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ChaPTer 1

Dwarf aesthetics in
Spenser’s Faerie Queene
and the Early Modern court
Sara van Den berg

n “An Execration upon Vulcan,” Ben Jonson dismissed “Dames and
Dwarfes” along with “the whole summe / Of errant Knighthood.”1 He
was describing the romance tradition since Malory’s Morte d’Arthur, but
he might well have included Spenser’s Faerie Queene, an epic narrative of
questing knights and alluring ladies, four of whom are accompanied by
dwarfs. Most of the dwarfs in romances play minor roles as gatekeepers,
attendants, and messengers. Spenser, however, gives them more important
roles as allegorical figures who contribute to the layered meanings of the
poem. In this meaningfulness, Spenser’s dwarfs are comparable to those in
actual courts of early modern Europe. The dwarf could carry political, religious, psychological, and aesthetic meaning, serving as a surrogate for the
ruler, the subject, the self, and perhaps the artist.2 These meanings constitute
a “dwarf aesthetics” that was adapted and expanded in literature and art.
Spenser’s poem itself is a kind of court, where the dwarfs play a significant
role as characters and as narrators. Many speakers offer interpolated narratives throughout The Faerie Queene, but the dwarf narrators as a group chart
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the development of Spenser’s authorial narrator and the moral complexity of
his allegorical fiction.3
It is not entirely clear why dwarfs were such a prominent feature of the
early modern European court. Yet there they are, “marvelous monsters,”
unexamined and enigmatic.4 Of the many different types of dwarfism then
and now, the two most common are pituitary dwarfism, in which the body
is perfectly proportioned, and achondroplasia, in which the body is marked
by a normal-sized torso and shortened arms and legs. The many portraits of
early modern court dwarfs indicate that all types were valued as members of
an aristocratic entourage.5 The only common denominator was their small
size. It is the exceptional size of the dwarf body in relation to others that will
be the main determinant of its meaning.
To decode the meaning of the dwarf body, we can begin with the more
general problem of the human body as a cultural signifier. Mary Douglas
argues that the human body is both a complex structure and “a source of
symbols for other complex structures.”6 More recent critics have focused
attention on the body in earlier eras—perhaps in order to understand our
own cultural preoccupation with the body. Since Leonard Barkan’s pioneering account of early modern symbolic readings of the ideal body, there has
been an outpouring of cultural studies of early modern bodies—gendered,
mutilated, deformed, monstrous.7 Rosemarie Garland-Thomson, turning
from the ideal body to its opposite, argues that both extremes pose a cultural problem: “By its very presence, the exceptional body seems to compel
explanation, inspire representation, and incite regulation.”8 The term “deformity” was used in the early modern era to keep the focus on divergence from
ideal form, whether from birth or from injury; “disability,” the term in use
today, emphasizes bodily performance rather than form. Disability theorists
focus on the specific enigma of the disabled body9 and have appropriated
the methodology of cultural studies in part to redeem disabled people from
the monolithic construct of Disability. To achieve that goal, disability studies scholars show how the disabled body is socially constructed as abnormal,
and how the dichotomy of normal/abnormal constrains and regulates difference. In the history of disability, the struggle has always been to expose the
social construction of disability and to oppose the medical reification of the
disabled body.
Dwarfs, because they can often function normally, both are and are not
disabled. Early modern medical texts, for example, barely mention dwarfs in
the catalogue of monstrous deformities.10 As a result, the dwarf body is and
is not subject to the social construction of deformity in the early modern era
or of disability today. In some cases, dwarfs are limited only by their size;
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in myth and literature, they often demonstrate remarkable agility, strength,
and speed. The perspective of disability studies, however, remains especially
useful to any discussion of the cultural meaning of the dwarf body. Dwarfs
occupy a liminal position at the intersection of self and other, human and
monster. Because of their liminal position, Leslie Fiedler called dwarfs “the
most favored, the most successful, the most conspicuous and articulate”
of human freaks, “but by the same token, the most feared and reviled.”11
Dwarfs, moreover, serve as an instrument of social construction. They may
be regulated as individual people, but as symbolic figures they may also be a
means of regulating others, even the most powerful. Indeed, dwarfs are the
only human group to have become a common verb to evaluate literal or figurative size: something large or important is said to “dwarf ” something else.
