
	 POETRY
	 1	 Establish your knowledge base. Review your notes, pages 72-73 of Stream or 2.3   about the 

development of literature in this period, particularly poetry, and answer the questions. [   Glossary]
a.	 What were the two main strains of poetry?
b.	 Which particular form of courtly poetry became a craze? 
c.	 Which European country was very influential? 
d.	 What relationship is mentioned as existing between poetry and drama?
e.	 Which author is mentioned as one of the greatest Renaissance poets after Shakespeare?

Edmund Spenser (c. 1552-1599)

Edmund Spenser is a good example of a Renaissance court poet. He was an admirer of Elizabeth I 
and she, in return, admired his works enough to give him a small life pension. He is famous for 
his sonnet sequences and for the long epic romance, The Faerie Queene, dedicated to Queen 
Elizabeth I and considered his best work.

	 1	 Read the text introducing Edmund Spenser and say if the following statements are true or false. 
Explain your choices.
a.	 Spenser was born and lived all his life in London.� T   F

b.	 His poem, The Faerie Queene, features a character who symbolises Elizabeth I. � T   F

c.	 The poem tells the story of one medieval knight. � T   F   
d.	 It is written in ottava rima.� T   F

e.	 Spenser’s work greatly influenced the work of Ariosto and Tasso.� T   F

THE AUTHOR  |  Edmund Spenser was born in 
London to a poor family in 1552. He was educated at 
Cambridge where he read Homer, Virgil, Tasso and 
Ariosto, all of whom were to influence his major work. 
He was introduced into the circle of the Earl of Leicester,  
Elizabeth I’s favourite, and so took part in court life and  
became a fervent admirer of the Queen. He also made 
friends with the poet Sir Philip Sidney to whom he 
dedicated his Shepherd’s Calender (1579), twelve eclogues 
inspired by the pastoral poems of Virgil and Theocritus. 
In 1580 he moved to Ireland as a secretary to the new 
Lord Deputy of Ireland. 

He supported Lord Grey’s reactionary policy against 
the Irish rebels and, even though he lived in that 
country most of his life, he always regarded Ireland as 
a place of exile. In 1590, Spenser went briefly to London 
for the publication of the first three books of The Faerie 
Queene, his major work, an allegorical poem modelled 
on the classics and the epic romances of Ariosto and  

 
Tasso. In 1594 he married Elizabeth Boyle, whose love 
he had celebrated in a collection of Petrarchan love 
sonnets, Amoretti (1595). He celebrated the joys of his 
marriage in his famous Epithalamion (1595). In 1596 he 
published the second three books of The Faerie Queene, 
and in the same year he published A View of the Present 
State of Ireland where he argued for a more severe policy 
against the rebels. In 1598, the rebels burned his castle 
and probably some books of The Faerie Queene were lost 
in the fire. Spenser fled back to London where he died 
in 1599 and was buried in Westminster Abbey near 
Chaucer.

THE COURT  |  Although he lived most of his life 
in Ireland, Spenser can be considered a court poet, 
that is to say he belonged to the group of writers that 
gathered round the court of Elizabeth I, which had 
become a centre of culture. In the allegorical poem The 
Faerie Queene, the Queene symbolises both Glory and 
Elizabeth I, to whom the work is dedicated. 
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CONTENT AND STRUCTURE  |  Spenser’s poem 
The Faerie Queene deals with the theme of the ‘quest’, 
that is, the adventurous expedition of a medieval 
knight to combat injustice and redress wrongs. The 
quest is an allegory of life as a journey from birth to 
death and the dangerous adventures symbolise the 
difficulties of life. The plan of the The Faerie Queene was 
described by Spenser himself. It was to consist of twelve 
books centred on the adventures of twelve knights of 
the court of the Fairy Queen, each a symbol of one of 
twelve different virtues. He wrote only six books which 
deal with Holiness, Temperance, Chastity, Friendship, 
Justice and Courtesy respectively. The seventh was to be 
centred on Constancy. The virtues of the various knights 
outline the qualities of the nobleman and are depicted 
in such a way as to make vice ugly and virtue attractive.

