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In Elizabethan 1literary criticism the term ‘allegory' 1s used to
describe two quite different phenomena. As might be expected, it can
refer to an extended analogy, involving the (more or less) systematic
substitution of the terms of the literal sense for those of the
allegorical sense. But there 1s also a looser definition, encom-
passing exemplary moral fiction. Spenser's Letter to Raleigh draws on
both these definitions, and both are apparent in the poetic practice

of The Faerie Queene. The thesis explares the rhetorical and logical
effects which follow from this fact.

The Introduction begins with a brief discussion of analogy, and
maintains its importance in any definition of allegorical writing.
This is followed by a historical survey, in which Elizabethan opinions
on the structure and purpose of allegory are examined. Two types of
allegory are 1identified - analogical and exemplary. An art of
allegorical decorum is proposed, the purpose of which 1s to medliate
between analogical and exemplary interpretations of a text.

Chapters 1, 2 and 3 each explore different aspects of this decorum.
Chapter 1 examines the allegorical environment of Faerie, 1including
the intermittent analogy between narrative sequence and cause and
effect, and between physical location and moral state. Chapter 2
concentrates on the use of iconography, and considers the empathetic
effects of embedding emblematic descriptions within a larger narra-
tive. Chapter 3 continues the discussion of empathetic response,
focusing on the question of ‘character’.

The Conclusion identifles two opposing concerns in The Faerle Queene:
the maintenance of the fictive 1llusion, and an insistence on the
artificiality of the mode. It 1s argued that this conflict becomes
the basis of a dialectic which points the reader beyond the contra-
dictions of the poem, towards ultimate union in God.
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INTRODUCTION

READING ALLEGORY,

First there 1s the paradox that, to the characters partici-
pating in an allegory, nothing 1s allegorical.’

C.S5. Lewls

The young Socrates of the Parmenides has a problem. He has been
explaining his theory of Forms, according to which individual objects
acquire their various qualities by participating in essential Forms,
or Ideas. Good things derive their nature adjectivally from the Form
of Goodness, for example, and beautiful things from the Form of
Beauty. In this exposition, Socrates assumes that Forms are them-

selves independent entities, and that they exhibit the very qualities
of which they are the essential source. The Form of Goodness 1is
itself good, therefore, and the Form of Beauty beautiful. Agailnst
this, Parmenides points out that, if a quality of an individual entity
is derived from its participation in a Form, then Socrates' assumption
will lead to an infinite regression. If the Form of Beauty lis

beautiful, both it and all other beautiful things must derive that

quality from some further, transcendent Form, which in turn derives

l, .S, Lewis, Spenser's Iwages of Life, ed, Alastair Fowler (C,U,P,, 1967),
pp,28-29,




its own beauty form yet another Form, and so on. This regression

could be avoided only if the Forms did not exemplify their eponymous

qualities. But 1if the Form of Beauty i1s not beautiful, what qualitiles
can be attributed to 1t? And if all beautiful things are beautiful by

virtue of participating in that Form's nature, what can the nature of

this participation be?

Suppose, for instance, one of us 1s master or slave of
another; he is not, of course, the slave 0f master itself, the
essential master, nor, 1f he is a master, 1s he master of
slave itself, the essential slave, but, belng a man, is master
or slave of another man, whereas mastership itself 1s what it
is [(mastershipl of slavery 1itself, and slavery 1tself |is
slavery to mastership itself, The significance of things 1in
our world is not with reference to things in that other world,
nor have these their significance with reference to us, but,
as 1 say, the things in that world are what they are with

reference to - one another and toward one anather, and so
likewise are the things in our world.

Parmenides, 133d-134a‘

The philosaphical problem that Parmenides' objection raises for
Socrates' theory is not one I intend to pursue here. But for literary

criticisme it brings with 1t the seed of a related aesthetic problem,

/

one which lies at the heart of all discussion of allegory. 1 high- -

light this passage because 1t represents, to my knowledge, the
earliest clear statement of the distinction between metaphors of

similarity and metaphors of analogy: that is, between comparison of

objects based on a simple observation of shared attributes, and.

comparison based on a perceived equivalence within a pair of isomorph-
ically mappable structures. Mastership and individual masters are

related, not because they have any qualities in common considered in

1, Edith Hamilton and Huntington Cairns, ed,, The Collected Dialogues of Flato

(Princeton: Princeton U,P,, 1961), p,928,




isolation, but because within their respective, unmeeting worlds they

are 1n analogous positions.

Dedre Gentner, in her essay 'Are Scientific Analogies Metaphors?',
describes the nature of analogy 1n a more formal way:

A structure-mapping analogy from a base system B to a
target system T is an assertion that

(1) there exists a mapping M of the nodes bi, bz,..., bn Of

system B intoc the (different) nodes t., tz,..., tn 0f system
T,

(2) The mapplng 1s such that substantial parts of the
relational-operational structure of B apply in T: that is,
many of the relational predicates that are valid in B must

also be valid in T, given the node substitutions dictated by
M:

TRUE [F(bi,bs?]) implies TRUE [F(ti,ts)1...
(3) Relatively few of the valid attributes (the one-place
predicates) within B apply validly in T.

TRUE [A(bs?] does not imply TRUE [A(ts)].°
If (to use Gentner's example) I say that the sun is like an orange,

I intend to convey that some 0of the sun's attributes - in this case
its colour and shape - are shared by the orange. This is a simple

metaphor, based on a coincidence of attributes., On the other bhand,
when Rutherford compared an atom to the solar system, he saw the sun
as being equivalent to the atom's nucleus - not because they share
individual attributes but because they occupy equivalent places in
their respective systems. Both take part in relationships such as ‘'is
the heaviest part of', ‘'is at the centre of', ‘'is orbited by', and soO
on.

To summarise, an analogy involves the establishment of a mapping

between two separate systems. The terms of the systems may Or may not

l. Dedre Gentner, ‘Are Scientific Analogies Metaphors?', in Mefaphor; Froblens and
Ferspectives, ed, David Miall (Sussex and New Jersey: Harvester Press and

Humanities Press, 1982), pp,106-32 (pp,108-103),
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have attributes in common, but (given the mapping that has been made)

the internal relationships of the  systems exhibit a high degree of

similarity. In the light of this definition, the sort of analogy made
by Plato's Parmenides - the analogy between the particular and the
abstract - emerges as a special case, for the condition concerning the
similarity of relationships (Gentner's second point) does notl
necessarily hold. The relationship between Mastership and Slavery is
as inaccessible as their individual attributes: Mastership is simply
‘what it 1s [(mastershipl "of slavery 1itself, and slavery 1itself 1is
slavery to mastership itself'. The relationships which exist between

individual masters and slaves (relationships such as ‘owns' and ‘'1ls

master to') cannot be inferred as existing between the Forms of

Mastership and Slavery. In fact, the only thing that can be known of
the world of Forms is simply that an analogy between 1t and the

phenomenal world exists.

Ve must now ask to what extent this characterisation is applicable
to allegory, and in particular to The Faerie Queene. Is allegory no
more than an extended analogy between literal and allegorical senses,
in which the objects in one system have 'reference to one another and
toward one another', but not to objects in the analogous system; ar is
there a more complex interaction?

For most of the last century, and for a large part of this one, the
usual assumption has been that the first of these possibilities holds,
Vhatever else William Hazlitt meant when he made his assertion that if

readers of The Faerie Queene ‘do not meddle with the allegory, the



allegory will not meddle with them',' he at least implied that the
allegory can be left alone, and the rest of the poem remain intact.
If allegorical meaning is to be gleaned, it seems, there must be a
conscious act of translation, a crossing of some conceptual vaid
between the stories of knights and ladies and monsters, and any moral
or historical meaning those stories might conceal.

Analyses such as this, in which a constant flitting back and forth
between poem and meaning 1s seen to be necessary, served only to
hasten allegory's decline into relative disrepute over the course of
the nineteenth century. Allegory on this view involves (to put a
Coleridgean objection 1in Coleridgean terms) a ‘disjunction of
faculties':* a separation of meanings lles at its heart. Even more
damning perhaps is the observation that to perform the translation
from narrative to underlying moral meaning the reader must already be

in possession of the moral truths which the allegory is intended to
shadow - otherwise how could the analogy between them be perceived? A

narrative in which one must constantly refer to an external meaning to
achieve understanding 1s clearly flawed as a means of unfolding that
meaning. And 1f the narrative 1s not intended to convey its allegor-
ical meaning, what 1is the point of yoking the two together in the

first place?

1.  P,P, Howe, ed,, The Complete Works of Villiam Hazlitt in Twenby-ons Volumes
(London and Toronto: J,M, Dent and Sons, Ltd,, 1930}, V, 38,

Z, V.M, Raysor, ed,, Coleridge's Miscellansous Criticism (Cambridge, Mass,: Harvard
U.P,, 1936), p.29, For the Coleridgean view of allegory as involving ‘a comprom-
ising relationship between the imagination and the logical powers of reason' see
Angus Fletcher, Allegory: The Theory of a Symbolic Mode (Ithaca: Cornell VU,P,,
1364), pp,15-19 (p,16),




Over the last thirty years allegory has again begun to receive
serious critical attention, and as a consequence this rather
simplistic conception of 1its method has been drastically revised.
Scholars such as Harry Berger, A.C. Hamilton, Thomas Roche and Paul
Alpers' have, in their different ways, been at palns to show that in
practice the distinction between literal and allegorical senses was
never as clear cut as the pure 'analogical' view would imply - that

the complexities involved in the reading of allegory are too great for

such an 1inflexible and unresponsive distinction to reflect them

adequately. Hamilton and Alpers in particular have argued that the

allegory of The Faerie Queene 1s generally implicit in its narrative
surface, and that the idea that one must look somewhere other than the
poem for understanding is misguided.

For such critics a more congenial view of the nature and action of

allegory is to be found in such texts as Sir Philip Sidney's 4 Defence

of Poetry (first published 1595, but circulated widely in manuscript

after its composition, ¢.1580).% In Sidney's eyes it is poetry's
ability to move men to virtue that constitutes its main justification.

Sidney's poet is the inspired architect of a new and ‘golden'® nature

1, See Harry Berger Jr, The Allegorical Temper; Vision and Reality in Book Il of
Spenser's ‘Faerie Quesns' (New Haven and London: Yale U,P, and 0,VU,P,, 1957):
A,C, Hamilton, The Structure of Allegory In ‘'The Faesrie Quesns' (Oxford!
Clarendon Press, 1961); Thomas P, Roche Jr, The Kindly Flame; a study of the
‘Faerie Queens' Il and IV (Princeton: Princeton U,P,, 1964): Paul J, Alpers, 7he
FPoalry of "The Faerie Quesn2® (Princeton: Princeton U,P,, 1967),

- 2, This title is actually a hybrid of the titles of tha two earliest editions; but
- 1t is adopted in the edition cited here: Sir Philip Sidney, 4 Defence of Fostry,
ed, J,A, Van Dorsten (O,U,P,, 1966),

3, Sidney, Defence, p,24,




to which our ‘'erected wit'' can aspire, a world peopled by prac-
titioners of virtue on a heroic scale:

[ Nature has not]l brought forth so true a lover as Theagenes,

so constant a friend as Pylades, so valiant a man as Orlando,

s0 right a prince as Xenophon's Cyrus, so excellent a man in
every way as Virgil's Aeneas.=

To witness such virtue 'in poetical imitation'® leads the reader to
noble desires of his own, partly amending his corrupted will: ‘Vho
readeth Aeneas carrying old Anchises on his back, that wisheth not it
were his fortune to perform so excellent an act?'4 Sidney's poet
works by examples, yet he claims that the readers of poetry may
through those examples ‘steal to see the form of goodness (which seen
they cannot but love) ere themselves be aware'.® There is no great
divide between example and essence here, one simply provides a per-
spective onto the other. Aeneas does not stand for filial duty, nor

yet 1s his act a common or garden example of it. Its herolc context

allows 1t to be both exemplary and also to share in a universal
significance, which awakes and shapes the reader's own awareness and
desire to partake of that virtue. Sidney does not systematically dis-
tinguish between literal and allegorical meanings: the mechanism by

which examples of goodness may allow one to ‘steal to see the form of

I, ibid,, p,25,
2, ibid,, p,24,
3, ibid,, p.40,
4, ibid,, p.41,

5. ibid,




goodness' remalns obscure, buried within that smooth Neo-Platonic
formula. The concern is rather to put the whole experience of poetry

into the unifying context of moral improvement.

One modern exposition of this approach is A.C. Hamilton's, in the
first chapter of his The Structure of Allegory in ‘'The Faerie Queene'.