Even then, agency is given to the larger entity that constructs the other as
“dwarfed.”
In early modern courts, it was not just the dwarf body that was socially
constructed but also the symbolic meaning of that body. The court dwarf
gained symbolic meaning in an era when the discourse of power emphasized
the royal body. As a frequent companion to authority, yet entirely lacking
authority, the dwarf signifies and critiques the power of others.12 The dwarf
could also provide religious, psychological, and aesthetic meaning, serving
as a surrogate for and critique of the subject, the self, and the artist as well
as the ruler. These meanings constitute a “dwarf aesthetic”—playful and
contradictory, decorative and enigmatic, pure and transgressive, powerless
and powerful—that challenged humanist ideals of perspective, proportion,
and stable form in art and in politics. In this aesthetic, there is a surprising
realignment of the ordinary link between size and value. Small size can contradict and critique accepted values, forcing on others a point of view that
can diminish their stature to that of a dwarf.13
That aesthetic is embodied in the dwarfs of the early modern court. Court
dwarfs were at once prominent and invisible, public and private. Some were
trusted officials and attendants; a dwarf ’s position at court depended entirely
on the favor of the ruler, whose attitude might veer from respect to contempt, affection to condescension, intimacy to indifference. More often the
court dwarf functioned as a resident entertainer, free to offer cynical commentary or bawdy jokes. Licensed to mock, the dwarf was often the object
of mockery as well. Frequently an attendant to noble children, the dwarf
was often seen as a kind of child, but as a companion for a ruler the dwarf
could also seem a kind of human pet, more associated with leisure than with
labor, whose presence testified to the luxury and magnificence of the court.14
In social terms, the dwarf served as a commodity fetish, a luxurious acces-
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sory whose value lay precisely in being exempt from productive labor. The
court dwarf was an ornament, and the combination of small size and intricate detail was often part of the dwarf ’s value. For example, in the course
of preparing a major portrait of the Countess of Arundel, Rubens drew an
elaborate sketch of her dwarf, including extensive notes about his luxurious
clothing.15
The miniature body of the dwarf also had a more disturbing appeal.
Dwarfs were disturbing in their difference and may have been brought to
court in part to deflect the threat of difference by converting it into entertainment. Susan Stewart argues that a miniature body, like a miniature
book, “presents a diminutive, and thereby manipulable, version of experience, a version which is domesticated and protected from contamination.
It marks the pure body.”16 However, the dwarf could represent danger as
well as purity.17 In psychological terms, the dwarf body could represent, and
thereby deflect, a range of sexual fears, from asexuality to insatiable appetite.
Other kinds of fear—of vulnerability, of deficiency, of rejection—are also
emblemized and allayed by the presence of the court dwarf. Patricia Fumerton contends that the miniature was not just an ornament but because of
its size functioned as a sign of inwardness, intimacy, and the “private” or
“true” self.18 The dwarf as a living miniature became one sign of the possibility of secrecy, privacy, and intimacy in the public world of the early modern
court.19
As a material object on display, the dwarf body fascinated early modern
artists.20 The dwarf challenged everything they knew about how to represent the human body. In social terms, court dwarfs were rather like the artists who painted them: outsiders, yet with privileged access to power.21 In
depicting a dwarf, in some sense artists depicted themselves. Dwarfs were
especially prominent and numerous in the Spanish court, perhaps the most
codified and ritualized of all European courts.22 Velázquez famously paired
himself and court dwarfs in Las Meninas, and he painted portraits of court
dwarfs, most memorably Don Sebastián de Morra, whose body is structured
by squares and circles, abstract geometry defining and confining its form (see
figure 1).23 Yet he must be read not only as an object but also as a subject
with personal anxieties and burdens, whose intense and haunting gaze insists
he can never be contained, defined, or known.
