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Introduction:
the Incarnation, allegory, and idolatry

In his chapter on Spenser in The Allegory of Love (1936), C. S. Lewis writes
that the lion that becomes Una’s ‘faythfull mate’ in The Faerie Queene Liii
represents ‘the world of unspoiled nature.' Even after the publication of
his own quasi-Spenserian allegorical fantasy The Lion, the Witch, and the
Wardrobe (1956), in which the lion Aslan plays an unmistakably Christ-
like role, Lewis was to continue insisting on the ‘naturalness’ of Spenser’s
figure, thus characterizing it as the virtual antithesis of his own. Spenser’s
lion, he reiterates in Spenser’s Images of Life (1967), is ‘a type of the natural,
the ingenuous, the untaught’? Lewis’s almost literal reading - according
to which the significance of an animal is its animality - sits uncomfort-
ably with his interpretation, in the same volume, of the female personifi-
cation of Nature. Nature, whose face (as Lewis actually notes) ‘did like a
Lion shew’ (VILvii.6), he sees as ‘really an image of God himself’?

As I shall argue (in Chapter 2), the lion of canto iii represents Christ
- or, more precisely, the lion’s intrusion into the narrative of canto iii
represents the Incarnation.* (Indeed, this is how John Dixon, glossing
his copy of The Faerie Queene in 1597, appears to have understood it.)°

1 C. S. Lewis, The Allegory of Love: A Study in Medieval Tradition (London: Oxford
University Press, 1936), 335. Lewis includes the satyrs and Sir Satyrane of Lvi in this
interpretation. For faythfull mate, see The Faerie Queene, 1iii.9.3. All quotations are
from Edmund Spenser, The Faerie Qveene, ed. A. C. Hamilton, Hiroshi Yamashita, and
Toshiyuki Suzuki (London: Longman, 2001), cited in the text by book, canto, stanza,
and line.

2 C. S. Lewis, Spensers Images of Life, ed. Alastair Fowler (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1967), 83.

3 Lewis, Images of Life, 15.

4 My identification of the lion with Christ is cited by A. C. Hamilton in his commentary
(in the Longman edition) on Liii.5.7-9. But the implications of my interpretation have
remained unexplored.

5 Dixon glossed the lion’s appearance at Liii.5 as follows: ‘the Lyon is the tribe of luda and
rote of dauid. Alluding as he does to Christ as represented in Rev. 5:5 (which he also
cited, in relation to Unas comparison of Red Cross with the lion at .iii.7), Dixon would
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The question remains, however, as to why - assuming that Spenser’s
conception of the lion in Liii draws on the same biblical and medieval
sources that inspired Lewis’s Aslan — Lewis failed to apply these sources
to his interpretation of Spenser in this particular instance. It is of course
possible that, as a creative writer rather than a scholar, Lewis might have
wanted to cover his tracks — even, or perhaps particularly, from himself.
But the fact remains that successive commentators have continued to
ignore the possibility that Una’s lion represents Christ (always excepting
the many undergraduate students who, approaching Spenser through
Lewis’s fiction rather than his scholarship, readily propose the interpreta-
tion implicitly denied by Lewis himself).*

Some, I think, will have been drawn to Lewis’s interpretation because
they have been conditioned by the allegories of William Langland and
John Bunyan, which are largely mimetic.” In Piers Plowman, for instance,

seem to have anticipated my reading. Dixon’s notes were edited by Graham Hough and
published as John Dixon, The First Commentary on “The Faerie Queene’ (Folcroft, PA:
Folcroft Library Editions, repr. 1978 [1964]).

