
Notes to Chapter 3 
 
1. On this fascinating point see Joseph Anthony Mazzeo, “St. Augustine’s Rhetoric of 

Silence: Truth vs. Eloquence and Things vs. Signs,” in Renaissance and Seventeenth-
Century Studies (New York and London: 1964), 1-28. 

 
2. The text of the Faerie Queene quoted here and throughout this study is Spenser’s Faerie 

Queene, ed. J. C. Smith, 2 volumes, Oxford, 1961. 
 
3. See Wisdom 7.26 – “For she [Wisdom, the Shekinah] is the brightness of eternal light, 

and the unspotted mirror of God’s majesty, and the image of his goodness” – and my 
discussion of this whole topic in Three English Epics. 

 
4. My colleague Joseph Pequigney has persuaded me of Milton’s radical unorthodoxy on 

this and several other points. There is, of course, a hefty bibliography on this subject: the 
quickest way for those unacquainted with the arguments to survey the terrain would be 
via The Milton Encyclopedia.  

 
5. For example, in this very same book: 
 

So spake th’ Eternal Father… 
… nor delay’d the winged Saint 
After his charge receiv’d; but from among 
Thousand Celestial Ardors, wher he stood 
Veil’d with his gorgeous wings, up springing light 
Flew through the midst of Heav’n; th’ angelic Choirs 
On each hand parting, to his speed gave way 
Through all th’Empyreal road; till at the Gate 
Of Heav’n arriv’d, the gate self-open’d wide 
On golden hinges turning, as by work 
Divine the sovran Architect had fram’d. (V.246-55) 

 
6. “Adapts” because some form of allegoresis – of after-the-fact, “mystical” interpretation 

of Scripture – already existed among the many sects of Judaism, and a corresponding 
phenomenon was fairly widespread among sophisticated pagans interested in 
discovering the truths contained in “naïve” myths of “primitive” poets. See in this 
connection Philip Rollinson’s very useful Classical Theories of Allegory and Christian 
Culture, with an appendix of primary Greek sources by Patricia Matsen (Pittsburgh and 
London: Duquesne University Press and Harvester Press, 1981). 

 
7. See Rollinson, Classical Theories, pp. 30-32, for a very important discussion of this 

passage. Rollinson significantly argues for Paul’s language and practice as a fusion of 
Hellenic allegory and Hebraic typology. 

 
8. Milton makes much, in Paradise Lost, of both the word and the idea of the promise, 

etymologically and symbolically; “promise” lies at the heart of the poem’s last two 
books. Cf. my Three English Epics, Milton chapter. 



 
9. Saint Augustine, On Christian Doctrine, trans. D.W. Robertson, Jr. (New York, 1958), pp. 

89-90. 
 
10. I strongly prefer, for clarity both of definition and of argument, to reserve the word 

“allegory” for consciously constructed literary works and to use the word “allegoresis” 
for the process of explaining the purported “mystical” or “symbolic” significance of 
texts, especially when such explanation is performed post hoc, as in the cases of, for 
instance, Homer, Virgil, and the Bible.  

 
11. This was, of course, not a static condition, but it was, it is fair to say, a general condition. 

New ideas about poetry and about the ways poetry creates its meanings were in fact 
being proposed at many times and places in the Middle Ages: Alain of Lille and Geoffrey 
of Vinsauf, for example, are just two innovative poets and critics that Dante could have 
known. Peter Dronke discusses the significance of these poetical/critical alternatives for 
Dante’s poetry in his Dante and Medieval Latin Traditions (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1986) and, more generally, in Fabula (Leiden, 174) and The Medieval 
Poet and His World (Rome, 1984). 

 
12. Peter Dronke, a critic from whose works I have greatly profited, is among the most 

persuasive rejecters of the Cangrande letter’s attribution to Dante. In his Dante and 
Medieval Latin Traditions, Dronke argues on the basis of the letter’s contents (5-8) and 
its prose rhythms (103-111) that the expository portion of the Cangrande epistle does 
not contain Dante’s voice or Dante’s ideas. To a large extent, I agree: I think that portion 
of the epistle represents Dante’s efforts to convey to a non-specialist reader – i.e., a 
reader who is not a poet, not a critic, not a schoolman – something of the complexity 
and significance of his Commedia in terms that would be familiar and comprehensible to 
such a reader. Does it need to be said that as a poet Dante was not, properly speaking, 
among the avant-garde: he was the avant-garde, and had to deal with all the problems 
of speaking to an audience whose comprehension lagged his endeavor that any 
“modern” artist confronts. 

