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Item finis huius rei est ut sopiantur iurgia vitia propulsentur, et ut in
regno conservetur pax et iustitia. Ethicae vero supponitur quasi
morali scientiae quia tractat de moribus.

William de Bracton, De legibus et consuetudinibus Angliae

If the wife be deliuered of a Monster which hath not the shape of
mankinde, this is no issue in the Law, but although the issue hath
some deformity in any part of his body, yet if he hath humane
shape this sufficeth.

Sir Edward Coke, The first part of the Institutes of the Lawes
of England
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Chapter 1

INTRODUCTION:
READING SPENSER’S LANGUAGE

RCHIMAGO, the Enchanter plotting to separate the knight of the

Redcrosse from his companion, Una, has already by Book I, canto ii of
The Faerie Queene made a first attempt. Summoning a dream from hell, and
joining to it the manage of a ‘faire-forged Spright’, he has toiled Redcrosse’s
brain with a vision of Una’s wantonness, but to no effect. Remarshalling his
powers, he creates of the same dream and spirit a waking vision, to which,
arousing Redcrosse from his bed, he urges him. The three stanzas in which
Spenser narrates this seminal event provide a representative example of the
poet’s total mastery of his poetic language:

Forthwith he runnes with feigned faithfull hast
Vnto his guest, who after troublous sights
And dreames gan now to take more sound repast,
Whom suddenly he wakes with fearful frights,
As one aghast with feends or damned sprights,
And to him cals, Rise rise vihappy Swaine,
That here wex old in sleepe, whiles wicked wights
Haue knit themselues in Venus shameful chaine;
Come see, where your false Lady doth her honor staine.

All in amaze he suddenly vp start
With sword in hand, and with the old man went;
Who soone him brought into a secret part,
Where that false couple were full closely ment
In wanton lust and leud embracement:
Which when he saw, he burnt with gealous fire,
The eie of reason was with rage yblent,
And would haue slaine them in his furious ire,
But hardly was restreined of that aged sire.

Retourning to his bed in torment great,
And bitter anguish of his guilty sight,
He could not rest, but did his stout heart eat,
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And wast his inward gall with deepe despight,
Yrkesome of life, and too long lingring night.
At last faire Hesperus in highest skie
Had spent his lampe, and brought forth dawning light,
Then vp he rose, and clad him hastily;
he dwarfe him brought his steed: so both away do fly. (FQ L.ii.4-6)

Even a careless reader will note with pleasure the dense use of alliteration, the
syntactical confusion, and the insistent use of repetition by which Spenser’s
language mirrors the urgent discombobulation of rousing Redcrosse from his
troubled sleep; but closer attention to this poet’s diction, and the way it is
deployed, yields only further consistencies between matter and form. ‘Repast’,
for example, might stand out in the first of these stanzas as an odd choice. It
usually means something like ‘refreshment’, and might here be thought exten-
sible to ‘repose’, and yet its etymological root in Latin pascere, ‘to feed” (which
also produces words like ‘pasture’, something a past-oral poet like Spenser
would have known well), insists on associations with feeding, eating,
banqueting. Spenser’s use of the word sets up a parallel between tranquillity
and peaceful feeding that is not resolved until the end of the quoted passage,
where the knight, now disturbed, ‘did his stout heart eat’, wasting ‘his inward
gall with deepe despight’. In a temporally inverted causation characteristic of a
passage rife with such contortions of consequence, Redcrosse’s ultimately
‘self-consuming’ anxiety makes him, as early as stanza 4, a feeder; throughout
the passage, we come to realize, he has been prone to ‘rumination’. That the
etymology of ‘anguish’ (from Latin anguere, ‘to choke, strangle’, via Old
French anguisse, ‘choking’) and the semantic field of ‘torment’ (which
includes, during the early modern period, ‘a griping or wringing pain in the
bowels’, later called formina) further link Redcrosse’s mental distress to eating
and digestion only compounds these repeated associations.