6 Many have followed Lewis in interpreting the lion as essentially ‘natural’: Michael
O'Connell calls it ‘grace working through the natural world” (Mirror and Veil: The
Historical Dimension of Spenser’s ‘Faerie Queene’ [Chapel Hill, NC: University of North
Carolina Press, 1977], 50); Benjamin G. Lockerd Jr sees the lion as the ‘least refined’
of Unas ‘male counterparts’ (The Sacred Marriage: Psychic Integration in ‘The Faerie
Queene’ [London and Toronto: Associated University Presses, 1987], 93). Lockerd
is echoed by Harry Berger Jr, in Revisionary Play: Studies in Spenserian Dynamics
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1988), 83. John D. Bernard writes that the lion
‘instinctively recognizes [Una's] wronged innocence’ (Ceremonies of Innocence: Pasto-
ralism in the Poetry of Edmund Spenser [Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989],
85, italics mine). Pauline M. Parker took a more negative but essentially similar direc-
tion in The Allegory of “The Faerie Queene’ (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1960); for her the
lion epitomized ‘brute force’ (68). The lion interpreted as force is not dissimilar from
the lion interpreted as power, including royal power. Cf. the interpretative direction
taken by (among others) Thomas H. Cain, in Praise in ‘The Faerie Queene’ (Lincoln, NE,
and London: University of Nebraska Press, 1978), 68. On the lion as the king, see also
Anthea Hume, Edmund Spenser: Protestant Poet (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1984), 86, and Elizabeth Heale, ‘The Faerie Queene’: A Reader’s Guide (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1987), 27. Although no-one besides myself has identified
the lion’s submission to Una as the Incarnation of Christ, Cain does describe the lion as
‘Christ/justice/English royal power’ (Praise in ‘The Faerie Queene’, 69). (In all these roles,
according to Cain, the lion testifies to Una’s identity as ‘Elizabeth the True Church; 69.)
Douglas Brooks-Davies makes the usual association between the lion and ‘the natural
world} but he also associates it with (sun-like) divine justice. Strangely, however, he does
not allow that the lion stands for divine justice; it stands rather in the place of Red Cross,
and for Brooks-Davies it is Red Cross who ‘is potentially the Christ-like Sun of justice'
See his Spensers ‘Faerie Queene’: A critical commentary on Books I and II (Manchester:
Manchester University Press, 1977), 37.

7 In invoking the alternative tradition represented by Deguileville, I would not want to
minimize Langland’s influence on Spenser, as demonstrated by, in particular, Judith H.
Anderson in The Growth of a Personal Voice: ‘Piers Plowman’ and ‘The Faerie Queene’
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sloth is personified by a slothful person - someone who can scarcely
keep awake.® English readers are less familiar with the emblematic tradi-
tion epitomized by the great early fourteenth-century French allegorist
Guillaume de Deguileville.” In Deguileville'’s Pélerinage de la vie humaine
(which was translated into English as the Pilgrimage of the Lyfe of the
Manhode), Sloth, despite her great age, is thoroughly energetic in her
efforts to immobilize the pilgrim narrator — who notes the contradiction
between the character of the hag and her significance: ‘thilke olde was
neither slowh ne slepy’'” My point, then, is that the relationship between
form and meaning in allegory may be far from mimetic. A (sub-human)
lion may, paradoxically, represent (the superhuman) Christ.'" But the
reluctance of commentators to countenance my reinterpretation of the
lion may have as much, or more, to do with the way in which it threatens
accepted interpretations of much related material. It creates, if I may put
it this way, a domino effect daunting to contemplate.’? In other words,
if we accept that the lion corresponds with Christ, we must reinterpret
its encounters with Abessa, Kirkrapine, Sans Loy, and Archimago. Most

(New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1976). In Chapter 7 I draw on Christ’s jousting
in Passus XV1II as a possible influence on Red Cross’s fight with the dragon in The Faerie
Queene 1.xi (although, as I argue, Spenser inverts Langland’s terms). See p. 192.

8 William Langland, The Vision of Piers Plowman: A Critical Edition of the B-Text, ed. A.
V. C. Schmidt (Toronto: J. M. Dent, 1978), V. 386-441 (56-8).

