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Abstract 

 

Taking its title from Hamlet’s paradoxical definition of man as “the paragon of 

animals,” my study examines how pre-Cartesian conceptions of humans as animals 

assume lines of similitude and difference across species that expose the instability and 

implications of man’s exalted place among the beasts. In my first chapter I examine the 

horse as a figure of nobility and governance, and analyze how Philip Sidney’s actual 

experience atop a horse informs his conception of rhetorical governance as equestrian art 

in the Defence of Poesy. I illustrate how Sidney refines his equestrian analogy to justify 

the exclusivity of poetic production, and I analyze how the poet-horseman’s persuasion 

of the reader-horse presents an elite model of affective communication and instruction 

that offers insights into the persuasive experience of human and nonhuman subjects alike. 

The second chapter examines the lion in Edmund Spenser’s The Faerie Queene to 

consider how the comparison of Una’s lion with Redcrosse, whom Una calls “my Lyon, 

and my noble Lord” (I.iii.7.6), leads to a continued reassessment of human instinct and 

masculine aggression by way of the beast’s tempered rage and noble kindness. By tracing 

the lion’s more aggressive attributes through a series of leonine figures, I show how 

Spenser’s zoomorphism of human figures reflects his anxiety surrounding masculine 

aggression, human animality, and material embodiment. The third chapter then turns to 

the polysemy of “kind” in William Shakespeare’s King Lear to assess how Lear’s use of 

animal imagery and concern for kind-ness contributes to an increasingly blurred 

distinction of kind/unkind as well as human/nonhuman. This chapter also examines the 

play’s domesticated canine figures and considers how Lear’s vision of human animality 
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and vulnerable physicality generates new avenues of kind-ness among fellow sufferers 

and questions how one may recognize and extend kindness beyond species and social 

boundaries. 
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

 

What a piece of work is a man! How noble in reason, how infinite in faculty, in 

form and moving how express and admirable, in action how like an angel, in 

apprehension how like a god—the beauty of the world, the paragon of animals! 

And yet to me, what is this quintessence of dust? Man delights not me.  

William Shakespeare, Hamlet (2.2.293-98) 

 

 

Hamlet begins his description of the human condition by mapping a conventional 

and optimistic picture of man as a reasonable animal, positioned between angels and 

beasts on the great chain of being. He echoes the commonplaces of Christian-humanist 

discourse concerning the “dignity of man,” whereby man’s action and apprehension 

aligns him with the heavens while his reason and immortal soul differentiates him from 

the lower animals. Indeed, Hamlet’s adulation of man’s noble reason, his infinite faculty, 

and his god-like apprehension affirms his exalted place as the “paragon of animals.” And 

yet, this praise is marred immediately by uncertainty and doubt as Hamlet admits that he 

finds no delight in man’s supposed excellence and sees him as nothing more than a 

“quintessence of dust.” The irony and skepticism of Hamlet’s praise calls attention to the 

duality of man’s potential as well as Hamlet’s own ambivalent position between Piconian 

optimism and the anti-humanist pessimism of Montaigne in his assessment of the human 

condition;1 his descriptions of human faculties also refuse to offer a unified and stable 

picture of what exactly man is. This refusal is not only a product of Hamlet’s continued 

                                                 
1 For more on the competing theories of human nature as they are represented in Hamlet, see Eric P. Levy’s 

Hamlet and the Rethinking of Man (39-40).  
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meditation on human nature but also, at its core, a reflection of a central paradox in early 

modern thinking about man as “the paragon of animals.” Hamlet’s skeptical praise of 

man’s exceptionality demonstrates his awareness that humans evade clear and stable 

categorization and reflects how “thinking about humans in the early modern period is 

thinking about animals” (Fudge Brutal Reasoning 186). In fact, the question of the 

human is at the centre of Hamlet’s exploration of those creatures who are both kin and 

less than kind. For this reason, Hamlet’s assessment of the “piece of work” that is man 

provides a fruitful starting point for my analysis of the representation of human-animal 

relationships and human animality in early modern literature, as well as the powerful role 

animals play in human self-conception. 

Hamlet’s meditation on man reflects the conflicted perception of human 

exceptionalism in the decades before Descartes, and his categorization of man as “the 

paragon of animals” clearly articulates how man’s animality is, paradoxically, an 

essential part of what makes him human. The field of early modern animals and animality 

provides a vast network of comparison with which writers define and redefine what man 

is and what it means to be human. However, the doctrine of sympathy and alterity that 

informs man’s dominant relationship with the natural world also paradoxically 

undermines that dominance by linking humans to the lower orders and exposing the 

instability of his exalted place. And while this paradoxical relation breeds uncertainty in 

Hamlet, critics have tended to read man’s shared embodiment with animals as a point of 

crisis whereby “the human” is necessarily defined and stabilized by the repudiation of 

“the animal.” This reductive reading of human animality stems, I argue, from the biases 

of the modern human-animal divide and the legacy of the Cartesian denial of a 
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psychophysiology of shared sensation.2 In contrast, my study recognizes how definitions 

of the human depend on both the inclusion and exclusion of animals. In doing so, it 

reveals how the material body functions as a dynamic site from which humans can trace 

both likeness and difference, continuity and discontinuity across species, with neither 

positive nor negative implications alone. More specifically, my recognition of this 

dynamic field of cross-species comparison also examines what Laurie Shannon terms the 

“zoographic” discourses of early modern writing to reconsider the role of animal analogy 

and animal metaphor in the definitions of what it means to be human.3 The result is a 

picture of the myriad of contradictory and competing representations of animals and 

animality that reflect a time when neither “the human” nor “the animal” exist as absolute 

and mutually exclusive categories. Before the modern human-animal divide disrupts and 

denies the recognition of affective kinship across species, animals appear as essential 

vehicles of expression and fellow creatures with whom humans navigate the dense forest 

of indistinction and embodied experience. Ultimately, my project shows how Sidney, 

Spenser, and Shakespeare all engage with animals and animality in ways that are unique 

                                                 
2 It is important to note at this point how Descartes’s denial of animal minds informs my assertion that he 

denies a psychophysiology of shared sensation. Though Descartes asserts that he does not deny sensation in 

animals, he qualifies this assertion by stating that he does not deny it “in so far as it depends on a bodily 

organ” (“To More” 278). However, Descartes identifies three grades of sensation and attributes to animals 

only the lowest grade, which “can be nothing more than the motion of particles of that sensory organ and 

the change in shape or position due to that motion” (102). The other two grades of sensation require the 

presence of a mind to process or interpret this stimuli: the second level involves a union of the mind “with 

this bodily organ” to perceive senses like “pain, pleasure, thirst, hunger, colours, sound, taste, smell, heat, 

cold and so on,” while the third level “includes all the judgements that we have been accustomed to make 

about external things” (102). Thus, while Descartes does attribute sensation to animals, he perceives that 

capacity for sensation as the possession of sensory organs that are stimulated without consciousness (like a 

clock). This mechanistic view of animal senses denies the shared psychophysiology between humans and 

animals that the early modern model affords. When I discuss sensation, therefore, I refer to the early 

modern model of shared psychophysiology, which I examine in greater detail in section 1.2. 
3 Shannon explains that zoography refers to “the way writing in that period relies pervasively on animal 

reference and cross-species comparison, while at the same time proceeding from a cosmological framework 

in which the diversity of creaturely life is finely articulated” (472-3). 
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to the particular challenge of each text, but nevertheless indicate a kinship with beasts 

that remains integral to their definition of what it means to be human—in particular, what 

is means to be “the paragon of animals.”  

 

1.1 Tracing the Legacy of Cartesian Dualism 

To understand the implications of Hamlet’s description of man as “the paragon of 

animals,” as well as the critical reassessment of early modern animals and animality, it is 

important to address the meaning and legacy of the term “animal” as a pre-Cartesian 

category of interspecies likeness and as a modern term of antithetical otherness. Hamlet’s 

characterization of man as a “paragon of animals” reflects the Aristotelian ontology 

whereby humans are both set apart from and akin to (and continuous with) other sensitive 

beasts. The term “animal” derives from the Latin anima, meaning soul or breath, and 

originally signifies all living creatures, both human and nonhuman. Aristotle’s tripartite 

model of ensouledness determines that humans are composed of a rational, sensitive, and 

nutritive soul. While a man’s rational faculties distinguish him from unreasoned creatures 

and vegetation, he shares his sensitive and nutritive souls with beasts and plants, 

respectively. Laurie Shannon explains that with this model of incorporated souls, 

“animatedness, or the possession of a soul, likens all living creatures, even if a hierarchy 

of souls also ranks them” (“The Eight Animals” 475). Man’s noble reason, infinite 

faculty and angelic action—as Hamlet describes it—aligns him with the heavens; at the 

same time, his “express and admirable” “form and moving” stems from the shared 

faculties of sense and motion that align him with his animal brethren.4 Thus, man’s 

                                                 
4 While Hamlet says that man is in “action” like an angel, this action is tied more closely to virtuous action 

(a kind of moral or spiritual imperative that is most often believed to be exclusive to man) than it is to 
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animality signifies what Andreas Höfele describes as the simultaneous demarcation and 

collapse of the species boundary. Höfele traces the critical juncture at first to the 

Christianization of the Aristotelian typography of souls, noting how it shifts the 

caesura—that is, the fundamental division or break—that previously distinguishes 

sensitive creatures from vegetative life to differentiate humans as the only creatures with 

an immortal soul.5 Although this model leads “those creatures whose very name signals 

their possession of an anima [to] end up in the category that denies them just that” 

(Höfele 24-5), it is, ultimately, Descartes’s mechanistic (bête-machine) model of “the 

animal” that separates humans completely from all other forms of life, leaving “animal” 

to signify nonhuman creatures alone. 6  

Descartes’s denial of shared psychophysiology by way of the separation of mind 

and body rewrites the literal connectedness of humans to the natural world as little more 

                                                 
physical movement. This is made even more clear by Hamlet’s own separation of action from movement 

when praising man’s faculties. 
5 Höfele’s use of the term “caesura” in this context likely alludes to Giorgio Agamben’s description of “the 

caesura between the human and the animal,” which (he argues) is the fundamental division that allows for 

the emergence of “the human” as a separate and unified category (that which is not animal). Agamben 

attests, however, that because this human-animal caesura “passes first of all within man,” “the human” is 

not an essential form of life but instead both “the place—and at the same time, the result—of ceaseless 

divisions and caesurae” (The Open 16). He concludes that humanity is an “anthropological machine,” one 

that produces the divisions necessary to discern which forms of life are considered “human” and which are 

not. My study of early modern animals and metaphors of animality seeks to uncover the workings of this 

anthropological machine and examine the relatively tenuous “caesura” that separates humans from beasts in 

early modern writing. To do so, I follow Garrett A. Sullivan’s lead in recognizing that Agamben’s 

conception of the paradox in man (that humans are both animal and not animal) “disappears if we, first, 

understand the human not as an ontological essence but as a relation; and, second, notice that each of the 

two propositions (an animal, not an animal) describes a different kind of relation between forms of life, one 

of continuity, the other of difference” (4). These lines of relatedness are discussed in further detail below.   
6 Before Descartes, there was, of course, a continued attempt to separate or distinguish man from the 

other animals by identifying that which sets him apart and above the creatures with whom he shared his 

corporeal form (for Aristotle it is “the divine intellect,” and for Augustine it is man’s immortal soul). The 

difference with Descartes, however, is the separation of the mind and body in life—the assumption 

that animal bodies perceive the world differently and that their seeming similarity is a mere empty symbol 

or mimicry of the emotions we share. Thus, his denial of shared psychophysiological sensation serves as a 

key moment of transition for the meaning of “animal” as a collective category that includes humans to an 

antithetical term in a human-animal binary. 
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than poetic imaginings or mistaken projections. By denying the affective kindship of 

sensitive creatures, as outlined by the Aristotelian model (and supplemented by humoral 

physiology), Descartes’s mind-body dualism serves as a critical juncture in interspecies 

comparison. Therefore, it may come as no surprise that a turning point in early modern 

animality studies7 occurs following the recognition of the impact and legacy of Cartesian 

dualism: how this legacy not only shifts the way humans perceive their connection to the 

natural world, but also how it continues to affect our perception of what pre-Cartesian 

animals and animalities can signify. 

Laurie Shannon’s foundational study of Shakespeare’s eight “animals,” in which 

she reconsiders the historicity of “the animal” in English to show that the reductive 

categories of Cartesian dualism prove untenable when reading early modern animals and 

animality, provides a vital starting point for a reassessment of “the animal” and the 

legacy of Descartes in early modern study. Drawing on Jacques Derrida’s rejection of the 

“[a]nimal in the general singular, separated from man by a single, indivisible limit” (47), 

Shannon questions the integrity of “the animal” as a singular and unified category in the 

early modern period. After finding only eight uses of “animal” in Shakespeare (compared 

to 141 “beasts” and 127 “creatures”) and realizing that “animal hardly appears in English 

                                                 
7 While the inevitable interdisciplinarity and contentious nature of the field has produced a variety of 

different titles and streams of study, I characterize the field I inhabit as either animality studies (generally) 

or literary animal studies, specifically. In the PMLA special edition on the emerging field, Michael 

Lundblad identifies two dominant streams, (critical) animal studies and animality studies, though he admits 

that various other titles continue to emerge including human-animal studies, posthuman studies, and 

zoocriticism. Lundblad differentiates animal studies—also referred to as critical animal studies—as 

concerned with advocacy, whereas animality studies offers works “that express no explicit interest in 

advocacy” (497) and focuses more widely on representations of animals and animal imagery. Cary Wolfe 

has argued, however, that by naming the field “animal studies” we are continuing to reinforce the division 

that the field is meant to undermine (Posthumanism 99). The name “posthumanism,” however, has its own 

dilemmas for early modern scholars, which I discuss further below. Because my study is not primarily 

concerned with advocacy, “animality studies” (or, more specifically literary animal studies) seems best fit 

for my purpose—especially given my focus on the figurative animals and metaphors of animality that 

appear in the texts of Sidney, Spenser, and Shakespeare.  
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before the end of the sixteenth century,” Shannon questions “when and why it became 

conventional to speak using those blunt, nominalized adjectives the human and the 

animal, where humanity is characterized by a positive attribute… and animality by a 

corresponding deficit or privation” (“Eight Animals” 474).8 For Shannon, Descartes’s 

separation of the mind and body marks a decisive moment in species definition that 

contributes to the effacement of animal kinds and the establishment of “the animal” as a 

stable and unified category. She explains, 

To put it in the broadest terms: before the cogito, there was no such thing as “the 

animal.” There were creatures. There were brutes, and there were beasts. There 

were fish and fowl. There were living things. There were humans, who 

participated in animal nature and who shared the same bodily materials with 

animals (Paster). These humans were measured as much in contradistinction to 

angels as to animals, taking their place in a larger cosmography, constitution, or 

even “world picture” than the more contracted post-Cartesian human/animal 

divide with which we customarily wrangle. (474)  

In the early modern period, the diversity of creaturely life resists categorization under a 

single heading since the variety of nonhuman creatures and the human’s complex relation 

to them is incompatible with the reductive conception of “the animal” as a persistent 

antithesis to “the human.” Though “beast” could, at times, serve as a collective for 

                                                 
8 It is worth noting that Shannon concludes that “Shakespeare deviates from his customary vocabulary and 

uses animal when critically posing what we might well call ‘the question of the human’ rather than when 

humanity is asserted. This contradicts the coming Cartesian dispensation, which seeks to secure the human 

by according it a unique, positive attribute that all animals can be said to lack” (477). This is not to say that 

all uses of “animal” in the early modern period follow Shakespeare’s model, or that the “animals” that 

appear after Descartes can only hold a reductive Cartesian denotation; rather, Shannon’s observation 

illustrates how Shakespeare’s use of the term reveals a much more nuanced history of “the animal” and its 

implications for analyses of early modern animals and animality.  
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animals in general, it was not equivalent to “the animal” as a unified category; rather, it 

referred specifically to four-footed animals, which would be differentiated further from 

other creatures such as fish and fowl.9  

This diversity of living creatures suggests that in the early modern period there is 

not merely an absence of “the animal” as a collective noun, but also the absence of an 

epistemological framework that supports the essential division of man, the “paragon of 

animals,” from nonhuman creaturely life. Shannon concludes that the “failure to group all 

creatures under animal evidences a different cosmology that, whatever we might say 

about its hierarchy or rigidity, was not essentially binary in the way the modern duo of 

human/animal is” (“Eight Animals” 477). Given the failure of “animal” to categorize this 

variety of creatures, it seems as though the pluralized animality that Derrida initially 

demands is not necessarily something to merely envisage but rather something to uncover 

and recover in early modern writing.10 For this reason, my assessment of literary animals 

considers how the plurality of beasts in early modern writing refuses a simplistic 

                                                 
9 Nevertheless, in response to Shannon’s assertion that “the animal” and its binary divide are “creatures of a 

later modernity and the lingering philosophical stagecraft of its Enlightenment inheritance” 

(Accommodated 174), Andreas Höfele admits that he does not dismiss the presence of pre-Cartesian 

dualistic thought so readily. Though he does agree that “the animal” is the product of a later period, he 

rightly contends that even if “animal” is not used as a collective noun in the early modern period, “beast” 

often appears as a category (like “the animal”) set in opposition to “man.” Höfele’s acknowledgement of 

the presence of a human/beast opposition in the context of Shannon’s assertions is important. Shannon’s 

awareness of the rarity of the term “animal” in Shakespeare cannot and should not be seen as the evidence 

with which we reject the possibility or presence of dualistic thought. Certainly, early modern thinkers do 

readily distinguish humans from nonhuman animals—often with particular focus on reason (as well as 

language and an immortal soul. This oppositional logic is undeniably present in definitions of humans and 

the representation of human-animal relations. However, as Höfele argues, even when this dualistic thinking 

is present, the signifying potential of the creatures included in the oppositional “beast” category exceed 

“this dualism and the exceptionalist ideology that undergirds it” (26). Höfele’s note regarding the presence 

of dualistic thought is, therefore, not a challenge to Shannon’s rejection of “the animal” as a unified 

category; rather, it is a recognition of the presence—but thoroughly tenuous nature of—sixteenth and 

seventeenth century dualism. 
10 In The Animal that Therefore I Am, Derrida insists that “We have to envision the existence of ‘living 

creatures,’ whose plurality cannot be assembled within the single figure of an animality that is simply 

opposed to humanity” (47).  
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Cartesian classification and opens up new ways of thinking about animals and their 

relations to and with humans. Shannon’s focus on the scarcity of “the animal” and the 

absence of the collective term as a stable and separable category in the early modern 

period has demonstrated the importance of this kind of critical analysis, which displaces 

the human-animal binary and recognizes the ambiguity and diversity of animal 

signification. 

Clearly, displacing the human-animal binary inspires new and important questions 

about what it means to be both akin to animals and a kind of animal (as humans are) in 

the early modern period. How has the modern human-animal binary obscured human 

relationships to or with nonhuman creatures? In what ways has it simplified the role of 

animals in human identity formation? In addition, how might reading beyond the 

confines of “the animal” open up new ways of understanding “the human” as an equally 

untenable category in early modern England? Critics have increasingly uncovered how 

the early modern period not only affords a much wider signification than “the animal” 

allows, but also offers a picture of “the human” that exceeds the fixed and stable 

signification afforded to it by Enlightenment thinkers. The human is, as Diana Fuss 

argues, not only “a sign whose history has rarely been examined,” but also “a linguistic, 

cultural, and sociopolitical construct of comparatively recent date” (1). In fact, early 

modern writers continually treat “the human” as something that is indistinct, mutable, and 

in constant need of definition. As a result of these constant (re)definitions, “the period 

that gave rise to ‘humanism’ witnessed an unprecedented pluralization of the concept” 

(Höfele 19). Certainly, Hamlet’s enumeration of man’s faculties and actions in his 

repeated attempts to answer, “What is a man?” is characteristic of the period’s inability to 
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define, absolutely, what it means to be human. With no unified and stable signification 

available, Hamlet’s picture of man is characteristically blurred by the variety and 

uncertainty of the human condition. The result is a refracted and inconsistent vision of 

humanity that remains inextricably tied to the plurality of nonhuman animals alongside 

and against whom “the human” is fashioned. Indeed, Fuss’s recognition that the word 

“human” only arrives as “a metaphysical predicate to ‘man’” in the eighteenth century (1) 

complements Shannon’s assessment of the absence of “the animal” as a singular noun 

before the influence of Cartesian dualism. This recognition of the categorical instability 

and plurality of “the human” before the Enlightenment is vital for understanding human 

animality and the indeterminacy of species boundaries in early modern writing.  

In fact, critical work has increasingly demonstrated how, as Karen Raber argues, 

the pre-Cartesian formulation of “the human” seems “to anticipate post-modern 

transgressions and interrogations of species boundaries” (“Shakespeare and Animal 

Studies” 288). And yet, until recently, the critical tendency to misread the early modern 

species divide and the tenets of “Humanism” through an anachronistic lens had 

foreclosed the possibility of reading this perception of human indeterminacy.11 It has also 

resulted in a critical field, posthumanism, whose very name seems to suggest that it is at 

odds with the early modern period and its “Humanist” foundations. It may be because the 

“post-” of posthumanism implies a positioning of oneself after or against the reductive 

                                                 
11 Kenneth Gouwens explains that “Humanism” derives from the Latin humanus, which in antiquity would 

denote a learned person. Though this meaning fell out of usage in the Medieval period, during the 

Renaissance it reappeared to refer to one trained in the classical tradition. The “Humanism” of Renaissance 

Humanism derives its name from this studia humanitatis, the classical education in grammar, rhetoric, 

history, poetry, and moral philosophy (40-1). In my dissertation, I follow Gouwens’ lead by capitalizing 

“Humanism” when referring to the intellectual movement in the Renaissance and “humanism” or 

“humanist” when referring more broadly to the term as it exists beyond its specific Renaissance context (55 

6n). For more on the history of the term and its development, see Gouwens’ chapter “What Posthumanism 

Isn’t: On Humanism and Human Exceptionalism in the Renaissance” (37-63).  
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“humanism” to which the field responds that critics have assumed that sixteenth- and 

seventeenth-century Humanist thinkers offer the same reductive binary that anti-humanist 

critique strives to combat. On the contrary, as Raber and others have argued, the general 

“humanism” of posthumanist criticism has frequently misrepresented Renaissance 

Humanism by incorporating it into the Enlightenment humanism to which the field 

actually responds. Raber is correct when she suggests that “‘posthumanism’ may base its 

assumptions on an incomplete understanding of actual Renaissance humanism” 

(“Shakespeare and Animal Studies” 292), one which Joseph Campana and Scott Maisano 

describe as a kind of reductive straw-figure that ignores the complexity and variety of 

humanist thought (4).12 Fortunately, however, Cary Wolfe seems to recognize the field’s 

mistaken generalizations when he admits that recent scholarship suggests that “the idea of 

the animal that we have inherited from the Enlightenment and thinkers such as Descartes 

and Kant is better seen as marking a brief period (if the formative one for our prevailing 

intellectual, political, and juridical institutions) bookended by a pre- and posthumanism 

that think the human/animal distinction quite otherwise” (“Human, All Too Human” 

564). The critical recognition of the degree to which Cartesian dualism has been 

mistakenly projected back on the early modern period’s conception of the human-animal 

                                                 
12 Timothy D. Harfield also argues that this conception of humanism is reductive and betrays “a lack of 

understanding of the humanist tradition in general… making humanism a scapegoat in a way that possibly 

obscured other sources of the issues with which [posthumanism] is concerned” (278). In response to 

Heidegger’s conception of humanism specifically, Harfield explains that the reductive picture that 

Heidegger offers derives from a post-empiricist mode of humanist thinking and is not necessarily 

representative of early Humanist thinkers. He emphasizes the degree to which early Humanist thinking was 

a pedagogical, rather than a philosophical movement, and argues that the anthropocentrism that seems 

characteristic of humanism (as defined negatively by Heidegger) is not present in the Renaissance. In fact, 

Campano and Maisano argue that “Despite many claims to the contrary from contemporary critical 

posthumanists, Renaissance humanism was never a coherent or singular worldview, much less a rallying 

cry for ‘man as the measure’—or the center—‘of all things’” (2). For the full detailed assessment of 

posthumanism in the context of Renaissance studies, see Campana and Maisano’s Renaissance 

Posthumanism. 
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divide has afforded an invaluable lens through which we may reassess both “the animal” 

and “the human,” and recover the different ways in which human-animal relations were 

represented and understood.  

Moreover, this “pre-humanism,” or what Joanna Picciotto describes more 

appropriately as the “prehistory of the posthuman” (qtd. in Holsinger 617), offers a 

fruitful space for re-examining how early modern texts represent human-animal 

relationships while they question and explore what it means to be human.13 Recognizing 

the early modern period as a dynamic period of multiple ideas of animals and humans not 

only opens new avenues of interpretation but also reveals the ways in which our current 

engagement with “the question of the animal” and “the question of the human” returns to 

similar questions and challenges that inform early modern representations of humans, 

animals, and human-animal relations. It is fitting, then, that Shannon traces the trajectory 

of the modern human-animal opposition from Descartes to Derrida, since Derrida’s 

challenge to the human-animal binary is what spurs critics to think about animals beyond 

such a reductive (and inherently Cartesian) frame.14 My own study, which was inspired 

by Derrida’s push to consider the blurred “bordercrossing” between humans and beasts 

and see how animals open “the abyssal limit of the human: the inhuman or the ahuman, 

                                                 
13 Campana and Maisano offer a similar approach to posthumanism and “argue that theoretical and critical 

‘posthumanism,’ whether knowingly or not, has its roots in and remains an offshoot of ‘Renaissance 

humanism’” (2). They explain further that by understanding “the postmodern as a return to repressed 

premodern (or early modern) and, similarly, ‘posthumanism’ as a belated acknowledgement of—and 

rapprochement with—all those ways of thinking and being in the world that have been occluded and 

‘othered’ by humanism itself,” one may “bridge the temporal gap separating the ‘Renaissance’ from 

‘Posthumanism’” (3).  
14 In Brutal Reasoning (2006) and Shakespeare Among the Animals (2002), Fudge and Boehrer examine the 

varied ways in which humans differentiated themselves from those they perceived to be less than, or 

nonhuman. Raber notes, however, that although Fudge and Boehrer “struggle against Descartes’ legacy,” 

they “do so by returning to issues that seem destined to reproduce precisely the emphasis they wish to 

remedy” (Animal Bodies 11). Indeed, their works both tend to treat the human’s likeness or affinity to 

animals as a largely negative attribute—one that is be denied or repudiated.  
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the ends of man” (12), shows that turning to the early modern period to re-examine how 

authors redefine and rewrite the borders of “the human” reveals the permeability of 

species boundaries, the inescapability of shared embodiment, as well as the centrality of 

pluralized animals to human self-definition. It also shows that the “abyss” between 

humans and animals in the early modern period is not as wide or as deep as the modern 

binary suggests. Thus, even while I am reluctant to adopt the term “posthumanist” to 

characterize my own study,15 I recognize that my analysis of human and nonhuman 

animal figures in Sidney, Spenser, and Shakespeare not only aligns with some of the 

goals of posthumanist critique, but also—and more importantly—sharpens the perception 

that “the human” and “the animal” were equally indistinct and interrelated categories in 

early modern England.16  

One way that my study contributes to building a more comprehensive picture of 

humans and animals in early modern literature is by reading human animality beyond its 

negative implications to consider the many ways in which animals contribute to human 

self-conception. Until recently, critics have either ignored the regular presence of animals 

and animality in early modern writings about the human or, once attuned to the 

prevalence of animals, read the animal “other” as a corrupting force that requires 

persistent policing. Bruce Boehrer’s early categorization of the human-animal binary in 

Shakespeare Among the Animals (2002) epitomizes this perception of human animality as 

                                                 
15 I am reluctant to adopt “posthumanism” to describe my field of study because of the ways in which my 

project consciously situates itself within the concerns of the field of literary animal studies, which I address 

further below.  
16 Stefan Herbrechter and Ivan Callus begin their article “What is a Posthumanist Reading?” by explaining 

that “The claim we are making is very simple. It is possible to read ‘‘texts,’’ in the widest sense attributed 

to this word by poststructuralism, through the way they set up a catalogue of assumptions and values about 

‘what it means to be human’” (95). Assessing these assumptions involves examining the perception and 

production of human-animal boundaries that define relations between and across species.  
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an avenue for degradation—an approach that, unfortunately, reads human-animal 

likeness in a predominantly negative light. He begins his study by suggesting that Portia’s 

description of her suitor in The Merchant of Venice as “worse than a man… [and] little 

better than a beast” reflects both a hierarchized opposition between people and animals, 

as well as a secondary field of binary discrimination “between things that conform to the 

man/beast opposition and things that do not” (3). Using this oppositional framework, he 

outlines three categories of human-animal relation: absolute anthropocentrism, whereby 

humans are wholly and essentially different and superior to the rest of creation; relative 

anthropocentrism, which echoes the principles of absolute anthropocentrism but reserves 

“human” status for a much smaller and select group of people; and anthropomorphism, 

which “emphasizes humankind’s animal nature and the unique capacity of human beings 

to sink below type—to become worse than they were created” (27). While Boehrer states 

that these categories offer an admittedly simplified picture of human-animal relations, he 

asserts that they nevertheless help us “understand quite economically the dynamic 

inconsistencies that lend these attitudes their social usefulness” (6). Certainly, Boehrer is 

correct to recognize the inconsistencies of the competing networks of human-animal 

relations in early modern England, and his work offers invaluable insights into how early 

modern writers perceive a human’s animal nature as a potentially negative attribute. 

However, this negative view of animals is only one way that early modern writers 

interpret human animality and is not the only means by which animals influence 

definitions of the human. Yet, in his second book Animal Characters (2010), Boehrer 

maintains this assumption that definitions of “the human” depend on the opposition to 

and rejection of a human’s animal nature. He explains that the “literal and figurative 
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proximity of nonhuman to human animals elicited anxiety, generating what René Girard 

has called a ‘crisis of distinctions’… a philosophical problem for which Descartes and his 

followers presented a paradigm-shifting solution” (8). While the period does, admittedly, 

offer competing narratives through which one may trace this “crisis of distinctions,” to 

assume that pre-Cartesian definitions of the human necessarily depend on the repudiation 

of “the animal” seems to anticipate and accept Descartes’s construction of the animal as 

an antithetical figure.17 

Even if the anxieties surrounding the question of the human in early modern 

discourse lay the groundwork for Cartesian dualism, one can neither assume that human 

kinship with non-human animals is always already tied to some unyielding anxiety of 

degradation, nor ignore how pre-Cartesian definitions of the human are not wholly 

dependent on the exclusion of animals. The tendency to read animals as a purely 

antithetical “Other” is, as Garrett A. Sullivan explains, part of the legacy of Cartesian 

dualism, which has conditioned us to perceive continuity between humans and beasts as 

“a failure of or contradiction within the human” (4). He explains that in the early modern 

period “such continuity can be seen as the basis for a specific conception of humanness—

a specific relation—which foregrounds connections between forms of life” (4) instead of 

opposition alone. Höfele rightly derides readings that “reduce Shakespeare’s teeming 

                                                 
17 In “The Animal Continuum,” Rebecca Ann Bach also acknowledges how both Boehrer and Jeanne 

Addison Roberts “take for granted that the plays ‘assume that human nature is in constant danger of 

corruption from the bestial and/or female other, and that it must therefore be continually and rigorously 

policed’” (123). In contrast, she considers what happens when this assumption of crisis (and of the animal 

as a dangerous “Other”) is abandoned. This approach allows her to trace how Shakespeare’s A Midsummer 

Night’s Dream represents an animal continuum on which “the distinctions between lions and crows are 

equivalent to patriarchs and ploughmen (in a more significant way than the general categories of ‘human’ 

and ‘animal’)” (124). My project follows Bach in her resistance to Boehrer and Roberts’s perception of 

animal Otherness in order to navigate the horizontal modes of human-animal comparison that read 

interspecies likeness using more than a purely negative lens.  
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multitude of animal references to a stable marker of moral, social, and ontological 

difference,” and argues instead that notions of humanness often “rely just as much on 

inclusion as on exclusion of the animal, [or] more precisely on a whole range of (non-

human) animals” (3). The cosmological framework of early modern England, which 

employs an analogical network connecting human and nonhuman animals by way of their 

shared psychophysiology, traces lines of continuity and difference across species, often 

by drawing on horizontal axes of likeness while simultaneously asserting vertical axes of 

differentiation. This network of comparison depends on man’s contradictory position as 

“the paragon of animals”—differentiated by a vertical hierarchy and made common by a 

horizontal interspecies continuum. Sullivan explains that the lines of comparison 

whereby humans are both animal and not an animal “describes a different kind of relation 

between forms of life, one of continuity, the other of difference,” whereby the human is 

not conceived as “an ontological essence, but as a relation” (4).18 Recognizing the human 

as a relational construct is central to my project; not only does this model reflect a 

human’s mutable position alongside and against other life forms, but it also clarifies how 

the coexisting and at times contradictory axes of relation resemble and exceed the binary 

model through which human-animal likeness has previously been read.19 It is the 

                                                 
18 In her essay “Invisible Parts,” Shannon outlines three models of continuity in early modern thinking to 

map modalities of relatedness from “cross-species bodily analogy” to a larger “zootopian constitution.” The 

first is the Aristotelian model, which emphasizes both human distinctiveness and shared capacities; the 

second, is the humoral system whereby humans and animals are composed of the same materials; and the 

third is the biblical tradition of “creatureliness” or “co-creatureliness” where all living things are created by 

divine power. These overlapping traditions all inform—in various ways—the horizontal axis of relation 

that positions man among the beasts.  
19 Höfele also attests to a combined horizontal and vertical picture of human-animal relation, but he 

remains reluctant to do away with the human-animal binary as the hierarchical mode of differentiation. He 

argues that the perception of man as an animal that may lapse from human to beast “requires both a binary 

man-beast distinction and a man-beast continuum under a, broadly speaking, Aristotelian dispensation: 

without this continuum it [the idea of lapsing from human to beast] makes no sense” (27). While his 

insistence on the presence of a human-animal binary (noted elsewhere) does address the degree to which 
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simultaneous inclusion and exclusion of animals by way of the multiple and competing 

models of relation that makes animals such central and dynamic figures in early modern 

definitions of the human and of human kinds.  

For this reason, my study considers the diversity and complexity of human 

animality and addresses how the beasts that stalk the pages of Sidney, Spenser, and 

Shakespeare’s texts are not just antithetical figures or symbols of human degradation, but 

are also fellow creatures, instinctual beasts, and independent agents that contribute to 

each author’s navigation of human-animal likeness and definition of what it means to be 

human. My analysis of literary animals demonstrates how, as Höfele argues, “animals 

cannot be reduced either to a single meaning (the animal) or to a single function” (23); 

instead, the “intertwining sameness and otherness that constitutes the human-animal 

relationship” proves to be a “swarm of variable oppositions, grouping and regrouping in 

ever fluid ‘fusions, translations, conjoinings’” (24).20 By recognizing the diversity and 

ambiguity of animal signification in early modern literature, my assessment of animals 

and animality in Sidney, Spenser, and Shakespeare navigates the murky terrain of human 

indistinction and offers new ways of reading pre-Cartesian humans, animals, and cross-

                                                 
dualistic thought did appear before Descartes, his reading of the vertical axes as a binary greatly reduces 

the complexity of this mode of comparison.  
20 Floyd-Wilson and Sullivan offer a comprehensive taxonomy of ecological relations in Environment and 

Embodiment in Early Modern England (2007) that maps out these “oppositions, groupings, and 

regroupings” in clearer terms. They offer four ways in which early modern subjects conceived of and 

addressed their relationship to the natural world: the first is similitude, which within the larger context of 

microcosm/macrocosm relations represents man and the natural world as a mirror or image of the other. 

The second is exchange, which relies on transaction between man and nature—addressing “that which 

crosses the threshold of the body, from within or without” (4). The third is counteractive, which is based in 

resistance to the natural world, producing an oppositional relationship between the body and the 

environment. The last is dispersion or distribution, which recognizes the degree to which the mind extends 

across the environment, creating what Sullivan terms an “affective landscape”: when “emotion and thought 

are fundamentally intersubjective, with both bodies and environments registering their effects in ways that 

stretch dualism to its limits” (6). These categories of interaction overlap and provide a valuable correction 

to the more restricted and simplified oppositional categories put forth by Boehrer and inform my reading of 

horizontal and vertical models of comparison.  
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species identification in early modern literature. To do so, however, I must also address 

how reading continuity across species involves a necessary reassessment of figurative 

language to demonstrate how Descartes’s legacy continues to influence our perception 

and analysis of human-animal likeness in general and animal metaphor in particular.21 

 

1.2 Reading Animals and Human Animality in Early Modern Literature 

Before the animal turn in literary studies, scholarship had either ignored animal 

presence in literary works or read animal significance within the confines of the category 

of “animal imagery.” Even with the undeniable presence of animals in early modern 

literature through what Shannon describes as a “zoographic” writing tradition, early 

modern scholarship tended to only catalogue animal appearances or relegate animals to 

the figurative realm, treating them as one kind of poetic ornament among many. It is for 

this reason that figurative language continues to pose a particular challenge for scholars 

seeking to recover animals “from the silence of modern scholarship” (Fudge Brutal 4).22 

For Kenneth Shapiro and Marion W. Copeland, metaphor serves as the means by which 

the real animal is cast aside, made an absent referent, and erased from literary 

significance.23 Because of this erasure, they question whether the symbolic use of animals 

                                                 
21 While I recognize the degree to which Descartes contributes to the establishment of “the human” and 

“the animal” as distinct oppositional categories by redefining animal sentience as anthropomorphic 

projection, I do not seek to demonstrate how and why this shift comes about by tracing anxieties in early 

modern texts. Instead, my analysis strives to offer new ways of reading animals and human animality 

beyond a reductive Cartesian lens by resisting readings that are prefaced on an awareness of the eventual 

influence of Cartesian dualism. 
22 Susan McHugh outlines how “[a]nimals locate a peculiar paradox of disciplinary concern” for literary 

study because, while they are pervasive figures throughout literature, they are rarely “the focal point of 

systematic literary study” (6). Her article “One or Several Literary Animal Studies?” offers a valuable 

overview and assessment of the (necessarily) diverse ways literary animal studies criticism responds to this 

paradox. 
23 They take this term from Carol Adams, who laments that real animals are obscured by their signifier and 

“become absent referents, whose fate is transmuted into a metaphor for someone else’s existence or fate” 

and “whose original meaning… is absorbed into a human-centred hierarchy” (42). For Adams, the 
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should be treated as a “necessarily reductive or disrespectful” mode of “figurative 

appropriation” or “ideational exploitation” (344).24 At the same time, however, reading 

metaphorically is intrinsic to literary study, which means that a wholesale dismissal of 

figurative language seems both naïve and antithetical to literary engagement. Thus, in 

response to the scholarly resistance to what Josephine Donovan describes as the 

“aesthetic exploitation of animals” (39) and what Margot Norris denounces as 

“tropological enslavement” (17-18), I argue that it is necessary to ask whether “real” 

animals are inevitably effaced by figurative language or “pressed into symbolic service as 

metaphors, or as figures in fable or allegory” (Norris 17). I believe that this misperception 

of figurative appropriation or exploitation is informed by an inherited Cartesian failure to 

recognize continuity and kinship across species.25 The Cartesian denial of shared faculties 

and sensation, as well as the epistemological shift that displaces the homological patterns 

underpinning early modern thinking,26 reduces animals to empty signs with no affective 

                                                 
construction of animal metaphors transforms subjects into symbols and contributes to their objectification 

and exploitation. Indeed, Fudge argues that the effacement is necessary for “the human” to appear 

“isolated, transcendent, and complete unto itself” (179). While this assessment of the effects of metaphor is 

accurate, I believe that early modern metaphors offer a much wider frame of signification and interspecies 

engagement than post-Enlightenment comparisons might afford.  
24 Shapiro and Copeland draw both descriptions of animal symbolism from R. Malamud’s Poetic Animals 

and Animal Souls (2003) 4-5, and M. Scholtmeijer’s “Animals and Spirituality: A Skeptical Animal Rights 

Advocate Examines Literary Approaches to the Subject” (2000) 380, respectively.  
25 John Berger suggests that the reduction of the animal is a result of an increased distance away from 

living animals in industrial society, beginning in the nineteenth century. He argues that prior to this time, 

anthropomorphism was “integral to the relation between man and animal and was an expression of their 

proximity” (11). Although Berger perceives a shift in the nineteenth century, his correlation of progressive 

distance and reductive figuration does compliment my own assessment of how early modern perceptions of 

human proximity to animals (be it literal or figurative) differs from those of Enlightenment thinkers. 
26 Michel Foucault traces this epistemological shift in The Order of Things: An Archaeology of the Human 

Sciences (1970). Jean Feerick explains that the seventeenth century shift (which Foucault traces) is what 

displaces the early modern predilection for observing “correspondences and similitudes, [and] perceiving 

rich connections among living things” (82). It is, however, this same recognition of rich connections among 

living things in Darwin’s evolutionary theory that eventually undermines the “distinctly modern 

epistemology,” within which “the differences structuring categories like human, animal, and plant would be 

emphasized and reinforced, and systems of discrimination would be set into place to perform the work of 

assigning each kind of body a discrete place within a vast and all-encompassing taxonomic order” (Feerick 

82).  
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relation to humans, making their employment as metaphor seem potentially exploitative. 

However, reassessing figurative language within the logic of early modern cosmology 

reveals avenues of aesthetic engagement that—while unavoidably anthropocentric—are 

not prefaced on the denial of shared animality; rather, they often create and reflect 

continuity across species in a way that unites humans and beasts through shared 

embodiment and provides access to human and nonhuman animal being through affective 

experience. These avenues of aesthetic engagement challenge Donovan’s and Norris’s 

assumption that the literal animal has no intrinsic relation to (and is therefore effaced or 

“enslaved” by) its figurative version. By demonstrating how the figurative representation 

of animals is informed by a perceived physiological commonality, my study shows how 

figuration is actually classification. Though an animal’s figurative meaning may seem to 

cloak the reality of the creature underneath, for early moderns the correlation does not 

involve yoking disparate ideas together; rather, if the ferocious lion and the ferocious 

human hero are materially similar, then the correlation does not capture or obscure the 

animal so much as it illustrates how the lion and human are classified together in the 

same category (both are ferocious creatures). Thus, where others see effacement or 

ethical exploitation in figurative language, my assessment finds that animal metaphors 

and metaphors of animality present dynamic and productive sites of interspecies relation, 

comparison, and engagement.  

Recognizing the process and logic by which animals are metaphorized and made 

to represent something else not only helps to map the relation between animal 

representation generally and animal metaphor specifically, but also helps to reveal the 

positive ethical content in the slide toward metaphor in early modern writing. In response 
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to the effacement of animals in scholarship, Erica Fudge suggests that one way to work 

against reductive readings of literary and historical animals is to interpret them “as 

animals and not simply as symbols of something else” (Brutal 4, my emphasis).27 Such 

critics often turn away from the animal’s figurative meaning in an attempt to recover or 

access the “real” living counterparts that seem to be obscured by their signifier. However, 

it is worth noting that when Boehrer takes up Fudge’s suggestion that critics interpret 

animals “as animals,” he demonstrates that it is impossible to discuss the literal and 

material presence of Milton’s sheep alone because of their inescapable symbolic 

meaning. He is, after all, reading a poem and not looking at a pasture, which means that 

regardless of his intended focus on the “actual” living sheep represented or alluded to 

within the text, the “literal animals are… always being reabsorbed into metaphor” 

(Animal Characters 186). Though some critics may view this reversion as a failure (as, 

maybe, an indication that Boehrer should shift focus to another more fruitful text), I 

believe this reabsorption into metaphor is an essential (an inescapable) aspect of literary 

animals in general and of early modern literary animals in particular—one that we cannot 

and should not ignore or resist.  

As noted above, reading metaphorically is intrinsic to literary study. And though 

we cannot confine animal signification to the category of “animal imagery,” we also 

cannot ignore the literariness of the animal’s textual presence.28 We must remind 

ourselves, as Fudge also does, that literary texts offer representations of animals that are 

                                                 
27 She argues that “concern about the representation and meaning of animals should sit alongside an 

analysis of Shakespeare’s plays just as the Bear Garden sat alongside the theater at the time he was writing” 

(“The Dog Is Himself” 187).  
28 I am responding here to Shannon’s assertion that Bottom’s reference to a cat in A Midsummer Night’s 

Dream “asks us to hesitate before construing every textual animal as an overwhelmingly figurative artefact 

of human imaginative authority... It requires us to resist any reflexive confinement of animal significance 

within the minor literary category of ‘animal imagery’” (Accommodated 31). 
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always filtered through a human lens and a human language: “we are never looking at 

[real] animals, only ever at the representation of the animals by humans” (Fudge “A Left-

Handed Blow” 6). These representations are subject to the same epistemological failure 

that the capture in language inevitably entails—that is, we cannot escape the fact that 

representing animals involves apprehending them within a framework of specifically 

human cognition. However, instead of lamenting or deriding what is “lost” in translation, 

or assuming that all figuration is somehow exploitative, my study reconsiders how 

figurative language provides productive avenues of interspecies engagement and 

understanding.29 In fact, by acknowledging and uncovering a pre-Cartesian 

understanding of the human, of animals, and of human animality, my study demonstrates 

how the metaphorics to which pre-Cartesian writers resort capture more dimensions of 

animal possibility and human-animal kind-ness than a post-Cartesian humanist reading 

has otherwise allowed. These representations reflect the multiple and diverse ways in 

which we come to know or understand both human and nonhuman figures.   

The lens through which we perceive animals today tends to separate “real” 

animals from their “figurative” iterations; however, this post-Enlightenment division of 

literal from literary animals is untenable in early modern writing.30 For example, in 

                                                 
29 In this way, my focus on literary animals and animality is similar to that of Christine Kenyon-Jones, who 

directs her analysis to “self-consciously-literary disciplines and overtly creative writing… over cultural 

history, anthropology and scientific disciplines… specifically because it makes no claim to speak of 

anything more ‘real’ than human imaginings” (8). She rightly argues that “[i]maginative and designedly 

metaphorical writing may offer a space in which human creativity can experiment with different ideas, 

without claiming… a specious (speciesist?) ‘rightness’ or ‘correctness’” (9). Thus, my concern is not for 

human language generally, but for the possibilities of figurative language in particular—more specifically, 

the ways in which pre-Cartesian conceptions of human animality influence and animate early modern 

usages of animal metaphor.  
30 I employ the terms “literal” and “literary” at this point to call attention to their interrelation—that is, the 

etymological connection to letters (components of written language) and, therefore, to literature. Roland 

Borgards admits that while “There may be a distinction between literary and real animals… the field of 

literary animal studies proves that this distinction is by no means self-evident, trivial, natural or easy” 

(156). While my project seeks to traverse this distinction, I do not attempt to clarify or distinguish the 
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natural-historical treatises such as Edward Topsell’s Historie of Foure-Footed Beasts 

(texts within which one might assume to access “real” animals), the catalogue of animals 

lists both real and fabulous creatures alike. Peter Harrison explains that choosing 

information to include in these early natural histories depended less on “whether it 

existed in the world, but whether it existed in books” (qtd. in Shannon Accommodated 

110). Indeed, Topsell’s description of each animal’s physical appearance and character 

appears alongside—and is often informed by—the beast’s literary or pictorial 

representations that are drawn from myth, fable, and scripture, among other diverse 

sources. These kinds of animal representation reflect how, Steve Baker argues, 

“[a]ttitudes to living animals are in large part the result of the symbolic uses to which the 

concept of the animal is put,” and that “[a]ny understanding of the [real] animal is 

inseparable from knowledge of its cultural representation” (25). However, the 

interrelation of the “real” beast and its representation works both ways: the symbolic 

meaning of the horse as a symbol of governance, for example, draws from a man’s actual 

experience sitting atop and reining the noble beast, as well as from the horse’s intrinsic 

capacity for training (a capacity that distinguishes it from other beasts like fish or 

chickens). And while Boehrer’s assessment of sheep concludes that the “real” animal 

referent remains subordinate to its figurative representation (in part because of Milton’s 

physical distance from actual sheep), Shannon is correct to insist that “not all textual 

animals labor equally under the yoke of human symbolic service” (Accommodated 5). 

Thus, it is important to consider the material basis of an animal’s figurative 

representation and consider its relationship to the “actual” animal without adhering to a 

                                                 
separation of literary from literal animals since the collapse of these categories is almost inevitable in 

literary study (especially of early modern texts). 
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kind of forced literalism that “fails to do justice to the richness of animal being in early 

modern writing” (Boehrer Animal Characters 186). By reassessing the material 

foundation of animal metaphors in early modern texts and attending to the richness of 

human and nonhuman animal being in the early modern period, it is possible to map how 

human animality allows metaphors to establish and reflect affective relationships and 

affinities across species.  

Uncovering the literal or material foundation of what may appear to be a simply 

metaphorical comparison of human and animal bodies in early modern literature reveals 

new avenues of signification for literary animals and metaphors of animality. As Gail 

Kern Paster has shown, a human’s physical connection to the natural world in the early 

modern period was framed by correspondences and analogies based in the shared 

psychophysiology of the humoral body, which traced emotional affinity across species 

and landscapes. Paster explains that within the analogical structure that perceived humans 

as a microcosm of the world, the passions “had a more than analogical relation to liquid 

forces of nature”; the passions were not just like the “liquid states and forces of the 

natural world… the passions actually were liquid forces of nature, because in this 

cosmology, the stuff of the outside world and the stuff of the body were composed of the 

same elemental materials” (Humoring 4). In fact, the shared materiality of the body—that 

is, the humoral composition and common possession of a sensitive soul between human 

and nonhuman animals— reveals correspondences and sympathies across species that 

present the affective embodiment of all animals as a “part of the early modern ecology of 

the passions” (Paster 24). The Renaissance homologies that trace similarities and 

differences across species suggest that the comparisons that poets offer between humans 
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and the natural world are not a purely poetic convention, but a reflection of shared or 

common nature. Therefore, recognizing the literal or material foundation of what appears 

to us as a purely figurative representation reveals the extent to which early modern 

cosmology embeds human psychophysiology within a relational network of embodied 

experience. For writers like Thomas Wright, who recognize that the “Passions, and 

Affections, or perturbations of the mind” are “common with vs, and beasts” (7), 

psychophysiological experience is understood to be equivalent across human and 

nonhuman animal bodies. And yet, Paster explains, post-Enlightenment readers continue 

to “underestimate the materialism governing pre-Enlightenment thought about the 

embodied passions” and “find abstraction and bodily metaphor where the early moderns 

found materiality and literal reference” (26). This tendency to find abstraction and 

overlook the point where the metaphor slides into the literal is a direct result of the 

Cartesian denial of shared psychophysiological sensation across species. This denial 

rewrites cross-species identification as either a kind of poetic embellishment or a 

misattribution (by way of sentimental projection) of capacities and attributes that are 

believed to be exclusive to humans—as something to be dismissed as mere 

anthropomorphism.  

As a result, in an effort to combat the legacy of the Cartesian humanist paradigm, 

which considers consciousness, agency, and emotion as exclusive faculties of human 

subjects, critics have continued to distinguish early modern anthropomorphism from its 

post-Enlightenment form to rethink how animals come to represent human experience or 

character. In the introduction to The Anthropomorphic Lens (2015), Michel Weemans 

and Bertrand Prévost differentiate the “fundamentally anthropomorphic way of thinking” 
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(1) in the early modern period from the Enlightenment’s perception of anthropomorphism 

as a projection of “an already constituted subject… onto a world impenetrable in its 

supposed objectivity” (4). As I have noted already, this conception of a unified human 

subject is untenable in the early modern period; instead, “the human” is a mutable and 

relational construct that employs a relational mode of thinking to map both continuity and 

difference across species.31 Indeed, Weemans and Prévost position early modern 

anthropomorphism within an Foucauldian “episteme of resemblance” within which 

humans are “defined by relationships of convenience, emulation, sympathy and analogy” 

(7). This network of correspondences and affinities in early modern cosmology suggests 

that inserting oneself into the world is not necessarily a form of thoughtless projection, 

but instead a recognition of shared composition and continuity.32 In this relational and 

reciprocal model, therefore, both anthropomorphism (reading animals in human terms) 

and zoomorphism (reading humans in animal terms) are cognate processes that trace 

resemblance across different kinds of animals (both human and nonhuman) to various 

ends. What may appear to be “a simple form of anthropomorphism,” Paster argues, “is 

more properly understood as a significant aspect of the period’s deepest habits of 

thought” whereby “cross-species identification meant drawing into oneself the world’s 

panoply of desires in a particular, close, and knowable form” (187). Shared embodiment 

ultimately blurs the boundary separating literal from figurative signification when 

                                                 
31 Tom Tyler explains further that our modern conception of anthropomorphism assumes that the world 

starts with the human and acts “as if humanity and animality were not conceptualized and constituted 

mutually and simultaneously” (24). He is correct in his conclusion that by maintaining this reductive notion 

of anthropomorphism, we “preclude the possibility of recognizing or discovering new kinds of human-

animal continuity… which restricts what we can think both about human being and about the being of other 

animals” (24). 
32 Weemans and Prévost differentiate early modern anthropomorphism (the insertion of oneself into things) 

from what they term high anthropomorphism (projection). 
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comparing human and nonhuman animals, and positions humans within an interspecies 

community of sensitive creatures.33 As a result, recognizing the literal foundation of 

cross-species comparison in early modern writing reverses the Cartesian denial of shared 

psychophysiological sensation and transforms how we navigate metaphors of animality 

as productive sites of interspecies affinity and engagement.  

Acknowledging how early modern writers perceive and represent humans as a 

particular kind of animal is a necessary starting point for rethinking the metaphorizing of 

animals and the mapping of human-animal continuity through shared embodiment. Not 

only does this way of reading interspecies continuity reveal new ways of representing 

what it means to be an animal, but it also creates new ways of interpreting what animals 

can mean. It recognizes, as Lorraine Datson and Gregg Mitman do, how humans think 

with animals—that is, how “humans assume a community of thought and feeling between 

themselves and a surprisingly wide array of animals” and how “they also recruit animals 

to symbolize, dramatize, and illuminate aspects of their own experience and fantasies” 

(2).34 These two ways of “thinking with animals” are in no way mutually exclusive—

especially in early modern thinking. The animals with whom man shares his feelings are 

also perceived as emotional emblems—figures that symbolize the passions that move 

                                                 
33 Höfele offers a useful explanation of how this collapse of literal and figurative signification manifests in 

animal metaphor. He explains that while “the possibility of a tertium comparationis is predicated on the 

primum and secundum of the comparison being distinct… in the human-animal continuum of early modern 

anthropology this non-identity cannot be guaranteed, and the distinction is all too easily blurred” (29). Like 

Paster, he attests to the literal foundation of the metaphorical comparison. However, rather than “deny the 

metaphorical nature of Shakespearean metaphor,” Höfele attests that with early modern metaphors, “the 

operation of metaphérein, of carrying across, straddles a much narrower gap, a much less categorical 

human-animal divide, than we as modern readers might assume,” which calls attention to the “fuzziness 

between material and representational modes of human-animal likeness” (29). This fuzziness is not 

exclusive to Shakespeare’s employment of metaphor, and is in fact at the very heart of the animals and 

metaphors of animality I examine in Sidney and Spenser as well. 
34 The title of Datson and Mitman’s essay collection Thinking with Animals (2005) reflects this double 

meaning and may also allude to Claude Levi-Strauss’s notable observation that animals “are ‘good to think’ 

[with]” (Totemism 89).  
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both creatures. The choler that moves the lion is the same affect that stirs within man; at 

the same time, the lion functions metonymically as an emblem of that very passion. The 

process by which the lion exemplifies choler (by way of its representation as a choleric 

beast) and then serves as a metaphor for choleric character forces us to recognize that 

humans and nonhuman animals share qualities and attributes, and can thus know and 

define themselves with and through the other. The metaphor does not “enslave” the lion, 

but rather reflects its animality and relation to human animals; it contributes to the 

classification of both humans and lions within the same category of kind.35 Thus, by 

recognizing the nature of animal signification and the complex ways in which humans 

think with and relate to animals, my project works against readings of animal metaphor 

that ignore shared embodiment; instead, my approach treats human animality as the 

foundation upon which I examine how and why writers recruit animals to represent 

experience and define what it means to be human.  

In doing so, my analysis of Sidney, Spenser, and Shakespeare considers a series 

of questions in order to address how each author engages with the question of the human 

and with human animality. How does the early modern perception of a “community of 

thought and feeling” influence how these writers perceive and represent nonhuman 

species? How does the literal connectedness of human and nonhuman animals affect the 

meaning of analogical relationships and animal metaphors? How should we read 

figurative animals in early modern texts to do justice to the complexity of literary animal 

                                                 
35 Harvey and Zimmerman suggest that the human-animal analogy of humoral psychophysiology has roots 

that “stretch back to Aristotle’s acknowledgement in Historia Animalium of the psychical characteristics 

human and animals share, [which] are woven into literary culture through beast fables and bestiaries, 

testifying to the inextricable intertwining of the animal and human” (20). It is for this reason that these 

metaphors of animality demonstrate how the “figurative and literal modes of envisioning human-animal 

connectedness,” or the two ways that humans think with animals are, as Höfele argues, “inextricably 

entwined” in early modern writing (27). 
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signification and animal being?36 And finally, how do Sidney, Spenser, and Shakespeare 

engage with and represent human animality in a way that reveals the inherent tensions 

and contradictions that emerge as a result of the competing and at times overlapping 

horizontal and vertical axes of comparison?  

In my next chapter, I examine the horse as a figure of nobility and governance and 

consider how Sir Philip Sidney's actual experience atop a horse informs his conception of 

rhetorical governance as equestrian art in the Defence of Poesy (1595) and Astrophil and 

Stella (1591). This chapter analyzes how the poet-horseman’s persuasion of the reader-

horse presents a model of affective communication and instruction that provides insights 

into the persuasive experience of human and nonhuman subjects alike. It also reveals how 

Sidney refines his equestrian analogy to justify the exclusivity of poetic production and 

reconcile the dangers of submitting to pleasure and persuasive force. For Sidney, the 

equestrian analogue draws on the symbolic signification of noble equitation as well as 

Sidney's experience of it. In fact, Sidney’s familiarity with court equitation allows him to 

offer a more nuanced picture of poetic production and consumption by aligning the horse 

with both the poet’s craft and its audience. Sidney’s continued return to equitation as a 

metaphor for persuasion allows him to explore human animality while also differentiating 

good instruction from bad. Thus, by considering the Defence’s equestrian analogies as the 

comparison of two literal acts of persuasion, my analysis recognizes how the comparison 

of poetic persuasion to equitation draws on a conception of interspecies communication 

                                                 
36 This line of questioning follows Paster’s own query regarding the implications of affective continuity 

across species; she asks: “How would it feel to experience one’s own passions as part of the natural order, 

and how would one speak that experience?” (187). Though she admits that the answers remain beyond the 

scope of her analysis, she argues that the “traces of that phenomenological experience... may be captured 

from time to time in Shakespearean and other contemporary texts” (187-8). 
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and community that must necessarily reflect a rider’s personal experience commanding 

and reining his horse. 

The following chapter examines the lion in Spenser’s The Faerie Queene (1596) 

to consider how the comparison of Una’s lion with Redcrosse, whom Una calls “my 

Lyon, and my noble Lord” (I.iii.7.6), leads to a continued reassessment of humane 

treatment and heroic action by way of the beast’s tempered rage and noble kindness. 

Spenser’s navigation of leonine figures exploits the blurred boundaries that collapse 

human with nonhuman bodies and elide literal with figurative signification by shifting the 

lion from a subject within an interspecies network of feeling to an emblem of those same 

emotions as they manifest in other creatures. By tracing the lion’s more aggressive 

attributes through a series of leonine figures (Redcrosse and Sansloy in particular), this 

chapter examines how Spenser’s bestialization of human figures through a network of 

leonine kind-ness affirms man’s natural inhumanity and informs Spenser’s anxiety 

surrounding masculine aggression, human animality, and material embodiment.  

In the final chapter, I consider the polysemy of “kind” in Shakespeare’s King Lear 

(1608) to assess how Lear’s use of animal imagery and concern for kind-ness contributes 

to an increasingly blurred distinction of kind/unkind as well as human/nonhuman. The 

play’s exploration of filial ingratitude develops into a more existential examination of 

kinds and kind-ness, which traces avenues of affinity and difference across species. By 

focusing on metaphors of animality and inhumanity, this chapter examines how 

Shakespeare represents unkindness as a negation of humanness. I also focus on the play’s 

avian and serpentine imagery to explore how Lear’s characterization of bestial 

unkindness ultimately aligns him with his malevolent kin. After tracing these patterns of 
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paradoxical affinity through a number of different species, I then examine how the play’s 

domesticated canine figures differentiate social kinds and distinguish those worthy of 

abuse from others deserving of care. The metaphors of animality contribute to an 

increasingly indistinct boundary separating humans from beasts, which prompts larger 

questions regarding the moral responsibility to those deemed less than kind. Ultimately, 

this chapter reveals how Lear’s vision of human animality and vulnerable physicality 

generates new avenues of kind-ness among fellow sufferers and questions how one may 

recognize and extend kindness beyond species and social boundaries. 

My study does not assume a unified philosophy of how writers represent or 

understand animals; rather, it demonstrates how each writer approaches human animality 

and animal metaphors from different perspectives (and genres) to different ends. In every 

chapter, the author’s engagement with animals and animality draws on both horizontal 

and vertical models of comparison, as well as literal and figurative signification to map 

out differences in degree as well as differences in kind. While Sidney draws on 

interspecies affinity to affirm natural hierarchies and establish an elite community of 

riders and writers, Spenser maps human-animal likeness to demonstrate that a human’s 

natural place remains unstable because of his corporeal form and his capacity for sinful 

action. For Shakespeare, the natural hierarchies of human and nonhuman kinds are 

levelled completely to examine how one remaps relations of kind by way of shared 

embodiment and interspecies affinity. Thus, the meanings of animals and the implications 

of human animality are not unified, but rather multiple, varied, and contradictory—even 

within a single work. In fact, each author’s engagement with a human’s analogical 

relationship to nonhuman animals allows (or often forces) him to work through particular 
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issues associated with human animality, shared vulnerability, the loss of ontological 

stability, and the persistent reliance on nonhuman creatures to define what it means to be 

human. As a result, my analysis of literary animals and animal metaphor in Sidney, 

Spenser, and Shakespeare illustrates how the animal figures in each text are not mere 

poetic ornaments, but rather dynamic figures that push and prod the boundaries of human 

identity, understanding, and expression.  
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Chapter 2 

 “We gave ourselves to learn horsemanship”: Riding, Writing, and the 

Virtue of Equestrian Governance in Philip Sidney’s Defence of Poesy  

 

 Sidney begins his Defence of Poesy with the seemingly extraneous lesson from 

John Pietro Pugliano, an Italian riding master whose indecorous praise of his craft serves 

as the feckless example from which Sidney launches his own defence of “poor poetry”—

an art that he claims has fallen from “the highest estimation of learning” to become a 

“laughing-stock of children” (212). The anecdote situates the discussion of poetic virtue 

and practice alongside Pugliano’s praise of and instruction in the equestrian arts. This 

correlation provides the lens through which Sidney explores the virtue and failures of 

rhetorical persuasion, first by placing his defence alongside and against Pugliano’s failed 

example, and then by momentarily positioning himself as the persuaded equine subject of 

Pugliano’s analogous craft. Sidney’s equestrian analogy, which conceives of the rider’s 

subtle control of his horse as analogous to the poet’s control of his art (rider : horse :: 

poet : poem), also serves as a model for the poet’s persuasion of his audience (rider : 

horse :: poet : reader). As a result, Sidney’s near identification with Pugliano’s persuaded 

horse is more than a simple play on his name Philip (phil-hippos, “lover of horses”) or a 

component of his bathetic ridicule of the hyperbolic riding master; rather, I contend that 

the exordium’s comparison of rhetorical with equestrian persuasion provides Sidney with 

a governing analogy, and, more importantly, an analogy of governance with which he 

explores and defines the status, methods, virtue, and purpose of poetic persuasion. Sidney 

draws on the cross-species kinship between noble men and their horses to affirm the 
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poet’s natural place, and characterizes poetic production and consumption as a 

cooperative and persuasive exercise by representing it as akin to the interspecies 

communication and governance involved in equitation. While the analogy provides 

Sidney with a workable model of affective governance, it also calls attention to the 

dangers of one’s equine submission to pleasurable instruction—especially when the 

virtuous ends of both the poetic and equestrian arts are in question. This chapter 

examines, therefore, how Sidney’s continued development of his equestrian analogy in 

the context of noble governance and poetic persuasion in the Defence responds to these 

concerns by expanding the analogy to create an exclusive space for practitioners and 

consumers of poetry. By assessing how Sidney represents and attempts to reconcile the 

anxieties surrounding virtuous instruction and pleasurable persuasion, my analysis not 

only offers insights into both the poetic arts and the art of equitation in the late sixteenth 

century, but also reveals the functioning contradictions within the figure of the horse 

itself. 

