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      EPIGRAPH

      
        “… é possibile di convertir quasivogla fola, romanzo, sogno et profetico enigma, et transferirle in virtu di metaphora et pretesto d’allegoria a significar tutto quello che piace a chi piu comodamente é atto a stiracchiar gli sentimenti, et far cossi tutto di tutto, come tutto essere in tutto disse il profondo Anaxagora.”

        Giordano Bruno,

De gl’ Heroici Furori
 (1585).

      

      
        “… &
 me semble qu’il n’est séant d’imaginer telz songes, & rechercher de si hault les Allegories.”

        Loys Le Roy,

Le Sympose de Platon
 (1558).

      

    

  

  


		

    
		

  
    
      FOREWORD

      

      This book was written as a “complementary thesis”, in partial fulfilment for the requirements of the French “Doctorat d’Etat”. It was completed as early as 1949 in a slightly different form, but could not be published before I had maintained my major thesis : “L’inspiration personnelle et l’esprit du temps chez les poètes métaphysiques anglais”.

      The present study was recast and thoroughly revised in 1958. Yet it has not been substantially altered. Spenserian criticism in the last decade has been little concerned with the poet’s Platonism. Some important contributions in other fields had to be taken into account and some new material was incorporated, but the lapse of ten years has not led me to modify any of my conclusions. I only wish I could have toned down the controversial eargerness, but the rewriting would have been too extensive. Should any Spenserian scholar be hurt by my onslaughts, let him blame the spirit of youth and believe me a soberer, if not a wiser man.

      This work was undertaken at a time when I enjoyed the opportunities offered for research by the Fondation Thiers and the Centre National de la Recherche Scientifique. I have great pleasure in recording my obligation. Professor Michel Poirier has many claims on my gratitude : after perusing the first version and giving wise advice, he did not shrink from resuming this 
 “paineful pilgrimage” when the book was revised. Lastly, I must extend my thanks to M. René Helsmoortel whose observations on language and style have enabled me to remove a number of blemishes from these pages. The many imperfections that remain are the tribute a scholar must often pay for venturing to write in a foreign language.

      The following sonnet is but a further tribute to the English language from a lover of English poetry. Since a recantation was expected from a Renaissance poet, the author of a scholarly work on Spenser may be allowed to heave a sigh of relief, even though the regret for “wasted pains” be no more genuine than the recantation of a Petrarchist usually was.

      
        
          to edmund spenser

        

        In thy delightful land of Faëry,

        Listening the murmur of thy gentle stream

        By sylvan haunt, how sweet it were to dream

        And drink from thy pure well of melody !

        To living springs I fain had followed thee,

        Rather than fields where briars only teem.

        Why search for “sources” in dry dust ? Sad theme,

        And only fit for mournfull Memory.

      

      
        Yet only to remove whatever stain

        Or shadow, on the troubled water cast,

        From wiser eyes long hid thy meaning plain

        Have I the wild of Learning travelled past.

        So may my labour seem not harsh and vain,

        Long poring o’er thy smooth unhurrying strain.

      

      R. E.

    

  

  


		

    
		

  
    
      INTRODUCTION

      

      Spenser’s direct acquaintance with the Dialogues
 of Plato and the dominantly Platonic character of his thought were unchallenged at the beginning of the present century. L. Winstanley’s edition of the Fowre Hymnes
 (1907), with its sketch of Platonic influence throughout Spenser’s works, was a fair representative of the reigning opinion. Harrison, J. B. Fletcher and Winstanley herself also called attention to the Italian Neoplatonists.1
 But they did not question the poet’s familiarity with Plato, and the influence they claimed for Ficino, Bruno and Benivieni rather brought further grist to the Platonic mill.

      Then a double reaction set in. Other sources were detected, other influences were given prominence. On the one hand, Spenser’s allegiance to Calvinism was emphasized.2
 On the other hand, “naturalistic” notions were discovered in his cosmogony. Beside the Platonist, a Lucretian adept and a dabbler in “old religious cults” appeared on the stage of criticism.3
 They were soon joined by a disciple of Empedocles4
. Outlandishness was fortunately tempered in W. L. Renwick’s wise comment and, with C. S. Lewis, honest Spenser, divested of foreign apparel and antique garb, trod the stage in Elizabethan dress5
. Meanwhile the poet’s familiarity with the dialogues of Plato was called in question6
, and it was at last recognized by editors and scholars that many of his notions could have been obtained at second-hand. As to Renaissance Neoplatonism, his indebtedness to Hoby’s translation of Castiglione was stressed7
. Yet, no critic went so far as to deny altogether his acquaintance with the Italian Neoplatonists8
. And, of late, a new and spirited champion took up arms against the miscreants who doubted Spenser’s scholarship. The banner of Neoplatonism has been planted again, not only on all Fowre Hymnes,
 but also on Colin Clout,
 the Garden of Adonis and the Mutabilitie Cantos9
. The pendulum, 
which had been slowly approaching the resting-point, has swung again in the Platonic direction.10


