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Helen Cooney's brief preface to this commendable collection of twelve 

diverse and engaging essays indicates the centrality of the twin concepts 

of enigma and revelation in how authors of the early modern period 

interacted with the 'limits of the human knowledge of the divine' (12). 

Cooney reiterates the significant differences between Italian and English 

manifestations of the Renaissance, and points to the broad range of texts 

and figures of this collection as evidence that a true appreciation of the 

interaction between Renaissance idealism and English Reformation 

expression must not rely on a singular focus on texts of either the 

secular or sacred variety, but rather texts of a 'mixed' kind, which can 

more accurately reflect the contrasting movements. Diarmuid 

MacCullouch's description of the meeting of Humanism and Reformation 

principles as a thing of 'convergence' is lightly contended here, at least in 

the early stages of its applicability in England; Cooney posits that it is 

essential to note the dissonance rather than the harmonious effect that 

such a meeting of organising principles entailed (12–13). Indeed, 

MacCullouch's language of confluence and convergence must, it is 

implied, be changed to one of collision and violence in cases such as 

William Tyndale's scriptural translation activities and ensuing execution. 

Resultant issues of xenophobia, adversarial censorship and paranoia 

regarding European influence are also highlighted by Cooney as 

background tensions which must inform our engagement with the texts 

as analysed throughout the collection. Awareness of the balance between 

the intention of the reader (intentio lectoris), either in concert with, or in 

opposition to, the intention of the author (intentio auctoris) emerges as a 

key underlying principle for the collection as a whole (13–14). 



Óenach: FMRSI Reviews 6.1 (2014) 38 
 
 

  

John Scattergood's excellent opening essay considers the authorial 

anxiety of John Skelton and his veiled political allegory attacking the 

power of Cardinal Wolsey in Speke Parott (1521). Such anxiety is felt by 

Skelton, Scattergood notes, not only in the pragmatic fear of reprisal but 

also in the failure of his audience to appreciate fully the depth of the 

text's meaning. Skelton's heuristic process of revision clearly displays the 

mounting concern he has for both his intended audience's failure, or 

perhaps self-preserving refusal, to understand his declared mode of 

speaking 'in enigmate' (23) and the subsequent failure of the text to 

openly influence socio-political opinion against Wolsey. Scattergood 

demonstrates how Skelton 'ransacks' (four) different traditions of political 

writings to encode Wolsey within the text. Contemporary debates on 

education systems are also pointed to in order to contextualise 

Scattergood's argument of Skelton's dispraise of his audience's ability to 

interpret, the increasingly dominant theme of the second half of Speke 

Parott (30).  

Erin Sebo notes the significance of riddle-making within the 

English literary tradition and, most crucially, the effect of Protestant 

biblical translation (the King James Version specifically) and its 

endeavours to sanitise the sacred text's original Old Hebrew references to 

riddling, to strip away its (subsequently Catholic) myth-making power 

(36). Sebo seeks to redirect traditional scholarly approaches to riddle 

narratives towards context; that is, how a text functions autonomously 

or as part of a collection. She first establishes her paradigm for riddle 

narratives, a hierarchy of tropes that is then applied to the ballad, The 

marriage of Sir Gawain (38). Sebo notes the surface rejection of the 

paradigm; it is upheld, however, if one ignores the bumbling Arthur (who 

is, unusually, cowardly and deficient in terms of chivalric rectitude 

throughout) and his riddling opponent, who asks what women most 
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desire. Instead, one must privilege the 'meta-contest' (38) between the 

loathly lady and Gawain, whose hand in marriage is her prize for giving 

Arthur the answer that 'a woman will have her will': a contest which is 

correctly resolved by Gawain's willingness to grant her 'her will'. 

Concomitantly, the meta-contest between author and reader is implied in 

this multi-layering of meaning. Sebo concludes her detailed analysis of 

the function of riddle within the text with an assessment of Otherness 

and monstrosity (47–50), and by noting the irony of the text's apparent 

adherence to stereotype by beginning and ending with happy marriage, 

despite the context of its witness manuscript collection (Percy Folio, BL 

MS Add 27879), which elsewhere demonstrates tension in the marriage 

between Arthur and Guenivere (46). 

Female agency and potential monstrosity is also the focus of 

Deirdre Serjeantson's compelling analysis of Anne Lock and her literary 

authority in the religious sonnet sequence (‘A Meditation of a penitent 

sinner: written in maner of a paraphrase upon the 51. Psalme of David’), 

attached to her translation of John Calvin's Geneva sermons (1560). 

