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The names Edmund Spenser and John Donne are rarely seen together in a scholarly 
context, and even more rarely seen together as an isolated pairing. When the two are 
brought together, it is usually for contrast rather than for comparison, and even the 
comparisons tend to be static rather than dynamic or relational. Spenser and Donne 
find themselves on two sides of a rift in English Renaissance studies that separates the 
sixteenth century from the seventeenth and Elizabethan literature from Jacobean.1 In 
the simplest terms, Spenser is typically associated with the Elizabethan Golden Age, 
Donne with the ‘metaphysical’ poets of the early seventeenth century.

Critical discourse overlooks, or else takes for granted, that Spenser’s and Donne’s 
poetic careers and chronologies of publication overlapped considerably. Hailed as 
the Virgil of England, and later as its Homer, Spenser was the reigning ‘Prince of 
Poets’, and was at the height of his career when Donne began writing in the early 
1590s. Both poets, at one point, hoped to secure the patronage of the Earl of Essex, 
Donne by following him on expeditions to Cadiz and the Azores, Spenser by hailing 
his victorious return in Prothalamion (1596). The second instalment of Spenser’s The 
Faerie Queene (also 1596) gives a blistering account in Book V of the European wars 
of religion in which Ireland, where he lived, was a major conflict zone, but it is Donne 
who travelled extensively on the Continent, including places where ‘mis-devotion’ 
reigned.2 Spenser died in 1599 and was buried with much pomp at Westminster 
Abbey as if poetry itself had died with him. Yet Spenser’s voice would be heard again 
from beyond the grave, in the seventeenth century, with the publication of the first 
full edition of The Faerie Queene, including the Cantos of Mutabilitie, by Matthew 
Lownes in 1609. By 1609 the greater part of Donne’s poetry had already been written, 
but not his most ambitious poems, the two Anniversaries, An Anatomy of the World 
(1611), and Of the Progresse of the Soul (1612).

For all their many and major differences as poets, it is unusual for two canonical 
authors whose careers overlapped as closely as Spenser’s and Donne’s to have been 
so significantly separated in scholarly discourse. Yet literary-historical and pedagogi-
cal conventions have for a long time rendered the pairing as seemingly unnatural as 
apples and oranges.3 The influence of Spenser on Milton – more openly acknowl-
edged yet also more remote – has received much critical attention,4 while the more 
immediate relation between Donne and Spenser has remained largely neglected. To 
date, books that treat both Spenser and Donne treat them more or less in isolation 
from each other, as discrete examples of a common theme.5 The Oxford Handbook 
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of Edmund Spenser mentions Donne only three times, none of which refer to poetry. 
The Oxford Handbook of John Donne mentions Spenser fifteen times, of which ten are 
more than passing mentions, but only seven include a substantive comparison of the 
two poets’ works.6

The traditional view of Spenser and Donne in terms of contrast rather than com-
parison has been cultivated from the earliest critical commentators forward, and is not 
unjustified.7 Donne himself, in his radical and almost certainly deliberate departure 
from Spenser’s poetics, may have been partly responsible. Thomas Carew, in his ‘Elegy 
on the Death of Dr. Donne’ (1633), praised Donne for his ‘giant fancy’, which proved 
‘too stout’ for the ‘soft melting phrases’ of his predecessors, and for having purged 
the Muses’ garden of classical deities, ‘tales i’ th’ Metamorphoses’ and other ‘pedan-
tic weeds’ that had ‘stuff[ed the] lines, and swell[ed] the windy page’ of Elizabethan 
poetry. Milton, conversely – as Dryden tells us – declared his allegiance to Spenser, 
calling him his ‘original’,8 and in ‘At a Vacation Exercise’ (1628) dismissed the shallow 
tricks of ‘our late fantastics’ – presumably imitators of Donne. Dryden himself took 
exception to Donne’s ‘affect[ing] the metaphysics’ and ‘perplex[ing] the minds of the 
fair sex with nice speculations of philosophy, when he should engage their hearts, and 
entertain them with the softnesses of love’, as was done before him in the Elizabethan 
age and after him during the Restoration.9 Spenser remained influential alongside 
Milton, and continued to be imitated, through the eighteenth century. The Romantic 
poets’ favourable reception of Spenser’s prophetic vision is well known, as is the appre-
ciation of Spenser among the Victorians.10 Donne had his admirers in the nineteenth 
century, but the sometimes rapturous responses of Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Thomas 
De Quincey, and Robert Browning were exceptions rather than the rule.11 When T.S. 
Eliot, with the indispensable aid of H.J.C. Grierson, resurrected Donne and the meta-
physical poets from centuries-long critical obscurity, he did it at the expense of the 
epic poets, Spenser and Milton – although as Anne Fogarty and Jane Grogan show in 
Chapter 11, Eliot’s alienated allusions to Spenser often prove more definitive of Eliot’s 
self-conscious modernism than his emulative allusions to Donne.