      In tracing the influence of Platonism over the thought and imagination of Spenser two lines of approach must be distinguished. One may rest satisfied with a broad definition of the poet’s world as one in which “the values of Neoplatonism and of Christianity are familiarly blended” :

      
        Through the growing pattern of the poem [the Faerie Queene
] can be traced levels of being which extend from pure intelligences to inanimate nature, distinct but related by their common reference to the guiding and informing spirit which gives unity and order to a multiple world. It is not a dual world of pointless change contrasting with eternal changelessness ; the changing world derives from and returns to unity, and each of its levels is good in its degree, being a reflection of the eternal. In ascending scale, created things are more beautiful because more pure — clear manifestations of the spirit which informs them :

        
          Still as everything doth upward tend,

          And further is from earth, so still more cleare

          And faire it growes, till to his perfect end

          Of purest beautie, it at last ascend (H.H.B.,
 43-47).

        

        But though distance from the home of pure spirit, and involvement in matter, must lessen the purity and beauty of the creatures at certain levels, all have their beauty and in Spenser’s symbolism their goodness. All

        
          are made with wondrous wise respect,

          And all with admirable beautie deckt, (H.H.B.
 34-35)

          and in no part of Spenser’s universe is the hand of God absent.11


        

      

      The description is unimpeachable, but with a change in emphasis, this blend of Christianity and Neoplatonism could be discovered in the world of Dante. Neither St Augustine nor St Bonaventura, nor even St Thomas for all his Aristotelianism, would have challenged the statements on the scale of being, the levels and correspondences, the one informing spirit and the essential goodness of all created things12
. We may readily acknowledge an infusion of Neoplatonism in Spenser’s thought as in Christian thought at large. But more evidence is required to turn him into a thorough Platonist.

      And yet the search for precise parallels is liable to make confusion worse confounded. Source ascription may be deceptive. Many and various are the channels through which Platonism can have reached Spenser and permeated his poetry. The works of Plato and of the Alexandrian Platonists were available 
both in the original Greek and in Latin translations. But these works would be read — if the poet read them at all — in the light of Renaissance commentaries. The syncretic nature of Renaissance Platonism is well known and requires no further emphasis. Zoroaster, Pythagoras, “thrice-great Hermes”, the Orphic hymns, the Cabbala and Arab philosophy entered into it, together with Plato and Plotinus. Far from being exiled from the new Platonic Republic of philosophers, Aristotle was reconciled with Plato by thinkers like Pico and Leone Ebreo. All known systems of philosophy were tortured into harmony by the minds of men more alive to likenesses than sensitive to discrepancies ; and the whole was loosely related to Christianity. That seething mass of confused thinking will be referred to as Neoplatonism.
 But a distinction should be drawn between the more esoteric aspects of the Neoplatonic philosophy, developed by cabbalistic scholars like Pico, and the broader, simpler notions vulgarized by the poets and the writers of “trattatti d’amore”. A courtly and literary Platonism, mainly concerned with the metaphysics of love and the theory of poetry first sprang up in Italy, whence it spread to France and England. Again for the sake of convenience, I will call the new literary convention aesthetic Platonism.
 But aesthetic Platonism, too, had various aspects, for the tradition of courtly love was not discarded by the poets, but merely suffused with the glow of Platonic idealism. Besides, from the earliest times, scholars like Ficino had brought into Platonic exposition both the metaphysics and the psychophysiology of love evolved by the Italian poets of the “dolce stil nuovo”13
.

      Renaissance Neoplatonism, then, was a mixed body of thought, and not an entire break-away from the past. Yet, undoubtedly, the atmosphere of the age was Platonic, although Plato may have been more praised than understood. In a way, the existence of a diffuse Platonism in literary criticism, poetry and conversation, makes it often unnecessary to ascribe any Platonic notion we meet in a poem to a direct acquaintance with the dialogues of Plato or with the more scholarly commentaries. In our own days, among those, including literati,
 who talk and write about Freudianism and existentialism, how many have ever read Die Traumdeutung
 or L’Etre et le Néant
 ?