Hamilton stresses the particular application to Spenserian allegory of

Sidney's poetics:

Once we allow that in reading Spenser's poem we should
focus upon the image, rather than upon some idea behind the
image, our understanding gathers around our response to the
poem's literal level because it arises from it... Instead of
treating the narration as a veil to be torn aside for the
hidden meaning, we should allow Sidney's art of reading poetry
by using the narration 'but as an imaginatiue groundplot of a
profitable inuention.' Once we allow this art of reading,
then Spenser's allegory need not be read as a complicated
puzzle concealing riddles which confuse the reader in
labyrinths of error, but as an unfolding drama revealing more
and greater significance as 1t brings the reader full
understanding of its complex vision.®

Hamilton aims to gulde the reader's attention back to the po'em.

away from ultimately inconclusive speculation about allegorical

meanings which he regards as external to it. Although Hamilton still

writes in terms of ‘'literal and allegorical 1levels', his 1is an
approach which seems fundamentally antipathetic to the distinction
between them. Rather, he seeks to present the poem as a unified

structure which can be considered in its entirety. This stance is

quite consciously a reaction to the earlier view of allegory which I

have outlined:

My quarrel with modern criticism 1s that by turning all too
quickly to allegorical levels of meaning, it shortcircuits the

. Hamilton, Structure of Allegory, p.43,

—8_



poem, s0 that the meaning which is offered to our under-
standing (to switch metaphors) sells the poem short.’

This 1s certainly laudable, but Hamilton does not make it wholly
clear to what extent he rejects the analogical approach to allegory.
Is it simply that analogy-prone critics are hasty, 'turning all too
quickly' to allegorical senses; or should the allegorical sense be
rejected altogether? His description of the poem as ‘'an unfolding
drama revealing more and greater significance as it brings the reader
full understanding of its complex vision' betrays a similar lack of
precision. Is this significance recognised through the perception of
an analogy between it and the literal sense? If it is, then the dis-
tance between Hamilton and those critics with whom he declares himself
to be in dispute largely evaporates. 1If it i1s not, then in what sense

can an allegory be distinguished from any other text? This 1is a
problem which Hamilton never really meets head on.
In the years since Hamilton's book criticism which treats allegory

as having ‘levels' has remained deeply unfashionable. Northrop Frye

had denounced the term even earlier,® and subsequent gestures of

disapproval have not been wanting:*®

]I ibld.. pp.12-13|

2,  Northrop Frye, The Anatomy of Criticism: Four Essays (Princeton; Princeton V,P,,
1957); pp|72-73.

3. Although dissenting voices can be found, See, for exasple, Frank Kermode, '*The
Element of Historical Allegory® (1964)', in Peter Bayley, ed,, The Faerie Queene;

A Cassbook (London and Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1977), pp,197-210; Maurice Evans,
Spenser's Anatowy of Heroism; a commentary on the 'Faerie ¢ueene ' (C,U,P,, 1970),
pp.47-51: Brian Vickers, ‘Epideictic and Epic in the Renaissance', ALH, 14
(1982), pp,528-29, Michael Murrin writes in teras of levels, bolh in The Vell of

Allegory: Some Notes Toward & Theory of Allegorical Rhetoric in the Englffh
Renaissance (Chicago and London: Chicago U,P,, 1969) and in 7Zhe Allegorical Epic;

Essays in Its Rise and Decline (Chicago and London: Chicago U,P,, 1380),

- g -



As soon as the critic begins to talk about poets telling
storles on the allegorical level, he confuses the tenor and

vehicle of this continued metaphor and misses the beauty and
economy of the allegorical mode. To leap at random from the
concrete embodiment of the universal in the narrative to an
abstract statement of it can only flatten out the narrative
and dull the experience that the allegorical narrative 1is

attempting to create in the reader. Like other men the
readers and writers.of allegory cannot serve two masters, !

The notion of levels, unfortunately now a critical cliché, has
served us very 111...2

[The poem 1is not best understood withl elaborate maps of
levels of meaning and layers of analogy and allegory...®

»++the metaphor of "levels" is... one that we ought to discard
in speaking of allegory.+4

To these two alternative approaches (not, I hasten to add,
‘allegorical levels') we should perhaps add a third...®

Yet this vertical conceptualization of allegory and 1its
emphasis upon disjunct “levels" 1is absolutely wrong as a
matter of fact.*®

Roche, Aindly Flawe, p.b.

Rosemond Tuve, Allegorical Iaagery: some wsediaeval books. and thelr posterity

(Princeton: Princeton U,P,, 1966), p,413, -

Rosalie L, Colie, PFaradvoxia Epidemica (Princeton: Princeton U,P,; 1966, rpt,
- Archon Books, 1976), p,351,

Isabal 6, MatCaffrey, 'Allegory and Pastoral in [he Shepheardes Calender', ELH 36
(1969), 88-109, rpt, in A,C, Hamilton, ed,, E£ssential Articles for the Study of

Edmund Spensar (Hamden, Conn,: Archon Books, 1972), pp.549-68 (p,551),

Humphrey Tonkin, Spenser's Courteous Fastoral; Book Six of The 'Fasrie Queena’

(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1972), p.43,

Maureen Quilligan, 7The lanmguage of Allegory (lthata and London: Cornell U,P,,

1973), p.28,

- 10 -



Vhile I agree with the general desire behind these remarks to

acknowledge the unity of Spenser's achievement, I would contend that

- the notion of levels of meaning (or of discrete senses, if 'levels' is

too -objectionable a -metaphor) is as indispensable as it is dangerous,

and that the sort of unity achieved by doing without it is necessarily

reductive.

It 1s, to begin with, in terms of double senses that allegory has

traditionally been defined, not least by its practioners.' Time and
again in classical and Renalssance discussions of allegory the same
phrases have been used to define its method: ‘when one thing is told
and by that another is understood'.#* To George Puttenham, author of
The Arte of Englishe Foesle, allegory's ‘duplicitie of meaning'® is
central enough for it to be dubbed the 'Figure of the False Semb-
lant'.4 The etymology of the word itself [allos other + agoreuein to

make a speechl suggests 1ts doubleness, 1ts capacity for ambiguity.

. This argument cuts little ice with Quilligan, who declares that the traditional
definition is simply erroneous (Quilligan, pp,.25-29), However, this seems t{o beg
the question,

2, This is Sir John Harington's version of Plutarch - but similar declarations are
common, Classical sources include the Ahelorica ad Herennium (IV 46) ('Allegory
{s a manner of speech denoting one thing by the latter of the words, but another
. by the meaning') and the Inséritutio Oratoria (VIII vi 44) ('Allegory,,, either
nresents one thing in words and another in meaning, or else something absolutely
opposed to the meaning of the words'), In Spenser's time, Henry Peacham provides
a typical example: ('Aligoria, when a sentence hath another meaning, then the -
proper signifycation doth expresse,,,'), See the Preface to Sir John Harington,
+ trans,, - Ludovico Ariosto's Orlando Furioso (18391), ed, R, McNulty (Oxford;
Clarendon Press, 1972), pp.2-16 (p.5): Rhetorica ad Herenniuw, trans, Harry
. Caplan (London and Cambridge, Mass,:; Heinemann and Harvard U,P,, 1954);
Quintilian, Jnséitutio Oratoria, trans, H,E, Butler- (London and New York:
- Heinemann -and &,P, Putnam, 1920): Henry Peacham, The Garden of Eloguence (1577),

- - ed, R,C, Alston (Menston: The Scolar Press, 1971), Sig, Dir-Dlv,

3, George Puttenham, 7he Arte of English f‘aés:'e (15839), rpt, in G, Gregory Smith,
Elizabelhan Critical Essays (Q,U.P,, 1904}, II, 1-193 (p,1£0),

4, ibid,, p.169,

....11...



Richard Mulcaster, Openser's headmaster at the Merchant Taylor's

School, went so far as to declare that ‘they be no poetes in that

kinde of their writing: but where they cover a truth with a fabulous

veele'.? Other factors connected with form, length, subject matter
and didactic intent may be common or indeed invariable ingredients of
allegory, but 1t 1s the conscious use 0f double senses which 1is
insisted on as crucial for its definition as a genre.

(Perhaps this last word calls for some qualification. The question
of whether allegory is better described as a genre or as ‘a theory of
poetry'# has proved somewhat contentious in recent years - a debate 1
have no wish to enter.® By applying the word ‘genre' to allegory I
intend to convey merely that the knowledge that one is reading an
allegory brings with 1t what E.D. Hirsch calls ‘generic expectations'4
- a set of memories and blases (articulated with varying degrees of
clarity) that together form one's idea of the typical features -of a

kind of 1literary production, and which determine one's receptive

orientation for productions of that kind. In the case of The Faerle

1. Richard Mulcaster, Positions, ed, Robert H, Quick (New York: Longman, Green and
- Co,, 1888), p,169, cited James Lem Atterbury, 'Bartholomew the Englishwman and
Edmund Spenser: Medieval Platonists', Doctoral Dissertation, Univ, of Texas,

. 1961, p.63,

2, James Nohrnberg, 7he Analogy of the ‘Faerie Quesns' (Princeton: Princeton U,P,,
1976), p.89,

3, Nohrnberg is of the anti-genre party, The refusal to allow allegory the status
of a separate genre derives ultimately from Northrop Frye's declaration that al/
texts are allegorical (Analosy of Criticism, pp.89-90), O0On the other hand,
Quilligan (language of Allegory, pp.13-20) makes a strong case for allegory as a
genre in its own right, For a summary of the argument, see Carolynn Van Dyke,
The Fiction of Truth: Structures of Nsaning In Narralive and Dramatic Allegory
(Ithaca and London: Cornell U,P,, 1985), pp,15-22,

4, E.0, Hirsch, Validity in Interpretation (New Haven and London: Yale U,P,, 1967),
p.73,

_12_



Queene the knowledge that we are reading an allegory (rather than,
say, a - Dickens novel) may make us more sensitive to such aspects of

the narrative as temporal sequence - so that, for instance, we are
inclined to notice the short interval between the defeat of Error and

the appearance of Archimago (FQ I.1), and to make a causal connection
between the two occurences. Conversely, we may become less sensitive
to apparent 1nconsistencies, like the unremarked disappearance of
Una's lamb after the poem's fifth stanza. That allegory does impose
such a set of expectations seems clear, and in that sense alone 1
would claim for it the title of genre.)

If we attempt to read allegory without an awareness of its constant
potential for discrete meanings we shall be denying 1ts most
distinctive characteristic. Ve may avold the dangers of treating
allegory as a glorified crossword puzzle, but we shall also be
depriving ourselves of the real pleasure to be gained from the sense

of having ‘'discovered' meaning. In allegorical texts the fact that

there is a more than negligible period between reading and enlighten-
ment may, from one point of view, be seen as a flaw in the work's
‘unity', but so far from vitiating its 1integrity it 1s the precon-
dition for a distinctively allegorical kind of pleasure, that of the
sudden recognition of meaning where 1t had previously seemed
inaccessible. As Rosemond Tuve puts 1it:

Indirection is formally and by definition a trait of the- .

figure of allegory, hence the common praises of the power of

such a continued metaphor to illumine matters dazzingly, as
the enigmatic enclosed meaning explodes in a firework of

suddenly grasped metaphysical meanings.'

1, Tuve, p,246,

- 13 =



I would contend that the task of the critic lies not in estab-
lishing whether a distinction between senses exists but in character-
ising 1ts nature, and describing how the awareness of it affects our
reading. Vhere the metaphor of ‘'levels' of meaning offends it is
because the lmage it conjures up - of two parallel, unmeeting planes -
is so grossly insufficient to the task of describing a reader's
experience of a complex allegory like The Faerie Queene. Yet this
image (or one equivalent to it) continues to haunt discussion of
allegory; not because 1t gives a subtle representation of the reading
experience - admittedly it does not - but because it describes one of
the principles underlying that experience - the mechaniesm of analogy.
The image of 'levels' does not describe the reading experience; 1t 1is
part of the experience, felt by readers of allegory rather as the
tonic may be felt by a listener to a plece of tonal music - as a
constant but intermittently realised potential, a norm in which the
heart of the work resides. Perhaps only an inept allegorist would
wish to maintain without deviation the strict divislon of senses
envisaged by Hazlitt, but the principle of such a division 1s present
no less in a felt departure from it than in its maintenance. The
hypothesis adopted in this thesis will be that an approach to The
Faerle Queene which takes account of a real or potential distinction
between literal and allegorical levels puts Spenser's complex poem in
a clearer perspective than one which ignores it, without necessarily
creating the sort of destructive dichotomy against which Hamilton and
the others reacted.

In the following section we shall trace some of the motives behind

allegorical writing in Spenser's time, and see how the primarily ana-

- 14 -



logical basis of its method combined with other approaches, to reflect

the concerns of allegorical writers.

2.

