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In his Book of the Courtier, Castiglione appeals to the Renaissance notion of self-

fashioning, the idea that individuals could shape their identity rather than relying solely 

on the influence of external factors such as birth, social class, or fate. While other early 

modern authors explore the practice of self-fashioning—Niccolò Machiavelli, for 

example, surveys numerous princes identifying ways they have molded themselves—

Castiglione emphasizes the necessity of modeling one’s-self after a variety of sources, 

"[taking] various qualities now from one man and now from another."  In this way, 

Castiglione advocates for a self-fashioning grounded in a discriminating kind of 

synthesis, the generation of a new ideal form through the selective combination of 

various source materials. While Castiglione focuses on the moves necessary for an 

individual to fashion himself through this act of discriminatory mimesis, his views can 

explain the ways authors of the period use source material in the process of textual 

production. As poets and playwrights fashioned their texts, they did so by consciously 

combining various source materials in order to create not individuals, as Castiglione 

suggests, but characters to represent new cultural ideals and values.  Early moderns 

viewed the process of textual, as well as cultural production, as a kind of synthesis. 

Creation through textual fusion is particularly common in early modern accounts of the 

heroic, in which authors synthesize classical conceptions of the hero, which privilege 

the completion of martial feats, and Christian notions of the heroic, based on the 

contemplative nature of Christ. In this dissertation, I demonstrate how Thomas Kyd in 

The Spanish Tragedy (1585), Edmund Spenser in The Faerie Queene (1590), William 



 

Shakespeare in Titus Andronicus (1594), and John Milton in A Mask Presented at 

Ludlow Castle (1632) syncretized classical and Christian notions of the heroic ideal in 

order to comment upon and shape political, social, and literary discourses. By 

recognizing this fusion of classical heroism with contemplative heroism, we gain a more 

nuanced understanding of the reception of classical ideas within an increasingly secular 

society. 

 



ii 

Copyright 2017 
 

By  
 

Timothy Matthew Ponce



iii 

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS  

First and foremost, I want to acknowledge God (יהוה), who promised through his 

prophet Jeremiah, “Call to me and I will answer you and tell you great and unsearchable 

things you do not know.” He has proven that promise time and time again during the 

writing of this dissertation.  

 Next, I must acknowledge and thank my wife, Bonnie. I once heard that “no man 

can ever become more than what his wife thinks he can become.” I know that without 

her support, I would never have finished this program. All I can do in return is utter the 

lines spoken by Shakespeare’s Brutus: “O ye gods, / Render me worthy of this noble 

wife!” 

 I also would like to thank the members of my dissertation committee. Specifically, 

I would like to thank Dr. Jacqueline Vanhoutte for the hours she invested in me through 

her extensive written feedback. I also want to thank Dr. Robert Upchurch, who has 

impacted my life and my marriage more than he will ever know by letting me weep, 

laugh, and grow during our many conversations. To Dr. Nicole Smith and Dr. Jeffrey 

Doty, I would like to extend heartfelt thanks for the support that you have offered to me.  

 I must also extend thanks to Eddie Traughber, Ricky Chelette, Bruno Borges, 

and Bonnie Scasta for their spiritual guidance. Additionally, I would not have made it 

through this process without the support of my comrades: Cole Jeffrey, Dr. Heather 

Robinson, Dr. Lindsay Moore, Dr. Tana Taylor-Juko, Kaitlyn Willy, Julie Saffel Marshall, 

and Brian Tatum.   

 Lastly, to my unborn daughter, Eden Judah Ponce. You have motivated me more 

than you will ever know. I cannot wait to meet you face-to-face. 



iv 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

Page 

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS .................................................................................................. iii 
 
CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION ....................................................................................... 1 
 
CHAPTER 2. “THIS NEW-BORNE KNIGHT”: SPENSER’S REDEFINING OF THE EPIC 
HERO IN BOOK I OF THE FAERIE QUEENE .............................................................. 18 
 
CHAPTER 3. CONTEMPLATIVE MACHIAVELLIANISM IN THE SPANISH TRAGEDY 
 ...................................................................................................................................... 54 
 
CHAPTER 4. TRAGIC AUTHORSHIP: AUTHORIAL VIOLENCE AND TEXTUAL 
RECEPTION IN SHAKESPEARE’S TITUS ANDRONICUS .......................................... 85 
 
CHAPTER 5. ROYAL ICONOGRAPHY, THE PUBLIC SPHERE, AND THE CAROLINE 
MASQUE: THE HEROISM OF COELUM BRITTANNICUM AND COMUS ................. 118 
 
CHAPTER 6. CONCLUSION ...................................................................................... 152 
 
BIBLIOGRAPHY ......................................................................................................... 155 
 

 



1 

CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Anyone who wants to be a good pupil must not only do things well but 
must also make a constant effort to imitate and, if possible, exactly 
reproduce his master…it is very profitable for him to observe different 
kinds of courtiers and, ruled by the good judgment that must always be his 
guide, take various qualities now from one man and now from another.  

Baldassare Castiglione 
The Book of the Courtier 

 
In this description of the ideal courtier, Castiglione appeals to the Renaissance 

notion of self-fashioning, the idea that individuals could shape their identity rather than 

relying solely on the influence of external factors such as birth, social class, or fate. 

While other early modern authors explore the practice of self-fashioning—Niccolò 

Machiavelli, for example,  surveys numerous princes identifying ways they have molded 

themselves—Castiglione emphasizes the necessity of modeling one’s-self after a 

variety of sources, "[taking] various qualities now from one man and now from another."1 

In this way, Castiglione advocates for a self-fashioning grounded in a discriminating kind 

of synthesis, the generation of a new ideal form through the selective combination of 

various source materials. While Castiglione focuses on the moves necessary for an 

individual to fashion himself through this act of discriminatory mimesis, his views can 

explain the ways authors of the period use source material in the process of textual 

production. As poets and playwrights fashioned their texts, they did so by consciously 

combining various source materials in order to create not individuals, as Castiglione 

suggests, but characters to represent new cultural ideals and values.  Early moderns 

                                            
1 Michel de Montaigne, The Essays of Michel de Montaigne, trans. Charles Cotton ed. William Carew 
Hazlitt (London: Reeves and Turner, 1877,) 207; Niccolo Machiavelli, The Prince, trans. W.K. Marriott, 
http://www.gutenberg.org/files/1232/1232-h/1232-h.htm. 

http://www.gutenberg.org/files/1232/1232-h/1232-h.htm
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viewed the process of textual, as well as cultural production, as a kind of synthesis. 

Creation through textual fusion is particularly common in early modern accounts of the 

heroic, in which authors synthesize classical conceptions of the hero, which privilege 

the completion of martial feats, and Christian notions of the heroic, based on the 

contemplative nature of Christ. In this dissertation, I demonstrate how Thomas Kyd in 

The Spanish Tragedy (1585), Edmund Spenser in The Faerie Queene (1590), William 

Shakespeare in Titus Andronicus (1594), and John Milton in A Mask Presented at 

Ludlow Castle (1632) syncretized classical and Christian notions of the heroic ideal in 

order to comment upon and shape political, social, and literary discourses. By 

recognizing this fusion of classical heroism with contemplative heroism, we gain a more 

nuanced understanding of the reception of classical ideas within an increasingly secular 

society. 

Hamlet's "to be or not to be" soliloquy, one of the touchstone passages in 

Renaissance literature, exemplifies the sometimes tense blending of martial and 

contemplative heroism. While in these thirty-one lines Hamlet addresses a host of 

ideas, as evidenced by Douglas Bruster’s monograph dedicated solely to this one 

soliloquy, the young prince specifically questions the compatibility of violence and 

contemplation: 

To be, or not to be - that is the question:  
Whether 'tis nobler in the mind to suffer  
The slings and arrows of outrageous fortune  
Or to take arms against a sea of troubles,  
And by opposing end them. (3.1.58-62)2  
 

                                            
2 William Shakespeare, “Hamlet,” The Norton Shakespeare, ed. Stephen Greenblatt, Walter Cohen, Jean 
E. Howard, and Katharine Eisaman Maus (New York, Norton, 2008).  
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Bruster notes that the juxtaposition found in these lines appears to be a choice 

"between stoicism...and heroism," or reflective thought and violent action.3 This reading, 

thus, suggests that Shakespeare posits contemplation and violence as forces in 

opposition to one another. I prove, however, that early moderns would not necessarily 

have viewed these ideas as incompatible. Using the comparative conjunction "whether" 

to set up a logical binary, Hamlet indeed grapples with the choice between being a man 

of violent action by taking up "arms" to assault his "sea of troubles," or leading a life of 

comparative inaction, contemplating and suffering "the slings and arrows" that assail 

him. The syntax seems to indicate that these two ideals—one which reflects the 

traditional martial hero and the other the example of Christ, who not only physically but 

intellectually accepted the piercing of his body—oppose each other. However, the play 

as a whole demonstrates that these two heroic ideas not only can be, but must be 

synthesized. Hamlet himself vocalizes this synthesis in his final soliloquy when he 

determines that he must use his "god-like" reason in conjunction with his sword to make 

his actions "worth[while]."4  

Although Shakespeare fuses classical martial and contemplative Christian heroic 

ideals together in Hamlet’s soliloquy, this amalgamation was not always intellectually 

viable. The extent to which Greco-Roman and Christian culture could, or even should, 

be synthesized dominated the discussions of Western intellectual communities from the 

fall of Rome through the Renaissance. While early Christian writers lived in the shadow 

cast by the giants of antiquity, many early church fathers decided that rather than 

                                            
3 Douglas Bruster, To Be or Not To Be (London: Continuum, 2007), 18. 
4 Shakespeare, 4.4.28; 56. 
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rejecting the authors of the past or letting them engender a sense of inferiority, the 

knowledge of the pagans could be made subservient to the truth of the church.5 Jerome 

addresses this perspective in his reading of Deuteronomy 21 in which he compares 

classical knowledge to the captive, foreign woman who may be taken as an Israelite 

wife after her head is shaved, her eyebrows and all her hair cut off, and her nails 

pared.6 In this analogy, Jerome places Greco-Roman knowledge in the subjugated 

female position, as it is shamed into submission, and the church in the dominant, 

masculine position. From this intellectual standpoint, the kind of synthesis advocated by 

Castiglione was inconceivable, with classical thought subordinated rather than 

synthesized. This subordination of classical to Christian ideologies can be seen in the 

way that medieval writers used and adapted Greco-Roman heroic ideals. 

 As the trope of martial heroism moved from the classical past to the Middle Ages, 

authors adapted it to reflect the overall relationship of the classical and the Christian 

ideals, with classical forms of heroism subordinated to the teaching of the church. In the 

epics of antiquity, the martial hero grounds all of his actions in the understanding that as 

he completes unparalleled acts of active, soldierly excellence, he gains for himself 

eternal fame and glory.7 As the hero completes his grand acts, or in the words of Homer 

ἀριστεία (aristeia, or excellence), the community deems those acts worthy and glorifies 

                                            
5 For more on the relationship of the early church fathers and the texts of antiquity, see L. D. Reynolds 
and N. G. Wilson, Scribes and Scholars: A Guide to the Transmission of Greek and Latin Literature 
(Oxford: Oxford UP, 2013), 86.  
6 Jerome discusses the relationship of the classical past and the church in Epistle 70. Nicene and Post-
Nicene Fathers, Second Series, Vol. 6. ed. Philip Schaff and Henry Wace, W.H. Fremantle, G. Lewis and 
W.G. Martley (Buffalo: Christian Literature Publishing, 1893). 
7 For a full exploration of the epic hero’s eternal glorification, see Gregory Nagy The Ancient Greek Hero 
in 24 Hours. Specifically, see Hour 1 “The Homeric Iliad and the Glory of the Unseasonal Hero” and Hour 
4 “Achilles as Lyric Hero in the Songs of Sappho and Pindar.”    
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him through praise and song. In the medieval period, the martial hero of antiquity is 

refashioned as a Christian knight, with romances like Le Roman d'Enéas (1160) 

depicting the travels and trials of Aeneas in a completely medieval setting (See Chapter 

2).8 While this medieval hero does not eschew the militaristic component of his 

predecessor—according to Geoffrey de Charny’s contention that, French knights should 

give up the “soft life and be willing to undertake the pains and privations of 

knighthood”—medieval writers always subordinate the secular components of martial 

heroism to the ultimate truth and teaching of the church.9 Thus, as knights battled in the 

field, they did so in imitation of the greatest knight, Christ, who was victorious over sin 

and death.10 Texts such as The Dream of the Rood (c. 800) parallel Christ and warrior, 

with the cross itself recounting the blood “gushing from the Hero’s (Jesus) side.”11 

The analogizing of warrior and Jesus dominated orthodox teachings regarding 

the nature of Christ through the late Middle Ages until theological shifts that highlighted 

the corporeality of Messiah made the comparison problematic. During the high Middle 

Ages, church fathers like Bernard of Clairvaux began to question the mainstream 

perception of Christ as martial hero, instead emphasizing Christ's corporeality and 

suffering. The church father asserts that through the divine incarnation Jesus aimed to 

                                            
8 For more on the connection of the chanson de geste and the romance to the classical epic, see chapter 
2. 
9 Geoffroi De Charny, A Knight’s Own Book of Chivalry, tans. Elspeth Kennedy (Philadelphia: U of 
Pennsylvania P, 2005), 25. 
10 In his scholarship on the intersection of medieval Christianity and chivalry, Richard W. Kaeuper 
demonstrates the extent to which Christ was seen as a warrior, with the knight Christ battling for his bride, 
the church, as she resisted vice. Richard W. Kaeuper, Holy Warriors: The Religious Ideology of Chivalry 
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2014). 
11 The Dream of the Rood, tras. Charles W. Kennedy (Cambridge: Parentheses Old English, 2000,) 3. 
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"recapture the affections of carnal men" by suffering a humiliating death on the cross.12 

Although the teachings of Bernard of Clairvaux did not have a widespread impact on the 

perception of Christ as warrior during the eleventh-century, they did make a lasting one, 

with later clerics, like the fifteenth-century monk Thomas à Kempis, building on his 

ideas. À Kempis discusses the importance of dynamic action through contemplation and 

suffering in his devotional The Imitation of Christ (1427), which became the fastest 

selling devotional in Elizabethan England (See Chapter 2).13 One of the appeals of the 

medieval Catholic Imitation to Protestant Elizabethans was the image of Christ as 

contemplative sufferer rather than martial warrior.  

Protestant reformers, like many of the late medieval Catholic writers, advanced 

an image of Jesus rooted in introspection. In his Institutes of Christian Religion (1536), 

John Calvin argues, for example, "that man never attains to a true self-knowledge until 

he has previously contemplated the face of God, and come down after such 

contemplation to look into himself."14 He ultimately asserts that these acts of meditation 

parallel the example of Christ. Calvin imbeds the notion of Christ as contemplative into 

his core treatise on the nature of Christian theology, demonstrating the importance of 

this idea to reformed thinking. This depiction of Christ as contemplative can also be 

seen in the works of Sir Geoffrey Fenton, who writes that Christ only completed his 

                                            
12 Bernard of Clairvaux, “Sermon 20 on The Song of Songs,” qtd. in Elliot R. Wolfson, Language, Eros, 
Being: Kabbalistic Hermeneutics and Poetic Imagination (New York: Fordham University Press, 2009), 
579. 
13 For more on how Milton incorporated the ideas of Christian passivity into his masque, see chapter 5.  
14 John Calvin, The Instates of the Christian Religion, trans. Henry Beveridge (Grand Rapids: Christian 
Classics Ethereal Library, 2017,) 44. 
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miracles after careful "contemplation," specifically citing the resurrection of Lazarus.15  

Unlike the knights of the medieval era who imitated Christ through their martial action, 

now Christians imitate the savior through internal reflection and contemplation. This 

theological shift caused the traditional, aggressive understanding of the hero and the 

example of Christ to move into opposition. Within the context of this growing disparity, 

the intellectual philosophy of humanism gained popularity, allowing for the seemingly 

incongruent notions of classical and contemplative heroism to be synthesized.  

 While the philosophy of subordination governed the relationship of the classical 

to the Christian in the medieval world, a fundamental shift takes place during the 

Renaissance. Thinkers like Desiderius Erasmus, Pico Mirandola, and Marsilio Ficino 

reorient the relationship of classical and Christian ideals by raising the classical from its 

place of submission to the church and placing the two on equal ground, making the 

philosophical synthesis seen in a character like Hamlet intellectually possible. In his 

treatise The Education of a Christian Prince (1532), Erasmus demonstrates this new 

penchant for synthesis by placing equal emphasis on Christian and classical heroic 

examples for the young prince; for, "the mind of the future prince will have to be filled 

straight away, from the very cradle" with both kinds of texts.16 As the prince studies both 

the heroic stories of the pagans and the heroic nature of Christ, he takes the best from 

both examples in order to fashion himself into a prince able to virtuously serve his 

people (See Chapter 4). In this way, Erasmus’ prince follows the counsel of Castiglione 

                                            
15 Sir Geoffrey Fenton, Golden Epistles Contayning Varietie of Discourse both Morall, Philosophicall, and 
Diuine (London: Henry Middelton, for Rafe Newbery, dwelling in Fleetestreat a Litle aboue the Conduit, 
1575,) 162. 
16 Erasmus, The Education of a Christian Prince, trans. Neil M. Cheshire and Michael J. Heath 
(Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1997, ) 13. 



8 

by selecting the most profitable components from his studies in order to combine them 

into a final product superior to any of the original sources alone. This equal emphasis on 

pagan and Christian sources of virtue marks a drastic shift in the relationship of 

classical and Christian heroic ideals. No longer must pagan sources be “tamed,” as 

Jerome advocates, but rather the martial actions of the classical hero can stand side by 

side with the example of Christ. While humanist philosophy enabled the privileging of 

both classical and the Christian ideas, the question of which attributes to combine from 

each camp remained unanswered. Thus, the authors of the period possessed access to 

a massive archive of intellectual material to glean from and a blank canvas on which 

they could compose a new definition of the heroic. As each author wove together a 

story, taking from the various sources of both the classical and Christian past, he or she 

generated a new heroic ideal: a unique synthesis of materials that commented on and 

advocated for a new political, social, and literary order.  

While several scholars have attempted to assert complex, archetypal theories of 

heroism, these static frameworks do not account for the historical and cultural 

influences on textual production. The definition of the “hero” and the nature of heroism 

remains a question of inquiry for humanities scholars with many attempting to codify a 

definition of heroism that can be applied to any genre and culture. In his book A Study in 

Tradition, Myth and Drama (1936) Lord Fitzroy Richard Somerset outlines a twenty-two 

part “heroic archetype.”17 Somerset forms his heroic theory based upon what he terms 

“ritual drama,” a refashioning of historical facts into literary tropes. Applying this theory 

to multiple texts, he demonstrates the similarities of such diverse heroes as Krishna, 

                                            
17 Fitzroy Richard Somerset, A Study in Tradition, Myth and Drama (New York: Vintage, 1956). 
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Moses, Romulus, King Arthur, Perseus, Watu Gunung of Java, and Jesus.  Building 

from Somerset’s work, Joseph Campbell argues for a simplified twelve-part “heroic 

formula.”18 Campbell asserts that all heroes “venture forth from the world of common 

day into a region of supernatural wonder: fabulous forces are there encountered and a 

decisive victory is won…the hero comes back from this mysterious adventure with the 

power to bestow boons on his fellow man.”19 Critics have noted that due to their 

specificity, both Somerset and Campbell’s theories fail to account for the numerous 

depictions of heroism found in a single culture, let alone a true multi-cultural survey.20 

Rather than relying on a universal heroic archetype, this dissertation demonstrates the 

mutability of heroism: an ability to adapt to the value system of a particular culture at 

any given moment.  

Rather than approaching the idea of heroism from an archetypal perspective, 

recent scholarship on Renaissance heroism focuses on the ways that authors either 

adhere to, or depart from, their classical predecessors. Consequently, many scholars 

center their research either on classical or Christian heroic ideologies, inadvertently 

overlooking instances of synthesis. For example, Anthony Miller’s research focuses on 

the influence of the Roman hero in early modern England. He argues that Elizabeth and 

James used the powerful image of the triumphant warrior to remind the country of their 

mythic connection to the Roman people through Brutus of Troy.21 Miller concludes that 

this celebration of translatio imperii—the transfer of Roman authority from the ancients 

                                            
18 Joseph Campbell, The Hero with a Thousand Faces (New York: New World Library, 2008).  
19 Ibid, 23. 
20 For a thorough overview of these problems, see Willow Young, “Drawn by the Feminine Divine,” Jung 
Journal: Culture & Psyche 10, no. 3 (June 2016): 83-90. 
21 Anthony Miller, Roman Triumphs and Early Modern English Culture (Houndmills: Palgrave, 2001). 
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to their spiritual descendants—legitimized English imperial aspirations. This 

monarchical desire to connect England with the Roman past was in turn reflected and 

critiqued in poems and plays such as Spenser’s The Faerie Queene, Marlowe’s 

Tamburlaine, and Shakespeare’s Coriolanus. While the Tudor and Jacobean 

governments did use representations of classical heroism to legitimate themselves, I 

show that many early moderns synthesized classical heroism with contemplation, 

allowing us to account for heroes such as Kyd’s Hieronimo and Milton’s Lady.   

In contrast to Miller, Kenneth Borris, Colin Burrow, and Mary Beth Rose have all 

focused on how authors of the period distance themselves from the epic warrior of the 

classical past.22 For example, Burrow claims that the transition to a heroism of passivity 

can be explained by looking to the changing relationship of early modern England to 

classical texts.23 He contends that in the early part of Shakespeare’s career, 

Shakespeare related to antiquity through what he deems a “practical humanism [,] an 

engagement with Latin literature which was driven by need and use.”24 He goes on to 

explain that Shakespeare treats the classics as a commodity, a “principal asset” all 

Elizabethan playwrights “had to sell to their audiences.”25 However, Burrow concludes 

that as Shakespeare matures as a writer, he transitions further and further from 

                                            
22 Kenneth Borris, Allegory and Epic in English Renaissance Literature: Heroic Form in Sidney, Spenser, 
and Milton (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 2000); Colin Burrow, Epic Romance: Homer to Milton (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1993); Mary Beth Rose, Gender and Heroism in Early Modern England (Chicago: U of 
Chicago P, 2002). 
23 Although this book is part of the “Oxford Topics in Shakespeare” series, which mostly focuses on 
introducing students to a wide variety of critical perspectives, Robert Miola deems that Burrow’s book 
“contains treasures for specialists and scholars as well.” Robert Miola, “Shakespeare and Classical 
Antiquity,” Renaissance Quarterly 67, no. 3 (September 2014): 1111-1113. 
24 Colin Burrow, Shakespeare and Classical Antiquity (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), 5. 
25 Ibid, 16. 
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classical, martial heroism, specifically noting the difference in the treatment of the 

classics in plays like Troilus and Cressida (1601) and Cymbeline (1610).26  Rose 

summarizes this critical position best when she argues that the depiction of the hero in 

“the late sixteenth to the late seventeenth centuries in England does not reveal an 

accelerating idealization of that which is male, public, and active, but rather [early 

modern hero’s embody]…the capacity to endure danger…and suffer.”27 This critical 

emphasis accounts for the many heroes left out of Miller’s analysis. However, it 

simultaneously excludes the examples of active heroes found in the literature of the 

period, like The Red Cross Knight (See Chapter 2).28 By approaching the Renaissance 

hero from the perspective of synthesis, we can unite these two critical approaches, 

understanding how authors took “various qualities now from one man and now from 

another,” in the words of Castiglione, to create their ideal hero.  

In this dissertation, I examine how Renaissance writers fused the traditional 

aggressive hero with the champion of contemplation, reflection, and suffering. Through 

the influence of various philosophical and religious ideas, sixteenth- and seventeenth-

century authors demonstrate the harmony of seemingly incompatible violent and 

contemplative forms of heroism. I show how Spenser, Kyd, Shakespeare, and Milton 

unite these supposedly disparate ideals in their heroes. Examining these hybrid heroes 

offers insight into Christian sanctification and Machiavellian politics, as well as early 

                                            
26 The tensions Burrow indicates can be seen displayed even more graphically during the reign of Charles 
with his personal masque iconography of epic heroism challenged and critiqued by Milton in A Mask 
Presented at Ludlow Castle. See my discussion of Comus as a reaction to Charles I’s classical 
iconography, see chapter 5. 
27 Rose, XII.  
28 The Red Cross Knight’s time of inactivity facilitates his eventual martial victory, liking the passive with 
the active, see the conclusion of chapter 2. 
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modern perceptions of authorship, and the political changes associated with the 

emerging public sphere. 

In Chapter 2, I argue that in book I of his epic The Faerie Queene, Spenser uses 

a hybrid martial and contemplative hero to demonstrate how Catholic and Protestant 

theology share key tenets, namely the doctrine of sanctification. According to scholars 

such as Anthea Hume and Maurice Evans, Spenser fashions the Red Cross Knight of 

book I as a symbolic depiction of Protestant ideals, with the Knight’s defeat of the 

dragon in canto XI an allegorical slaying of the Catholic church.29 However, I reveal 

parallels between Spenser’s allegedly Protestant hero and the sanctification of the 

Christian as described in à Kempis’s Catholic devotional The Imitation of Christ. À 

Kempis asserts that the Christian must transition through three stages in his 

sanctification process. The disciple of Christ begins this journey in a state of foolhardy 

ignorance, unaware of how his desire for self-glorification keeps him from spiritual 

maturation. Through suffering, the Christian discovers the error of his ways and gains 

the skills and insight necessary to defeat his own internal vice. The Red Cross Knight 

matures in a similar fashion. At the beginning of his journey, the Knight longs for mortal 

glory gained through grand militaristic acts—just like the epic heroes of the classical 

past. However, through a time of suffering and reflection in the House of Holiness, the 

Red Cross Knight learns that seeking self-glorification through martial actions, like 

Achilles or Aeneas, results in spiritual death. After this revelation, the Knight 

synthesizes what he learns from this time of contemplation and suffering with his 

                                            
29 Anthea Hume, Edmund Spenser: Protestant Poet (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008); 
Maurice Evans, Spenser’s Anatomy of Heroism (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010). 
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militaristic action to defeat his dragon, a representation of his former glory seeking self. 

Through his refashioned epic hero, Spenser illustrates how a Christian may only reach 

righteous martial action by tempering it with reflection and anguish. By viewing this 

connection between the theology of The Imitation and The Faerie Queene in light of the 

strong anti-Catholic discourse in sixteenth-century England, Spenser’s epic can be seen 

as a religiously subversive text. Written at a time when Catholics were publicly tortured 

and executed at London’s Tyburn prison, The Faerie Queene boldly declares not a 

Catholic or Protestant sanctification, but simply a Christian sanctification accomplished 

by the fusion of martial action and contemplative suffering. These parallels between à 

Kempis’ disciple of Christ and Spenser’s Knight reveal how the supposedly sharp divide 

between Catholic and Protestant theology was not as well demarcated as some 

scholars claim.30  

In my third chapter, I argue that in The Spanish Tragedy Kyd depicts a synthesis 

of violent and introspective heroism through the lens of Machiavellianism. Although The 

Prince (1532) was illegal to print in English until 1642, manuscript evidence suggests 

that an extensive underground network of illicit vernacular manuscripts circulated 

throughout England during the late sixteenth and early seventeenth century.31 

Strategically translating and transcribing the text, the scribes of these manuscripts 

highlighted more congenial portions of the work and downplayed the controversial 

sections. As a result, these manuscripts emphasize portions of the text that advise the 

prince to contemplate stratagems before taking action. Thus, these manuscripts 

                                            
30 See my discussion of the “incomplete reformation,” see the introduction of chapter 2. 
31 For more on the circulation of manuscripts, see Alessandra Petrina, Machiavelli in the British Isles: Two 
Early Modern Translations of The Prince (Burlington: Ashgate, 2013). 
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suggest that the success of a prince’s plan is conditional on periods of contemplation. In 

The Spanish Tragedy, Kyd offers his audience both a Machiavel who follows this 

advice, Hieronimo, and a failed Machiavel who does not, Lorenzo. Because Lorenzo 

does not pair his violent action with contemplation, he ultimately loses his agency, 

making him into a villain who is unable to choose anything but evil. On the other hand, 

Kyd shows that by combining contemplation with decisive action, as the Machiavellian 

manuscripts suggest, Hieronimo successfully executes his fierce plans. Like Spenser’s 

Knight, Hieronimo does not reach this martial victory by relying only on violence; 

instead, he reaches it by tempering his violence with contemplation.32 Reading this 

foundational tragedy in this way challenges the critical precedent that tends to assume a 

negative connotation for any early modern reference to Machiavellianism.33  

Chapter 4 shows how Shakespeare complicates this union of classical and 

contemplative heroism in Titus Andronicus, with Shakespeare using the synthesis to 

compare the lack of agency experienced by the author with the tragic heroes of the 

classical past. In the play, Shakespeare represents authorship as a reciprocal system of 

relationships in which authors inflict various forms of violence against those who 

contemplate and internalize their texts. However, these impacted textual recipients can 

undergo a transformation in which they become empowered authors themselves with 

                                            
32 Although most scholars today view Hieronimo as the hero of the play, a few still contend that Kyd’s 
Christian audience could have only seen the hurting father’s actions as nothing more than an affront to 
God. See Fredson Bowers, Elizabethan Revenge Tragedy (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 
2015),65-85; Charles and Elaine Hallett, The Revenger's Tragedy: A Study of Revenge Tragedy Motifs 
(Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1980), 131-59; Eleanor Prosser, Hamlet and Revenge, (Stanford: 
Stanford University Press, 1977), 44-52; Patrick Collinson, Elizabethans (New York: Hambledon and 
London, 2003), 219. 
33 The critical president surrounding the influence of Machiavelli assumes a negative reaction to the 
Florentine. See my discussion of this scholarship in the introduction of chapter 3.    
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the authority to re-write their role in society as well as perpetrate violence against 

others.  At the beginning of the play, Tamora, Aaron, and Titus each begin as receptive 

members of this authorial system, contemplating and internalizing their assigned social 

script of docile woman, foolish foreigner, and loyal warrior, respectively. Each takes the 

role inscribed upon them and uses it as a base narrative from which they write their own 

story, entwining, extending, and amplifying other narratives with their own in order to 

bring violent action against the receptive members of the system to reach their goals. 

By the end of the play, however, each of these authors returns to the receiving role in 

the authorial network, subsumed by another author’s narrative. Defining authorship by 

this lack of agency, Shakespeare posits the author as a classical tragic hero, a concept 

I have termed “tragic authorship.” Unable to direct their life no matter how much they 

struggle, the authors’ very efforts to blaze a new path for themselves engenders their 

ultimate demise. The intricate perspective on authorship offered in this chapter acts as 

an alternative to the critical precedent, which currently privileges active participants in 

models of collaborative textual production.34 

In my final chapter, I discuss the implications of rejecting the fusion of classical 

and contemplative heroism by examining Charles I’s personal masque iconography as 

depicted in Coelum Britannicum (1632) and John Milton’s critique of this heroic imagery 

in his own masque, A Mask Presented at Ludlow Castle. Concerned by the increased 

political involvement of his people, Charles I sought to propagate a personal persona of 

individualistic strength, which posited him as a divine-right King who did not need the 

                                            
34 See my discussion of trends in scholarship treating early modern authorship, see my introduction in 
chapter 4. 
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support of his people. Charles I commissioned Coelum Britannicum to aid in 

broadcasting this persona, charging Thomas Carew with depicting him as a glorious 

epic hero. Although this public image was successfully employed by Henry VIII, it 

disastrously clashed with heightened values of inclusivity engendered by the growing 

public sphere and the theological concept of “The Priesthood of Believers.” In his own 

masque, Milton parodies components of Coelum Britannicum, critiquing the King’s 

depiction of himself as a matchless epic hero. As a corrective to this emphasis on the 

classical hero, Milton offers a hero who empowers her battle of vice with God granted 

discernment, allowing her to secure victory through the differentiation of demonic lies 

and divine truth. This kind of hybrid heroism both reflects the union celebrated by 

Spenser, Kyd, and Shakespeare while also resonating with the more inclusive political 

values of Caroline England. In addition to shedding light on the conflict between Charles 

and his people, reading Milton’s masque in this way also better prepares scholars to 

interpret the heroism found in his later works like Paradise Lost (1667) and Paradise 

Regained (1671). 

Although many scholars discuss the Renaissance hero in terms of his adherence 

to, or dismissal of, classical heroic qualities, I instead argue that to truly understand the 

complexity of early modern heroism, one must comprehend the ways in which authors 

synthesized their sources, “[taking] various qualities now from one man and now from 

another.” Rather than wholeheartedly embracing the classical warrior, or abandoning 

him for a contemplative hero, authors took what they needed from each so that they 

could most effectively illuminate the exigent social topics they sought to discuss. 

Viewing early modern heroism from this perspective offers a better understanding of the 
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way writers use source material in the process of textual production, particularly as it 

related to the adaptation and integration of the Greco-Roman literary tradition.  
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CHAPTER 2 

“THIS NEW-BORNE KNIGHT”: SPENSER’S REDEFINING OF THE EPIC HERO IN 

BOOK I OF THE FAERIE QUEENE 

In a famous letter to Sir Walter Raleigh, Edmund Spenser declares the intent of 

his epic, The Faerie Queene: “to fashion a gentleman or noble person in vertuous and 

gentle discipline.”1 Anthea Hume argues that the virtue mentioned by Spenser refers to 

a “militant Protestantism,” which she contends was impressed upon the consciousness 

of the poet by his overwhelmingly “Protestant culture.”2 Historical research, however, 

demonstrates that the Reformation in England was not as complete as Hume suggests. 

Richard Mallette argues that “the Protestantization of Elizabethan England was not a 

foregone conclusion…but rather a process contingent upon political circumstances and 

theological uncertainty.”3 R. Todd and J.F. Van Dijkhuizen echo this notion of an 

imperfect reformation, asserting that “the English Reformation was an incomplete 

process…English religious culture was full of continuities with the past, with pre-

Reformation religious culture only partially displaced.”4 One example of this incomplete 

religious transition in early modern England was the popularity of the fifteenth-century 

Catholic devotional The Imitation of Christ by Thomas à Kempis. À Kempis asserts that, 

                                            
1 Edmund Spenser, “A Letter of the Authors expounding his whole Intention in the course of this Worke,” 
The Faerie Queene: Disposed into Twelve books, fashioning XII Morall Vertues, 1590; All quotations for 
The Faerie Queene will be taken from Edmund Spenser, The Faerie Queene, ed. A.C. Hamilton, Hiroshi 
Yamashita, and Toshiyuki Suzuki (New York: Pearson, 2001). 
2 Hume, 2. 
3 Richard Mallette, Spenser and the Discourses of Reformation England (Lincoln: University of Nebraska 
Press, 1997), 7. 
4 R. Todd and J.F. Van Dijkhuizen, “Introduction,” The Reformation Unsettled: British Literature and the 
Question of Religious Identity, 1560-1660, ed. R. Todd and J.F. Van Dijkhuizen (Turnhout: Brepols 
Publishers, 2009), 1. 
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like the epic hero, all Christians begin their journey seeking a peer-based glorification 

through completing acts of excellence. He goes on to argue that all true disciples of 

Christ must mature through suffering, however, so that they may purge away this 

immoral pursuit and ultimately gain a holy, God-granted glorification by slaying the true 

obstacle barring their path to God: their desire for earthly glory.5  

Paralleling the theology found in The Imitation, The Faerie Queene critiques 

traditional epic heroism itself, exposing the classical hero’s pursuit of glory from his 

peers as incompatible with the Christian goal of sanctification. The development of 

Spenser’s hero mirrors the process of sanctification that à Kempis’s Christian 

undergoes. Over the course of his story, the Red Cross Knight changes from a stock 

epic hero at the beginning of book I to a victorious Christian hero who actively defeats 

his own desire for mortal praise, as symbolized by the dragon, with the tools of truth he 

obtains through contemplative suffering. Rather than demonstrating a source 

relationship between à Kempis and Spenser, this parallel emphasizes the incomplete 

nature of the reformation noted by Mallette, Todd, and Van Dijkhuizen. Taking “various 

qualities,” in the words of Castiglione, from Catholic and Protestant sources, Spencer’s 

epic offers a new form of heroism not grounded in an exclusively Protestant or Catholic 

theology. Instead, the Knight of book I represents a synthesis, an embodiment of the 

core tenants of Christian sanctification. 

