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Life[ edit ] Edmund Spenser was born in East Smithfield, London, around the year , though there is still some
ambiguity as to the exact date of his birth. His parenthood is obscure, but he was probably the son of John
Spenser, a journeyman clothmaker. In , he became for a short time secretary to John Young , Bishop of
Rochester. Raleigh acquired other nearby Munster estates confiscated in the Second Desmond Rebellion.
Some time between and , Spenser acquired his main estate at Kilcolman, near Doneraile in North Cork. Its
ruins are still visible today. Local legend has it that he penned some of The Faerie Queene under this tree. He
addressed to her the sonnet sequence Amoretti. The marriage itself was celebrated in Epithalamion. This
piece, in the form of a dialogue, circulated in manuscript, remaining unpublished until the mid-seventeenth
century. The pamphlet argued that Ireland would never be totally "pacified" by the English until its indigenous
language and customs had been destroyed, if necessary by violence. His castle at Kilcolman was burned, and
Ben Jonson , who may have had private information, asserted that one of his infant children died in the blaze.
His second wife survived him and remarried twice. His sister Sarah, who had accompanied him to Ireland,
married into the Travers family, and her descendants were prominent landowners in Cork for centuries.
Rhyme and reason[ edit ] Thomas Fuller , in Worthies of England, included a story where the Queen told her
treasurer, William Cecil, to pay Spenser one hundred pounds for his poetry. The treasurer, however, objected
that the sum was too much. She said, "Then give him what is reason". Without receiving his payment in due
time, Spenser gave the Queen this quatrain on one of her progresses: This story seems to have attached itself
to Spenser from Thomas Churchyard , who apparently had difficulty in getting payment of his pension, the
only other pension Elizabeth awarded to a poet. Spenser seems to have had no difficulty in receiving payment
when it was due as the pension was being collected for him by his publisher, Ponsonby. Although all the
months together form an entire year, each month stands alone as a separate poem. The first three books of The
Faerie Queene were published in , and a second set of three books were published in Spenser originally
indicated that he intended the poem to consist of twelve books, so the version of the poem we have today is
incomplete. Despite this, it remains one of the longest poems in the English language. In a completely
allegorical context, the poem follows several knights in an examination of several virtues. In , he published
Complaints , a collection of poems that express complaints in mournful or mocking tones. Four years later, in ,
Spenser published Amoretti and Epithalamion. This volume contains eighty-nine sonnets commemorating his
courtship of Elizabeth Boyle. In " Amoretti ," Spenser uses subtle humour and parody while praising his
beloved, reworking Petrarchism in his treatment of longing for a woman. It was written for his wedding to his
young bride, Elizabeth Boyle. In the following year Spenser released Prothalamion , a wedding song written
for the daughters of a duke, allegedly in hopes to gain favour in the court. In a Spenserian sonnet, the last line
of every quatrain is linked with the first line of the next one, yielding the rhyme scheme ababbcbccdcdee. This
individuality may have resulted, to some extent, from a lack of comprehension of the classics. Spenser strove
to emulate such ancient Roman poets as Virgil and Ovid , whom he studied during his schooling, but many of
his best-known works are notably divergent from those of his predecessors. An Anglican [23] and a devotee of
the Protestant Queen Elizabeth, Spenser was particularly offended by the anti-Elizabethan propaganda that
some Catholics circulated. Like most Protestants near the time of the Reformation, Spenser saw a Catholic
church full of corruption, and he determined that it was not only the wrong religion but the anti-religion. This
sentiment is an important backdrop for the battles of The Faerie Queene. John Milton in his Areopagitica
mentions "our sage and serious poet Spenser, whom I dare be known to think a better teacher than Scotus or
Aquinas ". The goal of this piece was to show that Ireland was in great need of reform. Spenser believed that
"Ireland is a diseased portion of the State, it must first be cured and reformed, before it could be in a position
to appreciate the good sound laws and blessings of the nation". These three elements work together in creating
the disruptive and degraded people. One example given in the work is the native law system called " Brehon
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Law " which trumps the established law given by the English monarchy. This system has its own court and
way of dealing with infractions. It has been passed down through the generations and Spenser views this
system as a native backward custom which must be destroyed. Spenser wished devoutly that the Irish
