I heare of Poets' furie tell,
But (God wot) wot not what they meane by it:
And this I sweare by blackest brooke of hell,
I am no pick-purse of another's wit.

(Sonnet 74)

Although it is difficult to maintain a consistent separation between Sidney and
Astrophil (as the persona critics would have us do), poems such as this one allow us
to see Astrophil as a function of the conventions he derides. By making Astrophil a
caricatured Petrarchan lover, Sidney reveals that he is not the true Petrarchan
poet, and thus effects a separation between roles that are inextricably linked for
Petrarch. This divergence from his source (itself of course a fragmentation) is one
sign of Sidney's dialectical imitation.^
Astrophil's fall into love involves a dislocation of his personality and a
dispersal of his emotional faculties. One of the myths which he makes use of is the
traditional personification of love as Cupid. A number of early sonnets (e.g. 8, 11,
12.17,20) are variations on this commonplace theme. Cupid is the personification
of Astrophil's love, but the force of the device is to effect a separation between the

I For adiscussioD of "dialectical imitation" as a response to the "radical incompleteness" of
the humanist project, see Greene, pp. 43-48.
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lover and his love, so as to make it an independent emotion over vhich he has no
rational control. The adoption of this particular mythological mode thus has
important psychological value.

It allows the human body to be seen as the

battlefield for conflicting emotions or faculties, and it stresses the division rather
than the integration of the body and the psyche. The heart is the traditional seat of
Reason, but once it falls victim to Cupid it is given over to Passion: the debate
betveen Reason and Passion inside the lover's body is one important theme of the
first part of Astropbil and Stella (e.g. 10, 14, 18). This self-division is the major
form of fracture. Next in importance is the lover's separation from the outside
world, firstly as seen in his divorce from his friends and his loss of social identity.
The debate between the lover and his own reason is extended externally in poems
where his friends assume the role of conscience and berate him for neglecting his
public duties (14,21,23). A number of well-known sonnets show Astrophil engaged
in performing some social duty but totally distracted by his concentration on his
love.

Sonnet 30 lists a series of contemporary issues whose importance is

outweighed, in his reversed scale of values, by his thoughts of Stella:
These questions busie wits to me do frame;
I, cumbred with good manners answer do.
But know not how, for still I thinke of you.

Sonnet 41 ascribes his skill in the tournament solely to the power of Stella's glance
as she looks on from the sidelines; in contrast, her presence in Sonnet 53 is totally
disabling. These sonnets repeat the familiar pattern of setting up an elaborate
argument in favour of Virtue or Reason or Social Responsibility which is then
overturned in the concluding triplet or couplet or line by a dramatically forceful or
poignant appeal to emotion. In this way the structure of the sonnet reinforces its
expressive or persuasive power.
One of the most significant dislocations which love effects is that between
the lover and the natural world he inhabits.

The traditional microcosmic
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relationship between the body of man and the body of the world is disrupted, as the
lover sees in his environment not the signs of his harmonious connection with the
cosmos, but a distorted reflection of his own emotional turmoil. Leonard Barkan
suggests that in Petrarchan love poetry:
The poet sets his passionate desire over against his drive to experience or to
understand the cosmos around him. These latter moral and spiritual drives
are forever distorted and subverted by the drives of love, and poetic
expression of this distortion is often a metamorphosis of the world into the
lady.l

When the lover is able to see the outside world only in terms of his own emotions or
desires, it becomes a subjective rather than objective reality. This is the process
that is enacted in the famous Sonnet 31:
With how sad steps, 6 Moone, thou climbs't the skies.
How silently, and with how wanne a face.
What, may it be that even in heav'nly place
That busie archer his sharpe arrowes tries?
Sure, if that long with Lore acquainted eyes
Can judge of I^re, thou feel'st a Lover's case;
I reade it in thy lookes, thy languisht grace.
To me that feele the like, thy state descries.

There are many examples of the insistent metaphoric dispersal of the lover's
faculties in Astrophil and Stella. it is a device which achieves through variation
and repetition the status of a psychological characterisation. The most basic form is
the "bate between my will and wit ' (4) which structures the first group of sonnets.
In Sonnet 33, a lost opportunity for seeing Stella brings on bitter self
recriminations:
Hart rent thy selfe, thou doest thy selfe but right,
No lovely Paris made thy ffellen his.
No force, no fraud, robd thee of thy delight,
Nor Fortune of thy fortune author is:
But to my selfe my selfe did give the blowe.
1
Ji/atures
Press, 1975). p. 175.

Wort of Art: The Human ^ y as Image of the World

^vi^tv. Yale Univ.
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Sonnet 34 is structured as a dialogue, self arguing with self.

In 47. bodily

fragmentation becomes a reality under the pover of Stella's presence: "0 me, that
eye / Doth make my heart give to my tongue the lie. " A similar splintering
enumeration occurs in 65 ("Mine eyes, my light, my heart, my life, alas") in the
context of the poet's address to his own personified love. Sonnet 82 evokes the story
of Narcissus, the paradigm of split identity, in characterising the lover as "full of
desire, emptie of wit ". By Sonnet 94, when the impetus of the sequence is wearing
down, the poet is apostrophising his grief rather than his love, but the technique of
separation is still operating:
Griefe find the words, for thou hast made my braine
So darke with misty vapors, which arise
From out thy heavy mould, that inbent eyes
Can scarce discerne the shape of mine owne paine.

Sonnet 45 is an interesting case because it concerns the fabrication of a literary
identity in a wry or mocking attempt to move Stella, who has not shown herself
much impressed by Astrophil's sincere protestations of love. The joke here is on
Astrophil, who is indeed a "tale ", a literary fabrication, and not the real-life lover
he thinks he is. He shows himself willing to undergo the ultimate fragmentation,
the complete separation from himself - "I am not I"" - which in his view tragic love
demands. At the same time the poet's insinuation of one of the sequence's most
notorious sexual puns ("pitie the tale of me ") exposes the true level of Astrophil's
desires. A comic twist to the motif comes in those poems where Astrophil jests with
complete loss of human identity by fantasising himself as metamorphosed into a
horse (49) ridden by love, or the dog (59) or sparrow (83) on whom Stella bestows
intimate favours.
Sonnets 71 and 72 provide the climax of the debate between Wit and Will. In
71 Astrophil acknowledges the rational view of the relationship between Beauty,
Virtue and Love, and the operation of the Platonic scale in which "beautie drawes
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the heart to love" and "Vertue bends that love to good", only to conclude with one of
the most effective dramatic reversals in the whole collection: "But ah'. Desire still
cries, give me some food."

This objectification of Desire as a stark physical

presence whose demands - although contrary to all the other motions of the lover s
mind and soul - will not be stilled is developed in a more poignant and emotionally
compelling mood in Sonnet 72:
Desire, though thou my old companion art.
And oft so clings to my pure Love, that I
One from the other scarcely can descrie.
While each doth blow the fier of my hart;
Now from thy fellowship I needs must part,
Feni/s is taught with Dian's wings to flie:
I must no more in thy sweet passions lie;
VerUie'sgold now must head my Cupid's dart.
Service and Honor, wonder with delight.
Fear to offend, will worthie to appeare.
Care shining in mine eyes, faith in my sprite.
These things are left me by my only Deare;
But thou Desire, because thou wouldst have all,
Now banisht art. but yet alas how shall?

This sonnet begins as a farewell to Desire, clearly distinguished and yet inseparable
from the speaker's "pure love'.

The lover believes that by identifying and

separating his Desire he can eliminate it, but as the debate with himself develops he
falls into the familiar habit of enumerating qualities - service, Honor, wonder,
Feare. will. care, faith - and lapses into fragmentation. Desire could reunify him.
because it 'wouldst have all", but for that very reason it is banished. The emotional
reversal comes this time in a simple half-line - "but yet alas how shall?" - that is
eloquent of Astrophil's inescapable dilemma. He is doomed to fragmentation by a
Desire that he is unable either to satisfy or to eradicate. This conflict, and the
tension between unity and fragmentation which it establishes, is central to the
main concerns of

AstrophilandStelU.

In contrast to the lover's fragmentation, and as the cause of it. stands the
lady's inviolate unity.

It is his knowledge of the correspondence between her
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beauty and her virtue that torments the lover and fragments him in the endless
battle between his Wit and Will. In order to reattain his ovn unity the lover must
devise some strategy for fragmenting the lady: in the Petrarchan tradition this is
achieved as the male lover compensates for his ovn perceived disorientation by
descriptive dismemberment of the woman. The effectiveness of the device depends
on the equation between loving and writing discussed earlier, since control over
the woman is established by maJcing her an aspect of the male text; that is. by the
lover in his role as poet. The "scattered rhymes" which compose Petrarch's
Canzoniere are built up from the "scattered woman" that is their subject, and whose
dismemberment is required for the poet to make his own personal identity. Nancy
Vickers writes:
If the speaker's "self" (his text, his "corpus") is to be unified, it would seem to
require the repetition of her dismembered image. "Woman remains.' as
Josette F6ral has commented in another context, 'the instrument by which
man attains unity, and she pays for it at the price of her own dispersion '
(272)

The most obvious sign of this dismemberment is the enumerative mode of
description which characterises this kind of love poetry. The woman, object of the
poet's love, is always presented from the outside; and more importantly, she is
always seen as a composite of different attributes. The early sonnets of Astrophil
and Stella anatomise and celebrate single aspects of the lady - her black eyes, her
golden hair, her sweet voice - but do not build up a unified portrait. The eisU)orate
set-piece description of Sonnet 9 manages to dehumanise the woman completely,
both by its enumerative technique as well as by the grotesque artificiality of its
comparisons; Sonnet 13 offers an heraldic description of Stella's face; in 43 she is a
composite of "Faire eyes, sweet lips, deare heart '. Sonnet 29 pictures Stella's body as
garrisoned by love, who thence launches an attack on Astrophil:
And thus her heart escapes, but thus her eyes
Serve him with shot, her lips his heralds arre:
Her breasts his tents, legs his triumphall carre:
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Her flesh his food, her skin his armour brave,
And I, but for because my prospect lies
Upon that coast, am giv'n up for a slave.

Here it is not just the multiplicity of the lady's beauties which assaults him, but the
separation of her heart from her other features which ensures his enslavement.
The obscene image of the female body as "food for love", a personification always
imaged as masculine, makes it clear that she is the real slave or passively colonised
landscape that the poet only symbolically claims to be. The First Song features a
similarly dehumanising description of the woman in which each stanza focuses on
a single feature - eyes. lips. feet, breast, hand. hair, voice. The woman remains
fragmented and absent, and that is what enables the "whole" poem. The song
begins and ends but the woman does not materialise:
Doubt you to whom my Muse these notes entendeth.
Which now my breast orecharged to Musicke lendeth?
To you, to you, all song of praise is due:
Only in you my song begins and endeth.

In Sonnet 52 Stella's body is a battleground between Virtue and Love, with different
attributes being marshalled for each side:
A strife is growne betweene Vertue and Love,
While each pretends that Stella must be his;
Her eyes, her lips, her all, saith Love do this.
Since they do weare his badge, most firmely prove.
But Vertue thus that title doth disprove.
That Stelh (6 deare name) that Stella is
That vertuous soule, sure heire of heav'nly blisse:
Not this faire outside, which our hearts doth move.

The poet's sophistical conclusion ("Let Vertue have that Stella 's selfe; yet thus. /
That Vertue but that body graunt to us") tries to separate the lady's "vertue" from
her "body ", so that his "desire" (similarly separated from his virtuous love) may
enjoy her physically. Sonnet 77 likewise throws the emphasis of its concluding
lines on to the satisfaction of physical desire. Here the enumerative technique
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develops into a fetishistic catalogue of the female body. The itemising of individual
parts, juxtaposed with one another \«^ithout being composed finally into a unified
body, is substituted for that "best part" that he wants, but can't have.

This

significant absence is heightened by the lingering poetic attention paid to the rest
of the lady's body:
Those lookes, vhose beames be joy, whose motion is delight,
That face, whose lecture shewes what perfect beautie is:
That presence, which doth give darie hearts a living light:
That grace, which Ve/ii/s weepes that she her selfe doth misse:
That hand, which without touch holds more then Atlas might;
Those lips, which make death's pay a meane price for a kisse:
That skin, whose passe-praise hue scorns this poore terme of white:
Those words, which do sublime the quintessence of blisse:
That voyce, which makes the soule plant himselfe in the eares:
That conversation sweet, where such high comforts be.
As consterd in true speech, the name of heav'n it beares.
Makes me in my best thoughts and quietst judgement see.
That in no more but these I might be fully blest:
Yet ah, my Mayd'n Muse doth blush to tell the best.

The absence of a unified physical or psychological portrait of the lady is
revealing of the androcentric attitude towards woman as love object that the
Petrarchan mode projects. We have already noticed how the dynamic quality of the
poems is provided by its focus on Astrophil's emotions and emotional posturing. The
corollary of this is that Stella does not really exist in the poems at all, except as the
object of Astrophil's fantasies. Her incompleteness is produced linguistically at the
level of the "proper" name. What "Stella" names is not the nature of a woman but
the focus of the masculine desire that fuels the poems, and therefore as such she
has no independent existence. In other words her very name, which is normally
the sign of an autonomous individuality or identity, is merely a projection of her
lover s. Once it has been decided that the lover is to be named "Astrophil" (lover of
a star), then the beloved must be named "Stella" (the star which he loves): her
secondary status is marked linguistically as derivation. Apart from the evidence
provided in the sonnets for the primacy of his emotions, we know that the name
"Astrophil" is linguistically prior to "Stella", because the former is a reversed bi-
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lingual pun ( via "PhilisidesSidney s persona in the Arcadia.) on "Philip Sidney",
Stella accumulates and reflects, then, whatever significance is projected on to her
by lover or reader, but has no identity of her own. The libidinal economy of
Astropbil and Stella is phallocratic in its presentation of Stella as an imperfect
creature in need of being perfected - made complete - by sexual capitulation to
Astrophil.
There is a further way in which the woman is deliberately removed from
the poem. Her function in the Petrarchan tradition is as the Muse, the inspiration
which makes the poet speak. But this role in the drama is a non-speaking part; the
woman can speak only through the poet, and thus loses her own voice, any
independent power of expression. Similarly, the woman is the absent divinity
whom the poet invokes, but the poetry is predicated on her absence, since her
presence would remove the need for writing poetry at all. All these roles for the
woman - as Muse, inspiration, divinity - are presented as ways of giving her
greater value, but in fact they deprive her of power. Poetry writing is the poet's
means of regaining the power he has lost to the woman by falling in love with her.
If she fragments him in desire, he regains his unity by fragmenting her in verse,
and ultimately by removing her from the poem altogether. By developing the
fiction that she is the "cause" of the poem, the poet keeps her absent from it; by
pretending to be in her power (speaking only what she dictates), the poet has her
in his power (she is silent, he speaks). Stella never occupies the speaking position
in the sonnets which constitute Astrophil and Stella. She is given some lines in the
songs, however, but only as a necessary device for furthering the action displaced
from the sonnets. The strategy of the Petrarchan poet is to effect the final
metamorphosis of the living woman into the work of art. By writing about his love,
the poet creates a work of art whose beauty and permanence redeem the partiality
and sensuality of human passion. This is the way that Petrarch's Rime develops:
Laura is a distant inspiration, and there is no interaction between her and her
lover. Even the name of the living girl becomes metamorphosed into the laurel

104
ilauro), the reward of the poet, or into the breeze {I'aura.), which is the poet's
inspiration. So the Rime traces the process of the sublimation of human desire into
heavenly love, a process helped by Lauras death (the ultimate absence). Through
the operation of the creative power of memory, the completed poem comes to
substitute for the unobtainable woman.
How far does Sidney follow this process of sublimation? The name "Stella",
which labels the object of desire, has a metaphoric potential similar to "Laura". It is
a suitable metaphor for the inaccessible lady, removed from the poem to the sphere
of the heavens. The logical course for Astrophil is to reunify his scattered faculties
by sublimating his desire in worship of the heavenly star, and shaping his poem to
that end. That movement would make it complete, But Astrophil cannot accept the
consequences of this metaphoric substitution: instead of allowing Stella's unity to
appear in sublimated form as a star (beautiful, steadfast, unattainable), he wants to
fragment her metonymically, to fetishise each part of her body and enjoy her in
fragmented fantasy, This is what we find in the Tenth Song, when the poet, having
been rejected conclusively by his lady, retreats into solitary and self-satisfying
fantasy by visualising each part of her body:
Thought see thou no place forbeare,
Enter bravely every where,
Seaze on all to her belonging;
But if thou wouldst garded be.
Fearing her beames, take with thee
Strength of liking, rage of longing.
0 my thoughts my thoughts surcease.
Thy delights my woes increase,
My life melts with too much thinking:
Thinke no more but die in me.
Till thou Shalt revived be.
At her lips my Nectar drinking.

This song attests to the continuing dominance of desire and the refusal to sublimate
it, and suggests that the poem is doomed to remain unfinished as long as it pursues
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physical consummation rather than the aesthetic satisfactions of formal
completion.
Some support for this reading is found in the fact that Sidney s most
important divergence from the Petrarchan tradition is his stress on sexual desire.
Sexual imagery dominates the first part of the collection; the pressure of desire is
acknowledged explicitly in the central poems (especially 71 and 72); the major
action is the kiss, a metonymy for possession of the complete voman; and there is
an increasing intimacy between Astrophil and Stella, leading up to the crucial
encounter in the Eighth Song. But Stella consistently denies Astrophil her body,
which is thereby revealed as the only thing he wants. Astrophil finds it difficult to
maintain the elevated Petrarchan rhetoric; instead of accepting the metaphor of
the woman as inspiration, he comically wants to literalise it, and to be "inspired" by
her breath in a kiss. In the group of celebratory sonnets which follow the stolen
kiss of the second song, Astrophil continually proclaims, "My lips are sweet,
inspired with Stella's kisse" (74). The poetry is not working to give the woman
metaphorical significance, but on the contrary as an incantation to conjure up her
presence, bodily, in the verse. "0 absent presence Stella is not here", he cries in
Sonnet 106, stressing the bald parallel between her bodily absence which is the
source of his torment, and her continuing presence as the subject of his poetry. It
is revealing that the emphasis falls here on her absence, as the poet desires to
incarnate her literally, and not merely to substitute poem for body. The absence of
the woman, and the frustrated action of the seduction, bring deadlock as the sonnets
become increasingly concerned with loss and absence. As I have suggested earlier,
the sexual fantasy and release of the Tenth Song represent a dispersal of Astrophil's
erotic energies, previously concentrated on the will to possess Stella. In Sonnet 91
he goes after other women (unthinkable for a truly Petrarchan lover), making
only the perfunctory and time-honoured excuse to Stella: it is "you in them I love",
(That is how a Petrarchan lover feels about the women he has known before he
meets "his" mistress; after that revelation there is no possibility of loving anyone
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else.) These poems show that sexual desire is still dominant, and that it must find
other vays of satisfaction if Stella is not available. Sublimation is not an issue here.
The sequence runs down after the rejection of the Eighth Song as Astrophil merely
acts out a series of Petrarchan poses, trapped inside a convention that no longer
expresses any of the emotional realities of his situation. Astrophil andStella falters
to a stop in Sonnet 108 in the deadlock of despair, realised in the final couplet:
That in my woes for thee thou art my joy.
And in my joyes for thee my only annoy.

The mechanical manipulation of this familiar rhyme reveals the potential sterility
of Petrarchan paradox. The chiastic structure of these lines indicates that what is
being contemplated is no longer a fruitful metamorphosis under the power of love
(from "woes" into "joy") but the sterile deadlock of despair (as "joyes" become
"annoy").

The account of Astrophil and Stella I have offered involves more than just
giving a new twist to that theory of mimetic form which holds that the form of the
poem remains incomplete because the desire which constitutes its theme remains
unsatisfied. My reading, by contrast, attempts to establish a context for the poems.
It resists turning them into a unified and completed artistic object by suggesting
that they are directed to some extra-literary end, and that in this respect their
status as poetry is instrumental rather than autonomous. This recognition that
poems may serve local or occasional ends relieves us of the necessity of identifying
any single principle of unity in them, any consistent sense of self or continuing
narrative, or any transcendent interpretation for the sequence as a whole. And
this remains true whether we are content to regard the subject-matter of the poems
as sexual desire, or whether we wish to take sexual desire as a metaphor for political
ambition. The intersection of a literary text with a historical context - itself already
textualised - is an issue that seems to be foregrounded insistently by Astrophil and

107
Stella, as the pressure of "real" people and historical events is continually felt in
these poems. This is one of the main reasons why it is difficult to identify literary
closure: the poem's "end" (which, ambiguously, is at once goal, object, destination,
and completion) is to be achieved not in the aesthetic sphere, but in personal, social
or political life. To view Astropbil and Stella as "impure" or instrumental poetry
might appear inconsistent with my claim that it is a "Petrarchan sequence", since
Petrarch's Laura has come to represent the great triumph of poetic self-sufficiency
in the Renaissance tradition. In what follows, however, I will examine some recent
formulations of Petrarch's "poetics of fragmentation "1 to suggest that Petrarchan
sequences are best understood as processes of structuration rather than as achieved
structures,

and furthermore, that imitation is itself a mode of fragmentation.

Sidney's Petrarchan inheritance in Astropbil and Stella thus entails the poem's
in completion.

In an important but frustratingly brief article on "Petrarch's Poetics", John
Freccero sets out define why Petrarch's poetic achievement should be regarded as
revolutionary. Dismissing his thematics as banal and his verse forms as traditional,
Freccero argues that "the extraordinary innovation in the Canzoniere is rather to
be found in what the verses leave unsaid, in the blank spaces separating these lyric
fragments,' as they were called, from each o t h e r F r e c c e r o distinguishes two
theories of language. The first is an Augustinian view of language as desire, in
which all signification is allegorical and all signs point to God, who is the only
ultimate signified. The second is Petrarch's position in his poetry in praise of
Laura, the lady who is the source of his poetic inspiration but also its final reward.
Such poetry denies referentiality and becomes autoreflexive and autonomous.
Freccero argues that this reification of the sign in an attempt to create poetic

^ This term is taken from Giuseppe Mazzotu, "The Cammiere and the Language of the Self,"
Studies in Philology, 75 (1978). 274.
2 John Freccero, "The Fig Tree and the Laurel: Petrarch's Poetics/ Diacritics, 5 (1975), 34,
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presence is the semiological meaning of idolatry: signs point to an absence and in
that sense are allegorical, whereas idols (like fetishes) are a desperate attempt to
render presence. The consequence of fetishisation is the fragmentation of the
woman. The consequence of idolatry - treating a signifier as an absolute - is the
fragmentation of the text: "without a principle of intelligibility, an interpretant, a
collection of signs threatens to break down into its component parts" (38-39), Thus
the Petrarchan sequence may counterfeit the creation of a poetic persona or the
development of a narrative through the physical proximity of the lyrics and their
repetition of verbal and formal patterns, but this will remain an illusion, "the
product of the reader's imagination as much as of the poet's craft" (34),
In evaluating Freccero's claim that Petrarch created "an autonomous
universe of autoreflexive signs" (38), Thomas Greene argues that the "lady " of
Petrarch's poetry never achieves that autonomy as created object which would
result in the autonomy of the poet creator:

"Within the limits of this book she

never is created, and so is unable to create her supposed lover as laureate;

the

poetry seems to strive toward this mutual creation without success, so that the closed
system of an autonomous universe remains permanently out of reach" (115).
Greene s discussion of Petrarch's representation of Laura in relation to the
speaking voice of the poet is worth quoting at length:
Aside from the self whose voice we hear, we are made aware always of this
second presence whose fictive autonomy, on the far side of the poets
mediating sensibility, seems to fade as soon as it emerges. This presence is
designated by a series of periphrases or metaphors or pronouns, none of
them constant and none of them allowing us to form a clear visual image,,. ,
This presence, which in one poem bears primarily the attributes of a
woman, in another of a tree or of a breeze, in another of a passion for fame
or mercy, for acceptance, for recognitioa - this presence may most
helpfully be regarded as that externality which the speaker of the
Canzoniere desires but fails to possess, that fluid and intangible entity
which would bring relief by responding to a stable, knowable. recognizable
self. One word for this relief, one frequent word, is pace (peace). The state

of pace or riposo or salute would presumably be attained when the blurred

external phenomenon fell into focus, could be described without periphrase
or fragmentation, and when it could respond to a speaking self capable of
whole emotions and unriven language.
(113-14)

109

Greene understands Petrarch to be obsessed with temporality and mutability,
endlessly revising his poetry because "the act of speech betrays its contingency
and its incompleteness in its inescapable subservience to succession:

poetry

remains a time art" (126). Furthermore, "it is against the portentous and demeaning
fact of temporality that the symbol of the evergreen laurel is fabricated; the laurel
is an emblem of precisely that eternality to which poetry and the poet aspire. But
the laurel itself is a divided and unreliable emblem. Were the laurel to become a
pure symbol, perfectly expressive and perfectly grounded, the demon of
temporality would be exorcised" (126). Greene's analysis (from which I have
extracted only a few eloquent quotations here) suggests that a realm of pure
textuality, of absolute signifiers, is not available even to Petrarch. In creating the
texts of the classical past as a privileged place free from "this unstable play of
displacements" (126), and in founding the conduct of his life as well as his writing
on respect for and imitation of that privileged past, Petrarch merely emphasised its
irrecoverable loss for modern civilisation. His "historical solitude" and sense of
temporal dislocation are not, I would suggest, the elements of his poetry that Sidney
responds to most actively, but nevertheless they guide the terms in which he
understands his own most urgent preocccupations. Sidney's discontinuities are
experienced synchronically rather than diachronically; that is, as isolation and
alienation from court life and public employment. His poetry is far more robust
and less solipsistic than Petrarch's, being frustrated by external obstacles to his
powerful will to action rather than haunted by an introverted fear of inadequacy.
But Sidney's frustrations are still expressed in those tropes of oxymoron and
iteration which Greene identifies as characteristic of Petrarch's rhetorical and
emotional life, and still focus on the symbolic figure of an unobtainable woman.
Let me end by identifying the significant elements in Sidney's imitation of
Petrarch. A collection of sonnets and songs without the traditional prose links Petrarch's innovation - is inevitably fragmented, since the reader must provide the
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connections and fill in the gaps: to put it like that is to formulate in more general
terms my empirical observations about the proliferation of perceived structures in
AsUvphii andStellB.

I have noted already how the thematics of desire leads to a

fragmentation of the lover, and the subsequent fetishisation and fragmentation of
the woman; and how, moreover, the absence of the woman from the poem is the
cause of the lover's frustration and the poem s incompletion. Language, the poet's
medium, functions in an attempt to render absence present by elevating a signifier
to the status of a signified, by em-bodying Stella, literally, in verse. This strategem
is unsuccessful for Astrophil, who is not interested in substituting semiological for
sexual desire. But for Sidney it results in the fragmentation of the body of his text,
because he refuses to elevate any single "principle of intelligibility ", as Freccero
puts it. No consistent psychological or narrative structure can be identified in
AstropbiJ and Stella because the poem (like Petrarch s Canzoniere) dramatises the
processes of creating a self, and of narrating the history of that self without ever
permitting those processes to crystallise into such products as a self created or a
story told. That is why the form of the poem is best seen as dynamic rather than
static, metamorphosing as we read it into an endless variety of forms, fragmenting
and re-forming and fragmenting again, without ever achieving fixity, It is true
that Astrophil and Stella offers us structuring elements in abundance, but these
are included as part of its problematic and cannot be used as totalising explanations
of it. It is the sense of incompleteness which is the persistent element in the
pattern. 1 To see fragmentation as a principle of structuration provides a means of
connecting the poem's thematics to its poetics. Like metamorphosis, fragmentation
provides a useful way of understanding a poem's relation to its "source".

The

process of imitation, of entering into debate with the established conventions of a
dominant literary mode like Petrarchism. involves establishing difference within
sameness. In these terms, an imitative poem is fragmentary because it can be fully

' See Marguerite R. Waller, Petrarch s Poetics aad Literary History (Amherst: Univ. of
Massachusetts Press, 1980).
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understood only in relation to an imitated text or tradition which must itself be
opened up to allow its reinscription in a new but recognisably similar mode,
"Desire", then, labels not only Sidney s theme in Astrophil and Stella., but also his
relationship to his material and his medium. The Petrarchan mode is recreated but
also rejected, continued but never completed.
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Chapter IV
Inscribing Imperfection: Ralegh's Ocomn to Scinthim and the
Elizabethan Court

The poem by Sir Walter Ralegh known as The Oce&n to Sdnthja has long
provided a puzzle for critics, v h o acknowledge its emotional pover and intellectual
complexity, but feel uneasy about its clearly unfinished state. In the relatively
brief period of its critical reception The Ocean to Scintbia has been taken as a
paradigm of almost all the vays in vhich a poem can be fragmentary.

It is

therefore an obvious and particularly useful place to conduct an examination of
those features which may be said to constitute incompletion in an Elizabethan
poem. I want to begin by cataloguing these aspects of Ralegh's Ocean to Scintbia
before considering some of the interpretative complexities of ideas of "completion"
and "incompletion" in the criticism of the poem, and finally offer an interpretation
of my own that reads the formally unfinished poem in its social and cultural
context.

I
The Ocean toScinthia, like almost all of Ralegh's poems, was unpublished in
his lifetime; indeed, the single manuscript copy was not discovered until the midnineteenth century, among the Cecil papers at Hatfield House.1 This manuscript,
written in Ralegh's own hand, contains four obscure poems, all seemitigly
connected with Ralegh's relationship with Queen Elizabeth and his fall from favour;
the riddling "If Scinthiabe aQueene ", the sonnet "My boddy in the walls capUved",
a substantial fragment (322 lines) called "The 21th: and last booke of the Ocean to
Scinthia ", and a much shorter fragment that breaks off in the middle of its 22nd
line, entitled "The end of the bookes, of the Oceans love to Scinthia, and the

1 This account is based on Agnes M.C. Latham s Introduction to her edition of The Poem otSir
Waiter Ralegh (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1951).
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beginninge of the 22 Boock, entreatinge of Sorrow". These titles alone have been
the source of much speculative controversy, which has claimed Ralegh as the
author of a lost poem celebrating his service to Queen Elizabeth through the
mythological conceit of the Ocean's (Walter/Water) love for Cynthia (one of the
roles conventionally assumed by Elizabeth).

Further support for this theory is

allegedly found in Spenser's fictionalised account in 'Colin Clouts Come Home
Againe " of a meeting with Ralegh in Ireland in 1389, where "the shepheard of the
Ocean" sings
. . . a lamentable lay,
Of great vnkindnesse, and of vsage hard.
Of Crntbia the Ladie of the sea,
Which from her presence faultlesse him debard.
And euer and anon with singults rife.
He cryed out, to make his vndersong
Ah my loues queene, and goddesse of my life.
Who shall me pittie, when thou doest me wrong?^

Many critics have taken this "lay " as part of the lost twenty books of Ralegh's
masterpiece, of which the fragments in the Hatfield manuscript are said to be a
later continuation.2 The belief that Ralegh had written a long Cyntbis poem by
1389 is based on an interpretation of these lines and the historical circumstances
which supposedly lie behind them, supported by a literal acceptance of the
manuscript titles of the poems. The Ocean to Scinthia is thus constructed as a
fragment in the most basic sense, as a portion of a much longer poem which has
been lost or destroyed. But the evidence here is ambiguous: apart from the dangers
of a too-literal reading of Spenser's elaborate allegorical compliment to his patron
Ralegh, there is considerable confusion in the titles themselves. Does "The 21th:
and last booke " refer to one book or two? And is "the end of the bookes" the same
1 EdfflUQd Spenser, 'Colin Clouts Come Home Againe." lines 164-71. quoted from Spenser's
Minor Poems, ed. Ernest de S^lincourt (Oxford: Clarendon. 1910).
2 See. for example, nineteenth-centuiy critics like John Hannah in the Introduction to his
edition of 71ie Onirtly Poets froa R*Jeig6 to Montrose {\jati^wi: Bell and Daldy, 1870) and
William Stehbing in his biography S/r WalterOxford:
Clarendon. 1899): also Kathrine
Koller. "Spenser and Raiegh," ELH, 1 (1934). 37-60.
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poem as "the beginninge of the 22 Boock" or a different one? And are the numerals
to be read as "21th" and "22" as is convenUonally accepted, or as "11th" and "12" as
Agnes Latham suggests?l

Latham's arguments, it should be noted, are based

primarily on preconceptions about the nature of the total, lost Cynthia , vhich
could not have been "a poem of such unvieldy length", but vas 'finished in
accordance vith classical precedent, vith the eleventh and twelfth books" (130). In
the absence of any tangible evidence for the existence, let alone the nature, of a
vast CyDtbm poem in 22 books; and faced vith the confessed failure of modern
critics to imagine how such a project would be conceived, not to mention sustained;
and given the further problem that the titles seem to bear little relation to the
substance of the poems, we must take seriously the contention that the titles
represent

a

rhetorical

strategy

designed

precisely

to

highlight

the

fragmentariness of the poems, and to point up ironically the disparity between
their ambition and their achievement. I now want to consider in some detail the
ways in which the "21thfiookeof the Ocean to Scinthia ", the most substantial of the
fragments we are dealing with, may be considered unfinished on its own terms,
rather than just as part of a larger whole.