While research has shown the English reformation to be an incomplete transition, 

the leadership of Spenser’s London viscerally reinforced the notion of Catholicism as 

                                            
5 Thomas à Kempis, The Imitation of Christ trans. Aloysius Croft and Harold Bolton, Wheaton College, 
http://www.leaderu.com/cyber/books/imitation/imitation.html#toc, 1.15; 2.12. 
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the enemy of true religion, as well as the state. Approaching the main gate to the West 

of the capital, one’s first sensory experience of London would have been the public 

executions held at Tyburn. The smell of rotting blood, the sight of bodies, the cries of 

the tortured all greeted those entering the city. While all manner of prisoners were 

executed at Tyburn, the most gruesome of execution methods were reserved for 

incarcerated Catholics. Hannah Crawforth, Sarah Dustagheer, and Jennifer Young note 

how the state specifically sentenced “Catholic priests who defied the practices of the 

Protestant English church” to “gruesome disemboweling.”6 Besides the public location 

of these grisly executions, other factors, such as the selling of refreshments, indicate 

that these executions were regularly viewed by the citizens of the city. The removal “of 

nails, fingers, genitals, limbs and even internal organs from the still living bodies of 

those accused of secretly maintaining Catholic practices” sent a clear message about 

those who adhere to the ostensibly abominable practices of the Catholic church: they 

are the enemy of God and all who follow their teachings will experience a similar fate.    

With such intense evidence of state driven distrust and loathing of Catholics, 

many scholars assume that Spenser writes his epic from an anti-Catholic perspective, 

making any connection between a Catholic devotional like The Imitation and his poetry 

seem improbable. However, while some portions of book I support this anti-Catholic 

reading, other passages deploy Catholic symbolism in a positive light. Archimago, for 

example, serves as a powerful anti-Catholic symbol.  Disguised as a monk “in long 

blacke weedes… / His feete all bare… / And by his belt his booke he hanging had” 

                                            
6 Hannah Crawforth, Sarah Dustagheer, and Jennifer Young, Shakespeare in London (London: 
Bloomsbury, 2014,) 14.  
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(1.1.29), Archimago uses his magic to tempt and assail the Knight. This dark wizard, 

guised as a Catholic follower of Christ, represents the satanic corruption that many 

believed had infected the Catholic church. However, rather than Spenser limiting 

himself to an all-out allegorical assault on the Catholic church, he seems to pick and 

choose when he demonizes Catholicism. For instance, most critical editions of The 

Faerie Queene claim that Spenser’s antipathy for all things Catholic is evident in Una’s 

interaction with Corceca, who continually prays with her “beads” and therefore 

represents Catholic superstition (1.3.14).7 Yet, these same editions do not draw the 

same conclusions about Dame Celia—literally “the lady of heaven”—who is also “busy 

at her beades,” nor do they address that Spenser staffs the hospital ward in the House 

of Holiness with seven “bead-men that had vowed all / Their life to service of high 

heavens king” (1.10.8; 1.10.36). Scholars such as Naseeb Shaheen and Donald Stump 

assert that instead of starting from a critical vantage point that sees Spenser as strictly 

anti-Catholic or pro-Protestant, scholars must be careful to evaluate each instance in 

Spenser’s poetry to determine his religious perspective in that particular moment.8 

Sensibly, they propose that rich allegorical symbols such as “Una and Duessa 

encourage all manner of interpretations concerning unity and division.”9 I agree with 

Shaheen and Stump, believing that this seemingly conflicted use of religious symbols 

                                            
7 Edmund Spenser, The Faerie Queene, ed. A.C. Hamilton, Hiroshi Yamashita, and Toshiyuki Suzuki 
(New York: Pearson, 2001); Edmund Spenser, “The Faerie Queene,” Edmund Spenser’s Poetry, ed. 
Anne Lake Prescott and Andrew Hadfield (New York: W.W. Norton, 2013); Edmund Spenser, Book One 
of Edmund Spenser’s The Faerie Queene, ed. Roy Maynard (Moscow: Canon Press, 1999).  
8 Naseeb Shaheen, Biblical References in the Faerie Queene (Memphis: Memphis State University 
Press, 1976), 37-50; Evans, 90-91; Donald Stump, “Spenser’s Redcrosse Knight and the Bewildering 
Search for the One True church,” Presentation, Annual South Central Renaissance Conference, Saint 
Louis, MO, March 23-26, 2016. 
9 Evans, 90. 
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reveals Spenser’s artistic choice to pull from both Catholic and Protestant traditions in 

the fashioning of his text.  

Not original in his synthesis of Catholic and Protestant traditions, Spenser’s 

heroic amalgamation was preceded by others who also sought to salvage aspects of 

the English Catholic past, namely the medieval cycle plays. After Elizabeth came to the 

throne, the cycle plays associated with the medieval Catholic church, which had been 

attacked under Edward VI and then reinstated under Mary I, were once again under 

state scrutiny. Although technically outlawed at the beginning of Elizabeth’s reign, the 

various sets of plays continued to be performed, with the Chester plays seeing regular 

production until 1575 and the Coventry plays until 1579.10 Even after the plays ceased 

to be performed, printed editions could be purchased from local print shops.11 The 

reason these plays saw continued performance and print had to do with the prologues 

and prefaces written for the performances and books respectively. This prefatory 

material contained complex apologias that asserted that portions of the Catholic 

tradition, because they were based on the teachings of Christ, could still be beneficial 

for the Protestant believer. In this way, this prefatory material, like Spenser, exemplifies 

Castiglione’s notion of intellectual picking and choosing. The willingness to see some 

aspects of the Catholic heritage as positive, and thus worthy of being synthesized, 

reflects larger cultural currents that caused the fifteenth-century Imitatio Christi, or The 

                                            
10 See Alexandra F. Johnson, “An Introduction to Medieval English Theater,” The Cambridge Companion 
to Medieval English Theater ed. Richard Beadle and Alan J. Fletcher (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2008), 22.  
11 David Mills, The Chester Mystery Cycle (East Lansing: Colleagues Press, 1992), xiv. 
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Imitation of Christ, to become one of the fastest selling devotionals in early modern 

England.  

Despite being written in the early fifteenth century as a religious text for cloistered 

men, The Imitation of Christ became one of the most widely read and loved devotionals 

in Spenser’s England. While other catholic texts—particularly biographies—circulated in 

manuscript amongst extremely small circles, The Imitation saw unparalleled exposure 

and acceptance.12 From its first English translation—commissioned in 1503 by Margaret 

Beaufort, Countess of Richmond and Henry VIII's grandmother—to the beginning of the 

English civil wars, The Imitation went through an unprecedented forty-six editions and 

six translations.13 The popularity of The Imitation did not begin with William Atkinson’s 

pioneering 1503 edition, but rather with Richard Whitford’s 1530 rendering of the text. 

After reading Atkinson’s highly ornate, “golden style” translation, Whitford set out to 

produce an edition with a more relaxed tone that matched the practical message of the 

text.14 This edition, reprinted in England every other year from 1580 to 1609, caused the 

popularity of The Imitation to increase exponentially.15 According to Nandra Perry, the 

devotional’s popularity stems from similarities between à Kempis’s call to Christological 

imitation and notions of secular mimesis advocated by thinkers like Thomas Rogers, Sir 

                                            
12 For more on the circulation of other Catholic texts at this time, see Frances E. Dolan, “Reading, Work, 
and Catholic Women’s Biographies, “English Literary Renaissance 33, no. 3 (2003): 328-57.  
13 Thomas à Kempis, The Imitation of Christ, trans William C. Creasy, (Macon: Mercer University Press, 
1989), XIV. 
14 By “golden style,” Whitford refers to Latinate sentence structures with heavy use of classical rhetorical 
style.  See Sandra Sider for more on early modern rhetorical style, Sandra Sider, Handbook to Life in 
Renaissance Europe (New York: FOF, 2005), 144-146. 
15 Elizabeth K. Hudson, “English Protestants and the Imitatio Christi, 1580-1620,” Sixteenth-Century 
Journal 19 (1988), 543; for a detailed history of the publication of The Imitation in England, see David 
Crane, “English Translations of the Imitatio Christi in the Sixteenth and Seventeenth Century,” 
Renaissance History 13 no.2 (1975) 79-99. 
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Philip Sidney, and Baldassare Castiglione.16 This desire to imitate worthy sources, 

particularly the example of Christ, explains why Spenser could not simply recycle the 

martial hero from the classical epic into his own text, turning instead to a model of 

textual production grounded in synthesis. The Imitation, which would have been familiar 

to many of Spenser’s readers, offers a depiction of Christ as contemplative sufferer, not 

martial warrior, similar to Calvin’s depiction of Christ. The Faerie Queene unites this 

Christ like contemplation and suffering with the martial hero of antiquity, producing an 

appropriate hero for this early modern epic.  

The most influential scholarship examining Spenser’s use of heroism in The 

Faerie Queene reveals how he adapted his epic sources to accomplish his didactic 

mission. Through his adaptation, Spenser offers his Red Cross Knight as a developing 

hero rather than a traditional epic hero, one that Christians could emulate. This reading 

places Spenser in conflict with the literary theory of Sir Philip Sidney, who asserted in 

his Defense of Poesy that reading about the perfect hero was the best means of making 

men know and follow virtue.17 Evans asserts that in contrast to Sidney, Spenser felt his 

audience needed to see a hero in development rather than one who embodies heroic 

perfection like Aeneas or Odysseus.18 Thus, in book I, Spenser tells the story of a knight 

who “armes till that time did he never wield” (1.1.1).19 Evans asserts that this tactic 

                                            
16 Nandra Perry, “‘Imitatio’ And Identity: Thomas Rogers, Philip Sidney, and the Protestant Self,” English 
Literary Renaissance 35, no.3 (2005): 365-406. 
17 Sir Philip Sidney, “The Defense of Poesy,” Sidney’s ‘The Defense of Poesy’ and Selected Renaissance 
Literary Criticism ed. Gavin Alexander (New York: Penguin, 2004,) 21.   
18 Evans, 13. 
19 Elizabeth Heale contends that Spenser begin his epic with an inexperienced and spiritually fallen knight 
to close the rhetorical distance between his hero and fallen audience. Elizabeth Heale, The Faerie 
Queene: A Reader’s Guide (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999), 20. 
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better fulfills Spenser’s goal, as described in his letter to Raleigh, namely to make men 

virtuous. The Red Cross Knight only gains the fortitude necessary for his battle with the 

dragon once he conquers his internal vices at the House of Holiness, learning to 

“explore…the nature of [true] virtue.”20 Although Evans’ reading focuses on the ways 

that Spenser departs from the epic tradition, Spenser did not abjure all aspects of the 

epic. Instead, the Red Cross Knight is an amalgamation of classical and contemplative 

conceptions of the heroic.    

In this chapter, I argue that Spenser uses his hybrid classical and Christian hero 

to demonstrate how Catholic and Protestant theology share key tenets, namely the 

doctrine of sanctification which includes the belief in the depravity of man, the necessity 

of suffering, and the mastery of the self. Rather than simply parroting the heroes of 

antiquity, Spenser instead shows that the power of a successful Christian hero only 

manifests after a time of suffering and reflection. Lars-Håkan Svensson notes this 

discrepancy between Spenser’s hero and Virgil’s quintessential epic warrior, arguing 

that Spenser’s Knight questions “the moral import” of Aeneas’ example.21 Spenser does 

indeed question the validity of the martial hero found within the traditional epic. 

However, he does not downplay the importance of martial heroic action, but instead 

questions the extent to which the hero should be exclusively defined by said actions, 

synthesizing a new heroic model from various sources. As the Red Cross Knight 

interacts with the characters he meets, he reveals the inadequacy of the classical, 

                                            
20 Ibid, 108. 
21 Lars-Håkan Svensson, “Remembering the Death of Turnus: Spenser's Faerie Queene and the Ending 
of the Aeneid,” Renaissance Quarterly 64, no.2 (2011): 431. 
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militaristic heroism which he subscribes to at the beginning of his journey.22 Through 

suffering and contemplation, the Knight soon discovers that a heroism that asserts self-

glorification through martial feats as its telos—as Homer’ heroism certainly does—is 

incompatible with the universal Christian goal of sanctification. 23  To replace the 

classical hero, Spenser creates a hero that follows the same three-part sanctification of 

the Christian as advocated by Thomas à Kempis.  

Based on non-denominationally bound biblical principles, The Imitation asserts 

that all Christians travel through three stages of maturity during their sanctification. First, 

the disciple of Christ begins his journey in a state of foolhardy ignorance, oblivious to 

how his selfish pursuits endanger both himself and those around him. At this point in his 

journey, the Christian lives to obtain fleeting glorification from his peers through any 

means necessary.24 Once the disciple gains a full understanding of his foolishness, he 

can be equipped with the tools and skills needed to gain lasting holy glory, which is 

given by God.  This phase mimics the traditional arming of the epic hero. However, 

instead of earning his arms through tests of strength, or through patrilineal inheritance, 

the hero must suffer and become fully conscious of his own corruption to obtain this 

armament.25 At this time, the hero will begin to battle with himself and those around him, 

removing any obstacles between himself and holy glorification.26 Finally, à Kempis 

posits that man can gain holy glory during his mortal life but only after he defeats the 

                                            
22 For more on the influence of Virgil on the development of The Red Cross Knight as a character, see 
Heale, 25. 
23 This foreshadows John Milton’s conception of the Christian hero. See chapter 5.  
24 à Kempis, The Imitation of Christ, 3.50. 
25 Ibid, 1.12. 
26 Ibid, 1.3. 
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deadliest of enemies: his own desire for human glory.27 Spenser takes his hero through 

each of these phases, demonstrating that Protestants held to the same foundational 

tenets regarding the earthly mission of the Christian.  From the Knight’s imprudent 

beginnings at the Cave of Error and the House of Pride (1.1.13; 1.4.1), to his suffering 

at the House of Holiness (1.10.3), and his final battle with the dragon (1.11.15), 

Spenser’s hero walks the same path as à Kempis’s disciple of Christ. By exploring the 

connection between the theology of The Imitation and The Faerie Queene, I corroborate 

the notion of an incomplete reformation, showing how Spenser synthesizes the sources 

available to him to create his ideal, Christian hero who is sanctified through the fusion of 

martial action and contemplative suffering.  

À Kempis asserts that Christians begin their sanctification, or spiritual journey in 

this lifetime, foolishly in search of an earthily glory sourced from their peers. This is the 

exact goal of the epic hero and the pursuit of the Red Cross Knight during the first nine 

cantos of book I.28 In a dialogue between Christ and “the disciple” in book III of The 

Imitation, Jesus warns the Christian to “not be anxious for the shadow of a great name, 

for the close friendship of many, or for the particular affection of men.”29 Although the 

follower of Christ may long for such accolades, they do not prepare him to battle with 

the greatest enemy: his own desires. Later in the text, à Kempis argues that one of the 

defining aspects of fallen man is his desire to broadcast the news of his great deeds, “to 

                                            
27 Ibid, 3.58.  
28 John N. Wall Jr. contends that the young Knight must overcome this character flaw so that the goal of a 
“Christian community” may be obtained. John N. Wall Jr, “The English Reformation and the Recovery of 
Christian Community in Spenser's The Faerie Queene,” Studies in Philology 80, no. 2 (Spring 1983): 142-
162. 
29 À Kempis, 3.24. 
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be known and to do things for which [he] will be praised and admired,” which “arises 

from the…corruption of man.”30 This longing to accomplish and report his great deeds 

summarizes the objective of the Red Cross Knight for the first three-fourths of book I. 

The similarity between à Kempis’s disciple and Spenser’s Knight demonstrates a key 

shared theological foundation between Catholicism and Protestantism, the corruption of 

man, which was regarded by both Catholic and Protestant theologians as one of the 

primary doctrines guiding the faith. For instance, Thomas Aquinas explanation of man’s 

corruption in his Summa Theologica is almost identical to John Calvin’s description of 

the lasting effect of sin in his book Original Sin and Human Nature, Predestination, and 

the Sacraments. 31 This fallen nature of humanity undergirds both à Kempis’ and 

Spenser’s representations of sanctification. It is from this tarnished spiritual state that 

both à Kempis’s disciple of Christ and Spenser’s Knight begin their journey toward 

holiness.  

In the opening stanzas of canto I, Spenser re-purposes blazon, using the trope to 

establish his hero as a Christian lacking in knowledge, experience, and devotion to God 

rather than using it to describe his admirable qualities. Following the conventions of the 

epic and medieval romance, the narrator provides a vivid description of his Knight’s 

armaments, which are full of “old dints of deepe wounds…The cruell markes of many a 

bloudy fielde” (1.1.1). Additionally, the armor bears “a bloudie Crosse…The deare 

remembrance of his dying Lord” (1.1.2). This description appears to portray a man who 

has regularly served God on the battlefield. However, the narrator quickly informs the 

                                            
30 Ibid, 3.54. 
31 See Thomas Aquinas, “The Subject of Original Sin,” Summa Theologica and John Calvin, Original Sin 
and Human Nature, Predestination, and the Sacraments,  Book II, Chapter 1.   
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reader that this Knight only “seemd” seasoned in battle, “Yet armes till that time did he 

neuer wield” (1.1.1). In other words, the Red Cross Knight only looks the part of an 

experienced Christian but lacks true knowledge. Spenser’s Knight dresses the part, 

wearing old armor and a red cross to increase his heroic ethos. À Kempis addresses 

this kind of posturing in a dialogue of Christ, arguing that young Christians attempt to 

use physical signs to represent the internal devotion and experience they lack: “Some 

carry their devotion only in books, some in pictures, some in outward signs and figures. 

Some have Me on their lips when there is little of Me in their hearts.”32 Spenser further 

signifies this spiritual lack when that same deceptively dented armor only reflects “A litle 

glooming light, much like a shade,” in the cave of Error (1.1.14). Likewise, à Kempis 

asserts that one can judge the maturity of the Christian by “the light that is reflected,” as 

his life is a mirror of God’s radiance.33 While Rosemary Freeman and Elizabeth Heale 

have also noted this association of the Knight’s armor and his spiritual state, the 

connection of The Imitation and The Faerie Queene adds an additional layer of 

significance.34 Both the Catholic à Kempis and the Protestant Spenser acknowledge the 

fallen nature of man as the starting point for all Christians. It is upon this core 

theological tenet that all others rest.  

The motivation of self-glorification expressed by the Knight reveals further 

parallels between the hero of Fairyland and the foolish Christian of The Imitation. 

Spenser’s narrator reveals that the Red Cross Knight seeks to help Una “to winne him 

                                            
32 à Kempis, 3.4. 
33 Ibid, 3.34. 
34 Rosemary Freeman, The Faerie Queene: A Companion for Readers (Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 1970), 102; Heale, 33. 



30 

worship, and her grace to haue / which of all earthly things he most did craue” (1.1.3). 

Spenser later describes the Knight as “prickt with pride,” and during his battle with the 

monster Error, the young warrior is “fearefull more of shame, / than of the certaine perill 

he stood in” (1.2.14; 1.1.24). The Red Cross Knight’s concern with securing the 

commendation of those around him emulates the drive of the classical epic hero, which 

is the securing of kleos aphthiton, or eternal glory.35 This idea of heroism was espoused 

by medieval epics like The Song of Rolland (1040), in which the titular hero refuses aid 

for fear that “[he] should lose [his] renown in sweet France.”36 While the epic tradition 

celebrates the acquisition of glory through the completion of unparalleled acts of military 

excellence, à Kempis asserts that the Christian must always evaluate the motivation of 

his actions, “[considering] whether [he] acts for [Christ’s] honor, or for [his] own 

advantage.”37 He goes on to warn the Christian that one can often be deceived by 

motivation, for “that which seems to be good is oftentimes really sensuality [as] man's 

own inclination, his own will, his hope of reward, and his self-interest, are motives 

seldom absent.”38 A desire to attain worldly glory binds the Christian and “weighs [him] 

down,” ultimately engendering a deep feeling of dissatisfaction.  

Spenser has his hero initially driven by the classical motivation of renown in order 

to eventually show its emptiness for the Christian. Through the battle with the monster 

                                            
35 For a detailed treatment of the concept of kleos aphthiton within classical epic, see Gregory Nagy, The 
Best of the Achaeans (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1998), 95.  
36 The Song of Roland, trans. Jessie Crosland (Cambridge: Publication Old French Series, 1999), 22. 
37 Spenser was not the first poet to look at the conflict between heroic tropes and Christian morality. For 
instance, Marco Nievergelt builds from the critical precedent of the Gawain poet, noting how he attempts 
to “synthesize” heroic components of romance with Christian morality. Marco Nievergelt, “Paradigm, 
Intertext, or Residual Allegory: Guillaume De Deguileville and the Gawain-Poet,” Medium Aevum 80, no. 
1 (June 2011): 18-40; à Kempis, The Imitation of Christ, 3.11. 
38 à Kempis, The Imitation of Christ, 1.15. 
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Error, Spenser uses allegory to criticize the traditional epic hero and show the self-

deceived state of the Red Cross Knight, a young warrior who has bought into a fame 

seeking heroism that will ultimately lead him to an unfulfilling end. The Knight finds 

himself at the den of Error because he chose to travel the path “that beaten seemd most 

bare,” taking the road trod by the heroes before him. Vainly ignoring the warning of 

Una—who “the perill of this place / [she] better wot then [him]—the Knight soon finds 

himself trapped “in knots and many boughtes vpwound” (1.1.11; 1.1.13; 1.1.15). This 

interaction with Error, as Freeman points out, symbolizes sin in its most dangerous 

form: self-deception.39 Following the example of the epic heroes of old, the Red Cross 

Knight finds himself trapped in and enslaved to the heroic ideology that promises 

fulfillment upon the securing of earthly glory. Spenser represents this heroic precedent 

as a curse; consequently, his narrator exclaims, “God helpe the man so wrapt in Errours 

endlesse traine” (1.1.18). The Imitation describes this kind of bondage, stating that by 

suing for glory from other men, the Christian becomes “distracted by many curiosities 

and entangled in many vanities, surrounded by many errors and worn by many labors, 

oppressed by temptations, weakened by pleasures, and tortured by want.”40 Just like à 

Kempis’s foolhardy and self-deceived Catholic disciple of Christ, the Red Cross Knight 

becomes entangled in the labors of classical epic heroism, working with “fire and greedy 

hardiment” to seek renown in exchange for great, martial feats (1.1.14). Even after 

vanquishing evil enemies, the Red Cross Knight senses this emptiness, his actions 

                                            
39 Rosemary Freeman argues that the battle with Error initiates a descent into “a darkness of the mind 
where even Una cannot help [Red Cross],” with the Knight becoming lost in his desire to win earthly glory. 
Rosemary Freeman, The Faerie Queene: A Companion for Readers (Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 1970), 88. 
40 à Kempis, 3.48. 
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granting an earthly glory that does not satiate his desire for fame.41 This similarity 

between à Kempis’s disciple and the Knight challenges a strictly anti-Catholic readings 

of the text.  

Through the Knight’s interaction with the members of the House of Pride, 

Spenser does not simply parallel the young Knight’s actions with other warriors from the 

literary tradition; instead, he graphically demonstrates the ubiquity of the Knight’s selfish 

state with both the narrator and à Kempis asserting this sinful self-focus as inherent in 

man. Upon approaching the House of Pride, the narrator states that the structure 

“seemd to bee” the house of a great prince, constructed out of “squared bricke” that 

appeared to be made of solid gold that attracted crowds of people (1.4.2; 1.4.4). Despite 

its high towers and commanding appearance, the house consists of “nothing strong, nor 

thick’;” the gold exterior nothing more than a thin veneer of “golden foile” or gold leaf 

(1.4.4).42 By using the same word—“seemd”—to describe both the House of Pride and 

the young Knight, Spenser connects the two, showing that Red Cross belongs with this 

corrupt camp based on his motivation for earthly fame. Spenser also connects his hero 

and the House by placing the dubious domicile on the same “broad high way…All bare 

through peoples feet, which thither traueiled” that the Red Cross Knight takes right into 

                                            
41 Sarah Van der Lann contends that Spenser places this prideful interaction with Error close to the 
beginning of the poem in order to show how recovery from error through penance still held an important 
part in Protestant sanctification despite the de-emphasis of penance by reformation theologians. Sarah 
van der Lann, “Songs of Experience: Confessions, Penitence, and the Value of Error in Tasso and 
Spenser,” PMLA 130, no. 2 (March 2015): 252-268. 
42 Efterpi Mitsi argues that the glinting of the light off of the gold foil and the small glint of light we see from 
the Red Cross Knight’s armor in the battle with Error forges a  symbolic connection between the House of 
Pride and the pride-fueled battle with Error. Efterpi Mitsi, “Veiling Medusa: Arthur's Shield in the Fairy 
Queen,” The Anatomy of Tudor Literature: Proceedings of the First International Conference of the Tudor 
Symposium, ed. Mike Pincombe (Farnham: Ashgate, 2001), 130-141. 
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the layer of Error (1.4.2).43 The splendor of this House and the sheer number of people 

it hosts contrasts with what à Kempis says that the disciple of Christ should seek, for the 

path to celestial glory “does indeed seem mean and small and is well-nigh forgotten.”44 

Rather than seeking the “mean and small” path as à Kempis says all Christians should, 

the Red Cross Knight follows the crowd of exemplary heroes from the epic tradition. 

According to both Aquinas and Calvin, all men start out on this “broad high way,” 

seeking their own good and fulfillment (1.4.2). 

Through his allegorical rendering of the vices Pride and Sloth, Spenser asserts 

that few Christians ever pass the immature stage in their sanctification process, with the 

Red Cross Knight deceiving himself into believing that no other viable life paths exist 

outside of seeking affirmation through the praise of others.45  For example, the “queen” 

of the house, Lucifera or Pride, grants herself her royal title, despite lacking a “rightfull 

kingdome…[and] Ne heritage of natiue soueraintie” (1.4.12). Just like the epic hero 

whom Spenser critiques, Lucifera seeks titles and fame, even mastering a dragon like 

her heroic counterparts (1.4.10).46 She sees no other option—besides suing for mortal 

                                            
43 Jeffrey Fruen’s reading of the Red Cross Knight’s time in the House of Pride supports à Kempis’s 
notion of foolishness as a transitory state that all Christians must pass through in order to gain celestial 
glory. See Jeffrey P. Fruen, “The Faery Queen Unveiled? Five Glimpses of Gloriana,” Spenser Studies: A 
Renaissance Poetry Annual 11, no.1 (1994): 53-88.  
44 à Kempis, 3.32. 
45 Evans asserts that one of Spenser’s main aims of book I is to demonstrate that a “choice must be 
made,” for the options “good and evil” relentlessly present themselves to the Red Cross Knight. Although 
the term “relentless” may be true for the world outside the House of Pride, once the Red Cross Knight 
finds his way into Lucifera’s gates, he enters a world where self-deception ostensibly removes all agency, 
paralyzing most who find their way to the there. Evans, 27. 
46 Cheryl D. Clark argues that the Ditchley Portrait of Elizabeth acted as a major source for all of 
Spenser’s female militaristic action in his epic. Although she does not make this connection, Clark’s 
emphasis on the location of the map beneath the feet of the Queen could easily explain the location of 
Lucifera’s subjugated dragon, which “vnderneath her scornefull feete, was layne.” (1.4.10) Cheryl D. 
Clark, “Queen Elizabeth's Sempeter Eadem: Reflections of Spenser's Faerie Queene in the Ditchley 
Portrait,” Publications of the Mississippi Philological Association 1, no.1 (2007): 162-187. 
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glory—to provide her with a sense of fulfillment. Similarly, Sloth, one of Lucifera’s six 

advisors, displays this supposed inability to choose a different path when he refuses to 

look up long enough to determine “whether right he went, or else astray,” stepping over 

and between the “Dead sculs and bones of men, whose life had gone astray” (1.4.19; 

1.4.36). By keeping his eyes downward bent and not looking for other options, he 

unquestionably moves toward his own destruction. This self-deception characterizes the 

Christian who remains stuck in this phase of spiritual infancy, fallen—in the words of à 

Kempis—into “deception [and] perplexity.”47 The Red Cross Knight himself steps 

between the “sculs and bones” of others who have followed the example of Pride and 

Sloth, fully convinced that he must have the glory he sees on display in the house. Paul 

Suttie identifies the Red Cross Knight’s very presence at the House of Pride as a 

symptom of his “disastrous misconstruction of his own role” as Christian and knight.48 In 

this reading of the Knight, the “misconstruction” stems from the Red Cross Knight’s 

choice to stay in this state of selfishness, rejected by both Catholics and Protestants as 

sinful. To overcome this self-deception, Spenser’s hero must learn to contemplate his 

sin through suffering before he may actively strive for divine glorification.  

Both Spenser and à Kempis emphasize that the Christian may only transition 

away from the foolishness of spiritual immaturity through suffering and contemplation: 

an equipping of the hero that takes the form of a revelation elucidating the deception 

that defined the first portion of the Christian’s life. In The Imitation, à Kempis writes a 

dialogue in which Christ lovingly informs his follower that “it is necessary for you to learn 

                                            
47 à Kempis, 3.45. 
48 Paul Suttie, Self-Interpretation in The Faerie Queene (Woodbridge: Studies in Renaissance Literature, 
2006), 67. 
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many things which you have not yet learned well.” 49 Specifically, Christ illustrates that 

this spiritual education will require that the hero no longer be “a lover of self but an 

earnest doer of My will.”50 He also warns the disciple that the relinquishing of the 

motives that drove his past will be painful; yet, “[entering] upon [this] narrow way” will 

ultimately engender “great freedom of mind.”51 In other words, as the hero releases his 

grip on his previous conception of the heroic telos, Christ imparts a new understanding 

of heroism that will lead to celestial glory. The key to this transition rests in the 

willingness to, in the words of the Psalmist, “cease striving and know that I am God.”52  

Not confined to Catholic theology, this focus on suffering also pervades 

Protestant doctrine. Despite denunciations of the Catholic canon of purgatory, as 

attested to by the famous Elizabethan preacher Willian Perkins’ multiple rebukes of the 

“popish” belief, Protestants did believe suffering to be an important component of 

sanctification.53 For instance, the publication of The Acts and Monuments (1563), a 

book that chronicles the Roman Catholics’ persecution of the reformers, demonstrates 

the importance of suffering within Protestant circles. Although this text demonizes 

Catholics, it nonetheless demonstrates that pain and anguish will be experienced by 

true Christians as they follow God, the same principle found in The Imitation. Spenser 

                                            
49 à Kempis, 3.11. 
50 Ibid.  
51 Ibid, 3.10; Paul John Shore sheds light on the connection many Catholic clergy made between this idea 
of suffering in imitation of Christ and the execution of the criminals many of them served, visualizing the 
suffering of the crucified Christ as they interacted with those sentenced to die. Paul John Shore, “‘In 
Carcere; Ad Dupplicium’: Jesuit Encounters in Prison and in Places of Execution, Reflections on the 
Early-Modern Period,” European Review of History 19, no. 2 (April 2012): 183-200. 
52 Psalm 46:10a, NASB. 
53 William Perkins, A Golden Chaine: or The Description of Theologie Containing the Order of the Causes 
of Saluation and Damnation, According to Gods Word (London: John Legat, printer to the Vniuersitie of 
Cambridge, 1600.)  
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portrays this spiritual maturation via contemplative suffering through the Red Cross 

Knight’s interaction with the members of The House of Holiness. By reflecting on their 

instruction, the Knight feels the guilt of his past actions, and, as a result, he learns to 

redefine his role as a hero.  

Before depicting the fruitfulness of this reflective process, Spenser exposes the 

potentially destructive outcomes of the sinner’s actions without the hope that is found 

within the House of Holiness. While held captive by Despair, the Red Cross Knight sees 

how his self-centered pursuit of earthly glory has caused the death of countless 

individuals. Despair “[shows] him painted in a table plaine, the damned ghosts, that [the 

Red Cross Knight sent to] torments” (1.9.49). In this interaction, the aim of Despair is 

not for the Knight to feel guilt but rather shame. Psychologist Brené Brown describes 

the difference between guilt and shame as a matter of identity. Where guilt indicates a 

poor choice, shame indicates a fundamental flaw in selfhood.54 Despair seeks to shame 

the Knight, illustrating that he possesses so many moral flaws that the only true 

resolution for his sins is suicide.55 À Kempis stresses, however, that a correct 

understanding of one’s former foolishness should bring about an increase in love, not a 

burden of disgrace.56 The Red Cross Knight experiences the freedom that comes from a 

healthy acknowledgment of wrongdoing in the House of Holiness, where the allegorical 

                                            
54 Brené Brown, Men, Women, and Worthiness: The Experience of Shame and the Power of Being 
Enough (Louisville: Sounds True Publishing, 2012.) 
55 Samuel R. Kessler argues that Spenser sourced this take on Despair from William Perkins’s work “A 
Dialogue containing the conflicts between Sathan and the Christian, making the point that it would have 
been very important to link the comments of Despair to Satanic influence. Samuel R. Kessler, “An 
Analogue for Spenser's Despair Episode: Perkins's `Dialogue Between Sathan and the Christian,’” Notes 
& Queries 47, no. 1, (March 2000): 31-41. 
56 à Kempis, 2.12. 
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representations of Faith, Hope, and Love show him how to be transformed into a hero 

who does not need to seek glory through his acts.  

Abandoning the path of the classical epic warrior will be difficult for the Red 

Cross Knight, with the epic tradition so entrenched in his mind and heart. Upon seeing 

the hero in her home, Dame Celia exclaims, “Strange thing it is an errant knight to see / 

Here in this place…So few there bee, / That chose the narrow path, or seeke the right” 

(1.10.10). The Lady of Heaven reveals the pervasiveness of a heroic code based on the 

epic attainment of glory. Most heroes follow the well-trod path that leads to the House of 

Pride, a place where they gorge on the attention, affection, and affirmation of their 

peers. Likewise, most people in this world, in the words of à Kempis, “are hardened 

[and] deaf…more ready to follow the appetite of their flesh than the good pleasure of 

God.”57 Indeed, the very structure of the House of Holiness attests to the difficulty all 

have entering such a place, the gate so small that it requires all who enter to “passe in 

stouping low” (1.10.5). This humility contrasts with the Knight’s triumphant entry to the 

House of Pride, which looks more like a Roman processional in its pomp and glory.58 

This visualization of humility exemplifies what Jane Grogan terms Spenser’s “visual 

poetry,” or his penchant to use rhetorical strategies “to serve…didactic ends… 

energized by the most prominent and troubling cultural concerns of his day.”59 Spenser 

marks the start of his hero’s transformation by just such a visualization. If the Knight 

                                            
57 Ibid, 3.3. 
58 Anthony M. Esolen contends that Spenser sourced this imagery from Chaucer, exemplifying other ways 
Spenser borrowed from his literary inheritances. Anthony M. Esolen, “The Disingenuous Poet Laureate: 
Spenser's Adoption of Chaucer,” Studies in Philology 87, no. 3 (Summer 1990)” 289. 
59 Jane Grogan, Exemplary Spenser: Visual and Poetic Pedagogy in The Faerie Queene (Farnham: 
Ashgate, 2009), 3. 
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must learn to humble himself, abandoning the heroic motivation found in the literary 

tradition to take up a new one imparted to him by Faith and Hope, then the English 

Christian must likewise humble himself to follow God.  

Correcting and critiquing the Red Cross Knight’s former heroism, Fidelia equips 

the Knight with the blessed, albeit painful, knowledge needed to transform into 

Spenser’s ideal epic hero—or saint in à Kempis’s nomenclature. Fidelia, from the 

lectern in her “schoolehouse,” imparts heavenly knowledge to the Knight, through 

“powre, and puissance great” (1.10.18; 1.10.20). Spenser’s choice to describe this holy 

instruction as an extension of her “puissance” connects the biblical lesson to the martial 

realm. Specifically, authors of medieval romance used the term to denote military 

precision and skill. 60  Appealing to his literary inheritances, Spenser depicts Fidelia 

delivering her lesson with soldierly talent, “heauenly learning,” “wisedome,” and 

“celestiall discipline” designed to “open [Red Cross’] dull eyes, that light mote in them 

shine” (1.10.18). Her teachings fill the Red Cross Knight with remorse, “Greeu'd with 

remembrance of his wicked wayes” to the point “That like a Lyon he would cry and rore, 

/ And rend his flesh, and his owne synewes eat” (1.10.28).61 This image of the wounded 

lion addresses the frailty of martial heroism. When compelled to contemplate the sinful 

                                            
60 See Middle English Dictionary (MED) for examples of romances that describe the hero’s “puissaunce;” 
Neil Kenny, in his research on the early modern writing of Marguerite de Navarre, shows how other early 
moderns, including the Queen, associated notions of puissance with more than the battle field. Neil 
Kenny, “Problems of Power in Marguerite De Navarre's Heptaméron: Ruse, Mortification, and the 
Everyday,” Forum for Modern Language Studies 47, no. 3 (July 2011): 251-261.  
61 Olivia Weisser demonstrates that most early modern men would have seen the  grief of the Knight as a 
symptom of a physical imbalance or illness where women understood it as an emotional reaction to 
circumstances. Spenser’s male hero, in this instance, appears to be an aberration, clearly depicting the 
Red Cross Knight’s grief as a response to his past choices.  Olivia Weisser, “Grieved and Disordered: 
Gender and Emotion in Early Modern Patient Narratives,” Journal of Medieval & Early Modern Studies 43, 
no. 2 (Spring 2013): 247-273.  
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and destructive reality of his actions, even the king of beasts cannot help but rip the 

sinews from his limbs that aided in cutting down men for the sake of self-glory. Although 

this suffering appears to demonstrate the weakness of Spenser’s warrior, this time of 

anguish and reflection actually imparts the knowledge needed to free the Red Cross 

Knight from the well-worn “broad high way” of epic heroes headed for the House of 

Pride (1.4.2). À Kempis argues that this production of humility is the most difficult, yet 

necessary, step for every Christian to make in their sanctification: the realization “that 

you have been called to suffer,” not to amass earthly glory from other men.62 This call to 

suffering transcends denominational bounds, with both the Catholic à Kempis and the 

Protestant Spenser depicting it as a necessary component of sanctification. At the end 

of his time with Fidelia, the Red Cross Knight fully understands the gravity of his 

previous actions and his former identity, a selfish man seeking his own veneration at the 

cost of other’s lives.  

