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Preface to the Second Edition

This handbook has been in print continuously since its first publication in 1979, and |
am pleased that several generations of undergraduate and graduate students and their
teachers have found it useful. Since I wrote it there has been an explosion of research
and publication in many areas of Renaissance studies, and in order for the book to
retain its usefulness as a bibliographical guide I thought it necessary to bring the
bibliographical sections up to date. I have partly rewritten the Introduction, but
otherwise the structure, the introductory chapters, and the collections of extracts
remain unchanged, except for some minor corrections. I have added a new paragraph
to each of the sections under Further Reading, taking account of significant
publications since 1977 (when I completed the first edition); in a few cases I have
included earlier books which I was unaware of or unable to consult. Bibliographical
Appendix A and the introductory section to B have been comprehensively revised;
further titles have been added to the majority of the authors under B, and thirteen new
authors have been included. I am very grateful to Julia Griffin of St John’s College,
Oxford, who has helped me with the work for the Bibliographical Appendix.

There have been important developments in scholarly research in two of the
principal subjects with which this book is concerned: religion and philosophy. First,
many historians of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries have become much more
interested in ideas and beliefs and what these meant to those who held them, and
much less willing to translate these ideas and beliefs into modern secular or socio-
economic terms. One consequence of this valuable new emphasis is a continuing
debate among historians of the English Reformation and Revolution as to the
meaning of key terms such as Reformed and Catholic, Calvinist and Arminian, and
Puritan and Anglican. Much important new work has been done by literary historians
on Spenser, Donne, Herbert, Milton, and other poets in the light of this development.
Second, the vitality and variousness of Renaissance philosophy is now increasingly
recognised, and our knowledge has been significantly extended, for example in the
study of humanism and rhetoric and of the continuing strength of Aristotelianism in
the sixteenth century. There is now much more material available to help modern
readers set English Renaissance poetry in its intellectual contexts. If this revised,
second edition encourages students to follow up some of this new material it will
have succeeded in its purpose.

ISABEL RIVERS
OXFORD, SEPTEMBER 1993
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Preface to the First Edition

I conceived the idea of a book that would make Renaissance poetry more accessible
to the student reader when I first began undergraduate teaching, and throughout the
preparation and writing of this book I have had the needs of the student reader
foremost in my mind. In my attempt to synthesise and clarify large and often
complex areas of knowledge I have drawn freely on the work of scholars in a number
of fields relevant to Renaissance studies. The way in which I have chosen to organise
the book, with the interests of the student, not the scholar, in mind, means that I have
not distinguished the original from the borrowed parts of my argument. However,
although I have not acknowledged specific debts, the more important of these are
indicated in the lists of Further Reading at the end of the book. I can only hope that
my wish to see the intellectual context of Renaissance literature more widely
understood will justify my dependence on the work of others.

I owe more immediate debts to former teachers and colleagues. My supervisors at
Columbia University, especially Professor E.W.Tayler, taught me the need to explore
the intellectual context of Renaissance literature. Colleagues at Leicester have given
me help of different kinds: Professor A.D.Fitton Brown has provided me with some
classical sources; J.C.Hilson has had many conversations with me about the nature of
literary contexts; in particular, R.K.Biswas has discussed the planning of the book at
all stages and patiently read and criticised the first draft in detail. T.M.Rivers has
helped correct the proofs.

I wish to thank Penguin Books Ltd for permission to quote from the following
copyright material: Augustine, Concerning the City of God against the Pagans,
translated by Henry Bettenson, and Ovid, Metamorphoses, translated by Mary
M.Innes.

ISABEL RIVERS
LEICESTER, DECEMBER 1977






Introduction: Renaissance Poetry and Modern
Readers

Modern readers approach Renaissance poetry severely handicapped. They do not
share the intellectual preconceptions of Renaissance authors; they have not read the
books that formed their minds; they do not ask the same metaphysical or moral or
aesthetic questions; though they may use the same vocabulary, they do not assign it
the same meaning. These handicaps exist, but they can be surmounted. One solution
is to attempt to ignore such differences and concentrate instead on those aspects of
the poetry that modern readers can regard as perennial and interpret in the light of their
own interests. This approach seems to me mistaken. It is arrogant, in that it supposes
that the habits of mind of the present are fundamentally more important than the
habits of mind of the past; it is limiting, in that it restricts the amount of a work that
modern readers can grasp; by ignoring difficulties in effect it hinders their capacity to
reach and hence enjoy the literature of the past. I have written this guide in the belief
that the precondition for enjoyment is understanding, that Renaissance poetry is in
many ways alien to modern readers and difficult for them to understand, but that the
necessary understanding can be achieved by the recovery of the context within which
the poetry was written.

By context I mean the intellectual assumptions, the literary conventions, and the
terminology which Renaissance poets shared with their contemporary readers, and
which their poetry might in many different ways appraise, explore or question. I am
concerned in this book with a range of assumptions about the nature and function of
man which derive from fifteen hundred years of blending of the classical and
Christian traditions. How did these traditions affect the educated English poet of the
period 1580 to 1670? First, he was a Christian. He had a thorough knowledge of the
Bible, and of the language and arguments of theology. He was probably fairly widely
read in works of religious controversy, both of his own day and (in fewer cases) of
the early centuries of the Church. Second, he was a classical scholar. Latin was the
basis of his education. He was widely read in Latin poetry, history and moral
philosophy; he had some acquaintance with Greek, though he usually read Greek
literature in Latin or English translations—only the exceptionally learned read Greek
in the original. His knowledge of the classical and Christian traditions came not only
from first-hand reading of the texts—the Bible, the Fathers of the Church, the Latin
and Greek classics—but also from popular handbooks and encyclopedias which
digested the traditions for him. He perhaps consulted these handbooks more often
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than the original texts. He did not regard the traditions as separate; he read classical
literature in the light of his Christian beliefs. However, the blending of these
traditions did not create one uniform world picture; rather, it provided a range of
sometimes complementary, sometimes contradictory assumptions about and
explanations of the nature of the physical universe, man’s relationship with God, his
moral stature, and the purpose of his earthly activities.

Most of the assumptions that Renaissance poets shared with their contemporaries
are unfamiliar to modern readers. I have written this book for students who wish to
read and enjoy Renaissance literature, but who have no knowledge of Greek,
probably none of Latin, only a hazy acquaintance with the contents of the Bible and
the tenets of Christianity, and who are thus unlikely to be aware of the difficulties
confronting them. My intention is to show them the means by which they can in part
recover the intellectual context of Renaissance poetry. It seems to me that illustration
of what is likely to be unfamiliar material is as important as explication. I have
therefore organised this guide according to the following method. Each chapter is
concerned with one important group of ideas. Chapters 1 to 6 deal mainly with
classical ideas and their assimilation by Christianity; Chapters 7 and 8 deal with
Christian ideas; and Chapters 9 to 13 deal with ideas about education and the
interpretation and writing of literary works. In a book of restricted length I have
chosen to exclude certain subjects, notably political thought, psychology, rhetoric and
most aspects of the occult, but I hope that this decision has allowed me to give
adequate representation to those subjects I have considered most important. Each
chapter is divided into three parts: (1) an introductory account outlining the nature of
the ideas in question, their origins and their transmission to the Renaissance, and
suggesting how they were taken up by poets; (2) a collection of extracts from
original sources, illustrating the genesis and development of these ideas, followed by
extracts from English poetry of the period 1580 to 1670 incorporating aspects of
these ideas and their terminology; (3) suggestions for further secondary reading,
which are collected under chapter headings at the end of the book. The extracts are
numbered and keyed to the introductory account, so that students can use them in two
different ways: when reading the introduction they can turn to the relevant numbered
extract which illustrates a particular point in the argument; or they can read and
compare the group of extracts as a whole, thus themselves placing the poems within a
part of their intellectual context. The Bibliographical Appendix provides as concisely
as possible further information about the authors from whom the extracts are taken.