Interest in horses and horsemanship following the animal turn in critical study has 

brought renewed attention to the significance of the Pugliano anecdote and Sidney’s 

representation of equitation. While critics have, for some time, noted the ways in which 

Pugliano’s praises mirror the structure of Sidney’s defence of his own craft, recent 

studies of the Defence have begun to explore the importance of the art of equitation to 

Sidney’s definition and defence of poetry. Critics including Elizabeth Anne Socolow, 

Robert Matz, Elisabeth LeGuin, Elisabeth Spiller, Donna Landry, and Bradley Davin 

Tuggle have all acknowledged how “horsemanship and poetical expertise [are] explicitly 

and implicitly linked through the opening passages of the Defence as cognate practices” 
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(Socolow 125). While these studies tend to acknowledge, as Socolow does, “the ways 

that elitist concerns with courtly values, the rhetorical strategies involved in diplomacy… 

and a valorisation of horses and equestrian arts come together in the text” (122), few have 

considered how the poet-horseman’s elite status and persuasive power calls attention to 

human kinship with nonhuman creatures, or how a nuanced reading of Sidney’s 

horsemen and his representation of affective communication offers new insights into the 

comparable role and methods of poetic practice and equitation in the late sixteenth 

century. It is no coincidence that Nicholas Morgan’s 1609 treatise on horsemanship 

responds to and expands upon Sidney’s Defence analogy to define the virtues and 

purpose of noble equitation; his concern for and the discussion of the perfection and 

utility of manege riding by way of Sidney’s Defence model confirms what Landry 

concludes in her seminal study of English horses and horsemanship: that Sidney’s 

Defence should be considered among the horsemanship treatises as one of the “key 

English texts for the sixteenth century” on horses (222). Sidney’s consideration of the 

poet’s affective persuasion by way of manege riding not only defines the methods and 

purpose of the rider’s governance by using it to show how the proper poet might move a 

reader and fuse (as the noble warrior-horseman would) the aesthetic, corporeal, and 

ultimately virtuous ends of his art; in doing so, Sidney’s equestrian analogy and allusions 

also respond and contribute to a larger conversation concerning horses and horsemanship 

in sixteenth-century England.  

Sidney relates the poet’s practice to a specific style of equitation defined by its 

artistry and sensitive governance of the rider’s mount. The manege, a new riding style 

developed by Italian riding masters and first introduced in the courts of Henry VIII by 
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gentlemen like Robert Alexander, had considerable impact on the English gentry and 

their education in horsemanship in the sixteenth and early seventeenth century. It 

emerged as a result of the rediscovery and subsequent popularity of Xenophon’s treatises 

on equitation: On Horsemanship (Peri hippikēs) and The Cavalry Commander 

(Hipparchikos). Both written around 350 BC and reprinted in Greek in 1516 and Latin in 

1534, Xenophon’s works offered new methods of training and riding serviceable horses. 

On Horsemanship, the most influential of the two treatises, provided valuable 

information on the selection and care of horses, advanced exercises for training horses for 

service and pleasure, and new methods of instruction and command that relied on the use 

of kindness to bring about obedience.37 The thick, heavily armoured horse of the Middle 

Ages lacked the maneuverability that was necessary following the introduction of 

firearms in battle; the substitution of heavy cavalry destriers for light and tractable 

coursers provided riders with a new breed of horse (primarily an Arabian or Barbary 

horse) who could respond to the sensitive command of his rider and navigate the 

battlefield effectively once trained in the manege. As the Italian schools incorporated 

Xenophon’s precepts and presented the balanced management of one’s horse as an 

integral part of noble education and court performance,  

the brutally utilitarian equitation of the Middle Ages was transformed into a 

passionate, rigorous study—mathematically and physiologically supported—of 

the horse and rider as a dual entity at the various gaits, both natural and artificial. 

It was viewed in the light of a new aesthetic and rationale: the influence of the 

                                                 
37 The Cavalry Commander offered instruction on military training in general and the responsibilities of a 

cavalry commander in particular.  
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rider’s seat and action on the comportment and reactions of the horse, along with 

the interplay of balance between horse and rider. (Gianoli 103)  

The harmonious union of horse and rider depended on the recognition of the horse as 

more than a device to be operated or exploited; instead, the riding masters who followed 

Xenophon’s teachings studied the body, mind, and character of the horse as an intelligent 

agent to understand the ways in which a rider would effectively communicate with and 

command his horse as an extension of his own body.38 Though the advanced training of 

these horses was intended initially to provide a more sensitive mount on the battlefield, 

the pleasing aesthetics of the rider’s harmonious union with and skillful handling of his 

horse aroused even greater interest among the aristocracy in training horses both for 

service and pleasure.  

As a particularly noble craft, the Italian riding style became an integral 

component of the education and training of English gentlemen, who went to learn from 

riding masters in Italy or learned from groomsmen and riders trained at Italian schools.39 

Like his peers, Sidney likely learned to ride at an early age, but honed his skills in 

                                                 
38 Although Grisone developed Xenophon’s precepts in his own treatises, he was accused of employing 

violent practices by English writers. Arthur MacGregor explains that in contrast to these aggressive 

techniques, “English writing from the era stresses the benefits to be gained from sympathetic and sensitive 

treatment rather than from unbending discipline and harshness” (49). This concern for gentle instruction 

suggests that the violent methods of Grisone were not adopted fully by English trainers and riders, and will 

be addressed in further detail below.  
39 Castiglione suggests that the ideal courtier emulate the Italians in horsemanship: “as it is the especial 

pride of the Italians to ride well with the rein, to govern wild horses with consummate skill, and to play at 

tilting and jousting, — in these things let him be among the best of the Italians” (30). Three Italian riding 

masters of the Napolese riding school—Federico Grisone, Gian Battista Pignatelli, and Caesar Fiaschi—

had a lasting influence on the education and development of horse training in Europe in the sixteenth and 

seventeenth century. Grisone and Claudio Corte (a student of Grisone) were the primary sources for 

instruction in the manege for English riders and writers in the sixteenth century. Grisone’s riding academy, 

founded in 1532 in Naples, became a centre for instruction in the art of equitation for English noblemen, 

and in 1550 his publication of Gli ordini di cavalare (“The Rules of Riding”)—which was disseminated 

throughout Europe—confirmed his position as a reputable riding master and “the father of the art of 

equitation” (Podhajsky 18). Elizabeth M. Tobey observes that “[a]lthough Grisone was not the inventor of 

manège riding, he was the first author to publish a treatise and present horsemanship as a noble art form” 

(143). 
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equitation by travelling to the continent. In a letter to his brother Robert from 15 October 

1580, Sidney recommends the treatises of three Italian riding masters as worthy sources 

for the study of horsemanship, advising that he “reade Grison Claudio, and a booke that 

is called La gloria del cavallo, withall, that yow may ioyne the through contemplation of 

it with the exercise, and so shall yow profite more in a Moneth, then others in a yeare” 

(1009).40 Sidney’s recommendation that his brother not just practice atop a horse, but also 

that he read Grisone, Corte, and Caracciolo so that he “may joine the thorough 

contemplation of it with the exercise” (133) follows the familiar pedagogical model set 

out by the Italian school: that the practice of horsemanship is enriched by (and therefore 

necessarily paired with) first studying its principles.41 Without a strong comprehension of 

the subject and theoretical foundation of the art, the rider can neither learn the true value 

and purpose of equitation, nor command his horse effectively. Sidney parrots the precepts 

of his Italian sources and insists that his brother’s education in equitation avoid a 

frivolous focus and instead involve a comprehensive study of the horse and 

horsemanship: he suggests that Robert not only learn the rules of the manege but also 

“marke the bitting, sadling, and caring of Horses” (1009). As Sidney’s suggestions 

reveal, the study of horsemanship was a study of the qualities and abilities of the horse, 

an education in the semiotics of court performance, and a lesson in the governed 

persuasion of a subordinate subject. In this respect, the horse became a vehicle whereby 

the noble rider would learn the components of effective governance in both theory and 

                                                 
40 The texts that Sidney recommends here are three of the leading and most recent works in Italian 

horsemanship: Federico Grisone’s Gli ordini di cavalcare (1550), Claudio Corte’s Il cavallerizzo (1562), 

and Pasquale Caracciolo’s Gloria del cavallo (1566).  
41 Pugliano’s “demonstration of his practice,” which is combined with a discussion of the “contemplations 

therein which he thought most precious” (212), also follows the familiar format for training horseman by 

pairing the practice on horseback with the study or discussion of its principles. 
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practice. In fact, although Sidney questions the plausibility of Pugliano’s assertions 

concerning a prince’s unmatched wonder for a good horseman, the rider’s ability to 

acquire the cooperation of his horse and move with him as a harmonious unit could 

support the assertion that the “skill of government” in the political abstract could be 

considered a pedanteria—mere academic learning without judgement—in comparison to 

one’s study of and actual experience atop a horse. 

Sidney’s articulation of the precepts of the Italian school to his brother is not only 

reflective of his personal experience and training, but more importantly of the influence 

of the Italian schools and the manege among the English gentry.42 The first treatise on 

horsemanship to be published in English, Thomas Blundeville’s The Arte of Ryding and 

Breakinge Greate Horses (1561), is a translation and abridgment of Grisone’s seminal 

text, Gli ordini di cavalare (1550).43 In the second book of Blundeville’s treatise he 

provides instructions for training in the manege and clarifies the increasingly prevalent 

Italian terminology for English riders to explain how the English use of the term differs 

from its source:  

This Italian word Maneggiare, is as much to say in English, as to handle with 

skill, as when we saie, he can handle his horse or weapon very well; amongst the 

                                                 
42 Sidney’s inclusion of Pugliano, the Italian riding master who is the “esquire in his stable” (212) in the 

court of Emperor Maximillion II, provides as a less than subtle reminder of the elite training Sidney 

received on the continent from the noted Italian riding master of the Imperial Riding School. James M. 

Osborn suggests that Sidney refers to an actual meeting with Pugliano, and notes that Sidney was in Vienna 

in 1574 and travelled back to England with Wotton in 1575 (235, 307-8). Nicolas Morgan, in The 

Perfection of Horsemanship (1609), mentions Pugliano among the famous foreign horsemen, including 

Xenophon, Berardino, Pagano, Grisone, and Corte (B2r). 
43 His treatise is reprinted in 6 editions: 1561, 1566, 1570, 1580, 1597, and 1609. The last five editions 

were adapted and rereleased under the title The Four Chiefest Offices (1566), a more comprehensive 

treatise directed at the practitioners: the breeder, the rider, the keeper, and the ferrier. The next two treatises 

to be published in English, Thomas Bedingfield’s The Art of Riding (1584) and John Astley’s The Art of 

Riding (1584) are also translations or adaptations of Corte, Grisone, and Xenophon. 
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Italians it is taken as a general worde, comprehending foure especiall kindes of 

managing… But wee English men doe onelie call this last kind [galloping and 

turning the horse] a manege, and that absolutelie without any other addition. For 

amongst our horsemen this word manege or managing, signifieth none other 

thing, but only that foresaid kinde of galloping and turning to and fro in one selfe 

path. And therefore we use commonlie to saie, This horse can manege well, or 

make a good manege. (28r-v)44 

For Blundeville, manege refers to both the horse’s manner of riding (a horse who can 

manege well) as well as the rider’s ability to control, direct, or manipulate his mount 

(make a good manege) during runs and turns. Single turns, double turns, and managing 

with half rest, whole rest, and (most popular among English riders) without rest are all 

described by Blundeville as a part of a good manege. He explains that it is only after 

learning to manege the horse in these turns and runs that a rider can then train the horse to 

run a Cariere or perform leaps included in the classical airs above ground like the 

Capriole or Corvetti. Thus, in sixteenth-century England the term “manege” refers 

specifically to the turns and runs that are the necessary foundation for the more complex 

manoeuvers and airs above ground, the general action or exercise of control required by 

the rider to complete these feats, and the horse’s demonstration of that persuasion.45   

                                                 
44 For clarity and a clearer citation, the passage cited here is from Blundeville’s 1597 edition. The term is 

included in Blundeville’s texts using a variety of spellings including manage, managge, manege, and 

mannege.  
45 While the training of horses for service informed the training of horses for pleasure, riding masters 

clearly differentiated the two. After he provides instructions on maneging the horse with turns, double 

turns, performing the Ciambetta and passing the cariere, Blundeville explains in that while these “rules 

before taught, do suffice to make a horse of seruice: yet if your horse be light… and nimble of nature, you 

may besides these for pleasure sake, teache him manie other proper seates” (34r). For pleasure riding 

Blundeville includes instructions on training the horse to leap, performing classical airs including the 

capriole and corvetti, and riding a horse “to the best shew before a Prince, and where best standing for him 

to see” (36v). Some critics seem to assume that manège refers to the airs above the ground associated with 
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The term re-enters the vocabulary of English equitation in the early seventeenth 

century through the French riding school as “manège,” denoting the artful and dextrous 

performance of the horse while performing classical airs above ground as well as the 

space within which horses are trained. French manège training, which focused 

increasingly on the artistry of equitation by aligning horsemanship with other performing 

arts like dance and music, was also derived from the Napolese riding school but was led 

primarily by Pignatelli, his pupils Salomon de la Broue and Antoine de Pluvinel, and 

Fiaschi; together they were instrumental figures in the development of the French school 

and haute école riding in the seventeenth century. William Cavendish, 1st Duke of 

Newcastle’s influential revisionary treatise on horsemanship, La Méthode et Invention 

Nouvelle de Dresser les Chevaux (1658), is representative of the French school’s later 

influence in England and a large reason for the critical adherence to French terminology: 

his writings reworked and refined the earlier techniques for training and managing horses 

for pleasure and contributed to the development of the aesthetics of the art of equitation 

in what is now known as dressage.46 By placing less stress on the strategic and military 

purpose of manège riding earlier than their Italian counterparts, the French school’s 

emphasis on the aesthetics of movement and performance contributes to Cavendish’s 

refinement of the harmonious relationship between horse and rider first proposed by 

Xenophon, as well as the development of other performing arts including the opera, the 

                                                 
pleasure riding only, or they retroactively apply this kind of categorization onto the earlier use of the term. 

Blundeville’s description here illustrates how early modern riders conceived of the incorporation of manège 

training and the ways in which they separated the training of horses for service from those for pleasure.  
46 Cavendish first published a second treatise titled A New Method and Extraordinary Invention to Dress 

Horses and Work them according to Nature in 1667. Although some mistakenly consider this treatise an 

English translation without the detailed plates of his 1658 treatise, in the preface to the reader Cavendish 

explains that this second publication is “neither a Translation of the first, nor an Absolutely necessary 

addition to it” (v-vi). He concludes that this edition “may be of use by itself, without the other” (vi). 
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ballet de cour and the Stuart court masque. Because the French haute école also derives 

from Italian sources and serves as the foundation for modern dressage, most critics adopt 

this later French term when referring to the manege in England and do not differentiate 

the seventeenth century manège from the practice in England before the turn of the 

century. Although the artistry of the French school did have a lasting and far-reaching 

influence in England and on the art of horsemanship, and Sidney seems to consider both 

poetry and horsemanship as comparable arts, his perception of equitation as an analogous 

practice to poetic production and reception relies less on the artistry of equitation—on 

the rhythm of the horse’s movement that aligns it with other arts like dance and music 

(and therefore poetry)—and more on the ways in which the manege offers a new model 

of noble persuasion and virtuous governance that ultimately produces the social 

differentiation of elite practitioners from the base imposters who, unlike proper riders and 

writers, do not know and cannot fulfil the true ends of their craft.47  

Thus, the manege provides Sidney with an exercise in governance that is not only 

a vital component of the education and self-fashioning of the nobility, but also a 

workable pedagogical model for the poet’s sensitive persuasion of his reader toward 

virtuous action. His representation of the horse and horsemanship depends on a 

                                                 
47 Although the French school had less impact on English riding styles in the sixteenth century, Edwards 

notes that by 1600, Englishmen looked to France and haute école riding, though continued to study manège 

at Angers (Horse and Man 82-3). However, scholars tend to rely on later models of equitation when 

exploring the influence of the artistry of equitation on other performing arts. Elisabeth LeGuin and Erica 

Fudge explore the musicality and artistry of equitation but both rely on seventeenth century models to link 

English equitation to this particular style of riding. Although focused mostly on seventeenth century riding, 

LeGuin’s study concerning the importance of listening and reciprocal command in manege riding proves 

valuable to analyses of earlier English riding styles as well (to which I return later). Fudge’s exploration of 

the significance of dance as a determiner of class and species difference in Stuart court masques in “The 

Human Face of Early Modern England” offers similar conclusions as I do concerning the degree to which 

the horse functioned as a determiner of class in early modern England. For a detailed examination of the 

differences in style in influence in Italy, France, and England, see Patricia Franz’s The Horseman as a 

Work of Art: The Construction of Elite Identities in Early Modern Europe (2006) Dissertation. 
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perception of the horse as both a labile signifier and an independent and communicative 

subject with whom he and his audience would be intimately familiar. In the sections that 

follow, therefore, I consider Sidney’s allusions to court equitation in the Defence as a 

product of his own education and experience atop a horse and examine these references 

in conversation with his representations of and allusions to court equitation in the New 

Arcadia (1590) and Astrophil and Stella.48 In the first section, I examine the horse as 

figure of nobility and governance, and consider how the rider’s experience governing his 

horse informs Sidney’s conception of rhetorical governance as a persuasive and virtuous 

practice. The poet-horseman’s persuasion of the reader-horse presents a model of 

affective communication and instruction that applies to and helps define the embodied 

experience of human and nonhuman subjects alike. However, it also positions the reader 

in a subordinate and potentially dangerous position whereby he is led to virtue by 

pleasurable instruction. Thus, in the second section, I briefly consider the equestrian 

metaphors in Astrophil and Stella to examine how Sidney engages with the same 

anxieties surrounding one’s submission to pleasure through manege riding. In contrast to 

the relative success of his rhetorical manoeuvers in the Defence, the sonnet sequence 

cannot escape the implications of the horse’s association with unbridled desire. Building 

                                                 
48 Sidney’s Arcadia is a metamorphic text that exists in three different iterations: The Old Arcadia, likely 

begun in 1577 and completed in 1580 exists in nine manuscript copies, which were discovered by Betram 

Dobell in 1907 and then printed in 1926 (edited by Albert Feuillerat). The incomplete revised version—

referred to as the New Arcadia—was printed in quarto in 1590 by William Ponsonby under the supervision 

of Fulke Greville; it remains true to the entrusted revised copy—in its imperfect state, breaking off in the 

middle of a sentence. Following the initial printing of the New Arcadia, a third version of the text appeared: 

The Countess of Pembroke’s Arcadia is a hybrid text published in 1593, made up of the revised New 

Arcadia with Books 3-5 of the Old appended. Although it is this hybrid version of the text which, as C. S 

Lewis explains, “is the book which lived” (English Literature 333), this version is an incomplete 

amalgamation of the two texts and lacks the full authority of the original. My assessment of Sidney’s 

representation of equitation in New Arcadia considers Sidney’s return to and revision of his original text as 

a symptom of his concern for the relationship between court equitation and martial action, which likely 

came about as a result of Sidney’s comparison of horsemanship and poetry in the Defence.  



  

 

44 

 

from this picture of affective governance gone awry, my third section examines how 

Sidney shifts the meaning of the horse in the Defence as a way of maintaining the 

coherence of his governing metaphors. I analyze how Sidney’s representation of noble 

performance on horseback serves to reconcile the dangers of submitting to pleasure by 

differentiating true riders (and writers) from their lowly and “beastly” imposters. This 

section situates Sidney’s allusions to equitation within the growing discourse concerning 

the status and utility of the equestrian arts in the late-sixteenth century to recognize the 

ways in which Sidney positions poetry as a similarly noble art that is compromised by 

false practitioners who cannot or do not recognize the true virtuous ends of their practice. 

This contextualization of the Defence within the shifting perception of aristocratic riding 

is integral to understanding the purpose and influence of Sidney’s poet-horseman as a 

model of active virtue. Thus, this chapter demonstrates how Sidney’s actual practice in 

equitation complicates a simple reading of animal analogy and interspecies 

correspondence. It forces scholars to recognize how Sidney’s text engages with the ways 

in which the human/animal boundary forms and falters, at least with respect to the horse, 

when one examines the methods, power dynamics, and physicality of both equestrian 

performance and poetic reception. 

 

2.1 Interspecies Correspondence and Affective Governance  

In Sidney’s analogy, the horse is both a symbol and a subject; a signifier with and 

through which a man identifies and defines his noble status and character, and a kindred 

creature with whom he communicates in order to exercise his skill in affective 

governance and virtuous instruction. This interspecies correspondence between men and 
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horses, as well as the horse’s willing submission to and harmonious union with his rider 

is what forms the basis of Sidney’s analogizing of the methods and ends of a rider’s 

governance with that of the poet. Thus, this section examines how noblemen were trained 

to identify with their horses—as symbols and as participants or co-members of an elite 

community—and how this identification informs or allows for the horse to serve as a 

figure for Sidney’s persuaded reader of poetry. 

The horseman was a potent symbol of aristocratic rank and governing power, 

which made the horse an integral participant in the self-fashioning of English gentlemen. 

Though the horse was not granted primacy as king of the beasts (a position reserved for 

the lion) it was considered an emphatically noble creature. When Pugliano praises 

soldiers and sets them above all others as “the noblest estate of mankind,” he admits that 

horsemen—those who sit atop “the beast of most beauty, faithfulness, courage, and such 

more”—are in fact the “noblest of soldiers” (212). Horsemanship treatises published in 

the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries echo Pugliano’s praise of the horse as a 

“peerless beast” (212) and noble creature, stressing, as Michael Baret does, that “for the 

vse of man, not onely for pleasure, but also for necessity and profit, there is none to be 

compared to him” (A4v). Baret’s assertions serve as a reminder that the horse was a 

practical requirement in daily life and a vital agent in military action. It is because of the 

horse’s inherent quality and utility that Nicholas Morgan concludes that one cannot 

“finde a Beaste more behouefull to the greatnesse of persons of Estate” (A2v). Once 

seated atop and governing the peerless beast, the rider undoubtedly “importeth a majesty 

and dread to inferior persons” by appearing “above the common course of other men, 

daunting a fierce and cruel beast” (Elyot 64). It is for this reason that Thomas Elyot 
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declares in The Boke named the Governour (1531) that “the most honourable exercise, in 

mine opinion, and that beseemeth the estate of every noble person, is to ride surely and 

clean on a great horse” (64). When seated atop his horse the noble rider is literally lifted 

above those inferior persons who marvel at his power and control of a similarly noble 

creature. In fact, Morgan concludes that the reason horses were named “Iumenta” in 

antiquity is that they were “the chiefe Adiumēta or helpes of humane nature, that by the 

very name, the noblenesse, necessary vse and profite of them might be knowen, and the 

diuision betwixt the Noble and Worthy, Base and Vnworthy, manifested in fit difference” 

(A2r). For this reason, Peter Edwards explains, it was not the horse’s practical value (its 

necessary use and profit) but rather its iconic appeal as a social signifier and vehicle of 

self-fashioning that contributed to (and was simultaneously informed by) its high status 

among nonhuman creatures (“Image and Reality” 282). As a help of human nature and a 

source and signifier of nobility, the horse was a necessary vehicle with which a man 

could mirror the horse’s excellency and establish his analogous position above his human 

inferiors. 

The recognition of correspondences between noble men and their horses meant 

that the rider’s mount served as a reflection and confirmation of his own character, 

lineage, and social position. The construction of noble character involved recognizing 

desirable traits of specific animals and cultivating and/or displaying the seemingly 

inherent correspondences between humans and beasts. Emblematized and personified 

animals from medieval bestiaries, heraldry, mythology, and antiquity provide a rich field 

of animal characters from which noble men and families defined and signified their 

character, lineage, or social position. When seated atop and united with their horse, the 
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nobleman “could borrow the qualities of the animal: nobility, strength and courage” 

(Edwards “Image and Reality” 296) and show that as a kindred creature he shared those 

virtues that set him above other men. The variety of horse breeds (like those of dogs) 

diversified the significations of the horse by its particular types and informed analogous 

differentiations in quality among those who rode them. The horses trained to be ridden by 

the aristocracy were not the same cart-horses that might be found in the field, but instead 

beasts that were bred from elite bloodlines like the Arabian or Barbary horse to ensure 

quality stock. Edwards concludes that “[o]n a symbolic level the emphasis on ‘good 

blood’ linked the elite, a caste obsessed with its lineage, with their horses,” which were 

“increasingly being selected with reference to their ‘blood’ and parentage” (“Image and 

Reality” 286). Since a man’s status among the elite would depend on his alignment with 

his horse’s noble traits and strong breeding, well-bred noble men ensured that they sat 

atop equally noble beasts, while the lesser jades and carthorses were rightly sent to and fit 

for men of inferior condition. Since these animal analogues are the steady signifiers 

through which a man defines and stabilizes his rightful place within the human social 

hierarchy, the attributes shared between particular classes of humans and animals (like 

noblemen and their horses, or even plowmen and their livestock) appear as inherent 

commonalities among kindred creatures. Because the differentiations in social class were 

mapped across species boundaries, examining the construction and display of human 

identity through animal kindred becomes a way of tracing or uncovering the visible 

communities of humans and beasts in early modern England.49  

                                                 
49 It is worth noting, however, that although these communities demonstrate the presence of discourses that 

are not predicated on human-animal difference, the natural hierarchies that they inform do, paradoxically, 

reinforce the perception of man as superior to his nonhuman inferiors. 
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Since the noble horse was a symbol of the superiority of the aristocracy, it not 

surprising that the rider’s display of controlled and majestic governance of the “peerless 

beast” illustrates his transferrable skill in governing nonhuman and human animals alike; 

a prince atop his horse demonstrates both an application of his governing power as well 

as a symbolic display of his position atop his people.50 This perceived parallel in 

governance informs the ways in which the horse becomes, metonymically, a part of the 

equipment of the nobility and an emblem of the governed. Shakespeare’s history plays 

rely on this equine framework, which aligns skilled equitation with skilled governance—

in fact, much of the scholarly concern over horses in early modern England tends to focus 

on the equestrian feats and failures of Shakespeare’s horsemen because of the degree to 

which he aligns a monarch’s capacity to reign with his ability to rein his horse.51 Richard 

III’s infamous battle cries of “A horse! A horse! my kingdom for a horse!” (5.4.7) relies 

on the correlative signification of governed bodies to demonstrate Richard’s loss of both 

tenor and vehicle; as he grasps frantically for either he exposes the unequal weight of the 

analogous parts and appears a fool willing to exchange his literal political power for a 

                                                 
50 Elaine Walker offers a persuasive argument in “‘The Author of Their Skill’: Human and Equine 

Understanding in the Duke of Newcastle’s ‘New Method’” that links Newcastle’s depiction of the rider-

horse relationship as a hierarchical model that resembled the monarchy to his status as a committed 

royalist. Donna Landry perceives a similar connection between Cavendish’s practice of horsemanship and 

his politics. She concludes: “Defending his system of equitation as well as the Restoration of Charles Stuart 

to the throne, Cavendish celebrated a human authority in the manege, and a royal one at the head of the 

body politic, that were both less than absolute... Like his philosophy of riding, in which horses must be won 

over to obeying him willingly, Cavendish’s political philosophy is less absolutist, less concerned with 

violently repressing, and more with reforming, the ‘ungovernable people’ of the British Isles than it might 

at first appear” (33). 
51 In an early and seminal article on horsemanship in the Henriad, Robert Watson concludes that “In each 

of the four plays, a character’s overindulgence in his own predominant appetites results in his expulsion 

from a place of royal power, through the mediating metaphor of an actual unhorsing” (275). For more on 

horses in Shakespeare’s history plays, see also Boehrer’s “Shakespeare and the Social Devaluation of the 

Horse”; Jennifer Flaherty’s “‘Know us by Our Horses’: Equine Imagery in Shakespeare’s Henriad,” in 

which she explores how individual and national identities in the Henriad are revealed through horses; and 

Karen Raber’s Animal Bodies, Renaissance Culture (2013), in which she explores the sexual dimension of 

equitation, which she argues is analogous to sex for Hotspur and the Dauphin. 
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figure of it.52  Richard III’s ultimate loss of horse and kingdom is comparable to Richard 

II’s de-horsing following Bolingbroke’s usurpation. In Richard II, Richard condemns 

(then quickly forgives) his horse Barbary when he accepts Bolingbroke as his new rider 

(and ruler) with pride. The perceptive and discerning horse becomes a key figure in the 

representation of noble kinds since Barbary’s rejection of Richard re-characterizes his 

former master as an emasculated ass, figuratively ridden by Richard’s more worthy rival; 

in this lowered position, Richard laments that he “was not made a horse; / And yet [he 

bears] a burthen like an ass, / Spurr’d, gall’d and tired by jouncing Bolingbroke” (5.5.93-

5). Like Bolingbroke’s, Hal’s inherent ability to rule manifests in his capacity as a 

horseman; the horse proves a perceptive and symbolic figure in the prince’s self-

fashioning of his ascendant position, both authorizing and symbolizing his position as 

king.  

As a symbol of governance, the horseman also serves as a model of the self-

regulation of the internal passions and affections, made unruly by the Fall. Since human 

bodies were conceptualized as microcosms of the world (the macrocosm), a human’s 

natural dominion over God’s creatures found its analogue in the natural governance of 

human reason over the beastly passions, which Thomas Wright describes as 

“vnreasonable and beastly motions” (49). Though various animals represent specific 

internal passions, Plato represents the soul as a composite of a charioteer controlling two 

horses, one good and one bad (later aligned with the concupiscible and irascible passions, 

respectively), in Phaedrus, which informs early modern depictions of the human mind as 

                                                 
52 It is important to note, however, that the horse is not just a rhetorical vehicle in this exchange, but also a 

literal instrument that he needs if he is to retain his kingdom. And yet, he proleptically defeats himself 

when he attempts to exchange the end (his kingdom) for the means to fight for it (a horse).   
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a governing rider managing the equine passions within.53 As a result, discussions 

concerning the governing of one’s moveable passions (especially desire) regularly 

incorporate the vocabulary of equitation. Yet, the governed horse in the manege is unlike 

the unruly equine forces of Phaedrus that are set at odds to the rational and governing 

rider; rather, he is a willing participant who submits to the harmonious union of a 

governed and governing figure. This picture of kind and cooperative governance 

provided a functional metaphor for a man’s governance of the lower orders of both 

human and nonhuman animals, which helped to reinforce and naturalize the racial, 

gender, and social hierarchies that positioned him above his perceived inferiors.54 In fact, 

the verb “to manage” and the noun “management” enter the English language via the 

Italian style of manege riding in the sixteenth century, first to refer to the rider’s 

management of his horse in galloping and turning (as Blundeville describes) and then 

                                                 
53 Prescott explains that Plato’s metaphor develops to the image of a rider, not a charioteer, guiding the 

passions since “if you are actually on the horse and not on wheels, it makes sense to have the horse be some 

energy or other. Then you, the rider, are the one who manages the horse, well or ill, and with or without 

some rational guide... Guided or unguided, though, the horse and rider are better suited to knightly venture 

than is a chariot and pair” (29) 
54 The depiction of naturalized gender hierarchies through the horse/rider analogue has a compelling legacy 

in relation to marriage. In Arcadia Sidney describes the marriage of Lalus and Kala in these very terms: 

“That he be her head, she be his heart / He lean to her, she unto him do bow” (214). Beryl Rowland 

explains that the analogy “whereby the woman is the horse to be bridled and controlled by man is so 

commonplace as to become proverbial… So fundamental is the analogy in our thinking that token symbols 

such as the bridle, harness, collar or saddle-girth are often substituted, and the symbolism persists even 

today in the marriage ceremony in which the ring is the halter used by the groom to harness his bride” 

(248). Queen Artaxia’s relationship to her husband represents an inversion of the proper gendered roles: 

rather than submit to her husband’s governance, Artaxia rules over her husband with absolute power. After 

she makes herself “so absolute a master of her husband’s mind that a whole he would not (and after; he 

could not) tell how to govern, without being governed by her; but finding an ease in not understanding, let 

loose his thoughts wholly to pleasure, entrusting to her the entire conduct of all his royal affairs... But in 

him it was neither guided by wisdom, nor followed by fortune—but thereby was slipped insensibly into 

such an estate that he lived at her undiscreet discretion” (248-9). This image of the wife riding her husband 

was a common image of derision (represented in the notable story of Phyllis riding Aristotle) when proper 

martial or gender roles were thought to have gone awry. For more on the rider-horse metaphor in relation to 

gendered difference, see Jeanne Addison Roberts’s The Shakespearean Wild: Geography, Genus, and 

Gender” (1991) 64-8; Gwynne Kennedy’s Just Anger: Representing Women’s Anger in Early Modern 

England (2000); Bruce Boehrer’s Shakespeare Among the Animals: Nature and Society in the Drama of 

Early Modern England (2002); LaRue Love Sloan’s “‘Caparisoned like the horse’: Tongue and Tail in 

Shakespeare’s The Taming of the Shrew” (2004) and Raber’s Animal Bodies, Renaissance Culture (2013).  
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extending to characterize internal and external governance of human bodies. The rider’s 

command and control of his horse in manege riding ultimately provides the figurative and 

etymological link that connects a man’s effective management of beasts to his 

governance of human subjects.  

From the horse’s symbolic value to its literal use and incorporation into noble 

culture and exercise, the symbol finds its true foundation in the practice of equitation and 

the experience riding and ruling the noble beast. This intimate interspecies relation 

reflects what Nicholas Morgan describes as an “inseparable community” of noble men 

and their horses. In the Epistle to King James in The Perfection of Horsemanship (1609), 

Morgan declares that “man cannot be so much seruant to his owne conceit... [but] must 

acknowledge, not onely the Excellency, but also the necessity of a Creature (by 

inseparable community) so lincked vnto him” (A3r-v). A noble man’s place depends on 

his alignment with his horse—both in terms of his identification with the horse’s qualities 

to set him above his social inferiors, and with his ability to unite with and govern his 

mount. Juliana Schiesari recognizes this representation of the inseparable connection 

between horse and rider within equestrian or warrior classes and observes that even in 

educational treatises of both young men and of horses “we read of an embodied 

friendship that crosses species lines” (377). This inseparable community and embodied 

friendship of a man and horse transcends species boundaries and undermines the 

perception of “the animal” as a deficient or foreign figure—or a conception of “the 

horse” as an appropriated symbol—in the construction of human identity and 

community.55 The “inseparable community” of riders and horses reveal that the common 

                                                 
55 This privileging of rank above species could also be used as a framework with which one reads Sidney’s 

discussion of literary genre and “mongrell tragicomedy,” which “thrust[s] in the clown by head and 
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bonds that provide the foundation for human communities are extended to nonhuman 

animals—horses in particular. The real and figurative bonds created through a rider’s 

communion with his horse depend on the same identification of the inherent 

correspondences between fellow creatures that inform the creation of human 

communities. And while horses may be perceived, as Keith Thomas argues, “subsidiary 

members of the human community” (98), their symbiotic relationship with their riders 

positions the animal within—instead of at or outside of—the borders of human 

communities. In fact, Morgan’s insistence that a man cannot be a servant to his own 

conceit serves to challenge the anthropocentric assumption that a human’s place above 

the lower orders granted to him by God necessarily sets him apart from and above his 

nonhuman community.  

This recognition of kinship and connection between horses and the noblemen who 

ride them is what informs Sidney’s turn to equitation as a model for poetic instruction. 

More specifically, Sidney’s literal experience atop the horse—communicating and 

uniting with his mount—allows him to recognize a connection across species and 

articulate the physical components of poetic persuasion. Throughout the Defence 

Sidney’s vocabulary of poetic persuasion centres on the capacity of the poet “to lead and 

draw” the reader toward “as high a perfection as our degenerate souls, made worse by 

their clayey lodgings, can be capable of” (219) as well as his ability to “draw the mind” 

(228)—that is, influence or induce the mind in a desired direction—more effectively than 

any other discipline. Although the pictorial components of the poet’s communication as a 

                                                 
shoulders to play a part in majestical matters, with neither decency nor discretion” (244). This resistance to 

the “mingling of kings and clowns” because of its unnatural fusion of high and low may be a product of 

those same hierarchies of kind that inform the horse’s position as an elite creature.  
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“speaking picture” (217) may suggest a similar connotation in Sidney’s reference to the 

poet’s ability to “draw the mind,” in the context of the equestrian analogue his phrasing 

alludes to the poet’s responsibility to move his reader toward virtue, first by internally 

drawing the reader to learning through pleasure and then inspiring and guiding the 

reader’s virtuous behaviour and well-doing, which is the true ends of poetry.56 It is the 

poet’s capacity to move that separates him from the historians and philosophers, and this 

persuasive power over the reader finds its expression by way of the rider’s experience 

connecting to, communicating with, and moving his horse. Thus, rather than a degrading 

marker of brutish inferiority,57 the poet-rider and horse-reader correlation is meant to 

illustrate the affective nature of poetic encounter (by way of animal encounter) and 

illustrate the power dynamics between two kindred subjects when one (the reader) is 

moved by pleasure and must submit to the guiding hand of the other (the poet) in order to 

be lifted up and drawn toward perfection and virtuous action.  

By considering poetry, as Sidney does, as a civilizing agent, the analogue of the 

poet’s persuasion of his reader to the rider’s governance of his horse provides an 

instructional model for the poet’s psychophysical persuasion of his reader—one that 

depends on recognizing the horse as a kindred creature in need of gentle and virtuous 

                                                 
56 Sidney follows Aristotle and declares that verse is “but an ornament and no cause to poetry” (218). He 

describes poetry as “an art of imitation, for so Aristotle termeth it in his word mimesis, that is to say, a 

representing, counterfeiting, or figuring forth: to speake metaphorically, a speaking picture, with this end—

to teach and delight” (217). Sidney includes Plutarch’s “speaking picture” in his description of the mimetic 

art and appends to it the Horatian dictum that poetry should “teach and delight.” Yet, Sidney’s emphasis is 

not on poetic pleasure and instruction alone but more importantly on the ways in which poetry moves men 

to virtuous action. Because of this continued emphasis on the moral value of poetry and its ability to move 

the reader, it is important to avoid limiting the ways in which one considers how the poet may “draw the 

mind.” 
57 Brian Cummings explains that discourses of the passions “occupied an uneasy borderland between the 

mental and the bodily, the rational and the physiological, the intellectual and the appetitive” (26); the 

passionate body reduced the human mind to the level of the animal because affective experiences were 

shared among sensitive creatures (27). 
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instruction. Sidney makes it clear that a man requires the art of poetry to draw him away 

from his post-lapsarian condition and closer to virtuous action and that perfection that his 

“erected wit” knows, but his “infected will keepeth [from him]” (217). Though the 

categorization of kinds via the hierarchical separation of social classes transcends species 

boundaries and seems to undermine the categorization of human as fundamentally 

opposed to animal, Sidney’s characterization of “beastly” ignorance alludes to a second 

system of differentiation that seems to uphold the separation of humans and beasts by 

defining civilized humanity in contrast to fallen beastliness. This hierarchy presents 

education as a means by which a man may differentiate himself from the lower orders, 

lest he fail to achieve his human potential and be counted among the beasts. The 

separation of humans from beasts via education—which seems to situate education in 

opposition to animals—leads Erica Fudge to conclude that early modern education is a 

humanizing process, with the achievement of a “human” status as its ultimate ends 

(Brutal Reasoning 48-9).58 Although the perception of education as a kind of evolution 

away from one’s “beastly” origins is a fitting conclusion given the spatial metaphor that 

aligns a man’s perfection with his spiritual ascension and the characterization of 

unintelligent or uneducated subjects as brutes and beasts, the conclusion that a “human” 

                                                 
58 In her discussion of education Fudge asserts that there exist two notions of the human that, together, 

suggest that “being born with a rational soul is not enough” (49) to secure one’s human status and 

distinguish humans from the lower orders. She asserts, rightfully, that the notion that humans are granted 

their status by God—that their humanity is born and not made—is complicated by the coexisting notion 

that one’s human status is constructed by and therefore reliant on education, custom, and culture. Fudge 

affirms that this second view of a self-made humanity creates “a gap between these two categories of the 

human—the natural and the cultural—that allows for actions which suggest that some humans are not 

human at all; that some humans are animals” (50). Although Fudge admits that the recognition of the 

animal as potential kin creates a hierarchical field within which humans may appear superior, analogous, or 

even inferior to animals, depending on their ability to establish their cultural status (60), she seems to 

conflate literal beasts with their cultural category and conclude that because this cultural field characterizes 

inferior subjects in “beastly” terms that one’s human status is dependent on its complete distance and 

differentiation from animals. 
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status is the ultimate end of education mistakenly perceives education only as ascension, 

with upward and downward species mobility at stake.  

Although a man’s personal improvement of his fallen state involved the purgation 

of his “beastly” attributes, one must not therefore assume that the natural category of “the 

animal” is inseparable from or synonymous with the categories of “beastly” kinds that are 

used to characterize uneducated creatures, both human and nonhuman. Indeed, the 

process of training and domesticating animals extends the educative refinement of one’s 

natural attributes and abilities to nonhuman subjects and incorporates them as participants 

in the educative sphere, challenging the conception of the ends of education as a 

specifically “human” status. Erasmus declares that “man cannot even eat, walk or speak 

without instruction” and presents human education as akin to the instruction of animals 

like the hound, who “is not prepared by nature for the hunt, or [the] horse for the saddle, 

or [the] ox for the plough, unless we apply our efforts to their training” (301). Erasmus 

acknowledges the incorporation of animals into the sphere of education while also 

recognizing the importance of the education of man who, because he cannot eat, walk or 

speak without instruction, is set at a disadvantage to his nonhuman classmates who have 

instinctual skill and do not require the same degree of education. His conclusion that man 

“will most certainly turn out to be an unproductive brute unless at once and without delay 

he is subjected to a process of intensive instruction” (301) characterizes the uneducated 

or brutish human as unproductive and presents instruction as a method of practical 

refinement; as such, brutishness becomes representative of one’s failure to cultivate his 

natural ability and utility.  
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By recognizing education beyond species boundaries, one is able to see education 

more clearly as an “art of becoming,” which Juliana Schiesari describes as “a method that 

draws out the inherent abilities to be found (naturally) within each being and that are 

proper to it” (377). Education appears less a mode of differentiating humans from 

animals than it does distinguishing unproductive and undeveloped brutish creatures from 

those human and nonhuman animals who cultivate their natural skill and enhance their 

fallen state. In fact, in his influential treatise on equitation, Grisone warns that one must 

not exclude horses from the educative process and “think that the horse, although he is 

well put-together by nature, can work well on his own, without human aid and true 

teaching. It is necessary to awaken the parts of his body and the hidden virtues that are 

within him through means of the art of riding” (qtd. in Tobey 151). Humans are not the 

only creatures disadvantaged by the Fall, which is why Morgan characterizes equine 

instruction as a means by which both man and beast reach a state of perfection, asserting 

that “euerie creature desireth restitution,” which is achieved “by mans industrie and the 

helpe of his owne nature” (8). While these conclusions are (like Erasmus’s discussion of 

human and animal productivity) an anthropocentric perception of the animal that 

validates human domestication of nonhuman creatures, it does demonstrate a recognition 

of the shared need for cultivation among all sensitive creatures to achieve perfection in a 

fallen world. In fact, since the “worthiness of man proceeds from the horse” (11) and is 

cultivated through his responsible stewardship and practice of the equestrian arts, Morgan 

considers equestrian training a co-dependent process based on “obedience and reciprocal 

loue” (15) whereby both horse and rider are civilized and “made tame with their 
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continuall actions of admiration” (51).59 Therefore, instead of thinking of education as a 

move toward “the human” and away from “the animal” it is important to consider the 

ways in which early modern pedagogues considered human education in relation to 

animal instruction and recognized the shared and often codependent process of individual 

refinement. This shared and inherently physical instruction provides Sidney with a 

conceptual model for the ways in which the poet affectively communicates with and 

governs his reader, drawing him first through appeals to the passions, then leading him to 

virtuous action. 

The association of the reader with the horse is predicated on the shared affective 

experiences of sensitive and intelligent creatures. Thus, it may come as no surprise 

(especially given the comparison made by Erasmus between the training of hounds, 

horses, and oxen) that effective pedagogy in the education of young boys was often 

associated with and compared to the training of good horses—especially in regards to the 

inefficacy of beating one’s pupil. By placing discussions concerning the education of 

young boys’ bodies and minds in conversation with the instructions for training a horse in 

the manege, Schiesari has demonstrated how early modern pedagogues frequently 

perceived the instruction of boys and the instruction of horses as analogous and at times 

shared practices. In fact, in Gabrielle MacDonald’s study of early modern equitation, she 

                                                 
59 In a deliberate echo of Sidney’s explanation of the dignity, antiquity and universality of poetry and poets 

in the Defence, Nicholas Morgan presents the evidence of great horses in ancient histories and holy 

scripture in The Art of Horsemanship to show “the memorable records of whose excellent actions would 

rauish the Reader with admiration, how horsemen should become so wonderfull among men” (11). For 

Morgan, horsemen appear more excellent among other men because of their seat atop an excellent horse, 

“from whome the worthines of man proceedeth, whose antiquitie cannot be blotted out of memory” (11). 

The records of worthy horses stands as a testament to the worthy men whose dignity depends on his 

identification with his noble steed. Proper horsemanship allows men to recognize their worthiness and find 

their place in the history of noble horsemen.  
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shows that “[t]he skill of [mastering and instructing horses] is no less in the tradition of 

humane learning” (95) and posits that Roger Ascham’s The Schoolemaster (1570) 

provides a tangible link between human and equine pedagogical theory in England by 

way of John Astley’s horsemanship treatise published in 1585. Not only is Astley a guest 

at The Schoolemaster’s prefatory dinner-table discussion, but his treatise on 

horsemanship shows, as MacDonald explains, “how closely Ascham’s views on teaching 

of young boys are reflected in Astley’s theory on the training of young horses” (163). In 

his treatise, Astley voices his adamant opposition to violent instruction, stating that the 

horse is “a creature sensible” that is “moved by sense and feeling” (3), which necessitated 

that the rider apply pleasurable stimuli to bring about compliance. A human student is 

also “a creature sensible,” which makes him subject to the same aversion to his lessons 

when faced with pain, discomfort, or irritation. Given the way “[t]he training of youth 

was frequently compared to the breaking of horses,” Keith Thomas concludes that it was 

not accidental that “more humane methods of horse-breaking would coincide with a 

reaction against the use of corporal punishment in education” (45).60 The emphasis on the 

humane training of both humans and horses suggests that Renaissance thinkers were 

becoming more sensitive to the consciousness of animals and the damaging effects of 

violence on a “sensible” learning mind.  

Despite the fact that horses were denied reason, which remained exclusive to 

humans, they were recognized as thinking subjects and intelligent creatures who, like 

                                                 
60 Although Thomas attributes the change in pedagogical methods of horse trainers to a later period (the 

seventeenth century at the time of the publication of Cavendish’s treatises), Astley and Corte’s emphasis on 

humane training, paired with Sidney’s analogue suggests an earlier shift. Benjamin Arbel suggests this 

same chronology when he goes against Thomas’s timeline and states that “the new pedagogical theories 

developed by Italian [H]umanists eventually left their mark also on the taming of beasts” (69). 
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their human counterparts, demonstrated a capacity to learn, think, and understand. Elaine 

Walker has shown that even after Cartesian thinkers denied animals a rational faculty, 

equestrian manuals—especially those of William Cavendish, Duke of Newcastle—

increasingly stressed equine intelligence. In his treatise, Cavendish responds to Descartes 

and his followers directly and rejects their premise that animals are non-thinking 

creatures. He asserts that “If [the horse] does not think (as the famous philosopher DES 

CARTES affirms of all beasts) it would be impossible to teach him what he should do” 

(General System 12). Their ability to acquire and hone their manege skills is more than a 

kind of mechanistic or instinctual response to external stimuli since the manege depends 

on the rider and horse’s capacity to communicate with and understand one another. The 

horse’s capacity to learn was indicative of his correlative capacity to think, and 

Cavendish concludes that were the philosophers to study horses “as horsemen do, they 

would talk otherwise” (13). In fact, before the influence of the Cartesian dismissal of 

animal thought and the reduction of the nonhuman body to a mere beast-machine, 

Morocco, the Intelligent Horse (see fig. 1) provided England with a memorable example 

of equine thinking. Morocco could dance, pick out members out of the audience, count 

coins in purses and numbers on dice, and respond to questions posed to him by his trainer 

Bankes. Although these skills prompted both praise and disparagement, Fudge asserts 

that those criticisms lodged against the intelligent horse do not negate the fact that 

Morocco challenged the perception of humans and animals as profoundly different 

creatures and showed that animals were thinking subjects (Brutal Reasoning 145). Karen 

Raber adds to Fudge’s discussion of Morocco and concludes that the Intelligent Horse is 

an example of “the crucial role of the body in what we tend to think of as ‘mental’ 
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functions like reason, logic, and language” (Animal Bodies 20). Although Pugliano’s 

praise of horses in the Defence does not address their intelligence directly, Sidney’s 

analogy seems to rely on the perception of the horse as not just a student who is 

physically moved by his rider or persuaded via the passions, but an affective and 

cognitive subject whose mind is governed by way of and together with his physical 

body.61 

 
Fig. 1. Morocco and his trainer William Bankes performing counting tricks in an arena. John 

Dando.  Maroccus Extaticus, or Bankes Bay horse in a Trance. 1v. 

  

The familiar comparison of intelligent human and equine students, both with 

sensible minds in need of affective governance, ultimately characterizes domestication as 

                                                 
61 Given this recognition of horse intelligence, it seems fitting that David Nichol Smith (1935), Denver 

Ewing Baughan (1938), and R.W. Frantz (1939) all cite the exordium of Sidney’s Defence as the source for 

Jonathan Swift’s representation of the Houyhnhnms, a race of intelligent horses compared to and 

considered to be superior to humans in Book IV of Gulliver’s Travels (1726).  



  

 

61 

 

a form of educative refinement and differentiates it from violent coercion or dominion—

both by stressing the dangers of physical violence and by recognizing the horse as a 

thinking and perceiving subject. Donna Haraway refuses to perceive domestication as “a 

kind of original sin separating human beings from nature” (206), and instead describes 

training as a “subject-shaping encounter in a contact zone fraught with power, knowledge 

and technique, moral questions—and the chance for joint, cross-species invention that is 

simultaneously work and play” (205). Haraway’s multispecies “contact zone” is an 

extension of Mary Pratt’s original term, which was adapted from the linguistic term 

“contact languages.” Citing Pratt’s explanation of the contact languages that “develop 

among speakers of different native languages who need to communicate with each other 

consistently,” Haraway asserts that Pratt’s description of the “interactive, improvisational 

dimensions of colonial encounters so easily ignored or suppressed by diffusionist 

accounts of conquest and domination” are eerily similar to her own experience 

communicating with and training her dog, Cayenne (qtd. in When Species Meet 216). The 

training relationship between rider and horse is no different, and requires a similar 

perception of the “co-presence, interaction, interlocking understandings and practices… 

[and] asymmetrical relations of power” (qtd. in Haraway 216) involved when a man and 

horse work together as one. The contact zone’s recognition of the asymmetry of power 

allows for domestication to be seen as more than a suppressive force; it also avoids the 

reduction of the horse from a participating subject to an object of another’s intentions. 

The interaction and asymmetry of power involved in equitation presents “command as a 

reciprocal condition,” which Elisabeth LeGuin explains is “predicated upon a knowledge 

of when to listen as well as when to tell” (193-4). Thus, the linguistic roots of Haraway’s 
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“contact zone” is vital since the rider’s communication and communion with the horse 

depends on both the rider and horse’s ability to understand the other. The rider 

commands his horse and responds to the horse’s body, listening to and working with his 

companion so that the two can move together as if joined in both body and mind.  

Sidney’s description of Musidorus on horseback in New Arcadia provides a 

valuable picture of the rider-horse contact zone to illustrate the psychophysical 

components of the rider’s persuasion of his horse; this vision of communication and 

cooperation is an expression of the conceptual model that Sidney employs to illustrate the 

poet’s persuasion of his reader. Sidney describes Musidorus’s management as a form of 

communication and mutual exchange in which Musidorus “borrow[s] the horse’s body” 

and “len[ds] the horse his mind” (153). The horse does not merely obey, but rather 

responds to his rider by moving with him so that they appear “centaur-like” in their 

union. In his horsemanship treatise Morgan draws on Sidney’s description of 

Musidorus’s reciprocal union with his horse and describes the rider’s governance as a 

process of “obteyning of the motion of their affection,” and a “labour by art & practise to 

gaine the minde and natural disposition of the subiect” (8). First the rider must connect 

with and command the affections that are situated in the body, often with a pleasurable 

appeal to the passions. By doing so, the rider may gain—and in this context Morgan uses 

“to gain” to mean both to know and to acquire or secure—the mind of his subject. 

Morgan’s phrasing suggests a sympathetic approach, one that requires that the rider must 

truly know the horse’s mind and character in order to unite with and govern it. Sidney’s 

description of Musidorus lending his mind to his horse while he borrows its body denotes 

this same sympathetic communion: he moves as if “he had been one piece with the horse, 
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[and] was no more moved than one with the going of his own legs,” commanding the 

horse’s body “as his own limbs” (153).62 We have already seen how the rider’s 

identification with his mount contributes to his self-fashioned nobility, and this 

representation of cooperative governance demonstrates how the human-equine contact 

zone becomes a productive space within which Sidney acknowledges the dynamics of 

interspecies communication and communion. As a result, Sidney’s picture of Musidorus 

as a kind of centaur figure, united in body and mind with his mount, is an example of 

what Haraway describes as the ongoing process of “becoming with” (16), a symbiotic 

relationship of intersubjective formation and reformation. The co-compositional process 

is relational and reciprocal, with both participants moving toward perfection through art.  

In fact, Sidney’s description of Musidorus’s perfect horsemanship is 

representative of what LeGuin identifies as a part of the new approach to equitation that 

appears in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries following the adoption of Xenophon’s 

precepts and his “acknowledgement of the horse as an independent intelligence, an Other, 

someone to be negotiated with, rather than something to be deployed” (177). Riders 

understood the horse as a subject and participant, which meant that the union of their 

“two distinct bodies and intellects” depended on, as Raber argues, “the willing 

cooperation of a creature that Renaissance texts repeatedly assert has its own agenda, its 

own sensations, and its own character” (85). Recognizing the subjectivity and 

intelligence of horses is integral to understanding the value of the equestrian analogue for 

Sidney’s project. He aligns the methods of poetic and equestrian instruction because he 

sees that both arts are fundamentally about affective communication and one’s ability to 

                                                 
62 In Book II of The Four Chiefest Offices, Blundeville insists that his riders must “conceive with yourself, 

that you and he have as it were but one body” and “but one sence and one will” (4). 
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move another cognitive subject toward virtuous action by pleasurable and non-violent 

means. Socolow rightly concludes that Sidney’s depiction of human-equine 

communication in New Arcadia as a union and mutual exchange of body and mind also 

signifies “inter-species communication” (132) and demonstrates “the relative absence of 

a mind-body split among [Sidney’s] contemporaries in the way they viewed wisdom” 

(135).63 In fact, as a metaphor for the poet’s persuasion of the embodied mind, the rider’s 

communication with his mount suggests that communication between subjects (whether 

human or nonhuman) is necessarily mediated through the physical body. For Sidney, the 

rider’s communication with and command of his mount serve as a model for the poet’s 

affective governance, while the reader’s position as persuaded horse characterizes poetic 

encounter as a pointedly physical exercise.  

My consideration of the psychophysical dimension of poetic reception is informed 

in part by the work of Katharine A. Craik and Rebecca Wiseman and their exploration of 

role of the physical body in literary encounters. In her book Reading Sensations in Early 

Modern England (2007), Craik explores the effects of literary texts upon the bodies of 

male English subjects and examines the corporeal experience of poetic reception. Her 

study considers Thomas Wright’s “theory of passionate cognition as also a theory of 

reading” (17) and insists that the physiological vocabulary that accompanies discussions 

of poetic reception may appear metaphorical, but cannot be dismissed “once 

contextualized within early modern theories of passionate cognition” (5). Craik asserts 

that both Sidney’s Defence and George Puttenham’s The Arte of English Poesie (1589) 

                                                 
63 Vicki Hearne examines the importance of touch in horse-human communication and explains that “Some 

people can learn to remain articulate in the ordinary human way while honoring the horse’s intricate 

kinesthetic language... but some can’t, and this is a large part of why riding is terrifying, as it is a large part 

of what is scary about initial immersion in any alien tongue” (107). 
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“suggest that poetry involved the whole mental and physical self” (47) and 

“reconceptualised literary experience as a resourceful, dynamic exchange between 

readers and writers in which emotional and physiological feelings, including those 

associated with pleasure, played an important part” (7). Wiseman expands upon Craik’s 

assessment of the psychophysical nature of reading poetry and focuses on Puttenham’s 

vocabulary of poetic persuasion, exploring the ways in which he theorizes “the 

physiological and social dimensions of the poetic encounter” (33). Wiseman concludes 

that “Puttenham’s reception theory situated poetic making firmly within the bounds of the 

physiological” which “makes a case for the power of poetic persuasion by uniting reader 

and poet in their shared recognition of harmony, proportion, and poetic propriety” (37). 

Craik examines Sidney’s poetics and positions him within the same discursive space, 

though she and Wiseman privilege Puttenham’s aesthetic vocabulary and the ways in 

which his descriptions of “the experience of being moved, stirred or enraptured by 

poetry” (Craik 35) demonstrate the psychophysical dimension of poetic encounter. 

Although Sidney does not provide an equally developed theory of poetic reception in the 

Defence, he does address the poet’s persuasive role and alludes to the dialogic and 

physiological dimension of poetic persuasion by way of the metaphor of the rider-poet 

who unites with, communicates with, and moves the body and mind of his horse-reader.  

To understand Sidney’s equestrian model of poetic communication and 

persuasion, we must first take seriously the comparison of the experience of the receptive 

and cooperative horse to the reader’s experience when moved by the poet’s art. Sidney’s 

conception of the horse-reader may be an example of what Catherine Bates describes as 

Sidney’s “habitual tendency to see things from the animal’s point of view” (234), but it is 
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also informed by the shared experience of both humans and horses when persuaded or 

moved by those “Passions, and Affections, or perturbations of the mind,” that are 

“common with vs, and beasts” (Wright 7). David Thorley explains that it is only in the 

seventeenth century that discussions of affective experience display a cultural shift away 

from discussing “passion” to discussing “emotion” and perceiving the passions as a 

mental rather than anatomical manifestation. In fact, given the perceived literal 

movement of the passions, it may come as no surprise that the earliest uses of “emotion” 

in English contained a particularly mobile referent, referring to the literal movement of 

people “from one place to another; a migration” (OED). In his descriptions of the poet’s 

ability to move his readers Sidney also considers the poet’s persuasion in real physical 

terms, representing Amphion’s ability to “move stones with his poetry to build Thebes” 

as akin to Orpheus’s ability to move “stony and beastly people” (213). The physicality of 

passionate persuasion makes it understandable why “emotion” becomes a workable term 

for the equally mobile passions and affections that move internally, and why Sidney 

relies on the moved and moving horse as a metaphor of poetic reception.  

Sidney defines poetic persuasion as an inherently physical exercise that doubly 

moves the reader: drawing him first to learning, and then to virtuous action; poetic 

reception therefore involves both passionate cognition and active response. Sidney 

describes both the affective and active response of those men who read Aeneas or 

Amadis de Gaule and find “their hearts moved to the exercise of courtesy, liberality, and 

especially courage” (227). He also discusses the pitiful abuse of poetry, addressing the 

failures of empty show and warns that false poets display “a seeming fineness, but 

persuade few—which should be the end of their fineness” (247). He criticises those 
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unpersuasive poets who write “under the banner of unresistable love” and coldly “apply 

fiery speeches” or “swelling phrases” (246) since these poets never feel the passions they 

hope to move in the minds of their readers, and offer excessive expressions of passion 

that are betrayed “by that same forcibleness or energia (as the Greeks call it) of the 

writer” (246). It is useful to consider Puttenham’s distinction of enargia from energia to 

understand Sidney’s employment of the term: Puttenham clarifies that the former is an 

ornament to “delight the ear only by a goodly outward show” whereas the latter is 

“wrought with a strong and virtuous operation” and “by certain intendments or sense of 

such words and speeches inwardly working a stir to the mind” (227). Since poetry’s true 

ends are beyond the material object or delightful ornament and brought about through the 

poet’s ability to offer words set in such “delightful proportion” (227) that they work 

inwardly to stir their reader’s minds, then passionate cognition is the avenue by which 

readers are led by the poet to knowledge and understanding and the energia of the poet is 

integral to the virtue of his practice.  

If we accept Craik’s conclusion that the communication and creation of affective 

experience through energia presents reading as a dynamic and reciprocal exchange 

between poems and readers (12, 26, 42), then Sidney’s equestrian metaphors suggest that 

this dynamic and reciprocal exchange is not unlike the rider’s communication with and 

persuasion of his horse. Like the rider’s communion with his mount, the poet must be 

able to unite with his reader, lend him his mind by effectively communicating the “idea 

or fore-conceit of the work” (216), and ensure that the reader responds appropriately 

without being left in doubt or led astray by ineffective expression.64 Thus, Bradley Davin 

                                                 
64 Although Sidney alludes to the affective reception of poetry by way of the equestrian analogy, 

throughout the Defence he remains concerned with recognizing the manifest virtue of the art rightly 
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Tuggle is right to conclude that Sidney’s references to horses in the Defence “highlight 

the intelligent, emotive, and active roles of readers, helping not only poets to rethink their 

role vis-à-vis readers, but also readers to rethink their relation to poets” (57). Tuggle also 

infers that Sidney’s alignment of the reader with the intelligent horse may be understood 

as Sidney’s way of “theorizing a more ‘humane and commonsensical’ approach to one’s 

readers, one that suggests not the domineering moralizing of pedantically serious poetry, 

but rather that readers are to be given their own wills, treated as equals with whom a 

writer might engage in dialogue” (56). Sidney’s adoption of the Horatian dictum that 

poetry be dulce et utile, both sweet and useful (or for Sidney, that it must delight and 

teach) allows Sidney to connect the new methods of equitation to a more humane and 

commonsensical approach to poetic persuasion—one that is defined throughout the 

Defence by way of his governing equestrian analogy.65 And yet, to appreciate fully 

Sidney’s perception of affective equine reception one must first recognize, as Donna 

Landry does, that Sidney’s Defence does not focus on the reader’s reception, but instead 

offers “a theory of governance” that defines the poet’s “subtle control of intellect and 

rhetoric” as analogous to and by way of the rider’s management of his horse (18). The 

manege provides Sidney with a functional model of psychophysical governance that 

relies on the recognition of the reader as an intelligent and sensitive agent with whom the 

poet must communicate and negotiate so that the reader may enact the poet’s Idea in 

                                                 
applied, discerning the proper poet’s effective management of his text and readers from the damaging work 

of his inferiors. In the following sections, I explore further this concern for virtuous instruction and 

demonstrate how Sidney expands the equestrian analogy to respond to the failures of false practitioners. 
65 Tuggle explores Sidney’s incorporation of Horatian poetics in the Defence as a way of understanding 

Sidney’s equine metaphors, which he classifies as Sidnean “Horacemanship.” I discovered Tuggle’s 

doctoral research after developing my own assessment of the purpose and implications of Sidney’s 

equestrian metaphors, but his discussion of the comparable methods of poetic and equestrian persuasion 

does influence my final articulation here.  



  

 

69 

 

action. Like the horse, who is lent the rider’s mind so that his body may be moved to 

virtuous action, the reader must, as A. Leigh DeNeef explains, “[copy] the poet’s fore-

conceit… exactly as the poet himself had done, only in action rather than in words” 

(265). “Sidney’s psychology of moving the reader,” DeNeef continues, “is considerably 

more complicated than a simple attempt to interest him in a given virtue by delightfully 

portraying it. The reader must imitate the poet’s imitating: both, in their respective and 

analogous actions, body forth an Idea, both translate a conceptual form into a concrete 

medium” (265-6). 

One way to conceptualize how Sidney analogizes equestrian governance and 

poetic persuasion as cognate practices of persuading the embodied mind is to examine 

Sidney’s representation of the orator’s persuasive rhetoric by way of the rider’s 

performance on horseback in sonnet 58 of Astrophil and Stella. Like Horace before him, 

Sidney recognizes the shared rhetorical roots of poetics and oratory and incorporates the 

threefold goals of the orator into his definition of poetry.66 Sidney draws from Cicero’s 

De oratore, which describes the goals as docere, delectare, et movere (to prove, to 

delight, and to move), to present poetry as another persuasive art with ends outside itself. 

It was “the increasing stress on persuasion via the passions,” Brian Vickers explains, that 

                                                 
66 M. H. Abrams describes Horace’s incorporation of the orator’s ends to poetry in Ars Poetica “the great 

classical exemplar of the application of the rhetorical point of view to poetry” (16). Although poetry and 

rhetoric were considered and treated as different disciplines—Aristotle’s separation of the Poetics from 

Rhetoric is evidence of this divide—the association of poetry and oratory was common during the period 

because of their shared theoretical roots in rhetoric. In her exploration of the relationship between poetry 

and oratory Helen Wilcox observes that poets, including Samuel Daniel, Margaret Cavendish and Ben 

Jonson, acknowledge the shared persuasive capacity of orators and poets, though they frequently cite the 

poet as the superior rival (56). While the persuasive power of Sidney’s poet may be shared with the orator, 

Sidney—like Daniel, Cavendish, and Jonson—privileges the poet’s practice. He characterizes oratory as a 

learned skill when he refers to the old proverb orator fit, poeta nascitur [poets are born but orators are 

made] (242), and sets it apart from the higher practice of poetry, which he contends is a “divine gift, and no 

human skill” (242). In fact, poetry and oratory’s shared capacity to move the reader remains a fundamental 

component of Sidney’s employment of his equestrian metaphor. 
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“led to a readjustment of emphasis within rhetoric” and made movere so prominent (136). 