In addition to the Red Cross Knight’s education in the schoolhouse, Spenser 

uses his allegorical representation of faith to cement the Knight’s new understanding of 

his former, sinful heroism through Fidelia’s repeated invocation of holy communion. 

Spenser ensures that the blood of communion never leaves Fidelia’s side, her “sacred” 

textbook written in holy “bloud” (1.10.19).63 That same blood takes central focus when 

the narrator provides a full description of the character, who “in her right hand bore a 

                                            
62 à Kempis, 1.17. 
63 Colin Milburn contends that images of “contaminated blood” function as one of the most important 
symbols in Spenser’s epic, offering insights into early modern understandings of syphilis. Although he 
focuses his reading specifically on Spenser’s epic, he does not mention Fidelia and her cup of blood, nor 
her book of blood, anywhere in his argument. This absence is problematic given the importance of this 
character and her repeated connection to blood. Colin Milburn, “Syphilis in Faerie Land: Edmund Spenser 
and the Syphilography of Elizabethan England,” Criticism, 46, no. 4 (Fall 2004): 597-632. 
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cup of gold, / With wine and water fild vp to the hight, / In which a Serpent did himselfe 

enfold” (1.10.13). Fidelia reveals the road that the Knight must take to escape the self-

serving heroism that defined his life up to that point. When he takes to heart the lessons 

written in blood, no matter how painful, he will be able to subdue the serpent that 

separates him from the sanctification that will impart holy glory.  Rufus Wood argues 

that Spenser crafted his allegorical representation of faith to “express both the form and 

content” of the teachings she offers, noting that the suffering that it took to obtain the 

cleansing blood of Christ must also be experienced by the Knight.64 Wood’s argument 

highlights the importance of suffering in the Knight’s transformation. For just as Christ 

suffered to the point of death to cleanse humanity, so also must the Christian suffer to 

understand who he must become. In the words of à Kempis, “No one understands the 

passion of Christ so thoroughly or heartily as the man whose lot it is to suffer the like 

himself.”65 This suffering equips the Red Cross Knight with the knowledge needed to 

transition from a hero in the vein of Achilles or Odysseus, to one who cares not for 

earthly glorification.  

Having shown how quickly guilt can mutate into shame, Spenser both clarifies 

and reinforces Fidelia’s critique of the traditional epic hero through Speranza’s 

baptismal imagery, which depicts the Christian security of salvation. In book III of The 

Imitation, à Kempis asserts that the way man appropriately deals with his guilt is 

                                            
64 Rufus Wood, Metaphor and Belief in The Faerie Queene (New York: Macmillan St. Martin’s Press, 
1997), 66; Scholars such as Cynthia Nazarian oppose readings like Wood’s, contending that Spenser 
saw sympathy, or the identification with the other, as one of the greatest threats to the security of the 
English state. Cynthia Nazarian, “Sympathy Wounds, Rivers of Blood: The Politics of Fellow Feeling in 
Spenser's Faerie Queene and a View of the State of Ireland,” Modern Philology, 113, no. 3 (February 
2016): 331-352. 
65 à Kempis, 2.12. 
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through the “water of life, for he who wishes to glory in things apart from [Christ]…or to 

delight in some good [of] his own, shall not be grounded in true joy or gladdened in his 

heart, but shall be burdened and distressed in many ways.”66 Spenser depicts this 

biblical truth through his allegorical representation of Hope, who continually grasps “a 

siluer anchor,” which she teaches the Red Cross Knight “to take assured hold Vpon” 

(1.10.22). With the anchor in hand, the Knight can plunge deep into the “water of life” 

described by à Kempis, circumventing the temptations of Despair through a kind of 

baptism. Caroline McManus supports this connection of the teaching of Fidelia and the 

instruction of Speranza, positing the two sisters as inexorably linked in one shared 

mission.67 Without the hope of the baptismal anchor, the bloody reality of faith would 

overwhelm the Knight as he is born into a new heroism.  

Equipped with the knowledge of Faith and the assurance of Hope, the Red Cross 

Knight can now fully see his new heroic mission, a Christian epic heroism Spenser 

offers as a corrective to the classical hero. During his meeting with Contemplation, the 

Red Cross Knight sees the city of “earthly” fame and glory – Cleopolis, the capital of 

Fairyland (1.10.59). Contemplation tells the Knight that many ostensibly humble heroes 

seek to be glorified in such a city: 

Well beseemes all knights of noble name, 
That couet in th'immortall booke of fame 
To be eternized, that same to haunt, 
And doen their seruice to that soueraigne Dame, 
That glorie does to them for guerdon graunt. (1.10.59)  
 

Formerly mirroring his counterparts from the numerous classical epics, chanson de 

                                            
66 Ibid, 3.12. 
67 Caroline McManus, Spenser’s Faerie Queene and the Reading of Women (London: Associated 
University Press, 2002), 224. 
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geste, and romances, the Red Cross Knight once lived his whole life in pursuit of this 

immortality and fame. Yet, after seeing this vision, he disgustedly comments, “How dare 

I thinke such glory to attaine?” (1.10.62)68 Jeffrey P. Fruen justifies this demonization of 

the heart of Fairyland by explaining that because Contemplation lives atop a mountain, 

and thus so much closer to the “Heavenly Jerusalem,” that “from the perspective of the 

New Jerusalem,” it would be logical that the allegorical character would disparage the 

Fairy Queen’s city of fame.69 As an alternative to the empty quest for earthly glory, 

Contemplation reveals the Knight’s new heroic charge: to live his life in such a way that 

he may be transformed into Saint George and gain a lasting heavenly glory granted by 

God. In comparison to the divine glorification that now awaits Spenser’s new hero, the 

old path of peer-centered glory seems lackluster. A Kempis himself links contemplation 

and sainthood by asking and immediately answering, “Why were the saints so perfect 

and so given to contemplation? Because they tried to mortify entirely in themselves all 

earthly desires.”70 By contemplating what he learned during his time of suffering the Red 

Cross Knight is ready to embark on his new heroic quest.  

Spenser and à Kempis both assert that the final step in sanctification, the battle 

with one’s internal desires, clears the way to God given glory and sainthood. According 

to à Kempis, “a man must fight long and bravely against himself before he learns to 

                                            
68 Mary Ann Lund argues that the cure for the melancholic disease was often linked with the mystical 
recitation of particular literary passages, connecting the idea of the written word and the disease. Spenser 
seems to complicate this idea as the internal reflection of his Knight facilitated by the lines of Fidelia’s 
book. Mary Ann Lund, Melancholy, Medicine, and Religion: Reading The Anatomy of Melancholy 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010). 
69 Fruen, 58. 
70 à Kempis, 1.11. 
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master himself fully and to direct all his affections toward God.”71 This mastery of the 

self marks a final obstacle between the disciple of Christ and the glory of God. À 

Kempis continues this martial metaphor of self-struggle, imagining the entire journey of 

sanctification as a proving or training ground for the final battle with one’s own past and 

will. He states that as the Christian continually walks “bravely in the ways of God, then 

he thinks those things less difficult which he thought so hard before.”72 Thus, all the pain 

of instruction, the combat with external enemies, and the contemplation of past sin 

prepare the follower of Christ to do battle with his own internal desires. Calvin echoes 

this idea, asserting that the ultimate battle for the Christian must be for “the mastery [of] 

self.”73  Spenser allegorizes this final stage of sanctification shared by both Catholics 

and Protestants, using it to define a new heroic goal for his epic hero. Pitting the Red 

Cross Knight against the dragon, an allegorical representation of his former quest for 

peer-based glorification, Spenser offers his own version of a Christian epic hero, one 

that actively battles with the tools he obtains through his suffering and reflection.74  

Spenser signals the transformation of his hero at the beginning of the Red Cross 

Knight’s battle with the dragon by revising the epic convention of the invocation of the 

                                            
71 Ibid, 2.9; In his historical research on the church during the final years of the Roman Empire, Jacob A. 
Latham demonstrates how Christian leaders adopted much of the martial language and imagery found in 
Roman displays of power into their own discourses. This passage is an example of the practice still in 
effect centuries after the empire. Jacob A. Latham, “From Literal to Spiritual Soldiers of Christ: Disputed 
Episcopal Elections and the Advent of Christian Processions in Late Antique Rome,” church History 81, 
no. 2 (June 2012): 298-327. 
72 à Kempis, 2.4. 
73 John Calvin, “Letter CCXL,” Letters of John Calvin Volume 2, ed. Jules Bonnet (Edinburgh: Thomas 
Constable and Co, 1857), 208. 
74 It is important to note that the evolution of the epic hero, particularly as it relates to Christian values and 
moral systems, does not end with Spenser. For instance, in her research on the discourses of the 1960s’ 
American Civil Rights movement, Bethany Keeley elucidates that Dr. Martin Luther King’s last speech 
pulls on the traditions of epic heroism. Bethany Keeley, "I May Not Get There with You: ‘I've Been to the 
Mountaintop’ as Epic Discourse," Southern Communication Journal 73, no. 4 (September 2008): 280-294. 
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muse, mirroring his refashioning of the hero. Paul Suttie concludes that Spenser’s 

Christian reader would have been wary of the narrator because he subordinates his 

tale-telling to the pagan muses, “whose own authority comes from their ‘soueraine Sire,’ 

Jove.”75 While Suttie is correct that Spenser provides a traditional invocation of the 

muse at the beginning of the poem—specifically calling for the aid of Calliope, the muse 

of epic poetry and heroes—he offers a second right before the battle with the dragon 

that in no way subjugates his Christian voice to the pagan muse.76 At the beginning of 

canto XI, the narrator once again calls out to the classical muse but then instructs her to 

“let downe that haughtie string” and “to my tunes thy second tenor rayse” (1.11.7). Early 

modern readers would have likely associated the invocation with the start of a new 

heroic endeavor. With the pagan muse now demoted to “second tenor,” Spenser 

employs this formal literary element to signal the rebirth of his own hero, a hero who will 

no longer quest to the tune of Calliope’s “haughtie string.” This echoes Andrew King’s 

conclusion that Spenser “is self-consciously aware of [his] origins in previous historical 

and literary traditions” by transforming existing literary tropes to signify new meanings 

and critique inherited ideas.77 Instead of the traditional heroes Calliope has made 

famous, the narrator will now tell the new story of “this man of God,” “this new-borne 

knight” (1.11.34). Like Spenser, à Kempis also emphasizes the newness of the 

Christian at this phase in his sanctification, insisting “You must put on the new man. You 

                                            
75 Suttie, 210. 
76 Given Spenser’s continual references to the history of England throughout the epic, Rosemary 
Freeman argues that instead of invoking Calliope, Spenser invokes Clio, the muse overseeing historical 
accounts. Freeman, 121. 
77 Andrew King, The Faerie Queene and Middle English Romance: The Matter of Just Memory (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2000). 
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must be changed into another man.”78 It is this “new” state that will allow success for 

both à Kempis’s Christian and Spenser’s Knight in their battles against themselves, 

symbolized in the poem by the Red Cross Knight’s defeat of the dragon.  

In addition to the re-invocation, Spenser demonstrates the transformation of his 

hero away from his former self, who once hungered for worldly fame, through reflective 

imagery.79 During the early battle with Error, the Red Cross Knight’s armor only 

reflected “a litle glooming light, much like a shade” (1.1.14). However, after enduring a 

painful armoring at the House of Holiness, the Knight now possesses “glistring armes, 

that heauen with light did fill” (1.11.4). Equipped with his “sunne-bright shield,” the Red 

Cross Knight now lives, in the words of à Kempis, “in the dawn of the new light” 

(1.11.40).80 Fruen shows that early modern biblical concordances combined allusions to 

God’s glory and references to material light such as that which comes from the sun, 

moon, or stars into one category due to Saint Paul’s interchangeable use of the word 

δόξα (doxa) for both topics.81 Consequently, Spenser’s audience would likely have 

equated the increased brightness of the Red Cross Knight’s armaments with an 

increased spiritual maturity. Through his re-education at the hands of Fidelia and 

Speranza, the Red Cross Knight can now reflect the light of heaven, his flashy 

brightness not emanating from within or from his own deeds but from the Father himself. 

He transforms into this new hero not by abandoning the foundational teachings of the 

                                            
78 à Kempis, 3.49. 
79 In Yu N. Nikitenko stresses the importance of medieval color associations and allegory, specifically 
noting how Spenser does not adapt this literary inheritance. Yu N. Nikitenko, “Colour Symbolism in the 
Images of Characters in the book I of ‘The Faerie Queene’ by Edmund Spenser,” Vestnik Sankt-
Peterburgskogo Universiteta 7, no.1 (March 2014): 60-66. 
80 à Kempis, 4.15. 
81 Fruen, 71. 
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faith, common to both Catholics and Protestants, but instead by personally experiencing 

the corruption of man, the suffering of guilt, and the battle with the self.  

Mirroring the selfish and arrogant Red Cross Knight from cantos I-IX, the dragon 

serves as an allegorical representation of traditional epic heroism, a force that must be 

supplanted by the new hero. Speaking of the “mature disciple” in The Imitation, à 

Kempis instructs that “the perfect victory is to triumph over self. For he who holds 

himself in such subjection that sensuality obeys reason and reason obeys [Christ] in all 

matters, is truly his own conqueror and master of the world.”82 Similar to the teaching of 

Calvin, à Kempis argues that the mature Christian can only master his sanctification by 

waging battle against the passions associated with his old, earthly desires. In so doing, 

he will clear his path to heaven. Spenser depicts this battle as the mission of his new 

epic hero. To display this internal battle, Spenser pits his Knight against a dragon, and 

this dragon illustrates the Red Cross Knight’s behavior before his transformation in the 

House of Holiness.83 For example, just as the Red Cross Knight was “fearefull more of 

shame, / Then of the certaine perill he stood in” during his battle with Error, so too is the 

dragon “more mindfull of his honour deare” than the pain of the battle (1.1.24; 1.11.39). 

Likewise, the dragon becomes caught up in his own “hundred foldes” of “thicke 

entangled knots” just as the Red Cross Knight found himself trapped “in knots and many 

boughtes vpwound” during his battle with Error (1.11.11; 1.1.15). The dragon 

symbolizes the very self-deception and self-glorification that characterized the first part 

                                            
82  Ibid, 3.53. 
83 Kenneth Hodges argues that Spenser sourced the dragon of canto X from the romance, Bevis of 
Hampton, and he ultimately interprets the battle with the dragon as anti-Catholic in nature. Kenneth 
Hodges, “Reformed Dragons: ‘Bevis of Hampton,’ Sir Thomas Malory's ‘Le Morte Darthur,’ and Spenser's 
‘Faerie Queene,’” Texas Studies in Literature & Language 54, no. 1 (Spring 2012): 110-131. 
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of the Red Cross Knight’s life when he lived under the old heroic code, a previous part 

of himself that he must “conqueror” and “master,” in the words of à Kempis and Calvin 

respectively.84 Only through utilizing the knowledge and hope he obtained through his 

time of suffering and contemplation in the House of Holiness can the new hero hope to 

slay his past life.  

Having the Red Cross Knight call upon the hope of baptism—imparted by 

Speranza at the House of Holiness—during the battle with the dragon, Spenser 

continues to echo the teachings of The Imitation which depicts this sacrament as a sign 

of rebirth. During his three-day fight with the dragon, the Red Cross Knight takes refuge 

in “a springing well, / From which fast trickled forth a siluer flood,” which is “the well of 

life” (1.11.29). Ryan J. Croft argues that Spenser’s audience would have connected the 

act of baptism with a violent battle against the power of Satan.85 Croft’s perspective 

explains why, after plunging into the well, the baptism both “hardned [the Knight’s 

sward] with that holy water dew” and strengthened his hands so that he is now able to 

harm his foe, with the dragon now “[yelling] for exceeding paine” at the strike of his 

blade (1.11.36; 1.11.37). These images of baptism parallel the Red Cross Knight’s 

experience in the House of Holiness, with both the anchor of Speranza and the water of 

the well a shining silver.86 This connection of baptismal water and newness or 

                                            
84 John K. Hale sees the similarities between the dragon and the Knight as a linguistic attempt to show 
the closeness of the combat, specifically looking to the free-flowing use of third person pronouns in canto 
X, which sometimes refer to the Red Cross Knight and other times to the dragon. John K. Hale, 
“Spenser's Faerie Queene, 1. 11. 52 and 53,” Explicator 53, no. 1 (Fall 1994): 6. 
85 Ryan J. Croft, “Sanctified Tyrannicide: Tyranny and Theology in John Ponet's Shorte Treatise of 
Politike Power and Edmund Spenser's the Faerie Queene,” Studies in Philology, 108, no. 4 (Fall 2011): 
538-571. 
86 Harold L. Weatherby notes the importance of the continuing baptismal metaphors in book I, contending 
that Spenser does this to show the progressive nature of Christian growth. In other words, the moment of 
conversion or salvation does not negate the need for maturation. Harold L. Weatherby, “What Spenser 
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regeneration can be found in countless Protestant and Catholic texts. The Imitation, for 

example, states that all sacraments generate new life.87  Gordon A. Jensen notes how 

the sacramental theology of the reformation was born directly from Catholic ideologies, 

like the one’s in The Imitation. “Through the sacraments,” Jensen writes, “God justifies 

and transforms sinners.” He goes on to assert that, “this claim was not new to [the 

reformers]: [they were] simply [echoing] Thomas Aquinas, who also recognized the 

sacraments as divine acts of God, declaring and effecting salvation.”88 The pivotal role 

that this foundational sacrament plays in the Red Cross Knight’s victory attests to 

Spenser’s creation of a Christian hero. The Red Cross Knight illustrates that, through 

the new birth gained by exercising the life-giving hope he obtained during his suffering 

and contemplation, he can actively and effectively battle his dragon. 

During his battle with the dragon, the newborn knight uses the lessons from his 

time of equipping to lay waste to his sin. The Christian hero now turns to the 

communion blood of Fidelia to battle the embodiment of traditional epic heroism. At the 

end of his second day of battle, the Red Cross Knight falters, falling prey to the dragon’s 

“huge flames that dimmed all the heauens light” (1.11.44). Rather than letting this 

destroy him, the new Christian epic hero turns to “the tree of life,” which gives off a 

“streame of Balme most soueraine” and capable of healing “deadly woundes…and 

reare againe / the senselesse corse appointed for the graue” (1.11.46; 1.11.48). The 

                                            
Meant by Holinesse: Baptism in book One of the Faerie sanctification Queene,” Studies in Philology 84, 
no. 3 (Summer 1987): 286-307. 
87 à Kempis, 4.4. 
88 Gordon A. Jensen, "Martin Luther’s Sacramental Theology," Oxford Research Encyclopedia of 
Religion, 20 Jun. 2017. http://religion.oxfordre.com/view/10.1093/ 

acrefore/9780199340378.001.0001/acrefore-9780199340378-e-359. 

http://religion.oxfordre.com/view/10.1093/
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balm here references The Balm of Gilead, an Old Testament allegory for the sacrificial 

blood of Christ. Early modern biblical commentators regularly connected this balm to the 

blood of the sacrificed Jesus, with Joseph Hall equating the balm to the “frail flesh and 

blood” of the Savior.89 Both Protestant and Catholic leaders taught that the Christian 

must partake in the “blood of Christ” through communion, with à Kempis’ stating that to 

partake in the blood of Christ is to “rise again with greater strength than before.”90 The 

Red Cross Knight does precisely this, slaying the dragon immediately after partaking in 

the balm.   

Upon defeating the dragon, The Red Cross Knight can now attain God-given 

glory, completing his transition to this new form of heroism. “The trials of Christ's 

recruit,” in the words of à Kempis, “form the heavenly crown” given by the Father.91 This 

heavenly glorification replaces the earthly glorification sought after by former epic 

heroes. Leaving behind his classical and medieval predecessors such as Nestor, 

Achilles, and Roland, the victorious Red Cross Knight exits the battlefield to “triumphant 

trompets sound [from] on hie,” this fanfare ushering him into the court of Una’s parents 

(1.12.4). The “auncient Lord”—father of Una, the “one way”—imputes the “euerlasting 

fame” of his daughter to the now heavenly Knight, a mirror of the transfer of Christ’s 

righteousness to the Christian at the moment of salvation (1.12.8). Relying on his 

audience’s knowledge of Christ’s claim to be “the one way,” Spenser uses Una’s father 

                                            
89 Joseph Hall, The Balm of Gilead, or, Comforts for the Distressed, Both Morall and Divine Most Fit for 
These Woful Times (London: Printed by Thomas Newcomb, and sold by John Holden, 1650), 101. 
90 In her reading of this passage and the scene with The Well of Life, Elizabeth Heal uses the Institutes of 
John Calvin to explain why Spenser would have shown his hero repeatedly partaking in the sacrament of 
baptism and communion Yet, as I have shown, much of exact imagery can be found in Catholic texts as 
well. Heale, 44. 
91 à Kempis, 3.35. 
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to bestow heavenly glory on the new hero, the earthly king a symbol for the King of 

Heaven.92 Although Evans asserts that Spenser depicts man as incapable of attaining 

this kind of divine glorification on earth, the Red Cross Knight does accomplish this feat. 

À Kempis, however, claimed to not have defeated his own dragon at the time he wrote 

The Imitation. Instead, he was “strengthened by the example of the saints” who have 

been glorified from on high while he himself continued to patiently “walk in faith.”93 

The Red Cross Knight challenges the sometimes bellicose religious rhetoric of 

Elizabethan England. Although the Knight, at first glance, appears to be a simple 

depiction of core biblical principles relating to sanctification, the fact that said principles 

were also espoused in a widely available Catholic devotional endows the hero with 

additional significance. Spenser boldly fashions his hero through a synthesis of Catholic 

and Protestant sources in a world where anti-Catholic polemics could be purchased 

from numerous book distributors in his city. Instead of comparing the doctrine of the two 

Christian denominations, many of these anti-Catholic writings deployed logically weak 

ad hominem attacks. For instance, in his 1574 book The Pageant of Popes Contayninge 

the Lyues of all the Bishops of Rome, John Bale assaults the Roman Catholic church as 

an institutional representative of Satan on earth. In his introduction, he focuses his 

attack on the people found within the Catholic church: “the vvhoremōgers, ruffians, 

filthie parsons…[and] Ganimedes.”94 These kinds of non-theological attacks pervade 

much of the anti-Catholic discourse found in England at the time, with minimal space in 

these documents dedicated to a discussion of theological discrepancies between the 

                                            
92 John 14:6, NIV. 
93 à Kempis, 4.11. 
94 John Bale, The Pageant of Popes Contayninge the Lyues of all the Bishops of Rome, 1574.  
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two Christian sects. In reality, this kind of empty rhetoric serves mainly to glorify the 

Protestant cause. This is a self-centered position dangerously close to that of the Red 

Cross Knight in the House of Pride.  

In addition to shedding light on the religious rhetoric of the period, this chapter 

also problematizes the critical tradition of identifying Spenser’s epic as a purely anti-

Catholic work. In reference to Spenser’s self-proclaimed intent of his poem— “to fashion 

a gentleman or noble person in vertuous and gentle discipline”— Evans asserts that 

Spenser refers not to a general virtue, but a protestant Christian virtue sourced from the 

“archetypal hero, Christ.”95 From this perspective, Spenser’s heroes, and particularly the 

Red Cross Knight from book I, serve as allegorical representations of Protestant ethics. 

In many ways, Evans’ argument builds from a larger critical precedent that assumes an 

Anglican or Puritan source for Spenser’s Christian virtue. For example, in his early 

twentieth-century work on The Faerie Queene, Herbert E. Cory conjectures that 

Spenser obtained his understanding of “Christ’s [heroic] sacrifice” from the Anglican 

“pastor-poets” of his alma mater, Cambridge University.96 The extent to which the 

development of the Red Cross Knight parallels à Kempis’s three-part perspective on 

Christian sanctification, however, complicates the notion that Spenser’s epic is a strictly 

anti-Catholic polemic. In conjunction with the work of Shaheen and Stump, this chapter 

proposes a more nuanced perspective on the religious divide during the period, showing 

how Spenser took advantage of the incomplete nature of the reformation which allowed 

                                            
95 Evans, 13. 
96 Herbert E. Cory, The Critics of Edmund Spenser (Berkeley: University of California Berkeley Press, 
1911, 109. 
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him to easily synthesize Catholic and Protestant sources.97 

The reading of Spenser’s Red Cross Knight in this chapter also offers a lens 

through which to study the ways that other early modern epic poets—for instance, John 

Milton—interacted with both the classical epic tradition and Spenser’s own adapted epic 

hero. In his epic Paradise Lost (1667), Milton builds from Spenser’s definition of the 

Christian epic hero, depicting not a hero in transition, but rather a juxtaposition of the 

traditional epic hero in Satan and a Christian epic warrior in Messiah. Scholars such as 

Stanley Fish, Alastair Fowler, C.S. Lewis, and M.V. Rama Sarma have noted how 

Milton crafts Satan as a warrior in the vein of “Achilles, Turnus, Odysseus, Aeneas, 

Prometheus and other heroes…[in order] to magnify our impression of Satan’s heroic 

grandeur.”98 I have corroborated this perspective in another paper by using linguistic 

analyses to confirm Satan as a classical epic hero.99 While many of these scholars 

address why Milton would want to structure his heroes this way, none of them speak to 

a literary source for his demonization of the traditional epic hero. Given Milton’s focus 

on Spenser’s poetry during his master’s studies at Cambridge, it is highly probable that 

                                            
97 While this chapter specifically addresses The Faerie Queene, it is important to know that this anti-
Catholic perspective on Spenser’s religious leanings pervades all of Spenser studies. For example, 
Andrew Hadfield builds his brief note on Spenser’s book A View of the Present State of Ireland from the 
assumption that Spenser’s harsh depiction of Irish Catholics reflects an immovable antipathy for all things 
Catholic. This chapter challenges these kinds of critical assumptions. Andrew Hadfield, “Spenser's 
Description of the Execution of Murrogh O'brien: An Anti-Catholic Polemic,” Notes & Queries 46.2 (1999): 
195.  
98 Stanley Fish, Surprised by Sin: The Reader in Paradise Lost (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 
1998), 169; John Milton, Paradise Lost ed. Alastair Fowler (London: Routledge, 2006); C.S. Lewis, A 
Preface to Paradise Lost (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1961); M.V. Rama Sarma, The Heroic 
Argument: A Study of Milton’s Heroic Poetry (New York: Macmillan and Company, 1971). 
99 In another argument, I use the principles of Linguistic Analysis of Literature espoused by Mick Short, 
Paul H. Grice, and James Pennebaker to analyze the discourse turns of Satan, with the patterns 
revealing that Satan uses his language to sue for peer-based glorification. Timothy M. Ponce, “The Heroic 
Struggle: Classical and Christian Heroism in Paradise Lost,” News from the Raven, ed. Dacri N. Hill 
(Cambridge: Cambridge Scholars Press, 2014), 160-174. 
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Milton sourced some of his treatment of classical epic heroism from Spenser’s epic.100 

Spenser demonstrates that an epic heroism in which the hero seeks glorification from 

his peers leads to death and despair. Similarly, Milton casts Satan, the prince of lies 

who constantly worries about how his other demons view him, as a hero in the classical 

vein.  

Through his refashioning of the epic hero, Spenser demonstrates the conflict 

between the heroism of the classics and the goal of Christian sanctification, regardless 

of whether that Christian be Protestant or Catholic.  His Red Cross Knight provides a 

model to imitate wherein the Christian is equipped to conquer himself through a 

submission to suffering. Although Spenser uses this idea of martial action through 

contemplation to consider sanctification, other authors use this fusion to instead depict 

political values, particularly those associated with Machiavellianism.  

 

                                            
100 Andrew Wadoski also builds from this known educational connection of Milton with Spenser, arguing 
that “Spenser bequeaths to Milton's poetry a broadly Georgic ethos in which virtue is discovered not in 
our encounters with transcendent forms but rather in our movements through the post-lapsarian world.” 
Andrew Wadoski, “Milton's Spenser: Eden and the Work of Poetry,” SEL: Studies in English Literature 
(Johns Hopkins) 55, no. 1 (Winter 2015): 175-196.  
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CHAPTER 3 

CONTEMPLATIVE MACHIAVELLIANISM IN THE SPANISH TRAGEDY 

Almost from the moment Machiavelli began to circulate his political ideas, they 

met with both praise and scorn. Anecdotal evidence suggests that Henry VIII’s court 

received Machiavellian philosophy in a similar manner. According to Cardinal Reginald 

Pole, Henry’s counselor Thomas Cromwell used Machiavelli’s Il Principe—a book 

supposedly “written by the finger of Satan”—to persuade the King to circumvent church 

authority and consolidate his power through secular means.1 Despite Cromwell’s 

attempt biblically to support Henry’s choice to, in the words of Machiavelli, “not [allow] 

the church to reach such greatness” as to threaten monarchical power, a long history of 

literary critics have viewed the influence of Machiavelli on Tudor England only from the 

perspective of Pole.2 With regard to the Elizabethan stage, this previous generation of 

scholars argues that The Prince schooled playwrights in the development of dastardly 

villains with, as Edward Meyer puts it, a “demonic aureole.”3 While this critical 

perspective takes into account the early moderns who detested Machiavelli’s philosophy 

and explains the existence of such Machiavels as Thomas Kyd’s Lorenzo, it disregards 

those early moderns who viewed the teachings of the Florentine positively, such as 

ambassador Henry Wotton and lawyer John Rainolds.4 

                                            
1 Silvia Ruffo-Fiore, Niccolò Machiavelli (Boston: Twayne Publishers, 1982), 140-41. 
2 Niccolo Machiavelli, The Prince, trans. W.K. Marriott, http://www.gutenberg.org/files/1232/1232-h/1232-
h.htm. 
3 Edward Meyer, Machiavelli and the Elizabethan Drama (New York: Burt Franklin, 1897) 1.  
4 All references to and quotations taken from The Spanish Tragedy will are from the following edition 
unless otherwise noted: Thomas Kyd, “The Spanish Tragedy,” English Renaissance Drama: A Norton 
Anthology, ed David Bevington, Lars Engle, Katharine Eisaman Maus, and Eric Rasmussen (New York: 
W.W. Norton, 2002). 

http://www.gutenberg.org/files/1232/1232-h/1232-h.htm
http://www.gutenberg.org/files/1232/1232-h/1232-h.htm
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The focus on the demonized Machiavel ignores evidence such as Elizabethan 

manuscript translations of The Prince that highlighted the beneficial aspects of the text. 

Through their selective translation practices, these scribes emphasized the redeemable 

characteristics of Machiavelli’s philosophy, believing that negative understandings of 

The Prince stemmed from misinterpretations of the text. Contemporary scholarship 

shows that these manuscripts circulated broadly during the late sixteenth century with 

the translations surviving in over thirty manuscripts.5 The existence of these 

manuscripts challenges nineteenth-century critics, like Edward Meyer, who assumed 

that Elizabethan playwrights primarily interacted with The Prince through quotations 

found in Innocent Gentillet’s anti-Machiavellian polemic Contre Nicolas Machiavel 

(1576).6 Kyd’s The Spanish Tragedy reflects the complicated Elizabethan reception of 

Machiavellian ideas. Kyd offers both evil and heroic versions of the Machiavel through 

Lorenzo and Hieronimo, respectively.7 Rather than simply representing the duality of 

opinion regarding The Prince, Kyd shows that the demonic Machiavels do indeed come 

from a misreading of the text—just as the manuscript translators feared. In the 

manuscript editions in particular, Machiavelli asserts that a successful leader must 

exercise both decisive violence and reflective contemplation. Likewise, in The Spanish 

                                            
5 For a full list of all manuscripts and their current locations, see Alessandra Petrina, Machiavelli in the 
British Isles: Two Early Modern Translations of The Prince (Burlington: Ashgate, 2013). 
6 N. W. Bawcutt contests that in addition to the manuscripts, Elizabethan playwrights also looked to the 
French and Italian print editions of The Prince present in London. N. W. Bawcutt, "The 'Myth of Gentillet' 
Reconsidered: An Aspect of Elizabethan Machiavellianism," Modern Language Review 99, no. 4 (October 
2004): 863-874. 
7 Some scholars would disagree with my identification of Hieronomo as a hero and potentially read him 
instead as a renegade Christian in rebellion against God. However, more recent scholars, like Patrick 
Collinson and Steven Mullaney, view Hieronimo as a hero throwing off the impotent shackles of Christian 
morality. See Patrick Collinson, Elizabethans (New York: Hambledon and London, 2003), 219; Steven 
Mullaney, The Reformation of Emotions in the Age of Shakespeare (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 2015), 67.  
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Tragedy, Kyd illustrates how Machiavels who misinterpret The Prince and ignore this 

synthesis of the martial and the contemplative, like Lorenzo, lose their agency, 

becoming slaves to their visceral reaction (See Chapter 2).8 On the other hand, 

Machiavels who reach their violent action by first engaging in contemplation, like 

Hieronimo, remain in control of their actions. Like Spenser, Kyd creates a hero who 

reaches his martial goal by way of reflection. In so doing, Hieronimo exemplifies a true 

Machiavel, one who aligns with that of English manuscript translations. 

During the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, the term “Machiavel” did indeed 

become a widely used insult. For example, William Perkins uses the term in his 

exposition on the book of Galatians (1604) to decry “Machiavellian plottes and pollicies" 

of the Pope and his priests who usurp the name of God for “their owne glorie.”9 

Similarly, John King lambasts the politicians “of our sinnefull age” as Machiavellians 

who adhere to “that most blasphemous and Luciferian presumption, I am a GOD.”10 The 

term functioned in a variety of social spheres, from religion to politics, and carries with it 

a number of possible meanings. In general, though, it became associated with an 

individual who employed deception to obtain social, political, or financial reward. One of 

the most elaborate and complex accusations of Machiavellianism during Queen 

Elizabeth I’s reign was levied against Robert Dudley, Earl of Leicester, in a defamatory 

tract known as Leicester's Commonwealth, which described the earl as a devotee of 

                                            
8 This lack of control mirrors the Red Cross Knight’s progression toward the House of Pride and his 
interaction with the character sloth who keeps his eyes down cast to eliminates the possibility of choosing 
other life paths, see the discussion of Sloth in chapter 2. 
9 William Perkins, A commentarie or exposition, vpon the fiue first chapters of the Epistle to the Galatians: 
penned by the godly, learned, and iudiciall diuine, Mr. W. Perkins. Now published for the benefit of the 
church, and continued with a supplement vpon the sixt chapter, 1604. 
10 John King, Lectures vpon Ionas deliuered at Yorke in the yeare of our Lorde 1594, 1599. 
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“Seignior Machavel.”11 Supposedly attempting to dissemble his way to the greatest 

position of political power in the land—that of consort to Queen Elizabeth I—Leicester 

allegedly murdered his network of underhanded henchmen, “[rewarding them] as they 

shall never after be able to complain of.”12 Despite the fact that such behavior explicitly 

violates Machiavelli’s advice in The Prince not to kill with reckless abandon, the authors 

label the Earl as a dangerous Machiavellian.13 Although scholars can gain a deeper 

understanding of early modern perceptions of Machiavellianism by turning to pamphlets 

like Leicester's Commonwealth, reading them in conjunction with the English 

manuscripts of The Prince leads to a more nuanced understanding of early modern 

perspectives on Machiavellianism.  

Some early moderns saw the teachings of Machiavelli as wise and even 

harmonious with the beliefs of the church. In his discourses on The State of 

Christendom, the ambassador Henry Wotton describes how the Protestant church of 

Germany could easily be saved if it were to follow a martial plan that he openly sources 

from “Nicholaus Machiavelli.”14 In a rhetorical move that bridges the gap between The 

Prince and the church, Wotton cites chapters from The Prince to support his military 

strategy for protecting the faithful of God. Rather than seeing Machiavelli as the enemy 

of the believer, or as Satan like Pole, Wotton contends that Machiavelli’s ideas are the 

                                            
11 Leicester’s Commonwealth: The Copie of a Leter wryten by a Master of Arts of Cambrige (1584) and 
Related Documents, ed. D.C. Peck (Athens: Ohio University Press, 1985), 132. 
12 Ibid.  
13 For a discussion of the way this “anti-Leicestrian discourse” influenced Shakespeare, specifically in his 
creation of the Falstaff character, see Jacqueline Vanhoutte, “‘Age in Love’: Falstaff among the Minions of 
the Moon," English Literary Renaissance 43, no. 1 (February, 2013): 86-127. 
14 Henry Wotton, The State of Christendom, or, A Most Exact and Curious Discovery of Many Secret 
Passages and Hidden Mysteries of the Times Written by Henry Wotton, 1657. 
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key to saving the Protestant church from a Catholic incursion. Likewise, John Rainolds, 

writing in response to the Elizabethan stage, builds a pro-Machiavelli argument by 

pointing out how the church fathers of the past ignorantly condemned the plays of 

Plautus, Terence, and Seneca. Using this argument as an example of how clergy can 

propagate “many zealous and most godly” misinterpretations about the most sacred and 

beloved works, Rainolds argues that many Christians have misinterpreted Machiavelli in 

like fashion.15 For Rainolds, Machiavellian ideas are not evil themselves. Rather, the 

reader is responsible for his interpretation and application of the text. This idea is also 

emphasized by the translators of the illicit, early modern, English manuscripts of The 

Prince.  