Serjeantson recounts the scholarly misattribution of this interpretative 

sequence and the disavowal of authorship through the distancing device 

of receiving the texts from 'my frend' (55). Serjeantson makes a 

compelling case for Lock — evidenced by her geographical opportunity as 

well as her demonstrable religious fervour regarding the content — as 

both the 'A.L' translator of the sermons and anonymous author of the 

attached sonnets, fearful of her identification and potential reprisal. This 

ascription hinges on two concepts of context: the instability of the 

religious milieu at the time of the composition and publication of the 

text, where heresy really is a question of timing (end of Mary's reign 

/start of Elizabeth's); and the role of women within religious 

communities and discourse. Though the text promotes Calvin's ideas 

politically within the anglophone world, it is in direct contrast to its 
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production where the English ministers in Geneva particularly disdained 

female involvement in preaching as thing to be held 'monstrous' (65–66). 

The 'preaching' implied in this analysis is of the literary type as 

Serjeantson points to the exegetical framing of the sonnet text, with the 

Biblical psalms on which it is based printed in the margin; this would 

support Lock's desire for anonymity in that the sub-titular claim of 

'paraphrase' — a significantly loaded term implying authority to interpret 

(63) — would create a tension with regard to female intrusion into the 

male hegemony of religious authority (65–68).  

Cormac Ó Cuilleanáin investigates the translation of sprezzatura 

(the virtue of succeeding without apparent effort), both in contemporary 

translation into English by Thomas Hoby in 1561 (from Castiglione's Il 

Libro del Cortegiano (1528)), an influential text on humanist models of 

courtly virtues in the sixteenth century, as well as in its translation or 

valency over time to its current deployment in artistic advertising, sports 

writing and political campaign image construction. Ó Cuilleanáin 

demonstrates that Thomas Hoby's variable reception of the word and his 

choices in translation depend on the context of its use, resulting in 

renderings as 'recklessness', 'disgracing' and 'dispraysing', a process 

which is further confused through later filtering of posthumous editorial 

choices (74–75). He explores the rhetoric of materialistic and 

transactional (financial/bankruptcy) metaphors to indicate perceptions 

of change and degradation in translation (77–80). In turning to modern 

theories of translation, Ó Cuilleanáin offers a fascinating insight into how 

the necessary restrictions of meaning in translation can be fertile areas 

for invention; such collisions of language release a kinetic energy which 

can allow for new modes of creativity (80–81). One such example is the 

author's assessment of the translated litany of Castiglione's deceased 

friends as more effective and emotive in the truncated, monosyllabic, 

consonant-heavy iteration of Hoby than the flowing ornate literary Italian 
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that such a topic would demand (81–82). The ease with which Ó 

Cuilleanáin traces the cultural resonances of sprezzatura belies his 

humorous, tongue-in-cheek authorial disavowal of worthiness when he 

claims the piece is included only due to the unavoidable familial 

obligation toward this particular festschrift (73–74); indeed, it allows him 

to lay no small claim to the virtue of effortless success in his own right. 

Spenser's enigmatic writings occupy the next two essays in the 

sequence. Appropriately, following the above treatment of Castiglione's 

Book of the Courtier and its undoubtedly broad influence on Spenser's 

Legend of Temperance, Helen Cooney offers an updated version of her 

interesting analysis of The Faerie Queene, Book II (previously published 

in 2000). Cooney defines as her focus the enigmatic presence of Tantalus 

and Pilate at the mathematical centre (always significant in Spenser) of 

this Book. The enigmatic structure of these damned souls' temptation of 

Guyon in the Garden of Proserpina as the culmination of his chthonic, 

Christological three-day journey in the Cave of Mammon (excessive care) 

is adroitly revealed by Cooney to outline an extremely complex treatment 

of the sin of curiosity, which can only be addressed through the 

alignment of 'reason' with 'right reason' (the Palmer; 99) and a devotion 

to studiositas, correct reading, learning and interpretation (99, fn. 28; 