N C ANG MEeAT

Francis Bacon, for whom questions of allegory <(or 'poesy para-
bolical'') exercised some fascination, was struck by an apparent

contradiction in the purposes for which it was used:

Parables have been used in two ways, and (which 1s strange)
for contrary purposes. For they serve to disguise and veil
the meaning, and they serve also to clear and throw light upon

it.=

This paradoxical tendency of allegory to be both a revealer and a
concealer of meaning marks the confluence of two anclent views of its
purpose: what Mark Caldwell bhas called the ‘rhetorical' and
‘exegetical' traditions.® Illustrative images have always formed part
of the rhetoricians'’ armoury, and allegoria, being no more than an
extended metaphor, can be used for explanatory purposes. Allegory as
a tool of rhetoric is by definition intended to persuade, and a pre-
condition of 1its efficacy is that 1t should be comprehensible. To
this purpose Quintilian enjoined orators not to use obscure or

riddling images. Significantly he stopped short of extending this

l, Sir Francis Bacon, The Advanceasnt of Learning -(1605), in Tha Advancement of
Learning and New Atlantis, pref, by Thomas Case (O,U,P,, 1906), pp,1-254 (p,98),

2, Sir Francis Bacon, OF the WVisdoa of the Ancients (1609), in John M, Robertson,
ed,, The Fhilosophical Works of Francis Bacon (London: George Routledge and Sons,
Ltd,, 1905), pp.B815-858 (p,823), Compare Advanceaent, p,98,

3, Mark Caldwell, ‘Allegory: The Renaissance Mode', &K, 44 (1977), 580-600,
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rule to poets, recognising that the aims of poetry and oratory were

not necessarily identical (Institutio Oratoria VIII vi 52)., Even so,
Sidney's account of poetry's operation and purpose can be located

squarely within this rhetorical tradition: in his view poetry seeks to
persuade men to virtue, and thence to virtuous action, the ‘ending end
of all earthly learning'.' Such a conception of poetry 1is easily
married to the techniques of epideictic rhetoric, and it is noticeable
that in the section of his Defence in which Sidney reviews the state
of contemporary style, he turns not to any poetic models but to Cicero
aﬁd Demnsthenes = a 'slip' to which he himself brings elaborate
attention, with the excuse that oratory and poetry ‘have such an
affinity in the wordish consideration, that I think this digression
will make my meaning receive the fuller understanding'.=

Sidney chooses to demonstrate ‘the strange effects of... poetical
invention'® with two examples of allegoria - the tale told to the
Roman plebs by Menenius Agrippa, and Kathan's parable to King David.“4
These, however, are stock examples, and in general Sidney considers
the persuasive power of allegory to be limited, deprecating its

overuse in the contemporary fad of Euphuism:

-Por the force of a similitude not being to prove anything to:a
contrary disputer, but only to- explain to a willing hearer,

- when. that 1s done, the rest 1s a most tedious prattling,
rather over-swaying the memory from the purpose whereto they - -

1, Sidney, DOefence, p.29,
2, ibid,, p.72,
3, ibid,, p.41,

N

ibid., pp.41-42,
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were applied, than any whit informing the judgement, already
either satisfied, or by similitudes not to be satisfied.:

In addition to the rhetorical tradition, however, the Elizabethans

were heirs to a long history of sophisticated exegesis, of both
Biblical and mythological texts. In the field of Scriptural inter-
pretation, where one might imagine that reverence for the text would
inhibit the devout exegete from foisting upon 1t readings that were
too ‘far-fetched', Caldwell points out that the same reverence could

lead to exactly the opposite effect:

Because it [allegorical exegesis] reached its greatest import-
ance as a way of 1interpreting scripture, the inexhaustible
nine of God's truth, it followed that a right-thinking reader
might find meanings without limit in each passage, and no one
could exhaust all its hidden senses.=

To this Scriptural superabundance can be added a secular equivalent
in Sir John Harington's claim to be able to 'plke out' an 'infinite’
number of allegories from classical myths.= Rosemond Tuve has
insisted that the exegetical readings of Scripture were never intended
actually to undermine 1its 1literal sense, however they may have
supplemented 1t,4 but this can hardly be claimed for the exegesis

(using similar methods) of pagan myths, Here, as Jean Seznec has

demonstrated, the wholesale replacement of the original sense was the

|, ibid,, p.71,

2, Caldwell, p,33,

3, Harington, Preface to Orlando Furioso, 9.5,
4, This is a point Tuve stresses repeatedly, See, for instance, Tuve, p,48 & n,,
p,414 n,
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ralson d'étre of exegetical interpretation. To provide these tales
of libidinous, non-Christian gods with an underlying moral meaning was

a means of ensuring their survival in the face of Church disapproval.

In the Renalssance these same myths were held to conceal in
allegorical form much of the learning of the ancient world, placed
there by the wise as a means of preserving knowledge from the
corruption that would inevitably follow its popular dissemination.
Vhere rhetoric's aim of persuasion implies a need for lucidity, it was
precisely the ability of analogy to veil meaning that appealed to the
exegete, for the knowledge so concealed was of an arcane variety, to
be shielded from the eyes of the vulgar.

Poetry's supposed function as a means of safeguarding ancient

wisdom became one 0f its stock defences against the charge of frivo-

1ity:

...the men of greatest learning and highest wit in the
auncient times did of purpose conceale these deepe mysteries
of learning and, as 1t were, cover them with the vaile of
fables and verse for sundrie causes; one cause was that they

- might not be rashly abused by prophane wits in whom sclence is
corrupted like good wine in a bad vessell...=

This is Harington, but similar words can be found in Chapman® and

even (rather more lightheartedly) 1in the conclusion to Sidney's

1, Jean Seznec, The Survival of the Fagan Gods; The Nythological bradition and Iis
place In Renalssance Humanisa and Art, trans, Barbara F, Sessions (Princeton:
Princeton U,P,, 1953), See especially Book I, Chapter 3,

2, Harington, loc, cit,

3, See George Chapman, A4 Free and Offenceles Ivstification of Androseda Liberala, in
Phyllis Brooks Bartlett, ed,, 7The Posms of 6sorge Chapman (New York: Russell &

Russell, 1962), pp,327-331 (p,327),
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Defence.' As late as 1632 Henry Reynolds was able to revive this
principle 1n his Mythomystes, an attack on contemporary poetic
practice which was largely based on the accusation that poetry's true
function as a medium of secret knowledge had been forgotten.=

Faced with two incompatible traditions - the rhetorical and the
exegetical - both sheltering under the title of allegory, Caldwell
attempts to reconcile them (at the risk of some damage to his own
terminology) by suggesting that in Renaissance allegory the primary
purpose is always rhetorical, and that the lip-service commonly paid
to the necessity of keepling veiled secrets from the vulgar 1is, despite
appearances, a way of revealing meaning by making an appeal to the
reader's vanity, stimulating his desire tq be one of the cognoscenti.?®
This is plausible - although one suspects that it is rather too kind
to some of the more obscurantist allegorists, whose own vanities may
have been the main beneficlaries of their impenetrability - but
Caldwell offers no evidence for the assertion. In most Elizabethan
texts the contradiction 1s simply not acknowledged. This is easier to
understand when we remember that many of the major treatises on
poetics during this period were written with the aim of defence rather

than of a priori analysis,4 and that their structure was consequently

dictated by the desire to answer a serles of specific charges rather

than to bulld a coherent description of poetry as such. The

1, Sidney, Oofence, p.15,

2, Henty Reynolds, AMythoaystes (1632), introd, Arthur F, Kinney (Menston: Scolar
Press, 1972},

3, Caldwell, pp,582-83,

4, Sidney and Harington are the most pertinent examples, But see also Thomas Lodge,
A Dafence of Poetry, in Smith, I, 61-68,
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contrasting abilities of poetry to make men wise and to keep wisdom
hidden from the multitude belonged in different categories of defence,
and could therefore be kept from coming into direct conflict.
Harington provides a useful study in this respect. He character-
ilses poeiry by resorting to two popular metaphors, apparently
equivalent but in fact belonging to very different traditions. The
first 1s the comparison of poetry with a fruit or tree, whose pith is
hidden by an outer rind. According to this analysis poetry contains

several (at least two) meanings: a literal meaning on the surface of
the text (the rind or bark), and a veiled meaning beneath (the pith or
marrow). As the terms of the analogy suggest, it is the inner meaning

which is to be preferred. The image lends itself to allegorical

defenses of poetry, and in this spirit it was invoked by Richard

Stanyhurst in the Dedication to his translation of Virgil (1582):

Vhat deepe and rare poynctes of hydden secrets Virgil hath
sealde vp in his twelue bookes of Anels may easelye appeere

too such reaching wyts as bend theyre endewours too thee

vifolding thereof, not onlye by gnibling vpon thee outward
ryne of a supposed historie, but also by groaping thee pyth
that is shrind vp wythin thee barck and bodye of so exquisit

and singular a discourse. For where as thee chiefe prayse of
a wryter consisteth in thee enterlacing of pleasure wyth
profit, oure author hath so wiselye alayed thee one wyth thee
oother as thee shallow reader may bee delighted wyth a smoath

tale, and the diuing searcher may bee aduantaged by sowning a
pretiouse treatise,’

Stanyhurst relates the two semses to be found in the poem to two
traditional aims of poetry, delight and instruction. But what 1is
noticeable here is that dulce and utile are no longer inseparable, as

in Horatian theory, but so widely differentiated that they actually

. Richard Stanyhurst, Oedicalion to the Translation of the Aesneid, in Saith, 1,
135-47 (p,136),
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apply to different readers. The ‘'shallow reader' i{s content to stop

at the literal sense, leaving the allegory to wiser heads. For those
who reach this inner marrow, the value of the text ceases to be poetic

at all; instead it 1s recognised as a ‘treatise' containing 'hydden
secrets’.

Harington accepts the rind-pith image, and further refines the
segregation of readers. Now a middle group appears, not wise enough
to grasp the allegorical mysteries of the poem, but able to appreciate

its moral concerns:

First of all for the litterall sence (as it were the barke or
ryne) they set downe, in manner of an historie, the acts and
notable exploits of some persons worthy memorie; then 1in the
same fiction, as a second rine and somewhat more fine as it
were nearer to the pith and marrow, they place the Morall
sence, profitable for the active life of man, approving
vertuous actions and condemning the contrarie. Manie times
also under the selfesame words they comprehend some true
understanding of Naturall Philosophie or somtimes of politike
governement and now and then of divinitie, and these same
sences that comprehend so excellent knowledge we call the

Allegorie...

...another and principall cause of all is to be able with
one kinde of meate and one dish (as I may so call 1t) to feed
divers tastes. For the weaker capacities will feede
themselves with the pleasantnes of the historie and sweetnes

of the verse, some that have stronger stomackes will as it
were take a further taste of the Morall sence, a third sort
more high conceited then they will digest the Allegorie...’

This sort of analysis clearly owes something to the traditional
four-fold divisions of medieval exegetical theory.# In particular we

should note that Harington follows medieval practice in emphasising

the kind of information that 1s contalned 1n each sense of the poemn.

1, Harington, Preface to Orlando Furioso, pp,5-6,

2, In fact it is quite a late use of this theory, which had suffered a fatal blow at

- the hands of Philip Malanchthon over fifty years previously, See Brian Vickers,
In Defence of Rhetoric (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1988), p.267,
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Stanyhurst's simple two-level model enabled him to stress the method-

ological differences of his two sets of readers, one content to stop
at the literal sense, the other continually seeking out analogies.

His language reflects this active search for hidden knowledge: ‘'such
reaching wyts as bend theyre endewours too thee vnfolding thereof’,
'groaping thee pyth', ‘'diving searcher’. This simple opposition
between literal and analogical is not possible within Harington's
tripartite model: bence the poem's senses are distinguished not only
by the way in which they are made accessible to the reader, but by the
sort of knowledge involved - an epistemological hierarchy 1s super-
imposed onto a structural or methodological one. Historical knowledge

is identified with the literal sense - an identification Harington

explains by claiming tbhat poetry ‘'must ground of a truth'.' |Noral

knowledge can be gleaned by generalisations from the literal sense,
while references to such ‘'excellent' knowledge as politics, natural

sclence and theology must be hidden by an allegorical vell.

Harington's division of the text into several different senses may
be traced back to medieval theory, but his equation of these senses
with different groups of readers derives from the more recent
tradition of poetry'’s occult role as a receptacle for ancient wisdom,

and has quite different implications.#® VWhere the medieval exegete

I, Harington, Advertisement to the Reader, In Orlando Furioso (pp,17-18) p.l17,

2, As all generalisations must be, this is an oversimplification, Harry Caplan-has
gshown that medieval writers such as Gregory the Great (Epist,v,53a) commented on

+the power of Scripture to appeal to people of all abilities, But this has little

to do with any doctrine of secret knowledge, and much to do with pleasure in the
-{nexhaustability of Scriptural meaning, See Harry Caplan, 'The Four Senses of
Scriptural Interpretation and the Mediaeval Theory of Preaching*, in Of
Eloguence; Studies in Ancient and Medlaeval Rheloric (Ithaca and London: Cornell

U,P,, 1970), pp.93-105 (p,95), Caplan's chapter is a good general account of the
by-no-neans unifors history of medieval multi-level exegesis,
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could rejoice in the awareness of his text's plenitude of meaning,
Harington gives no hint that there can be any intercourse between the
various strata into which readers- are divided. Shallow readers are
satisfied with a shallow reading, while those who are more ‘high
conceited' recognise that the literal sense is only a rind concealing
the pith of ‘'excellent' knowledge which is their true object. Readers
are thus differentiated not only according to their ability to find
hidden meanings behind a litera but also 1in their desire for and
understanding of particular sorts of information. They are not
‘diving searchers' but guests at a feast, who may or may not happen to
have ‘stronger stomackes®. In this dual emphasis on the intrinsic
organisation of the text and on the capacities of 1its readers to
appreciate recondite information, Harington makes a tentative
assoclation between literary and moral competence - a point to which

we shall return in the chapters that follow.