language should be eradicated, writing that if children learn Irish before English, "Soe that the speach being
Irish, the hart must needes be Irishe; for out of the aboundance of the hart, the tonge speaketh". The Faerie
Queene , Books 1â€”3 Axiochus, a translation of a pseudo-Platonic dialogue from the original Ancient Greek
; published by Cuthbert Burbie; attributed to "Edw:
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It was written in what came to be called the Spenserian stanza. Youth and education Little is certainly known
about Spenser. He was related to a noble Midlands family of Spencer, whose fortunes had been made through
sheep raising. His own immediate family was not wealthy. In , when Spenser was about 16 years old, his
English versions of poems by the 16th-century French poet Joachim du Bellay and his translation of a French
version of a poem by the Italian poet Petrarch appeared at the beginning of an anti-Catholic prose tract, A
Theatre for Voluptuous Worldlings; they were no doubt commissioned by its chief author, the wealthy
Flemish expatriate Jan Baptista van der Noot. Some of these poems Spenser later revised for his Complaints
volume. From May Spenser was a student in Pembroke Hall now Pembroke College of the University of
Cambridge , where, along with perhaps a quarter of the students, he was classed as a sizarâ€”a student who,
out of financial necessity, performed various menial or semi-menial duties. He received a Bachelor of Arts
degree in Because of an epidemic , Spenser left Cambridge in , but he received the Master of Arts degree in
His best-known friend at Cambridge was the slightly older Gabriel Harvey , a fellow of Pembroke, who was
learned, witty, and enthusiastic for ancient and modern literature but also pedantic , devious , and ambitious.
There is no reason to believe that Spenser shared the most distasteful of these qualities, but, in the atmosphere
of social mobility and among the new aristocracy of Tudor England , it is not surprising that he hoped for
preferment to higher position. His knowledge of the traditional forms and themes of lyrical and narrative
poetry provided foundations for him to build his own highly original compositions. And without the Latin,
Italian, and French examples of the highly traditional marriage ode and the sonnet and canzone forms of
Petrarch and succeeding sonneteers, Spenser could not have written his greatest lyric, Epithalamion, and its
accompanying sonnets, Amoretti. He could not have avoided some involvement in the bitter struggles that
took place in his university over the path the new Church of England was to tread between Roman
Catholicism and extreme Puritanism, and his own poetry repeatedly engages with the opposition between
Protestantism and Catholicism and the need to protect the national and moral purity of the Elizabethan church.
Contrary to a former view, there is little reason to believe that he inclined toward the Puritanical side. Early
works The Shepheardes Calender can be called the first work of the English literary Renaissance. The
paradoxical combination in pastoral poetry of the simple, isolated life of shepherds with the sophisticated
social ambitions of the figures symbolized or discussed by these shepherds and of their probable readership
has been of some interest in literary criticism. The Calender consists of 12 eclogues, one named after each
month of the year. One of the shepherds, Colin Clout, who excels in poetry but is ruined by his hopeless love
for one Rosalind, is Spenser himself. Most of the eclogues, however, concern good or bad shepherdsâ€”that is
to say, pastorsâ€”of Christian congregations. The Calender was well received in its day, and it is still a
revelation of what could be done poetically in English after a long period of much mediocrity and
provinciality. The archaic quality of its language, sometimes deplored, was partly motivated by a desire to
continue older English poetic traditions, such as that of Geoffrey Chaucer. Spenser remained permanently
devoted to this brilliant writer and good nobleman, embodied him variously in his own poetry, and mourned
his early death in an elegy. By Spenser had also started work on The Faerie Queene, and in the previous year
he had apparently married one Machabyas Chylde. Interesting sidelights on his personal character, of which
next to nothing is known, are given in a small collection of letters between Spenser and Gabriel Harvey that
was printed in The ironies in that exchange of letters are so intricate, however, as to make it difficult to draw
many conclusions from them about Spenser, except that he was young, ambitious, accomplished, and sincerely
interested in the theory and practice of poetry. In Spenser was made secretary to the new lord deputy of
Ireland , Arthur Lord Grey, who was a friend of the Sidney family. Career in Ireland Sixteenth-century Ireland
and the Irish were looked on by the English as a colony, although the supposed threat of an invasion by Spain
