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Allegorization and Racialization
in The Faerie Queene
Ania Loomba has suggested that we attend to two techniques of
racialized governance in late sixteenth- and early seventeenth-
century England: “the creation of internal hierarchies within a
population” and the increasingly reified assumption of “corre-
spondence between the ‘outside’ and ‘inside’ of human beings.”
This essay claims that The Faerie Queene produces a surpris-
ing resemblance between racialization and allegory as a literary
form. Testing this hypothesis primarily in Book V’s scenes of
racialized punishment, it explores how allegory produces inter-
nal hierarchies and a correspondence between the outside and
inside of beings in the poem. At the same time, it suggests Spen-
ser’s immanent critique of allegory as technique and mode might
also be viewed as the poem’s own analysis of the intimacy be-
tween racialization and colonial violence, repeatedly revealing
the failure of the production of difference and the instability
of racialized hierarchy.
I n an influential intervention, Ania Loomba has directed premodern
race studies to attend to two techniques of racialized governance in
early modern Europe: “the creation of internal hierarchies within a

population” and the increasingly reified assumption of “correspondence
between the ‘outside’ and ‘inside’ of human beings.”1 This way of thinking
about race in the early modern world comprises two essential pieces. First,
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108 SPENSER STUDIES
race is not a preexistent thing; it is made in order to produce differential
hierarchies within and between communities. And second, these hierar-
chies are naturalized through the production of a correspondence between
how people look and what they are. Geraldine Heng’s The Invention of Race
in the European Middle Ages extends Loomba’s reasoning across a longer
historical period, arguing in a much-cited passage that “race-making . . .
operates at specific historical occasions in which strategic essentialisms
are posited and assigned through a variety of practices and pressures, so
as to construct a hierarchy of peoples for differential treatment.”Heng pro-
claims race to be a structural relationship for the “articulation and manage-
ment of human differences, rather than a substantive content.”2

Such an understanding of race-making—that it aims to produce legible
hierarchies of human types and correspondences between the inside and
outside of persons—can help us understand how racialization works in Ed-
mund Spenser’s The Faerie Queene (1590, 1596), a poem that takes such
hierarchies and correspondences to be fundamental to both its form and
content.3 Analyzing the allegorical representation of a series of Muslim
knights and an Irish criminal in the Books of Holiness and Justice, I will
demonstrate how Spenser’s distinctive use of allegory as a literary technique
aids in andmirrors the production of racial difference in the text. In a sense,
this is not particularly surprising: by definition, allegory articulates the cor-
respondence of insides and outsides, some of which are virtuous and some
of which are not. But Spenser scholars have not commented much on the
relationship between allegory and racialization.4 Dennis Austin Britton, in
his study of religious conversion and racial identity in The Faerie Queene,
gestures in this direction when, in an extremely suggestive comment, he
claims that individual allegorical figures, such as the personifications of lust
and wrath, “merely act out racialized character traits,” but he proposes that
in doing so, they stray from the allegorical and even become antiallegorical.5

To complement Britton’s study, I argue for a formal kinship between alle-
gorization and racialization at key moments in the poem. I also claim—and
this part might be more surprising—that Spenser’s generic experimenta-
tion, where allegory and narrative tend to complicate each other within
the unfolding of his poem, self-consciously displays and potentially even
critiques its own practices of racialization.6 Analyzing the uncertain and
unstable process of racialization in The Faerie Queene will allow us to con-
sider the link between ideas about race and the poem’s uniquely self-
reflective literary form. In turn, the kaleidoscopic literariness of The Faerie
Queene can provide insight into the vexed operations of historical raciali-
zation in the early modern period more generally.
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I. ARRESTING ALLEGORY
The following sections of this essay will explore key examples to refine and
complicate my claim about the entanglement of allegorization and racial-
ization in the poem. But first, because “allegory” is a term used in more
and less precise ways, this section will define its meaning-making (and po-
licing) function in The Faerie Queene. Following Isabel MacCaffrey, theo-
rists of Spenserian allegory tend to agree that the mode is “analytic” in its
purest sense: allegory breaks things down and creates clear divisions, seek-
ing to order meaning in and against the disorderly genre of romance, to
subordinate narrative to the establishment of characters as iconic concepts.7

As Jeff Dolven puts it, “The characters [in The Faerie Queene] are concepts,
and the poem thinks by combining and recombining them in the logic, or
the stream of consciousness, of its narrative”; characters become “icons for
thinking with.”8 To make this happen, the poem needs to invent characters
that are reducible to stable meaning and secure positions, to give them “em-
blematic fixity,” to arrest them.9 Allegory works differently at different mo-
ments in the poem. Sometimes, these character-concepts are externalized
versions of internal impulses of the protagonists: when the knight of holi-
ness errs, he encounters Errour. At other times, character-concepts are em-
bodiments of things that are actually external and not only projections (es-
pecially in Book V, where the protagonists meet a character named Belge,
who represents Belgium). In one case, whenMalbeccometamorphoses into
Jealousy, a realist human character turns into a concept, suggesting, to bor-
row an insight from SusanneWofford, that perhaps all allegories once lived
unallegorical lives in the poem.10 But in general, allegory, insofar as it makes
characters into concepts, assumes at a structural level that the fictional world
it upholds is like a puzzle in which each piece can be represented as one in-
teracting part within a whole. Each piece fits—and can be fixed—in one
particular place and has the appearance, obvious or eventually demonstra-
ble, of the kind of thing it is.