The passage of Harington's which we have been discussing forms his
allegorical defense of poetry's nature. However, he is also concerned
to provide a rhetorical justification of poetry's effects. Thus he
cites Plutarch's recommendation of poetry as an educative tool,' and
then turns to another equally traditional image, that of the sugared
pill:

Likewise Tasso in his excellent worke of Jerusalem Liberato
likeneth Poetrie to the Phisicke that men give unto little

children when they are sick; his verse is this in Italian,
speaking to God with a pretie Prosopopela:

. See Harington, Prefacte to Orlando Furiovso, p,3, Compare Plutarch, Aow to Study
Poatry, V4E, 36E,
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Sal, che la corre 11 mondo, ove piu versli
D1 sue dulcezze, 11 lusingier Parnasso:
E che 'l vero conditio 1n molll versi

I plu schivl allettando ha persuaso

Cosil al'egro fanciul porglamo asperso

D1 soavl liquor gli Orli del vaso
Succhl amarl ingannato in tanto el beve
E dal 1nganno suo vita receve.

Thou knowest, the wanton worldlings ever runne
To sweete Parnassus fruites, how otherwhile

The truth well saw'st with pleasant verse hath wonne
Most squeamish stomackes with the sugred stile:

S0 the sicke child that potlons all doth shunne

Vith comfets and with sugar we beglle

And cause him take a holsome sowre recelt:

He drinkes and saves his llfe with such decelt.?

'The sugred stile' has an obvious similarity to the image ©of the
rind and the pith: both involve the notion that the valuable part of
poetry 1s hidden beneath a surface that 1is merely delightful.
However, whereas a stratified description of poetry's structure 1s
central to the rind-pith image it is only incidental to the image of
the pill, where the whole point is that the sugar and the medicine are
taken together. To give sugar to one person and medicine to another
would defeat the purpose.

Here then we bhave two very different views of poetry's function.
One, represented by the rind-pith image, is content ta stratify both
the senses of a text and its readers ~ a static conception. The ather
implies a substantive alteration in a reader's outlook, a capacity for
leading him from more frivolous senses to profitable ones. Far from
setting up impassable barriers between the dulce and the utile,

between the ignorant and the wise reader, 1t is intended that dulce

1, Harington, op,cit,, pp.3-4,
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should become the very path to utile, and that the ignorant should

become wise. Harington himself has words to this effect:

o1t [poetryl pleaseth fooles and so pleaseth them that if
they marke it and observe it well it will in time make them

wise, for 1in verse is both goodnesse and sweetnesse, Rubarb
and Sugercandie, the pleasaunt and the profitable...’
This rhetorical Jjustification does not in fact depend on the pre-

sence 0f hidden knowledge recoverable by the exegete, or on allegor-
ical analogies of any sort. It equally well fits a description of

poetry as teaching by example - Sidney too uses the image of poetry as

sugar-coated medicine:

...[poetryl doth 1intend the winning o©of <the mind from
wickedness to virtue—even as the child is often brought to
take most wholesome things by hiding them in such other as

have a pleasant taste, which, if one should begin to tell them
the/nature of aloes or rbabarbarum they should receive, would
sooner take their physic at their ears than at their mouth...
glad they will be to hear the tales of Hercules, Achilles,
Cyrus, Aeneas; and, hearing them, must needs hear the right
description of wisdom, valour, and justice; which, if they had

been barely, that 1s to say philosophically, set out, they
- would swear they be brought to school again.=® -

Harington's Preface, though deeply indebted to Sidney in many
respects, makes little explicit use of this vision of poetry teaching
virtue by the portrayal of heroic exemplars, relying instead on an
allegorical defence of poetry's moral seriousness. It is true that

moral lessons can be drawn from the action of the narrative (‘In

Byreno that abandoned his kinde Olympia in a desolate Iland and fell

1, ibid,, p.8,

2, Sidnay, Oefence, p.40,
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in love with another we may note an example of ingratitude'?'), but

this is merely 'somewhat more fine' than the literal sense, and it is
those truths revealed by allegory which are most highly regarded. The

allegory is both the pith of the poem and the pill which is coated

with sugar - a point Harington makes explicit in the Briefe and

Summarie Allegorie appended to his translation:

...[the allegory 1isl as 1t were the verie kyrnell and
principall part or as the marrow and the rest but the bone or
unprofitable shell, or according (as I said in my Appologie,
using Tassoes comparison) like to the pill that is lapped in
suger and given a child for a medicin who otherwise would not

be drawne to take the simple drugge though it were to save his

life.*

Harington's purpose in including the Briefe and Summarie Allegorie
is to save the Orlando Furioso from charges of frivolity. Admitting
that the dubious morality of Ariosto's narrative provides insuffient

scope for such a defence, Harington once again declares his preference

for allegorical justification: ‘'because I know in mine owne canscience

that all the verses in this worke be not so full weight but, 1if they
shalbe tryed in so severe a ballance, some will be found many graines
to light, I would endevour all I might to supply that defect with the
more weightie and sober consideration of the Allegorie'.®

This is emphatic enough, but in the event it is also confusing.

The first part of the Allegorie is indeed devoted to allegorical
exegesis - in particular of Rogero's adventures. For example, the

three ladies Rogero encounters as he leaves Alcyna's realm in the

1, Harington, 'Morall' notes to Book 10 of Orlando Furiosoy,
2, Harington, riefe and Summarie Allegorie, in Orlando Furioso, pp,558-568 (p,559),

3, ibid,, p.558,
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tenth Book are identified as ‘concupyscence', 'ease' and ‘'the mockerie
and lewd use of the world'' - an identification, incidentally, which
Harington does not make in his notes to that Book. As the Allegorie
progresses, however, the proportion of allegorical interpretation
steadily decreases, to be replaced by moral commentaries of the sort
- that Harington placed 1n the 'Morall' sections of his notes to the
poemn:

In Angellyca the excellentnesse of her bewtie bred such an

exceeding pride that disdayning the greatest and worthyest

Princes that live in the age, she cast her selfe away at last

upon a poore serving-man for a Just recompence of her to
haughtie conceipt.=

But in the worthy Bradamant is a perfect patterne of true
honourable love to Rogero, moved first by his value, by his
courage, by his behaviour, by his worth, which made him worthy
of her love.®

Rogero the verie Idea and perfect example of a true knight
that will by no meanes breake his faith and his honour, that
seekes no advantage of tbhe 1nchaunted sheeld, that to be

gratefull to Don Leon Augustus would leese both love and life,
and finally, that in defence of his honour killeth Rodomont.+4

So much for the moral lightness of Ariosto's fiction. The worth of
the poem now seems to reside in the aptness of a narrative in which
unworthy figures suffer ‘'just recompence', and in the characters of
the heroes, who are held up as examples and patterns of true virtue in

the Sidneyan mould. Vhat I find significant 1s that Harington inter-

1, ibid,, p,561,
2, ibid,, p,564,
3, ibid,

4, ibid,, p.567,
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mingles such arguments with allegorical analogies, without shaowing any
0of his former awareness of the distinction between themn. As with
Sidney, it 1s poetry's moral power which is insisted upon, and both

analogy and example are subordinated to that end.

Ve saw earlier that Harington's interest in the kinds of knowledge
conveyed 1in allegory's various ‘'senses' was at least as important as
the structural principles by which that knowledge was lodged in the
text. At several points in his notes to Orlando Furioso this results
in the distinction between the 'Morall' and ‘Allegorie' sections being
blurred, as moral allegories are placed under 'Morall' (because of
their subject matter) rather than under ‘'Allegorie' (because of their
analogical nature).’? In the Briefe and Summarie Allegorie this
process is accelerated, as the concern to demonstrate the poem's moral
seriousness becomes pre-eminent, overriding methodological nicetles.
By the time Harington takes his leave, the meaning of the word

'Allegorie' has undergone a subtle shift, and now seems to encompass

any means by which fiction may promote the moral improvement of the
reader, whether by learned analogy or by cau£1onary or heroic example.

This double view of allegory, as a specific structural principle
and as a broader category of poetry encompassing Sidneyan exemplary
fiction, bhas obvious application when we consider Spenser's most
important extant critical work - the Letter to Raleigh, published in

1590 with the first three Books of The Faerie Queene.2 In his opening

1., This is the case in at least part of tha Morall interpretations of Books 4, 6, 7,
11 and 1S,

2, Quotations from the Letter to Raleigh and from 7he Faerie Quoene itself are all
taken from Edmund Spenser, 7he Fasrie Queens, ed, A,C, Hamilton (London and New
York: Longman, 1977), Thae Letter to Raleigh can be found on pp,737-38,
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remarks OSpenser declares his poem to be 'a continued Allegory, or

darke conceit'’, and offers to ‘'discover' to Raleigh 1its ‘'general
intention and meaning'.' Immediately here the word 'meaning' strikes

us as ambiguous, Does it refer to a static 'meaning' which can be
dis-covered 1in the same way that a rind can be stripped away, to
reveal the pith of a ‘'darke conceit'? Or is it simply a synonym for
'intention' - what Spenser ‘'means' to do by writing his poem? The
meaning of ‘'meaning' 1s flexible enough to accomodate both the
exegetical and rhetorical approaches.

Spenser's intention turns out to be that which Sidney had held
proper to all poetry: 'to fashion a gentleman or noble person in
vertuous and gentle discipline'.#® Spenser spends some time (again in
terms reminiscent of Sidney)® defending his decision to have the
pursuit of this end ‘coloured with an historicall fiction': men who
read the work more for the delight of the story than for ‘profite of

the ensample'“ will reap the latter in spite of themselves. That word

'coloured’ does not only refer to fiction's ability to make moral

precepts more lively; it also carries a suggestion that the story is
only a ‘colour', a pretext for the delivery of wholesome doctrine.
Spenser 1s using his own version of the image of the gilded pill, bdbut
still presented in strictly exemplary rather than analogical terms.
The literary precedents he cites 1in defence of his practice are

heroic, patterns of virtue to be imitated:

l, Letter to Raleigh, p,737,

2, ibid,

3. Compare Sidney, Oefence, pp,31-34,
4, Letter to Raleigh, p,737,
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Homere... 1in the Persons of Agamemnon and Vlysses hath
ensampled a good gouernour and a vertuous man, the one in his

Ilias, the other in his Odyssels: then Virgll, whose 1like
intention was to doe in the person of Aeneas: after him
Ariosto comprised them both in his Orlando...?

So far this conceit does not seem particularly dark. But Spenser
has no hesitation in referring to such exemplary fiction as allegor-
ical:

To some I know this Methode will seeme displeasaunt, which had
rather haue good discipline deliuered plainly in way of
precepts, or sermoned at large, as they vse, then thus
clowdily enwrapped in Allegorical deuises.=®

If any narrative that teaches by ‘'ensample' may be called allegory,
what term can be used to distinguish it from the kind of writing
Spenser goes on to discuss, when he explains that in Belphoebe he
intends to represent the Queen's private person; that Arthur is a
portrait of Magnificence, and so on? This 1is allegory in its trad-
itional role as a vehicle of double meanings. Arthur in some sense -
however limited - stands for Magnificence, Belphoebe stands for
Elizabeth. For Spenser, however, the two modes are not to be
separated. Allegorical writing is not a matter of choosing between
them but of combining them in a way that leads to enlightenment in the

reader. I would argue that this 1s what Spenser achieves to an

unsurpassed degree in The Faerie Queene.

1, ibid,
2, ibid,
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3. Allegorical Decorum

The same Moral may... be express'd in different Fables, all of
which may be lively and full of Spirit, yet not all equally

elegant; as various Dresses may be made for the same Body, yet
not all equally becoming.

John Hughes, An Essay on Allegorical Poetry®

It may be useful at this point to pause and review exactly what

constitutes the distinction between the two modes of allegory we have
outlined. At the same time there is a terminological problem to be

solved, for i1f both kinds of writing may be called allegory, we need a

less circumlocutory way of distinguishing them.

The type of allegory dominant in the exegetical tradition (which in
rhetoric goes by the name of allegoria) 1 shall call analogical
allegory, to indicate that it is based on the systematic substitution

of one set of terms for another. As I argued in the first part of the

chapter, this substitution is the distinguishing mark of all allegory,
and I know of no work {(certainly up to Spenser's time) which has been
called an allegory and yet lacks any analogical element.

Distinct from this is the sort of writing 1 shall call exemplary
allegory. Exemplary allegory 1is writing which 1s seen to exemplify
its own meaning at the literal level. 1In isolation it might not be
thought of as allegory at all, but narrative with an exemplary moral
content. However, exemplary allegory too has some claim to doubleness

of meaning if we read 'meaning' in the sense of ‘intention', for while

1, John Hughes, An £ssay on Allegorical Foelry, rpt, in R.M, Cummings, ed,, Spenser;
Tha Critical Heritage (New York:; Barnes and Noble, 1971), pp.248-76 (p,256),
This essay originally formed a preface to Hughes' edition of Spenser (1715),
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it appears to do nothing but tell a pleasant story, it 1s secretly
inculcating moral precepts. To use a somewhat simplistic formulation,
then, analogical allegory s allegorical by virtue 1its method,
exemplary allegory by virtue of 1its purpose, For our discussion,
however, we shall say that the exemplary technique becomes allegorical
only when it 1s used as part of a wider strategy including analogical
allegory, and that on these occasions it may be identified with the
'‘literal' level of the analogy.