The manuscript is written in Ralegh 's best hand, a fine Italian script, and is
therefore taken to be a fair copy of an earlier draft (though it is not presumed to be
a final text, because of the many signs of in completion). These can be located at the
level of stanza form, metre, rhyme and syntax, as well as in the more complex areas
of imagery, narrative and rhetorical structure. The poem can be divided into
quatrains (rhyming abab), though in the manuscript the verse divisions are not
marked. Agnes Latham's incorporation of the spaces in both her printed editions of

1 The arguments for this reading are found in Latham, "Sir Walter Ralegh's Cynthia,' Review of
Eaglisb Studies, 4 (1928). 129-34; and the reading itself is adopted in both Latham's editions
of Ralegh's poetry. In an exhaustive review of the evidence, Stacy M. Clanton supports the now
cofflfflonly adopted reading "21th' and "22'; see 'The 'Number' of Sir Walter Ralegh's A u t e o f
the Ocean to Scinthia,' Studies in Philology, 82 (1985). 200-11.
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the poem is a sign of an editorial attempt to impose a shape upon a supposedly
neutral transcription of the text.l

Her use of regularised punctuation and

capitalisation in the 1931 edition is another, though less damaging, example of this.
Once the quatrain has been established spatially as the norm for the poem, it is easy
to see that a number of stanzas diverge by containing only three lines (lines 101-03.
150-52.158-60,269-71,272-74,478-80), or in one case tvo Unes (lines 132-33). or in a
number of cases five lines (Unes 153-57, 331-35. 400-04, 421-25). Many of the
rhymes are imperfect; indeed, half-rhymes are used so consistently as to seem
insistent ("cumpunye'Vfantasye" (29/311;
"dawninge"/"restinge" (98/1001;

"invention "/"impulsion" 137/39);

"missery"/"tragedye" (142/441).

There are a

number of lines (including some within the quatrain structure (364/366, 368/3701)
that do not rhyme at all. The metre is iambic pentameter, exhibiting numerous
examples of inverted stresses, and some catalectic lines.

Again Latham has

attempted to regularise some of these inconsistencies by appealing to Ralegh's
presumed West 0}untry accent, as when she advises us to read the monosyllabic
"world" disyllabically as "vorold" in lines 174 and 406; such pronunciation would
provide the "necessary" extra syllables for these lines. This suggestion shows the
strength of the editor's desire to impose regularity and pattern on the poem, even
in the face of its manifest disorder. The most obvious and striking instance of
confusion, if not incompletion, is the poem's syntax. The poem conveys a strong
emotional impact but the grammatical logic by which it achieves its effects is not
always clear. Its predominantly long and syntactically complicated sentences offer
the appearance, and sometimes the actuality, of syntactical irresolution. Clauses
accumulate without being subordinated to a finite verb. The grammar of these
sentences is not always chaotic - indeed they are often highly ordered, Latinate,
relying heavily on parallelism and repetition - but it is frequently unresolved, so
that the discomposure of the speaker is communicated almost subliminally to the
1 Latham s two editions of The Poems of Sir WtUerRaiegb are published by Constable in 1929
and by Routledge and Kegan Paul in 1951-
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reader, who in seeking stable grammatical units and fixed meanings finds only
irresolution and ambiguity. This effect is closely linked to the repeated use of the
poem's major rhetorical device, extended similes. In the manner of epic similes,
these are frequently digressive, developed for their ovn sake and according to
their oira logic, and often seeming to lead away from their apparent referent, to
obscure rather than clarify it. Far from being cumulative, such chains of similes
collapse back on themselves instead of developing climactically. Here is a much
quoted example :1
But as a boddy violently slayne
retayneath i^armth although the spirrit be gonn.
and by a poure in nature moves agayne
till it be layd belov the fatall stone
Or as the yearth yeven in cold winter dayes
left for a tyme by her life gevinge soonn.
douth by the poure remayninge of his rayes
produce svme green, though not as it hath dvnn.
Or as a vheele forst by the fallinge streame
although the course be turnde svme other vay
douth for a tyme go rovnde vppon the beame
till vantinge strenght to move, it stands aU stay.
So my forsaken hart, my Mrithered minde
viddov of all the ioyes it once possest
my hopes cleane out of sight with forced wind
to kyngdomes strange, to lands farr of addrest
Alone, forsaken, frindless onn the shore
vith many "pounds, with deaths cold pangs inebrased
•rites in the dust as onn that could no more
\irhom love, and tyme. and fortune had defaced.
of things so great, so longe, so manefolde
•ith meanes so veake, the sovle yeven then departing
the weale, the "(iro, the passages of olde
and worlds of thoughts discribde by onn last sythinge.
as if when after Phebus is dessended
and leues a light mich like the past dayes dawninge.
and every toyle and labor wholy ended
i All of Ralegh's poetry is quoted from Latham's 1929 edition, which is without the capitalisiog
initials of each line and the interpretative punctuation of the 1951 text. Jerry Leath Mills says
that "Of available texts the Latham 1929 is by far the preferable one. but it should be used with
constant reference to the expanded notes of the 1931 edition and to Oakeshott's suggestions'
('Recent Studies in Ralegh.' EagJ/sAUteraryMeaaissaace, 15 11985). 242). For 'Oakeshott's
suggestions', see Walter Oakeshott. Tlbe Queea aad the Poet {laoAotv. Faher, 1960). In quoting
TTie Oceaa toSciathia, I have followed recent practice (see. for example. Gerald Hammond's
edition of Ralegh s Selected Writings {1984; rpt. Harmondsworth: Penguin. 19861) in
eliminating Latham's quatrain divisions and in reading the numeral in the title as '21th' not
'11th". Both these alterations restore the original manuscript readings. Line numbers for ail
quotations are given in the text.
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each livinge creature draveth to his restinge
• e e should beginn by such a partinge light
to write the story of all ages past
and end the same before th'aprochinge night.
(73-103)

This passage begins with three extended similes, each occupying a four-line unit
which emphasises their elaborate parallelism. Each presents a vivid image of a
paradox - life in death, spring in winter, movement without propulsion - and all
work together to express the unnaturally prolonged animation of the inanimate.
They function as analogues for the body of a poem conceived of as animated merely
by the involuntary twitchings of dead joys.

Conceptually and rhetorically in

parallel, the three quatrains are quite different in their emotional effects. They
move from the horror of the last physical spasms of a murdered body, through the
beneficent sight of green shoots in a winter landscape, to the anomaly of a
waterwheel turning by its own momentum. The repeated rhetorical construction
("as"... "as"... "as") leads us to search for a concluding "so". But when we arrive
grammatically at the subject of these comparisons (and the sentence), we find that
the referent is equally figurative: "So my forsaken hart, my withered minde."
Adjectives and defining phrases are piled up till we reach the main verb "writes"
(91). then struggle through another two lines of characterising comparison, till we
arrive at the object of the sentence, presented yet again in a string of adjectives
and emotive metaphors. The sentence ends with another extended simile ("as if
when after Phebus") which entails a narrative structure: in a twilight mistaken
for dawn, the poet, out of phase with the natural world, begins to write a vast
history to be completed before nightfall. The passage ends with a strong rhyme
("partinge light" . . . "aprochinge night"), and clear grammatical closure. The
syntax can be unravelled, and the emotional and associative logic of the similes and
personifications is clear, but the grammatical and rhetorical structures do not
reinforce one another. The final simile returns us to the initial ones and clarifies
the main import of the passage: the poem we are reading represents itself as the
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unnatural and futile product of an obsessive need to write, even vhen meaning is
no longer attainable. Both the need to write and the futility of doing so are asserted
in the confusions of the text.
To sum up, we can say that The Ocean to Scinthia. is marked by extended
similes whose referents are absent or obscure; elaborate syntax and rhetorical
figures whose complex subordination and parallelism make the poem digressive
rather than progressive; floating clauses which either complete the sense of what
has gone before, or introduce a new unit, or both; and syntactical ambiguity or
irresolution.

Though the diction of the poem is deceptively simple, and

predominantly monosyllabic, it is extraordinarily difficult to follow what it has to
say. I think this is because it works at a level of metaphor which has no consistent
literal equivalent, and no consistency or coherence of its own. And the repetition
for rhetorical effect that Ralegh is so fond of means that the poem circles around
an absent centre and there is no straightforward linear development.

The Ocean toScinthia takes the form of a lover's lament for a lost mistress.
The "shepheard of the Ocean", as we have seen, is the whimsical pastoral title given
by Spenser to Ralegh in "Colin Clouts Come Home A g a i n e a piece of wit based on
Ralegh's prowess as a sea captain and on Elizabeth's pronunciation of his given
name "Walter" as "Water", in mockery of his broad West-Country accent.

The

mythological conceit of the Queen as Cynthia, chaste goddess of the Moon, seems to
have been associated especially with Ralegh: in the prefatory letter to TheFaerJe
Queene Spenser commends Ralegh on his "excellent conceipt of Cynthia", and the
most famous miniature of Ralegh shows him as Elizabeth s courtier in an elaborate
costume encrusted with pearls (the Queen"ssign of virginity), with a crescent moon
of pearls in the top left-hand corner. The Ocean to Scinthia alludes not only to the
story of the mortal shepherd Endymion who fell in love with the moon goddess, but
also to the moon"s attractive power over the waters of the ocean. Although the title
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leads one to expect a poem addressed "to Scinthia", Ralegh begins by talking to a
personified aspect of himself ("my ioyes interred"):
Sufficeth it to yov my ioyes interred,
in simpell vordes that I my voes cumplayne,
yov that then died when first my fancy erred,
ioyes vnder dust that never live agayne:
If to the liuinge weare my muse adressed.
or did my minde her ovn spirrit still inhold.
veare not my livinge passion so repressed,
as to the dead, the dead did thes vnfold,
svme sveeter wordes, svme more becoming vers,
should vittness my myshapp in hygher kynd.
but my ioues wounds, my fancy in the hearse
the Idea but restinge, of a wasted minde.
the blossvmes fallen, the sapp gon from the tree,
the broken monuments of my great desires,
from thes so lost what may th'affections bee,
what heat in Cynders of extinguisht fiers?
(1-16)

Curiously, many readers and critics have read these lines as addressed to a
(metaphorically or literally ) dead mistress;

but it is clear to me that the

introspective or self-referential nature of the complaint is established at the outset.
Cynthia is not accessible to Ralegh even as the recipient of his verse, and he
himself is his only audience.

Subject merges into object, by a confusion of

pronouns which suggests both self-division and enforced solipsism. Loss, death,
woe are words echoed throughout the poem. The decorum of grief is foregrounded
immediately in the "simpell wordes" we are promised and delivered, and the
"hygher kind" that is eschewed. The verse is elaborately patterned, the syntax
complex;

rhythm and rhyme fall regularly here, even though these ordering

principles are dislocated as the poem proceeds. The poem is figured as a dead shell
of verse, like the poet's faculties deprived of the animating force of love. "The
broken monuments of my great desires' is a line which seems to epitomise both the
poem's monumentalising designs and their ruin; the prodigality and confusion of
imagery constitute traces of a lost structure of meaning.
experienced as decay, ruin, fragmentation.

What remains is
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Line 17, "Lost in the mudd of thos hygh flowinge streames", provides the
first example of the notorious "water imagery" of the poem, and it is worth
commenting here on some of the confusions that arise in trying to trace "consistent
image patterns" throughout the poem. The "streames" in line 17 seem to represent
the favour of his mistress, vhich has nov receded to leave him nothing but mud,
just as they become "standinge puddells" in line 269. From line 132 onwards the
melting icicles and snow of a winter thaw combine with human tears to give us the
image of "fludds of sorrow and whole seas of wo" (140) which "drovnd my minde in
deapts of missery" (142): here water is a self-destructive element. An extended
simile from line 221 onwards presents the overthrow of Cynthia's love for him as a
stream in flood breaking its banks, whereas a few lines later the niggardliness of
her affection is a drought "when small dropps of rayne do fall / vppon the parched
grounde" (237-38). This identification (albeit inconsistent) might seem odd in a
poem spoken by one who names himself "the Ocean". Joyce Horner has remarked
on the scarcity of "sea imagery" in the poem; discussing lines 4S2-SS, she tells us:
Here for a moment the lover is the ocean, beating on an unyielding shore.
But in the next line the perspective has shifted and he is the mariner,
looking for an accustomed landmark which is lost; then Leander, swimming
in the dark. Here the ocean surrounds a knot of images from which arises a
total effect of desolation, darkness and loss. Visually it is part of the
lan^cape, and its incessant, vain beating carries the mood of the poem, in
which the lover's grief keeps on and on, almost without rest. But the poetas-ocean has all but disappeared.^

Though Horner claims that "the dominant imagery is of the earth and not the sea"
(201), her analysis leads to a different conclusion, I think: that this poem does not
yield a "dominant" or "consistent" train of imagery at all. It is not organised that
way, despite the desire of some critics to seek a unified interpretation through a
reading of its imagery. The poet draws on the natural world to provide images

1 Joyce Homer. 'The Large Landscape: A Study of Certain Images in Ralegh,"
Criticism, 5 (1955). 200.

in
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(usually highly conventional) to suit his local, momentary purposes, but he does
not elevate these into any principle of construction.

The mismatch between vhat the title promises and what the poem performs
is a further sign of a purpose imperfectly executed or fundamentally misconceived.
The moon's control over the waters of the ocean is not replicated as an ordering
principle in the poem, nor does Ralegh use the mythological associations of Cynthia
to develop a sustaining fiction or narrative structure. His poem neither tells the
story of the Ocean's love to Cynthia nor exhibits any sign of narrative progression.
It conspicuously avoids such principles of order. The same is true of Ralegh's use of
two other conventions which could have functioned as structuring devices,
pastoralism and Petrarchism. The poem begins by recalling the pastoral fellowship
(celebrated, for example, in "Colin Clouts Come Home Agalne ") from which Ralegh
has been excluded:
No feedinge flockes, no sheapherds cumpunye
that might renew my doilorus consayte
while happy then, while loue and fantasye
confinde my thoughts onn that faire flock to waite.
(29-32)
Love, of course, is a central preoccupation in the pastoral world, and unrequited
love a common theme of shepherds' songs. Exclusion from natural consolations
designates the alienating power of Cynthia's rejection, emphasised in the preceding
stanzas by the picture of a pastoral world intact but inaccessible to him alone.
These pastoral references return perfunctorily at the end of the poem, as the poet
attempts to present his old age and imminent death in traditional pastoral terms as
an incorporation into the landscape. But the active emotion of the close of the poem
is not resignation and extinction, but the continuing agony of loss: "my steapps are
backwarde, gasinge on my loss, / my minds affection, and my sowles sole love" (31413). The inefficacy of the pastoral conventions signifies an ordered world from
which the poet is excluded. The crypto-presence of the Petrarchan convention is
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equally obvious. The mistress who holds complete svay over her lover's body, heart
and soul is the source of his poetic inspiration:
Oh, hopefull loue my obiect, and invention,
Oh, trev desire the spurr of my consayte
Oh, worthiest spirrit, my min(te impulsion
Oh. eyes transpersant my affections bayte.
Oh, princely forme, my fancies adamande
Deuine consayte, my paynes acceptance,
Oh, all in onn, oh heaven on yearth transparant.
the seat of ioyes, and loues abvndance.
(37-44)
Traditional Petrarchan oxymora are mobilised: "Such heat in Ize, such fier in frost
remaynde" (69); "such feare in love, such love in maiestye" (113)- She is perfect in
her beauty and virtue ("a springe of bewties which tyme ripeth not" (1S3]). and
"free from evry yevill but crueltye" (212). Along with the inaccessible mistress and
the desperate lover, the cast of the poem also

includes successful rivals,

(^llectively, these Petrarchan commonplaces gesture towards a system which has
lost its power to sustain hopes or explain existence. Ralegh's poem is to some extent
a debate with Petrarchan forms and fictions, but for that very reason Petrarchism
cannot be seen to provide a structure for the entire poem. Because both pastoral
and Petrarchan conventions are contained by The Oc^ui to ScintbiA, neither can
constitute a containing form for it.
Lacking a future, Ralegh turns to the past in a poem remarkable for its
inclusion of quotations from or allusions to his own earlier verse. Self-quotation the recycling of words given a radically new meaning in a different context - is a
feature of Ralegh's career, notably in his appropriation and rewriting of the final
stanza of one of his love poems ("Nature that washt her hands in milke") as his own
epitaph in verses reputedly inscribed in his Bible on the night before his
execution. Even his "famous last words" ("What matter how the head lie. so the
heart be right?") are a quotation from The History of the World. Such bizarre
juxtapositions of context constitute the textuality of The Ocean toScinthJa -.

123
Tvelve yeares intire I wasted in this varr
twelve yeares of my most happy younger dayes,
butt I in them, and they now wasted ar
of ail which past the sorrow only stayes.
So wrate I once and my mishapp fortolde
my minde still feelinge sorrowfull success
yeven as before a storme the marbell colde
douth by moyste teares tempestious tymes express.
(120-27)

Here Ralegh himself draws attention to the quotation as a prolepsis of what he is
suffering now, It is as though the earlier text, itself concerned with the passing of
joy and the continuing of sorrow, were scripting both the poem he is writing now
and the situation it describes.^ The quotation erupts into the poem, fracturing its
surface and drawing attention to its own textuality. Never quite sure of the source
of the words we are reading, we are made forcibly aware that this is not a seamless
text but one cobbled together from bits and pieces of earlier writing. Quotation is
thus annexed into the rhetoric of fragmentation.

My conclusions can be summarised as follows. Ralegh's Ocean toScinthls is
a perfect fragment, because it frustrates almost all the means by which we find
form in a poem. It is presented as part of a much longer work; in itself it shows
numerous signs of in completion, at the level of metre, rhyme and stanza form. Its
syntax is frequently ambiguous or unresolved, and there is no consistent or easily
discernible relationship between its literal and metaphoric levels. It exhibits no
linear narrative structure: its mode is digressive and cumulative rather than
progressive and climactic. It is not governed by any controlling set of poetic
conventions; attempts to unify it in terms of "image patterns" have also been
frustrated. It reads like a highly introspective poem which continually gestures
towards a public world it has been excluded from. It is also a highly self-conscious
poem, which keeps on foregrounding its own origins and thematising its
irresolutions. The poem's enigmatic tiUe can be taken as a particularly interesting
1 Ralegh's poem "Like truthles dreames' conuins the refrain "Of all which past, the sorow
onely suies" (Latham i 1929). p. 36).
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example of this self-consciousness. The question of genre is equally baffling: is
the poem a complaint? an elegy? an eulogy? Was it meant to be presented to the
Queen, or to remain private to the poet? Is it part of an epic in twelve books (as
Latham vould have us believe), or part of a vast lyric cycle of love songs (Lefranc),
or an aborted sonnet sequence (Johnson)?^
This leads on to a further problem: agreed that the poem is a "fragment", is
it to be taken as simply unfinished, or as deliberately left in a fragmentary state?
Earlier criticism largely confined itself to speculation about the "lost" portions of
the poem, either arguing literal-mindedly that ten (or twenty) books were written
and read to Spenser, if not to the Queen, or claiming that what we have is all that
was ever written, and the earlier books are a fantasy or strategy of Ralegh's; or
taking a middle course and suggesting that Ralegh might have projected collecting
all his Cynthia pieces into a cycle, and that the "21th book" is simply the most
substantial of these pieces.

The "21th book" itself is not "unfinished" in the

dramatic way of the "22 Boock", which breaks off in mid-sentence and mid-line.
Philip Edwards takes a well-informed and commonsense line on the '21th book":
The chaotic syntax must often be the mark of an unfinished poem.
Every reader will find passages where sentences are left hanging in the air,
verbs without subjects, subjects without verbs, relative clauses with no
possible antecedents, all of which can only be loose ends.
Again, there are images which do not obey the rules of decorum and
logical aptness that Ralegh normally adheres to so excellently .^

Edwards' examination of the marginal notations in the manuscript leads him to
speculate that certain lines were marked for revision, excision, or re-placing in the
poem. Although the details of his argument are questionable, I am in agreement

• Latham. "Sir Walter Ralegh s Cyothit: 130: Pierre Lefranc. Sir WalterRtUegh trivia:
I ' o e u v r e e t t e s i d ^ (Paris: Librairie Armand Colio. 196d), p. I l l : Michael L. Johnson. 'Some

Problems of Unity in Sir Walter Ralegh's The Ocean's Love to Cynthia ' Studies in Engiish
Literature t500-im, 14 (1974). 29.
2 Philip Edwards, Sir Walter Raiegh (London: Longmans, Green and Co. 1953), p. 105.
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with his conclusion (if not precisely with the terms in which he puts it) that "we
have before us poetry being created, and not a finally completed work of art" (106).

It has recently become the fashion to see the poem as a "deliberate
fragment" in the modernist mode. This position has been put most forcibly by
Donald Davie:
For after all it would not be at all surprising if a twentieth-century taste
preferred the unfinished state of an Elizabethan poem to its finished state.
What offends our modern taste in Elizabethan poetry is precisely that it is.
by modern standards, ail too finished'; it lacks the abruptness of transition,
the intriguing gaps that a post-symbolist poet leaves us to fill in for
ourselves (or at least he seems to leave them). It is true that the poetry of
Eliot and Pound is now almost old-fashioned; but at least it will appear that a
reader brought up on their poetry, poetry which proceeds by associative not
logical Unkings, by images merely juxtaposed (the links between them
unstated), is likely to like Ralegh's poem precisely because it is unfinished;
and to suppose that where Ralegh leaves out logical links, he does so
deliberately, as in The Waste Land }

It is notable that many of Ralegh's modern critics defend The Ocean to Scinthia in
terms of a comparison (explicit or impUcit) with Eliot's Waste Land % The classic
status of this modernist text is well known, of course, as is Eliot's defence of
Renaissance poetry for qualities he used as the basis of his own poetic practice. It is
not so surprising, therefore, that The Waste Land should have become the
touchstone for modern critical judgments of The Ocean to ScInthJa ; or that
Ralegh's poem should have become one of the sites (albeit a rather insignificant
one) on which modernists do battle with traditionalists. The "problem" is now
regularly posed in these terms.

Here, for example, is Michael Johnson's

formulation, useful precisely because it appears in an article that has little original
to offer, but simply rehearses standard positions.

^ Donald Davie. 'A Reading of The Ocean s Love to Cynthia," in Elinbethaa Poetry. ed. John
Russell Biwn and Bernard Harris (London: Edward Arnold, 1960), p. 79.
2 Apart from Davie, comparison of Ralegh's poetry to Eliofs is made by Edwards. Horner and
Johnson in the works cited elsewhere in this chapter, as well as by Robert Nye in his edition of
A CboicoofSir WMtter/lMJegb s Verse (Londoo: Faber, 1972).
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Is the poem's complex and seemingly confused and fragmented structure a
technique on Ralegh's part for the portrayal of patterns of extreme emotion
and psychological disorder; or was the poem dashed off by the poet in an
impulsive gush of grief and therefore disordered because his faculties were
disordered? The first possibility is that the poem is a brilliant and "modern"
tour deforce, which we might interpret and evaluate much as we would a
poem by T.S. Eliot: the second, that it is a sloppy piece of writing, but that it
contains passages displaying the rich imagination which is usually
characteristic of Ralegh.
(19)

Johnson's own conclusion is again standard: 'The critic must accept the fact that he
is to interpret and judge a poem which exists as the vestige of an incomplete
creative act" (19). Whatever side the critic comes down on finally, the terms of the
debate remain those of the New Critical defence of modernist poetry. To understand
how this came about, and to find a way out of this critical impasse, we need to have a
brief look at the history of the criticism of Ralegh's poetry.

II
Ralegh has always been more visible as a "representative Renaissance man'
than as an Elizabethan poet. His poetic output is small, and it has proved difficult to
collect and authenticate: his poetic reputation has been shadowed by the myth of
that "lost" masterpiece, CyntbiA. Ralegh's prominence as courtier and intellectual,
seaman and adventurer, patriot and sceptic, a self-made man who prospered by
royal power and then was destroyed by it, makes him an ideal site for constructing
images of the perfect Renaissance gentleman, who combined "the contradictions of
the age " and eased the transition from an ordered, theocentric universe to the
modern secular age. "Active and meditative, tolerant and intolerant, bellicose and
pacific, romantic and cynical, humane and cruel, Ralegh is the

Elizabethan

world ", Philip Edwards tells us (71). This means that the text of Ralegh s life has
always been more fascinating than the text of his writings, and even when he has
been considered as a man of letters rather than a man of action, it is his prose
writings, especially The History of the World, that have received most attention.
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Ralegh's poems are found in printed collections like The Pboeaix fUest or Eaghutds
Helicon . or in late-sixteenth and early seventeenth-century

manuscript

collections. The poems are invariably anonymous and of indeterminate date (except
some of the commendatory verse), and were reprinted only randomly or not at all
until the nineteenth century. In 1813, Sir Egerton Brydges published tventy-nine
poems in vhat Latham calls "the first and only [edition] devoted solely to Ralegh's
poems", one "rendered almost worthless" by its inclusion of a large amount of
anonymous material assigned to Ralegh on the flimsiest hypothesis of authorship. ^
This collection appears to have formed the basis for the selection of thirty-nine
poems included in the Oxford University Press edition of Ralegh's Cbmphte Worts,
published in 1829.^ That this edition, still the only "complete" text of Ralegh we
have, should contain so few genuine poems and so many spurious ones is both an
index and an explanation of the neglect of Ralegh's poetry in the nineteenth
century. There was little interest in the poetry, because little accurate basis for an
examination of it, until Hannah's edition of The Courtly Poets from Raleigh to

Montrose, published in 1870. Hannah had included eight Ralegh poems in an
earlier collection (1845), along with an extended discussion of authenticity, but it
was not until the 1860s that the (^nthia poems in the Hatfield manuscript were
discovered.3
Hannah's 1870 edition, then, initiated modern discussion of Ralegh's poetry,
and was the only reliable text before Agnes Latham re-edited it first in 1929 and
again in 1931. These are now the standard editions of Ralegh's poems (the 1929
edition prints a preferable text, but the 1931 edition has expanded notes); and
Latham is still the major authority on the Ralegh canon and texts. But recent

• Latham (1951). p. 91.
2 The Wats of Sir Walter Raiegii Kt. Now first collected: to which are prefixed the Lives of the
Author, by Oldys and Birch. 8 vols (Oxford: Oxford Univ. Press. 1829).
3 It is interesting to note in the context of this thesis that flannah explains the relationship
between his two editions of 1845 and 1870 in terms of a trope of completion: "One is unwilling
to let a youthful work remain unfinished, or to feel that any labour has been wasted by being
left incomplete" (Hannah il870|, p. xii).
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scholarly work, particularly Lefranc's book, means that a new edition of the poetry
is urgently needed. The debate which Hannah unwittingly began was not centred
on bibliography or criticism, but continued the nineteenth-century interest in
Ralegh's biography. Hannah printed The Ocean to ScinthiA in modernised spelling
from a transcription of the Hatfield manuscript, which he claimed was in Ralegh's
autograph in a neat draft, but not a completed form. Hannah believed that the poem
he calls 'The Continuation of Cynthia"
must have been written very early in his long imprisonment, which lasted
from December 1603 to March 1616; and again in 161S from August to
October. The handwriting resembles that of some papers dated 1603; and the
fragment could scarcely have found its way to Hatfield after the death of
Robert, Earl of Salisbury, in 1612. The internal evidence points in the same
direction.^
It was Hannah's view that the Queen was dead when Ralegh wrote his poem, though
he takes it as referring to the events of 1592. He also believes that "the most
important of [Ralegh's] poems, Cynthia,' has long been lost" (xi), and so sees the
21st fragment as a continuation of the poem Spenser described.
These claims were challenged in a brisk attack by Edmund Gosse in the
Athenaeum of 1886.^ Gosse's purpose is to show that the 21st fragment is part of the
lost "Cynthia", and therefore that it was written in 1389. He denies that the three
other poems in the Hatfield manuscript were written at the same time, or that all
four poems are connected. Most importantly, he denies that the manuscript is in
Ralegh's hand:
We thus see that the bundle of fugitive and ill-transcribed verses, all
doubtless by Sir Walter Ralegh, which were found at Hatfield, and printed
together in 1870, belong to periods of their author's life as distinct, in ail

• Hannah, p. xi?-xv.
2 Edmund Gosse. "Sir Walter Ralegh's Cynthia." The Atbeaaeum, No. 3036 (2 January 1886),
pp. 32-33 and No. 3037 (9 January 1886), pp. 66-67.
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probability, as
and 161S. The question is, Eo^ came they to be copied in
the same hand, and that hand described as Sir Walter's ovn?l

Gosse's high-handed dismissal of Hannah is all the more extraordinary since he had
not himself examined the manuscript, but vas totally reliant on Hannah's printed
text. He claims implicitly the authority of the connoisseur, the man of letters, as
against Hannah's status as mere editor of the text, a man vhose literary instincts
(unlike Gosse's ovn) vere not sharp enough to enable him to appreciate the
significance of vhat he'd found.

Though Gosse adopts the rhetoric of

bibliographical and biographical analysis, his argument is fuelled by a mere
pleasing hypothesis: that the 21st fragment /s

a part of the lost Cynthia

masterpiece, and therefore "becomes a veritable portent if written so early as 1589,
'vhen Elizabethan poetry had scarcely left the cradle" (No. 3036, p. 32). (josse is
playing with the whimsy of having "discovered" not simply a lost Elizabethan poem,
but one of the missing links in the putative "evolution " of Elizabethan poetry itself.
Gosse's argument could be taken apart in detail (it is full of cavalier contradictions
and self-confident but ill-supported assumptions), but here I simply want to note
the nature of its critical concerns (to recover the fragment of a lost poem) and its
methods (pseudo-bibliography and biography). ""Facts" are presented as evidence
for a hypothesis, but it is the facts that have been constructed by the hypothesis,
and not the other way around.
Though it is his breathtaking assumption of authority that most modern
readers notice, it is perhaps surprising that such a Victorian critic as Gosse should
be writing about Ralegh's poetry at all. Ralegh continued to command attention in
the Victorian period only as the subject of a series of biographies, which would
include a chapter or so on "Ralegh as poet".^ William Stebbing, for example.

' Gosse, No. 3037, p. 67. Gosse supplies bis own aoswef to this question of his OWD making: "I
confess that they do not suggest Walter Ralegh so much as his wife. Elizabeth Ralegh... was
well csu)able of producing these strange forms which Dr Hannah wonders at."
2 It is interesting to note that Gosse himself later wrote a biography along these lines for the
"English Worthies" series: Raleigh (London: Longmans. Green, and
1888).
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writing in 1899, examines Gosse's argument and concludes that the Cynthm Spenser
refers to was most likely conceived but never written, and that the 21st book is a
fragmentary continuation of it, written at any time between 1592 and 1595-^ This is
a moderate and well-argued position, supported by those facts of Ralegh's life at this
period which we possess, and by what meagre evidence the manuscript itself yields.
Though the debate continues, Stebbing's conclusions have not been bettered, and I
suspect that they represent the majority of contemporary opinion. Agnes Latham's
extensive review of the evidence leads her to much the same conclusion in 1951.
Alexander Buchan works through the problem again in 1940, this time
returning to Gosse's arguments and supporting a 1589 date.2 The significance of his
article is that it provides the first sustained argument against the existence of an
earlier ten or twenty books of Cyathm ,

thus undermining the romantic

construction of Ralegh's poetic reputation on the basis of a "lost masterpiece".
Buchan believes that the 21st book is probably all that ever existed of Cynthia .
Consequently, his article marks the turning

point from a general and

unquestioning belief that Cynthia- had been written and lost, to the more sceptical
and now generally held belief that little if any more than we now possess was ever
written, and that it was always a fragment rather than a fully-formed poem.
Latham summarises this position:
So long as no trace remains of the first ten books, the conjecture that they
were never actually written remains a tantalizing possibility.
Psychologically it is true enough to Ralegh's nature. He was always a
grandiose schemer and extremely responsive to the mood of the moment.
The disappearance of the manuscript is not very significant. . . What is
much more surprising is that he ever contrived to fill ten or twelve books
with verse which apparently had no narrative basis, and no other subject
than his admiration for the Queen.3

1 Stebbing. pp. 73-75.
2 Alexander M. Buchan, 'Ralegh's Cyothit - Facts or Legend.' Modern Laogiuge Quwterly. 1
(1940). 461-74.
3 Latham (1951). p. xHi-xllii.
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Katherine Duncan-Jones's 1970 article is misleadingly entitled "The Date of
Raleigh's '21th: and last Booke of the Ocean to Scinthia'.1 It presents itself as a
dispassionate reviev of the evidence for the dating of this poem, and offers some
tentative support for Hannah's original conjecture that it vas vritten during
Ralegh's last imprisonment, under James I, between 1603 and 1612. In the first part
of her essay, Duncan-Jones vorks meticulously over the sparse ground of
contemporary allusions and bibliographical evidence, and concludes that "all the
external evidence about the date of Cynthm is unhelpful or ambiguous" (150). It is
only in the second half of this article, subtitled "Internal Evidence", that the real
driving force of her argument begins to emerge. Here ve find Duncan-Jones's
iniffrpretsUion of the poem, and discover that her belief that Cyntbm mourns a
dead mistress is prior to her scholarly judgment that the poem vas written after the
death of Elizabeth I, although the former is presented as evidence for the latter.
What is important here is not the validity of the interpretation as such, but the
critical impulse to manufacture "objective" evidence out of data drawn from history
or bibliography to bolster an otherwise purely "subjective" criticism, which a
scholar like Duncan-Jones is clearly uneasy with. Faced with the complexity and
obscurity of Ralegh's metaphorical constructions, Duncan-Jones's solution is to read
the metaphors literally, so that the key concepts of death, time and love are taken to
refer respectively to the death of Elizabeth, the period that has elapsed since Ralegh
was in royal favour, and a courtship or love affair between the poet and the Queen,
Duncan-Jones's literal reading of the "love' celebrated in the poem seems to be the
only way to account for her reference to "the unsatisfactory and even repulsive
character of Cynthia if we ascribe it to the period of Raleigh's first disgrace in
1592" (152), because "it is hard to believe that he would have shown himself as near
death and contemplating the joys of a distant past during the early months of his
happy marriage to Elizabeth Throckmorton" (155). Duncan-Jones's view of the

1 Katherioe Duocan-Jooes. 'The Date of Raleigh's '21th: and Last Booke of the Ocean to
Scinthia. • Reviewt^EagUsbStudies,l\ (1970). 143-58.
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poem is expressivist in that she sees it as a direct expression of Ralegh's personal
emotion, in much the same way as she reads the metaphors literally. For my
purpose, the conclusion to her argument is especially relevant:
It is unique among Elizabethan poems in sho\iring us a process rather than a
completed state: thoughts in the thinking, conflicting emotions struggling
in vain for resolution, series of images which the poet has not forced into a
pattern. It seems to show us, naked, an area of consciousness of which
Raleigh's contemporaries have scarcely given us a glimpse. Clearly its
uniqueness derives above all from Raleigh's own extraordinary personality;
but I should like to suggest that at least part of its strangeness may come
from its having been written out of all due time. This poem, which in its
profound equation of the Queen with all that is valuable in life is supremely
Elizabethan, may in a literal sense be not Elizabethan at all.
(158)

This I take to be the starting point of Duncan-Jones's interest in the poem; but it is
presented rhetorically as a conclusion, validated not by critical analysis but by an
exercise in dating. There is much here that I would agree with:

TZe Ocean to

Scinthia is a poem in process; it does indeed chart the workings of a consciousness
whose private perceptions and emotions do not fit easily into any publically
accessible pattern; and it certainly strikes twentieth-century readers as both
"supremely Elizabethan" and yet somehow un- or post-Elizabethan as well. This is a
crucial aspect of the poem, but I think it can be explained much more satisfactorily
than by suggesting that the poem was written after 1603. My own argument will
accord partly with Duncan-Jones's conclusions, but arrive at them by a different
route. I shall be attempting to interpret the metaphoric structure of the poem by
mapping it on to the political system. Ralegh's exclusion from which may be the
source of that "loss " which is the dominant theme of The Ocean toScintJtM.
In contrast to Duncan-Jones, Donald Davie openly presents his own account
of the poem as a "reading", and one which has a firm grasp of its unspoken critical
assumptions.