Most of the extracts are translations from Latin (classical, medieval and
Renaissance); some are translations from Greek, Italian, French and German; there
are several extracts from the Bible. Many of the works represented were translated
into English in the Renaissance, but with a few exceptions (for example Harington’s
Ariosto, Hoby’s Castiglione, Florio’s Montaigne and Fairfax’s Tasso) I have decided
against using these translations. Instead I have used readily available modern
translations (Penguin Classics or the Loeb Classical Library whenever possible), so
that students may easily locate an extract and read further. For the sake of
consistency I have taken all extracts from the Bible from the Authorised Version,
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though in some cases (for example, extracts from Augustine which include biblical
quotations) this has meant anachronistically substituting it for other versions.
Extracts from English Renaissance poetry are taken from standard modern editions,
though I have modernised the spelling throughout. The poets represented by the
greatest number of extracts are Spenser, Jonson, Donne, Herbert, Marvell and
Milton, though I have included examples of other poets. I have deliberately excluded
dramatic poetry. I have provided brief references to book, chapter and line numbers,
etc. below each extract, and full bibliographical references, arranged alphabetically,
at the end of the book.

The organisation of material in terms of specific groups of ideas has seemed to me
the best way of illustrating the problems, but I am aware that this approach has its
dangers. In the interest of clarity I have simplified complex concepts, and my
account of their historical modification is cursory. A greater danger is that of
systematisation. I am not attempting to fit Renaissance poets within particular systems
of thought, nor do I believe that it can be done. Ideas expressed in works of literature
are not the same as ideas tested for their own sake. Renaissance poets freely explored
and amalgamated ideas which in themselves are contradictory. Thus many of the
assumptions of classical ethics are strictly incompatible with Christian belief, yet we
find them coexisting in Renaissance literature. The same group of ideas can be
treated in very different ways by different poets; students need to consider not simply
the presence of certain ideas in a specific poem, but, more important, the use to
which they are put.

The groups of extracts are intended to provide a fairly broad range of illustration
for students to draw on in their reading of Renaissance poetry. However, this book is
intended as a guide to the classical and Christian traditions; it is not a substitute for
first-hand knowledge of them. Establishing the context of Renaissance poetry means
reading at least the more important of the books Renaissance authors read. I suggest
that students should make themselves familiar with the following works:

Classical poetry: Homer’s Iliad; Virgil’s Aeneid; Ovid’s Metamorphoses.

Classical philosophy: Plato’s Symposium and Republic; Aristotle’s

Nicomachean Ethics; Cicero’s Of Duties.
Christian literature: the Bible in the Authorised Version, especially the Pauline
Epistles; Augustine’s City of God, Books XI-XXII.
In addition, students should read Sir Thomas Browne’s Religio Medici, which
provides an invaluable example of how a certain kind of Renaissance mind worked.

In order to illustrate ways in which this book may be of use, I give below four
examples of well-known passages from Renaissance poems which require some
knowledge of their intellectual context to make them comprehensible to modern
readers; I have chosen some of these passages because I have seen them misread by
my own students, who were not aware of the difficulties. I am not suggesting that
Renaissance poems are never ambiguous, or that one correct meaning is always there
to be unlocked by those in possession of the proper key. I do believe, however, that
some apparent ambiguities are simply misreadings, and that knowledge of a poem’s
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context reveals aspects of the poem that are closed to the ignorant. In some cases
allusions which would have clarified and enriched meaning for Renaissance readers
simply bewilder modern readers who are unfamiliar with them; in other cases the
problem is one of the correct definition of a single word, which is superficially
comprehensible to modern readers but which is used by the Renaissance poet in a
technical sense which would have been familiar to his contemporaries.

1 Not that great champion of the antique world,
Whom famous poets’ verse so much doth vaunt,
And hath for twelve huge labours high extolled,
So many furies and sharp fits did haunt,
When him the poisoned garment did enchant,
When Centaur’s blood and bloody verses charmed;
As did this knight twelve thousand dolours daunt,
Whom fiery steel now burnt, that erst him armed;
That erst him goodly armed, now most of all him harmed.
Spenser The Faerie Queene I xi stanza 27

Canto xi narrates the battle between Red Cross Knight and the dragon. Up to this
point the narrative has been conducted at the literal level, stressing the physical
conflict. Spenser here introduces an allusion to Hercules: Red Cross is burnt through
his armour by the dragon’s fiery breath, just as Hercules was tortured by the poisoned
garment sent him by his wife, who was tricked by the Centaur Nessus into believing
that his blood would act as a love potion. The armour that should protect Red Cross
torments him; the garment that was intended as a charm to win back love becomes an
instrument of destruction. Modern readers unfamiliar with the tradition may see in
this allusion simply an attempt to magnify the sufferings of Red Cross, which are
greater than those of Hercules. But much more is implied. Spenser would expect his
readers to complete the story. In his agony Hercules burns himself alive on a funeral
pyre on Mount Oeta; his mortal flesh is consumed, but his divine form is transmuted,
and he goes to join the gods. For Renaissance readers the hero who is greater than
Hercules is Christ. In the remainder of the canto the allusions are largely Christian: to
baptism, the tree of life, regeneration, the three days from crucifixion to resurrection.
The comparison of the burning armour of Red Cross to the poisoned garment of
Hercules is thus a reference to the passion of Christ, which is a necessary prelude to
his triumphant conquest of sin and the devil. The armour which both protects and
torments Red Cross, and which he tries to put off, is the armour of faith of every
Christian (Ephesians 6:10-18; see 4 below), which brings him both salvation and
persecution. By means of a classical allusion Spenser moves from literal narrative to
Christian allegory. (On the Christianisation of classical myth see Chapter 2.)

2 Having been tenant long to a rich Lord,
Not thriving, I resolved to be bold,
And make a suit unto him, to afford
A new small-rented lease, and cancel the old.



INTRODUCTION 5

In heaven at his manor I him sought:
They told me there, that he was lately gone
About some land, which he had dearly bought
Long since on earth, to take possession.
Herbert ‘Redemption’ 11. 1-8

Herbert’s sonnet is a parable, a deceptively simple narrative based on commonplace
experience yet containing a religious meaning. The imagery used—the tenant who
complains of his inability to make a success of the old property leased to him, and
who asks his Lord of the Manor for a new one on more favourable terms—both
recalls the parables of Christ, in which the relationship between God and man is often
cast in the similar but not identical terms of the contractual relationship between
master and servant (see e.g. Matthew 18:23-34; 20:1-16; 21:33—41), and embodies
the principles of covenant theology, in which the law, or the old covenant of works,
under which man cannot ‘thrive’ because he cannot achieve righteousness through
his own efforts, is replaced by the gospel, the new covenant of grace which is the free
gift of God. Man’s redemption is literally a ‘buying back’: a debt paid by Christ on
his behalf, so that he can exchange one contract for another, better one. I have heard
this beautiful sonnet condemned by a student unfamiliar with its context for its
commercial view of religion. (On Law and Gospel see Chapter 8; on parables see
Chapter 12.)