The parable of the Good Samaritan - though not, in these terms,
strictly an allegory - is a fine example of exemplary fiction. Its
meaning 1s self-explanatory, since it 1is itself a demonstration of
that meaning. The actions of one man become <(as in Sidney, or
Harington's ‘'Morall' readings) the model for all. At the end of it
Jesus 1s able to turn to his listeners and ask for the moral. By
contrast the rigorous analogical allegory of the parable of the Sower

is a conundrum which cannot be solved until the analogies on which it

is based - between the man and God, the seed and the Gospel, and soO on
- are explained: ‘And his disciples asked him, saying, Vhat might this
parable be?' (Luke 8.9).°

In a moral allegory of any complexity both these types of allegor-
ical writing are likely to be present. As readers of allegory, we are
'constantly exercising our judgement to decide which elements of a work
may be read analogically, and which are ‘untranslatable' into other

terms.

It is here that one of the praperties of analogy discussed earlier

becomes very relevant. There 1is nothing in the nature of an ana-

!, All quotations are from the 1611 King James Bible,
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logical ‘mapping’ between one set of terms and another that logically
implies any sharing of attributes between particular pairs of terms.
The sun may sensibly be compared to the nucleus of an atom, that is to
say, without any implication that they are of comparable weight or
temperature, or indeed that they share any other individual attribute.
In the case of the analogy between particulars and universals, not
even the relationships between analogous pairs of terms need be
equivalent. Vhen this principle 1is applied to the reading of
Spenserian allegory, surprising results follow. Since the presence of
exemplary as well as analogical writing means that not all the terms
of the litera need be translated into their analogical equivalents, it
is often unclear which of two very different sets of attributes and
relations are applicable at any point: those of the literal figures,
or those of the figures implied by the analogical mapping.

Consider, for instance, Guyon's destruction of the Bawer of Blisse
at FQ II.xi1 - possibly the most celebrated of all Spenserian cruxes.
Throughout most of Book II Guyon 1is rather a passive hero, manfully
resisting temptation rather +than 1initiating action. Hence, as
Hamilton has pointed out,' 1t 1s something of a coup de thédtre when
in the final Canto he goes on the offensive in overturning Acrasia's
realm. Is there a change o0f allegorical approach here? Guyon's
passivity throughout the majority of Book II derives from his actual
practice of temperance, a virtue 1in which abstention, restraint and
self-discipline play a large part. To this extent Guyon's actions are

naturalistic, the dominant mode exemplary. But with the destruction

-V,  Hamilton, Structure of Allegory, p,131,
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of the Bower the case is altered, and an important ambiguity arises.

If we continue to read this part of the poem as fundamentally

exemplary allegory, then Guyon's act may seem (has seemed, {0 many
critics)' quite unusually intemperate and blameworthy. On the other
hand, Acrasia 1is rather more than a straightforward seductress: in
some ways she represents Intemperance 1itself. Once we make this
analogical mapping, the moral implications of the episode appear quite
different., If Acrasia ‘'is' Intemperance, then the patron knight of
Temperance must surely be her unappeasable enemy: her works should no
more be tolerated than those of Error, or Lust, or any of the more
obviously repellent vices. From this point of view it would be giving
in to intemperance 1f'Guyon did not destroy the Bower. The difficulty
for the reader is that the poem allows both interpretations.

Ve may say in these more or less general terms that Guyon's career
is conducted on at least two ‘levels': on the literal level he 1is a
temperate man resisting temptations to intemperance - a fact which
encourages an exemplary interpretation; but on the analogical level he

is the patron of temperance, or even Temperance itself, fighting the
vice of Intemperance. This is a crude characterisation (I shall be
attempting some more subtle analyses 1in the next chapter) but 1
believe that it fairly represents the dilemma which underlies much
critical comment on this episode.

Socrates' philosophical problem becomes our aesthetic one. 1f
Mastership's relation to Slavery is radically different from that of

masters to slaves, the same can certainly be said of, for example, the

1, See Hamilton's notes to The Faerie Quesne, p,168, for a representative collection
of critical responses,

_34_



relations of Temperance, Intemperance and temperate and intemperate

individuals. A temperate man may resist a temptation to intemperance,
but the analogically allegorical expression of this might well be

Temperance battling with Intemperance. If a character like Guyon can
at different times (or at the same time) be read both as an individual
and as an abstract figure, then his actions will be open to misreading
from one side or other of the divide. As Maureen Quilligan has
written, allegory has a ‘tendency to slide tortuously back and forth
between literal and metaphorical understandings of words, and there-
fore to focus on the problematic tensions between them'.' Given the
nature of Spenserian allegory, in which both forms of allegory are

continually present at least 1in potentia, this ambiguity 1is neces-

sarily a constant part of our reading.

If this is sao, however, it 1is also true that some parts of The

Faerie Queene strike us as more problematically ambiguous than others.

I have been at pains to stress the fact that an analogy between two

terms does not logically imply that they have attributes in common,
but this does not mean that the sharing (or otherwise) of attributes

may not have an effect on the psychological plausibility of an

analogical allegory, or on its aesthetic acceptablility. ' In fact, the

value of a discussion of the logical 1implications of analogy 1lies

largely in its provision of a foundation for more specifically

critical questions.

These are the questions of allegorical decorum. Vhat makes some

analogies seem to ‘'work' better than others? Vhich factors encourage

US to read allegory in one way rather than another, either as ana-

I, Quilligan, p,67,
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logical, or exemplary, or both? Vhat, in short, constitutes that
'louely conformitie, or proportion, or conueniencie between the sence

and the sensible' which Puttenham prized as the chief praise of a

poet?' The attempt to answer these questions will, in one form or
another, occupy us for the rest of the thesis. In this section we
shall confine ourselves to a consideration of some of the 1ssues
involved.
v

That allegory need not involve a wholesale translatio was recog-
nised by Quintilian, who explained that most allegory was ‘'mixed’,
with the untranslated terms providing a gloss on the rest (Institutio
Oratoria VII1 vi 47-48). This point was taken up by the elder Henry
Peacham: 'a comixt Aligorye, is when one word, or moe then one in the
Aligory, haue their proper sygnifycation'.® Peacham's examples are of
interest in their own right. The first is a quotation from Matthew's

gospel (Matt 3.12), 1in which John the Baptist likens Christ to a

farmer separating wheat from chaff. The second i1s a sentence from

Cicero:

Vhose fan 1s in his hand, and he shall purge his floure, and

gather his wheat 1into his Barme, but will burne the Chaffe
with unquencheable fyre...

Truely I alwayes thought, that Milo should abide other tempest
and stormes, only in these waues of conscions.=®

1, Puttenhan, p,174,

2. Peacham, Sig, D2r, For John Hoskins, writing some twenty years later, the
nixing of terms in allegory is so prevalent as to be its identifying feature,
distinguishing it from eablem, See John Hoskins, Qirections for Speech and Style
(c,1599), ed, H,H, Hudson (Princeton: Princeton U,P,, 1935), p,10,

3, Peacham, Sig, D2r,
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The second example 1s perhaps the simpler. Peacham cites the

phrase ‘waues of conscions' as a ‘comixt' allegory because the word
'conscions' has its ‘'proper sygnifycation'. The role of 'conscions®
as a gloss for 'waues' is made explicit by a standard lexical operator

- '0f' - and seems to resist any subtler interaction between the two

terms than that of simple substitution. Vhatever sensuous qualities
we associate with ‘waues', they do not seem to be called upon in this
image: everything 1s subordinated to the larger framework of the
analogy.

In the passage from Matthew's gospel the interruption of the
allegory by a term with its 'proper sygnifycation' is less obvious.
The translatio is almost complete - wheat for the blessed, chaff for
the damned, fan for judgement, and so on. However, in the reference
to 'fyre' the analogy merges with its true subject: both the chaff and
the damned are to be burnt. The adjective ‘'unquencheable' takes this
process one step further, since it 1s appropriate not to the fire a
farmer makes of the chaff, but only to the hellfire in which the
damned are to be punished. As with 'conscions', the word acts as a
gloss on the subject of the allegory, but its use is unsignalled and
oblique. The effect 1is that we momentarily transfer the adjective
‘unquenchable’ to the literal level, an incongruity that sends us back
to the meaning that underlies 1t. ¥ith ‘unquencheable fyre' the
parable drops the mask of 1ts artifice, revealing 1its true sig-
nificance not with any standard formula such as 'of', but directly, as
1f the welght and urgency of the meaning could not be so glibly hidden

behind a veil of analogy.
In these iwo examples at least we have a prima facle case for

thinking that the terms used in an analogy need not share individual
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attributes with the terms to which they are analogous. In the first,

the formula word ‘'of' seems to disclaim any pretension to such
similarities, diverting our attention to the larger effect of the

analogy. In the second, the 1inapplicability of the word ‘unquench-
eable' to the literal meaning actually heightens the rhetorical effect
of the passage.

The inclusion of incongruous elements in the litera was recognised
both in classical and Renaissance times as a way of directing the
reader's attention towards the fact of an underlying meaning. Bacon
is one of several writers who comment upon this effect of allegary's
apparent nonsensicality - what Michael Murrin has dubbed the
‘absurdity principle’:’?

But there 1s yet another sign, and one of no small value, that
these fables contain a hidden and involved meaning, which is,

that some of them are so absurd and stupid upon the face of

the narrative taken by 1itself, that they may be said to give
notice from afar and cry out there is a parable below.=

Perhaps the earliest use of this doctrine was in the exegetical
practice of Dionysius the Areopagite. As Ernst Gombrich has
explained, Dionysius belleved that Scripture described divine matters
by combining two methods - affirmation and negation - one acting as a
corrective to the other. Vhile use was made of ‘such dignified

concepts as Logos or Nous or... the image of Light',® to describe God,

1, Murrin, Veil of Allegory, p.,146, Murrin cites similar statments by QOrigen,
Julian the Apostate and George Chapman,

2, Bacon, Wisdoa of the Ancients, p.823,

3, E.H, Goabrich, Syabolic Iwages: Studies In the art of the Renaissance (New York:
Phaidon, 1972), p.151,
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there was a danger that 1f Scripture confined itself to these images
then they would themselves be mistaken for the divine, instead of

being recognised as mere analogies.

It 1s to avoid this confusion that the holy authors of the
revealed writings have deliberately used inappropriate symbols
and similes so that we should not cling to the undignified
literal meaning. The very monstrosities of which they talk,
such as lions and horses in the heavenly regions, prevent us

from accepting these images as real and stimulate our mind to
seek a higher significance.?

God 1is described precisely by those things which he does not
resemble, because in fact he cannot be said to be like anything. But
this strategy must be part of a combined approach which also includes
more ‘dignified’ images, capable of leading our minds in the proper
direction once the metaphorical nature of the discourse has been
recognised. This double requirement finds a modern parallel in James
Nohrnberg's dictum about allegory: ‘the two patterns must be
appropriable to each other—1f they are to produce a recognition of
"intendment® or aptness. And yet they must be alien enough to produce
an allegory.'*

The obvious example 0f this technique in The Faerie Queene is the

description of Error:

Therewith she spewd out of her filthy maw
A floud of poyson horrible and blacke,
Full of great lumpes of flesh and gobbets raw,
Vhich stunck so vildly, that it forst-him slacke
His grasping hold, and from her turne him backe:
Her vomit full of bookes and papers was,
Vith fi1lthy frogs and toades, which eyes did lacke,

1, ibid,

2, Nohrnberg, pp,101-102,
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And creeping sought way in the weedy gras:
Her filthy parbreake all the place defiled has.

I.1.20

The unsettling presence of 'bookes and papers' in Error‘s vomit
brings us up shart, sending us back to the meaning which she embodies
- the many ways that falsehood can be spread through the world. In
one respect this passage differs from the Dionysian account, since the
apparent absurdity is not really absurd at all, but a reference to the
allegorical sense behind the lftera - a mixed allegory. The detail is
more than simply a gloss, however. The Juxtaposition of elements from
the literal and analogical levels of the allegory has an effect in its
own right. The allegorical relevance of the following line, in which
the frogs and toads are said to be born without eyes, becomes clearer
in the light of these ‘'bookes and papers'. Although there is no
intrinsic absurdity in their blindness which forces us to abandon the

literal level, we are now more inclined to look for specific analogles

in the details of the description. As with Dionysian interpretation,

the metaphorical nature of the work as a whole is emphasised by the

obvious impropriety of specific parts. MNore than this, by including

the ‘'bookes and papers' 1n the narrative, Spenser ensures that the
literal sense does not suffer a complete ‘'disintegration before the
triumphant progress of the interpretation*.' On the contrary, the
interpretation becomes a part of the literal sense, and produces an
electrifying moment in which we seem to inhabit two allegorical worlds

simultaneously. The use of such effects seems to me to constitute one

of the best replies to the objection that analogical allegary involves

1. Caldwell, p,.588,
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a disjunction of the faculties., It is rather that the faculties unite

the levels of the analogy.