110). Allegoresis and the interface between writing, reading and correct 

understanding is key for Cooney and her close analysis demonstrates 

that a wide knowledge of precursors is essential for the true 

understanding of the episode. Thomas Herron works forward from 

Spenser to Shakespeare and suggests that historical Irish resonances are 

implied, either in earnest or gentle mockery, in Shakespeare's non-

historical As You Like It (performed in 1599; first published 1623). Herron 

points to the explicit reference to Ireland in Shakespeare's use of Irish 

bards and wolves, and examines the case for Orlando and his 

emblazoning of Rosalind on the trees of Arden as a continuation of the 



Óenach: FMRSI Reviews 6.1 (2014) 42 
 
 

allegorical rendering, either wholly or in part, of Sir Walter Raleigh in The 

Faerie Queene, where he is depicted as the forlorn Timias, whose own 

carving of Belphoebe's (Elizabeth's) name on the trees (ostensibly in 

Ireland) while wearing Irish garb functions more explicitly as a vignette of 

colonialism and exile all at once (118–19). Herron considers Essex (123–

24) also before examining possible parallels in the landscapes and 

placenames of Ireland for obscure precursors to Shakespeare's setting 

(128–30) as evidence of the play concerning itself with Thomas Butler, 

Earl of Ormond. The analysis is interesting and self-consciously 

speculative, and Herron generously concludes by declaring the purpose 

of the work as primarily concerned with revealing potential for future 

scholarship in this direction of  'Ireland-centred allegorical readings' of 

Shakespeare (135).  

Rory Loughnane's assessment of Cyril Tourneur's The Atheist's 

Tragedy (1611) brings a new medium to the author/reader dynamic: that 

of interpreting the text in real-time performative contexts and the 

reliance on audio cues which may not necessarily transfer their 

significance well to the published format. Loughnane argues that 

Tourneur plays with the idea of interpretation and the ease of 

misinterpretation within the text, based on the Atheist's reliance on 

natural explanation of the divine, such as understanding thunder and 

lighting as nature's approval, rather than impending signifiers of divine 

justice (138; 143–48). Loughnane outlines how Tourneur subverts the 

revenge genre in his work, declaring revenge to be the providential 

preserve of God rather than human agency and failure. By 

demonstrating how the play in its didactic (anti-atheist) intent diverges 

from the 'new norm' of theatre as entertainment and an interpretative 

space to which an audience must bring a wealth of pre-textual 

knowledge, Loughnane notes the plays originality; while it credits the 
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audience with the ability to interpret authority, it may well fail in its 

ability to entertain (150–51). 

Divergent interpretation is also the underlying scheme in Paris 

O'Donnell's concise assessment of travel-writing from the Holy Land. 

O'Donnell identifies a narrow window of visitation to Jerusalem (1596–

1612) as a useful frame in which we can move fluidly between six 

authors for contrasting views on fertility, geographical accuracy and the 

language of decay and degradation. Primarily, O'Donnell demonstrates 

that the same perspective can be rendered variably according to religious 

predilections but, in the main, the Protestant process of recorded vision 

(one anonymous tract is evidently by an English Catholic) is one which 

demythologises the iconography of Catholic superstition and relic 

reverence in its depictions of the landscape: the quantifying merchant 

gaze tends to dominate (158–59). There is, however, a common theme of 

implied hidden fertility awaiting a righteous (Protestant) husbandry and 

some depictions become more religiously-entrenched in later editions, 

where the radius of the rocky environs of Jerusalem is retrospectively 

extended to encompass nearly all of Palestine (163–64). O'Donnell 

interrogates the significance of terminology such as 'holy land' and her 

study demonstrates that perception and recognition are contingent on 

reading and the modes of interpretation that a traveller encodes in that 

which he observes. 

Mark Sweetnam positions his excellent study of Donne's use of 

arcana imperii, the unquestionable right of rulers, most usefully within 

the large body of criticism that has been directed at this facet of Donne's 

writing, clearly aligning himself against critics such as Debra Shuger and 

her assessment of Donne's commitment to absolutism (170–71). Having 

considered the effect of James I's invocation of such ineffability and the 

secrets of state in his widely-propagated declarations of his divine right of 

kings, Sweetnam analyses Donne's employment of the term. As with 
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earlier essays, context is key, and Sweetnam argues that only an holistic 

approach to Donne's Sermons, as well as an appreciation of the differing 

circumstances in which Donne writes at either end of his career (under 

James I, then Charles I), can be the basis for arguing Donne's nuanced 

application of the term in religious contexts (172). He offers just such a 

nuanced reading of five sermons (1625–1630) to demonstrate that Donne 

clearly believed that God and the True Church, due to the openness and 

availability of Scripture, largely had no need for secret governance; that 

God is known through his published precedents (175–76). Donne, 

according to Sweetnam, deploys the term in support of the open 

Protestant ideal, rather than the closed secular intent of James I. 