There are very few instances in early modern literature or life when a
dwarf speaks of his own experience. One of those fictive moments comes
in Jonson’s Volpone when Nano describes himself as “little and wittie, /
And euery thing, as it is little, is prettie.” Acknowledging that dwarfs were
often compared to monkeys, he suggests that both are enjoyed “for pleasing

Figure 1. Don Sebastián de morra, c. 1643–44 (oil on canvas) by Diego rodríguez de Silva y velázquez (1599–
1660), Prado, madrid, Spain/The bridgeman art library
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imitation / Of greater mens action, in a ridiculous fashion.” Dwarfs, moreover, are inexpensive: “Beside, this feat body of mine doth not craue / Halfe
the meat, drinke, and cloth, one of your bulkes will have.” Finally, he sets up
the dichotomy of body and intellect: “Admit your fool’s face be the mother
of laughter, / Yet, for his brain, it must always come after” (3.3.9–18).24 Jonson’s Nano concludes his collection of advantages by admitting that his comical appearance will always be the first thing people notice, but at the same
time he slyly suggests that his wit, nonetheless, will “come after.”
A personal statement by an actual dwarf would not appear until 1754,
when William Hay began his autobiographical essay with this declaration:
It is offensive for a Man to speak much of himself. . . . Bodily Deformity
is visible to every Eye; but the Effects of it are known to very few; intimately known to none but those, who feel them; and they generally are
not inclined to reveal them. . . . I do not pretend to be so ingenious as
Montaigne, but it is in my power to be as ingenuous. I may with the same
Naivete remove the Veil from my mental as well as personal Imperfections;
and expose them naked to the World. And when I have thus anatomized
my self, I hope my Heart will be found sound and untainted, and my
Intentions honest and sincere.25

Like Nano, Hay acknowledges the impact of his body on others. His purpose, however, is far from comic. Hay speaks as one person to others, focusing on the internal self that joins him to humanity rather than the external
deformity that sets him apart. Yet he admits he had been “ashamed of my
person” and experienced “Uneasiness in my younger days.”26
Something of that anxiety is evident in Van Dyck’s portrait of Jeffrey
Hudson with his mistress, Queen Henrietta Maria (see figure 2). The queen
is flanked by a draped table holding her crown (her public life) and Hudson
holding a monkey on a velvet leash (her private life). By placing her hand
on the monkey, the queen adopts the conventional gesture of condescension,
but by placing her hand on the monkey rather than on Hudson she protects
him from social diminution. They share the pet. However, the rose-colored
velvet leash binds the monkey to the dwarf, who wears a suit of the same
rose velvet, so that both are in some sense her pets.27 By anxiously looking
up at the queen, Hudson indicates that he cannot take her favor for granted.
A dwarf ’s position at court depended entirely on the ruler, whose attitude
might veer from respect to contempt, affection to condescension, intimacy
to indifference. So, too, the artist was a figure of luxury, whose survival
depended on his aesthetic labor and his patrons’ favor. The artist, like the

Figure 2. Sir anthony van Dyck, Queen henrietta maria with Sir Jeffrey hudson, 1633, Samuel h.
kress Collection. image courtesy of the national gallery of art, Washington, DC
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court dwarf, existed on the border that marks the limits of power, and the
only way to thrive on that border was to define and challenge it in art.
Whether in portraits or in literature, the court dwarf could be read as a
moral political text. The new-yeeres gift (1636), an elegant miniature book,
was written for Jeffrey Hudson by “Microphilus” (Lover of little things). 28
A tiny engraving of Hudson adorns the book, with this epigraph: “Gaze on
with wonder, and discerne with me / The abstract of the worlds Epitome.”