STYLE  |  Spenser’s poetry reveals his love for 
language and his mastery in creating musical effects 
from patterns of words. He was an admirer of Chaucer 
and made it his aim in poetry to get rid of foreign 
influences in the language. He also experimented 
with a variety of metres to find fresher cadences and 
new rhythms. His contemporaries defined him as 

the ‘prince of poets’ for his mastery in handling the 
language in order to create magical atmospheres 
through musical effects.

For The Faerie Queene, Spenser invented a new 
stanza, called the ‘Spenserian stanza’, which would be 
used by great poets across the centuries. Inspired by 
Ariosto’s ottava rima, it consists of eight lines of iambic 
pentameter, followed by one line of iambic hexameter 
also called an ‘alexandrine’. The rhyme scheme is 
ababbcbcc. The longer stanza length allowed Spenser 
more space to develop the description of a scene, while 
the couplet in the middle of the stanza creates a sweet 
musical effect by slowing down the pace.

THEMES  |  The main themes of Spenser’s poetry 
are his nostalgia for a past world, his conservative 
tendencies, his contradictory feelings about getting on 
in his career and his desire for a quiet life, his patriotic 
feelings and his admiration for the Queen. For the 
themes of vices and virtues in The Faerie Queene, Spenser 
was much indebted to Ariosto’s Orlando Furioso, but for 
his serious tone of voice and moral purpose he was 
closer to Tasso’s Gerusalemme Liberata. Both these Italian 
authors were important influences on Spenser.

 Detail from Port After Stormy Seas (1905), by Evelyn De Morgan, oil on canvas (Barnsley, De Morgan Foundation).
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	 2 	 Read the text again and choose the correct option.
a.	 Spenser became part of the life of the court thanks to Sir Philip Sidney / the Earl of Leicester / his 

own devices.
b.	 He moved to Ireland to work in a key administrative position / have more time and space to write / 

marry the woman he loved.
c.	 He regarded Ireland as his home / not his home / very similar to home.
d.	 He wrote love sonnets dedicated to Elizabeth I / Petrarch / Elizabeth Boyle.
e.	 Regarding the content of The Faerie Queene, the word quest / allegory / combat indicates a journey 

full of adventures, difficulties and dangers, in search of something.
f.	 Spenser intended to write six / seven / twelve books but he ended up writing six / seven / twelve.
g.	 ‘Constancy’ was one of the virtues that Spenser wrote / didn’t write about.
h.	 He was called ‘the prince of poets’ because he accompanied his poems with music / was a master of 

magic / used language so well to create atmosphere.
i.	 What he admired about Chaucer was that he wrote in English / was a foreigner / didn’t like foreigners.
j.	 Spenser can be described as conservative and patriotic / unambitious but passionate / quiet and 

nostalgic.

	 3 	 Complete the definition of the Spenserian stanza.

The Spenserian stanza is in                lines, made up of                iambic lines with  
                stresses, and the last iambic line with                stresses, also called an  
                . The rhyme scheme is                .

A MODERN-DAY ROYAL ELEGY 
Writing poetry to celebrate royalty is not only 
a thing of the past. In 2021, poet laureate 
Simon Armitage wrote a poem for Elizabeth 
II and her husband Prince Philip on his 
death. The tribute poem was paired with a 
video montage of images of Prince Philip, 
Elizabeth and their family. Queen Elizabeth 
and other family members shared the poem 
on Instagram.
Find and watch the poem and video montage 
“The Patriarchs – An Elegy” on YouTube. 

Chit 
chat

Study Skills 
How to Analyse 
Poetry, Stream p. 619
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	 2 	 Read the story summary of the second book and say who these characters are and what they are doing.
a.	 Sir Guyon �  

�   .
b.	 Palmer �   

�  .
c.	 Acrasia �  

�   .

�SUMMARY • The knight Sir Guyon, who 
stands for Temperance, is accompanied by 
a palmer, that is a pilgrim returned from 
the Holy Land. He is looking for the Bower 
of Bliss (the House of Joy) and it is there 
that he sees Acrasia, the witch who seduces 
innocent young men, enjoying the company 
of her young lover. He must defeat Acrasia. 
Sir Guyon and his companion approach the 
Bower of Bliss where they intend to take 
her by surprise. As they approach, they hear 
melodious music.