Crawford Gribben offers a close reading of Marvell's 'Upon 

Appleton House' that is well-grounded in the socio-religious tensions of 

the context of its composition in 1651. Gribben utilises the poem to 

explore the contrasting reactions of the freshly-retired Thomas Fairfax to 

the emerging radical ideologies of the period. Gribben argues that 

Fairfax, by his recalcitrance in pursuing the minor movement of the 

Diggers (as opposed to his brutal suppression of the Levellers), may 

share more of their millennial ideologies than has previously been 

supposed (186–89). Marvell's use of death and competing means of 

miraculous regeneration is, Gribben contends, an effort to convince 

Fairfax that paradisical recovery which the Diggers espouse through hard 

work is not achievable (192): Gribben suggests an inherent realism in 

Marvell's message that 'there could be no spiritual short cut' to the 

agricultural plenty of millennialism and the imposition of order after the 

chaotic rupture of civil war (197–98). Marvell positions the 'sober' house 

and, by extension, his own poetry as a map to such paradisical recovery 

while 'cautioning his patron against the dangerous millennial ideologies 

of the day' (198). 
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W.J. McCormack divides his essay into two distinct, yet linked 

areas:(i) comprehensive bibliographical enquiry into the compositional 

order of varying editions of The History of Ireland (1633), a collection 

published by James Ware for presentation to Thomas Wentworth, in 

which Spenser's A View of the Present State of Ireland first appeared long 

after his death, together with Milton's subsequent reception of the text 

(200-04); (ii) Milton's connection with and awareness of Irish political 

power dynamics and an investigation of personal and political sources for 

his elegy, 'Lycidas', composed for his drowned Cambridge colleague, 

Edward King (208–13). McCormack endeavours to imaginatively 

reconstruct the ways in which Milton, as evidenced in his Common-place 

book (c. 1637), encounters Spenser, primarily in relation to issues of 

governance and military morale (206). By recontextualising Spenser's 

work in its original context, from which it is now largely divorced in 

critical appreciation, McCormack displays the attraction of such a text to 

the likes of Milton, given its proximity to two of Milton's most hated 

figures, Thomas Wentworth and William Laud (210), and what it may 

reveal of the degrading state of Anglo-Irish relations in the 1630s (213–

15). 

John Flood closes the collection with an analysis of female 

philosophy writers active in England in the latter part of the seventeenth 

century. That the entry is longer and more extensively footnoted than 

many of its predecessors in the collection is readily explained by the 

necessity for Flood to first define this category of writing as a genre in 

itself, so scarce are the practitioners and the neglected state of 

scholarship in this area (221). What follows is an admirable investigation 

of four writers — Anne Conway, Mary Astell, Damaris Macham and Mary 

Cavendish — and their education, sometimes through epistolary 

networks, in the art of philosophy. Flood notes the impact of Descartes 

and, as an overarching influence, Cambridge Platonism, on the 
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advancement of female reason as an acceptable concept (222). The essay 

focuses on the commonality of each woman's desire to articulate fully the 

role of reason in faith, a recurrent theme in many of the essays of this 

collection, their respective relationships — cordial, collegial, and 

antagonistic — with eminent philosophers such as Gottfried Leibniz, 

John Locke and John Norris, as well as their common desire to 

recuperate the common stereotyping of the nature of women and their 

presumed inability to reason. Flood concludes with a recognition of the 

difficulty of his genre-defining enterprise, by reflecting in terms of 

respective influence: that of Conway, which forms the major part of the 

study, is readily apparent, both in contemporary literary interaction and 

subsequent employment by her female counterparts; others, such as 

Cavendish, have had to wait for twentieth-century feminist scholarly 

recovery in order for their work to be assessed and treated as valuable 

(240). 

That so many of these essays, operating across such a spectrum of 

early modern focal points, can offer or employ as guidance the 

perspicacious words of Eiléan Ní Chuilleanáin is testament to the 

breadth of her scholarly influence on her former students, colleagues and 

the wider academic community. This collection's wider purpose of 

surveying enigma and its cumulative revelation of the construction of 

meaning in texts and the centrality of author/reader relationships to 

composition and interpretation over two centuries is admirable, 

accomplished and enlightening in its scope and diversity. 
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