The pattern has held in the contemporary academy, where, until recently, Donne 
studies and Spenser studies have tended to rise and fall in an inverse relation, and 
primary critical concerns and scholarly approaches associated with each poet have 
run on separate tracks. Proponents of New Criticism idolized Donne, while Spenser 
studies have inclined towards philology and later theory, especially in the heyday of 
deconstruction.12 Donne studies have, of necessity, focused on manuscripts, archival 
research, and textual criticism, and the ongoing project of the Donne Variorum high-
lights the enormity and complexity of the task.13 The Oxford Handbook devotes its 
entire first section to research tools and resources in Donne studies, approximately 11 
per cent of the total page count excluding the frontmatter and index. Spenser studies, 
by contrast, have focused on publication history, which takes up 5.7 per cent of the 
page count in its respective Oxford Handbook.14 Spenser might be discussed in the 
context of Neoplatonism, Donne in the context of new science, or ‘new philosophy’.15 
Such examples are myriad. Although some scholars have published on both Spenser 
and Donne, there has been little crossover work that engages these poets concur-
rently and extensively; articles and book chapters that put the two in conversation are 
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few and far between, focusing mostly on the few sites of Donne’s direct allusion to or 
parody of Spenser.16

The trouble here of course is one of periodization, the convenient divide at the 
turn of the sixteenth century, between the reigns of Elizabeth I and James I, who came 
to the throne upon the Queen’s death in 1603. Spenser’s death in 1599 places him 
firmly on one side. Donne’s dates are not so neat, but his career is often described as 
twofold, divided between the early satires and amatory poems of ‘Jack’ Donne and 
the devotional poems and sermons of ‘Doctor’ Donne – a separation encouraged 
by Donne himself and immortalized in Izaak Walton’s hagiographical account of 
Donne’s life.17 The same split has for a long time defined the careers of Shakespeare, 
divided roughly around the time of Hamlet (1601), and of Ben Jonson, with a line of 
division drawn between his poems and city comedies and his masques.

Not only literary-historical but also historical accounts of the period can be 
prone to this perception of rupture, and the 1590s can be viewed as a particularly 
turbulent time, an end of one era and the beginning of another. A confluence of 
disasters – famine, pestilence, wars of religion, internal rebellions – made the 1590s 
seem a veritable crisis, not only in England but all over Europe, and England’s crisis 
was exacerbated by the uncertainty of succession.18 Making matters worse, scien-
tific and intellectual upheavals of the sixteenth century called into doubt long-held 
beliefs about the workings of the body, the world, the universe. Paracelsian chem-
istry displaced the long-standing theory of humours; Vesalian anatomy and medi-
cine challenged the Galenic, showing the body to be a complex and highly specific 
machine; Copernican, heliocentric cosmology shook the foundations of the geocen-
tric Ptolemaic system; astronomical findings of Kepler and Galileo, with the use of a 
telescope, showed that the superlunary world, previously held to be permanent, was 
subject to change.19 The belief in a universal correspondence based on the analogy 
of macrocosm to microcosm – a foundational principle of natural philosophy in the 
West from late antiquity (and later a crucial concept in the critical movement focus-
ing on the history of ideas) – was becoming increasingly untenable.20 Both Spenser 
and Donne viewed the scientific revolution with studied suspicion, but Donne’s 
famously hyperbolic pronouncement in the First Anniversary – over a decade after 
the turn of the century – that all was ‘in pieces, all coherence gone’ once again aligned 
him in critical discourse with ‘new philosophy’ against Spenser’s old.21 While it would 
be anachronistic to attribute the unrest of the 1590s to ‘fin de siècle malaise’,22 and 
while the dichotomous view of the broader period fostered by Michel Foucault and 
others has since been scaled back, it is clear – and it must have been clear to people 
living at the time – that a dramatic change was afoot.