At its most generous, the poem’s allegorical operations provide tools for
thinking. Character-concepts can be heuristics, playful or polemical ways of
making sense of the world’s messiness. But Spenser’s interest in using alle-
gory as a heuristic structure is not always innocent. Gordon Teskey has
noted that allegory, when used to produce absolute meaning and fixity, en-
ters into conflict with narrative in the poem. Temporal flux and romance
error tend to “subvert imposed structures of meaning,” and allegory re-
quires violence to reassert those structures: “themore powerful the allegory,
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the more openly violent the moments in which the materials of narrative
are shown being actively subdued.”11 The policing function of allegory is
sometimes only implicit in Teskey’s argument, but it can be stated explic-
itly: the imposition of such “structures of meaning” produces and main-
tains hierarchies of character types. Allegorical violence works to make a
world in which hierarchies of characters are established and patrolled
through and with reference to their legible appearances.

The political consequences of Spenser’s allegory are thematized within
the poem, perhaps most significantly early in Book V, the Book of Justice,
where the knight Artegall, battling vaguely Irish and Catholic and Spanish
and Muslim enemies in a vaguely Irish landscape, energetically seeks to
turn this landscape into an allegory: to put people in their appropriate po-
sitions in a hierarchy and to make what he takes to be their essential beings
legible in their appearances. Unlike the poem’s earlier protagonists, who
tend to find themselves in allegorical settings that relate to their inner states,
the knight of justice actively carves mobile narrative and complex character
into static emblem and icon. He articulates the goals of this allegorical proj-
ect in the second canto when he debates the so-called Egalitarian Giant,
who is organizing a multitude of peasants for a rebellion against political
and economic injustice.12 Artegall recognizes the planned uprising as a
threat not only to economic and political hierarchy but also to the cosmic
and allegorical order that his colonial violence is working to instantiate.
This is how he responds to the Giant’s arguments:
Such heauenly iustice doth among them [all things in the natural
order] raine,
That euery one doe know their certaine bound,
In which they doe these many yeares remaine,
And mongst them al no change hath yet beene found.
But if thou now shouldst weigh them new in pound,
We are not sure they would so long remaine:
All change is perillous, and all chaunce vnsound.
Therefore leaue off to weigh them all againe,

Till we may be assur’d they shall their course retaine.
(V.ii.36)
Artegall’s perspective could not be more dissonant with that of the narrator
in the proem to Book V, for whom “all things else in time are chaunged
quight. / Ne wonder; for the heauens reuolution / Is wandred farre from,
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where it first was pight” (V.proem.4). Artegall’s “heauenly iustice” consists
of everyone always “know[ing]” his place within the whole, his “certaine
bound”—implying both limitation and bondage. The appearance of each
individual in his “certaine bound” and “course” remains consistent and leg-
ible: “no change hath yet beene found.” In this way, heavenly justice resem-
bles an overwrought allegory, in which “euery one” has an assigned place,
“remain[ing]” fixed in time, space, and meaning. Anyone who attempts to
change their place is a threat to political and environmental stasis and cos-
mological order; Artegall declares that “all change is perillous.” The heav-
enly justice the knight of justice wants to impose on the world would there-
fore produce a fantasy of arrest, absolute stasis, a perpetual “retain[ing]” of
the “certaine bound” of things as they are and are meant to be. This is al-
legory at its most totalitarian and antinarrative, a cosmic naturalization
of the state in which every being is legible because it remains unchangingly
bound to its place.
II. MIRRORING MUSLIMS
What does Artegall’s metacommentary on allegory as not only a literary
technique but a way of ordering the world in static and legible hierarchy
have to do with racialization? It is no coincidence that Artegall’s allegory
of heavenly justice follows immediately upon his killing of Pollente, first
introduced to us and to Artegall as a “cursed cruell Sarazin” (V.ii.4) who
guards a bridge and collects a toll from all who want to pass.13 In both ep-
isodes, the goals of allegory are to produce social and cosmic hierarchy, as
well as a correspondence between the outside and inside of beings. That
correspondence reveals that outer appearance, when read correctly, just
is inner identity—an index of a character’s position within a cosmological
hierarchy. In the wake of Artegall’s pitching Pollente’s “blasphemous head”
upon a pole for “all” to see, this hierarchy—and the idea of the human that
Artegall produces and polices—is explicitly racialized. The Pollente episode
thus allows us to see the connection between the logic of racialization at
work there and the larger dynamic of hierarchical identity-indexing in
the poem. His allegorical punishment prepares for and complicates repre-
sentations of colonial violence later in the canto and beyond in Book V.
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That the poem introduces Pollente as a “cursed cruell Sarazin” is relevant
to how it thinks about allegorical racialization, since “Sarazin” is itself a
willful abstraction rather than a precise descriptor. The term, like “Turk”
or “Moor,” underwrites early modern European attempts, as Benedict Rob-
inson describes it, “to name the whole Islamic world, that is, to produce a
version of the ‘Islamic world,’ to impose a fantasy of that world onto a het-
erogenous collection of cultures, histories, and encounters,” even in a mo-
ment when England was gaining considerably in knowledge of the Islamic
world’s diversity.14 It is unclear how much Spenser himself knew about Is-
lam. He does not take the time to draw much attention to specific histori-
cal or theological details in his representation of “Saracens,” as his Italian
precursors Matteo Maria Boiardo, Ludovico Ariosto, and Torquato Tasso
(who lived andwrote in nearer proximity toMuslims of theMediterranean)
sometimes do.15 But we should not dismiss Spenser’s engagement with Is-
lam as merely literary either. His use of the “Saracen” as a literary figure or
commonplace offers very specific resources for understanding how Spenser
intervenes in the literary history of abstracting and racializing Muslims.