3 Happy those early days! when I
Shined in my angel-infancy.
Before I understood this place
Appointed for my second race,
Or taught my soul to fancy aught
But a white, celestial thought,
When yet I had not walked above
A mile, or two, from my first love,
And looking back (at that short space),
Could see a glimpse of his bright face;
When on some gilded cloud, or flower
My gazing soul would dwell an hour,
And in those weaker glories spy
Some shadows of eternity.

Vaughan ‘The Retreat’ 11. 1-14 (italics mine)

Vaughan’s most famous poem usually has an immediate attraction for modern
readers. To a large extent it is self-explanatory; the ChristianPlatonic doctrine of the
recollection of a first, better state of existence may be unfamiliar but in Vaughan’s
treatment it is not obscure. However, the technical term ‘shadows’ will not mean very
much to readers unfamiliar with its typological sense. Vaughan is using the term here
not so much in its Platonic sense as in the sense employed in Biblical exegesis.
‘Shadows’ in the Platonic sense (as in the Allegory of the Cave) would mean the
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world of the senses, deceptively real, but in fact insubstantial, and incomparable to
the real world of Ideas. ‘Shadows’ in its exegetical sense means ‘foreshadowings’. A
flower is a weaker glory than God, yet such glory as it has foreshadows for man in
this life the greater glory he will perceive in the next. The brightness of God’s face is
veiled for man by his corporeal existence, yet through the shadows of the physical
world he can perceive glimpses of brightness which otherwise would be unbearable.
The best gloss on ‘shadows’ is a passage from Browne’s Garden of Cyrus, ch. iv:

Light that makes things seen, makes some things invisible; were it not for
darkness and the shadow of the earth, the noblest part of the Creation had
remained unseen, and the stars in heaven as invisible as on the fourth day,
when they were created above the horizon, with the sun, or there was not an
eye to behold them. The greatest mystery of religion is expressed by
adumbration [i.e. foreshadowing], and in the noblest part of Jewish types, we
find the Cherubims shadowing the mercy-seat: Life itself is but the shadow of
death, and souls departed but the shadows of the living: All things fall under
this name. The sun itself is but the dark simulacrum [i.e. image], and light but
the shadow of God.

(For Platonism see Chapter 3, for Biblical exegesis Chapter 10, for allegory
Chapter 12.)

4 And opportunity I here have had
To try thee, sift thee, and confess have found thee
Proof against all temptation as a rock
Of adamant, and as a centre, firm
To the utmost of mere man both wise and good...

There on the highest pinnacle he set
The Son of God; and added thus in scorn:

There stand, if thou wilt stand; to stand upright
Will ask thee skill; I to thy Father’s house
Have brought thee, and highest placed, highest is best,
Now show thy progenys; if not to stand
Cast thyself down; safely if Son of God:
For it is written, He will give command
Concerning thee to his angels, in their hands
They shall uplift thee, lest at any time
Thou chance to dash thy foot against a stone.

To whom thus Jesus: Also it is written,
Tempt not the Lord thy God, he said and stood.
But Satan smitten with amazement fell.

Milton Paradise Regained 1V 11. 531-5, 549-62 (italics mine)
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Satan presents the Son of God with his last temptation, that of the pinnacle of the
temple. (Milton follows the order of the temptations in Luke 4:1-13; Matthew 4:1-11
puts this temptation second.) In neither of the gospel versions is there any question of
the temptation being one of standing on the pinnacle; Jesus is set there by Satan, and
tempted to cast himself down. The word ‘stand’ does not appear in the gospel
temptations, yet Milton places great stress on it. It is used in two senses. Satan uses it
in the false sense of Stoic self-sufficiency; he admires in the Son the perfect Stoic
sage, immovable, complete in himself ‘as a centre’. This terminology is repeatedly
used by Jonson, who urges himself and his moral heroes to stand, to rely on their own
completion and circular perfection, to rest on their own centre. These terms appear in
‘An Epistle Answering to One that Asked to be Sealed of the Tribe of Ben’:

Live to that point I will, for which I am man,
And dwell as in my centre, as I can...
...... Now stand, and then
Sir, you are sealed of the tribe of Ben.
11. 59-60, 77-8

Satan erroneously believes that man is capable of this self-sufficiency, but morally,
not where it is physically impossible. He expects Jesus either, as man, to fall and die,
or, as God, to be rescued in falling by angels. But neither happens; refusing to tempt
God, but instead putting his trust in him, Jesus stands, and Satan falls. The episode
demonstrates both the Son’s divinity and the true meaning of ‘stand’. With God’s
grace man can stand, not like the Stoic in opposition to the world, but like the armed
Christian, in preparation for action:

Wherefore take unto you the whole armour of God, that ye may be able to
withstand in the evil day, and having done all, to stand.

Ephesians 6:13

(For Stoicism see Chapter 4.)






1
The Golden Age and the Garden of Eden

Both classical and Christian cultures shared a belief in an original state of human
perfection, in which man lived effortlessly and in complete harmony with nature, free
from time, change and death. In classical culture this period was known as the golden
age. The idea goes back to a very early Greek poem, Hesiod’s Works and Days,
which describes five races of men succeeding one another chronologically: golden
(ideal), silver (impious), brazen (warlike and cruel), the race of heroes (demigods
who approached the perfection of the golden race), and iron (the present race, who
lead a miserable and laborious life). In some later versions there are only two races,
the golden and the iron. Cronos (later identified with the Roman Saturn) ruled during
the golden age; when his son Zeus (the Roman Jupiter) deposed him the golden age
ended and man’s troubles began (1, 5). The goddess of justice, Astraca, has a
significant part in the story; in one version she flees to the mountains during the
silver age, and finally abandons mankind during the age of bronze.

This myth of the ages of mankind locates the ideal in the distant past and implies
the progressive degeneration of the species. But classical myth also describes two
other kinds of ideal existence, one present, but distant in space, one future, to be
attained after death. In Hesiod’s story the race of heroes did not entirely die out; a few
live on in the Isles of the Blest, somewhere in the Atlantic. Similarly in Homer some
of the heroes are promised an immortal and happy life on earth; Menelaus is told that
he will join others favoured by the gods in the Elysian plain, also situated in the west
(Odyssey 1V) (2). The garden of the Hesperides (whose trees bore golden fruit which
were stolen by Hercules as one of his labours) was sometimes linked in the
Renaissance with these islands. In classical literature after Homer Elysium becomes
the reward for the souls of the just after death. The best-known classical account is in
Aeneid VI; Aeneas, led through the underworld by the Sibyl, comes to the Elysian fields
where he observes the Blest, dancing and singing, still taking pride in their chariots
and horses, and meets his dead father Anchises. These states of existence, whether
conceived of as past, present or future, are both physically and morally perfect.

In Christian myth there are similar temporal distinctions. The ideal existence in the
past is that of Adam in paradise, the garden made by God in Eden (6, 9). The word
‘paradise’ goes back to Old Persian via Greek, and means an enclosed park or garden;
Eden means pleasure in Hebrew. Christian commentators (with a few exceptions)
were certain that Eden had a real historical existence; in The City of God XIV xi
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Augustine argues that its pleasures were as much physical as spiritual. Eden was
traditionally located in Mesopotamia; in his History of the World (1614) Ralegh
provides a map of the Middle East with the exact spot marked.