In sonnet 58 Astrophil employs an equestrian metaphor to describe a familiar debate 

concerning the tools of the rhetorician and whether it is the orator’s words or his delivery 

that afford him the power to move his audience. Before turning to Stella’s moving 

delivery of his own “piercing phrases” in the sestet, he first describes the persuasive tools 

of the orator-horseman: 

Doubt there hath been, when with his golden chain 

The orator so far men’s hearts doth bind 

That no pace else their guided steps can find 

But as he them more short or slack doth rein 

Whether with words this sovereignty he gain, 

Clothed with fine tropes, with strongest reasons lined, 

Or else pronouncing grace, wherewith his mind 

Prints his own lively form in rudest brain. (1-8)67  

In the last three lines of the octave Astrophil depicts the two elements of the debate—

weighing the power of style against substance in rhetorical performance—through the 

rider’s display atop his mount. Although the fine tropes that embellish the orator’s prose 

appear as ornamental attire, they are not empty or artificial pictures; instead the fabric of 

each argument is lined with the strongest reason. His eloquent delivery appears as 

pronouncing grace, which prints—as poetry does—the lively form of the orator in the 

minds of his auditors. Like the rider’s governance of his horse, the orator first binds the 

                                                 
67 Like Sidney, Samuel Daniel describes the orator’s power to move his audience using an equine 

metaphor. In “Musophilus” (1599) he describes the “Powre aboue powres” of the orator’s “heaunly 

Eloquence,” “That with the strong reine of commaning words, / Dost manage, guide, and master 

th’eminence / Of mens affections, more then all their swords” (939-42). 
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hearts of his audience—obtains the motion of their affections—and then lends them his 

mind so that he may govern even the “rudest brain.” Sidney represents rhetorical 

persuasion as governed physical movement, with each auditor following the pace set 

down by the orator who controls them by the slight slack or shortening of his reins.  

Though Astrophil may question whether it is delivery or content that proves most 

persuasive, his reaction to Stella’s performance of his lines in the sestet suggests that it 

may be performance that proves to be the orator’s more persuasive force. Sidney 

examines the power and efficacy of rhetorical performance at the beginning of the 

Defence when he first introduces the poet-horseman analogy and sets his defence of 

poetry against Pugliano’s failed example. Sidney confesses that Pugliano gets carried 

away in his praises of horsemanship and draws his audience to “so unbelieved a point” 

(212) that his “strong affections” expose “weak arguments [that would] not satisfy” (212) 

Sidney’s reader. In fact, Sidney admits that if he “had not been a piece of a logician” 

before coming to him, he might have been persuaded “to have wished himself a horse” 

(212). In pointing to this potential result, Sidney calls attention to the way Pugliano’s 

praises lack a coherent direction or goal. As a riding master Pugliano may be an expert in 

his field; however, as a rhetorician and moral instructor, his lessons miss the mark. In 

contrast to Pugliano’s hyperbolic praise for his craft, Sidney’s presentation of the 

Defence as a seemingly unintentional product of an idle pastime employs the familiar 

Renaissance humility topos to lend authority and credibility to his claims while also 

representing his work as an effortless display of crafted rhetoric; his employment of 

equestrian metaphors within the texts sets his skilled management of his subject in direct 
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opposition to Pugliano’s failures. It also shifts the equestrian analogy to associate the 

craft itself—not the audience—as the “horse” that needs to be governed effectively.  

Following the digression concerning the shortcomings of English poets Sidney 

employs a metaphor of controlled riding to redirect a tract that seems to be running off 

course. Amidst his refutation of the cases made against poetry, Sidney stops and declares 

“But since I have run so long a career in this matter, methinks before I give my pen a full 

stop, it shall be but a little more lost time to inquire why England, the mother of excellent 

minds, should be grown so hard a stepmother to poets” (240). As his pen runs along the 

“career” (or cariere, a running tack of eighty to one hundred yards) he risks losing control 

of his argument. D. H. Madden explains that the full stop was an “abrupt ending” of the 

run “by which the horse was suddenly and firmly thrown upon his haunches” in a display 

of skilled management and is an “essential characteristic of the career” (287). Thus, the 

writer’s control of his pen—the reining in of his hastening arguments—illustrates another 

component of the equine analogue by showing that a proper writer must order his text 

and control his arguments as he would a racing horse, lest he lose control and become, 

like Pugliano, subject to the passion of his prose. In contrast to Pugliano’s praises, which 

go on too long, Sidney’s defence stays on course—even in its digressions—which 

transforms the entire text into a courtly performance of his rhetorical and figurative 

equestrian skill.  For Sidney, the poet reins his poetry before he reins his reader just as the 

rider must first manage his internal passions before attempting to persuade and govern 

another.  

Sidney incorporates this dual signification of his governing metaphor as a way of 

affirming his own rhetorical skill when not only moving his reader but also when 
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ensuring that his craft draw and lead the reader to its intended virtuous ends. Even if the 

poet considers his audience an agent and an equal, as Tuggle suggests, the efficacy of 

poetic persuasion relies on a power differential that involves the diminishment of the 

reader’s personal agency through his submission to the poet’s governing hand. Socolow 

acknowledges how the horse’s submission to instruction is similar to the student’s “loss 

of personal agency in studying others” (131-2), and when Sidney describes Pugliano’s 

lesson he alludes to this same personal surrender, declaring that he and Wotton “gave 

ourselves to learn horsemanship” (212, my emphasis). This submission is a prerequisite 

for his elevation; like the horse’s submission to his noble rider or the student’s 

submission to his teacher, the reader of poetry is, paradoxically, lifted up and brought 

toward perfection and virtuous action by submitting to the poet’s guiding hand. The 

reader relies on the poet’s skilled governance to lead him in the right direction, which is 

why Sidney alludes to the manege specifically as an ideal model of both artful and 

virtuous instruction to demonstrate how the poet might effectively move his reader, 

drawing him toward active virtue and persuading his “infected will” to follow his lead.  

It is also why Sidney continually emphasizes the exclusivity of poetic production 

and exposes the indecorous methods of poet-apes who lack “Art, Imitation, and 

Exercise,” “[n]ever marshalling [their work] into any assured rank, that almost the 

readers cannot tell where to find themselves” (242). Sidney admits in the Defence that 

although “poesy is full of virtue-breeding delightfulness” (249) the reader’s necessary 

surrender to poetic appeals puts him in a potentially dangerous position since the poet’s 

“sweet charming force” has the power to “do more hurt than any other army of words” 

(236). He does imply—by way of his own admission that he was nearly persuaded to 
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wish himself a horse had he not been a logician—that readers must be wary of the rider-

poet that guides them; he also recognizes the ease with which ineffective governance 

might lead them astray. However, instead of focusing on the reader’s position and the 

harms that may befall one who is misguided by poetry’s “sweet charming force,” he 

focuses on the abuse of this power and the corruption of the art. Thus, in order to address 

the implications of the reader-horse analogy that Sidney refuses to explore in the 

Defence, it is worthwhile to examine how he incorporates a similar model of manage 

governance in Astrophil and Stella to trace the dangerous results of being made a horse to 

Love. In the next section, therefore, I briefly consider Sidney’s representation of manege 

riding gone awry in Astrophil and Stella as a way of clarifying why Sidney is forced to 

shift his focus in the Defence from readerly submission to the virtues of governed 

persuasion by “right poets” (218) and poetry rightly applied.  

 

2.2 Equine Analogues and the Submission to Pleasure 

Sidney returns to the horse’s submission to Love’s management in sonnet 49 to 

represent his submission to desire as a paradoxically noble indulgence in pleasurable 

governance. As if exploring the applicability of Sidney’s Defence metaphor, Astrophil 

imagines himself as “a poor beast” (4) and “a horse to Love” (3), drawn forth by pleasure 

and ridden toward questionable ends. I believe that Sidney’s incorporation of the equine 

analogue in his sonnet sequence is not simply an allusion to Plato’s equine passions or a 

representation of Astrophil’s complete loss of personal governance when positioned as 

the submissive (and feminized) horse that is figuratively ridden by desire, as critics tend 

to assume; rather, Astrophil’s submission to his rider while he simultaneously rides his 
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own horse is a part of a larger narrative of equine display and persuasion that understands 

one’s submission to virtuous governance as a prerequisite for the refinement and 

elevation of base affection. The allusions to tournament performance and manege riding 

in sonnet 41 and 49 rely on the same semiotics of court performance found in the Defence 

and New Arcadia (discussed further in section 2.3), which demonstrate the ways in which 

Astrophil redefines his equine submission to Love’s governance in nobler terms by way 

of its association with manege riding and courtly display. Astrophil relies on this 

framework in his attempts to reconcile—or at least differentiate—virtuous affection and 

sexual desire from bestial lust. And while he traces the logic of equine submission as a 

means to virtuous ends, the sequence demonstrates how quickly the equestrian metaphor 

breaks down when pleasure remains inextricable from sexual desire. The horse’s 

association with these unruly passions continually compromises Astrophil’s ability to 

manage his desire and achieve the true active ends of his supposedly virtuous pursuits.   

 Sidney first refers to equine passion in sonnet 21 when Astrophil responds to his 

friend’s claims that he owes to his birth “Nobler desires” than the “coltish gyres”—those 

base and beastly movements—that lead him shamefully away from the “Great 

expectation” of his noble estate (6-8). His friend also blames Love’s governance of 

Astrophil’s marred “young mind” for producing writings that behave “like bad servants 

[and] show / [His] wits, quicke in vaine thoughts, in virtue lame” (3-4). Though sonnet 21 

is part of an ongoing debate concerning the virtues of Astrophil’s desire for Stella (and 

his attempts to differentiate it from, or reconcile it with his admiration of her 

beauty/virtue), its presentation of desire as an untrained equestrian passion puts it in 

conversation with Sidney’s later representation of equestrian control and display in 
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sonnet 41, and 49. In sonnet 41, Astrophil performs on horseback and demonstrates his 

skilled management of his mount: 

 Having this day my horse, my hand, my lance, 

 Guided so well, that I obtained the prize, 

 Both by the judgement of the English eyes 

 And of some sent from that sweet enemy, France; 

 Horsemen my skill in horsemanship advance; 

 Town-folks my strength; a daintier judge applies 

 His praise to sleight, which from good use doth rise; 

 Some lucky wits impute it but to chance; 

 Others, because of both sides I do take 

 My blood from them, who did excel in this,  

 Think nature me a man of arms did make. 

 How far they shoot awry! The true cause is, 

 Stella looked on, and from her heavenly face 

 Sent forth the beams, which made so fair my race. 

The first four lines describe his success in tournament, which critics often link to 

Sidney’s own performance at Whitehall on May 15 and 16, 1581.68 Astrophil’s controlled 

manipulation of horse and lance—both “Guided so well” by the rider’s hand—enable him 

to defeat his opponent and obtain his prize. Although the tournament provides a valuable 

space within which Astrophil displays his courtly skill, the sonnet does not focus on 

describing Astrophil’s performance; instead, the next seven lines offer speculations as to 

                                                 
68 Duncan-Jones makes this connection and provides Henry Goldwell’s first-hand account of Sidney’s 

performance before English and French courtiers in the Appendices to the cited edition (299-311).  
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how he was able to control and move his horse so well. While some attribute his success 

to brute strength or to chance, and the other horsemen advance his superior skill in 

equitation, the “daintier judge” praises the practice, or “good use,” of his craft and 

strategy (“to sleight”). This recognition of his skilled practice is supplemented by others 

who believe that his natural inherited ability is what makes him, like his father and 

grandfather before him, “a man of arms” (11). However, in the final three lines Astrophil 

clarifies that it is Stella’s looks that move him and allow him to perform his 

horsemanship so handsomely. No longer merely a provocation for his “coltish gyres,” 

Stella’s beauty now inspires and enables his performance on horseback.  

 By the time Astrophil returns to equitation and desire in sonnet 49, he has already 

aligned the rider’s management of his horse to his own esteemed skill on horseback as 

well as his tempered admiration of Stella’s “heavenly face” (41.13). Instead of openly 

displaying his capacity to manage his passions in sonnet 49, Astrophil presents himself in 

a seemingly compromised position as a horse spurred by desire, recalling the “coltish 

gyres” that jeopardized his body and mind in sonnet 21. However, by representing Love’s 

management of his passions as an echo of the exercise in equitation in sonnet 41, 

Astrophil (by way of his impassioned body) represents his love as the “nobler desire” to 

which his skeptical friend believed he should strive. Before exploring the ways in which 

Love moves his noble desire, sonnet 49 introduces Astrophil’s affected state by 

representing his movement of his horse and Love’s movement of his passions in clearly 

analogical terms: 

I on my horse, and Love on me, doth try  

Our horsemanships, while by strange work I prove  
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A horseman to my horse, a horse to Love,  

And now man’s wrongs in me, poor beast, descry.  

The reins wherewith my rider doth me tie  

Are humbled thoughts, which bit of reverence move,  

Curbed in with fear, but with gilt boss above  

Of hope, which makes it seem fair to the eye.  

The wand is will; thou, fancy, saddle art,  

Girt fast by memory; and while I spur  

My horse, he spurs with sharp desire to my heart;  

He sits me fast, however I do stir;  

And now hath made me to his hand so right  

That in the manage myself takes delight.  

Astrophil decries that he has become “a poor beast” because of his submission to Love’s 

guiding hand and man’s wrongs—his fallen state and his possible pursuit of sexual 

pleasure—seems the cause of his degenerate position among the lower orders. Although 

this dehumanized characterization may, as Raber suggests, indicate that Astrophil is 

“effeminized as well as bestialized by lust’s erasure of will and self-control” when he is 

put in a role that “mimics the position in which women are traditionally placed, bearing 

the weight of a man,” by remaining atop his own horse and performing his governance in 

parallel with Love’s management Astrophil retains his association to “the rider, otherwise 

masculinised through his pursuit of the manège” (77). In fact, Astrophil and Love’s 

simultaneous practice of their horsemanships suggest that it is the rider’s capacity to 

move his horse—and not the beastly or effeminized position of the lover—that is on 
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display. When Astrophil declares that he is a horseman to his horse while simultaneously 

“by strange work” proving a horse to love, he redefines his mismanaged internal 

governance as a willing submission to a rider who, like him, employs a seemingly natural 

command over his mount. Together, as they “try / [Their] horsemanships,” Love’s 

management of his horse mimics Astrophil’s skill in equitation from sonnet 41. Once 

again it is not Astrophil’s brute lust but rather his admiration of Stella that moves him: his 

humble thoughts are the reins that guide him, and his reverence of Stella is his bit. 

Though he is curtailed by fear, his movements retain their beauty since his hope makes 

Love’s management “seem fair to the eye.” The “saddle art” that Love displays is 

aesthetically pleasing because it is furnished by noble desires—by humble thoughts, 

reverence, and hope—and not by low and beastly affections. In this sonnet manege riding 

provides Astrophil with a stable model from which he can redefine the movement of his 

passions by and his submission to Love as Sidney does in the Defence; like the reader’s 

submission to pleasure and the poet’s governance, Astrophil’s submission becomes a part 

of a noble and virtuous exercise.  

In the sonnet sequence, though Astrophil remains resistant to his amorous rider at 

first and only stirs in response to Love’s attempts to sit him fast, Love proves a skilled 

rider who adapts to and guides Astrophil so effectively that he ultimately finds delight in 

the management of his body. This final submission to Love’s ruling hand is not the 

unreasoned loss of control to wild passion one might expect, but rather (because of the 

associations with the manege) it appears as a logical and natural response to Love’s 

skilled management—the same kind of submission a courtly rider would expect of his 

noble mount, or a poet of his reader. Astrophil’s admission that in response to Love’s fast 
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seat he does “stir” also suggests that he has become a stirrer or stirring horse, a term used 

to denote a horse that has been trained for pleasure riding.69 Thus, recreational court 

equitation becomes the guise through which Astrophil may indulge his desire for Stella 

and take pleasure in the display of his subordination. He must paradoxically lower 

himself to the position of the horse in order to illustrate the nobility of his desire and 

elevate it away from base affection or beastly lust. The efficacy of the metaphor depends 

on Astrophil’s earlier reference to youthful, naïve, and unmanaged lust in equine terms so 

that he could display his developing admiration and desire for Stella as a product of and 

parallel to his own equestrian display. The depiction of Love’s well managed hand and 

pleasing governance also stands in contrast to sonnet 4, when Astrophil first imagines 

himself an exhausted horse, ridden hard and punished by Virtue’s harsh “sceptre” (5). At 

this early point in the sequence Astrophil finds his “mouth too tender is for [Virtue’s] 

hard bit” (8) and concludes that churches or schools are a better “seat” (6) for his 

disciplining rider. What may at first have seemed a logical corrective to Astrophil’s 

ungoverned passion at the beginning of the sonnet sequence ultimately becomes an 

example of oppressive and ineffective governance once set alongside sonnet 49. Through 

the methods of manege riding, Love translates virtue’s coercive authority into pleasing 

management.  

Sidney’s allusions to manege riding in sonnet 41 and 49 rely on the inherent 

nobility and aesthetic harmony of equestrian display to present his submission to Love in 

sonnet 49 as a submission to a desire that is more noble than the base passions that Virtue 

                                                 
69 In the epistle to the reader in book two of The Four Chiefest Offices (1597), Blundeville separates the 

training of horses into two groups: “either it was to make them horses of service, or else horses of pleasure, 

called Stirers.” In The Art of Riding (1585), Astley also separates cart-horses for service “the other for 

pompe and triumph, the which we call stirring horsses” (4).  
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first seemed intent on oppressing; however, this representation of the passions moved by 

a governing rider also acknowledges the potential dangers of one’s submission to 

pleasure and persuasion via the passions. As noted above, sonnet 49 displays the rider’s 

power atop his horse to illustrate Love’s capacity to move his mount; in the sonnets that 

follow, however, Sidney’s exploration of the implications of Astrophil’s submission to 

love through equine imagery seems a conscious response to his attempt to redefine his 

impassioned state in noble terms. Indeed, the later sonnets explore the dangers and 

frustrations of Astrophil’s attempts to govern his desires after love departs from virtue 

and eventually aligns with rage.  

In sonnet 49, it is not until Astrophil spurs his own horse that Love offers an 

analogous provocation of “sharp desire” to demonstrate the strength with which he may 

move his mount. Yet, once “A strife is grown between virtue and love” (1) in sonnet 52, 

Astrophil is unable to retain control of his horse and maintain the characterization of his 

passion for Stella as a nobler and maneged desire. In sonnet 53 Cupid refers to Astrophil 

as “Sir Fool” and ensures that Stella’s beauty is no longer the source of inspiration for 

excellence that appeared in sonnet 41 and inspired Astrophil’s submission in sonnet 49; 

instead, her dazzling face jeopardizes his ability to manage his horse and display his 

cunning skill “In martial sports” (1). Once he sees her, “One hand forgot to rule, th’other 

to fight” (11), and Astrophil is knocked from his horse. The equestrian display that 

develops from sonnet 41 to demonstrate Love’s persuasive and pleasurable management 

in sonnet 49 returns here to expose his failed self-governance and illustrate the 

changeable nature of love when spurred by desire. In sonnet 62 when Astrophil “With 

rage of love” calls “[his] love unkind” (2), there is also a marked shift in his perception of 
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his submission to Stella and to Love. He grows angry after she cannot recognize his 

submission as a road to nobler desire. When she “would not let [him], who she lov’d, 

decline / from nobler course, fit for [his] birth and mind” (7-8), his frustrated rage seems 

to fuel his lower appetites and drag his affection further away from its intended noble 

course. In fact, once his submission to Love proves unprofitable, he eventually pleads 

that Stella “give [his] passion leave to run their race” (64.2), and by the Fifth Song 

Astrophil declares that due to Stella’s unkindness, it is “rage [that] now rules the reins, 

which [once] guided were by pleasure” (15). This shift in rider is the result of his failed 

attempt to attribute virtuous ends to what are in fact more base desires. The union he 

achieves with Love neither leads to an analogous union with Stella, nor the “virtuous 

action” he so desperately hopes to perform. This is because Astrophil is not truly ridden 

by Love, but by Desire disguised in nobler terms. Whether Astrophil cannot discern or 

willingly obscures the difference is unclear; regardless, the impassioned result is still the 

same.  

Interestingly, when Astrophil describes his desire for Stella in sonnet 98 he 

employs a shift from court to camp that Sidney will also incorporate with his metaphors 

of equitation in the Defence; however, the sonnet’s shift does not achieve a similarly 

fruitful result and instead remains plagued by the association of equitation with sexual 

desire. As he tosses and turns in restless sleep, Astrophil imagines his bed as “the field 

where joy’s peace some do see, / The field where all my thoughts to war be train’d” (1-

2). The shift from court to camp in this context suggests a shift from imagined or 

attempted sexual conquest to the realization of his desire. Yet, the metaphor breaks down 

when Astrophil realizes that he is not the martial horseman who finally fulfills the 
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virtuous ends of his practice by charging Stella’s shores. By aligning war with sexual 

conquest, the metaphor calls attention to the “beastly” lusts that spur his desire as well as 

the true active ends of his sexual pursuits. Though he insists that he is “Spurred with 

love’s spur… galled and shortly reined / With Care’s hard hand” (7-8), he tosses and 

turns in frustration and longs for the opportunity to break free. By maintaining a dual 

signification of the horse-as-Astrophil and horse-as-the internal passions, the sonnet 

sequence demonstrates how the equine submission to pleasure cannot be recovered from 

the connotations it obtains when Astrophil admits the anticipated carnal ends of his 

pursuit of Stella.  

In the Defence, there is not the same association of pleasure with sexual desire, 

nor is the active ends of poetic persuasion tied to acts of consummation, as it is in 

Astrophil and Stella. As a result, Sidney has more room to shift the signification of the 

horse in the horse-rider analogy as a way of reconciling (or at least suppressing) the 

recognized danger of one’s submission to pleasure and affective governance. In response 

to the anxieties regarding the reader’s submission to the poet’s “sweet charming force,” 

Sidney focuses his discussion on the practitioners and not the consumers of the practice. 

In doing so, the “horse” in his analogy shifts to signify poetry as a courtly art—one that 

persuades its audience toward virtuous action. By overriding (and at times collapsing) the 

horse-as-reader with the horse-as-poem, Sidney attempts to shift the discussion from the 

dangerous power of poetry to the dangerous poetry of false practitioners. Thus, in the 

next section I follow Sidney’s lead and shift my focus away from the reader-horse 

relationship to the rider-poet to examine how Sidney’s critique of imposter poets not only 

draws on the rhetoric of court equitation to create an exclusive space for poetry’s 
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practitioners and consumers, but also how the analogizing of poetry with horsemanship 

and the shift from court to camp in the Defence ultimately helps Sidney to conflate 

poetry’s virtuous and active ends with the real virtuous and martial ends of equitation. 

 

2.3 The Rhetoric of Court Equitation and the Virtuous Ends of Poetry 

In an effort to demonstrate the virtues of poetry, Sidney draws on the rhetoric of 

court equitation to discern the lowly imposters and inferior disciplines who steal the 

poet’s furniture but fail to display the proper methods and ends of poetic practice. Sidney 

recognizes that both poetry and horsemanship are cognate courtly arts that are devalued 

by false practitioners, which is why he stages a tournament performance in his Defence 

that shifts from court to camp as a way of affirming the true active and virtuous ends of 

poetry rightly applied. While allusions to tournament display may be overlooked by 

modern readers, the coterie of courtiers with whom Sidney circulates his manuscript of 

the Defence would likely recognize how the familiar analogue helps to present poetry as a 

privileged and exclusive activity. Victor Skretkowicz concludes that Sidney’s detailed 

representation of equestrian performance in New Arcadia reflects a “universal interest in 

riding,” which would “[ensure] that the New Arcadia strongly appealed to all who knew 

Sidney, and with whom, like Edward Denny, he shared his knowledge” (xxiv). While 

pandering to the interests of his peers may simplify the reasons behind his inclusion of 

tournaments in his revised Arcadia, the shared knowledge and universal interest of 

Sidney’s readership in courtly equitation informs his allusions to tournaments and equine 

governance in the Defence. As a way of understanding these allusions and recognizing 

how Sidney represents the social differentiation of the poet-horsemen from his inferior 
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counterfeits in the Defence, therefore, it is worthwhile to examine the representation of 

Dametas on horseback in the Iberian tournament in New Arcadia. Sidney’s representation 

of the horse as a social signifier in New Arcadia provides the symbolic groundwork with 

which one may recognize Sidney’s acceptance of the hierarchies of social kinds that are 

represented and stabilized via the horse, and understand how and why he presents the 

poetic arts as an analogue to court equitation.  

Sidney maps the disparities of natural social status by way of the horseman’s seat 

most clearly through Musidorus and Pyrocles (two disguised princes) and Dametas (a 

low-born man given a noble rank he does not deserve). In contrast to Pyrocles and 

Musidorus, who both attempt to disguise their status by adopting an inferior condition (in 

both class and gender) only to reveal their princely place once seated like a horseman,70 

the base Dametas is unable to maintain a false nobility once placed atop a horse. From 

the start, Dametas appears as a beastly courtier and a fit figure for mockery. Kalander 

explains that Dametas is “the most arrant, doltish clown that I think ever was, without the 

privilege of a bauble,” concluding that “[t]his loutish clown is such that you never saw so 

                                                 
70 In Sidney’s revised Arcadia (New Arcadia) both Musidorus and Pyrocles, Sidney’s two errant princes, 

reveal (and validate) their true social position once placed on horseback. Disguised as Dorus, a lowly 

shepherd, Musidorus displays a noble and specifically sovereign rule over his horse’s body when 

performing before the crowd (a passage discussed above to illustrate the nature of the rider’s union with his 

horse). As Pamela (who is unaware of his true identity) describes Dorus’s performance, she declares that he 

rides, “centaur-like, [as if] he had been one piece with the horse, was no more moved than one with the 

going of his own legs, and in effect so did he command him as his own limbs; for though he had both spurs 

and wand, they seemed rather marks of sovereignty than instruments of punishment” (153). The seemingly 

seamless union of horse and rider as a centaur figure presents Musidorus as the human head ruling a willing 

and cooperative beastly body. They appear as a hybrid creature and symbolize an effective body politic: the 

limbs, or citizens, respond to the prince’s command as if they were his own, and the united form moves 

together as one. The opening pages of New Arcadia rely on this same perception of the horseman as a 

symbol of sovereignty when Pyrocles’s appearance on makeshift horseback serves as a means by which 

both Musidorus and the lowly shepherds surmise his princely status. Pyrocles sits on the mast “as [if he is] 

on horseback,” adorned with the accoutrements of a sovereign: he waves his sword above his head—or his 

“crown,” as Sidney describes it—and although his seat and gesture seem strange without the actual horse 

and furniture that would regularly signify his status, he still appears as a symbol of “unmoved majesty” (7-

8). Even without the literal animal between his legs Sidney reveals and relies on the figurative power of the 

regal horseman to illustrate Pyrocles’s concealed rank. 
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ill-favoured a visor, his behaviour such that he is beyond the degree of ridiculous” (17-

18). Dametas is a clown primarily because his rank is misapplied, but also because he is 

too daft to recognize the error and see that he is out of place. Kalander at first admits that 

he is hesitant to criticize Basilius’s advancement of the lowly Dametas, “since, God 

forbid, but where worthiness is, as truly it is among divers of that fellowship, any 

outward lowness should hinder the highest raising” (25). Although Kalander implies that 

there is the possibility that a lower ranking citizen may prove himself beyond his place, 

he insists that the outward lowness displayed by Dametas should hinder his ability to 

transcend his naturally low estate since it fails to illustrate the true baseness of his inward 

condition. It is not just that Dametas is low-born, but that “the baseness of [his] mind is 

such that it sinks a thousand degrees lower than the basest body could carry the most base 

fortune” (25). It is only when he is placed atop (and soon beneath) the noble horses in 

tournament that Dametas reveals himself as more beastly and ignoble than the horse he 

attempts to mount and ride. Dametas’s failed performance on horseback provides a lens 

through which to view Sidney’s condemnation of the poet-ape, another imposter figure 

who attempts to mask and transcend his low estate. Both representations of beastly 

imposters rely on a categorization of kinds that perceives humans and animals together in 

a shared social hierarchy and exposes those unnatural (and predominately human) 

creatures who fail to know or maintain their proper place. The depiction of the ambitious 

lower orders in New Arcadia informs the governing analogy comparing the faults of 

aristocratic equitation in court to the abuses and devaluation of poetry in the Defence; the 

characterization of true and false knights also informs Sidney’s representation of the 

poet-knight as a privileged status that is too easily devalued by ambitious imposters.  
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Because of the symbolic value of the horseman’s seat, pageant and court 

performance served as a vital space within which the landed elite could display status via 

their equestrian skill as a part of their self-fashioning as English gentlemen. Gavin 

Robinson explains that “the introduction of the manège [sic] in the sixteenth century 

provided a new way of signifying elite masculine status through an exclusive equestrian 

activity” (364). The cost of training horses in the manege restricted the practice to an elite 

class of aristocratic riders, making performance on horseback a sign of both prestige and 

privilege. At the end of Sidney’s letter to his brother in which he suggests horsemanship 

manuals as well as practice with weapons, his emphasis is not in the application of his 

skills in battle but rather “at the Tournei and Barriers” (133). Sidney’s advice to his 

brother to educate himself in skilled equitation for tournament reflects the progressive 

interest in and opportunity for recreational riding among young English courtiers. In his 

popular courtesy book The Book of the Courtier (1528) Castiglione explains that “even in 

time of peace weapons are often used in various exercises, and gentlemen appear in 

public shows before the people and ladies and great lords” (30). It is for these public 

displays that he “would have [the] Courtier a perfect horseman in every kind of seat” 

(36). Courtiers eager to impress their peers trained their horses in increasingly intricate 

and difficult maneuvers to display their own governing skill.  

Sidney’s familiarity with equitation and court performance is evident in both 

historical documents that specify his participation in accession day tournaments and his 

detailed depictions of tilts and tournaments in his revisions to Arcadia. Critics generally 

agree that Sidney’s representations of court performance “[come] into the Arcadia with 
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an accent of reality” (Yates 89) and likely recall real tilts at court.71 Whether it be the 

Accession Day tilts of 17 November 1584 or the Four Foster Children of Desire (Sidney 

was a participant in both) the Arcadian tournaments seem to parallel Sidney’s experience 

with court performance as both participant and spectator.72 In fact, because Sidney’s 

representation of courtly performance in New Arcadia reproduces the qualities and 

characters of Tudor recreation so faithfully, Alan Young suggests that in relation to the 

characters “who actually appeared at Elizabethan tournaments, those in the Arcadia offer 

few surprises” (157).73 Although the figures and actions may appear familiar to Sidney’s 

                                                 
71 In “Sidney’s Portrayal of Mounted Combat with Lances” Parkinson details Sidney’s use of his first-hand 

knowledge to represent mounted combat in his revisions to Arcadia. He argues that while “Sidney depicts 

jousting authentically” and “an Elizabethan jouster reading the Arcadia would find his accounts 

convincing... Edmund Spenser’s Neo-Platonic, allegorical poem The Faerie Queene, with its tournaments 

and numerous mounted clashes, although reflecting the annual tilts, [did not] offer the reader any insight 

into mounted contests” (244). 
72 Accession Day tournaments were an annual event, likely begun around 1570 in the twelfth year of 

Elizabeth’s reign. During Elizabeth’s reign, the tournament was performed either as a special event for 

visiting dignitaries, or during these Accession Day celebrations, which were held at the Whitehall tiltyard 

(except for the 1593 tournament held at Windsor due to the plague). In Astraea: The Imperial Theme in the 

Sixteenth Century (1975) Frances Yates contends that Von Wedel’s description of the tilt of 17 November 

1584 reflects the description given in Arcadia (91), while J.H. Hanford and Sara R. Watson’s “Personal 

Allegory in the Arcadia: Philisidies and Lelius” (1934) links the Iberian jousts to The Four Foster 

Children. Other critics maintain the connection between Sidney’s experiences and the portrayal of the 

tournaments and tilts in the New Arcadia, including: Roy Strong’s The Cult of Elizabeth: Elizabethan 

Portraiture and Pageantry (1977) 149; Thelma Greenfield’s The Eye of Judgement: Reading the “New 

Arcadia” (1982) 143-58; E. Malcolm Parkinson’s “Sidney’s Portrayal of Mounted Combat with Lances.” 

Spenser Studies (1984?) 231-51; Claire Kinney “Chivalry Unmasked: Courtly Spectacle and the Abuses of 

Romance in Sidney’s New Arcadia” (1995); Catherine Bates Masculinity and the Hunt: Wyatt to Spenser 

(2013) 234-6.   
73 Sidney’s most notable performance at court in tournament, for this study, is at the 17 November 

tournament in 1577 when Sidney appeared as Philisides, the Shepherd Knight—a character that also 

reappears in Arcadia. Young notes that although Bernard Wagner suggests that the poems presented to the 

Queen by Philisides at the tournament was for either the 1577 or 1583 tournament, Sidney did not attend 

the 1583 tournament, so 1577 is the more likely date of their performance. In an account of the tournament, 

Sidney appears “in a very sumptuous maner, with armor part blewe, & the rest gilt & engraven, with foure 

spare horse, having caparisons and furniture veri riche & costly, as some of cloth of gold embroidered with 

pearly, and some embroidered with gold and silver feathers, very richly and cunningly wrought...” (qtd in 

McCoy The Rites of Knighthood 59).  He is attended by “foure pages that rode on his for spare horses” and 

“thirtie gentlemen and yeomen, & foure trumpeters,” all adorned in silver and gold cloths, white feathers, 

and the sentence Sic nos non nobis down the arm (qtd in McCoy 59). One of the accompanying performers 

recites the poem “Philisides, the Shepherd good a true,” which was then followed by a song in praise of the 

Queen. His impresa was a harrow with the motto Nec habent occulta sepulchra (Graves have no secrets). 

Sidney echoes this performance in the New Arcadia during the Iberian jousts, when Philisides enters the 

tiltyard to the sound of bagpipes, accompanied by retainers dressed as shepherds. The recreation of his own 
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noble reader, Skretkowicz contends that “unique to English literature of the renaissance 

period is the detailed description in the New Arcadia of horsemanship, both in battle and 

exhibition” (xxii). The representation of furniture and equestrian display in New Arcadia 

offers rich and distinctive portraits of courtly riding—especially in the depiction of the 

men of lower breeding who attempt to imitate the true knight’s performance but are 

knocked off by their perceptive mounts.  

In a parody of the competitions among the knights, Dametas, a cowardly figure, 

challenges Clinias—a man who is so cowardly that “it grew almost a proverb, ‘As very a 

coward as Clinias’” (379-80). The fight is even deemed “the combat of cowards” (385), 

as the lowly participants each ape their more noble competitors. Although Robert 

Nicholas Reeves contends that Dametas’s cowardice during the earlier attacks of the lion 

and bear resembles Falstaff’s actions on the battlefield in 1 Henry IV (155), it is 

significant to note that Dametas is not a symbol of fallen knighthood, but rather of a 

figure out of place. Because he is raised higher than his inferior breed allows, his 

performance in the tournament functions to knock him back down, both literally and 

symbolically, to his proper position in the natural hierarchy of creatures. Unlike the noble 

display of the other riders, Dametas’s furniture and attire are an assortment of dissimilar 

parts collected “from divers houses, neither in colour nor fashion showing any kindred 

one with another” (381). His impresa presents “a plough (with the oxen loosed from it), a 

sword (with a great many of arms and legs cut off), and lastly, a great army of inkhorns, 

and books” (381), a collection of various symbols which, Robert Parker concludes, fails 

                                                 
court performance in the Arcadia presents noble readers with familiar characters and furniture from Tudor 

performance.  
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to create an effective impresa (422).74 Although Dametas explains that his impresa is 

meant to signify how “he had left off the plough to do such bloody deeds with his sword 

as many inkhorns and books should be employed about the historifying of them” (381), 

his performance amounts to mere parody of the performances of the truly noble 

participants. The juxtaposition of the plough field and battle field presents Dametas as a 

fool who assumes the two can be easily exchanged; he is like the oxen loosed from the 

plough who strays from his true work and wanders into a space within which his skills no 

longer apply. Even before his failed performance in tournament, his incoherent impresa 

and hodge-podge of court costume that freely mixes diverse kinds expose Dametas as the 

imposter he is: a low-born man in borrowed clothes and a feigned status who is better fit 

to plough than fight.  

When the battle between him and Clinias begins, the two are so poorly prepared 

for the fight that unfolds that they charge toward each other with frenzied force. Dametas 

quickly loses control of his horse, who, “half running, half leaping” causes Dametas to 

throw away his lance and instead hold on as best he can to the pommel as the horse 

bounds ahead. In comparison, though Clinias is equally unskilled and rides with his lance 

pointing sideways as he charges his opponent, “the wind [takes] such hold of [Clinias’s] 

staff that it [crosses] quite over his breast,” and gives “a flat bastinado to Dametas, who 

                                                 
74 The impresa, similar to the emblem but without the added verse or prose passage, consisted of a motto 

and a picture. William Camden (in Remaines 1605) explains that “An Imprese (as the Italians call it) is a 

devise in picture with his Motte, or Word, borne by noble and learned personages, to notifie some 

particular conceit of their owne” (177). In battle, impresas serve to differentiate one company of soldiers 

from another; in tournaments, the impresa was “designed to express the personal intentions, aspirations, or 

state of mind of its bearer” (Young 123). Parker examines the use of impresas in New Arcadia in “The Art 

of Sidney’s Heroic Impresas” and claims that there seventeen additional impresas included and none are 

more comical and delightfully erroneous as the one created by Dametas in his battle with the cowardly 

Clinias. Parker concludes that because Dametas fails to follow the rules of the impresa his ends up “a 

muddled mess rather than a ‘beautiful shewe’” (422). 



  

 

91 

 

half out of his saddle, went near to his old occupation of digging the earth—but with the 

crest of his helmet” (384). The fall from the horse and the return to his previous 

occupation—digging in the earth—presents the final reminder of Dametas’s low origins 

and serves as a repositioning back to his rightful place in relation to noble men and their 

mounts.75  

Dametas’s inability to remain atop his horse is as much an indication of his 

incapacity to govern an elite creature due to his low birth as it is a display of the horse’s 

capacity to discern the natural place of men; the horse lifts noble men up but also lowers 

others, proving a perceptive force able to differentiate social kinds.76 Starting with 

Bucephalus, the horse of Alexander the Great who would let no one ride him but his 

master, the ability to determine and define the quality of his rider was an important and 

common attribute of the noble horse. Spenser alludes to the exclusivity of riding a noble 

horse in the fourth canto of Book IV when he explains that it is only “the rightful owner 

of that steede” that is able to mount and ride his horse because “skill to ride, seems a 

science / Proper to gentle bloud” (2.4.7-8). He warns that although “some other faine / To 

ménage steeds,” their attempts are “but in vaine” (2.4.8-9). Dametas on horseback is a 

vision of this vain attempt to inhabit a position higher than his natural place. The contrast 

between Dametas (an improper courtier) and Dorus (a disguised prince) both set on 

                                                 
75 Like Musidorus and unlike Dametas, Phalantus is so “perfect a horseman” that he is not even “driven 

from the saddle, [when] the saddle with broken girths driven from the horse” (103). Astrophil’s failure on 

horseback, discussed later, is not due to poor skill, but rather he has “dazzled eyes” as he is distracted by 

Stella in the audience.  
76 Though my focus in on social differentiation, Sidney also represents other failures in court performance 

as indications of one’s natural incapacity to govern. While his low breeding causes Dametas to fall from his 

horse, gender and lack of training are Parthenia’s downfall. Although she wears the armour, she does not 

have the skill to defeat Amphialus. Parkinson examines this scene and explains that Sidney suggests that 

“however aristocratic, a woman seeking revenge could not don armour, get on a horse, and expect to wield 

a lance like a trained knight” (234).  
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horseback in tournament in Book 2 presents Dorus’s majesty in opposition to Dametas’s 

ridiculousness in a way that clearly displays their difference in both rank and skill.  

Musidorus can sit atop his mount as Dorus “making majesty wait upon humblenesss” 

(153); in contrast, it is a sport in itself “to see Dametas, how he was tossed from the 

saddle to the mane of the horse and thence to the ground, giving his gay apparel almost as 

foul an outside as it had an inside” (154). Musidorus’s display on horseback helps to 

make his “estate known” (128), while Dametas proves himself a fool in his attempts to sit 

atop the beast meant only for proper courtiers. As a result of the horse’s capacity to 

perceive true quality and separate base men from those worthy to ride, Dametas’s fall 

from his horse leaves him “bruised with proof” (154) that he, unlike the disguised prince, 

was not meant for his mount.  

Sidney’s device, as recorded in Geoffrey Whitney’s A Choice of Emblemes 

(1586), confirms his position as a noble rider by offering a similar—and what must have 

been a familiar—contrast between the proper and foolish rider. The device includes an 

image of a warrior on horseback, with the following description: 

The trampinge steede, that champes the burnish’d bitte, 

Is mannag’d brave, with ryders for the nones: 

But, when the foole uppon his backe doth sette, 

He throwes him downe, and ofte doth bruse his bones: 

His corage feirce, dothe crave a better guide, 

And eke such horse, the foole shoulde not bestride. 

By which is ment, that men of judgement grave, 

Of learning, witte, and eeke of conscience cleare, 
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In highe estate, are fitte theire seates to have, 

And to be stall’d, in sacred justice cheare: 

Wherein they rule, unto their endlesse fame, 

But fooles are foil’d, and throwne out of the same. (38) 

In contrast to Dametas, who appears as the bruised and thrown fool in the New Arcadia, 

Sidney’s emblem presents Sidney as a proper rider “in highe estate” who is “fitte [his] 

seates to have.” The emblem validates the natural hierarchy of kinds that positions the 

virtuous and noble men above their foolish inferiors and, once again, the horse functions 

as a powerful determining figure—one who recognizes a worthy rider, and tosses out 

those who are not fit to ride.77  

While the horse is lauded as “the only serviceable courtier without flattery” 

(Defence 213) and a noble creature who refuses to pander to inferiors or acknowledge 

those unfit for his reverence, Dametas is, in contrast, “the flattering courtier” whose 

“silence grew wit... bluntness integrity... [and] beastly ignorance virtuous simplicity” 

(19). Although his “servile flattery” is what leads Basilius to misinterpret Dametas’s base 

qualities as representative of more virtuous (and less beastly) attributes, that flattery 

cannot erase or correct the inherent baseness that aligns him with the lower orders of 

servile creatures. Although Basilius has set Dametas above his natural place, Zelmane 

concludes that Basilius will surely find that “his office is not to make men, but to use men 

as men are—no more than a horse will be taught to hunt, or an ass to manage” (19). This 

declaration foreshadows Dametas’s eventual failures in tournament when he is the ass (or 

                                                 
77 Even when he is mortally wounded in battle, Sidney is—notably—not unhorsed in the process. Fulke 

Greville describes Sidney’s injury and claims that “[t]he horse... forced him to forsake the field, but not his 

back,” making the horse “the noblest and fittest bier to carry a martial commander to his grave” (143).  
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oxen) who remains too low to be taught to manage like the other noble creatures that 

surround him. Along with his low social position, Dametas’s “blunt brains” make him fit 

for service since “every present occasion will catch his senses, and his senses are masters 

of his silly mind” (109). Since Dametas’s silly mind is too weak to rein his own sense, let 

alone another sentient creature, Zelmane advises Musidorus to “[o]nly reverence him and 

reward him, and with that bridle and saddle you shall well ride him” (109). His 

identification with the bridled beast is unlike the courtier’s identification with his mount 

since Dametas remains the governed, not the governing creature. His alignment with 

ignoble beasts is indicative of his rightful place among the lower orders of both humans 

and beasts and his bridling appears as a natural and necessary corrective to ensure that the 

lower orders are rightfully governed and kept in place by those of high birth and 

breeding.  

In this respect, the world of Sidney’s New Arcadia is akin to Ariosto’s Orlando 

Furioso (1532) where, as Boehrer observes, “rank trumps species as a marker of 

difference between persons” (Animal Characters 31). The association of aristocratic men 

with their kindred horses, in tandem with the social differentiation of both equine and 

human inferiors via the rider’s seat, produces and is produced by what Morgan terms the 

“inseparable community” of noble men and their horses. Sidney’s depiction of the 

exclusive community of noble horsemen and Dametas’s failed assumption that one could 

fashion oneself a horseman (and nobleman) without legitimate breeding suggests that 

Sidney considers the horse and court equitation valuable markers of social status while 

also recognizing the degree to which horsemanship could become a vehicle for those 

attempting to exploit its symbolic utility. This is a key element that links noble equitation 
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to poetic production in Sidney’s Defence analogy: Sidney addresses the possibility that 

others may attempt to exploit the virtue of poetry in the Defence when he exposes the 

other disciplines who borrow the poet’s furniture but fail to demonstrate his superior 

skill. In his assessment of Sidney’s equestrian metaphors Edward Berry asserts that 

“Sidney’s most consistent metaphors for the poet’s role are those of war,” concluding that 

Sidney “transforms a scholarly debate into a military engagement” (27). Though Berry is 

correct in noting the martial bend of Sidney’s metaphors, his assumption that Sidney 

considers poetry and horsemanship as antithetical arts leads him to overlook the ways in 

which Sidney structures the confirmatio as an equestrian court performance.78 Instead of 

depicting “the civil war among the Muses” that he threatens in the exordium, Sidney 

represents the competition between history, philosophy, and poetry as a tournament to 

reveal poetry’s nobility and supremacy among the rival disciplines who merely imitate or 

counterfeit the poet’s skill and practice.  

Unlike the detailed accounts of court performance in New Arcadia, Sidney’s 

allusions to Elizabethan tournaments in the poet’s battle against the historian and 

philosopher rely on a more nuanced understanding and familiarity with Tudor spectacle 

and courtly ritual. In the Defence, Sidney alludes to aristocratic performance on 

horseback by framing the confirmatio as a competition of both aesthetic display and 

skilled practice. He presents the philosopher and historian as rivals to the poet in a bid to 

demonstrate,  

                                                 
78 Myrick observes this seven-part structure in Sir Philip Sidney as a Literary Craftsman (1935) 46-83. 

Geoffrey Shepherd agrees and argues that it follows the pattern of university disputations in his notes to 

Sidney’s An Apology for Poetry, or The Defence of Poesy (46). By reading the Defence within this frame, 

the competition of the disciplines using the equine metaphor becomes clear. 
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the poet’s nobleness, by setting him before his other competitors. Among whom 

as principal challengers step forth the moral philosophers, whom, me thinketh, I 

see coming towards me with a sullen gravity, as though they could not abide vice 

by daylight, rudely clothed for to witness outwardly their contempt of outward 

things, with books in their hands against glory, whereto they set their names... 

(220) 

The description of the furniture and performance of the historian and philosopher relies 

on the semiotics of equestrian display in tournament performance to expose the 

deficiencies of the rival disciplines once set against poetry. The first competitors—the 

philosophers—fail in both attire and attitude. Their rude clothes and books against glory 

are meager and antithetical accessories in the chivalrous competition for noble 

supremacy. The philosophers merely disseminate heavy terms as valued commodities by 

casting a largess “of definitions, divisions, and distinctions” (220) to the crowd as they 

go.79 These unsatisfactory gifts are paired with scornful interrogations so that the 

philosopher appears not merely a poorly dressed and indecorous rider, but a harsh one as 

well. The philosopher considers his passion (in this context his horse) to be his 

“cumbersome servant” that “must be mastered” (220) and this harsh governance leaves 

him with an unruly mount. Not only does the philosopher’s entrance expose the 

deficiencies of his practice, Sidney declares that even those rivals that appear in better 

furniture have likely lifted it from the poet. He warns that “the philosophers of Greece... 

appear to the world under the masks of poets” (213) and that historians “have been glad 

to borrow [their] fashion” (214). In fact, Sidney contends that “neither philosopher nor 

                                                 
79 “Largess” refers to the donations and gifts presented during the tournament.  
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historiographer could at the first have entered into the gates of popular judgements, if 

they had not taken a great passport of poetry” (214). Sidney’s representation of the 

precedence of poetic performance and its appropriation by both historians and 

philosophers presents the work of both history and philosophy as always already feigning 

the guise of the competitor over whom they wish to prove victorious. And while the 

historian may have borrowed the fashions of poets in the past, he arrives in the 

confirmatio to compete with nothing to show but “mouse-eaten records, authorizing 

himself (for the most part) upon other histories, whose greatest authorities are built upon 

the notable foundation of hearsay” (220). The historian merely borrows the “fashion” and 

“weight” of poets and presents an image of feigned (or outdated) nobility and skill, which 

in reality is merely an artificial facing. Not only does his feigned value rest in unfounded 

claims and the fashions of others, he also presents “unbridled wickedness” (225) instead 

of, like the poet, setting virtue out “in her best colours” (225) with a vision that is “reined 

with learned discretion” (218). In aesthetics alone, both disciplines are like Dametas: they 

rely on borrowed furniture and ultimately confirm their true place below their virtuous 

competitor. In contrast, the poet is like Musidorus atop his mount: he sets himself above 

his rivals by offering a “perfect picture” (221) of virtuous action. 

The structure of the confirmatio develops the analogy of the poet as horseman 

from the exordium to present the poet as a noble rider who offers a perfect picture, but 

also defeats his opponents by using his art as a means to a greater ends: well-doing. 

Although the poet first proves himself to be an innately nobler performer than his 

inadequate rivals in appearance alone, it is in action, specifically, that he surpasses his 

adversaries. In the competition for noble prestige, the philosopher and historian apply 
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their skills, “they which would win the goal, the one by precept and the other by 

example” (221); however, this piecemeal approach fails to knock down their opponent, 

since “both, not having both, [did] both halt” (221). The halted competitors—now 

limping forward with imperfect pace—are dealt a blow by the superior skill of “the 

peerless poet [who can] perform both” (221).80 The poet’s ability to out-perform his 

adversaries stems from his ability to produce “well-doing, and not well-knowing only” 

(219). Sidney asserts that the poet “excelleth history, not only in furnishing the mind with 

knowledge, but in setting it forward to that which deserveth to be called and accounted 

good” (226). The poet’s product is not mere furniture for show; knowledge is not the 

ends, but rather the means for “that which deserveth to be called and accounted good’—

that is, virtuous action. Because history is “captive to the truth of a foolish world,” it is 

“many times a terror from well-doing” and instead “an encouragement to unbridled 

wickedness” (225). The poet’s ability to rein his craft and move the reader toward virtue 

is what separates the poet’s tournament success from the historian’s mismanagement of 

his mount.81 It is this superior skill in moving his horse-reader that sets the poet-rider 

above the philosopher as well: although the poet “for instructing, is well nigh comparable 

to the philosopher, for moving leaves him behind him” (232). Because Sidney concludes 

that “no learning is so good, as that which teacheth and moveth to virtue; and that none 

can both teach and move thereto so much as poetry” (234), the philosopher’s instruction 

alone is not enough to defeat his opponent.  

                                                 
80 Note that the poet, like the horse, is a “peerless” figure.   
81 At this point the metaphor collapses the horse-as-reader and horse-as-poem to represent the poet’s 

performance atop his horse is a noble exercise in gentle and virtuous persuasion.  
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The tournament in the Defence is like the tournament in New Arcadia since it 

functions as a display of natural skill and character that determines or confirms one’s 

place in the natural hierarchy of kinds. Sidney also presents history and philosophy’s 

failed display of noble lineage and apparelled ornament as a symptom of the disciplines’ 

greater failure to provide the kind of practical and virtuous application that is integral to 

the poet’s art. The poet’s capacity to govern his art (and therefore his reader) and move 

him in a desired direction is a result and also an indication of his primacy. Thus, the 

poet’s “setting forward, and moving to well-doing, indeed setteth the laurel crown upon 

the poet as victorious, not only of the historian, but over the philosopher” (226). The poet 

succeeds on both moral and aesthetic grounds and is deemed the rightful “monarch” of all 

the sciences, restored to his rightful place above his demonstrably inferior rivals. 

Ultimately, the laurel crown—a symbol of both martial and poetic victory—is a fitting 

reward for the tournament-poet’s success over his competitors. The conflation of martial 

and poetic practice by way of the poet’s tournament laurels positions poetry alongside 

court equitation to suggest that poetry, like horsemanship, finds its true ends beyond the 

art’s ornamental display. In fact, to illustrate the separation of the poet from the serving 

sciences and show the ways in which poetry finds its ends in “well-doing, and not well-

knowing only,” Sidney returns to the equitation metaphor to illustrate how the ends of the 

poet are like the saddler’s ends: both practitioners reach beyond the material object (the 

saddle or poem) “to serve a nobler faculty” and prove that “those skills that most serve to 

bring forth [virtuous action] have a most just title to be princes over all the rest” (219-

20).82 And yet, Sidney’s continued emphasis on the poet’s active and virtuous ends by 

                                                 
82 Sidney derives his argument from Aristotle’s Ethics, yet expands the original brief reference to equitation 

to illustrate the system of influence from the material object to the active ends of all learning. The purpose 
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way of the analogy to court and martial equitation does not rely on a perception of 

equitation as a stable exemplar of active virtue; rather, Sidney recognizes the equally 

tenuous connection between court equitation and martial action in the late sixteenth-

century. He situates the concerns for poetry’s utility in conversation with the debates 

concerning the utility of manege riding in order to critique the idle and ambitious 

imposters who contribute to the defamation of a noble art form by mismanaging their art 

and moving their reader in the wrong direction.  

Sidney’s extended descriptions of equitation in the New Arcadia and Defence are 

not merely faithful representations of and allusions to Sidney’s experiences at court; they 

are, more importantly, representative of the status of horsemanship and tournament utility 

during the late sixteenth-century in England. Although the practical application in 

warfare remained the declared purpose of manege riding in the sixteenth century, due to 

the changing role of the cavalry in battle, paired with the time of peace from 1550-1580 

when training on horseback found fewer opportunities for military application, exercise 

on horseback in tournament functioned less as a training ground for military skills and 

more as a strategic space within which the aristocracy could display their status and 

praise the monarch. Pugliano’s praise of his faculty alludes to this dual function: he exalts 

horsemen as “masters of war and ornaments of peace… [as] triumphers both in camps 

and courts” (212). Though he intends for this veneration of horsemen to display their 

comprehensive value, Sidney’s juxtaposition of both the active and ornamental 

                                                 
of the image is to compliment the extended analogy of poetry to horsemanship and emphasize the degree to 

which the art must find ends beyond itself in a nobler practice; the progression from the production of the 

saddle to the practice of soldiery involves an analogous trajectory as the poet’s production of the poem to 

the eventual virtuous action carried out by the reader. The emphasis here is in the contribution made by 

poetry to other arts and practices beyond itself—specifically, the martial action presented as the antithesis 

to the seemingly idle and contemplative nature of poetry. 
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components of the horseman’s practice in the exordium calls attention to the fact that by 

the 1580s the equitation practiced in English courts had become an ornament of martial 

service that was increasingly disassociated from the soldiery it was intended to inform.83  

No longer associated directly with actual military action, the decorative exercises 

on horseback in Elizabethan courts were increasingly considered a frivolous and useless 

pastime that failed to meet England’s shifting military needs. Interestingly, Sidney 

depicts the accusations against poetry in similar terms when he outlines the critic’s 

assertion that “before poets began to be in price our nation had set their hearts’ delight 

upon action, and not imagination: rather doing things worthy to be written, than writing 

things fit to be done” (237). The assumption that poetry, like recreational horsemanship, 

merely alludes to—while remaining distinctly antithetical to—martial action sets both 

practices in a shared conversation concerning the aristocracy’s indulgence in idle 

pleasures. Patricia Franz explains that in the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries 

the manege became “something of a lightning rod, with criticism directed in particular 

against those who had the resources to pursue this very expensive pastime, and in the 

process invited accusations of wasting time and resources on ‘dancing horses’” (332). By 

the 1580s, horsemanship manuals begin to treat pleasure riding with skepticism and 

contempt,84 lodging their accusations against an elite and privileged group—a group to 

                                                 
83 The cause was twofold: a rising interest in the aesthetics of riding outside of martial application and the 

demilitarization of the aristocracy. For more on the demilitarization of the aristocracy see Boehrer, 

Lawrence and Hattaway. 
84 Although Blundeville’s translation and adaptation of Grisone offered practical rules for training horses 

for service and pleasure, and served as the foundational text for English riders through the 60s and 70s, in 

the mid-1580s England witnessed a sudden rise in the publication of horsemanship manuals that stress the 

importance of training horses for service and seem to reflect a growing concern for frivolous riding. The 

first English manuals that led off the surge were published in 1584 by Thomas Bedingfield and John 

Astley, both with the same title The Art of Riding. Like Blundeville’s seminal work they too advance the 

riding style of their Italian sources, yet their treatises include a more pointed emphasis on the importance of 

training horses for service. This emphasis on the martial ends of manege training is not a novel inclusion 
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which Sidney belonged and ascribed the poet’s pen.85 Sidney’s representation of the real 

status and skill required for the exercise in horsemanship in New Arcadia does seem to 

share the concern for innate and applicable skills in riding, which suggests that his 

depiction of tournament performance reflects the growing concern for the utility of a 

demilitarized aristocracy.  

Although Sidney’s descriptions of stylish equitation in tournament demonstrates 

the symbolic value of noble equitation, he also forces his riders to demonstrate their 

                                                 
but rather a reiteration of the precepts set out by Xenophon, Grisone, and Corte, who all stress the nobility 

of equitation and the importance of training a horse for service in battle. In fact, when Blundeville laments 

in the 1561 edition of his treatise that the decayed state of chivalry in England, which he concludes is due 

“partelye for lacke of arte, & partely for lacke of exercise” (Aiiir) in proper horsemanship, his solution is to 

provide English riders with training in the manege to provide men with the skill to control and ride their 

horses more effectively in battle. However, the incorporation of manege training seems to exacerbate, or at 

least contribute to the problem by providing the increasingly idle and demilitarized aristocracy with the 

means by which they develop equitation further away from its practical ends through pleasure riding. Thus, 

Blundeville includes a reminder in the second edition of his treatise (1566) that one must not keep a horse 

for pleasure riding unless he also keep a horse for service in the field, decrying those English horsemen 

who “of late daies are more geuen to privat ease & singuler cōmoditie, then to a welth publique or cōmon 

profite” (Aiiiv).  
85 Although Blundeville stresses the value of pleasure riding in relation to its martial cousin, it seems that, 

given the focus of the horsemanship manuals in the 1580s, Blundeville’s noble audience continue to ignore 

his advice. In response to the growing mishandling of the art of equitation by the landed elite, Astley 

prepares his treatise in collaboration with two Gentlemen Pensioners, Henry Macwilliam and William 

Fitzwilliams, to present a “due interpretation” of Xenophon and Grisone that emphasizes the practical 

application of the rules and precepts of his sources. Astley presents his treatise as a correction to some of 

the violent training practices adopted by Grisone and a return to the proper use of the art, which he deems 

“belongeth to the warre and feates of armes” (1). Though Bedingfield, unlike Astley, includes instructions 

for performing manege airs above ground in his translation of Corte’s treatise, he too expresses concern for 

those gentlemen of England who study “to make horsses more for pleasure than seruice” (Aijr). He also 

criticizes the “sundrie sorts of superfluous dancing and pransing” (18) practised by ignorant riders and 

contends that the true ends of equitation are in travel and service in war. Like Bedingfield and Astley, 

Christopher Clifford voices his displeasure with the growing interest in dancing horses over those trained 

for service in The Schoole of Horsemanship (1585), a treatise he dedicates to Sidney because of his “great 

knowledge and experience in horsemanship” (1r). In the Epistle to the Reader Clifford sets out the concerns 

of his manual in seeming opposition to his predecessors and offers a direct critique of the frivolous manege 

riding that plagues the English court: “my intent is not to teach anie of them which make their horses more 

fit to daunce on carpet, then for anie other kinde of service, but onelie to those, whose noble minds delights 

in armes, and to have their horses made for service and travaile, which is the thing whereunto God ordained 

that beaste” (2r). Clifford’s critique of carpet knights (and carpet horses) serves to condemn the frivolous 

riding practices that sacrifice the training of the horse for service in favour of riding for pleasure. He warns 

that if one trains a horse in airs above the ground, then when he encounters his enemy in the field the horse 

will merely “fall a dancing” (2v) and put both rider and horse in danger. Together, the treatises of Astley, 

Bedingfield, and Clifford seem to represent the start of a turn away from recreational riding in favour of 

returning to Xenophon’s original ends and reminding noble riders of horsemanship’s practical and martial 

purpose.  
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proficiency in battle and prove their skilled horsemanship as more than just empty show. 

In Book III, the court performances lead suddenly to actual warfare and require real 

valour, not a mere facade of chivalry. As soldiers infiltrate the tournament grounds, the 

ornamental scene ceases to function as a ritual event, requiring that its participants 

immediately demonstrate their martial skills. No longer distinct from the war to which it 

first alludes, the tournament devolves into bloody chaos as the “rich furniture, guilte 

swords, shining armours, [and] pleasant pensils” become “universally defiled with dust, 

bloud, broken armours, [and] mangled bodies, [taking] away the maske, and [setting] 

foorth Horror in his own horrible manner” (345). Sidney removes the ornamental mask of 

court performance to reveal the true bloodiness of battle and the real valour of the Iberian 

knights. In response to Richard C. McCoy’s contention that Sidney’s representation of 

the battles in New Arcadia get caught up in the aestheticized spectacle of battle without 

addressing the political and personal realities of war, Claire R. Kinney asserts that the 

New Arcadia “is not merely a romance that veers into interesting new territory only to 

slip back into chivalric fantasies;” rather, “Sidney offers sundry (near-parodic) 

elaborations of the protocols of chivalry… to comment on the way individuals 

appropriate and valorize certain cultural constructs in order to accommodate and 

obfuscate their most equivocal enterprises” (41).86  Lisa Celovsky also observes this same 

glorification then demystification of the chivalric ethos in New Arcadia, which she sees 

represented in Amphialus’s struggles to reconcile his idealistic chivalric perception of 

combat (aligned with a selfish desire for fame) with the political and martial realities of 

                                                 
86 In her assessment of the depiction of tournament in New Arcadia, which she considers to be 

“simultaneously thoroughly nostalgic and thoroughly up-to-date” (41), Kinney examines the ways in which 

Sidney critiques the adoption of the tenets of knightly romance “for morally ambiguous or politically self-

serving purposes” (50). 
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his position when faced with actual warfare. She rightly concludes that Sidney’s 

incorporation of the idealistic elements of romance-epic within the larger realities of war 

and politics serves as his “intervention in Humanist arguments about chivalric violence 

and social responsibility in wartime” (80). Amphialus’s inability to apply the same 

chivalric skills in the Book III battle that he does in the tournaments in Book I and II 

suggests that while it is necessary or valuable to display particular skills in pageant and 

performance, one must recognize the disparity between the real and symbolic spaces and 

be able to bridge the gap. 

Much like the New Arcadia, the tournament battle in the Defence threatens to 

devolve into dangerous warfare as Sidney incorporates pointedly martial language in his 

refutation of the detractors of poetry to reposition the debate from court to camp.87 No 

longer just a display of skills and courtly performance, the refutatio, which follows the 

confirmatio tournament, represents the allegations against poetry as a martial assault. It 

begins with the “quips and scoffs, carping and taunting at each thing” (233) by the poet-

haters, but soon develops into pointed accusations against poetry’s effeminizing influence 

on martial practice: poetry is accused of softening soldiers and destroying the “pillars of 

manlike liberty” (234) by distracting them from “martial exercises” with “shady idleness” 

(234). After the poet’s adversaries launch “a chainshot against learning” (237) and boast 

excessively “with open mouth as if they had overshot Robin Hood” (234) of the 

effeminate and idle army of poets who lounge in the forest instead of fighting in the field, 

Sidney gathers his troops and repositions the poet on the battlefield. He insists that 

                                                 
87

 Regardless of whether Sidney did, in fact, consider tournament performance as a “preparation, rather 

than as a substitute, for military activity,” as Philippa Berry suggests was the case for the participants of the 

Accession Day tournaments (106), he ensures that the poet-horseman performs in both camps and courts to 

demonstrate his capacity in both arenas.  
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“poetry is the companion of camps” (237) and that by Homer’s poetry, “active men 

received their first motions of courage” (237). Homer becomes the medium through 

which great men learn martial valour, and poetry appears as a training ground and 

inspiration for bravery, courage, and fortitude. Sidney reminds the detractors that it was 

through Homer that Alexander the Great “received more bravery of mind by the pattern 

of Achilles than by hearing the definition of fortitude” (238). By presenting Homer’s 

work as a precedent for and instructive example of martial valour, Sidney realigns poetic 

purpose with martial practice to show the inseparable link between poetry and virtuous 

(specifically martial) action.  

This repositioning from court to camp presents a significant shift in Sidney’s 

Defence of Poetry and his treatment of the equestrian analogue. This shift toward military 

purpose following the confirmatio tournament precedes Sidney’s digression concerning 

England as a step-mother to poets, which acts as a transitional space that moves from 

addressing poetry’s aesthetic value to its practical application. Up to this point, the 

emphasis on noble lineage and proper writers that emerges from the analogy of the 

exordium leads to a courtly show within which the poet displays and proves his noble 

lineage and superior skill in moving his horse-reader to well-doing. This show allows 

Sidney to elevate “poor poetry” to its rightful position while also exposing its chief 

competitors as inferior rivals. Though he fears in the exordium that the defacement of 

poetry poses the “great danger of civil war among the Muses” (213), he stages the battle 

against the philosopher and historian in tournament so that he can represent his detractors 

as the militant opponent who misjudges the poet’s true strength and purpose. By staging 

poetry’s self-defence as a martial victory and representing the poet as one who triumphs 
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above his rivals in both camps and courts, Sidney exploits the vulnerable position of the 

aristocratic horseman by drawing on the chivalric ideals that seem to be absent from the 

Tudor court. In this way, the Defence offers an indirect commentary on the value and 

status of horses and horsemanship in the Tudor court. In fact, Sidney uses the symbolic 

value of the horseman to elevate poetry while also exposing the failures of the equestrian 

arts at finding their ends in virtuous exercise in order to surpass his analogue and fuse the 

previously antithetical spaces inhabited by Pugliano’s disparate horsemen.88  

Sidney continues to align the knight’s martial heroism with the poet’s pen by 

separating poet-knights and true poetry from the idle product of their base imposters. 

Sidney offers the reminder that “heretofore poets have in England also flourished… even 

in those times when the trumpet of Mars did sound loudest” (241) to refute further the 

conception that the active and contemplative pursuits are necessarily separate. He does 

admit, however, that while martial action and poetic production were reciprocal practices, 

the recent times of peace did afford the opportunity for some men to write poetry in lieu 

of martial exercise (just as it allowed for the proliferation of pleasure riding among the 

aristocracy). Nevertheless, Sidney clarifies that the seeming proliferation of poets is not 

due to poetry’s inherent idle nature but rather is merely a result of “base men with servile 

wits [that] undertake it, who think it enough if they can be rewarded of the printer” (241). 