After providing a minimum of ""historical background", Davie

proceeds to try the experiment of reading the poem outside of its historical context,
reproducing it in universalist terms as a text relevant "to all men at all times, and in
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particular to ourselves, in the twentieth century in England" (73). (We may detect
another Eliot echo here, this time from "LitUe Gidding": "History is nov and
England'.) In Nev Critical fashion. Davie defends the poem's unfinished state on
the grounds that its abrupt transitions, juxtaposed images and complex syntax are
likely to appeal to a reader brought up on the poetry of Eliot and Pound. His
"impregnable" conclusion is as foUovs: "For Ralegh indeed the poem may have
been unfinished (as veil as incomplete, lacking as it may an earlier ten or twenty
books); but for us as readers the poem must stand as finished and be judged as such"
(79).

And there follows an impressive reading of the poem's ambiguity and

complexity, culminating in a "subtle and masterful" (Davie's own words for Ralegh's
poetic methods) analysis of the syntax and imagery of lines 73-103.

"Such a

sentence", Davie concludes, "is indeed strikingly modern'; it js what it says, and
describes its own creation . . . It is in this sort of effect, and not in any of the
disjointed abruptnesses which may be merely accidents of the poem's unfinished
state, that, as I think, Ralegh's "modernity" is most unexpected, most disturbing, and
yet most profoundly satisfying " (88).

For Davie, then, the poem exhibits a

hierarchy of "disjointed " effects, some of which are accidental (because the poem is
unfinished), and others deliberate (because the reader can make them work in
his/her interpretation of the poem). Davie"s "reading" of The Cfcean to Scintbm is
an appropriation of the poem for the twentieth century (or. rather, for his own
gendered and nationalist version of that temporal location), which invests it with
both a contemporary " relevance'" and a universal "greatness". It is interesting to
see that this kind of New Critical approach - deriving, as it does, from modernist
poetics - has no trouble at all with the idea of The OceMt to ScintbU as a
"fragmentary " poem, since fragmentation is an established item in its critical
lexicon. Consequently, the poem's unfinished state is perceived as a point in its
favour, rather than as something to be explained or excused. In constructing The
Ck^eMn toScinthU as a proto-modernist fragment, Davie imposes on his "reading" a
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framework as rigid, though less explicit, than does Duncan-Jones's exercise in
dating.
Although an exhaustive survey of criticism of Ralegh's poetry is
unnecessary to my argument, two further studies need to be mentioned briefly. The
first is Philip Edwards' monograph. Sir F^/ter^^tfjf^. published in 1953, which is a
short and acute introduction to many aspects of Ralegh's career and writings. In
his treatment of the Cynthm problem Edwards examines the historical and
biographical backgrounds to the poem, concluding that it is both unfinished and a
fragment, and offering a detailed explication of its themes and imagery. The other
is

Pierre Lefranc's 1%8 study. Sir Walter Ralegh 6crirain . which works

meticulously through all the existing evidence and opinion on Ralegh's writing,
and may be taken as a comparatively complete and judicious summary of the state of
Ralegh criticism up to the time it was written. I have made use of some of Edwards'
and Lefranc's conclusions in my earlier review of these issues. Now it is time to
summarise the major elements in criticism of Ralegh's Ocean to Scintbia up till
1970.

The first major strand is biographical criticism, which attempts to relate the
poem to events in Ralegh's life. A common methodological problem here is
circularity: the poem is seen as constituting biographical evidence for a "life"
which is then appealed to in order to interpret the poems. The connection between
"poem" and ""life" is undoubtedly of crucial importance in reading Ralegh, although
I do not believe that the most useful balance has yet been struck. I agree that the
date of the poem and the circumstances in which it was composed are vital for our
understanding, but I do not think that they can be established definitively. Efforts
to do so. as I have noted above, result in the rounding up of "'external facts" to
support interpretations, as it were circumstantially. Historical or biographical
criticism, which reads Ralegh's poetry as a function of his life, preceded the textual
scholarship necessary to establish the Ralegh canon and text. When this was
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begun, many of the ^une questions about the date and context of the poems were
revived, but again not answered.

From the custody of nineteenth-century

biographers and textual scholars the poem was handed over to New Critics, who
brushed aside all those careful but seemingly fruitless arguments to claim that the
poem had to be read "on its own termsThe poem which historical scholarship had
conceived of as being accidentally fragmentary (through being a part or a
continuation of a lost poem, a fragment that was itself unfinished) was now seen as
deliberately or strategically fragmentary, miming in its discontinuities - in
accordance with the modernist principle of imitative form - the broken life of the
deserted lover. The physical text of Ralegh's poem has survived both these critical
transformations, and will doubtless yield new meanings under the pressure of
different historical and institutional circumstances. Certainly, the fate of the poem
"after" New Criticism bears out such a claim.

A new direction in Ralegh studies was marked by the publication of Stephen
Greenblatt's Sir Walter Ralegh: The Renaissance Man and His Roles in 1973.^
Immediately acclaimed, this book nevertheless has only recently begun to
influence published assessments of Ralegh's poetry. Current developments in
Renaissance studies have resulted in Ralegh's being allotted a more prominent
place in accounts of Elizabethan culture. Gary Waller's new literary history of the
sixteenth century, for example, stresses the significance of Ralegh as a court poet;
Leonard Tennenhouse has written an important study of "Sir Walter Ralegh and the
Literature of Clientage "; and a series of brilliant articles on the Elizabethan court
by Louis Adrian Montrose establish a new context for reading Ralegh

Two recent

^ Stephen J. Greenblatt. Sir Wtlter Rtlegii: The Reoussance Maa utdHis Rotes (New Haven:
Yale Univ. Press, 1973).
2 Gary F. Waller. Bigtish Poetry of the Sixteeotti Century (London: Longman. 1986); Leonard
Tennenhouse, "Sir Walter Ralegh and the Literature of Clientage." in PiUroaagein the
Renaissaoce, ed. Guy Fitch Lytle and Stephen Orgel (Princeton: Princeton Univ. Press, 1981).
pp. 235-58; Louis Adrian Montrose, " Eliza, Queene of shepheardes, and the Pastoral of Power,"
Etiglish LiteraryReoMissMace. 10 (1980), 153-82; Montrose. "Of Gentlemen and Shepherds: The
Politics of Elizabethan Pastoral Form," ELH, 50 (1983), 415-59; Montrose, " Shaping
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articles, however, discuss Ralegh in terms of stylistic and linguistic theories rather
than social context. A.D, Cousins, borrowing a term from art history, claims that the
broken style and form of TbeOc&uk toScintbiA is "mannerist", as the "fragmentary
and distorted" experience of love's failure leads the poet to reject "the principles
and, almost entirely, the forms of the High Renaissance styles".^ Robert Stillman
takes account of the court context of Ralegh's poem, but the major question that his
article poses is, "How does an event so personal (the loss of love) come to be
associated with an issue so seemingly abstract (linguistic adequacy)?".^ Discussion
of the connections between language and desire is conducted rm an examination of
sixteenth-century literary and critical texts and twentieth-century psychoanalytic
theory, but a distinction between "text" and "context", between symbols and their
referents, is rigorously preserved.
Greenblatt's book on Ralegh at first sight seems to continue the tradition of
biographical criticism, in that it is concerned with events from Ralegh's life as well
as his writings. It contains chapters on his execution, his court poetry, the Guiana
voyage of 1595 and the treason trial of 1603. The History of the World, and the
second Guiana voyage of 1616. The disordered chronology of this list suggests that
Greenblatt's purposes are not simply biographical, and that he is not merely
quarrying the poetry and prose for "evidence" about the character of the man or
the events of his life; nor is he using biography as a colourful background for the
literary works. Like many before him. Greenblatt sees that Ralegh's life and work
are intimately connected, and he sets out to provide an analysis of this relationship.
The key in Greenblatt's account is the metaphor of theatricality, the "roles" that
Ralegh adopts on the "stage" of the Elizabethan court. Crucial events in Ralegh's
Fantasies': Figurations of Gender and Power in Elizabethan Culture," RepresenMioos, No.2
(1983). pp. 61-94: Montrose. "The Elizabethan Subject and the Spenserian Text." in Litenry
Theory /Renatssmce Texts, ed. Patricia Parker and David Quint (Baltifflore: Johns Hopkins
Univ. Press, 1986). pp. 303-40.
I A.D. Cousins, "The Coming of Mannerism: The Later Ralegh and the Early Donne," English
Literary Reatissaoce, 9 (1979), 95.
^ Robert E. Stillman, " Words cannot knytt': Language and Desire in Ralegh's The Ocettn to
Cyothi»: Studies ia Ertg/ish Literature i500-i900, 27 (1987), 38.
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life are seen to be as carefully constructed or produced as any play, or indeed as any
of Ralegh's own poems or histories, vhich themselves are notable for their
histrionic quaUty, their sense of self-presentation. The "text" of Ralegh's life is
thus homologous with the texts of his works, and Greenblatt's book develops this
perception with considerable skill and originality:
In his major writings, which often originated as surrogate actions or
histrionic gestures, he struggled with the deepest tensions and conflicts of
his being, fundamental problems that he could not resolve through action.
Moreover, Ralegh's creative imagination was not confined to literature. In
the great crises of his life, under pressures that would have broken a lesser
man, he attempted to fashion his own identity as a work of art. His writings
often derive much of their meaning and importance from their part in this
larger process of creation.
(ix)

Ralegh is thus presented as a great "self-fashioner ', attempting to control his own
destiny by creating his identity as a work of art. It is this breakdown of the
distinctions between "art ' and "life" which is crucial for Greenblatt: not the way in
which

each

reflects the other, but the way in

indistinguishable.

which

they

become

Distinctions between 'public" and "private" break down too;

GreenblaU contends that for such a man as Ralegh there is no essential and private
self to be traced in his "confessional" poetry, but that the self exists primarily in
the public roles it assumes. Thus, 'Ralegh's poetry displays the power of selfdramatization, not a rich and complex inner life. The poetry was both an outgrowth
of that power and an important means of creating the finished product" (37). When
he comes to The Ocean to Scinthia Greenblatt establishes briefly the conventional
historical and cultural context for the poem, though of course the true context that
the book as a whole provides is those other acts of self-fashioning which are its
subject. There is an extended and subtle reading of the poem, which establishes its
themes of loss and disintegration and suggests how the formal fragmentation of the
poem, its concern with the difficulty or futility of writing itself, are related to both
the poet's presumed emotional state and to his historical and biographical situation.
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" Ck:e»a to CynthmGreenblatt

concludes, "is not only about the death of love but

about the death of a vhole imaginative vorld sustained by that love" (86).
Greenblatt's study establishes the essential connection between Ralegh's poetry and
the milieu that produced it, as well as the continuities between the various roles
Ralegh assumed,
Greenblatt's concern to relate the text of Ralegh's life to the text of his
literary works is an important step in freeing the poem from purely formalist
concerns. For if (as has been the case) the fragmentary nature of The Ocean to
ScinthiB is constructed as a problem in the aesthetic domain, it is thus available to
only a limited range of solutions, all of them aestheticising, or as I should prefer to
put it, decontextualising.

Having attempted above to expose this bias by

historicising the criticism of Ralegh. I would like now to historicise the poem itself,
not in the mode of the older style of historical scholarship that I discussed earlier,
but in the light of the so-called New Historicism.

This movement, which has

developed in opposition to the hegemony of New Criticism and some of its
poststructuralist heirs, was probably initiated and is still best represented by
Greenblatt's later book Renaissance Self-Fashioning \ Expanding the context that
Greenblatt's work provides, I want to examine The Ocean to Scinthia in terms of the
social formation of Elizabethan court politics, and argue that the poem is a verbal
manifestation of a complex signifying system which expresses itself in such
various forms as literary texts, visual artefacts, dramatic spectacle, and ritual.
These forms need to be understood as intertextual with one another, and as
functions of that political system which Elizabeth represented, and which in turn
produced her both as a private "self and as a public "symbol".

It has long been recognised that the modes of mythologising Queen Elizabeth
can be studied as an index of the political and cultural aspirations and achievements
'

Reaaissaoce Se/f-Fashiooi'ng: Frtm Mon

Chicago Press. 1980).

Univ.of
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of her age. She vas hailed as a Virgin Queen vho had brought a new Golden Age of
peace and prosperity to England. This was an attitude consciously fostered as an
instrument of policy, but chiefly remarkable for the deep hold it took on the
imaginations and allegiances of the whole nation. It was equally as strong among
the intellectuals and artists of the Court as among the common people. Participation
in one of the rituals of the cult of Elizabeth provided a means of direct access to the
Queen. One of the most important things about the symbolism surrounding
Elizabeth was that it was not largely a new creation, but an absorption of existing
traditions and celebrations. This preserved a social and cultural continuity, by
maintaining ancient practices and ideals while substituting Elizabeth as their
central embodiment. The Queen was presented in the guise of a series of figures
from classical and Biblical mythology, with attributes that emphasised her
virginity, her beauty, her military power and the justice and glory of her imperial
rule and reformed religion. The media for such glorification were various: the
poetry of highly learned and sophisticated court writers, a series of allegorical
portraits, and the more popular verse and visual and dramatic effects of the largescale public pageants that were held to mark special occasions (like the Accession
Day Tilts), or offered to the Queen by loyal subjects or towns during the royal
progresses through the countryside.
systematically presented by E.G. Wilson in

This material has been collected and
Eaghnd's

EUzst,

and interpreted by such

scholars as Frances Yates (whose work concentrates largely on the pageantry) and
Roy Strong, whose cataloguing of

Portraits of (Htwa Elizabeth I

has given the

impetus for recent study of Elizabethan visual iconography.^ Until recently it was

J E.C. Wilson. EogltDdsEliu (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard Univ. Press, 1939): Frances Yates,
Astnau- Tbe ImperitI JTieme lo theS/xteeatlt C^tury (Usa^oti: Routledge and Kegan Paul,

1975): Roy Strong, Portnits of Queen Eliabetb I {SiyXw^-. Clarendon, 1963): Strong. The Cult
of Elizabeth: Eliubethaa Portraiture tod Pi^Mtry

Thames and Hudson. 1977), For

some recent feminist analyses of Elizabeth's political position, see Allison Heisch. "Queen
Elizabeth I: Parliamentary Rhetoric and the Exercise of Power." Signs, 1 (1975), 31-55:
Heisch. "Queen Elizabeth I and the Persistence of Patriarchy." FeministKeview, 4 (1980). 4556: Mary Thomas Crane, "Video et Taceo: Elizabeth I and the Rhetoric of Counsel," Studies in
English Literature 1500-1900, 28 (1988), 1-15.
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better known to historians, art historians and cultural anthropologists than to
literary critics. Scholars of the court masque like Stephen Orgel vere among the
first to suggest hov far literature is implicated in the social and political systems
that surround it, and have interrogated the artificial distinctions between
"literature" and other signifying systems in a culture.^ Louis Adrian Montrose's
work on the Elizabethan court, which I want to discuss later, has been ezefflplary in
this respect. Here we may refer once more to Stephen Greenblatt for a clear
exposition of that "poetics of culture" which is the goal of his own criticism:
A literary criticism that has affinities to this practice [a cultural or
anthropological criticism] must be conscious of its own status as
interpretation and intent upon understanding literature as a part of
the system of signs that constitutes a given culture; its proper goal,
however difficult to realize, is a poetics of culture?"

I am unable here to follow up the full implications of such a project, though
some of its facets will be treated at different stages in this thesis. But here I want to
claim that The Ocean to Sciatbia. presents itself as an ideal text for such a mode of
analysis. It is a poem largely incomprehensible except in relation to the system of
court patronage which produced it. It needs to be read in terms of the extra-textual
relationship between Elizabeth and Ralegh, and the literary conventions and
mythological systems which articulated that relationship, not just in poetry but in
life too. To readers unaware of or indifferent to such a context the poem has
appeared unfinished and unimportant, tied to an occasion whose details and
significance are lost. But this judgement is the result of a mode of criticism which
privileges text over context; once we begin to look at the interactions between the
two (enabled by a shift in critical discourse) the shape and significance of the poem
begin to change. But we can go even further, for it is not just modern critical

' See Stephen Orgel. The Illusion olPowa^ Politic*! Theater ia the&iglisli Renaissance
(Berkeley: Univ. of California Press, 1975) and Orgel and Strong, Inigo Jones: The Theatre ot
the Stuart Cdurt, 2 vols (Berkeley: Univ. of California Press, 1973).
2 Greenblatt. ReMissanceSell-Fashioning, pp. 4-5.
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discourse which constructs the text as a product of its context: the subject of
Ralegh's poem is precisely the signifying practices of the Elizabethan court, and
his own exclusion from them. In what follows I shall argue that an interpretation
of the social context of The Oceun to Scinthia is a condition of the poem's
readability.

Ill
I want to begin by isolating as the first element of such a context Ralegh's
imprisonment in the Tower of London in 1592. In that year this lowly-born, selfmade courtier and favourite of Queen Elizabeth was at the height of his power and
fortune. He was Captain of the Queen's Guard (a position of special influence
because it gave him constant and direct access to the Queen), and had received
numerous grants of money, monopolies and land, most recently the large and
prosperous estate of Sherbourne, He was extravagant in behaviour, splendid in
dress, devoted to the Queen but feared and hated by the rest of the court and the
populace at large for his damnable pride and ambition. With an inevitable turn of
the wheel of fortune, in the summer of 1592 he was sent to the Tower on Elizabeth's
orders. While in prison he acted out the following scene, described by Arthur
Gorges in a letter to Robert Cecil:
I cannot chuse but aduertyse you of a straunge Trgedye that this day had
lyke to haue fallen owte betweene the Captayne of the Guarde, and the
Lyuetennaunt of the Ordenaunce; If I had not by greate chaunce cummen
att the very instant to haue turned it into a Commedye, For vppon the report
of hyr Majesties beinge aU Sir George Caryes; Sir W. Rawly hauing gazed
and syghed a longe tyme att hys study wyndow; from whence he myght
discerne the Barges and boates aboute the blackfryars stayers; soodaynly he
brake owte into a greate distemper, and sware that hys Enymyes hadd of
purpose brought hyr Majestie thethar, to breake hys gaule in sounder with
Tantalus Torment; that when shee wentt a way he myght see hys deathe
before hys Eyes; with many such lyke conceyts. And as a mann transported
with passion; he sware to Sir George Carew that he wolde disguyse
hymeselfe; and gett into a payer of Oares to Ease hys mynde butt with a
syght of the Queene; or els he protested his harte wolde breake. But the
trusty lay lor wold non of yt for displeasing the hygher powers, as he sayde
which he more respected then the feading of hys humor; and so flatly
refused to permitt hyme. But in conclusion vppon this disspute they fell
flaU owt to coUoryq outragius wordes; with s t r ^ i n g and struggling att the
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doores, that all lamenes vas forgotten; and in the fury of the conflyct, the
laylor he had hys newe perwygg tome of hys crovne. And yet heare the
battle ended not. for aU laste they had gotten ovte theyr daggers; vhich
when I sawe I played the styckler betvene theme, and so purchased such a
rapp on the knockles, that I wysht bothe theyr pates broken; and so with
much adoo, they stayed theyr brawle to see my bloodyed fyngers . . . I feare
Sir ¥ . Rawly; wyll shortely growe to be Orlando furioso; If the bryght
Angelyca perseuer agaynst hyme a lyttle longer,^

This scene provides an emblem of Ralegh's relationship to the Queen. It is a nicelyshaped account of a dramatic performance, with Ralegh in the central role. Gorges
presents it as a tragedy that turns into a comedy, as his own intervention prevents
any violent outcome and reconciles the antagonists in a farcical resolution,
featuring the comic props of torn periwigs, broken pates and bloody knuckles. It is
staged in a room in the Tower, the scene of Ralegh's imprisonment, but with a
window that looks out on to the river Thames, where the court life Ralegh is
excluded from continues as usual: a view of the royal barge on the river was
apparently the inspiration for this performance. Its audience is ostensibly Arthur
Gorges, but as he himself makes clear in a postscript to the letter ("I could wyshe
hyr Majestie knewe"). the real audience is the Queen. The absence of Elizabeth
necessitates the performance but also renders it futile, which is why the theatrical
presentation has to be reported, re-presented in the form of a letter. Ralegh's act is
structured as a drama, but the rhetoric of its passion is Petrarchan. The Petrarchan
lover's mistress is always absent, and the only access he has to her is by sight or
(more problematically) by literary self-presentation. Ralegh here plays the role of
the melancholic and choleric lover, gazing and sighing and breaking out into
sudden rage at his mistress' proximity but inaccessibility. Instead of the sweet
death of passion that the lover desires he suffers the death of deprivation, absence,
loss: "when shee wentt a way he myght see hys deathe before hys Eyes." In his
premeditated disguise he imitates those literal disguises which Ovidian lovers
willingly assume in order to get access to their mistresses, as well as the
1 MS Ashmole 1729, f. 177. endorsed 26 July 1592; quoted from Helen Estabrook Sandison,
"Arthur Gorges. Spenser's Alcyon and Ralegh s Friend." PMLA. 43 (1928), 657-58.
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psychological disguise or transformation that a Petrarchan lover involuntarily
undergoes through the power of desire. What breaks the tension of the scene is not
sexual release but violent words and actions ("att laste they had gotten owte theyr
daggers"). The dagger is directed against the gaoler who is the surrogate for the
woman who has captivated him. Gorges concludes his description by providing the
literary source or analogue for Ralegh's performance: he has been playing the
role of Ariosto's Orlando furioso, driven mad by his unrequited love for the fair
Angelica.

Paradoxically, what the self-consciously

literary

language

and

Petrarchan conceits draw attention to here is a set of literal, not figurative
meanings. Ralegh is "imprisoned" not by his love for an inaccessible woman but by
the walls of the Tower of London; the death figured by the Queen's absence and
withdrawal of favour might well be effected by execution;

his only chance of

reprieve is to convince Elizabeth that his faithfulness as a lover guarantees his
loyalty as a subject; his only mode of access to the Queen is through such indirect,
coded connivances as this dramatic performance and its verbal report.

My second text is a letter of about the same date (July 1392), again sent to
Robert Cecil, this time written by Ralegh himself ! Ralegh is still in the Tower and
the Queen is about to leave court on one of her regular Progres^s:
My heart was never broken till this day, that I hear the Queen goes away so
far of, - whom I have followed so many years with so great love and desire,
in so many journeys, and am now left behind her, in a dark prison all alone.
While she was yet nire at hand, that I might hear of her once in two or three
dayes, my sorrows were the less; but even now my heart is cast into the
depth of all misery, I that was wont to behold her riding like Alexander.
hunting like Diana,'vzXIdn.g like Venus, the gentle wind blowing her fair
hair about her pure cheeks, like a nymph; sometime siting in the shade like
a Goddess; sometime singing like an angell; sometime playing like Orpheus,
The implicit audience for this letter is once again the Queen, and the text is written
around her absence. Ralegh plays the part of the abandoned, heartbroken lover
• Quoted from Edward Edwards, The Lite of Sir WilterRalegb... t<^ether with bis Utters
(London: Macmillan, 1868), H, 31-32.
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and Elizabeth is cast as a series of historical and mythological figures of power:
Alexander, Diana, Venus, Orpheus, nymph, angel, goddess. Her pover is vested in
her sovereignty, her chastity, her beauty, her artistry and her divinity. These
comparisons are the common currency of praise in the cult of Elizabeth, and
Ralegh's participation in that cult is not to be seen as any less sincere because it is
so conventional. Nor is his love for the Queen to be read as simply metaphorical; as
he says, "All wounds have skares, but that of fantasie". The proof that his love
wound was more than a fiction is the scar of his imprisonment. The letter in any
case subordinates flattery of the other to pity for the self, and expresses more
complaint than contrition:
All those times past, - the loves, the sythes, the sorrows, the desires, can they
not way down one frail misfortune? Cannot one dropp of gall be hidden in
so great heaps of sweetness? I may then conclude, Spes et fortuna, vsUete.
She is gone, in whom I trusted, and of me hath not one thought of mercy,
nor any respect of that that was. Do with me now, therefore, what you list. I
am more weary of life then they are desirous I should perish; which if it
had been for her, as it is by her, I had been too happily born.

The letter dramatises - melodramatically, self-indulgently - Ralegh's sense of lost
identity now that he can no longer claim any relationship with the Queen. Even
that last desperate act of self-assertion of an abandoned lover - to die for his
mistress - is impossible: Ralegh may perish by the Queen, but not for her. He
subscribes himself "Your s, not worthy any name or title, VJ^.", where the initials
stand as ciphers for an empt^ self waiting to be filled again by the restoration of
the Queen's favour. Furthermore, the doubling of "name or title" suggests that
Ralegh is primarily concerned with a social identity: loss of the Queen's favour
brings not just psychological but also social and financial devastation. This letter,
like the dramatic performance discussed earlier, is a coded bid for the restoration of
royal patronage.
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Such letters provide a context in vhich to read The Ocean to Scinthia. The
poem shares with the letters a Petrarchan vocabulary of thwarted love, broken
faith and unrewarded service. It too focuses on the experience of love as loss by
contrasting past and present, and its mode is self-consciously literary and
theatrical. Like the two letters to Cecil, it was, I believe, the product of Ralegh's
imprisonment in the Tower in 1392. This is the date suggested by Agnes Latham and
accepted by most modern commentators, though as we have seen, there is no
contemporary evidence for the dating of any of Ralegh's poems. Even if the poem
was not written when Ralegh was literally in the Tower, however, it is explicable
only in terms of that experience, for it requires the physical imprisonment of its
author by a female monarch in the role of Petrarchan mistress.

It represents

Ralegh's exclusion from a social system which confers identity upon the poet and
meaning on his poem.
The scene of Ralegh's imprisonment, then, is the enabling context for the
texts I have been discussing. Here it is important to take account of an element not
yet mentioned, namely, the reason for his disgrace. In March 1592. in the face of
growing rumours at court, Ralegh wrote to Cecil: "I mean not to cume away, as they
say I will, for feare of a marriage, and I know not what.

But shortly after, it was

revealed that the Queen's favourite courtier had indeed secretly committed
marriage with Elizabeth Throckmorton, one of the Queen's Maids of Honour. For
this offence they were both arrested and sent to the Tower. There are a number of
puzzles here. Why was marriage a transgressive act at the Elizabethan court, and
more importantly, how are we to understand the relationship between Ralegh's
roles as Petrarchan lover to Queen Elizabeth and as real-life husband to Elizabeth
Throckmorton? Elizabeth's hostility to the marriage of her courtiers and favourites
is well known, and political explanations of this have recently begun to displace
those individualist and "psychological" interpretations which focus on the Queen's

• Edwards, Letters, p. 46.
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neurotic jealousyElizabeth kept close vatch over court marriages in order to
protect the bloodlines of her aristocracy and thus control the exercise of pover
through the inheritance of wealth and title. The marriage of the Earl of Hertford
and Lady Catherine Grey, for example, which took place without Elizabeth's
permission, was perceived as a direct threat to her authority, since any child they
had would be a potential heir to the throne. The couple were imprisoned in the
Tower, and their marriage was annulled in order to render their children
illegitimate and thus unable to inherit the crown. In this instance the political
issues are clear, but less so in the case of Elizabeth's opposition to the marriages of
three of her favourites, all supposedly suitors to the Queen herself: Leicester and
Lettice KnoUys, Ralegh and Elizabeth Throckmorton, and Essex and Frances
Walsingham, the widow of Sir Philip Sidney. The notion of "courtship' cannot have
been simply an inert trope for "courtiership", otherwise the furore surrounding
these marriages would not have been so great, nor so costly for the men and women
involved. Ralegh's marriage posed no political threat to Elizabeth, but it angered
her nevertheless because it occurred without her permission and against her will.
It was an assumption of personal autonomy that she was not prepared to allow her
courtiers.

More significantly, it violated the code of patronage whereby the

courtier sued for the favour of his royal mistress and was rewarded not with sexual
"grace", but with money and position. Elizabeth constructed Ralegh's marriage as
unfitting him for this role; he, on the other hand, attempted first to deny it and
then to pass it off as an inconsequential error (in

The Oceaa to Scintbia

he claims

that his "error never was forthought / or ever could proceed from sence of
lovinge" [338-39)). But if Ralegh tried to claim that his marriage belonged to a
different order of reality from his relationship with the Queen, she by contrast
seemed to insist that the boundaries between fiction and reality were not so easily
drawn, and that the strength of the patronage system consisted precisely in the
2 See Leooard Tenoenhouse, Power on Display:

Methuen, 1986). pp. 17-71.
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York:
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impossibility of distinguishing not only between one code and another, but also
between codes and the encoded. Ralegh was certainly playing a role as Elizabeth's
lover, but in order to sustain it he had to forego marriage, to the Queen or anyone
else. It is significant that what Elizabeth denies Ralegh is not sex - for his selfconscious, aggressive virility was a crucial aspect of his image at court - but the
^uictioned and stable form of marriage. Marriage was too strong a closure: the
distance between monarch and subject, like that between lady and lover, had to be
kept open by desire. The fiction had to be realisable although it would never be
realised. Ralegh's premature closure of that gap by his marriage to Elizabeth
Throckmorton removed him from asocial system that operated under the dictates of
desire. The dynamics of the court situation require us to keep active both terms of
the metaphor that connects love and ambition, sex and power.
This crossing of codes can be illustrated by a recapitulation of the events
surrounding Ralegh's imprisonment in 1592. Ralegh presents himself as the
Queen's suitor and, after winning her grace, receives money and land:

he is

rewarded, that is, in terms of the code of patronage, not love. His position at court
remains completely dependent on Elizabeth's personal favour; he is not enabled to
establish any independent power base, and therefore he cannot afford to alienate
the Queen's affections. He makes a marriage that serves no political alliance, but is
merely the satisfaction of a private desire; yet his attempt to keep the marriage
secret indicates that he recognises its political implications. Elizabeth responds as a
betrayed mistress, but exacts a public penalty for a crime construed politically as
treason, a crime against the person of the monarch. From the Tower, Ralegh
attempts to exonerate himself in a series of texts in which he adopts once again the
role of Petrarchan lover. This strategy is completely ineffectual, however, because
through his marriage Ralegh himself has ruptured the system of symbolic
exchange on which the love game was based. The affair is finally resolved not at
the symbolic but at the economic level. Ralegh is released five weeks after being
imprisoned because only he can prevent his sailors looting a Portuguese treasure
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ship captured by his fleet. He supervises the distribution of profits from the ship,
but his own share of an immensely profitable venture is a mere two thousand
pounds from an investment of thirty-four thousand. By contrast, Elizabeth (who as
usual had invested very little) received eighty thousand pounds. In other words,
Ralegh purchased his freedom not with verse but with hard cash. He was not
received at court for a further five years, and he never regained his full influence
there. As Tennenhouse concludes: "For transgressing the rules upon which his
social status, political power, and economic well-being rested, Ralegh was in effect
punished with the equivalent of a heavy fine, exile from Court, and a greatly
weakened political position."!

Power relations in the Elizabethan court were enormously complicated by
the fact that the monarch at the centre of a phallocratic structure had a female
body. This fractured the homology between the "natural" hierarchical relationship
of male and female, and the hierarchy of prince and subject. The contradiction was
partly negotiated by a doctrine based on medieval political theology and encoded in
Elizabethan law in 1561, the doctrine of the Queen's two bodies.2 The corpus
nsUurale was fallible and mortal, but the corpus iwliticum was unerring and
immortal. Unlike the modern state, which is defined territorially with power vested
in neither the ruler nor the ruled, the Elizabethan body politic was perceived as
contained within the natural body of the Queen. Even though her body natural was
female, the power symbolised by her body politic was decidedly male.