In Jewish and, later, Christian tradition there is a recurrent contrast between garden
and wilderness. The history of Israel is seen as a journey through the wilderness and
back to the garden, the promised land of Canaan (7). The earthly paradise is thus set
in the present as well as the past; it can be recovered. In the seventeenth century
America comes to have the connotations of the promised land for Puritans fleeing
religious persecution in the Old World (indicated by the names of New England
towns: Salem, New Canaan). In Christian thought, though both kinds of earthly
paradise, past and present, Eden and the promised land, are good in themselves, they
are ultimately foreshadowings of the future heavenly paradise, which in spite of its
name is usually envisaged as a city rather than a garden. (For the idea of the two
cities see Chapter 5.)

The classical and Christian earthly paradises have certain important characteristics
in common. There are no seasons; the time is perpetual spring. Man does not work to
survive; the earth gives up its produce spontaneously. The land flows with wine, milk
and honey. Agriculture, trade and travel are unknown. There is abundance of
vegetation and water. There is no conflict between man and man or man and nature;
there is no decay (3,5,9).

Christian writers found various ways of explaining these common characteristics
and of assimilating the idea of the golden age to Eden. One version was that the
golden age was the period when the pagans had worshipped the true God;
subsequently (as indicated by the usurpation by Zeus/Jupiter of the throne of Cronos/
Saturn) they had lost this knowledge. Another, much repeated, was that the pagans
had obtained a rough account of Moses’ description of Eden, so that their fables were
faint shadows of the truth. Thus when Dante and Virgil reach the earthly paradise in
Purgatorio xxviii, Virgil recognises that this is the original of the golden age of
which he once wrote. In his commentary on Ovid’s Metamorphoses (1632) George
Sandys makes a neat parallel between the classical and Christian accounts: ‘Saturn
was the first that invented tillage, the first that ever reigned; and so was Adam:
Saturn was thrown out of heaven, and Adam out of paradise’, and so on. Sandys
assumes that Ovid must have read the Books of Moses or at least heard of them;

Ralegh makes the same point spitefully when he says (History of the World 1 iii 3)
that the pagans ‘did greatly enrich their inventions, by venting the stolen treasures of
divine letters, altered by profane additions, and disguised by poetical conversions, as
if they had been conceived out of their own speculations and contemplations’.

Although there are important similarities between the traditions, and although
Christian authors deliberately drew the two together, one must not make the mistake
of assuming that literary use of the theme of paradise is uniform. Renaissance poetry
abounds with references to the golden age and Eden, to earthly and heavenly
paradises, past, present and future. It is important to define the way in which the
theme is being used. Some of the chief kinds of literary allusion are indicated below.
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The attempt to recover paradise is sometimes used as a metaphor for the struggle
for individual moral perfection (21). In Dante’s Purgatorio the attainment of the
earthly paradise, situated at the top of a mountain up which the pilgrims must climb,
appears to represent this struggle. Virgil, Dante’s guide, can take him as far as the
earthly paradise but no further; he cannot give him knowledge of the true heavenly
paradise, which Beatrice and St Bernard will reveal. In Spenser’s Faerie Queene 1 xi
the quest of the Red Cross Knight takes the form of a journey back to Eden, with the
defeat of the Satanic dragon, the freeing of the besieged inhabitants of the country,
and a temporary recovery of original innocence. The betrothal of Red Cross to Una
has political and theological as well as moral connotations (Eden is protestant
England), but Red Cross’s victory over the dragon is achieved largely because he has
conquered himself. On one level of meaning, therefore, paradise is the good Christian
life. This meaning is explicit in Milton. The paradise that is lost in Milton’s epic is
both a physical place (10) and a state of mind; the paradise that is regained is only the
latter. The mount of paradise is washed away in the Flood, never to be found again;
the new earthly paradise, as Michael explains to Adam, is to be an inner one (11, 12).
Christ creates a metaphorical Eden in the wilderness by overcoming Satan’s
temptations (13). Paradise as a physical place, the heavenly paradise, will not be
recovered till the end of the world.

The return of the golden age is often used as a political image. A new regime or
dynasty may be celebrated as the new reign of Saturn and the return of Astraea to
earth. Virgil is the ultimate source for this idea. In Aeneid VIII Aeneas learns that
Latium, the Italian kingdom where Rome is to be founded, was governed by Saturn
after Jupiter had deposed him. Rome under Augustus achieves the new golden age
(4); history comes full circle. (See Chapter 5.) Virgil’s extraordinarily influential
Eclogue TV, which Christians interpreted as a Messianic prophecy, treats the birth of
a child as the occasion for celebrating the return of Astraea and a new social order
(3). This political theme is much imitated in the Renaissance; Elizabeth I is
frequently praised as Astraca. In The Faerie Queene V Artegall, the Knight of
Justice, is Astraea’s adopted son; but because he moves through a fallen world he
administers justice with the help not of Astraea herself but of her iron henchman
Talus. In Jonson’s masque The Golden Age Restored Astraea praises James I as the
agent of her return. In literature after the Civil War the political use of paradise is
nostalgic rather than celebratory; thus Marvell sees the England of the 1630s as a lost
Eden (18).

There is also a social use of paradise which emphasises its enclosed, exclusive
nature. Many Renaissance poems celebrating country houses or the pleasures of
retirement to the country or the pastoral world draw on golden age and paradise
motifs. In these works there is usually a contrast between paradise and the world
outside, between the contemplative and active life, but the emphasis may vary
considerably. In Sidney’s Arcadia 1 and The Faerie Queene VI the escapism inherent
in the idea of Arcadia, the shepherds’ paradise, is tested critically; the life celebrated
in Jonson’s country house poems, which draw on the Horatian tradition of the Sabine
farm, is morally superior to and rejects the temptations of the world outside.
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In Renaissance epics the nature of paradise is often defined through comparison
with a false paradise, the original source of which is the story of Circe and her island
in Odyssey X. The pattern is repeated many times: the garden is a false retreat; the
hero or knight is seduced by the enchantress away from his moral and social duties;
in succumbing he is transformed into an animal. The best examples of false paradises
are those of Alcina in Ariosto’s Orlando Furioso VI (14), Armida in Tasso’s
Jerusalem Delivered XV-XVI (15), Actrasia in The Faerie Queene 11 xii (16).
Milton’s enchanter Comus, himself the son of Circe, belongs to this tradition. These
paradises are false not because they are earthly but because they limit man’s nature;
the true earthly paradise, though its pleasures may be sensual (as in Spenser’s Garden
of Adonis, Faerie Queene 111 vi) (Ch. 2.10), reflects the heavenly paradise and is not
an end in itself.

Finally there are uses of golden age and paradise motifs which are consciously
amoral or mocking or ironic. In Cavalier poetry paradise is sometimes an image of
complete sexual freedom (22). In ‘A Rapture’ Carew envisages Elysium as the place
where the world’s frustrated and unrequited lovers are satisfied, and where the
restrictive codes of marriage and honour no longer apply. Readers should try to
distinguish poems in which paradise itself is the subject from those in which it is
essentially a literary device used to illuminate another subject.