When Artegall and his partner-in-justice, Talus, approach the bridge
that this “Sarazin” guards, Pollente’s assistant (we learn later that his name
is Guizor) asks them for money, and the narrator notes this is “according to
the custome of their law” (V.ii.11). Whose custom and whose law is not
specified—it could, presumably, be a custom Pollente has imposed in this
seemingly Irish space, or an indigenous custom here enacted by aMuslim.16

Regardless, Artegall declares Pollente and Guizor’s tax-collecting lawless, a
kind of theft, and, like a corny superhero in a Marvel film, announces with
comic timing, “Loe there thy hire,” and punches Guizor so hard that he dies
instantly. Pollente is not exactly pleased about this; he and Artegall scuffle,
and Artegall decapitates the Muslim knight. The last image the poem gives
us of Pollente is a description of what Artegall does with his severed head:
His corps was carried downe along the Lee,
Whose waters with his filthy bloud it stayned:
But his blasphemous head, that all might see,
He pitcht vpon a pole on high ordayned;
Where many years it afterwards remayned,
To be a mirrour to all mighty men,
In whose right hands great power is contayned,
That none of them the feeble ouerren,

But alwaies doe their powre within iust compasse pen.
(V.ii.19)
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Dolven has read the first two cantos of Book V, including the Pollente ep-
isode, as an investigation of poetic justice, the process by which a sup-
posed criminal is “punished in a manner that symbolically invokes the na-
ture of his crime” such that the crime is legible on his person.17 The
neatest example of this, in canto i of Book V, is Sanglier, a knight who
kills a maid and has to wear her severed head around his neck for a year
so that everyone can see his crime on his person.18 Poetic justice, as a kind
of allegory-making, transforms characters into emblems of their crimes.
Pollente is a more complex case than Sanglier, though, because the scene
links poetic justice more explicitly with racialization.

That Guizor’s and Pollente’s punishments for unlicensed taxing are much
more brutal than that of a White knight who decapitates a woman is itself
already potentially evidence for the racialization of punishment.19 But the
entanglement of racialization and punishment in this scene is knottier.
Artegall has a tendency to dismember bodies when he wants to turn them
into signs of their crimes, and pieces of Muslim corpses in Book V are made
available for especially important allegorical work: Pollente’s daughter
Munera, for example, has her gold and silver hands and feet cut off and cru-
cified.20 Here, Pollente’s body has been sent down the Lee, his blood stain-
ing the water that he previously had taxed people to cross, while his “blas-
phemous head” is raised up high on a pole as it is transformed into “a
mirrour to all mighty men.” Pollente’s allegorical punishment is to become
an exemplar of his name and his crime, and Spenser cannot resist the pun:
pagan Pollente “pitcht vpon a pole” for polling. This figure of dangerous
and illegal Islamic power (the etymology of his name is in the Latin pol-
lentia, power) becomes a cautionary symbol of just that for “all mighty
men” to see. (How the decapitated head’s decomposition over the course
of “many years” plays into this is only one of many questions the episode
leaves unanswered; Artegall also does not leave a sign to explain the context
of Pollente’s punishment, though perhaps the racializing tableau is meant
to make it immediately obvious.) The process of rendering Pollente’s alle-
gorical position in Artegall’s hierarchy is clear: Pollente, as a Muslim, can
only ever wield power unjustly, and so his race and faith, embodied in
his “blasphemous head,” become an emblem of a crime that his racial and
religious type is necessarily inclined toward. In this case, Artegall’s poetic
justice, his attempt to reduce Pollente’s entire being to his legible crime, is
also an act of racialization, for he produces an emblem of criminal abuse
of power that is meant to seem essentially Muslim.