The implications of this critique are the same for both horsemanship and poetry: though 

                                                 
88 In her assessment of Sidney’s adoption of equitation as an analogue for poetry, Landry assumes that 

though Pugliano’s praises are “not quite logical” they would be compelling nonetheless. She concludes that 

“Sidney hoped this vindication of horsemanship would work for poetry, since poetry, like horsemanship, 

was a kind of learning that served ethical and political ends beyond itself … The proper governance of 

horse and rider is virtuous action, but it also promotes virtuous action, just like poetry” (19). While she 

reads the analogue correctly, her assumption that Pugliano’s defence of his craft (and the status of the craft 

itself) is the model to which Sidney strives ignores the irony of the exordium and the degree to which 

Sidney relies on the deficiencies of 1580s equitation to elevate poetry.  
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the arts are inherently virtuous, both are prone to descend toward a frivolous 

entertainment with superficial participants when the most notable space within which 

men apply their learning is absent. As a result, Sidney declares that he sees value in 

poetry “rightly applied” (215), and that he defends “the art, and not of the artificer” (225) 

who apes proper poets born with a divine gift and offers a feigned version of the real 

poet’s product. Sidney’s insistence that the poet is born rather than made also provides an 

alternate connotation for his characterization of his talent as an “unelected vocation” 

(212). If the poet is indeed born into his place (as the nobleman is), Sidney’s assertion 

that he “never desired the title” (242) only reinforces the fact that his talent is a natural 

product (and therefore evidence) of his high birth. This distinction is important, as Sidney 

repeatedly characterizes poetry (like horsemanship) as a noble practice meant for a 

qualified elect that is abused by lowly imposters or misguided aristocrats who turn to it as 

a result of their own inactivity and ignorance.  

Sidney’s characterization of illegitimate poets displays a conscious social bias 

against the self-serving poets who resort to print for prestige, while the representation of 

the poet as warrior-knight is, as Robert Matz argues, representative of Sidney’s attempts 

to “reserve poetry as a sign of social distinction for the courtly aristocrat” (71). Sidney 

declares that the lowly imposters are the ones who, “by their own disgracefulness 

disgrace the most graceful poesy” and,  

as if all the Muses were got with child to bring forth bastard poets, without any 

commission they do post over the banks of Helicon, till they make their readers 

more weary than posthorses; while, in the meantime, they... are better content to 
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suppress the outflowings of their wit, than by publishing them to be accounted 

knights of the same order. (241) 

By claiming that writers seek titles in print, Sidney suggests that the “title” of poet holds 

an equivocal status to those titles granted to knights; the self-serving poets who resort to 

print for approval are either idle aristocrats or mere social climbers. Once again, Sidney 

aligns the “right poet” with the active soldier, setting him against the idle and base 

versifier who seeks recognition in print instead of in action.89 Thus, the title “knight of 

the pen”90 serves to critique the ignoble poet seeking titles in print, who wrongly 

considers himself a knight of the same order of those elite poets who inspire martial 

action instead of avoiding or ignoring it.91 It is fitting that these imposter poets make their 

readers—worn more weary than a posthorse due to the burden and labour of the poet’s 

unwanted prose—post over the banks of the Helicon, the river within which the women 

who killed Orpheus attempt to wash the blood off their hands92; their posting aligns their 

weak work and thoughtless expression with the demise of one of Sidney’s primary poets 

and with the degradation of poetry in general.  

In contrast to these self-serving and ambitious poets who pollute the English 

stream of poetry, Sidney presents himself as a humble recipient of an “unelected 

vocation” (212) who “never desired the title, so [he had] neglected the means to come by 

                                                 
89 Consider again the accusation that “before poets began to be in price our nation had set their hearts’ 

delight upon action, and not imagination: rather doing things worthy to be written, than writing things fit to 

be done” (237). 
90 Duncan-Jones considers this to be a “jocular or contemptuous phrase” (386n). 
91 Andrew Hadfield astutely notes that Sidney’s opposition between the printer of the bastard poet and the 

pain of the pen “suggests that Sidney’s constructed reader is someone with access to manuscript rather than 

in print, i.e., a courtier” (133).  
92 In the Description of Greece Pausanias writes that Orpheus was buried beyond Helicon in Dion, and that 

“the women who killed Orpheus wished to wash off in it the blood-stains, and thereat the River sank 

underground, so as not to lend its waters to cleanse manslaughter” (9.30.8) 



  

 

109 

 

it” (242). The fact that Sidney’s works were only circulated in manuscript and printed 

after his death corroborates this declaration that he does not print for praise. In fact, 

Sidney’s success as a poet and his death in battle at Zutphen offered a romantic version of 

the aristocrat’s fusion of poetic and martial exercise that Sidney presents in his Defence, 

which allowed his contemporaries to cast him retrospectively as the ideal courtier-poet-

warrior. George Whetstone’s elegy declares that Sidney lived in court “not like a Carpet 

knight, / Whose glory is in garments” (105-6) but as a successful writer, who “not alone, 

in Poesie he did passe: / But eu’ry way, a learned Knight he was” (117-8). Sidney, the 

humble and active poet-knight, becomes the antithesis to the carpet knights who ride for 

prestige in lieu of the battlefield or the bastard poets that resist action in favour of 

idleness. In an epitaph to Sidney, Sir Walter Raleigh calls him the “Scipio, Cicero, and 

Petrarch of our time” (58), standing as a military leader, an orator-statesman, and an 

esteemed poet all at once. The conflation of martial and poetic practice appears once 

more with Charles Fitz-Geffry, who calls him “England’s Mars and Muse” (F1r). 

Sidney’s poetry comes to represent the kind of poetic production he defines in the 

Defence: it does not appear in place of martial exercise, but rather becomes a practice that 

compliments and remains inextricable from his virtuous action in battle.  

This posthumous legacy may contribute to why, in 1609, Nicolas Morgan 

responds to Sidney’s poet-horseman analogy and draws on the structure and precepts of 

the Defence to help revive and revalue what he describes as the “now withered & dead 

Art of Horsemanship” (A4v). The fifth chapter of Morgan’s treatise The Perfection of 

Horsemanship models its arguments for the value of horsemanship after Sidney’s 

Defence of Poetry to depict the failures of the equestrian arts as a national concern, a 
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product of the separation of contemplation and practice, and the fault of bad riders who 

have spurned or ignored the practical purpose of perfect riding. Morgan’s treatise draws 

repeatedly, sometimes verbatim, from Sidney’s text and seems to recognize and value 

Sidney’s consideration of the correlative utility of both the poetic and equestrian arts; he 

concludes his discussion of the bad breeds of English horses and the decayed status of 

English chivalry by stating that he hopes “there is not any minde so base as to become a 

step-mother to Horse and Horsemanship” (14) in the same way that England had with her 

poets. Unfortunately for Morgan, however, the aristocratic equitation of the seventeenth 

century continued to move away from its martial roots.93 As a result, his response to 

Sidney’s analogue bookends an important shift in the conception of horses and the utility 

of the equestrian arts from the 1580s to 1609 and reveals that nearly thirty years after the 

composition of Sidney’s treatise, the state of horsemanship—especially the art of noble 

equitation—rested in the shadows of its flourishing analogue.94  

                                                 
93 Michael Hattaway explains that by the early seventeenth century England had witnessed “a categorical 

shift, a change from an historical moment when fighting was a chivalric sport or form of group-specific 

behaviour to a moment when fighting was an occupation—from a moment when a fighter was regarded as 

a gentleman-amateur to one in which he was a professional or ‘martialist’” (84). No longer a reserved 

position of the gentry, professional military men increasingly displaced the aristocracy and separated them 

from the chivalric tradition with which they were previously aligned. Hattaway concludes that “the world 

of the man of war, of Spenser’s ‘gentle knight’ was, in 1608, long gone” (101). For more on the changing 

nature of aristocratic riding, see Karen Raber and Treva J. Tucker’s edited collection The Culture of the 

Horse (2005), which traces how riders and writers recognized a growing disparity between the practice and 

purpose of aristocratic riding, which led the signification of the horse to shift accordingly. In his chapter 

included in this collection, Bruce Boehrer posits that “Shakespeare’s plays enact a downward displacement 

of the horse’s character as a social signifier,” which correlates to “the decline of the armigerous gentry’s 

identity as a military class” and “the horse’s own emerging obsolescence as an instrument of warfare in 

early modern England” (91). 
94 In a push against the source from which he frames his defence of horsemanship, Morgan concludes the 

chapter by lifting, almost directly, the argument summarized at the end of the confirmatio of the Defence to 

act as confirmation of the superiority of the equestrian arts. He concludes, 

And lastly, because I wil (uno multa comprehendere,) entreat the Reader, that for as much as the 

excellencye of perfect horse and perfect horseman is so excellent, auncient and vniuersall, that no 

nation doth despise it, nor barbarous nation without it, since neither the description, nor end 

containeth any euil, the thing distributed cannot be euil, since the effects be so good, as to teach 

goodnesse, and delight to the beholders and learners of it, since the honour of the King, 

preseruation of his kingdome, and the terror of the enemies dependeth vppon it, since the holy 
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Though Morgan’s parallel defence of court equitation may not have been enough 

to redirect manege riding back to its martial roots, his engagement with Sidney’s Defence 

proves that the association of horsemanship and poetry in the Defence offers more than a 

playful and bathetic comparison created to disparage Pugliano’s emphatic praise of his 

art. Morgan’s continuation of Sidney’s analogy linking the equestrian and poetic arts 

ultimately demonstrates the degree to which the pairing provides real and practical 

information regarding the anxieties about both practices. His response corroborates the 

fact that the extended analogy associating poetry and horsemanship in the Defence 

establishes, as Kevin Pask suggests, the idea “that both poets and [demilitarized] 

aristocrats share the same vocational crisis and the same threat of usurpation by ‘base 

men’” (172). Morgan’s recognition of poetry as a model of equitation (and his turn to 

Sidney’s Defence as a model for his fifth chapter) also illustrates how both arts function 

as tenor and vehicle in the pairing. Taking the analogy at face value fails to do justice to 

the complexity and legacy of Sidney’s perception of equitation and poetry as cognate 

practices and fails to recognize how the Defence participates in a larger discussion 

regarding the proper methods and ends of both courtly arts. Sidney’s own experience in 

equitation allows him to perceive it as a functional model for poetic instruction that not 

only articulates the physicality of poetic reception, but also the anxieties surrounding the 

                                                 
Scriptures wherein is no vntruth hath recorded it moste honorable to all posteritie, to thinke as I 

thinke, and I thinke I thinke truely, the lawrell crowne appointed for Tryumphant Captaines doth 

moste worthily honour the horsemans Tryumph. (16)  

Morgan completes his defence of horsemanship by retrieving the laurel crown that Sidney had appointed to 

“honor the poet’s triumph” (232). In doing so he desperately attempts to reassert the horseman’s value in a 

culture that remains skeptical to the value and purpose of the art of horsemanship among the aristocracy. 

As such, Morgan’s unique and relatively overlooked horsemanship manual stands as a key text with which 

one might recognize the importance of Sidney’s poet-horseman analogue for discussions of equitation and 

gauge the devaluation of horsemanship that begins in the late sixteenth century and continues to develop 

through the seventeenth century.  
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production and consumption of what might be seen as an idle or frivolous art. His 

reputation as a poet-knight and his circulation of his Defence among a coterie of elite 

writers who would understand the implications of his analogy is ultimately what allows 

him to illustrate how a man with a pen—like a man on a horse—does not necessarily 

indicate a proper poet-rider if he only considers his craft a vehicle for social advancement 

or an ornament of idle pleasure.95 

 

2.4 The Reader-Horse and the Poet-Ape: Redefining Species Boundaries 

 While the Defence does navigate a dense network of equine signification to 

represent the proper methods and virtuous ends of poetry rightly applied, Sidney never 

fully resolves the anxieties surrounding the reader-horse’s submission to pleasurable 

instruction. While the horse may be a perceptive judge of quality and character, Sidney 

knows that the same cannot be said of the general reader or critic who fails to discern 

proper poets from their base imposters. For Sidney, however, a well-bred and well-

trained reader is—like his equine analogue—a creature that is not so easily led astray. 

The species difference between noble rider and noble horse is, in Sidney’s comparison, a 

far smaller gap to bridge than the difference between a noble poet and a base or brute 

                                                 
95 Sidney’s characterization of his Defence as an idle or unambitious project has led some critics to 

misinterpret Sidney’s fusion of active martial pursuits and the contemplative arts by way of the analogy 

comparing horsemanship to poetry and assume that Sidney’s foray into poetic production was a mere by-

product of his dismissal from court following his opposition to the Queen’s potential marriage to the Duke 

of Anjou. Edward Berry draws upon Sidney’s allusions to horsemanship to argue that Sidney’s real 

vocation of choice was service to the state, and that the Defence is “a self-interested expression of a 

‘personal desires’” to return to court and active duty on the battlefield (21). Though the Defence may 

reflect Sidney’s valuation of active duty, to assume that Sidney upholds the characterization of poetry as an 

idle production and that he only emphasizes “the poet’s capacity to incite men to ‘virtuous action’” because 

he seeks “to define poetry in such a way as to make it serve [his personal goal of public service]” (Berry 

24) is to reduce Sidney’s project and his poetry to an idle distraction and misunderstand his representation 

of Pugliano as a false model of both rhetorical and equestrian skill.  
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reader. The differentiation suggests once again that rank—or a difference in breeding—

trumps species as a true marker of difference. Thus, while Sidney pairs his “right poets” 

with an exclusive readership of likeminded noblemen, he imagines that the bad readers 

are, like the false practitioners of poetry who guide them, zoomorphized creatures of low 

breeding. By transforming false poets and critics of poetry into beastly figures of 

ignorance, Sidney once again fixates on the abuse of the practice as a way of 

differentiating the zoomorphized guidee of proper poetry from the wild or poorly 

governed mounts of the base poet.  

The characterization of imposter poets as “poet-apes” (249)—as creatures of a 

lower order known for slavish imitation who produce an imperfect substitute fit for 

ridicule—presents another compelling parallel to Dametas in tournament. Like Dametas, 

the poet-apes misapprehend “and miss the right use of the material point of poesy” (246) 

and offer insincere and indecorous display in its place.96 As we mock Dametas’s fall from 

his horse in New Arcadia, however, the poet’s fall “from almost the highest estimation of 

learning” to “the laughing-stock of children” (212) is a troubling inversion in rank that 

Sidney remedies by exposing the injurious counterfeits as apes (as less than human and as 

mimics) of the noble poet. The zoomorphism of the imposter poet signifies both his 

inferior social rank and the dehumanizing effects of his perverted craft. Logically then, 

Sidney’s dehumanization of the simian versifier is also tied to his dehumanization of 

poetry’s critics, since both figures are representative of the brutalizing power of poetry 

                                                 
96 As Sidney characterizes the imposter poets as inhuman he also depicts their diction as a kind of 

effeminate counterfeit: they furnish their immoral writing with “that honey-flowing matron Eloquence 

apparelled, or rather disguised, in a courtesan-like painted affectation” (246 my emphasis). This apparel 

recalls Dametas’s borrowed (and ultimately ridiculous) furniture in battle. The imposter poet’s affected 

language disguises and compromises the virtue of Eloquence as he attempts to paint his prose with empty 

ornament, producing a corrupted and common courtesan in its place. Sidney’s denigration of the poet-ape 

is, therefore, threefold: a depreciation in species, gender, and purity. 
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misapplied or misunderstood. Sidney represents those who spurn poetry as a variety of 

brute creatures: they are ungrateful hedgehogs or cruel vipers (213); “fools” and “jesters” 

(233) deserving derision; and dogs whose “idle tongues... bark at [proper poets]” (218). 

In contrast to the noble poet-horseman, Sidney also presents the critics as lowly asses 

who “show their mistaking of Plato, under whose lion’s skin they would make an ass-like 

braying against poesy” (240). The allusion here to Aesop’s fable of the ass in the lion’s 

skin characterizes the braying critic as not only an inhuman donkey, but another beastly 

imposter—one who attempts to transcend his low position using the skin of a more noble 

creature as a disguise.97 These asinine critics are presented as indecorous “poet-whippers” 

(232) and are mocked for attempting to whip their rider instead of yielding to and being 

led by the proper poet’s guiding hand. They are, like Dametas, unaware of their natural 

place and are therefore better bridled or yoked than afforded the time to bray.98  

By separating noble creatures (both human and nonhuman) from their beastly 

inferiors, Sidney is able to acknowledge the anxieties surrounding the reader’s guided 

position without fully compromising his depiction of poetry’s virtues. Sidney’s focus on 

the dehumanization of the poet-ape and critic helps him to represent the potential to 

digress toward brute incapacity if one spurns or falsely imitates that “first light-giver to 

ignorance” (213). Because poetry has the power to transform “stony and beastly people” 

(213), those who cannot recognize the civilizing virtues of poetry or identify and respect 

proper poets will find themselves set well below “the most barbarous” nations whose 

“hard dull wits [are] softened and sharpened with the sweet delights of poetry” (214). 

                                                 
97 In this fable, the ass’s braying gives him away to the fox for what he truly is. The moral of Aesop’s fable 

here is: “Fine clothes may disguise, but silly words will disclose a fool” 
98 See Proverbs 26:3-4 (GNV): “3. Unto the horse belongeth a whip, to the ass a bridle, and a rod to the 

fool’s back. 4. Answer not a fool according to his foolishness, lest thou also be like him.” 
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Their characterization as denigrated creatures too stubborn or resistant to poetry’s kind 

teaching situates them below the more noble creatures (of both humans and beasts) who 

are more able or willing to transcend their fallen nature through art’s refinement and 

education. Even though Sidney seems to imply that the menagerie of detractors is 

responsible for its own degradation, by insisting that the devaluation of poetry is the fault 

of the ambitious practitioner who breeds ignorance in lieu of cultivating virtue, he 

presents the abuse of poetry as both the cause and effect of a man’s degradation.  

Thus, Sidney’s navigation of noble and beastly kinds demonstrates how the 

hierarchically organized field that would appear to subordinate the animal to the human is 

simultaneously affirmed and destabilized by the horse’s role as a communicative subject 

and as an “inseparable” member of the noble community. Sidney relies on the affective 

and symbolic bond between the noble rider and his horse to characterize the poet’s 

pedagogy and to represent the poet-knight in a privileged position among the elite. His 

consideration of the poet’s gentle instruction is undoubtedly a product of his own 

experience governing and conceiving of the horse’s affective experience when moved by 

an external agent. Socolow is right in recognizing that Sidney’s knowledge and “interest 

in horses, typical of the landed elite of the time,” is “why he [begins] a treatise about 

poetry, an uncompromisingly verbal medium in its argument and display… with an 

account of the clearly non-verbal (though surely cerebral) relationship between a horse 

and its human rider” (122). He understands that poetry is an art that depends on affective 

and effective communication between two distinct thinking subjects. The relationship is 

reciprocal and cerebral, relying on the poet’s ability to articulate his intentions and the 

reader’s capacity to interpret and follow his direction. Analogizing intersubjective 
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communication as interspecies communication calls attention to the obstacles involved in 

guiding another toward virtuous action when the poet’s intent risks being lost in 

translation—either because of a poorly trained reader, or as a result of faulty instruction. 

The reader-horse analogue captures the poet’s anxieties surrounding unknown minds and 

the degree to which the virtuous ends of one’s art are always dependant on the capacity to 

gain and know the mind of one’s audience.  

The reader-horse comparison also demonstrates how Sidney’s own experience 

governing his mount helps him to understand the horse as an intelligent and sensitive 

subject in need of gentle and affective governance. It relies on an understanding of 

embodied consciousness that is antithetical to the Cartesian view of the mechanistic 

sensory perception of animals, which denies the shared affective experience that Sidney 

relies on to articulate the civilizing effects of art and education across species boundaries. 

Sidney’s consideration of equitation as a workable analogue to poetic persuasion 

ultimately suggests that early modern thinkers recognize their companion animals—

horses in particular—as interrelated and communicative subjects, challenging the idea of 

a fixed boundary between human and nonhuman animals when they understand their own 

affective experience alongside and through their nonhuman community. In Sidney’s case, 

recognizing the literal referent behind the figurative iteration of the horse reveals the 

degree to which proximity to the actual animal informs the symbolic referent. Not only 

does this perspective offer a richer understanding of the horse in early modern English 

culture, it also exposes the functioning contradictions that emerge when humans 

continually employ the animal to stabilize a culturally constructed social hierarchy that 
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depends on their recognition of nonhuman subjects and their affective experience in 

comparable terms to their human counterparts. 
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 Chapter 3 

“What the Lyon ment”: Leonine Instinct and Animal Exemplar in Book I 

of Edmund Spenser’s The Faerie Queene 

 

As Una and her protective lion join the disguised Archimago in the third canto of 

The Faerie Queene’s Book of Holiness, the false knight articulates one of Book I’s most 

vexing questions when he turns to Una and asks her “what the Lyon ment” (iii.32.8).99 

While Archimago is likely more concerned with establishing the lion’s intentions 

(whether or not the beast plans to tear him to pieces) his uncertainty as to what the lion 

means draws attention to the pervasive problems with perception that characterize 

Redcrosse’s journey through Faerieland, as well as the lack of a critical consensus as to 

what exactly the lion is meant to signify at this point in Spenser’s poem. There are some 

lions in The Faerie Queene that seem to offer a clearer meaning than others: Cambria and 

Mercilla’s lions, as well as the lions ridden by Wrath and Cupid, appear tethered to 

figures who provide a relatively stable interpretive lens for the symbolic beasts. In 

contrast, Una’s lion first appears as an autonomous nonhuman agent whose signification 

shifts as he is aligned with and set against a variety of similarly regal and beastly human 

figures. Too often, studies of Spenser’s poem and its animal imagery strive to stabilize 

the meaning of these changeable figures and determine their steady place within the 

larger allegory; in contrast to these types of readings, I consider the mutability and 

multiplicity of Spenser’s lions and examine their purpose and implications as they roam 

                                                 
99 All citations from A. C. Hamilton’s edition. 
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through the narrative. By taking Una’s episode with the lion as its starting point, my 

assessment of Spenser’s leonine kinds considers how the comparison of Una’s lion with 

Redcrosse, who Una calls “my Lyon, and my noble Lord” (I.iii.7.6), presents Una’s lion 

as compassionate kin and as an exemplary double for her absent hero. In doing so, I 

reveal how the beast’s tempered rage and noble kindness becomes an example with 

which Spenser generates a new model of the epic hero. I also trace how Spenser 

represents the lion’s more aggressive attributes through a series of leonine figures 

(Sansloy in particular) to demonstrate how the allegory’s zoomorphism of human figures 

affirms a human’s capacity for immoral “beastliness.” This proliferation of “beastly” 

kinds reflects Spenser’s anxiety surrounding masculine aggression, human animality, and 

material embodiment, leading him toward larger questions concerning what it means to 

be human(e). This chapter, therefore, examines not only what the lion means at various 

moments in The Faerie Queene, but also considers how Spenser exploits the complexity 

of the lion’s significations to explore the literal, figurative, and moral implications of 

acting “As Lyon fierce” (I.i.17.2).   

The poem’s network of leonine signification typifies the dynamic nature of 

Spenser’s imagery. While critics have offered several explanations of what Una’s lion 

signifies, editors of the poem remain understandably apprehensive about offering a 

definitive conclusion.100 In the notes to the Penguin edition of The Faerie Queene 

                                                 
100 Critics offer a range of options for the lion’s allegorical meaning, from a royal power (Gless, Cain), 

justice (Aptekar), or fortitude (Roche), to Christ (Walls) or the Christ-like sun of justice/sol iustitiae 

(Fowler, Brooks-Davies). Alternatively, some critics read the lion as akin to the sub-human figures that 

worship Una, including Satyrane and the satyrs. They interpret him as a figure of natural power or instinct, 

“the world of unspoiled nature” (C. S. Lewis 335), natural law (Woodhouse, Gless), the irascible passions 

(Brooks-Davies, Hankins), “brute force” (Pauline Parker 68) or “men guided by instinct” (Gang 10) to 

oppose the civilized (more human) Satyrane, who is guided instead by reason. As my chapter shall 

demonstrate, the meaning of Una’s lion is not singular or stable, but rather draws on a vast range of 
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Thomas P. Roche admits that “the meaning of the lion is still a vexed question” (1082n), 

and in Carol V. Kaske’s commentary for The Faerie Queene: Book One she simply 

concludes that “the meaning of Una’s lion is problematic” (39n). Regardless (or possibly 

because) of these acknowledgements of the lion’s slippery signification, the critical 

impulse to rein in the lion—to stabilize its dynamic meaning—has, on one hand, led to an 

invaluable series of functional readings and, on the other hand, to a failure to 

acknowledge the ways in which Spenser exploits the lion’s complex literary history and 

contradictory nature. Fortunately, following Arthur Marotti’s foundational article on 

animal symbolism in The Faerie Queene, critics have increasingly recognized the 

complexity and changeability of Spenser’s animals. Rather than reduce the lion’s sources 

and significations to stabilize the lion’s allegorical meaning, Marotti acknowledges that 

the lion in Book I “does not appear momentarily as a static image set in a forward-

moving narrative. It is, rather, part of an emblem that constantly shifts and changes its 

composition. If we ask the specific meaning of the lion as symbol, we must consider its 

function at each point in the episode” (76). Indeed, the images and characters of 

Spenser’s poem continually shift and change as the narrative develops, which creates a 

complex network of signification that depends on a dynamic reading process that 

acknowledges how the lion’s meanings proliferate and overlap with every encounter.101 

Jane Aptekar’s analysis of the lion as a symbol of merciful justice (alongside Mercilla) 

and wrathful justice (represented in Artgeall and Arthur) has already shown how Spenser 

                                                 
signification as the narrative progresses. My analysis will focus on specific strains of signification and map 

how they relate to and influence our understanding of what it means to be like/as a lion.  
101 In her examination of animal imagery in The Faerie Queene Madeleine Cosman uncovers some 230 

varieties of beasts and finds the lion to be “most frequently mentioned and portrayed in many guises” (85), 

listing 12 examples and declaring “there are more” (86). 
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“hints at images which the reader should then create, in full for himself, and afterwards 

apply back to the poem as explicatory emblems” (69). Thus, the poem demands that one 

examine the multiple and at times contradictory meanings that accumulate in Spenser’s 

network of lion signification to uncover how the patterns and echoes of leonine figures 

inform and are informed by the meaning of Una’s lion. I argue, therefore, that this 

cumulative and revisionary reading process, whereby meaning is made outside of a linear 

framework or a purely chronological reading, uncovers how Spenser uses the lion’s 

actions and attributes to reassess what it means for men to behave as or like a lion.102  

In early natural histories and bestiaries, the lion was often granted the largest 

entry—or, what would be deemed the lion’s share—which made for a compendious and 

at times contradictory source of lion-signification.103 Edward Topsell’s section on the lion 

in The Historie of Foure-Footed Beastes is a “large and copious tracte” (456) that offers 

an exhaustive list of epithets that denotes the lion’s multifaceted nature: 

The Epithets of this beast are many, whereby the authors haue expressed their 

seueral natures, such as these, the curst kind of lyons, ful of stomacke, sharp, 

bold, greedy, blanket, flesh-eater, Caspian, Cleonian, the lord and King of 

beastes, and woodes, fierce, wild, hairy, yellowe, strong, fretting, teeth-gnashing, 

                                                 
102 Though my assessment of Spenser’s leonine figures considers how the poem navigates human-animal 

relatedness generally, my focus is on leonine men and definitions of masculinity specifically. Spenser’s 

exploration of what it means to behave like a lion is tied to questions about masculine aggression in relation 

to chivalric heroism and men’s sexual desire.  
103 Though the attention paid to the lion is in part due to their regal status, some writers would cite Aesop’s 

fable of the Lion, Ass and Fox in which the lion devours the Ass when he does not provide the greatest 

share of the spoils to the lion as a reason for affording the largest section to the princely beast. In Edward 

Topsell’s The Historie of Foure-Footed Beasts (1607), Topsell begins his section on the lion by stating, “I 

cannot chuse but remember that prettie fable of Esope, concerning the societie and honor due vnto this 

beast” (456). Remembering the fate of the Asse and the actions of the Fox who grants the lion all but a 

small part as his share, Topsell concludes “In like manner I would be loath to be so simple, in sharing out 

the discourse of the Lyon, as to make it equall with the treatise of the beasts lately handled, but rather 

according to the dignitie thereof, to expresse the whole nature, in a large and copious tracte” (456). 
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Namean, thundering, raging, Getulian, rough, lowring, or wry-faced, Impacient, 

quicke, vntamed, free, and mad… wrathfull, maned, Libian, deadly, stout, great, 

Masilian, Mauritanian, Parthian, Phrygian, Molorchean, Carthaginian, preying, 

rauening, stubborne, snatching, wrinkled, cruell, bloody, terrible, swelling, vast, 

violent, Marmaruan. These also are the Epithets of the Lionesse, Affrican, bold, 

stony-harted, vengible, caue-lodging, fierce, yellowe, Getulian, Hercanian, 

vegentle, Libian, cruell, frowning, and terrible. By all which the natures of this 

Beast, and seuerall properties thereof, are compendiously expressed in one word. 

(461) 

Topsell’s compendious list of the lion’s epithets is a product of the variety and amount of 

compounded source material available to the early writers of natural histories who were 

reluctant to dismiss inherited history. From these assorted texts he compiles the lion’s 

attributes to create an anthology of lion characteristics, sewn together in a patchwork 

picture of what a lion is and means. Topsell’s numerous and varied epithets address the 

lion’s physical attributes, personality traits, geographical breeds and literary ancestors, 

and offers a comprehensive taxonomy of leonine kinds. Though one may assume there 

remains a tacit distinction between the literary animal and its actual referent, Topsell’s 

description of the lion (and all other beasts) conflates the actual creature with its literary 

or symbolic iterations. And while the epithet acts as a crystallization of one component of 

the lion’s character, the surplus of epithets afforded to the lion suggests that it is a 

multifaceted creature—one whose very nature and breeding resists one single 

signification. Like the animals of natural history, the lions and leonine kinds in Spenser’s 

poem are equally dense, rarely static, and at times contradictory. Aptekar acknowledges 
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the complexity and ambiguity of Spenser’s symbolic beasts and explains that Spenser 

“calls upon every available tradition to deepen his effect” (60). Marotti confirms that 

Spenser draws on a range of source material including “Science and pseudo-science, 

Classical, Medieval, and Renaissance literature, mythology, iconography, Scripture, and 

Scriptural commentary” (69), which results in an expansive field of denotation with each 

appearance. In fact, it is this mutable and at times conflicting field of signification that 

allows Spenser to explore the lion as a symbol in greater complexity as the allegory 

unfolds.  

Spenser’s re-examination of the epic hero draws specifically on the lion’s 

emblematic signification, which reflected a similar multiplicity in use and signification 

that one sees in Topsell’s natural history. Lions were popular heraldic figures, and the 

epithets afforded to lions could be used to trace analogous attributes in human subjects to 

suggest “precise knowledge of a given character; of his or her identity, essential nature, 

mood, or moral awareness” or indicate an affinity in kind (Watson 161). These 

correlative epithets could be laudatory or disparaging, implying either good breeding and 

character or brute aggression. Although lions served as symbols of sovereignty, justice, 

magnanimity, bravery, and courage, Topsell warns that “Wherefore as they excel in 

strength and courage, so also they doe in crueltie, deuouring both men and beastes” 

(464). In Spenser’s text, these same leonine appetites are echoed in Redcrosse and 

Sansloy as a force that may either threaten or incite courageous action.104 Indeed, Spenser 

                                                 
104 Sean Henry also recognizes that “Spenser extends the initial leonine simile not just to make literal the 

comparison made with Redcrosse through the real lion that joins Una in Canto iii, but also to encompass 

some of Una’s other companions while she is separated from the knight: Satyrane, the satyrs, and Sansloy” 

(62). Henry’s assessment of Satyrane and the satyrs provides an invaluable revision of those critics who 

interpret the lion within a series of progressively refined leonine suitors by connecting the subhuman 

characters to their human counterparts. In contrast, Henry explains that “[t]hese other ‘lions’ embody 

different attributes and associations of lions—and, by extension, different attributes of Redcrosse Knight, 
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anchors his revision of epic heroism and critique of masculine aggression in the degree to 

which one’s leonine nature could both inspire just fury and fuel one’s predatory (and 

sinful) appetite. To this end, Una’s lion reflects the full range of attributes described in 

Topsell’s tract; he is ferocious and cruel when necessary, but is also a noble and virtuous 

beast who tempers his brutality and demonstrates principled restraint.105 Thus, as both a 

magnanimous beast and a symbol of the pride, wrath, and lust that humans so readily 

exhibit, the lion stands as both a moral agent and a changeable sign of human(e) action, 

threatening to expose the corrupt nature of fallen man instead of signifying his humanity 

and heroism.106  

                                                 
Una’s proper companion, for whom the other characters stand in, whether Una wants them to or not” (62). 

While Henry’s study effectively maps out some of the relations of leonine kinds in Spenser’s poem, my 

chapter examines Redcrosse and Sansloy’s lion characterization further to assess the purpose and 

implications of Spenser’s use of the lion to expose human deficiency and examine the beastly forces that 

govern men.  
105 It was known that the lion would not attack a sleeping victim, “for ‘tis / The royal disposition of that 

beast / To prey on nothing that both seem as dead” (As You Like It 4.3.117-9), and “likewise they seldome 

destroy women or children: and if they see women, children, and men together, they take the men which 

are strongest and refuse the other as weaklings and vnworthie their honour” (Topsell 467). Topsell also 

draws directly from Pliny to add that “Their clemencie in that fierce and angry nature is also worthy of 

compendations, and to be wondered at in such beastes, for if one prostrate himselfe vnto them as it were in 

petition for his life, they often spare except in extremitie of famine” (467). Because the lion’s powerful 

force was not ungovernable by honour, the virtuous beast could discern a worthy opponent and curb his 

appetites to avoid a dishonourable attack. It is this compassion and clemency when faced with supplication 

that denotes the kind of virtuous behaviour appropriate for the chivalric hero and expected of the king of 

beasts. In fact, Margaret Haist suggests that the merciful lion that begins to appear in the medieval bestiary 

is a supplement to “the Old Testament emphasis on lion ferocity as a symbol of mighty kings” and might 

“have been added in order to support more contemporary notions of kingship” (8). 
106 In The Arte of Rhetoric (1553) Thomas Wilson suggests that “brute beasts minister great occasion of 

right good matter, considering many of them have shown unto us the patterns and images of divers virtues” 

(216). Treated as human signifiers, animals in fables or moral tales were often divorced from the literal 

beast and instead reduced to a figure of vice or virtue. As the tradition develops and the mythological 

sources and medieval fables and bestiaries begin to inform early natural history, the allegorical or symbolic 

animal was no longer separable from the actual character of the beast. Thus, the natural world provided 

early modern thinkers with models for moral behaviour and harmonious living and men could be sent to the 

school of beasts to learn how to be truly human. However, Joyce E. Salisbury also warns that “as human 

exemplars, animals become metaphors, and metaphors of the worst and best that is within humans” (129); 

she warns, however, that “As we look more closely at the animals that appear in the exemplar literature, we 

see that we are increasingly examining not animals, but humans” (129). While Spenser’s poem does trace 

how the lion shifts from exemplar of humane virtue to metaphor of human degeneracy, it is important to 

recognize how the lion’s capacity to exemplify traits that we also share demonstrates lines of continuity 

across species. Though Spenser employs his animal exemplar in order to examine humans, the comparison 

across species demonstrates how humans come to know and define themselves through the animal.   
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By attending to the significance of Una’s lion and leonine kinds in Spenser’s 

allegory, I illustrate how Spenser employs a nonhuman agent to explore the nature of 

moral “humane(e)” action and the implications of acting “As Lyon fierce.” This approach 

recognizes how Una’s lion displays the attributes and capacities of actual lions (as they 

are detailed in natural histories and emblem books) and reveals how Spenser employs the 

lion as a recurring symbol of masculine aggression to illustrate the bestial and immoral 

nature of fallen humanity. For Spenser, the difference between acting like an animal and 

being an animal is blurred all too easily by a man’s own animality. His comparison of 

leonine kinds examines, in fact, how readily a man emulates the more negative facets of 

an animal’s character or action, leaving the lion to figure as the more admirable creature. 

Thus, Spenser employs the lion to figure paradoxically as both an exemplar of humane 

kindness and figure of degenerate beastliness. In doing so, he represents “beastliness” as 

a condition that exists separately from nonhuman animals; rather than a category of 

being, “beastliness” appears as a moral possibility within creation into which all creatures 

might fall. Spenser’s representation of human animality suggests, therefore, that the 

boundary that separates men from beasts is not only indistinct, but also readily effaced or 

subordinated by a moral continuum of “beastly” creatures.  

In the sections that follow, I employ a cumulative and revisionary process of 

reading that traces lines of correspondence through the poem’s complex network of 

significations to examine how Spenser draws on the vast literal and figurative 

signification of lions to represent Una’s lion as an exemplary double for both Redcrosse 

and Sansloy. In the first section, I explore how the lion’s entrance in canto iii draws on a 

dense literary tradition of emblematic and perceptive lions to affirm Una’s identity and 
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expose the deficiency of human instinct by contrasting the lion’s reverence of truth and 

virginity against Redcrosse’s misperception and subsequent abandonment of his princess. 

In the next section, I consider how the comparison of Redcrosse to Una’s lion becomes 

the means by which Spenser examines the dangers of faithless force and blood lust in 

battle. The lion’s dual signification as a moral exemplar and a cautionary figure of 

wrathful action is what marks, develops, and allows for Redcrosse’s transformation from 

an errant knight to epic Christian hero. Following this assessment of Spenser’s 

celebration of tempered aggression in Book I, I turn to Sansloy’s mimicry of the lion’s 

aggressive appetite to illustrate how Spenser offers another criticism of masculine 

aggression through his representation of lawless lust. While Redcrosse is able to find 

redemption and surpass his beastly sins, Sansloy identifies with the lion and embraces his 

beastly nature; I argue that once he is driven by his lawless, insatiable, and violent 

appetites, Sansloy becomes the human origin of the monstrous Lust in Book IV. By 

tracing the development of beastliness in Books I-IV I reveal how Spenser destabilizes 

the relation between tenor (human kind) and vehicle (the beast) so that both tenor and 

vehicle possess the same attributes and actions that define the whole field of animals, 

both human and nonhuman. Then, in my final section I compare the moral zoomorphism 

of Redcrosse and Sansloy against the humane kindness of sub-human creatures to 

examine how and why Spenser represents a moral landscape in which human characters 

lack the instinct for virtuous action that Una’s lion so readily displays. This chapter’s 

reassessment of what Una’s lion means at various points in the text uncovers a wider 

pattern of signification that undermines a division of human from nonhuman animals by 
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displacing a continuum of creatures with a moral continuum so that being “beastly” 

designates a moral condition rather than a position on one side of a human-animal divide.  

 

3.1 Leonine Instinct and Human Deficiency: The Exemplary Lion 

The poem’s first and most prominent lion appears as an instinctual animal whose 

capacity for tempered aggression and fellow-feeling exceeds that of his human 

counterparts; this lion provides the foundation—that is, he serves as the source of 

“creaturely signatures”—for Spenser’s exploration of the deficiency of human instinct 

and unmanaged affect.107 When the lion enters Spenser’s narrative in canto iii, Spenser 

constructs the scene as a direct response to and critique of Redcrosse’s misperception and 

abandonment of Una in canto ii. In fact, Una’s characterization of Redcrosse as “my 

Lyon, and my noble Lord” (I.iii.7.6) when she laments his absence presents Una’s lion as 

the perceptive and exemplary double for her absent hero. This representation of the lion 

as a double for Redcrosse calls attention to the errant knight’s failure to see or know 

Una’s true identity. In contrast, the lion’s instinctual reverence of Una and his capacity to 

temper his rage and appetite affirms her true nature and calls upon a wide range of 

signification to do so. As a symbol of sovereign authority, an emblem of ecclesiastical 

faith and vigilance, and a common protective figure from medieval romance, the lion’s 

                                                 
107 Joseph Campana challenges the perception of allegory as a device that merely projects humanity 

outward and argues that the extended network of devices at play in allegory “suggest instead a world in 

which agency, cognition, and affect are not human qualities distributed to other creatures or objects, but, 

rather, forces that exist external to individual instances of life in a shared universe in which humans 

participate and to whom shares of agency, cognition, and affect are distributed, often in compound 

structures” (292). This recognition of shared attributes and capacities in Spenser’s allegory is central to my 

reading of Una’s noble lion, a nonhuman companion whose capacity for bestial aggression and tender 

compassion is shared among human and nonhuman creatures alike. And while Campana focuses his study 

on metamorphosed figures like Guile (also called Malengin), a character who he attests “presents an array 

of creaturely signatures” (292), my study examines more thoroughly the nonhuman source of the 

“creaturely signatures” that reappear in Spenser’s other human and nonhuman characters. 
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multiple significations (originating from shared emblematic, fabled, scriptural, and 

classical sources) each contribute to identifying Una with virginity, constancy, and 

stability.108 Both the action and species of Una’s surrogate companion, therefore, affirm 

Una’s signification as a royal virgin and the virgin church, and define her place in the 

allegory. Thus, it is worthwhile to explore how pairing Una with her compassionate lion 

calls upon the beast’s symbolic meaning to define her character while, at the same time, 

constructing a pattern of comparison to present a more nuanced critique of Redcrosse’s 

human failings.  

The animal world represented a microcosm of the human world and was, 

naturally, ruled by a sovereign figure. The prevalence of lions in fables, natural history, 

astrology, scripture, and especially heraldry in England would have meant that the lion’s 

regal character would be well known by Spenser and his readers alike. As the “king of 

beasts” the lion shared the sovereign’s position as a ruler of the lower creatures and, like 

a human monarch, was frequently depicted with a crown and sceptre. As a symbol of 

sovereign power and noble strength the lion was a popular gift between rulers and a 

preeminent figure on shields and coats of arms, especially in England.109 Topsell explains 

that “King Solomon built his Iuory throne vpon two Lyons of Brasse, and vpon the steps 

                                                 
108 Unlike most, if not all of Spenser’s characters, Una can be read as a stable figure within a shifting world. 

Her name comes from the Latin word for “one” or “oneness,” and she is “the principle of indivisibility, 

Truth in its philosophical and religious aspects” (Spenser Encyclopedia 705). “Una” also refers to the cult 

name of Elizabeth and alludes to Elizabeth’s Latin motto Semper Eadem, which translates to “Always the 

same” or “Be always one” (Rosinger 13). Even if Una is not as unchanging as her name suggests, Spenser 

employs the lion as a protective and reverent companion to affirm and stabilize her identity at this point in 

the text. 
109 Topsell describes those Princes who “in castle and Towers for their pleasures sake, so nourish and keepe 

Lions… as hath been seene both in England and Flourence” (459). In the thirteenth century the royal lions 

of Henry I were moved to the Tower of London and lions remained a part of the Royal Menagerie 

collection until the mid-nineteenth century. Kim Edwards cites the relocation of the lions from Woodstock 

to London in the thirteenth century in “Milton’s Reformed Animals: An Early Modern Bestiary” (2007) 

233, while Sean Henry concludes that the lions would have appeared at the Tower as early as the fourteenth 

century, citing archaeological carbon-dating of lion remains found at the Tower (50).  



  

 

129 

 

or staires ascending vppe to that throne were placed twelue Lyons, here and there. And 

from hence it came that many kings and states gaue in their armes the Lyon, Rampant, 

Passant, and regardant, distinguished in diuers colours in the fields of Or, Argent, Azure, 

and Sables” (484-5). While English sovereigns have borne lions on the Royal Shield 

“from the time that they first possessed any true armorial insignia” (Boutell 84), the three 

lions passant on the English heraldic shield were first adopted in the twelfth century by 

Richard the Lion Heart.110 Sean Henry attests that Elizabeth I “seems to have been fond 

of the lion figure, for she compared herself to the king of beasts a number of times 

throughout her reign” and “from her accession until her death… was linked to lions” (53, 

54).111 Thus, it is no coincidence that Britomart’s shield bears “a lion passant in golden 

field” (III.i.4.9) since, as Marotti astutely notes, “her shield is a sign of royal power, an 

emblem which forecasts the future monarch descended from her” (73). In The Faerie 

Queene Spenser describes the lion by way of his natural governance; Una’s lion is a 

“Lord of euerie beast in field” (iii.7.1), a “kingly beast” (iii.8.4) with “princely 

puissance” (iii.7.2) and a “Lordly” heart and foot (iii.42.8, 19.9). By Book V the lion 

reappears as an emblem of monarchical power, chained and seated beneath Mercilla, the 

figure who presides over Duessa’s trial.112  

                                                 
110 Boutell explains that there has been some controversy over whether the shield depicts lions or leopards, 

and whether the designation of “leopard” was used as an insult by the enemies of England. In fact, any lion 

that was not rampant was blazoned a “leopard,” even though they were still understood to be lions. 

Although the lions on the English shield were referred to as leopards until the late fourteenth century, the 

increasing variances of lion attitudes lead to the use of more detailed differentiations in nomenclature. (84-

5).  
111 Henry explores Elizabeth I’s self-identification with lions and argues that “Spenser surely must have 

been aware of them” and “they could not have been far from his mind in writing about another Elizabeth 

and a lion,” citing Amoretti 20 as evidence of his claim (54).  
112 Jane Aptekar contends that emblems representing monarchy are consistently represented with figures of 

women, like Mercilla, seated on or standing astride a lion (58-9). Though Mercilla’s lion stands as a 

symbol of sovereign authority, his captive state and rebellious murmurs imply that the chained lion also 

signifies the potentially rebellious citizens necessarily curbed by monarchical power; alternatively, his 

submissive state may also denote the ultimate authority of human monarchs over the king of beasts.  
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As a symbol of and analogue for a human sovereign, the lion’s royal identity 

informs his refusal to harm Una, a maiden who is “by descent from Royall linage came / 

Of ancient Kinges and Queenes” (i.5.3-4). In his refusal to show her harm, he shows 

kindness to his regal kin. In fact, the lion’s seemingly paradoxical “proud submission” 

(iii.6.6) to Una derives from a commonplace belief that because of their kindred place, 

the lion refuses to harm a true prince or shed royal blood. The oft quoted example from 1 

Henry IV appears when Falstaff employs the lion’s instinctual temperance to defend his 

cowardly behaviour at Gad’s Hill. As noted above, the lion was known to be ferocious 

and strong, and served as a symbol of chivalric courage; yet, as a beast who must also 

yield to royal blood, the lion’s instinctual reverence serves as the perfect vehicle with 

which Falstaff redefines his cowardice. When Hal reveals Falstaff’s tales of heroic action 

to be false accounts, Falstaff responds: 

By the Lord, I knew ye as well as he that made ye. Why, hear you, my masters: 

was it for me to kill the heir apparent? Should I turn upon the true prince? Why, 

thou knowest I am as valiant as Hercules: but beware instinct. The lion will not 

touch the true prince. Instinct is a great matter. I was now a coward on instinct. I 

shall think the better of myself and thee during my life—I for a valiant lion, and 

thou for a true prince. (2.4.258-65) 

Falstaff’s false claim to Herculean valour relies on his self-characterisation as the 

seemingly contradictory figure of the cowardly lion. His knowledge of the lion’s 

behaviour before his princely brethren allows him to claim leonine instinct to rewrite the 

episode as a test that validates Hal’s questionable claim to the throne. As the probative 

lion who knows not to turn upon a true prince, Falstaff presents his refusal to fight as an 
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affirmation of Hal’s true regal nature.113 In fact, were Hal to deny Falstaff’s seemingly 

cowardly instincts, he would implicitly undermine his designation as “a true prince.” Not 

only does the lion metaphor affirm his place, it simultaneously suggests that Hal and 

Falstaff are, like the prince and the lion, kindred creatures. Indeed, Falstaff is a kind of 

double for Hal as the boozy and beastly ruler of the carnivalesque world of the Boar’s 

Head Tavern.114 Thus, the lion/prince metaphor in Shakespeare’s play jovially explores 

the nature of sovereignty through Falstaffian wit by relying on the same premise that is 

found in Spenser’s poem: the lion’s reverence is both an affirmation of royal legitimacy 

and proof of the lion’s ability to know, instinctually, one’s true nature and respect the 

natural hierarchies of cross-species kinds. 

Were Una’s lion to refuse to acknowledge the bonds between princely kinds and 

fail to temper his aggressive approach, he would have been considered the same 

“unnatural beast” one finds in Philip Sidney’s Old Arcadia, who “contrary to his own 

kind, would have wronged prince’s blood” (44). The lion’s failure to yield to his princely 

brethren implies an instinctive failure to recognize and respect the interspecies kinship 

between natural sovereigns. Thus, the unnatural lion in Sidney’s tale meets a deserved 

punishment: Cleophila (Pyrocles in disguise) cleaves the lion’s head from its neck. 

                                                 
113 In his introduction to Thomas Lodge’s A Margarite of America (1596) Donald Beecher uses the term 

“probative lion” to describe the function of the lion that fawns at the feet of the chaste Margarite. Given the 

various probative functions of Una’s lion, I have adopted this same terminology. 
114 Later, Falstaff returns to the metaphor of the lion-prince again when speaking with Hal, but in this scene 

he uses it to differentiate Hal’s power and intimidation from that of his father. Falstaff confesses that 

although Hal’s princely place does prompt some fear, “I fear thee, as I fear the roaring of the Lions whelp” 

(3.3140-2). Hal responds by asking “why not as the Lion?” to which Falstaff explains, “The king himself is 

to be feared as the Lion: Do’st thou think I’ll fear thee as I fear thy Father? Nay, if I do, let my girdle 

break” (3.3.143-6). Falstaff’s representation of Hal’s diminished power as akin to the roar of a lion’s whelp 

not only discerns the power differential between the prince and king, it also recalls Falstaff’s previous lion-

prince metaphor to call attention to Hal’s precarious place as the lion’s son who might easily be seen as 

“but a man.” 
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Coincidentally, Cleophila claims that the Arcadian lion also commits a second offence 

that Una’s lion notably avoids: while Una’s lion stops in his tracks, amazed by the sight 

of her “angels face” and “heavenly grace” (iii.4.6, 9), the Arcadian beast is not curbed by 

the same reverence and “duty [that] all eyes bear to [Philoclea’s] beauty” (44). Unlike the 

ravenous Arcadian lions, Una’s reverent and fawning companion yields to Una because 

he recognizes her beauty and her true character. He demonstrates his adherence to natural 

law by tempering his rage and recalibrating his response. In fact, once he recognizes who 

he has charged toward his “bloody rage [is] aswaged with remorse” (5.8), which 

Hamilton glosses as “regret for his wrong in threatening her” (55n). It is the shame of his 

near violation of Una’s kindred and “tender corse” that is, in part, what quells his bloody 

rage and moves him to his natural and necessary submission. In fact, his remorse also 

suggests that moral decorum in Spenser’s text extends across species boundaries; failing 

to demonstrate the human(e) kindness is what leads both human and nonhuman figures 

alike to be deemed an unnatural beast.  

The lion’s reverence of the royal virgin is, unquestionably, in part an affirmation 

(or reminder) of her royal birth and, at the same time, her ecclesiastical identity. She is 

“the virgin borne of heauenly brood” (iii.8.7) and is a symbol of the true (reformed 

Protestant) English Church. Spenser first aligns Una with the true English church through 

the “milkewhite lambe” she leads with “some hidden care” (I.i.4.8-9) at the start of the 

poem. Una’s lamb is aligned with Christ, the sacrificial “Lamb of God” (John 1:29, 1:36) 

whose “precious blood… as of a Lamb undefiled, and without spot” (1 Peter 19) provides 

fallen man with redemption. The lamb who Una leads “by a line” (1.i.4.9) also derives 

from the pictorial traditions of the St. George legend, which depict a princess with a lamb 
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accompanying St. George as he fights the dragon. Douglas Brooks-Davies glosses the 

scene with reference to an engraving by Marcus Gheeraerts the Elder that identifies the 

lamb as “‘Ecclesia Christi,’ the (Protestant) Church of Christ” (16). And while Una’s 

rarely mentioned lamb aligns her symbolically with the true English Church, so too does 

her lion.115 In fact, Kenneth Hodges has shown that Percival’s episode with the lion in 

Malory’s Morte d’Arthur provides a likely source for Una’s lion as another figure that 

denotes her ecclesiastical identity.116 After Percival rescues the lion from the serpent in 

Malory’s tale, the lion becomes Percival’s affectionate companion (like Una’s lion), who 

stands watch as he sleeps and accompanies him on his quest. While Percival is asleep, he 

dreams of two ladies: a young woman atop a lion who warns him of an upcoming battle, 

and an older woman atop a serpent who chastises him for slaying her snake. The hermit 

who then interprets the dream explains that the woman seated on the lion is “the newe 

                                                 
115 The lion’s recognition and veneration of Una also depends, in part, on an analogic system of 

sympathetic associations that transcends worldly species boundaries by linking human, nonhuman, and 

divine sovereigns. E. Cobham Brewer’s Dictionary of Phrase and Fable (1898) describes the lion’s refusal 

to harm a true prince as a “religious superstition” (761) linking sovereign power (the prince) to divine 

authority or the Messiah who was known as “the Lion of the tribe of Judah” (759). The lion’s associations 

with Christ in scripture inform the medieval bestiary’s blend of early natural history and Judeo-Christian 

symbolism. The bestiary interprets the behaviour and traits of specific animals through scripture and 

appends excerpts from the bible to clarify the meanings of creature’s depiction. In Physiologus the lion’s 

“three natures” are interpreted in relation to three similar natures in Christ: he uses his tail to cover his 

tracks in the same way that “our Savior, the spiritual lion of the tribe of Judah... hid his tracks (that it, his 

divine nature) from the unbelieving Jews” (3); he keeps his eyes open while sleeping to keep watch, like 

the Lord on the cross (3); and the lioness brings forth the lion whelp dead, then guards it for three days and 

wakes it by breathing in its face, “Thus did the almighty Father of all awaken from the dead on the third 

day the firstborn of every creature [cf. Col. 1:15]” (4). In the Book of Revelation the lion is symbolic of 

Christ and his ability to defeat evil: “Weep not, the Lion of Judah, the Root of David, has conquered” (Rev 

5:5). 
116 Critics tend to cite these texts, along with Guy of Warwick, Yvain the Knight of the Lion, and Ywain and 

Gawain, as the likely sources for Una’s faithful companion. However, in “Una’s Lion: A Folklore 

Analogue” Irving Ribner rightly contends that while the “motif of the lion who becomes the friend and 

protector of the virtuous knight is present in many of the [medieval] romances,” Una remains different from 

the knights befriended by the lion because she is female and representative of “both religious faith and 

maiden virginity” (114). Due to the seeming novelty of the lion’s female companion, Ribner suggests that 

Tale No. 775 of the Alphabetum Narrationum of Etienne de Besancon is a potential source for Una’s lion. 

While this is not necessarily a direct source of Una’s companion (as I shall address further), Ribner’s 

consideration of other romance sources for female characters with lion companions is appropriate.  
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lawe of holy chirche” while the one upon the snake is “old lawe” (454). Hodges’s 

conclusion that these two women share “both the symbolic markers (lion and dragon) and 

allegorical significance (true church versus false old belief) that Una and Duessa do” 

(115) in Spenser’s poem provides an additional lens with which Spenser represents Una’s 

ecclesiastical identity with her lion companion.  

 

 

Fig. 2. “Vigilantia et custodia.” Geoffrey Whitney. A Choice of Emblemes. 120. 
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In fact, Spenser’s conflation of Percival’s vigilant lion (who stands watch as the 

knight sleeps) with the lion in Percival’s dream (who serves the woman denoting the holy 

church) transforms Una’s lion episode into an emblem of vigilant guardianship (see fig. 

2). The lion becomes “a strong gard / Of her chast person” (iii.9.2-3) and keeps “both 

watch and ward” (9.5) of her heavenly body while she sleeps. His “humble seruice” (9.7) 

echoes Geoffrey Whitney’s emblem 120: Vigilantia et custodia, which depicts a cock and 

a lion standing guard of the church.117 The cock, representative of the watchful and 

rousing pastors, does not figure in Spenser’s scene; instead, the protective lion appears 

alone as a courageous defender against those “ravening wolfes” like Kirkrapine or 

Sansloy who threaten the integrity of the Church they both seek to ransack. In fact, the 

lion’s guardianship of Una as she sleeps, followed by his defeat of Kirkrapine, serves as a 

performance of the emblem’s promise: the lion shows his courage against the church-

robber as Kirkrapine is “rent in thousand peeces small, / And quite dismembered” 

(iii.20.3-4). Though Hamilton glosses Kirkrapine’s name as “literally ‘church robber’” 

(58n), the thief also stands as a figurative antecedent to Sansloy, the aggressor whose 

rapine behaviour toward Una provokes a paralleled confrontation with the lion at the 

canto’s end. In addition, Corceca and Abessa’s accusations of dishonesty against Una, 

“the flower of faith and chastity” (23.5), only further the correlation made between Una’s 

allegorical and literal body—that is, her characterization as the true church and as a true 

virgin. The correlation made between the holy church and Una’s virginal body also 

alludes to Elizabeth’s presentation of her body as an emblem of national identity where, 

as Peter Stallybrass argues, “the unity of church and state” are aligned with the pure 

                                                 
117 Whitney’s emblem is a version of Alciato’s Emblematum liber (1546) emblem 15. 
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virgin and set “in opposition to… the false Church” (130).118 As such, the lion’s defense 

of Spenser’s “virgin born of heauenly brood” not only affirms her ecclesiastical identity, 

but also it actually depends on her depiction as a threatened, yet impregnable symbol of 

holy virginity.  

 The lion’s capacity to temper his rage and untamed nature when he comes upon 

Una suggests that even the most unreasoned of creatures have the capacity to discern and 

revere holy virginity. Indeed, in Juan Luis Vives’s discussion of the reverence of 

virginity in De institutione feminae christianae, he contends that “Virginitie was euer a 

holy thing even amonge theeues, breakers of Sanctuary, ungratious liuers, murderers, and 

also among wylde beastes. Saint Tecla, as Saint Ambrose sayth, altered the nature of 

wylde beastes with the reverence of her virginitie. Virginitie hath so muche marveylous 

honour in it, that wylde Lions regarde it” (51).119 Tales of wild beasts made tame or 

capable of recognizing virtue were a staple of Christian narratives of virtuous women. In 

addition to the story of Daniel in the lion’s den, Topsell offers a list of female martyrs 

spared by lions in hagiographies, including St. Prisca, St. Thecla, St. Martina, and St. 

Daria, who all “being cast down vnto lions, receiued no harme by them at all, but the 

beasts lay down at their feet and became tame, gentle, and meeke” (471).120 The religious 

                                                 
118 For more on the depiction of the Virgin Queen in The Faerie Queene, see Frances Yates’s Astraea: The 

Imperial Theme in the Sixteenth Century (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1975), Robin Headlam 

Wells’s Spenser’s Faerie Queene and the Cult of Elizabeth (Totowa, NJ: Barnes and Noble Books, 1983), 

Nandra Perry’s “Elizabeth I as Holy Church in Spenser’s Faerie Queene” Renaissance Papers (1997) 33-

48.  
119 Just as Spenser aligns Una’s chaste body with the virgin church, Monika Pesthy argues that “Ambrose 

drew a parallel between the virgin Thecla and the virgin Church” (177). 
120 Una’s association with both maiden virginity and religious faith ties her adventures in Book I to early 

hagiographic sources that depict faithful women set before wild beasts who are then met with the lion’s 

clemency and protection. Michael O’Connell notes that early modern romance “had even more archaic, and 

possibly ideological roots. At an early point, saints’ lives had taken on the character of romance. The third-

century Acts of Paul and Thecla is perhaps the first of these… If not a precedent, the legend is simply the 

first of many narratives of saints that follow patterns of separation, endurance, divine preservation, and 

eventual recognition and reconciliation with families” (219). Alison Chapman suggests that early modern 
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faith and holiness of the virgin martyrs revered by lions was inseparable from their 

virginal integrity, and the lion’s reverence was an equal affirmation of both qualities. 

However, by the sixteenth century, romance narratives increasingly employed the 

probative lion to discern a woman’s virginity more often than her religious faith, though 

the two remained correlative. In his 1754 discussion of Spenser’s episode Thomas 

Warton contends that the fawning of Una’s lion comes from the “doctrine of romance, 

that a lion will offer no injury to a true virgin” (243). He cites Richard Johnson’s The 

Seven Champions of Christendom, pt. 1 (1608), in which Sabra is proven a virgin because 

“it is the nature of every Lion, be he never so furious, not to harm the unspotted virgin, 

but humbly to lay his bristled head upon a maiden’s lap” (100). Although Warton, not 

knowing that Johnson drew heavily from Book I of The Faerie Queene and from Bevis of 

Hampton, mistakenly reads Sabra’s humble lion as a source of Una’s similar protector, 

he was correct in recognizing the probative nature of Una’s lion as a product of romance 

convention and as a figure that affirms her virginal status.121  

In fact, the lion’s docile response to a true virgin as well as his capacity to tear a 

dishonest maiden to pieces inspired a popular trope in romance narratives: the leonine 

chastity test. Whether set to be devoured by lions, or happening upon them in the woods, 

virgins could find confirmation of their constancy when set before a probative lion. In 

fact, though the lion’s docile response offered confirmation of virginity, the threat of 

                                                 
English readers viewed The Faerie Queene “as a collection of legends, in the full hagiographic sense of the 

word” (27), noting that “romance and hagiography are fundamentally similar” (28). Though St. Thecla may 

be an indirect source of Una’s lion, the virgin saints saved by lions in apocryphal texts likely influence the 

romance conventions that inform Una’s probative lion through the cult of the virgin queen. Roy Strong 

suggests, “The cult of Gloriana was skillfully created to buttress public order, and even more, deliberately 

to replace the pre-reformation externals of religion, the cult of the Virgin and saints with their attendant 

images, processions, ceremonies and secular rejoicing” (16). 
121 Arthur Johnson shares this perspective, claiming that Warton’s mistake “did not invalidate his general 

position” since “Johnson’s compilation was in fact made from earlier romance themes” (104). 
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being torn to pieces by a lion because of one’s unchaste behaviour became an 

increasingly popular comedic addendum to the romance convention. In A Midsummer 

Night’s Dream Bottom alludes to the threat that a lion in the woods conventionally poses 

to a woman of questionable virtue when he exclaims that “a lion among ladies is a most 

fowl dreadful thing” (3.1.28-9). In fact, the mechanicals’ concern for the ladies in the 

audience who may be “afeard of the lion” (3.1.25) stands as a more pointed comment 

regarding the behaviour of the young lovers in the forest than it does the efficacy of one’s 

costume or performance. In John Fletcher’s The Mad Lover (1647), the foul odour of a 

whore disguised as a virgin princess motivates the titular mad lover Memnon to call for 

the Numidian lion to discern her true nature. For fear that the lion would “teare her all to 

pieces” (4.2.400) the whore confesses her true identity, even though the stench of her oft 

consumed body alludes to her profession well before she admits it.122 It is the popularity 

(and absurdity) of the lion’s chastity test that eventually moves Jonathan Swift to address 

its merits as an actual practice in 1710.123 In a contribution for Harrison’s Tatler, he 

                                                 
122 The lion’s reputed aptitude for recognizing a false woman likely derives from or possibly informs 

accounts of the lion’s ability to detect an adulterous partner by scent. According to Topsell, who derives his 

information from Pliny, the need to discern the adulterous lioness is due in part to her proclivity for 

copulation—she is believed to be “more desirous of copulation” than any other beast, so much so that “the 

males oftentimes fall forth, for sometimes eight, ten, or twelue males follow one lionesse like so many 

dogges one sault bitch” (465). While the lion is able to sense a Prince from a pauper by sight or instinct 

alone, it is by scent that the lion discovers the lioness’ adulterous actions. As a consequence of the lion’s 

lascivious partner the lion’s “smelling (for which cause they are called Odorati) is very eminent, for if the 

lionesse haue committed adultery with the leopard, the male discouereth it by the sense of his Nose” (461-

2). While the use of the term “adultery” in this context does, as Sean Henry contends, suggest “a system of 

morality and ethics among animals similar to that existing in the human world” (56), it does so by 

conflating the soiled body of the adulterous lioness with the naturally promiscuous bodies of human 

women. Yet, Topsell explains further that if the lioness lays with the leopard, “she is punished by her male 

if she wash not her selfe before she come at him” (465). The punishment is not for the adulterous act but 

for poor grooming, which implies that the lioness’ promiscuity, if paired with good hygiene, is an accepted 

and expected behaviour—behaviour that illustrates the value in honing one’s olfactory senses. In Fletcher’s 

drama, the whore’s stench renders the lion’s olfactory skills unnecessary. 
123 In 1807, Joseph Leigh uses the story of the lion refusing to harm the true virgin to critique a British 

attack on an American frigate in Illustrations of the Fulfilment of the Prediction of Merlin. He contends that 

the attack of British forces wounds a “Virgin true” and concludes “The lion’s might shall be vndone” (18). 
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describes a recent dream he had after reading one of his maid’s “story-books (as she calls 

them)” that contained the “sage observation, that a lion would never hurt a true virgin” 

(59). Once asleep, Swift dreams of women set before the parish lions to prove their worth 

before their wedding day. As per romance convention, women set before the lion would 

be met with either fawning protection or a vicious attack; unsurprisingly, many of the 

“virgins” in Swift’s dream are torn to pieces.  