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and the conflict between an imposed English church and the Roman Catholicism of the Irish were further
complicating factors. Irish chieftains and the Anglo-Irish nobility encouraged native resistance to newly
arrived English officials and landowners. He may have witnessed the Smerwick massacre , and his poetry is
haunted by nightmare characters who embody a wild lawlessness. Desmond rebellion; Munster plantationA
discussion of English colonization of the vast estates in Munster, Ireland, that belonged to the 14th or 15th earl
of Desmond, who died in while in rebellion against the English crown. Sir Walter Raleigh and the poet
Edmund Spenser were among those who received some of the land. The fruits of his service in Ireland are
plain. He was given a sinecure post and other favours, including the right to dispose of certain forfeited parcels
of land he no doubt indulged in profitable land speculation. One of the chief preoccupations of the presidents
of this province, scarred as it was by war and starvation, was to repopulate it. In or Spenser took over the
3,acre 1,hectare plantation of Kilcolman, about 25 miles 40 km to the north and a little to the west of Cork. By
acquiring this estate, Spenser made his choice for the future: In his new situation he, like other undertakers,
had much conflict with the local Anglo-Irish aristocracy and had limited success in filling the plantations with
English families. Nevertheless, it was under these conditions that Spenser brought his greatest poetry to
completion. Like other poets, Spenser must have modified his general plan many times, yet this letter,
inconsistent though it is with various plot details in the books that are extant , is probably a faithful mirror of
his thinking at one stage. As a setting Spenser invented the land of Faerie and its queen, Gloriana. To express
himself he invented a nine-line stanza , the first eight of five stresses and the last of six, whose rhyme pattern
is ababbcbcc. In The Faerie Queene Spenser proves himself a master: Spenser implies that Raleigh persuaded
Spenser to accompany him back to England to present the completed portion of The Faerie Queene to Queen
Elizabeth herself. The first three books of The Faerie Queene were duly published in , together with a
dedication to her and commendatory sonnets to notables of the court. Spenser saw the book through the press,
made a hurried visit to Ireland, and returned speedily to Londonâ€”presumably in the hope of preferment. At
this time he supervised the printing of certain other of his poems in a collection called Complaints , many of
which had probably been written earlier in his career and were now being published so as to profit from the
great success of his new heroic poem. Nevertheless, in Queen Elizabeth gave Spenser a small pension for life.
Back in Ireland, Spenser pressed on with his writing, in spite of the burdens of his estate. In early he published
Amoretti and Epithalamion , a sonnet sequence and a marriage ode celebrating his marriage to Elizabeth Boyle
after what appears to have been an impassioned courtship in This group of poems is unique among
Renaissance sonnet sequences in that it celebrates a successful love affair culminating in marriage. The
Epithalamion further idealizes the marriage by building into its structure the symbolic numbers 24 the number
of stanzas and the total number of long lines , allowing the poem to allude to the structure of the day and of the
year. The marriage is thus connected with the encompassing harmonies of the universe, and the cyclical
processes of change and renewal are expressed in the procreation of the two mortal lovers. However, matters
are less harmonious in Books IV, V, and VI of The Faerie Queene, which appeared in and are strikingly more
ambiguous and ironic than the first three books. In the only surviving fragment of a projected seventh book
published posthumously in , Spenser represents Elizabeth herself as subject to Mutability, the inexorable
processes of aging and change. This burst of publication was the last of his lifetime. His early death may have
been precipitated by the penetration into Munster of the Irish uprising of The undertakers and other loyalists
failed to make headway against this. He was buried with ceremony in Westminster Abbey close by the grave
of Geoffrey Chaucer. Legacy Spenser was considered in his day to be the greatest of English poets, who had
glorified England and its language by his long allegorical poem The Faerie Queene, just as Virgil had glorified
Rome and the Latin tongue by his epic poem the Aeneid. Spenser had a strong influence upon his immediate
successors, and the sensuous features of his poetic style, as well as his nine-line stanza form, were later
admired and imitated by such poets as Lord Byron and Percy Bysshe Shelley in the Romantic period of the
late 18th and early 19th centuries. He is widely studied today as one of the chief begetters of the English
literary Renaissance and as a master who embodied in poetic myth a view of the virtuous life in a Christian
universe.