That Pollente’s head becomes a “mirrour,” though, complicates his emblem-
atic status in the narrative. A “commonplace in discussions of exemplarity,”
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a “mirrour” could simply be a guidebook or collection of exempla and sto-
ries that would provide lessons (as in the 1555Mirror forMagistrates),21 and
the end of the stanza suggests that Pollente’s head is indeed a warning to
those who are not like him—at least not yet. Those “in whose right hands
great power is contayned” (my emphasis) are reminded to “pen” their power
in “iust compasse.” But the highlighting of vision in this stanza—the point
of the head is to “see” it—suggests the possibility that Pollente’s head has
somehow become a reflective surface for identification and projection, for
people to see themselves mirrored in his crime and punishment. Insofar
as Pollente’s head is decorporealized and transformed into a symbol through
Artegall’s punishment, his head blurs the boundary between an exemplary
mirror warning viewers against his fate and a literal mirror reflecting what
they already are or can become.22

In this latter sense, Christians who view Pollente’s head see themselves as
Muslim, and see their crime as, somehow, intrinsically Islamic. If Barbara
Fuchs is right that the fight between Artegall and Pollente already involves
a complicated kind of mirroring, where Pollente can be seen to represent
both the Moorish enemy of Christian Spain and Spain itself, then the as-
semblage of identifications gets much more complicated when Pollente’s
decapitated head actually becomes a reflective surface.23 Denis Guénoun
and Gil Anidjar’s claim that Christian Europe and Islam are “intimately
[and constitutively] involved in a specular formation ofmirror images” that
historically constitute Islam as exteriority but continually reveals Islam’s
presence at the heart of Europe is here reflected with uncanny precision.24

Artegall’s goal is to put Pollente in his place within the Christian Euro-
pean hierarchy he is attempting to create through colonial violence. He
strives to make Pollente’s head a visible symbol of his crime, which defines
who he is (or was): a “blasphemous”Muslim criminal. Here we can see the
resonance of the dual techniques of racialization that Loomba and Heng
have analyzed: producing or consolidating a hierarchy between people, and
rendering outer appearance synonymous with inner being. The entire pro-
cess suggests the essential criminality of Islam and of figures the poem labels
“Sarazins.” But the ambiguity of the specular lesson as it unfolds in the nar-
rative disrupts the racialized hierarchy the episode seems to produce, since
the allegorical racialization of Pollente also turns him into a surface in
which “all mighty men,” and possibly “all” people, can find their faces re-
flected. The wide-ranging availability of reflection underscores Spenser’s
relative lack of interest in attaching phenotypic characteristics to Muslims,
further blurring the difference between Christians andMuslims.25 Book V’s
continually failed production of a hierarchy of legible difference poses a
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significant problem for the larger project of colonial domination and “re-
form” that emerges most explicitly at the end of that book. This includes
the showdown with the ambiguously Muslim and Catholic Souldan in
canto viii, where Artegall “turns Turk” and Arthur defeats the tyrant with
a mirrored shield, destroying him through another act of reflection, one
modeled on Ariosto’s “Saracen”-raised Ruggiero, who kills the Orc with a
shield whose magic is associated with its original owner, the North African
wizard Atlante.26

The specular dynamics of allegorical racialization also resonate with the
more obviously psychomachic mirroring encounters with Muslims earlier
in the poem, especially the first “Sarazin[s]” (I.ii.12) we meet, the Sans
brothers Redcrosse, the knight of Christian holiness, encounters in Book I:
Sansfoy, Sansjoy, and Sansloy, personifications of a purportedly Muslim
lack of faith, joy, and law. The 1590 Faerie Queene tends to offer very dif-
ferent kinds of allegorical encounters than in the later Book V (first included
in the 1596 edition), where Artegall seemingly starts out fully formed and
continually tries to transform the world into stable signs of a colonial order
and meaning he bears with him. In Book I, Redcrosse is not yet formed,
and he encounters allegorical figures who are projections of himself. But in-
sofar as Redcrosse encounters allegorical characters who are manifestation
of his internal states, his meeting with a mirrored version of himself as a
“faithless” Muslim also displays the dizzying psychic dynamic that, as we
saw inArtegall’s emblematization of Pollente’s head as amirror, results from
racialization’s hierarchical articulation of the relationship between internal
and external, being and appearance. Though the Sans brothers are, as far
as Redcrosse consciously knows, Muslim knights he encounters in the
world and has to try to defeat, from our perspective, once we learn to read
allegorical characters as projections of Redcrosse’s internal struggle, the
Sans brothers are aspects of Redcrosse, externalizations of his own incapac-
ity to maintain Christian faith, joy, and law. The poem exerts effort to make
Redcrosse and the Sans brothers indistinguishable from each other within
the stanzas where they fight, conflating their appearances and even their
persons through pronominal ambiguity, affective mirroring, and similes
in which they appear identical. The first instance of this is exemplary.When
Redcrosse and Sansfoy first strike each other, they stand looking at each
other “astonied with the stroke of their owne hand,” as though they have
struck each other with the same—“their owne”—hand, and, as if mimicking
each other as they shake off the stound, both “backe rebutte,”moving perfectly
reciprocally to yield land “ech to other” (I.ii.15–16).27 And in that sense,
from the very beginning of the poem, Christian knights find themselves
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in a specular relationship with Islam, one that they either experience un-
knowingly (as with Redcrosse, where he comes across a part of himself ex-
ternalized in the world that he does not recognize as such) or themselves
produce (as with Artegall, who transforms a Muslim knight’s decapitated
head into a mirror for Christian men to see themselves in). In these exam-
ples, the poem seems to produce “the Muslim” as a racialized other only
then to suggest that the Muslim is a complex reflection of the Christian
imaginary—one that is perhaps supposed to be expurgated but that contin-
ues to return as a source of resistance to that imaginary from within.28