Due to their ability to discern a true woman from her duplicitous foil, the lions 

who found women as prey in a romance narrative threatened both her life and her 

reputation. Thomas Lodge’s A Margarite of America (1596) reworks Spenser’s lion 

episode and displays the lion’s reverence for the virgin alongside the fate of her 

companion, Fawnia, who is torn to pieces immediately for having “tasted too much of 

fleshly love” (156).124 In contrast to her unchaste foil, the lion spares the virginal 

Margarita and echoes Una’s fawning companion: “instead of renting her limbs he scented 

her garments; in the place of tearing her piecemeal, he laid his head gently in her lap, 

licking her milk white hand and showing all signs of humility instead of inhumanity” 

(156-7). Comparing Lodge’s to Spenser’s text reveals that while Lodge condenses the 

leonine judgement of true and false women into one scene, Spenser leaves the judgement 

of Una’s false double, Duessa, to Mercilla in Book V. It is no coincidence that Duessa is 

charged with “Adulterie” (V.iv.48.8), among other crimes, and that Mercilla’s pet is a 

chained lion. As a symbol of justice and relative of Una’s probative companion, 

                                                 
124 Claudette Pollack has shown the verbal parallels between the two scenes to demonstrate how Lodge 

revises Spenser’s text. Pollack examines the text as an amalgam of sources including Machiavelli’s The 

Prince and The Discourses, Castiglione’s The Courtier, as well as “elements of Spenserian pastoral, the 

violence of novella, the questioni d’amore of the courtesy books, the combats of the romances of chivalry, 

and… a bit of poetry, original and translated” (1). 
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Mercilla’s beast functions in part as an echo and extension of Una’s probative lion in 

Book I to judge Duessa’s duplicity as Una’s truly false double.125 Not only does Duessa’s 

punishment recall Una’s probative lion to affirm their antithetical characters, but also 

their comparison calls attention to Redcrosse’s failure in his assessment of both women’s 

characters.  

Unlike the increasingly questionable women that are set before the probative lion, 

Una’s lion confirms her true character while providing, by proxy, a critique of 

Redcrosse’s failed judgement. In his introduction to A Margarite of America (2005) 

Donald Beecher contends that Una’s lion is different from the kind of probative lion 

found in Lodge’s romance because it “lacks the truth-testing role… wherein the beast had 

no other purpose but to prove the lady’s innocence by ‘licking and fawning upon her’” 

(29). Though Beecher is correct in his reading of Lodge’s probative lion as different from 

Spenser’s in that it has “no other purpose” but to prove Margarita’s innocence, he 

mistakenly implies that because Una’s lion does not have the same obvious function, his 

truth-testing capacity remains inconsequential. This is an understandable conclusion to 

draw since the reader of Spenser’s poem is well aware of Una’s innocence and fidelity to 

Redcrosse; not only do we know about Archimago’s magic, but the narrator begins the 

canto by emphatically bewailing the “vnworthie wretchednesse” and “guileful handeling” 

of Una, the “most faithfull Ladie” (iii.1.3, 2.4, 3.1). Thus, while the appearance of the 

lion may seem unrelated to the probative lions found elsewhere, the scene responds 

directly to the accusations of infidelity generated by Archimago’s visions and 

                                                 
125 For more on the lion as a symbol of justice, see Apketar’s Icons of Justice. The scene’s critique of pity 

in Mercilla’s court also seems to link back to the lion’s exemplary display of pity and compassion for Una. 

In Mercilla’s court, pity is an inappropriate response for the false virgin, unworthy of clemency.  
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Redcrosse’s impaired judgement. Una is alone in the forest because of Redcrosse’s 

“misdeeming” of her chastity and fidelity. Although critics often note the similarities 

between Una’s episode and the episode in Bevis of Hampton (c. 1324) in which Josian is 

spared by a hungry lion and lioness because she is (like Una) both a “kynges doughter” 

and “a “maide both” (2392-3),126  William Painter’s “A Ladie falslie accused of adultrie” 

offers an alternate source for or example of Una’s probative lion since it employs the 

chastity test as a refutation of one’s accusation of adultery.127 In the tale, the accused 

adulteress is placed in “the Parke of Lions” to be torn apart for her indiscretions. Very 

much like Una’s lion, “in lieu of tearing the Ladie in pieces to gorge their rauening 

paunche” the lions “fill to licking and fawning vppon her,” proving her to be virtuous and 

the accusations against her as false. Like Painter’s falsely accused lady, Una finds some 

redemption in her probative lion. The narrator even alludes to the episode as a passed test 

when he asserts that although Redcrosse stains her truth “with treason so vnkind; / Yet 

cryme in her could neuer creature find” (vi.2.4-5). When Una is set before the probative 

lion in canto iii, the creature finds only “wronged innocence” (iii.6.3).  

Ultimately, Spenser elides the grateful companion of Malory’s knights with the 

perceptive protector of romance convention in order to affirm simultaneously Una’s 

innocence and constancy while demonstrating Redcrosse’s failures as a noble and faithful 

protector of the royal virgin. In Malory’s tale, Percival comes upon a serpent fighting a 

                                                 
126 Yet Una, as Hodges notes, “is crucial to Red Crosse’s success, it is her constancy, not her ability to shift 

identity [as Josian does when she converts from Saracen to Christian], that is celebrated” (122). Spenser’s 

characters are often in a state of partial flux… able to transform depending on what they are confronted 

with. All except Una who remains as a stable and constant figure of Truth and the true church. 
127 Painter takes this story from Belleforest’s 1559 translation of Bandello’s and is printed in The Palace of 

Pleasure (1566; 1575). Critics often cite Bevis of Hampton as a source of Una’s fawning lion, yet this tale 

seems an example of the convention more than a direct source of inspiration for Spenser given the degree 

to which Una’s alleged infidelity contributes to her abandonment and leonine judgement. 
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lion who is struggling to defeat his nefarious foe. The combat of the serpent (a dragon in 

Yvain and Guy) against the lion symbolizes the battle between good and evil, and the 

knight’s support for the noble lion denotes his own perceptive and virtuous nature. 

Though he knows that he is under no obligation to save the beast and he acknowledges 

that the lion may easily turn on him once rescued from the serpent’s grip, Percival 

rescues the noble beast from its evil adversary. Instead of fleeing or attacking him once 

he is freed, the grateful lion immediately fawns upon the valiant knight like a spaniel and 

serves as his protective companion.128 Though Spenser employs the fawning lion in 

Una’s episode, he removes the battle between the valiant knight and nefarious serpent 

from the scene and instead bookends Redcrosse’s quest with a battle against the 

serpentine error and the fiendish dragon.129 As a result, the confrontation between Una 

and her lion only accentuates Redcrosse’s absence. The noble beast’s guardianship and 

fidelity stand in stark contrast to the faithlessness of her errant knight: as Una seeks “her 

strayed Champion” (iii.8.9) she is accompanied by her “wilde Champion wayting her 

besyde” (26.2). As a substitute for Redcrosse, Una’s lion becomes her “strong gard” and 

“faythfull mate” (iii.9.2-3) who “would not leave her desolate” (iii.9.1). She openly 

                                                 
128 The indebted lion of medieval romance is likely drawn from Apion’s story of Androcles and the lion. In 

this early source Androcles, a shepherd, hears the roars of a lion, finds it with a thorn lodged in its paw, and 

removes it; later in the narrative when Androcles is sentenced to be devoured by beasts, the same lion 

recognizes and defends him from the attack. Elizabeth Furlong AlKaaoud notes, however, that the battle 

between the lion and the serpent is “present in all versions [of the story of Androcles] where the hero is a 

knight, and absent from those where the hero remains a shepherd” (110).  
129 In her dissertation, What the lyon ment: Iconography of the Lion in the Poetry of Edmund Spenser 

(1984), Elizabeth Furlong AlKaaoud concludes that the displaced fight against the serpent and dragon 

without the presence of the lion is a consequence of Tudor pragmatism given the heraldic significance of 

the lion and dragon in Elizabethan England. She concludes that the battle shifts to avoid reminding 

Englishmen “that Henry Tudor’s claim to the throne was, in fact, a distant and tenuous one… that 

depended, in the manner of usurpers, on his military successes rather than on true legitimacy” (114). While 

her connections between Spenser’s revisions and the potential instability of Henry’s reign seem tenuous, 

the lion’s heraldic implications may be reason enough to associate the noble beast with Una, who Spenser 

aligns with the true (English) Church and the Virgin Queen.  
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acknowledges the lion as a proxy figure for her absent knight when she compares her 

loyal lion, the “Lord of euerie beast in field” to Redcrosse, who she names “my Lyon, 

and my noble Lord” (iii.7.1, 6). It is no surprise, then, that the lion’s ability to translate 

his “bloody rage” to “great compassion” and “pure affection” prompts Una to question 

the analogous yet inverted shift in the heart of her errant knight. She asks, “How does he 

find in cruell hart to hate / Her that him lou’d, and euer most adord, / As the God of my 

life? why hath he me abhord?” (I.iii.7.7-9). In his sermon on “The Certainty and 

Perpetuity of Faith in the Elect,” Richard Hooker compares the power of faith in relation 

to the lion’s refusal to harm the faithful and asks, “if lions, beasts ravenous by nature and 

keen with hunger, being set to devour, have as it were religiously adored the very flesh of 

the faithful man; what is there in the world that shall change his heart, overthrow his 

faith, alter his affection towards God, or the affection of God to him?” (12). As “the God 

of [Una’s] life,” Redcrosse’s unnatural abandonment stands in opposition to the lion’s 

humane adoration and protection of Una’s faithful flesh. Hooker’s rhetorical question 

concerning what in the world could change a man’s heart or alter his affection is echoed 

in Una’s all too literal confusion over the sudden change in Redcrosse’s affection. His 

absence from Una is both the cause and product of his lack of faith.  

Although the scene serves to expose the magnitude of Redcrosse’s faithlessness—

which is extended when he confronts Sansfoy in the next canto—the juxtaposition of the 

lion’s ability to quell his natural rage and hunger against Redcrosse’s seemingly easy 

dismissal of Una also exposes the innate and unnatural cruelty of humans against the 

humane kindness of animals. Una’s characterization of Redcrosse as a cruel-hearted lion 

presents him as the malign and beastly version of her current exemplary (though non-
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human) companion. The comparison of Redcrosse and the lion that develops out of Una’s 

juxtaposition of her lion lords reveals the ways in which men become more beastly than 

beasts when they are led by their passions and act without faith. The critique of 

Redcrosse’s inhumanity rests, as Burton J. Weber contends, “on the paradox that beasts 

can be more humane than men, men more beastly than beasts” (189). Weber also clarifies 

that “[t]he paradox can apply only to a literal man and a literal animal: the true church 

cannot be expressing a disrespectful surprise that a British king, symbolized by a lion, or 

a blasphemous surprise that God, the lion, is more able to restrain his ‘hungry rage’ (3.7) 

than George is” (189). The lion’s animality is a key component of Spenser’s critique of 

Redcrosse’s inability to temper his own leonine rage. The comparison of human and 

nonhuman animals exposes how Redcrosse lacks the natural animal instincts that the lion 

employs to discern Una’s true nature; he demonstrates how easily a man’s beastly rage 

confuses his “eie of reason” (ii.2.7), making truth and falsehood appear indistinct. By 

showing the lion to be an intentional agent who is able to instinctually temper his beastly 

appetites and the passions that move him, Spenser incorporates animals into his moral 

landscape—both as participants and (paradoxically) as symbols of the very passions that 

compromise a man’s capacity to act virtuously.  

In relation to Una the lion is a faithful guardian of the true Church, a perceptive 

judge of her misdeemed loyalty, a protector of faithful flesh, and a humane nonhuman 

companion. In relation to Redcrosse, he is the exemplar of human(e) virtue that 

Redcrosse must learn to be, as well as the symbol of the beastly passions that send him 

astray. Thus, Una’s lion calls attention to the inhumanity of man (set into relief by the 

beast’s display of humane treatment), and in doing so prompts a more engaged 



  

 

145 

 

examination of man’s deficient nature and the ways in which his animality both defines 

and compromises his “human” status. In the following section, therefore, I begin to trace 

Spenser’s exploration of the lion as a symbol of wrath and as a figure whose shared 

appetite for bloodshed makes him a dangerous creature with whom Spenser’s knights 

find likeness. I consider the implications of Redcrosse’s untempered leonine rage to 

illustrate how Spenser aligns temperance with human(e) virtue and employs the lion’s 

exemplary actions to redefine the nature of his epic hero. While Spenser declares in his 

Letter to Raleigh that the general end to the poem is “to fashion a gentleman or noble 

person in virtuous and gentle discipline” (714),130 before Arthur’s arrival in canto vii 

Una’s lion is the first exemplary character to which Redcrosse is directly compared. 

Before following in the footsteps of the magnanimous Prince, Redcrosse must first 

emulate the princely and magnanimous lion—a creature that serves as an exemplar of 

masculine valour and tempered animality.  

 

3.2 Redcrosse’s Lion and the Degenerative Effects of Faithless Force 

Once juxtaposed to and made a double for the errant knight, the lion becomes a 

far more complex signifier of the internal forces that define Redcrosse’s heroic 

endeavours. As a strong and ferocious opponent, the lion is a fit analogue for the martial 

hero. Spenser, like Homer before him, employs leonine similes in The Faerie Queene to 

                                                 
130 Spenser states that “in the person of Prince Arthure I sette forth magnificence in particular, which vertue 

for that (according to Aristotle and the rest) it is the perfection of all the rest, and conteineth in it them all” 

(716). Although Spenser’s declaration of magnificence as the basis of his poem has made for some 

interpretive difficulty (because “magnanimity” is the perfection of the virtues in Aristotle’s writing), 

Maurice B. McNamee explains that “in Saint Thomas and other commentators on Aristotle, magnificence 

merely means the external impressive manifestation in deeds (magna facta) of the internal virtue of 

magnanimity (magna anima)” (145). 
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denote a man’s strength, ferocity, and fortitude in combat: Arthur fights “like a Lion, 

which hath long time saught / His robbed whelpes” when fighting Cymochles and 

Pyrochles (II.vii.40), Cambell fights Satyrane “with stout courage… Like as a Lion” at 

Florimel’s tournament (IV.iv.32), Talus is “strong as [a] Lyon in his Lordly might” 

(V.i.20) as he fights Sir Sanglier, and Artegall fights “like a lyon in his bloodie game” 

(IV.iv.41).131 Well before Una directly juxtaposes her lion and her noble lion lord in 

canto iii, however, Redcrosse charges toward Error with Achellian passion, “As Lyon 

fierce vpon the flying pray” (I.i.17.2). On the surface the simile that characterizes 

Redcrosse’s charge toward Error contains the same connotations as Spenser’s other 

leonine warriors: the “valiant Elfe” (i.17.1) demonstrates his ferocity and courage 

through his confrontation with and defeat of the monstrous beast. However, the lion 

episode in canto iii contains verbal and visual echoes that link it to Redcrosse’s 

confrontation with Error to encourage an extended comparison of Una’s two lions and a 

critique of Redcrosse’s unruly leonine nature. While canto iii proves Redcrosse to be a 

deficient version of his lion-substitute, reading canto i and canto ii through Una’s lion-

Redcrosse comparison illustrates how these scenes further explore the shortcomings of 

Redcrosse’s own leonine valour as it devolves toward wrathful pride. In fact, it is only in 

Book I’s final battle with the dragon that we see Redcrosse prove himself to be the kind 

of tempered hero first exemplified by Una’s “wilde Champion” (26.2).  

                                                 
131 In fact, both Artegall and Britomart are associated with lions. Aptekar argues that Artegall is aligned 

with Hercules, who becomes a figure for both Artegall and Arthur “as a prototype of the just hero” 

(Aptekar 153). Britomart’s shield depicts “a lion passant in golden field” (III.i.4.9) and in the vision in the 

Temple of Isis Artegall and Britomart also beget a son who “Lion-like shall shew his powre extreame” 

(viii.23). For more information regarding the signification of the lion on Britomart’s shield and in her 

dream, see Aptekar (62-3), Marotti (73-4), and Clifford Davidson’s “The Idol of Isis Church” (77-86). 
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Turning back to canto I with the lion-Redcrosse comparison in mind, it is clear 

that Redcrosse’s initial ferocity and zeal approaching Error echoes the entrance of the 

“ramping Lyon” who rushes forward toward Una “Hunting full greedy after saluage 

blood” (iii.5.2-3). Against the warnings of Una and the Dwarf, Redcrosse enters the 

darkness of Error’s den “full of fire and greedy hardiment” (I.i.14.1) just as the greedy 

lion charges into the “secrete shadow, far from all mens sight” (4.4) in which Una sits.132 

Like Una, Error lays in secret shadow to avoid the unwonted gaze upon her exposed 

body. She “wont in desert darknes to remaine, / Where pain none might her see, nor she 

see any plaine” (16.8-9) but Redcrosse’s “glistring armor” reflects enough of “A little 

glooming light, much like a shade” to view Error’s “horribly displaide” (i.14.4-5, 7) 

serpentine figure. In contrast to the darkened beast, Una generates her own light: her face 

shines bright like the sun, “the great eye of heauen … And made sunshine in the shady 

place” (iii.4.8). Unlike Error’s “darksome hole” (i.14.3), which rests in the woods with 

foliage so thick it blocks the sky, causing “heavens light [to] hide” (i.7.5), Una is the 

shining light of heaven tucked away in shady glen. The juxtaposition of Redcrosse’s 

charge toward evil darkness against the lion’s advance toward heavenly light makes 

Redcrosse’s descent into Error’s cave an even clearer step away from his quest for Una 

and toward the dark vices that threaten him throughout Book I.  

Redcrosse’s leonine charge toward Error also reflects his zealous pursuit of heroic 

combat. Even when he is warned that Error’s den is “no place for liuing men” (13.9), 

Redcrosse cannot quell the fire that drives him toward error. In contrast, the lion, who at 

first runs toward Una’s unveiled body “With gaping mouth… To haue attonce deuored 

                                                 
132 This secret shadow recalls the “secrete bed” (ii.3.7) where Redcrosse spies Archimago’s image of the 

False Una in the arms of the Squire. 
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her tender corse” (5.5-6), stops immediately at the sight of unveiled Truth. Her “heauenly 

grace,” which was unseen by man’s “mortall eye” (4.9), causes the lion to stop “with the 

sight amazd” and “[forget] his furious forse” (5.9). While Redcrosse also stands “much 

amazde,” he is not amazed by a heavenly sight but rather the “detestable sight” of the 

fiendish brood who, once Error is killed, “Deuoure their dam” (26.3) and burst apart from 

the gluttony of their feast atop the remnants of Error’s corpse (26.1). The exposed and 

penetrable body viewed and consumed in the glooming light of Error’s cave offers a 

monstrous and infernal antithesis to Una’s unveiled face and “chast corse,” which is 

viewed and protected by the lion in the forest. In fact, the extended comparison of Una’s 

lions in these two scenes ultimately sets Redcrosse’s proud and fiery hunger for battle in 

opposition to the lion’s tempered appetite and humble restraint. Though he may battle 

Error like a fierce lion, once he is compared to his exemplary double, Redcrosse is, as 

Cheney concludes, “too little the lion” and “[possessing] the proud rage but [lacking] the 

intuitive capacity to recognize and pay homage to virginity” (45). This leonine rage is the 

same emotion that drives Redcrosse away from Una when his “eie of reason” is “with 

rage yblent” and he burns “with gealous fire” (ii.2.4-7) and furious ire” (ii.2.8). Thus, 

without the lion’s instinctual reverence and faithful service, Redcrosse emulates the 

beast’s ferocious force alone, revealing himself to be more brute than the beast that 

replaces him.  

Beginning in Book I, heroic self-fashioning involves more than a display of 

physical strength and martial prowess; instead it relies on the hero’s ability to translate 

brute force into virtuous action. Katharine Cleland explains that “[l]ike his classical 

predecessors, Spenser problematizes martial manhood by revealing its tendency toward 



  

 

149 

 

excess” and seems reluctant “for his epic hero to demonstrate the excessive manliness 

associated with classical heroes” (134). In his assessment of Christian heroism in The 

Faerie Queene, Michael West also acknowledges a similar departure from the pagan 

heroes of antiquity and focuses on Spenser’s depiction of wrath in particular. He asserts 

that “[l]ike the heroes of the Iliad the knights of the Faerie Queene are much influenced 

by a concept of honor, a concept, however, that differs considerably from Homer’s” 

(1021); in contrast, Spenser’s conception of Christian heroism presents courage as a form 

of religious faith, and anger a dangerous passion that may lead the knight toward sin 

(1017-8). Indeed, in Redcrosse’s first battle we see the failures of wrathful force when 

Redcrosse’s fiery zeal for battle proves too weak to defeat his equally fierce opponent. 

Error is able to match Redcrosse’s strength and responds to his advance by “turning 

fierce” and threatening him with the “angrie sting” of her “speckled taile” (17.6-7). Her 

“kindling rage” (18.2) and relentless attack is so powerful that his courage shrinks, “His 

forces faile” and he “can no lenger fight” (22.3-4) without Una’s intervention. When Una 

tells Redcrosse to “Add faith vnto [his] force, and be not faint” (19.2-3) she implores him 

to supplement his physical fury with spiritual strength. He must “shew what [he] bee” 

and prove himself to be more than the same brutish opponent he hopes to conquer. Once 

Redcrosse applies faith to his brute strength, his final charge toward Error is only “Halfe 

furious” and the blow upon Error’s neck is delivered “with more than manly force” (24.3, 

6, emphasis added). The battle proves that natural physical strength, or the power of a 

man’s will alone, is not enough to defeat his nefarious foes. In order to prevail, Redcrosse 

must instead learn to add faith to his force or risk showing that “what [he] bee” is no 

more than a brute beast.  
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Though Redcrosse may momentarily prove himself a model of Christian heroism 

when he adds faith to his force, the proud and fiery rage that at first aligns him with 

leonine valour becomes the force that continues to lead him astray. Once separated from 

Una, “Will [is] his guide” (ii.12.4) and Redcrosse is left with rage alone. Consequently, 

Redcrosse’s next battle against Sansfoy is not just a fight against the manifestation of his 

faithless dismissal of Una, it is also a matched battle of the same proud and faithless 

physical aggression he displays in Error’s cave before Una instructs him otherwise. 

Sansfoy is “prickt with pride” (ii.14.6) and charges toward Redcrosse spurring his horse 

forward with hot rage (ii.15.2). They meet in combat “both fell and furious” (ii.15.4) and 

fight as battering rams matched with equal force and “stird with ambitious pride” (ii.16). 

They are so well matched that they envy “Each others equall puissaunce” (ii.17.4) and it 

is only Redcrosse’s “blest” shield that gives him the final upper hand. Although 

Redcrosse’s shield protects him from harm and allows him to arouse his “natiue vertue” 

(19.2)133 and defeat Sansfoy, he does not overcome the internal faithlessness his opponent 

personifies. 

Redcrosse’s battle with Sansfoy and his battle with Sansjoy are separated by 

Una’s episode with the lion to demonstrate the disparity between the exemplary lion and 

Redcrosse’s poorly managed leonine rage. In fact, the masque of the Seven Deadly sins 

rewrites the lion as a symbol of Wrath to reflect Redcrosse’s increasingly wrathful (and 

sinful) actions when guided by false faith (Duessa).  Redcrosse’s wrathful aggression 

increasingly resembles the deadly sin displayed in Lucifera’s pageant, seated “Vpon a 

Lion, loth to be led” (iv.33.2) holding a burning torch and wearing torn and blood-stained 

                                                 
133 My reading here follows Hamilton’s interpretation of “natiue vertue” as the same supplemented manly 

force displayed in Error’s cave (47n). 
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clothing. Wrath becomes, as Maurice Evans suggests, “a part of [Redcrosse] as much as 

the fiery horse of his passions from which it is metaphorically born” (96). Indeed, 

Redcrosse’s battle with Sansjoy, “the personification of [Redcrosse’s] repressed 

tendencies toward fury and violent retaliation” (Potkay 52), demonstrates his increasingly 

rage-fuelled combat as his false faith draws him closer to bestial aggression. As West 

rightly notes, Redcrosse’s “faithless enem[ies]” (I.v.15.3) are fuelled by the same fiery 

wrath that drives Redcrosse in combat and away from Una. Sansjoy appears “Enflam’d 

with fury and fiers hardy hed” (iv.38.7) and is “burning all with rage” upon seeing his 

brother’s killer (39.4). He is like his fiery brother Sansloy, who appears “[burning] in 

fire” (iii.34.3) and “full of wrath” (iii.35.2). Their hot temperaments align them with 

Redcrosse and with the lion, who is described by Topsell as “inwardly filled with natural 

fire” (465).134 Sansjoy and Redcrosse meet with “burning blades,” and with these 

“instruments of wrath” they strike one another “fiercely” and “with greedy force” (v.6.6-

7) causing “firie light” to fly forth from both their shields (7.8). The battle between the 

heated opponents demonstrates the increasingly beastly and violent aggression of the 

faithless foes. Their ensuing bloody battle and characterization as the other’s “pray” and 

“rightfull rauine” (8.2, 5) continue the zoomorphism of both men.  

                                                 
134 Topsell also claims lions are “afraid of fire... For as they are inwardly filled with naturall fire... so are 

they the more afraid of all outward fire...” (465). In regards to the zodiac, Topsell notes that “he is the 

greatest and most notable amonst the signes of the Zodiack... and that when the Sun commeth to that signe 

which happeneth in the month of Iuly, at which time the vehement heat of summer burneth the earth, and 

dryeth vp the riuers. And therefore because the Lyon is also of a hot nature, and seemeth to pertake of the 

substance and quantity of the Sun, he hath that place in the heauens. For in heate and force he excelleth all 

other beasts as the sun doth all other stars” (486). Brooks-Davies interprets the Una/Lion relationship as 

presenting the zodiacal Virgo/Astraea, adjacent to Leo. He reads Spenser’s representation of Redcrosse’s 

encounters as linked to alchemical refinement and concludes that “The roaring lion metaphor expresses the 

purging of Redcrosse’s sin (for the devil as a lion see 1 Peter 5:8) and recalls the lion of wrath, one of his 

specific spiritual vices, It also reminds us that he is now almost ready to take on his role of the leonine Sun 

of righteousness” (97). 
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At the climax of their battle, the scene recalls Redcrosse’s final confrontation with 

Error. And although Duessa’s encouragement for Sansjoy inspires Redcrosse (thinking 

she, like Una, was hoping to assist his victory) to be “mou’d with wrath” and strike 

Sansjoy with “exceeding furie” (12.5-8), Redcrosse’s “quickening faith” (12.3) is not the 

same faith aroused by Una; thus, his “exceeding fury” (the opposite of his “half-furious” 

force) is not enough to kill his opponent. Instead, Duessa steps in and steals Sansjoy 

away, hoping that his shield and glory will be enough to “quench the flame of furious 

despight” that moves Redcrosse toward further “bloodie vengeance” (14.5-6). However, 

Redcrosse’s greedy desire to kill Sansjoy cannot be satisfied with glory alone; rather, he 

seeks to bathe his “thirsty blade… in blood of faithlesse enemy” (15.2-3). His desire to 

bathe his sword in Sansloy’s blood recalls that same longing “after blood and vengeance” 

(7.3) that Sansjoy first displays. Redcrosse’s bloodlust suggests his inability to show 

restraint once moved to fight, and reveals the extent of his excessive wrath—a force that 

moves him to pledge allegiance to Lucifera and resemble the vengeful enemy he hoped to 

defeat. As a result, the equal fury that Redcrosse displays against Sansfoy and Sansjoy in 

battle is not indicative of his heroism but instead, as West suggests, a “[symptom] of his 

degeneration” (1023).135   

In fact, the battle between Sansloy and Satyrane in canto vi provides a parallel to 

Redcrosse’s battle with Sansjoy as a way to explore further the degenerative effects of 

                                                 
135 West concludes that although Spenser’s depiction of Arthur’s fury as admirable anger, the sympathetic 

“angry corage” of Guyon and “the fury of Sir Calidore” all align more with the noble rage expected of a 

courageous knight, these depictions are set in contrast to the sinful ira displayed by Redcrosse in Book I. 

West concludes that Spenser “regards his miles Christianus, the Redcrosse Knight, rather differently than 

he does his other exemplars of chivalry” (1024). In contrast to those later knights able to harness their noble 

rage, Redcrosse’s faithless force leads him towards sinful Wrath and Pride when not allied with divine 

guidance. It is for this reason that Spenser constructs the network of leonine kinds to redefine how 

Redcrosse must hone his aggression to display virtuous action.  
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bloodlust and faithless aggression that Redcrosse increasingly displays. In their battles 

against the Sans brothers both Redcrosse and Satyrane fight external manifestations of 

the internal, beastly, and wrathful forces that threaten their humanity. Though Satyrane is 

“a noble warlike knight” (vi.20.1), his lineage and upbringing reveals a wilder nature: he 

is the son of the Lady Thyamis whose husband Therion spent his days hunting wild 

game, preferring to “chase the saluage beast with busie payne, / Then serue his Ladies 

loue, and waste in pleasures vayne” (21.8-9).136 In her husband’s absence, Thyamis is 

captured and raped by a satyr who impregnates her, then forces her to return home and 

leave her son to be “noursled vp in life and manners wilde, / Emongst wild beasts and 

woods, from laws of men exiled” (23.8-9). Although he is not identified as another lion 

suitor, Satyrane is thrice linked to the lion: fighting “the Lyon and the rugged Beare” 

(I.vi.24.4), teaching “The Lyon stoup to him in lowly wise” (I.vi.25.7), and stealing 

Lyon’s whelps (I.vi.27) for sport. Because of Satyrane’s dominion over wild beasts, 

critics tend to interpret his as a figure who has quelled his beastly passions with the 

strong arm of reason. Theodor Gang suggests that if “the lion stands for men who are 

guided by instinct, Satyrane [is] the fully rational man” (10) who is able rule his internal 

lawlessness with brute force. On the other hand, Satyrane’s application of brute force 

against the symbolic beasts that roam the woods—though effective—is not lauded by the 

other characters in the poem. He is condemned by his mother, who asks that he “leaue off 

this dreadfull play” (28.7), and his “owne syre and maister of his guise” trembles at the 

“horrid vew” (25.2-3) of Satyrane’s fearless rule over every wild beast, who “for feare of 

                                                 
136 Hamilton glosses Thyamus as θυμός “thymos” (passion) and Therion as θηρίον (wild beast). With 

Therion as one’s true bestial nature, his biological father a figure of lawless lust, and Thyamus as the seat 

of the passions, Satyrane is, by lineage, a mix of the irascible and concupiscible passions.  
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him did [also] fly and quake” (24.9). Rather than an example of ideal and rational 

governance, Satyrane’s violent yoking of the wild beasts is deemed “tyrans law” 

(26.9).137 This characterization of Satyrane’s violent dominion not only suggests that a 

man’s oppressive governance of the lower animals be avoided, it also suggests that his 

self-governance must also involve an gentler hand. Henry recognizes this parallel and 

concludes that the condemnation of Satyrane’s tyranny “illustrates Spenser’s awareness 

of the need to incorporate the passions the creatures represent into even the most civilized 

of identities” (65). He explains further that instead of following Satyrane’s oppressive 

model, passions are not banished or destroyed, “but brought under ‘vertuous and gentle 

discipline,’ as Spenser puts it in the Letter to Raleigh” (Henry 65). Spenser’s 

representation of governed animality in Satyrane allows him to refine further his 

examination of the leonine forces in men, as well as the vast array of animality that 

governs and is governed by the human figures in Faerieland. While virtuous and gentle 

discipline refines a man’s bestial aggression and helps him become more human, meeting 

aggression with brute force merely perpetuates his bestial state.  

Like Redcrosse’s confrontation with the external manifestation of his internal 

conflicts, Satyrane must also fight Sansloy, the embodiment of the same wild beastliness 

that Satyrane attempts to quell with his tyrannical dominion of wild animals. The battle 

of the two brute forces presents an extended gory battle of bestial blows: 

 Therewith they gan, both furious and fell, 

To thunder blowes, and fiersly to assaile 

                                                 
137 As Shannon has shown in The Accommodated Animal, the tyrant was often given “beastly” attributes 

(29-81). For more, see Rebecca Bushnell’s Tragedies of Tyrants, which also explores Machiavelli’s 

suggestion that the prince should be part man and part beast (like the fox and the lion) (50-6).  
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Each other, bent his enimy to quell, 

That with their force they perst both plate and maile, 

And made wide furrowes in their fleshes fraile, 

That it would pitty any liuing eie. 

Large floods of blood adowne their sides did raile; 

But floods of blood could not them satisfie: 

Both hongred after death: both chose to win, or die. (I.vi.43) 

The confrontation of the beastly men is unsurprisingly bloody. While Redcrosse’s battle 

with Sansjoy produces only “streames of blood” that dye their armour “a pure vermillion’ 

(v.9.4-6), the repetition of “floods of blood” in stanza 43 denotes an exaggerated excess 

of bloodshed pouring forth like a swelling tide. Like Redcrosse, their blood lust is not 

satisfied with merely producing gorged furrows in one another’s flesh; they both hunger 

after death—choosing to die if unable to conquer their opponent. As the battle continues, 

they fight “As when two Bores with rankling malice,” “foaming wrath,” and “cruell 

tuskes” gore the other’s “sides fresh bleeding fiercely fret,/ Till breathless” (I.vi.44.4-7). 

The consonance of the fresh and fiercely fret wounds represents the increasing 

breathlessness of the embattled knights. The extended simile transforms their swords into 

tusks, making them extensions of their savage bodies. They fight “So fiersly,” and  

... increasing more  

Their puissant force, and cruell rage attonce, 

With heaped strokes more hugely, then before  

That with their dreary wounds and bloody gore 

They both deformed, scarsely could be known. (I.iv.45.1-6) 
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Like the men who are later transformed in the Bower of Bliss, the bodies of Satyrane and 

Sansloy are scarcely discernible beyond battered flesh. Their emulation of beasts in battle 

leaves them deformed, in part due to their literal disfigured and damaged bodies, but also 

due to the degenerative effects of their brutish battle.  

It is important to note here that Satyrane’s figurative transformation (his 

zoomorphism in battle) is representative of the same degeneration affecting the 

Redcrosse knight. In fact, Redcrosse’s imprisonment by Orgoglio, the exaggerated 

embodiment of his pride and raw physical strength, and his subsequent battle with 

Despayre serve to emphasize the failures and degenerative effects of his faithless force. 

Because Redcrosse is guided by classical ideals of heroism that focus on strength and 

self-sufficiency, he foolishly continues to emulate his brute and faithless opponents to his 

own detriment.138 Once Arthur, an exemplary leonine figure of managed pride 

(magnanimity),139 defeats Orgoglio and rescues the imprisoned knight, Redcrosse 

continues to be led by “firie zeale,” against Despayre—a zeal which Despayre 

characterizes as no more than a “franticke fit” (x.37.4, 38.1). However, the confrontation 

with Despayre forces Redcrosse to remember his previous actions and, with “The vgly 

                                                 
138 Andrew King is correct in his suggestion that it is Redcrosse’s “assumption of self-sufficiency—his 

fundamental flaw of pride, perfectly expressed through his chivalric posturing—[that] will create, not 

defeat his enemies” (150). 
139 As Spenser explores the degenerative effects of the man led by aggression alone, he includes Arthur, the 

magnanimous man directly inspired by God, to save Redcrosse from his perilous state. Some critics who 

follow A. S. P. Woodhouse’s characterization of Arthur in Book I, which separate Arthur from his 

identification with magnanimity in the other books, have mistakenly interpreted Book I’s Arthur as solely 

the personification of God’s grace and ignored the ways in which Arthur functions within Book I’s network 

of leonine figures. In his manuscript emblem books, Henry Peacham depicts “magnanimity” as “A male 

lion standing with its right forepaw raised” next to a tree (Peacham’s Manuscript Emblem Books 182). 

Though Arthur is not aligned with lions as clearly as Redcrosse, his magnanimous nature does connect him 

to the noble beast. Thus, while Redcrosse’s comparison to the lion at first reveals the deficiencies of the 

wrathful and errant knight, the arrival of Arthur shifts the lion’s signification once more to prompt 

Redcrosse’s eventual evolution away from his beastly fallen nature toward his spiritual and heroic identity. 

He becomes the new lion-hero and Redcrosse must incorporate the same magnanimity and humility by 

fighting to overcome their excess (pride and despair).  
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vew of his deformed crimes” (48.6), realize his denigrated state. Though Una is able to 

rescue her “frail, feeble, fleshly wight” (53.1) from suicide, Redcrosse’s realization of the 

sinful weaknesses of his flesh seems to call attention to his moral deformation and 

spiritual failings. Indeed, Canto x begins with the speaker questioning exactly what kind 

of “man” Redcrosse has shown himself to be when he “boasts of fleshly might” but 

yields or flees any confrontation with his “spiritual foes” (I.x.1, 4). The characterization 

of human (male) strength as “fleshly might” only further associates physical force with 

sinful action and calls attention to Redcrosse’s (spiritually) weakened state.  

Consequently, canto x’s opening stanza provides a concise articulation of what 

Redcrosse’s errant journey is meant to demonstrate: that “If any strength we have, it is to 

ill, / But all the good is Gods, both power and eke will” (x.1.8-9). So that Redcrosse may 

learn how to add faith to his “fleshy might” and recover from “his late decayed plight” 

(x.2.9), Una brings him to the House of Holiness for spiritual purification. As he atones 

for his sins with the help of “bitter Penaunce with an yron whip” (x.27.1), the 

mortification of Redcrosse’s “blamefull body” (27.6) leads to torment that was “often so 

great, / That like a Lyon he would cry and rore, / And rend his flesh, and his owne 

synewes eat” (28.1-3). The image of the fierce lion recalls Redcrosse’s first encounter 

with Error; however, in the House of Holiness the lion’s aggression is turned inward; he 

battles his inner “beastliness” as if he were a lion tearing at a fleshly competitor. His 

physical aggression and suffering turns inward to represent the human body as the 

primary site of spiritual struggle. Spenser’s return to the image of the lion at this point 

offers a final tableau of those leonine forces that drove Redcrosse away from Una and 

into bloody battles against equally faithless foes. It is only by finally turning inward and 
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battling the beast within that Redcrosse is able to subdue the fleshy forces and turn 

instead toward redemption. His treatment at the House of Holiness and discovery of his 

true identity ultimately awakens a “sparke of noble courage” (xi.2.6) and prepares him 

for his final battle against the dragon where he learns to follow Arthur and calm “his 

wrath with goodly temperance” (viii.34.5).  

After tracing the dangers of faithless and leonine force in Redcrosse, Spenser 

represents the final three-day battle against the dragon—the climax of Redcrosse’s quest 

in Book I—as the culmination of Redcrosse’s education and an opportunity to 

demonstrate the kind of virtuous action expected of a Christian hero. However, before 

turning to the description of this final fight, the poet’s invocation lowers the high style of 

the epic verse for the moderate “second tenor” of Redcrosse’s quest.140 He asks his sacred 

muse and “Nourse of time, and euerlasting fame,”   

O gently come into my feeble brest, 

Come gently, but not with that mighty rage, 

Wherewith the martiall troupes thou doest infest, 

And harts of great Hero’s doest enrage, 

That nought their kindled courage may aswage, 

Soone as thy dreadfull trompe begins to sownd; 

The God of warre with his fiers equipage 

                                                 
140 Thomas Herron (Spenser’s Irish Works 112-3) and Sessions (Spens Encyc) read the “second tenor” as 

reflective of the middle georgic style; Robert M During (The Figure of the Poet in Renaissance Epic) 

suggests that this second tenor alludes to the middle style of Ariosto. For more readings of the “second 

tenor” see David Scott Wilson-Okamura (Spenser’s International Style), John Watkins (The Spectre of 

Dido), Thomas P. Roche “Spenser’s Muse.” 
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Thou doest awake, sleepe neuer he so sownd, 

And scared nations doest with horrour sterne astownd. 

 

Faire Goddesse lay that furious fit aside, 

Till I of warres and bloudy Mars do sing, 

And Briton fields with Sarazin bloud bedyde, 

Twixt that great faery Queene and Paynim king, 

That with their horrour heauen and earth did ring, 

A worke of labour long, and endlesse prayse: 

But now a while let downe that haughtie string, 

And to my tunes thy second tenor rayse, 

That I this man of God his godly armes may blaze. (I.xi.6-7) 

His repeated request that the muse “gently come” and “Come gently” to his breast and 

leave behind the “mightie rage” that would usually inspire and “enrage” the hearts of 

heroic warriors offers an emphatic dismissal of the kind of wrathful force that 

characterized Redcrosse’s degeneration toward sin and bestial aggression. Even though 

Redcrosse is about to enter his battle against the fiendish and fiery dragon, the poet 

implores the Muse to refrain from kindling the courage of great heroes and waking the 

God of war; he also asks that she “lay that furious fit aside” until a later time at which he 

shall write of “warres and bloody Mars.” While West interprets Spenser’s invocation as a 

reflection of his aversion to warfare (1015), his intentional shift away from a poetic form 

inspired by “mightie rage” more accurately reflects Spenser’s continued critique of 

aggressive and misguided martial valour. The poetic decorum matches the tempered 
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Protestant heroism to be displayed by the Redcrosse Knight as he fights his final foe. The 

lowered pitch of the “second tenor” of the ensuing battle shall ensure that the hero in 

battle will not behave as an immoral beast but instead shall fight as a “man of God” and 

employ “his godly armes” against his nefarious opponent.  

In this apocalyptic confrontation with the dragon, the imagery of tempered fire 

further implies Redcrosse’s internal management of those fiery appetites that previously 

led him astray. Like his former opponents, the dragon’s “blazing eyes… Did burne with 

wrath” and were “inflam’d… with rage and rancorous yre” (14.1-2, 7). As they meet in 

combat the dragon is enraged by Redcrosse’s “wondrous force,” a power unlike any of 

the other “puissant knight[s]” that had tested the dragon’s “imperceable brest” (xi.17.5-

9). Although Redcrosse strikes the dragon with “three mens strength” (20.4) the dragon 

responds with scorching flame and sears Redcrosse’s armoured body (26), leaving him 

“Faynt wearie, sore, emboyled, grieued, brent / With heat, toyle, wounds, armes, smart, 

and inward fire / That neuer man such mischiefs did torment” (28.1-3). It is only after 

falling into the baptismal well of life that Redcrosse is restored to emerge a “new-borne 

knight to battle new” (xi.34.9). The cool and springing well restores the knight by 

hardening the “reuenging steele” of his “bright deaw-burning blade” with holy water 

(36.1, 35.6). The baptismal water affords Redcrosse the anointed strength to inflict a 

cruel wound upon the raging dragon, and cleave off a section of his tail with his literally 

tempered “raging blade” (39.6). The fountain’s water tempers the Redcrosse knight and 

his sword, making them both strong enough to continue fighting. And when the dragon 

responds to Redcrosse’s rage with a second assault of “huge flames, that dimmed all the 

heuens light” (44.3), the knight “saue[s] his body from the scorching fire” with the 
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soothing balm from the tree of life (45.4). Although Redcrosse’s final charge against the 

dragon is fuelled by “outragious pryde” (53.3), West rightly asserts that “the apocalyptic 

combat makes it clear that the Redcrosse Knight owes any superhuman force less to his 

wrath than to the tree and fountain of life” (1023). In his defeat of the dragon, Redcrosse 

finally displays the ideal heroism to which he was meant to strive throughout his quest. 

The leonine wrath that initially sent him astray is transformed in this final act of 

courageous force, united with and tempered by his faith.  

Tracing leonine wrath through Redcrosse in Book I reveals how the initial 

comparison of Una’s two noble lions creates a network of kinds within which Spenser 

redefines the ideal qualities of his Christian hero. It illustrates the complexity and 

mutability of the lion’s signification throughout the allegory, while also mapping how 

Spenser extends the lion-Redcrosse comparison through his representation of wrath and 

the zoomorphic results of faithless force. This exploration of leonine wrath and masculine 

aggression is not, however, restricted to Redcrosse and the dangers of faithless force 

alone. Though Una’s comparison of her absent hero to her “wilde champion” encourages 

a continued critique of Redcrosse’s untempered and faithless aggression, Sansloy’s 

emulation of the lion sets up a secondary point of comparison through which Spenser 

explores the dangers of a man’s beastly appetites. In doing so, he traces increasingly 

“beastly” kinds across Book I-IV to represent “beastliness” as a moral possibility that 

denigrates those inhumane creatures who prove unkind. In the next section I turn to this 

exploration of “beastly” aggression and examine how the representation of Sansloy as a 

leonine figure of lawless lust recalls Una’s lion once again to serve as the human(e) 
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figure with and against which Spenser explores the transformative effects of unbridled 

desire.  

 

3.3 Sansloy’s Lion and the Degenerative Effects of Lawless Lust 

Although Redcrosse displays moments of cruelty and ferocity, he is eventually 

able to escape the “beastly” trappings of his unmanaged appetites and display the 

magnanimous virtue of a Christian knight. In contrast to Redcrosse’s eventual civility and 

divinity, Spenser explores the devolutionary effects of a man’s “beastly” passions in 

Sansloy to demonstrate how the lawless Saracen’s excessive wrath transforms into 

lawless lust when fuelled by bestial appetite. Though Redcrosse never faces the lion 

directly and is instead juxtaposed to the noble creature through Una’s comparison, 

Sansloy battles the lion directly, embraces his leonine identity, and ultimately imitates the 

creature as a means of expressing his beastly passions. Sansloy is the lawless and sinful 

version of the same appetites that threaten Redcrosse, and Sansloy displays them in 

excess. His leonine actions are predatory and suggestive of the adversarial devil in 1 

Peter 5:8 who appears as “a roaring lion [that] walketh about, seeking whom he may 

devour.” Spenser’s representation of Sansloy as a sexually aggressive double for Una’s 

protective lion once again calls attention to a man’s capacity to be more “beastly” than 

beasts. Sansloy’s aggressive actions and his elision of the lion’s literal appetite with his 

sexual appetite for Una serves, I argue, as the origin of the depictions of violent 

masculine desire that culminate in the monstrous man-beast (or beast-man) Lust in Book 

IV, a creature that both devours and deflowers his captive victims. Therefore, by 

assessing Sansloy’s emulation of the lion and mapping the “beastly” creatures that stalk 
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the pages in Books I-IV, I demonstrate how Spenser represents “beastliness” as a moral 

category of both human and nonhuman creatures; by separating “beastliness” from beasts 

and situating huamns within an interspecies continuum of human(e) and “beastly” 

figures, Spenser collapses the species boundary and examines the dangerous 

consequences of a man’s unruly and potentially immoral “beastly” impulses.  

During his encounter with Una, Sansloy’s desire to conquer his opponent is 

translated into his desire to conquer a sexual object, and his attack on Archimago quickly 

shifts to an attack on Una.141 Sansloy’s battle with the lion who attempts to defend Una’s 

honour stages the internal triumph of the concupiscible passions over the irascible faculty 

as Sansloy transforms from an emblem of cruel wrath to a “beastly” creature driven by 

“lawless lust.”142 Although the lion and Sansloy mirror one another in battle because, as 

                                                 
141 In “‘Like Race to Runne’: The Parallel Structure of the Faerie Queene, Books I and II,” A. C. Hamilton 

recognizes that “[w]rath [also] leads the Redcrosse knight into Lust… His own force that before had proved 

him worthy his armor, now corrupts him further: he defeats Sansfoy only to gain the wanton Duessa, and 

later he defeats Sansjoy only to yield to Lucifera” (329). Though we can indeed trace a similar transition 

from wrath to lust in Redcrosse’s narrative, there is not the same immediate collapse of the two that we see 

in Sansloy, where bloodlust in battle translates into aggressive and potentially violent sexual desire. 

Redcrosse’s transgressions support Spenser’s depiction of wrath and lust as intimately connected; however, 

his shift from wrath to lust is meant more as a reflection of Redcrosse’s errant and faithless action and not, 

as it is with Sansloy, a reflection of more “beastly” impulses. 
142 In Book II Spenser returns to man’s capacity to slide between lust and wrath with Cymochles. Atin finds 

him “by kind, / giuen all to lust and loose liuing,” having cast away his weapons in favour of “pleasures, 

and vaine pleasing toyes” (III.v.28.2-3, 8). However, once Atin shakes him from his “delightful dreame” 

and Cymochles learns of his brother’s death, Cymochles is “inflamd with fell despight” (37.1, 8), and he 

flies from the Bower no longer ruled by Lust: “Ne Ladies loues, no sweete entreaties might / Appease his 

heat” (38.3-4). He charges forward “With cruell purpose bent to wreake on him / The wrath, which Atin 

kindled in his mind” (vi.2.2-3), yet soon is led away to Phaedria’s island and set to sleep. The first stanza of 

the canto addresses the easy transition from wrath to lust: 

A harder lessons, to learne Continence 

In ioyous pleasure, then in grieuous paine: 

For sweetnesse doth allure the weaker sence 

So strongly, that vneathes it can refraine 

From that, which feeble nature couets faine; 

But griefe and wrath, that be her enemies, 

And foes of life, she better can abstaine; 

Yet virtue vauntes in both her victories, 

And Guyon in them all shewes goodly maysteries. (II.vi.1) 
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Brooks-Davies indicates, “emblematically there is little difference between them” (42),143 

Sansloy proves that he has an advantage over his heroic opponent: he wields lusty 

strength over the lion who is fueled only by “kingly aw” and “high distaine” (41.1-2) for 

Sansloy’s unnatural actions against Una. Though the lion attacks Sansloy first and seizes 

his shield, Sansloy is able to overpower the lion because his “lust did now inflame / His 

corage more, that from his griping pawes / He hath his shield redeemed” (iii.41.8-9, 

emphasis added). Against the force of Sansloy’s lust-fueled courage the lion is “too 

weake and feeble” for “his puissance to withstand” (iii.42.1-2) and Sansloy defeats his 

noble opponent “With thrilling point of deadly yron brand” launched into the lion’s 

“Lordly hart” (iii.42.7-8). It may be because Marotti reads Una’s lion as a “surrogate for 

the book’s hero” (71) who appears “in a series of symbolic roles” that belong to 

Redcrosse (73) that he seems reluctant to consider how the lion’s confrontation with and 

defeat by Sansloy may introduce new concerns over the dangers of a man’s lawless 

appetites and the unruly beast within. Instead, he focuses on the lion’s defeat at the hands 

of his human opponent and concludes that while the “lion is able to cope with brute 

lawlessness” when he fights Kirkrapine, when the lion battles Sansloy “he is unable to 

defeat a deliberate, clever human antithesis to law and truth” (72-3). Unlike the previous 

scene, Marotti no longer aligns the lion with the power and strength of the chivalric hero; 

in doing so, he overlooks the degree to which the lion appears as the embodied version of 

his heraldic counterpart when he leaps upon Sansloy and appears, ironically, “ramping on 

                                                 
The “harder lesson” is, as Hamilton glosses, an adaptation of Aristotle’s assertion in Ethics that “it is harder 

to fight with pleasure than with anger, to use Heraclitus’ phrase, but both art and virtue are always 

concerned with what is harder” (2.3). 
143 Brooks-Davies interprets the lion as part of this series of suitors (as Henry does), but also interprets the 

lion as “the agent of God’s vengeance,” concluding that “it dies to show how violent reformation within the 

reformed church itself can easily turn into the evil of lawlessness” (42). 
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his shield” (iii.41.5). Instead, Marotti interprets the defeated lion as a weak animal unable 

to withstand the power of a clever human figure. This interpretation of the scene follows 

the critical tendency to interpret the defeat of animals by humans as simply another 

metaphor for reason’s triumph over the passions—in fact, Marotti likens the defeat of the 

lion to Satyrane’s yoking and taming of wild beasts (I.vi.26). However, in doing so 

Marotti overlooks the fact that the force that provides Sansloy with the strength to defeat 

the lion is lust, not reason. Hankins rightly concludes, therefore, that while Una’s lion 

serves as a figure of the irascible faculty, a force “which normally aids reason in 

controlling the concupiscent appetites,” this leonine faculty “may also join with those 

appetites upon occasion in battling against reason” (124). What appears to Marotti to be a 

defeat of the irascible passions by reason is in fact the rebellion of the concupiscible 

appetite.  

As demonstrated in the previous section, Spenser repeatedly employs one-on-one 

combat in Book I to demonstrate how one’s confrontation with a familiar (and internal) 

force rarely denotes its defeat. Just as Redcrosse’s defeat of Sansfoy does not bring about 

a renewal of his faith, the defeat of the lion does not quell Sansloy’s wrath, and instead 

seems to fuel his leonine appetites even further. Sidney’s depiction of the Arcadian lion 

in Old Arcadia offers a similar battle of kindred opponents. When a lion and bear charge 

upon the group of nobles in the woods, the entry of the beasts into the meadow “where 

such beasts had never before been seen” (42) 144 is representative of the invasion of 

                                                 
144 The lion and bear only appear “having been hunted in forests far off” and they come to the area “by 

chance” (42). In the New Arcadia, the animals are not in the woods accidentally, but are instead escapees 

(let out deliberately) from Cecropia’s zoo. Levine concludes that “What we have, then, is a landscape much 

closer to the charged atmosphere of the Faerie Queene, particularly the middle books, where the dangers of 

human contact with human evils outweigh the dangers of the purely natural environment, thus changing the 

nature of the ‘unexpected’ in the New Arcadia” (27).  
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beastly passions into the bodies of the two princes. Like the princes, Sansloy also shifts 

his attention from martial combat to the pursuit of women and must confront a literal 

manifestation of the beastly force that guides his desires. In both texts, the lion’s appetite 

for the beloved’s body seems to compete with the same ravenous passion that guides his 

human doubles. In Old Arcadia, as the disguised princes set off in chase of their hunted 

beloveds, Cleophila (Pyrocles in disguise) hurries after the lion after “seeing how 

greedily the lion went after the prey she herself so much desired” (42-3). Like Sansloy, 

Cleophila perceives the lion’s pursuit of Philoclea as fueled by a mutual appetite for her 

flesh and proceeds to battle the beast for his beloved’s body. As Cleophila seizes the lion 

she disdainfully asks the beast, “are you become my competitor?” (43) before cleaving 

the beast’s head from its body.145 The separation of the lion’s head from its body 

becomes representative of Cleophila’s own abandonment of her rational mind for her 

bestial impulses, just as Sansloy’s murder of Una’s lion symbolizes his devolution into 

“lawless lust” (vi. Arg. 2). Although Cleophila identifies with the lion by acknowledging 

their mutual competition for the fleeing flesh, she fails to internalize that identification as 

indicative of a troublesome pursuit of beastly appetite. Musidorus’s pursuit and defeat of 

the bear (by stabbing it in the heart) is likewise fueled—like Sansloy—by “lusty 

strength” (47). Both princes’ pursuits in Sidney’s romance are, as Richard A. Lanham 

notes, “uncomfortably like the lion’s” (208, emphasis added). Their actions appear 

troublesome because while they are able to conquer the beasts of the forests, the princes 

                                                 
145 The description of the chase is condensed in Sidney’s revision (New Arcadia) and Cleophila’s 

identification with the raging beast is removed. Sidney does maintain a similarity in temperament between 

Cleophila (now Zelmane) and the lion, as “the compositions of her elements” is “nothing but fiery” (112). 

Though she does responds to the lion’s pursuit of Philoclea “with swiftness of desire” (112), the scene 

transforms from an episode of sympathetic passion and shared corporeality, to an epic scene of valiant 

battle and defeat. Zelmane’s fiery disposition alludes to her fighting more than her hot desire, although both 

do play into her force against the lion. 
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increasingly behave like the lusty beasts they have just defeated; their emulation only 

strengthens, rather than quells, the beast within. Though Sansloy’s insatiable appetites are 

also “uncomfortably like the lion’s” when he charges onto the scene, Una’s lion has 

already quelled his greediness, which means that their confrontation is not the same battle 

of hungry competitors for vulnerable flesh as it is in Old Arcadia. Instead, Sansloy’s 

identification with and imitation of the lion elides the lion’s literal appetite with 

Sansloy’s desire. He presents his attempted seduction and rape of Una as an echo and 

more savage version of the lion’s initial attack.  

Sansloy’s attempted seduction and rape of Una involves a perverse imitation of 

the lion’s flattery and attack as a way of illustrating the true beastly nature of the sinful 

Saracen.146 In canto iii, the lion first emerges hunting the royal virgin, rushing “greedily” 

at her “With gaping mouth… To haue attonce deuour’d her tender corse” (iii.5.6), only to 

fall to her feet, kissing and licking her with his “fawning tong” (iii.6.1-2). With Una as 

his prey, Sansloy attempts to seduce his resistant captive by mimicking the lion’s 

treatment of her in canto iii. He first imitates the lion’s “fawning tong” with his own 

“fawning words” (vi.4.1), hoping his familiar courtship may cause her to yield. In 

addition to offering superficial flattery, Sansloy draws on familiar Petrarchan tactics by 

offering loving looks and sorrowed sighs in an effort to tempt her constant heart to pity 

his sad state. However, his “diuerse guile” (4.3) and “flatt’ring arts” (5.1) are no match 

for Una’s “stubborne fort” (3.7). She responds to Sansloy with the same fixed and stony 

heart he displays at the end of canto iii, and she remains “As rocke of Diamond stedfast 

euermore” (vi.4.5). Sansloy’s attempt to win Una through pity is no surprise given the 

                                                 
146 Hamilton notes there is an inverse relation between Orgoglio and Redcrosse who “still shronke” as his 

opponent “greater grew” (The Structure of Allegory 76).  
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efficacy of pity as a means of seduction; canto ii has already shown how Redcrosse’s pity 

for Duessa serves as kindling for his subsequent sexual desire.147 Sansloy’s identification 

with the lion, however, presents him as a far more dangerous version of Una’s noble and 

yielding companion.  

By aligning himself with the ravening lion in his romantic pursuit of Una, Sansloy 

also confuses the familiar trope of the spurned sonneteer who seeks pity at the feet of his 

beloved, whose obstinate refusal of his affections align her with the cruel lion. Spenser 

explores the trope in Amoretti 20, where the sonneteer’s desire to move his beloved 

toward love via pity is framed as a bid by a supplicant suitor for leonine clemency. The 

speaker seeks in vain for her grace, pouring his “humbled hart” at her feet (2), but to no 

avail: “her foot she in my necke doth place, / And tread my life downe in the lowly 

floure” (3-4).148 In response to her cruel rebuke of his pliant submission, the speaker 

compares her cruel behaviour to the lion’s response to supplicant suitors:  

And yet the lyon, that is lord of power, 

And reigneth over every beast in field, 

In his most pride disdeigneth to devoure 

The silly lambe that to his might doth yield. 

                                                 
147 Likewise, the opening sonnet of Sidney’s Astrophil and Stella presents pity as the final turning point that 

leads the beloved from pleasure to grace. 
148 This sonnet finds its parallel in Book V, when Radigund, Queen of the Amazons, attacks Sir Terpin. 

Radigund, “enflan’d with furious fit, / Like a fell Lionesse at him she flew” (V.iv.39.6-7). The next stanza 

echoes the cruelty of the beloved from sonnet 20:  

 Soone as she saw him on the ground to grouell, 

 She lightly to him leapt, and in his necke 

 Her proud foote setting, at his head did leuell, 

 Weening at once her wrath on him to wreake, 

 And his contempt, that did her iudg’ment breake. 

 As when a Beare hath seiz’d her cruell clawes 

 Vppon a carkasse of some beast too weake, 

 Proudly stands ouer, and a while doth pause, 

To heare the piteous beast pleading her plaintiff cause. (V.iv.40) 
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But she, more cruell and more salvage wilde 

Than either lyon or the lyonesse, 

Shames not to be with guiltlesse bloude defylde, 

But taketh glory in her cruelnesse. 

Fayrer then fairest! let none ever say 

That ye were blooded in a yielded pray. (5-14) 

The beloved’s callous refusal to acknowledge the speaker’s humble submission sets her 

at odds with the noble lion who refuses to devour his yielding prey. In fact, her refusal to 

recognize a worthy supplicant, as well as her pleasure in her own cruelty makes her 

appear “more cruell and more salvage wilde” than the lord of “every beast in field.” In 

Spenser’s sonnet, the beloved is more beastly than the animal she fails to emulate.149 

Spenser is not the only sonneteer to employ the metaphor as a way of characterizing a 

woman’s refusal as inhumane cruelty. Clement Robinson employs the same logic of the 

merciful lion who “When beasts do yield by kinde, / On them (forsooth) he neuer praies” 

(51-2). Like Amoretti’s warning against defiling the yielded prey, Robinson’s speaker 

cautions the beloved that “A bloudie conquest is your part, / To kill so kind a louing 

heart” and requests “remorce” and asks God to “grant pitie” (55-6, 59). The 

                                                 
149 The lion met with yielding prey also finds revision in Book VI canto vii when Turpine attempts an 

attack on Arthur and the Savage Man. When Arthur wakes and finds “The traytour Turpine” (25.2), he 

grabs his sword and leaps on him “Like a fell Lyon” (25.5), sending Turpine to the ground to “lay vpon the 

humbled gras” (26.3). As Arthur stands upon the neck of his pliant victim the scene seems to echo 

Amoretti’s trampled lover beneath the cruel foot that “she in [his] neck doth place”; Arthur sets his foot “on 

[Turpine’s] vile necke, in signe / Of seruile yoke, that nobler harts repine” (26.4-5). Yet unlike the cruel 

beloved who is meant to display her curtesy through pity, the Prince is warranted in his ruthless attack. 

Turpine, a coward intending to murder Arthur, deserves his punishment. He is “by the heeles… hung vpon 

a tree, / And baffuld so, that all which passed by, / The picture of his punishment might see, / And by the 

like ensample warned bee” (27.2-5). Even before his defeat by Arthur, Turpine bewails his forsaken state 

and “counterfeit[s] kind pittie, where was none” (18.4). Although there seems to be a productive space for 

pity, it is not always warranted; the lion (or hero) must not yield to every supplicant victim, but recognize 

those who are worthy of pity and clemency.  
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characterization of the refusing beloved as a cruel and unnatural villain functions as an 

instructive critique against those women who refuse to recognize their worthy suitors. 

Indeed, George Turberville’s translation of “To his mistress, declaring his life only to 

depend of her looks” concludes by stating that “The noble minded Lion kils / no yielding 

beast by crueltie, / And worthie dames delight to saue / their seruants liues by curtesie” 

(57-60).150 Thus, the beloved’s yielded pride and proud submission to the supplicant 

suitor denotes her courtesy and his worthiness.151 Though the lover’s crippled pursuit of a 

stubborn opponent provides the ideal space for female clemency and the virtues of pity, 

Sansloy’s inversion of the scene exposes his true predatory nature. He is not the worthy 

supplicant but is instead a more cruel and savage beast than the noble companion he 

imitates. In fact, as the predatory lion unable to satiate his appetite, Sansloy begins to 

                                                 
150 In “A song written by the earle of Surrey by a lady that refused to daunce with him” (1557), we see a 

similar assignment of beastly characters yet in his poem the lover is a noble and yielding lion fallen prey to 

the refusing lady who appears as a cruel and unnatural wolf. When the lupine lady responds to Surrey’s 

supplication with scorn, he condemns her character saying “I fawne where I am fled: you slay that sekes to 

you, / I can deuour no yelding pray: you kill where you subdue” (49-50). In conclusion, he dismisses the 

refusing lady, saying “a lions heart is for a wolfe no pray, / With bloody mouth go slake your thirst on 

simple shepe I say” (71-2). Although not an unnatural lion, Surrey relies on the lion’s clemency to depict 

the beloved as a cruel, or inhuman(e) creature unwilling to surrender herself to pliant lover.  
151 In Spenser’s Daphnaida (1591), a pastoral elegy written upon the death of Douglas Howard, the 

domesticated and faithful lioness serves as an allegory of marital obedience and affection. The speaker, 

Alcyon (representative of Howard’s husband Arthur Gorges), mourns the loss of his lioness (Howard). The 

Howard coat-of-arms figured a white lion, which likely explains the association of Douglas Howard with 

the lioness; however, Spenser’s depiction of the beloved in Amoretti 20 as a cruel lion suggests 

Daphnaida’s lioness is a potentially harmonious version of leonine submission. Alcyon’s narrative of the 

meeting and courtship of his lioness also recalls Una’s episode with the lion, with the lioness taking on 

characteristics of the beautiful Una and her faithful companion. He comes upon “a fair young Lioness, / 

White as the native Robe before the change… playing on the grassie Plain / Her youthful Sports and kindly 

wantonness, / That did all other Beasts in Beauty stain” (107-112). The white Lioness presents “so goodly 

sight” (113) that moves the shepherd to capture the beast and train her as his own. Once she is “fast bound 

with a silver Chain” (119) she is quickly made “so meek and mild of cheer / As the least Lamb in all my 

Flock that went” (125-6). The docile lioness becomes a faithful companion and protector to the shepherd 

and his flock. Like the sheep he tends, she becomes a faithful follower; she “Would wend with me, and 

wait by me all Day” (128), and “would all Night by me or watch or sleep; / And evermore when I did sleep 

or play, / She of my Flock would take full wary keep” (131-3). The lioness of Daphnaida’s fidelity comes 

from her the capacity to refrain from devouring vulnerable prey, protecting the vulnerable lamb instead of 

shedding innocent blood. 
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perform another familiar metaphor of leonine aggression as he attempts to “efforce her 

chastitye” (4.9) when she has yet refused to yield.  

Possibly because of the probative lion’s association with consumed and 

consuming bodies in the conventional test of virginity (discussed in section 3.1), the 

lion’s attack and consumption of the female body increasingly served as a metaphor for 

rape or defloration outside of marriage in early modern discourse.152 The metaphor is best 

expressed in jest during the mechanical’s performance of Pyramus and Thisbe in 

Shakespeare’s A Midsummer Night’s Dream when, after Pyramus finds Thisbe’s bloody 

mantle, Bottom declares that the “lion vile hath here deflowered my dear” (5.1.286). 

Bottom’s malapropism of deflower for devour translates the blood shed in the lion’s 

attack as the blood spilled from the ruptured hymen of a woman deflowered. When he 

imagines the lion’s attack as an act of sexual consummation, he elides the beast’s 

passions and actions with that of the pursuant lover. Jeanne Addison Roberts rightly 

suggests that the “lions’ association with pride and hunger—both attributes with sexual 

connotations—seems to link them in Shakespeare’s mind with scenes of imminent sexual 

consummation” (81). In fact, she illustrates the degree to which Shakespeare’s 

association of the seeming danger of lion attack with the real threat of human rape finds 

more serious expression in his other works. In Two Gentlemen of Verona, Silvia employs 

the comparison of rape with a lion attack to emphasize her contempt for the false Proteus. 