THE CLASSICAL GOLDEN AGE

1 The gods, who live on Mount Olympus, first
Fashioned a golden race of mortal men;
These lived in the reign of Cronos, king of heaven.
And like the gods they lived with happy hearts
Untouched by work or sorrow. Vile old age
Never appeared, but always lively-limbed,
Far from all ills, they feasted happily.
Death came to them as sleep, and all good things
Were theirs: ungrudgingly, the fertile land
Gave up her fruits unasked. Happy to be
At peace, they lived with every want supplied,
Rich in their flocks, dear to the blessed gods.

Hesiod Works and Days, 11. 109-20

2 Proteus prophesies to Menelaus:

And now, King Menelaus, hear your own destiny. You will not meet your fate
and die in Argos where the horses graze. Instead, the immortals will send you
to the Elysian plain at the world’s end, to join red-haired Rhadamanthus in the
land where living is made easiest for mankind, where no snow falls, no strong
winds blow and there is never any rain, but day after day the West Wind’s
tuneful breeze comes in from Ocean to refresh its folk.

Homer Odyssey IV 11. 561-8
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3 We have reached the last era in Sibylline song. Time has conceived and the
great sequence of the ages starts afresh. Justice, the virgin, comes back to
dwell with us, and the rule of Saturn is restored. The first-born of the new age
is already on his way from high heaven down to earth... Later again, when the
strengthening years have made a man of you, even the trader will forsake the
sea, and pine-wood ships will cease to carry merchandise for barter, each land
producing all it needs. No mattock will molest the soil, no pruning-knife the
vine; and then at last the sturdy ploughman will free his oxen from the yoke.
Wool will be taught no more to cheat the eye with this tint or that, but the ram
himself in his own meadows will change the colour of his fleece, now to the soft
glow of a purple dye, now to a saffron yellow. Lambs at their pastures will find
themselves in scarlet coats.

Virgil Eclogue IV 1. 4-7, 37-45

4 Anchises prophesies to Aeneas:
And there in very truth is he whom you have often heard prophesied,
Augustus Caesar, son of the Deified, and founder of golden centuries once
more in Latium, on those same lands where once Saturn reigned.
Virgil Aeneid V1 11. 791-4

5 Inthe beginning was the Golden Age, when men of their own accord, without
threat of punishment, without laws, maintained good faith and did what was
right. There were no penalties to be afraid of, no bronze tablets were erected,
carrying threats of legal action, no crowd of wrongdoers, anxious for mercy,
trembled before the face of their judge: indeed, there were no judges, men
lived securely without them. Never yet had any pine tree, cut down from its
home on the mountains, been launched on ocean’s waves, to visit foreign
lands: men knew only their own shores. Their cities were not yet surrounded
by sheer moats, they had no straight brass trumpets, no coiling brass horns, no
helmets and no swords. The peoples of the world, untroubled by any fears,
enjoyed a leisurely and peaceful existence, and had no use for soldiers. The
earth itself, without compulsion, untouched by the hoe, unfurrowed by any
share, produced all things spontaneously, and men were content with foods
that grew without cultivation.

Ovid Metamorphoses 111. 89-103

EDEN AND THE PROMISED LAND

6 And the Lord God planted a garden eastward in Eden; and there he put the
man whom he had formed.
And out of the ground made the Lord God to grow every tree that is pleasant
to the sight, and good for food; the tree of life also in the midst of the garden,
and the tree of knowledge of good and evil.
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And a river went out of Eden to water the garden; and from thence it was
parted, and became into four heads.
Genesis 2:8-10

7 And the Lord said, I have surely seen the affliction of my people which are in
Egypt, and have heard their cry by reason of their taskmasters; for I know their
SOITOWS;

And I am come down to deliver them out of the hand of the Egyptians, and
to bring them up out of that land unto a good land and a large, unto a land
flowing with milk and honey.

Exodus 3:7-8

8 The wolf also shall dwell with the lamb, and the leopard shall lie down with
the kid; and the calf and the young lion and the fatling together; and a little
child shall lead them.

And the cow and the bear shall feed; their young ones shall lie down together:
and the lion shall eat straw like the ox.
And the sucking child shall play on the hole of the asp, and the weaned child
shall put his hand on the cockatrice’ den.
They shall not hurt nor destroy in all my holy mountain: for the earth shall
be full of the knowledge of the Lord, as the waters cover the sea.
Isaiah 11:6-9

9 We conclude then that man lived in paradise as long as his wish was at one with
God’s command. He lived in the enjoyment of God, and derived his own
goodness from God’s goodness. He lived without any want, and had it in his
power to live like this for ever. Food was available to prevent hunger, drink to
prevent thirst, and the tree of life was there to guard against old age and
dissolution. There was no trace of decay in the body, or arising from the body,
to bring any distress to any of his senses. There was no risk of disease from
within or of injury from without. Man enjoyed perfect health in the body,
entire tranquillity in the soul. Just as in paradise there was no extreme of heat or
of cold, so in its inhabitant no desire or fear intervened to hamper his good
will. There was no sadness at all, nor any frivolous jollity. But true joy flowed
perpetually from God... Between man and wife there was a faithful partnership
based on love and mutual respect; there was a harmony and a liveliness of
mind and body, and an effortless observance of the commandment.

Augustine City of God XIV xxvi

10 Thus was this place,
A happy rural seat of various view;
Groves whose rich trees wept odorous gums and balm,
Others whose fruit burnished with golden rind
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Hung amiable, Hesperian fables true,

If true, here only, and of delicious taste:
Betwixt them lawns, or level downs, and flocks
Grazing the tender herb, were interposed,

Or palmy hillock, or the flowery lap

Of some irriguous valley spread her store,
Flowers of all hue, and without thorn the rose.

Not that fair field
Of Enna, where Prosperine gathering flowers
Her self a fairer flower by gloomy Dis
Was gathered, which cost Ceres all that pain
To seek her through the world; nor that sweet grove
Of Daphne by Orontes, and the inspired
Castalian spring, might with this Paradise
Of Eden strive.
Milton Paradise Lost IV 11. 246-56, 268-75

Michael prophesies to Adam:
Then shall this mount
Of Paradise by might of waves be moved
Out of his place, pushed by the horned flood,
With all his verdure spoiled, and trees adrift
Down the great river to the opening gulf,
And there take root an island salt and bare,
The haunt of seals and orcs, and sea-mews’ clang.
To teach thee that God attributes to place
No sanctity, if none be thither brought
By men who there frequent, or therein dwell.
Paradise Lost X111. 829-38

Only add
Deeds to thy knowledge answerable, add faith
Add virtue, patience, temperance, add love
By name to come called Charity, the soul
Of all the rest: then wilt thou not be loath
To leave this Paradise, but shalt possess
A paradise within thee, happier far.