The very terms by which we refer to the literary-historical period contain in 
themselves a rhetoric of disruption and division. The terms ‘Renaissance’ and ‘early 
modern’, which we use almost interchangeably to describe the broader period in 
English literature, are not the same.23 ‘Renaissance’ implies a retrospective idealism 
dependent on the ‘rebirth’ of classical antiquity, relegating the time in between to 
the ‘dark’ or ‘middle’ ages. ‘Early modern’ implies a beginning of something new, a 
looking ahead (if not necessarily looking optimistically forward) to what we now call 
modernity.
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Both terms, ‘Renaissance’ and ‘early modern’, are questionable (indeed often 
questioned) in that both discount what came immediately before. The term ‘early 
modern’, intended to correct the teleological, exceptionalist view of the ‘Renaissance’, 
only substituted one teleology for another, heightening the sense of rupture and 
sharpening the implicit distinction between the new and timely on the one hand and 
the obsolete and irrelevant on the other.24 The separation is especially detrimental to 
medieval studies, but is damaging to early modern studies as well, whether we con-
sider the period a bounded one on both sides, markedly different from both before 
and after, or an open-ended one, inaugurating an increasingly distant ‘modernity’.25 
One effect of the narrative of rupture on either end of the English literary Renaissance 
is fragmentation within the field.26 In this respect too, Spenser and Donne seem to 
stand on opposite sides of the divide, and this perception is symptomatic of the reced-
ing present in relation to the ‘early modern’ moment. It is Donne who is traditionally 
associated with modern innovation, but it is worth remembering that Spenser too 
was at one point the ‘new poet’.27 The misconception of Spenser as ‘old’ and Donne 
as ‘new’ is only furthered by Spenser’s self-conscious medievalism that prompted 
Jonson to quip that Spenser ‘in affecting the Ancients writ no language’.28 Jonson 
played a part as well in calcifying Donne’s role as a seventeenth-century ‘metaphysi-
cal’ opposed to the ‘Cavalier’ poets, the so called ‘Sons of Ben’. The opposition between 
‘metaphysical’ and ‘Cavalier’ drives Donne even further forward in the seventeenth 
century, over a decade beyond his lifetime, as ‘Cavalier’ came to signify one of the 
sides of the English Civil Wars.

To be sure, conventions of periodization are recognized as such and acknowl-
edged to be functionally useful yet ultimately arbitrary.29 The outer boundaries of 
the period continue to blur and shift as new scholarship tightens the links between 
the medieval and early modern and challenges long-standing markers of the period’s 
end.30 The internal divisions within the field are likewise becoming less stark, and 
certainly gestures have been made to complicate the well-worn dichotomies between 
sixteenth- and seventeenth-century literature and history.31 Studies in early modern 
English literature have produced unusual and illuminating pairings between major 
authors: Shakespeare and Spenser, Shakespeare and Donne, Milton and Donne, and 
even Spenser and Jonson.32 Likewise encouraging are recent re-evaluations of Spenser 
and Donne individually that question the standard view of each author33 and fresh, 
unconventional pairings of their works in article-length studies.34 Spenser studies and 
Donne studies are thriving fields of scholarly enquiry, but the legacy of periodization 
that imposed a sharp break between them remains palpable. For one, there is not 
yet a holistic book-length study of Spenser and Donne together, apart from other 
authors,35 and insights still need to be gleaned from works that address one of the 
authors but mention the other only in passing.

The rift between Spenser and Donne is deep, and we are only just beginning to 
fill it. In recent years concerted efforts have been made to merge the interests of 
Donne and Spenser scholars more closely, as evidenced in the roundtable ses-
sions, sponsored jointly by the International Spenser Society and the John Donne 
Society, at the MLA conventions of 2012 and 2014.36 It is at the latter roundtable that 
this present volume had its beginning. Abstracts for these roundtables emphasize 
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‘conversation’ and ‘dialogue’ about the ‘relation(s)’ between the two poets, the work 
of poetic making and transformation, and a continuity, or at least a comparableness, 
of thought that enables reading Spenser and Donne both backwards and forwards.37 
In my own conversations with colleagues, I have heard an enthusiastic consensus that 
the Spenser–Donne pairing could prove to be a treasure trove for new research in 
early modern literature, but has been sorely understudied. Gradually, the conversa-
tion on Donne’s Spenser and Spenser’s Donne is emerging. This collection of essays, 
then, brings together scholars working on either side of the divide to put this nascent 
conversation into print.