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This hero gets his name from the blood-red cross emblazoned on his shield. He has been given a task by
Gloriana, "that greatest Glorious Queen of Faerie lond," to fight a terrible dragon I. He is traveling with a
beautiful, innocent young lady and a dwarf as servant. Just as we join the three travelers, a storm breaks upon
them and they rush to find cover in a nearby forest. When the skies clear, they find that they are lost, and they
end up near a cave, which the lady recognizes as the den of Error. Ignoring her warnings, Redcrosse enters and
is attacked by the terrible beast, Error, and her young. She wraps him up in her tail, but he eventually manages
to strangle her and chops off her head. Victorious, the knight and his companions set out again, looking for the
right path. As night falls, they meet an old hermit who offers them lodging in his inn. As the travelers sleep,
the hermit assumes his real identity--he is Archimago, the black sorcerer, and he conjures up two spirits to
trouble Redcrosse. One of the sprites obtains a false dream from Morpheus, the god of sleep; the other takes
the shape of Una, the lady accompanying Redcrosse. These sprites go to the knight; one gives him the dream
of love and lust. When Redcrosse wakes up in a passion, the other sprite appearing to be Una is lying beside
him, offering a kiss. The knight, however, resists her temptations and returns to sleep. Archimago then tries a
new deception; he puts the sprite disguised as Una in a bed and turns the other sprite into a young man, who
lies with the false Una. Archimago then wakes Redcrosse and shows him the two lovers in bed. Redcrosse is
furious that "Una" would spoil her virtue with another man, and so in the morning he leaves without her.
When the real Una wakes, she sees her knight is gone, and in sorrow rides off to look for him. Archimago,
enjoying the fruits of his scheme, now disguises himself as Redcrosse and follows after Una. As Redcrosse
wanders on, he approaches another knight--Sansfoy, who is traveling with his lady. He charges Redcrosse, and
they fight fiercely, but the shield with the blood-red cross protects our hero; eventually, he kills Sansfoy. He
takes the woman into his care--she calls herself Fidessa, saying that she is the daughter of the Emperor of the
West. Redcrosse swears to protect her, attracted to her beauty. They continue together, but soon the sun
becomes so hot that they must rest under the shade of some trees. Redcrosse breaks a branch off of one tree
and is shocked when blood drips forth from it, and a voice cries out in pain. The tree speaks and tells its story.