This

^ Tennenhouse. "Sir Walter Ralegh and the Literature of Clientage," p. 246.
^ The classic account of this doctrine is found in Ernst Kantorowicz. The King s Two Mies: A
Study in MedievalPoiitical Tbeoiogy (Princeton: Princeton Univ. Press, 1957). It is related to
the Elizabethan context by Marie Axton. ne Queen's Two Bodies: Drama and the Etizabetban
Succession (London: Royal Historical Society. 1977), pp. 11-25 and Montrose. "The Elizabethan
Subject and the Spenserian Text,", pp. 303-40. For important accounts of the politics of the
body, see Peter Sully brass. "Patriarchal Territories: The Body Enclosed," in Rewriting the
Renaissance: The Discourses of SexuaiDifference in Earfy Modem Europe, ed. Margaret W.
Ferguson, Maureen Quilligan and Nancy J. Vickers (Chicago: Univ. of Chicago Press. 1986). pp.
123-42 and Richard Helgerson, "The Land Speaks: Cartography. Chorography. and Subversion in
Renaissance England." R^resentations, No. 16 (1986). pp. 50-85.
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necessitated a change in Tudor somatic symbolism in order to ensure a privileging
of the female body. Henry VIII's state power had been expressed in images of
personal virility, the "manhood" necessary both to protect his nation and to
engender a heir for it. Elizabeth, however, was intent on fostering a much more
exact identification of her body with the body of the realm. Virginity, with its
connotations of inviolable frontiers, moral purity and unchanging physical state,
became the connecting link between the natural and political bodies. The Queen's
marriage prospects were the most significant political issue for decades of
£li2abeth's reign, as her counsellors feared first that as a woman she was too weak
to rule without a husband, and then that her failure to produce a natural heir would
plunge the country into a succession crisis.

Her femininity was constructed

consistently as lack. Elizabeth, by contrast, presented her virginity as the single
most important guarantee of her country's safety, a personal virtue that was
simultaneously a political asset. The iconography of much Elizabethan portraiture
presents the Queen's body as identical in limits and sanctity to the land of England.
The Armada victory was established and celebrated as the defence of the Queen's
body against violation by the hated Spanish king, This is the theme of the famous
address said to have been delivered by the Queen to the troops who were preparing
to defend England against the Armada: "I know I have the body but of a weak and
feeble woman: but I have the heart and stomach of a king, and of a king of England
too; and think foul scorn that Parma or Spain, or any Prince of Europe should dare
to invade the borders of my realm: to which rather than any dishonour shall grow
by me, I myself will take up arms. 'l Here Elizabeth acknowledges the vulnerability
of her female body, at the same time as she proclaims its defence by her body
politic. The two are seen not as grotesquely disjunctive in the mingling of male and
female, but as mutually defining like the relationship between realm and
sovereign. At the level of the body natural Elizabeth admits that her female parts
1 Quoted from EUxtbethtn and Jacobean Prose 1350-1620, ed. Kemieth Muir (Harmondsworth:
Penguin. 1956). p. 15-
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are inferior to (because constitutionally weaker and less perfect than) those of the
male; this is the dominant construction of gender at this period, and one that
Elizabeth cannot challenge. However, at the level of the symbolic body (the body
politic, which is the domain of political power), her female body, with all the signs
of her femininity intact, assumes masculine powers at the expense of a group of
symbolically feminised male subjects. In this way £lizabeth-as-woman preserves
the masculinist hierarchy of gender, but still exercises the full rights of
phallocratic dominion as sovereign.
Elizabeth manipulated this symbolism successfully throughout her reign,
but for her male courtiers it remained a source of anxiety. In this context, the
strategies of Petrarchan representation were discovered to be particularly useful.
"Petrarchism", as Louis Montrose reminds us, "is one of the discourses in which a
recognizably modern mode of subjectivity - an introspective egocentricity founded
upon the frustration and sublimation of material desires - is first articulated and
actively cultivated." ^ Furthermore, it requires to be understood as a gendered
discourse: the subjectivity so fashioned is distinctively masculine.

The main

elements of the Petrarchan dynamic are an actively desiring male subject and a
passive female object. The project of the Petrarchan lover is self-construction, and
this is achieved by the shaping and reshaping of the feminine Other whose body is
the body of the text, subjected to masculine control. In content Petrarchan lyric
poetry presents an all-powerful woman who as chaste beloved, beautiful goddess or
inspiring muse seems to control the abject male, frustrating his "natural" desires
and dictating his verse. Structurally, however, the power relations are reversed,
because the woman is in fact controlled, indeed created, by the self-creating male
subject.^ Such poetry asserts in the realm of the symbolic those patriarchal

' Montrose, "The Elizabethan Subject and the Spenserian Text." p. 325.
^ See Nancy J. Vickers, 'Diana Described: Scattered Woman and Scattered Rhyme." CritiaU
I a q u i f y , ^ { \ m ) , 265-79.
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prerogatives that an individual male feels himself unable to exercise in the social
world.
At the Elizabethan court Petrarchism was the favoured mode of address to
the Queen. Its usefulness is immediately apparent; it offered a sanctioned literary
code for articulating and perhaps turning to advantage an anomalous political
situation, namely, the sovereignty of a woman in a phallocratic order. The role of
the Petrarchan mistress was particularly amenable to Elizabeth's project of selffashioning, for it provided those elements of purity, inaccessibility and desirability
that she was so adept at manipulating. She used the codes of Petrarchism to claim
her femininity as a source of power. But as we have seen, those codes were doubleedged: the male courtier who adopted them was able to take advantage not only of
their strategies of praise and protestations of subjection, but also of their covert
self-assertion in the structural privileging of the male subject over the female
object. The demystification of the Queen's sovereignty as erotic attraction, and the
translation of the body of the state into a female body, make that body available not
only for veneration but also for violation.

As Montrose points out, "erotic

conventions structure Elizabethan relations of power in ways advantageous to the
writing subject' (323)- It is no accident, therefore, that male poets preferred to
represent the Queen as "Belphoebe", chaste goddess and Petrarchan mistress, rather
than as Gloriana, the sovereign Queen. Spenser appears to offer Elizabeth a choice
of roles: "But either Gloriana let her chuse, / Or in Belphoebe fashioned to bee: / In
th'one her rule, in th'other her rare chastitee" {Faerie Oueeae III, Proem. 5). But
while Belphoebe is a character inside The Faerie Oueeae, fashioned by Spenser
himself, Gloriana remains outside its representative strategies, as the goal which
the poem desires but never achieves, except in a projected ending where the
powers of Gloriana are transfigured into those of God himself. No other Elizabethan
poem rivals Spenser's in attempting to represent the sovereign power of Elizabeth.
Instead, the Queen tends to be figured forth in countless Petrarchan and pastoral
guises, where she provides the subject of the verse by becoming the object of the
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poet's self-presentation. The lines from the Proem to Book III of The Faerie (hieene
quoted above occur in the context of a complimentary allusion to Ralegh, which is
echoed in a line from The Ocean to Scinthia: "a Queen shee vas to mee, no more
Belphebe" (327), Ralegh's marriage, and Queen Elizabeth's reaction to it, deny him
access to the strategies of Petrarchan representation by which alone he can
approach his sovereign. He can manipulate her as Belphoebe, but as Queen she is
literally inaccessible to him. The signs of her absolute royal power are his
imprisonment and his loss of social identity: in the Tower, he says, "I alone / speake
to dead walls, butt thos heare not my mone ' .l He becomes silent not because he
cannot speak but because he is not heard. Only as Belphoebe (or her alternative
image Cynthia) does Elizabeth provide an audience for Ralegh's verse; he cannot
address her as Queen.

That is why The Ocean to Scintbia is addressed to the poet's dead joys, and
why it recycles so obsessively fragments of his past in a vain attempt to construct
for himself a present. It is also why the poem remains incomplete; it cannot form a
finished, perfected piece of work without the audience of the Queen. The Ocean to
Scinthia is frequently taken as a classic of introspection, one of the earliest
English Renaissance texts to portray the isolated speaking voice of an individualised
poet. But I think that is a romantic misreading of a poem which demonstrates the
ego's incapacity to fashion itself inside poetic discourse without social sanction.
Two elements of that formulation - self-fashioning within a work of art - are
brilliantly identified, as I have already noted, in Stephen Greenblatt's pioneering
study of Ralegh, where the metaphor of theatricality is used to demonstrate the
intimate connection between Ralegh's "life" and 'art", and to illuminate the "roles "
that he adopts on the " stage " of the Elizabethan court. It will be recalled that
Greenblatt argues convincingly that Ralegh's "dramatic sense of life"" meant he

* "My boddy in the walls captived," Latham (1929). p. 76.
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lived out a series of roles - brilliant courtier, brave adventurer, betrayed lover, vise
and witty writer, patient and sardonic prisoner, heroic martyr - in which reality
and fiction were evenly mixed and mutually sustaining; "Ralegh's self-fashioning
is paradoxical: it bends art to the service of life - advancing his career, justifying
his actions, enhancing his reputation - and it transforms life into art, leading ever
further from the career toward symbolic characterization and transcendent
meaning,"! In making the dichotomy between art and life so exact, however,
Greenblatt allows too neatly for the translation of one into the other, and
consequently underplays the informing significance of social context. Any move
towards "transcendent meaning" in Ralegh's art is blocked by the intransigences of
the real-life situation that scripts it. Art does not - can not - provide compensation
in a private world for any deprivation or loss suffered publically: it merely repeats
that loss in a different mode.2 Ralegh's identity is socially fashioned - that is the
point of describing it in terms of role-playing - and poetry provides one of the
forums for that fashioning. But both "life" and "poem" are products of a social
process. The imbrications of art and life are troped convincingly by Greenblatt as
role-playing, but a major consequence of that metaphor - namely, that every
performance implies an audience and therefore a context - is surprisingly
underestimated. So, although his 1973 study went a long way towards freeing The
Ocean to Scinthia

from largely formalist readings, it effectively preserved the

aesthetic as a shaping category separate from the social.3 My contention, on the
contrary, is that while these categories are theoretically separable (and have
indeed been separated by all critics of Ralegh's life and works), Ralegh's dilemma
was the impossibility of maintaining that distinction in the Elizabethan court.

1 Greenblatt. Sir WtUerRdegh, p. 59.
^ This is the point made in a different but related context by Arthur F. Marotti, "Love is Not
Love : Elizabethan Sonnet Sequences and the Social Order," ELH. 49 (1982), 405.
3 This distinction is effectively undone in Greenblatt s later book. RemussanceSelfFisJu'oaiag.nhich as 1 have discussed above enunciates and develops the theory of a 'poetics of
culture". Although ReatussanceSelf-Fasbiooiag does not discuss Ralegh directly, my argument
here is as much indebted to it as to Sir WalterRaJ^.
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Ralegh's identity as courtier, lover, and poet depends on Elizabeth's playing the role
of Queen, mistress, and reader; those identities are the product of a relationship,
and are neither self-generating nor self-sustaining. Ralegh's social identity is
eradicated when he is disgraced, just as his very existence is threatened by the
Queen's displeasure. The letters and poems he directs to the Queen attempt to
reassert his identity by reestablishing a relationship with her through Petrarchan
discourse. But because Elizabeth believes the Petrarchan role is betrayed by his
marriage, she refuses to respond in any mode but that of Queen, exacting a fine and
imposing a banishment. The poetry remains inert because it is ineffectual. The
OceAn to ScinthM

cannot provide the ground for a renewed self-fashioning

because it is denied the feminine Other which it requires for the construction of a
masculine self, and because it no longer participates in the social system which
would confer meaning on it.
So The Ocean to ScinthJs is a poem consumed with loss, and in particular
with the loss of the woman who provided the principle of intelligibility for
Ralegh's life and art. Words fail to "knit up" that loss, because Elizabeth is the
enabling cultural presence in Ralegh's world.' With her loss the poet loses access
to that whole system of signification centred on the Queen, and he is doomed to
meaninglessness. The poem mimes in language a desire that cannot link up with its
object, with the result that words remain signs without significance. Critics have
tended to read this poem as depicting the exhaustion of a whole order of symbolism,
and as an attempt to establish a new site of transcendent value in the self. But I
believe on the contrary that the deepest source of the despair it articulates is that
the symbolic order is intact but inaccessible to Ralegh. The poem demonstrates over
and over again that the natural and social worlds - together with the values they
symbolise, encoded in the material forms of language and poetry - survive, but the

1 Cf. Montrose, " Shaping Fantasies,'" p. 62: "For, whether or not Queen Elizabeth was
physically present at the first performance of A Midsummer Night's Dttm, her pervasive
culturalpresoKe was a condition of the play's ifflaginative possibility."
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poet cannot make use of them. The poem is preoccupied vith ending; but because it
cannot achieve its goal (an end outside the text), it remains unfinished, trapped in
the repetition of its gestures of impotence:
Butt stay my thoughts, make end, geue fortvne way
harshe is the voice of woe and sorrows sovnde
cumpiaynts cure not, and teares do butt allay
greifs for a tyme, which after more abovnde
to seeke for moysture in th' arabien sande
is butt a losse of labor, and of rest
the lincks which tyme did break of harty bands
words cannot knytt, or waylings make a new,
seeke not the soonn in clovdes, when it is sett...
On highest mountaynes wher thos Sedars grew
agaynst whose bancks, the trobled ocean bett
and weare the markes to finde thy hoped port
into a soyle farr of them sealves remove
on Sestos shore Leanders late resorte
Hero hath left no lampe to Guyde her love
Thow lookest for light in vayne, and stormes arise
Shee sleaps thy death that erst thy danger S3rth-ed
strive then no more bow down thy weery eyes
eyes, which to all thes woes thy hart have guided
Shee is gonn, Shee is lost, Shee is fovnd, shee is ever faire.
Sorrow drawes weakly, wher love drawes not too
woes cries, sound nothinge, butt only in loves eare
Do then by Diinge, what life cannot doo . . .
(474-%)

Here the poet understands that sorrow, the substance of his song, simply multiplies
itself, increasing rather than purging grief. Words are empty ciphers which
cannot restore lost love, or make present the absent mistress. Once the light of
Hero's love is extinguished, Leander is doomed to drown: "She sleaps thy death thsU
erst thy danger syth-ed" (490). The final lines here make clear the dangers of that
destabilising of subjectivity which the poet has been forced to experience; there is
no referent for these random perceptions. For Ralegh the Queen is "lost", though
she remains "ever faire" in the Elizabethan court from which he is excluded. Even
his sorrow, the only mode of self-determination left to him, is meaningless without
the love to which it refers. The elaborate chiasmus of the last line shows the
deadlock he has reached: the outcome of his sorrow is simple extinction, the loss of
all social, psychological, and physical identity. But the poem cannot stop even at
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such an apparently definite point of no return. It struggles on for a further
tventy-six lines, invoking conventional pastoral and religious consolations only to
find them totally irrelevant; "But be it soo, or not, th" effects, ar past, / her love
hath end, my voe must ever last" (521-22). The strong couplet ending and the
heavy mid-line pauses reinforce the bleak statement here: because Cynthia's love
is ended, the Ocean's voe is everlasting. And like the sea from which he takes his
name, the poet's identity is unfixed and boundless, his poem an unstructured and
meaningless fragment. In terms of the signifying system of the poem itself,
Cynthia, its principle of intelligibility, is absent, because in the public vorld the
poet strives to imitate, the Queen is cut off from the poet irrevocably. Moreover, the
poem cannot exist separately from that social vorld, for its significance as veil as
its perfectibility remain a function of the relationship between the Queen and her
court. Excised from that relationship, Ralegh discovers that he means nothing, and
that the only thing he can inscribe in his writing is imperfection. So the poem
passes into oblivion, and waits for some three hundred years before being
rediscovered as a historical and poetic curiosity.

In conclusion, I want to return to some lines from The Oce&a to Scinthia
that I quoted at the beginning of this chapter:
as if when after phebus is dessended
and leues a light mich like the past dayes dawninge,
and every toyle and labor wholy ended
each livinge creature draweth to his restinge
wee should beginn by such a partinge light
to write the story of all ages past
and end the same before th'aprochinge night.

(97-103)

Inside the lyric mode of The Ocean to Scintbia Ralegh contemplates the possibility
of writing his life not as Petrarchan drama but as universal history. It was an
opportunity he was to be given after the death of Elizabeth by the accession of a
male monarch whose literary interests were defined in the public forms of history.
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philosophy and divinity. In July 1603 Ralegh was again arrested and sent to the
Tover on a charge of treason. This time, however, the monarch was James I. and
Ralegh was implicated in a direct rather than a symbolic plot on the King's life. He
was put on trial, and although the evidence against him was flimsy and almost
certainly fabricated, and in spite of his brilliant self-defence, he was found guilty
and sentenced to death. At the last moment he was reprieved, but remained in the
Tower for the next thirteen years. These circumstances repeat in a grimmer mode
those of his earlier period of imprisonment under Elizabeth, and again Ralegh
turns to writing in an effort to establish his innocence and buy his freedom. Once
more, however, the text proves useless and remains incomplete. The literary task
Ralegh undertakes in 1604 is the one foreshadowed in The Ocean to Sciathm , the
writing of "the story of all ages past" as an act of assertion against the gathering
darkness. But as the lines indicate, the project is inconceivable except as a gesture
of hopeless defiance, and its failure, its imperfection, is part of its script. Ralegh's
History of the World was addressed not to King James, whose personal hatred and
mistrust of Ralegh was one of the major reasons for his downfall, but to James's heir
Prince Henry. Henry's enlightened literary and scientific interests, his manifest
Protestantism and his financial generosity made his court an aUractive alternative
source of patronage in the early years of James's reign. Henry showed Ralegh
great favour, interceding for him with the king and protecting his financial
interests; Ralegh in turn dedicated The Hi^ry of the World to Henry.

Prince

Henry's death in November 1612 meant the end of Ralegh's hopes of freedom, the
loss of his estate at Sherbourne which Henry was holding in his name, and the
failure of his text. Deprived of its intended audience, the Hlsiory, like The (ke»n to
Sclathm, became meaningless. Tennenhouse has shown persuasively how the
narrative strategies of the History are decentred by Henry's death: Ralegh loses
interest in his story and does not continue it beyond 167 B.C., thus excluding all
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mention of Christ.^ Tliis is an astonishing omission in a self-styled providential
history, since Christ's incarnation should have provided the central demonstration
of divine control over human affairs.

Book V of Ralegh's history proceeds

mechanically in its cataloguing of events, and regains force and direction only in
its final paragraphs on the power of death:
0 eloquent, just and mightie Death! whom none could aduise, thou
hast perswaded; what none hath dared, thou hast done; and whom all the
world hath flattered, thou only hast cast out of the world and despised: thou
hast drawne together all the farre stretched greatnesse, all the pride,
crueltie, and ambition of man, and couered it all ouer with these two narrow
words, Hiciacet.
Lastly, whereas this Booke, by the title it hath, calles itselfe, The first
part of the GenerallHistorie
of the World, implying a Second, and Third
Volume; which I also intended, and haue hewen out; besides many other
discouragements, perswading my silence; it hath pleased God to take that
glorious Prince out of the world, to whom they were directed; whose
vnspeakable and neuer enough lamented losse, hath taught me to say with
l o b . Versa est in Luctum Cithara mea, et Organum meum in vocem

flentiua?-

Here Ralegh explicitly links the incompletion of his text to the absence of his
patron. This suggests that the social context determines both the literary strategies
of the author as well as the reading practices of its contemporary audience. When
the History was published in 1614, King James ordered all copies to be seized, thus
justifying Ralegh's fear that without a patron his text would be literally unreadable.
When Ralegh was released from the Tower in 1617 (having temporarily regained
the patronage of the King by his plan to discover the fabulous wealth of £1 Dorado)
James permitted and profited from the reprinting of the H i ^ r y .

Even a brief

recounting of these events suggests that literary texts could not creata patronage
relationships, although they themselves could be radically altered or disabled by
changes in existing patronage systems.

Such texts, in other words, are not

autonomous but produced in the social world by relations of power and desire. The

^ Tenneohouse. "Sir Walter Ralegh and the Literature of Clientage." pp. 247-58.
2 Quoted from Sir Walter Ralegh. The History of the World, ed. C.A. Patrides (London:
Macmillan. 1971). pp. 396-97.
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fate of Ralegh's vast and unfinished History of the World provides support for the
argument that it vas social determinants rather than textual inadequacies vhich
prevented The Ocean to ScinthM from achieving closure.
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Chapter V
"But yet the end is not": The Unfinishing of Spenser's fmerJe

Queene

Spenser's Faerie Queene\s the longest and most important of Elizabethan
poems. It is "Elizabethan" not only because it was written and published during the
reign of Queen Elizabeth I, but also because it is directly engaged in the project of
representing Elizabethan pover. What this claim means is in large part the subject
of this chapter. I approach this issue by noticing that The faerie (hieene is also a
famously unfinished poem, and therefore rightfully takes its place in my series of
incomplete texts. My method here is rather different from that adopted in the
earlier chapters, however, and for two reasons in particular:

first because The

faerie Oueene is a much longer and more complicated poem than the others I have
discussed, and secondly because it has recently attracted a great deal of important
and complicated criticism.

I have adopted a fragmented approach, selecting

different parts of the text in order to examine different modes of incompletion, each
of which constitutes its own problematic, and to ground general conclusions in
close textual analysis. The materials and arguments of each section are accordingly
self-contained. No attempt has been made to sacrifice this heterogeneity to a single
argument.

Instead, the constituent parts of this chapter will each represent

different aspects of the most complicated and fascinating case of incompletion to be
encountered in English poetry of the sixteenth century. Section I looks at the ways
in which the "Mutabilitie Cantos' do, and do not, form the end of The faerie Oueene \
Section II examines Spenser's concern with political genealogy as an instance of
the poem's figuring of beginnings and ends; and Section III analyses the various
appearances of Timiasand Belphoebe throughout the poem, in order to reinterpret
its use of "historical allegory ' by demonstrating how the text is fractured by
manifestations of sovereign power.

A consideration of the implications of my

analyses for The faerie Oueene in particular, and for the study of English
Renaissance literature in general, is deferred to a concluding chapter.
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I
A brief consideration of the publishing history of The Faerie Oueene will
serve as an initial reminder that the poem is "unfinished". In 1590 Books I - III
were published, along with a "Letter of the Authors" which states that the poem is
planned in twelve books, and that the poet may even be persuaded to add another
twelve if these are well received. In 15% Books IV - VI were published. These were
joined on to the preceding three books (also republished) by the simple expedient
of cancelling the last five stanzas of Book III (which had given it not just a formal
but also a narrative and emotional closure) and adding three new stanzas which
enable the story to open into Book IV. The "Letter of the Authors" was also
cancelled in the 15% edition. The "Mutabilitie Cantos" were first published in 1609
(thirteen years after the six book edition of The Faerie Oueene and ten years after
Spenser's death) by Matthew Lownes under the rubric "Two Cantos of Mutabilitie:
Which both for Forme and Matter, appeare to be parcell of some following Booke of
the Faerie Queene, under the legend of Constancie. Never before imprinted". Here I
am concerned to examine the place of the "Mutabilitie Cantos" both "at" and "as" the
end of The Faerie Queene.

Although Spenser's authorship of these Cantos is not in dispute, there is no
conclusive evidence for their date of composition, nor any entirely satisfactory
account of their relationship to The Faerie Queene S The curious numbering of the
Cantos (vi, vii and two stanzas of an "unperfite" viii) may be attributable to Spenser,
or to Lownes, or to some intermediary: we do not know how this material came into
the printer's hands. Conservatively, the Cantos have been treated as a "fragment"
which has some specific, though not recoverable, relationship to other parts of The
Faerie Queene. most usually as the "allegorical core " of a "lost" seventh book on
Constancy. Alternatively, they are said to form a coherent whole which Spenser

i Here and in following sections I am drawing on material in S.P. Zitner's edition of The
Mut»bHitie Cantos ^XatAwi-. Nelson, 1968).
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appended as a fitting conclusion to the epic he saw he could never complete. It is
argued that the "Mutabilitie Cantos" reproduce in miniature the themes and
structures of the entire poem, and emphasis then

shifts from defining

"completeness" in terms of authorial 'intentions ' to seeing it as a function of the
reader s experience of the poem. From this perspective, the six books of The Faerie

Queene are said to form a coherent poem to which the "Mutabilitie Cantos'
constitute a satisfying coda. More recent criticism, however, stresses that The

Faerie Queene itself is provisional and unfinished, and takes the "Mutabilitie
Cantos" as a meditation on the problems of ending. In what follows I will explore
the way we read the "Mutabilitie Cantos" in the light of our experience of The Faerie

(^eeneS
The "Mutabilitie Cantos" place before us the problem of the nature and role
of change in human affairs. This problem is explored through the personification
of change in the figure of the Titanesse Mutabilitie and the epic account of her
attempt to seize universal power, and is considered in relation to the human,
natural and divine worlds. Many different kinds of change are involved:
movements and alterations of the natural world;

the

the transience of human

^ Although 1 do not have space here to enumerate all the different ways in which problems of
incompletiofi have been understood in Spenser criticism. I want to acknowledge the following
important texts which are not discussed elsewhere. All of them treat the issue of the poem's
incompletion. though most of them understand this in terms of 'unity" and "perfection". See
Paul J. Alpers, The Poetry of Iht Faerie Queene (Princeton: Princeton Univ. Press, 1967);
Kenneth John Atchity, ed., Rene in Mutabilitie: The Uaityo/lta Faerie Queene.- Essays
Published io Meamry of Davis Pbilotm Hardiag 19H-1970 {YizoiAfsti: Archon, 19
Fletcher. Tbe tabetic Momeot: Ao Essay on Speaser {QMczgH'. Univ. of Chicago Pres
A. Bartlett Giamatti, Play Double Senses: Spenser'sFaerie Queene (Englewood Cliffs:
Prentice-Hall. 1975): Ronald Arthur Horton. The Unity of
Faerie Queene (Athens: Univ. of
(Jeorgia Press. 1978): Isabel C. MacCaffrey. Spenser s Allegory: The An^oay of Imaginatio
(Princeton: Princeton Univ. Press, 1976): Michael Murrin. The Veil of AHegay {Z^Atzga-.
Univ. of Chicago Press, 1969): Kathleen Williams, "Eteme in Mutabilitie': The Unified World
of The Faerie Queene," in That Soueraine Light: Essays in Hona- of Edmund Spense
1952 (1952: rpt. New York: Russell and Russell. 1967), pp. 35-50: Williams, Spenser s World
of Glass: A Reading of Ihe Faerie Queene (Berkeley: Univ. of California Press, 1966). The
relationship between the "Mutabilitie Cantos' and The Faerie Queene is discussed specifically
(though again in different terms from mine) by Joanne Field Holland, "The Cantos of Mutabilitie
and the Form of The Faerie Queene: ELH, 35 (1968), 21-31; Richard Neuse, "Book VI as
Conclusion to The Faerie QueeneELH, 35 (1968). 329-53; David L Miller. "Abandoning the
Quest." ELH, 46 (1979). 173-92.
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achievements;

cosmic and planetary change;

sin, decay and corruption;

metamorphosis; and finally, Apocalypse. The poem seems concerned to relate the
idea of "change" to that of constancy and order and to shov that the latter are not
the negation of change, but its fulfilment. The notion of the vorld as chaotic, or
patterned in endlessly repeating cycles of change - the pagan vorld view embodied
in the late-Classical Titaness Mutabilitie - is countered by the Christian perspective
which sees human experience of change as partial, and argues that its true
movement is towards Apocalypse, "when no more change shall be" (VII.viii.2). It
has been persuasively argued that the weight of the entire poem supports its
conclusion that all things "by their change their being doe dilate" (VII.vii.58). and
that the implications of the action itself, as well as the poem's imagery and
structure, argue for a view of cyclical change by which all things pass through a
series of forms before achieving the perfection of their nature in a return to the
source of their being.^ The arguments of Mutabilitie, therefore, are not so much
wrong as simply limited - she can see and understand only one sector of the eternal
circle.
The opening stanza presents in conventional terms the commonplace
Elizabethan theme of mutability, which is seemingly the motive force in a decaying
arbitrary universe:
What man that sees the euer-whirling wheele
Of Cbange, the which all mortail things doth sway.
But that therby doth find, and plainly feele.
How MVTABILITY'ixa them doth play
Her cruell sports, to many mens decay?
Which that to all may better yet appeare,
I will rehearse that whylome I heard say.
How she at first her selfe began to reare,
Gainst all the Gods, and th'empire sought from them to beare,2

1 See Sherman Hawkins, "Mutabilitie and the Cycle of the Months.' in Form tad Coaventioo in
the Poetry of Ecfauad ^peaser, ed. William Nelson (New York: Columbia Univ. Press. 1961). pp.
76-102.
2 Edmund Spenser. T^tf/iarvie^tfeftTtf. ed. A.C. Hamilton (London: Longman. 1977). Vll.vi.l.
All quotations are taken from this edition and further references will be given in the text.
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Mutabilitie is immediately personified in terms that recall the traditional portrayal
of Fortuna as a fickle goddess indiscriminately bestowing good and bad chance on
all people. She represents humanity's fragmentary understanding of the workings
of its own world: from the human point of view she is all-powerful, irrational and
unjust, but nevertheless in the larger perspective of God's universe she is
subordinated to, and an agent of, the divine plan. "Change" and 'chance ' are
conflated in the opening lines through the image of "the euer-whirling wheele
the central symbol of the endless, meaningless fluctuations of fortune. But the
image hints also at other values of the circle, the geometric figure of completion
and perfection and a symbol of God. Thus, though the prime emphasis here is on
the darker implications of Mutabilitie s sway over the mortal world, we are already
given glimpses of a higher order in which, like Fortune, she may play a beneficent
role. The two concepts are further connected by the presentation of both as
"cruelly sporting" with humankind, as leading "to many mens decay ", and as
seemingly unchallenged in the mortal world. All this is presented in the personal
tones of a speaking voice, which evokes a narrator who is not detached from the
action but is himself subject to the curse of Mutabilitie. I shall return to this point
shortly.
The action of the poem is precipitated by Mutabilitie s rebellion against the
limitations of her power. In this she is to be associated with Lucifer, whose revolt
against God (along with its classical analogue, the myth of the Titans) provides the
pattern of Mutabilitie s own revolt. She is offered redemption "by grace and
goodnesse"', but her "aspiring mortal thoughts" urge her to seek godhead itself.
Initially, it is Mutabilitie s power that is stressed: yet as the story progresses we see
her affinity with fallen humankind, decaying in body and restless in soul, seeking
to regain its birthright and yet unable to do so unaided. Mutabilitie thus comes to
seem like the embodiment of the mortal state itself, and her story can be read as an
account of human experience.

Following epic precedent, the poet traces

Mutabilitie s lineage: she is the daughter of the Titans (stanza 2), who stand for
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"insolent and foolhardy pride and rebellion against established order",^ and of
earth (stanza 26). who is inchoate matter without form. Her ancestry is one of
Mutabilitie s main arguments in the ensuing confrontation with Jove as she seeks
to use the Titans' example to legitimise her own reenactment of their rebellion; for
his part, Jove cites the inevitable defeat of the heroic rebel (stanza 29) as a warning
to Mutabilitie to cease her challenge. Although Spenser observes decorum in
characterising Mutabilitie in terms of the classical world, he also makes it plain
that for a Christian audience she is both cause and result of the fall of man and
nature. Stanza 5 presents the fall of the natural world as a disruption of order, an
introduction of death and a loss of eternal happiness. The next stanza extends the
fall to the principles governing human society, "lustice" and "Policie", and
introduces a confusion of moral values as good is exchanged for bad and life for
death:
Ne shee the lawes of Nature onely brake.
But eke of lustice, and of Policie;
And wrong of right, and bad of good did make,
And death for life exchanged foolishlie:
Since which, all liuing wights haue learn'd to die.
And all this world is woxen daily worse.
0 pittious worke of MVTABILITIB.
By which, we all are subiect to that curse.
And death in stead of life haue sucked from our Nurse,

(VII. vi. 6)

The reference to the concept of Original Sin is clear, as mankind is shown to be
subject eternally to the curse of sin and corruption. For humanity, the life-giving
breasts of Mother Nature have become death-dealing, and the consequent
impossibility of unravelling good from evil is seen as the essence of mortal life, and
therefore the cause of humanity's deepest incomprehension and despair.

I H. C. Lotspeich, Ctassicai Mythology io the I^try of Edmund Speosa-{VntAZVatv. Princeton
Univ. Press. 1932), p. 63, See also his reference to Comes interpretation of the myth of the
Titans rebellion and fall as ' eleaoitoruamutMtioaes', p. 86.
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After the first six stanzas have established as the subject of the poem the
nature and power of change, and human response to it, the poem then launches
into the first of its narrative movements: the account of Mutabilitie's struggle with
Cynthia for control of the sphere of the moon, and the subsequent darkening of the
lower world,

Then, in the first of the poem's trial-scenes, Mutabilitie appears

before Jove to support her claim by argument rather than action.

This

confrontation is deadlocked, and at Mutabilitie's insistence the case is referred to
the court of 'the god of Nature", to be assembled at Arlo Hill. This is the occasion for
what the narrator rather awkwardly and obtusely claims to be a digression, but
which we recognise as a recapitulation in comic mode of the action we have just
witnessed.

Faunus is a more foolish and mundane version of the principle of

disorder, and his attack is on Cynthia not as moon goddess but as Diana the virgin
huntress. Although the actors in this tale avoid tragedy, the landscape suffers
devastation. The transformation of Arlo Hill from a pastoral paradise where gods
resort to a defaced wilderness for wolves and thieves to roam in is an aetiological
myth which brings the poem abruptly into the present. The story is, of course, yet
another version of a Fall from the integral into incompleteness.
destroys the

pastoral

landscape where

gods mingle

with

Faunus' folly
men

and

the

correspondences between the divine, natural and human worlds are orderly and
clearly perceived. The story is a witty and none too serious recreation of a classical
myth in a pastoral style, but curiously this does not create the effect of distancing
us from the action, or of allowing us to see it through yet another literary
perspective: its naturalisation into an Irish setting brings it forcibly into present
time and place. Just as epic had previously given way to pastoral, so here myth
gives way to history.
The discontinuities of styles and modes that we are beginning to recognise
in this poem are present also in Canto vii. The first two stanzas are a displaced epic
invocation of the kind we might have expected to encounter at the beginning of the
poem, but here they introduce not a continuation of the classical epic action of
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Canto vi but something closer to a medieval debate poem, vhose acknowledged
model is Chaucer's Parlement of Foules (see VII.vii.9).