Barbara Fuchs has argued that early modern Christians, especially but
not exclusively in England, looked in their literature to appropriate mimet-
ically the kind of might that they associated with Islam. The English imitate
Muslims to defeat them, makingmimesis a tool of empire. But suchmirror-
ing or emulation, Fuchs argues, could also unsettle imperial identity.29 Spen-
ser examines these dual possibilities for mimesis by literalizing them in
these scenes of mirroring or projection. From one perspective, Redcrosse’s
andArtegall’s encounters withMuslim knights give them an opportunity to
impose a kind of racialized hierarchy on the world they inhabit, and in
Artegall’s case, his allegory-making leads him to render Pollente a symbol
of what Islamic criminality essentially is in his cosmic and colonial idea of
order. In this sense, allegory works as an instrument of racialization in the
service of ideology, reducing characters to their crimes and making their
crimes legible in their appearances. But in both cases, the racialized Islamic
other proves to be a complex reflection or projection of Christian knights,
which allows Spenser’s narrative to deconstruct the very process of racial-
ization that it abets through allegory. Spenser’s poem thus shows us how
racialization in allegory functions as what Teskey calls “capture,” whereby
the poem reveals how complex identities are forced, through violence, into
a legible hierarchy in which they are made to be what they look like, and
what they look like is meant to indicate what they are.30 Whether Spenser’s
poem functions as a critique of the intimacy between Islamophobic racial-
ization and colonial violence is a thornier question.
III. DECEIVING IRISH
The relationship between allegorization and racialization does not only ap-
ply in cases of Muslims. It is equally—and relatedly—at play in Spenser’s
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representation of the Irish as racial others. In this section I take the entan-
glement of Islamophobic and anti-Irish racism as a starting point for re-
flecting on the problems that the depiction of Irish criminality produces
for Spenser’s allegorical project, particularly in the instance of Malengin,
one of the poem’s most infamous examples of the brutal production and
policing of racialized difference. The killing of Pollente, as we have seen,
brings Islam and Ireland together; the Muslim’s body, shorn of its head,
is sent down the river Lee. As Fuchs has demonstrated, this crossing of Is-
lamic and Irish referents at this moment in Book V and elsewhere evokes
the Black Legend, through which Irish, Spanish, and Moorish origins are
inextricably if inexactly entangled. Expanding her analysis to A View of the
Present State of Ireland, Fuchs argues that Spenser’s prose dialogue about
Irish colonialism “relies heavily on a historical view of both Irish and Span-
ish origins: for Spaniards, read Moors; for Spanish origins of Ireland, read
Moorish or African origin.”31 This interweaving of the Irish, Catholic, and
Islamic in the English imaginary provides a contextual link between the kill-
ing of Pollente and the murder of Malengin, and both episodes display and
worry about racialized violence.Artegall andArthur’s encounterwithMalengin
literalizes the problem of allegory as racialized capture and exposes the desire
for the achievement of such capture as fruitless at best, and dangerously path-
ological at worst.

Malengin, a personification of “Guyle” according to the headnote to canto ix
and “deceipt” according to the summary of his killing (V.ix.19), is posi-
tioned as a threat to legal order, or as an obstacle that needs to be overcome
before Artegall, Talus, and Arthur can, later in the canto, arrive atMercilla’s
court. As with many cantos that have a divided structure, the wilderness
and the court provide contrasting perspectives on a related problem: the
methodical, “indifferent” (V.ix.36) proceedings of the court (the marshal
is named Order; a guard named Awe keeps out “guile” [V.ix.22]) are set
off against the ad hoc, extrajudicial “justice” that the knights execute in
the labyrinthine wilderness, where Malengin lives “vnassaylable” (V.ix.5)
by the rule of law.32 Malengin is set apart racially as well as geographically
and juridically, and there is some suggestion that his allegorization has been
begun by some community within the poem, rather than by the poet him-
self—we only know him by the name given him by nameless characters:
“Malengin they him call” (V.ix.5)—and that this allegorization, as a process
of racialization, will be completed by the knights and Talus. Critical ac-
counts tend to associate Malengin with Irish rebels or Catholic missionary
priests, both of whom were racialized in late sixteenth-century England,33

and his cavern with a tunneled souterrain, where anticolonial Irish might
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hide out and store supplies, or a “priest-hole,” where Catholic clerics could
conceal themselves when homes were searched.34 For my purposes the Irish
associations are the most relevant, and in addition to the evocation of the
souterrain, Malengin’s initial description fleshes out this connection for
an early modern English readership: he has “hollow eyes deepe pent,” “long
curld locks,” andwears “vncouth vestiment /Made of straunge stuffe” (V.ix.10).
As Ann Rosalind Jones and Peter Stallybrass have demonstrated, English
writers who worked to produce a perception of the Irish as unassimilable ra-
cial others who could not be civilized through the imposition of English com-
mon law obsessively returned to “the problems of [Irish] hair, clothes and
language”: the “glibe” (also “gleb,” “glebe”) was a hairstyle the English asso-
ciated with the Irish who could use it to disguise their faces and transform
their identity, and the Irish vestment or mantle was also understood to make
available a ready disguise.35