It was once a man, named Fradubio, who had a beautiful lady named Fraelissa--now the tree next to him. One
day, Fradubio happened to defeat a knight and win his lady just as Redcrosse did --and that lady turned out to
be Duessa, an evil witch. Duessa turned Fraelissa into a tree, so that she could have Fradubio for herself. But
Fradubio saw the witch in her true, ugly form while she was bathing, and when he tried to run away, she
turned him into a tree, as well. When Fradubio finishes his story, Fidessa faints--because she is, in fact,
Duessa, and she fears that she will be found out. She recovers though, and Redcrosse does not make the
connection, so they continue on their way. Commentary Redcrosse is the hero of Book I, and in the beginning
of Canto i, he is called the knight of Holinesse. He will go through great trials and fight fierce monsters
throughout the Book, and this in itself is entertaining, as a story of a heroic "knight errant. The title character,
the Faerie Queene herself, is meant to represent Queen Elizabeth. Redcrosse represents the individual
Christian, on the search for Holiness, who is armed with faith in Christ, the shield with the bloody cross. He is
traveling with Una, whose name means "truth. Most of these villains are meant by Spenser to represent one
thing in common: Thus, Redcrosse must defeat villains who mimic the falsehood of the Roman Church. The
first of these is Error. When Redcrosse chokes the beast, Spenser writes, "Her vomit full of bookes and papers
was I. The Christian Redcrosse may be able to defeat these obvious and disgusting errors, but before he is
united to the truth he is still lost and can be easily deceived. This deceit is arranged by Archimago, whose
name means "arch-image"--the Protestants accused the Catholics of idolatry because of their extensive use of
images. The sorcerer is able, through deception and lust, to separate Redcrosse from Una--that is, to separate
Holiness from Truth. Once separated, Holiness is susceptible to the opposite of truth, or falsehood. Redcrosse
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may able to defeat the strength of Sansfoy literally "without faith" or "faithlessness" through his own native
virtue, but he falls prey to the wiles of Falsehood herself--Duessa. Duessa also represents the Roman Church,
both because she is "false faith," and because of her rich, purple and gold clothing, which, for Spenser,
displays the greedy wealth and arrogant pomp of Rome. The Faerie Queene, however, also has many sources
outside of the Bible. Spenser considers himself an epic poet in the classical tradition and so he borrows
heavily from the great epics of antiquity: This is most evident at the opening of Book I, in which Spenser calls
on one of the Muses to guide his poetry--Homer and Virgil established this form as the "proper" opening to an
epic poem. The scene with the "human tree," in which a broken branch drips blood, likewise recalls a similar
episode in the Aeneid. However, while these ancient poets mainly wrote to tell a story, we have already seen
that Spenser has another purpose in mind. In the letter that introduces the Faerie Queene, he says that he
followed Homer and Virgil and the Italian poets Ariosto and Tasso because they all have "ensampled a good
governour and a vertuous man.
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One day I wrote her name upon the strand, Again I wrote it with a second hand, But came the tide, and made
my pains his prey. Vain man, said she, that doest in vain assay A mortal thing so to immortalize, For I myself
shall like to this decay, And eek my name be wiped out likewise. Not so quoth I , let baser things devise To
die in dust, but you shall live by fame: My verse your virtues rare shall eternize, And in the heavens write your
glorious name. Where when as Death shall all the world subdue, Out love shall live, and later life renew. Yet,
the very next moment, the waves swallow them up and the letters vanish away. Here we learn that time is the
destroyer of all things but even so, the poet perseveres with determination to engrave his love on the walls of
time itself. She argued it is a mere waste of time and effort as love is a mortal thing as the phrase "A mortal
thing so to immortalize". The lover tell the poet that he needs to stop what he is doing and is vain for his
efforts as everyone in the world will eventually have to die as time and tide waits for no man. She wanted him
to know that his actions were only futile and that there is nothing he could do to control the immortality of
their love because immortality itself does not exist. The lover only meant for her partner to accept the cruel
and harsh realities of life that nothing can last forever. He says he can do this by using his verse. He goes on to
say that when people die, because people do die because they are mortal that everyone will still have
knowledge of their love because it will be eternal. And now even though both he and his wife are long gone
from the phase of this earth, but the everlasting love the poet had towards his wife will always be known and
remembered for more generations to come. Just as he promised, to use his verse as a tool to immortalize her
virtue for as long as it will be. Shows a contrast between their immortal love and other things that will die with
the passage of time. This couplet embraces the theme of the poem that their love will not fade away like other
mortal things on earth. As we know, love is a mortal thing when one, or both partners depart from this earth,
their love will slowly fade from the consciousness of people. Through this poem, the speaker is trying to let
the readers know of his efforts to immortalize his beloved. The sonnet is written in the pursuit of a woman
whom he loves. The poet desires to commemorate the beloved by inscription. Here we know that his lover
believes that everything will subdue to the power of nature and everyone will die just like everything else on
the earth but the poet believes otherwise. He feels that their love will stay alive forever and she will be famous
you shall live by fame. The poet wants to immortalize their love through his writings and it will be known
until the heavens. Even though death might separate them for the time being, but the poet strongly reaffirmed
that they will be together again after death because he believed in life after death and that the love he had for
his wife could never tear them apart. By washing away the name of the beloved, the waves act as torrents of
torture. The waves also signify time. The erasing of the name by water signifies the transient nature of human
life. The poem has been fragmented into 89 short sonnets that combined make up the whole of the poem.