The aim of this conversation is to move beyond the convenient but unfruitful con-
trast between Spenser and Donne that has dominated critical discourse. To be sure, 
the differences between the two poets are profound. Donne’s verse was rough where 
Spenser’s was mellifluous, stark and short where Spenser’s was florid and expansive.38 
Spenser’s poetic persona was retiring, Donne’s was brash. Spenser thought alle-
gorically, Donne metaphorically. Spenser presented his works to the world in print, 
Donne in manuscript.39 Donne at times casts a resentful glance in Spenser’s direction 
(as, for instance, in the ‘Epithalamion Made at Lincoln’s Inn’), but not an anxious 
one in the Bloomian sense.40 Spenser is not a distant precursor whose memory Donne 
needs to repress, but a contemporary, a mere generation older, regularly publishing 
new work – sometimes provoking an immediate satirical response from Donne. If 
Donne felt any anxiety of influence towards Spenser, it is probably in the simpler, 
historical sense suggested by Walter Jackson Bate in The Burden of the Past and the 
English Poet.41 Yet no poet’s break from a competitor, predecessor, or past tradition 
can be reduced to a table of antonyms.

We take, therefore, a more relational view of Donne and Spenser, and, although 
Spenser was probably unaware of Donne’s work, the relation is not necessarily uni-
directional. The chapters engage critically with both poets not only at the sites of 
allusion, imitation, or parody but also in terms of common preoccupations and con-
tinuities of thought. Bearing in mind the subtitle ‘Thinking Poets’, the aim is not 
merely to compare what Spenser and Donne thought about certain subjects, such as 
contemporary events and politics, science, philosophy, love, marriage, or religious 
devotion. Rather, these chapters explore and meditate on how these poets thought: 
how they directed their rhetorical and figurative processes, how they crafted their 
verses, their authorial personae, and their literary careers, and how they navigated 
the rich landscape available to them of literary conventions, innovations, and influ-
ences both ancient and modern. A close analysis of Spenser and Donne together 
complicates and challenges the conventional wisdom of literary history.

To the extent that Spenser and Donne present scholars and critics with fundamen-
tally different textual and intellectual problems, a comparative, relational study may 
seem at best indirect.42 A significant part of this project, therefore, is establishing the 
appropriate terms to define the Spenser–Donne connection. Richard Danson Brown 
calls it ‘overhearing’; my preferred term is ‘engagement’; Ayesha Ramachandran sug-
gests ‘encounter’; David Marno uses ‘foreshadowing’; I might also add ‘interplay’. 
This volume showcases a multiplicity of approaches and points of entry into this area 
of research, but a robust theoretical model remains somewhat elusive. Here too, the 
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solution is ‘thinking poets’ – that is, thinking of Spenser and Donne as poets qua 
poets. To achieve a more holistic view of the relation, the scope of the evidence must 
be broadened, allowing not only the scattered moments of concrete linguistic bor-
rowing or parody but also the more generalized sense of the pressure Spenser exerted 
on early modern poetry and Donne’s more generalized response to that pressure.43 
The historical context can help situate the two poets within the larger social, political, 
and intellectual pressures of the time. To what extent should we consider the political 
and intellectual unrest of the late sixteenth century as a crisis of poetic imagination? 
Where do Spenser’s and Donne’s reactions to this crisis coincide, and where do they 
diverge? What insights might be gained from juxtaposing two poets so apparently 
unlike one another for comparison rather than contrast? How might this juxtapo-
sition change our understanding of each poet individually? Reading Donne in the 
context of Spenser not only modifies our view of Donne as a poet but also illuminates 
important, if less conspicuous, aspects of Spenser’s poetry. We see what Donne saw 
in it, what he rejected outright and what he considered worthy of imitation or of 
parody. We also see how Spenser’s poetics may have aligned with, anticipated, or 
foreshadowed Donne’s.