Mixed allegory and the absurdity principle are both rhetorical
tools at the command of analogical allegory. They suggest that a lack
of similarity in the terms of an analogy, so far from spoiling the
allegory, can actually enhance it by making the reéder more aware of
the presence of meaning in a text, and at the same time helping to
unfold that meaning. Exemplary allegory, by contrast, depends on the
ability of particular examples to open a perspective onto universals,
and this is an exercise in which opacity is not a virtue: the Sidneyan
poet shows ‘all virtues, vices, and passions so in their natural seats
laid to the view, that we seem not to hear of them, but clearly to see
through them'.' A marked disparity in the attributes of the par-
ticular and universal senses here can easily work to the poet's dis-
advantage. A good example 1s C.S., Lewlis' comment on a passage f{rom

Prudentius' Psychomachia. Mens Humilils has just defeated Superbia on

the battlefield:

The moment has now come when Humility must triumph and yet
remain humble. The unhappy poet, torn between the epilc
formula and the allegorical meaning, can only explain that she
triumphs modestly:

Uplifts her face
WVith moderated cheer, and civil looks
Tempering her Jjoy. '

Os quoque parce Erigit - nothing could suggest more vividly

the smirk of a persevering governess who has finally succeeded
in getting a small boy into trouble with his father.=

1, Sidney, Oefence, p,33,

2. C.S, Lewis, The Allegory of Llove: A Study In Medieval [Tradition (Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 1936), p.70,
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Prudentius' figures are of course personifications, and he attempts
to combine 1in them both the meanings we associate with that word: the
glving of human form to a particular quality, and the exemplification
of that quality. Here, unfortunately, these meanings are inconm-
patible. Although lLewls says that the poet is 'torn between the epic
formula and the allegorical meaning', this is not quite accurate.
Prudentius’ allegorical meaning is that Humility is stronger than (and
therefore superior to) Pride, a meaning which is perfectly compatible
with the epic setting. The difficulty with this passage, and the
reason it fizzles into unsatisfactory compromise, has more to do with
decorum. As Lewlis himself comments, ‘'Fighting is an activity that is
not proper to most virtues.'' It 1s expected, in other words, that
Humility will behave like the Forms described by Socrates, and exem
plify the quality of which she 1s the essence. Prudentius has real-
ised this, and attempted to make Humility humble, with tiae dire
results described by Lewis. In this case, the logical independence of
attributes in the terms of an analogy is not a sufficient aesthetic

justification for so total an opposition between the litera and the

meaning to which it refers.

Not all personifications are so dependent on this exemplary role,
however. Ve may contrast the Prudentian passage with the opening of
Daniel's masque, The Vision of the Twelve Goddesses:

The Night, represented 1n a black vesture set with stars,
comes and wakens her son, Somnus (sleepling in his cave), with

this speech.

1, ibid,, p.83,
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Awake dark Sleep, rouse thee from out of this cave,...’

This oxymoronic invocation seems to invite challenge, and yet, at
the same time that it draws attention to the artificiality of its
allegorical environment, 1t fulfils a genuine dramatic function,
acting as an intensive: if Sleep must be awoken, one feels, the matter
ls urgent indeed. Daniel does not follow up this advantage, however.
Somnus leaps to do his mother's bidding with a most unsleepy alacrity,
and although he soon returns to his slumbers this seems to be as much
a badge of 1identification as a part of his ‘character', no more
internalised than Vesta's lamp or Diana's quiver. Daniel 1is
uncomfortable enough at the contradiction implied in Somnus' behaviour
to feel compelled to justify it with an appeal to authority:

Yhich figures when they are thus presented in human bodies, as
all virtues, vices, passions, knaowledges and whatsoever
abstracts else 1in 1magination are, which we would make
visible, we produce them using human actions, and even sleep
itself (which might seem 1improperly to exercise waking

motions) hath often been shewed us in that manner, with speech

and gesture. As for example:
Excussit tandem sibl se; cubltoque levatus
Quid veniat (cognovit enim) scilatur.

Intanto sopravenne, e gl1 occhl chiuse
A 1 Signori, ed a 1 sergenti 11 pigro Sonno.

And in another place:
Il Sonno viene, e sparso 11 corpo stanco

Col ramo intrisoc nel liquir di Lethe.=

To describe the waking of OSomnus is for Daniel simply to take

advantage of a convention which allows such seeming inconsistencies.

1.  Samuel Daniel, 7he Vision of the Ivelve Goddesses (1604), ed, Joan Rees, in 4
Book of Masgues: In Honour of Allardyce Nicoll (C,U,P,, 1967), pp,17-42 (p,31),

2, ibid,, p,28,
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The walchers of his masque must be sensitive to the genre's true

focus, and approach the action with an eye to what Somnus represents,

not what he does - 1f they do not meddle with the literal sense, the

literal sense will not meddle with them. Yet this solution seems to

be just as reductive as Hazlitt's.

Vhen Archimago'’s sprite 1s sent to wake Morpheus in the first canto

of The Faerle Queene, the figure he finds is a much more thoroughgoing

exemplar of the state he represents than Daniel's Somnus:

The messenger approching to him spake,
But his wast wordes returnd to him in vaine:

So sound he slept, that nought mought him awake,
Then rudely he him thrust, and pusht with paine,
Vhereat he gan to stretch: but he againe
Shooke him so hard, that forced him to speake.
As one then in a dreame, whose dryer braine
Is tost with troubled sights and fancles weake,

He mumbled soft, but would not all his silence breake,

The Sprite then gan more boldly him to wake,

And threatned vnto him the dreaded nanme
Of Hecate: whereat he gan to quake,

And 1ifting vp his lumpish heavy head, with blame
Halfe angry asked him, for what he came,...

Il- i- 42| 1-4315

Morpheus wakes, but sleeplly. Humility triumphs, but modestly. If

we ask why this passage succeeds where Prudentius fails, it cannot be
on the grounds that one figure exemplifies the quality it represents
while the other does not. Rather, it is that Prudentius shies away
from the contradiction implied 1in the allegorical situation, where
Spenser embraces it. Ta wake Morpheus - in Faerle, this is not just a
verbal contradiction but an inversion of the natural order. How can

it be achieved except by invoking ‘the dreaded name/ Of Hecate'? The

exemplary logic of the situation is not simply ignored, as in Daniel,

but incorporated into the poem's world. Indeed, the violation of the
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logic helps 1o define that world: the vivid sense of Morpheus®

sleeplness is achleved by showing with what difficulty he 1s changed
from his state.

The relationship of the analogical and exemplary modes of allegory
in Spenser is not always harmonious, but he excels in the ability to
turn the tensions 1nherent in his chosen form to poetic advantage.
The figure of Morpheus 1s one focus for these tensions - yet the scene
1s described in such a way as to assimilate the struggle between the
two modes of allegory 1into the structure of the narrative. Again,
Guyon's action in destroying the Bower of Blisse is open to contra-
dictory interpretations; but in the end this interpretative rivalry
becomes a vehicle of meaning in its own right, communicating a genuine
ambivalence about the legitimacy of sensual pleasure. If exemplary
and analogical allegory can never sit easily together, this is clearly
not a reason for artistic despair, but an opportunity to find new and

original ways of expression - an opportunity Spenser well knows how to

take.

Does 1t contaln any abstract reasoning concerning quantity or

number?  No. Does 1t contaln any experimental reasoning
concerning matter of fact and existence? No. Commit it then

to the flames, for it can contain nothing but sophistry and

1llusion.
Hume, Inquiry Concerning Human Understanding, (XIII,iii)?

1. David Hume, An Inguiry Concerning Human Understéanding, ed, Charles ¥, Hendel (New
York: Liberal Arts Press, 1958%), p.173,
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Until now we have been considering the different motives and
methods that cohabit, however uneasily, in a complex allegory like The
Faerie Queene. Since our subject has been the relationship between
the literal sense and the referent to which 1t is analogous, it has
been convenlient to assume that we can know with reasonable confidence
what that referent is. This would always be a dangerous assumption,

but at a time when the possibility (or otherwise) of extra-linguistic

reference of any kind 1s a live critical issue, it is a matter which

F

cannot be left unaddressed. In this section, then, we shall consider
a more fundamental question than any so far discussed. How secure can
we ever be in making a statement of the form ‘'Image A represents Idea
B'? Can such a statement ever be proved - to take up Hume's challenge
- either by abstract or by experimental reasoning?

The root of the problem lies in the nature of analogy 1itself.
Analogical allegory invoives a leap of faith, for an analogy can only
be perceived, not deduced. Vhile the poet can provide clues to his
intention, these will inevitably be ambiguous, and their 1identi-
fication a question-begging procedure, for what seems of fundamental
significance to one reader may appear peripheral to another. Even

when a character is given an apparently straightforward allegorical

name -~ for 1nstance ‘Despalr' - thls does not necessarily solve our
interpretational difficulties. In the case of FQ I.ix, for instance,
it gives no indication of whether Despair 1s despair in a general
abstract sense, or a personification of Redcross' spiritual state, or
simply a man given to despair; still less does it indicate which of
his words and actions are to be read as having particular allegorical
significance. The reader is left to choose from many interpretational

paths, and must seek methods to guide his choice as best he may.
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For a critic like Hamilton, the ambiguity inherent in analogical

reading vitiates the whole method, since there seem to be no sure

grounds for preferring one interpretation to another. To prave his

point, he attempts a reductio ad absurdum of the analogical method:

Vhy not allow Book I to be an allegory of modern Russian
Communism? The Red Cross Knight stands for the working class
armed with the Marxist faith: naturally his colour is red, and
his cross refers to the crossed hammer and sickle. Una is

clearly the spirit of Communism. The opening battle against
Error refers to the Revolution. That monster's books and

papers which she spews at the knight refer to the flood of
Trotskyite writings, and her death marks the first triumph of

the oppressed peasant class <(the knight is Georgos, one
brought up in ploughman's state). The scattered brood who

feed upon Error's body represents the landed kulaks who used
the time of distress to get rich; and the account of their
swollen bellies ‘with fulnesse burst,/ And bowels gushing
forth' shows what rightly happened to them.®

Ve can take it that this interpretation is not intended seriously,

but how do we know? In this case there is external evidence: the
writer tells us it is a Joke, and there are obvious anachronisms.
These useful pointers, however, are seldom available to the would-be
interpreter. True, the Marxist version is also highly selective in
its use of the text, but the body of ‘conspicuous irrelevance' (to use
Harry Berger's phrase)® 1in allegory means that no reading can hope to

interpret every facet of the text analogically. How can one justify

one's own particular brand of selectivity?
Hamilton uses this reading to bolster his case against analogical
allegory. Vhat it demonstrates, however, 1is not that analogical

interpretation is necessarily invalid, but that to be successful it

l. Hamilton, Séructure of Allegory, p.9,

2, Barger, Allagorical Temper, pp,120-60,
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must do more than fulfil the basic criterion of isomorphic con-
sistency; 1t must also be psychologically plausible to the reader.
Commonly, a reading is proposed, and it will ‘work' insofar as it will
fit those aspects of the text to which it addresses itself , but it
will nevertheless feel 'far-fetched' or ‘strained', or, as Rasemond
Tuve would say, ‘imposed®.’ If we look for the cause of this
phenomenon in the text alone we shall end either by distrusting all
such interpretations, or by declaring that they are all equally valid,
for in terms of structure there 1is no certain method of choosing
between them.

This 1s not a new realisation. Boccacclio had stated the problenm in

his defense of poetry:=

Vhio in our day can penetrate the hearts of the Ancients? VWho
can bring to light.and life again minds long since removed in
death? Vho can elicit their meaning? A divine task that—
not human! The Anclients departed the way of all flesh,
leaving behind them their literature and their famous names
for posterity to interpret according to their own judgement.
But as many minds, so many opinlons.®

L5

Boccaccio proceeded to interpret the myths anyway - a combination
of scepticism and faith which was strangely echoed over two hundred
years later by Francis Bacon, 1in his preface to Of the Visdom of the
Anclents. The main body of this work consists of a collection of

well-known myths, each of which is interpreted by Bacon to reveal

1, 'Inposed Allegory' is the title of a chapler in Allegorical laagery,

2,  This occupies the fourteenth and fifteenth books of his encyclopaedic éemsalogia
deorue gentilium (¢,1340-1370),

3. Boccacclo on FPoelry, trans, Charles 6, Osgood (New York: Bobbs-Merrill, 13930,

-rpt, 1956), p.11, cited Ronald Levao, Asnarssance Ninds and Their Fictions:
Cusanus, Sidnsy, Shakespeare (Berkeley, Los Angeles, London: California U,P,,
1985, p, 112,
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certain moral and scientific points supposedly enshrined therein.