The minute attention to etymology, semantics, and syntax continues in the
fifth stanza. When Redcrosse ‘suddenly’ awakes, his suddenness echoes that of
Archimago in the previous stanza (‘Whom suddenly he wakes . . .”), both
collapsing the temporal interval between the two usages, and transferring
Archimago’s suddenness successfully to his victim. This is particularly crucial
because, as Spenser and his Latinate readers would well have known, the
adverb ‘suddenly’ derives originally from Latin subitus, from subire, ‘to come
or go stealthily’. ‘Sudden’ and ‘suddenly’ are, of course, fairly common words
frequently appearing in The Faerie Queene, but, by this point in the poem,
Spenser has only used ‘suddenly’ twice before — in the first canto (I.i.18 and
[.i.24), in precisely the same kind of mirroring exchange as here. There
Redcrosse’s suddenness answered — and was contaminated by — that of
Errour’s ‘huge traine’, where here his suddenness again answers, and is
contaminated by, the similarly craftily abrupt intrusion of Archimago. The
doubly temporal play in which this suddenness engages the reader — referring
her back to Archimago’s wily waking, as well as to Errour’s subtle enfolding —

2
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is aptly collocated, in stanza 5, with ‘amaze’ (or ‘a maze’), and brilliantly plays
to the syntactical inversion of the stanza’s first line, which in a less tortuous
moment might have read, ‘he suddenly start(ed) up all in amaze’. The way in
which suddenness is handed from Errour to Redcrosse in canto i, and from
Archimago to Redcrosse in canto ii, also creates the rhetorical structure from
which depends the repeated use throughout this passage of (sometimes quasi-)
transferred epithet (‘troublous sights’, ‘fearful frights’, ‘gealous fire’, ‘furious
ire’, ‘guilty sight’), a kind of hypallage peculiarly suited to the symbolic (or
material) psychology of Spenserian allegory.

Pressing further, the reader might note the abrupt apocope of ‘vp start’, that
by dropping the preterite ending ‘ed’ simulates Redcrosse’s sudden awak-
ening; the grammatical confusion here — ‘vpstart’ was often used as a noun in
this period, and seems suspiciously appropriate for the only ‘younker knight’
of the poem — is echoed by the similarly ambiguous ‘couple’ of line four, which
is pulled toward a verbal use by the verb’s relevant sexual meaning. And lest
the reader think the apocope of ‘start’ a fudge to fit the metre, it is carefully
prepared by that of ‘amaze’ itself, which wants the expected final syllable
‘ment’. Curiously, this final syllable belatedly appears in line four, as if, rather
than omitting the conclusion of the word, Spenser simply suspended it. As a
lexeme, ‘ment’ has always presented a stumbling block for editors. Most, like
A. C. Hamilton, take it to mean something like ‘joined together, knit in sexual
intercourse’, a reading perhaps suggested by the brokerage of ‘implied’, itself a
substitute for ‘meant’; and it may well have been one of Spenser’s intentions
here to provoke that kind of metaleptic ratiocination. But ‘ment’ also beauti-
fully completes the suspended ‘amaze’, which begins in being roused roughly
from sleep, and ends, with a slap, in Redcrosse’s realization of his earlier
dream, as he (thinks he) finds Una entangled in the ‘embrace-ments’ of a lewd
squire. ‘Realization’, too, may play its part in this especially inspired bit of
diction: the suffix -ment, as Spenser would demonstrate in the subsequent use
of ‘embracement’, turns a verb into a noun, reifying a verbal action as a state.
The experience of ‘coming to’, perhaps, is precisely this process of ‘getting a
handle on things’, of turning something fluid and inchoate into something
that can be named, assimilated, acted upon: ‘which when he saw .. .”. The pain
of this realization is given particular point by its situation in the only couplet
(‘couple’) of the Spenserian stanza, where the two-ness of ‘couple’ leads
inexorably to the sexual union of ‘embracement’, which the scansion ensures
the reader takes in its lewd, French sense, and which, as if in a parting blow,
gives Redcrosse a glimpse, with the jealous exactness of the betrayed eye, of
‘cement’.!