Certain loci in the two poets’ respective oeuvres prove to be particularly genera-
tive: Spenser’s Mother Hubberds Tale, the Cantos of Mutabilitie, Fowre Hymnes, and 
perhaps Book I of The Faerie Queene; Donne’s Metempsychosis, the two Anniversary 
poems, three Epithalamia (especially ‘Epithalamion Made at Lincoln’s Inn’), and to a 
lesser extent the Satires. The sometimes unconventional pairings between Spenser’s 
and Donne’s works – for instance, Brown’s juxtaposition of Mother Hubberds Tale 
and Donne’s Satire IV, or David Marno’s examination of devotional poetics in the 
Fowre Hymnes as a precursor of Donne’s Holy Sonnets – yield surprising results and 
new connections. Another fruitful method is situating Spenser and Donne within a 
broader intellectual or literary tradition – for example, Ramist rhetoric (Niranjan 
Goswami) or philosophical poetry (Ayesha Ramachandran), treating them as part 
of the same continuum rather than separate points and finding that their places on 
the continuum are closer together than we think. Chapters that approach Donne and 
Spenser vis-à-vis genre and mode tend to perform a productive crossover, in which at 
least one of the poets is revealed as engaging a genre not typically associated with him: 
Spenser as a satirist (Brown), Donne as harbouring epic career ambitions (Patrick 
Cheney).44 Finally, several chapters illuminate aspects of the Spenser–Donne relation 
by way of a triangulation with a third author, and in most cases that third author has 
turned out to be Ovid (Cheney, Anne Lake Prescott, Linda Gregerson). The Ovidian 
renaissance has been a critical growth area in early modern studies, but here for the 
first time Ovid proves instrumental to bridging a gap between two major English 
poets.45

The eleven chapters are arranged to construct an overarching narrative, moving 
from the more formal considerations of Spenser and Donne to the more thematic and 
philosophical readings, and returning, towards the end, to the issues of genre and the 
legacies of the two poets. The chapters by Richard Danson Brown, Christopher Dean 
Johnson, and Niranjan Goswami concern themselves with style, figuration, and rhet-
oric, respectively. In making a case for Spenser’s ‘rough’ style and for the overheard 
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notes of Spenser in Donne, Brown progresses from a detailed metrical analysis to a 
more philosophical discussion of the ways in which Spenser and Donne negotiate 
the tension between sentence and poetic line, particularly in the context of dialogue 
and debate. Comparing Spenser’s and Donne’s figures of comparison, Christopher 
Johnson’s chapter performs an astonishing chiasmus. Spenser’s Cantos of Mutabilitie 
push against the limits of comparatio but resolve the conflict through an uncharac-
teristic dramatic syncrisis; conversely, Johnson makes a case for the importance of 
similitudo in Donne’s Anniversaries to temper and balance the extremes of syncrisis 
for which the poems are notorious. Niranjan Goswami counters the long-standing 
Spenser–Donne binaries by examining the two poets’ use of binaries as the underly-
ing structure of their poetry, following the strategies of Ramist logic and rhetoric. The 
argument is particularly innovative with respect to Spenser, as his rhetorical methods 
have hitherto been overlooked in scholarship. Patrick Cheney’s chapter caps off this 
section by taking a broader view of Spenser’s and Donne’s literary careers, but also 
anticipates the prevailing approaches in the rest of the book, finding an inclusive con-
ceptual framework to comprehend both poets: the question of the sublime. Donne, 
Cheney argues, ‘thinks about Spenser sublimely across the literary topics of genre, 
immortality, and career’. Whereas Spenser may be England’s first ‘sublime’ poet, 
Donne produces a ‘metaphysical sublime’ – a coinage that conveys both a sense of 
continuity and a sense of departure.