Despite evidence of opposing responses to Machiavellian ideas, contemporary 

scholars still tend to begin from the inherited assumption that early moderns viewed all 

Machiavellian discourse negatively. Writing about Machiavellianism and the early 

modern stage, Hugh Grady uses the works of Montaigne “as a corrective to Machiavelli 

and the Machiavellianism of much contemporary theory” to argue that Elizabethans, 

who at best were warily interested in Machiavellian political philosophy, became more 

and more disenchanted with the Italian’s teachings as the reign of the Virgin Queen 

came to a close.16 Grady turns to the Shakespearian plays produced between 1595 and 

                                            
15 John Rainolds, Th'overthrow of stage-playes, by the way of controversie betwixt D. Gager and D. 
Rainoldes wherein all the reasons that can be made for them are notably refuted; th'objections 
aunswered, and the case so cleared and resolved, as that the iudgement of any man, that is not froward 
and perverse, may easelie be satisfied. Wherein is manifestly proved, that it is not onely vnlawfull to bee 
an actor, but a beholder of those vanities. Wherevnto are added also and annexed in th'end certeine 
latine letters betwixt the sayed Maister Rainoldes, and D. Gentiles, reader of the civill law in Oxford, 
concerning the same matter, 1599. 
16 Hugh Grady, Shakespeare, Machiavelli, and Montaigne: Power and Subjectivity from Richard II to 
Hamlet (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002), 11; 27. 
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1600 to corroborate this perspective. However, as John Rainolds’ Th'overthrow of 

stage-playes (1599) attests, there were intellectual movements at work in and around 

the early modern theater other than the ones Grady cites to support his argument. 

Rainolds’ emphasis on “misinterpretation” indicates that he believed audiences needed 

to reconsider The Prince to look for truths they may have previously overlooked. The 

scribes of the English Machiavellian manuscripts attempt to guard from this kind of 

misinterpretation through their editorial practices. 

Machiavelli posits that the decisive, violent action of a successful leader must 

always be preceded by a period in which he contemplates the impact of his actions, an 

aspect of the text more easily seen in the English manuscript translations. Strongly 

advising against giving in to the visceral reactions that a prince will feel throughout his 

reign, Machiavelli counsels that a successful leader must turn to discriminatory thought 

before acting.17 For instance, when Machiavelli states, “a wise prince ought to adopt 

such a course that his citizens will always in every sort and kind of circumstance have 

need of the state and of him, … always [finding] them faithful,” he shows contemplation 

is the foundation of his philosophy of leadership.18 If the prince does not first carefully 

consider all of his actions, then he could engender his own ruin. In fact, in the M.K. 

Marriott translation of The Prince, the word “consider” is one of the most frequently used 

content words, after “war” and “army.”19 Through revising the text, exercising caution in 

                                            
17 Alison McQueen contends that this kind of move away from unmitigated violence can better be seen in 
Machiavelli’s later works, particularly in The Discourses and his poetry. Alison McQueen, “Between Fear 
and Longing: Niccolo Machiavelli and the Apocalyptic Imaginary,” Midwestern Political Science 
Association 1, no.1 (2009): 1. 
18 Machiavelli, IX. 
19 To find this information, I ran this translation of The Prince through a concordance analyzer, a software 
that ranks the number and frequency of words and phrases. After function words like “the,” “to,” “and,” 



60 

word choices, and reorganizing sections of the work, the scribes of the English 

Machiavellian manuscripts highlighted this aspect of Machiavelli’s philosophy. For 

instance, one of the scribes expands one sentence about the importance of the use and 

retention of allies to a whole paragraph on the importance of using as few allies as 

possible, as well as treating said confederates with respect.20 Through this expansion, 

Machiavelli’s original emphasis on the careful consideration of the prince’s use of 

accomplices becomes more emphatic.  

In this chapter, I demonstrate how Kyd depicts this joining of militaristic action 

with discriminatory thought within Machiavellian philosophy, showing how those who 

dismiss the contemplative portion of this formula end up losing their agency.  The 

advice found in The Prince can ultimately be divided into three categories: the 

motivation of a prince’s actions, the most effective organization for said actions, and the 

most efficient means of execution. The thread that ties together these three separate 

categories is the importance of critical reflection to the successful completion of each 

step. Kyd builds from this tri-part structure of motivate, organize, and execute in his 

play. Lorenzo—a “whirlwind’s rage”— rejects the introspective side of Machiavellianism, 

and as a result, he increasingly loses his ability to choose anything but evil in his 

attempts to progress through these stages (3.10.29). Because he initially chooses to opt 

for martial violence without reflection during the motivation stage of his development as 

a Machiavel, the options available to him for organization and execution become 

increasingly limited. Each step in his plot is determined not by consideration, but rather 

                                            
and “of,” the word “consider” appears the most frequently, with the word and its derivations appearing 61 
times (or .14% of the total word count). 
20 Queen’s College Oxford, MS 251, 2r.  
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by a pressing necessity to manage the problems arising from his lack of thought. 

Hieronimo, on the other hand, more carefully adheres to the teachings of Machiavelli, 

exhibiting discriminating action rather than exercising passionate reactions. By bringing 

the two seemingly contradictory principles of violence and contemplation together as 

Machiavelli instructs, Hieronimo—the “loving father”—righteously attains his ultimate 

goal: revenge for the death of his son (3.13.96). This reading challenges the critical 

precedent, which assumes an automatic demonization of all connections with 

Machiavelli. I show that the vile Machiavels mentioned by Perkins, King, and the author 

of Leicester's Commonwealth come from a misinterpretation of The Prince rather than 

as an automatic byproduct of the text. 

 The Prince became available in Kyd’s England not because of an interest in 

subversive political philosophy but because of the London book trade’s ability to print 

the controversial text for international markets where such printing was illegal. While the 

original 1532 Italian edition of Il Principe, known as the Blado edition, bore the 

permission of Clement VII, in 1557, Pope Paul IV placed all of Machiavelli’s works on 

the Index Librorum Prohibitorum, the official banned books list of the Catholic church.21 

Although this ruling made the texts illegal to print in Catholic nations, printers based in 

Protestant countries could legally meet the multinational demand for Machiavelli’s 

works. Consequently, London booksellers offered Italian, French, and Latin editions of 

                                            
21 W. Michael Mathes, in his research on humanism in the sixteenth century, demonstrates the far-
reaching impacts of the Index Librorum Prohibitorum, noting how the list was increasingly used to 
suppress a board range of ideas, regardless if they were produced by Catholics of Protestants. W. 
Michael Mathes, “Humanism in Sixteenth- and Seventeenth-Century Libraries of New Spain.,” Catholic 
Historical Review 82, no. 3 (July 1996): 412. 
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The Prince to anyone who had a few pence to spare.22 The number of non-English 

copies of Machiavelli’s works sold in London suggests that they enjoyed a substantial 

readership. This was particularly true at Cambridge University, as Gabriel Harvey’s 

letter to Edmund Spenser indicates: 

And I warrant you sum good fellowes amongst us begin nowe to be prettely well 
acquayntid with a certayne parlous booke callid, as I remember me, Il Principe di 
Niccolo Macchiavelli, and I can peradventure name you an odd crewe or tooe 
that ar as cuninge in his Discorsi sopra la prima Deca di Livio, in his Historia 
Fiorentina, and in his Dialogues della Arte della Guerra tooe, and in certayne 
gallant Turkishe Discourses tooe, as University men were wont to be in their 
parva Logicalia and Magna Moralia and Physicalia of both sortes.23  
 

Although Harvey describes the book as “parlous” and “cunning,” faculty members and 

students continued to read and discuss The Prince publicly. Even Elizabeth I may have 

owned an original 1532 Blato edition.24 Because printed editions of Machiavelli’s works 

were only available in Italian, French, and Latin, it would be easy to surmise that his 

readership was restricted to only those with formal education. However, surviving 

manuscript translations of The Prince prove this to be false.  

Although The Prince was not printed in English until 1640, manuscript evidence 

suggests that English translations began to circulate widely through an underground 

network during the late 1570s and early 1580s—right before the premiere of The 

Spanish Tragedy. Examining the numerous surviving manuscripts, Alessandra Petrina 

                                            
22 For more on the historical reception and circulation of Machiavelli throughout Europe, see Mary Walsh, 
“Historical Reception of Machiavelli,” Seeking Real Truths: Multidisciplinary Perspectives on Machiavelli, 
ed. Patricia Vilches and Gerald Seaman (Boston: Brill, 2007), 273-301.  
23 Qtd. in Alessandra Petrina, Machiavelli in the British Isles: Two Early Modern Translations of The 
Prince (Burlington: Ashgate, 2013), 18.  
24 Princeton University’s special collections holds a copy of the 1532 edition covered by a binding 
inscribed with the Tudor rose. While the provenance of this book is difficult to precisely ascertain, scholars 
like Hardin Craig and Alessandra Petrina believe that it was linked with royal circles and maintained in the 
queen’s library.  
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concludes that the manuscripts circulated broadly in four families—groups A, B, C, and 

D—with the manuscripts of group A being the oldest and thus forming the foundation of 

subsequent transcriptions.25 Based on the paper used, the oldest known text in the A 

group, Harley 6795, has been dated to approximately 1583, or about four years before 

Kyd’s play premiered. However, The Prince probably began to circulate in English even 

earlier since textual errors suggest that Harley 6795 was preceded by a now lost set of 

manuscripts.26 The most complete, and consequently most important, known 

manuscripts are MS Hawthornden 2065 and Queen's College Oxford MS 251, of the A 

and B families respectively. Sebastiaan Verweij contends that these illicit copies of The 

Prince had a profound impact on British authors, specifically demonstrating how William 

Fowler’s copy of The Prince, from the A family of manuscripts, acted as a source of 

inspiration for his sonnet sequence The Tarantula of Love.27 Given the proliferation of 

the manuscript copies of The Prince, it is safe to assume that other authors, like Kyd, 

turned to these texts in the construction of their literary works.  

Through Hieronimo, Kyd portrays the Machiavellian ideal of a dynamic leader 

tempered by reflection and contemplation, or the chimera of “beast” and “man.” Citing 

the myths about how “princes of old were given to the Centaur Chiron to nurse,” 

Machiavelli warns the prince that he must possess both the attributes of beast and 

man.28 In other words, the ideal prince must be defined by animal-like violence as well 

                                            
25 Petrina, 51. 
26 Hardin Craig, “Introduction,” Machiavelli’s The Prince: An Elizabethan Translation (Chapel Hill: The 
University of North Carolina Press, 2011), xx.  
27 Sebastiaan Verweij, “The Manuscripts of William Fowler: A Revaluation of the Tarantula of Love, a 
Sonnet Sequence, and of Death,” Scottish Studies Review 8, no. 2 (November 2007): 9-23. 
28 Machiavelli, XVIII. 
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as contemplation, or the rational faculties associated with humanity.29 Able to use his 

rational mind to create a plan for striking in a manner best suited to his overall purpose, 

the prince, as envisioned by Machiavelli, should be a perfect mix of human and animal. 

Both the scribes of MS Hawthornden 2065 and Queen's College Oxford MS 251, 

despite the usual freedom with which they translate and reorganize the text, render this 

particular passage verbatim from the Italian, speaking to its importance in 

understanding Machiavelli’s overall message. Although Hieronimo exhibits this 

amalgamation of violent beast and thinking man—which offers him a broad range of 

choices as he moves from motivation, organization, and execution—Lorenzo allows 

himself to be dominated by the beast. Continually submitting to his instinctual, 

animalistic reactions, he loses more and more connection with his human will, ultimately 

causing his own destruction.  

Throughout The Spanish Tragedy, Kyd reveals the motivations of both Lorenzo 

and Hieronimo—the former violates Machiavelli’s teachings and the latter conforms to 

them. Machiavelli addresses the importance of a leader’s motivation, noting how his 

misplaced drive can produce dire consequences for the prince. To that end, Machiavelli 

warns that a prince should never spitefully “murder.”30 He may dispatch those who 

stand in his way, but this must be done quickly at the beginning of his rule and done for 

                                            
29 While recent scholarship has demonstrated that not all early moderns saw animals as devoid of reason 
(such as seen in the poetry of Margret Cavendish), logic and critical reasoning were still regularly seen as 
traits that define humanity. Gail Kern Paster notes how Renaissance texts describe a lack of control, or a 
submission to one’s passions, as animalistic in nature. For more on the early modern connection of 
animals and the passions, see Gail Kern Paster, Humoring the Body: Emotions and the Shakespearian 
Stage (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2014) 135-188. 
30 Machiavelli, XIX. 
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logical reasons, never out of malice.31 By carefully monitoring the motivation for his 

killing, a prince can circumvent being perceived as a murderer or a tyrant. Additionally, 

the prince must never be motivated by greed, or he will be tempted to take his citizens’ 

“property…[and] their women.”32 Infringing on the rights and property of his people will 

incite hatred for the prince and will likely thwart his plans and ultimately lead to his 

downfall. In the end, the prince must not do anything that could be motivated by, or 

construed as, wicked or unjustifiable.33 The goal of any prince should be the stability of 

the state, and indefensible wickedness acts as a destabilizing factor in that mission. 

Kyd’s characters demonstrate these ideas. Lorenzo ignores these Machiavellian 

principles and consequently limits his own options while Hieronimo, conversely, heeds 

Machiavelli’s instructions, ultimately allowing him to maintain control and direction of his 

plans.  

Though The Prince repeatedly cautions against the motivation of spite or 

vindictiveness, with particular warning against using such a provocation for killing, 

Lorenzo regularly participates in this unjustifiable activity, revealing the motivation for 

his actions. The Queen’s College scribe emphasizes this idea by specifically using the 

word “murthere” only when Machiavelli provides an example of killing motivated by 

spite. For instance, this occurs when John Fogliano’s henchmen spring forth at the end 

of a dinner party and kill all the nobles in attendance.34 However, when Machiavelli’s 

                                            
31 Charles D. Tarlton, in his research on the morality of Machiavelli, asserts that this motivation does not 
override the immorality of killing despite the text’s attempt to persuade the reader otherwise. Charles D. 
Tarlton, “Political Desire and the Idea of Murder in Machiavelli's the Prince,” Philosophy 77, no. 1 
(January 2002): 39. 
32 Ibid, XVII.  
33 Ibid, VII. 
34 Queen’s College Oxford, MS 251, 32r. 
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prince kills to stabilize the state, the scribe describes them as “disposing” or 

“dispatching.” Kyd borrows this word association, using the word “murder” to describe 

the actions of Lorenzo. Moreover, the word is almost exclusively employed to describe 

plots initiated by Lorenzo.35 He is regularly identified as a “murderer,” and his deeds are 

likewise referred to as “murderous.” In choosing the verb “murder” rather than “slay”—

which Kyd uses for other killings in the play—to label the actions of Lorenzo, Kyd 

reveals the catalyst of Lorenzo’s plots, spitefulness manifested in malevolence 

(3.13.131). Because spite is the fuel for his schemes, Lorenzo viscerally reacts to 

situations, and he is therefore unable and unwilling to engage in the contemplation 

advocated by Machiavelli. Steven Mullaney contends that Kyd shapes the emotional 

reaction of his audience through the chorus, yet this association of the word murder 

almost exclusively with Lorenzo could also be seen as a kind of emotional coercion.36 

As Kyd connects the negative connotations of murder with Lorenzo, he reinforces 

negative emotional reactions to the character. 

Kyd also demonstrates Lorenzo’s unwillingness to temper his actions with 

contemplation by revealing the Spaniard’s motivation of greed. Machiavelli instructs his 

prince that he must be sure to “abstene fra the guds & wyffes of his cytisens and 

subiects” lest his actions be seen to stem from avarice. Like his translation of the 

principle of the beast and man, the Hawthornden scribe again emphasizes the 

importance of this passage by translating it word for word from the original.37 A prince 

                                            
35 Of the 71 references to murder, only 8 of them are not connected to Lorenzo. The aberrations refer to 
Don Andrea, the Painter’s son, and Bazulto’s son.  
36 Mullaney, 67. 
37 The National Library of Scotland, MS Hawthornden 2065, 15r.  
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should never take the property of a citizen, nor seek to possess his wife, for in doing this 

he shows respect for the law that brings stability to the state.38 Political stability should 

be the primary concern of the prince, but Lorenzo shows disregard for other citizens’ 

property and rights from his first scene in the play. As soon as he enters with the 

chained Balthazar, Lorenzo usurps the glory, honor, and prizes associated with the 

military acts of excellence completed by Horatio. Hieronimo points out the despicable 

nature of these actions when he utters an Aesopian-style proverb that demonstrates the 

folly of rewarding the man who wore the lion’s skin versus “he [that] hunted well” 

(1.2.170). Rather than taking charge on the battlefield, Lorenzo remains content to 

appropriate the rights and privileges gained from Horatio’s hard work. This same 

disregard can be seen when Lorenzo has Serberine killed without first informing his 

master Balthazar (3.4.21).39 Even when the Page tells Balthazar and Lorenzo about the 

murder, Lorenzo does not admit to the deed, and he instead pretends to be shocked by 

the scandalous development. While Serberine is not a slave and thus is not legally the 

property of Balthazar, he is a member of Balthazar’s entourage. To attack Serberine is 

to attack Balthazar’s household. Both the usurpation of Horatio’s commendation and the 

murder of Serberine demonstrate Lorenzo’s avaricious motives, which ultimately 

constrains his plans and machinations.   

                                            
38 Paul Cornish asserts that Machiavelli’s philosophy on greed had a profound impact on subsequent 
generations, noting that the historical reception of The Prince has been extremely varied. Paul Cornish, 
“Do Reason and Revelation Agree? Reading Locke in the Light of Las Casas,” Midwestern Political 
Science Association 1, no.1 (2004). 
39 Frank Ardolino corroborates my reading, showing how Lorenzo’s actions forced his hand in the murder 
of his henchmen. He asserts that Lorenzo “attempts to ensure secrecy by having his subordinates 
eliminate each other. He notes that as Lorenzo continues to act, his options for maintaining this secrecy 
becomes increasingly limited. Frank Ardolino, Apocalypse and Armada in Kyd's Spanish Tragedy 
(Kirksville: Sixteenth Century Essays & Studies at Northeast Missouri State University, 1995), 59. 
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Although Machiavelli specifically speaks out against the motivations of greed and 

spite because they provoke the use of wicked and destabilizing actions, Lorenzo’s 

choice to disregard these directives from The Prince affects his fate and, more 

importantly, acts as a foundation from which other authors build their own Machiavels. 

In his study of Machiavelli’s influence on the plays of Shakespeare, John Roe points out 

how many playwrights of the period dismiss the portions of The Prince that council 

leaders to abstain from avaricious and vindictive motives, citing Shakespeare’s 

“crookbacked Richard” who loves “gloating in his wickedness” as an example.”40 

Although Shakespeare clearly pulls from The Prince in his depiction of Richard, he more 

emphatically draws from the precedent of Kyd’s Lorenzo. Lorenzo’s actions contradict 

the counsel found in The Prince, with the Spaniard admitting to the audience that his 

“jealous despite” acts as the primary motivation for his soon to be executed slaughter of 

Horatio (2.2.56). Later playwrights echo this motivation in their depictions of the 

Machiavel, with Lorenzo becoming the quintessential stage Machiavel. 

While Lorenzo flaunts his greed and spite, Kyd demonstrates that these 

motivations are not truly Machiavellian in nature by juxtaposing Lorenzo with a properly 

motivated Machiavellian devotee, Hieronimo.  For instance, while Lorenzo kills out of 

spite—Kyd describes him as bathing in “the blood of innocents”—Hieronimo slays out of 

a desire to reassert order and justice (3.11.30). In light of the Queen’s College Scribe’s 

differentiation between “murthere” and slaying, Hieronimo’s motivation for killing would 

                                            
40 John Roe, “Shakespeare and Machiavelli: The Prince and the History Plays,” Seeking Real Truths: 
Multidisciplinary Perspectives on Machiavelli, ed. Patricia Vilches and Gerald Seaman (Boston: Brill, 
2007), 358.  
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be considered worthy in the eyes of Machiavelli.41 Hieronimo reveals this motivation 

when he states that “heaven” must be “repaid” for the horrific actions undertaken by 

Lorenzo (3.13.2-3). Lorenzo’s lack of discriminating thought creates an imbalance within 

the world of the play. Seeing himself as the harbinger of God’s order and justice—as 

evidenced by his exclamation “vindicta mihi”—Hieronimo kills in order to create order 

(3.13.1). Though Wolfgang G. Müller contends that Hieronimo’s declaration that 

“vengeance is mine” reveals pride, it shows him to be an agent of God, the great 

avenger.42 In a sermon preached at St. Paul’s, G. Giffard teaches out of the third 

chapter of Ecclesiastes where Solomon states “there is a time to kill.”43 Giffard 

expounds upon this passage, stating that there will always be a time for “slaughter and 

killing” just as trees that have overgrown must also be removed.44 Just as the removal 

of trees restores order to an orchard, Hieronimo’s eventual slaying of his son’s murderer 

rights the instability brought by Lorenzo. This reflects the Queen’s College Scribe’s 

stress on the use of killing only in situations where it will result in stability. 

In addition to his desire for order, Hieronimo is motivated by a longing for justice, 

avoiding the kinds of selfish gains that Machiavelli cautions against. Kyd illustrates this 

motivation partially through his depiction of Hieronimo’s conducting of his duties as the 

Knight Marshal (3.4.21). Hieronimo enforces the law so that each citizen of Spain 

                                            
41 Hans-Jörg Sigwart demonstrates the long-lasting impact of this kind of Machiavellian ethics in his 
research on modern manifestations of political “realism.” Hans-Jörg Sigwart, “The Logic of Legitimacy: 
Ethics in Political Realism,” Review of Politics 75, no. 3 (June 2013): 407-432. 
42 Wolfgang G Müller, “Dissimulation as a Theme and Rhetorical Device in Kyd’s Spanish ‘Tradgedy,’” 
AAA: Arbeiten Aus Anglistik Und Amerikanistik 10, no. 12 (1985): 35. 
43 Ecc. 3:3, NIV.  
44 G. Giffard, Eight Sermons, upon the first foure Chapters, and part of the fift, of Ecclesiastes. Preached 
at Mauldon by G. Giffard, 1589. 
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receives their rightful privileges and protection, disallowing anyone to, in the words of 

Machiavelli, take “the guds & wyffes” from the those under his jurisdiction.45 In providing 

this kind of judicial protection, Hieronimo stays the greed that Machiavelli describes as 

destructive.  Because of Hieronimo’s just and equitable rulings, the King of Spain notes 

that Hieronimo “hath won by his deserts” the “common love” of the people (3.14.61-62). 

The King bases these comments on Hieronimo’s judicial performance before the 

beginning of the play. After the death of his son, Hieronimo’s motivation ostensibly 

changes, however, shifting from a desire for justice to a longing for revenge. Michael 

Davies contends that these two motivations—justice and revenge—are mutually 

exclusive, with Hieronimo’s need for retribution pushing him over the edge of acceptable 

and just behavior.46 However, Brian Sheerin demonstrates how, within the context of a 

failing patronage system, revenge as depicted in revenge tragedies replaces justice in a 

world of impotent monarchical power.47 I agree with Sheerin’s interpretation of revenge 

as justice. Although Hieronimo appeals to the King for justice, he receives none, forcing 

him to secure it through his own actions.  

Because of their opposing motivations, Lorenzo and Hieronimo possess differing 

options for the organizing of their plots, with Lorenzo’s possibilities strictly limited by his 

spiteful and vindictive motives. In The Prince, Machiavelli outlines how a successful 

leader should plan and organize his schemes, emphasizing the importance of how 

                                            
45 Maurizio Viroli explains how this concept can be seen in other texts by Machiavelli, particularly the 
Republic. Maurizio Viroli, Machiavelli (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998), 105. 
46 Michael Davies, “Enter the Book: Reading the Bible on the Early Modern Stage,” Early Modern Drama 
and the Bible: Contexts and Readings, 1570-1625, ed. A. Streete (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2012), 
27-47.  
47 Brian Sheerin, “Patronage and Perverse Bestowal in ‘The Spanish Tragedy’ and ‘Antonio's 
Revenge,’” English Literary Renaissance 41, no. 2 (May 2011): 247-279. 
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actions can and will be perceived. To that end, he advises that a prince take on as few 

confederates as possible, treating the ones who are in his employ with respect.48 As 

noted before, the Queen’s College scribe stresses this idea by expanding several lines 

about the employment of confederates to a whole paragraph.49 Rather than expanding 

the section with his own commentary, the scribe pulls from the other sections of The 

Prince that address this topic, demonstrating the seriousness with which Machiavelli 

addresses this idea throughout The Prince. Additionally, Machiavelli counsels that a 

prince must preemptively ask numerous questions of his advisors so that he can benefit 

from their advice without appearing to require it.50 In the passage where Machiavelli 

addresses the importance of seeking counsel, the Hawthornden scribe inserts a 

qualifier to this bit of advice. Not only should a prince seek wise counsel by asking 

questions, but he should specifically ask those questions of “the peopill.”51 This addition 

intensifies the message of the passage, increasing the number of advisors from a 

handful of close associates to thousands of individuals.52 Moved to action by spite, 

Lorenzo cannot follow the advice of Machiavelli as he organizes his plots, his vindictive 

and visceral reactions preventing him. In contrast, Hieronimo’s desire for order and 

justice not only holds to the instruction of The Prince, but it also allows him the space for 

contemplation, seeking the counsel of others while limiting his use of allies as 

                                            
48 Machiavelli, III; XXII. 
49 Queen’s College Oxford, MS 251, 2r.  
50 Machiavelli, XXIII. 
51 Queen’s College Oxford, MS 251, 183r. 
52 In addition to simply increasing the number of advisors, this alteration also speaks to the republican 
principles found in the text. For more on the connection of The Prince and republican ideals, see, Miguel 
Vatter, “Republics Are a Species of State: Machiavelli and the Genealogy of the Modern State,” Social 
Research 81, no. 1 (Spring 2014): 216-241; Robert A. Kocis, Machiavelli Redeemed: Retrieving His 
Humanist Perspectives on Equality, Power, and Glory (London: Associated University Press, 1998.) 
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Machiavelli suggests for optimum effectiveness.  

Because of his reactive nature and unwillingness to stop and think about his 

actions, Lorenzo requires the use of numerous accomplices to carry out his malicious 

plans. Lorenzo uses at least four accomplices within the narrow window of the play. 

Machiavelli warns that If a prince relies too heavily upon political partners, then he will 

fail to keep his state because of an inability to adequately reward them for their 

service.53  Based on the way the Queen’s College manuscript emphasizes passages 

about the prince’s confederates, we can surmise that Elizabethans possessed 

knowledge about this aspect of The Prince. Despite this fact, Lorenzo relies on the 

counsel and services of four individuals in the play: Balthazar, Pedringano, Serberine, 

and an unnamed page. These four characters become intricately enmeshed in 

Lorenzo’s dubious actions to such an extent that he is unable to execute any of his 

plans without them. As Peter B. Murray notes, keeping associates in this way ultimately 

results in Lorenzo’s destruction, a fate that could have been avoided had he lessoned 

his dependence on so many conspirators as Machiavelli advises. 54 Lorenzo requires so 

many confederates specifically due to his motivation. Because Lorenzo simply reacts to 

situations, a consequence of his greed and spite, he requires more man power to carry 

out his actions than someone with a more precise, and consequentially efficient, plan. 

“[Unable] to satisfy them in the way they expect” with proper recompense, in the words 

of Machiavelli, Lorenzo then needs multiple coconspirators to dispose of the others he 

                                            
53 Machiavelli, III; Based on other passages, Hanna Fenichel Pitkin contends that Machiavelli highlights 
the importance of rewarding the few accomplices that once did keep, emphasizing this aspect of 
Machiavellian philosophy in her research over the warning to limit the number of confederates. Hanna 
Fenichel Pitkin, Fortune is a Women: Gender and Politics in the Thought of Niccolò Machiavelli (Berkley: 
University of California Press, 1987), 31. 
54 Peter B. Murray, Thomas Kyd (New York: Twayne Publishers, 1969), 12. 
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has used, creating a vicious cycle of killing.55   Due to his missteps at the motivational 

stage of his development as a Machiavel, Lorenzo begins to lose his ability to choose 

his own plots and paths as a result of his reliance on accomplices.  

Because he utilizes so many henchmen, Lorenzo can take a “throw-away” 

attitude toward them, directly contradicting the advice in The Prince by treating his 

accessories with contempt. In his first interaction with Pedringano, Lorenzo threatens to 

kill him, believing that “fear shall force” the servant to bend to his will (2.1.68). While 

Machiavelli does condone the use of fear as a motivation for loyalty, famously asserting 

that “it is better to be feared than loved,” Lorenzo’s threats do not reflect the planned 

nature of Machiavelli’s suggested implementation of fear. On the contrary, the Spaniard 

routinely flies into a rage and uses fear in an uncalculated manner.56  These threats 

materialize for Serberine when he is “unkindly” killed because of his insider knowledge 

about Lorenzo’s plots (3.4.39). Due to his motivations, Lorenzo can only treat his men 

with ill will. This initial impetus causes him to view his co-conspirators as disposable 

resources. Lorenzo’s definitive moment with regards to his treatment of his servants 

comes in the empty box scene in which Pedringano approaches the gallows believing 

that Lorenzo has supplied a pardon when all he sends is a “bare empty box” (3.6.7). 

Kyd took this scene directly from Leicester's Commonwealth, which describes “the good 

Earl” sending a pardon for his man on the gallows “when it would be too late.”57 Given 

                                            
55 Machiavelli, III. 
56 Machiavelli, XVII; Rafael Major argues that Machiavelli sourced this understanding of fear’s usefulness 
in governing from the religious rhetoric of the day. He concludes that by utilizing similar logic, Machiavelli 
attempted to sanctify his use of fear. Rafael Major, “A New Argument for Morality: Machiavelli and the 
Ancients,” Political Research Quarterly 60, no. 2 (June 2007): 171-179. 
57 Although Ardolino has suggested alternate sources for this scene, such as the Pandora myth, it is 
generally accepted that Kyd sourced it from Leicester's Commonwealth.  Frank Ardolino, "The Hangman's 
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the popularity of Leicester's Commonwealth and its labeling of the earl as a Machiavel, 

Kyd’s audience would have expected for a Machiavellian to act in this way. However, as 

Kyd demonstrates through his contrast of Lorenzo and Hieronimo, a true Machiavel 

should never carry out his plans in this manner. To react in this un-nuanced and sadistic 

way contradicts the collected and calculated air that should govern a true Machiavel.  

Lorenzo’s motivation also limits his ability to best organize his plots through 

asking questions as his lack of contemplation makes no room for such time-consuming 

and seemingly pointless endeavors. The Hawthornden manuscript, through scribal 

additions, emphasizes Machiavelli’s charge to the prince to be “a constant inquirer.” 58  

By asking questions, the prince allows his advisors to speak their minds while 

scrutinizing each so that he may select the best course of action. Lorenzo, conversely, 

seeks no counsel and instead constantly directs the actions of others. Rather than 

listening to recommendations, he informs those around him that they will “be rul'd by 

[him]” (2.1.37). This choice alienates him from others and makes him out to be a tyrant, 

an image that Machiavelli warns the prince to avoid at all costs.59 In a later soliloquy, 

Lorenzo states, “I set the plot…I set the trap” (3.4.40-41). Lorenzo views himself as a 

politic man who is capable of forming his plots and plans without the input of lesser 

individuals. Seeing his intellect as far superior to the other minds in the Spanish court, 

                                            
Noose and the Empty Box: Kyd's Use of Dramatic and Mythological Sources in The Spanish Tragedy 
(III.iv-vii)," Renaissance Quarterly 30.3 (1977): 334-340; Leicester's Commonwealth, 101. 
58 Machiavelli, XXIII.  
59 For Machiavelli’s take on tyranny, see chapters IX and XVI of The Prince and his discourse A 
Description of the Manner in which Duke Valentino put Vitellozzo Vitelli, Oliverotto da Fermo, Lord Pagola 
and the Duke of Gravina to Death; Vickie B. Sullivan asserts that “the true tyrant from whose grip 
Machiavelli would see humanity extricated is the Christian god.” She goes on to argue most references to 
tyranny in Machiavelli’s works contain this religious undertone. Vickie B. Sullivan, Machiavelli's Three 
Romes: Religion, Human Liberty, and Politics Reformed (DeKalb: Northern Illinois University Press, 
1996), 7. 
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Lorenzo narrows his perspective by ignoring the input of others, ultimately crippling his 

ability to craft and organize effective political devices.  

While Lorenzo’s motivations prevent him from following the organizational advice 

found in The Prince, Hieronimo’s motives of order and justice allow him to slow down 

and consider his choices, permitting him to more closely follow Machiavelli’s teachings. 

Because Hieronimo does not simply react to situations like Lorenzo, he need only use 

one accomplice to exact his revenge, treating her with respect. Upon turning to Bel-

Imperia for aid, Hieronimo tells her “the plot's already in mine head” (4.1.51). Hieronimo 

spends the majority of the play musing over the best course of action. Consequently, to 

complete his revenge, he needs to select only one collaborator, Bel-Imperia, an 

individual with insider knowledge of Lorenzo’s actions. Yet, she is not someone who, to 

quote Machiavelli, is “more powerful than himself.”60 Hieronimo also treats those in his 

employ with respect. When Pedringano’s letter of pardon eventually arrives at the 

gallows, the hangman realizes his liability in the death of a legally innocent man. 

Hieronimo chooses to “stand between the gallows and [the hangman],” protecting the 

civil servant from sure death (3.7.26). Although the hangman does not aid in his 

revenge plot, Hieronimo would have required his services at the conclusion of a capital 

case, and in this way, he would have been a close associate. Unlike Lorenzo’s attitude 

toward his own allies, Hieronimo protects the hangman by being willing to take the 

blame for the mistake made on the platform. This difference in attitude stems directly 

from the two characters’ respective motivations.  

                                            
60 Machiavelli, XXI; Duncan Salkeld contends that Bel-Imperia’s character is based on the Roman 
historical figure Lucrezia Cognati. This parallel supports a reading of Bel-Imperia’s suicide as motivated 
by her lack of control and power when compared with the men in the play, whether that be Lorenzo or 
Hieronimo. Duncan Salkeld, "Kyd and the Courtesan," Notes & Queries 47, no. 1 (March 2000): 43-45.  
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Hieronimo also displays this contemplative aspect of his Machiavellianism in the 

way that he organizes his plot by asking a plethora of questions, ultimately taking on the 

whole audience as a set of advisors. Over the course of the play, Hieronimo himself 

asks approximately 40% of the 333 questions asked in the play.61 Not only is this a high 

percentage for a single character, but he also does not appear with regularity until the 

death of his son in act two. The majority of his questions occur in his soliloquies. Thus, 

the bulk of his questions are addressed to the almost 3000 audience members that 

could sit and stand in the Fortune Theater.62 This structure reflects the addition made by 

the Hawthornden scribe when he specifically states that the prince should ask his 

questions of “the peopill.” Rather than narrowing his circle of advisors, Hieronimo 

expands his perspective by questioning more people than a play of the period could 

ever hope to cast.63 In her research on early modern authorship, Nora Johnson shows 

how this kind of actor/audience interaction constitutes a kind of authorial inscription. 