With this dense and exhilarating wordplay in hand, line seven of the fifth

1 See Donne’s ‘The Extasie’ for the bawdy pun on ‘cement’, occasioned in the sixteenth century
by the association, through the common spelling ‘sement’, with ‘semen’.
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stanza comes as a thrilling shock. First of all, the whole line is syntactically
inconsistent with the rest of the sentence. The subject of ‘saw’ in line six, of
‘would haue slaine’ in line eight, and of ‘was restrained’ in line nine, is ‘he’;
whereas the subject of the intervening clause in line six is ‘the eie of reason’.
The infelicity of this shift of subject only becomes apparent, again retrospec-
tively, in line eight, directly after the reader’s encounter with yet another
inscrutable Spenserism, ‘yblent’. Hamilton, with no discussion, glosses this
affectedly archaic past participle as ‘blinded’, a reading consistent with
Spenser’s use of the same word in contexts like ‘Aprill’ of The Shepheardes
Calender, where Thenot laments of Colin, ‘Ah foolish boy, that is with loue
yblent’ (and here E. K. glosses the word with Y, is a poeticall addition. blent
blinded’). Indeed, Spenser’s use of the word in canto ii of Book I of The Faerie
Queene might be thought to imitate Chaucer, his ultimate source, very directly
in the Miller’s Tale, where Absolon is nearly ‘yblent’ by the ‘thonder-dent’ of
Nicholas’s fart. But Spenser, like Chaucer, also uses ‘blend’ in its other sense, to
mean something like ‘to stir up, confound, agitate, trouble’, as in Amoretti 62:

Then shall the new yeares joy forth freshly send

into the glooming world his gladsome ray:

and all these stormes which now his beauty blend,

shall turn to caulmes and tymely cleare away. (Il. 9-12)

Similarly, in Mother Hubberds Tale, Mercury reproaches the lion toward the
end of the poem for his criminal negligence, ‘that here liest senseles’

The whilste thy kingdome from thy head is rent,
And thy throne royall with disohonour blent. (1. 1329-30)

It seems likely that, without the aid of the OED, and the etymological and
morphological researches that generated it, Spenser made no hard distinction
between the two forms of ‘blend’, but considered it to be a verb that meant
something like ‘blinds by clouding’, where the clouding was occasioned by
agitation and contamination. When he uses the past-participle ‘yblent’ of
Redcrosse, then, punning conspicuously on ‘eie-blent’, he probably expected
the reader to see something not so limited as ‘blinded’, but rather ‘clouded,
fouled, blinded by agitation’. All of the many temporal, grammatical and
semantic confusions of this passage (literally) culminate in this moment of
extraordinary agitation, a culmination that a gloss like ‘blinded’ fails to
register.

It should be obvious from the analysis of a short passage like this that
Spenser was a poet who took his diction, and the ability of his readers to assim-
ilate and understand that diction in all its nuance, seriously. The wordplay we
have seen at work in the opening to canto ii of Book I depends on the reader’s
alertness to semantic ambiguity, to etymology (even of apparently familiar
words), to colloquial and cant usages, to cognates in classical or continental
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languages, and borrowings, to grammatical ambiguity, to the usages of earlier
and contemporary poets, and to the supposedly simple matters of orthography
and pronunciation. To register a full sense of the artistry of a passage like this
one, an alert reader will need to call on all of this skill in words, constantly
tracking and backtracking the development of sense as the verse is turned out.
And yet these are not habits of reading stressed by modern editions of early
modern English poets like Spenser, nor are they habits of reading exemplified
in much of the criticism that is written about these poets today. Despite its
many virtues, and its insistence on attention to Spenser’s language, even so
heavily annotated an edition of The Faerie Queene as that of A. C. Hamilton
(1977, 2001) does not, plausibly cannot, and probably should not pause as
profitably over words like ‘suddenly’, ‘anxious’, ‘ment’, and ‘yblent’ as we can
suppose a poet like Spenser would have expected from his first readers.? Simi-
larly, a scholarly critical reading of a passage such as this one — the kind of thing
one might expect to find in a monograph on Spenser — will tend to ignore, or
in the best case, assume, such base-level readings. For the sake of consistency,
as an example one might take a short passage from the second chapter of