9 On the distinction between what might be described as ‘mimetic’ and ‘emblematic’ alle-
gory, cf. Rosemary Woolf, ‘Some Non-Medieval Qualities of Piers Plowman’, Essays in
Criticism 12 (1962), 111-25, and Jill Mann, ‘Langland and Allegory, The Morton W.
Bloomfield Lecture on Medieval Literature 2 (Kalamazoo: Medieval Institute Publica-
tions, 1992). I discuss the same distinction as it applies to William Baspoole’s revision
(in the ‘exemplary’ direction) of Deguileville’s largely emblematic Pélerinage de la vie
humaine in William Baspoole, The Pilgrime, ed. Kathryn Walls with Marguerite Stobo
(Tempe, AZ: Renaissance English Text Society, 2008), 123-43. I should add that neither
Langland nor Deguileville restricts himself wholly to one type or the other. Spenser
displays both approaches in his representation of, for example, the seven deadly sins.
Envy is said to be envious at Liv.30.5-7 (as in mimetic allegory), but she also feeds
(emblematically) upon a toad.

10 The Pilgrimage of the Lyfe of the Manhode, ed. Avril Henry, 2 vols, EETS OS 291, 292
(London: Oxford University Press, 1985, 1988), 1l. 3928-9 (I, 94). I have replaced the
thorns in Henry’s edition with ‘th’

11 As Anne Lake Prescott, comparing Spenser’s fictions’ with the relatively straightforward
allegory of Stephen Bat[e]man’s Travayled Pylgrime, has remarked: ‘[Spenser] is more
impressed [than Bateman] by what we can envisage and invent, more willing to linger
a while in fictions thicker and more multi-valent (and multi-veiled) than the nouns
that delay or push Bateman’s knight on his way’ (‘Spenser’s Chivalric Restoration: From
Bateman’s Travayled Pylgrime to the Redcrosse Knight, Studies in Philology 86.2 [Spring,
1989], 197).

12 Two cases in point: Cain (Praise in ‘The Faerie Queene’) and Brooks-Davies (Spenser’s
‘Faerie Queene’) acknowledge the possibility of a Christological significance only in so
far as it may be yoked with their essentially political interpretations (see note 6 above).
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importantly, we are bound to re-examine the received account of the lady
with whom the lion has, in a sense, ‘mated."

Precisely these reinterpretations constitute much of the following study,
which centres upon Una. Una is generally thought of as someone who
does not really change." According to Benjamin Lockerd, for example,
she ‘is pure from the start, and never loses any of her purity’ - and most
commentators seem to agree."’> Even those rare critics who accept that
she is not always perfect regard her imperfections as broadly distrib-
uted through the narrative, and thus as part of an essentially unchanging
(and mostly positive) identity — whatever that identity might be.' It is
indeed true that Una is to some extent a foil for Red Cross, the ‘Christian
Everyman’ whose adventures may be plotted against what mathemati-
cians describe as a ‘pursuit curve.”” In my view, however, not only does
Una change, but her transformation is the most important thing about
her.

While the key moment of this transformation is never specified or
even described, it evidently precedes Una’s departure from Archimago's
house as described in Lii.7. It is at this latter point that Una appears most
mysteriously (and, as it turns out, permanently) transformed. As I argue
in Chapter 2, it is the very absence of the transformation process from
the text that is the key to its meaning; it represents God’s secret decree of
election to salvation, ‘wherefore’ (as explained in the seventeenth of the
Thirty-Nine Articles) ‘they which be endued with so excellent a benefit

13 The potentially shocking impact of ‘mate’ is mitigated by the enjambement linking
it with [o]f her sad troubles. And yet the poet’s insistence on Una’s chastity tacitly
acknowledges the potential eroticism of the allegory: “The Lyon would not leaue her
desolate, / But with her went along, as a strong gard / Of her chast person, / And a
faythfull mate / Of her sad troubles’ (Liii.9.1-4, italics mine).

14 As Paul Suttie notes, it is probably because she is ‘repeatedly referred to as “Truth” (Lii-
iii. Arg.)’ that Una ‘has been regarded as intrinsically reliable. See Suttie, Self-Interpre-
tation in ‘The Faerie Queene’ (Woodbridge, Suffolk: D. S. Brewer, 2006), 69. Cf. Parker:
“The Red Cross Knight goes through mental and moral changes; but Una does not, for
divine truth cannot change’ (Allegory of ‘The Faerie Queene’, 69).

15 Lockerd, Sacred Marriage, 92. Lockerd does, however, go on to characterize Una as
increasingly ‘forceful. He attributes this to the fact that she undergoes ‘a process of
development involving a coming to terms with masculine aggression’ (92). At one level
then, and in his very different (Jungian) terms, Lockerd seems to intuit something of
what I have found.