 
13. “Nonetheless I still think it just conceivable that on this one occasion Dante should have 

resolved to bring to his own underworld journey an explanatory method similar to that 
which Bernardus Silvestris and others had thought appropriate to the otherworld 
journey of Aeneas, or which the Fathers had imposed on many parts of the Bible. It was 
a method that may well have been so deeply assimilated by most commentators of the 
time that, inasmuch as they perceived the Commedia as a text with striking analogies to 
the Aeneid and the Bible, they automatically began to organize the new text in the 
anciently familiar pattern. At least it can be seen that the author of the Cangrande 
exposition, though tempted in this direction, did not persist with it: after a general 
statement, and an example drawn from the Bible, he did not go on to apply the method 
even to the handful of lines from Paradiso that he chose to elucidate” (Dronke, Dante 
and Medieval Latin Traditions, ix). 

 
14. Dantis Alagherii Epistolae: The Letters of Dante, ed. & trans. Paget Toynbee, second 

edition (Oxford: The Clarendon Press, 1966), 199-200. 



 
15. See Henri de Lubac, Exegese medievale, Premiere Partie (Paris, 1959), p. 23 ff. 
 
16. See my own Epic to Novel, Three English Epics, and the introduction to the 

Schreiber/Maresca translation of Bernardus Silvestris. 
 
17. “The lantern of the world approaches mortals/ by varied paths.” The line is quoted in 

the letter to Cangrande as the beginning of the second part – the executive part – of 
Paradiso. 

 
18. There are many Hearts of Darkness in print: the one I used here and throughout is the 

old Signet Classic Heart of Darkness and The Secret Sharer, with an introduction by 
Albert J. Guerard, The New American Library, 1963. 

 
19. The quotation is from James Gleick, Chaos: Making a New Science (New York: 1987), 

195. More of Gleick’s remarks on the work of Albert Libchaber, an experimental 
physicist, are directly pertinent to the workings of allegory:  

 
…he (Libchaber) had a feeling for the abstract, ill-defined, ghostly thing called flow. 
Flow was shape plus change, motion plus form. A physicist, conceiving systems of 
differential equations would call their mathematical movement a flow. Flow was a 
Platonic idea, assuming that change in systems reflected some reality independent 
of the particular instant. Libchaber embraced Plato’s sense that hidden forms filled 
the universe…. 

 
“There has been since the eighteenth century some kind of dream that science was 
missing the evolution of shape in space and the evolution of shape in time. If you 
think of a flow, you can think of a flow in many ways, flow in economics or a flow in 
history. First it may be laminar, then bifurcating to a more complicated state, 
perhaps with oscillations. Then it may be chaotic.” 
 
The universality of shapes, the similarities across scales, the recursive power of flows 
within flows – all sat just beyond reach of the standard differential-calculus approach 
to equations of change. But that was not easy to see. Scientific problems are 
expressed in the available scientific language. So far, the twentieth century’s best 
expression of Libchaber’s intuition about flow needed the language of poetry. 
Wallace Stevens, for example, asserted a feeling about the world that stepped ahead 
of the knowledge available to physicists. He had an uncanny suspicion about flow, 
how it repeated itself while changing: 

The flecked river 
Which kept flowing and never the same way twice, flowing 
Through many places, as if it stood still in one. 
 

…When Libchaber and some other experimenters in the 1970s began looking into 
the motion of fluids, they did so with something approaching this subversive poetic 
intent.” (195-96) 



In later chapters I will have much more to say about flow and about chaos theory in relation 
to allegory. 
 
20. See The Scarlet Letter (New York: The Library of America, 1983), 149-50. Hawthorne’s 

moonlit room becomes a Conradian borderland, where real and surreal blend, erasing or 
blurring the threshold that divides them. Conrad reverts to similar language later in 
Heart of Darkness to contrast the unreality of the pilgrims and their behavior with the 
surreality of what surrounds them: “Beyond the fence the forest stood up spectrally in 
the moonlight, and through the dim stir, through the faint sounds of that lamentable 
courtyard, the silence of the land went home to one’s very heart – its mystery, its 
greatness, the amazing reality of its concealed life” (93). It’s worth noting that the forest 
is, etymologically, “the outside”: What is outside the law, outside civilization, the outside 
of life itself. In Heart of Darkness, the jungle itself becomes an outside, an envelope that 
contains all the characters and brings out their meaning. 

 
 
 