2 It might at first seem obvious that the interpretation of a rhetorically or conceptually compli-
cated work should require studious application over time; and yet at the same time the appre-
hension of beauty or meaning in a text seems to occur in a vanishing moment, in the course of
any single reading engagement. The experience of coming-to-know a text like The Faerie
Queene— like that of coming-to-know any polyvalent and recursive text — must thus be one of
successive layering of momentous apprehensions. This successive layering can take place if the
reader invests time and effort, between readings, in the analysis of the constituent elements of
the text; these sundry inquiries will themselves provoke proleptically the pleasures of a further
reading, as the synthesizing intuition, stored with new information, interacts with the
memory, but the real effect of synthesis will occur most pleasurably at the next reading.
Becoming ‘expert’ in the reading of a particular poet like Spenser, then, is the process of assim-
ilating the experience of reading to that of interpretation: when the interpretation occurs
instantly — even if only in potentia — in the reader’s mind during the course of a single engage-
ment with the text, the sense of temporal synthesis (where the experience of times past and
that of the present are gripped as in a handful) is physically delighting. (The transcendence of a
historical moment in this synthesis of intellection is a staple of Neoplatonic thought, and is
discussed in relation to law in Book 1, chapter 6 of Richard Hooker’s Of the Lawes of
Ecclesiasticall Politie (1593).) It is obvious that any significant text will afford this kind of
pleasure, upon application; but the structure of romance allegory in a text like The Faerie
Queene, as a narratively recursive text, provokes this kind of analysis by giving us intimations,
by virtue of the repetition, of the pleasures that the analysis will afford. Just as the experience of
study can occasion emergent pleasure by the interaction of learning with the memory, so the
automatic syntheses occasioned by the reading of a recursive text will prime the reader to
engage in the more pleasurable process of analysis, study, and recomposition. The temporal
dislocation of the opening image of The Faerie Queene — in which Redcrosse, Una, and the
dwarf are all captured instantly in the same visual frame, although they are travelling at
different speeds —amounts effectively, among other things, to an allegory of this interpretative
process: the reader’s momentous apprehension of a text in any instant of reading collapses
what are in fact independent and autonomous layers of interpretation, rooted in different
conceptual and temporal spaces.
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Hamilton’s The Structure of Allegory in The Faerie Queene, an introduction to
the poem for a generation of new student readers. Hamilton’s important
point, in handling the matter of Redcrosse’s dream and subsequent vision, is
to connect this episode with Prince Arthur’s later revelation (in canto ix) that
he, too, has been visited in the night by an amorous and ethereal lady;
Hamilton recognizes that the false Una’s claim to have left her father’s
kingdom for ‘your owne deare sake’ — rather than to find a knight who might
achieve her parents’” deliverance — blasphemously makes Truth the lackey to
idolatry.? The connection with Arthur then serves to suggest that the pursuit of
adventure for the sake of kleos, fame, is to be equated with Redcrosse’s errant
and idolatrous choice — a troubling reading of a poem that comes to seem
deeply ambivalent about its own advertised intentions. But Hamilton’s
reading, because it does not recognize the verbal play in the passage in canto ii,
also misses the way this anxiety is inscribed into the poem’s representation of
representation: the rearward connection with Errour, joined to the forward
connection with Arthur, makes Archimago’s attempts to delude Redcrosse sit
at a hermeneutical nexus, the bond that ties errant reading to self-glorification;
it suggests that a reader of both the earlier and the later passages must be alert,
like Redcrosse in the middle passage, to the temporal, grammatical, and moral
confusions that attend interpretative choice. In a poem as consistently self-
reflexive as Spenser’s, where every element of the allegory ultimately reflects
back on, inter alia, the conditions of its own composition and interpretation,
by ignoring the poem’s verbal tissue we stand to lose not only a main medium
of its meaning, but a fundamental one.