      The Platonic philosophy of love reigned in courtly circles. Platonic ethics, long known through Cicero, inspired Renaissance moralists. But, besides the contemporary atmosphere, tradition should be taken into consideration, especially when one deals with a poet whose links with the past are obvious. His cosmology and his mystical divinity may have had a more remote ancestry than Ficinian theology. Nor did they imply any departure from the mediaeval tradition. The Plato of the Symposium
 was the new sun that rose on the horizon of the “renascent” world. But the Plato of the Timaeus
 had lighted the mediaeval world with constant rays. He was known through the Latin translation of Chalcidius and through the De Consolatione
 of Boethius. The Platonic account of Creation had been reconciled with Genesis
 by the theologians of the School of Chartres. It inspired many mediaeval allegorists, including Jean de Meung and Alanus, with whom Spenser was acquainted, either directly or through Chaucer. Platonic influence was all-pervading. To quote an eminent historian of mediaeval philosophy, “Plus on étudie le Moyen Age, plus on y remarque le polymorphisme de l’influence platonicienne. Platon 
lui-même n’est nulle part, mais le platonisme est partout.”14
 Besides the philosophical tradition of the Middle-Ages, derived from Chalcidius and Boethius, Cicero and Seneca, Apuleius and Macrobius, a more mystical stream of Neoplatonic influence flowed from Dionysius and Augustine, the double fountainhead of Christian mysticism. When Renaissance scholars like Ficino attempted to write a theologia platonica,
 they naturally turned to Augustine and Dionysius for inspiration and support15
. On the other hand, the Reformation exalted Augustinian theology, and much increased its popularity. A Christian poet, therefore, might conceivably come into his Platonic inheritance through Dionysius and Augustine as well as through Ficino or Pico with regard to the mystical aspects of Platonism.

      Several scholars have traced the rise and progress of Renaissance Platonism in England16
. The early English humanists, from Sir Thomas More and Sir Thomas Elyot to Roger Ascham, were chiefly attracted by the moral and political wisdom of Plato. More himself knew the dialogues, but later scholars were often satisfied with Cicero’s interpretation. This “Socratic” Platonism, as Jayne describes it, was nevertheless a new and important development. But the very interest taken by John Colet in Platonic cosmology, although awakened in Italy, had been anticipated by mediaeval speculation. Both More and Colet were impressed by the “Hermetic” Neoplatonism of Pico as set forth in the De Dignitate
 and the Heptaplus,
 but uninfluenced by his Commentary on Benivieni’s Canzone
 : they were concerned with the dignity of man and the mysteries of Creation, not with the philosophy of love and beauty whose chief exponent had been Ficino.17
 Nor is the love poetry written in the period suffused with Platonism. The trattati
 d’amore were as yet unknown to the “courtly makers”, despite the well-known links between the Court of Navarre and both the English and the Scottish Court18
. When Queen Elizabeth herself translated one of Marguerite’s poems, she chose the highly mystical, but quite un-Platonic Miroir de l’Ame Pécheresse
19
.

      

      According to Jayne, the “period of Platonic poetry opened about 1570”. Then did “a new Plato burst upon the English scene — not Plato the cosmologist or Plato the politician, but the Plato of the Symposium,
 Plato the apostle of love and beauty, of refinement and gentility, of art and poetry, of every thing to which the “barbarous” English aspired to catch up with the civilized continent”20
. The date suggested, however, may be thought too late or too early. Too late, if some awareness of courtly Platonism is to mark off the beginning of the period : the publication in 1561 of Sir Thomas Hoby’s translation of Castiglione’s Cortegiano,
 is, of course, a better landmark from this point of view. But, if the period is to start from the moment when the new ideals were expressed in poetry, the first gleam of Platonism will be discernible in The Shepheardes Calender
 (1579) and in the sonnets that Sidney probably composed in the early eighties. More years elapsed before the gleam strayed fitfully through the sonnet sequences of Daniel, Drayton and Shakespeare, shone more steadily in Greville’s Caelica
 and Spenser’s own Amoretti,
 and brought, at last, intellectual light to the graver poetry of Chapman and Sir John Davies. Spenser’s first two Hymns
 undoubtedly are the fullest exposition of the Renaissance philosophy of Love and Beauty, more conventional but more straightforward and of wider scope than Chapman’s individual and crabbed Banquet of Sense
 (1595). Whether they were written shortly before the publication of the Fowre Hymnes
 in 1596, that is in the hey-day of poetic Platonism, or were composed in an early blaze of enthusiasm at the very beginning of the new period, that is about 1580, is open to discussion and will be debated in the following pages. In any case, from his early defence of love in The Shepheardes Calender,
 a persistent strain of Platonic inspiration is said to run through Spenser’s works.

