The Faerie Queene
On the Epic:  Sir Philip Sidney considers "heroical" poetry "the best and most accomplished kind of poetry." 

Like the Italian "romantic epics," Spenser's Faerie Queene contains both epic and romance elements. But it is clear that he is primarily interested in establishing himself not as the English Ariosto but as the "new Virgil," the great epic poet of Elizabethan England.  In this regard, his poetic ambitions are akin to those of the medieval Italian poet Dante, who similarly saw himself as Virgil's literary heir. (Dante's epic poem The Inferno recounts a visit to Hell in which the shade of Virgil serves as Dante's guide; he thus depicts himself as literally "following in the footsteps" of his illustrious literary forebear.). 

Plan and Purpose of the Poem
In its initial conception, the FQ as a whole was to function as a Courtesy Book (like Castiglione's The Courtier)there were to be twelve books on the twelve virtues appropriate to a gentleman, each represented by a different knight (our readings are from Book I, which  is about the virtue of Holiness, or religious faith). Although only six books were completed, FQ is 36,000 lines long!! Prince Arthur, who alone possesses all twelve virtues, plays a part in each book. His mission is to search for his beloved Faerie Queen, Gloriana. On an allegorical level, this couple represents England ( = Arthur) being espoused to Queen Elizabeth ( = Gloriana). 

Literal Level Synopsis of Book I of The Faerie Queene:  
Redcrosse Knight (RCK), representative of Holiness, has been commissioned by Gloriana, Queen of Fairy Land, to accompany Una (truth) to the kingdom of her parents and deliver them from the dragon that is scourging their land. Redcrosse and Una go through a series of adventures and encounter a series of enemies. Redcrosse defeats Error with Una's help, but cannot tell appearance from reality through Archimago's deception. As a result, he abandons Una and becomes involved with Duessa (Falsehood). With help from Arthur (all 12 virtues) and Una, he defeats a series of enemies: the brothers Sansfoy, Sansloy, and Sansjoy (French for Faithlessness, Lawlessness and Joylessness); Orgoglio (Italian for pride); Despair; and the dragon (a fight lasting three days). At the end of Book I, Redcrosse is betrothed to Una and returns to the court of the Fairie Queene. 

Holiness = Righteousness, that knightly quality that was devoted to fighting sin or evil. In medieval tradition, one spoke of the "Christian Warrior" putting on the "armor of Christ" -- sometimes referring to actual Crusaders, but also a New Testament metaphor for living a Christian life. Redcrosse Knight aspires to Holiness, but he is young and inexperienced. In Book I he gains the experience necessary to be a true Christian knight. Una = Truth, or the one true religion (Anglican Protestantism, for Spenser); her white dress = purity; black cloak = mourning for sins of mankind; veil = concealment, i.e., truth is not always plain to see. Archimago (archmagician) = Hypocrisy; on historical level, the pope. He is dressed like a hermit, but is evil (an anti-Catholic jab against monks; similarly, in Dr. Faustus, Marlowe has Mephistophilis appear in the shape of a Franciscan friar;). On a historical level, the separation of Redcrosse and Una through the machinations of Archimago and seductions of Duessa (= Catholicism, or the "False" Faith) stands for the outlawing of Protestantism and the reestablishment of Catholicism under Queen Mary (i.e., Redcrosse = England; Una = the one true faith, Protestantism; Archimago = the Pope.) Ignaro (the guard in the castle) = unaware; ignorant.
Allegory is a form of extended metaphor in which objects and persons within a narrative are equated with meanings that lie outside the narrative. Allegory implies two levels of meaning -- the literal (what happens in the narrative) and the symbolic (what the events stand for, outside the narrative). It evokes a dual interest: in the events, characters and setting presented; and in the ideas they represent or the significance they bear. Allegory may involve the personification of abstract qualities (e.g. Pride, Beauty, Death); it can also represent a historical personage (e.g. Gloriana = Queen Elizabeth), a category of individual (e.g. Everyman = all mankind), or another sort of abstraction (Una = the True Church). Characters, events and setting may be historical, fictitious, or fabulous; the key is that they have meanings independent of the action in the surface story. On the surface, the Faerie Queene is about a knight killing a dragon and rescuing a princess. On the allegorical level, however, it is about the duties of a Christian and the way to achieve salvation. 

In FQ, allegory exists on several levels: religious, historical, mythological. Some characters are named for qualities or actions they represent (Error, Despair); others' names are foreign terms for such qualities (Sans foy = French for "without faith"; Speranza = Italian for "Hope," etc.) Book I contains both religious and historical allegory. Redcrosse Knight is an "Everyman" who represents Holiness or Faith, i.e. how to be a true Christian. Book I is also an allegory of English Church History: in this respect, Redcrosse Knight = St. George, patron saint of England (and so England itself); Una = the "one true faith," Protestantism; Archimago = the pope; Duessa = the duplicitous "false" faith (according to Spenser), Catholicism. 