The author begins in a mock-heroic vein, making every bad joke on size
imaginable. The book, we are told, is “penned in short-hand” and proves that
“Little Things are better then [sic] Great.” The text ranges from semantic and
logical jokes about size to Brownian baroque: “Is not a Microcosme better
than a Macrocosm, the little-world, Man, than the Great world, Earth? Nay
Man the lesser world is lord OF the Greater.”29 If Jeffrey is the microcosm,
he is also a figure of Europe: “We know there are foure parts of the World,
and among them Europe the least; yet, in fertility of grounds, variety of
people and kingdoms, and in the most flourishing wits of most learned men,
it surpasses the Greatest.”30 The author describes the court dwarf as “natures
humble pulpit,” a means to preach to “High-aspiring Mortals.”31 Hudson, he
declares, serves as a model for king and subject. To the king, Hudson stands
as a “theological” reminder: “O King, remember how thou art little.” 32 To
the subject, the dwarf acts as a “politicall” reminder that “those who desire
to approach neere Princes ought not to be ambitious of any Greatnesse in
themselves.”33
Jeffrey Hudson frequently danced in the court masques that overtly
marked the border between the state and its fictions, enacting the threat of
disorder and the fantasy of order. The antimasque always featured figures
of disorder: country bumpkins, fantastic animals, demons. Hudson’s dwarf
body consigned him to disorderly roles in the antimasque rather than in
the stately visions that conclude these regal fictions.34 Only in D’Avenant’s
Salmacida Spolia, the last great Caroline masque (1640), did Jeffrey Hudson
appear twice, first in the antimasque of disorder, then in the final scene as an
attendant, seated at the feet of the king and queen as part of the royal vision
of order.35 Perhaps the inclusion of the dwarf signifies the reconciliation of
disorder and order in the court’s idealizing fiction of itself. Or, conversely, it
could mean a disruption or corruption of that vision of order, signifying the
risk that would culminate in civil war, the execution of Charles I, and the
exile of the queen and her court, including Hudson himself.
If the king had two bodies—the natural and the political—the dwarf
mediated between them as a kind of “third term” and defined their difference. The king could contrast the dwarf ’s weakness to his own regal power,
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and at the same time he could see the dwarf ’s body as a sign of his own
natural weakness. Ato Quayson has persuasively argued that this capacity
for different interpretations prevents the comforting narrative of redeeming
disability and instead elicits “aesthetic nervousness,” a “subliminal unease”
that makes meaning complex, uncertain, and questioning.36 By their license
to mock and by their own transgressive bodies, court dwarfs challenged the
dichotomy of the monarch’s being. Marjorie Garber developed the concept
of the “third term” to explore how transvestites destabilize the common
dichotomy of gender.37 As a “third term,” the dwarf did not simply participate in the system of meanings at court but challenged it. The “third term”
puts in question both the one-to-one power relationship of monarch and
subject and the very idea of oneness: of identity, self-sufficiency, and selfknowledge. As a transgressive subject who claimed the identity that society
often denied, the dwarf challenged the limits of a culture that at once privileged and controlled identity. Ato Quayson again complicates this reading
by arguing that the disabled body can be uninterpretable, a hermeneutic
impasse that may define others but resist interpretation itself.38 That resistance is inseparable from the dwarf ’s trauma of being. The dwarf always
inhabits a Bakhtinian grotesque body, threatening, containable only in carnival or court.39 For the dwarf, the grotesque body is not a willed or chosen
representation but ineluctable fact. The court served as a “contact zone” for
dwarfs, seeming to convert to an asset the physical grotesquerie that gave
them access.40
Living on the border twixt earnest and game, between silence and transgressive speech, between human and animal, the dwarf marks the border
between safety and danger, between power and vulnerability. Spenser’s
dwarfs would have been read by his audience in relation to what they knew
about the meaningfulness of court dwarfs as these various cultural and moral
signs. We can read them as figures of a social and moral aesthetic that takes
the measure of the poet as well as society. Each of the four dwarfs in Spenser’s Faerie Queene is at some point a narrator (like so many characters in the
poem), and as narrators they provide a distinctive reflection on the author.