Just before Proteus threatens to take her by force if she refuses his advances (5.4.55-8) 

Silvia exclaims “Had I been seized by a hungry lion, / I would have been a breakfast to 

the beast / Rather than have false Proteus rescue me” (5.4.33-5). Silvia’s preference of 

                                                 
152 For more on the depiction and consumption of women’s bodies as akin to animal flesh see Carol 

Adams’s The Pornography of Meat (2003).  
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the lion’s jaws to Proteus’s company and protection illustrates her valuation of her chaste 

body above her life, as well as her recognition of physical danger. In The Rape of Lucrece 

Shakespeare again presents the rapist and the lion as one in the same when Tarquin 

stands over the sleeping Lucrece “As the grim Lion fawneth ore his pray” with “Sharpe 

hunger by the conquest satisfied” (421-2). Tarquin’s scrutiny of Lucrece’s body both 

arouses and satisfies his desire, as “His rage of lust” is “by gazing qualified” (424). The 

leonine appetites of the ravening Tarquin pose the kind of literal threat to which the 

mechanicals only jokingly allude. In fact, during the mechanicals’ rehearsal discussion of 

the ladies’ fear of the lion, Bottom suggests that Snug comfort the crowd by overtly 

differentiating himself from the ferocious beast and declaring that he is no lion but “a 

man, as other men are” (3.1.40). However, given the danger a man might also pose, the 

affirmation of his kind may prove less comforting than Snug intends. By the time the 

performance has begun, the differentiation between man and beast remains indistinct, 

with humans resting on the threshold of becoming the more beastly foe.153 Thus, while 

the threat of human animality remains comedic in Midsummer, Shakespeare uses the 

lion’s attack in Two Gentlemen and Lucrece to expose the implicit violence of the unruly 

and leonine male libido.  

In The Faerie Queene Spenser does more than merely imply the violence of 

leonine lust when Sansloy drags Una back “into a forrest wilde” to mimic the lion and 

stage his own attack. The scene is a reversal of the lion episode from canto iii, with 

                                                 
153 Rebecca Ann Bach observes that when Theseus declares “Here come two noble beasts in: a man and a 

lion” (5.1.215-6) he ascribes the title of “noble beast” to both human and nonhuman characters. This 

categorization of kinds thwarts a clear distinction between man and beast, which foreshadows the lion’s 

mistaken “deflowering” of Thisbe. For more on the editorial resistance to revising “man” to “mooncalf” as 

indicative of anxieties of species categorization, see Bach’s “The animal continuum in A Midsummer 

Night’s Dream” (2010). 



  

 

173 

 

fawning affection preceding a threatened assault; however, when Una rejects Sansloy’s 

counterfeit emotional engagement, he responds with aggression in an attempt to win the 

“rich spoile of ransackt chastitee” (5.5). His attack echoes the lion’s greedy approach in 

canto iii to demonstrate the literal threat of Sansloy’s aggression while also exposing 

Sansloy as the more beastly foe that refuses to temper his swelling passion. As his unruly 

appetites push forth, Sansloy snatches her veil “to feed his fyrie lustfull eye” (4.6). The 

sight of Una’s unveiled face is not enough to assuage his passion like it does the lion’s, 

who stops suddenly in his tracks and is “with the sight amazd, [forgetting] his furious 

forse” (iii.5.9). Instead, Una’s unveiled beauty fuels his passions further and “burn[s] his 

beastly hart t’efforce her chastitye” (4.9). The lion’s instinctive reverence of virginity is 

transformed in Sansloy into an instinctively bestial pursuit of his sexual desire. When 

fuelled by his fiery passions and uncontrolled hunger, Sansloy becomes, as Cheney 

observes, an “inimical figure of bestial lust” (49). His instinctual drive to satiate his 

sexual appetites exposes the natural deficiency of men, unable to temper or govern his 

animal impulses. The leonine fire that first impels Sansloy’s wrath in battle (the same 

wrath the spurs Redcrosse and threatens to lead him astray) transforms in his 

confrontation with Una from “wrathfull fire” to “lustfull heat” (3.2); this shift 

subsequently transforms Sansloy from a revenge-fuelled opponent to a wild and beastly 

predator governed by his sexual desire.  

As the captive and potential victim of Sansloy’s violent lust, Una is once again 

rendered “a yielded pray to saue or spill” (43.4). The threat of spilled blood at the hands 

of Sansloy—who imitates the lion and wishes to make Una a “vassal” (3.5) of his wild 

pleasures—indicates the degree to which Sansloy’s attack against Una’s body makes 
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literal the sexual overtones in the lion’s attack in canto iii. Henry suggests that the 

“yielded pryde and proud submission” of Una’s lion “suggests tempered passion, 

particularly given the common sixteenth-century meaning of ‘pride’ as sexual drive or 

desire” (69).154 He also contends that Una “unconsciously alludes to the sexual overtones 

of the lion’s hunger” when considering the “hungry rage” that “prickt” the lion forward 

(69). In fact, Henry is not the only critic to perceive the sexual dimension of the Una-lion 

episode. Thomas Cain contends that the lion is converted to “fealty and erotic worship” 

(59) when he comes upon the unveiled virgin, and Kathryn Walls suggests that the 

shocking erotic implications of the enjambed line describing the lion as Una’s “mate” 

(suggesting that she has in some way been mated by the lion) are only mitigated by the 

insistence on the lion’s guardianship “Of her chast person” (9.3) and the continuation of 

the sentence which clarifies that he is the “faithfull mate / Of her sad troubles” (9.3-4) 

(4n13). Though the sexual potential of the lion’s entrance may be implied in Una’s 

episode, as these critics suggest, it is also emphatically dismissed because the actual lion 

poses no real sexual threat to the royal virgin. The purpose of the sexual dimension of the 

episode only becomes clear once compared to Sansloy’s cruel—and all too literal—

imitation of the lion’s attack. His attempted rape bridges the gap between the tenor (the 

sexual act) and vehicle (the lion attack) that remain intentionally separated by two cantos 

in Spenser’s poem. The narrator’s wonder at how providence “pluck[ed] the gryped pray” 

from Sansloy’s “Lyons clawes” (7.4) ensures that this second attack scene makes 

                                                 
154 Redcrosse is also associated with sexual desire when he first appears “pricking on the paine” (I.i.1.1) 

and it is his desire for the false Una that fuels his disgust and envy, leading to his abandonment of her. 

Although Lust proves to be a dangerous passion for Redcrosse as well, Sansloy’s sexual appetite is 

decidedly more aggressive and violent in contrast to the momentary fury and later passivity (lured by 

Duessa) of Redcrosse’s lapse into lasciviousness. 
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apparent what was only latent in the first. Maintaining the separation of Sansloy’s 

attempted rape from the lion’s entrance in canto iii affords the space to read the second 

scene as a perversion of the first: as the inhuman tenor of the beastly vehicle to which it 

refers.    

 It is important to read Sansloy’s leonine sexual advances beyond their figurative 

signification alone, and instead consider the literal implications of Spenser’s depiction of 

rape—especially given the ubiquity of rape and attempted sexual assault throughout 

Spenser’s poem. Northrop Frye somewhat casually explains that “on practically every 

page [in Book III] there is either a good rape, or a good try” (44). Though a “good rape” 

seems an admittedly troublesome category, Frye’s identification and brazen classification 

of what becomes an increasingly pervasive event or trope in Spenser’s allegory does 

reflect the critical tendency to interpret rape lightly and in its figurative terms only. 

Katherine Eggert argues, however, that 

critics who have discussed Spenserian rape have wrongly assumed that in The 

Faerie Queene an act of rape is the subordinate half of a trope. In their view 

rape—the physical event—is the vehicle of a metaphor, the tenor of which is 

unjustly and misogynistically supplied either by the text itself (Sansloy is not a 

real rapist, he is the assailant of “Una” as signifier of the one true faith) or by 

critics of the text (Busirane is not a real rapist, he merely reveals Amoret’s fear of 

losing her virginity to her husband). (3)  

Though Sansloy’s attempted rape may also, as I have already suggested, carry the same 

symbolic weight of Kirkrapine the church-robber since Sansloy also threatens to ravage 

the figurative representation of the true church, the depiction of Sansloy’s attempted rape 
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as an enactment of a familiar metaphor and as a perversion of “beastly” passions 

undermines this simplistic approach. By separating Sansloy’s attack from its figurative 

counterpart in canto iii, Spenser presents Sansloy’s attempted rape as a “beastly sin” 

(vi.3.4) where “beastly” functions as an ethical adjective to denote Sansloy’s 

degeneration below human and human(e) behaviour. His calculated mimicry of and 

identification with the lion presents his assault as a conscious realization of a previous 

metaphor. In fact, Camille Paglia has shown that although Spenser’s rapes are Ovidian in 

origin, he “intellectualizes the Ovidian motif” by presenting it as “a Darwinian spectacle 

of nature red in tooth and claw, of the eaters and the eaten” (244). Sansloy’s attempted 

rape, therefore, is grounded in Spenser’s concern for a man’s emulation of beasts and his 

devolution toward his unruly and bestial nature. In fact, as the Books of The Faerie 

Queene progress, Spenser revises and amends the metaphor of rape as an animal attack 

through progressive ontological indeterminacy to make one’s dismissal of the act as a 

metaphor for something else increasingly difficult. As a result, Sansloy becomes the first 

of a series of zoomorphized predatory men who demonstrate the ease with which humans 

fall below kind when led by their sexual appetites. Indeed, Henry astutely observes that 

“Sansloy’s sexuality is leonine… and aggressive,” which connects his consumptive 

sexual desire to the “erotic and cannibalistic appetites” of the Salvage Nation in Book VI 

and “the theme of consumption so common in Spenser’s portrayal of sexual desire” (68). 

In fact, following his representation of Sansloy’s leonine lust, Spenser explores further 

the erotics of consumption and the characterization of masculine desire as dangerous and 

aggressive animality. With every Book, the boundary separating humans from beasts is 

increasingly blurred.  
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What begins as a metaphor appears in increasingly literal terms as the wild 

creatures in the woods are continually supplanted by beastly men made inhuman by their 

unnatural appetites. Spenser’s Book of Temperance begins to explore how ungoverned 

man “growes a Monster, and incontinent / Doth loose his dignitie and native grace” 

(II.ix.1.7-8); it ends in the Bower of Bliss with the discovery of men who have been 

transformed “into figures hideous” (vii.85.4), as the metamorphosed embodiment of their 

bestial lust. As Guyon and the Palmer approach the Bower, they hear a “hideous 

bellowing / Of many beasts, that roard outrageously, / As if hunger’s point, or Venus 

sting / Had then enraged with fell surquedry” (II.xii.39.1-4). While the bellowing of the 

hungry beasts serves as another assault on the senses, foreshadowing the assault on his 

sight in the Bower, the behaviour of the beasts recalls that of Una’s hungry lion and 

Sansloy’s bestial appetite. Once in view, the wild beasts “all attonce, gaping full greedily 

/ And rearing fiercely their vpstaring crests, / Ran towards, to deuoure those vnexpected 

guests” (II.xii.39.7-9). When the beasts in the Bower are transformed back into men 

“they did vnmanly looke” (86.3) and seem unable to shake their beastly degeneration 

entirely; the remnants of their degeneration remain visible as a reminder of their 

transgression and the continuing threat of relapse.  

Though the transformation of lusty men to wild beasts is, in part, the result of 

excessive pleasure and “life intemperate” (85.6), the fault of humans transforming into 

monstrous and misshapen beasts is ultimately attributed to the magic of Acrasia who has 

transformed the men to feed her lusts (85.2-3). The use of the false enchantress as a 

scapegoat makes for a neater conclusion to the scene by addressing the faults of men 

moved and transformed by their beastly lusts, but focusing on their punishment instead of 
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the degenerative course piloted by sexual appetite. However, the book ends abruptly with 

a figure of obstinate intemperance. Although Guyon advises against submitting to his 

beastly nature, Grylle refuses to be transformed back to his human shape, deciding 

instead to forget “the excellence / Of his creation” and “be a beast, and lacke 

intelligence” (87.5). Spenser derives the story of Grylle from Plutarch’s Gryllus and 

Gelli’s Circe but does not afford Grylle the defence depicted in his source155; instead the 

Palmer dismisses Grylle’s decision to remain an unintelligent beast and merely concludes 

that they “Let Gryll be Gryll, and haue his hoggish minde” (87.8). Garrett A. Sullivan 

suggests that “this figure for unrepentant ‘beastly man’ works to draw a line between the 

‘really’ human – those like Verdant who might lapse, but who are reclaimable – and 

those [like Gryll] who are ‘really’ beastly” (41).156 While this differentiation may persist 

at the end of Book II, this distinction offers a false sense of security leading into Book III, 

where “really” beastly men are not as clearly differentiated from their “really” human and 

non-human counterparts.   

Book III introduces the next mutation of masculine desire from its human origin 

with Florimell’s endless escape from increasingly “beastly” (both inhuman and 

inhumane) predators. Just as Sansloy’s view of Una “burn[s] his beastly hart t’efforce her 

chastitye” (4.9), the series of men instinctively drawn toward Florimell, “the fairest Dame 

aliue” (III.i.18.9), display the continued power of beauty to inflame a man’s animal 

appetites. The “grisly foster” who first pursues Florimell has monstrously large limbs and 

                                                 
155 Joseph Loewenstein follows James Nohrnberg in linking Spenser’s Grylle to Gelli’s dialogues in 

addition to Plutarch’s source (250). 
156 Loewenstein also contends that although the Grylle episode affords some comparison of the lives and 

merits of man and beast, Spenser’s version emphasizes human-animal differentiation more than a seeming 

continuity or shared nature of man and beast.   
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a “terrible” look (i.17.8). He chases after her “Breathing out beastly lust” and wishing 

“her to defile” (III.i.17.8, 3). Like Sansloy’s attempted rape, the forester’s ravenous 

pursuit of the “goodly Lady” (15.3) stands in place of her pursuit by the usually violent 

“Beares, Lyons, and Buls, which romed them arownd” (i.14.5-9). While all three animals 

are known for their extreme violence—as is noted by Hamilton—the ravenous beasts are 

also aligned with specifically sexual violence. The bull is known for his violence against 

his companions during copulation, since “When they burne in lust their wrath is most 

outrageous” (Topsell 62). Though wrathful by nature, the lion’s natural violence is met 

with equally excessive lust. Topsell contends that “There is no beast more desirous of 

copulation then a lionesse… their naturall constitution is so hotte, that at all times of the 

yeare both sexes desire copulation” (Topsell 465).  The bear, like the lioness, was also 

known for its fierce and lustful disposition, but was also known to carry off women to 

satisfy his carnal desire. Topsell includes the story of a bear that “carried a young maide 

into his denne by violence, where in venereous manner he had the carnall vse of her 

body” until she was rescued from “that sauage and beastuall captiuity” by her family 

(37). In fact, Beryl Rowland explains that these kinds of familiar stories of bears 

kidnapping and raping women led to the bear becoming an established “pictorial motif to 

signify male sexuality” by the twelfth century (32). Spenser’s mention of these particular 

(yet unseen) predators once again represents a woman’s physical vulnerability in 

sexualized terms; however, it also implies the true threat in the forest is not the wild 

beasts but rather the unshakeable and growing number of “beastly” men that chase 

Florimell through Book III. 
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Though Spenser depicts the hunter of the fleeing Florimell as explicitly “beastly,” 

he also demonstrates that the pursuit of female prey is not reserved for only the lawless or 

lowly figures unable to manage their sexual appetite like it is in Book I. Arthur and 

Guyon, like the princes in Old Arcadia, have long travelled in their “hunt for glory and 

renowmed prayse” (III.i.3.3) only to become competitors for fleeing prey. As Florimell 

bursts past them and away from “beastly lust,” Arthur and Guyon join the chase. In fact, 

as they pursue Florimell through the woods their motives remain only partly distinct from 

their beastly colleague: 

Which outrage when those gentle knights did see, 

Full of great enuy and fell gealosy, 

They stayd not to auise, who first should bee, 

But all spurd after fast, as they mote fly, 

To reskew her from shamefull villany, 

The Prince and Guyon equally byliue 

Her selfe pursewd, in hope to win thereby 

Most goodly meede, the fairest Dame aliue: 

But after the foule foster Timias did striue. (III.i.18).  

They wish to “win” Florimell—that is, win both her favour for their heroism and also to 

claim her as their prize. Their participation in the pursuit is not clearly an act of heroic 

rescue alone since Arthur and Guyon are both moved by “great enuy and fell gealousy” 

for the sexual object that might be enjoyed by the other suitor who chases her. Certainly, 

though Arthur and Guyon intend to rescue her from the “shamefull villainy” of the 

foster’s attempted rape, they seem less intent on helping her maintain her virginity than 
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they do on preserving it for themselves. In contrast to Timias, who means “to her no euill 

thought, nor euill deed” (III.iv.50.3), Arthur and Guyon’s pursuit is positioned 

precariously close to the predatory hunt of the beastly man they follow.  

However, in canto vii when the speaker characterizes Florimell’s continued flight 

as that of a hind “singled from the heard, / That hath escaped from a rauenous beast” 

(1.1-2), Spenser clarifies the knights’ potentially redeemable motives by characterizing 

their pursuit as the same amorous chase one finds in his sonnet sequence. In response, 

Marotti aligns Florimell in this passage to Horace’s Chloë, reading the familiar metaphor 

of the fearful deer as part of the metaphors of the chase d’amour employed by Spenser in 

Amoretti 67 (“Lyke as a huntsman”) and elsewhere in The Faerie Queene (83). The 

characterization of the beloved as hunted prey—a convention that relies on the pun of 

deer/dear—is not new with Spenser but rather is a product of convention.157 And while 

the representation of courtship as a predatory pursuit of a fleeing and frightened female 

prey does present a dehumanizing picture of women as animal flesh, the hunt displayed 

in Amoretti 67 is concerned more with the ownership and domestication of the wild deer 

than the consumption of its body. The poem offers a less violent end to the traditional 

hunt: the deer is captured and not killed. The sonnet ends with the speaker taking the 

“halfe trembling” deer in hand “And with her owne goodwill hir fyrmely tyde” (11-12). 

                                                 
157 The conventional association of hunting with sexual pursuit is represented in the term “venery” itself, 

which refers to “The practice or sport of hunting beasts of game; the chase” (“venery” n1; 1a), the “Wild 

animals hunted as game” (“venery” n1; 2), as well as “The practice or pursuit of sexual pleasure; indulgence 

in sexual desire” (“venery” n2; 1). In the second part of The Return from Parnassus Academico speaks of 

the hunt in its poetic and sexualized terms when he jokes that he begins to hate the hunt, “for it hath beene 

my luck alwayes to beat the bush, while another kild the Hare” (2.5.823-4). Amoretto misinterprets the 

complaint and instead responds with advice on hunting and a list of those “speciall beasts for chase, or as 

wee Huntsmen call it, for venery” (2.5.892-3). Academico exploits the dual meaning of the term further by 

substituting chase with chaste to respond, mockingly, that “If chaste be taken for venery, thou art a more 

speciall beast then any in thy fathers forrest” (2.5.894-5). 
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He marvels at the strangeness of seeing “a beast so wyld, / So goodly wonne with her 

owne will beguyled” (13-4). The deer’s compliance in the final line, though a fallacy, 

offers a picture of conquest and not consumption. With this model in mind, Spenser’s 

characterization of Arthur and Guyon’s pursuit of Florimell as an attempt “to win thereby 

/ Most goodly meede, the fairest Dame aliue” presents their chase as this same kind and 

noble hunt and not the purely ravenous pursuit by a “beastly” predator. Indeed, Florimell 

runs from Arthur and Guyon “as light-foot hare from vew / Of hunter swifte, and sent of 

howndes trew” (III.iv.46) or as “an Hynd forth singled from the heard, / That hath 

escaped from a rauenous beast, / Yet flyes away of her owne feete afeard” (III.vii.1). Yet, 

even as Spenser differentiates the more noble chase of Florimell by Guyon and Arthur 

from the lust-driven pursuit of the gristly foster, Florimell continues to flee regardless of 

the intentions of the men who chase her: she runs “no lesse afrayd, / Then of wilde 

beastes if she had chased beene” (III.iv.51.2-4).158 Florimell’s inability or reluctance to 

differentiate the threat posed by the pursuant men from the mortal threat of the ravenous 

beasts denotes the dangers of the increasing savagery of masculine desire that appears in 

Book III—a beastly desire that originates from Sansloy’s rapacious leonine lust in Book I 

and continues to collapse the human tenor and animal vehicle as it reappears throughout 

the poem. 

As Book III progresses, the beastly suitors shift quickly from lusty fosters and 

knights with questionable motives to ravenous creatures with monstrous and mutable 

                                                 
158 In Masculinity and the Hunt (2013), Catherine Bates offers a valuable insight on the ways in which 

Spenser responds to the zoomorphism of lawless lust as it manifests in an increasing number of male 

characters. She asserts that as masculine desire becomes increasingly bestial, Belphoebe is necessarily 

moved to hunt those men who pose a greater threat to the virginal prey who wander the woods seeking their 

proper partner.  
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shapes. Right after Florimell escapes the beastly men chasing her through the woods and 

looks for a place to rest, she comes upon the witch and her son. Upon seeing the “fayre 

virgin,” the witch’s son strives “to loue her in his brutish mind” (15.1); however, the 

“outrageous fire” he feels in his bowls is “No loue, but brutish lust” (15.8, 16.1-2). After 

a day of brute courtship from the vile hag’s “unciuile son” (19.6), Florimell finds that she 

must escape and, once again, flee beastly male desire. Fittingly, when the witch realizes 

Florimell is gone she sends forth a hyena-like beast that feeds on women’s flesh, in hopes 

that it will capture and devour the fleeing damsel: 

 Eftsoones out of her hidden caue she cald 

 An hideous beast, of horrible aspect, 

 That could the stoutest courage haue appald; 

 Monstrous mishapt, and all his backe was spect 

 With thousand spots of colours queint elect, 

 Thereto so swift, that it all beasts did pas: 

 Like neuer yet did liuing eye detect; 

 But likest it to an Hyena was, 

 That feeds on womens flesh, as others feede on gras. (III.vii.22) 

Spenser’s comparison of the witch’s monster to the hyena is fitting given the beastly 

nature of Florimell’s human pursuers, as well as the hyena’s naturally indeterminate 

breeding. Topsell describes the hyena as a hybrid and hermaphroditic creature (435) that 

would breed with other four-footed beasts including dogs, lions, tigers and wolves to 

produce a number of different subspecies.  
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The indeterminate form of the hyena-like monster foreshadows the shape-shifting 

Proteus whose attempted seduction of the unwilling virgin entails a transformation 

through several “dreadfull shapes” (viii.41.1). Yet, Spenser’s categorization of the 

witch’s monster is intentionally unclear because the creature demonstrates, as Marotti 

suggests, how Spenser expresses lust as “essentially a devouring action, a feeding and 

destroying” (84)—one that manifests in both human and nonhuman creatures alike. 

However, because of this indistinct separation of humans from beasts, it is important to 

acknowledge that although the monster’s eventual slaughter of Florimell’s palfrey does 

align “Florimell’s person and virginity metonymically… to the ‘milke-white’ palfrey” 

(Cavanagh 104), its death must not be read as a representation of the loss of Florimell’s 

maidenhead.159 Conflating the hyena’s consumption of her proxy palfrey with the desired 

defloration of Florimell would enact the troubling slippage that is jokingly implied during 

the mechanical’s performance in Midsummer. For Spenser, however, the elision of the 

two appetites remains a threat in Book III. As a result, Marotti rightly concludes that the 

attack instead shows that “the force imaged in the beast, lust, is one which is potentially 

destructive” because it is “able to attack and ravage the human body” (85n 42). In 

Spenser’s poem, then, male desire becomes increasingly aggressive and consumptive as 

the Books progress. And while only men deflower and beasts devour in Book III, these 

appetites are not distinct in Spenser’s final emblem of lawless Lust, a figure that rapes 

and then devours his human captives. 

                                                 
159 This reading is shared by Howard W. Bahr, who explains that “the loss of maidenhead is dramatically 

expressed in the monster feeding upon her milk-white palfrey. The monster which feeds upon women’s 

flesh feeds upon her horse, which is her body according to traditional Renaissance symbolism” (120).  
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Lust’s entrance in Book IV echoes both the wild beast’s entrance upon Una and 

Sansloy’s theft of the virgin prey to reinforce the network of signification aligning 

Spenser’s predatory lust-fuelled figures. Just as Una, “wearie of the yrkesome way” 

alights from her beast to rest “her dainty limbs… In secret shadow, far from all mens 

sight” (I.iii.4.1-4), Britomart and Amoret “Both through a forest ryding did deuise / 

T’alight, and rest their wearie limbs a while” (IV.vii.3.5-6). After Britomart falls asleep, 

Amoret turns to walk in the woods and, like Una who is rushed on suddenly by a greedy 

lion who “fortuned out of the thickest wood” (iii.5.1-3), she suddenly hears “behind her 

backe… One rushing forth out of the thickest weed” (4.3-4).160  Given the speaker’s 

mention of the “Beares and Tygers” that roam in these “saluage forests, and in deserts 

wide” (2.6-7), the ambiguity of the pronoun “One” suggests the beastly nature of 

Amoret’s assailant before his full description in the next stanza. Just as Sansloy steals 

away his prey, Lust “in his armes her snatcht, / And through the forrest bore her quite 

away… Ne care he had, he pittie of the pray, / Which many a knight had sought so many 

a day” (8.1-5). He throws her into his cave “farre from all peoples hearing… not feeling, 

ne nought fearing” (8.8-9). The more we learn of the inhuman man, the more troubling 

his familiar yet beastly nature becomes. He is more horrifying than the hyena that feeds 

on women’s flesh alone since Lust lives both “on rauin and on rape / Of men and beasts; 

and fed on fleshly gore” (5.7-8). As a brute figure of both bestiality and cannibalism, 

Lust’s violent appetites toward humans and beasts alike suggest there is no clear 

demarcation of gender or species among sensitive flesh. Though only implied in 

                                                 
160 She wanders the woods “for pleasure, or for need” (4.2), which Lauren Silberman suggests is a “little 

bathroom joke” (Transforming Desire 118). As such, her requirement of a bathroom break may be what 

makes her vulnerable to attack, which Cavanagh (1994) considers an instance of victim blaming (5).  
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Sansloy’s imitation of the lion, by Book IV we discover that rape and cannibalism are not 

only, as Paglia suggests, allegorically identical, but also complementary acts of 

consumption.161 Aemylia explains that Lust lives “on the spoile of women,” 

Whose bodies chast, when euer in this power 

He may them catch, vnable to gainestriue, 

He with his shamefull lust doth first deflowre, 

And afterwards themselues doth cruelly deuoure. (12.5-9) 

Though the “bestiall desire” and “lustfull fire” (19.8-9) that threatens the integrity of the 

bodies of Aemylia and Amoret is the same lustful fire that fuels Sansloy’s attack on Una, 

Sansloy only figuratively links deflowering and devouring and ultimately fails to satiate 

his appetite.162 In contrast, Lust has raped and “eaten clene” seven women already (13.5). 

Though Florimell’s story offers, as Catherine Bates suggests, “an unsettling image of 

what ‘beauties chace’ might look like if carried on endlessly or to excess” (257), with 

Aemylia and Amoret we see the terrifying result of the oscillating elision of sexual desire 

with beastly appetite.   

It is important to acknowledge that Lust is not a beast or a man transformed; 

rather he is both a more human breed of the ravenous hyena-like creature that chases 

Florimell and a monstrous vision of the men who also hunted the fleeing maiden. 

However, unlike some of the other monsters in Spenser’s poem, Lust is not given a clear 

ancestry as one might expect or desire of so unruly and horrid a creature. His description 

                                                 
161 Lust’s threat toward Amoret’s body is, once again, a literalization of what was only metaphorically 

depicted with Busirane.  
162 Silberman explains that “virginity is related metonymically to physical integrity, and, for women, both 

are equally at risk” (119). She asserts that “the metonymic slippage from deflowering to devouring 

underscores the uncertainty of how the body is to be read” (120). 
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makes categorizing the creature as distinctly human or beast an impossibility. He is a 

“wilde and saluage man,” yet he is also “no man, but onely like in shape” (vii.5.1-2). In 

fact, the description that follows casts his human “shape” into further doubt as he appears 

“All ouergrowne with haire” with a wide gaping mouth of “huge great teeth, like to a 

tusked Bore” (5.4-6). His face itself is “not like a man nor beast” (6.1) but instead 

displays a grotesque anatomy of the male genitalia: a low hanging blood-stained lip, a 

huge nose “empurpled all with bloud,” and long glowing ears (6). With this description, 

Lust appears as the physical embodiment of men’s beastly sexual appetites, the tyranny 

of the body, and of lawless lust taken to its extreme. Lust “is depicted as an external 

anatomical deformity that exists without a traceable pedigree,” Maik Goth argues, “a 

deformed blending of disparate, wrongly relocated body parts” (161). This depiction of 

Lust as a conglomerate of nonhuman parts recalls Duessa’s collection of animal elements 

hidden beneath her clothes. She appears as an amalgam of predatory creatures: part fox, 

part eagle, and part bear, which produces a form “most monstrous” for those who gaze 

upon her (I.viii.48.4-9). Just as Duessa’s monstrous body is “the shame of all her kind” 

(48.1), Lust is “The shame of men” and also the “plague of womankind” (18.5). These 

two human-beast hybrids seem to have a shared lineage—or at least and similarly 

shameful degeneration. Lauren Silberman recognizes this similarity and challenges a 

simple reading of Duessa’s shameful “neather parts” as an unambiguous example of 

Spenser’s gynophobia by considering Lust as a counterexample to Duessa’s shameful and 

beastly form. She offers the insightful conclusion that “it is impossible to determine 

whether ‘all her kind’ refers to all evil witches or to all womankind or, indeed, all 

humankind” (58). In contrast, Spenser is far more specific with his categorization of 
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Lust’s shame as specifically male and potentially human; in doing so he implies that Lust 

is not a creature born independent from the other beastly men whose lustful appetites 

prove “a plague of womankind,” but rather a species of that same force that continues to 

fuel men’s desire and threaten Spenser’s virtuous female characters.   

Consequently, Lust in Book IV is a similar species of malformed man as 

Malbecco, the man transformed into an emblem of jealousy who becomes “so deform’d 

that he has quight / Forgot he was a man” (III.x.60.8-9). Though human in origin, 

Malbecco’s violent transformation presents him as a stark departure from his original 

form. Louise Gilbert Freeman concludes that the Malbecco episode reveals “the violent 

process through which the emblem is created,” which encourages the reader to “read 

backward” and “de-symbolize this emblem into its human origin” (327, emphasis added). 

Sansloy’s adoption of the lion’s place and his transformation into “lawless lust” in canto 

vi of Book I serves as the human origin of the monstrous emblem that captures and 

threatens to devour Amoret in Book IV. Recognizing the lineage of Spenser’s emblem of 

Lust, therefore, requires a revisionary lens that is similar to the one Freeman uses to read 

Malbecco; tracing the consumptive desire of Spenser’s earlier figures reveals the 

dangerous origins and effects of lawless lust. Spenser’s representation of a man’s desire 

for flesh as an animal attack contributes to the poem’s continued collapse of species 

distinctions by fixating on human animality and gradually blurring the metaphor’s tenor 

and vehicle. While the beastly men in Book I retain their human shape, Spenser explores 

the immoral nature of a man’s bestial lust by exhibiting his savage appetites in 

increasingly literal forms. The monstrous hybrids of Spenser’s later Books are, therefore, 
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the result of the progressive ontological indeterminacy of those impassioned creatures in 

Books I and II that struggle to reign the “beastly” forces within.  

And yet, while Spenser’s exploration of moral degeneracy suggests that a human 

may easily become more “beastly” than the nonhuman animals with whom he shares his 

embodied state, his representation of Una’s lion as a moral exemplar also suggests that 

nonhuman animals often display the human(e) qualities or virtues that are meant to define 

a man’s human(e) status. In fact, against the lion to which they are both aligned, Sansloy 

and Redcrosse both appear as the “beastly”—that is, the morally inferior—versions of 

their exemplary double. In the final section, therefore, I examine Spenser’s representation 

of human “beastliness” alongside his depiction of “humane” animals to consider how and 

to what ends Spenser incorporates nonhuman figures within the moral landscape of 

Faerieland. 

 

3.4 Una’s Exemplary Lions, Pity, and Man’s “Beastly” Instincts 

In Spenser’s poem, the shared corporeality of humans and animals make for an 

indistinct boundary between human and nonhuman creatures that is continually policed 

by moral actions and not by species difference. Spenser’s attribution of “beastly” 

adjectives implies categories of kind that are determined by moral or virtuous action 

more than biological difference. While John D. Staines suggests that the “kind pittie” 

(vii.18) described in Book VI “implies a natural feeling that ties people in human 

kinship” (146), I would argue that this kinship is not restricted to “human” characters but 

is—especially in Book I—frequently demonstrated by human and nonhuman creatures 
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alike.163 At the end of canto iii, Sansloy steals away Una as she pleads for kindness. In 

the final stanza Una’s lamentations to Sansloy fall on deaf ears: 

 And all the way, with great lamenting pain, 

 And piteous plaints she filleth his dull ears, 

 That stony heart could riven have in twain, 

 And all the way she wets with flowing Tears: 

 But he, enrag’d with rancor, nothing hears. (1-5) 

Sansloy’s wrath persists and his rancor is too strong to hear the piteous tears of the 

forlorn maid. his “dull ears” and “stony heart” cannot be moved by Una’s “piteous 

plaints.” There is a verbal echo here of Redcrosse’s “dull eares” when listening to Duessa 

as she requests that he find “pitty of [her] sad state” (ii.26.3)—a phrase which is later 

repeated by Una when the lion kindly yields “in pittie of [her] sad estate” (iii.7.5). With 

no man willing or able to hear Una’s pleas, it is only her poor palfrey who seems to 

respond. The “servile beast yet would not leave her so, / But follows her far off, ne ought 

he fears / To be partaker of her wandering woe” (6-8). The palfrey’s absence throughout 

the canto makes the mention of Una’s “servile beast” seem at first a reference to Una’s 

servile lion, somehow managing to evade death and return to his faithful service.164 Yet, 

it is her poor palfrey that returns to accompany Una when she requires pitiable fellow-

feeling, which her brute captor denies. Like the compassionate lion at the beginning of 

the canto who becomes “a faythfull mate / Of her sad troubles and misfortunes hard” 

                                                 
163 Loewenstein contends that Una’s lion “makes his appearance under the aegis of fellow-feeling” (251). 

Although some critics interpret Spenser’s treatment of pity as a dangerous inclination, others including 

John D. Staines, Loewenstain, Campana, Christopher Tilmouth, and James D. Garrison all explore the 

ways in which Spenser champions sympathetic engagement while also recognizing it as a dangerous 

emotion. 
164 The associations of the lion with Christ and with the resurrection could support one’s hopeful 

misreading of the lion’s return in this line.  
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(iii.9.3-4), the palfrey chooses to be a partaker of her woe, following her and refusing to 

leave her desolate. This sympathetic response proves the palfrey to be “More mild in 

beastly kind”—that is, demonstrating more kindness or humaneness—than the savage 

human creature that threatens the virgin prey: “her beastly foe” (9). Just as Redcrosse 

appears more beastly than the lion when his cruelty is set against the compassion of his 

substitute, Sansloy’s inability to be moved by Una’s tears presents him as inferior in kind 

(and kindness) to Una’s nonhuman companions.  

The palfrey and lion are also not the only nonhuman figures who demonstrate 

humane kindness to Una as she travels without Redcrosse. When the narrator cries out for 

divine intervention against Sansloy’s attack and Una screams through the woods, a “rude, 

misshapen, monstrous rablement, / Whose like [Sansloy] neuer saw” (vi.8.7-8) appears to 

scare the rapacious beast away. The misshapen and monstrous form of the fauns and 

satyrs is ironically unfamiliar to Sansloy who has, up to this point, displayed the same 

untamed nature and excessive lust that one would except from the group of man-goat 

hybrids. Yet, instead of emulating Sansloy’s lawless lust, their natural instincts lead them 

to reverence, not rape. This tempered response to Una recalls the same yielded pride and 

compassion displayed by the lion in canto iii. However, like Sansloy’s leonine advances, 

the physical threat the group of satyrs poses is not purely metaphorical. Because both 

creatures are symbols of insatiable lust and sexual aggression, the satyrs, at first, seem to 

pose the same danger to Una that Sansloy has in the previous cantos. After Sansloy’s 

retreat Una is, once again, represented as innocent prey set before a potentially 

threatening new leonine predator: 

She more amazd, in double dread doth dwell; 
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And euery tender part for feare does shake: 

As when greedie Wolfe through honger fell 

A seely Lamb far from the flock does take, 

Of whom he meanes his bloody feast to make, 

A Lyon spyes fast running towards him, 

The innocent pray in hast he does forsake, 

Which quit from death yet quakes in euery lim 

Which change of feare, to see the Lyon looke so grim. (vi.10.3-9) 

The scene depicts Una as an innocent lamb (a creature with whom she has shared 

association since canto i) set between two equally fierce and cruel forces: the wolf and 

the lion. Though Sansloy becomes one of Una’s lion substitutes after he kills the original, 

once set against the group of fauns and satyrs Sansloy is suddenly no longer characterized 

as the aggressive lion but is instead transformed into the “greedie Wolfe” who surrenders 

his prey to Una’s new leonine companions. The now envious Sansloy becomes the same 

ravenous wolf upon which Envy sits in Lucifera’s masque (v.30), and the scene in which 

the satyrs confront Sansloy alludes to Aesop’s fable of “The Wolf and the Lion.” In the 

fable, the wolf steals a lamb only to have it stolen from him by a lion; the envious wolf, 

having lost his prize scolds the lion’s thievery only to be chided in return for his false 

claim to stolen property.165 Given the faun and satyrs’ notorious sexual appetite and 

                                                 
165 “The Wolf and the Lion”, as it is told in Aesop’s fable: “a wolf seized a sheep from a flock and carried it 

to his lair. But on his way, a lion crossed his path and took the sheep from him. The wolf remained at a safe 

distance but complained to the lion: ‘You have no right to take my property!’ The lion said to the wolf 

mockingly: ‘You came by it honestly yourself, as a gift from a friend, no doubt?’” (169). Given this 

exchange, it is unsurprising that the masque of sins depicts Envy seated “vpon the rauenous wolfe” 

(I.iv.30.2). 
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Sansloy’s lupine envy, the scene at first implies that Una’s new lion may now get to taste 

the flesh that Sansloy wished to devour himself.  

Thankfully, though Una’s alliterative fear of the new leonine predators is 

reasonable, Spenser once again shifts the lion’s meaning following Sansloy’s exit to 

rewrite the scene from one of competing predators to a vision of prelapsarian harmony 

and fellowship. When the fauns and satyrs see Una standing silent and still with fear, the 

“saluage nation” are able to “feele her secret smart” and “read her sorrow in her 

count’nance sad” (vi.11.3-4). Like the lion in canto iii,  

They in compassion of her tender youth,  

And wonder of her beautie souerayne,  

Are wonne with pitty and vnwonted ruth, 

And all prostrate vpon the lowly playne, 

Doe kisse her feete, and fawne on her with count’nance fayne. (vi.12.5-9) 

The prostrate lion fawning upon the innocent lamb alludes to a common misquotation of 

Isaiah 11:6, which offers the prophecy of the Golden Age in which the lion will lie down 

with the lamb.166 The union of the lion and the lamb also foreshadows the eventual union 

of the lion of Judah with the lamb of God when Una and Redcrosse are reunited and 

betrothed at the end of Book I.167 This scene of Edenic harmony, which suppresses the 

                                                 
166 The actual passage reads: “the wolf also shall dwell with the lamb, and the leopard shall lie with the kid, 

and the calf, and the lion, and the fat beast together, and a little child shall lead them.” In the notes to Isaiah 

11:6 in the translation of the 1599 Geneva bible: “Men because of their wicked affections are named by the 

names of beasts, wherein the like affections reign: but Christ by his Spirit shall reform them, and work in 

them such mutual charity, that they shall be like lambs, favoring and loving one another, and cast off all 

their cruel affections.”  
167 Henry argues that the lion’s submission in The Faerie Queene “stands as an emblem of the Pauline 

vision of matrimony, where at least in theory both parties have dignity in their distinct roles while at the 

same time submit themselves ‘one to another in the feare of God’ (Eph. 5:21)” (69). He concludes that 

“The association between the lion and Una as Christ and the Church also suggests this matrimonial 

reading” (69).  
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wrathful and cruel associations of the lion, also provides an earlier model of Redcrosse’s 

eventual transcendence to the divine and heroic figure of Christian heroism in canto xii. 

However, more importantly for the purpose of this chapter, this scene offers yet another 

group of nonhuman humane creatures who pity Una’s plight and recognize her true 

virtue—even going so far as to worship the palfrey that accompanies her.  

It is easy to read this scene allegorically (as I do above) or interpret the fauns and 

satyrs as symbolic figures (as Evans does) by noting that “the wood-folk, though half 

bestial, have nobler instincts than the ‘lustful heat’ and ‘beastly sin’ of Sans Loy… As the 

simple primitive inhabitants of the first age of the world, they stand for the small but 

sufficient spark of prelapsarian virtue in the heart of Everyman, and because of it Una is 

never overcome” (102). Certainly, the noble instincts that appear in nonhuman creatures 

expose the deficiency of the human characters like Redcrosse and Sansloy who are both 

easily led astray by their “beastly” instincts. However, the fact that these figures would, 

conventionally, pose a sexual threat to a vulnerable woman suggests that their refusal to 

harm Una is an intentional (even if instinctual) move whereby they take part in a moral 

community not restricted to humans alone. Their refusal to harm Una stands in opposition 

to the other “beastly” and progressively subhuman figures that threaten female bodies as 

the poem progresses. If, as Spenser demonstrates, the boundary separating species is 

indistinct and the true separation of kinds is determined by one’s moral actions, then one 

must consider the fauns and satyrs (along with the lion and palfrey) beyond their 

allegorical meaning and consider their purpose as moral agents. In doing so, even the 

misguided idolatry by the fauns and satyrs proves superior to Redcrosse’s heartless 

abandonment. 
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At the same time, however, it is important to recognize how Spenser’s 

representation of the deficiency of human instincts influence Book I’s ultimately 

ambiguous representation of pity as a governing virtue and quality of “human(e)-ness.” 

In nonhuman or subhuman creatures, pity and compassion can be indicative of humane 

kindness; in humans, pity may demonstrate one’s humanity or, if offered to a deceptive 

supplicant, act as an affirmation of the deficiency of human instincts. Though Redcrosse 

initially responds to Duessa’s plight with dull ears that resemble those of Sansloy, he 

eventually does feel pity for Duessa and is drawn further into sin and away from Una by 

his compassion for Duessa’s deceptive performance. The contrast of Redcrosse’s “pitty 

of [Duessa’s] sad state” (ii.26.3) against the lion’s kind “pittie of [Una’s] sad estate” 

(iii.7.5) once again calls attention to Redcrosse’s inability to know one’s true nature, and 

illustrates the ease with which a man’s passions may lead him astray.168 This difference 

suggests that for Spenser, humans are always at a deficit; because they are less able to see 

and know truth, they need virtuous and/or spiritual guidance to ensure that they do not 

fall toward sin and degenerate through “beastly” action.  

The allegory represents a human’s precarious place by not only blurring the 

distinction between human and nonhuman creatures, but also by continually layering and 

shifting meaning as the narrative develops. Spenser follows Redcrosse’s struggle to 

conduct himself in a world in which all signs are slippery, and he uses the errant knight’s 

troubled navigation of Faerieland to call attention to the process of reading and 

                                                 
168 The comparison also informs Spenser’s representation of pity as a manipulative tactic of deceptive 

women. In Book V one finds the clearest expression of the dangers of pity in the trial of Duessa in 

Mercilla’s court. Pity appears pleading on behalf of the accused and Mercilla’s pity for Duessa threatens 

her ability to impart a proper sentence. “At Mercilla’s court,” writes Staines, “Spenser presents pity as an 

effeminate weakness that must be controlled and restrained… With pity under masculine control, the rest of 

Book V engages in nearly unrestrained masculine conquest” (130). 
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interpretation. With each step forward, both Redcrosse and the reader find that reading 

the signs in any stable or straightforward manner becomes increasingly difficult. This 

uncertainty is tied to a human’s changeable nature, and Spenser relies on the lion’s 

multiple and shifting meanings to examine what differentiates “beastly” men from other 

“beastly” creatures. As a result, in Book I the divisions are not made between “humans” 

and “animals” but humane and beastly creatures—categories which encompass a range of 

human, nonhuman, hybrid, and spiritual forms. Campana correctly argues, therefore, that 

“Spenser tends to approach the question of what it is to be human from the perspective of 

the vitality of all forms of life” and “presses us to consider what it is that constitutes 

(human) life in the first place” (283). The poem illustrates that as one’s moral compass 

moves increasingly astray, their categorization as human—or more specifically 

humane—follows suit. And while Spenser does idealize the virtues of animals and does 

not examine them fully outside of their relation to human figures, he relies on their 

presence as animals (another species of sensitive creatures) to offer a shifting picture of 

humanity and humanness. Thus, while Spenser’s figurative lions do contribute to the 

dehumanization of man (a process that affirms the abject position of non-, sub-, or 

inhuman creatures), they also display and contribute to the poem’s network of 

signification that connects humans to a much larger world of living kinds and moral 

agents—a world in which humans are not wholly (literally or figuratively) set apart from 

their fellow-creatures.  
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Chapter 4 

 “A very pretence and purpose of unkindness”: Kinship and the Kind-

ness of Humans and Beasts in William Shakespeare’s King Lear 

 

In King Lear, there is no singular animal to pursue throughout the text as there is 

in The Faerie Queene or The Defence, but rather a menagerie of creatures—both human 

and nonhuman animals—that invade the literal and rhetorical landscape of the play. 

Where both Spenser and Sidney employ a single animal figure, the lion and horse 

respectively, to position particular men (chivalric heroes, poets, and their foils) alongside 

their natural and nonhuman kindred, Shakespeare explores the variable nature of mankind 

through a barrage of animal images to examine what it means to be in relation to another 

and what responsibility is owed to those who are alike in kind. While studies of Lear’s 

animals and animality have focused, understandably, on the play’s exploration of human 

nature and human potential for bestial cruelty, this chapter considers Lear’s exploration 

of human animality in the context of kinship, kindness, and most importantly un-kind-

ness to understand how Lear’s animals influence the play’s examination of the perception 

and evaluation of familial, social, and ethical categories of kin and kind. This focus on 

kind-ness reveals how the literal and metaphorical animals become key figures in Lear’s 

reconsideration of the composition of humans as both individuals and species, as well as 

the moral obligation to others who are recognized as alike or dissimilar in kind. In fact, I 

believe the animal images that continue to people the landscape of the play blur the lines 

between human and beast in both ontological and ethical terms to show the dangers and 

limitations of how we determine which lives are worthy of saving and which others are 
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undeserving of care. Ultimately, I contend that the play stages a crisis of unkindness that 

questions the perception and valuation of kin and kind, challenges human essentialism 

and human exceptionalism, and examines the limitations of empathy in a world where a 

human’s likeness to beasts both affirms and undermines his “human” status. By 

unkindness, I refer not only to the filial ingratitude of Lear’s unkind daughters, but also to 

the categorical revision of kin and negation of kind (essential type or nature) that emerge 

following Lear’s division of his kingdom. The play’s crisis of unkindness is not merely 

an assessment of human cruelty; rather, it is a complex exploration of what it means to be 

ontologically and ethically un-kind. 

In a world teeming with beasts, monsters, fish, and fowl (133 separate mentions 

of 64 different animals, according to Rev. J. Kirkman), it is no wonder that critics are 

preoccupied by the signification of Lear’s myriad of animals and animality.169 While 

most if not all analyses of Lear acknowledge the significance of its animal references or 

at least note the sheer number of animals that are referenced in the play, critics tend to 

interpret all animal references by way of their most memorable invocations—the 

viperous, dog-hearted, or pelican daughters with boarish fangs and clawing cruelty—

which reduces Lear’s variety of animals and animality to a malign, unnatural, and unified 

picture of human depravity. A. C. Bradley acknowledges what he sees as an “incessant 

reference to the lower animals and man’s likeness to them,” and concludes that “[a]s we 

                                                 
169 In “Animal Nature Versus Human Nature in King Lear” (1877), Kirkman asserts that although 

Midsummer numerically exceeds Lear in the number of animal references, and there may be other plays 

that have more references to either birds or beasts, “on the whole there is only one play [Timon of Athens] 

which can compete with King Lear as to animals,” though it does not offer an “approach to so many as 

indicative of the same moral or psychological law as we have here” (387). Although Kirkman’s perception 

of the overwhelmingly unsavoury animal references may be an overstatement, his list of animals in Lear 

offers a helpful compendium of animal references. Spurgeon, Yoder, and Thompson and Thompson’s later 

analyses of Lear’s animal imagery offer similarly helpful tables.  
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read, the souls of all the beasts in turn seem to us to have entered the bodies of these 

mortals; horribly in their venom, savagery, lust, deceitfulness, sloth, cruelty, filthiness; 

miserable in their feebleness, nakedness, defencelessness, blindness; and man, ‘consider 

him well,’ is even what they are” (200). Like Bradley, Caroline Spurgeon’s 

comprehensive assessment of Shakespeare’s imagery concludes that “in King Lear our 

imagination is filled with the accumulated pictures of active ferocity, of wolf, tiger, wild 

boar, vulture, serpent and sea-monster, all animals of a certain dignity and grandeur, 

though seen here only when their desires ‘Are wolvish, bloody, starved and ravenous’” 

(336). Even though Spurgeon’s study of Shakespeare’s imagery examines the variety of 

beasts and their diverse significations throughout Shakespeare’s works, when she 

examines the animal imagery in Lear she seems overwhelmed by the rapid accumulation 

of animals and cannot help but perceive them en masse. Her analysis, which also aligns 

animals with the vileness of humanity and concludes that the animal imagery serves only 

to intensify the reader’s sensation of horror at the agony and strife of Lear’s 

representation of human suffering, echoes Bradley’s sentiment that Shakespeare “seems 

to find none of man’s better qualities in the world of the brutes” (200, emphasis added). 

By viewing all animals in “the world of brutes” as representative of the darkest and most 

disturbing facets of human nature only, these readings present a unified signification of 

“the animal” as the persistent and terrifying figure looming in the shadows and assume 

that human relatedness to the nonhuman world is necessarily a threat to “the human” or 

“humanness” that must be destroyed or denied.   

These early assessments of Lear’s animals have left a lasting and memorable 

impression on how critics perceive the true horror of Lear’s animal landscape. In 
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particular, New Critics continued to read the play’s animals as symbols of man’s 

degradation and relied on a human-animal binary to trace the play’s representation of 

bestial chaos. In his influential analysis of image and structure in King Lear in This Great 

Stage (1948), Robert B. Heilman reads the zoomorphism of human characters as a 

symptom of their devolution toward unnatural cruelty, contrasting the animalized 

characters who defile natural law with the humanity of those characters whose right 

reason represents the higher moral potentialities of the human spirit. For him, the play 

shows the degree to which man’s animal energies corrupt human potentiality and he 

concludes that true evil emerges “when reason and animality work together” (104-5). 

John Danby’s equally important study of Lear’s animal imagery in Shakespeare’s 

Doctrine of Nature (1949) maintains the perception of animals as degenerative figures. 

Danby perceives Lear’s divided world as representative of two competing versions of 

human nature in which a Machiavellian and materialistic nature, which he aligns with the 

work of Thomas Hobbes, is set against the more orthodox worldview of ordered 

hierarchy, which Danby sees represented in the works of Richard Hooker and Frances 

Bacon. Those “good” characters who subscribe to a Hookerian view of nature and 

mankind are torn down by Hobbesian aggressors whose opportunistic individualism 

informs (or is informed by) their zoomorphized character.170 While it is true that Lear’s 

                                                 
170 Like Heilman and Danby, Wolfgang Clemen and Wilson G. Knight adopt the human/animal dichotomy 

and read the animal imagery in Lear as representative of man’s depraved or bestial state. Tracing the 

parallel offered between the reason/passion and human/animal binaries at play, they consider the loss of 

reason—and madness in particular—as the prerequisite to man’s devolution and turn to nature. These 

studies do provide some valuable insights—especially considering Edgar’s invocation of these same 

associations with his adopted disguise. However, John McClosky’s assumption that Lear’s animal imagery 

is focused only on “the lower animals, which suggests the moral derangement of the world in which Lear 

has hitherto thought himself secure” (321) informs his misguided reading of the animal imagery as a 

narrative of descent that ends with Lear reaching “the bottom of the scale which his imagery has 

prefigured” (325). While these readings of imagery as an expression of theme may provide critics with the 

kind of structural unity that remains elusive in Lear, they do so by subscribing to the firmly dichotomized 
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animals do serve at various points to illustrate the immoral and therefore unnatural and 

beastly character of human figures, assuming all animals in Lear serve this single 

meaning and function simplifies the roles of the variety of figurative and literal animals 

that inhabit the text and misrecognizes the play’s challenge to human essentialism 

through its exploration of humankinds and kindness.  

Following Jonathan Dollimore’s critique of the flaws of New Criticism’s reading 

of Lear, Andreas Höfele contends that the New Critical identification of a persistent and 

predatory bestiality is a product of readings of Lear that remain “too much invested in the 

pieties of an obsolete ‘essentialist’ humanism, [and] too predictably geared to the 

orchestration of a questionable narrative of redemption” (171).171 Indeed, the desire to 

trace the competing visions of human nature using a Christian or humanist lens tends to 

replicate the very essentialism that the play seems intent on challenging throughout. The 

fact that the play exposes the failures of Lear’s investment in a divine order and 

essentialist model of human nature does seem to support Danby’s assertions regarding 

Lear’s flawed—or at least unsustainable—worldview when set against Machiavellian 

opportunists; however, Danby’s own investment in an equally unsustainable 

natural/unnatural dichotomy (one that informs his designation of the play’s characters 

into rival camps) necessarily simplifies Lear’s animal imagery. By perceiving “the 

animal” as the fallen or evil antithesis to “the human,” he ignores the play’s continued 

exploration of Lear’s perception of human animality and human relatedness, and of the 

                                                 
ideas and positions that are untenable in the context of pre-Cartesian conceptions of animals and 

destabilized by the play’s challenge to human essentialism. 
171 Dollimore has shown in Radical Tragedy (1984) that Lear reflects how man is decentered in the early 

seventeenth century and that the madness Lear experiences on the heath is “less divine furor than a process 

of collapse which reminds us just how precarious is the psychological equilibrium which we call unity, and 

just how dependent upon an identity which is social rather than essential” (195). For Dollimore, the play 

“repudiates the essentialism which the humanist reading of it presupposes” (191).  



  

 

202 

 

instability of “the human” as a workable category.172 Rather than a play that affirms 

oppositions, Lear seems intent not only on tracing the changeable lines of similitude and 

difference that both inform and undermine the stability of man’s differentiated place in 

the natural hierarchy, but on dissolving the hierarchy altogether. Indeed, Höfele 

concludes that it is Lear’s representation of “timeless human nature and its alleged moral 

triumph” as “unctuous delusions” that “makes a re-examination of the play’s animal 

kingdom all the more timely” and the “realization of the plurality encompassed by the 

term ‘animal’ and its cognates” even more crucial (172).  

Like Laurie Shannon, who also attests to the zoographic nature of Lear and its 

variety of animal kinds, Höfele recognizes that Lear is “an exemplary site of pre-

Cartesian diversity” that “erodes rather than reinforces the moral binarism traditionally 

assumed to ground the animal imagery of the play” (173).173 He recognizes that the 

play’s moral bestialization of humans is neither restricted to “bad” characters only, nor 

offered as the sole signification for all of Lear’s animals; rather, his analysis of Lear’s 

animals includes a vital addition to one’s assessment of the play’s vision of bestial 

                                                 
172 Because the perception of “the animal” as the fallen or evil antithesis to a redeemable “human” 

corresponds to and supports other dichotomies that seem to reappear throughout the play, Danby, Heilman, 

and other New Critics seem intent on connecting and combining these overlapping binaries of kind/cruel, 

reason/passion, natural/unnatural, good/evil to a similarly simplified human/animal binary and reading 

Lear’s animals in essentialist terms. Both Heilman and Danby necessarily read Lear’s animal imagery as a 

unified vision of human degeneracy in order to support their symbolic and allegorical readings. In fact, 

William R. Keast has addressed the limits of Heilman’s symbolic reading, noting that the structural scheme 

has led him to substitute “an abstract order based on the implications which he discerns among the 

patterns” (73). I would argue that Danby’s study finds a similar fate, though his study does offer more 

valuable insights on nature and human animality than Heilman’s assessments that are the result of his 

adherence to tracing structural patterns alone.  
173 Shannon responds to Elton’s assumption that one must read Lear using “the exalted medieval and early 

Renaissance view of man’s hierarchical place” and insists instead that “Lear's language depends less on a 

theologically determined skepticism that equates man and beast and more on a sixteenth-century natural-

historical view, one drawn from the vocabularies of a thriving world of natural history writing in which 

pagan, secular, and protoscientific discourses all have their force. In animal contexts, natural history's 

impact shows how a relay of mind-body dualism (from religious belief to Cartesian philosophy) had a 

contradictory and sometimes rival mode of human specification based instead on cross-species reference” 

(177).  
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disorder. Höfele asserts that the play’s “trajectory of bestialization intersects with a 

perception of the animal not as an emblem of human degeneracy but as fellow creature” 

(171), which makes the animals in Lear “polysemous and multifunctional,” able to 

“appear as figures of awesome charisma, as enemies and fellow creatures … as other than 

and indistinguishable from man” (173).174 This dual representation of animals as 

emblems of degeneracy and as fellow creatures is central to what I identify as the play’s 

exploration of the linguistic and conceptual link between kindness as similitude (a 

likeness shared among species or type), kindness as kinship or kindredness (social 

bonds), and kindness as ethical response (benevolence or compassion). Lear explores the 

nature of human-animal ontology through its exploration of the polysemy of “kind”; it 

shows that when the borders separating species or kinds prove permeable and indistinct, 

the continuum of moral responsibility that defines humanness through humane action 

proves increasingly difficult to navigate.  

Thus, King Lear is at its core a play about “kinds” and “kindness” as well as 

“unkindness” in all of its complexity. In the early seventeenth century, “kind” could serve 

as a synonym for nature or one’s natural condition; signify one’s biological or ancestral 

relation; indicate a categorical grouping determined by attributes (like race, gender, class, 

etc.) held in common; signify one’s good breeding (denoting both a moral and social 

valuation, linking the words to gentle/gentile); or denote one’s benevolent and 

compassionate action or condition. Lear draws on the full semantic range and instability 

of the word “kind” to assess the contradictory nature of kind-ness as both a mode of 

                                                 
174 Höfele’s study offers a convincing analysis of the shifting signification and purpose of Lear’s animal 

imagery and his focus on the material environment (the stage and scaffold) allows him to offer important 

conclusions regarding ‘the human’ as an ethical, psychological, and political category. 
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differentiation and a foundation of togetherness. As Edwin Black explains, the various 

definitions of “kind” demonstrate “a semantic linkage among three concepts that also 

have a rhetorical linkage in the idioms of social identity: the concepts of social 

relationships, morality, and the natural order” (37). Black explains further that “The 

permutations of the term ‘kind’ continue to carry with them an ancient disposition by 

which moral preference is given to those who share one’s social identity” (38), reflecting 

both the bonds and the discriminatory boundaries of social groupings. In Lear, these 

bonds and boundaries are tested. What emerges is not merely an exploration of natural 

kinds, but of the nature of kind-ness—that is, the way relative status informs one’s 

treatment by/of others who recognize/demonstrate a similarity in essence, experience, or 

nature. In fact, the play’s ethical concerns for both the unnatural cruelty as well as the 

suffering and welfare of others arise from and are informed by what I describe as a “crisis 

of kinds” that Lear creates and falls victim to by following his essentialist misperception 

of kin and expectations that kind-ness is synonymous with kinship. 

Although King Lear is a tragedy of a king’s loss of power, the plot and subplot 

centre on familial conflict to present the divestment of kingship as a precursor to and 

even symbol of the more troubling dissolutions of kinship and the proliferation of 

disordered kinds that emerges as a result of this first rupture. From the start, Lear’s 

division of his kingdom and divestment of power is motivated by his presumption that he 

can depend on the kindness of his children—in particular on the “kind nursery” (1.1.123) 

of Cordelia, his favourite daughter. It also depends on his belief that even after giving up 

his land and titles he will be able to retain his power and identity, “The name and all 

th’addition to a king” (1.1.135). In fact, Lear forfeits the primacy of his social position 
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only because he believes both his primacy and the position to be essential and his 

children’s obligation to him to be unconditional. The fallacy of Lear’s two 

presumptions—that his social identity and his children’s kindness are equally inherent—

becomes the foundation for Lear’s crisis of kinds whereby the dissolution of kingship and 

kinship prompts the reconsideration of man and the nature of kind-ness (of resembling 

others within a particular category and recognizing and treating others kindly, as one’s 

own kin). It is no coincidence that king shares similar etymological roots to kin and kind, 

as the play examines and undermines the stability of mankind by first destabilizing the 

natural power of the monarch before demonstrating the ease with which bonds of kin may 

also dissolve and transform.175 The ontological crisis that follows these ruptures is a 

logical result of Lear’s flawed reliance on what reveals itself to be man’s unstable 

primacy in the family, the state, and in the natural order of God’s creatures. For this 

reason, though Danby is correct in his assertion that “King Lear can be regarded as a play 

dramatizing the meanings of the single word ‘Nature’” (15), I argue that the same can be 

said—and in fact should be said—of the polysemy of the word “kind” and its cognates 

“kin,” “kindness,” and, most importantly, “unkindness” to understand the complexity of 

Lear’s examination of the nature of kinship and the role of non-human “kinds” in the 

perception and characterization of relational identity.176 The play’s focus on kind-ness 

                                                 
175 As a noun, kind implies kinship, genus or species, stemming from the Old English words cynd(e) and 

the earlier gecynd(e), a word of Germanic origin linked to kin (cynn) through a shared origin. King also 

shares its origin with the OE cynn, though OED claims that the exact relation in both form and sense of 

‘king’ to ‘kin’ is up for some debate. Some consider ‘king’ as a direct derivative of kin in the sense of 

‘scion of the kin, race, or tribe’ or ‘scion of a (or the) noble kin,’ while others consider the Old Germanic 

kuningo-z as a form of the OE cyne- meaning ‘son or descendant of one of (noble) birth’ (OED online).  
176 In its original sense “kind” functioned as a synonym for nature, referring to nature or the natural order, 

as well as one’s innate character, form, or natural/native condition. Like its OE stems, kind in early modern 

English can refer to the more ancestrally focused definitions of kind as the “ancestral line or stock from 

which a person is descended” (“kind, n” 12.a) or even the “Progeny, offspring, [or] descendants” 

themselves (11.a), but it also extends beyond these confines to define subdivisions within particular groups 
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and un-kind-ness (instead of nature and the unnatural only) fosters the recognition of a 

variety of cross-species identifications and comparisons, which draws attention to the 

variable nature of relational identity and the means by which relations are formed, 

perceived, and maintained. This focus also reveals how Lear situates an ethics of 

kindness for one’s fellow sufferers within a larger exploration of taxonomy to show the 

danger in permitting the abuse and exploitation of those deemed less than human when 

unaccommodated man is so readily exposed as nothing more than a “poor, bare, forked 

animal” himself.177  

In the sections that follow, I examine Lear’s animal landscape as an expression of 

the play’s greater concerns for kin, kind, and kindness. While this chapter examines 

specific kinds of animals to discern patterns of comparison in the text, I also 

acknowledge the degree to which the play’s exploration of both human and nonhuman 

kind-ness (likeness and sympathy) resists any stable human or animal hierarchy even 

when it draws on the hierarchizing logic to signify moral or taxonomic degeneration. The 

first section of this chapter examines the polysemy of “kind” in early modern England to 

consider how Lear’s misguided assumption that kinship is synonymous with kindness 

informs the denigrating imagery of inhuman un-kind-ness. In the second section, I focus 

                                                 
(such as mankind) that discern racial, social, or gender difference. This differentiating power of kind makes 

it a valuable term when discerning relational identity (either biological or social), as it indicates one’s 

membership to a particular genus or species of individuals or objects “distinguished by common 

characteristics and attributes” (8.a). These significations, along with the now obsolete meaning of kind as 

Nature in general, or in the abstract as “The phenomena of the physical world collectively” or “the 

established order of things within the universe or natural world [rerum natura]” (3.a), situates discussions 

of nature within the play’s recognition of the instability of a divinely ordered hierarchy. 
177 Although nature and kind are quite similar, the focus on kind is necessary to align the concerns 

surrounding categories of human kinds with the ethical treatment of one’s fellow creatures. In fact, Leo 

Salingar asserts that even though critics like Danby and Rosalie Colie interpret “nature” in the context of 

Hookerian world order and Machiavellian self-interest, the references to nature in Lear “refer primarily 

instead to man’s genetic make-up, his basic needs and resources, or the interconnection between body and 

mind” (109).  
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on Lear’s use of animal imagery to characterize unkindness to show that while the 

association of unkindness with beastliness seems to separate human(e) creatures from 

their degenerate adversaries, the animal imagery also destabilises these divisions by 

tracing other avenues of kinship and kindly behaviour that contribute to an increasingly 

blurred distinction of kind/unkind as well as human/nonhuman. The third section 

examines the pervasive dog imagery in the play in relation to service, obedience, 

affection and flattery to consider how the domesticated canine figures differentiate social 

kinds and distinguish those worthy of abuse from others deserving of care. Finally, in the 

fourth section I analyse how Lear’s vision of human animality and vulnerable physicality 

opens new avenues of kind-ness among fellow sufferers, recalibrating how one may 

recognize and extend kindness beyond species and social boundaries. Ultimately, this 

chapter’s reassessment of Lear’s animals seeks to examine the diversity of animal 

signification and illustrate the degree to which the play refuses to stabilize “the human” 

or “the animal” as a workable category and instead insists upon a recognition—and 

possible re-evaluation—of the methods by which kindness is discerned in and extended 

to human and nonhuman creatures alike.  