Readers might expect to be forgiven for letting slack a linguistically atten-
tive scrupulousness in the interpretation of an allegorical, fabular poet like
Spenser. S. K. Heninger, Jr. has argued that, when reading Spenser, a critic
quickly transcends the verbal for the visual and conceptual, which, he argues,
is the reason so few people can recall substantial passages of Spenser’s verse —
whereas almost anyone can reel off whole Hamlets-full of tragical speeches
with comparative ease. Spenser’s verse seems to exert an allegorical pull away
from language and toward the larger structures of meaning which these
insignificant vestiges, these ‘poor minims’, encode. Even in the heyday of the
New Criticism, during which years the academy might most have been
expected to turn to Spenser with verbal vigour, Spenser’s language lay compar-
atively neglected. C. S. Lewis gives a pretty good index of twentieth-century
critical interest in Spenser’s use of words, in his influential tabletop-treatise,
Studies in Words; he cites Shakespeare’s influence on, or usage of, his chosen
terms about forty times, while Spenser turns up in the discussion only four

3 See A. C. Hamilton, The Structure of Allegory in The Faerie Queene (Oxford: Clarendon Press,
1961), pp. 61-64.
4 See S. K. Heninger, Jr., ‘Words and Meter in Spenser and Scaliger’, HLQ, 50 (1987), 309-22.
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times.> Certainly the readings of deconstructionist, post-structuralist, and
particularly new historicist and feminist critics — all of them with well-painted
chapels in a large church of Spenserian criticism — have tended to leave the
study of Spenser’s language per se to one side.

This inattention to Spenser’s language conflicts with another received crit-
ical commonplace about Spenser’s poetry — that his language is the most indis-
pensably Spenserian element of his work. ‘In affecting the ancients, Spenser
writ no language’, observed Ben Jonson in a curmudgeonly quip to be affixed,
ever after, to Spenser’s works; and modern readers have taken Spenser at
Jonson’s word, considering him to be a difficult, stylized, sometimes even
pedantic poet, self-consciously obsessed with his literary positioning as the
English Vergil, the heir to Chaucer and Langland. Spenser’s fussy archaism —
extended from diction (the selection of words) to orthography (the spelling of
those words) — has subsequently also been adduced to the defence of old-
spelling editions of his work, in a conservative campaign so successful that,
alone among the works of any one of his contemporaries, his poetry and prose
survive in modern editions entirely in the original spelling. Subtle academic
readers congratulate themselves not only on their initiated capacity for under-
standing this spelling and this language, but on their determination to secure
and protect it, as the evidence of a range of ideological affiliations and polem-
ical poetic standards that Spenser was anxious to assert in his writing: his
Protestantism, his nationalism, his factional and patronage connections, or his
emphasis on decorum, to name but a few of these concerns. The
marginalization of Spenser’s writings in the university curriculum, with their
almost total disappearance from mainstream literary culture — in a way that
the works of other contemporary poets, from Shakespeare, Donne, and
Milton, and even to some degree Chaucer, have resisted — has been considered
a plausible or at least necessary price to pay for the preservation of Spenser’s
original, however difficult, diction and spelling. His language, the assumption
runs, is one of the indispensable elements that make Spenser’s work
Spenserian.

