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 Born in London about the year 1552 (speculative - Spenser mentions in writing Amoretti, 

published in 1595, that he'd lived 41 years). 

 

 Attended the Merchant Taylor School; graduated from Cambridge with a bachelor's degree in 

1572, and then a master's in 1576, but leaving "without having obtained a fellowship". Notes 

from a Dr. Grosart indicate that Spenser's health was not terribly good during this period. 

 

 Met Gabriel Harvey at Cambridge, "an enthusiastic educationist, vigorous, versatile, not a little 

vain of his own culture and literary powers, which had gained him a certain standing in London 

society." Harvey's fascination with "the advancement of English literature", and a public feud 

with writer Thomas Nash made him an occasional object of criticism and ridicule, but he and 

Spenser remained great friends, even communicating via written letter. Later, Harvey 

introduced Spenser to Sir Philip Sidney.  

 

 Published Shepherd's Calendar, his first volume of poetry, in 1579. It was dedicated to Sir 

Philip Sidney. 

 

 Spenser's works are often autobiographical in nature. He addresses a "Rosalind" in Shepherd's 

Calendar, most likely Rose, "a daughter of a yeoman named Dyneley, near Clitheroe". His 

work Amoretti, a collection of sonnets, are written with wife Elizabeth Boyle in mind - 

interestingly, Spenser's mother was also called Elisabeth. He comments on the "happy 

coincidence" in the author's notes of Amoretti (lxxiv) that the "three women of most 

consequence to him - wife, queen and mother" all bear the same name. 

 

 "Appointed secretary to the lord-deputy of Ireland in 1580, and was one of the band of 

adventurers who, with mixed motives of love, of excitement, patriotism, piety and hopes of 

forfeited estates, accompanied Lord Arthur Grey of Wilton to Ireland to aid in the suppression 

of Desmond's rebellion. Regret is sometimes expressed that the author of the Faery Queen, who 

ought to have been dreamy, meditative, gentle and refined, should have been found in such 

company, and should have taken part in the violent and bloody scenes of Lord Grey's two years' 

attempt at 'pacification'. But such things must be judged with reference to the circumstances and 

the spirit of the time, and it must be remembered that [Protestant] England was then engaged in 

a fierce struggle for existence against the Catholic powers of the Continent."  

 

 Spenser also published his own treatise examining his views of "Irish policy", which has been 

criticized for being "harsh" and Spenser for being inadequately knowledgeable about the topic 

at hand. Still, Spenser's View of the State of Ireland exhibits him as an "energetic and shrewd 

public official [...] A very throughgoing plan it is. After passing in review the history and 

character of the Irish, their laws, customs, religion, habits of life, armour, dress, social 

institutions and finding 'evil usages' in every department, he propounds his plan of 'reformation'. 

Reformation can be effected only by the sword, by the strong hand."  

 



 Wrote the Faerie Queene, said to be a tribute to Queen Elizabeth. Spenser received payment for 

the epic poem in 1591, though not nearly the proposed pension of 100 pounds - as the Queen's 

principal secretary, Lord Burghley, remarked, "What, all this for a song!" (Wikipedia, 2009) 

 Died at age 46, of "distressed circumstances. It was arranged for his coffin to be carried by 

other poets, upon which they threw many pens and pieces of poetry into his grave with many 

tears" (Wikipedia, 2009). 

 

 

References in Spenser's Sonnets 
 

 Helicon - The highest peak of Boeotia in Greece; in Greek mythology, Helicon was considered 

one of two favorite haunts of the Muses (the other is Pieria). On its slope included the village of 

Ascra, home of the poet Hesiod, whose writings include stories of meeting the muses while 

tending sheep on the mountainside. Helicon also includes the fountains Aganippe and 

Hippocrene, whose streams Olmeios and Permessos were said to give poetic inspiration to those 

who drank from them. 

 

 Narcissus - A hero of the territory of Thespiae in Boeotia who was renouned for his beauty. In 

one version of the story, a young man named Ameinias is in love with Narcissus, who rejects 

him, but eventually sends Ameinias a sword as a gift. Ameinias uses the sword to commit 

suicide in front of Narcissus' door, cursing his name. Eventually, Narcissus fell in love with his 

own reflection in a spring and took his own life.  

 

Another version of the story is that Narcissus, the son of the river God, Cephissus and the nymph 

Liriope, was fated to live to an old age, so long as he did not look upon himself. Knowing he was 

beautiful, Narcissus grew very haughty and rejected a number of girls and nymphs - one nymph, Echo, 

was so distraught over the rejection that she withdrew into the woods until all that was left of her was a 

sad whisper. The goddess Nemesis enacted vengeance on Narcissus for his vanity, and arranged for him 

to fall in love with his own reflection.  

 

Another lesser-known variation on the tale cites Narcissus as having a twin sister with whom he 

dressed similarly and hunted together. The sister died prematurely, and Narcissus pined for her, 

pretending that the reflection of himself that he saw in the water was her. Such stories give origin to the 

narcissus flower, which grows where Narcissus died. 

 