	 3 	 Read stanzas 74 to 77, then look at the paraphrases of the content below. Number and re-write them 
in the correct order.

  Acrasia is lying on a bed of roses dressed in a silky veil which is finer than a spider’s web.
 � Sir Guyon and Palmer follow the song and keep going through a wood till they reach the place where 

the witch is lying with her lover’s head in her lap.
 � Somebody is singing a song which compares a woman’s beauty to a rose. A rose, like a girl, is most 

attractive when it is still in bud. After blossoming, it soon fades away, as is the case with a woman.
 � The course of life is compared to the blossoming of the rose. A rose must be picked before it fades, in 

the same way it is important to enjoy love before getting old.

THE FAERIE QUEENE (1590, 1596)

The extract you will read from Edmund Spenser’s The Faerie Queene is from the last part of the second 
book which tells of the adventures of a knight called Sir Guyon.

	 1 	 Read the first five lines from stanza 74. You will notice that, in comparison with modern English, 
some words and the spelling of others are quite different.
A.	 Check the meaning of any of the following words you do not know. Find and comment on their 

spelling in Renaissance English.

	 does (x2) • flower • she • peep • bashful • modesty

B.	 Guess meaning from context. Which words in the lines might mean the following?
a.	 in the meantime: �
b.	 sang: �
c.	 poem-song: �

d.	 love / like / prefer: �
e.	 budding / opening  in springtime: �  

�

 Sir Guyon, The Three Sisters (c. 1890), illustration for Stories from the Faerie Queene, by Mary Macleod.
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EDMUND SPENSER

The Faerie Queene (from Book II, Canto XII)

74
The whiles some one did chaunt this lovely lay;
“Ah see, who so fair thing doest faine to see,
In springing flowre the image of thy day;
Ah see the Virgin Rose, how sweetly shee
Doth first peepe forth with bashfull modestee,
That fairer seemes, the lesse ye see her may;
Lo see soone after, how more bold and free
Her bared bosome she doth broad display;
Loe see soone after, how she fades and falles away.
75
So passeth, in the passing of a day,
Of mortall life the leaf, the bud, the flowre,
Ne more doth flourish after first decay,
That earst1 was sought to decke both bed and bowre,
Of many a Ladie, and many a Paramowre2:
Gather therefore the Rose, whilest yet is prime,
For soone comes age, that will her pride deflowre:
Gather the Rose of love, whilst yet is time,
Whilst loving thou mayst loved be with equall crime”.
76
He ceast, and then gan all the quire3 of birdes
Their diverse notes t’attune unto his lay,
As in approvance of his pleasing words.
The constant paire heard all, that she did say,
Yet swarved4 not, but kept their forward way,
Through many covert groves, and thickets close,
In which they creeping did at last display
That wanton Ladie, with her lover lose,
Whose sleepie head she in her lap did soft dispose.
77
Upon a bed of Roses she was layd,
As faint through heat, or dight5 to pleasant sin,
And was arayd, or rather disarayd,
All in a vele of silke and silver thin,
That hid no whit her alabaster skin,
But rather shewd more white, if more might bee:
More subtile web Arachne6 cannot spin,
Nor the fine nets, which oft we woven see
Of scorched deaw, do not in th’aire more lightly flee.

1.	 earst: old form for ‘before’.
2.	 Paramowre: old form for ‘paramour’, lover.
3.	 quire: old form for ‘choir’.
4.	 swarved: old form for ‘swerved’.

5.	 dight: old form for ‘dedicated’.
6.	 Arachne: in Greek mythology, she was a 

skillful weaver who was transformed into a 
spider.

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

﻿

2

T
H

E R
EN

A
ISSA

N
C

E [1485-1603]

EDMUND SPENSER



	 4 	 Read the poem again.
A.	 Note down words and phrases that convey the following:

a.	 sensuality
b.	 beauty

c.	 deceit
d.	 sadness

B.	 Which aspect/s is / are most emphasised? 

Study Skills 
How to Analyse 
Poetry, Stream p. 619 
(exercises 4-6)

	 1	 Epic, romance and allegory are three terms which can 
be used to describe The Faerie Queene.
a.	 Look up a definition for each term. [   Glossary] 
b.	 Based on what you know about the poem, explain 

why these three terms can be used to describe The 
Faerie Queene.