Paradise Lost X1 11. 581-7

The angels praise Jesus:
For though that seat of earthly bliss be failed.
A fairer Paradise is founded now
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For Adam and his chosen sons, whom thou
A Saviour art come down to reinstall.
Paradise Regained IV 11. 612-15

FALSE PARADISES

14 The kingdom of Alcina:
These maids with courteous speech and manners nice
Welcome Rogero to this paradise.

If so I may a paradise it name,
Where love and lust have built their habitation,
Where time well spent is counted as a shame,
No wise staid thought, no care of estimation,
Nor nought but courting, dancing, play, and game,
Disguised clothes, each day a sundry fashion:
No virtuous labour doth this people please,
But nice apparel, belly-cheer, and ease.
Ariosto Orlando Furioso VI stanzas 72-3

15 Armida’s nymph tempts Rinaldo’s rescuers:
This is the place wherein you may assuage
Your sorrows past, here is that joy and bliss
That flourished in the antique golden age;
Here needs no law, here none doth aught amiss;
Put off those arms, and fear not Mars his rage,
Your sword, your shield, your helmet needless is;
Then consecrate them here to endless rest,
You shall love’s champions be and soldiers blest.
Tasso Jemsalem Delivered XV stanza 63

16 Guyon reaches Acrasia’s garden:
There the most dainty Paradise on ground
Itself doth offer to his sober eye,
In which all pleasures plenteously abound
And none does other’s happiness envy;
The painted flowers, the trees upshooting high,
The dales for shade, the hills for breathing space,
The trembling groves, the crystal running by,
And, that which all fair works doth most aggrace,
The art which all that wrought appeared in no place.

One would have thought (so cunningly the rude
And scorned parts were mingled with the fine)
That nature had for wantonness ensued

Art, and that art at nature did repine;
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So striving each the other to undermine,
Each did the other’s work more beautify;
So differing both in wills agreed in fine:
So all agreed, through sweet diversity,
This garden to adorn with all variety.
Spenser The Faerie Queene 11 xii stanzas 58-9

ENGLAND AS THE EARTHLY PARADISE

17 Only the island which we sow,
(A world without the world) so far
From present wounds, it cannot show
An ancient scar.

White Peace (the beautifull’st of things)
Seems here her everlasting rest

To fix, and spreads her downy wings
Over the nest:

As when great Jove, usurping reign,
From the plagued world did her exile,
And tied her with a golden chain

To one blest isle:

Which in a sea of plenty swam
And turtles sang on every bough,
A safe retreat to all that came,

As ours is now.
Fanshawe ‘An ode upon occasion of His Majesty’s

proclamation’ stanzas 9—12

18 Oh thou, that dear and happy isle
The garden of the world ere while,
Thou paradise of four seas,
Which heaven planted us to please,
But, to exclude the world, did guard
With watery if not flaming sword;
What luckless apple did we taste,
To make us mortal, and thee waste?
Marvell ‘Upon Appleton House’ stanza 41

AMERICA AS THE EARTHLY PARADISE
19 Virginia,
Earth’s only paradise.

Where nature hath in store
Fowl, venison, and fish,
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And the fruitfullest soil,
Without your toil,

Three harvests more,

All greater than you wish.

And the ambitious vine
Crowns with his purple mass,
The cedar reaching high

To kiss the sky,

The cypress, pine

And useful sassafras.

To whose, the golden age
Still nature’s laws doth give,
No other cares that tend,
But them to defend
From winter’s age,
That long there doth not live.
Drayton ‘Ode to the Virginian voyage’ 11. 23-42

20 What should we do but sing his praise
That led us through the watery maze,
Unto an isle so long unknown,

And yet far kinder than our own?

Where he the huge sea-monsters wracks,

That lift the deep upon their backs,

He lands us on a grassy stage,

Safe from the storm’s, and prelate’s rage.

He gave us this eternal spring,

Which here enamels everything,

And sends the fowl to us in care,

On daily visits through the air.

He hangs in shades the orange bright,

Like golden lamps in a green night,

And does in the pom’granates close

Jewels more rich than Ormus shows.

He makes the figs our mouths to meet,

And throws the melons at our feet,

But apples plants of such a price,

No tree could ever bear them twice.
Marvell ‘Bermudas’ 11. 5-24

THE GOLDEN AGE AS A MORAL IDEAL

21  If I would wish, for truth, and not for show,
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The aged Saturn’s age, and rites to know;
If I would strive to bring back times, and try
The world’s pure gold, and wise simplicity;
If I would virtue set, as she was young,
And hear her speak with one, and her first tongue;
If holiest friendship, naked to the touch,
I would restore, and keep it ever such;
I need no other arts, but study thee:
Who prov’st, all these were, and again may be.
Jonson ‘To Benjamin Rudyerd’ Epigrams 122

THE GOLDEN AGE AS SEXUAL FREEDOM

22 Thrice happy was that golden age
When compliment was construed rage,
And fine words in the centre hid;
When cursed No stained no maid’s bliss,
And all discourse was summed in Yes,
And naught forbad, but to forbid.

Love, then unstinted, love did sip,
And cherries plucked fresh from the lip,
On cheeks and roses free he fed;
Lasses like autumn plums did drop,
And lads indifferently did crop
A flower and a maidenhead.
Lovelace ‘Love made in the first age’ 11. 7-18

19



20



2
The Pagan Gods

Because Latin and not Greek literature was for so long the basis of Western
education, the pagan gods were known in the Renaissance and subsequently under
their Latin names. After the conquest of Greece in the second century BC, Rome
gradually began to assimilate Greek culture, and local Roman deities became
identified where possible with their Greek counterparts. The table lists the principal
gods, the Latin preceding the Greek name, with their associations and activities
indicated. (The many lesser gods and demigods are not included.)

Saturn Cronos father of Jupiter, deposed by him;
golden age

Jupiter, Jove Zeus king and father of the gods;
power, justice; sky, thunderbolt

Juno Hera wife of Jupiter; marriage,
childbirth, jealousy; enemy of the
Trojans

Neptune Poseidon brother of Jupiter and Pluto; king
of the sea; trident

Dis, Pluto (from Greek) Hades, Pluto brother of Jupiter and Neptune;
king of the underworld; husband
of Proserpina

Venus Aphrodite wife of Vulcan; lover of Mars,

mother of Cupid; mother of
Aeneas by Anchises; love, beauty

Vulcan Hephaestus husband of Venus; fire, forging of
metal; lame

Mars Ares lover of Venus; war, strife

Cupid Eros son of Venus; love; bow, wings

Minerva Athene wisdom, justice; technical skill

Apollo (from Greek) Apollo brother of Diana; sun; oracles;
music; lyre

Diana Artemis sister of Apollo; moon; chastity;

bow, hunting

Mercury Hermes messenger of gods; thief;
caduceus (snake-entwined staff)
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Liber, Bacchus (from Greek) Dionysus, Bacchus wine; irrationality; bull

Ceres Demeter sister of Jupiter; mother of
Proserpina; corn

Proserpina Persephone wife of Pluto; spring

Pan (from Greek) Pan goatlegged; shepherd; music;
nature

The myths of the pagan gods were not enshrined in any sacred canonical books, but
were told and retold with many variations in works of literature. In Greek the word
myth (##8o¢) means a story. The earliest Greek sources are Homer’s /liad and
Odyssey, and Hesiod’s Theogony. Almost all Greek tragedies take the myths of the
gods and their dealings with men for their plots, and in these works we find the most
serious theological questions being asked: Why do the gods behave as they do? Is their
portrayal by human beings accurate? Are they just? Are humans morally better than
gods?