The conception and

description of Nature are medieval in origin and the pageant of the Months and
Seasons that foUovs draws primarily on medieval popular iconography.^

In

dramatic terms the poem does not progress much further in this Canto. We are
given a restatement of Mutabilitie s nature and her claims to sovereignty in terms
of description rather than action; we also get a legal judging of her case that
parallels both the abortive trial before Jove and the mock trial of Faunus by Diana
and her nymphs. What Mutabilitie considers to be evidence in support of her case
turns out to be quite the opposite, for the manifestations of change she draws
attention to are in fact marshalled by Order, and Nature's final "doome" reveals the
place of change in the divine scheme of the universe. The plot resolves itself in
Jove's victory, but this is less important than the fact that the speaker and reader of
the poem are enabled to see Mutabilitie in a larger perspective than the human.
The poem ends with the narrator's prayer to be released from the fragmented
experience of life in a world subject to time and therefore change, and to be
gathered into the plenary wholeness of eternity.

Such a summary suggests the orderly disposition of material in the
"Mutabilitie Cantos" and the coherence of its subject-matter and theme. The pattern
of correspondences between various parts of the poem is repeated on a larger scale
when the Cantos are read in relation to the rest of The Faerie Oue^ae. The Faunus
episode, for example, recalls another fracturing and loss of a divine wholeness,
Calidore's intrusion on the Dance of the Graces in Book VI Canto x; indeed, it recalls
the whole train of intrusions upon a private, idyllic scene which this episode
encapsulates, as well as Braggadocchio's comic attack on Belphoebe in Book II Canto
iii. We are alerted to these correspondences on recognising their common source

1 Hawkins, pp. 88-89.
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in Ovid's story of Actaeon and Diana {Metsunorpbases III, 138-255). Cynthia and
Diana take their place in the sequence of partial "versions of Elizabeth" that the
poem offers us. all of which are to be subsumed in a figure the poem fails to
produce, Gloriana. Arlo Hill is the final version of the pastoral locusamoenus that
has permeated the poem in its good and bad aspects, from the Bover of Bliss to Mt
Acidale, and is here rendered accessible to humankind only by being revealed as
itself subject to mutability. The description of Nature in Canto vii recalls the veiled,
androgynous statue of Venus (IV.x.41) and thus suggests the allegorical identity of
these two figures as controlling principles in the human and natural worlds. The
pageant of the Seasons recalls other great set-piece descriptions in The Faerie
Oueene. most significantly (because of their common reenactment of concord and
order in the natural world) the marriage of Thames and Medway (IV.xi). The
Cantos' philosophical concerns with the nature of change and permanence are
reflected in a different mode in the account of the Garden of Adonis (Ill.vi), and the
pessimistic view of a world in decay is expressed forcefully in the Proem to Book V.
Mutabilitie herself is the last in a long line of female antagonists who attempt to
reverse the established masculine order; Duessa, Acrasia, Ate, Radigund. The
triumphs of mutability have been seen throughout The Faerie (^eene \ it has often
been noted how many of the stories are incomplete, how few of the poem's lovers
are united, how the achievement of each major quest is in some sense qualified.
Red Crosse must continue his struggle separate from Una, Grill will still be Grill,
Britomart's marriage is unconsummated, Artegail is followed by Envy and
Detraction, and at the end of the poem the Blatant Beast rages unchecked.
Mutabilitie thus focuses the fears for human happiness and achievement that,
despite the poem's optimism and moral strength, have haunted us all along. And the
action of The Faerie (H/eene is placed finally in a human context, at the same time
as it shows us that conclusions lie ultimately beyond the human.
There are aspects of the "Mutabilitie Cantos", however, that do not fit neatly
into the straightforward account I have been offering so far. For all their
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affinities with the rest of the poem, what the "Mutabilitie Cantos offer us is not so
much a recapitulation as a reversal, or at least a dislocation, of our experience of
the world of The Faerie Queene. I have implied above that Mutabilitie is to be allied
with the antagonists of the poem; C.S. Lewis expresses this traditional view most
forcibly when he says that "the Titaness, despite her beauty, is an evil force . . She
is, in fact. Corruption, and since corruption , , . came in with the Fall. Spenser
practically identifies his Titaness with sin",l

This is rather too positive a

formulation and does not accurately express our sense of Mutabilitie throughout the
poem, but it is true that initially we are presented with an "evil" figure as the
protagonist.

This is a direct reversal of the heroic experience presented in

previous books, where Mutabilitie would have been clearly the antagonist. The
capacity to change has been asssociated throughout The Faerie

guile

and deception, most importantly with Archimago, or the mythical figure of
Proteus.2 The heroes of the various quests have been required above all to stand
firm, and the moral value and efficacy of the virtues they embody have never been
in question. Here we have a protagonist who begins as the embodiment of a vice,
rebellious pride, but who disturbingly becomes morally ambiguous as the poem
progresses.

The narrator begins with a straightforward denunciation of

Mutabilitie, but as he switches his method from exposition to dramatisation his
attitude subtly alters. We see this most clearly in the confrontation with Jove,
where the gods in council are strangely disturbed and frightened, not only by
Mutabilitie s bold self-confidence (which is qualified by a "becoming" touch of
trepidation), but also her beauty, here drawn attention to for the first time:
Whil'st she thus spake, the Gods that gaue good eare
To her bold words, and marked well her grace,
Beeing of stature tall as any there
^ C.S. Lewis, The Allegory of L^ve: A Study io Medieval Tradition ^tsAaar. Oxford Univ.
Press. 1936), pp. 353-54.
^ See A. Bartlett Giamatti, "Proteus Unbound: Some Versions of the Sea-God in the
Renaissance, in The Disciplines of Criticism, ed. Peter Demetz, Thomas Greene and William
Nelson (New Haven: Yale Univ. Press, 1968), pp. 437-75.

170
Of all the Gods, and beautifull of face,
As any of the Goddesses in place,
Stood all astonied, like a sort of Steeres;
Mongstwhom, some beast of strange and forraine race,
Vnwares is chaunc't, far straying from his peeres:
So did their ghastly gaze bewray their hidden feares.
(VII,vi.28)

Jove's own contempt ("this off-scum of that cursed fry") modulates into sexist
admiration for her beauty as he checks the thunderbolt he had meant for her
destruction and attempts to wheedle and flatter her into submission. The narrator's
sly characterisation of Jove as susceptible and spiteful, lacking the assurance and
power of a supreme deity, helps to increase our respect for Mutabilitie and our
sympathy for her cause. Ve can no longer see change as simply evil; we are
alerted to the beauty and fecundity of the natural world, as well as to the
inevitability of its cycles of change. When Nature is introduced in Canto vii to
replace Mutabilitie as the focus of attention we realise that these two figures are
versions of the same principle, that Nature is Mutabilitie seen from a divine
perspective. 1 Mutabilitie s loquaciousness, her torrent of accusation and selfjustification throughout the poem, leads only to the long silence before Nature
gives her judgement, which in turn leads to the final silencing of Mutabilitie and
the vanishing of Nature. The frenzied speech and action issue abruptly in this
final stillness which is an image of the ultimate change to changelessness, the
Christian Apocalypse. Out of that stillness emerges once again the narrator's voice,
meditating on the course of his poem and its implications for his own life. The
scope of the poem has contracted from an epic action in a cosmic ^tting with
divine or semi-divine protagonists to a single human voice in private meditation
and prayer.2

These two stanzas present the final, startling, recapitulative

movement of the poem:

1 See James Nohrnberg, Ta^/i/i^/iKKii/The Faerie Queene (Princeton: Princeton Univ. Press,
1976) for a discussion of "the dialectic of Mutabilitie and Nature', pp. 741-44.
2 For a reading of this silence in terms of issues of poetic authority, and a consideration of the
"Mutabilitie Cantos" "as the conclusion of a seemingly incomplete work", see Jacqueline T.
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When I bethinke me on that speech whyleare,
Of Mutability, and well it way:
Me seemes, that though she all vnworthy were
Of the Heav'ns Rule; yet very sooth to say,
In all things else she beares the greatest sway.
Which makes me loath this state of life so tickle,
And loue of things so vaine to cast away;
Whose flowring pride, so fading and so fickle,
Short Time shall soon cut down with his consuming sickle.
Then gin I thinke on that which Nature sayd.
Of that same time when no more Change shall be,
But stedfast rest of all things firmely stayd
Vpon the pillours of Eternity,
That is contrayr to Mutabilitie:
For, all that moueth, doth in Change delight:
But thence-forth all shall rest eternally
With Him that is the God of Sabbaoth hight:
0 that great Sabbaoth God, graunt me that Sabaoths sight.
(VII. viu.1-2)

An assessment of the tone of these lines is crucial, as they have been taken
variously as a recantation or reaffirmation of the values of the entire work.^ Here
we have a weary resignation to the mortal state of things that involves a
recognition of the powerlessness of poetry to transform our fragmented experience
of temporality into the wholeness of the eternal. The note of hopelessness we detect
is the poet's awareness, as he looks back over the long course of his poem, that his
dreams of order remain merely dreams, and that the reality of an interminable
mutability has not been assuaged by his fiction of a finally transcended Mutabilitie.
We can contrast this to the narrator's tone of confidence at the beginning of the
Cantos, where he believes that the facts of our existence are susceptible to artistic
exploration and explanation. In the final stanza he acknowledges that any solution,
any completion, lies beyond his poem, "upon the pillours of Eternity '. This is an
arresting phrase which combines the dimensions of time and space in which the

Miller. Poetic License: Authority and Authorship in Medieval aad Renaissance Contexts (New
York: Oxford Univ. Press. 1986), pp. 101-20.
1 See Harry Berger, "The Mutabilitie Cantos-. Archaism and Evolution in Retrospect," in
Revisionary Play: Studies in the ^enserian Dynamics (Berkeley: Univ. of California Press.
1988). pp. 269-73.
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poem has been moving, and suggests a transformation of both. Still prominent
here is that duplicitous idea of "rest" which the poem offers as both the goal of all
its heroes - the achieved perfection or completion of their quests - and also their
chief temptation, the desire to give in. Here the ambiguity is resolved, but only at
the cost of placing that rest beyond human grasp. The ultimate rest of the God of
Sabbaoth is the glory of admission to the ranks of the saints,^ as represented by the
transfigured Gloriana vhich the vhole poem moves towards but can never attain.
Maureen Quilligan reminds us that the name "Elizabeth" means "rest or peace of the
Lord'", and suggests that " in its last, most transcendent moment, the poem is still
haunted by the desire to speak the name of its most politically powerful
contemporary reader

So even here the poet does not forget that the eternal can

be represented only in terms of the temporal, and that his poem is doomed to remain
an imperfect image of perfection, a palpable fragment of an impalpable wholeness.

As these arguments are crucial to my reading of the Cantos and my view of
their relationship to The Faerie Queene. I shall return to them shortly. I want to
consider now the role of the narrator, for I think that his presence signals one of
the major differences between the ""Mutabilitie Cantos " and the rest of the poem.^
The bulk of The Faerie Queeae is recounted objectively by an impersonal,
omniscient narrator. Of course there are moments of direct address to the reader,
like the famous passage on heavenly grace (Il.viii) or the exhortation to the truant
Calidore (VI.x), There are also passages of conventional comment on the poet's

^ See D.C. Allen, "On the Closing Lines of The Faerie Queene: Modem Language Notes, 64
(1949), 93-94.
^
Milton's Spensa-: The Politics of Reading
Cornell Univ. Press,
1983). p. 171.
^ For a range of different critical positions on narrator and poet in The Faerie Queene, see. for
example, Robert M. Durling. The Figure of the Poet in the Renaissance Epic (Cambridge. Mass.:
Harvard Univ. Press. 196S); Williams. "Vision and Rhetoric: The Poet's Voice in TheFa^ie
Queene: ELH, 36(1969). 131-44; Jerome S. Dees. "The Narrator of The Faerie Queene-.
Patterns of Response," Texas Studies in iMguage and Literature, 12 (1971). 537-68; Stan
Hinton. "The Poet and his Narrator: Spenser's Epic Voice," ELHA\ (1974), 165-81; Alpers,
"Narration in The Faerie Queene, " iZ/f'. 44 (1977). 19-39.
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progress through his poem, like the close of Book I, and of many subsequent Books
and Cantos. And of course there are substantial passages, including most of the
"allegorical cores" or visions of the first six Books, which are presented through
the perceptions of characters vho participate in them. Most of the poem, however,
is presented by an uncharacterised and in that respect disembodied voice. This
objective narrative, whose "point of view ' does not change from beginning to end,
is entirely appropriate to the stable values and moral certainties of the world of The
Faerie Queene, whose poet and characters believe in an absolute truth even while
acknowledging all the difficulties of attaining it. The most interesting fact about
the narrator of the "Mutabilitie Cantos' is that he changes in the course of the
poem, and this in itself signals an ambiguity in the moral values we find here. For
the first time in the poem the narrator is clearly shaken by the tale he tells, and he
finds himself unable to proceed with his customary confidence and objectivity.
Such is the power of mutability that it corrodes the authority of the poem's
speaking voice. It becomes strikingly evident that moral values are not absolute
but relative, and that order is potential rather than actual.
The significance of the "Mutabilitie Cantos" is revealed, therefore, in the
narrator's reaction to their theme. He begins confidently and assertively, sure of
his own bearings and his credentials as a guide. For the first time, this claim to
objective knowledge is made explicit, that is, placed insith the fictional framework
rather than being a condition of it. The lively characterisation of Jove and
Mutabilitie is further evidence of a narrator with a personality and point of view of
his own, and his presence in the poem is pointed up comically in the bungling
announcement of a transition from epic to pastoral:
And. were it not ill fitting for this file.
To sing of hilles and woods, mongst warres and Knights,
I would abate the sternenesse of my stile.
Mongst these sterne stounds to mingle soft delights;
And tell how Arlo through Dianaes spights
(Beeing of old the best and fairest Hill
That was in all this holy-Islands hights)
Was made the most vnpleasant. and most ill.
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Meane while, 0 Clio, lend QUIiope thy quill.

(VII.vi.37)

This stanza seems to mark clearly the separation of narrator from poet. Spenser is
expert at mingling styles and modes, and has a far more flexible notion of decorum
than the one advanced here. The inability of modern commentators to determine
just which Muse is being invoked, and in which guise - as well as the fact that the
whole stanza is an elaborate occupatio which slides into a "digression" in the
course of renouncing it as inappropriate - suggests that the narrator has far less
control over his material than he claims. The spirit of light-hearted parody here is
precisely what makes this stanza a fitting introduction to the story of Faunus and
Diana, Furthermore, it is our awareness of the presence of the narrator that
controls the domestication of this classical tale. It is made more homely and more
localised, until at the end of the Canto the narrator, speaking now in recognisably
human tones of bewilderment and regret, brings the story clearly into our own
imperfect world by means of a stammeringly imperfect alexandrine:
Since which, those Woods, and all that goodly Chase,
Doth to this day with Wolues and Thieues abound:
Which too-too true that lands in-dwellers since haue found.
(VII.vi.55)
The narrative tone becomes more elevated in Canto vii as the poem proceeds
to deal more seriously with high matters:
AH! whither doost thou now thou greater Muse
Me from these woods and pleasing forrests bring?
And my fraile spirit (that dooth oft refuse
This too high flight, vnfit for her weake wing)
Lift vp aloft, to tell of heauens King
(Thy soueraine Sire) his fortunate successe,
And victory, in bigger noates to sing.
Which he obtain'd against that Tjtxaessff,
That him of heauens Empire sought to dispossesse.

(Vll.vii.l)
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This invocation recalls earlier passages in The Faerie Queene where the poet has
addressed his muse, but here the epic note seems misplaced, if not precisely comic.
The narrator's view of himself and the language he uses are self-consciously
inflated, so that we become suspicious of the kind of authority in humility which he
claims by reason of divine inspiration. The preceding Canto has made us aware that
the narrator is all too human, caught inside a process over which he has no control,
and in no position to lay claims to omniscience. And as we read further into Canto
vii we realise that its true subject is not, as the narrator says, the "fortunate
successe, / And victory" of Jove, but the balance between Nature and Mutabilitie in
human affairs. The narrator's tone falters again as he comes to describe Dame
Nature, and he is forced to admit his imperfect knowledge and incomplete
understanding of the processes involved. The rest of the Canto is made up of the
dramatically presented speech of Mutabilitie, the neutral account of the pageant of
the Seasons, and the judgement of Nature, which is presented in her own voice.
Then come the final two stanzas where the narrator's voice reasserts itself as he
muses over his experience of the poem which has shown him not only the power of
Mutabilitie in the mortal world, but also her ultimate co-operation with Nature, in
whom all contraries are united:

"Still moouing, yet vnmoued from her sted; /

Vnseene of any. yet of all beheld" (VII.vii.l3). This suggests the need to move
beyond the products of this world, including poetry, in the hope of glimpsing the
true Sabbath. As the fictiveness of the whole poem is acknowledged, the figures of
narrator and poet collapse into one voice that speaks simply as a man.
Readers who comes to the "Mutabilitie Cantos" from The Faerie Queene, then,
will not doubt that they are still in the same poem, but are likely to be disturbed by
the presentation of Mutabilitie as hero, and by the active presence of the narrator.
Assuming that Constancy is indeed the prime concern of this part of the poem, we
may also wonder why the poet has reversed his usual procedure, and presented
negatively by means of its opposite the virtue he wishes to celebrate,

Such a

reversal may well signify the poet's loss of faith in absolute values and virtues and
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in the construction of ideal states. The "Mutabilitie Cantos" never depart very far
from the vorld as ve know it, and insist that perfection in the form of a completed
immutable virtue like constancy exists only in the world of the imagination.
Writing in the late 1590s, Spenser would have had special problemis in treating
Constancy in a poem devoted to the Faery Queen and dedicated to Queen Elizabeth,
yet in some sense it is clear that this virtue is implicit in all the others. Elizabeth's
personal motto was Semper eadem, and the courtiers and artists who constructed
her pageants, painted her portraits and wrote panegyrical poetry for her combined
to represent her as Constancy incarnate, virgin, ever-young, fair, and, by
implication, immutable and immortal.

It is this splendid fiction that Spenser

upholds in his various shadowings of Queen Elizabeth throughout the poem, and in
his statement in the "Letter to Ralegh" that she was the "particular intention" of his
conception of Gloriana. That this image was somewhat tarnished by the 1590s,
however, is well known; Elizabeth's old age, illness and physical decay made the
gap between fiction and reality all too mockingly obvious, and the terrors of an
uncertain and disputed succession came to seem like the only legacy the Virgin
Queen would leave.

It has often been suggested that personal and political

disillusionment forced Spenser to abandon his poem, and that his ideals were
betrayed by human corruption and frailty or (more bitterly) by the historical
process itself. On such a reading, the "Mutabilitie Cantos" present a final version of
Elizabeth in the figure of Cynthia, and show her subject like the rest of the world to
time and decay. William BlisseU, who argues conclusively for the identification of
Cynthia with Elizabeth and focuses on the consequent political implications of the
Cantos, claims that 'we undergo with the poet a tacit abandonment of homage to a
figure who (like Oriane de Guermantes) had exacted too long a sacrifice".! But
political bitterness seems to be largely purged from these final Cantos. After the

1 William BHssett, "Spenser s Mutabilitie," in Essays ia EnglishLitenture from the
Renaissance to the Victorian Age. Pr^ented to ASP. Woodhouse, ed. Millar MacLure and F.W.
Watt (Toronto: Toronto Univ. Press. 1964), p. 33.
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terrible disillusionments figured in the Blatant Beast and issuing in the broken
ending of Book VI, in the "Mutabilitie Cantos' "Spenser wins back, if only in
parable ", Kenneth Gross vrites, "some measure of reconciliation between his poem
and his world". ^ The poet here works on a level of sustained philosophical
treatment higher than anything maintained elsewhere in his poem, and softens the
political implications of his fictions. In this way the mutability of Cynthia, or the
Faery Queen, may take its place in the universal scheme of things.
In this respect it is appropriate to consider briefly those poems which
constitute the philosophical intertexts of these Cantos. This area has been well
covered, especially by earlier generations of scholars whose investigations into
Spenser s "sources" are summarised in the
obvious rewriting of Chaucer's

Variorum

ParJementoffouhsi^nd

edition. Apart from his
the usual reliance on the

mythological handbooks and dictionaries), Spenser turns, for his treatment of
mutability and constancy, to the most famous classical account of a world in flux,
Ovid's Metamorphoses.

Cumming provides the standard account of Ovid's influence

on the "Mutabilitie Cantos", and details the major "borrowings":
Phaeton

(Me/.11.1-339)

the story of

underwrites Mutabilitie s attack on Cynthia; the stories of

Actaeon (i/<?/.III.138-255), Callisto (yl/^/.II.401-95). and Alpheus and Arethusa (Met.
V.572-641) are inscribed in varying degrees in the Faunus and Diana episode; and
the discourse of Pythagoras

iMe/.V.73-47S)

is the pretext for Mutabilitie s speech to

Nature.2 Most subsequent criticism has been influenced by

William Nelson's

discussion of the ways in which the form and theme of Ovid's poem have permeated
Spenser's.3 But the notion of the "Mutabilitie Cantos" as a creative modification of

^ Kenneth Gross, Spenseriatt Poetics: Idolatry, Iconoclasm, and Magic (Ithaca: Cornell Univ.
Press, 1985). p. 234.
2 William P. Cumming, 'The Influence of Ovid's Metamorphoses on Spenser's 'Mutabilitie'
Cantos." Studies in PliHoiogy, 28 (1931). 241-56.
3 William Nelson. The Poetry of EdaundSpenser i^ev "iort: Columbia Univ. Press. 1963).
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Ovid has been advanced most impressively by Michael Holahan.^ It is his viev of
the relationship between the two poems that I wish to develop.

The Metamorphoses presents change as the fundamental condition of
human life, and sees the poet's power over the shifting forms of language as the
only ultimate principle of order and control. Metamorphosis is not a mode of escape
or transcendence; it simply works to reveal a creature's true form and fix its
position irrevocably in the scheme of the universe. The structure of the poem, of
course, is meant to imitate the structure of such a world, and the subjects it treats
have no autonomy and no chance of escaping the fate their creator decrees for
them. Ovid's poem is intended to be eichaustive: it includes myth, philosophy and
history only to subordinate them finally to the power of the poet. It closes with a
triumphant assertion of the monumental completion and perfection of the work of
art which, though it takes change as its theme, will itself remain paradoxically
unchanged through time and space. Ovid's final change is from human poet to
immortal bard, as the ringing tones of the final word " vivam ' ("I shall live") make
clear:
My work is complete: a work which neither Jove's anger, nor fire nor sword
shall destroy, nor yet the gnawing tooth of time. That day which has power
over nothing but my body may, when it pleases, put an end to my uncertain
span of years. Yet with my better part I shall soar, undying, far above the
stars, and my name will be imperishable. Wherever Roman power extends
over the lands Rome has subdued, people will read my verse. If there be any
truth in poets' prophecies, I shall live to all eternity, immortalized by fame.2

The contrast with the 'unperfite" conclusion to the "Mutabilitie Cantos" could not be
greater. There the poet is identifying himself firmly with common humanity,
rather than claiming to have escaped its fate, and the poem is presented not as an
immortal monument, but as a broken fragment.
' Michael Holahan," lamqueopus ex^i\ Ovid's Changes and Spenser s Brief Epic of
Mutability," Eagtisb Literary Renaissance, 6 (1976), 244-70.
2 Ovid,

TheMetamwpbos^,

trans. Mary M. Innes (Hannondsworth: Penguin, 1955), p. 357.
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Recognising Ovid's strategy, Spenser reverses it.

He includes a "brief

version" of the Metamorphoses within his own poem in order to expose the
limitations of its view of the world and the arrogance of claiming such a role for
the poet. For it is Mutabilitie who is the most Ovidian character in Spenser's poem:
she reenacts Phaeton's presumptuous challenge to the sun-god; her surrogate
Faunus plays the part of a comic Actaeon; and most tellingly of all, the arguments
mounted by Pythagoras to demonstrate the vicissitude of all things (which can be
seen as the philosophical underpinning of the Metamorphoses) are repeated by
Mutabilitie and exposed by Nature. The narrator's admiration for Mutabilitie is
reflected in the poet's attitude to his literary "source ", but both are finally "put
downe and whist" (VII.vii.59) in a conclusion which redefines the poet as neither
the proud creator of his own world nor as the source of permanence and vision, but
as a humble suppliant for an understanding beyond the limits of human language
and imagination. As Holahan says;
For Ovid, there is no ultimate world or life or value beyond his work; it seals
all - nature, history, Rome, the gods, the immortal poet. For Spenser, beyond
the close of this posthumously published fragment closing the unfinished
Faerie Queene there is the source and destination of ail nature and history,
"whither no man wist," where change and metamorphosis become
transfiguration.
(267)

This final critique of his own literary model is another facet of Spenser's strategy
of reversed expectations in the "Mutabilitie Cantos'". So consistently has The Faerie
Queene upheld notions of tradition and pattern and asserted a continuity between
great works of literature that Spenser's measured rejection of Ovid here may be
taken as a sign of his turning away from the false consolations of art which cannot
escape the pressures of time and change. The most that the Metamorphoses - or his
own poem - can do is present an image of truth; and finally, Spenser turns away
from that image in search of the reality it shadows.
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This plausible account of Spenser's use of Ovid suggests a different way of
considering the form of the Cantos, For if we are to discard those aetiological
fictions which maie them out to be simply the remnants of a lost or unfinished
book, we must find a more satisfactory explanation of them. Just as Ovid included a
version of the Aeneid inside the MettuDorphoses in order to overgo Virgil and
redefine the epic poem,^ so Spenser may be presenting the Cantos as a "brief epic"
which is both a condensation of Ovid's leisurely epic and a recapitulation of his own
epic The Faerie Queene .

We may take this idea further and consider the

'Mutabilitie Cantos" in relation to the epyllion, which can be defined as a
mythological narrative poem in the popular mode inaugurated by Lodge's Glsucus
BudScilla and developed with such bravura by Marlowe in Hero andLeander.

It is

an attractive and plausible notion to see the Cantos as alluding to the epyllion,
copying its form but radically reinterpreting its content. The epyllion is bold and
assertive: it wittily reduces the cumbersome epic to more manageable proportions,
and punctures its grand illusions by a more cynical, "realistic' view of the world.
Its chief raisoD d'itre often seems to be the brilliant display of poetic art through
verbal wit and clever conceits. Myth is used to explore human passions. The gods
are shown to have no more authority or autonomy than the humans they exploit,
and the universe is correspondingly seen as chaotic and metamorphic. Against this
sort of thing we have Spenser's anti-epyllion, which with its mythological story, its
divine or semi-divine protagonists, its Ovidian source and tone, and its comic
aetiological digression asserts the existence of an ordered universe and, even more
startlingly, denies that poetry is the way to reach it,
This conflict between the poem's assertion of order and its denial that the
human mind could ever achieve it is reproduced in the dislocation between our
sense of the poem as a coherent whole and the formal presentation of it as a
fragment, I suggest that earlier readers would not have taken the "Mutabilitie

I See Brooks Otis. Ovid »s *o Epic Poet, 2Q(1 ed. (Cambridge: Cambridge Univ. Press, 1970).
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Cantos" as fragmentary were it not for the elaborate apparatus of Canto numbering
and rubrics, the ascription of them to a "lost" seventh Book of Constancy, and the
consequent need to formulate some kind of relationship between them and The
Faerie Queene , Because Spenser's story and the themes it embodies are selfcontained, I think it feasible to identify a rhetorical strategy in the Cantos'
appearance of incompleteness, and to see this as Spenser's way of suggesting that
the truth of this or any other poem is necessarily fragmentary. What is addressed
by this problematic ending to an unfinished poem is the problem of ending itself.
Kenneth Gross's eloquent formulation of the issue reaches much the same
conclusion:
I have taken it as a working assumption that the Mutabilitie Cantos are
Spenser's attempt to find a form of ending fit for a poem that is
preternaturally anxious about the forms and figures of en^ng, but that
otherwise could have achieved no closure besides mere truncation. They are
an attempt to come to terms with the personal, literary, and theological
burden of ending, to ^ v e both ending and endlessness from the infectious
iconoclasm of the Blatant Beast, Setting aside the strictly circumstantial and
probably insoluble mystery of their late publication in 1609,1 would say that
the force of the cantos lies in the fact that we must read them
simultaneously as a closed, autonomous epyllion and a fragment or fraction
of an incomplete seventh book.
(234, fn. 26)

The epyllion completes itself by failing to provide an ending for the epic it
recapitulates. The poet lapses into silence as he dedicates hioiself to waiting and
praying for the promised End which alone will fulfil the ends of the poet and create
the end of the poem. But this is the silence of exhaustion and old age; the bulk of
The Faerie Queene. as we shall see, has a lot more to say about beginnings and ends.

II
Spenser's Faerie Queene is a poem without beginning or end: or, since it
manifestly "starts' and "stops" in the simplest of senses, we may «iy that it
problematises notions of origin and destination. It gets under way, according to the
time-honoured epic formula, in medias res, or as Spenser himself Englishes the
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Horatian phrase with phallocratic vigour, it "thrusteth into the middest" ("Letter to
Ralegh").

After the conventional epic proem (which, as Jonathan Goldberg

demonstrates, self-consciously addresses problems of origin and authority),^ the
narrative of Thefgerw Oueene thrusts itself upon us in the masculinist euphemism
of its opening words: "a gentle knight was pricking on the p l a l n e T h e ensuing
description and action are given no precise location, either in time or space, and
initially strike us as singularly unmotivated.^ Spenser himself, addressing an ideal
reader in the "Letter to Ralegh", confesses that "because the beginning of the
whole worke seemeth abrupte and as depending upon other antecedents, it needs
that ye know the occasion". Epic poetry defers an account of its own origins, at
least partly because those origins (in the circular pattern of epic narration) predict
or determine the epic teJos, goal or end. And of course the "end" of The Faerie
Oueene is even more difficult to identify and interpret than its beginning, as my
earlier discussion of the "Mutabilitie C^tos" suggests. Does The Faerie (hieene ever
achieve its goal or fulfil its desire? These larger questions about the ends of the
poem are of general concern here, but the specific focus of this section is the way
in which the poem thematises its concern with origins and destinations, and the
rhetorical strategies it uses to draw attention to its absent beginning and end.
The most obvious of these rhetorical strategies is a text which is not part of
the poem, but was simply appended to it on its first appearance in print in 1390, the
"Letter of the Authors", addressed to Sir Walter Ralegh. This letter, in expounding
"the continued Allegory, or darke conceit" which governs the poem, provides us
with a locus which is both the genesis and the destination of its action, the court of
the Faery Queen. By localising the narrative in this way, Spenser comes close to
conflating beginning and end: "the beginning therefore of my history . . . should
' Jonathan Goldberg, Btdlesse Worke: Spenser aad the Structures of Discourse (Baltimore:
Johns Hopkins Univ. Press. 1981). pp. 12-24. See also the discussion by Thomas H. Cain. Praise
in The Faerie Queene (Lincoln: Univ. of Nebraska Press. 1978), pp. 37-57.
2 Coleridge draws attention to the "true imaginative absence of all particular space or time in
the Faery Queene" (reprinted in Hugh MacLean, ed., Edmund Spenser s Poetry (New York:
Norton. 19681, p.534).
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be the twelfth booke, which is the last." But of course this completion of the poem is
never achieved, and neither the court nor its Queen is represented directly in the
poem as we have it. Spenser makes it clear that the place of the absent Queen is
supplied by a range of allegorical female "shadows" inside the fiction; and further,
that in the world outside the poem. Gloriana signifies Queen Elizabeth. This absence
of the poem's origin and goal is paralleled by its decentring of its hero, Prince
Arthur. The Letter tells us that Arthur represents magnificence, the perfection of
all the virtues severally represented by its individual knights, each the hero of his
or her own book, as Arthur is of the whole poem. But Arthur's role in the poem as
we read it is considerably truncated:

he is displaced as a centre of narrative

attention by knights whose allegorical intention (unlike his own) is only partial.
The Letter ends with a telling self-description: it is to be seen as providing 'the
wel-head of the History", or as we might say, the origin of the poem.l This is a
resonant image of his own literary sources which Spenser uses elsewhere in The
Faerie Queene, his borrowing of the poetic circumlocution here makes it ironically
clear that the poem's origin is not a textual source ("Dan Chaucer, well of English
vndefyled" [IV.ii.32]) but a self-conscious allegorical and ideological design.
Standing outside the poem and presenting itself in expository prose as its
hermeneutical

key,

the

"Letter

to

Ralegh"

makes

schematically

and

programmatically plain those things that can only be represented "clowdily" in
poetic discourse. Significantly, the Letter understands as complete what both the
poem and its readers experience as partial. One of the major effects of the Letter is
to reproduce The Faerie Queene as an incomplete text containing only half of its
projected twelve books, shorn of its beginning and end, and having curiously
misplaced its hero and heroine. This sense of incompletion, produced specifically

1 For literary treatments of "origin", see David Quint. OrigioandOrigi/uUity inReoaissaace
Literature: Versions of tiie Source (New Haven: Yale Univ. Press, 1983) and John Guillory,
Poetic Autiiority: Spenser, Miiton, and Literary History (New York: Columbia Univ. Press,
1983). (Guillory also includes a reading of the "Mutabilitie Cantos" as a "threshold" text, pp.
46-67.
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by a Letter -vt^hich claims the status and authority of an bors texte in comparison
with the mere textuality of the poem it explicates, guides our reading of The Faerie
Queene.