	2 	 Read and discuss the statement below. What do you 
think? Is there a place for temperance in modern 
day society? What might motivate a young person to 
exercise temperance?
“Young people today drink too much, smoke too 
much, and generally indulge in too many vices.” 

YOUR GO

	 5 	 Focus on sound and form.
a.	 Which of the following sound devices can you recognise in the text? 

  rhyme		    alliteration		    repetition
b.	 What purpose do the devices fulfil? Choose from these alternatives.

  They bind stanzas together.
  They reinforce the idea of deceit.
  They underline musicality.
  They convey the speed of passing time.
  They reinforce sensuality.

c.	 You have learned that Spenser developed a new stanza form. Check if the new form is being used 
in these stanzas by counting the lines in each stanza, counting the stresses in each line, and writing 
down the rhyme scheme, as in the example below. Then, recall what effects are created by this stanza 
form. Can you recognise these effects here?

  ˘       /          ˘       /      ˘             /        ˘       /     ˘     /     		  5 stresses
The whiles some one did chaunt this lovely lay;    	 line n. 2        a

   ˘   /         ˘     /     ˘       /         ˘        /        ˘   /          	 5 stresses
“Ah see, who so fair thing doest faine to see,      	 line n. 3        b

	 6 	 Consider what the different elements of the story might represent.
a.	 Which of the following do you think Acrasia symbolises? And which might the Bower of Bliss symbolise?

Acrasia The Bower of Bliss

Human happiness

True love

Temptation

Sin

Sensual pleasures

Lust

Seduction

b.	 Sir Guyon and Palmer manage to ignore Acrasia’s song and chain her up. What might this symbolise?
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EDMUND SPENSER
	 1	 Review key concepts about Edmund Spenser.

a.	 Study 2.4.1  to recall the main points.
b.	 Use the words given to complete the paragraphs below.

alexandrine • allegorical • court • difficulties • eight • Glory • hexameter • language • musical • 
pentameter • Petrarchan • quest • romances • six • Spenserian • Temperance • twelve • virtue

Life and Works
Edmund Spenser was born in London in 1552. He was educated at Cambridge University and took part 
in                 life, although he spent much of his life in Ireland. In 1590 he published the first 
three books of the                 poem The Faerie Queene, and another three in 1596. In 1594 he 
married Elizabeth Boyle and celebrated their love in his collection of                 love sonnets, 
Amoretti (1595). He died in London in 1599.
The Faerie Queene
The Faerie Queene is dedicated to Elizabeth I and is modelled on the classics and the epic 
                of Ariosto and Tasso. Spenser published only                 of 
the                 books he originally planned for The Faerie Queene. In each story, a knight 
embarks on a                 to combat injustice. His dangerous adventures symbolise 
the                 of life and each book deals with a different                 , for example, the 
hero of the second book, Sir Guyon, represents                . The Queene of the story symbolises 
both                 and Elizabeth I.
For The Faerie Queene, Spenser invented a new stanza form. Inspired by Ariosto’s ottava rima, 
the                 stanza consists of                 lines of iambic                 followed 
by one line of iambic                 (called the                 ). The rhyme scheme is typically 
ababbcbcc. His style shows his love for                 and his skill in creating 
                effects.

c.	 Use the key concepts expressed in the paragraphs to make an Organiser for Edmund Spenser.

	 2	 Outline the main themes of Spenser’s poetry and the defining features of his style and language. 
Write about 100-120 words. [   Study Skills: How to Plan Writing and Use Cohesive Devices]

	 3	 Explain the symbolism in the story of Sir Guyon (stanzas 74 to 77 of The Faerie Queene). How is the 
image of the Rose used in stanzas 74 and 75? Write about 100-120 words. [   Study Skills: How to 
Plan Writing and Use Cohesive Devices] 

The Faerie QueeneLife The Spenserian Stanza

Edmund Spenser (c. 1552-1599)
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