The four dwarfs in Spenser’s Faerie Queene function as attendants and messengers, even a jailer, and all of them serve noble ladies. As Ronald Horton
notes in the Spenser Encyclopedia, two serve virtuous ladies (Una and Florimell), while two serve wicked ladies (Poeana and Briana). These dwarfs
have been read as an allegorical representation of reason, usually at its lowest level of “common sense,” occasionally as “the flesh,” and once as “comic
realism.”41 However, since the rest of The Faerie Queene has rewarded many
different types of interpretation, any single reading offers only a partial
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explanation of the dwarfs’ role and meaning. All four dwarfs are narrators,
either in words or as signs. Together, they constitute a kind of meditation on
narrative—as linkage and separation, record and promise, abbreviation and
expansion, truth and deception—and on Spenser himself.42
The four court dwarfs in The Faerie Queene are private companions to
court ladies. Una’s dwarf appears early in book 1, lagging behind his lady,
seeming “lasie” for “being euer last” (1.1.6). He is not a privileged ornament
but a personal servant, “wearied” with carrying Una’s bag of “needments”
(1.1.6). Later, serving Redcrosse, he carries the knight’s “needless” spear and
armor “missing most at need” (1.1.11). Neither lazy nor weary, but “carefull” and “wary,” the dwarf warns Redcrosse to avoid the Cave of Error and,
later, the House of Pride. The dwarf ’s bond with Una, however, remains
unbroken. When Redcrosse and the dwarf flee the Cave of Error together,
leaving Una behind, she “Lookt for her knight, that far away was fled, /
And for her Dwarfe, that wont to wait each houre; / Then gan she waile and
weepe, to see that woefull stowre” (1.2.7). Her feelings for the dwarf are
clearly reciprocated. When he brings Una the woeful news that Redcrosse
has been defeated and imprisoned by Orgoglio, the dwarf is as devastated as
she:
The messenger of so vnhappie newes
Would faine haue dyde: dead was his hart within,
Yet outwardly some little comfort shewes:
At last recouering hart, he does begin
To rub her temples, and to chaufe her chin,
And euery tender part does tosse and turne:
So hardly he the flitted life does win
Vnto her natiue prison to retourne. (1.7.21)

The physical and psychological bond between the dwarf and Una heightens
the force of the narrative. Although he cannot initially show her much care,
by trying to help her he brings his own “dead” heart back to life as well. The
“needless” signs he carried in his hands (armor, spear) are less important than
the much-needed wordless work of his hands, as he brings Una comfort and
shares her grief.
As a caring narrator who agrees to tell “the whole discourse” that led to
her plight, the dwarf worries about the effect as well as the accuracy of his
story. He counteracts the impact of his words by the intimacy of his touch.
Ironically, the dwarf (who is imprisoned in his own body) is a kind of jailer
who persuades Una’s soul, her “flitted life,” to return to her body, its “natiue
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prison.” But as a jailer, the dwarf is an anti-Orgoglio, who acts sympathetically in the interest of his lady’s earthly life. He can be read as a sign of physical life and its value, as he cares for her being in this world.
Later in the poem, the dwarf is the opposite of a jailer. In his most extensive speech, he warns Redcrosse to flee the House of Pride, “For on a day
his wary Dwarfe had spide, / Where in a dungeon deepe huge numbers lay /
Of caytiue wretched thralls, that wayled night and day” (1.5.45). In a complicated narrative move, Spenser presents as his own the dwarf ’s narrative
of what he had seen and why Redcrosse must flee. These stanzas merge the
narrator and Una’s dwarf, who by now is described as “his” dwarf, attending Redcrosse. The experience of Redcrosse tests and verifies the narrative of
the dwarf. Fleeing the House of Pride by a back way, Redcrosse must climb
over “A dunghill of dead carkases” (1.5.53). The dwarf told his tale to Redcrosse, as Spenser tells the reader. But what may seem allegorical for the
reader becomes for Redcrosse all too material, a “dreadful spectacle” of dead
bodies.