The name people have given to Malengin links him with evil wit, and
we learn of his history of kidnapping and theft as an introduction to the
racializing description of his embodiment. But Artegall, Arthur, and Talus
are the ones whose guileful entrapment of Guyle continues, less literally
but not less markedly, the uncanny cross-racial mirroring that we already
witnessed in the episode with Pollente. Malengin hides in an inaccessible
underground maze and can only be known and punished if he is brought
to the surface. This inaccessibility is what stokes Arthur and Artegall’s de-
sire to develop strategies to lure him out:
Through these his slights he many doth confound,
And eke the rocke, in which he wonts to dwell,
Is wondrous strong, and hewen farre vnder ground
A dreadfull depth, how deepe no man can tell;
But some doe say, it goeth downe to hell.
And all within, it full of wyndings is,
And hidden wayes, that scares an hound by smell
Can follow out those false footsteps of his,

Ne none can backe returne, that once are done amis.

Which when those knights had heard, their harts gan earne,
To vnderstand that villeins dwelling place,
And greatly it desir’d of her to learne,
And by which way they towards it should trace.

(V.ix.6–7)
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As with the Pollente episode, the twin projects of allegorical capture and
racialization come up against the resistance of narrative, and here the key
characteristics of romance are more emphatically present. The cave’s “dread-
full depth,” inaccessible and unknowable, echoes the topography of romance
wandering—and romance’s tendency to muddy interpretive transparency—
since “it full of wyndings is, / And hidden wayes.”36 This could be another
opportunity for Artegall to get lost or seriously delayed; only a canto ago
he was still a captive of the Amazons, and we will learn soon, in the conver-
sation with Sir Sergis, how dire Artegall’s delays have been for Irena, the fig-
ure he is supposed to rescue (V.xi.39). (It is a running joke, more obsessively
called attention to in Book V than elsewhere in the poem, that Artegall
keeps getting off track and having to return to his “first aduenture” or “first
intent” once again.)37 The fact that hearing about this cave’s unknowability
produces desire further suggests that Malengin’s lair could be an additional
threat to the larger quest: “their harts gan earne,” “and greatly it desir’d of
her to learne.” Samient, their recently rescued female companion, intro-
duces the story of Malengin to them in romance terms: as “a straunge
aduenture, which not farre thence lay” (V.ix.4). Her description stokes their
desire in the first place, but also seems to suggest now is not the time for
such an adventure: it will “let” their “pace” from their allegorical destina-
tion, slow them down, and take them off track (V.ix.7). But Arthur and
Artegall are committed, and let a pun on Samient’s “let your pace” (slow
you down) bury the worry and the question of her consent to their plot:
“Then let not that (said they) stay your intent; / For neither will one foot,
till we that carle haue hent” (V.ix.7). The strategy that they develop, though,
leads in a different direction. They displace or double their desire to
“vnderstand that villeins dwelling place” in a significantly riskier stratagem:
So both agreed, to send that mayd afore,
Where she might sit nigh to the den alone,
Wayling, and raysing pittifull vprore,

As if she did some great calamitie deplore.
(V.ix.8)
Here is the game Arthur and Artegall, “both agreed,” play: Samient, whom
they had just used in a similar tactic to defeat the Souldan in the previous
canto, will sit “alone” by the entrance to Malengin’s den and raise “pittifull
vprore”; Malengin should leave his cave to find her, and Artegall will
“ensnarle” himwhen he is on the surface, “ere to his den he backward could



120 SPENSER STUDIES
recoyle” (V.ix.9), with Artegall blocking the entrance to the cave. The
knights are making a concerted effort to fabricate a romance plot here by
exploiting Samient’s fabricated vulnerability. They are also redirecting the
desire to “vnderstand” Malengin’s cave to a desire to ensnare him—both
physically and, in the way we have already seen with Artegall and Pollente,
in a racialized hierarchy.

Arthur and Artegall play this game of entrapment because it allows them
pleasurably to instantiate their desire: to know about Malengin (if not his
cave, which falls out of the picture) and to cast themselves as heroes res-
cuing a woman in danger—though a danger they have themselves manu-
factured. As the game unfolds, their desires turn out to be even more com-
plicated. Malengin repeatedly escapes their attempts to capture him by
metamorphosing into different animals and objects. And here an intriguing
tension between two modes of racialization emerges. On the one hand,
Malengin’s initial description racializes him as Irish, in accordance with the
tendency of racialization to fix—to arrest—identity through allegory. As with
Pollente, the poem connectsMalengin’s outer appearance with his inner es-
sence. On the other hand, Malengin’s role as personification of guile makes
his appearance entirely unstable, ever changing.38 Paradoxically, his fluc-
tuating appearance, like his initially static description, is also supposed to
match his inner being, his guileful criminality.