This collaboration between audience and actor thus shapes both parties, an idea 

explored by Shakespeare in Titus Andronicus (See Chapter 4).64 The questions asked 

by Hieronimo would not be merely rhetorical, but would inform his actions, helping him 

organize the impending execution of his plans.65  

Because Lorenzo abjures the contemplative aspects of Machiavelli’s advice while 

                                            
61 Hieronimo asks 128 questions out of the 333 found in the play.  
62 According to Andrew Gurr, “The Spanish Tragedy seems to have been identified with the Fortune” in 
the same way that “Tamburlaine became a feature at the Red Bull.” Andrew Gurr, Playgoing in 
Shakespeare’s London (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), 216. 
63 For information on spectator reactions to this kind of interaction, see Katharine Eisaman Maus, 
Inwardness and the Theater in the English Renaissance (Chicago, University of Chicago Press, 1995.) 
64 Nora Johnson, The Actor as Playwright in Early Modern Drama (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2003), 19. 
65 For more on the interaction of active and non-active participants within authorship, see Chapter 4. 
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Hieronimo embraces them, the two execute their stratagems in drastically different 

ways. In The Prince, Machiavelli provides specific instruction for how a leader should 

implement his plots, instruction that can only be taken if the prince follows his teachings 

on motivation and organization. First, a prince must never avoid violent action, yet he 

must be judicious in the timing of his violence. Killing should “not be avoided” but should 

“only…be put off to the advantage” of the prince. 66 The Queen’s College scribe 

reorganizes a long section so that a sentence about the dangers of “auoyd[ing]” war 

now resides at the beginning of its own paragraph instead of being buried in the larger 

section.67 In addition to embracing war, Machiavelli teaches the prince to kill quickly and 

in one stroke. If he does not, then he “is always compelled to keep the knife in his 

hand.”68 This continual slaughter makes him odious to those around him and produces 

instability within the state. The Queen’s College scribe highlights this idea by cutting 

drastically from the original text, condensing a whole section on the numerous mistakes 

of Alexander VI to the simple conclusion that if he would have swiftly and completely 

crushed the Pope then he would have been able to stabilize his state. 69  Ultimately, 

Machiavelli counsels the prince to crush his adversaries completely. For if he only half-

heartedly inflicts injury upon his opponents, then “they can avenge themselves of 

[these] lighter injuries;” however, “of more serious ones, they cannot.”70 Due to his 

refusal to combine his action with contemplation, Lorenzo’s plans to advance himself 

                                            
66 Machiavelli, III. 
67 Queen’s College, 5r.  
68 Machiavelli, VIII. 
69 Queen’s College, 15r. 
70 Machiavelli, III. 
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fail. He renders himself powerless to stop the cascading effect of his inadequately 

thought through stratagems. Hieronimo, on the other hand, obtains his ultimate 

objective precisely because he reached his martial action by the path of contemplation.  

Because of his volatile and hasty nature, Lorenzo cannot pair his martial action 

with the careful timing advocated by Machiavelli. The Queen’s College edition of The 

Prince makes it clear that early modern readers of the Florentine would have 

considered his thoughts on properly timed violent actions imperative.71 Although 

Lorenzo does not shy away from violent actions, his disinclination for formal warfare 

causes him to abandon this concept of careful timing. For instance, Lorenzo allows his 

friendship with Balthazar, which was born from his hesitation in war, to throw off the 

timing of his violent deeds. Upon seeing the friendship that develops between Lorenzo 

and Balthazar, the King of Spain asserts that Lorenzo values “kindness” over “wars” 

(1.4.119).72 This, combined with the reports of Lorenzo’s dubious claim to capturing 

Balthazar attested to by both Don Andrea and Horatio, demonstrates his hesitation in 

formal battle. Rather than rushing in at the end of the fight to claim right over the 

capture of the enemy prince, Lorenzo should have battled him directly, striking him 

down if the opportunity arose. This military misstep fosters his friendship with the 

Portuguese prince, which in turn acts as one of the catalysts for his killing of Horatio. 

                                            
71 Victoria Kahn demonstrates how some seventeenth-century thinkers used Machiavelli’s concept of the 
necessity of war to critique the actions of Thomas Cromwell the Puritan parliamentarians, demonstrating 
the proliferation of Machiavelian ideals in England.  Victoria Kahn, Machiavellian Rhetoric: From the 
Counter-Reformation to Milton (New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1994), 3-4. 
72 According to Vin Nardizzi, Lorenzo, nor Hieronomo are the main charicters of the play. Instead, he 
contends that the central character in the play, which ultimately takes upon itself the destruction 
associated with social aspiration, is the tree in Hieronimo’s garden. From this ecological reading of the 
play, Lorenzo misplaces his violent efforts, turning his destructive energy against this “iconic star” from 
the play. Vin Nardizzi, “No Wood, No Kingdom: Planting Genealogy, Felling Trees, and the Additions to 
The Spanish Tragedy,” Modern Philology 110, no. 2 (November 2012): 203. 
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The murder of Horatio sets a chain reaction in motion that does not permit Lorenzo to 

enact a well-timed nor thought-out plan. Instead of judiciously arranged steps in a grand 

narrative, Lorenzo simply reacts to each situation as it arises, metaphorically putting out 

the fire created by his last exploit only to have another flame forth from that deed.  

In addition to his inability to execute a carefully timed plan, Lorenzo cannot slay 

his victims quickly as Machiavelli advocates, and he instead stretches his murderous 

actions over a lengthy period. Machiavelli warns that the slaughter of one’s enemies 

should be “exercise[d all] at once.”73 Contrary to this counsel, Lorenzo allows the 

murder of Horatio to spur the slaying of Serberine, which, in turn, provides the 

motivation for the cruel and twisted death of Pedringano. Although the advantages of 

killing all of one’s enemies in a single setting seem obvious enough, Lorenzo gains a 

pleasure from extending his homicidal cruelty. This self-gratification through the 

prolonged suffering of others grows from his misplaced motivation and lack of 

organization. Arthur Freeman asserts that Lorenzo’s deadly schemes provide him with a 

“shameless pleasure,” a kind of “naked malice” that blinds him to other ethical, political, 

and social concerns.74 Freeman’s analysis serves as a useful lens through which to 

view Lorenzo’s actions. Though Lorenzo possesses the intellect necessary to grasp the 

benefits of killing as Machiavelli advocates, his motivations of greed and spite lead him 

to a place where he can choose nothing other than this deranged and disorganized 

                                            
73 Queen’s College, 24r; Andrea Moudarres elucidates Machiavelli’s idea of justifiable murder by turning 
to one of his most controversial endorsements of killing: the fratricide of Remus by Romulus. Rather than 
using the story as an omen of Rome’s eventual destruction, Machiavelli uses the story to show how even 
the most ostensibly heinous of murders can bring stability and prosperity to the state, provided the killing 
is executed correctly. Andrea Moudarres, “The Enemy at Home: Fratricide and Civil Strife in Machiavelli's 
Thought,” Min 129, no. 1 (January 2014): 22-41. 
74 Arthur Freeman, Thomas Kyd: Facts and Problems (Oxford: Clarendon Press Oxford, 1967), 57. 
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attempt to grab power, with one murder leading to more murders.  

Due to his inability to execute his martial plans by first engaging in contemplation, 

Lorenzo fails as a Machiavellian. Despite his efforts to employ what appeared to be 

Machiavellian tactics to bolster his own political power, Lorenzo dies a pitiful death 

before the eyes of his own father (4.4.52). This inability to successfully carry his exploits 

to fruition began with his misplaced motivation. Because he departed from Machiavelli’s 

counsel to synthesize violence with contemplation, Lorenzo started down a path that he 

could not escape. Negating his reason, Lorenzo lost more and more if his agency until 

his failure was assured by the cascade reaction resulting from poor motivation and lack 

of proper organization. Gordon Brandon attempts to explain Lorenzo’s unprofitable end 

by arguing that Kyd specifically wanted Lorenzo to “lose his Machiavellian self-control” 

so that the play would have a more Roman feel, adhering more closely to Seneca’s 

notions of selfhood and human nature.75 This loss of control does have this effect, but 

Lorenzo shows himself to be more than an simple echo of Senecan tropes. Through 

Lorenzo, Kyd demonstrates what happens when someone attempts to enact a 

misreading of Machiavelli’s work. Because Lorenzo refuses to bring together his action 

with contemplation, he increasingly loses control of his life. He aspires to the power that 

can be gained from following the principles found in The Prince; yet, he allows his 

actions to dictate his plans instead of tempering his violent actions with his rational 

mind.  

Hieronimo succeeds as a Machiavellian because he carries out his violent 

                                            
75 Gordon Brandon, Renaissance Tragedy and the Senecan Tradition: Anger’s Privilege (New Haven, 
Yale University Press, 1985), 207. 
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actions only after they have been fully considered. He demonstrates the importance of 

this synthesis through his militaristic precision. Hieronimo first speaks to the importance 

of orderly and well timed militaristic action through the dramas he presents to the 

court. In the first act, Hieronimo presents a performance for the King and the 

Portuguese ambassador that depicts three knights who successfully de-crown three 

kings (1.4.137). Though the imagery of three English knights dethroning three Iberian 

kings plainly played to the nationalism of the audience, the masque also demonstrates 

the important role that decisive, military action plays in the health of a state.76 Hieronimo 

personally addresses the importance of this martial exactness in his soliloquies when he 

speaks about delaying his action for the sake of proper timing (3.13.23-34). Never does 

Hieronimo “auoyd” violent action; instead, he waits for the proper time to execute his 

military stroke with precision.77 He demonstrates this martial exactness in his killing at 

the end of the play. Hieronimo dispatches both of his primary adversaries—Lorenzo and 

Balthazar—within fourteen lines of each other (4.4.52-66). Juxtaposing the speed of 

Hieronimo’s killing with the unhurried nature of Lorenzo’s murders reveals how distant 

Lorenzo is from the Machiavellian ideal while also demonstrating Hieronimo’s use of 

Machiavellian principles.  

Through swift, decisive, and well-considered action, Hieronimo devastates his 

enemies, and by doing so, he depicts a Machiavellian who fully follows the counsel 

                                            
76 Eric Griffin argues that Kyd’s original play did not take up anti-Spanish propaganda as a central 
concern. Instead, he contends that the more strikingly “Hispanophobic” components of the play come 
from Ben Jonson’s later additions, specifically citing examples such as the painter scene. This reinforces 
my reading of the play as not anti-Machiavellian as Machiavelli was associated with Catholic nations like 
Spain. Eric Griffin, “Nationalism, the Black Legend, and the Revised Spanish Tragedy,” English Literary 
Renaissance 39, no. 2 (March 2009): 336-370. 
77 Queen’s College, 5r.  
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found in The Prince. In his last soliloquy, Hieronimo compares his impending slaughter 

of his enemies to “the fall of Babylon” (4.1.195).78 This line alludes to the utter 

destruction of Babylon in St. John’s Revelation. According to the vision, Babylon will be 

utterly wiped from the face of the earth by a tidal wave caused by “a mighty angell [who] 

toke vp a stone [and] cast it into the see.”79 Hieronimo’s invocation of this image attests 

to the totality of his actions. Just as the tidal wave will destroy Babylon, all of his 

enemies will be destroyed in one stroke. Depicting the emphasis the Queen’s College 

scribe placed on Alexander VI crushing the Pope in one swift blow, Hieronimo lives out 

Machiavelli’s teachings. However, Hieronimo did not reach this success by blindly 

yielding to his desire for violence like Lorenzo. Instead, Hieronimo begins his 

Machiavellian journey from a proper motivation. From there, the wounded father could 

contemplate the steps necessary to reach his desired end, unlike the hurried 

disorganization necessitated by Lorenzo’s misplaced motivation. This yielding to 

contemplation enables his successful martial actions at the end of the play. Through his 

hero, Kyd portrays an actual Machiavellian, one born from a proper reading of the text 

and who balances the beast and the man. In doing so, Kyd displaces the misguided 

interpretations of The Prince that plagued early modern England.  

Although many of Kyd’s successors looked to his Lorenzo as the template for 

their own Machiavels, Shakespeare builds from Hieronimo’s heroic syncretization of 

militaristic action and discriminatory thought in several plays, including Hamlet.  While 

                                            
78 Frank Ardolino asserts that this reference to the destruction of Babylon refers to Spain’s impending 
destruction. He reads Hironimo’s utterance of this line as Kyd prophesying an internal destruction of 
Spain that would then clear the path for English empire. Frank Ardolino, Apocalypse and Armada in Kyd's 
Spanish Tragedy, xiii. 
79 The Byble in Englyshe, Rev. 18. 



83 

Shakespeare addresses this synthesis in the “to be or not to be” passage in act 3, he 

spends the play as a whole discussing the difficulty of becoming this kind of hybrid hero.  

For the entirety of The Spanish Tragedy, Hieronimo works from the perspective of a 

hybridized hero. Hamlet, in contrast, grows into this heroic perspective. The Danish 

Prince’s numerous soliloquies afford the audience the opportunity to see the heartache 

and second-guessing that goes into fashioning such a hero. Shakespeare, in the wake 

of Kyd, nuances the Machiavellian fusion of contemplation and action in his hero by 

pulling back the arras and showing his audience the psychological and emotional 

turmoil experienced by a hero balanced in contemplation and violent action.  

In addition to affecting the plays written in his wake, Kyd also challenged much of 

the anti-theatrical rhetoric of the period that viewed acting, and its political analogue 

Machiavellian dissimulation, as akin to rebellion against God. In his polemic Plays 

Confuted in Five Actions (1582), Stephen Gosson argues that actors are like Satan, 

who “turns himself sometimes to an angel of light to deceive us.”80 Gosson’s demonic 

designation for actors resonates with Pole’s view that Machiavelli was the devil in 

Florentine clothes. By this logic, anyone engaged in dissimulation, whether by acting or 

Machiavellian style political intrigues, should be counted as an enemy of God. 

Hieronimo resists this simple designation. The loving father births his actions from a 

deep longing for justice and order, two attributes associated with God the Father.81 

                                            
80 Stephen Gosson, “Plays Confuted in Five Actions,” Shakespeare’s Theater: A Source Book ed. Tanya 
Pollard (New York: Blackwell, 2008), 95. 
81 In his seventeenth-century commentary on the book of Job, George Abbott demonstrates this 
connection of the Father and justice, stating that God uses his “justice [to] over-rule and order [all] things.” 
George Abbott, The whole booke of Job paraphrased or, made easie for any to understand (London: 
Printed by Edward Griffin for Henry Overton, and are to be sold at his shop at the entrance into Popes-
head-alley, out of Lumbard-street, 1640), 214. 
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Hieronimo specifically tells his wife that they must “dissemble” in order to carry out his 

plans to restore order (2.5.61). Indeed, even early modern biblical commentators speak 

to the use of deception in carrying out the will of God.82 Through Hieronimo, Kyd 

exposes the foolishness of demonizing all things Machiavel and by extension, the actors 

of the London stage.  

Through Hieronimo, Kyd creates a hero that accurately depicts the values 

associated with Machiavellianism as they are seen in the English manuscripts. By 

contrasting Lorenzo and Hieronimo, Kyd exposes the danger of enacting only a portion 

of Machiavelli’s teachings. Like the Red Cross Knight’s disastrous attempt to rush into 

martial action before his time of suffering and reflection in the House of Holiness, 

Lorenzo tries to execute his active Machiavellian style plots without first passing through 

a time of contemplation.83 This choice, in turn, curtails his agency, forcing his hand to 

corrective rather than contemplated actions. Moving beyond the political considerations 

of Kyd’s play, other early modern writers engaged the connection of agency and the 

hybrid hero, using it as a lens to view the work of authorship itself.  

                                            
82 In the l Gospel of St. Matthew, Christ commands his disciples “to be wise as Serpents,” a symbol that 
relies on the association of the serpent with both craftiness and deadly power. Early modern biblical 
commentator Richard Bernard argues in his discourse on the gospel of St. Matthew that the only way 
Christians will be able to overcome “the vngodly” is through exhibiting the two attributes associated with 
the serpent. Richard Bernard, Dauids musick: or Psalmes of that royall prophet, once the sweete singer 
of that Israel vnfolded logically, expounded paraphrastically, and then followeth a more particular 
explanation of the words, with manifold doctrines and vses briefly obserued out of the same, 1616. 
83 See my discussion of the Red Cross Knight in the House of Pride in chapter 2.  
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CHAPTER 4 

TRAGIC AUTHORSHIP: AUTHORIAL VIOLENCE AND TEXTUAL RECEPTION IN 

SHAKESPEARE’S TITUS ANDRONICUS 

Up to this point, I have demonstrated how early modern authors use a hybrid of 

violent and contemplative heroism to explore various ideas through a singular hero. 

While Spenser uses this synthesis to advocate for a universal Christian epic hero 

through the Red Cross Knight’s sanctification and Kyd employs it by way of a proper 

reading of Machiavelli’s The Prince through Hieronimo, Shakespeare complicates this 

synthesis of violence and reflection. Instead of depicting this fusion within one 

character, he conceptualizes it within a network of individuals, a schema he creates to 

depict his understanding of authorship.  

 Recent scholarship on conceptions of authorship during the Renaissance tends 

to focus on the collaborative nature of textual production, with scholars such as Tiffany 

Stern and Douglas Bruster arguing against anachronistic models of single authorship.1  

In his research on the intersection of early modern sexuality and authorship, Jeffrey 

Masten explores this collaboration by theorizing textual production as a “cycle of 

generative copying, gentlemanly reproduction, and the distinctly non-privatized property 

of words and identities.”2 According to Masten, authors exercise authority over their 

                                            
1 In her 2012 book Documents of Performance, Tiffany Stern argues for a collaborative perspective of 
renaissance play writing, casting the early modern playwright in the role of “play-patcher.” Opposing 
anachronistic conceptions of singular authorship, Stern turns to previously underprivileged documents 
used in the production of early modern plays (arguments, playbills, prologues and epilogues, songs, 
stage scrolls, backstage-plots and parts, etc.) to show how folio editions of plays offer a false sense of 
singular authorship. Additionally, Douglas Bruster’s current research project concerning Shakespearian 
chronology and canonicity employs advanced statistical analyses and corpus studies to prove the extent 
to which the canonized plays of Shakespeare show signs of multiple authorship.  
2 Jeffrey Masten, Textual Intercourse: Collaboration, Authorship, and Sexualities in Renaissance Drama 
(Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1997), 3. 
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readers, using their texts to replicate their values in their audience. The reader then 

becomes empowered and acts as an author himself, replicating his values and beliefs 

by producing a text that will impact the next recipient. Thus, Masten’s argument 

describes a neat and unidirectional transfer of authorial power.  

In Titus Andronicus, Shakespeare depicts a system of authorship that is 

characterized by this linking of individuals as Masten describes, yet the transfer of 

writerly authority is anything but tidy and methodical.3 Shakespeare conceptualizes 

authorship as an unstable network of pairs continually in flux. Through their text, authors 

inflict a kind of violence against their readers who are molded through the contemplation 

and internalization of said text. Not confined to this receptive role, these effected 

individuals can become empowered authors themselves, inflicting violence against the 

recipients of their own text. Shakespeare shows that despite moving into this position of 

authorial power, all authors will eventually become receptive participants in the cycle 

once more. In this way, Shakespeare paints a grim picture of authorial agency, positing 

the author as a classical tragic hero unable to escape the forces that guide his fate, a 

concept I have deemed “tragic authorship.” 

The early modern understanding of the author as a shaper of his audience stems 

from classical beliefs about the nature of literature. Aristotle advocates for the influential 

power of text in his Poetics (c. 335 BCE) by arguing that as the audience contemplates 

the narrative, they learn the lessons that the author embeds in his story.4 The Roman 

                                            
3 All quotations from Titus Andronicus will be taken from Shakespeare, “Titus Andronicus,” The Nortin 
Shakespeare: Tragedies, ed. Stephen Greenblatt, Walter Cohen, Jean E. Howard, Katharine Eisaman 
Maus (New York: W.W. Norton, 2000). 
4 Aristotle, Poetics. Trans. S.H. Butcher. http://classics.mit.edu//Aristotle/poetics.html. 1.4; Due to the 
corruption of Aristotelian manuscripts by twelfth-century philosopher Averoës, a nuanced understanding 
of Aristotle’s Poetics was not available until the fifteenth and sixteenth century when Renaissance 
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poet Horace echoes Aristotle’s didactic understanding of text in his treatise Ars Poetica 

(c. 19 BCE). Seeing the weak-minded as in need of virtuous instruction, Horace teaches 

that poets “profit” and “delight” by joining together sweet verses with virtuous precepts, 

hereby leading “docile minds” to virtue.5 In this way, Horace theorizes the textual 

recipient as a relatively inactive agent for the author to shape and direct with their poem. 

Both Aristotle and Horace depict texts as tools by which authors can shape their 

audience, causing them to internalize the author’s particular moral assumptions and 

values.  This assumed power of authorship can even be seen in Augustus’ 

commissioning of The Aeneid (c. 29 BCE). Written in the wake of the tumultuous final 

war of the Roman Republic but before the rise of the glorious Roman Empire, The 

Aeneid was constructed to impart traditional values of Romanitas, defined by Robert 

Miola as “a military code of honor that encompasses the virtues of pride, courage, 

constancy, integrity, discipline, service, and self-sacrifice.”6 This classical understanding 

of text’s reproductive and molding power formed the foundation of the humanist 

education system that thrived in Shakespeare’s England. 

Dedicated to the study of classical texts, humanist philosophers of the early 

modern period formed their pedagogical strategies around classical philosophers’ 

beliefs, including the potency of text.  In The Education of a Christian Prince (1516), 

Erasmus argues that in order to be properly educated and virtuous, one must be 

surrounded by the correct texts from birth: “From then on the seeds of morality [will] be 

                                            
humanists such as Pietro Vettori and Lodovico Castelvetro produced complete editions of the work. 
Although it did not influence medieval theories of authorship, Poetics became a major source for literary 
critics of Elizabethan England. 
5 Horace, “The Poetic Arts” in Horace: The Odes, Epodes, Satires, and Epistles (New York: Frederick 
Warne and Co, 1892). 
6 Miola, Shakespeare’s Rome, 43. 
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sown in the virgin soil of his infant soul so that, with age and experience, they may 

gradually germinate and mature and, once they are set, may be rooted in him 

throughout his whole life.”7 This approach to education relies on the power of text to 

replicate the spirit of virtue in the recipient and would have been the foundation of 

Shakespeare’s grammar school education. Erasmus’s choice to equate text, seed, and 

virtue not only reinforces classical understandings of text’s reproductive power, but it 

also relies on early modern understandings of biological reproduction in which the 

father’s seed was understood to impart the spirit of life while the mother’s body only 

provides material matter.8 Erasmus further conflates the concepts of text, authorship, 

and biological reproduction when he concludes that an individual “can leave no finer 

monument to his good qualities than a son who is in every way of the same stock and 

who recreates his father's excellence in his own excellent actions. He does not die who 

leaves a living likeness of himself.”9 These blurred textual and biological boundaries can 

also be seen in Shakespeare’s procreation sonnets. Shakespeare tells the Young Man 

that by fulfilling his mission to reproduce, “His tender heir [will] bear his memory” that he 

may “never die.”10 Shakespeare secures a similar reproduction and immortalization 

through the sonnet itself, his beliefs and values captured in the text which can in turn 

                                            
7 Erasmus, The Education of a Christian Prince, 5. 
8 For more on the relationship of biological and literary reproduction, see Jonathan Goldberg’s The Seeds 
of Things: Theorizing Sexuality and Materiality in Renaissance Representations (Fordham: Fordham 
University Press, 2009). For more on early modern understandings of sexuality and biological 
reproduction, see Thomas Laqueur’s Making Sex: Body and Gender from the Greeks to Freud 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1992). 
9 Erasmus, The Education of a Christian Prince, 5. 
10 Shakespeare, “The Sonnets,” The Norton Shakespeare: Romances and Poems, ed. Stephen 
Greenblatt, Walter Cohen, Jean E. Howard, Katharine Eisaman Maus (New York: W.W. Norton, 2000), 
1.4;2. 
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impact generations to come.11 As the classical understanding of texts’ reproductive and 

shaping powers were propagated through the humanistic education system, it found its 

way into a variety of philosophical discourses, including those of the theater.  

While debates surrounding the morality of theater included a range of 

perspectives, all participants founded their arguments on their belief in the power of text 

to shape and mold its recipient. In his 1579 School of Abuse, Gosson vehemently 

opposes the theater. The logic of his argument rests on the ability of narrative to invade 

the recipient through his ear, “slip down into the heart, and with gunshot of affection gall 

the mind.”12 This invasive conception of theatergoing relies on classical understandings 

of the power of text. As the author constructs his narrative, he can imbed it with 

seditious content that then penetrates the ear and poisons the mind, with the 

unsuspecting playgoer incapable of resistance. Although the notion of authorial power 

was used to construct arguments against the theater, it was by no means confined to 

the anti-theatrical writers of the period. First published in 1595—one year after the 

premiere of Titus Andronicus— and circulated for over fifteen years before in 

manuscript, Sir Philip Sidney’s Defence of Poesy argues for the moralizing power of 

theater, stating that the audience is glad “to hear the tales of Hercules, Achilles, Cyrus, 

Aeneas, and hearing them, must needs hear the right description of wisdom, value, and 

justice; which if they had been barely…set out, they would swear they [were] brought to 

                                            
11 This idea can also be seen in the dedication of the 1616 compilation of King James’ treatises, which 
were designed to make his son Charles into a “second self.” Just as James physically replicated his body 
through Charles, his books sought to shape Charles’ inward person into an exact likeness of his father.   
12 Stephen Gosson, “The School of Abuse” in Shakespeare’s Theater: A Source Book. ed. Tanya Pollard 
(New York: Wiley-Blackwell), 25. 
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school again.”13 Following in the didactic footsteps of Aristotle and Horace, Sidney 

opposes Gosson’s claims and argues that plays force their audience to internalize 

morality through hearing the virtuous plots created by the author. Although on the 

surface Sidney’s argument appears to stand in contrast to that of Gosson’s, the two 

actually begin from the same assumption: through their texts, authors have the 

irresistible power to shape and mold their audience.14  

This focus on the powerful influence of authors fuels much of the current 

scholarship surrounding authorship, which seeks to uncover active participants in the 

construction of a text. Addressing the role of the clown in Renaissance drama, for 

example, Richard Preiss demonstrates how these actors worked as extemporaneous 

coauthors with the audience, the “playgoers [behaving] not as consumers, but as 

collaborative producers.”15 From this critical perspective, the audience plays an 

important role in the production of text not through their reception but through their 

active participation in creation. In a similar vein, Nora Johnson explores the implications 

of actors moving from “stage authors,” as Preiss would describe them, to published 

writers. Johnson cites instances like the clown Robert Armin’s publication Quips upon 

Questions (1601), a book based upon his comical exchanges with the audience at the 

Globe, as an example of the “problematic…sovereign [and] individual voice” associated 

                                            
13 Philip Sidney, “Defence of Poesy” in Shakespeare’s Theater: A Source Book. ed. Tanya Pollard. (New 
York: Wiley-Blackwell), 150.  
14 In his research on anti-theatrical writing, Kent R. Lehnhof fully explores the similarities between Sidney 
and Gosson, ultimately concluding that the two “share the same ideology in poetry.” Kent R. Lehnhof, 
“Profeminism in Philip Sidney's Apologie for Poetrie," SEL: Studies in English Literature (Johns Hopkins) 
48, no. 1 (Winter 2008): 23-43. 
15 Richard Preiss, Clowning and Authorship in Early Modern Theatre (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2014), 7. 
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with authorship.16 Both Johnson and Preiss base their arguments on a desire to expose 

the multiple active participants in the authoring of a text. Building from the classical 

notions that undergirded his own education and the literary theory of the time, 

Shakespeare instead illustrates a hybridized relationship of the creating author and the 

receptive audience.  

In this chapter, I show how Shakespeare represents authorship as a reciprocal 

system of relationships in which authors inflict various forms of violence against those 

who contemplate and internalize their texts. Despite Aristotle, Horace, Erasmus, 

Gosson, and Sidney’s belief in the inescapable nature of text’s molding power, 

Shakespeare asserts that textual recipients can resist the scripts ascribed to them, 

transforming into authors themselves with the authority to rewrite their role in society as 

well as perpetrate violence against those left in the receptive position. This 

empowerment, however, is temporary, with the newly forged authors always pressed 

back into the receptive role. In Titus Andronicus, Shakespeare depicts three characters 

who move from textual recipient to empowered author: Tamora, Aaron, and Titus. Each 

of these characters begins the play as a receptive member in the authorial chain, 

scripted by the grand Roman narrative as passive woman, foolish foreigner, and loyal 

warrior respectively.17 However, these characters revise these base narratives, 

entwining, extending, and amplifying other narratives with their own in order to violently 

manipulate the receptive members of the system to reach their goals. By the end of the 

                                            
16 Johnson, 1. 
17 Robert Miola contends that Rome itself can be seen as a character, “[shaping] its inhabitants, who 
often live and die according to its dictates for the approval of future generations.” The values associated 
with the grand narrative can be found codified in Virgil’s Aeneid, a text upon which many Roman’s built 
their personal moral codes.  Robert Miola, Shakespeare's Rome, 8. 
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play each of these authors returns to the receptive role in the system, subsumed by 

another author’s narrative. In this way, Shakespeare depicts the author as a tragic hero 

in the lineage of Oedipus, one who cannot exercise agency no matter how much they 

attempt to resist the scripts impressed upon them. Reading this play from the 

perspective of tragic authorship offers us clearer insight into how Shakespeare 

conceptualized authorship, a skill to empower all who take it up only for them to be 

displaced by another.  

Up until the late twentieth century, critical consensus regarding Titus Andronicus 

positioned the play as juvenile, underdeveloped, and a sad example of a playwright 

pandering to his audience with sensationalism. In his preface to the 1995 Arden 

Shakespeare edition of the play, Jonathan Bate discusses how the introduction he was 

commissioned to replace described Titus Andronicus as “neither a play with a 

complicated staging nor one which will ever be widely read.”18 Bate goes on to discuss 

“several eighteenth-century editors [who] denied that Shakespeare wrote any of [the 

play],” and those who contradicted them “suppose it [to be] a very early work, a piece of 

crude and embarrassing juvenilia.”19 Much of this negative reaction to the play stems 

from its depiction of violence. With fourteen killings, six severed body parts, a rape, a 

live burial, and a case of cannibalism, the play truly has shock value. In fact, in a 2014 

staging of the play at the Globe Theater in London, one hundred audience members 

either passed out, vomited, or left the show due to the overwhelming amount of gore.20 

                                            
18 Jonathan Bate, “Introduction,” Titus Andronicus, ed. Jonathan Bate (London, Arden Shakespeare, 
1995), 2.  
19 Ibid, 3. 
20 For more, see the review of the play conducted by The Independent. Nick Clark, “Globe Theatre takes 
out 100 audience members with its gory Titus Andronicus,” The Independent, 22 July 2014, 
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Despite this significant amount of violence, this twenty-first century version of the play 

became the highest grossing production in the history of the modern Globe Theater. 

The public demanded a reprisal, which was staged two years later, followed by DVD 

and streaming versions of the production. Modern playgoers deflate the arguments of 

the eighteenth-century scholars cited by Bate with the reprisal and securing of personal 

copies of the production testifying to the value of the play and demonstrating the 

audience’s enduring attention.  

The value attributed to Titus Andronicus by audiences can also be seen in the 

sixteenth-century reactions to the play. According to Andrew Gurr, after the play 

premiered at the Rose Theater in 1592, it saw numerous years of continual 

production.21 Given the commercial nature of the early modern stage, only plays which 

delighted the audience would see this kind of afterlife. Additionally, Edward White and 

Thomas Millington published an inexpensive quarto of the play in the same year as the 

premiere, attempting to capitalize on its immense popularity.22 As Bate notes, many 

scholars have attempted to explain this success by pointing to the violence of the play, 

claiming that Shakespeare ensured commercial success by entertaining the lower 

classes with gore and ignoring more complex themes.23 However, this argument 

becomes specious when taken in tandem with the similar theatrical success of a play 

                                            
http://www.independent.co.uk/arts-entertainment/theatre-dance/news/globe-theatre-takes-out-100-
audience-members-with-its-gory-titus-andronicus-9621763.html.  
21 Gurr, 89. 
22 Hanna Crawford, Sarah Dustagheer, and Jennifer Young, Shakespeare in London (Bloomsbury: New 
York, 2014), 29. 
23 Hanna Crawford, Sarah Dustagheer, and Jennifer Young address these critics by showing how the 
violence of the play actually allows Shakespeare to critique the state sanctioned violence seen in the 
London Public executions. Crawford, 21-46 

http://www.independent.co.uk/arts-entertainment/theatre-dance/news/globe-theatre-takes-out-100-audience-members-with-its-gory-titus-andronicus-9621763.html
http://www.independent.co.uk/arts-entertainment/theatre-dance/news/globe-theatre-takes-out-100-audience-members-with-its-gory-titus-andronicus-9621763.html
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like Hamlet. Simultaneously cerebral and bloody, Hamlet demonstrates that complex 

themes and extensive violence can coincide successfully in the same play. Titus 

Andronicus, despite being written at the beginning of Shakespeare’s career, is no 

exception. Through Tamora, Aaron, and Titus, Shakespeare reveals the complicated 

network and exchange of power associated with textual construction.  

Building from the narratives about women inscribed upon her, Tamora moves 

herself from passive textual recipient to empowered author, demonstrating the ability of 

women to fashion a fierce identity.24 Jaime Goodrich shows how Renaissance women 

used writing as a way to advance their own “cultural agendas” as well as “generate 

economic profit” to support said agendas.25 She specifically analyzes translations of 

religious documents by women, demonstrating how women used this form of publication 

available to them to vocalize their perspectives on a variety of topics. Turning to archival 

evidence that shows how these female translators overturned misogynistic ideas in the 

texts they rendered, she ultimately likens female authorship to “colonization of the New 

World,” a powerful act that asserts control over an existing, masculine authority.26 

Tamora depicts this evolution as she moves from a passive recipient of a cultural 

narrative to an empowered author. She writes her own narrative by augmenting the 

                                            
24 For more on the power given to women through authorship, see Elizabeth Zeman Kolkovich, “Lady 
Russell, Elizabeth I, and Female Political Alliances through Performance,” English Literary 
Renaissance 39, no. 2 (March 2009): 290-314; Bethany Packard, “Lavinia as Coauthor of Shakespeare's 
Titus Andronicus,” SEL: Studies In English Literature (Johns Hopkins) 50, no. 2 (Spring 2010): 281-300. 
25 Jaime Goodrich, Faithful Translators: Authorship, Gender, and Religion (Evanston: Northwestern 
University Press, 2014), 185; Although her book focuses on religious translations, Goodrich spends a 
significant portion of her introduction to the book establishing that scholars besides herself do see the 
work of translation as authorship.  
26 Ibid, 3. 
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story of Dido, casting herself as the Carthaginian queen yet never allowing herself to be 

subdued by an Aeneas.  

Through Tamora’s first lines and the observations of her sons, Shakespeare 

reveals the script assigned to women within the Roman society Tamora now inhabits. 

The first time Tamora speaks in the play, she begs for the life of her son who Titus 

prepares for ritualistic sacrifice: 

But must my sons be slaughter'd in the streets, 
For valiant doings in their country's cause?  
O, if to fight for king and commonweal 
Were piety in thine, it is in these. 
Andronicus, stain not thy tomb with blood. (1.1.112-116)27  
 

Comparing her son’s patriotism with the acts of Titus’s sons, Tamora presents a logical 

case for why her son’s activities do not merit death.28 However, Titus dismissively 

replies, “Patient yourself, madam,” disregarding Tamora’s sturdy logic as the inane 

ramblings of a frantic woman (1.1.121). Pollie Bromilow asserts that one of the sources 

of the early modern conception of women as irrational comes from readings of Dido as 

illogical and foolish. She asserts that the Queen’s passion-induced downfall was seen 

as a quintessential example of feminine weakness.29 No matter what kind of logic 

Tamara articulates, Roman society considers her to be a weak woman, subservient to 

the men around her. Demetrius describes this narrative about women when he tells 

                                            
27 Miola argues that this specific exchange pointedly displays the savagery of Romanitas, questioning the 
reverence paid to the Roman past. Robert S. Miola, Shakespeare and Classical Tragedy: The Influence 
of Seneca (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1992), 21. 
28 For more on the way Shakespeare uses the concept of sacrifice and the way it would have been 
received by a sixteenth-century, Protestant audience, see, Danielle A. Hilaire, “Allusion and Sacrifice in 
Titus Andronicus,” SEL: Studies in English Literature (Johns Hopkins) 49, no. 2 (Spring 2009): 311-331. 
29 Pollie Bromilow, “Rereading Lucretia in the Angoysses douloureuses qui procedent d'amours 
(1538),” Renaissance Studies 26, no. 3 (June 2012): 399-416.  
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Aaron and Chiron that Lavinia “is a woman, therefore may be woo'd; / She is a woman, 

therefore may be won” (2.1.82-83). Demetrius’ assertions stem from the belief that 

women exist as passive commodities that can be won or exchanged by men. Like 

Lavinia, who allows her father to offer her to men at his convenience, women who have 

received, contemplated, and internalized this script do not revise their role in society. 

Instead, violent action befalls them as they are shaped and molded by that script.  

Rather than staying in the receiving role, Tamora writes her own narrative, 

beginning with the tale about her sex. After the sacrifice of her son, Tamara swears 

revenge against Titus, using the notion of her as a weak, peace-making woman as a 

cover for her larger plans.30 When Saturninus accuses her of being soft on revenging 

the insult he receives, she states publicly, “the gods of Rome forfend / I should be 

author to dishonor you!” (1.1.431-432) At first glance, this line appears to show her as a 

passive recipient of the role inscribed upon her by Rome, even denying her identity as 

an author. However, immediately in an aside, she tells her new husband, “My lord, be 

ruled by me, be won at last; / Dissemble all your griefs and discontents… / I'll find a day 

to massacre them all” (1.1.439-440; 447). These lines reveal her intention to build her 

own story out of this societal expectation of faintness. Doing so allows her to take on 

authorial power, the ability to shape her own future and the future of those in her path.  