Spenser structures his poem as a series of quests, each to be perceived as
taking place vithin that larger quest of Arthur for Gloriana, which, as we have
seen, will alone reveal the poem's full allegorical intention. It is not surprising,
perhaps, that that quest is not achieved; but even the individual quests of Books I VI are "concluded" less triumphantly and finally than might at first appear. As
Patricia Parker has argued, the linear narrative of the quest is consistently
diverted, and its end endlessly deferred, by the seductions of romance with its
proliferating network of stories related to one another paratactically rather than
syntactically.

She sees the poem as "all middle", its narrative movement a

"regression from A p o c a l y p s e D a v i d Miller claims that "the program of
transcendence to which Gloriana summons Arthur may be an open-ended series of
erotic displacements " or "a teleologically ordered quest for glory ",2 a formulation
which neatly opposes a romance form coded as ""feminine" to a correspondingly
"masculine" form of epic. "Ending" is equated in The Faerie (^eeae with resting,
and the desire to rest is the single greatest temptation faced by each of its knights.
Final rest is deferred, along with the end of the poem, to that ""Sabaoth's sight""
which can be no more than a visionary hope as the poem closes. The Faerie (^eeae
incessantly textualises its own origins, but finally confesses that its end is only a

^ Patricia Parker, loescapable Romance: Studies to the Poetics of a Mode {Vtltitevnti: Princeton
Univ. Press, 1979), p. 76. Cf. Thomas P. Roche, ne Kindly Ftame: A Study of the Third and
Fourth Boots of Spenser sYvant^yMHiii^ (Princeton: Princeton Univ. Press, 1964): "But the
Apocalypse is rarely reached in poetry, and the true Apocalypse will make poetry meaningless.
We can only speculate on how Spenser would have completed his pmm or whether he saw that no
poet can survive the crisis of completion" (30). Elizabeth Jane Bellamy discusses the Fradubio
episode as "a focal point for the ongoing Renaissance battle between the romance and epic
genres, and . . . akey to understanding the incompletion of The Faerie Queene' (2): see "The
Broken Branch and the Living Well': Spenser's Fradubio and Romance Error in The Faerie

Queene: in Renaissance lepers I9S3. ed. Dale B.J. Randall and Joseph A. Porter (Durham. N.C.:
Southeastern Renaissance Conference, 1985), pp. 1-12.
2 David Lee Miller, Thelheas Two Bodies: The Poetics of the 1590 Faerie Queene (Princeton:
Princeton Univ. Press, 1988). p. 142,
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vision, inaccessible to human speech and unable to be made over in an image of the
book. The silence into which The Faerie Queene moves at its end is the silence of
transcendent godhead, but it also figures another and secular power whose
presence in the course of the poem has been marked paradoxically by absence and
silence. This, of course, is Queen Elizabeth who. as Gloriana but also as Spenser's
sovereign monarch and patron, is the true "end" of his poem. A politicised reading
of the poem's concern with origins, therefore, will help us to figure its ends.

The 'Letter to Ralegh" explains that in The Faerie Queene

Spenser is

adopting 'the methode of a Poet historical".> An obvious sign of this historical
method is the choice of subject matter, "the historye of king Arthure". whose
historical existence was taken for granted in the sixteenth century.

More

significantly. Arthur had been appropriated as an ancestor by Henry VII in order
to provide an antique genealogy and hence legitimacy for the Tudors which they
would otherwise lack. Fabricated genealogies such as these typically serve a
prospective and therefore political purpose.

Henry VII not only "discovered"

Arthur as an ancestor but also named his heir Arthur, in an attempt (thwarted by
Arthur's early death) to fulfil the prophecy that King Arthur would once again rule
a united Britain. The legendary inscription on Arthur's tomb. "Rex
rexque fuUirus",

quondam

signifies this desired union of beginning and end. The political

canniness of all this in the aftermath of the civil Wars of the Roses is of course not
without parallels, for to establish genealogical connections with an ancient hero
was a most fashionable and successful mode of legitimation for families newly risen
1 Important polemical arguments about and analyses of "historical allegory' in neFaerie
Qoeene are found in Frank Kermode s essays oo "Spenser and the Allegorists," "The Faerie
Queene", I and V" and "The Cave of Mammon" reprinted in ReaaissanctEsstys: Shakespeare,
Speoser, DOOM (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul. 1971). On "historical epic" see Thomas M.
(Jreene, The Descent from Heaven: A Study io Epic Continuity (New Haven: Yale Univ. Press,
1963);
i^tsHistoricai:
Dynastic Epic in theilenaissance{}iw)AzL^
Yale
Univ. Press. 1982); PageDuBois, History. RhetoricaiDescription and the Epic: From Homer to
(Cambridge: D.S. Brewer. 1982). On the "historical dimension" of The Faerie Queene,
see Michael OConnell, Mirror and Veil: The Historicai Dimension of Spenser s Faerie Queene
(Chapel Hill: Univ. of North Carolina Press, 1977).
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to prominence in the sixteenth century, and the royal example was frequently
folloved. Elizabeth also assimilated the prestige of the most famous and heroic of
the ancient British kings, and Arthurian pageantry was an important component
in official representations of her in visual and literary texts. So Spenser's choice of
Arthur as his hero was motivated primarily by political rather than literary
considerations. It allowed him, in celebrating his sovereign in the person of her
most famous ancestor, to comply with at the ^me time as interrogate the Tudor
myth of legitimacy. It also allowed him to celebrate a female sovereign VM a male
hero and thus avoid some of the problems raised by the Queen's (anomalous)
gender. On the other hand, by taking up the story of Arthur "before he was king"
(that is, before he enters into legendary history), Spenser avoids being caught in
the trappings of already well-established Arthurian narratives, and is thus able to
direct his own script. He represents Arthur as the active, heroic, and male agent of
a quest whose object, Gloriana, is passive, abstract, and female.^ Their relationship
is figured in a familiar lopos of romance; Arthur is imagined "to have seene in a
dream or vision the Faery Queen, with whose excellent beauty ravished, he awaking
resolved to seeke her out". That bald account of the poem's romantic genesis as
given in the "Letter to Ralegh" is recounted inside the poem at a significant
moment:
For-wearied with my sports, I did alight
From loftie steed, and downe to sleepe me layd;
The verdant gras my couch did goodly dight,
And pillow was my helmet faire displayd:
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.

^ Cf. David Miller's fflore complex and psychoiogised formulation: 'As a figure of delayed
gratification iGloriana] serves at once to draw Arthur's narcissistic libido outward into a world
of objects and to prevent its settling there: Gloriana thus both represents and consolidates the
deflection of masculine desire from determinate objects like the feminine body into the endless
circuitry of those cultural and symbolic systems out of which we articulate visions of moral,
social and political good" (139).
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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 appear©.
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)

Here, apparently, is the originary moment of that quest which structures the poem,
and of the restless desire which keeps it going. But as we all know, this putatively
transcendent moment of origin is itself not original at all, but already and variously
scripted. For behind the story of the human knight and his faery mistress lies a
whole series of analogues from Celtic folklore, and one famous literary source,
Chaucer's burlesque "Tale of Sir Thopas '.l The effect here is complicated, not least
because of the radical discontinuity of tone between the Chaucer and the Spenser
texts. For my purposes, however, it is enough to notice the way in which Spenser
dissolves "origin" into a mere textual effect: behind this text there is no unmediated
truth, but merely another text, and it is impossible to escape from the web of words.
So the union of Arthur and Gloriana, achieved not in a vision or story but in the
domain of history, becomes an end the poem can never achieve, partly because it
could do so only by abolishing the oppositions on which the poem is built. These
oppositions are fruitfully and tantalisingly interchanged: Arthur is a " historical
personage ", but Gloriana belongs to Faeryland; Arthur, however, is created and acts
1 See David Norbrook. Poetry and Politics in ttie EogUsh Ren*i$s»nce (London: Routledge and
Kegan Paul, 1984), p. 113. for a discussion of "the Fairy Queen of foliclore" and Maureen
Quilligan. "The Comedy of Female Authority in The Faerie Queene " EngUsb Literary
Reoaissaoce. 17 (1987). 157. for commenu on the comedy of the Chaucerian reference.
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inside the poem, vhile Gloriana resists literary representation but stands
powerfully outside the text as Queen Elizabeth. Although Spenser fantasises about a
mingling of story and history in the fully consummated union of Arthur and
Gloriana the poem finally submits the desires of artistic vision to the demands of
historical realities. • David Miller warns us against assuming that if The Faerie
Oueeae were finished Arthur would find the Faery Queen.
The poem itself is structured according to the pattern of dialectical
syntheses through which Arthur approaches the moral and spiritual
condition Gloriana signifies; but the poem remains incomplete. The idea
that Arthur and Gloriana are both synecdoches for its completion - Arthur
for its becoming complete and Gloriana for its being complete - suggests an
allegorical structure for which their union in marriage is less an
achievable telos than, as I suggested earlier, a kind of vanishing point.
(138-39)

I now want to turn to Book II of The Faerie (Hteene to provide some detailed
demonstration of the general position I have been advancing so far: namely, that
origins are constructed with ends in mind; that origins are seen invariably as
textual while ends remain beyond the realm of the text; and that the determining
relationship for Spenser is that between story (Faeryland) and history (England),
The hero of Book II of The Faerie (^eene is Guyon, a knight of Faeryland, who
bears the image of the Faery Queen on his shield.

Guyon is the knight of

Temperance and his quest is to destroy the Bower of Bliss and its sensual
enchantress Acrasia. In the course of his wanderings Guyon encounters Arthur,
and together they visit the House of Alma, which represents the temperate frame of
the human body. Here, in the fashion of Spenserian allegory, Arthur and Guyon
meet images of their own identity, and thus come to discover who they are. An
important part of this process of self discovery is cast in the form of genealogy. In
the Chamber of Memory at the top of the House of Alma Arthur and Guyon each
discovers a book that scripts his own origins. Arthur's is called "Briton moniments"
^ The relationship of Arthur and Gloriana in the context of the histories of Britain and
Faeryland is discussed by Roche, pp. 34-50 and by Cain, pp. 1H-22.
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and Guyon's the "Antiquitie of Faery lond". In the following Canto (II.x). Spenser
investigates the history of Britain/Faeryland through a double genealogy that
reproduces the past in the image of the present, and leads inexorably to Elizabeth.^
As a British knight Arthur is given an historical lineage, vhich Spenser
constructs from the standard chronicle sources, chiefly (says Hamilton, following
the Variorum ) Geoffrey of Monmouth's HlstorJa Regum BritannJae , Holinshed's
Chronicles, Hardyng's Chronicle and Stow s Annales. Guyon's story, compressed
into seven stanzas in comparison with the sixty-three stanzas occupied by "Briton
moniments ", repeats the same themes in a different mode, recounting imperial
British ideology in the sanctified forms of myth. British culture is represented
here as a written record, not an oral tradition: memory is created and transmitted
in books, and both Arthur and Guyon are presented as readers. It is important that
until they enter the chamber of Memory, neither of them should know his own
past. Each has to discover it in a verbal representation which is itself an act of
making, a fiction. Furthermore, this canto can be seen to provide an emblem of
"right reading" for its own readers. For Spenser the process of reading is a moral
education in which the reader actively participates: it is an act of self-fashioning.
The pleasures of recognition that Arthur and Guyon experience in finding
themselves in the texts they read is one of the aims of well-intentioned didactic
poetry.

Allegorical reading functions ideally when it makes the reader's

interpretation coincide with the author's intention to achieve a perfect closure. Its
significance in Spenser's text is further underscored by some opening stanzas of
invocation, which constitute yet another moment of pure textuality, since they are
a translation from Ariosto ('the most literal in the poem", says Hamilton [259]). This
1 These genealogies form the central sectioo of an extended history of the Tudors. begun in
i n . i x . 4 I - 3 1 in Paridell's story of the fall of Troy, and completed in ni.lii.27-50 with Merlin s
prophecy of the dynasty that Britomart and Artegall will initiate and which will issue in
Elizabeth. The Book II genealogies that I discuss here are treated in detail by Joan Warchol
Rossi,'^itmsmoaiments-. Spenser s Definition of Temperance in History," ^Ush Literary
Reaaissaoce, 15 (1985). 42-58: by Jacqueline Miller (pp. 87-101) in the context of the
"Mutabilitie Cantos" and by David Miller (pp. 191-214) in the context of the House of Aima
allegory.
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invocation is typically concerned with the problematic of literary representation
in wondering how a "fraile pen" can "conceive such soveraine glory and great
bountihed". The Queen is "named" repeatedly as both source and end of the verse:
"I would assay. / Thy name, 0 soveraine Queene, to blazon farre away " When we are
told in the following line that "Thy name, 0 soveraine Queene, thy realme and race,
/ From this renowmed Prince derived arre", we recognise that Arthur has been
constructed ideologically to justify Elizabeth, although in the fiction of the poem
she is merely "derived" from him. The point of the invocation is fulfilled when we
find, at the end of the Canto, that both genealogies do indeed issue in Elizabeth.
Once again, the poem imagines an impalpable condition in which beginning and
end coincide. The ways in which this occurs, however, bear some examination.
Canto X presents some acute instances of incompletion: neither genealogy,
for example, is finished. Arthur's story ends in mid sentence, "abruptly" miming its
incompleteness in the very medium in which it is articulated:^
After him Ft/ier, which Pendrs^on hight.
Succeding There abruptly it did end,
Without full point, or other Cesure right,
As if the rest some wicked hand did rend.
Or th'Authour selfe could not at least attend
To finish it:

(II.X.68)

-1

This story cannot end because it is still going on as Arthur reads - he himself
succeeds Uther Pendragon. The text produces the man before our very eyes as we
read, thus substantiating Spenser's claim in the "Letter to Ralegh" that the purpose
of a book is to shape a life, "to fashion a gentleman or noble person", Arthur s
physical existence and his moment of self-recognition through reading provide the
continuation, if not the end, of his line. Spenser's mischievous aside - 'as if . , .
th Authour selfe could not at least attend / To finish it " - draws attention punningly
J David Miller comments that "Hamilton notes that abruptly' was a new word in 1590. from
Lat. abruptus, broken o f f : with characteristic subtlety. Spenser uses a neologism to mark the
rupture through which the future emerges from the past' (205).
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to the fact that "th'Authour'VArthur is indeed now present to finish it: the name we
expect to find at the end of the genealogy is merely displaced to the commentary as
Arthur himself becomes the text of which he was so recently the mere reader. He
himself will continue the text of "Briton moniments", but in a life that cannot be
scripted in the poem.
Guyon's story is unfinished in a different sense, as there is simply too much
for him to read:
But Guyon all this while his booke did read,
Ne yet has ended: for it was a great
And ample volume, that doth far excead
My leasure, so long leaues here to repeat:
(II.X.70)

Because history is displaced into myth in this account, its mode is one of
generalising representative statements and descriptions. This mythologising of
history enables Spenser's text to come closer to the present by offering a thinly
veiled description of the Tudor dynasty in the persons of Elficleos (Henry VII) and
his two sons Elferon (Prince Arthur) and Oberon (Henry VIII). Violating actual
history by excising the inconvenient reigns of Edward VI and Mary, Spenser has
Oberon bequeath his kingdom to Tanaquill/Gloriana. Bearing in mind the Tudor
appropriation of Arthurian legend, we recognise here the "completion' of Arthur s
interrupted lineage, fulfilled at last in Gloriana: "Long may'st thou Glorian live, in
glory and great power." But the apparent triumphalism of the ending is followed
by another stanza which offers us a further, mildly comic image of disruption as
the desires of the body break in on the delights of the mind:
Beguild thus with delight of nouelties.
And naturall desire of countreys state,
So long they red in those antiquities.
That how the time was fled, they quite forgate.
Till gentle Alma seeing it so late.
Perforce their studies broke, and them besought
To thinke, how supper did them long awaite.
So halfe vnwilling from their bookes them brought.
And fairely feasted, as so noble knights she ought.
(II.X.77)
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While it is admittedly Alma's duty to cater to the body as well as the mind, the effect
of breaking off the narrative at precisely this point is disturbing. Having safely
produced Gloriana as the fusion of his double genealogy, why doesn t Spenser allow
her to have or be the last word? In this wilful unfinishing of the genealogies there
may be a warning that even the Faery Queen is only one link in a chain, and that
her line may (indeed must) continue after her.

As continuance rather than

completion is the typical structure of a genealogy, it is a form ideally suited to a
poem which addresses itself to the anxieties of ending. Spenser's examples are all
fractured in one way or another; an important parallel is found in the abruptly
prophetic halt (followed by an ecstatic swoon) to Merlin's future genealogy in Book
III: 'But yet the end is not" (III.iii.50). Were Elizabeth to epiphanise inside the
poem it would come to an abrupt halt, just as Arthur's physical presence fractures
the narrative of his own history. Elizabeth must be kept at one remove from the
poem, allegorically shadowed but not directly represented, to allow the poem to
continue. However absolute her power in the state, and however obsessed the poem
may be with that power, its function is to open up a space for self-fashioning fully
controlled by the poet. The sovereign power is in this respect confined to the
margins. The laws of state power oblige the subject poet to submit to his sovereign,
but the laws of representation make that sovereign subject to the poet inside the
boundaries of the text.^

I now want to examine in more detail some of the political functions of
genealogy.

Arthur's descent is traced from the eponymous founder of Britain,

Brutus, This fantasy is another piece of legitimating genealogy, here combined
with etymology, which allows the British the cultual kudos of claiming descent

1 See Louis Adrian Montrose, "The Elizabethan Subject and the Spenserian Text," in Literary
Theory /Renaissance Texts, ed. Patricia Parker and David Quint (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins
Univ. Press. 1986), pp. 303-40.
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from the Trojans. The process described is one of increasing civilisation (ve might
now say colonisation) of a land that "in antique times was salvage wildernesse. /
Unpeopled, unmanur'd, unprov'd, unpraysd", a tabuJarasn or terr^nuUius

waiting

to be inscribed with the names of its conquerors who represent themselves as
civilisers. Just as writing is the colonising of an "empty" space, so the land here is
deprived of its inhabitants and culture to make it "fit" for civili^on. Names of
course are the most significant features of a genealogy, and this suggests an
important connection with etymology. Genealogy is in the political sphere what
etymology is in the linguistic sphere: both present as natural what is in fact
constructed, and betray the same concern with origin, legitimacy and patrimony.
Spenser's etymologies may be understood as generative, in that the names of his
characters and places are unfolded to reveal their moral or ideological function.
The name is offered as a natural source of meaning occluded both semantically and
orthographically by the corruptions of history, and whose "true" significance is
rediscovered by the poet. But names in this text are more frequently constructed as
sites for specific ideological messages, or invented to naturalise the processes by
which meaning is made retroactively. Back-formation is an operative mechanism:
the name "Britain", for instance, gives rise to "Brutus' (not the other way round),
just as Elizabeth produces Arthur as her ancestor, rather than being produced
passively by him.

What are evidenced here are not natural processes of

reproduction, but the cultural processes by which power is produced. Elizabeth
bolsters her authority in the present by taking control of her antecedents. In
reproducing that genealogy Spenser is of course subscribing to the power that
produced it. But he does so in such a way as to try to intervene in current politics,
thereby shaping the history of the present instead of remaining content to reflect
passively the history of a past.
Genealogising may be understood as a specifically masculine fantasy of
control in a society where reproduction (nature) is the function of the female, but
legitimacy (culture) is the prerogative of the male.

A genealogy, constructed
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necessarily in language, celebrates male inheritance, as the "name" of the father is
passed to the son. Women are at best the passive vessel of the male seed, and at
worst disruptions to the "natural" laws of inheritance and legitimacy. Patriarchal
anxieties about lineage, which focus backwards on legitimacy and forwards on
inheritance, were especially acute for political reasons in sixteenth-century
England because of the gender of its monarch. Sovereign power in that profoundly
phallocratic culture was vested structurally in a monarch with a female body who
was moreover a virgin. Elizabeth participated in and validated this male-centred
genealogy, but was unable to perpetuate it without marrying and mothering a male
heir. Moreover, her own "legitimacy" was a vexed political and legal question. She
was technically illegitimate because her mother had been convicted of treasonous
adultery; she was, however, legitimated when named as heir by the will of her
father. As Virgin Queen, Elizabeth could claim identification with the inviolate
boundaries of her nation, but in doing so she could not produce the legitimate heir
needed to ensure the succession. Anxieties about both her legitimacy and her
barren virginity trouble Spenser's celebration of Elizabeth as the "end" of Arthur's
line.

Ill
Spenser's anxiety about Elizabeth's power over his text is figured within The
Faerie Queene in its representation of Belphoebe.

Belphoebe is the most

recalcitrant of the poem's "allegorical shadowings" of Elizabeth, in that her power
(figured as militant chastity) is shown consistently as opposed to male desire.
Indeed, in so far as chastity is defined as an active motivation rather than just a
passive state, her power is exercised via a direct thwarting of male desire. While
Britomart, for example, assumes the masculine prerogatives of self-determination,
freedom of movement and the apparent choice of her own love-object, her martial
prowess is to issue in marital submission, and her chastity achieves value by being
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assimilated into a patriarchal economy. ^ But Belphoebe's power resists assimilation;
her chastity remains a value in itself. Moreover, she is associated explicitly with
Queen Elizabeth not only in the introductory "Letter to Ralegh" but also in the
Proem to Book III. In this final section I want to consider the ways in which the
text of The Faerie Queene is fractured by its engagements with events outside the
textual realm, most particularly its attempt to represent sovereign power.

Although the story of Belphoebe properly belongs and is largely contained
in the Legends of Chastity and Friendship which occupy the middle books of The
Faerie Queene, she herself makes an epiphanic entrance into the poem in Book II
Canto iii. As Hamilton and most commentators notice, Belphoebe is introduced with
"the most extended portrait in the poem" (193): it occupies ten stanzas of stately and
measured description, and draws on the "pictorial conventions of the Amazon" (193)
as well as the tropes of the Petrarchan blasoD . Spenser's description of Belphoebe
is indebted also to visual and verbal representations of the classical figure of the
Venus/Virgo. Almost everyone in the poem (including the poet, who tells us at
II.iii.21 that she was "borne of heauenly birth") takes Belphoebe at first sight for a
goddess. It is not clear from the subsequent narrative, however, if her "divinity" is
merely a metaphoric sign of the power of her beauty and chastity, or if it is the
condition of her existence,

Similarly, Elizabeth's "sovereignty " (which is what

Belphoebe's chaste beauty represents) may seem at times to be defined and
controlled by the poem's narrative and rhetorical structures, but the threat of its
literal manifestation continues to haunt the poem. The poet is unable to speak the
wonder and power he confronts: "How shall fraile pen descriue her heauenly face.

i Some recent feminist discussions of the central books of TbeFa^ie Queeoetocus on Britomart
and the images of the androgyne, and connect the representation of the feminine with the mode
of allegory. Their readings tend to be more positive (in feminist terms) than those I suggest
here. See, for example, Lauren Silherman, "The Hermaphrodite and the Metamorphosis of
Spenserian Allegory,' BigiisbLiteraryReoaissance, 17 (1987), 207-23 and Susanne Lindgren
Wofford, "Gendering Allegory: Spenser s &)ld Reader and the Emergence of Character in The
FaerieQueene III," Criticism, 30 (1988). 1-21.
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/ For feare through want of skill her beautie to disgrace?" (II.iii.25).

The

inexpressibility topos is marshalled for the same destabilising effect in this setpiece, with its questions, repetitions and evasions. The most famous of these is what
Hamilton calls "the only half-line in the poem for which there is not an apparent
reason" (196), which is displayed at the centre of the description;
So faire, and thousand thousand times more faire
She seemd, when she presented was to sight,
And was yclad, for heat of scorching aire,
All in a silken Camus lylly whight,
Purfled vpon with many a folded plight,
Which all aboue besprinckled was throughout
With golden aygulets, that glistred bright.
Like twinckling starres, and all the skirt about
Was hemd with golden fringe
Below her ham her weed did somewhat traine,
And her streight legs most brauely were embayld
In gilden buskins of costly Cordwaine,
All bard with golden bendes, which were entayld
With curious antickes, and full faire aumayld:
Before they fastned were vnder her knee
In a rich lewell, and therein entrayld
The ends of all their knots, that none might see.
How they within their fouldings close enwrapped bee.

(II.iii.26-27)

Montrose points out that "the conspicuous gap at the center of the blason coincides
with a conspicuous silence about the center of the body it describes" (327). This
way of putting it makes clear Montrose's perception of the eroticisation of power
effected by Spenser's elaborate use of Petrarchan strategies here, and emphasises
his further argument that "the symbolic locus of royal power is less a source of the
(male) subject's security than an oblique threat to that security " (327). Goldberg
wants to suggest that the "broken and incomplete " stanza, with its vision of golden
sovereignty, " seem to indicate a need to break the text to acknowledge the arrival of
the most authoritative figure in the text" (159). The poem marks the startling
apparition of Belphoebe as a wonderful event which calls for but resists textual
celebration.
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The strange pover of Belphoebe's appearance is realised primarily in terms
of its effect on spectators. Erotic attraction is represented as visual force. This
attraction is experienced first of all by the poem's readers, as its narrative action is
suspended for ten stanzas vhile we witness the apparition. Our response is then
comically scripted by the poem as the narrative resumes with an account of hov
Braggadocchio reacts, first with coward fear, then self-vaunting interrogation, and
finally with "filthy lust". Belphoebe, who has taken Braggadocchio initially for the
hind she has been hunting, responds with a physical threat before withdrawing
herself from his sight and from the poem. The gender reversals and confusion of
stereotypes

here

remain

comic

and

therefore

unthreatening,

because

Braggadocchio is merely the coward counterfeit knight, the antitype of the true
hero Guyon, whose horse and spear (the insignia of knighthood) he has falsely
appropriated. 1 But when this episode is recycled in Book III Canto v in the mode of
romance, the effect is more unsettling.
On this occasion, which is her second entrance into the poem, Belphoebe's
name is finally given and its etymology explained: "Belphoebe was her name, as
faire as Phoebus sunne" (III,v.27). Here she is tracking a wounded beast, and the
trail of blood leads her not to the animal she intends to kill but to the bleeding and
unconscious Timias, who is metaphorically her prey, and soon to be "destroyed
quight" (III.V.41) by the arrows of her glance. In action preceding this scene
Timias has been ambushed and wounded in the thigh by the arrow of one of the
lusty fosters. Typically, Spenser now metaphorises the literal wound and displaces
it from the groin to the heart, so that it becomes the hurt inflicted by Timias' own
lust for Belphoebe, who both heals and wounds him:
0 foolish Physick, and vnfruitfull paine.
That heales vp one and makes another wound:
^ This episode is discussed in detail by Quilligao, "The Comedy of Female Authority in The
Fm'ie Queeoe\ For a different but related assessment of the poem's treatment of female
authority, see Pamela Joseph Benson. "Rule. Virginia: Protestant Theories of Female Regiment in
The Faerie Queeoe: Eogtisb Litenry Retuussaace, 15 (1985). 277-92.
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She his hurt thigh to him recur'd againe,
But hurt his hart, the vhich before was sound,
Through an vnwary dart, which did rebound
From her faire eyes and gracious countenaunce.
What bootes it him from death to be vnbound,
To be captiued in endlesse duraunce
Of sorrow and despaire without aieggeaunce?
Still as his wound did gather, and grow hole,
So still his hart woxe sore, and health decayd:
Madnesse to saue a part, and lose the whole.
(III.v.42-43)

The ambiguities of "hole" and "whole", recalling the "perfect hole" of Amoret's
healed wound at III.xii,38 and here reinforced by the similarity-within-difference
of the rhyme, point to the openness of signification which governs this whole
episode, as literal meanings are destabilised by the metaphorical and vice versa.
This verbal indeterminacy is to some extent controlled by the doubleness of
Petrarchan diction, but words like "pity", "divinity", "courteous", "grace", "service",
"die", refuse to take on the sexual connotations that a Petrarchan lover like Timias
might hope to endow them with. Belphoebe stubbornly (innocently?) ministers to
his bodily wound, and refuses him "that sweet Cordiall, which can restore / A louesick h a r t . , . that soueraigne salue" (III.v,50). What remains absolute is Belphoebe's
"sovereignty": the word echoes throughout this episode, although the decorum of
the Petrarchan situation obliges Spenser to mystify her complete self-sufficiency
as "chastity", Belphoebe refuses those fruitful exchanges of self and other, and of
word and deed, by which erotic and textual generation are enabled. This narrative
impasse brings the Canto to a halt in another set-piece of exemplary praise:
To your faire selues a faire ensample frame.
Of this faire virgin, this Belphoebe faire,
To whom in perfect loue, and spotlesse fame
Of chastitie, none liuing may compaire:
Ne poysnous Enuy iustly can empaire
The prayse of her fresh flowring Maidenhead;
For thy she standeth on the highest staire
Of th'honorable stage of womanhead.
That Ladies all may follow her ensample dead.
In so great prayse of stedfast chastity,
Nathlesse she was so curteous and kind.
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Tempred with grace, and goodly modesty,
That seemed those two vertues stroue to find
The higher place in her Heroick mind:
So striuing each did other more augment,
And both encreast the prayse of woman kind,
And both encreast her beautie excellent;
So all did make in her a perfect complement.

(III,v.54-55)

The "perfect complement" of Belphoebe's chastity silences the poet, providing for
the Canto its last words, just as in the foregoing narrative her virginal selfsufficiency effects the symbolic castration of Timias.
Love is the motive for the action of Books III and IV of The Faerie (Hteeae .
typically, it is dispersed and duplicated, metamorphic and inconclusive, and
characterised by narrative and emotional undoings. At the beginning of Canto vii
in Book IV. the narrator by way of introducing his account of Amoret's rape by
Lust, laments the anguish that tyrant love has brought to Florimell. Britomart and
Amoret. Belphoebe. who rescues Amoret as Britomart had done earlier, does not in
turn succumb to love, but by contrast inflicts its torments further on Timias. The
events of this and the following Canto allow us to see most clearly the textual effects
of Belphoebe's imperviousness to the demands of masculine desire, whether imaged
in its brutal physical form as the monster Lust or in its courtly manifestation in the
squire Timias. That chaste imperviousness. we now recognise, is the poem's way of
figuring her absolute power.
Timias is unable to kill Lust, though he wrests Amoret from him in a piece of
action which presumably indicates how deeply lust is implicated

in Amoret's

relations with Timias and his with her:
Yet he his hand so carefully did beare,
That at the last he did himselfe attaine,
And therein left the pike head of his speare.
A streame of coleblacke bloud thence gusht amaine,
That ail her silken garments did with bloud bestaine.

(IV.vii.27)
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Beiphoebe returns from slaying Lust to find him re-embodied in lier squire, vho is
comforting an Amoret he himself has wounded, and bending over her in pity as
Beiphoebe herself had bent over the wounded Timias (III.v.30). In the earlier scene
Timias is unable to translate Belphoebe's courtly "pity" into sexual desire; in the
Book IV reprise, however, Beiphoebe reads in the scene an unequivocal figuration
of Lust:
Vhich when she saw, with sodaine glauncing eye.
Her noble heart with sight thereof was fild
With deepe disdaine, and great indignity,
That in her wrath she thought them both haue thrild,
With that selfe arrow, which the Carle had kild:
Yet held her wrathfuU hand from vengeance sore.
But drawing nigh, ere he her well beheld;
Is this the faith, she said, and said no more.
But turnd her face, and fled away for euermore.

(IV.vii.36)

Earlier, Timias had been unable to arouse a reciprocal desire in Beiphoebe;

but

here his exchange with Amoret is immediately taken for love, and this results in
the complete sundering of his relationship with Beiphoebe. She has the power not
only to define "faith" in absolute terms, but in terms dictated absolutely and
arbitrarily by her.

After all, while accepting Timias' "service", Beiphoebe has

refused to code that service as love, so it is not clear exactly what faith has been
broken. As readers we do not know what "really" happens between Timias and
Amoret; we see what Beiphoebe sees, but don't know how she interprets that sight.
Like Timias, all we have is her broken reproach - "Is this the faith" - and the
silence that descends after it as she "said no more". That silence becomes absence as
Beiphoebe yet again withdraws herself from the poem in a flight that is not (like
Florimell's) a reaction to pursuit, but is self-generated and self-motivated,
inscrutable but nevertheless powerful in its effect on others.
Belphoebe's silence inflicts silence upon Timias.

He follows her and

attempts to explain and justify himself, but because she will not listen he cannot
speak. What follows is an allegory of the "disgrace" of this man whose name of
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course signifies honour.

His exclusion from the world of cultural exchange

necessitates his retreat into the world of nature, where he lives alone, unmanned
and "of the wicked world forgotten quight" (IV.vii.39). The erasure of Timias" name
and social identity is expressed in those images of privation that for Spenser define
the savage land or nation:^
And his faire lockes, that wont with ointment sweet
To be embaulm'd, and sweat out dainty dew.
He let to grow and griesly to concrew,
Vncomb'd, vncurl'd, and carelesly vnshed;
That in short time his face they ouergrew,
And ouer ail his shoulders did dispred,
That who he whilome was, vneath was to be red,
There he continued in this carefuU plight,
Wretchedly wearing out his youthly yeares.
Through wilfull penury consumed quight.
That liie a pined ghost he soone appeares.
(IV.vii.40-41)

Prince Arthur fails to recognise his squire, who with his visual character defaced
and his voice silenced, is an indecipherable sign. His significance is reduced to one
written word, the engraved name "Belphoebe", which signifies all that Timias can
now write or be.
Such loss of identity - of independent textual power - is strangely enough
the upshot not just of this story of loss but also of its supposed happy ending. In
Canto viii Timias adopts a love-lorn dove as both the symbol of his own wounded
heart and as a surrogate beloved, Timias adorns the bird with a jewelled heart,
which is part of "the bounty, which Belpbebe threw / On him, whilst goodly grace
she did him shew " (IV viii,6); the dove carries the heart to Belphoebe, and by its
means draws her back to Timias. We see here those same interminglings of the
literal and the metaphorical that mark all the dealings of Belphoebe and Timias.

