
Notes to Chapter Five 
 
 
1. Mentre ch’i’ rovinava in basso loco, 

dinanzi a li occhi mi si fu offerto 
chi per lungo silenzio parea fioco. 
Quando vidi costui nel gran diserto, 
“Miserere di me,” gridai a lui, 
“qua? che tu sii, od ombra od omo certo!” Rispuosemi: 
“Non omo, omo gia fui....  
Poeta fui, e cantai di quel giusto 
figliuol d’Anchise che venne di Troia, 
poi che ‘l superbo Ilion fu combusto.... 
“Or se’ tu quel Virgilio e quella fonte 
che spandi di parlat si largo flume?” 
rispuos’ io con vergognosa fronte.  
“O de li altri poeti onore e lume, 
vagliami ‘1 lungo studio e ‘1 grande amore  
che m’ha fatto cercar lo tuo volume. 
Tu se’ lo mio maestro e ‘1 mio autore,  
tu se’ solo colui da cu’ io tolsi 
lo bello stilo che m’ha fatto onore....” 

 
2. The text of Swift quoted here and throughout is that of Herbert Davis, The Prose 

Writings of Jonathan Swift, 14 vols. (Basil Blackwell: Oxford, 1957-68). 
 
3. The language is neither Jacques Derrida’s nor Stanley Fish’s but J. Hillis Miller’s, from his 

essay “The Critic as Host,” in Deconstruction and Criticism, ed. Geoffrey Hartman, New 
York, 1979, p. 225. Miller of course is speaking of all literature rather than just allegory, 
and he means that these presences are often unknown to the author and their effect on 
the text is often contrary to or at least divergent from the author’s intention. In allegory, 
I would argue, they are very much a part of the whole text’s “intention.” 

 
4. For a specific discussion of the role of Platonic emanating triads in literature, see my 

Three English Epics, passim. 
 
5. “Galeotto fu ‘1 libro e chi lo scrisse:/ quel giorno piu non vi leggemmo avante.” As is 

typical of Dante’s procedure throughout the Commedia, the density of meaning packed 
into this episode (in the context of Inferno we initially read its primary significance in its 
literal statements) is vastly augmented by the recurrence of the word galeotto in 
Purgatorio 2.27, where it denotes the angel who guides the ship of souls to the shore of 
the Purgatorial mountain. I am grateful to Professor Magda Gilewicz for pointing this 
connection out to me. 

 
6. “lnitiates” is not fully accurate: instability of significations is present in the poem from 

the poet’s first use of the word “seems,” from his indication of the disparity between the 



battle-worn armor and the untried knight within it, perhaps even from the word 
“pricking.” 

 
7. Such meanings are, of course, already present in Dante’s complex though opposite use 

of the selva oscura: there it is the linguistic and rhetorical jungle of conventional 
expression that bewilders and dismays the pilgrim and from which he must escape first 
into a world of extreme univocation before language – his language, at any rate – can re-
establish any sort of figural function. 

 
8. Spenser goes right on multiplying literary contexts at about this same rate. Immediately 

after this, Una and Red Crosse Knight enter a dark wood “that heauens light did hide” 
where they wander labyrinthine ways that lead them finally to Error’s cave, which 
echoes of Plato’s cave more than it does the one Dido and Aeneas took shelter in (it also 
echoes somewhat more distantly of the cave in which Menelaus wrestled the shape-
shifting Proteus to force him to speak the truth: perhaps the episode is filtered, for 
Spenser, through Virgil’s adaptation of it in the Fourth Georgic). Enroute to that 
destination, the poem has paused long enough to embrace some hardy topoi, the 
pleasance and the medieval catalogue poem among them. For a fuller discussion of all 
this along lines similar to those I am suggesting here, see the Spenser chapter of my 
Three English Epics. 

 
9. I am borrowing – and to some extent deliberately misapplying – the notions of 

“executive” and “deliberative” episodes from Thomas M. Greene’s The Descent from 
Heaven: A Study in Epic Continuity (New Haven and London, 1963). Greene uses these 
terms to characterize a kind of typical rhythm in epic, an alternation of episodes that 
advance the action of the poem with sections that reflect upon the significance of that 
action (or at least provide readers with means and opportunity to so reflect). In the 
broadest possible terms, of course, Swift’s alternation of narrative and essay in A Tale of 
a Tub both uses and parodies that rhythm. For a fuller discussion of these epic aspects of 
Swift’s satire see the Swift chapter of my Epic to Novel. 

 
10. “Steven’s Rock and Criticism as Cure II,” Georgia Review 30 (1976). 
 
11. “Fluctuate” in fact introduces yet another level of signification into the passage, since 

fluctuation is properly speaking the activity of waves: this thereby intrudes into the 
narrator’s already frenetic significatory process what constitutes the ground (forgive the 
bad joke) of the whole figuration, the sea itself. 

 
12. For a fuller discussion of the Tale of a Tub volume, see the Swift chapter of my Epic to 

Novel. 
 