16 I treat the general approbation of Una, and reservations (such as they are) in Chapter 1.

17 This curve looks like a tick - it drops to a low point, and rises to a point significantly
higher than the starting point. Cf. John N. King, who describes Red Cross’s ‘trajectory’
as that ‘of Protestant spiritual life from the initial conviction of sin to confidence that one
is the chosen recipient of divine grace’ (Spenser’s Poetry and the Reformation Tradition
[Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1990], 60). King would not, I think, disagree
that Red Cross begins on a false ‘high.
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of God be called according to God’s purpose by his spirit working in due
season: they through grace obey the calling: they be justified freely: they
be made sons of God by adoption: they be made like the image of his
only-begotten Son Jesus Christ ...'* Una’s transformation anticipates the
irruption of the lion (as Christ Incarnate), just as the call to election must
precede redemption.

My argument that Una is redeemed depends entirely, of course, upon
a prior argument, which is that Una is in need of redemption.” Although,
as will be abundantly clear from Chapter 1, I believe this to be the case, I
need to acknowledge from the outset that Una’s fallibility is certainly not
- or, at least, not immediately - apparent from her initial description at
L.i.4-5, which has an undeniably positive cast. The first words said about
Una are that she is ‘[a] louely Ladie’ (1.i.4.1), and her loveliness is almost
immediately reiterated — she rides ‘faire’ beside Red Cross. Her external
(albeit invisible) beauty appears to be matched by the inner qualities of
purity and innocence (‘So pure and innocent, as that same lambe, / She
was in life and euery vertuous lore, 1.i.5.1-2). These qualities are, more-
over, anticipated by the intense whiteness of her body (1.i.4.2-3), which
- her stole notwithstanding - makes it comparable with the clothing of
the ‘saints’ of Rev. 7:14) qui ... laverunt stolas suas et dealbaverunt eas in
sanguine agni (‘which ... haue washed their long robes, and haue made
their long robes white in the blood of the Lambe] Rev. 7:14).>° One might

18 All quotations from the Thirty-Nine Articles are taken from The Constitutions and
Canons Ecclesiastical to which are added the Thirty-Nine Articles of the Church of England
(London: Society for Promoting Christian Knowledge, 1852), 85-100.

19 Cf. Robin Headlam Wells: ‘Although it would be wrong to say that Spenser does not
concern himself with the quest of salvation, this is neither his first nor his last concern’
(‘Spenser’s Christian Knight: Erasmian Theology in The Faerie Queene, Book I, Anglia
97.3-4 [1979], 363). Although Graham Hough describes Una in canto xii as ‘a type of
the redeemed’ and Red Cross as a type of her redeemer (A Preface to ‘The Faerie Queene’
[London: Duckworth, 1962], 144), he does not mean to imply that Una was ever (as 1
think) unredeemed. As Hough sees it, what I would describe as the inconsistency of his
interpretation is merely a reflection of the inconsistency of Spenser’s allegorical intent.
Interestingly, Suttie writes of “Una’s rebirth as a more effective interpreter in the second
half of the book’ (114, italics mine) — which rebirth he attributes to the constructive
collegiality of Arthur. But it becomes evident that Suttie does not mean to refer to spiri-
tual rebirth (and, in any case, the moment of Una’s redemption comes, in my view, much
earlier).

20 Cf. 1.i.4.2-3 and Ps. 50:9: asparges me hysopo et mundabor / lavabis me et super nivem
dealbabor (Geneva Bible Ps. 51:7: ‘Purge me with hyssope, & I shalbe cleane: wash me,
and I shalbe whiter then snowe’). All biblical quotations are from the Vulgate (Biblia
Sacra luxta Vulgatam Versionem, ed. Robertus Weber and Roger Gryson [Stuttgart:
Deutsche Bibelgesellschaft, 1969]), on the grounds that Spenser would have known it as
well as he knew the English versions. I have, in the interests of comprehensibility, repli-
cated the editorial (in-verse) line divisions by /. Where my quotations extend beyond a