Sonnet 75 centers on the immortality of spiritual love and the temporality of physical love. Poetic images can
be surprisingly persistent over time. If we look more closely though, we begin to see differences. Spenser is in
fact setting the speaker up for a rebuke from his beloved, who charges him with the vanity of ignoring his own
human mortality. The lover in his turn is then able to raise the argument to a still higher plane, as he asserts
that their love will triumph over death. When the sonnet begins to deepen, it does so by invoking a variety of
issues characteristic of the sixteenth century: They might give us a way of getting inside an experience that
happened years ago, if it happened at all. His elaborate and detailed use of language creates a rhythm and
deepens the meaning as it goes along with the tone of the verses. Thus, as the poet had anticipated, as long as
people read and recite this poem, it will last eternally as a beautiful sonnet.
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Petrarchan context[ edit ] The sonnets of Amoretti draw heavily on authors of the Petrarchan tradition, most
obviously Torquato Tasso and Petrarch himself. Many critics, in light of what they see as his overworking of
old themes, view Spenser as being a less original and important sonneteer than contemporaries such as
Shakespeare and Sir Philip Sidney. However, Spenser also revised the tradition that he was drawing from.
Amoretti breaks with conventional love poetry in a number of ways. In most sonnet sequences in the
Petrarchan tradition, the speaker yearns for a lover who is sexually unavailable. Not only is there a conflict
between spiritual and physical love, but the love object is often already married; it is an adulterous love. In
addition, the Petrarchan tradition tends to be obsessed with the instability and discontinuity of the love
situation. The love situation is fraught with egotism, conflict, and continual transformations within the
speaker. These conflicts are never resolved, but continue on endlessly as the poet is continually frustrated by
the rejection of his beloved or his inability to reconcile spiritual and physical love. Sonnet 22 corresponds to
Ash Wednesday. Sonnet 68 corresponds to Easter Sunday, and the 46 intervening sonnets generally match up
with the scripture readings prescribed for the 46 days of the feast of Lent in The Easter sonnets take on a more
serious, devotional tone, climaxing with a celebration of marriage as a covenant of grace in which the
betrothed overcome the difficulties of lust and passion and are united in grace and mutual love. Sonnets are an
exception in that they bear no resemblance to the scripture readings from the days to which they could
correspond. Larsen suggests that perhaps Spenser was not at home during the days of February and had no
access to scriptural resources because most bibles published at this time were not very portable. These sonnets
tend to make more blatant and unoriginal use of Petrarchan conceits, and are more conventional and flat than
the other poems. Larsen points out that Sonnet 53 suggests travel through its explicit descriptions of absence
from the beloved: Sonnets correspond to the period from May 3 â€” May 17, the beginning of a new cycle of
second lessons at morning prayer through the day before the Vigil of the feast of Pentecost , which fell on May
These sonnets tend to draw even more heavily on daily scriptural readings than the preceding For example,
Sonnet 82, which was written for the feast of the Ascension is full of allusions to the Ascension, especially in
its final couplet: With the happiness of marriage in view, the speaker still suffers from the current state of
separation. In addition, he treats them with a smooth cadence and flow that tends to blur the distinctions within
Petrarchan paradox rather than sharply separating the contraries. Examining the underlying structure of the
sequence and its religious parallels provides one key to appreciating the richness and complexity of Amoretti
and establishing Spenser as one of the most important Sixteenth century sonneteers.
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Edmund Spenser (/ Ëˆ s p É› n s É™r /; / - 13 January ) was an English poet best known for The Faerie Queene, an epic
poem and fantastical allegory celebrating the Tudor dynasty and Elizabeth I.
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Spenser Studies and the Norton Critical Edition of Spenser's poetry. Bart van Es is a Fellow of St Catherine's College,
and Lecturer in English Language and Literature at Oxford University.
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