Bacon does not, however, take the legitimacy of interpretation for

granted: empiricist that he is, he actively considers the possibility
that the concealed moral meanings traditionally adduced as the reason
for the myths' composition might have been later additions:
I know very well what pliant stuff fable is made of, how
freely 1t will follow any way you please to draw it, and how
easily with a little dexterity and discourse of wit meanings
which 1t was never meant to bear may be plausibly put upon
it.?
In the introduction to the Wisdom Bacon agonizes over this question
at some length, but in the end he decides that at least some of the
myths simply must have been composed with the conscious intention of

illustrating a particular truth, so evident is that intention to the

reader, and it 1s these interpretations which he means to include in
) L

his work:

I find a conformity and connection with the  thing signified,

so close and so evident, that one cannot help believing such a

signification to have been designed and meditated from the

first, and purposely shadowed out.=

However, turning to the main content of the VWisdom one finds that
the interpretations often fall far short of inducing the quietem in
cognitione promised by Bacon's words. The legend of Perseus, for

instance, 1s an allegory on the ‘art and judicious conduct of war';=

while the figure of Cupld represents nothing more or less than the

l, Baton, ¥isdoa, p,.822, Compare Advancemsnt, p.99,
2, Baton, loc, cit,

3, ibid,, p.832,
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atom of classical materialism.’ The words Jean Seznec applied to
Boccacclo seem equally suited to Bacon: 'we find him rejecting this or
that fable because of 1its improbability, and in the next breath
accepting some no less absurd fabrication'.® It is inconceivable tgo
me that the ‘inventor' of these myths (if it is sensible to talk of
such a person) could have written them with the intention of
illustrating Jjust these points, but in 1609 a person as consciously

sceptical and intellectually rigorous as Francis Bacon found it not

only plausible, but so ‘evident' that it was impossible not to believe
it, If there 1s such a discrepancy between the ways these myths can
be read - the ways, in fact, that they can be allegorized - then it
seems to imply a gap between the perceptions of readers in different
ages that is well nigh unbridgeable. Ve can achieve an intellectual
understanding of this sort of mythological interpretation, but how can
it ever be imbued for us with the imaginative potency that it has for
Bacon?

The proper area of consideration here is the selective nature of
the reader's credulity. Villiam James, 1in his essay, 'The Will to
Believe' (1896),= makes the observation that at certain times, and for
certain people, particular belliefs are either psychologically °‘live!

or 'dead' (the metaphor being an electrical one), and that 1in the

1, ibid,, pp.833-41,

2, Seznac, p,222, Nor is this bemusement purely a modern phenomenon, John Hughes,
vriting barely a hundred years after Baton, found his readings similarly
implausible; ‘his Interpretations are often far fetch'd, and so much at randon,
that tha Reader can have no Assurance of their Truth', See An £ssay on
Allegorical Foetry, p,257,

3. Willian James, The Vill lo Pelieve and Olher Essays in Popular Fhilosophy, with
introd, by Edward H, Madden (Cambridge, Mass, and London: Harvard U,P,, 1979),
pP.|3'33 (PP.|4'17).
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latter case 1t is a virtual psychological impossibility to believe

them. He uses religious bellief as an example of this:

If I ask you to believe in the Mahdi, the notion makes no

electric connection with your nature— 1t refuses to
scintillate with any credibility at all. As an hypothesis it
is completely dead. To an Arab, haowever (even 1f he be not
one 0of the Mahdi's followers), the hypothesis is among the
mind's possibilities: it 1s alive. This shows that deadness

and liveness in an hypothesis are not intrinsic properties,
but relations to the individual thinker.?

This notion of ‘live' and ‘dead' options of belief seems to
describe very well the different reactions of readers to proposed
allegorical interpretations, for the determination of what a
particular reader finds credible and natural will be affected by any
number of cultural and personal factors, all of which go to define his
aesthetic sensibility. Inevitably, too, any divergence in taste will
increase with the changes in cultural context which mark the passage
of time. Hence, many interpretations which now appear extrenmely
implausible were respected and influential in the Renaissance. One
need only read poetic annotations such as Harington's, or the
mythological handbooks of Boccaccio, Conti or Bacom, and it will not
be hard to find allegorical interpretations which startle by thelr
very failure to provoke a responding inner ‘chime' of belief.

In the end it is an old philosophical question, which is no more
soluble in literary criticism than elsewhere: different people are
convinced by different sorts of argument, not because they are less

able to think clearly in their own terms but because those terms

differ - they argue from different premises. Though analogical

1. ibid,, p.14,
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allegory 1s my subject here, similar reasoning applies to any

interpretation of the ‘meaning' of a text: analogical allegory merely

crystallizes the problem by making such interpretation the formal
basis of its method. As long as the same set of phenomena can be
interpreted in different ways 1t would seem that our eventual
conclusion must be that of Paul de Man: °'The necessary immanence of
the reading in relation to the text is a burden from which there is 1o
escape.'' Or, to express a similar thought in more familiar words -
there's no arguing about tastes.

One apparent way out of this impasse is to deny the text's ability
to refer to anything outside itself - thus obviating the need to show
that one's chosen referent has a privileged status. The maost
important work of Spenserian criticism to treat the poem in this light
is Jonathan Goldberg's Endlesse Worke: Spenser and the Structures of
Discourse.# Goldberg rejects the ‘empirical commonplaces'® that lure
readers into forcing the premature closure of a text, and borrows
instead the Derridean notion of freeplay and the Barthesian notion of
the writerly text, to describe a poem that never finally resolves
itself into definitive meaning. For Goldberg The Faerie Queene is
constantly undermining its own statements, revising itself, deferring
closure: and as the title of his book implies, this is a process which
can never be completed. In the course of 174 pages that are by turns

ingenious and disingenuous, Goldberg comes to the only conclusion that

1. Paul de Man, Blindness & Insight: Essays In the Rhetoric of Conteaporary
Criticisa (London: Methuen & Co,, 1971, rev, 1983), p,.110,

2. Jonathan Goldberq, £ndlesse Worke: Spenser and the Structures of Discourse
(Baltimore and London: John Hopkins U,P,, 1981), |

3. ibid,, p.10,
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is possible, 1f one starts from these premises: that the text is
‘unreadable'' - at least in the way that a New Critic would want to
read 1it.

I shall return to this line of argument. But first let us recon-
sider our original problem, for it may seem that we have given up
Hume's challenge too easily. Perhaps the meaning of a text cannot be
recovered by abstract reasoning, but we have yet to prove that
experimental reasoning is equally inapplicable. Stanley Fish's essay,
‘I.iterature in the Reader: Affective Stylistics', which forms the
final chapter of his Self-Consuming Artifacts,? 1s a manifesto for
just such an experimental approach. I shall consider his case in some
detail, since its strengths and weaknesses seem to me to be those
which must attend any attempt of thls sort.

Fish's main argument in this essay is with critics who treat the

text as an 1solatable and static object, when in fact the reader

experiences i1t as a plece of kinetic art, with sentences constantly
disappearing and being replaced, with expectations being manipulated
and modified and surprised, as in a plece of music. The meaning of a
text, for Fish, resides in the whole experience of 1its reading. He
shows how the syntax of a text can lead 1ts reader into projecting
forward a sentence which may never actually materialize, and 1insists
that the fact of this disappointed projection 'is just as much a part

of the text's meaning as its actual ‘content'. For Fish, the object-

ivity of the text in itself is an illusion.

1. ibid,, p.£8,

2, Stanley E, Fish, Self-Consuming Artifacts; The Expsrience of Seventesnth-Century
Literature (Berkeley, Los Angeles, London; California U,P,, 1972), pp.383-427,
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A criticism that regards “the poem 1itself as an aobject of
specifically critical Judgement®"... transforms a temporal
experience into a spatial one; it steps back and in a single
glance takes 1n a whaole (sentence, page, work) which the
reader knows (if at all) only bit by bit, moment by moment...
It is “objective® in exactly the wrong way, because it deter-

minedly ignores what 1s objectively true about the activity of
reading., Analysis 1n terms of doings and happenings is on the
other hand truly objective because 1t recognizes the fluidity,

"the movingness,” of the meaning experience and because it
directs us to where the action is—the active and activating
consclousness of the reader.’

This analysis is certainly attractive, but, as Fish himself is well
aware, 1its practical application raises Just the interpretational
problems we have been discussing. The difficulty 1lies 1in the
inability of the critic to predict the state of ‘the active and
activating consciousness of the reader'. The critic, after all, only
has access to his own consciousness, a woefully thin experimental base
from which to extrapolate a general and predictable response. Fish's
answer 1s to propose an ideal ‘informed reader', whose sensitivity,

intelligence and shared cultural and linguistic knowledge would be

such that the critic could make reasonable assumptions about the
progress of his or her reading experience. If this notion were valid
it would go a long way to solve our original problem of evaluating
allegorical interpretation, for candidate interpretations could be
measured agalnst the response of the informed reader. It is worth
quoting the passage at length:

All of which returns us to the original question. Vho is

the reader? Obviously, my reader 1s a construct, an ideal or
idealized reader; somewhat like Wardhaugh's “mature reader" or

Milton's "fit" reader, or to use a term of my own, the reader
is the Informed reader. The informed reader is someone who

i, ibid,, p.401,
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1. 1s a competent speaker of the language out of which the
text is built up.

2, 1s in full possession of “the semantic knowledge that a
mature... listener brings to his task of comprehension.*®
This includes the knowledge (that is, the experience, both
as a producer and comprehender) of 1lexical sets,
collocation probabilities, 1idioms, professional and other
dialects, etc.

3. has literary competence.

That is, he is sufficiently experienced as a reader to have
internalized the properties of literary discourses, including
everything from the most local of devices (figures of speech,
etc.) to whole genres. In this theory, then, the concerns of
other schools of criticism—questions of genre, conventions,

. intellectual background, etc.-— become redefined 1in terms of
potential and probable response, the significance and value a
reader can be expected to attach to the idea “epic,” or to the
use of archaic language, or to anything.

The reader, of whose responses 1 speak, then, 1s this
informed reader, neither an abstraction, nor an actual living
reader, but a hybrid—a real reader (me) who does everything
within his power to make himself informed. That is, I can
with some justification project my responses into those of
"the" reader ©because they have been modified by the
constraints placed on me by the assumptions and operations of
the method: (1) the conscious attempt to become the informed
reader by making my mind the repository of the (potential)
responses a given text might call out and (2) the attendant
suppressing, 1insofar as that 1s possible, of what 1s personal
and idiosyncratic and 1970ish in my response. In short, the
informed reader is to some extent processed by the method that
uses him as a control. Each of us, if we are sufficiently
responsible and self-conscious, <can, 1in the course of
employing the method become the informed reader and therefore
be a more reliable reporter of his experience.

(Of course, 1t would be easy for someone to point out that
I have not answered the charge of solipsism, but merely
presented a rationale for a solipsistic procedure; but such an
objection would have force only 1f a better mode of procedure
were available. The one usually offered is to regard the work
as a thing in 1itself, as an object; but as I bhave argued
above, this is a false and dangerously self-validating object-
ivity. 1 suppose that what I am saying is that I would rather

have acknowledged and controlled subjectivity than an
objectivity which is finally an illusion.)?

Several objections can be made to this. First, there is something

circular in Fish's ‘conscious attempt to become the informed reader by

1, ibid,, pp,406-407,
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making' hls 'mind the repository of the (patential) responses a given
text might call out'. Loglically there would seem to be an infinite
number of these potential responses, and the reader's mind could
hardly be supposed to encompass them all on an equal basis. If, on
the other hand, some responses are to be promoted at the expense of

others (as more °‘probable'?) then on what foundation of knowledge is

this to be done? An informed reader might be able to make such a

judgement in the light of his 1nformed status, but as neophytes trying

to become informed readers, our grounds for rejection are not clear.
Hence it seems that to become informed readers we must be something
like informed readers already. Fish goes some way to admitting this
when he says that 'the informed reader is to some extent processed by
the method that uses him as a control'. But to admit the problem is
not to solve 1t,

The second suggested strategy by which we might become informed
readers is also open to question. There are, as I am sure Fish would
agree, bound to be immense practical problems in suppressing 'what 1s
personal and idiosyncratic' 1in one's response, not only because such
idiosyncracies tend to be rather resilient but because of 1he
difficulty of identifying them with any certainty in the first place.
More fundamentally, however, the process is self-defeating. Nothing
is more '1970ish' in Fish's theory than this attempt to suppress his
own contemporary and personal traits: in trying to turn himself 1nio a
chameleon of response he demonstrates the gulf which lies between
himself and the informed readers of other ages, whose readings are not
so self-consciously anonymous. Yet it 1is these very readers whose

response he hopes to emulate - ‘'The critic has the responsibllity of

becoming not one but a number of informed readers, each of whom will
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be identified by a matrix of political, cultural, and literary
determinants.'’ In the end, the informed reader can only imitate the
response 0f these other readers at one remove - were he to become
them, he would not be an informed reader in Fish's 1970 sense: and an

(inevitably imperfect) imitation of a previous reading seems a poor

substitute for a reading of one's own.

Fish's account of his ‘informed reader', moreaover, 1is not
consistent, Ve are told, first, that he is ‘'a construct, an ideal or
idealized reader'’, and later that he is not 'an actual living reader’.
Just four words after this, haowever, the informed reader is ‘a real
reader (me) who does everything within his power to make himself
informed'. If a concerted attempt to inform oneself is enough to earn
one the title of ‘informed', why the earlier denial of the informed
reader's corporeal existence? Is it that none of us can ever put in
enough effort to merit this epithet? 1Is it a goal to which we can but
aspire?  Apparently not, for 'Each of us, if we are sufficiently
responsible and self-conscious, can... become the informed reader and

therefore be a more reliable reporter of his experience.' This last

statement is particularly confusing, for having been assured that we
can become the informed reader we are promptly relegated to being
merely 'more reliable' reporters of his reading experience, which
agaln seems to drive a wedge between hls responses and ours.