Three chapters that follow, by Anne Lake Prescott, Linda Gregerson, and Ayesha 
Ramachandran, look beyond the English borders to establish the place of Spenser 
and Donne within the geographical region, the world, and the cosmos. Prescott 
deftly traces myriad potential lines and configurations as she looks at Spenser and 
Donne looking across the English Channel to the Continent, its history, its litera-
ture, its philosophy. In comparing the two poets’ overall methods of appropriating 
Continental literature, however, she focuses on an ‘ancient author, Ovid, and [on] 
one geographical feature, the hill’. Both Ovid and the hill – Arlo Hill, to be precise – 
feature prominently in Linda Gregerson’s chapter. Using Ovid’s Pythagoras as a point 
of departure, the chapter sees both Spenser and Donne questioning and subverting 
(although not quite levelling) nature’s traditional hierarchies and boundaries to hint 
at an alternative ‘vision of connection and interdependence that we now call eco-
logical’, or even ‘post-humanist’.46 If Gregerson’s chapter concerns primarily earthly 
ecologies and worldly matters, Ramachandran’s takes Spenser and Donne beyond 
the sphere of the moon to address cosmic matters – both in the sense of ‘cosmos’ as 
an orderly universe and in the sense of formal aesthetics. Situating Spenser’s Fowre 
Hymnes and Donne’s Anniversaries within the rich continental tradition of philo-
sophical poetry, Ramachandran makes a strong case for both poets’ poetic practice as 
an effort to repair the cosmological rupture brought about by new science, restoring 
its circularity through repetition.

The chapters by Elizabeth Harvey and Ramie Targoff can be considered compan-
ion pieces in that both address the issue of eroticism and sexual violence in the poetry 
of Spenser and Donne, albeit through vastly different lenses and points of compari-
son. Targoff looks to the classical tradition of the epithalamion, or marriage hymn, 
arguing that Spenser’s mythological allusions, just before his glorious Epithalamion 
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reaches the moment of consummation, hint at ‘the bride’s involuntary role as sacrifice 
as the telos of the marriage ritual’ – a barely concealed violence that Donne’s parodic 
‘Epithalamion Made at Lincoln’s Inn’ brings rather graphically into focus. Harvey 
examines a different kind of ‘graphic’ violence: the breach of bodily and psychic 
integrity implicit in the common Petrarchan figure of writing on the beloved’s heart. 
Although Spenser’s and Donne’s representations of that violence differ according 
to their preferred figurative devices, in both cases ‘bounded subjectivity is sacrificed 
in the service of an eroticism that continually courts its own undoing’. With ref-
erence to psychology and the changing early modern notions of ‘character’ Harvey 
sees each poet fashioning a distinctive poetic ‘signature’. Like Harvey, David Marno 
turns to a Petrarchan topos (informed by Augustine’s influence) as a triangulating 
point between Donne and Spenser, elucidating a shared devotional poetics of distrac-
tion. Spenser, he argues, first appropriates this poetics in the Fowre Hymnes, moving 
from inattention towards a gradual correction of error. Donne’s elaboration of this 
progression in the Holy Sonnets in turn plays a crucial role in the development of a 
meditative, author-oriented devotional lyricism of the seventeenth century.

Anne Fogarty and Jane Grogan conclude the book by returning to the question of 
the two poets’ legacies and afterlives, focusing on the reception of Spenser and Donne 
among three major modernist writers: T.S. Eliot, William Butler Yeats, and James 
Joyce. In all three cases, the triangulation reveals unusual findings: for instance, 
Spenser is revealed to be a more generative source of allusion and poetic innova-
tion for Eliot (compared to Donne’s more ‘functional’ role), whereas Joyce, Fogarty 
and Grogan argue, deploys Spenser with the deepest of ironies and recasts Donne 
as essentially ‘medieval’. Through these several complex triangulations, the chapter 
links the transitional period at the turn of the sixteenth century with another transi-
tional period in English literary history, one that helped entrench the very scholarly 
paradigm that we are working to counter.

This book, I believe, breaks new ground, sustaining an extensive and multifaceted 
discussion of the Spenser–Donne relation, establishing new directions in the study of 
two canonical poets at a pivotal point in literary history and in the process compiling 
a much-needed critical bibliography. The implications of the Spenser–Donne rela-
tion are potentially far-reaching in understanding the literary culture of early modern 
England, particularly in the late Elizabethan and early Jacobean periods. These chap-
ters will bring a remarkable convergence of lines of enquiry into focus and illumi-
nate possible avenues for further exploration. We hope that this book will become an 
important starting point for scholars and students continuing to cultivate this fruitful 
field of research. When it comes to Donne’s relation to Spenser, we are not done, for 
surely we must have more.
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