Yet as Joe Moshenska argues, it is this capacity for swift movement and
dynamic flux that also makes Malengin sympathetic to readers, makes him
seem like something other than the Irish or Catholic guileful criminality
that he is meant to embody. Though Malengin’s dancing and flowing are
clearly moralized, the poem has a hard time not evincing some admiration
for his ludic dexterity: “Vp to the rocke he ran, and thereon flew / Like a
wyld Gote, leaping from hill to hill, / And dauncing on the craggy cliffes
at will” (V.ix.15).39 It is this dexterity, this refusal to maintain a static ex-
terior that could become a sign of stable racialized and criminalizedmeaning,
that leads Talus cruelly to kill him, after which Arthur and Artegall un-
ceremoniously leave his corpse as carrion:
he with his yron flayle
Gan driue at him, with so huge might and maine,
That all his bones, as small as sandy grayle
He broke, and did his bowels disentrayle;
Crying in vaine for helpe, when helpe was past.
So did deceipt the selfe deceiuer fayle,
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There they him left a carrion outcast;
For beasts and foules to feede vpon for their repast.

(V.ix.19)
This is one of the most brutal of Artegall and Talus’s murders; the brutality,
especially the disembowelment, echoes the punishment of supposed trai-
tors, including Irish rebels and Catholic priests.40 But unlike with the kill-
ing of Pollente, it is unclear whether this punishment is meant to yield a
lesson. Possibly the process of “disentrayl[ing]” Malengin’s bowels makes
externally visible and thus allegorically captures the subterranean windings
of Malengin’s cave, and the link between romance winding and his meta-
morphic abilities. But despite the syntax of “so did deceipt the selfe deceiuer
fayle,”which suggests the transformation ofMalengin’s corpse into a sign no
longer of deceit but of self-deception, no such didactic allegorization really
takes place here. Malengin’s brutal execution is not sublimated into any les-
son, even one that the poem could later complicate or erase. We only get the
vivid description of his annihilated body, with its bones broken “as small as
sandy grayle,” “his bowels disentrayle[d],” his corpse left as “carrion out-
cast.” This cruelty is in marked contrast to Mercilla’s “yeelding the last hon-
our to [Duessa’s] wretched corse” (V.x.4) after she is tried in the second half
of canto ix and ultimately executed. The contrast between the vicious, elab-
orately described execution in the wilderness and the institutionally sanc-
tioned, gently elided execution within Mercilla’s court is underscored by a
surprising echo: the sympathetic description of Malengin’s “crying in vaine
for helpe, when helpe was past” repeats Samient’s “crying for helpe aloud” at
the beginning of Arthur and Artegall’s game, continuing the mirror effects
that subtend racialization in the poem. Though Samient’s cries aremanufac-
tured to lureMalengin out, the echo nonethelessmanages to undercut the dif-
ference between Samient, an appropriate object of sympathy, and Malengin,
an inappropriate one, drawing us to question more deeply the motives for his
murder.

But if there is a lesson that we as readers can take from this whole chain of
events, moving from Arthur and Artegall’s desire to understand Malengin’s
cave, to their self-ennobling game of entrapment, to the unyielding cruelty
inflicted on Malengin, it is this: the poem is staging and diagnosing the
way that pleasure in acts of racialized policing and detection can quickly
manifest as sheer brutality, shorn of any pedagogical value for the characters
in or readers of the poem. I am suggesting not that readers experience
pleasure in this scene of entrapment and punishment but that Arthur and
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Artegall do—first in their desire to plumb the depths ofMalengin’s cave, then
in their game to lure him out—and that, with a protean energy that mirrors
Malengin’s own physical metamorphoses, that pleasure precipitously turns
into a brutality that cannot be separated from pleasure when their game does
not go as planned.