 

4.1 Kin, Kind, and the Indeterminacy of Unkindness 

Shakespeare’s concern for kinds and kindness in King Lear centres on the nature 

of both biological and social ties, on how one’s relation dictates affection or abuse, and 

how tenuous and mutable those relations can be. In fact, the shifting meaning of the word 

“kind” contributes to—or rather reflects—the changing conception of how kin and 

kindness are discerned in early modern England. In Time-Bound Words (2000), a study of 
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the semantic shifts that accompany societal and cultural changes in England from the 

medieval to early modern period, Peggy A. Knapp explains that in middle English 

“kynde” denotes either benevolence or inherent nature, whereby “blood relations 

determine what is natural in human communities” (82); however, between 1380 and 

1611, kynde (and later kind) “gradually takes on a grammatical function almost devoid of 

its lexical meanings as either ‘nature’ or ‘beneficent’” to become a marker of class or 

category, which she argues comes about as a result of “the slow erosion of a shared 

conception of the natural and human worlds as dominated by nature linked to birth and 

birthright” (82).178 This erosion of the divinely ordered hierarchy and the changing 

perception of identities rooted in blood shifts “kind” further away from its synonymy 

with “nature” (referring to nature or the natural order, as well as one’s innate character, 

form, or natural/native constitution) and transforms it into an organizing principle that 

contributes to the transformation of the ways in which bonds of kin and categories of 

kind are formed and understood.179 Indeed, in her assessment of botanical imagery in 

Titus Andronicus, Jean Feerick considers how the language of “kind” that appears in 

Titus—and repeatedly in Shakespeare’s histories and tragedies—“dominates plays 

centrally concerned with identifications rooted in blood” (87). She asserts that not only 

does “the near obsessive return to the term… [suggest] a category under mutation,” but 

                                                 
178 Knapp argues that Shakespeare’s use of kind is “predominantly modern: of roughly 280 instances in the 

plays and poems, only 26 or so can be read as ‘nature’ at a first level, although a few others can be seen to 

have some lurking suggestiveness in that direction. The remaining instances are divided about evenly 

between a more or less grammaticalized ‘sort’ and ‘beneficent’” (94). 
179 Knapp explains that “Perhaps as a result of broader public (written) discourse on physical and legal 

issues, kynde/kind as ‘nature’ lost ground to the word nature, which gradually could come to be seen as a 

rule-governed system rather than a field full of folk supervised by the female deity Natura. Kind then 

became available for the weaker sense ‘sort’ or ‘category,’ which propelled it toward grammaticalization. 

Simultaneously adjectival kind split off toward its modern implication, ‘beneficent,’ in only a few 

interesting cases resonating with its residual element ‘natural’” (89).  
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that Titus “captures the liminality of the word [kind] at this time with particular force” 

(87).180 Yet, Feerick concludes that Titus is “far more backward-looking than forward-

looking in the way it envisions divisions of human ‘kinds’” by “[understanding] 

difference in relation to qualities of blood” (83) and finding in Aaron’s blackness a 

“crucial axis of difference which enables the resolution to the epistemological crisis 

regarding notions of kind” (Feerick 99). In contrast, Lear’s central crisis of kind-ness is 

located among blooded kin to demonstrate the social construction of biological ties and 

trace how unkindness (the lack of benevolence and resemblance) is perceived once it is 

revealed that the affinity of one’s blooded kin is far from certain. In Lear, the concern for 

kinds (both the categories of sameness/resemblance and consanguineal relations) is 

linked invariably to the social value and function of kindness (benevolence, generosity, 

sympathy)—especially with respect to how the shifting perception of biological and 

social kind-ness influences the expectation and extension of sympathy, pity, or gratitude 

to those within or beyond the boundary of one’s own kin/kind.181 Therefore, Knapp is 

correct in her conclusion that Lear’s use of kind demonstrates how “the ‘obviousness’ of 

                                                 
180 Feerick argues that “kind” also functioned as a synonym for “race,” “both in terms referring to identities 

believed to be materially and metaphysically conjoined in and through lines of blood” (87). Feerick 

explains, “My argument is not merely that botanical imagery pervades the drama as a charged thematic. 

Rather I suggest ways that dramatic literature attempts to make use of this discourse to resolve key 

conceptual issues about human difference… The story of race that this early Shakespearean play records, I 

argue, is far more backward-looking than forward-looking in the way it envisions divisions of human 

“kinds.” In sorting through the play’s dependency on botanical images, concepts, and hierarchies, I hope to 

show how forcefully the play understands difference in relation to qualities of blood. In fact, it seems to 

lean much more heavily on early modern notions of race as rooted in bloodlines and genealogies than it 

does on skin color, even if and as the play allows skin color to inflect these older ideologies of kind” (83). 

For more on the notion of kinds in Titus, see Brian Boyd’s “Kind and Unkindness: Aaron in Titus 

Andronicus” (2004). For thoughtful assessments of the representation of kin and kindness in Merchant, see 

Peggy Kamuf’s “‘This were kindness’: Economies of Difference in The Merchant of Venice” (2010) and 

Amy Greenstadt’s “The Kindest Cut: Circumcision and Queer Kinship in The Merchant of Venice” (2013).  
181 Maya Mathur explains that despite the term’s closeness to gentility, “the term ‘kindness’ was also being 

used to denote ‘The manner or way natural or proper to any one” and “increasingly came to represent a 

form of liberality within which a person’s birth was irrelevant” (P8). 
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the bonds and obligations of kinship has blurred and faded” (96); while Lear believes that 

kinship is innate and bound by/to kindness, the dissolution of his family and identity 

forces him to re-examine what it means to be un-kind. 

Shakespeare’s representation of the unkindness of kin taps into what was a 

familiar concern for early modern audiences, as evidenced by the proverb, “The nearer in 

kin, the less in kindness” (Tiller K38), which finds expression in three of Shakespeare’s 

plays.182 The proverbial pun, which rested on the shared root of both words and the ironic 

inconsistency in their synonymy, finds what is likely its most memorable articulation in 

Hamlet, when Claudius’s hasty marriage to his brother’s wife and his newly assumed 

paternity—calling Hamlet “my cousin … and my son”—leads Hamlet to declare that his 

uncle is “A little more than kin and less than kind” (1.2.66-7). Hamlet’s linguistic play on 

his uncle-father’s failure as kin and kind suggests that Claudius’s breach of familial 

boundaries places him in a paradoxical position whereby he signifies an incestuous 

excess of kinship as well as a troubling lack of kindness. The familiar paradox 

demonstrates that as both a principal of resemblance and a quality of benevolence or pity, 

one’s kind-ness is always relational and often measured in terms of concentration or 

degree. As one who is “less than kind” Claudius fails to extend the benevolent treatment 

(not kind enough) that one expects from one’s kin; however, his being “less than kind” 

also suggests that (as a murdering and usurping brother) he is a degenerate creature 

                                                 
182 Morris Palmer Tilley’s A Dictionary of the Proverbs in England in the Sixteenth and Seventeenth 

Centuries (1983) lists “The nearer in Kin the less in kindness” (K38) as a familiar proverb that signifies the 

often troubling disparity in affection or agreement among kindred. Tilley notes that the proverb finds 

expression in three of Shakespeare’s plays (Richard III, Hamlet, and Macbeth), as well as Norton and 

Sackville’s Gorboduc (“In kinde a father, not in kindlinesse”), Rowley’s Search for Money (“I would he 

not so neere to us in kindred, then sure he would be nearer in kindnesse”), and Webster’s The Duchess of 

Malfi (“You have bloodely approv’d the auncient truth, That kindred commonly doe worse ag[r]ee Then 

remote strangers”), among others (354).  
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whose unnatural treatment of his kin lowers his position on the moral hierarchy below 

human(e) creatures and amongst a more beastly brood.183 Being less than kind involves a 

recognition of kinship or likeness that has been distorted, disfigured, or devalued, which 

results in the repositioning of one’s degenerate kin among similarly differentiated groups. 

The mutable nature of kind-ness results in figures that evade clear categorization, 

appearing within and beyond the boundaries of “natural” kinds. In fact, Claudius’s 

paradoxical kindness comes from his position as a figure who exists both within and 

outside the bonds of kindly treatment, a figure whose kinship continues to both prohibit 

and demand the punishment his unkindness deserves.  

These same mutable boundaries of kinship and kindness are at the heart of Lear. 

Just as Hamlet’s very first lines introduce the indeterminacy of kin that pushes Hamlet to 

question the parameters and obligations of kinship to Claudius, a beastly and “kindless 

villain” (2.2.569), the very first scenes of Lear set out a similar concern for the 

obligations of kinship and the boundaries of natural kinds by contextualizing Lear’s love-

test within a larger discussion of bastardy and the perception/treatment of kin who are 

less than kind. Unlike Shakespeare’s source text King Leir, which opens with the King’s 

lamentation of his queen’s recent death and consideration of the steps he must take to 

ensure his daughters’ success, Lear opens with questions of the king’s favouritism before 

jumping to Gloucester’s rather bawdy discussion of the conception and acknowledgement 

of his bastard son.184 Gloucester admits that he once “so often blushed to acknowledge” 

                                                 
183 Not only does his immorality compromise his human-ness, his incestuous lust for his brother’s wife also 

reaffirms his beastly place. As a fallen and degenerate figure, Claudius is perceived to be a predatory 

“serpent” (1.5.36, 39), a “satyr” in relation to Hamlet’s “Hyperion” father (1.2.140), and a lust-fuelled, 

“incestuous” and “adulterate beast” (1.5.42).  
184 The tragic tale of Lear’s divided kingdom had appeared in Monmouth’s The History of the Kings of 

Britain, Holinshed’s Chronicles, Higgins’s The Mirrour for Magistrates (1573), Spenser’s Faerie Queene, 

and most notably King Leir. Although the anonymously penned play was published in 1605 and entered 
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Edmund as his own because of the shame of his unlawful conception; however, he 

concludes that “the whoreson must be acknowledged,” even if he is not recognized as a 

son “by order of law” like Edgar is (1.1.22-3, 18). This incorporation of a figure who is, 

like Claudius, straddling the borders of categorical and moral kindness calls attention to 

the play’s landscape of indeterminate kind-ness. Edmund’s acknowledged bastardy 

complicates a simplified division of kind from unkind and provides the first of the play’s 

figures of taxonomic indeterminacy.185 As Michael Neill has shown, the bastard was 

considered “An ‘out of joint’ member of a hybrid genus” that was “defined as neither one 

thing nor the other” (272). As a “creature of the uncertain margin” (Neill 272), the 

bastard stands outside of a normal scheme of classification and evades clear 

differentiation, being both an insider and an outsider, biological kin but also 

fundamentally removed in kind. Even though Gloucester acknowledges Edmund and 

loves him in equal measure to his legitimate son, the bastard son remains a differentiated 

figure who is deprived by “the plague of custom” (1.2.3) of the status and benefits of a 

legitimate heir (a denial that, he claims, ultimately inspires his predatory turn against his 

family).186 In fact, Edmund’s soliloquy stands as an articulation of this flawed system 

whereby kin can be easily dismissed and devalued—a process that regularly positions the 

dejected relatives among lesser (more beastly or monstrous/unnatural) kinds in order to 

                                                 
into the Stationers’ Register in 1594, the date of composition for King Leir is unknown. The Gloucester 

subplot is a unique addition to the Lear story in Shakespeare’s adaptation and is sourced from the story of 

the Paphlagonian king in Sidney’s Arcadia.  
185 Neill explains the double meaning of “natural” child as referring to either a legitimate or illegitimate 

offspring contributes to “[t]he paradox of the bastard’s unnatural kind,” which he argues “is close to the 

heart of King Lear where notions of ‘nature’ and ‘kind’ are extensively problematized” (286). He explains 

that “The naturally unnatural character of the bastard makes him into a living exemplar of those ironic 

mechanisms by which nature revenges itself on the perpetrators of vicious and unnatural acts” (285). 
186 It is worth noting that Lear’s return to the logic of illegitimacy to account for his daughters’ unkindness 

(explored further in the next section) fails to explain their disnatured treatment because they are, in fact, his 

natural daughters.  
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affirm their difference and validate their mistreatment. The introduction of Edmund’s 

ambiguous position as kin and the question of the kindness he deserves is placed 

strategically in the play’s opening scenes, first to address the perception of differentiated 

biological progeny and then—after Cordelia’s disownment and disinheritance—to 

question how natal bonds are valued and transformed when discerning the status and 

origin of kin who are perceived to be less than kind (that is, reduced in degree, degenerate 

in nature, and/or deficient in benevolence). 

The love-test is the first of many challenges to Lear’s assumption that kin are 

necessarily kind, and his response to Cordelia’s failure to articulate her affection 

demonstrates the degree to which he registers unkindness as an indication of difference 

and a reason for her re-classification beyond the boundaries of kin. Lear’s 

misinterpretation of Cordelia’s “nothing” as representative of the absence of affection 

and natural obligation prompts her recasting as an “untender” and seemingly foreign 

figure, whose unnatural actions warrant her estrangement. After her failure in the love-

test, Lear distances himself from Cordelia by denying the “Propinquity and property of 

blood” (1.1.113) that once informed their mutual affection, denying both paternity and 

affinity to his “sometime daughter” (1.1.119). This alliterative denial of genealogical ties 

in terms of the property of blood seems at first to allude to Cordelia’s lost inheritance; 

Lear’s refusal to include Cordelia in the redistributed ownership of his lands does indeed 

leave her without the property (both her dowry and her division of land) that she, as one 

of his daughters, was promised. However, Lear’s denial of the “property” of blood refers 

more pointedly to a deeper and more detrimental re-evaluation of the composition and 
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quality of her character, perceiving it as something completely adverse to his own.187 It is 

both a denial of their consanguineal bond and a declaration of her degenerate character. 

In his eyes, Cordelia’s inability to articulate her affection warrants his rejection of the 

“propinquity” of blood (the nearness in kinship) and the obligations that come with these 

ties.  

  Once he shifts both his perception of and obligation to Cordelia, Lear rhetorically 

transforms her from beloved daughter into a foreign creature that is literally made un-

kind (and un-kinned) when he declares that she is now “strangered with our oath,” and 

“new-adopted to our hate” (1.1.202-3). Lear translates Cordelia from a familiar and 

familial figure to a “stranger” (1.1.114) whose quality and character seems to him so 

surprisingly and utterly unlike his own that it warrants his disownment and his violence. 

He declares that she is akin to the “barbarous Scythian” (1.1.115) who devours his 

children because—in Lear’s mind—both figures are foreign creatures who forsake the 

bonds of kinship and deserve as “well neighbour’d” (1.1.118) and equally kind a 

treatment as the other. The comparison of Cordelia to the cannibal signifies the 

defamiliarizing effect of her forced estrangement while also foreshadowing the ravenous 

and consumptive nature of Lear’s other daughters who threaten to devour him after first 

“digest[ing]” Cordelia’s divided dowry (1.1.127). It is fitting that France remarks at how 

“strange” a scene it is to see Lear dismiss Cordelia, and though he admits that “her 

offence / Must be of such unnatural degree” that it “monsters” their relationship, he does 

                                                 
187 The interpretation of “property” as a possession (like one’s landed property) would be a mistaken 

anachronism since, as David Armitage points out, “[t]he sense of ‘property’ as [material] possessions 

would emerge only later in the seventeenth century, long after Shakespeare’s death” (36). Armitage 

explains that “A brief survey of the word ‘property’ and its cognates in Shakespeare’s works yields two 

consistent clusters of meaning: anything that is one’s own [a quality or attribute that is appropriate to a 

person] and something (or somebody) that can be used or instrumentalised” (34). He reads the “property of 

blood” in the context of this first definition (36).   
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not seem to accept that Cordelia is the cause of the deformed state (1.1.212, 217-9). In 

fact, he once again finds it “strange that from their cold’st neglect” his love should so 

easily “kindle to inflam’d respect” (1.1.253-4, emphasis added).188 France’s perception of 

Lear’s strange and cold dismissal against his own warm welcome of new kindred 

emphasizes the extremity of Lear’s “stubborn linkage between kin and kindness,” which 

enables his quick dismissal of Cordelia and “accounts for a good part of his tragic 

blindness” (Knapp 95). In fact, Lear’s tendency to literalize the absence of kindness as a 

negation of kinship is the product of Lear’s assumption of fixed and discrete taxonomies 

of kind; it is why Cordelia’s “nothing” becomes the basis for her revision as a foreign 

stranger, and why Goneril’s unkindness provokes Lear’s disgust and prompts his 

declaration to Regan that “thy sister’s naught” (2.4.131). It is no coincidence that 

Goneril’s mistreatment of Lear is first introduced as a “great abatement of kindness” 

(1.4.58) that has suddenly appeared amongst those he considers kith and kin, since what 

Lear first perceives as “a most faint neglect” of Goneril’s filial duty becomes the “very 

pretense and purpose of unkindness” (1.4.66, 68) whereby the family unit transforms into 

a paradoxical space that is peopled by morally and ontologically unkind kin. Like Lear’s 

dismissal of Cordelia, his rejection of Goneril as a “Degenerate bastard” (1.4.251) 

involves a similar reassessment of the propinquity (degree of kinship) and property 

(quality or composition) of her blood and a re-categorization amongst creatures that are 

perceived to be less than kind. 

                                                 
188 This characterization of nature being kindled within is expressed in the quarto version of Lear when the 

tortured Gloucester calls to Edmund to “enkindle all the sparks of nature, / To quit this horrid act” (14.83-

4). In the Folio, “enkindle” is replaced with “unbridle,” which shifts the image of ignited kinship to one of 

impassioned response.  
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Lear’s perception of unkindness as taxonomic absence is fitting given the play’s 

patterns of negation and human animality, as well as Lear’s misguided view of natural 

taxonomies of kind. The play traces the hubris of Lear’s assumption that kind-ness is 

essential by denaturalizing kinship and exploring the field of indistinction that exists 

beneath the human properties that Lear believes to be innate. It does so by first allowing 

Lear to strip himself of his power and position, and then by forcing Lear to examine what 

humans become in this divested state. Though Lear fixates on the transformed state of his 

children, it is his own negated place that forces him to navigate the field of human 

indistinction (both his own and others’) that positions humans among the beasts. When 

the Fool declares, “I had rather be any kind o’ thing than a fool: and yet I would not be 

thee, nuncle” (1.4.181-3) he recognizes that Lear’s transformed state is not a degenerative 

fall but a form of erasure and negation in kind. He states with confidence, “I am better 

than thou art now; I am a fool, thou art nothing” (1.4.190-1). Without the properties he 

once held to define his place Lear is nothing (no clear thing), a standing that sets him in a 

far more precarious place than a lowly Fool. Lear is set outside the imagined taxonomy of 

kinds he believed to be essential and appears instead as a “shadow” of his former self, as 

an “O without a figure” (1.4.228, 189-90). This characterization of Lear’s negated place 

as an O or zero is central to the play’s examination of the realm of human indistinction 

where the boundary between humans and beasts collapses.189 Numerically, a zero alone 

lacks or is an absence of value; however, when positioned among other numbers—for 

example, 10, 307, or 2042—that same 0 now stands as a representation of a far larger 

                                                 
189 The pattern of negation also aligns with the play’s trajectory whereby that which is figurative to start is 

made literal: Cordelia’s figurative nothingness leads to her literal absence, and Lear’s bare figuration is 

made literal nakedness on the heath. 
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number than its value in isolation. The human, like the O that signifies the quality of 

nothingness, is only given meaning when set alongside a figure from which it may be 

interpreted as a part of a larger system of signification.  

The turn to the animal field to fill the taxonomic absence of unkindness is a 

logical move when one considers a human’s naturally indeterminate nature and his 

paradoxical reliance on nonhuman creatures to signify humanness. Lear’s representations 

of human indeterminacy, mutability, and animality reflect the troubling implications of 

the vision of man outlined in Pico della Mirandola’s Oration on the Dignity of Man 

(1486). In his account of what he deems the “happiness of man… to be whatever he 

chooses to be” (par. 4), Pico describes man’s exceptional indeterminacy as the source of 

his capacity for self-definition and transformation. He explains that God mandates that 

man “would receive nothing proper to himself,” and instead “shall have joint possession 

of whatever nature had been given to any other creature” (par. 3); as a result, man is “a 

creature of indeterminate and indifferent nature,” with “no fixed place to live, no form 

that is peculiar to [him], nor any function that is [his] alone” (par. 3). For Pico, humans 

are like chameleons; their joint possession of animal natures affords an almost 

inexhaustible network of non-human relations, meaning that they define their humanness 

though their paradoxically nonhuman forms and functions. However, while Pico lauds 

human potentiality when faced with man’s capacity to climb or fall, Lear does not offer 

this same optimism; instead the play explores the implications of man’s inherent 

indeterminacy, mutability, and his reliance on nonhuman animals to enable his human 

potential. This exploration is nowhere more clear than on the heath and in Lear’s 

confrontation with Edgar’s nakedness. Laurie Shannon’s insightful study of Lear’s 
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representation of human nakedness and negative exceptionalism considers the model of 

human indistinction that emerges from these scenes and concludes that the play exposes 

man as “a creature without properties, a natural-historical oxymoron” (196) that relies on 

beasts to stand “not only as the guarantors of the very idea of ‘Man’ and suppliers of 

metaphor, but also as literal outfitters” (185). When Lear comes upon Edgar’s “uncover’d 

body” he marvels at his divestment of those animal “lendings”—the worm’s silk, the 

beast’s hide, the sheep’s wool, and the cat’s perfume—that man employs to clothe his 

naked form (3.4.100-4); he declares that Edgar is “the thing itself,” a picture of raw 

humanness that reveals man to be no more than “a poor, bare, forked animal” (3.4.104-7). 

This taxonomy of man is, as Shannon argues, the result of the “comparative reference 

across species and the zoographic notion of animal integrity,” which defines man by his 

exceptional deficiency and perceives him as “that unready animal who lacks a coat” 

(196). Indeed, when Lear is stripped of power, kin, retinue, reason, and finally his 

clothes, the figure that remains reveals the human to be an inherently naked, property-

less, and deficient kind of animal. However, it is not just human deficiency but rather 

human indistinction that is the play’s key concern: as an animal that often lacks the innate 

properties that might affirm his human-ness, as an animal that must borrow coats from 

other creatures to define and protect himself, and as an animal whose vital likeness to 

other creatures also compromises his capacity to be human, a human is an animal that is 

inherently less than, and sometimes paradoxically un-kind.  

Lear’s vision of human indeterminacy and inhuman unkindness presents man as a 

creature whose mutability and indeterminacy continually positions him at the border of 

“the human.” It also exposes the precarious nature of “the human” as a stable category 
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that can be distinguished from “the animal”—or, more accurately, distinguished from the 

variety of animal kinds from which humanness draws its signification. Without a fixed 

rank or properties, human individuals are always a reflection of the larger network of 

nonhuman kinds, and unlike the other propertied creatures whose individuated members 

are a reflection of the species as a whole, the human species is a far more mutable 

category with no stable picture of “the human” to which humans may fashion themselves 

in kind. Instead, categories of correspondence and difference serve to sort and rank the 

variety of humans that exist within the indistinct realm of unkindness; these arbitrary 

categories ultimately determine who is considered kin and who is positioned outside the 

circle of care and consideration. While human animality remains a fundamental feature of 

humankind-ness, it is also a feature that simultaneously has the potential to make him less 

than human. And, with no discrete taxonomies separating humans from beasts on the 

moral and ontological continuum, the difference between the two is also revealed to be a 

difference in degree, not kind.190 In Lear we witness the dissolution of categories 

believed to be essential, and with it a reconsideration of the qualities and actions that 

determine one’s closeness or nearness in kinship as well as the responsibility (or 

kindness) owed to those recognized to be a part of one’s own community/category. As a 

result, I argue that Lear ultimately explores man’s indeterminate and bestial nature to 

examine what it means to be human and—more importantly—what it means to be “kind” 

(as both a member of a particular species/group and as one who exhibits benevolence to 

those recognized as kin). 

                                                 
190 Once Lear’s place is shown to be inessential, the play repeatedly maps the separation of man and beast 

using a moral continuum where beastliness stands as a signification of immorality, with humans and beasts 

positioned at various points along the spectrum.  
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The next section examines how Lear assesses the unkindness of his kin using an 

essentialist logic that fails to recognize or comprehend the natural indeterminacy and 

animality of mankind. Lear perceives himself as the centre of his meaning-making 

universe and interprets others by way of their kind-ness to him, but the play forces Lear 

to define what someone is when s/he is set outside or beyond naturalized taxonomies of 

kind. As he searches for terms to express the extremity of the un-kind-ness of his 

children, the realm of beasts provides fitting images of other creatures that are also alike 

in and less than kind—that is, creatures that are cruel by nature, creatures born and bred 

of an inferior sort, or creatures set below others on the moral scale for which “beastly” 

kinds serve as figures of human degeneracy. In fact, Lear’s reassessment of Goneril (and 

later Regan) seems to be the beginning of a revealing process by which he learns what 

Cordelia had refused to divulge about her sisters: just before her departure, Cordelia 

declares, “I know you what you are; / And like a sister am most loth to call / Your faults 

as they are named” (1.1.268-70). Lear displays neither Cordelia’s ontological surety at 

what her sisters are nor her discretion for naming their faults and, as a result, the animal 

field becomes the supplier of figures with which Lear attempts to characterize their 

cruelty, bastardy, and monstrous inhumanity. Although Lear employs animal images to 

signify moral transgression, he also traces lines of correspondence and difference across 

species in an attempt to stabilize the disordered human kinds that appear within the 

chaotic realm of indistinction created by the divided state. As a result, Lear’s 

confrontation with bestial unkindness is not only a renunciation of filial ingratitude but 

also a taxonomic struggle to define what a human is when he or she is unkind. 
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4.2 Avian Predators and Slithering Fiends: Characterizing Unkindness  

The play’s examination of unkindness is best articulated through Lear’s fixation 

on his daughters’ unnatural ingratitude and his perception of it as a beastly, monstrous, 

and predatory force. In The Book Named the Governor, Thomas Elyot provides a 

valuable assessment of “Ingratitude, commonly called Unkindness,” which he describes 

as “the most damnable vice, and most against justice” (152). He explains that “He is 

unkind who denieth to have received any benefit, that he hath indeed received. He is 

unkind, that disembleth,” and “he is unkind, that recompenseth not” (152).191 Elyot 

concludes, however, that “he is most unkind, that forgetteth” because “he that forgetteth 

kindness, may never be kind, since all the benefit is quite fallen from him” (152, 

emphasis added). Not only does Elyot’s descriptions of ingratitude recognize that 

kindness is a process of reciprocal or transactional assistance and affection that depends 

on remembering kindness received, he also acknowledges that by forgetting “kindness” 

one may never be “kind”—that is, he may neither show gratitude to others nor continue 

to be recognized as human(e) kin. As a result, he that may never be kind is repositioned at 

or beyond the borders of human kind-ness. In Shakespeare’s play, we see this same re-

categorization of human kinds when filial ingratitude appears as both the source and 

symptom of the dissolution of human kinship. In this disordered state, the animal world 

provides a vocabulary with which Lear makes sense of and expresses that which exists 

beyond the static conception of kind-ness that his daughters’ ingratitude dissolves, and 

Lear finds examples of ungrateful beasts with whom he may compare and characterize 

                                                 
191 Ironically, while Goneril and Regan offer hyperbolic claims of love in excess during the love-trial, 

Cordelia presents Lear with a straightforward explanation of her reciprocal obligation to him, presenting 

gratitude as an expression of love: “You have begot me, bred me, loved me: I / Return those duties back as 

are right fit, / Obey you, love you, and most honour you” (1.1.95-7).   



  

 

222 

 

his children’s mistreatment. These beasts also signify the immoral animality of his 

children’s ingratitude and stand in opposition to the conception of a kind of humane 

humanness that seems to elude most characters. Nevertheless, while Lear employs these 

inhuman figures to clarify the nature of his degenerate children and stabilize their true 

place among more beastly kin, the animal imagery contributes to a far more complex 

system of relatedness that challenges Lear’s ability to set himself apart from his 

ungrateful children and categorize them as creatures that may never be kind. 

Though the story of Lear’s unkind daughters derives from a variety of sources, the 

zoomorphism of Goneril (and later Regan) finds its primary source in King Leir. In 

particular, the characterization of Gonerill and Ragan as “fell vipers” (5.10.49), 

“monsterous, vild” creatures (3.1.18) who are a “shame unto thy sex” (3.2.38), or 

“fiend[s] in likeness of a human creature” (5.10.73), which all resemble and likely inform 

the degrading slurs lodged against Shakespeare’s version of Leir’s cruel daughters. Leir’s 

animal imagery refers almost exclusively to Leir and his daughters, and while those 

images echo through Shakespeare’s text the scale and complexity of Lear’s zoological 

landscape is unique to Shakespeare’s adaptation—in part due to Shakespeare’s dual plots 

of bestial kin, but also because of his subtle treatment of animal kinds in relation to 

human character and kind-ness. In Leir, the animal images function almost entirely to 

symbolize the viperous daughters as low and malign creatures, and there is attention paid 

to granting contrastingly avian characteristics to the redeemable members of the family: 

Cordella is perceived as a “proud peacock” (1.2.84) whose wings her sisters think 

warrant clipping (2.2.17-8), while Leir considers himself “as kind as is the pelican, / That 

kills itself, to have her young ones’ lives,” yet also “as jealous as the princely eagle, / 
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That kills her young ones, if they do but dazzle / Upon the radiant splendour of the sun” 

(2.3.43-7). While these particular birds symbolize the nature of both Cordella and Leir, 

they also function to contrast the “good” and heavenly characters (like birds who fly 

between the earth and heaven) who are ultimately redeemed against their low and “evil” 

counterparts who reside on or below ground. Though Lear’s animals and zoomorphism 

recast some of these same creatures—the serpent and pelican specifically—Shakespeare 

seems intent on complicating the moralized animality and redemptive story presented in 

Leir by undermining Lear’s perception of his kin and their capacity to be unkind. While 

the characters in the play draw on a variety of animal images to characterize the cruelty 

of Lear’s unnatural kin, Lear himself offers primarily avian and serpentine imagery to 

represent the nature and experience of filial ingratitude and to condemn his children as 

ferocious and unnatural beasts. Although these images signify the bestial depravity of his 

daughters’ disnatured treatment, I argue that they also challenge Lear’s vilification of his 

children as unnatural and inhuman creatures by building patterns of interspecies 

resemblance that complicate Lear’s moral and taxonomic position above and apart from 

his “unkind” kin. In Shakespeare’s adaptation, the Fool becomes an integral figure for 

our perception of unkindness since the Fool constantly calls attention to Lear’s mistakes 

and misperceptions by using animal figures that force Lear (and, in turn, the audience) to 

question what it means to be unkind.  

As critics have extensively demonstrated, Lear’s characterization of Goneril and 

later Regan’s bestial unkindness draws on the behaviour and character of predatory 

animals to signify the ferocity and greed of his children. When Goneril displays the 

unkindness of which Lear has been warned by his Knight, the Fool provides the first 
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exemplar of ravenous greed with the parable of the hedge-sparrow, who after raising and 

feeding the cuckoo’s offspring as its own has “its head bit off by its young” (1.4.214). 

The example serves as a warning to Lear that his daughters will mimic the cuckoo’s 

rapacity and show him a similarly violent fate. Indeed, the image holds true as Lear 

describes Goneril as a “Detested kite” with a “wolvish visage” (1.4.260, 306). The 

characterization of Goneril as a kite—a bird that Pliny describes as “most rapacious… 

and always hungry” (X.XII)—signifies her greed and cruelty (characteristics signified a 

second time by her lupine appearance, and echoed in her cuckoo and pelican nature).192 

Not only does Goneril resemble the greedy cuckoo who may swiftly murder its parent, 

she is also cruel “like a vulture” that tires her “Sharp-toothed unkindness” within Lear’s 

breast, biting and tearing him apart from within (2.4.131-2).193 Lear interprets her 

defiance as a physical attack and declares that “her eyes are fierce,” that she “Look’d 

black upon me” and “struck me with her tongue / Most serpent-like upon the very heart” 

(2.4.170, 157-8). Even as Lear declares that she tears at his chest like a vulture and strikes 

at his heart like a serpent, he admits that these similarities pale in comparison to the 

intensity of his suffering. This unspeakable pain is why he hopes that Goneril will beget 

her own ingrate progeny so that she may feel that it is even “sharper than a serpent’s 

tooth… To have a thankless child” (1.4.286-7).194 The animal imagery repeatedly serves 

                                                 
192 Pelicans—like the cuckoo and the kite—are associated with greed and insatiable hunger. 
193 In Beaumont and Fletcher’s Love’s Pilgrimage, edited by Theobald, Seward, and Sympton, a footnote 

explains that this image in Lear is not an allusion to Prometheus as it might seem. Rather, “tied” is a 

corruption of “tir’d” which is a falconry reference, referring to when the bird tears its prey to pieces. The 

note explains that “To tire a Hawk or Vulture, in Falconry, is to give him a Leg or a Wing of a Pullet to 

pluck at; how much then is this Passage heightened by restoring the probably original Term, and making 

Lear say, That his Daughter had given his Heart to Unkindness as to a Vulture, to be pluck’d at and tore in 

pieces?” (54).  
194 Shakespeare repeats the image of sharp, biting and stinging ingratitude in As You Like It when the winter 

wind cannot “bite so nigh / As benefits forgot,” and its freezing “sting is not so sharp / As friend 

remembered not” (2.7.186-90).  
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to express the physical pain of betrayal, with ingratitude reappearing throughout the play 

as a biting force that employs sharp teeth and dispenses stinging pains. It eats away at 

Lear’s body and even appears as a spectre that haunts Edgar in the form of a “foul fiend 

[that] bites [at his] back (3.6.17).195 In fact, the images of wild and ferocious beasts that 

strike and tear at Lear’s flesh contribute to a larger pattern of metaphors expressing the 

anguish and vulnerability of the human body as it is wrenched, shaken, struck, pierced, 

cracked, broken, and left for dead. 

The imagery of predatory beasts and physical suffering also contributes to a 

pattern of kin-digestion that pervades the play and comes to a head in Lear’s 

characterization of Goneril and Regan as “pelican daughters” who readily feed on their 

father’s blood. The cuckoo, kite, serpent, and pelican all signify ingratitude and serve as 

examples of creatures that readily consume their own kin. As a result, these animals do 

not only, as Heilman argues, “emphasize the ferocity and bestiality into which human 

beings can fall” (93), they provide specific animal kinds to signify and clearly 

characterize the gluttonous, predatory and cannibalizing nature of Lear’s unnatural and 

ungrateful progeny. It is Lear who supplies the first kin-devouring figure when he 

compares Cordelia to the Scythian who makes messes of his children, an image that 

stands as an ironic model for his own cruel children who will later become figurative 

predators that bite, sting and seem eager to devour him and his kingdom without remorse. 

Yet, while this zoomorphism as voracious beasts positions them among inhuman kinds, 

their cannibalizing appetites also dehumanize Lear and reduce him to an object to 

                                                 
195 Edgar is the victim of Edmund’s unkindness and his father’s mistaken ire. Given his current state, which 

is the result of filial ingratitude and, arguably, of parental unkindness, one must indeed beware and 

“bless… [a] good man’s son, from the foul fiend!” (4.1.56-7).  
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consume. He (like his kingdom) is cut apart, ingested and absorbed by those now in 

power. He becomes acutely aware of his embodied state as he is torn apart and consumed 

alive by his ravenous daughters. His characterization as prey for his cannibalizing 

progeny emphasizes the vulnerability of his body, erasing the distinction between human 

and animal flesh, and between the bodies coded as meat (sanctioned as food) and those 

recognized as kin (those who should not be eaten). The consumption imagery pushes the 

boundaries and tests the limits of “human” sympathy by repositioning both Lear and his 

daughters outside the boundaries of human kinds and, therefore, beyond the ethics of 

human kinship. The vision of unnatural and inhuman(e) treatment calls attention to man’s 

animal body, offers a chilling vision of the devaluation of human life, and demonstrates 

the violent consequences of a man’s life and flesh made cheap as a beast’s.  

Yet, just as these images of familial consumption affirm the unnatural cruelty of 

Lear’s daughters, the Fool offers another, more troubling image of Lear’s as an animal to 

be eaten—one that seems to complicate the vilification of Lear’s predatory progeny. Just 

after Regan refuses to see him and he finds Kent in the stocks Lear cries “O me, my 

heart! My rising heart! But down!” (2.4.118), and the Fool responds with a predictably 

facetious picture of a cockney maid beating eels into a pie as a way of counselling Lear’s 

management of his rebellious passions. He says, “Cry to it, Nuncle, as the cockney did to 

the eels when she put ’em i’th’ paste alive; she knapp’d ’em o’th’ coxcombs with a stick, 

and cried ‘Down, wantons, down!’” (2.4.119-22). The description of the cockney maid’s 

response to the rebellious eels destined for her pie offers a picture that suggests that Lear 

is an unnatural figure whose decision to divest his kingdom before his death contributes 

to his children becoming predatory beasts that eat him alive. The Fool’s parable is meant 
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as a wry reply to Lear’s increasing despair, and some may be tempted to read the eels’ 

rebellion as a symbol of the disobedience Goneril and Regan show Lear—a disobedience 

he must also suppress with force. However, this interpretation does not consider that Lear 

himself is figured as consumed flesh and, moreover, fails to recognize the critique 

implicit in the Fool’s story. In fact, the scene should be read as a parallel to Lear’s 

unnatural divestment of his kingdom before his death and his daughters’ struggle to 

suppress him and his unruly knights. Unlike the other animals for consumption that are 

already dead when purchased and therefore not prone to this unnatural act of rebellion, 

the eels must instead be beaten down and killed before the cockney maid can make her 

pie; their struggle against the maid is a doomed fight to survive that depicts animal 

slaughter as excessive butchery. Like the cockney maid, Lear’s daughters must subdue 

that which should already be dead so that they can truly enjoy the dish that was promised. 

Goneril and Regan’s abuse of the power Lear gave them and the consumption of the 

lands he granted becomes a ravenous attack on their still-living father because of the 

unnatural place Lear creates for himself when he gives away his kingdom.  

This image does not divorce Goneril and Regan from their malignity, but instead 

draws upon the dehumanizing patterns used to characterize their unkindness to reconsider 

how Lear’s unnatural place undermines his assessment of fault and perception of 

unnatural kinds. This framework is especially true in the use of ungrateful animal kinds 

to represent the ingratitude of his children—in particular, the cuckoo, pelican, and 

serpent. The Fool presents the cuckoo’s callous treatment of its parent to serve as an 

image for Lear’s conception of ingratitude as both an aggressively consumptive force and 

a condition that undermines the blood ties that are thought to ensure the kindness of kin; 
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however, the parable of the cuckoo and hedge-sparrow also provides a model with which 

Lear attempts to rationalize unkindness as an indication of illegitimacy (one who is 

literally not one’s own kind)—a rationalization which the Fool forces him to reconsider 

by exploring the logic of Lear’s discernment of kind-ness (that which makes one kin). 

To start, the Fool provides Lear with animal images of cuckoldry that support 

Lear’s simplified divisions of kind from unkind and provide a straightforward reason for 

his daughter’s unkindness: she is the “degenerate bastard” of some other man.196 The 

cuckoo’s imposter progeny are the natural and etymological source for cuckoldry and, 

since cuckoos are believed to be placed in the nests of other birds because of the cuckoo’s 

awareness that it is hated by others, the comparison suggests that Goneril is a hated 

creature who has tried to hide her malignity and degeneracy among better kinds (an 

inverse of Edgar’s forced disguise among lesser creatures in order to survive). Indeed, 

Goneril’s characterization as a “detested kite” reiterates the cuckoo’s implication that she 

is an inferior kind of loathed creature trying to disguise herself as a nobler breed.197 The 

Fool seems to fan the fire that points to Lear’s questionable paternity when he notes how 

the snail keeps his house “to put’s head in” and “not give it away to his daughters and 

leave his horns without a case” (1.5.29-30), implying that Lear’s uncovered head exposes 

his cuckold’s horns. While both the oyster and snail serve as examples of animals whose 

natural accommodations call attention to a human’s naturally vulnerable state, Lear’s lack 

of accommodations can also be read as the fitting result of a cuckolded father if his 

                                                 
196 Note that Lear’s accusations are not that Goneril is his bastard, like Edmund is to Gloucester, but instead 

a child of another man and family altogether.  
197 The kite, like the cuckoo, is associated with figures who try to appear to be of a more noble breed than 

they are (“to seem a hawk, and be a kite”). The bestiary also notes that kites would sometimes carry 

cuckoos on their backs. The kite may also be known to devour their kin, given that Robert Baron refers to 

the “brood-devouring Kite” in the third book of Erotopaignion, or; The Cyprian Academy (1647).  
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illegitimate kin are not bound by nature and blood to the man who did not beget them. It 

is this line of reasoning that prompts Lear to declare that if Regan is not glad to see him 

when he arrives, he would “divorce” himself “from [her] mother’s shrine, / Sepulchring 

an adulteress” (2.4.128-9). This continued suggestion that illegitimacy is the cause of 

unkindness not only contributes to Lear’s attempts to reframe ingratitude as un-kind-ness 

(the lack of consanguineal bonds), it also illustrates how Lear maintains a clear separation 

of legitimate kin from those who he perceives as unnatural and unkind because he 

believes that he has a remaining daughter who upholds these same essential divisions. 

In fact, Lear’s dismissal of Goneril and his perception of her as a “degenerate 

bastard” draws on the same logic of natural kind-ness outlined in Hamlet whereby 

disobedience and disloyalty denotes illegitimacy. Claudius’s unnatural unkindness is, in 

part, what prompts Hamlet’s consideration of the kind-ness owed to his father—that is, a 

display of loyalty that would prove that he is a natural and kind son ready to avenge his 

father’s death. This perception of kind-ness leads him to the seemingly contradictory 

conclusion that in avenging his father, he “must be cruel, only to be kind” (3.4.167). 

Though his conclusion that cruelty begets kindness seems an illogical line of succession, 

the logic of his claims comes in response to the ghost’s declaration that “If thou hast 

nature in thee”—that is, if Hamlet has the incitement of his father’s son—then he must 

“bear it not” (1.5.81). The consanguineal bond of father and son demands retribution for 

the King’s unnatural death; Hamlet’s revenge would both fulfill his filial duty and affirm 

his paternity. Hamlet’s cruelty exists as an extension of his kind-ness (his obligation to 

his kin) and not an unnatural act of violence—as evidenced by his separation of the two 

when he asks that his heart “lose not thy nature” as he plans to “be cruel, not unnatural” 
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(3.2.378) toward his mother in order to be kind to her. By characterizing filial 

responsibility as an affirmation of paternal legitimacy and perceiving cruelty as a viable 

expression of kindness, the paradox of the ghost’s demand stands both as an extension of 

Hamlet’s concern for Claudius’s un-kind-ness and as an important source for Lear’s 

exploration of cruelty, relational identity, and the categorization of those kindred 

creatures that are “less than kind.” In fact, in his revelation of Goneril’s true nature and 

before he realizes that Regan’s mind is like her sister’s, Lear finds some comfort in the 

belief that he has yet another daughter who he is sure is “kind and comfortable” 

(1.4.304). Regan’s kindness is set in opposition to Goneril’s cruelty and duplicitous 

form—a form that Lear imagines Regan will readily flay in her father’s defence. While 

some critics interpret Regan’s flaying nails as an indication of her own unnatural and 

inherently cruel nature (in particular because of the later echo in Gloucester’s declaration 

that he will not see Regan’s “cruel nails pluck out [her father’s] poor old eyes” (3.7.55)), 

it is important to recognize that at this point in the play Regan’s imagined attack on her 

sister is an indication to Lear that she (like Hamlet) would be merely cruel to be kind.198 

Before her true cruelty is revealed later on, Regan’s flaying of Goneril’s “wolvish visage” 

is imagined as a loyal and defensive move that will justly peel back Goneril’s deceptive 

mask to reveal her as an imposter whose evils are made all the more clear once punished 

                                                 
198 This correlation of kindness with both paternal legitimacy and loyalty is possibly best expressed in 

Laertes’s response to Gertrude after he returns to avenge his father’s murder. In response to Gertrude’s 

request that he be calm, Laertes asserts that such an unnatural response would challenge his position as 

Polonius’s true son:  

That drop of blood that’s calm proclaims me bastard, 

Cries cuckold to my father, brands the harlot 

Even here between the chaste unsmirched brow 

Of my true mother (4.5.14-7) 
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by Lear’s legitimate progeny.199 Just like the cuckoo proverb, the picture of beastly 

cruelty in Regan’s flaying nails provides Lear with a picture of discernible kind-ness 

where blooded kin remains faithful to a parent in accordance with nature. 

 Unfortunately for Lear, the illegitimacy of Goneril and the loyal kind-ness of 

Regan are imagined scenarios that rest upon Lear’s mistaken belief that kin must 

necessarily be kind; as the play progresses we witness the breakdown of these beliefs as 

the Fool forces Lear to reconsider the “kindly” treatment of and relation to his kin. 

Fittingly, just as Lear assures himself that Regan shall prove more “kind” than Goneril 

the Fool warns Lear that kindness is, ironically, relative. The Fool asserts that Lear “Shalt 

see thy other daughter will use thee kindly, for though she’s as like this as a crab is like 

an apple, yet I can tell what I can tell” (1.5.14-6). His statement is unsurprisingly 

ambiguous, where “kindly” does not clarify whether Regan shall use Lear “kindly” as 

one should a father (with gratitude and affection), or whether she will follow Goneril’s 

example by offering unkindness in place of sympathy. The Fool’s description of crabs 

and apples that follows offers only slight clarification: he suggests that although both 

daughters appear alike in kind, one’s true nature is always hidden and not worn 

outwardly like the wolf’s skin, as Lear imagines. The Fool asserts that all he can tell Lear 

is that “She will taste as like this as a crab does to a crab” (1.5.18),200 which suggests that 

the sourness of the crab apple exists in both daughters (that one crab will taste like the 

                                                 
199 The line is, interestingly, a choice revision of a similar line from Leir in which Ragan declares that she 

“will with these nails scratch out [Cordella’s] hateful eyes” (5.2.27). This shift is yet another instance of 

Shakespeare shifting one’s expectations to make an image of savagery function as a protective display. 

Shakespeare repeats this image of loyal aggression after Goneril dismisses Albany’s concern for her lack of 

kindness. Albany says “Were’t my fitness / To let these hands obey my blood, / They are apt enough to 

dislocate and tear / Thy flesh and bones” (16.61-3). His description of his hands that might obey his blood 

suggests both wrath and filial duty (his protection of his father-in-law/king).  
200 Although it may be tempting to read the reference here to “crab” as the crustacean, the Fool’s insult is 

only logical if read in terms of the sweet-looking, yet deceptively sour fruit.  
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other) even though Lear believes the second to be sweet.201 While the proverbial prods 

that follow the Fool’s discussion of kindly crab apples return to insinuations of 

illegitimacy as a reason for filial unkindness, the Fool’s ambiguity surrounding “kindly” 

treatment suggests that Goneril and Regan’s unkindness may not fall far from the tree.  

In fact, though the Fool is the one who provides the analogy of the sparrow and 

cuckoo, which suggests that Lear could not have begot such unkind kin, he challenges 

Lear’s attempts to separate his kin from himself by noting how much they resemble one 

another. Just before offering the cuckoo proverb that prompts Lear to question his 

paternity, the Fool marvels at “what kin thou and thy daughters are” (1.4.178). This 

observation could be read as a sarcastic comment on their lack of kinship (their failure to 

show one another kindness), but it seems more likely that his declaration reflects the 

degree to which he recognizes their likeness—especially their shared inclination to 

aggression and violence. The Fool explains that even when their reasons differ, their 

actions are the same: “they’ll have me whipped for speaking true, thou’lt have me 

whipp’d for lying,” in fact, “sometime I am whipp’d for holding my peace” (1.4.179-81). 

Both father and daughter display a similar lack of kindness toward the Fool—a mutual 

unkindness that has already been demonstrated in the play’s opening scene. When France 

says to “Bid them farewell, Cordelia, though unkind” (1.1.259), he differentiates his 

newly formed kinship with Cordelia from the ‘unkind” family she loses and encourages 

her to extend kindness nonetheless. Though one may mistakenly replicate Lear’s 

                                                 
201 It is worth noting that the audience has already heard Goneril admit that Regan’s “mind and mine, I 

know, in that are one, / Not to be over-ruled” by the “Idle old man / That still would manage those 

authorities / That he hath given away” (1.3.16-9). The discussion of one’s sour centre then foreshadows 

Lear’s realization of Regan’s nature and his desire to anatomize her to see what breeds within and causes 

the hardness of her heart.  
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misjudgement and attribute “unkind” to Cordelia in this line, France’s request that she 

show gentleness and consideration to her collectively “unkind” family before leaving 

them for “a better where to find” (1.1.259-60) serves as his recognition of Cordelia’s loss 

of kin (the family made un-kind/un-kinned by Lear’s dismissal of her) and stands as a 

judgement of Lear’s immoral actions.202 France’s assessment of Lear and the two 

daughters who readily devour Cordelia’s dowry as equally “unkind” provides the 

audience with “a value against which to measure subsequent events and uses of the word” 

(Thompson 85)203 as well as a vital assessment of Lear’s relation to Goneril and her 

beastly unkindness well before the play traces their shared nature. 

Yet, until he finds enlightenment on the heath, Lear refuses to see how his 

characterization of Goneril’s beastly “unkindness” relates to his own unnatural actions 

and instead continues to see himself as an “old kind father” (3.4.20) set against “unkind” 

kin. In fact, as he struggles to comprehend Goneril’s unkindness and makes his way to 

Regan, Lear offers a perplexing lamentation, crying: “I will forget my nature, so kind a 

father!” (1.5.31).204 Given the previous implications of kind-ness among Lear and his 

daughters, Lear’s declaration at this point is enough to give pause. What is the “nature” 

                                                 
202 Howard Staunton explains in his footnote to this line in The Plays of Shakespeare (1860) that “Unkind 

here signifies unnatural, unless France is intended to mean, ‘though unkinn’d,’ i.e. though forsaken by your 

kindred” (62n). I would argue that both readings are necessary to understand France’s critique. 
203 Leslie Thompson focuses on the play’s use of the “un-” prefix and although she concludes that 

“Shakespeare’s use of ‘unkind’ in King Lear is not especially noteworthy” (in part because of its greater 

usage in King Leir), she does admit that Shakespeare “makes the most of its implications, bringing the pun 

to life when Lear unkins his ‘unkind daughters’” (85). Though Leir does use the kind/unkind contrast to a 

greater degree (with are over 40 mentions of “kind” and its cognates), the play employs it in far more 

simplistic/binary terms—similar to the way it employs its animal imagery (separating natural/good figures 

from their unnatural/evil counterparts). In contrast, Shakespeare moves beyond the boundaries of Leir’s 

moral framework in his adaptation, and translates the unkind/kind dichotomy of Leir into a more complex 

exploration of ontology and ethics. Thus, in opposition to Thompson, I contend that Shakespeare’s 

contextualization of the kind/unkind pun within a larger context of animal likeness and kindly treatment 

undoubtedly makes his use of “unkind” throughout something that is worthy of note.   
204 Critics link this declaration to Lear’s lack of self-knowledge (forgetting his nature/self), and this reading 

is apt given how Regan asserts that Lear “hath ever but slenderly known himself” (1.1292-3).  



  

 

234 

 

that Lear fears (or hopes) he will forget, and what “kind” of father has he shown himself 

to be? The phrasing seems deliberately ambiguous, yet his concern for remembering 

kindness comes almost immediately after his fleeting confession that he “did her wrong” 

(1.5.24). This momentary acknowledgement of his mistreatment of Cordelia—one that he 

is unable to address or accept fully until much later in the play (when he asks that she 

“forget and forgive”205)—comes about in response to the Fool’s jibes concerning kindly 

crab apples and the purpose of a man’s nose, both taunts that suggest Lear’s inability to 

see the true nature of his daughters (or his likeness to them). Even if Lear can only 

perceive his unnatural daughters as predatory beasts, styling Goneril and Regan as 

cuckoos and pelicans ironically implicates him as their father in the very same cycle of 

abuse and denies him the redemption afforded to his animal analogue (the pelican, in 

particular). 

Given the comparison of the plights of both the hedge-sparrow and of Lear, it is 

worthwhile to note that the cuckoo is not wholly to blame for the suffering of the 

sparrow’s natural children; rather, the host-sparrow’s pride for her imposter progeny is 

what leads to the destruction of her legitimate nestlings. The mother bird delights in the 

cuckoo’s beauty and, as Pliny notes, “admires herself for having borne such a child, 

while in comparison with it she convicts her own chicks of not belonging to her, and lets 

them be eaten up even under her own eyes” (X.XI). The scene he paints seems to echo 

                                                 
205 Lear’s request that Cordelia forget his unkindness is ironic given the degree to which unkindness is 

linked with forgetfulness (as seen in Elyot’s comment above). Shakespeare even connects these concepts 

directly in Coriolanus by describing the “Ingrate forgetfulness” that poisons instead of pities (5.2.87). The 

fact that Lear associates pity with forgetfulness may be read as his revision of pity as a passive act (of not 

acknowledging one’s act or experience) in an attempt to obscure his own unkindness. Yet, since Lear 

admits that Cordelia has reason not to love him (and to wish him dead) the request that Cordelia “forget and 

forgive” may be a means by which forgetfulness is recast in a positive light as a way for grudges to be 

avoided and some mistakes to be forgiven without punishment.   



  

 

235 

 

Lear’s love-test, where Goneril and Regan’s hyperbolic flattery born of the same metal 

(1.1.68) leaves Cordelia’s affirmation of nothing but reciprocal affection to pale in 

comparison.206 Shakespeare’s revision of Leir’s kind pelican father to Lear’s “pelican 

daughters” (3.4.74) and its pairing with the ungrateful cuckoo is a key example of 

Shakespeare drawing upon the complexity of the animal’s symbolism to position 

characters and events outside of a dichotomous framework and within a greater field of 

moral grey-ness. Lear’s admission to Edgar that it was “this flesh [that] begot / Those 

pelican daughters” (3.4.73-4), stands as a kind of response to its source in Leir when the 

king declares that he is “as kind as is the pelican, / That kills itself, to have her young 

ones’ lives,” yet also “as jealous as the princely eagle, / That kills her young ones, if they 

do but dazzle / Upon the radiant splendour of the sun” (2.3.43-7). In Shakespeare’s 

adaptation, Lear does not admit the princely jealousy that Leir recognizes; instead, he 

imagines himself as the victim of his pelican daughters—a symbol of parental kindness 

and sacrifice who is devoured by his ungrateful progeny. Yet, from the very beginning of 

the play we are aware that Lear is not the well-meaning father that appears in 

Shakespeare’s source but is instead a selfish parent who is quick to temper. Even as Kent 

pleads that Lear “See better” (1.1.157), the distortive rage of his dragon’s wrath still 

pushes him to dismiss two of his most favoured allies. Because of Lear’s self-

characterization as a wrathful dragon when faced with perceived insolence, it is 

worthwhile to consider the fuller context of the pelican’s self-sacrifice to revive its 

                                                 
206 Cordelia’s estrangement is a fitting result of her perception of filial bonds. Cordelia’s assertion that her 

sisters’ declarations of affection for their father undermine the bonds of kind forged with their husbands 

demonstrates Cordelia’s greater understanding of the nature of social bonds of kin. The bond of marriage 

does not undermine the bond of blood, but it does separate one’s obligations to family into a larger sphere 

of associations. Ironically, Goneril and Regan’s failure to address any other relational bonds is vital to their 

success with Lear’s narcissism. 
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young. Guillaume le Clerc’s Bestiarie (1211) describes the young pelicans who, “when 

they have grown strong and self-reliant… peck at their father’s face, and he, enraged at 

their wickedness, kills them all” (Kuhns). It is only after three days and being moved by 

pity and sorrow that the father pierces his side and revives his young as penance for his 

enraged abuse. This pelican’s rage can be seen in Lear’s wrathful response to Cordelia’s 

perceived defiance (and again as he condemns Goneril and Regan’s biting abuse), and 

while the final scenes with Cordelia suggests a parallel to the pelican’s eventual sacrifice, 

the play refuses to allow for this kind of redemptive revival by ending the play with Lear 

unable to do any more than grieve over her unmoving and un-reviving corpse.  

While Shakespeare develops Leir’s avian imagery to implicate Lear within the 

origins of unkindness that he traces in his predatory progeny, he develops Leir’s serpent 

imagery to extend these associations, representing Lear’s dragon’s wrath and his 

unkindness toward Cordelia as a point of origin for the degenerative transformations of 

kin. The sharp serpent’s tooth is Lear’s most frequent image for unkindness, and while it 

exemplifies Goneril’s duplicitous ingratitude, it also contributes to a troubling pattern of 

likeness between Lear and his serpentine daughters. Topsell’s description of the serpent’s 

character in the epistle dedicatory of The Historie of Serpents (1608) outlines how closely 

Goneril’s actions resemble the serpent’s nature: “Theyr flattery, embracing while they 

sting; theyr treachery, lying in waite in the dust or grasse to doe harme; their vemone 

where-withall they are euer armed to spoyle” and “theyr ingratitude, when they kill them 

that nourish them” (A4v). It is not just the flattery that both daughters display in the love-

test that aligns them with the serpent; Goneril’s “Sharp-toothed unkindness” (2.4.132) 

and “Most serpent-like” tongue that strikes Lear’s heart (2.4.158) prompts Lear to declare 
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that it is “sharper than a serpent’s tooth… To have a thankless child” (1.4.286-7). Lear 

even imagines that he will see justice served when their serpentine cruelty is turned 

against them and “a thousand with red burning spits / Come hizzing [or hissing] in upon 

‘em” (3.6.15-6).207 Though Lear does suffer as a result of the sharp-toothed venom of his 

thankless children, his own mistreatment of Cordelia echoes this same harshness. When 

Lear finally realizes his role in Cordelia’s misfortune, Kent explains that Lear’s “own 

unkindness, / That stripp’d her from his benediction, [and] turn’d her / To foreign 

casualties” now “sting[s] / His mind so venomously that burning shame / Detains him 

from Cordelia” (4.3.42-47). This familiar sting is not the only characteristic that links 

Lear’s unkindness to that of his serpentine daughters. In fact, his wrathful dismissal 

provides another link in likeness to his thankless kin.  

Though it is easy to recognize the altered state of Lear’s daughters through their 

zoomorphic transformation, it is important to recognize the ways in which Lear’s 

zoomorphism appears first and positions him in a similarly transformed (and morally 

compromised) state. After Cordelia’s departure, Goneril notes “how full of changes” he is 

“and with what poor judgement” he has cast Cordelia aside (1.1.287-91). Though Regan 

attributes it to “the infirmity of his age,” Goneril notes that even “The best and soundest 

of his time hath been but rash” (1.1.292, 294-5). In fact, Lear’s warning that Kent must 

not come “between the Dragon and his wrath” (1.1.121) is, as Höfele notes, the first 

animal image presented in the play. Höfele explains that this self-bestializing 

identification with the fierce dragon presents a troubling image of sovereign wrath that 

                                                 
207 The characterization of the daughters as serpents is also echoed in Edmund’s declaration that Goneril 

and Regan are “Each jealous of the other, as the stung / Are of the adder” (22.60-1). When his 

machinations are exposed, Edmund is positioned alongside Lear’s fallen daughters and described as a 

“gilded serpent” (24.82). 
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shares in “those very forces of nature that [Lear] will later condemn in the name of 

nature” when confronted by his daughters’ unkindness (188). Though Lear emphatically 

rejects the unnatural actions of his ungrateful children, the play’s patterns of 

bestialization suggest that Lear’s bestial unkindness toward both Cordelia and Kent 

reappears as a force that is bred and “multipl[ied] in the actions of his adversaries,” where 

Lear’s “serpent daughters are born of a dragon father” (Höfele 188, 191).208 The 

hereditary line of Lear’s dragon wrath is fitting given Topsell’s inclusion of dragons in 

his Historie of Serpents, viewing serpents and dragons as a part of the same family of 

beasts. In fact, even though Edmund mocks the implications of his conception “under the 

dragon’s tail” (1.2.126), his unkind nature and later characterization as himself a serpent 

seems to suggest that one must indeed be wary of those creatures born of the dragon. It 

may come as no surprise then, that Gloucester calls back to Lear’s wrathful and 

consumptive dragon when he ultimately realizes his mistakes and describes Edgar as 

“The food of thy abused father’s wrath” (4.1.24). Therefore, given the play’s patterns of 

human kind-ness, Heilman is correct when he concludes that “It is often said that 

ingratitude is the theme of the play; and doubtless Goneril and Regan should be called 

ungrateful,” clarifying that their actions are not purely evil but instead opportunistic and 

an echo of Lear’s own terms (171). In truth, because Lear presents himself as a wrathful 

                                                 
208 Höfele rejects a heraldic reading of Lear’s dragon wrath and argues instead that the image alludes to the 

familiar adversary in the St. George legend, whereby Kent, Lear, and Cordelia “re-enact the familiar 

triangle of knight-in-armour, dragon, and virgin—except that the king is playing the wrong role” (185). He 

also reads Lear’s dragon as a part of a “savage triad of Scythian, cannibal, and dragon” (188) to trace the 

reverberations of Lear’s initial bestial wrath in the zoomorphized landscape of the play. Höfele follows 

Stanley Wells’ assertion that the patterning of the play’s language “forms a nervous system for the play, 

linking all its parts into a single intercommunicating organism,” and argues that in “this aptly so-called 

‘nervous system’, Lear’s ‘dragon’ from Scene i will reverberate in Edmund’s sardonic reference to his 

having been begotten ‘under the dragon’s tail’ in Scene ii… just as Lear’s vow to treat Cordelia no 

differently from the barbarous Scythian or one that feeds on his young will be fulfilled in the treatment he 

receives at the hands of his daughters Goneril and Regan” (189).  
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dragon at the moment when he dismisses his paternity and paternal obligation to 

Cordelia, his daughters’ ingratitude offers an ironic repetition of his own actions, which 

means that “What they use came from him,” and “this is the deepest symbolic meaning of 

their kinship” (Heilman 171). This figurative inseparability of Lear’s un-kind-ness with 

that of his daughters (and even with Edmund) shows that Lear’s simplified division of 

kind from unkind—like Danby’s tidy division of beastly kinds and dual natures—cannot 

accurately represent the true mutability and diversity of mankind.209 A human’s capacity 

for beastly violence indicates an affinity across species and not just a tendency for 

humans to descend toward beastliness through immoral action. Indeed, the play suggests 

that while human kind-ness is in flux, the animal patterns provide lines of resemblance 

that connect figures and create categories that represent human actions and character 

better than any invocation of human kind may signify. 

Although the animal patterns inculpate Lear in the cycle of unkindness that he 

attributes to Goneril and Regan alone, when Lear does recognize his faults he 

distinguishes his unnatural actions from the behaviour of his ungrateful daughters on the 

grounds of intention. When he insists that Cordelia “forget and forgive” because he is 

“old and foolish” (4.7.84), he suggests that because his unkindness is the product of his 

irrational senility that it does not hold the same wickedness as the ingratitude of her 

sisters. In fact, Lear maintains this logic throughout the play with his perception of filial 

ingratitude as a corrupt and monstrous force—something that is both worse than 

beastliness and beyond humanness. Indeed, he becomes obsessed with the monstrous 

origins and potential progeny of his ungrateful children, cursing Goneril’s womb with 

                                                 
209 Höfele offers this argument regarding the unsustainability of Danby’s divisions when he argues that 

Lear’s self-bestialization compromises Lear’s later condemnation of his daughters.  
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sterility and wishing that she too would feel the pain of a thankless child. When the 

possibility of illegitimacy proves a fruitless source of his daughters’ deformed state, Lear 

searches for the reason for the corrupted progeny that stands before him. When Regan 

shows that she too exhibits a disnatured form, Lear seeks to anatomize her so that he may 

see the “cause in nature that make these hard hearts” (3.6.74-6). He also begins to 

consider monstrosity as a property of the female body.210 In Lear’s mind, women’s 

bodies are themselves monstrous, and he declares that “Down from the waist they are 

Centaurs, / Though women all above… to the girdle do the Gods inherit, / Beneath is all 

the fiend’s” (4.6.123-6). Not only does Lear imagine that women’s bodies are corrupt, 

their corruption and deformity is hidden from view.211 However, much of Lear’s fixation 

on corrupt female flesh serves merely as way to absolve himself of blame and deny his 

own unkind nature. In fact, monstrous progeny were most often perceived in early 

modern England as the deformed embodiment of the parents’ sins.212 Even though his 

daughters’ deformed state seems to emerge from their own malignity, the patterns of 

likeness and origin of unkindness that the play represents through its animal imagery 

                                                 
210 In Sexual Dissidence (1991), Dollimore uses the kind/unkind opposition as an example of disruption 

emerging from the dominant side of the binary—the “very side which defines itself as the agency for 

excluding, and guaranteeing against, disruption” (112). He explains that the meaning of both kind and 

unkind “tend to be complex yet precise, especially in the ways they signify social and psychic instability. 