1 At lV.vlH.12 we are told that Timias Is "with heary glib defofm d", like the Irish "rebels"

who, in Faerie Que&te K and

View of the Present State oflrelaad, epitomise for Spenser the

'savage" refusal of 'civilised" power. In Book IV Spenser s point of view is untypically closer to
the victims than it is to the wielders of sovereign power.
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The jewelled heart is both a heart and a jewel; the question is, hov is it to be read?
Timias wants it to be a sign of his bleeding heart, but Belphoebe seems to take it as a
valuable ruby she wants to reclaim.

When Belphoebe and Timias are finally

brought face to face, she (like Arthur) does not recognise his "individual" identity,
though she understands the general case he typifies. Timias recounts his story not
in terms of his own feelings, but as a narrative of the joys and sorrows inflicted on
him by others, and identifies himself not with his own name, but through his use of
hers. But here that pastoral and Petrarchan name "Belphoebe". the name fashioned
as a literary conceit, gives way to a Petrarchan oxymoron that more nearly
expresses that mixture of desire and fear which is the "proper" response to
sovereign power: "0 dearest dred", Timias calls her, not knowing by what name he
should call her (IV.viii.l7). This is one of the poem's most telling name-substitutes
for Elizabeth, as we can see from its initial use in the Proem to Book I. The
reconciliation initiated by this naming absorbs Timias totally into Belphoebe's text,
and we hear no more of him, But restoration effects another loss: Timias' feudal
loyalty to his lord Arthur is broken, totally forgotten:
In which he long time afterwards did lead
An happie life with grace and good accord,
Fearlesse of fortunes chaunge or enuies dread,
And eke all mindlesse of his own deare Lord
The noble Prince, who neuer heard one word
Of tydings, what did vnto him betide,
Or what good fortune did to him afford.
But through the endlesse world did wander wide.
Him seeking euermore, yet no where him descride.
(IV.viii.18)

"What happens" between Belphoebe and Timias is unimportant. Their story
repeats and refigures other narratives (Spenser's own as well as Chaucer's) while
drawing our attention inevitably to the power relations encoded in those
narratives. Timias' loss cannot be recuperated except by Belphoebe, and only then
in her "true" guise as the "dearest dred " whom the poem, too, serves; his story can
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be completed only by her reading of it. Here is Jonathan Goldberg s formulation of
this issue:
What Belphoebe means for poetry can be seen in Timias's case. Because he is
Belphoebe's lover and her poet, she is his vord, all he can say, all he can
vrite. A momentary lapse does not release him from her pover but merely
transforms him into another manifestation of it. Having or losing makes no
difference. Abandoned, he becomes her text quite palpably, a demonstration
that he has no words but hers. Restored, he remains what she makes.
(159)

The episodes of The Faerie Queene I have been discussing provide one of the
most sustained examples of "historical allegory" in conventional readings of the
poem.

My discussion has identified the ways in which Belphoebe might be

understood as figuring aspects of Queen Elizabeth's sovereign power, but has so far
avoided any historical identification of Timias. The inclusion of "diuine Tobacco"
among the herbs Belphoebe uses to cure the squire's wound in III.v.32 has led
critics to identify Timias with Sir Walter Ralegh, who was famous for his
introduction and popularisation of tobacco at the English court.'

As a man of

humble birth and little wealth, Ralegh's spectacular success as a courtier depended
on his using his personal aUractions and histrionic skills to attract and maintain
Elizabeth's favour. The mention of tobacco in the 1590 text of The Faerie Queene
may be acknowledged as a topical allusion, but does not in itself establish a
sustained identification between Ralegh and Timias. The republication of the poem
with an additional three books in 15%, however, includes the continued story of
Timias in Book IV, which seems designed to represent Ralegh's disgrace in 1592.
While enjoying the privileges of being the Queen's favourite courtier and
acknowledged suitor, Ralegh had made pregnant and subsequently married
Elizabeth Throckmorton, who was one of Elizabeth's maids of honour. Ralegh and

1 For a discussion of the importance of Ralegh in the 1590 Faerie Queene, especially in
connection with British imperial designs on Virginia, see Cain. pp. 96-97.

20A

his wife were imprisoned in the Tower (Ralegh for about five weeks, Elizabeth for
as many months), and after their releases they were exiled from court. By 15%
neither had been restored to favour. Timias' "dalliance" with Amoret and his
rejection by Belphoebe presumably allegorise these events.
As I have indicated earlier, however, these Cantos do not function simply to
tell either a fictional or a historical story.

"What happens" is left largely

undecidable - either through tact, ignorance or indifference - and attention is
focused on the power relations between subject and sovereign. My reading of the
Timias and Belphoebe episode in Cantos vii and viii of Book IV informs and is
informed by my analysis in a preceding chapter of Ralegh's relations with
Elizabeth: in both stories a dependent male offends a powerful woman, who is
addressed as a mistress but acts as a sovereign. The woman's refusal to listen to the
man's words effectively silences him, breaking his text and effacing his identity.
Spenser's third-person narrative is particularly effective in conveying the
bewilderment and impotence which constitute the first-person lament of Ralegh's
poem. His story is also an incisive analysis of that crossing of sexual and political
codes which renders Ralegh aU but speechless. Belphoebe shows th?a chastity and
sovereignty are identical in the one woman, whereas Ralegh had attempted in his
courtly career to play off one against the other. The Petrarchan mistress is
susceptible to masculine fashioning only in so far as she remains an aspect of his
text, but that is not always an option for the kind of poetry which has designs on a
world beyond the text. The fact that Spenser's control of the image of the sovereign
mistress is much greater that Ralegh's indicates his greater distance from the
demands of court politics: he was not. for example, threatened literally with death
as Ralegh was. Nevertheless, his ambition to represent the Faery Queen in his
poetry brings him directly and paradoxically into her power. Spenser's allegory,
then, can be understood as a highly intelligent reading of Ralegh's situation in
1592. as well as a prediction of what it might mean for his own poetic ambitions. My
argument is that the Book IV allegory of Timias and Belphoebe is less an appeal to
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Elizabeth to restore Ralegh to her favour (which is the conventional reading) than
an examination of the effects of royal disfavour on textual production in general,
including Spenser's ovn.
We don't knov, of course, whether Spenser had read the fragmentary text of
The Ocean to Scintbla. or whether he knew an earlier or possibly more extended
version of the poem. It is clear, however, that he was familiar with Ralegh's poetry,
and understood the literary and political strategies it represented. Historical and
textual connections between the two men are numerous and well documented, and
have received some critical attention. 1 It is likely that they were acquainted in
London in the late 1570s through their association with the Sidney circle, and met
again in Ireland in the early 1580s. when Spenser was working as secretary to Lord
Grey and Ralegh was serving with the army in Munster. Spenser's pastoral 'Colin
Clouts Come Home Againe" tells the famous story of Ralegh's visit in 1589 to his
estate at Kilcolman, where the two poets read their verses to one another. Ralegh is
supposed to have persuaded Spenser to return with him to Elizabeth's court, where
he sponsored the presentation of The Faerie Queene and its poet. Royal approval of
the poem facilitated its publication in 1590. and led eventually to Spenser's being
granted a life pension of £50. From this time on Spenser's debts to Ralegh are
acknowledged in a series of extraordinarily interesting dedications and poetic
exchanges. The 1590 Faerie Queene was dedicated to Elizabeth, but included a
"Letter of the Authors" addressed "To the Right noble, and Valorous. Sir Walter
Raleigh knight, Lo. Wardein of the Stanneryes, and her Maiesties liefetenaunt of
the County of CornewayllIn addition there was a dedicatory sonnet by Spenser to
Ralegh, and two commendatory sonnets by Ralegh to Spenser.

"Colin Clouts Come

Home Againe ". written in Ireland in 1591 and published in London in 1595, was
dedicated to Ralegh "in part of paiment of the infinite debt in which I acknowledge
my selfe bounden unto you. for your singular fauours and sundrie good turnes
1 See Alexander C. Judson, The Life ofBfauntf Spenser {^iSiimtt-. Johns Hopkins Univ. Press.
1945), on which the following account is largely based.
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shewed to me at my late being in England, and with your good countenance protect
against the malice of euill mouthes, which are alwaies wide open to carpe at and
misconstrue my simple meaning". Ralegh's patronage, then, was as much a matter
of guaranteeing "right reading" (as the "Letter to Ralegh" also suggests) as of
offering financial or political support.
The first of Ralegh's commendatory sonnets to Spenser locates the origin of
the "conceipt of the Faeiy Queene " within the Petrarchan tradition, as an
emulation and overgoing of the master: the soul of Petrarch is shown to weep at the
approach of the Faery Queen, and "Obliuion laid him downe on Lauras herse".
Spenser inscribes Ralegh into this already textualised account of poetic ambition
and fame by claiming that his poem is but a poor substitute for Ralegh's own: 'Yet
till that thou thy Poeme wilt make knowne, / Let thy faire Cinthias praises bee thus
rudely showne ". More than just conventional flattery is involved here, for the
greater sweetness that Spenser insists on finding in Ralegh's verse (in comparison
with his own "vnsauory and sowre" rhymes) figures Ralegh's higher social
standing and his greater access to the Queen, who is presented time and again as the
source of both their verses:
If thou hast formed right true vertues face herein:
Vertue her selfe can best discerne, to whom they written bin.
If thou hast beautie praysd. let her sole lookes diuine
ludge if ought therein be amis, and mend it by her eine.
If Chastitie want ought, or Temperance her dew,
Behold her Princely mind aright, and write thy Queene anew.

These lines point to the complex processes by which the Queen is inscribed within
the poem that bears her name and fashions her person, and yet at the same time
stands outside it as both reader and judge. These texts make it clear how well
Spenser and Ralegh understood one another's achievements in their common
projects for representing Elizabeth. Critical efforts to determine who initiated and
who merely imitated the literary conceits they shared overlook the larger cultural
significance of such exchanges.
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The most famous and misconceived of these exchanges is the name-conceit
"Cynthia/Belphoebe" which is mentioned in the "Letter to Ralegh";
In that Faery Queene I meane glory in my generall intention, but in my
particular I conceiue the most excellent and glorious person of our
soueraine the Queene. and her kingdome in Faery land. And yet in some
places els, I doe otherwise shadow her. For considering she beareth two
persons, the one of a most royall Queene or Empresse, the other of a most
vertuous and beautifull Lady, this latter part in some places I doe expresse in
Belphoebe, fashioning her name according to your owne excellent conceipt
of Cynthia, (Phoebe and Cynthia being both names of Diana.)

The visionary "person" or body of the sovereign Queen is the desired body of the
poem which bears her name. The Faerie Queene. That complete body, however, is
refracted and reflected inside the text in the form of the "vertuous and beautifull
Lady" Belphoebe, whose name is fashioned by means of a fracturing ("Phoebe and
Cynthia being both names of Diana") and a substitution (from the earlier text of
Ralegh's poems to Cynthia). It might be remembered that the poem also doubles
Belphoebe with her twin Amoret, a move that may be understood as a masculinist
splitting of female erotic power into its dual manifestations of "chastity" and
"sexuality". In the fragmentary Ocean toScinthia Ralegh again doubles the name
("A Queen shee was to mee, no more Belphoebe" [327]) in what is presumably an
allusion to Spenser's name for Elizabeth. It is also an acknowledgement that these
two names work metonymically (by separating off different attributes of a
supposedly single entity) rather than metaphorically (by substituting one unified
name for another). The imposssibility of dating exactly any of Ralegh's poems, or
of knowing what private knowledge the two poets might have had of one another s
works, means that we cannot untangle to the satisfaction of a diachronic form of
scholarship committed to establishing "influences', exactly who was indebted to
whom, and when. But as I suggested above, that is much less important than to take
note here of textual reciprocities and a shared context of allusion and
representation. Spenser and Ralegh are allies in the project of "wriUingl thy
Queene anew", and both are aware of the complexities and ambiguities (not to
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mention dangers) of such an undertaking, In the previous chapter I argued that
the Queen is the "end" of Ralegh's verse, and in different ways this is equally true
of Spenser's, In Miller's formulation:
Spenser identifies Elizabeth as the source of his inspiration, the object of his
mimesis, and the first, most important reader for vhom he writes. These are
all conventional elements of the Petrarchan scenario in which love sonnets
are inspired by the lady, describe the lady, and address the lady, but the
unique political and historical status of the queen alters the force and value
of such conventions, which . . . are a profoundly political rhetoric in The
Faerie Queeae.
(98-99)

As I have argued in an earlier discussion of Astrophil and Stella, an unobtainable
mistress may figure a desired source of power, in so far as the sexual and political
domains map one another metaphorically. But when the woman is both monarch
and mistress, as Elizabeth is in Ralegh's life and Spenser's fiction, such textual
strategies begin to come unstuck. Belphoebe cannot be guaranteed to stay in her
(textual) place, because she has a preeminent place outside the texts of their poems.
These issues are focused in the proem to the Legend of Chastity, where
Spenser admits that the "forreine ensamples" his poem provides are mere
substitutes for Elizabeth, who embodies a chastity that cannot be put into words. In
a complex meditation on the limits of visual and verbal representation which is also
a clever deployment of the conventions of panegyric, Spenser figures the
relationship between "Soueraine' and "pourtraict" as that between the complete
and the incomplete: just as the queen's "perfections" are tainted with the poet's
"error", so "her excellence" is marred "through want of words". The "colourd
showes " and "antique praises " of his allegorical fiction "figure" and "shadow " the
glory of the "dred Soueraine"'. The possibilities of such oppositions between poet
and monarch are limited, however, and in the final two stanzas Spenser moves to a
much more interesting contrast between two poets, himself and Ralegh. Ralegh is
presented as the more successful in picturing royalty, but again more on account of
his easier access to the Queen than of any presumed superiority as a poet. This is
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both an elaborate compliment to Elizabeth and a characterisation of a patronage
relationship. Ralegh is Cynthias "gracious servant"; his superiority to Spenser is
social, not literary, although as the final stanza demonstrates, such distinctions are
difficult to maintain. The firm contrast between a "delitious Poet" (the courtier who
expresses his political ambitions by singing of the delights of love) and a "rusticke
Muse" (the civil servant exiled in Ireland who desires more direct access to his
political muse) leads to a set of ambiguous pronouns in the next two lines: "To sing
his mistresse prayse, and let him mend, / If ought amis her liking may abuse," As
courtier-lover, Ralegh "owns" the mistress he graciously shares with his fellow
poet, whose rustic poetry he can perfect as courtly praise. But the far greater
ambition of the professional poet Spenser (as well as his geographical and political
distance from the court) allows him to offer his poetry to amend the fortunes of a
courtier who has abused the favours of that mistress who is also his Queen. We
know of course that Ralegh sponsored Spenser's poem at the court, and that later
Spenser seems to have tried to write a reconciliation between Ralegh and Elizabeth.
In this final stanza, too, the direct address to the Queen is dropped.
Ne let his fairest Cynthia refuse.
In mirrours more then one her selfe to see.
But either Gloriana. let her chuse.
Or in Belpboebe fashioned to bee.
In th'one her rule, in th'other her rare chastitee.
(III.pr.5)

The already textualised image of "Cynthia" is made avaUable to Spenser by his
patron and fellow poet. Here, however, Elizabeth seems to be offered a choice not so
much between Spenser's poetry and Ralegh's as between different "mirrorings "
inside The Faerie Queene. One of those mirrors remains outside the poem: Elizabeth
simply "chuses" Gloriana, the image of absolute sovereign power, whereas she will
be "fashioned" as Belphoebe, whose chastity 'figures" sovereignty, but who is still
subject to processes of figuration. The ambiguities of Belphoebe's role in the poem
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suggest that this allegorical shadow may be interpreted (by one reader at least) as
Gloriana, vith dire results that the poem itself cannot control.

Although Ralegh was in some important ways Spenser's patron, his
relationship to his own patron, Queen Elizabeth, provided Spenser with only
negative examples for his own career. Different conceptions of the role of the poet
are involved here, of course, differences usefully labelled by Richard Helgerson's
distinctions between "amateur" and "laureate" poets.l Facility at verse-making was
one of Ralegh's courtly accomplishments, and an important way of entering into
social intercourse with the Queen. It had the same kind of exchange-value at court
as did his handsome and proud bearing, his splendid and extravagant clothing, and
his fiery and witty temperament. All these accomplishments were rewarded with
royal favour as expressed in affection, attention and access, and sometimes in the
more financially rewarding form of jewels, offices or estates. Poetry writing was
processed within the dominant codes of "courtiership'", preeminent among which
(at the Elizabethan court) was the wooing of the Queen. It was precisely because
Ralegh could not imagine any independent role for verses dedicated to establishing
and maintaining his place as Elizabeth s favourite, that the poetry was broken
whenever that relationship was disrupted or destroyed.

Spenser, however,

imagines a very different place for his own poetry. In choosing poetry as a career,
a mode of action, and an end in itself, he reinvented (as Helgerson argues) that old
ideal of the "poet laureate". Such poetry is not subservient to the ends of royal
power, but neither is it wholly separate from them. Its own acts of self-fashioning
produce an image of sovereignty that is implicated in the realms of both the actual
and the ideal, testing the one against the other. "The subjectivity fabricated by
Spenser in writing", writes Louis Montrose, "achieves its uncertain sense of
mastery, of authorship and authority, not by means of a static analogy with the
^ Richard Helgerson. Self-CrowDed Laureates: Spenser. Jonsoa, Milton and the Literary System
(Berkeley: Univ. of California Press. 1983).
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monarch but rather in an interplay between submission and resistance to the
project of royal celebration which ostensibly defines it" (323)
In the representation of Timias and Belphoebe we can see Spenser fulfilling
some of his patronage obligations to Ralegh in an act of graceful compliment and
generous defence.

More importantly we can see him differentiating his own

conception of the laureate poet from the role of poet courtier so glamorously but
disastrously embodied in Ralegh's career. But Ralegh's fate shadows Spenser's, too.
in the form of that powerfully ambiguous image of "love".

In Ralegh's case

Elizabeth finally dictates what love can and cannot mean. For Spenser, as we have
seen, one of the keys to his control over sovereignty is to reimagine it as chastity
and therefore as amenable to (because a construct o f ) male desire. In the proems to
the various books of The Faerie Queene Elizabeth is continually asked to submit
herself to love. Such a fantasy structures Ralegh's career, too - he would indeed
have controlled Elizabeth's power if he had achieved his almost inexpressible desire
of marriage with the Queen. Ralegh's ambitions, of course, came to nothing in the
turmoils of court politics, and his poetry is a minor casualty of his defeat. As The
Faerie Queene proceeds along its course. Spenser comes increasingly to fear that it
too will be broken by the contingencies of its recalcitrant ambition.
The name eventually given to those contingencies, which are recognised
and embodied allegorically only at the point when they are about to destroy the
poem, is the Blatant Beast. The Beast is born in the most savage and least idealising
of all the books of The Faerie Queene, the legend of Justice. Book V is also the most
didactic book of the poem, in that while it cannot avoid allowing its readers to
accept or reject its militaristic and imperialist support of Artegall, there is little
room for disagreement about what happens or what is represented. Out of this
ideological closure of the space that the poem has previously opened up for
allegorical construction emerges the Blatant Beast, who in slandering Artegall
provides the only voice for "other speaking" that Book V allows. It could be argued,
then, that the poem is betrayed by its own self-imposed limitations, namely, its
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premature and unambiguous commitment to public policy. Such complicity of
internal corruption with external force makes the poem vulnerable. As a figure of
corrupt language the Beast has of course shadowed all along the poem's language of
celebration and idealisation and threatened its truth-telling ambitions. In Book VI
it is specifically the enemy of Courtesy, and momentarily controlled by the poem's
allegory as Calidore leads it on a chain through Faeryland. As the book ends,
however, it escapes to threaten a whole world suddenly revealed as stretching
beyond the borders of fiction. As Harry Berger writes.
as an allegorical creature, given a shape and a place in the poem, the
complex evils summarized in the term slander can be understood and
controlled. But they can only be controlled in the play world created by the
mind. What the beast represents is still in the actual world, and not in a
simply identifiable form but diffused among the corrupt, weak, and bitter
spirits of civilization.^

The Beast exists not only in the real world, but actually attacks the very poem in
which it is supposedly contained:
So now he raungeth through the world againe,
And rageth sore in each degree and state;
Ne any is, that may him now restraine.
He growen is so great and strong of late,
Barking and biting all that him doe bate,
Albe they worthy blame, or cleare of crime:
Ne spareth he most learned wits to rate,
Ne spareth he the gentle Poets rime,
But rends without regard of person or of time.
Ne may this homely verse, of many meanest,
Hope to escape his venemous despite,
More then my former writs, all were they clearest
From blamefuU blot, and free from all that wite.
With which some wicked tongues did it backebite.
And bring into a mighty Peres displeasure,
That neuer so deserued to endite.
Therfore do you my rimes keep better measure.
And seeke to please, that now is counted wisemens threasure.
(VI. xii. 40-41)

1 Berger, "A Secret Discipline:

The Faerie Queeoe, Book

VI," in

Revisiooary Play, p.

221.
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It is the Beast's indiscriminate breaking of all boundaries that makes him so
threatening to a poetry based on moral discrimination and social and literary
hierarchy.

The Faerie Queene cannot continue to manufacture its intricately

ordered stan2as and build them into Cantos and Books, nor to develop rhetorical and
syntactic patterns into narrative and iconographic representations.

Bitterly, it

limits itself to the desire to "please" its powerful audience, and ironically lapses into
that silence which is the only sure way of achieving that end.
The Blatant Beast is one of Spenser's most powerfully fascinating figures.
Seemingly called up by the poem's ambivalence about its own artistic status, it has
in turn called up some of the poem's most eloquent and inventive criticism. It is not
my business here to attempt to do justice either to that creation or to that criticism,
but to identify the Beast as a sign of the terrible unfinishing of The Faerie Queene.
Its destructive power, as we have seen, is double edged, figuring both an internal
and an external threat. Indeed, as Kenneth Gross argues:
Given that Spenser makes the Beast a poetic and rhetorical more than a
clearly psychological entity, the creature would thus represent a power that
exists potentially within the poem and its images, rather than merely
standing as a ^mbol for conditions found only in The Faerie (^eene's
intractable audience.
For the Beast is not only loose in the world; it is loose in the word.
(229)

While acknowledging the force of this argument, and the complexity with which
Gross develops it, I would want to reverse its emphasis on the self-destructive power
of the word, and renew interest not only in the intransigeances of the world the
poem attempts to shape in its own image, but also in the audience which, by
refusing to listen, renders it speechless, Spenser co-operates in his own silencing.
By losing hope at the end of Book VI he gives up the attempt both to avoid "gealous
opinions and misconstructions' of his allegory and 'to fashion a gentleman or
noble person in [the] vertuous and gentle discipline' of right reading ("Letter to
Ralegh").

Not for one moment does Spenser suggest anything so crude (or so
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dangerous) as that the Blatant Beast might be one of Elizabeth's shadows. But as
readers ourselves we remember how capriciously and inscrutably Belphoebe read
the text of Timias' behaviour, and ignored his devoted and loyal intentions in order
to make him an exemplum of her cruelly arbitrary power. In Book VI we come
upon Timias wounded by the Blatant Beast. Rescued by Arthur in one of the poem's
long-awaited reconciliations, he is unable to speak: "His deare affect with silence
did restraine, / And shut vp all his plaint in priuy paine' (VI.v.24). And in his brief
appearances in the rest of the poem he figures silence, the silence of one who
wants only to please the great.
Spenser's Faery Queen remains free from any direct taint of tyranny, and is
desired and celebrated until the very end. The power that intervenes decisively
against the poet and his poem, thus bringing it to an end, is imaged much more
conventionally and comfortably as male in the figure of that "mighty Pere' whose
displeasure is aroused in the final stanza, and who recalls "the displeasure of the
mighty ' which is 'more dread and desperate" than 'death it selfe" (IV.viii.l). Both
references point back to the Proem of Book IV, with its evocation of that patriarchal
"rugged forhead that with graue foresight / Welds kingdomes causes, and affaires
of state", and which is said to "sharply wite" Spenser's "looser rimes ". This figure,
conventionally taken to be Lord Burleigh. Elizabeth's chief minister, represents
those masculine and hence less easily manipulable aspects of authority that thwart
Spenser's ambitions. The poet's dream that sovereign power is a woman, a Faery
Queen, makes her available to be desired and pursued even if never won. This
opens up an imaginative space in which The Faerie Queene can display its
seemingly endless inventiveness in the course of six long books, fashioning a
poetic identity through poetic authority. But the constraints of a power that was
not subject, after all. to the limits of the text were finally acknowledged;
eventually,

burdened down with the increasing weight of masculine envy,

detraction and displeasure, the poem suddenly stopped.
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It came to life again briefly in the "Mutabilitie Cantos". Circling back to the
beginnings of my ovn argument in this chapter, we can now see more clearly how
those Cantos form a meditation on ending. Their relationship to the close of Book VI
may be perceived as chiastic:

that is, Book VI is formally completed, but

conceptually and emotionally unfinished, while the "Mutabilitie Cantos' are
presented as fragmentary but experienced as complete. The Cantos change the
perspective from which concepts like completion and perfection can be understood,
but they do not cancel out the power of the Blatant Beast.

The Faerie (^eene

immerses its readers in the processes of unfinishing and continually defers the
pleasures of perfection.
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Chapter VI
In/Conclusion

There are obvious difficulties involved in bringing to an end a thesis that
has been concerned with the problematic of in completion, I do not make this point
flippantly. One of my themes has been that criticism constructs not only the mode
but also the object of analysis: "literature" is not a natural entity, but the product of
a categorising act with a historical provenance and ideological implications. But it
is also true that the kinds of things we talk about affect the ways we talk about
them. Significantly, renewed interest in the subject of incompletion has been
accompanied to some extent by a loss of faith in the virtue or even possibility of a
logical and unified argument which proceeds coherently step by step towards its
inevitable conclusion.

Organicist notions of "unity", like formalist theories of

"closure", carry their own ideological baggage; what was presented as "full" and
"complete" turns out on closer inspection to have been all too partial, and is easily
exposed as essentialist and masculinist in its assumptions, and authoritarian rather
than authoritative in its procedures. Discontinuity and fragmentation - or at the
very least a due circumspection about the possibilities of conclusion - seem
nowadays to be more honest and effective modes of critical (as of literary)
production.

Such moves, of course, are themselves self-authorising and self-

interested. But what modern criticism seems to demand above all is the reflex of
self-awareness. So in the place of conclusion. I want to offer some self-conscious
observations about the genealogy of my own work in relation to the more
innovative contemporary discourses of Renaissance and literary studies.
The project for this thesis was conceived and partially written before I
became aware that some of the most interesting books and articles I was reading
were beginning to be discussed together as evidence of a new development in
Renaissance studies soon to be labelled retrospectively by its leading practitioner
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Stephen Greenblatt as "the new historicism' .l It was some time before I began to
understand how New Historicism might impact on and focus my interests in
sixteenth-century English poetry, and in particular the problem of incompletion in
that context. It will be evident that since some of the earlier sections of this thesis
were in place before New Historicism had effected its paradigm shift from a
formalist to a contextualist criticism, they perpetuate in varying ways some of the
critical problems that predate, and were the target of, New Historicism itself.
Nevertheless, I have decided to let them stand. For although I must acknowledge the
importance of New Historicist discourse and the critics who have pioneered it, there
are certain aspects of their project that I need to question, and it is for this reason
that their presence is not felt equally throughout my work. The following sections
of my inconclusive conclusion offer some characteri^ion and evaluation of New
Historicism. and its implications for my current understanding of modes of
incompletion in English Renaissance poetry, I will undertake this via a detour into
Spenser criticism, which informed my analyses in the preceding chapter but could
not be addressed directly there.

I
Along with Shakespeare, Spenser has emerged as the most important figure
in the recently renewed critical interest in historical studies of Renaissance
literature.

As the major public poem of the Elizabethan period, and one that

engages directly with affairs of state. The Faerie Queene has proved a rich site for
historicist criticism, shaping contemporary theories about how to interpret the
pressure of real events upon textual structures, at the same time as it is itself being
reshaped as a profoundly political rather than exclusively aesthetic work. The only
point that I want to make here about the fascinating development of Spenser
criticism in the twentieth century is that it had its inception in a positivistic mode
' StepheD Greenblatt, Introduction ' t o TbePowerof Forms in
Greenblatt (Norman: Pilgrim, 19S2), p.5.
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of historical scholarship. ^ The achievements of that particular moment of Spenser
scholarship are monumentalised in the

Variorum

edition which appeared

throughout the 1930s, when already a developing textual formalism was separating
text from context, and in the process privileging the first at the expense of the
second. The Faerie Queene was not well served by the methods of New Criticism,
whose most ambitious attempts at canon reconstruction ignored or marginalised
Spenser's poem as too long, too arcane and too old fashioned. There is a long history
to the myth of Spenser as "the poet's poet', weaving idealising fictions in
intricately crafted stanzas and transcending the dangers and brutalities of his
historical circumstances in a triumphant work of art. That myth was revitalised by
Spenser criticism in the 1960s, when the poem's iconography, allegory and
imaginative powers began to receive detailed and fruitful attention. But it was
superseded by the emergence in the powerfully challenging Spenser criticism of
the 1980s of a political Faerie Queene, fashioned by and fashioning Elizabethan
ideology. I will focus on a couple of examples of this transformation, beginning
with two books that concentrate in very different ways on The Faerie Queene as an
unfinished work. Most recent accounts of the poem confirm my own argument that
it is not accidentally or circumstantially, but purposively and meaningfully,
incomplete.

Jonathan Goldberg's 1981 analysis of 'Spenser and the Structures of
Discourse" is wittily entitled Endlesse

Worke ?•

The title not only appropriates one

of the poem's own moments of self-description (at IV.xil.l) to characterise its larger
narrative strategies, but also seems to draw attention to the immense labour of

^ Some aspects of twentieth-century Spenser criticism are discussed in essays in Richard C.
Frusheii and Bernard J. Vondersmith. eds, Contemporary Thought on Edmund Spenser
(Carbondale: Southern Illinois Univ. Press, 1975). Earlier criticism is collected in R.M.
Cummings, ed. Spenser: The Critical Heritage (Routledge and Kegan Paul. 1971).
2 Jonathan Goldberg. Endiesse Worke: Spenser and the Structures of Discourse (Baltimore:
Johns Hopkins Univ. Press. 1981).
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critical interpretation which Tb0 Faerie Queene demands from its readers.
Goldberg begins by placing his book in relation to previous Spenser criticism:
Spenser's text offers continuous disequilibrium, frequent disruptions in
narration, and characters who exist to disappear. Most often, when criticism
takes stock of such traits of the narrative, it considers them as problems that
could only be elucidated by pointing to some principle other than narration.
Thematic unity, rhetorical addresses, allegorical meanings, are called
forward in the service of explanation - often with the intention of
explaining away - these disturbing features of the text. The frustrations of
reading are thereby neglected, and so is something vital to the nature of
Spenserian narration. . . . I do not aim at interpretation or fulfillment, but.
rather, at describing the narrative principles that induce frustration, that
deny closure, but that also produce the disturbed and disturbing narrative
procedures of Spenser's text,
(xi-xii)

For Goldberg it is the pleasures of interpretative closure that the "fractured - and
fracturing - text" (xiv) of The Faerie Queene disrupts in favour of the pleasures of
anticipation and deferral.
patterns of repetition;

Narratives continually fold back on themselves in

characters fail to achieve individual identity but are

endlessly substituted for one another. Goldberg's text insistently echoes those
oxymoronic Spenserian phrases like "perfect hole" and "dearest dred" that he
believes to be emblematic of The Faerie Queene s frustrated fulfilment. As the
above quotation makes clear, his critical method involves in part an identificatory
miming of the poem's own strategies. But in quoting with approval Barthes's
dictum that "in narrative (and this is perhaps its definition ), the symbolic and the
operative are non-decidable, subject to the rule of an and/or"

(Goldberg. 24),

Goldberg lays bare his own textual procedures and his major theoretical allegiance
in this book. In a number of long discursive footnotes carefully displaced from the
text itself. Goldberg argues out his theoretical preoccupations and their
implications for his reading of Spenser, thus producing another interesting
replication of that interdependence of text and commentary that he notes in The
Faerie Queene. It may be that Goldberg's writing of such an extended commentary
on his own text is intended to preempt or foreclose a reader's interpretation, and
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achieve for himself the desired Spenserian synthesis of author and reader.^

It

certainly adds, however, to the rather self-enclosed effect of this book, whose
concern with a broken text and an endless narrative of loss issues paradoxically in
a powerfully assimilative, even hypnotic, rhetorical performance, which scripts its
readers' responses as assent rather than analysis.
The book progresses through detailed readings of passages and episodes
taken largely from Book IV of the poem, in order to show how the narrative
continually undoes both itself and the identities it purports to create. The poem's
beginnings are shown to be (in Barthes's phrase) "de-originated",
subtly exposes the textual mise en abyme

as Goldberg

that opens behind Spenser's stories,

especially those Book IV narratives that are offered as "continuations' of
unfinished Chaucerian tales. The beginning of this text is Eros, identical with the
desire that keeps it going. For Goldberg, the end of the text is generated by its own
textual strategies rather than by any external goal or power, Although at one stage
he ponders "the relationship of the non-textual and the text" (123), this is never
formulated in a way which might escape the deliberate circularities of a passage
such as this:
When book IV closes, it makes a final, seemingly open-ended gesture as it
points toward "another place " (xii.35.9) where a definitive ending to the
story it has left incomplete might be possible. Vhere would such a place be?
Once again, we need to consider the location of the text and to ponder its
referentiality. The text situates itself in the place of a lost text, invaded by
other voices, spoken in the voice of an Other, and those in the text are so
constituted that there is no Other except as figured in the text. . , , "Another
place " at the end of book IV seems, however, to glance at a world ' outside"
the text, someplace where endings are possible, where words finally find
their referents; yet, the text has been dissolving all the world into the text,
playing on the world/word topos.
(122)

^ It is interesting that Goldberg underplays the significance of "allegory", and the particular
problematic of author/reader relations which that mode establishes; see Maureen Quilligan, The
Language of Allegory: Defining the Genre (Ithaca: Cornell Univ. Press. 1979) and Quilligan,
Milton s Spenser: The Politics of Reading
Cornell Univ. Press, 1983).
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Despite its gestures, then, towards "the authority of the Other", and its discussion of
social and visual representations of Elizabeth, Goldberg s text places The Faerie
Queene "historically and socially" (123) only by textualising both history and
society. The poem is unfinished, he believes, because that is the condition of textual
production: "The only way to tell a story is never to have it end" (72), because words
signify nothing but loss, in an endless cycle of exchange. (Joldberg's "loss" is
largely a psychoanalytic category, and although it vividly illuminates the textual
and sexual economy of the poem, it never adequately explores the political sphere
of a materially constituted power.
One further point is worth mentioning here, Goldberg reads the poem
generically as romance: "certainly romance as much as - if not more than - epic
stands behind The Faerie Queene " (18). Described in convenUonally gendered
terms as "feminine" and "open", romance is seen as offering the erotic satisfactions
of anticipation, deferral and a polymorphous pleasure, released from the phallic
imperative of climax.