The myths are of various kinds. They describe the behaviour of the gods towards
one another, their parentage, battles, squabbles and jealousies, their treatment of
humans, in particular their championing or victimising of individuals, and their sexual
encounters with them. The myths also narrate the adventures of demigods like
Hercules, half human, half divine, or of heroes like Achilles the scourge of Troy or
Aeneas the founder of Rome. In spite of their immortality, the gods are
anthropomorphic in conception; they exhibit human passions and desires, and
sometimes act in ways which by human standards would be at best amoral and at
worst criminal. They are adulterous, treacherous and murderous. The essence of the
relations of the gods with men and with one another is conflict. Man’s place is insecure;
he cannot explain why things are as they are. He cannot expect justice. The universe
is not ordered morally, or if it is, it is ordered according to a morality he cannot
understand.

However, with the growth of philosophic rationalism in Greece from the fifth
century BC, the traditional myths came under attack. As the epics of Homer were the
basis of Greek education, every Greek was reared on stories of the gods and their
immoral activities. Philosophers moving in the direction of monotheism or scientists
interested in assigning rational causes to physical phenomena were faced with the
problem of the myths. One solution was to attack them outright; in Plato’s Republic
II 377-89 (1) Socrates argues that since the gods are neither responsible for evil nor
subject to change, poets like Homer who portray them in an unfavourable light
should be censored. The philosophical school most hostile to myth was that of
Epicurus. The Roman poet Lucretius, who versified Epicurean philosophy for the
Latin reading public in his long poem The Nature of the Universe, argued that the
gods are utterly removed from the affairs of men and take no interest in them (V 11.
146-73). The other solution, by far the more influential, was to interpret the myths
allegorically. Three kinds of allegory were possible, physical, historical and moral.
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Physical allegory assumes that the myths were invented to account for natural
phenomena; hence the rape of Proserpina is an allegory of the seasons and the
growing of corn. This kind of physical allegory was popular among the Stoics.
Historical allegory (also known as Euhemerism, after Euhemerus, a Greek of the
third century BC who invented it) assumes that the gods were once earthly rulers
whose subjects deified them, or benefactors (such as Aesculapius, the god of healing)
who taught particular skills. Moral allegory (which turns the gods into
personifications of virtues and vices) allows enormous freedom to the interpreter;
ostensibly immoral myths can be shown to have moral meanings. This kind of
interpretation, which was to have a very long history, was particularly practised by the
Neoplatonists. Plato himself used moralised myth of his own invention, and can thus
be accused of inconsistency in his attitude to traditional myth.

It is evident that educated but devout Greeks and Romans were faced with a
dilemma. On the one hand they regarded naive acceptance of the myths as
superstition; on the other they regarded too much allegory as a rationalising of
religion which led to atheism. They were particularly conscious of the political
importance of religion; to undermine religion would be to undermine the state. The
Roman antiquarian Varro distinguished three kinds of theology: mythical (the
fictitious tales of the poets, of no religious importance); physical (the rationalisations
of the philosophers, which Varro accepted); and civil (the rites of the state religion,
which are necessary for public order, but which are based on poetic fiction). Varro’s
works do not survive, but are known through Augustine’s detailed analysis in The
City of God VI-VII, where the logical difficulties of this scheme are exposed. Two
works which beautifully illustrate the confused scepticism, honesty and religious
yearnings of the educated pagan are Cicero’s The Nature of the Gods and Plutarch’s
Isis and Osiris. The Nature of the Gods is in the form of a dialogue between an
Epicurean and a Stoic (2), with comments by a sceptic; Cicero himself is a silent
observer who finally commits himself to a belief in divine intervention in human
affairs. Isis and Osiris is a detailed examination of the myth of the principal Egyptian
gods, its history, cult and meaning (17). Plutarch, hostile to merely physical allegory,
emphasises the moral meaning and searches for the unity underlying the diverse
myths of different nations (3).

Christianity became the official religion of the Roman empire under the Emperor
Constantine in AD 324 (the Emperor Julian, known to Christians as the Apostate,
failed to bring about a pagan revival a few years later), and pagan forms of worship
were finally made illegal in 390 by Theodosius. The myths of the pagan gods were
particularly vulnerable to Christian attack, as can be seen in Lactantius’ Divine
Institutes 1 9-22 and Augustine’s City of God. Partly in response to Christian
criticism of pagan cults and myths allegorical interpretations devised centuries earlier
were revived. Neoplatonism, in its religious aspect the most serious rival to
Christianity in the third and fourth centuries, tried through allegory to make the
myths of the gods consistent with monotheism. On the Gods and the World, by
Julian’s friend Sallustius, is one of the last of such pagan defences of myth (4).
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However, the triumph of Christianity and the abolition of pagan worship by no
means implied the end of the pagan gods. In the hostile view, put forward by Origen
in Against Celsus, the gods were fallen angels or demons. But every Christian
schoolboy in the Roman empire was brought up on classical Latin literature, and
hence on the pagan myths. It was impossible for Christianity to ignore pagan culture
and pagan educational methods, largely because it could not as yet provide a
substitute. Hence some kind of accommodation was necessary. The traditional
argument, repeated by Augustine in Christian Instruction 11 40 but much older, was
that the Christians were entitled to appropriate what was valuable in pagan culture, just
as the Israelites had robbed the Egyptians (Exodus 12:35-6). The methods which had
been devised to protect the myths from the onslaughts of philosophy and scierice
ensured their survival under Christianity. Over the centuries Christianity treated the
myths in four ways: in the orthodox view the gods were demons; euhemeristically
they were early kings or benefactors, and found their place in Christian chronologies;
physically, they were the planets and stars of astrology; and, by far the most
important for literature, they were moral allegories of human conduct and
foreshadowings of Christian truth. Thus the vocabulary of biblical typology (see
Chapter 10) could be stretched to accommodate the pagan gods. The pagans had
shown how Homer and Virgil could be moralised; the Christians managed to
moralise even intractable authors like Ovid. Thus the fourteenth-century French Ovide
moralisé turns the Metamorphoses into a Christian conduct book.

A good deal of knowledge of pagan myths in the Middle Ages and the Renaissance
derived not so much from classical sources, of which Ovid was the most important (6,
15), as from handbooks which supplied ready-made interpretation. Such handbooks
were used in antiquity; they ranged from straightforward narrative compilations, such
as The Library by Apollodorus, to allegorical commentary on particular poets, such
as that of Servius on Virgil. The most important early Renaissance handbook was
Boccaccio’s Genealogy of the Pagan Gods. For Boccaccio poetic myth is the shell
which encloses the kernel of philosophical and theological truth; it is a view shared
by most Renaissance poets who employ myth (see Chapter 12). Boccaccio’s work
was extremely influential, but it was in part replaced by three sixteenth-century
Italian mythological handbooks: Gyraldus’ The Pagan Gods, Comes’ Mythology and
Cartari’s Images of the Gods. The handbooks of Boccaccio, Gyraldus and Comes
were in Latin, and hence universally available to the educated reader; Cartari’s Italian
text was soon translated. The format used by Comes was particularly helpful to
poets; after narrating a myth he gives a detailed interpretation with a Neoplatonic
slant (11). These books were widely read and consulted, and in addition the
information they provided was drawn on by the authors of popular dictionaries used
in schools, such as Thomas Cooper’s Thesaurus of Latin and English. In the early
seventeenth century English authors began to compile mythological handbooks.
Bacon’s The Wisdom of the Ancients is a very idiosyncratic kind of physical allegory:
he uses the myths to expound his own scientific theories. Sandys’ commentary on the
Metamorphoses is a more traditional compendium of physical, historical and moral
interpretation (8, 14). An eccentric but highly illuminating handbook is Alexander
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Ross’s Mystagogus Poeticus (a mystagogue is an initiator into religious mysteries).
Ross briefly relates each myth, then gives a long list of interpretations, physical,
historical, moral, political and religious (5, 7, 12). He always concludes with a
specifically Christian interpretation; almost all the pagan gods and heroes are seen as
types of Christ.