Thus unkindness is the perversion of kind, yet just as obviously it springs from kind; the unnatural springs 

from the natural… And the accusation of unkindness, itself construed as unnatural deviation, is often a 

terrified disavowal of just that fact” (112). He cites Lear’s realization of his own unkindness as evidence of 

this claim, and I argue that the animal imagery that links the serpentine ingratitude of Goneril to Lear’s 

dragon wrath supports this picture of the ways in which deviation or perversion emerges from that 

dominant category against which it is set in opposition.   
211 Perhaps not surprisingly, the fear of women’s monstrous nature in the play is contagious: the Third 

Servant fears that “Women will all turn monsters” (14.100); Albany worries that “Humanity must perforce 

prey on itself, / Like monsters of the deep” (16.45-9), declares that Goneril is a devil, and concludes that 

“Proper deformity shows not in the fiend / So horrid as in woman” (4.2.60-1). The fixation on the deceptive 

and corrupt female body provides a scapegoat for the disnatured actions of kin and locates corruption in 

their difference in gender.  
212 The perception of progeny as the product of the parents’ sins applies to the perception of the bastard’s 

nature as well. As Neill explains, the bastard “is habitually figured as a creature who reveals the 

‘unnaturalness’ of his begetting by the monstrous unkindness of his nature” (272). 
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undermines Lear’s ability to dismiss his progeny as the monstrous product of some other 

creature.213 

Ultimately, the perception of the beastliness and potential monstrosity of 

unkindness defines kindness as a property and action that makes one human. 

Interestingly, even as the play presents a narrative of monstrous female bodies, it also 

represents human(e) kindness in particularly maternal terms. Lear admits that he was 

depending on Cordelia’s “kind nursery” (1.1.123) when he gives away his kingdom, and 

Goneril describes the “milky gentleness” (1.4.340) that afflicts her husband, declaring 

that he is a “Milk-liver’d man!” (4.2.50) when he is horrified by her ingratitude. 

Goneril’s descriptions of her milky husband recall Lady Macbeth’s fear that Macbeth 

lacks the mettle needed to ensure he does not fall prey to the “milk of human kindness” 

(1.5.16); like Lady Macbeth, Goneril and Regan become perverse mother figures who 

show Lear cruelty in place of kindness. Lear laments the dissolution of kinship in terms 

that recall Lady Macbeth’s desired substitution of milk for gall when she prepares to 

murder her king: Lear decries that his perception of Cordelia’s smallest fault “wrench’d 

[his] frame of nature / From the fix’d place. drew from heart all love, / And added to the 

gall” (1.4.265-7). Although Lear’s perception of his fixed nature is misguided, he 

recognizes that the substitution of kindness for bitterness is what allows for the easy 

dissolution of the bonds of kin. Since these bonds are not innate, they must be nourished 

by the milk of human kindness in order to be cultivated and maintained. The play’s 

                                                 
213 Indeed, Höfele considers how the paternity of the serpent daughters influences perceptions of the play’s 

misogynistic depiction of the monstrous (transvestite) female body and argues that reading the negative 

animal imagery as a product of gender bias alone ignores Lear’s faults and the degree to which the animal 

imagery reveals that the serpentine daughters are born of a wrathful dragon (190). He rightly concludes that 

the depiction of Lear as the source of the monstrosity that he locates in the female body challenges the 

argument that the play “endorses the misogyny of its hero” since “the spectre of monstrous hybridity only 

serves to lock father and daughters… in an indissoluble internecine embrace” (193-4). 
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representation of indeterminate and mutable kinds suggests that kindness is always under 

(re)construction; it is relational and involves the continual discernment of 

correspondences among variable kinds, as well as the treatment of others as an extension 

of oneself. However, the play also reveals how ethical responsibilities are informed and 

determined by these unstable taxonomic boundaries. In doing so, it calls attention to the 

shortcomings of a model of compassion that depends on the recognition of kind-ness—

and one that allows for the exploitation and abuse of those positioned outside of these 

unstable and mutable borders of kind. 

In the next section, I consider the play’s concern for disobedience beyond Lear’s 

primary fixation on filial unkindness to examine how the play employs canine figures to 

represent a more complex ethics of care that examines the logic of human(e) kind-ness 

and explores what consideration and care (if any) is owed to those deemed less than kind. 

Not only does the pervasive dog imagery map social difference in a disordered world 

using the variety of canine kinds, but it also contributes to the play’s exploration of the 

nature of service, obedience, and stewardship because their serviceable obedience to and 

affection for a human master makes their interspecies kinship a functional model for 

human-human relationships. As nonhuman kin, the dog also becomes a central figure 

with which the characters examine and challenge how the boundaries that determine who 

is included or excluded from one’s moral community are drawn and redrawn by those in 

power. As the play moves toward examining and defining its ethic of care, the animals 

shift from primarily figurative iterations of nonhuman creatures to their literal 

counterparts whose status as potential kin complicates the ease with which one may 

discern those worthy of abuse from others deserving of kindness.   
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4.3 Teaching Differences with Dogs 

As the previous sections have demonstrated, the panoply of figurative beasts that 

pervade the text inform the play’s exploration of human kind-ness, interspecies likeness, 

and the perception of those human and nonhuman creatures whose “beastly” actions 

make them less than or paradoxically un-kind. The play’s dog imagery examines the 

moral continuum that defines human(e) kindness to consider how arbitrary differences in 

kind inform disparities in care. The canine figures also contribute to the play’s already 

complicated map of human-animal relatedness by virtue of the dog’s ambiguous place as 

both a figure of kinship and of otherness—one that is imbricated in human life as a 

beloved pet, a serviceable worker, a stray beggar, and even an aggressive beast. The 

incorporation of some dogs into domestic life while others are cast out of doors calls 

attention to the boundaries of kin and kind beyond the borders of species difference. 

Indeed, Lynn Festa explains that “dogs often raise issues about the nature of human 

difference,” since the affection shown to animals “distends the seemingly self-evident 

borders of kind to render another creature kin” (3). She explains further that, like 

Claudius or Edmund who are also “A little more than kin and less than kind, the dog is 

located in the space between kin and not-kin, kind and not-kind, and thereby broaches 

questions about the broader categories of being (human, animal, or thing) upon which 

relations of likeness and love are based” (3). Certainly, the repeated dog imagery in Lear 

draws on the animal’s ambiguous position as both a literal member of an interspecies 

community and a nonhuman creature (as both kin and not-kin), and as a figurative 

signifier of both loyal companionship and false flattery (as both kind and not-kind). As a 

result, I argue, Shakespeare employs dog metaphors, similes, and epithets to examine the 
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nature of service, obedience, affection, and flattery, while simultaneously incorporating 

dogs as literal creatures against whom a human’s life may be valued. This dual role blurs 

the boundaries of kinds and kindness, and becomes central as the play considers the 

ethical obligations to those potentially kindred creatures that are either worthy of abuse or 

deserving of care. 

Like nearly all of the play’s animal imagery, Lear’s dogs serve to characterize and 

categorize the variety of human kinds, accumulating varied and sometimes contradictory 

significations. The correlation of human to canine kinds draws, in part, on the 

commonplace use of the hierarchically ordered world of dogs as an analogy for the same 

diversity among men. Shakespeare expresses this correlative relationship most clearly in 

Macbeth: in response to the murderer’s assertion that “We are men, my liege,” Macbeth 

exclaims that while “in the catalogue ye go for men,” this heading is akin to “the name of 

dogs,” which encompasses a similarly wide range of breeds—all differentiated by a 

particular quality, utility, and character (3.1.92-101). Macbeth distinguishes the 

difference between the greyhound and the cur, and recognizes that the name “dogs” and 

“men” are both “meaningless universal[s]” (Shannon 184) that fail to reflect the true 

diversity of individuated kinds that exist within either species.214 This shared diversity 

among human and canine kinds is likely why early modern writers so frequently employ 

                                                 
214 Edgar’s catalogue of dogs when out on the heath includes the “Mastiff, greyhound, mongrel grim, / 

Hound or spaniel, brach or lym, / Or bobtail tike or trundle-tail” (3.6.66-8) and serves as a compliment to or 

echo of Macbeth’s list, which likely draws on the organization of kinds outlined in John Caius’s Of 

Englishe Dogges (1576), a treatise detailing the range of English breeds that also recognizes the diversity of 

canine kinds that the universal term “dog” might signify. For Caius, each breed demonstrates particular 

qualities, utilities, and character, all of which informs the hierarchical organization of his collected kinds. 

His complex hierarchy is headed by dogs of “a gentle kind, seruing the game” (2); he positions the “homely 

kind, apt for sundry vses” (2) beneath their more noble brethren, and reserves the lowest rungs for “Curres 

of the mongrel and rascall sort” (34). Garber is apt in her conclusion that given this detailed categorization 

of canine kinds, Caius recognizes that “All dogs… are not alike” (184). 
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dog society as an analogy for the catalogue of men, using it to underwrite the ideological 

organization of state power, class divisions, and gender difference. Surely, as Adrian 

Poole argues, “Shakespeare and his contemporaries took [this type of analogy] between 

human beings and animals so seriously because the differences between one being and 

another were for them so unstable, so fluid and open to interpretation… [needing] to be 

stabilized, hierarchically organized, and naturalized” (101). This instability and fluidity 

of kinds is at the very heart of Lear’s exploration of human kind-ness, where almost 

every character is positioned out of sort or fallen from kind, and aligned with or 

characterized as a dog at some point or another. In fact, not only are the diversity of dog-

figures in Lear used to denote one’s breeding and character to signify one’s “natural” 

place in the now disordered hierarchy, the play also draws on the dog’s complex and at 

times paradoxical signification as both an insulting and admirable figure to examine the 

nature of relative kind-ness. 

Dogs were positioned on the borders of human kindness as both creatures that 

were kin/not-kin and kind/not-kind: a dog may be a welcomed companion (as a pet and a 

part of one’s household or kin-group), a servant whose affection may denote either 

flattery or loyalty, a beggar and thief forced to scrounge scraps for survival, or a fierce 

animal with the capacity for violence.215 While these contradictory significations are at 

the very heart of the dog’s position in Lear, for over a century critics have insisted on 

Shakespeare’s disdain for dogs due to what seems to be an overwhelmingly negative 

                                                 
215 Not only was the dog a paradoxical embodiment of flattery and loyal service, it was also a common 

metaphor for a critic that bites, snarls, and barks—a metaphor embodied most clearly in Shakespeare’s 

works by Apemantus in Timon of Athens. In Lear, the canine critic is not as clearly defined (though it 

seems most evident in the Fool’s wry wit), since the dog images overlap with and remain (at times) 

inextricable from their other significations. 
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portrayal of the species in all his works. Beginning as early as the nineteenth century, 

Kirkman asserts that “Almost all Shakspeare’s [sic] allusions to dogs relate to their evil 

qualities,” concluding that “Herein Shakspere [sic] precisely resembled the Scripture, 

which is dead against dogs, and only mentions one virtue, that they can bark” (395). Like 

Kirkman, Emma Phipson also concludes that Shakespeare “has in no one instance 

mentioned the dog with appreciation. Sporting dogs he certainly described with spirit, if 

not affection, but ‘to snarl, and bite, and play the dog,’… seems to be the normal 

condition of the domestic animal. He must have been singularly unfortunate in his 

experience of the canine race, for his allusions are almost all of an unfavourable nature” 

(361). Spurgeon’s study of Shakespeare’s dogs traces the pairing of canine fawning and 

candied sweetness in Julius Caesar, Hamlet, 1 Henry IV, Antony and Cleopatra, and 

Timon of Athens, and concludes (like Phipson) that Shakespeare’s negative portrayal of 

dogs as false flattering friends serves as an indication of his personal distaste for the 

species. She concludes that the grouped images of fawning dogs and thawing or melting 

sweets connect “two things [Shakespeare] intensely dislikes… the fawning cupboard love 

of dogs, their greed and gluttony, with its sticky and disagreeable consequences,” and the 

“fawning of insincere friends, bowing and flattering for what they hope to get, and 

turning their backs when they think no more is coming to them” (197). While these early 

assessments of Shakespeare’s dogs offer a comprehensive picture of the creature’s less 

laudable attributes, they do the dog a disservice by assuming that these images are 

accurate assessments of the species as a whole, or reflections of the author’s disdain. In 

fact, while Spurgeon’s readings of the negative connotations of dogs in her 

Shakespearean examples are not inaccurate, they are—as Thompson and Thompson have 
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noted—selective representations of what were commonplace characterizations of dogs in 

early modern England. Indeed, critics are increasingly recognizing the diversity of 

Shakespeare’s canine figures and considering them beyond a purely negative lens. 

Marjorie Garber is correct when she insists that Shakespeare’s dogs represent a far wider 

range of both positive and negative roles (192), a range that Jennifer Formichelli rightly 

argues reflects the degree to which dog society is not only intertwined with human 

society but also understood as its analogue (4).216 Therefore, it is essential that one not 

overlook the dog’s role as an obedient companion and as a figure of loyalty, fidelity, and 

gratitude when assessing how Shakespeare uses dog figures to examine the nature of 

serviceable obedience and the ethics of dutiful care. This focus is especially important 

when dog metaphors are used in a negative light to avoid reductive readings that fail to 

take seriously the dog’s role as a nonhuman companion.217 It is the dog’s duality as a 

nonhuman kindred figure with the capacity for both genuine affection and false flattery 

that makes it a vital figure in Lear, where servants and children alike display an 

analogous degree of human animality and questionable kindness.  

Lear employs canine characters to examine the ethics of duty and obedience, 

beginning with Kent and Oswald, two dog-like figures with whom the play examines the 

                                                 
216 Marjorie Garber explains that Shakespeare presents images of dogs in various roles: as cherished pets 

(Two Gentlemen of Verona, 1 Henry IV, The Taming of the Shrew, King Lear), hunting dogs (A Midsummer 

Night’s Dream), “fawning greyhounds” (1 Henry IV, Coriolanus), “dogs of war” (Julius Caesar), and as a 

stigmatized outsider (The Merchant of Venice) (192).  
217 Focusing on the negative attributes of dogs alone would be a disservice to the recognized virtue of the 

creature, which John Davies addresses in Epigramme 19, “In Cinean” (1594-5). In it he offers a 

comprehensive overview of the positive and the negative connotations associated with dogs by replacing 

the components of Cineas’s negative dog comparison (being as hated, weary, angry, sick, hungry, dull, 

melancholy, lazy, sleepy, and idle as a dog) with the canine qualities one values. He berates Cineas for 

drawing on that “for which all men despise a dogge” (9) as his points of comparison and offers instead to 

“compare thee better to a dogge” (10) by stating that he is as faire, comely, true, honest, kind, liberal, wise, 

and valiant as a dog is.  
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honest service and loyalty expected from one’s subordinates. This representation is to be 

expected, as Neill explains, since “dogs have traditionally been identified with servants—

either as figures for devoted loyalty, or… for dumb servility” (37). Indeed, “From the 

master’s point of view” Poole argues, “dogs provide an ideal metaphor for doubts about 

the depth of your underlings’ loyalty” (102). Kent and Oswald are parallel figures to 

opposing sides: they are both loyal servants to their masters, and they are both punished 

for following the commands of a leader whose authority has been questioned. They are 

also representative of two kinds of canine service: honest loyalty and blind flattery. 

Nowhere is the disparity in their dogged obedience made clearer than in their two 

confrontations when we see Oswald’s service to Goneril as an indication of his currish 

nature, and Kent’s readiness to defend Lear as an indication of his genuine loyalty and 

affection for his fallen king. Not only does Oswald’s obstinacy garner his repeated canine 

characterization as a “mongrel” (1.4.48), a “whoreson dog,” and a worthless “cur” 

(1.4.79-80), but his perceived disobedience provides Kent with the opportunity to 

demonstrate his contrasting loyalty and service to the man in whom he continues to see 

the image of “Authority” (1.4.30).218 In opposition to Oswald’s flattery and blind 

obedience, Kent offers trusted guidance and unwavering fidelity. When he enters in 

disguise as Caius, Kent attests to recognizing Lear’s natural authority, claiming that he 

sees “that in your countenance which I would fain call master” (1.4.27-8).219 Kent is 

aligned with dogs through his disguise as Caius, a name that Garber astutely reads as an 

                                                 
218 This reference to Lear’s authority is echoed again later using dogged terms: Lear recognizes the 

impermanence of his “great image of Authority” and the degree to which he too may be understood as a 

dog who was “obey’d in office” (4.6.156-7) but is now expected to become an “obedient father” (1.4.232).  
219 Bradley admits that Kent “belongs to Lear, body and soul, as a dog does to his master and god. The 

King is not to him old, wayward, unreasonable, piteous: he is still terrible, grand, the king of men” (233). 
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allusion to John Caius, the author of the natural history treatise Of Englishe Dogges 

(1576); because of this link, “Caius” functions as a kind of metonymy for “dog,” making 

Kent “a good dog” and a “faithful follower” (Garber 190, 193) that appears as the 

antithesis to Oswald’s currish character. As Caius, Kent presents himself as a “very 

honest-hearted fellow” (1.4.19-20) who professes “to be no less than I seem; to serve him 

truly that will put me in trust; to love him that is honest; to converse with him that is 

wise, and says little; to fear judgement; to fight when I cannot choose; and to eat no fish” 

(1.4.13-7). In contrast to Kent’s dutiful service, Oswald is the kind of opportunistic 

follower that “serves and seeks for gain, / And follows but for form” who “Will pack 

when it begins to rain, / And leave [his master] in the storm” (2.4.75-8).  Though one 

might assume that his dumb servility could contribute to the maintenance of order and 

political stability, Kent clarifies that Oswald’s mindless obedience is a form of dishonesty 

that contributes to deeper divisions among men. Oswald is a “slave… Who wears no 

honesty” and a “smiling rogue” who, like a lowly rat, “bite[s] the holy cords” of kinship 

and destroys the foundational bonds of mankind (2.2.68-71). For his detestable character 

and his defiance of Lear’s authority, Kent trips and beats him, then chases him away 

(2.2.27-8). Kent’s declaration, “I’ll teach you differences” (1.4.87) as he chides Oswald 

for his brazenness, suggests that he shall not only remind Oswald of his position below 

and in service to his king, but also demonstrate the difference between Kent’s loyal 

service of Lear and Oswald’s blind obedience to Goneril. 

Kent’s perception of Oswald as a lowly coward that panders to and blindly 

follows those in power is what guides Kent’s continued condemnation of him using 

negative canine epithets as not just a mongrel dog who poorly serves his master, but also 
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the inferior offspring of another mixed and lowly breed. In their second confrontation 

before Gloucester’s castle, Kent provides a more thorough breakdown of Oswald’s 

baseness in breed and service and sets out to punish him for his mistaken social place and 

his insolence toward Kent’s disparaged master. He contends that Oswald is “A knave, a 

rascal, [and] an eater of broken meats” (2.2.13) like a dog who scavenges for fallen table 

scraps. Although he shows that he is “base” and “beggarly” like a mongrel cur, his 

“proud” airs reveal him as a “three-suited, hundred pound, filthy worsted-stocking 

knave” who has been given more title and position than his “shallow” breeding deserves 

(2.2.13-15). Kent also attests to the immorality of Oswald’s obedience, claiming that he 

is a “super-serviceable, finical rogue… that wouldst be a bawd in way of good service” 

(2.216-18). Unlike Kent, who had pushed Lear to see better when his anger clouded his 

vision, Oswald is one of those nodding sycophants that “turn[s] their halcyon beaks / 

With every gale and vary of their masters, / Knowing nought, like dogs, but following” 

(2.2.70, 75-7). To Kent, Oswald is his antithesis: he is a bad servant who fuels the 

wrongdoing of his master and, as a dog that follows without any sense, is deserving of his 

continued abuse. The compilation of lowly titles that Kent provides presents an emphatic 

picture of Oswald’s multifaceted iniquity and base composition. It is not just a “particular 

addition” (as Macbeth imagines) that defines Oswald’s true canine character, but a list of 

qualities and epithets that position him most clearly among kindred canine kinds. In fact, 

in his ultimate condemnation of Oswald’s character, Kent attests that Oswald is “nothing 

but the composition of a knave, beggar, coward, pandar, and the son and heir of a 

mongrel bitch: one [that Kent shall] beat into clamorous whining if [Oswald] deni’st the 

least syllable of [his] addition” (2.2.19-23). From Kent’s perspective, Oswald embodies 
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all of the negative attributes ascribed to dogs as servants, and since Lear and Kent’s 

castigation of him the two days prior seems to have had no effect on his conduct, Kent 

threatens to reduce him to a whimpering pup if he attempts to deny Kent’s assessment of 

his character.  

Although the canine epithets used to signify Oswald’s character offer a largely 

negative picture of dogs as low-bred and fawning brutes, Kent’s continued loyalty and 

affection for Lear in the face of adversity draws on and depicts another more redeeming 

side of the species. And yet, when Cornwall interrupts their skirmish, Oswald is able to 

blur this clear differentiation of canine kinds to paint Kent as the flattering steward in 

need of punishment. Cornwall demands to know the reason for their quarrel and asks 

“What is your difference” (2.2.49), a question that Kent has been striving to answer 

through his unwavering vengeance and assertion that “No contraries hold more antipathy 

/ Than I and such a knave” (2.2.84-5). While Kent attests that he is “no flatterer” 

(2.2.107), Oswald’s testimony paints a different picture of their previous encounter:  

It pleas’d the King his master very late 

To strike at me, upon his misconstruction;  

When he, compact, and flattering his displeasure, 

Tripp’d me behind; being down, insulted, rail’d, 

And put upon him such a deal of man,  

That worthied him, got praises of the King 

For him attempting who was self-subdued; 

And, in the fleshment of this dread exploit, 

Drew on me here again. (2.2.113-121) 
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Oswald rewrites Kent’s defense of Lear as an empty show meant to flatter the fallen king 

in order to gain reward and praise.220 Despite Kent’s detailed denigration of Oswald’s 

currish character, Cornwall is convinced by Oswald’s narrative and concludes that Kent 

is a “beastly knave” (2.2.66) whose seeming “plainness / Harbour[s]… corrupter ends” 

(2.2.98-9). Cornwall declares “We’ll teach you” (2.2.124), echoing Kent’s earlier 

promise to Oswald that he should teach him differences, and in doing so he substitutes 

the malign servant with his virtuous double and punishes Kent’s loyalty to Lear by 

putting him in the stocks. The irony of the scene rests in the audience’s recognition of the 

failure in justice due to an inability or refusal to discern accurately honest duty from 

flattery (knowing which one is the bad dog). Indeed, it suggests that the “central dog-

feeling of King Lear comes from this very confusion of duty, kindness, and flattery, 

shown up by the many different dogs in the play” (16). As such, it is important to note 

how the inability (or refusal) to differentiate good service from false flattery is a criticism 

that is not directed toward Lear’s malign daughters and their followers alone. The 

differentiation between those who flatter their masters like dogs for reward and those 

who demonstrate true affection, loyalty, and kindness is traced among Lear’s 

                                                 
220 Although the implications of this argument extend beyond the scope of this project, it is worthwhile to 

note here that one could agree with Oswald’s account of the skirmish (Lear does reward Kent with money, 

praise, and affection when he abuses Oswald); this would require that one also side with Goneril and 

Regan’s perception of Lear’s assumed retention of power as inappropriate. Though Lear believes he shall 

retain his authority as king after giving his land and titles away, Lear’s daughters believe that the king’s 

power should rest with them; understandably, they grow angry with Lear’s increasing impudence. Goneril’s 

initial complaint regarding Lear’s behaviour occurs when she learns that Lear has assaulted her gentleman 

“for chiding his Fool” (1.3.1) and that his knights “Make servants of their betters” (1.4.254). Goneril even 

voices her frustration with Lear’s continued attempt to “manage those authorities / That he hath given 

away” (1.3.18-9), which is why she commands that Oswald and his men “come slack of former services” 

and present Lear with a “weary negligence” (1.3.10, 13) so that they may begin to curb Lear’s perceived 

misbehaviour. Thus, Oswald’s treatment of Lear is a product of Goneril’s attempts to manage Lear’s 

misbehaviour, which means that Kent’s continued support of Lear may be read as inappropriate 

encouragement of a man who refuses to recognize that he no longer holds his previous power and position.  
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subordinates to illustrate the degree to which Lear also rewards flattery above honest 

service and only begins to recognize the error of his ways when he is stripped of power.  

Cordelia and Kent are both honest and loyal figures whose kindness sets them in 

opposition to their flattering doubles, and whose abuse appears as a result of Lear’s 

misapprehension of dutiful service. Because of this dual characterization, Bradley 

somewhat reluctantly admits that Shakespeare “might well have found the prototype of 

the self-less love of Kent and Cordelia in the dog whom he so habitually maligns” 

(200).221 And yet, these are not the only dog-figures that suffer abuse as a result of Lear’s 

tendency to reward flattery. Like Kent and Cordelia, the Fool is also positioned as a 

faithful canine companion whose harsh truths are met with punishment and hostility; his 

image of whipped truth set against pampered flattery draws on the significations of the 

dog as a flatterer, a critic, and a loyal companion to address how those who offer 

sycophantic service are more often given rewards while those who offer honest service 

are met with abuse. The Fool’s purpose throughout the play is to call attention to Lear’s 

blunders and misperceptions, and while he does contribute to Lear’s eventual self-

reflection, the fallen king keeps him on a tight leash. After telling Caius of Lear’s 

foolishness, Lear threatens the Fool with punishment and warns, “Take heed, sirrah, the 

whip” (1.4.108). Although fools would commonly have been whipped by their masters 

when necessary, the Fool responds to the threat by contextualizing Lear’s aggression as a 

symptom of his inability to differentiate canine flattery from honest service: “Truth’s a 

                                                 
221 In her chapter in Renaissance Beasts (2004) Erica Sheen offers a compelling reading of Cordelia as an 

innocent dog figure by comparing the fault of her death to those dogs taken into pound who die before their 

owners are able to settle their debts. She concludes that the dogs in Lear are like the reference to Crab in 

Lance’s monologue from Two Gentlemen of Verona: they both derive their “affective power from the fact 

that, however beastly their own behaviour, these animals are not only innocent in comparison with the 

human beings who take them into possession but also mortally endangered by them” (92). 
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dog must to kennel; he must be whipp’d out when the Lady’s Brach may stand by th’fire 

and stink” (1.4.109-11). The representation of truth as a dog (and as the Fool as dogged 

truth) as a creature that is whipped and kenneled while the false and flattering Lady’s 

Brach is pampered by the fire presents a condemning metaphor for the privileging of 

empty flattery over honest service. The comparison foreshadows Kent’s punishment in 

the stocks (when he is kennelled) while Goneril’s effeminate “pet” Oswald (the Lady’s 

Brach) is shown kindness for his service. It also recalls Kent’s abuse at Lear’s hand when 

he dared to appear “unmannerly, / When Lear [was] mad” and did not “dread to speak, / 

When power to flatter[y] bow[ed]” (1.1.146-7). Ironically, Lear reacts to the Fool’s 

metaphor by calling it a “pestilent gall” (1.4.112), and continues to threaten him with 

violence whenever faced with the truth. When Lear declares that the Fool’s assertions are 

lies and warns that for these lies “we’ll have you whipp’d” (1.4.177), the Fool responds 

to Lear’s dismissal of truth by likening Lear to his abusive daughters: “they’ll have me 

whipp’d for speaking true, thou’lt have me whipped for lying; and sometimes I am 

whipp’d for holding my peace” (1.4.178-81). Not only does this comparison suggest that 

both Lear and his daughters are the same kind of authority figure who prefers flattery to 

honest service, it also highlights the persistent violence doled out to those who refuse to 

substitute truth with fawning flattery and falsehood.222  

                                                 
222 The refusal to serve one’s master blindly can have even more dire consequences, as is seen when 

Regan’s servant refuses to participate in Gloucester’s torture and requests that Cornwall hold back his hand 

and end his abuse: he is called a “dog” (3.7.73) and he is killed for his defiance. Indeed, the Fool warns 

earlier that Kent’s service to Lear deserves a coxcomb and asserts that “All that follow their noses are led 

by their eyes but blind men; and there’s not a nose among twenty but can smell him that’s stinking” (2.466-

9). The Fool’s insistence on Lear’s fallen state not only calls attention to the fragility of power, but more 

importantly to the unbreakable loyalty and vulnerability of those—like Kent, Cordelia, the Fool, and the 

soon-to-be-blinded Gloucester—who continue to follow him. 
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The metaphor of kennelled truth also alludes to Lear’s treatment of his children in 

the love-test and offers a critique of how Lear privileges and rewards the empty 

“ceremonious affections” (1.4.57) of his “dog-hearted daughters” (4.3.45) while 

punishing Cordelia’s affirmation of honest duty and reciprocal care. Formichelli astutely 

observes that the play’s concern for flattery in general is introduced in these opening 

scenes, where Lear “extracts and expects a dog-like flattery from his daughters, and is 

later surprised to discover that their flattery does not herald a genuine kindness, unlike 

the ‘kind nursery’ of Cordelia” (15). When Lear laments that Goneril and Regan 

“flattered [him] like a dog” (4.6.96-7) his condemnation of the way they would “say ‘ay’ 

and ‘no’ to every thing” that he said (4.6.98-9) echoes Oswald’s halcyon beak that turned 

readily to flatter his master’s whims. It is worth noting that although Goneril and Regan’s 

empty, dog-hearted flattery aligns them with Oswald in action, there remains a 

differentiation in breeding between Lear’s fawning children and Goneril’s sycophantic 

servant: where Oswald is the son and heir of a mongrel bitch, Goneril and Regan are dogs 

of a higher social status whose fawning affections garner them the privilege and comfort 

to stay in by the fire. As dogs who are let in to stink, they call to mind the “perfum’d 

dogs” (268) that Jonson detests in Cynthia’s Revels (1601), and the frivolous creatures 

that John Caius describes as an “instrument of follie, to plaie and dally withal, to trifle 

away the treasure of time” (20). Indeed, Lear alludes to their stinking nature (and his own 

dog-like state) when he claims that he “found ’em” and “smelt ’em out” when out in the 

storm (4.6.103).  

The deviation in the Fool’s metaphor between the quarto and Folio suggests that 

the Fool’s antithesis to dogged truth could allude to either Oswald or Lear’s false 
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daughters. While the Arden edition presents “the Lady’s Brach” as the Fool’s opposition 

to kennelled truth (aligning the Brach with Oswald), other editors have upheld the 

quarto’s “Lady the Brach,” which seems a far clearer reference to Lear’s pampered and 

flattering daughters who are granted lands and accommodations while their honest sister 

is abused and cast away. A brach is, as Garber notes, “a now obsolete term for a bitch 

hound” (190) or female hunting dog, and serves as a gendered denigration of Goneril and 

Regan as flattering bitches. The image of Lear’s daughters as hunting dogs that are 

rewarded before turning against their master may also allude to the story of Acteon—a 

hunter torn apart by his voracious hounds—or simply signify the rebellious and ravenous 

nature of Lear’s progeny who fail to offer the loyal affection one expects from one’s 

beloved and obedient pets. This pattern of imagery reappears as Lear continues to lament 

his children’s betrayal and moves deeper into his maddened state on the heath and 

imagines that “The little dogs and all” (3.6.61-2)—like his daughters—have turned 

against him. Not only do these barking dogs appear as a metaphor for Lear’s disobedient 

daughters who seem ready to tear him apart, the pets that Lear sees in his maddened state 

barking before him are also nonhuman companions (Tray, Blanch, and Sweetheart) who 

he believes have joined the other “beastly” human figures in his family in rebellion 

against him.223 It is no coincidence then, that Edgar defends Lear in a way that echoes 

Kent’s original defence against Oswald when he “throw[s] his head at them” (3.6.63) and 

                                                 
223 Goneril characterizes her own disnatured action as a kind of canine rebellion when she recognizes 

Albany’s horror and wonders whether she is still “worth the whistling” now that she’s a pet who has proven 

herself untamed. Lear extends Regan’s association with dogs when he immediately decrees “let them 

anatomize Regan, see what breeds about her heart” (3.6.74-5). Lear’s desire to anatomize Regan and learn 

whether there is “any cause in nature that make these hard hearts” (3.6.75-6) alludes to the anatomy table, a 

place where vivisections of dogs were often conducted to explore the inner workings of the living body. 
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chases them away. In both cases, Lear finds that while he was once like a dog “obeyed in 

office,” he has now become “the creature [that] run[s] from the cur” (4.6.154-5).  

 As one can see from the use of dogs to signify both abusers (as violent and 

flattering curs like Oswald, Goneril, and Regan) and victims (as whipped and kennelled 

pets like Kent, Cordelia, and the Fool) the dogs in Lear are key figures that signify 

potentially changeable social placement, thoughtless servitude, loyal companionship, 

self-less fidelity, cruel attacks, or even unwarranted abuse. Indeed, these varying images 

contribute to what Erica Sheen describes as “the play’s extended system of dog 

connotation” (90), a system within which I believe the play examines human kind-ness 

by mapping out the boundary work involved in defining who is worthy of care and who is 

deserving of abuse. In fact, as the narrative progresses and an increasing number of 

characters are subjected to inhuman cruelty, animals in general (and dogs in particular) 

appear in greater numbers as literal creatures with whom the characters compare human 

abuse and suffering. As has been shown already, animal comparisons are frequently 

employed to indicate the cruelty or depravity of humans. The comparison of Oswald to a 

mongrel cur or of Goneril and Regan to aggressive or predatory animals does serve in 

part, as Heilman asserts, “to emphasize the ferocity and bestiality into which human 

beings can fall” (93). Indeed, the comparison of a victim’s treatment to that of an animal 

contributes to this picture of fallen cruelty by exposing the inhumanity of abusers who 

unjustly treat other human characters as or even worse than beasts. Kent’s assertion that 

Lear’s dog would receive better treatment than him, and Cordelia’s claim that she would 

show more kindness to her enemy’s dog than Goneril or Regan has shown to their father 

demonstrates the degree to which Goneril and Regan have strayed from humanity and 
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humane kindness by devaluing human life. These comparisons are not meant solely as a 

means by which Shakespeare demonstrates the depravity of his cruel characters, but are 

also key moments at which the play examines the mutable and often arbitrary boundaries 

of moral community.  

Characters employ literal comparisons to animals as a way of assessing the 

valuation of human life and the ease with which humans are cast aside and among their 

animal brethren. One of the earliest moments when human and animal life are put into 

direct relief is when Lear laments that when one does not allow “nature more than nature 

needs, / Man’s life is cheap as beast’s” (2.4.264-5). This assertion is, as Linda Micheli 

points out, “a literal comparison, not a simile; two like things are compared (man’s life 

and beast’s life)” (345). And though Lear offers what seems like a hyperbolic assertion 

regarding the vulnerability and animality of man when stripped of his needs (because he 

assumes that his life is inherently more valuable than that of beggars or beasts), he later 

realizes, when confronted with Poor Tom’s naked figure, that “unaccommodated man is 

no more… [than] a poor, bare, forked animal.”224 This recognition of man’s vulnerable 

animality is key to one’s understanding of what is at stake when this kind of literal 

comparison of human and animal life is made in Lear: if, when the trappings of humanity 

and the community of fellows that recognize one as human (a valued life) are stripped 

away and what is left is no more than a naked animal, then the value of human life 

(human dignity) is always conditional and always differentiated from animal life with 

features that are easily stripped away. The ease with which a human may fall or be set 

                                                 
224 The bare-ness of unaccommodated man is a key component of his vulnerability, as Shannon addresses 

in her chapter on Lear. She explains that “nakedness seems to be a condition to which no other animal is 

subject” (190), which makes him more vulnerable and deficient than the beasts whose hides he must 

borrow. 



  

 

259 

 

among nonhuman animals whose lives are given little regard is what prompts 

Gloucester’s admission that Poor Tom makes him “think a man a worm” (4.1.33)—that 

is, not just a subhuman creature, but one of the lowest animals in the hierarchy of 

beasts—and inspires his comparison of a human’s suffering to that of an insect. Soon 

after he declares, “As flies to wanton boys are we to the gods. / They kill us for their 

sport” (4.1.36-7). Rather than employ familiar (kindred) creatures whose physical 

likeness to a human make their abuse less tolerable, Gloucester attests that a man’s life is 

akin to that of a tortured fly. The comparison implies that the gods’ cruelty is either 

sadistic entertainment or sanctioned abuse toward creatures or species that are clearly 

excluded from the heavens’ moral community. It is unsurprising that this realization 

comes immediately following Gloucester’s own abuse at the hands of Regan and 

Cornwall when he is bound and tortured like a dog-baited bear (another creature who 

suffers for the entertainment of men) that is “tied to th’stake” and “must stand the course” 

of his abuse (3.7.53).225 The horror in Gloucester’s comparison is in showing a man 

dehumanized and abused like animals whose suffering is either permitted or disregarded 

because they are positioned outside of the moral community. With Lear’s dog 

comparisons, however, the boundaries of the moral community are not so clearly defined 

to exclude animals; the dog’s figurative role in the characterization and categorization of 

particular human kinds, as well as its literal position as a nonhuman member within 

human communities makes the dog a paradoxical figure with which the play begins to 

examine and challenge how one determines the boundaries of human kindness. 

                                                 
225 For more on the bear-baiting imagery and its implications, see Höfele’s comprehensive discussion in 

chapter 5 of Stage, Stake, and Scaffold: Humans and Animals in Shakespeare’s Theatre (2011).  
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Both Kent and Cordelia turn to the treatment of pet dogs as a way of identifying 

an abuse to those who are deserving of care. When he is put in the stocks, Kent expresses 

his contempt for Regan’s mistreatment by claiming, “If I were your father’s dog, / You 

should not use me so” (2.2.132-3). The comparison of Regan’s cruelty toward Kent 

against her imagined kindness toward Lear’s pet dog is, in part, an ironic assessment 

whereby the dog-like Kent is deemed less valuable or more in need of punishment than 

his nonhuman counterpart by the equally dog-like Regan. It is important to note that 

Kent’s admonition of Regan is not in her mistaken valuation of a dog’s life and extension 

of kindness to a nonhuman creature—in fact, his disgust in her actions rests on the 

assumption that even her father’s dog is deserving of kind treatment. Rather, his 

comparison serves as an indication that Regan violates the moral boundaries that 

determine who is deserving of care and respect by not only treating him with contempt, 

but treating him worse than one would treat an animal. Kent assumes that, as a human 

and as Lear’s steward (not to mention a disguised earl), he deserves better treatment than 

Regan is willing to show. However, one may argue that Kent’s punishment is fitting of 

his rank and supposed disobedient character, which Regan attests to when she affirms 

that while she would not treat her father’s dog with the same abuse, with Kent “being his 

knave, [she] will” (2.2.133). Her use of the term “knave” could be a degrading epithet (as 

a villain or contemptable rogue) or an accurate description of his social place (as a man of 

low rank or status). If the former, the characterization suggests that Kent deserves 

punishment for his defiance. If the latter, her assertion reflects what would have been 

understood at the time: that some ranks of humans were set below some ranks of 

nonhuman creatures, which meant that neither all humans nor all beasts were deserving 
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of equal or any moral consideration. This mapping of social rank across species 

boundaries has already been seen in Sidney’s representation of the noble horse as 

superior to particular ranks of men (Dametas, in particular), and the world of dogs 

incorporates this same hierarchical analogy. A creature’s affinity to its human analogue is 

often what determines its correlative treatment and position within, at the threshold, or 

beyond the boundary of moral consideration. As Gloucester is bound and tortured by 

Regan, he offers what can be read as a perverse version of Kent’s human-dog comparison 

of kind-ness using this very logic of sympathetic relation. After recognizing her 

mistreatment of Lear, Gloucester imagines that “If wolves had at [Regan’s] gate howl’d 

that dearn time, / [She] shoud’st have said ‘Good porter, turn the key’” (3.7.61-2). In this 

statement, and in the play more generally, the threshold of the home signifies the 

boundary at which one is recognized as kin and either included or excluded from one’s 

moral community. While Regan casts Lear out, Gloucester imagines that she would hear 

the wolves’ howl and open her doors to the dog’s wild and ferocious correlate. In this 

moment, Gloucester not only suggests that Regan would more readily let in wild 

creatures above human kin, but that the howling wolves would be granted 

accommodation because they share a “wolvish visage” and lupine rapacity with their 

welcoming host.  

The extension of care and consideration to those who share in one’s rank or 

temperament instead of one’s human species illustrates how kind-ness serves as the basis 

for kind treatment. One need only to remember the terms of Cordelia’s disownment to 

recognize the extent to which this model has always been in place: Lear disclaims his 

“paternal care” by likening her excluded position with that of the “barbarous Scythian” 
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who would “Be as well neighbour’d, pitied, and relieved” as she is (1.1.115-118). His 

assertion that she is no longer afforded the hospitality, provisions, or pity that one would 

give to one’s kin is a clear demonstration of the very logic that is later used against him: 

that kindness need not be extended to those one perceives as un-kind. Indeed, since 

human dignity or kind-ness is not innate, one must depend on those in power to ensure 

that one is not deemed less than kind and positioned beyond the boundaries of care.  

In spite of—or maybe because of—her un-kinning at the hands of her father, it is 

Cordelia, Alan Sinfield suggests, “who re-states the dog image in a way which 

symbolizes a new attitude to the needs of oneself and others” (13, emphasis added). She 

echoes Kent’s comparison of his abused place using a pet dog to express the inhumanity 

of Lear’s treatment while simultaneously providing a more acceptable picture of her own 

human(e) kindness. In response to what she perceives as her sisters’ abhorrent cruelty, 

she declares that even her “enemy’s dog, though he had bit me, / Should have stood that 

night against my fire” (4.7.36-8). The image of an enemy’s biting dog brought in by the 

fire reworks Gloucester’s malign picture of Regan’s welcomed wolves, and offers a more 

humane representation of kindness by extending care to creature that one recognizes as 

doubly unkind (as a dog that bites and as the enemy’s proxy). And yet, while this picture 

of kind hospitality stands in opposition to her sister’s lack of compassion for their “old 

kind father,” Cordelia’s response to her father’s suffering continues to uphold the logic 

that only certain kinds of creatures (both human and nonhuman) are deserving of care and 

compassion. Though Cordelia is horrified that her sisters would leave Lear out in the 

cold, her disgust depends on a moral logic that accepts this same mistreatment for other 

human and nonhuman creatures (“swine and rogues forlorn”) that are understood to be 
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less than kindred, and therefore more fit for or deserving of their place in the “short and 

musty straw” (4.7.39-40). Even as Cordelia extends the boundaries of her moral 

community to incorporate her enemy’s dog, she does so more as a way of emphasizing 

her sisters’ cruelty than offering a workable model of human kindness for those human 

and nonhuman creatures that are positioned beyond her kin-group. Thus, even though 

Cordelia’s dog comparison offers a new attitude to the needs of others and takes steps in 

the right direction for a re-evaluation of kindness, her disregard for other human and 

nonhuman suffering unwittingly and tragically upholds the arbitrary boundary of kind/un-

kind that permitted her own devaluation at the play’s open.  

 This arbitrary boundary and the dog’s relation to it reappears in one final, tragic 

comparison in the play when Lear, looking down on Cordelia’s corpse, asks “Why does a 

dog, a horse, a rat, have life, / And thou no breath at all?” (5.3.305-6). The question is 

rhetorical by this point, since the play has repeatedly demonstrated the ease with which 

differences in kind are blurred, the frequency with which human and nonhuman life are 

granted equal value, and the degree to which Lear’s initial devaluation of Cordelia’s life 

at the play’s open (when she is un-kinned) is what leads to their shared misfortune. Lear’s 

tragic comparison of Cordelia’s life to that of a dog, a horse, and a rat also seems to offer 

a heart-breaking echo of the Fool’s more jovial elision of human and animal lives at the 

end of Act 2. When he comes upon Kent in the stocks, the Fool mocks his beastly 

position and declares: “Ha, ha! he wears cruel garters. Horses are tied by the heads, dogs 

and bears by th’neck, monkeys by the loins, and men by th’legs” (2.4.7-9). The 

comparison of Kent’s misfortune to that of familiar beasts who are also tied by various 

parts of the body not only subtly characterizes Kent’s punishment as a component of his 
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domestication, it more importantly demonstrates the ease with which human figures are 

made akin to their beastly brethren. In the final scene, it is Cordelia and not the dog nor 

the bear that has been tied by the neck, and Lear’s lamentation that the horses, dogs, and 

rats continue to live while Cordelia dies only reinforces the unexceptionality of the 

human, the “pitiful vulnerability of bare life” (Höfele 228), and the undifferentiated 

cruelty of kind-ness. This macabre substitution is also foreshadowed by the Fool when 

his declaration that Goneril “Should sure to the slaughter, / If my cap would buy a halter” 

(1.4.318-9) conflates the slaughterhouse with the scaffold by means of the word “halter” 

(a rope with which horses and cattle are tied, as well as a hangman’s noose); just as Kent 

is punished in place of the more deserving Oswald, Cordelia suffers the cruel and 

inhuman fate of Goneril’s imagined sentence. By demonstrating how the human-animal 

boundary shifts, blurs, and dissolves depending on who is in power, the play ultimately 

reveals how quickly one may be brought near to beasts, excluded from the moral 

community, and denied kind treatment. And yet, while the play addresses the limitations 

of kindness when human beastliness sanctions abuse, the tragedy does offer—even if 

fleeting—an alternative model of human kindness that is born out of the recognition of 

man’s animality and his shared capacity to suffer. It is to this vision of kindness that I 

turn in the final section to determine the ways in which Lear represents the virtues and 

limitations of kindness or fellow-feeling in a world where a human’s likeness to beasts 

both affirms and undermines his “human” status. 

 



  

 

265 

 

4.4 Sympathy in Suffering: Tracing Human Kindness among the Beasts  

 While Cordelia’s ethics of care left both swine and rogues shivering out in the 

cold, Lear’s suffering on the heath prompts a transformation in his material relationship 

with animals that moves him to consider the plights of other human and nonhuman 

creatures who have been left to suffer beyond the limited borders of one’s moral 

community. Beasts are not merely the kindred figures that signify the moral decline of 

the play’s depraved characters; they are also the kindred creatures whose shared 

corporeality and position in human communities undermines the easy differentiation of 

human from nonhuman animals. While the play begins with Lear’s fixation on filial duty 

and the care he believes he deserved from his kindred, the scope of Lear’s ethic of 

obligation and care gradually extends beyond the family to consider what kindness is 

owed to sensitive creatures whose shared capacity to suffer demands ethical response. 

 The play’s repeated focus on who is let in and who is left to suffer in the storm 

demands that one widen the lens of sympathy to consider the plight of those left shivering 

in musty straw. From the moment the great abatement of kindness begins, the Fool 

continues to encourage Lear to extend his circle of consideration and understand his 

sudden misfortune in context. As the Fool explains how “Fathers that wear rags / Do 

make their children blind,” while fathers that bear bags / Shall see their children kind,” he 

pushes Lear to recognize that “Fortune, that arrant whore, / Ne’er turns the key to 

th’poor” (1.4.50-1).226 With this shift beyond the family to the consideration of Lear’s 

subjects, the Fool reminds both Lear and Kent of the houseless poverty whose suffering 

is akin to that of the ragged father (and, therefore, to the ragged king). Once he is no 

                                                 
226 This line is not included in the Arden edition. It is present in the Folio (1.4.50-1). 
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longer insulated by power and privilege and is forced to accept his “poor, infirm, weak, 

and despis’d” state (3.2.20), Lear begins to recognize his own blindness and chides 

himself for his lack of charity to the poor. He realizes the Fool’s need for shelter because 

he too is cold—a correlation that allows him to consider further the needs of others and 

realize that he as “ta’en / Too little care of this” during his reign (3.4.33). After he 

recognizes the Fool’s suffering and bids him to take shelter in the hovel, he imagines the 

greater number of “Poor naked wretches” that also “bide the pelting of this pitiless storm” 

(3.4.28-9). He wonders how those other “houseless heads and unfed sides” (3.4.30) 

whose miserable state mirrors his own, are able to defend themselves and survive the 

unrelenting storm. Yet, instead of seeking refuge from the storm’s abuse, Lear decides to 

expose himself “to feel what wretches feel” in hopes that he may “shake the superflux to 

them, / And show the Heavens more just” (3.4.34-36). This exposure to pain and torment 

helps Lear to understand the suffering of others. He feels their pain as his own pain and 

demonstrates empathy in emphatically literal terms. It is only when he is stripped of 

flatteries, exposed to the storm, and forced to seek shelter in musty straw that Lear begins 

to realize how quickly the “art of our necessities… can make vile things precious” 

(3.2.70-1). Though Lear refers here to how their need for shelter trumps his disgust at the 

deplorable hovel they must inhabit, the compassion he begins to show to his Fool and his 

subjects suggests that they, like the straw-lined hovel, are also previously vile things that 

have been made precious (given value) by Lear’s vulnerable state, his sudden capacity for 

empathy, and his desire for fellowship.  

 Lear’s incorporation of the suffering of others forms the foundation of the play’s 

larger concern for the importance of fellow-feeling as a process of dissolving the 
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arbitrary divisions of kind and extending the boundaries of one’s moral community. 

While Lear’s suffering on the heath prompts his concern for unseen subjects who must 

also suffer as he does, it is in his confrontation with “the thing itself” in Edgar’s 

“uncover’d body” (3.4.104, 100) that Lear realizes the true vulnerability and animality of 

mankind. Once again, Lear responds to this vision of subhuman suffering by exposing 

himself to the “extremity of the skies” to align himself with Edgar’s divested state. 

Though Lear repeatedly calls attention to the severity of his own suffering, his ready 

identification with fellow-sufferers begins to build an affective community whereby 

“extreme vulnerability—a deep recognition of life’s fragility—forges powerful 

connections across species” (Gruber 106). This shared capacity to suffer is what dissolves 

the distinctions among humans and exposes their differences in kind as mere superfluities 

that arbitrarily distinguish sovereign from subject, and human from beast. Edgar attests to 

this dissolution of difference and recognition of kinship through mutual suffering when 

he declares that his own pain seems light and portable “When that which makes me bend 

makes the king bow” (3.6.107). By recognizing that he does not suffer alone, Edgar 

realizes how “the mind much sufferance doth o’er skip, / When grief hath mates, and 

bearing fellowship” (3.6.104-5). It is fitting, therefore, that when Gloucester shows 

charity to Poor Tom and gives him his purse, Gloucester demands that the “superfluous 

and lust-dieted man,” who “will not see / Because he does not feel, feel your power 

quickly” so that “distribution should undo excess, / And each man have enough” (4.1.66-

70). Gloucester recognizes that the failure to acknowledge injustice or extend kindness to 

those in need derives from one’s inability or refusal to feel (to experience or recognize a 

mutual capacity to suffer and to open oneself to pity). Lear’s experience on the heath 
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demonstrates the importance of feeling—either literally or empathetically—the suffering 

of others.   

 However, while Lear, Gloucester, and Edgar all recognize the virtue of “the art of 

known and feeling sorrows” to make one “pregnant to good pity” (4.6.219-20), the play 

also illustrates how there are limitations to this particular method of compassionate 

response. Dollimore recognizes these shortcomings in his assessment of Lear and 

explains that “where pity for ‘houseless poverty’ is the prerequisite for compassionate 

action, where a king has to share the suffering of his subjects in order to care, the 

majority will remain poor, naked and wretched” (Radical Tragedy 191). Lear’s own 

experience being treated as less than kind is what forces him to acknowledge that same 

adversity among others. And yet, Lear can only understand their suffering as a reflection 

or extension of his own experience; they deserve sympathy because Lear believes first 

and foremost that he deserves sympathy. Thus, Dollimore is correct in is assertion that 

the play not only represents the casual “unkindness that is built into social 

consciousness,” but more specifically “the woeful inadequacy of what passes for 

kindness” in that society (192). At the same time, however, Dollimore’s conclusion that 

the play offers a negative view of pity and sympathy fails to recognize the degree to 

which the play assesses the limitations of fellow-feeling in order to represent it as the 

means by which kin-bonds are (re)built and humanity restored. The play’s return to the 

continued failure to discern and extend kind-ness in both the main and subplot suggests 

that the play breaks down the process in order to challenge and redefine how we identify 

and sympathize with another (or, an Other). In this way, Lear’s representation of the 

interrelation of pity and kinship is similar to what Brian Boyd traces in Titus, a play that 
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he argues probes at “the heart of human morality: the contrast between kindness and 

unkindness, concern for our kind and unconcern for others” (66). While Titus explores 

the tension between kind and unkindness through a foreign figure (Aaron), Lear expands 

on and complicates these concerns by locating unkindness paradoxically within the 

family itself. In doing so, the play exposes the arbitrary lines with which we establish 

who is considered kin. It also traces how the seemingly stable boundaries of moral 

consideration are easily rewritten by classifying another (even one’s own kin) as some 

other species or kind—one that is positioned beyond the circle of care and consideration. 

The zoomorphism of the family unit not only calls attention to the ways in which 

nonhuman animals routinely serve as border figures when discerning who is deserving of 

kindness and who is worthy of abuse, it also illustrates how the extension of kindness is 

always conditional. It depends on a recognition of likeness: a recognition that the other is, 

in some measure, akin to oneself.  

This mapping of kind-ness across species undermines a clear differentiation of 

human from nonhuman animals in order to focus their shared embodiment and mutual 

capacity to suffer. In the final scene of the play Lear enters with an inarticulate howl that 

once again “challenges the distinction between man and animal” (Clody 671) and 

epitomizes the play’s emphatic turn away from kind-ness as a means of differentiating 

species toward an ethics of kindness based in affective and communal response. In this 

moving scene, Lear’s howls unite human and beast against the “men of stone” who fail to 

demonstrate their humanity and grieve with Lear. As he stands on the stage, a feeble old 

man carrying the weight of his daughter’s corpse, the audience participates in his grief 

and (momentarily) feels his suffering as their own. With this final push for communal 
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sympathy across sensitive creatures, Lear employs the ever-present (and always-shifting) 

border of human(e) kindness to disparage those figures around him who—with their 

stony nature—are now the ones who appear less than kind.  

Yet, even though the play’s final demand for a renewed ethic of kindness via 

sympathy seems to unite sensitive creatures, Lear’s subsequent lamentation that a dog, a 

horse, or a rat may continue living while Cordelia lies dead seems to re-establish the 

boundaries of moral consideration that the play was intent to challenge and blur 

throughout. The animal catalogue incorporates, therefore, the fundamental contradictions 

at the very heart of the play’s navigation of species boundaries and kinship ties. While 

Lear’s attempted imposition of species distinctions in this moment does call attention to 

the shared vulnerability of bare life, the tragic weight of his comparison of human to 

nonhuman life also requires we recognize that Cordelia’s life should be worth more than 

the life of an animal. In this final scene (and throughout the play) there is a push to 

recognize continuity across species, but this recognition of similitude (of shared 

vulnerability and bare animality) ultimately demands a reassertion of difference in order 

to affirm that a human’s life is not, fundamentally, something that is cheap as a beast’s. 

For this reason, Shannon is correct in her conclusion that Lear’s disassembly of the 

human edifice “does not offer the zootopian community of a writer such as Montaigne, 

whose ‘general throng’ held out with equanimity a certain ideal of cross-species 

community” (196). Instead, it offers a picture of tragic uncertainty in which man’s bare 

animality threatens to leave him positioned precariously among other creatures unkind. 

As a result, Lear’s representation of human-animal kinship remains ambivalent—at once 

dissolving the boundaries of kind and struggling to reassert them. Although the play 
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incorporates sub- and nonhuman figures within the circle of care and consideration, it 

also undermines this inclusion by continuing to employ human likeness to nonhuman 

creatures as evidence of man’s shameful beastly nature and inherent “unkindness.” We 

are left, therefore, to navigate human indeterminacy and animality ourselves and—in 

doing so—reconsider or determine what kind of creature is deserving of abuse and which 

others are worthy of care.  
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Conclusion  

 

In the preceding chapters I have offered analyses of particular animals and 

versions of human animality in Sidney’s Defence, Spenser’s first book of The Faerie 

Queene, and Shakespeare’s King Lear to demonstrate the value of assessing each 

author’s unique approach to literary animals. These case studies have allowed me to 

illustrate the idiosyncrasies of each writer’s engagement with animals and human 

animality, and demonstrate the complex and contradictory nature of animal 

signification—even within a single text. And while there are points of similarity across 

Sidney’s, Spenser’s, and Shakespeare’s consideration of the species divide and of human 

animality, what is most striking, retrospectively, is the way in which they differ in both 

approach and purpose. In fact, by navigating the nature and function of each author’s 

representation of continuity across species, I have been able to demonstrate how these 

authors do not perform or reflect collectively some overriding ideological position about 

animals. Instead, because the early modern idea of the animal was so capacious, the 

specific thematic or moral preoccupations in each text often produce radically different 

treatments of the “animal” and human animality. Sidney’s engagement with horses and 

equitation is inseparable from his concern for proper governance and his desire to 

establish an elite community of proper poet-riders. Spenser’s depiction of the lion and 

shifting leonine kinds contributes directly to his redefinition of his epic hero and is tied to 

the poem’s larger concerns regarding perception, representation, and moral refinement. In 

Shakespeare’s tragedy, the engagement with human animality is tied inextricably to the 

play’s more extensive exploration of the obligations of kin and the indeterminacy of 
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mankind. Thus, I have not painted a clear and unified picture of the ways in which early 

modern writers represent specific animals, trace human-animal relatedness, or use 

animals in the construction of human identity. Instead, my project acknowledges these 

points of engagement while striving to illustrate how the variety of animal signification in 

literary texts and the author’s own navigation of species boundaries and interspecies 

relatedness often resists this kind of synthesis.  

Though Sidney draws on the symbolic correlation of noble men and their horses 

to establish the exclusivity of his craft, his representation of the horse-rider relationship 

reflects a far more intimate bond with the actual animal than is evident in Spenser or 

Shakespeare. Sidney promotes the prominent role horses play in the construction of noble 

identity, and depends on the inseparable community of noble men and their horses to 

articulate the methods and virtues of his craft. The lines of continuity across species that 

Sidney traces in his representation of affective governance and interspecies 

correspondence suggests that horses are not just symbols of governance but also 

companion animals and communicative subjects. Yet, even with this recognition of 

community and continuity across species, out of the three authors examined in this 

dissertation, Sidney has the greatest investment in a naturalized hierarchy—both 

personally and for the success of his Defence. In the Defence and in New Arcadia, horses 

function prominently as the figures with and through which Sidney differentiates noble 

from ignoble kinds; in both texts, as we see the species boundary blur, the social 

hierarchy is made ever more distinct. The opposite is true in King Lear, however, where 

the collapse of a “naturalized” social hierarchy exposes the common animality of human 

and nonhuman creatures. Like Sidney, Shakespeare traces lines of correspondence across 
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species, but in contrast to the noble poet, Shakespeare makes no attempt to reaffirm a 

“natural” hierarchy either of human society or of human and animal; instead, he traces 

multiple lines of continuity as a way of demonstrating the arbitrary nature of these 

differentiations in kind. Though both texts recognize and examine the implications of an 

interspecies community, they do so to very different ends.  

In The Faerie Queene, there is a similar recognition of the symbolic power of 

noble animals in the affirmation of identity or character. As Spenser navigates the 

uncertain nature and virtues of the figures in Faerieland, the lion serves as a central point 

of comparison with and against which he redefines his epic hero and explores the 

(in)humanity of men. The lion’s shifting meanings allow Spenser to explore the slippery 

nature of signification and examine what it means to share attributes and actions with 

other animals. Rather than affirming stable distinctions, however, Spenser blurs the 

species boundary to make way for a larger exploration of moral degradation where 

“beastly” comes to signify moral rather than biological difference. Though Spenser, like 

Shakespeare, employs animals as a way of mapping human “beastliness,” he is not as 

interested in the same kind of ontological questions that Shakespeare explores in King 

Lear. Whereas Lear strips man of his animal “lendings” to expose the reliance on animal 

signs as a shameful product of his indistinction, The Faerie Queene does not respond to 

this dependence on animals and animal signs with the same apprehension. For Spenser, 

tracing lines of continuity across species is a productive form of understanding oneself 

through other figures. Each confrontation is an opportunity for comparison, self-

reflection, and personal refinement—an opportunity to evaluate the virtue of animal 

emulation and dangers of “beastly” behaviour. Spenser’s push for moral instruction and 
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personal governance by way of the exemplary lion coincidentally resembles Sidney’s 

project in the Defence, insofar as both writers recognize a human’s capacity to be moved 

like an animal. However, while Spenser responds to men’s animal passions by exploring 

the zoomorphized effects of being led astray (to demonstrate a human’s capacity to 

become more “beastly” than beasts), Sidney resists this avenue of comparison because 

the Defence is far more concerned with demonstrating the virtuous ends of affective 

governance.  

In Lear, Shakespeare’s exploration of unkindness represents human vulnerability 

and animality in far more humbling and troubling terms than is represented in either 

Sidney’s or Spenser’s texts. Though Spenser recognizes a human’s capacity to fall below 

kind and appear “beastly” among men, Shakespeare’s dissolution of the boundaries of 

kin(d) leads him to larger questions concerning the indeterminacy of a human’s place(s) 

and the obligations owed to sensitive creatures whose shared capacity to suffer demands 

ethical response. Even though all three texts suggest that kindness (sympathy or kind 

treatment) and kind-ness (likeness or kinship) go hand-in-hand, Shakespeare is the only 

author to expose man’s vulnerable animality and explore the moral limitations of relating 

to/with another. He acknowledges that if moral consideration depends on perceiving 

another as kin (or akin to oneself), and if these categories of kind-ness are social 

constructions that are subject to change, then ethical treatment is always limited by 

whether or not one is able or willing to recognise and admit the other. Spenser’s 

ambivalent treatment of pity as a governing virtue and quality of human(e)ness seems to 

address similar failures in fellow-feeling by demonstrating how difficult it is to discern 

who is worthy of sympathy. In contrast to Shakespeare’s focus on the suffering of those 
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positioned beyond the boundary of care, however, Spenser remains focused on the 

deficient perception and instinct of humans in order to show that there are obligations 

tied to naturalized categories of kind. Thus, whereas Spenser traces continuity and 

difference across species to set into relief the human’s relative position, Shakespeare 

maps those same vertical and horizontal lines of kind-ness as a way of demonstrating the 

ambivalence at the heart of man’s exceptional place among the beasts.  

This brief comparison demonstrates the degree to which each text offers its own 

unique engagement with animal representation and the species boundary, and how each 

author conceives of man’s comparative place as the paragon of animals. Though my 

assessment makes it clear that each author’s representation of continuity across species is 

often governed by the purpose of his project, due to the confines my project I have not 

been able to determine exactly how or to what degree the genre of writing affects, 

encourages, or limits an author’s treatment of human animality and representation of 

interspecies correspondence. My comparison of equestrian governance in Sidney’s 

Defence to its representation in Astrophil and Stella does suggest that the association of 

horses with unbridled desire is far more difficult to ignore or manipulate in the sonnet 

sequence than it is in his prose treatise. In The Faerie Queene, Spenser’s allegorical 

frame clearly limits his ability to engage with “real” animals in the way that Sidney does 

with horses and Shakespeare with dogs.227 Shakespeare’s exploration of human 

                                                 
227 Campana’s recent assessment of The Faerie Queene’s allegorical animals and Spenser’s relative 

absence from animal studies criticism identifies the “problem” of allegory for animal studies readings. He 

concludes that the overwhelming critical attention to dehumanization in Spenser, paired with “the 

inhumanity of allegorical reading and writing,” has made it difficult to perceive other forms of nonhuman 

life in Spenser’s poem (277). In response to what he terms “the paradox of the animal” in relation to “the 

paradox of allegory,” Campana provides a useful lens through which one may approach and interpret both 

human and nonhuman life forms in Spenser’s text (291). This consideration of the limits of genre—or the 

ways in which we read a particular genre of writing—is an invaluable contribution for both literary animal 

studies and scholarship on Spenserian allegory. 
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indistinction and human animality is undoubtedly tied to both his medium and his project. 

His concern for theatricality is what pushes him to look beneath the king’s furred robes 

and expose the poor and naked animal that lies beneath. The tragic frame also lends itself 

to the dissolution of social and species difference, which then informs the play’s re-

examination of how kindness is understood and extended. Further research into the 

relationship between animal discourse and literary form may provide insights into how 

genre affects the way early modern writers engage with interspecies relatedness and 

represent literary animals.228  

My focus on three key Renaissance writers and three influential texts strives to 

demonstrate some of the ways early modern writers engage with the complexities and 

contradictions that emerge when one traces both continuity and difference across species. 

I recognize the limitations of focusing on only three, canonical male writers; however, 

my engagement with the works of Sidney, Spenser, and Shakespeare demonstrates how 

even these preeminent authors and texts cannot function synecdochally for early modern 

treatments of interspecies relatedness. Instead, they demonstrate the diversity and 

complexity of early modern understandings of human animality. Moreover, they provide 

confirmation that the animal figures that stalk the pages (even the pages of allegory) are 

far more than mere poetic ornament; rather, these figures push and prod the boundaries of 

human understanding and expression. As a result, this project contributes to the continued 

                                                 
228 Garrett A. Sullivan’s book Sleep, Romance, and Human Embodiment (2012) is one such example of this 

kind of genre-based approach. He explains that “Genre is a generative site, a fertile collection of formal, 

narrative and thematic possibilities, each with its own ideological resonances” (25). His own focus is on 

epic and romance, two genres that he believes “provide the raw materials for exploring different models of 

humanness” (1) by offering “distinctive conceptual resources for pondering what it is (or is not) to be 

human, resources that derive from the doctrine of the tripartite soul” (25). Given this focus and Sullivan’s 

findings, it is worthwhile to consider further how other genres of writing limit, encourage, or even foreclose 

different models of humanness and human-animal relatedness. 
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critical reassessment of pre-Cartesian animalities by demonstrating how the 

representations of animals and human animality in the selected works reflects a far more 

complex network of relatedness across species and kinds than the Cartesian human-

animal binary affords. It illustrates the instability of “the human” in the early modern 

period, as well as the powerful role animals play in human self-conception. Finally, my 

project also shows how animal representation and metaphor are not merely a means by 

which writers erase the “real” animal, pressing it into symbolic service; rather, these 

animal metaphors and metaphors of animality present dynamic and productive sites of 

interspecies relation and engagement, and reflect the multiple and diverse ways in which 

we come to know, understand, and represent both human and nonhuman animals.  
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