This brutality can be explained not somuch byMalengin’s specific threat
as by the two modes of his racialization, which render his appearances (as
both legibly Irish and irreducibly amorphous) clear indicators of what he is.
Malengin’s allegorical relationship to the guile associated in the English
imagination, including inAView of the Present State of Ireland (1596), with
Irish anticolonial rebels is especially relevant when considering the racialized
pleasures of punishment in this scene. As Katarzyna Lecky has recently
shown, there is a debate among interpreters ofAView about how it racializes
the Irish.While some find the racist colonial thinking represented in that text
to identify and pathologize the “uncivilized” Irish body andmind, others, like
Lecky herself, argue that Spenser depicts the Irish as weirdly unidentifiable,
a “shifting mass of amorphous, indistinct entities” that are “at once undeni-
able and indefinable”: “humanmatter stripped of its humanity.”41We can see
how Spenser has already anticipated this scholarly debate about A View
within the Malengin episode, since Malengin is at first described in a way
that makes him resemble an English fantasy of pathological Irish embodi-
ment (remember the “hollow eyes deepe pent,” the “long curld locks,” the
“vncouth vestiment / Made of straunge stuffe” [V.ix.10]),42 but then turns
out to be totally protean, able to transform his body into anything. What
seems like it might be a clear example of Loomba’s analytic for racialization
in the early modern world (hierarchy based on a correlation between the
inner being and outer appearance of a person) is reshaped when outer ap-
pearance is ever changeable. Artegall, Arthur, and Talus’s realization that
Malengin is not always stably identifiable as Irish, dramatized by his meta-
morphoses, becomes the reason they are so determined to arrest him, both
to seize his body and to fix its appearance. This is an instance of racialized
capture—in the sense that the poem is showing the violence needed to pro-
duce racialization as a kind of allegory—because it demonstrates to the
reader that when the former mechanism of racialization, static personifica-
tion, does not work, when Malengin cannot be caught and reduced to a
“proper forme” because he can always “leaue” and take “other shape” (V.ix.16),
then another mechanism of racialization emerges. Talus brutally disembow-
els and annihilates him, breaking his bones into the smallest possible pieces
(“sandy grayle”) and leaves his corpse to rot without burial.
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I am not sure we should be too quick to conceive of what Teskey calls
capture’s “revelation” of allegory’s instrumental violence in the creation
of its personifications as autocritique.43 But the poem is at the very least
skeptical of Artegall and Arthur’s violent game with Malengin. It mirrors
his guile, of course, and it leads to extreme violence that the reader cannot
easily recuperate as pleasurable or pedagogical. It is also violence that, as
several scholars have suggested, may not actually be effective at conquering
“guyle,” not least because the second half of the canto states explicitly that
“guyle”—even after the death of its personification—lives on and can still
make its way into Mercilla’s court, where a figure of “gyantlike resem-
blance” needs to guard its gate “to keepe out guyle” (V.ix.22).44 The unin-
structive brutality and the likely inefficacy of Artegall, Arthur, and Talus’s
guileful capture and murder of Malengin suggest that the poem is inviting
us to think with it, to be receptive to its own skepticism toward its racialized
violence and the complexmirroring that repeatedly takes place inmoments
where violence is meant to produce and sustain racial hierarchy.

Spenser’s deep ambivalence to his own allegorical project gives us a
unique perspective on how allegorization and racialization are interrelated
mechanisms of the sort of power the poem at times champions and at other
times criticizes. Spenser made a powerful choice to place a figure for such
ambivalence—in some sense a mirror image of himself, but also connected
to guile45—directly in between themurder ofMalengin and the execution at
Mercilla’s court. In the two central stanzas of Book V, canto ix, we find
Spenser’s most tortured representation of a poet: BON FONT is transformed into
Malfont by his allegorical punishment, his former name, which “few could
rightly read,” crossed out and overwritten with his new one, while his tongue
is “nayled to a post” for having blasphemed “that Queene for forged guyle”
(V.ix.25–26; my emphasis). The Faerie Queene’s relationship to racialization
is as ambivalent as its relationship to allegory: something it will repeatedly
produce, but then turn around and reveal the violence that is required for
its unstable and uncertain production. The poem perpetually explores its
own failure to sustain the hierarchies that it seems to want to achieve.

What kind of critique of allegorical racialization is this? I still find invalu-
able Harry Berger Jr.’s suggestion that The Faerie Queene “produces the
desire and the readiness to find the critique already (but not always already)
alive in [its own] textual activity.”46 But it would feel reductive to declare
Spenser’s poem’s ambivalence toward racialization a principled critique.
It more often seems to be produced out of shame. Dolven has argued that
The Faerie Queene “is haunted by a kind of ideological shame, the shame of
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ideology, pathologically self-conscious about what disappears from its view
whenever it believes in anything at all.”47 Any critique of racialization like
Spenser’s that is motivatedmore by panic than by principle, more by shame
than by a desire to liberate, is a limited one to be sure. This is why an un-
dergraduate’s asking me years ago whether Spenser “believes in social jus-
tice” stays with me, not least because one certainly cannot answer affirma-
tively in any contemporary sense of the term. But I do not think this student’s
question—which sought political certainty in a text that tends to render any
of its beliefs uncertain—is by any means beside the point. To the contrary.
Even if I do not see my task as either redeeming or condemning a poet like
Spenser for his political beliefs, the force of this student’s question has helped
me understand a critical point: scholars who resist early modern race studies
in part because they believe it imposes a certain politics (an unequivocal stance
against racism, anti-Blackness, andWhite supremacy) onto Renaissance texts’
rich ambiguity neglect the possibility that an interpretive lens informed by
contemporary politics and a desire for liberation does not obscure literary
nuance.48 Political commitment and literary nuance should not be posed
asmutually exclusive. They can be dialectically related, in a way that enriches
our understanding of both politics and poetics, the past and the present. In
the case of The Faerie Queene, I have argued that the precarious projects of
allegorical and racial capture are intimately connected. Interpreting that re-
lation can help us see that the poem’s compulsive, critical examination of its
own allegorical mode provides lessons for how allegory shapes racialization
in the poem and in our world today. And—perhapsmost importantly—it re-
veals how the unstable project of racializationmust continually fail to reduce
individuals and communities to the meanings they are supposed to embody,
just as readers of The Faerie Queene will continue to discover the gaps and
unassimilable narrative materials that unsettle the poem’s allegorical edifice.

Occidental College, USA
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