13.  A Discourse Concerning the Mechanical Operation of the Spirit in a Letter To a Friend. A 

Fragment will perform the same prefatory revival of the key terms and concerns of its 
two preceding works in an even more concise, diminuendo form. 

 

14. The Bookseller’s certainty about the authorship of The Battle is doubly curious in the 
face of his doubts about the authorship of The Mechanical Operation of the Spirit, which 



resembles A Tale of a Tub much more closely in subject, style, and point of view than 
does The Battle. 

 
15. If “Beholders” recognized their own faces in satire, they would be “offended with it” 

rather than chastened or corrected by it. The narrator makes it even clearer that giving 
such offense is precisely his intent: “But if it should happen otherwise, the Danger is not 
great; and, I have learned from long Experience, never to apprehend Mischief from 
those Understandings, I have been able to provoke” (italics mine). Such language and 
opinions deny the validity not just of general satire but even of particular satire, and 
they most certainly strip satire of any (in Eighteenth-century theory legitimizing) 
therapeutic or socially ameliorative function. 

 
16. All, in Swift’s text, italicized as well as capitalized: the practices of Eighteenth-century 

typography make it easy for Swift to keep us always on the verge of personification. 
 
17. Antony and Cleopatra pushes the stage to its illusionist limits, and Shakespeare there 

boldly has his boy-actor-playing-Cleopatra declaim against boy actors “squeaking” her 
greatness. Earlier explicit invocations of theatricality in Hamlet and King Lear (“And pat, 
like the catastrophe in the old comedy, he comes”) and As You Like It also verge on 
shattering the dramatic illusion, but without ever entirely crossing over the border. 

 
18. To my way of thinking the ideal staging of The Tempest would spare no expense to 

achieve a thoroughly realistic storm and shipwreck; after that, the rest of the action 
should take place on an absolutely bare stage, relying only on the language and the 
actors and such costumes (gorgeous, I should think) and props (witty and portable) as 
they can comfortably carry on and carry off to establish all the necessary theatrical 
illusion. 

 

19. For a fuller discussion of the structural relations of Books I and VI, see my Three English 
Epics and James Nohrnberg’s The Analogy of The. Faerie Queene (Princeton University 
Press: Princeton, 1976). 

 
20. One could make a relatively feeble counterargument on the basis of the so-called 

primitivism of Aeneid VIII (the simple life of  Evander and his people on the site that will 
be Rome) and some of Homer’s similes and inset artifacts (e.g., the shield of Achilles), 
but antithetical elements contained within epic for purposes of clarification, contrast, or 
irony are different in kind from utterly non-epic elements that usurp the action of epic 
and transform it. Consider the implications of one small point as an example of this: 
when Calidore finally accomplishes his quest and captures the Blatant Beast, how is he 
dressed? as knight? or as shepherd? 

 

21. Renaissance readers usually took as genuinely Virgilian four lines that precede Arma 
virumque cano: 

Ille ego, qui quondam gracili modulatus avena  
carmen, et egressus silvis vicina coegi 
ut quamvis avido parerent area colono, 



gratum opus agricolis; at nunc horrentia Martis 
arma virumque cano... 
 

I am he who once tuned my song on a slender reed, then, leaving the woodland, 
constrained the neighboring fields to serve the husbandmen, however grasping – a work 
welcome to farmers: but now of Mars’ bristling arms and the man I sing... (Latin text and 
translation from H. Rushton Fairclough, Virgil, Loeb Library, London and Cambridge, MA, 
1960). 

 
22. As the speaking voice of the narrative, “Spenser” has of course been omnipresent 

throughout the poem – but other versions of the poet have also manifested themselves 
as, more or less, genii locorum in areas of The Faerie Oueene that have been drawn into 
the orbit of alternative forms or ideas. Consider, in this light, figures as different as 
Acrasia and the priest of Isis who explains Britomart’s dream, or Busirane and Merlin. 

 
23. This also has a certain predictive value too: when Calidore vacations from his quest, 

diverted by the charms of Pastorella and the quiet life, he is digressing/wandering/erring 
in exactly the same way and for exactly the same reasons as the poet and Red Crosse 
Knight. This ought to make us re-examine the moral judgments we have – usually quite 
readily – passed on each of these actions. The poem isn’t over until it’s over: every step 
of it forces its readers to perform a mental re-reading and revision of some part of its 
preceding steps. 

 
24. Some of these classical figures have, of course, appeared in the poem under other guises 

or aspects, most notably Venus. It is their specifically literary roles that the Mount 
Acidale episodes activate within the narrative. 

 

25. Spenser even carries this to the extent of having the lyric (presumably) poet Colin Clout 
echo lines of the narrative poet Spenser: compare “She often made me pipe and now to 
pipe apace” (VI.x.27) to “Pype iolly shepheard, pype thou now apace” (VI.x.16), “And 
graced her so much to be another Grace” (VI.x.26) to “Thy loue is there aduaunst to be 
another Grace” (VI.x.16). 

 
26. The Pleasure of the Text, translated by Richard Miller (New York: Hill and Wang, 1975). 
 
 