Like most assumptions, though, this one is seldom interrogated, and the
more vigorously it has been asserted, the less likely has it been to attract scru-
tiny, or criticism. For all of Jonson’s summary pronouncement, or for the
various comments made by other contemporaries on the subject of Spenser’s
diction in The Shepheardes Calender and The Faerie Queene,® the language of
these poems is not perhaps as archaic, or as archaic in the assumed ways, as
modern editors and their readers have tended to think. The last major critical
study of Spenser’s language, itself avowedly preliminary, was published in

C. S. Lewis, Studies in Words (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1960).

6 For a summary presentation of these comments, see R. M. Cummings, Spenser: The Critical
Heritage (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1971), particularly the section ‘Language and
Style’, pp. 277-314.
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1932, and even that landmark digest of Spenserian criticism, A. C. Hamilton’s
1990 The Spenser Encyclopedia, was unable after the untimely death of Barbara
Strang to include much on this important topic.” The now reverend work of
Emma Field Pope and Bruce McElderry suggests that our reception of
Spenser’s archaism is subject to the complicating distortions of historical
language development in ways that most readers register only very vaguely;
Pope goes so far as to argue that Spenser’s language is ‘largely the English of his
day . . . his vocabulary the vocabulary of his contemporaries’, and with this
McElderry is in well-documented agreement: while some elements of
McElderry’s argument deserve reconsideration,® there is no disputing his
general conclusions, that Spenser’s archaic diction is very limited (to a little
over 300 words), that this diction is mostly focused on The Shepheardes
Calender, and that Spenser’s neologisms are rationally derived and, prima
facie, no more aversive than Shakespeare’s.

We have thus been left, by succeeding generations of readers, scholars, and
editors, in a confused position with respect to Spenser’s language. By some
accounts, it is considered an inalienable element of his poetry, one that must
be preserved in its orthographical originality, because of its innovative
archaism — this despite the robust critical work that has questioned that origi-
nality and distinctiveness. In the face of this, particularly editorial, tenacity in
the retention of Spenser’s spellings, and of the sense of his linguistic difficulty,
few critics engage with the problem of Spenser’s language directly, despite the
welter of critical studies of comparable early modern poets, many of them far
less celebrated for their verbal artificiality or innovation than Spenser. But
then, in turn, in the face of this, we have seen here how Spenser’s verse itself
invites readers into linguistic and rhetorical analysis, and rewards that analysis
with strong and meaningful connections between the artifice of verbal expres-
sion in the poems and those larger structures of meaning (intertextual allu-
sion, allegory, etc.) that have dominated critical reception of his works. A
student new to Spenser studies might justifiably throw hands in the air and
give up: is the language important, or isn’t it? Is that much diction worth the
intensive study it seems to demand, or not?

This book offers an account of how we might read Spenser’s verse, and by

7 See Emma Field Pope, ‘Renaissance Criticism and the Diction of the Faerie Queene’, PMLA,
41 (1926), 575-619; Bruce R. McElderry, Jr., ‘Archaism and Innovation in Spenser’s Poetic
Diction’, PMLA, 47 (1932), 144-70; Noel Osselton, ‘Archaism’, in SE, pp. 52-53; and Barbara
Strang, ‘Language, general, and resources exploited in rhyme’, in SE, pp. 426-29.