As a receptive member of the authorial chain himself, Titus cannot see this change, 

believing that she will “behold” to the men in her life (1.1.393). However, Tamora uses 

her stance as author to violently shape the lives of the individuals around her.  

                                            
30 Many early moderns did not just associate this weakness with moral or psychological failing but 
believed it to be grounded in the physical limitations of the female form. For more on this, see Gail Kern 
Paster on the concept of the “leaky” female body. Paster, Humoring the Body: Emotions and the 
Shakespearian Stage,72; 238. 
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Augmenting and extending the story of Dido, Tamora demonstrates the control 

and influence held by authors, taking the weakness associated with the feminine and 

transforming it into authority.31 After hatching her plots to capture and kill Bassianus 

during the morning hunt, Tamora reclines with Aaron, describing herself as Dido, who 

“was supposed / the wand’ring prince” to have “enjoyed” (2.3.21-22). Although Bromilow 

proves that many during the Renaissance would have associated Dido with the 

uncontrolled passions of women, Tamora augments this tale to read as the feminine 

conquest of the subjugated male, positioning the romantic liaison between Dido and 

Aeneas so that it emphasizes the “enjoyment” the Queen procured from her 

counterpart.32 Miola describes this scene in Shakespeare’s play as a “re-enactment [of] 

the Carthaginian hunt which ended with Aeneas and Dido's disastrous amor.”33 While 

the disaster in the original Dido myth ruins the Queen because of her uncontrollable, 

God-inflicted passions, Tamora redirects the story so that the disaster strikes the men 

she despises.  Rather than her passions creating a liability or being seen as simply the 

ramblings of a disempowered mother, Tamora uses her passion to construct scripts of 

woe for Titus’s sons.    

Shakespeare symbolizes Tamora’s re-writing of the female narrative through the 

capture of Bassianus and Titus’s sons in a vaginal pit. Stumbling upon the hole 

                                            
31 For more on Dido as a symbol of feminine madness in the early modern period, see David Golz, 
“Diamonds, Maidens, Widow Dido, and Cock-a-diddle-dow,” Comparative Drama 43, no. 2 (Summer 
2009): 167-196. 
32 Heather James asserts that this allusion to Dido, and the later references to the Philomel story, critique 
the idea of empire, arguing that “Shakespeare suggests that the founding acts of empire contain the 
seeds of its ruin.” Heather James, Shakespeare’s Troy: Drama Politics and the Translation of Empire 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997). 
33 Miola, Shakespeare and Classical Tragedy: The Influence of Seneca, 17-18. 
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containing Bassianus’s recently slayed body, Quintus describes the pit as a “swallowing 

womb” and a “mouth…covered with rude-growing briers / Upon whose leaves are drops 

of new-shed blood” (2.3.239; 199-200). The word choice in this description identifies the 

deadly trap as a vagina, a snare by which women have supposedly captured many men 

throughout history.34 Numerous societies depict the vagina as a trap or consumptive 

mouth, with tales of vagina dentata existing in such diverse cultures as the Chaco and 

Guiana tribes of South America as well as Shinto and Hindu folk legends.35 Jane 

Grogan notes how early moderns associated the monstrosity of vagina dentata and the 

horror of feminine power. 36 From this perspective, Tamora’s attempt to move from 

object of authorial violence to empowered author herself can be interpreted as a 

monstrous feminine usurpation of masculine authority. Tamora’s femininity, instead of 

being a liability as Titus indicates, forms the foundation of the narrative through which 

she disempowers the men who formerly sought to dominate her. Even when Lavinia 

attempts to use the Roman folk tale of “[a] lion moved with pity [who] did endure / To 

have his princely paws pared all away” to confer a script of passive femininity, the 

queen completely resists her, telling Lavinia’s rapists, “away with her” for “I know not 

what it means” (2.3.151-152; 157). 37 Tamora repels this story about weak and 

                                            
34 In his research on King Lear, Peter L. Rudnytsky discusses how Shakespeare uses this image of the 
consumptive vagina in this later tragedies, demonstrating the impact Titus had on his conception of the 
genre as a whole. Peter L. Rudnytsky, “The `darke and vicious place': The dread of the vagina in King 
Lear,” Modern Philology 96, no. 3 (February 1999): 291-311. 
35 For a history of vagina dentata, see Solimar Otero, “‘Fearing our Mothers’: An Overview of the 
Psychoanalytic Theories Concerning the Vagina Dentata,” American Journal of Psychoanalysis 56, no. 3 
(September 1996): 269. 
36 For a reading of the bloody pit in relation to the danger of female rule, see Jane Grogan, “‘Headless 
Rome’ and Hungry Goths: Herodotus and Titus Andronicus,” English Literary Renaissance 43, no. 1 
(February 2013): 30-61. 
37 Miola notes how Shakespeare felt comfortable with bringing together seemingly disparate classical 
stories, such as this fable reference, noting how many unexpected texts “resonate together in 



99 

disempowered women, the empress emboldened by her own narrative of feminine 

dominance and control which allows her to inflict violence upon others.  

Shakespeare demonstrates the cyclical nature of authorship when Titus reduces 

Tamora back to a receptive role by appropriating and rewriting her narrative. 

Emboldened by her reworking of the feminine script, Tamora attempts to use her 

position as an author to manipulate Titus who she believes to still be a textual recipient. 

Tamora tells Saturninus that she can shape Titus with her “art” (4.4.108): 

If Tamora entreat him, then he will:  
For I can smooth and fill [Titus’] aged ear 
With golden promises; that, were his heart 
Almost impregnable, his old ears deaf,  
Yet should both ear and heart obey my tongue. (4.4. 94-98)  
 

Echoing Gosson’s concerns about the messages of stage plays invading audiences’ 

hearts through the ears, Tamora believes that she will be able to use her skill with 

“words” to “bate” the aged warrior (4.4.89; 91). Yet, when Tamora goes to Titus’s 

home—weaving a masque-like narrative reminiscent of the frame story from Kyd’s The 

Spanish Tragedy—Titus usurps her production.38 Bate notes that Titus “takes over 

[Tamora’s] plot, and turns it against the inventor. By a superb act of improvisation, Titus 

expands the cast of the masque-like show.”39 For all the influence she gained, Tamora 

cannot help but be displaced by another author, with the Empress relegated back to a 

position in which the appropriating author bestows a role upon her.  Rather than this 

                                            
Shakespeare's imagination.” Robert S. Miola, “Titus Andronicus and the Mythos of Shakespeare's Rome,” 
Shakespeare Studies 14, (January 1981): 85-98.  
38 For more on the connection of The Spanish Tragedy and the structure of Titus, see Elizabeth D. 
Gruber, “Building the Necropolis: Killing Mother/Nature in The Spanish Tragedy and Titus Andronicus,” 
LIT: Literature Interpretation Theory 25, no. 4 (October 2014): 271-290. 
39 Bate, “Introduction,” 22. 
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disempowerment only speaking to the position of women in early modern culture, 

Shakespeare uses Tamora’s movement within the system of authorship to signify an 

ultimate lack of authorial agency. The very act of attempting to scrip Titus through her 

mask causes her to become a textual recipient once more. This fulfillment of fate 

through action embodies what CS Lewis sees as the definitive characteristic of tragic 

heroes, whose “free will is the modus operandi of destiny.”40  She, like the other two 

authors in the play, experiences this pain of tragic authorship. 

 Shakespeare also uses Aaron’s character to demonstrate the role of author, the 

“coal-black Moor” challenging his assumed foolishness through his rewriting of the 

Lucrece and Philomel myths (3.2.77). Patricia Parker demonstrates the power of 

language—and wordplay in particular—in the creation of meaning within early modern 

texts. She specifically notes how Shakespeare uses language to construct the 

disempowered status of non-Anglo races, observing how Othello was a “passive 

receiver of another’s informing, his ear ‘pierced,’ ‘abused,’ or—in a different 

metaphorics—‘colonized’ by that informer.”41 Parker testifies to the textual influence 

exercised over Othello in the construction of his racial identity.42 Shakespeare uses a 

similar strategy with Aaron, portraying the narrative inscribed upon the Moor through his 

concern about being perceived as foolish. Like Tamora, Aaron begins with this story told 

about him and then uses it as a base narrative for his authorial creation. Enlarging and 

                                            
40 CS. Lewis, “On Stories,” Essential CS Lewis ed. Lyle W. Dorsett (New York: Touchstone, 1996,) 508. 
41 Patricia Parker, Shakespeare from the Margins: Language, Culture, and Context (Chicago: Chicago 
University Press, 1996), 268. 
42 Alpaslan Toker demonstrates the ways that Othello both adheres to and departs from the notions of 
race inscribed upon him. Specifically, Toker tracks the Moor’s capacity to meet societal expectations, 
noting his inability to meet the role set out for him.  Alpaslan Toker, “Othello: Alien in Venice," Journal of 
Academic Studies 15, no. 60 (February 2014): 29-51. 
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intensifying Roman tales like the Lucrece and Philomel narratives as well as the Gothic 

myth of “The Maiden without Hands,” Aaron uses his position as active author to 

challenge the social script imparted to him.43 Rather than allowing himself to be 

fashioned by the pressures of Roman society, Aaron instead crafts a tale of death and 

destruction for the very men who impose the pejorative, racial script upon him.  

Through Aaron’s description of himself and the insults lobbed at him by other 

characters, Shakespeare reveals the part Roman society prescribes for a Moor, that of 

a foolish slave.44 In his opening soliloquy, Aaron reveals his desire to be more than what 

Roman culture has established for him, to “arm [his] heart, and fit [his] thoughts, / To 

mount aloft” (2.1.12-13). In a later soliloquy, Aaron similarly criticizes the Roman belief 

in the Moor’s lack of “wit,” or his intellectual limitations (2.3.1). Maurice Charney and 

Christopher Crosbie argue that Shakespeare relied on the medieval vice character in 

his development of Aaron, making the Moor out to be the representation of unmitigated 

evil.45 However, Aaron surpasses the precedent of the vice by pointing out the bigoted 

and racist characterizations prepared for him by Rome. The vice of medieval drama 

lacked this kind of in-depth reflection; he merely conceived of his evil as an extension of 

himself rather than as a reaction to a larger system of expectations. Aware of the 

                                            
43 For more on this now obscure folktale, see Hans Jorg Uther, The Types of International Folktale: A 
Classification and Bibliography (Helsinki: Folklore Fellows, 2004,) 844; Stith Thompson, Motif lndex of 
Folk Literature (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1955,) Motif K1465; Albert Wesselski, Miirchen 
des Mittelalters (Berlin: Herbert Stubenrauch, 1925,) 233-35, and Versuch einer Theorie des Miirchens 
(Hildesheim: Gerstenberg, 1974), 16.  
44 It is important to note that this perception of the foreigner as foolish slave was not confined to Roman 
culture. For instance, the Maltese Marlowe’s The Jew of Malta express a similar perspective, as well as 
Shakespeare’s Venetians in The Merchant of Venice. This became a stereotype for many foreigners in 
early modern drama.  
45 Maurice Charney, “The Sardonic Aaron in Titus Andronicus,” Shakespeare’s Style (Madison: Fairleigh 
Dickson University Press, 2014), 15-19; Christopher Crosbie, “The Longleat Manuscript Reconsidered: 
Shakespeare and the Sword of Lath,” English Literary Renaissance 44, no. 2 (May 2014): 221-240. 
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restricted and animalistic part ascribed to him by Roman society, Aaron resists these 

labels.46  Shakespeare emphasizes this by having Aaron address these concerns in the 

form of soliloquy. As seen in my discussion of The Spanish Tragedy, the soliloquy is a 

privileged space within the world of Renaissance drama. Just as the heroic Hieronimo 

used the form to address the complex nature of true Machiavellianism, so also does 

Aaron turn to the soliloquy to interrogate the roles pressed on him. By granting Aaron 

multiple soliloquies, Shakespeare elevates this concern with racial scripting. 

To escape being forcibly authored by others, Aaron takes up an authorial position 

himself, weaving together and enlarging the Lucrece story to control the destiny of those 

who sought to define him. In plotting the rape of Lavinia, Aaron notes how “Lucrece was 

not more chaste / Than this Lavinia” and thus he can use the attack as a pattern 

(2.1.109-110). However, Aaron alters the myth by moving the location of her violation. In 

Livy’s account of the rape, Tarquin rapes Lucretia in her home.47 Aaron augments this 

approach based upon his reading of “The House of Fame,” stating that the court is “full 

of tongues, of eyes, and ears: / [but] The woods are ruthless, dreadful, deaf, and dull” 

(2.1.127; 2.1.128-129).48 By bringing these two texts together, Aaron creates a new 

story from recycled parts. This synthesis and augmentation form of authorship reflects 

the very play he inhabits, for Shakespeare himself utilized this approach to narrative 

fashioning. Through his skill, Aaron creates a situation in which he critiques the racial 

                                            
46 In the scene with Titus, Marcus, and the black fly, Shakespeare shows how the Roman perspective of 
Moors was little higher than animals or pests. For more on this interaction, see 3.2. 
47 Livy, The History of Rome, trans. D. Spillan, http://www.gutenberg.org/files/19725/19725-h/19725-
h.htm. 
48 For more on the influence of Chaucer’s The House of Fame on Shakespeare, see Daniel Albright, “A 
Midsummer Night's Dream: Toward a Hermeneutic Understanding,” Ars Lyrica: Journal Of The Lyrica 
Society For Word-Music Relations 17, (January 2008): 131-227. 
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assumptions about him, proving himself to be an expert reader and crafter of text rather 

than an ignorant fool.  

Aaron further proves his intelligence by interlacing his Lucrece-House of Fame 

hybrid with the myth of Philomel, using his authorial power to direct the sons of Tamora.  

In addition to modifying the Lucrece narrative based on The House of Fame (1379), 

Aaron uses the story of Philomel to prepare Demetrius and Chiron to effectively cover 

their guilt. In addition to cutting out Lavinia’s tongue and ravishing her, the brothers 

carry out Aaron’s augmentation of the Philomel’s story by severing her hands (2.4.2). 

Aaron displays his intellect through this addition, circumventing possible detection 

through writing, or weaving as Philomel does in the Ovidian rendering of the tale. Even 

with all of Aaron’s alterations, readers and characters alike recognize his source texts, 

with Marcus declaring that “some Tereus has deflowered” his niece and “cut those 

pretty fingers off that could have better sewed than Philomel” (2.4.26; 2.4.42-43).49  Lisa 

Starks-Estes asserts that Aaron “[senses Demetrius and Chiron’s] lack of sophistication 

[and] knows that he can easily mold them to his will by urging them to play Tereus.”50 

This “lack of sophistication” shows them to be textual recipients, contemplating, 

consuming, and internalizing the script prepared for them by Aaron.  

Demonstrating his breadth of knowledge, Aaron’s last addition to his ever-

increasing list of adapted sources comes from Gothic legend. After Titus fruitlessly begs 

the tribunes for the release of his falsely accused sons who fell into Tamora’s bloody pit, 

                                            
49 Steven Mullaney contends that the ravished Lavinia acts as a replacement for the ghost character 
found in the revenge drama, noting how many of the men talk about her as if she were dead. In many 
ways, this reflects her status as textual recipient in the authorial chain. Mullaney, 72-75. 
50 Starks-Estes, 89.  
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Aaron informs Titus that he can, “chop off [his] hand, / And send it to the king: he for the 

same / Will send thee hither both thy sons alive” (3.1.153-156). Titus eventually 

complies, but he is “ill…repaid / for that good hand [he sent] the emperor,” receiving 

back not his sons but their bloody heads and his lifeless appendage (3.1.233-234). 

Now, father and daughter mirror one another: Lavinia handless and her father missing 

his dominant, weapon-wielding hand.  Aaron adapts this cruel and sadistic plot from the 

Gothic myth “The Maiden without Hands.” In the story, a father proposes marriage to his 

daughter, and for her reluctance to enter into the unnatural relationship, he chops off 

her hands. In turn, she enacts revenge by removing his.51  When Aaron places Titus 

into this narrative, he casts Titus as the monstrous father and himself in the role of just 

avenger against him. According to Charlotte Artese, Shakespeare used Gothic folk 

legends as a source in this play to critique the ostensible infallibility of Roman culture, 

with the tale of “The Maiden without Hands” at the center of that criticism.52 When Aaron 

casts Titus as the abhorrent, Gothic father from the myth and himself as the harbinger 

of order, he reverses the script that Rome assigns to him as a foreigner. Through his 

authorship, Aaron demonstrates the mutability of the barbarian role, showing how an 

author can oppressively script anyone into that disempowered position—even a Roman 

warrior like Titus. In this way, authorship can be seen as a violent forcing of the recipient 

into a role prescribed to them.  

                                            
51 It is important to note that multiple versions of this story exist as the tale was exceedingly popular. 
During the medieval period, the story took on a hagiographic tone with the girl’s hands being restored 
through devotion to God. Currently, the most well-known version of this story comes from the Brothers 
Grimm. In their version, the father accidentally sells his daughter to the devil, and she protects herself 
from being taken to hell through her purity, ultimately losing her hands in the struggle.  
52 Charlotte Artese, “‘They will not intercept my tale’: Classical and Folk Traditions in Titus Andronicus, 
Shakespeare’s Folktale Sources (Newark: University of Delaware Press, 2015), 51-69. 
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Aaron attempts to use his position as author to pen a better future for his son, 

who is described as a “coal-black” “devil” (4.2.98; 64). In response to the Moorish 

parentage of their mother’s baby, Chiron and Demetrius curse the child, with Demetrius 

calling him “accursed” and a “foul fiend” (4.2.79). Aaron defends his son by asking, “is 

black so base a hue… / …for all the water in the ocean / Can never turn the swan’s 

black legs to white, / Although she lave them hourly in the flood” (4.2.71; 100-103).53 

Aaron asserts that traits from birth, like the color of one’s legs, do not determine fate. 

Instead, he believes that a man creates himself to be what he will, as demonstrated by 

his life plan for his son: 

Come on, you thick lipp'd slave, I'll bear you hence 
For it is you that puts us to our shifts; 
I'll make you feed on berries and on roots,  
And feed on curds and whey, and suck the goat,  
And cabin in a cave, and bring you up  
To be a warrior, and command a camp.” (4.2.174-179)  
 

Edward T. Washington contends that this scene between father and son depicts the 

humanity of Aaron by combating the notion of Moors as so hyper-sexualized that they 

lacked relational abilities.54  Like any father, Aaron longs for his son’s success, and to 

engineer this achievement he removes his son from the reach of the racially oppressive 

narratives of Rome. Turning to a Spartan surrounding of a “cave” and diet of wild 

“berries and…roots,” Aaron will raise his son in the freedom of the wilderness. Despite 

Aaron’s status as empowered author and his attempts to escape the violent racial 

                                            
53 For an assessment of how this kind of logic impacts twenty-first-century American culture, particularly in 
the field of electronic arts, see Marco Antonio Rodriguez, “From the Periphery to Center Stage: The 
Effects and Exploitation of the Other in Titus Andronicus and Assassin’s Creed III,” Communication 
Review 17, no. 3 (July 2014): 245-255. 
54 Edward T. Washington, “A Matter of Policy: Reassessing Aaron’s Sexual Role in Titus Andronicus,” 
College Language Association Journal 53, no. 1 (September 2009): 48-74. 
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scripting of Rome, he and his son ultimately become consumed by the larger Roman 

narrative.  

Notwithstanding Aaron’s ability to write a new role for himself by adapting 

existing stories, Rome eventually places him back into the position of voiceless 

foreigner, and Aaron’s son is destined for a similar fate. Attempting to escape the city 

with his son, Aaron manages to evade capture until a Goth soldier discovers him in a 

set of ruins (5.1.21). Bate conjectures that Aaron’s hiding place represents the translatio 

imperii—or the spirit of Roman authority—that many sought to legitimize subsequent 

cultures.55 Thus, Aaron finds himself trapped by the spirit of Roman authority itself. 

Taken by the Goth soldier to Lucius, a representative of Roman valor, Aaron relates the 

story that he weaved, only to have his mouth gagged at Lucius’s command (5.1.151).56 

Despite his previous ability to control the fate of others through his text, Aaron finds 

himself now in the role of foolish and voiceless foreigner. He protests that he is “no 

baby” and that he would “have [his] will;” yet, Lucius denies him any agency. Lucius 

eventually buries him “breast-deep in the earth,” isolating him (5.3.184). By cutting 

Aaron off from all human contact, Lucius effectively silences the Moor, the once vocal 

author again inflicted with violence by another. Although Shakespeare provides no 

specific information about the future of Aaron’s son, Marcus seems to indicate that 

Rome will think the same of him as his father, announcing, “Behold this child… / The 

issue of an irreligious Moor, / Chief architect and plotter of these woes” (5.3.118;120-

                                            
55 Bate, 19. 
56 For more on Lucius as a representative of Roman culture and values, see Dympna Callaghan and 
Chris R. Kyle, “The Wilde Side of Justice in Early Modern England and Titus Andronicus,” The Law in 
Shakespeare, ed. Constance Jordan and Karen Cunningham (New York: Palgrave, 2007), 42-44. 
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121). Despite his determination to ensure his son’s freedom from the restrictions of 

Rome, Aaron fails to save him. Even if his son moves to scripter himself, Shakespeare 

indicates that all authors will eventually be subverted and their ability to fashion co-

opted.  

Like Tamora, Aaron’s loss of authorial control stems not from his failure as an 

author but rather from the dynamics of a system of tragic authorship in which roles are 

in continual flux. For the majority of the play, Aaron uses the power associated with 

authorship to overcome the limitations impressed upon him by Roman society and 

fashion a new destiny for himself; yet, in the end, he moves back to a disempowered 

state. Stuart Gillespie contends that Elizabethans assigned a “doubleness” to the 

classical tragic hero: “the idea that human beings undo themselves not through their 

bad qualities but their good ones.”57 In this way, the tragic hero “stresses…the selfsame 

traits operating to create as well as destroy.”58 Tamora and Aaron embody this definition 

of tragic heroism, with their righteous desire for liberation from violently oppressive 

social scripts engendering their ultimate silencing and destruction. In other words, the 

power of authorship that enables them to create new roles and identities for themselves 

is the very force that eventually crushes them. Shakespeare shows how all authors will 

eventually be displaced by other voices, describing a cyclical structure in which people 

change from disempowered, to empowered, and back again. This shift in power 

dynamics comes as a result of a systematized equilibrium rather than an inherent flaw 

on the part of the fashioner.  

                                            
57 Stuart Gillespie, English Translation and Classical Reception: Towards a New Literary History (Oxford: 
Wiley-Blackwell, 2011,) 57. 
58 Ibid.  
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Drastically depicting this equalizing component of authorship, Titus spends the 

entire first half of the play as a textual recipient before taking up the role of author, only 

to be subjugated again in his death. In his analysis of Titus as a product of Roman 

culture, Miola demonstrates how in the opening scenes of the play, Titus “lives…in a 

restricted ethical universe, one dominated by a military conception of honor and by a 

desire for fame.”59 Throughout the first three acts, Titus internalizes the role of Roman 

general, willing to kill his own children to uphold the values associated with his assigned 

social script.60 Discovering the “fundamental weaknesses in Rome and basic paradoxes 

in its values,” in the words of Miola, Titus becomes disgusted with Romanitas. In 

reaction, he abandons the receptive role and rewrites his place within Rome.61 To do 

this, he appropriates the narratives created by Aaron and Tamora, disempowering them 

as authors in order to authorize his own narratives. Despite the control that Titus gains 

through his appropriation of Tamora’s and Aaron’s tales, he again experiences the 

social script of Rome in the wake of his death. 

 In the opening of the play, Shakespeare depicts Titus as a warrior who has 

contemplated and embraced the part authored for him by Rome: the unquestioning and 

loyal general, an automaton willing to violate paternal bonds in order to uphold the ideas 

of Romanitas. Titus delivers his first lines in front of the tomb of the Andronici, a 

                                            
59 Miola, 44. 
60 Many conjecture that the opening scene of the play was not written by Shakespeare, but rather by 
George Peele, including the moment when Titus kills his son for disobedience. I agree with Rory 
Loughnane, who rejects this premise and contends that Shakespeare added the killing as part of a larger 
arch of character development. Rory Loughnane, “Re-Editing Non-Shakespeare for the Modern Reader: 
The Murder of Mutius in Titus Andronicus” Review of English Studies 68, no.284 (April 2017): 268-295. 
61 Miola, Shakespeare’s Rome, 49. 
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monument to the pure transmission of the Roman virtue found in The Aeneid.62 As he 

buries his fallen sons in the family monument, Titus compares himself to “King Priam,” 

Virgil’s Trojan king who lost both his sons Hector and Paris during the Greek siege on 

his city (1.1.80). Burrow notes that Shakespeare often uses Priam as a representation 

of pure Roman valor, the elderly king a hero for taking up arms to defend his wife and 

daughters despite his assured failure.63 In this moment, Titus accepts the role conferred 

on him by Rome. Forcibly shaped and molded by Virgil’s depiction of personal sacrifice 

for the sake of the state, Titus internalizes the role of the warrior father whose sons are 

destined to fall valiantly in service to the state. 

The death of Mutius at the hands of his father corroborates Titus’s acceptance of 

his prescribed role in Rome. Upon Titus’s acquiescence to Saturninus’s request to 

marry Lavinia, Mutius defies his father’s command by helping Bassianus and Lucius 

usher Lavinia to safety. For this clear affront to traditional Roman values, Titus slays 

Mutius and declares to Lucius, “thou, nor he, are any sons of mine; / My sons would 

never so dishonour me” (1.1.290-291). Titus kills his son for partaking in actions that do 

not adhere to the morality of the Roman narrative, which celebrates familial patriarchy 

and fealty to the sovereign. Looking to examples like Virgil’s hero, Titus prizes 

adherence to Roman nationalist scripts above all other concerns.64  

This commitment to Roman virtue is so complete that Titus even denies Lucius’s 

                                            
62 For more on the tomb as a symbol of Roman values, see Miola, Shakespeare’s Rome, 46-48. 
63 Burrow, 51-91. 
64 Leslie A. Werden corroborates the notion of Titus as blindly dedicated to Rome, noting how Julie 
Taymor directed her film adaptation to highlight this aspect of the play. Leslie A. Werden, “Memories of 
Yesterday and Tomorrow: Familial Legacies in Titus and All My Sons,” War, Literature & The Arts: An 
International Journal of The Humanities 19, no. 1/2 (November 2007): 68-84. 
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request to bury Mutius with his brothers who fell in battle, for Titus will not have one 

son’s dishonor mar the glory of the rest. However, in a moment of rhetorical brilliance, 

Lucius convinces his father to bury Mutius with his other brothers by appealing to the 

very narrative and values that Titus attempts to protect: 

Thou art a Roman; be not barbarous: 
The Greeks upon advice did bury Ajax 
That slew himself; and wise Laertes' son 
Did graciously plead for his funerals.  
Let not young Mutius, then, that was thy joy 
Be barr'd his entrance here.  (1.1.375-380)  
 

By engaging the epic texts that all Roman boys were required to contemplate and 

internalize as part of their formal education, Lucius succeeds in his attempt to honor his 

brother. Brian Boyd contends that the killing of Mutius, and particularly Titus’s reluctant 

burial after hearing the story of Ajax, is a non-Shakespearean addition. Boyd goes on to 

argue that this scene is the play’s chief weakness, and by ignoring it, the play produces 

a more consistent character in Titus. 65  Ignoring this passage may yield a more uniform 

characterization for Titus, but doing so negates the transition that he undergoes over 

the course of the play. To ignore Titus’ moral allegiances at the beginning makes his 

eventual disillusionment with Roman society less impactful. Shakespeare purposely 

depicts Titus’ commitment to the Roman narrative as absolute at the beginning of the 

play to highlight his wavering faith in this allegiance upon the loss of additional sons and 

the mutilation of his daughter.  

Upon the unjust death of his sons at the hands of the state and the rape and 

disfigurement of his daughter, Titus realizes that he has been nothing more than a 

                                            
65 Brian Boyd, “Mutius: An Obstacle Removed in Titus Andronicus,” Review of English Studies 55, no. 
219 (April 2004): 196-209. 
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pawn, an abused hostage of the larger Roman narrative. After pleading with the 

tribunes for due process for his sons, Quintus and Martius, and receiving none, Titus 

recognizes that Rome is not beautiful and glorious as he believed but rather “a 

wilderness of tigers” (3.1.53). Not only does this description contrast with Titus’s 

feelings about his country while standing before his family’s tomb in act I, it also calls 

upon Virgil’s description of the Latins as “tigers” before Aeneas conquers them with the 

help of his Teucrian troops.66 Through this connection, Shakespeare indicates that the 

founding of Rome did not bring unquestionable civility to the Latin people. Rather, Titus’ 

Rome is just as animalistic as the pre-Roman Italians who were ostensibly reformed 

through the power of Aeneas’s conquering sword.  Shakespeare intensifies this idea 

when Titus first sees Lavinia in her deformed state. The distraught father cries out, 

“Give me a sword, I’ll chop off my hands, too, / For they have fought for Rome, and all in 

vain” (3.1.72-73). In this moment of grief, Titus realizes that the moral ideals that he and 

his sons have fought to uphold, the very spirit of the grand Roman narrative that 

undergirded all of his actions, are nothing more than a myth, a story spun by the poets 

of the past.67 To paraphrase Marcus, Titus has taken for truth that which is nothing more 

than shadow (3.2.79). If Titus were killed at this moment in the play, Shakespeare would 

have accomplished nothing more through his Roman general than a theatrical 

representation of author as authority, a dramatic rendering of Aristotle and Horace. 

Instead, Shakespeare demonstrates the complexity of a dynamic structure of 

                                            
66 Virgil, Aeneid, IX.1014. 
67 For an in depth look at the barbarous nature of Rome as depicted by Shakespeare in this play, see 
Nicholas Birns, Barbarian Memory: The Legacy of Early Medieval History in Early Modern Literature (New 
York: Palgrave, 2013), 60-79. 
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authorship. Titus casts off his role of textual recipient and takes up authorial power by 

seizing and augmenting the narratives constructed by Tamara and Aaron, displacing 

them as authors and relegating them back to the receptive position in the authorial 

network.   

Titus takes over Aaron’s adaptation of the Lucrece myth, altering the original 

story’s source of revenge so that he can both practically work out his bloody retribution 

while demonstrating his disdain for Roman corruption. In both Livy’s Ab Urbe Condita 

Libri (29 BCE) and Shakespeare’s rendering of Tarquin’s violation of Lucrece, Collatine 

obtains revenge by parading the body of his wife through the streets of Rome, 

appealing to the citizen’s integrity so that they expel Tarquin for his detestable crime. 

Due to the source of this revenge, it would be easy to assume that the citizens of Rome 

possess an innate sense of morality and justice. Despite Livy’s attempt to laud the 

morality of the Roman citizens, Melissa Matthes argues that in reality “citizens do not 

act because of what they already are, their actions do not express a prior stable identity; 

they presuppose an unstable, multiple self that seeks its, at best, episodic self-

realization in action and in the identity that is its reward.”68 Having experienced the 

corruption of Rome first hand, Titus indeed sees Rome as “unstable.” To that end, Titus 

augments the Lucrece narrative spun by Aaron, turning “to the Goths” for aid 

(3.1.284).69 Relying on these former enemies for assistance secures his victory in 

practical terms, but it also demonstrates his scorn for Rome. No longer does Titus 

                                            
68 Melissa Matthes, Rape of Lucretia and the Founding of Republics: Readings in Livy, Machiavelli, and 
Rousseau (State College: Pennsylvania State University Press, 2001), 8. 
69 Anthony Brian Taylor contends that Shakespeare used the Goths as a source of aid to emphasize the 
impending disintegration of the empire, underscoring the problematic nature of Roman culture. Anthony 
Brian Taylor, “‘The Goths protect the Andronici, who go aloft’: The implications of a stage direction,” Notes 
& Queries 43, no. 2 (June 1996): 152-154. 



113 

unquestioningly believe the Roman stories which were forced upon him. Rather, he 

alters those narratives based on his experience so that he can obtain his revenge and 

challenge the Roman narrative that held him captive for so many years.  

In addition to appropriating the refashioned Lucrece narrative from Aaron, Titus 

hijacks Tamora’s masque-like production, using it as a vehicle for his own re-authoring 

of the Philomel story.70 Knowing Titus to be a receiver of narratives, Tamora believes 

that she can indeed use her “art” to “smooth and fill [Titus’] aged ear” with a narrative 

that will engender his destruction (4.4.108). In an aside during Tamora’s, Demetrius’s, 

and Chiron’s performances of Revenge, Rape, and Murder, Titus states that he will not 

be scripted by Tamora, for “[he knows] them all, though they suppose [him] mad” 

(5.2.143). Instead, Titus “will o’reach them in their own devices” (5.2.144). Rather than 

be directed by Tamora, Titus will assume the role of author to script her and her sons 

through his extension of the Philomel myth, subjecting them to ferocious violence 

through his text.71 While the Ovidian rendering of the tale depicts the death of one son 

who is consumed by his father, Titus kills two sons, baking them into a pie for their 

mother (5.2.185-189). Though Ovid provides an escape for the two sisters—Procne 

transformed into a swallow and Philomel to a nightingale—death impacts all parties 

involved in Titus’ narrative. As he drains the blood from Demetrius’s and Chiron’s 

throats, Titus explains his approach to re-authorship: “For worse than Philomel you 

                                            
70 For a look at the influence of Tudor masque culture on the plays of Shakespeare, see Janette Dillon, 
“From Revels to Revelation: Shakespeare and the Mask,” Shakespeare Survey 60, (November 2007): 58-
71. 
71 While not dismissing the presence of the Philomel myth in the play, A.B. Taylor would disagree with my 
emphasis on this Ovidian tale. He instead contends that the Actaeon story plays a much more central role 
in the development of Shakespeare’s characters. A.B. Taylor, “Animals in ‘Manly Shape as Too the 
outward Showe’: Moralizing and Metamorphosis in Titus Andronicus,” Shakespeare’s Ovid ed. A.B. Taylor 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 66-79. 
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used my daughter, / And worse than Procne I will be revenged” (5.2.193-194). Starks-

Estes concludes that Shakespeare turns to the Philomel story as a “means to articulate 

the unspeakable,” specifically asserting that in Titus Andronicus Shakespeare uses this 

story “to explore the erotics of cruelty at the heart of Roman literary tradition, the threats 

it poses to coherent selfhood, and the traumatic effect it produces.”72 Although Titus’s 

adaptation certainly possesses erotic qualities, particularly in his choice to cast himself 

as the female Procne, his adaptation of the tale also speaks to the nature of authorship. 

By commandeering Tamora’s playlet with his own narrative, Titus does indeed “o’reach” 

her and her sons.  

Shakespeare demonstrates the ephemerality of the power Titus exercises 

through his authorship by re-invoking the Virgilian precedent in the closing moments of 

the play. As they stand over the recently slayed corpse of Titus, a Roman Lord asks 

Marcus to “tell us what Sinon…hath brought the fatal engine,” as if Marcus were Aeneas 

and he “the love-sick Dido” (5.3.81).73 Despite all of Titus’s efforts to distance himself 

from the tyranny of the epic, this citizen cannot help but view this tragedy through the 

lens of the Aeneid. To understand these seemingly senseless acts, the lord looks to the 

grand Roman story, contemplating its characters and plot in order to ultimately submit 

himself to its defining gaze.  In this quick allusion, Titus’s life narrative—the one that he 

so desperately attempts to wrestle from underneath Vergil’s shadow—is subordinated to 

the authors of the past. Marcus firmly pushes the dead Titus back into the receptive role 

                                            
72 Starks-Estes, 2; 83. 
73 Colin Burrow speaks to the importance of Sinon as a symbol of betrayal and penetration in 
Shakespeare’s “Rape of Lucrece.” Given the multiple stab wounds in the bodies sitting on stage, it is not 
difficult to imagine Shakespeare making a similar gesture here. Burrow, 58. 
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by commanding that the fallen general be “[committed] to the grave” (5.3.169). Lucius 

echoes his uncle, stating that Titus shall be buried in “his father’s grave…our 

household’s monument” (5.3.193). As Robert Miola demonstrates, the tomb functions in 

the play as a symbol of romanitas, or the Roman cultural ideal.74 When Marcus and 

Lucius commit Titus’s body to the family tomb, they strip away all of his attempts to 

create a new life for himself, and his story is taken out of his hands to be once again 

subsumed in the larger Roman narrative.75 Now when people recount his life, they will 

not see a general who dared to create a new identity for himself. Rather, they will see a 

monument to the Roman ideal and a man who upheld that worldview with his life. Like 

Tamara and Aaron, Titus falls prey to tragic authorship. These three characters, despite 

rejecting the social scripts violently impressed upon them, are unable to free themselves 

from the influence of the Roman narrative.   