The handbooks were parasitic, each compiler tending to incorporate the work of
his predecessor. Since the handbooks ultimately derive from interpretative works of
late antiquity in which oriental religion and occult lore were fused with the Greek and
Roman tradition, and since Renaissance poets turned to the handbooks more
frequently than to the works of classical authors, the gods in Renaissance literature
do not necessarily resemble their counterparts in Homer or Virgil or Ovid very
closely. But it is not necessary for twentieth-century readers to have recourse to the
handbooks to find out why and in what way a Renaissance poet is using myth. The
context should tell them. Briefly, five chief uses of myth can be defined. The first is
narrative; the story is told for its own sake, unmoralised, as in Shakespeare’s Venus
and Adonis (9) and Marlowe’s Hero and Leander. Marlowe is much truer to the
spirit of Ovid than innumerable Christian allegorisers. The second is for
embellishment and enrichment of meaning; mythological allusion can serve to
aggrandise the subject of a poem (16). However, it can at times clog much late
Elizabethan poetry. It was partly against this tradition that Donne reacted; Carew in his
‘Elegy’ on Donne’s death refers to the ‘goodly exiled train/Of gods and goddesses,
which in thy just reign/Were banished nobler poems’. The third, and most
widespread, is allegorical; this is the method of Spenser in The Faerie Queene (10,
Introduction 1), of Jonson in his masques, and Milton in his early poems. Pagan myth
both adorns and reveals Christian truth (19). The fourth is mock-heroic; mythological
allusion is used to expose the subject of the comparison, though the myth itself is not
being criticised. This technique is typical of late seventeenthcentury political satire.
The final use is negative and hostile; it draws on the orthodox tradition that the pagan
gods were fallen angels and hence forces for evil (18). This method is particularly
important in Paradise Lost | and Paradise Regained (13); Milton uses mythological
allusion to define Christian truth by contrast with what is pagan and inferior. Satan
and his crew are apparently embellished but in fact belittled by their pagan
associations.

SOME CLASSICAL ATTITUDES TO THE PAGAN GODS

1 Stories like those of Hera being bound by her son, or of Hephaestus flung
from heaven by his father for taking his mother’s part when she was beaten,
and all those battles of the gods in Homer, must not be admitted into our state,
whether they be allegorical or not. A child cannot distinguish the allegorical
sense from the literal, and the ideas he takes in at that age are likely to become
indelibly fixed; hence the great importance of seeing that the first stories he
hears shall be designed to produce the best possible effect on his character.

Plato Republic 11 377
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2 The Stoic Balbus summarises his position:

We even think we know the appearance of the gods, their age, their
costumes and their fashions! We even claim to know their family histories,
their marriages and their relationships to one another, and in every way we
reduce them to the stature of our human weakness. We represent them as
distracted by our own passions. We are told about their lusts, their griefs and
their bad temper. According to the legends they are even plagued by strife and
war... These tales are full of frivolous absurdities and both those who tell them
and those who listen to them are a pack of fools. But as long as we scorn and
reject such fables, we may well believe that a divine power permeates
everything in nature, and earth under the name of Ceres, the oceans under the
name of Neptune, and so on. So we ought to worship and revere these gods,
each in their own person and their own nature, under the names which custom
has bestowed upon them. Such worship of the gods is the best of all things, full
of purity and holiness and piety, if our reverence is always true and whole and
pure in word and thought. It was not only the philosophers but also our own
ancestors who thus distinguished between true religion and the follies of
superstition.

Cicero The Nature of the Gods 11 70-1

3 It is impossible to conceive of [natural objects] as being gods in themselves;
for God is not senseless nor inanimate nor subject to human control. As a
result of this we have come to regard as gods those who make use of these
things and present them to us and provide us with things everlasting and
constant. Nor do we think of the gods as different gods among different
peoples, nor as barbarian gods and Greek gods, nor as southern and northern
gods; but, just as the sun and the moon and the heavens and the earth and the
sea are common to all, but are called by different names by different peoples,
so for that one rationality which keeps all these things in order and the one
providence which watches over them and the ancillary powers that are set over
all, there have arisen among different peoples, in accordance with their
customs, different honours and appellations. Thus men make use of
consecrated symbols, some employing symbols that are obscure, but others
those that are clearer, in guiding the intelligence towards things divine, though
not without a certain hazard. For some go completely astray and become
engulfed in superstition; and others, while they fly from superstition as from a
quagmire, on the other hand unwittingly fall, as it were, over a precipice into
atheism.

Plutarch Isis and Osiris 377-8

4 Why the myths are divine it is the duty of philosophy to inquire. Since all
existing things rejoice in that which is like them and reject that which is
unlike, the stories about the gods ought to be like the gods, so that they may both
be worthy of the divine essence and make the gods well disposed to those who
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speak to them: which could only be done by means of myths. Now the myths
represent the gods themselves and the goodness of the gods—subject always to
the distinction of the speakable and the unspeakable, the revealed and the
unrevealed, that which is clear and that which is hidden: since, just as the gods
have made the goods of sense common to all, but those of intellect only to the
wise, so the myths state the existence of gods to all, but who and what they are
only to those who can understand. They also represent the activities of the
gods. For one may call the world a myth, in which bodies and things are
visible, but souls and minds hidden. Besides, to wish to teach the whole truth
about the gods to all produces contempt in the foolish, because they cannot
understand, and lack of zeal in the good; whereas to conceal the truth by myths
prevents the contempt of the foolish, and compels the good to practise
philosophy. But why have they put in the myths stories of adultery, robbery,
father-binding, and all the other absurdity? Is not that perhaps a thing worthy
of admiration, done so that by means of the visible absurdity the soul may
immediately feel that the words are veils and believe the truth to be a mystery?

Sallustius On the Gods and the World iii

SOME PAGAN GODS IN CLASSICAL AND RENAISSANCE LITERATURE

()

Venus and Adonis

5 He was a beautiful youth, with whom Venus was in love; but whilst he
was hunting, he was killed by a boar, or by Mars in the shape of a boar,
and by Venus was turned into a red flower called anemone; he was kept
after death by Ceres and Proserpina, six months under ground, and other
six months by Venus, above.

Alexander Ross Mystagogus Poeticus

6 [Venus] recognised the groans of the dying Adonis from afar, and turned her
white birds in his direction. As she looked down from on high she saw him,
lying lifeless, his limbs still writhing in his own blood. Leaping down from her
car, she tore at her bosom and at her hair, beat her breast with hands never
meant for such a use, and reproached the fates. ‘But still,” she cried, ‘you will
not have everything under your absolute sway! There will be an everlasting
token of my grief, Adonis. Every year, the scene of your death will be staged
anew, and lamented with wailing cries, in imitation of those cries of mine. But
your blood will be changed into a flower...” With these words, she sprinkled
Adonis’ blood with sweetsmelling nectar and, at the touch of the liquid, the
blood swelled up, just as clear bubbles rise in yellow mud. Within an hour, a
flower sprang up, the colour of blood, and in appearance like that of a
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