8 In particular, McElderry’s reliance on OED citation dates as incontrovertible proof of the
development of language use is slightly on the credulous side, and some of his local claims
about the currency of individual words at given dates should be treated with scepticism. As
Juirgen Schifer has made clear, in his Early Modern English Lexicoraphy, 2 vols (Oxford: Clar-
endon Press, 1989), the OED’s first- and last-citation dates must be regarded, at best, as
notional, even for printed sources.
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extension the verse of some of his contemporaries, in a way more faithful to
early modern assumptions about reading, and actual reading practices. It
argues that early modern English poets expected their readers to be especially
and consistently alert to linguistic elements in verse, and that, for all of the
trumpeted ‘visual’ quality of Spenser’s poetry, or of Sidney’s ‘speaking
pictures’, this verbal analysis formed the bedrock of the contemporary inter-
pretative structure. In the case of a poet like Spenser, who was transparently
interested in, even obsessed by, the creation of an artificial poetic diction for
English at a time of rapid linguistic development, it is our responsibility as
readers to be unusually sensitive to the types of tortions, novelties, patterns,
imitations, and other distinctive effects he introduced into the language of his
poetry. This sensitivity must provide the basis of subsequent readings, whether
those readings ultimately rely on or diverge from the sense of the language,
simply because the language is, without exception and insistently, the prima
materia of the poet’s making, and the reader’s consequent unmaking, of
meaning. While I will eventually, for reasons I will discuss in a moment,
confine my own discussion to a particular subset of Spenser’s linguistic artistry
— his experimentation with the technical vocabulary of early modern English
law — I will follow this example through as a documentation and illustration of
the way in which a linguistically hyper-sensitive poet experiments with signifi-
cation, and draws his readers into that experimentation.

The present study, then, is offered as an avowedly preliminary, and avow-
edly historical, approach to a reconsideration of Spenser’s language. The next
chapter follows on from this introduction with an examination of the
hermeneutical conditions and the reading practices into which Spenser’s
poetry was first received; surveying the origins of Elizabethan reading practices
in the humanist pedagogy of the period, with its classical and medieval prece-
dents, this chapter attempts to answer Spenser’s own distinctive call for lexical
‘analysis’ (itself only one of Spenser’s many coinages in The Shepheardes
Calender) of his poetry. This chapter also places contemporary hermeneutical
theory and practice, and the extant evidence of Spenser’s own theory of inter-
pretation, against the model of interpretation and meaning evident in the
English legal writing and practice of the period. Spenser’s use of preamble and
argument, or maxim and emblem, for example, seems to owe something to the
legal writing of the period, and many of the hermeneutical conventions
implicit in his pastoral and allegorical works — invoking precedent, authority,
analysis, comparative linguistics, etymology, and so on — seem to draw on the
usual contemporary formulations of legal interpretation. This chapter thus
contextualizes Spenser’s use of language, and his interest in law and legal
language, within the same intellectual tradition of rhetoric and argument,
suggesting why a study of his language should naturally gravitate to the legal,
and why a study of the law in Spenser’s works should itself naturally gravitate
to the verbal.

Chapter three provides a summary overview of Spenser’s use of legal
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diction across all his works. This chapter breaks down the evidence of
Spenser’s interest in legal words into an architecture of conceptual sets, or
blocks, relating to different topics and practices in common and civil law
theory and process, including feudal law, land tenure, and real property; prop-
erty in chattels personal, including debt and usury; contract, covenant, and
assumpsit (including marriage and trothplight); defamation, sedition, censor-
ship, and the law of words; justice, mercy, equity, and jurisdiction; writ and
trial process; legal fictions and colours; legal writing; and Irish (and local
English) customs. This chapter also follows on from chapter two by imple-
menting, in exemplary close readings of Spenser’s poetry, some of the
hermeneutical conventions already seen to characterize Spenser’s implicit
models of reading and interpretation in The Shepheardes Calender and The
Faerie Queene. The ‘pleasing analysis’ championed in E. K.’s ‘epistle’ fronting
The Shepheardes Calender is in this chapter illustrated in practice, revealing a
new, linguistic level to Spenser’s allegorical thinking across his works, a kind of
reading that is attentive, at the level of the lexeme, to the history, semantic
scope, comparative linguistic relations, and technical or other discursive affili-
ations of individual words. Spenser’s almost finical disposition of his legal
diction provides, in the analysis, an instructive example of the intensive and
fruitful kind of reading that contemporary poets expected of their public.