By having his authors eventually revert back to textual recipients in the play, 

Shakespeare speaks to the cyclical nature of authorship, an anxiety-producing idea 

expressed by countless writers. Harold Bloom theorizes an “anxiety of influence,” a fear 

experienced by writers in which they simultaneously worry about being overshadowed 

by the greatness of the authors who came before them while also fearing their own 

eventual dismissal as new authors out perform their work.76 Although Bloom suggests 

that this anxiety begins after Shakespeare because, “[he] belongs to the giant age 

                                            
74 Miola, Shakespeare and Classical Tragedy, 21. 
75 Austin H. Whitver’s research on memory in the plays of Shakespeare addresses the importance of 
tombs and monuments as a method for transmitting a cultural legacy, specifically exploring this idea as it 
relates to the history plays. Austin H. Whitver, “Materiality of Memory in Shakespeare's Second 
Tetralogy.” Studies In English Literature (Johns Hopkins) 56, no. 2 (Spring 2016): 285-306.  
76 Harold Bloom, An Anxiety of Influence: A Theory of Poetry (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1997). 
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before the flood, before the anxiety of influence became central to poetic 

consciousness,” Titus Andronicus indicates Shakespeare’s awareness of how an 

author’s work can be subsumed by another.77 For a time, both Tamora and Aaron 

effectively adapt the narratives that sought to shape them, and, in turn, they shape 

others around them. Tamora rejects the role of weak and subservient female, taking 

Dido as her model and turning her sexual freedom from curse to power. Likewise, Aaron 

refuses to be a foolish and voiceless foreigner, finding expression through his 

adaptation of the Lucrece and Philomel narratives. However, both authors return to a 

receptive state as Titus appropriates their narrative revisions only to have his own story 

of liberation from Roman ideals overshadowed by his final resting place. While critics 

can debate the extent to which Shakespeare thought of these ideas as “anxiety-

producing,” Shakespeare does recognize that all authors will be displaced by those who 

come after, a continual cycling between author and recipient.78  

In addition to offering us deeper insight into Shakespeare’s understanding of 

tragic authorship, this chapter also provides a competing perspective on early modern 

textual construction, questioning the critical precedent which currently privileges active 

participants in models of collaborative textual production. In many ways, scholars who 

study early modern authorship limit their reading by primarily looking to active 

contributors to explain authorship. In a separate vein of research, scholars like Marvin 

Carlson treat the role of audience reception as more vital, with plays “weaving a ghostly 

                                            
77 Ibid, 11. 
78 Much of the research surrounding Shakespeare and the “anxiety of influence” focuses on authors who 
feel a sense of anxiety about using the bard as a source instead of Shakespeare’s anxiety about using 
the Classics. For an overview of this idea and an exploration of the way twenty first-century television 
writers have navigated this anxiety, see Laurie E. Osborne, “A Local Habitation and a Name: Television 
and Shakespeare,” Shakespeare Survey 61, (December 2008): 213-226. 



117 

tapestry…playing in various degrees and combinations with that audience’s collective 

and individual memories.”79 However, given Shakespeare’s depiction of the system of 

authorship in Titus Andronicus, a more nuanced understanding of the early modern 

author would combine these two perspectives. This play presents authorship as an 

intricate schema in which the active producers of text exist in opposition to the passive 

consumers of that text, suggesting that the two positions are in a continual dynamic 

exchange. As a result, future research might consider the intersections of work on 

audience reception and authorship.  

Through Tamora, Aaron, and Titus, Shakespeare depicts the relationship of 

authors to those who receive their text. In doing so, he demonstrates the limitations of 

authorial agency, with each scripter in the play represented as a classical tragic hero 

whose very actions bring about their destined end. Similar to Spenser and Kyd, 

Shakespeare utilizes a heroism defined by the fusion of violence and contemplation. 

The violence perpetrated by the author against the contemplative recipient ultimately 

engenders the author’s demise. While all three of the texts I have considered thus far 

were written during the Elizabethan era, I will demonstrate that the hybrid hero 

continued to be reconsidered and adapted by subsequent generations.  

 

                                            
79 Marvin Carlson, The Haunted Stage: The Theater as Memory Machine (Ann Arbor: The University of 
Michigan Press, 2001), 165. 
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CHAPTER 5 

ROYAL ICONOGRAPHY, THE PUBLIC SPHERE, AND THE CAROLINE MASQUE: 

THE HEROISM OF COELUM BRITTANNICUM AND COMUS  

In the previous chapters, I demonstrate how Spenser and Kyd use the fusion of 

the martial and the contemplative hero to depict and comment upon universal Christian 

sanctification and Machiavellianism while Shakespeare adapts this union to a multi-

person system to explore the nature of authorship. As subsequent generations 

considered the joining of the classical and contemplative hero, authors continued to 

adapt this combination. Many writers kept the structural components of epic heroism—

such as the hero’s securing of glory in exchange for his unparalleled acts of 

excellence—while rebranding his martial action as virtuous action. Although this shift 

from soldierly to moral action appears to be drastic, the two are in reality extremely 

similar. Both martial and virtuous action focus on the completion of tasks, while 

contemplative heroism focuses on clarity, understanding, and being. Due to political 

changes under the early Stuarts, the blending of the classical and the contemplative 

hero became so prevalent that Charles I’s choice to reject this union in his royal 

iconography engendered a disastrous reaction.  

Building his public persona from the example set by Henry VIII, Charles I 

regularly depicted himself as an epic hero, a magnificent king who overcomes vice by 

his personal power and righteousness.1 While Charles conveyed this persona in 

numerous ways, his 1634 masque Coelum Britannicum is a pointed effort to broadcast 

                                            
1 For more on the various ways Charles I broadcasted this heroic persona, see the chapter titled “Portraits 
of Power: Personalities and Factions” in Kevin Sharpe, The Personal Rule of Charles I (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 1996), 131-208. 
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this heroic identity, with the King insisting upon a massive distribution of the script. 2 

Unfortunately for Charles, this iconography grounded in epic heroism—which by its 

nature is elitist in its celebration of rare heroic abilities—did not coalesce with the more 

inclusive political ideologies associated with the emergence of the public sphere, a 

theoretical space in which “the public [acts] as carrier of public opinion…[and] as a 

critical judge” of political occurrences.3 This expansion of political involvement was 

reinforced by particular Protestant theologies, including the inclusive notion of “The 

Priesthood of Believers.” This theological principle states that all Christians—not just a 

select few, such as the clergy—possess unmitigated access to the power and presence 

of God through the sacrifice of Christ.4 

In reaction to Charles I’s epic persona, John Milton critiques the King by 

parodying Coelum Britannicum in A Mask Presented at Ludlow Castle (1634), which is 

better known by its chief anti-masquer’s name: Comus.5  Rather than an elite hero who 

conquers evil by the power of his own strength, Milton casts a nameless girl as the hero 

of his masque. The Lady, faced with even more treacherous perils than Charles I, 

overcomes the demonic powers who assault her not through her own strength but 

through the power granted to her by the Holy Spirit, a gift available to all God’s children. 

                                            
2 All quotations from Coelum Britannicum will be taken from Thomas Carew, “Coelum Britannicum,” The 
Poems of Thomas Carew, ed. Rhodes Dunlap (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1949), 153-187; for more 
on the print of masques, see Martin Butler, The Stuart Court Masque and Political Culture (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2008). 
3 Jürgen Habermas, The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere: An Inquiry into a Category of 
Bourgeois Society, trans. Thomas Burger (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1964), 2. 
4 For more on “The Priesthood of Believers,” see Margot Todd, Christian Humanism and the Puritan 
Social Order (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002), 78.  
5 All quotations from A Mask Presented at Ludlow Castle will be taken from John Milton, “A Masque 
Presented at Ludlow Castle, 1634 [Comus],” The Complete Poetry and Essential Prose of John Milton, 
ed. William Kerrigan, John Rumrich, and Stephen M. Fallon (New York: The Modern Library, 2007), 61-
98. 
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With this divine empowerment, the Lady discerns truth from falsehood, dispelling the 

demonic power who assails her. Through his hero, Milton reasserts the hybrid 

aggressive and contemplative hero, which reflects the more inclusive ideologies found 

within Protestantism and the expanding public sphere.6 

Much of masque criticism speculates that these dramatic performances catered 

to a courtly audience. Thus, scholars have read masques as texts written from the court 

to the court. This chapter assumes a broader audience for masques as particular 

sections of the court were accessible to wider audiences and material evidence 

indicates a wider audience as well.7  In his investigation of the Stuart court’s relationship 

to “the people of England,” David Cressy demonstrates that the Great Hall or the outer 

edges of the court were “generally accessible to anyone appropriately attired.”8 While 

attendance at masques did require an invitation, enough uninvited guests slipped past 

the doormen that in 1633 the Yeomen of the Guard were reprimanded and ordered “to 

keep the doors and to hinder those from coming in that are not fit to come in” to the 

masques.9 This accessibility of the Banqueting House could explain how quotations 

from Coelum Britannicum found their way into a now unknown middle-class merchant’s 

                                            
6 In many ways, the Lady and the Red Cross Knight are very similar. Both successfully battle their sin 
because of their contemplation and reflection. See chapter 2. 
7 Masques and their performance practices have been studied from a variety of perspectives—almost all 
of which view the masque exclusively through the eyes of the court. Kevin Sharp in Criticism and 
Compliment and David Norbrook in Poetry and Politics in the English Renaissance discuss the masque 
as a micro-political sphere wherein the court speaking to itself about the nature of right governance. 
Similarly, Stephen Orgel in both Indigo Jones: The Theatre of the Stuart Court and The Illusion of Power 
focuses on how the early Stuart monarchs used masques to demand allegiance from their courts. Kevin 
Curran asserts that masques can reveal information on courtly notions of love and marriage in Marriage, 
Performance, and Politics at the Jacobean Court, while Clare McManus uses masques to explore the role 
of women at court in Women on the Renaissance Stage: Anna of Denmark and Female Masquing in the 
Stuart Court (1590-1619). 
8 David Cressy, Charles I and the People of England (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015), 154. 
9 British Library, Stowe MS 561, 8v.  
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commonplace book soon after the masque’s premiere.10 The masques performed at the 

Banqueting House were evidently accessible to merchants as well as the King’s 

courtiers. Both James I and Charles I also distributed descriptions and transcripts of 

masque performances across the country. Martin Butler shows how James actively 

“publicized court festivity beyond Whitehall's immediate territory through printed texts, 

manuscript copies circulating from hand to hand, and letters of affairs sent into the 

country by the network of court correspondents.”11 The distribution of masques “became 

markedly more systematic under Charles I,” with the most magnificent productions like 

The Triumph of Peace (1634), the sister masque to Coelum Britannicum, receiving 

initial print runs in the thousands and experiencing an unprecedented three reprints 

within the immediate months following its publication.12 Charles I felt the need to 

aggressively broadcast his epic persona in this way because of the pressure he felt 

from a shifting political climate that emphasized broader political knowledge and 

involvement.  

The emergence and expansion of a public sphere during the early modern 

period, which fostered greater political participation, required monarchs to more 

carefully monitor and influence the opinions of their people. The concept of an early 

modern public sphere finds its roots in Jürgen Habermas’s The Structural 

Transformation of the Public Sphere (1962) in which he asserts the emergence of an 

                                            
10 The quotations are primarily from the antimasque sections of the text. Unfortunately, the lines are 
simply transcribed, offering no commentary and nothing is known about the author of the commonplace 
book. However, other data such as trading records indicate that it was kept by a merchant. British Library, 
Add MS 21433, 140v. 
11 Martin Butler, The Stuart Court Masque and Political Culture, 3. 
12 Ibid 3, 26. 
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eighteenth-century public sphere. Peter Lake and Steve Pincus build from this 

paradigm, arguing for what they call a “post-reformation public sphere,” claiming that its 

emergence can be traced back to the time of the Henrician Reformation.13 Jeffrey Doty 

echoes this idea, stating that Habermas “miscalculated the chronology” of the public 

sphere.14 The proliferation of political texts during the early modern period helped to 

“make publics,” a term used by Bronwen Wilson and Paul Yachnin to describe the way 

objects, people, and knowledge come together to form groups “not rooted in family, 

rank, or vocation.”15 As these publics developed and gained traction in post-reformation 

England, many working within courtly circles saw this expanded political awareness as 

a breeding ground for disorder. Most pertinently, James I violently attacked inclusive 

political notions like this in his treatise  Basilikon Doron.16  

The public sphere experienced this dramatic growth during the post-reformation 

era, in part, due to the inclusive theology taught by reform leaders that highlighted the 

importance of spirit-filled persuasion and discourse. Torrance Kirby argues that political 

discourse in England grew because of the Protestant emphasis on rhetorical preaching. 

According to Kirby, “the reformers displacement of late-medieval sacramental culture 

                                            
13 Peter Lake and Steve Pincus, “Rethinking the Public Sphere in Early Modern England,” Journal of 
British Studies 45, no. 2 (2006): 273. 
14 Jeffrey S. Doty, “Shakespeare’s Richard II, ‘Popularity’ and the Early Modern Public Sphere,” 
Shakespeare Quarterly 61, no. 2 (2010): 185. 
15 Bronwen Wilson and Paul Yachnin, “Introduction,” Making Publics in Early Modern Europe: People, 
Things, Forms of Knowledge ed. Bronwen Wilson and Paul Yachnin (New York: Taylor and Francis, 
2010), 1. 
16 In Basilikon Doron, James I warns his son about the dangers of allowing the people to believe that they 
have a voice in the government. He cites a specific example from Scottish history in which, “Some fiery 
spirited men in the ministry got such a guiding of the people … they [began] to fantasy to themselves a 
…popular government by leading the people by the nose to bear the sway of all the rule.” James Stuart, 
“Basilikon Doron,” The True Law of Free Monarchies and Basilikon Doron ed. Daniel Fischlin and Mark 
Fortier (Toronto: Centre for Reformation and Renaissance Studies, 1996), 121. 
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was achieved largely through the instruments of persuasion.”17 Protestants used their 

divinely inspired study of scripture to create rhetorically persuasive sermons that would 

dispel specific doctrines propagated by the Roman Catholic church, such as the 

teaching that sacraments, literally the sacred mystery of divine connectedness, must be 

doled out by a select few priests.18 Martin Luther termed this inclusive theological truth 

as “the priesthood of all believers.”19 Kirby asserts that this religious emphasis on 

multiple voices turning to spirit-filled persuasion to dismantle theological error had a 

profound impact on early modern politics, the “dynamic interaction” of political and 

Protestant thought fueling the expansion of the public sphere.20 This more inclusive 

perspective in both religion and politics acted as a source of anxiety for Charles I, 

causing him to select and broadcast a royal identity he believed would demonstrate the 

foolishness of popular rule and, in turn, curb the expansion of this dangerous ideology.   

Building from Kirby’s research, I demonstrate how Charles I’s choice to depict 

himself as a self-sufficient epic hero in his masque Coelum Britannicum met with public 

ire because of its affront of more inclusive political and religious ideas. John Milton’s 

critique of the King in A Mask embodies these negative responses. The self-focused 

motivation of Charles I’s epic heroism not only contradicted principles of Christian 

charity, but it also opposed the synthesis of the classical and contemplative hero.21 The 

                                            
17 Torrance Kirby, Persuasion and Conversion: Essays on Religion, Politics, and the Public Sphere in 
Early Modern England (Boston: Brill, 2013), 1. 
18 OED, s.v. sacrament. 
19 Martin Luther, The Epistles of St. Peter and St. Jude: Preached and Explained (New York, NY, Anson 
D.F. Randolph, 1859), 106. 
20 Kirby, 1. 
21 For more on this conflict, see Richard W. Kaeuper, Holy Warriors: The Religious Ideology of Chivalry 
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2014). 
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goal of the epic hero is to glorify himself by accomplishing acts impossible for others or 

to gain kleos (κλέος) by completing arete (ἀρετή). Epic heroism thus rests on a 

foundational self-sufficiency or exclusivity. Charles I adopts this heroic structure, 

demonstrating his elite status through his active defeat of the vices in each anti-masque 

in Coelum Britannicum.22 Milton criticizes the King’s heroism by universalizing his hero. 

Milton’s nameless Lady defeats her enemy not through self-generated glory but by 

being filled with the Holy Spirit— just like the Protestant reformers who battled 

erroneous theology. Fighting her demon through the contemplation of truth, the Lady 

exemplifies the hybridized hero seen in The Faerie Queene, The Spanish Tragedy, and 

Titus Andronicus. Examining how Milton reacts to the iconography of Charles I in this 

way offers insight into the impact of the public sphere on early modern culture, 

particularly with regard to the relationship of Charles I and his people in the years 

leading up to the civil wars.  

 Charles I’s heroic persona found precedent in the royal iconography of Henry VIII 

who promulgated a royal image centered on the sanctified warrior king. In his 1531 

treatise The Boke Named the Governour, Thomas Elyot warned Henry VIII against 

allowing the populace to hold, or at least believe they held, substantive political power, 

arguing that a land in which “the multitude of people have overmuch libertie” is a 

“monster with many heads.”23 To prevent this kind of “libertie” among his people, Henry 

VIII based his political persona on the long-standing connection of King and hero within 

Christendom, a tactic Julia Reinhard Lupton refers to as “political theology,” or “the 

                                            
22 An antimasque is a short, grotesque vignette. Popularized by Ben Jonson, this sub-genre became an 
increasingly popular component of the masque throughout the reign of James I. 
23 Thomas Elyot, The Boke Named the Governour (New York: E. P. Dutton & Co, 1998), 12. 



125 

pressing of religious narratives into the service of secular forms of legitimacy.”24 Kevin 

Sharpe argues that besides dramatized public appearances like the Field of the Cloth of 

Gold, Henry “disseminated [his heroic image] more broadly still in other media.”25 For 

instance, Henry VIII commissioned an engraving of himself to be used in the printing of 

the Coverdale Bible (1535)—the official English edition of the scriptures to be found in 

every parish in the kingdom—that showed the King enthroned with his sword drawn and 

surrounded by a verse taken from the Gospel of Saint Matthew: “This is my dear son in 

whom I delight, here him.”26 By applying this scripture concerning Christ to himself while 

having his sword drawn, Henry VIII imbues his martial persona with the authority of 

Christ.  

In addition to his engravings, Henry VIII associated himself with other biblical 

warrior-kings through the display of elaborate tapestries. More than simple decorations 

or wall coverings, tapestries were an artistic medium that played “a central role [in] the 

art, propaganda, and liturgy of the courts and churches of late medieval and 

Renaissance Europe.”27 While Henry VIII’s tapestry collection challenged the holdings 

of most contemporary courts—some sets exceeded £1,500 in cost or, approximately the 

price of a battleship—his most magnificent by far was a collection of ten tapestries 

                                            
24 Julia Reinhard Lupton, “Pauline Edifications: Staging the Sovereign Softscape in Renaissance 
England,” Political Theology and Early Modernity Ed. Graham Hammill and Julia Reinhard Lupton 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2012), 212; For more on the history of the bond between king and 
warrior, see W.T.H. Jackson, The Hero and the King: An Epic Theme (New York: Columbia University 
Press, 1982). 
25 Kevin Sharp, Selling the Tudor Monarchy: Authority and Image in Sixteenth-Century England (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 2009), 141. 
26 The Coverdale Bible, 1535. 
27 Thomas P. Campbell, Tapestry in the Renaissance: Art and Magnificence (New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 2006), 3. 
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depicting the life of Abraham.28  The central panel in the set, which still hangs in 

Hampton Court today, depicts Henry VIII as the victorious Old Testament patriarch, 

returning from his victory over King Chedorlaomer and surrounded by personifications 

of fame and honor.29 The addition of these two heroic virtues highlights Henry VIII’s 

status as an epic warrior, analogizing the English King with classical heroic kings such 

as Odysseus, Achilles, and Aeneas. Upon the ascension of Elizabeth I, these heroic 

tapestries were moved to less privileged locations, or in some cases, taken down 

altogether.30 It was not until Charles I took the throne that the tapestries were restored 

and rehung once more, testifying to the glory of epic kingship by being continually and 

prominently displayed.31 

Understanding that increased political involvement threatened the idea of divine-

right kingship, Charles I depicted himself as a magnificent epic hero in his masques in 

an effort to curb the potential for a more inclusive form of government. Charles I, like 

Henry VIII, found the notions of popular political involvement to be an insult to divinely 

ordained kingship.32 He believed the majority of his people to be God-fearing subjects 

who supported his absolutist perspectives on monarchy, yet he worried that a few 

individuals could “infuse rumours and jealous fears into his people” in order “to abate 

                                            
28 Micheline White demonstrates how Katherine Parr's translation of John Fisher's Psalms or Prayers, 
“served to represent Henry as an exemplary wartime Davidic monarch.” Micheline White, “The Psalms, 
War, and Royal Iconography: Katherine Parr's Psalms or Prayers (1544) and Henry VIII as David,” 
Renaissance Studies 29, no.4 (September 2015): 554–575. 
29 Thomas P. Campbell, 423. 
30 For more on the movement of tapestries during the reign of Elizabeth I, see Lupton. 
31 Thomas P. Campbell, 423. 
32 For more on Charles I and his understanding of popular political factions, see Richard Cust, Charles I: 
A Political Life (New York: Longman, 2007), 21; Brian Quintrell, Charles I 1625-1640 (London: Routledge, 
1993), 97. 



127 

the powers of [his] crown and to bring [his] government into obloquy.”33 Sarah Poynting, 

in her study on the rhetoric of Charles I, argues that the King believed that his continual 

problems with the people were not in his policies but in their faulty understanding; in 

other words, if his political perspective could be “rightly vnderstood,” then it “could not 

fail to win support from all but the wilfully ill-affected.”34  To combat this threat, Charles I 

turned to the royal iconography of the hero-king. 

Through its use of antimasque, Coelum Britannicum asserts that the only way to 

defeat vice and effectively lead the country is to tap into a profound internal strength, 

something exclusively found in Charles I. As the masque begins, the god Mercury 

enters the hall, approaches the throne, and proclaims that in response to the 

unparalleled virtue of Charles I, the gods of antiquity have abandoned their wanton 

manner of living. To demonstrate their virtuous change of heart, the gods cast out the 

constellations associated with impiety from the seventh sphere of heaven, or “the star 

chamber.”35 Momus joins Mercury, and the two search for those worthy to replace these 

constellations. In a series of antimasques, Wealth, Poverty, Fortune, and Pleasure 

attempt to be stellified, seeking the glory associated with becoming a constellation. 

                                            
33 Charles Stuart, “Royal Proclamation to Devolve Parliament,” 10 March 1629, qtd. in Richard Cust, 
“Charles I and Popularity,” Politics, Religion and Popularity in Early Stuart Britain, ed. Thomas Cogswell, 
Richard Cust, and Peter Lake (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 2011), 245. 
34 Sarah Poynting, “‘I doe desire to be rightly vunderstood’: Rhetorical Strategies in the Letters of Charles 
I,” Royalists and Royalism during the English Civil Wars, ed. Jason McElligott and David Smith 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press), 136; Speech on tonnage and poundage delivered to both 
Houses of Parliament at the Banqueting House on 24 January 1629. 
35 In addition to the antimasques, Carew also emphasizes this point by naming the home of the 
constellations “the star chamber.” By the production of Coelum Britannicum, Star Chamber Court had 
decayed into a kind of sham court that Charles used to “legally” gather funds to furnish his household and 
indirectly enforce his will. By the logic of the masque, Charles I’s presence and influence in Star Chamber 
Court is justified, for he is the only man worthy of installation in the star chamber of the seventh heaven. 
See Sharpe, The Personal Rule of Charles I, 140. 
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However, Mercury and Momus reject all four, finding each antithetical to the gods’ 

desire to celebrate virtue. In a moment of revelation, Mercury recognizes that only 

Charles I is worthy of a constellation because he has conquered all four vices. The 

masque closes with a celebration of the King as Britain’s source of goodness, and, 

through the famous special effects of Indigo Jones, the King is transfigured into a 

constellation, a guiding light to the British people.  

Through his elite nature, Charles I overcomes each vice in the masque, 

demonstrating that goodness and virtue can exclusively be found in the divinely 

installed hero-king and not in a popular source. Thomas Carew writes each antimasque 

so that it depicts a conflict between Charles and his people over economic, educational, 

religious, and moral concerns. Carew juxtaposes Charles I with the weakness of the 

common man who falls prey to each vice while the King resists each moral onslaught. 

The four antimasques justify the King’s heroic glorification and immortalization at the 

end of the masque. Throughout the performance, Carew emphasizes that Charles I’s 

ability to defeat these vices comes from his own internal strength, with the active 

destruction of depravity an ability possessed by him alone.  

During the opening moments of the masque, Carew connects Charles I to the 

epic tradition, showing how the King’s heroic worthiness in this masque will stem not 

from violent action like other epic heroes but from the exercise of active virtue. Mercury 

and Momus specifically declare Charles I to be worthy of “immortal songs” and assert 

that his accomplishments endow him with the same kleos as the warriors Jason and 

Hercules (210; 365; 369). While this marks Charles I as an epic hero in the classical 

sense of the word, the rest of the masque will not depict him performing any martial 
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feats.36 Despite this absence of soldierly action, the two narrators go on to compare the 

King’s worthiness to the “enterprizes, sieges, battels, victories, in / Picture, Sculpture, 

Tapistry, [and] Embroyderies,” alluding both to the Henrician heroic tapestries that 

Charles I rehung and Elizabeth’s “Navall Victory of 88” (426-428; 432). Carew asserts 

that Charles I meets epic requirements through exercising an active morality rather than 

martial feats.37 While Carew’s adaptation of the epic hero appears to be similar to the 

heroic hybridization seen in previous literary works, it in fact does not unite action with 

contemplation. On the contrary, Charles I’s epic heroism, like that of Homer or Virgil, 

focuses on the completion of elite action, absenting any form of contemplation. As the 

text moves into the masque proper, each antimasque shows how the King’s heroic 

virtue surpasses the immorality and “stupidity” exercised by popular factions (654). 

Denigrating newly moneyed businessmen for neither knowing how to correctly 

use wealth nor control it, the antimasque containing the personification of Wealth shows 

Charles I as possessing the heroic worthiness to navigate the sin-prone financial world. 

Despite botched business plans such as the infamous Cockayne Plot, international 

business during the early Stuart period proved so lucrative that merchants continued to 

build new housing districts in and near London, engendering sections of the city such as 

Covent Garden.38  While numerous merchants experienced financial success, many 

                                            
36 Other scholars have noted instances where early modern authors separate the epic hero from a purely 
violent or martial arete. Specifically, Sophia Li argues that Thomas Dekker uses Virgilian epic heroism to 
depict the propagation of British peace. See Sophia Li, “Finding ‘Voices’ in Virgil: Dekker’s Virgilian 
Approach to The Magnificent Entertainment (1604),” Notes & Queries 59, no. 4 (December 2012): 560-
567. 
37 Raymond A. Anselment demonstrates how Carew depicts Charles I as “the pacific king,” acting as the 
defender “of Caroline civilization.” Raymond A. Anselment, “Thomas Carew and the 'Harmlesse Pastimes' 
of Caroline Peace,” Philological Quarterly 62, no. 2 (Spring 1983): 215. 
38 In 1614 London Alderman William Cockayne persuaded the Privy Council to grant him exclusive rights 
to the cloth trade. However, Cockayne and his associates lacked the skill and infrastructure to produce 
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members of the aristocracy found that traditional land-based business models could not 

provide the capital needed to function at court, and consequently, they often turned to 

non-noble money lenders such as Thomas Sutten for loans.39  This shift in financial 

stability from the nobles to non-titled individuals called traditional hierarchical social 

models into question, undercutting conventional perspectives that equated financial 

success with the blessing of God.40   

As Wealth makes his bid for admission to the heavens, he builds an argument 

that addresses this economic tension. Speaking with Mercury, Wealth states,  

If Vertue must inherit, shee’s my slave; 
I lead her captive in a golden chaine: 
She takes her form and being from my creation.  
If I do not cherish [her] with my distilling dews 
[She] knows no vegetation. (489-495)  
 

This logic paints Wealth as the father and nurturer of virtue, establishing a link between 

economic stability and morality. Mercury and Momus confess that Wealth possesses 

great power to sway the hearts of men, but they reject his request for admittance to the 

star chamber because he associates “either with Misers, that / not use [him] at all; / or 

with fooles, that know not how to use [him] wel” (568-570). This reply dismantles 

Wealth’s argument, showing that money can be held by the least virtuous people.41 

                                            
anywhere close to the 50,000 dressed cloths per annum specified in their contract, contributing to the 
collapse of the cloth market.  For more on the economic state of England at this period, see Richard 
Lockyer, The Early Stuart Kings: A Political History of England 1603-1642 (New York: Longman, 1989).   
39 For more on the intersection of economic shifts and literary production, see Brian Gibbons, Jacobean 
City Comedy: A Study of Satiric Plays by Jonson, Marston and Middleton (London: Routledge, 1981) and 
Douglas Bruster, Drama and the Market in the Age of Shakespeare (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2005).  
40 Margo Todd corroborates this intersection of economic morality and financial gain during the early 
modern period in her book Christian Humanism and the Puritan Social Order (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2002), 6. 
41 Christopher Hibbert provides evidence of this tense relationship, demonstrating Charles I’s increasing 
frustration with the members of Parliament who held tight the purse strings of the state. As the 
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Giving voice to the frustration of many members of the court, Carew argues that wealth 

belongs with Charles I since it serves as a stumbling block to the common man. 

The disagreement between Wealth and the two narrators ultimately displays the 

power of Charles I to navigate the sinful financial world. Frustrated with the narrators, 

Wealth ends his scene with a dance performed by himself and a chorus of his followers 

costumed as “country people” (540). After the display, Mercury informs Wealth and his 

chorus that their exhibition was unsuccessful: “[For] the gods keep their thrones / To 

install Virtue, not her Enemies” (547-548). Given Wealth’s connection to the merchants 

of London—to whom many in the masque audience would have been indebted for their 

lifestyle—this dance represents a pointed attack, depicting these recently moneyed 

individuals as country bumpkins.42 Cressy’s research into the economic ramifications of 

the drought and poor harvests of the 1630s shows that the Star Court’s rulings 

portrayed those living in the country as “mean and contemptible,” comparing them to the 

“rabble” found in London.43 These rulings further dismantle any connection between 

wealth and morality. Instead, Momus declares that the gods have followed the supreme 

fiscal example of Charles I, with “monopolies…called in, sophistication of wares 

punished, / and rates imposed on Commodities” (236-237). According to this logic, 

Wealth associates himself with the wrong people. Through the King’s battling of 

                                            
embodiment of the state itself, Charles I felt as though these men trampled upon his right to the fiscal 
resources he needed to run his kingdom. Christopher Hibbert, Charles I: A Life of Religion, War, and 
Treason, 98; 143; 152. 
42 Scott Cohen elaborates on this economic conflict between Charles I and his people through a close 
reading of Milton’s Eikonoklastes in "Counterfeiting and the Economics of Kingship in Milton's 
Eikonoklastes," SEL: Studies in English Literature 50, no. 1 (Winter 2010): 147. 
43 Cressy, Charles I and the People of England, 35. 
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monopolies and the regulation of commodity rates, Charles I proves that only he 

possesses the moral strength to master such a boisterous force as Wealth.  

Through the antimasque containing Poverty, Carew mocks the members of 

Parliament who challenged Charles I’s religious reforms by depicting their rejection of 

the King’s more “ordered” church service as an approval of religious disorder. As soon 

as Charles  I took the throne, he embarked on a series of reforms within the church of 

England that he felt would restore the “splendor of uniformity, devotion and holy order, 

which had been achieved under Elizabeth.”44 To that end, the King ordered that all 

sacramental tables be moved back to the east end of the chancel—now called “alters” 

once again—and barricaded by carved wooden rails.45 Believing these changes showed 

due respect for the act of worship through “the beauty of holiness,” Charles I 

inadvertently incurred the ire of many members of the church.46 Although the concept of 

cuius regio, eius religio (whose realm, his religion) traditionally defined questions of 

religious leadership, many in England felt a growing personal responsibility to protect 

the church, vocalizing their frustration with the King’s changes through parliamentary 

speeches and riots.47 

                                            
44 Cust, “Charles I and Popularity,” 242. 
45 Sharpe, The Personal Rule of Charles I, 292. 
46 For a detailed account of the conflict between Charles I and his people regarding the King’s pursuit of 
“the beauty of holiness,” see Peter Lake, “The Laudian Style: Order, Uniformity and the Pursuit of the 
Beauty of Holiness in the 1630s,” The Early Stuart church: 1603-1642 (London: Macmillan, 1993), 161-
186. 
47 Benjamin J. Kaplan discusses the “limits of the famous principle, “cuius regio eius religio” in an early 
modern society. For more, see Benjamin J. Kaplan, “Religious Encounters in the Borderlands of Early 
Modern Europe: The Case of Vaals,” Dutch Crossing 37, no. 1 (March 2013): 4; In addition to 
parliamentary speeches against the king’s religious reforms, riots and demonstrations broke out across 
England and Scotland to protest the King’s ostensibly popish policies. For more on the specific policies 
and reaction to said rules, see Kenneth Fincham and Peter Lake, “The Ecclesiastical Policies of James I 
and Charles I,” The Early Stuart Church: 1603-1642 (London: Macmillan, 1993), 23-50. 
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  Carew captures Charles I’s disdain for religious disorder through Mercury’s 

description of Poverty, ultimately using the vice to mock those who would oppose the 

King. As Poverty approaches the stage, the god notes that she is a sin birthed from 

idleness and confusion, a vice who “turns active men to stone” (651). Carew establishes 

this connection between poverty, idleness, and religious disorder when the vice dances 

with her followers who are costumed as Gypsies, a group associated with religious 

dissent (627). According to Cressy, early modern laws identified Gypsies, or “counterfeit 

Egyptians,” with “ fecklessness, criminality, and the picaresque.”48 Pamphleteers who 

spoke out against Charles I’s movement of the sacramental tables used the itinerancy 

of the Gypsy, “who [wanders] …up and down,” to describe the fickleness of the King’s 

religious devotion.49 Carew inverts this image, showing how those who oppose the 

order of the King’s reform are themselves like itinerant Gypsies, aimless and unruly.  

Mercury paints Poverty as a moral failing common to the “low abject brood, / that fix 

their seats in mediocrity” (657-658).50 From this point of view, those popular voices who 

opposed Charles I suffered from the oppressive powers of the vice Poverty as she 

influenced them to long for the disarray of a less regimented religious service. Through 

his active pursuit of religious order, Charles I alone can set the standard of worship.  

                                            
48 David Cressy, “Trouble with Gypsies in Early Modern England,” Historical Journal 59, no. 1 (March 
2016): 45. 
49 John Williams, The holy table, name & thing more anciently, properly, and literally used under the New 
Testament, then that of an altar: written long ago by a minister in Lincolnshire, in answer to D. Coal, a 
judicious divine of Q. Maries dayes, 1637. 
50 Despite the illogicality of seeing poverty as a moral failing, this early modern idea continues to hold 
sway in the twenty-fist century. For a study on how the immorality of poverty has led to the contemporary 
criminalization of poverty, see J. Grant Wanzel, “The Criminalization of Poverty and the Impoverishment 
of Everything Else,” Poverty, Regulation & Social Justice: Readings on the Criminalization of Poverty 
(Winnipeg: Fernwood Publishing, 2010), 99. 
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In response to the boisterous Poverty and her gypsies, Carew offers Charles I as 

the panacea for the debilitating ill that the vice propagates. When Poverty demands that 

she become a constellation, Mercury vehemently denies her access to the Star 

Chamber and instead wishes to glorify someone who exercises “brave bounteous acts, 

regal magnificence, [and] heroicke virtue” as opposed to the anarchy she propagates 

(661). Carew shows how Charles I possesses the qualities mentioned by Mercury, the 

King’s religious devotion so passionate as to cause even the licentious Jove to abandon 

his wanton manner of living. Specifically, Jove will no longer permit “Ganimede [in] the 

bedchamber,” allowing him to “onely minister in publique” (251-252). In other words, 

Charles I’s religious devotion is so powerful that Jove commits to abstaining from all 

extramarital sexual acts with his boy consort, placing a seal reading “CARLOMARIA” 

over the door to his bedroom to remind him of Charles’ example of religiously sourced 

chastity (276). Jessica Tvordi contends that this removal of Ganymede refers to the 

openly homoerotic relationship between James I and his court favorite—George Villiers, 

Duke of Buckingham—and Charles I’s attempt to rectify this “sexually transgressive” 

relationship through his public affection for his wife.51 James I’s acts of sodomy 

represent an abandonment of the natural order, a chaotic expression that contradicted 

sexuality as understood by early modern Christians.52 Carew casts Charles I as the 

                                            
51 Jessica Tvordi, “Banishing Ganymede at Whitehall: Jove’s ‘loathsome staines’ and Fictions of Britain in 
Thomas Carew’s Coelum Britannicum,” Quidditas: The Journal of the Rocky Mountain Medieval and 
Renaissance Association 31, no. 1 (2010): 184.  
52 For a full exploration of early modern sodomy and homosexual acts, specifically in the works of 
Shakespeare, see Johnathan Goldberg, Sodometries: Renaissance Texts, Modern Sexualities (New 
York: Fordham University Press, 2010); For the early modern Anglican church’s stance on the purpose of 
sex, see “The Solempnizacion of Matrimonye” in the 1559 Book of Common Prayer.  