In a by now familiar paradox, Goldberg sees such

satisfactions as both enabling and disabling for a male poet: "the space of narration
is. in a word, where loss and excess meet, where orgasm would be no different from
castration" (24). As these terms indicate, the poem does not escape from a masculine
libido, for which feminine modes of sexuality are thrilling and threatening. Once
again Goldberg understands Spenser's strategies to be recuperative, a willing entry
into the conditions of otherness; but such assumptions remain masculinist on the
part of both poet and critic. In fact I would argue that for Goldberg it continues to
be non-decidable" whether the feminine is a "symbolic" or "operative" function of
the text, and his understanding of the poem's sexual politics is never focused
sharply or analytically. My own perception is that "female power" remains a
paradox for Spenser; in so far as it is imagined and imaged as "female", power seems
endlessly malleable, but in so far as it is understood as "power" it is troped as
masculine and rendered absolute. The female Prince outside the text, with "the body
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but of a weak and feeble woman" but "the heart and stomach of a king",^ inhabits a
place the text cannot approach.

David Miller's recent book on "the Poetics of the 1590 Faerie Queene", called
The Poem 's Two Bodies

offers a different version of Spenser's concern with

incompletion. Unlike Goldberg, Miller does not theorise this issue in terms of
generic and narrative structures, but brings once again into prominence an aspect
of The Faerie Queene that Goldberg tends to play down - the poem's allegory.
Miller's understanding of allegory is organised in terms of the image of the body.
This allows him to connect poetics with politics, since the body is the body of the
state as well as of the poem, and also to give prominent consideration to questions of
gender, since the physical and sexed form of the human body is the material
ground for these ideological constructions of corporeal form. It is the image of the
body which also focuses the topic of incompletion:
I take the allegory of The Faerie Queene to be organized with reference to
the anticipated-but-deferred wholeness of an ideal body, which serves to
structure the reading of the text in a manner comparable to the use of a
vanishing point to organize spatial perspective in drawing. This "body ' is
an ideological formation derived from the religious myth of the corpus
mysticum and its imperial counterpart, the notion of the monarch as
incarnating an ideal and unchanging political body. Spenser's allegory
defers the closure that would perfect this body, but does not in this way
cleanse the notion of extraliterary force; rather, in opening a textual space
where the production of a corporal mirage coincides with the work of
reading, Spenser seeks to "fashion " his readers as the figurae of a
millennial imperium.
(4)

The body of the state is '"naturally"' gendered male, and understands itself as
implicitly threatened (in Freudian terms) by a " castrated" female body; in the
sphere of Elizabethan politics the threat comes from the virginal female body of the

J Elizabeth's so-called "Armada speech", quoted from Elizabethan and Jacobean Prose 13501620, ed. Kenneth Muir (Harmondsworth: Penguin. 1956). p. 15.
2David Lee Miller. The Poem s Two Bodies: The Poetics ofthe 1590 Faerie Queene (Princeton:
Princeton Univ. Press. 1988).
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monarch, a woman who had the power to decapitate her male subjects. In an
interesting discussion (164-68), Miller suggests that decapitation is a "symbolic"
form of castration, since (he further speculates) given the taboo on naming the
"male member ', the head substitutes for the penis in Tudor patriarchal ideology.
This is a good example of the kinds of textual, historical and theoretical materials
out of which Miller builds up his commentary.
Miller goes on to argue that the ideal corporeal form which the poem
desires is androgynous: "the subject, neutered by incest awe and the threat of
castration, returns to the womb and is reborn into androgyny, symbolizing
wholeness and reconciliation with authority" (7). One of the reasons why the poem
is incomplete is that the plot of its allegory can never achieve this symbolic
perfection. The poem, caught "in the middest" of human experience, can project
but not achieve its ends, as we can see in its obsession with frustrated unions, most
famously in the cancelled ending of the 1590 text, which had featured the image of
an hermaphrodite. Miller alerts us to a growing tendency in some recent feminist
criticism of The Faerie Queene to see the poem as a celebration, or alternatively a
fearful privileging, of female power, and in particular the power of female
sexuality, He argues for Spenser's incorporation of "female sexuality" into an
economy of reproduction, which is the true end even (or especially) of chastity. In
Miller's reading, "Spenser's allegory appropriatlesl feminine procreativity on
behalf of a patriarchal symbolic order, , . . Discontinuities in the narrative and
dynastic succession are likewise overcome by the power of the masculine universal,
which guarantees its own perpetuity through the controlled assimilation of
feminine procreativity" (28). His analysis thus complicates the poem s sexual
politics by imbricating historical and psychoanalytic categories and by refusing to
elide the real with the symbolic.
Miller's complex exploration of these issues is informed explicitly by the
specular and structural relations established in Lacanian theory. Built on a system
of differentiation which does not assign positive value to any of its terms, it can
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never enforce closure. Closure (and hence authority) are achieved practically and
historically in opposition to their theoretical impossibility, although often in
acknowledgement of it. So although a poem like The Faerie Queene can be a
particularly subtle exploration of these problems, it can never solve them because
they occur not just in the structure of the poem itself but also in the structure of
the world that poem seeks to represent,
Miller allows Goldberg's argument that The Faerie Queene

"endlessly

reinscribes the place of loss " (13), but his understanding of the poem as allegory
leads him to suggest that this loss is "something the intentional structure of the
discourse seeks to recuperate". He continues:
The deferral built into this structure never finally recuperates the
ontological emptiness of the text, but it does articulate that emptiness against
the promise of its recuperation; the poem's most earnest trope is precisely
its effort to recalculate the traces of its loss and errancy according to a table
of symbolic reappropriation, , , , This internalized iconoclasm rationalizes
the deferral of presence, the text's deferral of its own essential form, as a
sustained refusal of premature closure, reflected thematically in a refusal to
hasten the apocalypse . . .
(13-14)

By and large Miller does not subordinate the heterogeneity

and

contradictions of the text to a univocal critical discourse. In fact, the variety of
materials he employs and the diversity of his theoretical expositions make this a
difficult book to read, and an impossible one to summarise briefly. The book itself
foregoes the pleasures of synthesis and closure. My account here is accordingly
partial, designed to highlight those aspects of Miller's argument most pertinent to
my own project; some of the formulations and examples above serve my interests
rather better than Miller's, though I have allowed the book to use its own words
wherever possible. But as the most recent, extended and ambitious analysis of
Spenser, and one that takes incompletion at least partly as its theme. The Poem s Two
Bodies demands some attention here. In a number of ways the book is symptomatic
of current trends in Spenser criticism;

its theoretical ambitions embrace both
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historicising and psychologising discourses, and it harbours a desire "to reconcile
the demands of argumentation with those of commentary" (26), believing that
"close reading" is too often sacrificed to the invention of larger theoretical and
cultural patterns. Such dichotomies Miller negotiates but does not resolve;

The

Poem 's Two Bodies seems to me genuinely illuminating in its commentaries and
genuinely controversial in the larger claims it cannot avoid making. However, this
is not a book that reflects self-consciously on its own institutional and political
placement, nor does it argue a case for the value and significance it attributes to
Spenser's poetry. In this respect it preserves the boundaries which conventionally
separate text from commentary and poet from critic, and while explicitly
privileging the first of these terms implicitly claims an unwarranted objectivity
for itself.
I will return shortly to this question of the critic's position in his or her
own criticism, but before doing so I want to establish a related point by pausing
over Miller's defence of close reading, which finds an echo in the "Afterword" to a
new collection of Harry Berger's Spenser criticism. 1 Berger complains that "close
reading, formalism, and New Criticism are sometimes indiscriminately lumped
together and consigned to the classroom or the back burner of literary discourse in
the interests of more socially responsible, politically sensitive, and theoretically
reflexive inquiry" (458), Berger seems to want to retain the method of New Critical
close reading, while discarding New Criticism's "basic commitment to the ideology
of the work as a self-contained fictive representation, a representation to be prized
not only for its aesthetic complexity and unity but also for the superiority to life' of
the complex moral statements it makes about the experience it represents' (460). In
rejecting the aestheticising effects of New Critical procedures, and praising the
transgressive force of New Historicist discourses, Berger nevertheless wants to
preserve a distinction between "social and literary texts ", which in fact subverts his
' Vasti

, Revisiottsury PUy: Studies ia the Spenserian Dynamics ^x'i.zKvi-.

California Press, 1988).
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desire for a synthesis of the two methodologies.

One of the markers of that

distinction is to be the text's amenability to "literary" modes of analysis, especially
close reading.

The effect of this manoeuvre is to preserve the category of

"literature" by establishing it as a function not of the text but of its critic.

II
Stephen Greenblatt's Renaissance Self-Fasbioning , symbolically the
initiator of a "nev historicist " orientation in literary studies, includes a chapter on
Spenser, which has received significantly less attention than the others in reviews
and commentaries on the book.^ Greenblatt begins by discussing Queen Elizabeth's
modes of self-fashioning in a conscious manipulation of court politics (a topic
already identified but considerably under-interpreted in 1980), before moving on to
consider how The Faerie Queene participates in this project of "makingnamely
the fashioning of a poem, a self and a culture. His example is Guyon's destruction of
the Bower of Bliss at the end of Book II, which he interprets brilliantly in terms of
the paradoxes elucidated by Freud's observation about the colonisation of sexual
instincts in the cause of "civilisation ". Through renunciation of sexual satisfaction
and the exercise of an excessive power which offers its own erotic thrill, Guyon
serves the cause of civility and enhances the power of his own Faery Queen.
Guyon's "regenerative violence" against the Bower suggests for Spenser the
triumph but also the cost of individual and cultural self-fashioning;
The destruction of the Bower is the fulfillment of the knight s quest - the
institution has been glorified, the demonic other at once identified and
destroyed - but the inherent contradictions in the relations between
temperance and pleasure, restraint and gratification have been deferred
rather than resolved. What appears for a moment as decisive closure gives
way to renewed efforts, other quests, which, as we have already glimpsed in
^

Renajssaace Self-Fas/iioniag: Fnm More to Shatespeare {Z^

Univ. of

Chicago Press, 1980). See the reviews by Louis Adrian Montrose. "A Poetics of Renaissance
Culture. Criticism, 23 (1981). 349-59; Thomas M. Greene, Comparative Literature, 34 (1982).
184-86; Richard Strier, "Identity and Power in Tudor England: Stephen Greenblatt, Renaissance

Self-Fashioniog from More to ShakMpeare,' Boundary Z 10 (1982). 383-94; BarbaraLeah

Harman. "Refashioning the Renaissance," Diacritics, 14 (1984), 52-65.
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Scudamour, attempt to compensate for the limitations, the sacrifice of
essential values, implicit in the earlier resolution.
(177-78)

Having noted the provisionality of closure in this episode, Greenblatt goes
on to draw attention to its symbolic inscription of patterns of recuperative violence
which are found throughout Elizabethan culture. He identifies specifically "the
European response to the native cultures of the New World, the English colonial
struggle in Ireland, and the Reformation attack on images'" (179).

Greenblatt

demonstrates how these confrontations with otherness issue in appropriation and
assimilation, and how the self-consciously aesthetic structure of The Faerie Queene
ultimately sacrifices art to ideology, as its own language is colonised by an external
power; "Spenser's art does not lead us to perceive ideology critically, but rather
affirms the existence and inescapable moral power of ideology as that principle of
truth toward which art forever yearns' (192).
In an essay which follows the itinerary of Greenblatt's analysis in the
process of establishing its own reading of Elizabeth and Spenser as a redefinition of
Greenblatt's, Louis Adrian Montrose makes a densely considered and provocative
contribution to our understanding of these issues. 1 He questions, for example,
Greenblatt's unproblematised acceptance of the implicitly gendered reading
position which the text constructs. "To write as a male reader ", Montrose argues,
"identifying unselfconsciously with Guyon s position, with Guyon s gaze, leads to a
misrecognition of the gender-specific character of the self-fashioning process
figured in Guyon s violent repression of his own sexual arousal.

What is being

fashioned here is not merely a civilized self but a male subject, whose self-defining
violence is enacted against an objectified other who is specifically female"' (329).
Montroses

profound understanding

of

"the

interpenetration

and

mutual

contamination of sexual and political codes " (330). developing out of his serious
^ Montrose, "The Elizabethan Subject and the Spenserian Text." in Litenuy
Thaay/XaiiJssMce
Texts, ed. Patricia Parker and David Quint (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Univ. Press, 1986), pp.
303-340.
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consideration of gender as a factor of power at the Elizabethan court, alerts him to
the sexual politics of both Elizabethan texts and of their tventieth-century
interpretations.^ Just as Montrose identifies specific gender-, as veil as race- and
class-based, interests in the self-fashioning process, he also sees that process as
more double-edged and less monolithic than Greenblatt sometimes acknowledges.
As I have noted in earlier chapters, Montrose's perception of the gendering of
power in Elizabethan politics makes possible his complex and original analysis of
the ways in which that power is both fashioned and fashioning:
Perhaps we could say, then, in response to Greenblatt's brilliant
provocation, that one of the supreme pleasures available to the subject of
power is to impose upon the fictions whose enforced acceptance signifies
his subjection, the marks of his own subjectivity. In the process of
representing the queen within his discourse, the subject is in some very
limited but nevertheless quite real sense also constituting the sovereignty
in relation to which his own subjection and subjectivity are constituted.
Every representation of power is also an appropriation of power. Thus,
Spenser's text may be said to constitute the identity of its Subject/Author in
an interplay between the subject's gestures of subjection and the author's
gestures of authority - in those paradoxical celebrations of power that, in
making the poem serve the queen, make the queen serve the poem.
(331-32)

Such an understanding of reciprocal or mutually constitutive discursive
relations also informs Montrose's lucid account of the politics of the New
Historicism, an account which frames the Spenser essay under discussion here,
Montrose insists that 'to speak today of an historical criticism must be to recognize
that not only the poet but also the critic exists in history; that the texts of each are
inscriptions of history" (305). He argues against any totalising notion of "History ",
designed to serve essentially as a stable ground of meaning for literary texts, which
in turn are thought of as inhabiting an autonomous aesthetic realm. His formula "the Historicity of Texts and the Textuality of History" - is a useful catch-cry,
although its elegantly chiastic structure can suggest that "text" and "history' are
m

2 A Strong case against Greenblatt from a contemporary feminist position is argued by
Marguerite Waller, "Academic Tootsie: The Denial of Difference and the Difference It Makes,'
Diacritics, 17 (1987). 2-20.
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too easily and neatly interchangeable. In inserting his own text into the history of
the institution in which it is first produced and then reproduced, Montrose suggests
that an increasing and "nagging sense of professional, institutional, and political
impotence" may be responsible for the fact that "the emergent historical
orientation in literary studies is pervasively concerned with writing as a mode of
action " (332). His concern with the subject in discourse, as well as with the
gendered subjects of Elizabethan England, is formulated in opposition to the
"individual" constructed by a bourgeois humanism. But he also attempts to resist
more recent placings of the subject as purely a function of structure, favouring
instead a more dialectical understanding of the processes of "subjectification" and
"structuration" (306-07).
Montrose's recent willingness to reflect self-consciously on his own critical
position, and in the language of a largely Marxist literary theory, gives his work a
firmly political orientation. In contrast, Greenblatt refuses to theorise his place in
his own work, although that work is everywhere theoretically informed and
engaged. In the years between the publication of Renaissance Self-Fashioning
(1980) and Shakespearean Negotiations

(1988)1 . the period in which New

Historicism has come into prominence - Greenblatt has become increasingly
reluctant to admit that he is engaged in a shared theoretical project whose
presuppositions and effects can be described and interrogated.2 He remains one of
the most individualistic and charismatic of all literary critics writing today at least

1 Greenb latt. Shakespearean Negotiations:

The Circulation of ^ial

Energy in Renaissance

England {OvlQT^. Clarendon. 1988).
^ When pressed on these issues, Greenblatt can adopt an almost parodic tone of casual
disingenuousness. as in this published text of a lecture he gave in Australia in 1986: "I feel in
a somewhat false position, which is not a particularly promising way to begin, and I might as
well explain why. My own work has always been done with a sense of just having to go about and
do it. without establishing first exactly what my theoretical position is. A few years ago I was
asked by Genre to edit a selection of Renaissance essays, and I said OK. I collected a bunch of
essays and then, out of a kind of desperation to get the introduction done, I wrote that the essays
represented something I called a "new historicism".... I have heard - in the last year or so quite a lot of talk about the "new historicism"... there are articles about it. attacks on it,
references to it in dissertations: the whole thing makes me quite giddy with amazement"
("Towards a Poetics of Culture." Southern Review, 20 119871, 3).
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partly because, while eschewing political and theoretical alignments, he marks his
strong presence in his own texts by his brilliant use of personalised rhetoric and
compelling narrative. The now notorious Epilogue to Rensusssuice S^lf-Fashioning,
where the author "bears witness" at the "close" of his book to "my overwhelming
need to sustain the illusion that I am the principal maker of my own identity" (257)
is matched by the Introduction to Shakespearean Negotiations, where Greenblatt
identifies his historicist project - again in personalist terms - in the image of
"speaking with the dead": "literature professors', he tells us, "are salaried, middleclass shamans" (1),

Throughout this latest book Greenblatt responds to the

provocation to theorise his critical position by offering us a series of terms like
"desire", "pleasure", "wonder", which trope the relations of exchange - the
circulating energies - between social and literary texts, and between past and
present readers, Having publically regretted his own formulation of the phrase
"new historicism", presumably because it allowed a preemptive codification of the
transgressive negotiations and circulations that Greenblatt, at least, is committed to
continuing, his work seems to be becoming even more individualised, a stunning
series of performances that are designed precisely to resist appropriation and
programmatisation.

After all, one of the charges levelled at new historicist

practices in the wake of Renaissance Self-Fashioning was that they were far too
predictable and formulaic, producing out of increasingly diverse texts an
increasingly narrow range of conclusions, Montrose's work has never featured the
individualising signature touches that we find so attractively and insistently in
GreenblaU's books.

By demonstrating their allegiances theoretically and

politically, Montrose's analyses are at once more "academic" but also more
"engaged".

New Historicism has received a great deal of attention recently; clearly both
its supporters and its opponents feel that it is a major challenge to prevailing
orthodoxies within contemporary literary theory, as well as a major reorientation
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of Renaissance studies.^ In asserting the need to "put texts back into history", it
also understands those categories of "text" and "history" in poststructuralist terms,
and thus distinguishes itself from both never kinds of formalism and older kinds of
historicism. And as a still developing mode of enquiry - and one that, as ve have
seen, programmatically resists premature closure - Nev Historicism both thematises
and exemplifies the problematic of in completion. It refuses to confer closure on
either "literature" or "history", but attempts instead to retheorise the relations
between them, by concentrating on the circulation of a range of texts vithin the
same social system.

Although its methods are interpretative, it claims not to

privilege interpreters by exempting them from the imperatives of their ovn
historical and interpretative positions. It is deeply involved in the dialectical
relations between self and society, past and present, and text and interpretation. It
demands a theoretically informed and politically responsible criticism, though its
theoretical and political allegiances are among its most controversial aspects. New
Historicism is best understood not as a "school" of criticism but as an ensemble of
critical practices; its shared project is not to enunciate and illustrate a set of
theoretical principles but to oppose a set of reactionary positions. It is initiated and
unified oppositionally, as a challenge to the dominance of aestheticist and formalist
modes of literary criticism as well as empiricist and universalist modes of historical
scholarship. The practical necessity of generalising a "New Historicist" position in
order to discuss it creates obvious simplifications and falsifications; there are
important differences among individual critics. But equally it is the possibility of a
general position rather than just a set of diverse practices that we are interested in,
and New Historicism's symptomatic significance is not reducible to the aggregate of
individual practices.

1 The best critical survey is given by Jean E. Howard. "The New Historicism in Renaissance
Studies, EngiishLiteraryReaaissance, 16 (1986), 13-43. A more hostile position is argued by
Howard Felperin. "Making it Neo': The New Historicism and Renaissance Literature," Textmi
Practice, 1 (1987), 262-77.
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There is some support for these suggestions, I believe, in the persistence of
the label "New Historicism", rather than such alternatives as "cultural poetics" or
"cultural materialism". "New Historicism'" suggests precisely that such criticism is
directed against formalisms and is interdisciplinary in exemplifying a quite
different return to " history"' from that represented by an older historicism over
which New Criticism triumphed. These are important institutional imperatives,
especially within the American academy in the 1980s, and have more prestige and
hence more force than the alliance either with structural anthropology (which is
suggested by "cultural poetics") or with Marxist poetics and politics in a " cultural
materialism ", a term more popular in Britain, where there is a stronger tradition of
Marxist theory and socialist politics. ^ Perhaps one of the " new " things about New
Historicism is not its theory of history (since it notoriously doesn't have one), but
its resistance to theorisation in the name of interpretative practice, and in an
academy where theory is accorded greater privilege than

interpretation.

Greenblatt is the founder, namer and most prominent practitioner of New
Historicism - but he is not its theorist, and his work has neither chronological nor
methodological nor hermeneutic priority over that of any other practitioner. Of
course. Greenblatt has never claimed such priority;

indeed, he has insistently

denied it. Consequently, his work may be seen as to some degree the victim of its
own success in being claimed for programmes that Greenblatt would prefer to
disavow.
There are some purposeful and productive reasons why New Historicism is
engaged primarily with Renaissance English texts, and they involve the
construction of historical connections between late sixteenth-century and late
twentieth-century English culture. Because sixteenth-century England is troped as
the " beginning" of that modern age which is seen to be approaching its "end" in
our own time, it is accorded great explanatory power.

Furthermore, in

1 The connections between British and American historicist criticism were first d i s c u s s ^ in
print by Richard Helgerson, Review Article," Comparative Literature, 33 (i9S3), 362-73.
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conventional historiography the Renaissance is marked by another "beginning"
vhose "end" is said to be near, the "birth of the individual", or liberal humanist
subject. Greenblatt confesses that Reaalsssuice Self-Fashioning

charts the journey

of a late tventieth-century critic from an initial belief that sixteenth-century
England demonstrates "the role of human autonomy in the construction of identity"
(at least for "middle-class and aristocratic male" representatives of humanity) to an
eventual realisation that the human subject is "the ideological product of the
relations of power in a particular society" (256). For men and women caught (as we
all are nowadays) in the historical moment of the deconstruction of the subject, the
historical period of its supposed construction exerts a strong fascination, though it
is significant that that moment is now understood not as the rise of individual
freedom but as a fall into ideology. Consequently, the historical forms of capitalism,
imperialism and secularism found in the English Renaissance have all come to be
reinterpreted under the pressure of contemporary manifestations of these
ideologies, and the powerful new discourses of race, gender and class interrogate
the universalist assumptions of earlier constructions of Renaissance humanism.
For once late sixteenth-century England has been identified as the "origin" of
"modernity" it can be reproduced endlessly by the textual strategies and discursive
technologies of postmodernism, thus deferring indefinitely our recurrent desire to
turn the open text of historicities into the closed book of History.

The intellectual affiliations of New Historicism - to Clifford Geertz's cultural
anthropology, to Michel Foucault's analysis of discursive practices and the
operations of power, to a variety of marxisms (from Raymond Williams' cultural
materialism to Althusser's ideological apparatuses), and to the textualities of
deconstructive reading - have been identified most persuasively and incisively by
Lee Patterson. 1 What New Historicism may have learned from contemporary
I

Negotiating the Past: The Historical Understanding of Medieval Literature

(Madison: Univ. of Wisconsin Press, 1987), pp. 57-74.
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historiography, however, is a more complicated question,

David Norbrook has

pointed out that modern revisionist historians are abandoning narrative and
teieoiogicai history. Following Foucault in arguing for a radical discontinuity
between past and present conceptual schemes, they are therefore displacing largescale explanations of historical causation and progression in favour of detailed
empirical examination of small units of historical time and place, 1 Although New
Historicism consciously endorses this principle, arguing that it is concerned with
heterogeneous histories and not some monolithic History, in practice much of its
work is totalising and synthesising. This is especially true of Greenblatt, whose
enormous talent for narrative and fascination with Foucauldian power I have
already noted. Jonathan Goldberg was one of the first critics to identify the
"imperialistic and totalistic urge" that governs Renaissance Self-Fasbioning and
manifests itself as "a drive to master, control, and thoroughly absorb so that all
others are taken into the self .2 While Greenblatt locates the desire for absolute
power and will-to-mastery in the English Renaissance, Goldberg suggests that these
are the organising principles of his own text as well; and furthermore, that the
reason why they are identified in the historical past of the texts Greenblatt
discusses is because of their contemporary importance to the critic. This is a
particularly modern version of the hermeneutic circle, and one that Goldberg is
perhaps so quick to notice because his own work is trapped in it too (a fate likely to
catch up with any work that abandons older and discredited claims to objectivity),
Patterson has also identified acutely the "relentlessly synchronic" force of New
Historicism, which as we have seen is greatly influenced by structuralist modes of
analysis. In rejecting a teieoiogicai historiography and abandoning a commitment
to causality, it also rejects those forms of Marxism which provide a material ground
for analysis. Patterson argues that "if the New Historicists rightly refuse to reduce

1 David Norbrook. Poetry and Politics in the English Renaissance {\AiAm-. Routledgeand
KeganPaul, 1984). pp. 10-11.
2 Goldberg, "The Politics of Renaissance Literature: A Review Essay," ELH, 49 (1982). 532-33.

235
the text to an effect of either a straightforward authorial intention or a
determinant social context, they also decline to specify the ground of comparison the historically real - that supports their analyses" (68).
New Hlstoricist privileging of the general over the specific can also be seen
in its use of the "representative anecdote", which is not allowed to retain its
fragmentary specificity and difference but instead is totalised into an exemplary
pattern. This is also true of the New Historicist treatment of power, which remains
its crucial topic although, as Dubrow and Strier suggest, it is studied primarily in its
"symbolic" rather than "more practical and material manifestations".! Power is
seen primarily as a function of the court, and its exercise by other institutions in
other social locations is often ignored. The "aristocratic" bias of New Historicism is
replicated in its treatment of gender, which is studied typically in relation to Queen
Elizabeth, and overlooked in its more "ordinary" social and textual manifestations.
Another way of putting all this is to say that New Historicism remains resolutely
canonical in its choice of texts and in its reinforcement of the class and gender
interests those texts encode, as well as in its privileging of "literary" (that is to say,
canonical) texts.2 The space which it gives to the genuinely "new" in critical
analysis is an already colonised space, which instead of producing a challenging
difference often ends up by witnessing only those interests to which it has been
annexed. So however eclectic and radical its methods are, too often the results of
New Historicist criticism remain conservative. Here is Lee Patterson's analysis of
this "unintended embarrassment":
At the most basic level, the Foucauldian account of cultural formation that
the New Historicists have adopted, by depoliticizing power, calls into
question the efficacy of local and contingent political action: since all of
1 Heather Dubrow and Richard Strier. eds. ne Historia! Renaissance: New Essays on Tudor
and Stuart Literature and Culture (Chicago: Univ. of Chicago Press, 1988). p. 8.
2 Edward Pechter's belief that New Historicist critics give "a determining priority and
stability to social history" at the expense of the literary text betrays only his own conservative
commitment to the autonomous work of art: as I argue above, a careful reading of (Jreenblatt. at
least, suggests the opp(»ite. See "The New Historicism and its Discontents: Politicizing
Renaissance Drama. • PMLA, 102 (1987). 292-303,
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life is always already inscribed within and predetermined by structures of
dominance and subordination, the powers-that-be will always be the
powers-that-be, . . Given both its explicit polemic against a reactionarily
"idealist" old historicism, and its own commitment not only to the priority of
the social but to conceptualizing it in terms of instability and contradiction,
the conservative drift of New Historicism is best understood as an
unintended embarrassment,
(69-70)

One of the implications of this analysis is the need for contemporary
criticism to speak from a consciously politicised position, as Patterson puts it. "if
you do not have an explicit politics - an ideology - then one will certainly have you"
(70).

It must also refuse to allow historical analysis to become a refuge for

conservative myths about the past which have reactionary designs upon the
present. One of the ways those myths can be countered is by attention to material
historical detail, which although it is transmitted textually does not have to be
understood as intrinsically textual. There is always a danger that the importation of
"progressive" literary theories of textuality and indeterminacy into historical
analysis may have conservative effects by homogenising difference and denying
change.

As Norbrook has argued, "discredited" literary theories like those of

authorial intention can have a significant and radical effect in historicist
analysis. 1 These issues have been argued out most effectively inside some modes of
feminist criticism, which is itself a far from unified field. The commitment of
feminist criticism to political change in the present is unequivocal, but it has to
cope with the ambiguous or even reactionary political effects of some of the radical
discourses it employs.

It also experiences both exclusion and appropriation by

those discourses and the institutions that underpin them. My own deployment of
feminist analysis throughout this thesis indicates not only a political position, but
also a conscious deviation from the totalising and depoliticising tendencies of New

' See Norbrook. p. 8: "Like the New Critics, many post-structuralists are extremely hostile to
the project of reconstructing authorial intention. Such a reconstruction can only be
hypothetical and i do not believe that it can offer a complete and authoritative guide to
interpretation: but if, as so often in the Renaissance period, authorial intention has a
substantial and under-acknowledged political element, to ignore the intention is effectively to
depoliticise.'
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Historicism. Feminism should not be relegated to a subordinate function of New
Historicist discourse. On the contrary, feminism represents an opportunity for New
Historicism to reground itself in a practical politics while employing its subtle
interpretative powers towards a progressive understanding of historical and sexual
difference.

To claim as I do that New Historicism achieves its sharpest definition and
greatest interpretative force in its opposition to aestheticist theories of literature is
both a historical and critical position.

Both the aestheticisation and the

depoliticisation of "the work of art" occur historically in a later period than
sixteenth-century England, in addition to being one of the targets of some
politically self-conscious versions of contemporary literary theory.

Formalist

criticism had great success in defining "closure", but almost by definition was
prevented from seeing "unfinished" texts as anything other than failures,
accidentally prevented from or artistically incapable of achieving that "perfection"
said to mark a great work of art. My preceding chapters have demonstrated the
quite different ways in which incompletion can be understood as strategic or
significant in terms of a text's intention or reception rather than as disabling in
terms of its form. Once literary texts are opened up to the exchanges and
circulations of a larger cultural and social system, incompletion can be interpreted
not formally but functionally. My analyses of Hero and Leaader, AstrophiJ and
Stella , The Ocean to Sclnthia and The Faerie Queene have engaged with the
function and effect of incompletion in these texts, and I want now to insist that this
is an insight enabled by the contextualism of New Historicist discourse.
I began this thesis by discussing the sense of fragmentation, separation and
exile that was, for the early Renaissance humanists, the inevitable condition of
their discovery of history. Though I do not wish to imply that there is no "history"
apart from what we invent, I think we must acknowledge that the process of
historicisation is a process of construction, and always incomplete. "In attempting
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to understand the past", says Patterson, "we inevitably enter into elaborate and
endless negotiations, struggles between desire and knowledge that can never be
granted closure. But negotiations can take place only between two equal and
independent parties, and this fiction - a fiction because the past can never exist
independently of our memory of it - must be consciously and painfully maintained"
(72-73). This is what Greenblatt means in his more fully imagined and more
emotionally charged presentation of the problematic of historicism;
I had dreamed of speaking with the dead, and even now I do not abandon this
dream. But the mistake was to imagine that I would hear a single voice, the
voice of the other. If I wanted to hear one. I had to hear the many voices of
the dead. And if I wanted to hear the voice of the other, I had to hear my
own voice. The speech of the dead, like my own speech, is not private
property.!

Such a position is not too far removed from that of a poet like Spenser, whose deeply
historical imagination is involved in the project of constructing a past in order to
fashion a present.

To argue that The Faerie Queene is radically and self-

consciously incomplete (as so much recent criticism is beginning to do) is to
acknowledge how profoundly Spenser understood the pathos of historicism; and
also to see how it has taken a paradigm shift in our own critical discourses for us to
reconstruct once again the modes of incompletion that traverse English
Renaissance poetry.

i Creenblatt,

Shakespearean Negotiati4>as, p.

20.
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