      But, by the time he wrote, Platonism or Neoplatonism flowed from different channels, in England as on the Continent. Mere source ascription is dangerous and unrewarding. Many Platonic notions had always been or had lately become commonplaces. They circulated freely. It may be that even the closest scrutiny will not reveal the original stamp on the well-worn coins. Yet the brand-new ones, stamped with the effigy of the Renaissance God of Love and Beauty, should attract our attention at once. The distinction already sketched between cosmological, mystical, ethical and aesthetic Platonism invites a labour of discrimination. To the historian, whether of literature or ideas, it would be of interest to make out whether Spenser was more deeply influenced by the new trends displayed in the works of the Italian Neoplatonists or by an older tradition inherited from the Middle Ages. Source-hunting has been so eagerly pursued and so little discrimination shown by some adepts at this scholarly game that the first task, invidious though unambitious, must be a careful sifting of evidence. Spurious parallels will be rejected ; new ones will occasionally be 
offered to support new interpretations. For a clear understanding of the poet’s meaning, not an accumulation of parallels, is the end devoutly to be wished. And, in many cases, the poet’s characteristic handling of notions borrowed from Platonic philosophy will turn out to be more important than the immediate “source” : for the source may be some Renaissance treatise but the spirit may be thoroughly mediaeval. This line of approach should enable us to gain a clearer insight into Spenser’s own mind and discover its individual bent and bias.

      Though subservient to the task of interpretation, a close examination of sources, ruling out the more improbable, may have a further interest. The problem of Spenser’s indebtedness to Plato and the Neoplatonists has so far been approached as if from the very beginning the poet had freely drawn inspiration from all available works. An enquiry conducted on chronological lines may disclose a deepening of knowledge and interest, a ripening of thought. It may thus afford new and safer grounds for an ultimate synthesis.
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      CHAPTER I 
CHRONOLOGICAL PROBLEMS

      To trace the evolution of Spenser’s interest in, and knowledge of Platonism, one has to know whether his more distinctly Platonic poems were early or late compositions. The following chapters will show that some of the sonnets in the Amoretti
 and the first two Hymns
 alone imply a precise acquaintance with Renaissance Neoplatonism. Both works were published at the end of Spenser’s literary career, in 1595 and 1596. But the poet claimed that the profane Hymns were written in the “greener times” of his youth and the dating of the sonnets is still open to debate.

      The chronological problem concerning the sonnet sequence need not detain us long. It was meant to tell a story and, according to “the simplest reading”, “may cover the period from late in 1592 to spring of 1594, or, allowing for a longer separation, 1591-1594”1
 The truth of the story, of course, has been questioned. But P. W. Long’s theory must be rejected.2
 The identification of the lady of the Amoretti
 with Lady Carey makes nonsense of Sonnets LVI, LXVIII, LXXI, etc., obviously addressed to an intended bride, and the suggested date, 1590-91, can hardly be reconciled with Sonnet LXXX, written after Spenser had completed the first six books of the Faerie Queene

3
. Yet Renwick and other scholars wisely admit that earlier sonnets, written at various times, may have been embedded in the sequence and the whole re-arranged for publication. But the natural presumption is that the earlier poems are the conventional Petrarchan sonnets lamenting the lady’s cruelty in the tone and spirit of the poetry inspired by “Rosalind”, whoever she was, or by the mere desire of writing in the fashionable strain. Now, these largely make up the first half of the sequence, up to Sonnet LII, while the influence of the Platonic philosophy of love is most distinctly felt in the latter half, from Sonnet XLV onward. The arrangement of the poems in this part of the sequence may well be chronological since they clearly allude to personal circumstances. As Sonnet LXXX, implying the completion of the first six books of the Faerie Queene,
 is unlikely to have been written earlier than the spring of 15944
, there is at least a strong probability that the Platonic sonnets, from Sonnet XLV to Sonnet LXXXVIII, were written in 1593-94.

      The Fowre Hymnes
 call for closer examination. There are grounds for presuming that the first two Hymns, at least as they now stand, were not composed in the poet’s youth. The absence of any previous reference to them in the Spenser-Harvey correspondence and the Shepheardes Calender,
 the maturity of the style and its freedom from archaisms, are strong motives to reject an early date of composition5
. It is also agreed that Spenser’s apology for “these former two Hymnes in the praise of Love and beautie” as written “in the greener times” of his youth, cannot be taken at its face-value6
. It may have been a poetic — or a politic — statement. Dramatic convenience — or the taste of his patrons — may have required a recantation ; fashion no less, if we judge from contemporary Petrarchan sonnet-sequences. J. W. Bennett has pointed out a similar apology in a letter prefixed to Benivieni’s Eclogues.
 The parallel even extends to the scattering abroad of copies and the impossibility of recalling them, presented as an apology for a further publication7
. This is by no means a single instance. Castiglione’s excuse for publication was not unlike Spenser’s and Benivieni’s8
. Besides, considerations on the abuse of love-poetry and the honey-poison contrast were hackneyed. Thomas Lodge, in his Defence of Poetry, Music and Stage Plays
 issued in 1579, had declared :

      
        … those of judgment can from the same flower suck honey with the bee from whence the spyder (I mean the ignorant) take their poison9
.

      

      This is exactly Spenser’s argument and imagery :

      
        … finding that the same too much pleased those of like age &
 disposition, which being too vehemently carried with that kind of affection...
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