135 

fount of religious order who has attained a level of piety that surpassed even his 

father.53  

In addition to possessing the heroic arete of piety and economic temperance, 

Charles I demonstrates his elite heroic skill through his use of wisdom and learning to 

quell the ostensibly insurmountable force of Fortune. Charles took an active hand in 

educating his people, turning to his revisions of The Book of Common Prayer to deliver 

lessons about how “the king is the fountain of government ... the beauty of a nation, the 

light of the commonwealth, the image of God, the pastor of his people, and the best 

benefactor of his subjects.”54 Despite Charles I’s efforts to impart wisdom through these 

kinds of reforms, the Parliament who executed Charles I certainly felt that he had 

exercised too much control in the realm of education, ultimately denying him the ability 

to even oversee the education of his own children should he choose to accept the 

Nineteen Propositions.55  

Carew depicts Charles I as the fount of knowledge through the antimasque of 

Fortune, contrasting his heroic worthiness with the weakness of the common man. 

When Fortune enters, she attempts to justify her place in the Star Chamber by pointing 

out that she controls even the most powerful of men, for “The revolutions of Empires, 

States, / Scepters, and Crownes, are but [her] game and sport, / Which…depend upon 

                                            
53 In addition to the sexual nature of this passage, the text could also be seen to address the problematic 
nature of court favoritism within the emerging public sphere. For more, see Curtis Perry, Literature and 
Favoritism in Early Modern England (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009).  
54 Cressy, Charles I and the People of England, 93. 
55 According to the Nineteen Propositions, the king “could appoint no councillors, command no forces, nor 
make arrangement for his children's education or marriage without parliamentary approbation.” For more 
on this document, and the eventual collapse of the 1642 negotiations, see Cressy, Charles I and the 
People of England, 294. 
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[her] turning wheele” (709-712). However, Mercury criticizes her fallacious logic, calling 

her “a deluding Phantome, / At best a blind guide, leading blinder fooles” (738-739). He 

asserts that her power is undone through the kind of knowledge and wisdom exercised 

by Charles I, for “wisdome, whose strong-built plots / Leave nought to hazard, mockes 

[her] futile power” (742-743). Machiavelli asserts a similar logic, stating that all men 

have it within their power to direct destiny.56 As seen in Chapter 3, Kyd depicts the 

inverse of this principle, showing how failed Machiavels like Lorenzo do not overcome 

Fortuna but instead lose their agency.  While Mercury admits that Fortune may exercise 

control over the “shallow, rash, and unadvised man…and rule that giddy superstitious 

crowd,” Charles I—unlike this caricature of the popular rabble—does not fall prey to her 

delusions; instead, he possesses the heroic virtue necessary to overcome her 

(750;755).57 

In the final antimasque, Carew demonstrates how the King can even regulate 

Pleasure so that his own revelry does not become vice, an ability possessed by him 

alone. When Pleasure argues that she should be admitted to the Star Chamber, she 

grounds her argument in the fact that she is “the generall desire of all mankinde” 

(794).58 However, Pleasure reveals, and Mercury confirms, that only those of “low 

condition” seek the titillations that she offers (783). Thus, Pleasure’s “cunning artifice” 

                                            
56 Machiavelli, XXV.  
57 Hilary Gatti argues that Carew chooses to quell the unruly powers of Fortune with education and 
knowledge since “knowledge of and power over the natural world will ultimately uncover the hidden 
workings of a higher providence and save mankind from the blind caprices of an unjust fate.” Hilary Gatti, 
“Giordano Bruno and the Stuart Court Masque,” Renaissance Quarterly 48, no. 4 (Winter 1995): 831. 
58 Eid A. Dahiyat notes that Carew adapts the classical inheritance in numerous ways, demonstrating that 
the poet derived this depiction of pleasure from “classical Epicurean doctrine.” Eid A. Dahiyat, “The 
Theme and Structure of Thomas Carew’s Coelum Britannicum,” Studia Anglica Posnaniensia: An 
International Review of English Studies 23 (1990): 126.   
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only tempts the lowly who are dazzled by “Th'enamel'd outside, and the honied verge / 

Of the faire cup [of Pleasure] where deadly poyson lurkes” (810; 811-812). This 

demonization of Pleasure within the antimasque seems to contradict Charles I’s 

legislative actions, specifically his passing of “The Declaration of Sports” in 1633, which 

lifted many bans placed on Sabbath recreation.59 However, Carew’s depiction of 

Pleasure shows a more nuanced understanding of Charles I’s sanctioning of 

entertainment.  While Charles I did permit “lawful sports,” he also excluded numerous 

“unlawful games, [such] as bear and bull baitings, interludes, and, at all times in the 

meaner sort of people[,] … bowling.”60  Carew highlights this distinction, showing how 

those of “low condition” overindulge in the wrong pleasures, while Charles I himself has 

mastered the practice of revelry. In the words of Hilary Gatti, Carew captures “this 

distinction of a base hedonism [and] a controlled and sober principle of pleasure.”61 

Upon the dismissal of Pleasure, Mercury recognizes Charles I as the only one in 

possession of enough heroic arete to justify immortalization through stellification (847).  

Through these four anti-masques, Carew depicts Charles I as possessing a 

unique power that he uses to defeat vice, a message that disastrously conflicted with 

the more inclusive ideologies present in Caroline England. Carew’s masque marshals 

the symbol of the epic hero to praise the political values of divine-right kingship. 

                                            
59 For more on the conflict of sports with courtly practice see Patrick Collinson, “Protestant Culture and 
the Cultural Revolution,” Reformation to Revolution: Politics and Religion in Early Modern England ed. 
Margo Todd (New York: Routledge, 1995), 39; David Underdown, “Popular Politics Before the Civil War,” 
Reformation to Revolution: Politics and Religion in Early Modern England ed. Margo Todd (New York: 
Routledge, 1995), 209; Sharpe, The Personal Rule of Charles I, 352-353. 
60 Charles Stuart, “The Declaration of Sports,” Readings in European History vol II, ed. J. H. Robinson 
(Boston: Ginn, 1905), 230.  
61 Gatti, 832. 
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Believing that Carew’s symbolic use of the epic hero would enable him to be “rightly 

understood” and thus bolster his authority, Charles I ordered the printing of Coelum 

Britannicum. When he embarked on his systematic campaign of masque distribution, 

Charles I did so under the assumption that the texts would combat popular political 

sentiments that were increasingly defined by a heightened political awareness and 

broader participation. When Carew emphasized the political values of exclusivity by 

casting Charles I as an active epic hero, however, he created a royal persona whose 

values were not only incompatible with shifting political sentiments but were also an 

affront to Protestant theology. By claiming to actively oust sin by his own strength, 

Charles I contradicted the Protestant notion of a “priesthood of believers,” which 

emphasized every Christian’s ability to defeat sin through the power of the Holy Spirit. 

Charles I bypasses God’s power and relies on his own strength. Reaction to this epic 

heroism of elitism can be seen in John Milton’s non-court masque A Mask Presented at 

Ludlow Castle, in which Milton uses the hybrid hero to celebrate inclusivity—the 

powerful potential possessed by every believer.  

Taking advantage of the performance venue’s distance from court, Milton 

specifically imitated aspects of Coelum Britannicum to critique Charles I. Performed 

seven months after Coelum Britannicum, John Milton’s A Mask Presented at Ludlow 

Castle was the primary entertainment for John Egerton’s first visit to the seat of his new 

political post as Lord President of Wales and Lord Lieutenant of the Marches of 

Herefordshire, Monmouthshire, Shropshire, and Worcestershire. Edgerton left the 

management of the entertainment to Henry Lawes, the music teacher of one of 

Egerton’s children. It was likely Lawes who first contacted the young Milton to 
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commission the masque script. 62 According to Treip, Milton would have turned to the 

printed editions of “court masques immediately preceding the Ludlow production” for 

inspiration—specifically, the high-profile Coelum Britannicum.63  

Much of the criticism surrounding Milton’s only masque downplays the 

importance of his entertainment within a larger masquing context by centering around 

the work’s deviation from established masque conventions.64 Fish summarizes this vein 

of critical inquiry when he labels research on Milton’s masque as “preeminently a 

criticism of problems” and argues that Milton’s deviation from established masque 

tropes complicates the localization of authority with one particular character.65 This 

inability to locate a centralized, human authority stems from Milton’s reaction to Coelum 

Britannicum’s depiction of a self-sufficient, elite hero. While Carew bases Charles I’s 

strength in the King’s own singular magnificence, the strength of Milton’s hero comes 

from God and can be possessed by all Christians, making all efforts to locate power 

with a singular character more difficult than in other masques.  

Milton’s masque demonstrates that a heroism grounded only upon epic virtue will 

not defeat spiritual enemies. A Mask opens with the Attendant Spirit of Edgerton’s 

children declaring his intent to watch over the youth as they make their way through a 

                                            
62 Anna Beer, Milton: Poet, Pamphleteer, and Patriot (New York: Bloomsbury Press, 2008), 65. 
63 Mindele Anne Treip, “Comus and the Stuart Masque Connection, 1632-34,” ANQ: A Quarterly Journal 
of Short Articles, Notes, And Reviews 2, no. 3 (July 1989): 84. 
64 See, Brian Andrew, “The Importance of the Female Conduct Book in John Milton’s Comus,” This 
Rough Magic: A Peer-Reviewed, Academic, Online Journal Dedicated to the Teaching of Medieval and 
Renaissance Literature 1, no.1 (January 2010): 101; Clay Daniel, “A Tale of Two Tempests,” Journal of 
Literature and Art Studies 2, no.7 (July 2012): 670; William Shullenberger, “Milton’s Primavera,” 
Renaissance Ecology: Imagining Eden in Milton’s England ed. Ken Hiltner (Pittsburgh: Duguesne 
University Press, 2008), 63. 
65 Stanley Fish, How Milton Works (London: The Belhop Press of Harvard University, 2001), 140. 
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dark forest in order to reach their father’s investiture at Ludlow. Perceiving the approach 

of an evil spirit, he steps aside and lets the demon Comus enter and dance. As this 

antimasque ends, The Lady, Edgerton’s daughter, innocently mistakes Comus for a 

simple villager and asks him for assistance, admitting that she is lost and separated 

from her brothers. Comus deceives her, and in her innocence, she does not perceive 

the demon’s malicious intent as he leads her away. Meanwhile, the Younger Brother 

panics, fearing for the safety of his lost sister while the Older Brother remains calm as 

he is assured of his sister’s divinely granted power of resistance. While the two brothers’ 

journey toward Comus’s castle to rescue their sister, Comus plies the Lady with 

temptations hoping that she will indulge in sin, enabling him to breach the holy power 

that secures her safety. After a lengthy exchange in which The Lady resists the demon’s 

wiles by contemplating the truth of God as revealed to her by the Holy Spirit, the two 

brothers heroically rush in to save her. Unable to use their martial actions to dispel the 

magic that binds their sister, the Attendant Spirit calls for the assistance of a river 

nymph named Sabrina, a devotee of chastity who releases the Lady’s bonds.  

Milton’s masque refutes the exclusive and epic iconography of Coelum 

Britannicum, demonstrating that a true hero empowers her resistance of demonic forces 

with the contemplation of truth. Milton accomplishes this by recycling and augmenting 

aspects of the King’s masque, his hero interacting with the very same four vices from 

the antimasques of Coelum Britannicum. Rather than depicting Fortune, Pleasure, 

Wealth, and Poverty contained and expelled by an elite moral warrior-king, Milton casts 

a fifteen-year-old girl as hero. During her temptation, the Lady reveals that her ability to 

resist and overcome vice stems not from her own works or goodness, but rather from 
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her relationship with God. As she contemplates chastity, an early modern term almost 

synonymous with the definition of holiness, God supplies her with the knowledge to 

overcome the lies flung at her by Comus.66 Thus, The Lady completes her heroic arete 

with power available to all children of God—not just the King.67 This kind of hybrid hero 

resonated with “the broader [political] inclusiveness” that the public experienced under 

“earlier regimes” but still expected from their monarch.68  This perspective on heroism, 

rather than resting on an epic hero like Charles I, demonstrates how the true Christian 

warrior actively resists vice through contemplation and reflection, much like the 

preachers mentioned by Kirby. The Lady’s success, while vigorously active, ultimately 

rests in the knowledge granted to her by her surrender to God. In this way, Milton’s hero 

builds upon they hybrid hero as seen in Spenser’s Knight and Kyd’s Hieronimo.  

Milton attacks the notion of elite heroism through the interaction of the two 

brothers as they search for their lost sister. Wandering through the wood, the Older 

Brother attempts to reassure the Younger Brother of their sister’s safety:  

She has a hidden strength 
Which you remember not. 
[…] A hidden strength 
Which if Heav'n gave it, may be term'd her own: 
'Tis chastity, my brother, chastity:  
She that has that, is clad in compleat steel.” (415-416; 420-421)69  

                                            
66 According to the OED, sixteenth- and seventeenth-century connotations of chastity, while including 
very clear sexual connections, also included notions of “ceremonial purity,” or being set aside for sacred 
purposes. In this light, chastity resembles definitions of holiness, or the “sacred” and “dedicated” nature of 
a person or object.  
67 It is important to note that I use the term “God’s children” because Calvinist theology asserts that only 
those chosen by God for salvation are filled with the Holy Spirit.  While many scholars label Milton as an 
Arminian rather than a Calvinist, particular passages in his literary works, for instance those referring to 
the God ordained release of Satan from the lake of fire, resist both these simple labels.  
68 Cressy, Charles I and the People of England, 312. 
69 Katherine R. Kellett contends that the association of armor with The Lady creates a “complete 
identification with her virginal body.” In other words, through this passage, Milton highlights the feminine 
body as an asset that must be protected by the masculine.” Given the brothers’ inability to free their 
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The Older Brother’s allusion to the heavenly source of their sister’s strength attests to 

the availability of this power to more than one person. He indicates that it will be allotted 

to all children of God who seek it, for “So dear to Heav'n is Saintly chastity” (453). 

William Shullenberger contends that this power of chastity represents the prelapsarian 

state of man, a time when the creation fully reflected the “graciously ordered plenitude” 

of God’s holiness.70 Reading the Lady’s chastity as a kind of holiness supports the more 

inclusive nature of the true hero.  Milton often maintains in other works that the chief 

end of the Christian, in the words of Saint Peter, is to “be holy as [God] is holy.”71 This 

holiness, while spurred on by man’s effort, ultimately comes from heaven. The divine 

source of holiness, consequently, demonstrates the fallibility of heroism founded on 

one’s own strength. To truly be holy and able to defeat vice, one must accept the power 

of God which enables the Christian to differentiate falsehood and truth. Milton depicts 

this blended approach to the heroic through the Lady’s resistance of the temptations of 

pleasure, riches, poverty, and fortune. 

When Comus tempts The Lady with earthly pleasures, she uses the 

contemplation of truth to disempower the demon, arguing that true pleasure comes 

through self-discipline. Amid “soft Musick [and] Tables spred with all dainties,” Comus 

questions The Lady’s resentment of the pleasures he offers, asking, “Why should you 

                                            
sister, this reading seems un-nuanced. For more, see Katherine R. Kellett, "The Lady's Voice: Poetic 
Collaboration in Milton's Mask," Milton Studies 50, no. 1 (2009): 8. 
70 Shullenberger, 65. 
71 While Milton never quotes this scripture (found in 1 Peter 1:16) directly in his writing, he does 
repeatedly emphasize the importance of holiness as the pursuit of the Christian. For example, in 
Colasterion Milton speaks of the holiness of the Sabbath rest, stating “it is not the formal duty of worship, 
or the sitting still, that keeps the holy rest of Sabbath; but whosoever doth most according to charity, 
whether hee work or work not; he breaks the holy rest of Sabbath least.” Milton thus argues that the most 
important part of keeping the Sabbath is keeping yourself holy. In Eikonoklastes, Milton contends that 
Charles I did not keep himself holy, accusing him of “holy theft.” 
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be so cruel to your self, / And to those dainty limms which nature lent / For gentle 

usage, and soft delicacy?” (656; 679-681) Comus marks the Lady’s abstinence from 

worldly pleasures as foolish, believing that her body exists to partake in the earthly joys 

life offers. Upon a moment of reflection, Milton’s young heroine dismantles the demon’s 

logic with her divinely empowered prudence, asserting that “such as are good men can 

give good things, / And that which is not good, is not delicious / To a wel-govern'd and 

wise appetite” (703-705). Clay Daniel argues that this exchange between The Lady and 

Comus, along with the other ones like it, serve as imitations of “adolescent like bickering 

and “the childishness implicit in government based upon patriarchal, divine right 

monarchy as it took shape during the Personal Rule.”72 Unlike Carew’s assertion that 

Pleasure could only be overcome by Charles I, Milton shows how, through the wisdom 

granted to her by God, the Lady can battle with a powerful enemy and emerge 

victorious.  

Just like the King, the Lady defeats the temptation of wealth, questioning the 

validity of Charles I’s elitist heroism.  Discovering that The Lady will not partake in 

pleasure, Comus tempts her with wealth, which The Lady rejects with the aid of her 

heavenly granted temperance. Hoping to use her love of God against her, the demon 

offers his captive sumptuous “silks,” “precious gems,” and “diamonds” brighter than the 

stars with the explanation that by rejecting them, she left “Th' all-giver…unthank't, [and] 

unprais'd” (716; 719; 732; 723).73 Comus’s intensified assault represents the duplicity 

                                            
72 Clay Daniel, “John Milton’s A Masque Presented at Ludlow Castle,” The Explicator 69, no.3 (2011): 
154. 
73 William Shullenberger notes how all of the riches Comus offers to The Lady are naturally occurring and 
must be harvested from nature, concluding that Milton invokes “a Mother Nature who longs to be 
violated,” which he uses as evidence to support his reading of The Lady as a sexually repressed captive 
who is torn between maintaining her virtue and experiencing sexual fulfillment. For more, see William 
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associated with demonic temptation, a danger that this young Christian surmounts 

through her divine “judgment,” enabling her to discern Comus’s “false rules pranckt in 

reasons garb” (759; 760). Using her reflection upon the truth of God to discern his lies, 

the Lady retorts that humanity should be satisfied in the gifts given by the Father and 

only those stuck in “base ingratitude / Crams, and blasphemes his feeder” (778-779). 

This ability to overcome the wiles of Circe’s son, in the words of Thomas Festa, echoes 

“the Homeric precedent,” placing The Lady on the same heroic footing as Odysseus.74 

Although Carew claims the same for Charles I, the King’s reliance upon his regal nature 

to combat vice alienates him from his people. Milton closes this gap between his hero 

and his audience by having The Lady quash this temptation via her heavenly granted 

wisdom. 

The Lady further demonstrates the superiority of a heroism founded on the 

synthesis of resistance and heavenly contemplation when she does not fall to Comus’ 

attempts to guise sin as virtue. When the demon fails to ensnare his captive with 

pleasure and riches, he determines that by appealing to a false sense of humility 

through the self-righteous embrace of poverty he can trick the Lady into turning against 

God. Baffled by the power of her heavenly resistance, Comus tells the audience, “I must 

dissemble, / And try her yet more strongly,” turning to “canon law” as the “foundation” of 

his next attack (805-806; 808). Although Boyd Brogan argues that Milton’s reference to 

“cannon law” represents Comus as “a classic figure of monastic sexual hypocrisy,” it 

                                            
Shullenberger, “Circe’s Best Boy,” Uncircumscribed Mind: Reading Milton Deeply ed. Charles W. Durham 
and Kristin A. Pruitt (Selinsgrove: Susquehanna University Press, 2008), 78. 
74 Thomas Festa, “The Location of Comus’ Lair,” Notes and Queries 59, no. 2: 172. 
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actually symbolizes a Protestant understanding of sin.75 Luther describes sin as “curved 

in on itself [so] that it…bends the best gifts of God towards itself.”76 From a Protestant 

perspective, this bending accurately describes Catholic Canon Law, a concept created 

from biblical teaching but corrupted over time. Comus intends to temp The Lady in this 

way, taking  virtues she exhibits, like self-control and temperance, and then bending 

them such that it becomes perverted into a vice like poverty. Richard Strier explains vice 

within this definition of sin as “fundamentally the condition of egotism or self-regard.”77 

In other words, virtue can be transmuted to vice when the motivation stems from a 

selfish desire. Yet, due to the knowledge and mental clarity granted to her from heaven, 

The Lady does not fall to the demon’s “Wit, and gay Rhetorick” (790). Rather, she 

resists and conquers every temptation, leaving the demon in a state of confusion and 

dismay.  

Milton highlights the strength of the hybridized hero over fortune through the 

brothers’ failed attempt to free their sister. Although The Lady and Comus never discuss 

the influence of Fortuna, the Older Brother explains how his sister’s commitment to God 

disempowers chance.78 Just before reaching Comus’s lair, the Younger Brother again 

                                            
75 Boyd Brogan, “The Masque and the Matrix: Alice Egerton, Richard Napier, and Suffocation of the 
Mother,” Milton Studies 55, no.1 (2014): 37. 
76 Martin Luther, “Lectures on Romans,” qtd. in Mark Johnson, Saving God: Religion after Idolatry 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2009), 88.  
77 Richard Strier, The Unrepentant Renaissance: From Petrarch to Shakespeare to Milton (Chicago: The 
University of Chicago Press, 2011), 37. 
78 Sacvan Bercovitch emphasizes the impotency of the brothers by pointing out that they were unable to 
free their sister despite being aided by the Attendant Spirit, “a union which excels human self-reliance,” 
arguing that this failed union of man and spirit “prefigures the need for [the puritan notion of] ‘pure grace.’” 
Sacvan Bercovitch, “Milton's ‘Haemony’: Knowledge and Belief,” Huntington Library Quarterly 33, no. 4 
(August 1970): 359. 
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frets over the capture of their sister, chastising his sibling for leaving their sister’s fate to 

chance (553-555). However, the Older Brother corrects him: 

Against the threats 
Of malice or of sorcery, or that power 
Which erring men call Chance, this I hold firm; 
Vertue may be assail'd, but never hurt, 
Surpriz'd by unjust force, but not enthrall'd. (556-590)  
 

From this vantage point, the Older Brother demonstrates the ultimate force of his 

sister’s God-given heroic power, a force that frees her from the influence of chance.79 

As she lays down her own strength, realizing that she will never overcome sin through 

her own abilities, God grants her the knowledge, mental prowess, and vigor to combat 

the sin that tempts her. Milton demonstrates the supremacy of the active battling of vice 

through heavenly inspired contemplation when the brothers’ brash actions fail to free 

their sister from her bondage. The two young men rush into Comus’s lair with “swords 

drawn, [wrestle Comus’] glass out of his hand, and break it against the ground,” routing 

the demon and all his rabble (814). However, their actions “cannot free the Lady that 

sits here / In stony fetters fixt and motionless” (819-820). The Attendant Spirit chastises 

them for not following his instruction to “sease [Comus’] wand,” forcing the beneficent 

guide to call upon a river nymph named Sabrina to set the Lady free from her 

bondage.80 The brothers fail in their attempt to rescue their sister because they did not 

                                            
79 Matthew Steggle reads this passage in Comus against others in Paradise Lost and Paradise Regained 
and contends that Milton’s sources for this perspective on fortune and fate are the tragedies of Euripides. 
He concludes that Milton’s blending of choice and destiny can best be seen in the poet’s own Greek 
tragedy, Samson Agonistes. For more, see Matthew Steggle, “‘The Tragical Part’: Milton’s Masque and 
Euripides,” Classical and Modern Literature 20, no. 1 (2000): 22. 
80 Milton bases his Sabrina on the story of Gwendolen and Locrinus found in book II of Spenser’s The 
Faerie Qveene, from which Spenser revised from Geoffrey of Monmouth’s History of the Kings of Britain. 
AC Hamilton highlights the virtue of Sabrina in her note on Faerie Qveene II.10.19 by noting that Sabrina 
offers Spenser an example of a river that ‘Had vertue pourd into [its] waters bace.’ See Edmund Spenser, 
The Faerie Qveene ed. A.C. Hamilton (New York: Longman, 2001), II.10.19. 
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contemplate and take to heart the divine instruction they received. The two prove that 

without the mental clarity gained from heavenly contemplation, one cannot fully combat 

moral temptation.  

In the last moments of his entertainment, Milton mirrors the final stellification 

scene of Coelum Britannicum to poignantly and forcefully critique the King’s heroic 

persona. The Attendant Spirit, as all the characters exit the stage and he prepares to 

return to his home among the constellations, turns to the audience to provide the 

following admonition:  

Mortals that would follow me, 
Love vertue, she alone is free, 
She can teach ye how to clime 
Higher then the Spheary chime. (1018-1021)  
 

The key to attaining a seat among the stars is not linked to an elite, kingly magnificence. 

Instead, one gains this honor through the exercise of virtue that is empowered by a 

Spirit enabled contemplation of holiness.81 True virtue, in the words of The Lady,  

Is sooner found in lowly sheds’ 
With smoaky rafters, then in tapstry Halls 
And Courts of Princes, where it first was nam'd, 
And yet is most pretended.” (323-326)  
 

Rather than using common images as derogatory, like Carew, Milton uses them to show 

the accessible nature of heroism.82 Through God’s power, received by submitting 

                                            
81 Many theologians throughout the history of the church have shown how biblical references to grace 
refer both to the removal of sin guilt, as well as the God-given power to combat sin. In the words of John 
Piper, “Grace is not simply leniency when we have sinned. Grace is the enabling gift of God not to sin. 
Grace is power, not just pardon.” For more, see John Piper, “Grace is Pardon—and Power,” Desiring 
God, http://www.desiringgod.org/articles/grace-is-pardon-and-power.  
82 Anne-Julia Zwierlein asserts that Milton took a positive stance on the question of feminine education, 
using the “querelle des femmes” as an inspiration for his Lady. Anne-Julia Zwierlein, “‘Betrayed My 
Credulous Innocence’: Mendacity and Female Education in John Milton and the ‘Battle of the Sexes,’” 
European Journal of English Studies 19, no. 2 (August 2015): 204. 
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oneself to the Holy Spirit, The Lady accomplishes the heroic arete to earn her kleos, or 

immortality. For, as one continually seeks virtue through contemplation, “The unpolluted 

temple of the mind” will be turned “by degrees to the souls essence, / Till all be made 

immortal” (461-463). Thus, Milton’s inclusive hero triumphs over Carew’s moral warrior-

king.  

In many ways, Milton builds from this brief exploration of heroism found in A 

Mask in his later works Paradise Lost (1667) and Paradise Regained (1671). In the 

poems, Milton depicts Satan as an epic Grecian warrior and Messiah as the blended 

hero as seen in The Lady.83  Milton’s readers noticed this connection between Satan 

and the epic hero immediately. For instance, in 1671—just four years after the 

publication of Paradise Lost—John Dryden published a stage play based on Milton’s 

epic, declaring in the introduction “that the devil was in reality Milton’s hero.”84 Casting 

Satan as a warrior of the classical persuasion enabled Milton to turn to what he believed 

to be a superior form of heroism for Messiah: the hybrid hero. Barbara Lewalski 

contends that Milton looked to the book of Job to create Messiah, constructing his 

heroism around the heroic suffering of the Old Testament character who defeats 

temptation by intellectually engaging with God.85 While evidence for this reading can be 

found in Milton’s The Reason for church Governance (1642) where he describes the 

                                            
83 All quotations for Paradise Regained will be taken from John Milton, “Paradise Regained,” The 
Dartmouth John Milton Reading Room, https://www.dartmouth.edu/~milton/reading_ 
room/pr/intro/text.shtml. 
84 For more on the history of Satan as a hero in Paradise Lost, see John Steadman, “The Idea of Satan 
as the Hero of Paradise Lost,” Proceedings of the American Philosophical Society 120, no. 4 (1976): 253-
294.  
85 Barbara Lewalski, Milton's Brief Epic (Providence: Brown Univ. Press, 1966). For another reading of 
Job as a source for Paradise Regained, see Mary Ann Radzinowicz, Towards “Samson Agonistes”: The 
Growth of Milton's Mind (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1978).  

https://www.dartmouth.edu/%7Emilton/reading_
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Book of Job as an “epick” worthy of imitation, it does not account for the martial actions 

of Messiah in Paradise Lost nor for Milton’s description of Christ as a battling warrior in 

Paradise Regained.86 In the opening lines of Paradise Regained, Milton describes 

Christ as defeating and repulsing Satan, while simultaneously showing that his power 

emanates not from himself but from the Father who has “exalted” him (6; 36). This 

combination of the active defeat of the satanic through a submission to God ultimately 

leads to “deeds / above heroic” (14-15). Milton shows Messiah utilizing the same 

approach to heroism as the female hero of his masque, a fact that invites scholars to 

reevaluate critical precedents that see Milton as strictly “anti-feminist.”87 

Understanding the conflict between the heroic iconography cultivated by Charles 

I and the reception of that royal persona by his people also sheds light on the visceral 

reaction of the Interregnum government to the executed monarch’s royal art collection. 

Sharpe specifically shows how Charles I built up his heroic image through paintings, a 

tactic he deems “portraits of power.”88 Christiane Hille notes that the equestrian portraits 

of Van Dyck—such as “Charles I in the Hunting Fields,” “Charles I with M. de St 

Antoine,” and “Equestrian Portrait of Charles I”—all depict the heroic image that Charles 

I propagated through his personal rule.89 Upon the execution of the King, the 

                                            
86 Victoria Kahn also builds from this discrepancy, arguing against a reading of Christ as a simple 
imitation of Job. Instead, she asserts that Milton’s adaptation of the Job narrative reveals his personal 
comfort with altering both scripture itself, as well as interpretive precedent. For more, see Victoria Kahn, 
"Job's Complaint in "Paradise Regained"" English Literary History 76, no. 3 (2009): 625-60.  
87 A representative example of scholarship that posits Milton as misogynist can be seen in Shannon 
Miller, “Serpentine Eve: Milton and the Seventeenth-Century Debate Over Women,” Milton Quarterly 42, 
no.1 (March 2008): 44-64. Dan Vogel questions this reading in his research over the intertextuality of 
Paradise Lost and the book of Genesis. Dan Vogel, “Eve--the first feminist: John Milton's midrash on 
Genesis 3:6,” Jewish Bible Quarterly 40, no. 1 (January 2012): 19-24. 
88 Sharpe, The Personal Rule of Charles I, 131. 
89 Christiane Hille, “England's Apelles and the Sprezzatura of Kingship: Anthony Van Dyck's ‘Charles I in 
the Hunting-Field’ Reconsidered,” Artibus Et Historiae 33, no. 65 (2012): 151.  
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Interregnum government, under the direction of Oliver Cromwell, auctioned off the royal 

art collection for a portion of its value. In one instance, curators valued “Charles I with 

M. de St Antoine” at £150, but it was auctioned off to the Flemish painter Remigius van 

Leemput for half that amount.90 Likewise, the massive painting “Equestrian Portrait of 

Charles I,” which measures twelve feet high by nine feet, seven inches wide, sold for a 

mere £200 to Sir Balthazar Gerbier who was Charles I’s former art agent in Antwerp.91 

While historians have traditionally explained the willingness of Parliament to accept low 

prices for the art because of their dissatisfaction with the King, the specific conflict 

between Charles I’s heroic imagery and the people’s desire for political inclusiveness 

nuances this historical event. Parliament undersold the paintings not only due to 

feelings of ill will against the late King but also because the imagery of the paintings 

contradicted the very mission of the new Republic, a country that they hoped would be 

led through the collective counsel of its leaders rather than through one King.  

Despite being typically interpreted as entertainments that solely reveal 

information about inter-court politics, the masques of the Caroline period expose 

important information not only about the King’s persona but about the general reaction 

to that royal imagery. The intertextual links between Coelum Britannicum and A Mask 

reveal how the popular audience disastrously interpreted the King’s depiction of heroic 

morality as limited. Turning against the epic heroism of Charles I, which he built around 

a elite magnificence gained through the active completion of excellent deeds, Milton 

                                            
90 For a detailed account of this painting’s provenance, see entry in The Royal Collection, 
http://www.royalcollection.org.uk/egallery/object.asp?object=405322&row=0 

&detail=about 
91 For a detailed account of the sale of Charles I’s collections, see Jerry Brotton, The Sale of the Late 
King's Goods: Charles I and his Art Collection (New York: Macmillan, 2006), 15. 
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asserts that true heroism must blend the active pursuit of good with the contemplation of 

holiness empowered by the Holy Spirit. This reading prepares scholars to understand 

the influence of Charles I’s masques on England as a whole as well as the downturn in 

the epic as a genre and the rise of the mock-hero in the second half of the sixteenth 

century. 
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CHAPTER 6 

CONCLUSION 

Throughout this project, I have argued that early modern writers did not 

completely abandon, nor adhere to, classical conceptions of heroism. Instead, authors 

such as Spenser, Kyd, Shakespeare, and Milton combine aspects of the classical hero 

with the heroic contemplation exemplified by Christ. This reading offers a more nuanced 

depiction of early modern heroism, accounting for the celebration of antiquity noted by 

Anthony Miller as well as the departure from classical heroic tropes discussed by 

Kenneth Borris, Colin Burrow, and Mary Beth Rose. To ignore the hybridization of the 

hero is to misunderstand the pressures placed on authors by a culture that lauded both 

action and contemplation.  

 This more detailed understanding of the way writers adapted the classical hero 

also offers insight into the overall relationship of early modern thought to antiquity. 

According to Gregory Nagy, the epic hero “[embodies] a convergence” of classical 

values, the hero acting as a microcosm of classical culture.1 To that end, the reception 

of the classical hero sheds light on the overall reaction to the classical tradition. As 

demonstrated by this dissertation, early moderns were not unwaveringly dedicated to 

antiquity, nor were they willing to abandon it. They hybridized it as they saw fit, keeping 

relevant aspects of the tradition and fusing them with other ideas to yield a culturally 

relevant product. This sheds light on new paths of critical inquiry such as the reception 

of classical political, economic, and philosophical ideas.  If early moderns felt the need 

                                            
1 Gregory Nagy, “The Epic Hero,” A Companion to Ancient Epic ed J. M. Foley (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2005), 72. 
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to hybridize the classical hero who acts as an all-encompassing representative of 

classical values, then they likely take this same approach to other aspects of the 

classical inheritance. For instance, this would clarify why Thomas Elyot would appeal to 

Plato in his introduction to The Boke named The Governour as a source of unmitigated 

wisdom but then continually amend the classical philosopher’s political ideas throughout 

the remainder of the book.2 Elyot’s use of Plato represents a larger cultural 

phenomenon in which early moderns viewed the classical tradition as mutable rather 

than monolithic.  

 This project also prepares scholars to address the disparagement of the classical 

hero seen in Restoration literature. James Shirley, one of the masque writers who 

propagated Charles I’s iconography of epic heroism, wrote masques for Charles II that 

abandon his father’s epic hero persona. In The Contention of Ajax and Ulysses for the 

Armour of Achilles (1660), Shirley posits epic heroism as foolish and unstable, stating,  

The glories of our blood and state, 
Are shadows, not substantial things, 
Scepter and crown, 
Must tumble down, 
And in the dust be made equal made, 
With the poor crooked sithe and spade.3 
 

Shirley goes on to argue that “Some men with swords may reap the field, / And plant 

fresh laurels where they kill.” However, like the insecure shadows of scepter and crown, 

“the Garlands wither on your brow,” making it impossible to boast of “your mighty 

                                            
2 Elyot.  
3 James Shirley, Honoria and Mammon scene Metropolis or New-Troy: whereunto is added the 
Contention of Ajax and Ulysses for the armour of Achilles (London: Printed for John Crook and are to be 
sold at his shop, 1659), 127. 
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deeds.”4 Scholars can conclude that such a large shift in the depiction of the classical 

hero would have repercussions for the reception of other classical ideas. Based on the 

relationship of culture and heroism seen in this dissertation, the visceral rejection of the 

martial hero in Shirley’s masque also represents a large cultural shift in which the 

classical hero no longer articulated the same values he did prior to the Civil War, paving 

the way for the mock hero of restoration literature.  

 The examined works of Spenser, Kyd, Shakespeare, and Milton demonstrate 

how early modern authors understood cultural production as synthesis, with authors 

“[taking] various qualities now from one man and now from another” just as Castiglione 

suggests.  In light of this dissertation, we should not only be careful to note the 

adaptations of literary inheritances, but we must also identify instances of synthesis that 

unite preceding literary, religious, and social forms with period specific philosophies. In 

doing so, we help prevent the inadvertent dismissal of important aspects of culture. Far 

from being confined to early modern research, this critical perspective holds true for a 

range of literary fields. If we do not become sensitive to the ways in which authors use 

synthesis as a means of cultural production, we run the risk of propagating un-nuanced 

readings of any number of texts.  

                                            
4 Ibid, 128. 
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