The informed reader, far from being a ‘hybrid', seems to be no more
than a semantic smudge. Fish's claim to '‘an acknowledged... subject-

ivity' 1s vitiated by his account of this figure, who is, on the one

hand, an objective 'ideal' towards which we strive, and on the ather

1, ibid,, p.407,
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‘a real reader (me)'. It 1s a case of objectivity by association.
Far from keeping his own subjectivity before us, Fish tends to let his
attitude of ‘acknowledged... subjectivity' slide, via an implication

that he 1s as objective as one practically can be, to a tacit assump-

\
tion of objectivity.

Finally, I confess I do not understand Fish's answer to anticipated
criticism. Why is the force of any objection lessened by the absence
of 'a better mode of procedure'? In his assumption that of two flawed
ways of practising literary criticism the least objectionable must be
embraced, Fish does not consider the possibility (which surely cannot
be ignored) that the whole literary critical enterprise may fall into
Hume's category of ‘'sophistry and illusion', and that 'a better mode
of procedure' would therefore be to give it up.

I hasten to add that we are not heading for such a depressing
conclusion. Nor do 1l have any objection to readers attempting to make
themselves informed - quite the contrary. However, I do not believe
it is feasible to use the notion of ‘the informed reader' as a tech-
nical tool of critical theory. The only unambiguous sense in which 1t
might be used 1s to describe an jdeal figure, rather like God - all-
knowing, all-feeling, all-wise. The responses of such a character may
be an interesting subject for speculation, but can hardly be inferred

directly from the those of ‘'a real reader (me)°.

Vhat the critic is left with, then, 1is his own response, and no
guarantee that this will resemble the response of anyone else. If one
insists on basing lliterary criticism on scientific principles, with
their methodological requirement of repeatable experiment, this

becomes an insurmountable obstacle. Fish' errs in precisely. this,
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borrowing from empirical science the concept of a ‘control' (the
informed reader) against which his experimental results (the reading
experience) can be measured. But no such control exists, for it could
only be brought into existence by taking as objective the experimental
results whose objectivity its own existence is necessary to prove,

I think it must be admitted that the nature of analogy is such that
no proposed isomorphism between a text and its interpretation can ever
be proved correct or incorrect. In the absence of such extra-literary
factors as explicit authorlal comment, I do not think that it is even
possible to demonstrate 1in any formal way - either a priori or by
quasi-scientific experiment - that one interpretation 1s moare
'probadble' than another.

However, before accepting Goldberg's position, I would make the

observation that this scepticism with regard to the possibility of

objective interpretation, though it may be intellectually compelling,

simply cannot be maintained as a matter of psychological fact. Pred-

jication is ingrained both in our langﬁage and in our mental habits: we
can hardly articulate a thought without implying some belief or set of
beliefs about things perceived as external to us. Ve cannot avoid
that instinctive leap from stimulus to perception which is the essence
of interpretation. Hume himself cheerfully confessed that he was

unable to put scepticism into practice:

Most fortunately it happens that, since reason is incapable of
dispelling these clouds, nature herself suffices to that
purpose, and cures me of this philosophical melancholy and
delirium, elther by relaxing this bent of mind, or by some
avocation, and 1lively 1impression of my senses, which
obliterates all these chimaeras. 1 dine, I play a game of
backgammon, I converse, and am merry with my friends; and when
after three of four hours' amusement I would return to these
speculations, they appear so cold, and strained, and
ridiculous, that I cannot find it in my heart to enter into
them any further.
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Here then I find myself absolutely and necessarily
determined to live, and talk, and act, like other people in
the common affairs of life.®

James too commented, and confirmed in the very utterance: 'The
greatest empiricists among us are only empiricists on reflection: when
left to their instincts, they dogmatize like infallible popes.'2 The
same applies to the interpretation of texts - even deconstructionists
of my acquaintance, I notice, speak 1in their unguarded moments as if
texts do in fact mean things. May we say that, for all 1its
philosophical credentials, the idea that the meanings of texts cannot
be recovered simply is not ‘live’, in the Jamesian sense?

This may seem a trivial point. After all, a delusion is none the
less delusory for being habitual, and we have already decided that
there can be no objective basis for preferring one interpretation of a
text over another. But are we correct in assuming that this is the
proper goal of our reading in the first place? 1 mention the psycho-
logical difficulty of maintaining scepticism not to cast doubt on the

validity of the sceptical argument, but to show how far removed it 1is
from the way that people habitually react to their surroundings. 1If
(as 1 believe) Fish is right to insist on the primacy of the
experience of reading in 1literary criticism, 1 cannot see why the
critic should be deterred from something which is_ central to that
experience - the perception of meaning - by an argument which is

extremely remote from 1t.

1,  David Hume, A 7Trealiss of Huwan Nature, ed, LA, Selby-Rigge, 2nd edition ed,
- P,H, Nidditch (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1978), p,269,

2. James, p.2l,
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I have insisted that literary criticism cannot be conducted in the
manner 0Of experimental science. However, its method might well be
compared with that of a sclentific theorist. A theoretical physicist
aims to devise ‘models' of reality, images that account for experi-
mentally observed phenomena. Thus an electron may be thought of
either as a wave or as a particle: each model accounts for some of its
observed properties. Such models are not evaluated in terms of their
correspondence to reality, since that reality 1s 1naccessible, but
rather by the number of phenomena for which they will account, and at
what expense in terms of complexity. Vhatever the degree of iso-
morphism between, say, the particle model of an electron and the
properties exhibited by real electrons, the model remains nothing more
than a mental construct. Its purpose 1s psychological rather than
strictly scientific: 1t allows people to ‘see' things the way the
theorist does; it provides a mental architecture in terms of which the
subject can be thought of and discussed. The development of such a
model is entirely a matter of perception - it may not involve the

empirical discovery of a single fact - and yet 1t may also represent

as great an advance as the detection of a new planet.

The literary critic faced with the task of textual exegesis is, 1
would contend, in an similar position. Vhen we read a text we do what
in our natures we cannat help but do - we try to make sense of 1it.
And the sense that we make is a model of the text, bearing much the

same relation to it as the physicist's notlon of a wave or a particle
does to an electron. I believe that, Just as the poet creates the
taste by which he 1s enjoyed, interpreters (whether of allegories or
subatomic particles) create the terms by which they are understood.

Effective criticism opens new perspectives on our own reading, so that
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experiences which had previously been confused or unarticulated seem

to ‘'fall into place'. In the light of such criticism we are better
able to speak the language of our own experience, for it provides the

mental structures which allow its contemplation and discussion.
Literary criticism is not after all a science but a humanity. Vhat
counts in it is not the experimental production of facts abaout the
objective meaning of texts, but the production of models which enrich
one's own and others' reading. I prefer C.S. Lewis' bluff and openly
unscientific rule of thumb for the evaluation of criticism - ‘any
significacio which does not seem natural... after a second reading of
the poem, 1s erronecus'' - to many more sophisticated schemas which
maintain a false aura of sclentific method. It is not that seeming
‘natural' 1is simply the best we can hope to do in the search for an
evaluative method which might lead us to objective meaning; it 1s
rather that this is the way we will evaluate readings, by virtue of

being what we are, and that as critics rather than philosophers we are

concerned with nothing else.

In this thesis I present my own reading of a text - The Faerie
Queene. It 1s a reading in which the distinction between analogical
and exemplary allegory is given a more prominent place than is usually
accorded it, and I hope to show that such a reading can place many
aspects of the poem in a perspective that is both intellectually and
emotionally satisfying. I have no illusions that I can use the power
of brute logic to force my reader to agree that this 1s the case,
however, any more than a poet can force a reader to be moved by a

poem. At all times it will be true that my reading is provisional, a

1, Lewis, Allegory of Love, p,333,
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description of my experience rather than of the poem itself. However,

this will not be emphasised in the chapters that follow, since such an

emphasls belongs to literary theory (of which this section is the only
extended example in the thesis) rather than to literary criticism as
such, and would if anything be 1likely to impede the <truthful
presentation of my reading. Thus, although in one sense it would be
more accurate - though inelegant - if I prefaced every observation
with some such phrase as ‘It 1s my perception that...', it would be a
misleading account of my experience of The Faerile Queene, in which a
sense 0f consclous scepticism i1s not constantly maintained.

No writer on literature, and especially on allegory, can afford to
ignore the question of the valldity of interpretation - it is an issue
which threatens to undermine any other conclusions that might be drawn
about a work, Nevertheless, having shown why I think the threat is an
empty one, I do not intend to pay this particular spectre very much
further heed. This discussion forms an 1nterlude rather than a
substantive part of the argument of the thesis, and in literary
critical as in other matters I would rather imitate Britomart, and

push my way past such ‘false charmes' (FQ I1I1.x11.29,9), than share

Malbecco's fate, lying in

... continuall feare
Of that rockes fall, which euer and anon
Threates with huge ruine him to fall vpon,
That he dare neuer sleepe, but that one eye
Still ope he keepes for that occaslion..
I11.x.98,3-7

In what follows, therefore, 1 will concentrate less on these meta-

critical reflections, and more on the experience of reading The Faerie

Queene.
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CHAPTER 1

THE ALLEGORICAL ENVIRONMENT.

One of the observations made in the Introduction was that, in a
mixed allegory, there is always a formal ambiguity as to the priority
of the 1literal and analogical senses of a text. Any figure, any
action, any word can be read elther literally, or as representing
something else. These are not equal and random possibilities,
however. Part of reading a text 1s the attempt to make sense of 1it,
and to that extent, sensitive as we may be <(from our generic
expectation of allegory's operation) to the possibility of analogical
significance, our ‘default' reading is a literal reading. The impulse

towards assimilation and integration of new information 1s too

instinctive and immediate for this not to be the case. To encourage
an analogical reading it 1is usually necessary to disturb or fragment
the literal sense, and there are various strategies by which this can

be done: from the use 0of conventional operators, such as the word ‘'of°
in the phrase ‘'waues o0of conscions'’, to the application of the

absurdity principle, for instance in the description of Error vomiting

books and papers.

In some cases the cholce between literal and analogical readings
remains unclear. Ve have already touched on the example of Guyon's

actions in the Bower of Blisse: the unexpected vehemence of Spenser's
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comment ('And of the fairest late, now made the fowlest place' (FQ

11.x11.83.9)) arouses a suspicion of some intended analogical
significance, and yet there is nothing in the destruction of the Bower

that strikes us as simply absurd, nothing that prevents a literal
reading. Possible rationalisations contend with the desire to
allegorise: we wonder about Spenser's attitude to sensual pleasure and
to art, and the extent to which we are intended to approve Guyon's
action as temperate.' Our confusion of method ('Is the episode ana-

logical or exemplary?') reflects and becomes the medium of a moral

confusion.

One of the distinctive experiences of reading allegory is an aware-

ness of the difference between meanings that seem to be simultaneously
implied by the text. In this chapter I will examine several passages
in The Faerlie CQueene which play upon this structural ambiguity, and
which in doing so present real complexities of thought and experience.

In such allegory it is not necessary to reject one sense in favour of

another: their incompatibility is itself a form of meaning. Yet this
meaning can be hard to recover: the impulse to construct a unified

interpretation can lead us to ignore, or leave unarticulated, our own

l, Another possibility is that there Js an analogy, but that it is topical rather
than moral, Spenser's words in A vewe of the present stale of Irelands (c,1596,
oub, 1633) on Lord Grey's equally destructive overseas adventure could stand as a
compentary on Guyon's critical fate; °',,,all that was formerlye done with longe
labour and greate toile was,,, in a momente vndone, and that good Lord blotted
vith the name of a bloddye man, whom whoe that well knewe, knewe to be moste

gentle affable Lovinge and temperate, But that the necessitye of that present
state of thinges forced him to that violence and allmoste Changed his verye
naturall disposicion,,,’ See The Works of Edeund Spensar: A Variorum Edition,
ed, E,A, @reenlaw, F.,M, Padelford, C,G, Osgood ef al (Baltimore: John Hopkins
U,P,, 1932-49), The Prose Vorks (1549), pp,39-231 (p,160), For more on the
analogy between Acrasia's isle and Ireland, see Stephen Greenblatt, Aenasssance
Self-Fashioning: From More to Shakespeare (Chicago and London: Chicago U,P,,
1980), pp.184-88,
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doubts and confuslions. Therefore what is platitudinously true of any
literary text 1s vitally true of allegory - that we must establish a

habit of reading that does not summarily dismiss aspects of the text

which do not accord with our expectations.

Let us consider the poem's fictional setting - the land of Faerie
itself. Is Faerle a consistent allegorical environment, whose nature
can be known and predicted? Vhat, to begin with, is its relationship
to England? In one sense, of course, Faerie represents England, in a
relationship of analogy. Cleopolis is Vestminster or London, Belge is
the Low Countries, Irena Ireland, and so on. This network of analogy
forms the foundation of the historical allegory: the understanding of
Arthur's and Artegall's exploits towards the end of Book V, for
instance, depends on Just such an 1somorphic association. Here,
Faerie 1is an 1dealised locale - 1dealised in the sense that the
complex political issues of late sixteenth-century Europe are dis-
tilled into the morally simpler chivalric terms of knights, monsters
and captive maidens; idealised also in that Spenser's historical
account merges fact with a prophetic (or propagandist) vi