The following four chapters present exemplary readings of The Faerie
Queenebased on these results. Chapter four considers the language of contract
and loyalty in the quests of Amoret and Florimell, exposing Spenser’s persis-
tent interest throughout Books III and IV in various types of social and legal
bond. The following two chapters focus on Spenser’s investigation of the polit-
ical institutions of government and, increasingly, their deployment in the civil
reformation of Elizabethan Ireland. In chapter five I address the extended
meditation on justice, equity, and mercy in The Legend of Artegall, reconsid-
ering many of the received critical ‘truths’ about Book V and drawing careful
distinctions between Spenser’s presentation of justice and equity before
turning to the crucial links between this abstract theory and Spenser’s specific
counsels on Irish policy. Chapter six exposes a hitherto unnoticed preoccupa-
tion in Book VI with the legal status of the monarch and, more particularly,
with the legitimacy of royal prerogative. By attending to subtle but systematic
semantic clues, we may perceive in the Legend of Sir Calidore a political
programme centred on ‘courtesy’, the privilege of the monarch in dispensing
with or suspending institutional legal process. This chapter again concludes
with a contextualisation of these theories in the increasingly dominant
concerns with Irish affairs, arguing that the structural relationship of Artegall’s
justice and Calidore’s courtesy exactly mirrors the two-pronged policy direc-
tives of Spenser’s prose tract, A view of the present state of Ireland. In the
seventh chapter, I consider what is sometimes considered the culmination not
only of Spenser’s powers as a poet, but of his obsession with statecraft and of
his interest in Irish politics: the enigmatic Two Cantos of Mutabilitie. Spenser
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here revisits and remobilizes many of the legal and political concerns devel-
oped throughout the poem (and discussed earlier in the book), orchestrating
them into a final rapturous meditation on the apocalyptic crisis facing Eliza-
beth’s government in Ireland in the late 1590s: the rising of O’Neill and
O’Donnell in Ulster, and the threat not only of a general Irish insurrection, but
of an international Catholic conspiracy to capture Ireland and, ultimately, the
crown of England itself. Through careful attention to the semantic nuances of
Spenser’s diction, it is possible to register the intimate association of the Two
Cantos not only with A view of the present state of Ireland, but with the legal and
political concerns that have been gathering momentum throughout the devel-
opment of The Faerie Queene.

In a pair of final chapters, Spenser’s Legal Language returns from the apoca-
lyptic political and legal crisis of the Two Cantos of Mutabilitie to the main
current of Spenser’s legal preoccupation, in his late lyric works Amoretti and
Epithalamion (completed, if not entirely written, after the second instalment
of The Faerie Queene, though published before it), with opposition and
constitutionalism. The influence of Spenser’s sonnets and his marriage-hymn
on the poetic careers of Donne and Shakespeare — whose own ‘sequences’ of
‘sonnets’ draw heavily on Spenser’s model — has not been fully recognized,
probably largely because that influence is so intimately bound up in the collec-
tive absorption of all three poets in the relation between lyric poetry and con-
temporary law, legal theory, and legal readers. ‘Lyric Opposition in Spenser,
Shakespeare, and Donne’ returns to many of the words, themes, and argu-
ments of the earlier readings of The Faerie Queene, but demonstrates how both
Shakespeare and Donne seized on a strong rewriting of these elements in the
sonnet and complaint. In the final, brief chapter, ‘After Words’, I offer some
reflections on the implications of Spenser’s linguistic, rhetorical, and
hermeneutical strategies for the kind of ‘Protestant poetics’ with which he has
normally been credited, and briefly consider the relation of his words, and of
‘lexical’ reading, to the moral philosophical project and allegorical habits of
The Faerie Queene, The Shepheardes Calender, and many of the shorter poems.
The artificiality and patterning of Spenser’s diction, like the ‘habits’ that create
ethos and the ‘habits’ that merely clothe it, conspicuously place the language of
Spenser’s poetry in a paradoxical relation to meaning — the same relation
obtaining between things and forms, images and truth, uses and laws.

Yet this book is not only about language and ‘habit’, but about language and
a legal ‘habit’. While Chapter 2 will take up in detail the relation of language to
law in the rhetorical and liter