After Redcrosse is defeated by Orgoglio, the dwarf mournfully carries
the knight’s “ruefull moniments of heauinesse”—“his forlorne weed, / His
mightie armour, missing most at need; / His siluer shield now idle maisterlesse; / His poynant speare, that many made to bleed” (1.7.19). The narrative of his thoughts endows each item with a poignant detail, a memory
untold. As silent signs, they “tell his great distress”—that of Redcrosse and
of the dwarf. For Una, no words are necessary. The dwarf and his burden are
“the signes, that deadly tidings spake,” and “She fell to ground for sorrowfull regret” (1.7.20). Although she reads the “signs” of Redcrosse’s armor, she
nonetheless wants to know “the wofull Tragedie, the which these reliques sad
present vnto mine eie” (1.7.24). The dwarf ’s condensed version nonetheless
provides the “whole discourse”: a plain chronological abstract that gives the
essence of each crisis. Una’s response shows her patience, sorrow, and love
for Redcrosse (27). The dwarf leads her, and she follows “All as the Dwarfe
the way to her assynd” (28). In the final line of canto 7, Una and Arthur
both trust him: “So forth they went, the Dwarfe guiding them ever right”
(1.7.52).
The dwarf ’s actions and his narratives constitute links in the “Goodly
golden chaine” that becomes a figure for human community and for the
poem:
O Goodly golden chaine, wherewith yfere
The vertues linked are in louely wize:
And noble minds of yore allyed were,
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In braue poursuit of cheualrous emprise,
That none did others safety despize,
Nor aid enuy to him, in need that stands,
But friendly each did others prayse deuize
How to aduaunce with fauourable hands,
As this good Prince redeemed the Redcrosse knight from bands. (1.9.1)

The chain of concord emblemizes the linked virtues detailed in the poem,
and the linked narratives of Una, Arthur, the dwarf, and Spenser himself.
The chain of community, opposed to the “bands” that imprisoned Redcrosse,
provides freedom rather than confinement. In that community the dwarf is
an assistant: carrying whatever is needed, offering comfort and guidance, and
telling the truth. Given these attributes, he is a figure of the reliable narrator—perhaps of Spenser himself.
Florimell’s dwarf, who seeks her throughout several books of the epic,
can be read as a figure of the poet’s quest as well. Like Una’s dwarf, Florimell’s dwarf serves a virtuous but threatened lady. Unlike Una’s dwarf, he is
first seen separated from her, searching fruitlessly for her. Arthur, in pursuit
of his own “worthiest” love, meets the dwarf and hears his story:
He met a Dwarfe, that seemed terrifyde
With some late peril, which he hardly past,
Or other accident, which him aghast;
Of whom he asked, whence he lately came,
And whither now he trauelled so fast:
For sore he swat, and running through that same
Thicke forest, was bescratched, and both his feet nigh lame. (3.5.3)

Arthur believes him, if only because the dwarf ’s “bescratched” lame body
physically confirms what he says. Only his loyalty and his story are strong.
Although the dwarf and Arthur join forces for a time, Florimell is not the
object of Arthur’s quest so he soon goes off on his own.
Later, in book 5, Artegall will meet Florimell’s dwarf and force him to
stop his pursuit in order to relate his “store” of “sundry newes . . . But chiefely of the fairest Florimell, / How she was found againe and spousde to
Marinell.” (5.2.2). Only then is this dwarf named:
For this was Dony, Florimels owne Dwarfe,
Whom hauing lost (as ye haue heard whyleare)
And finding in the way the scattred scarfe,
The fortune of her life long time did feare. (5.2.3)
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This passage provides another instance of Spenser merging with the dwarf
narrator: Dony repeats what “ye” (we) have been told and gives us the outcome. Dony speaks for and with Spenser.
Dony is the only dwarf in the poem who has a name—perhaps derived
from Donizello (squire or page), Adonio (a knight in the Orlando Furioso),
or Donald (Gaelic for “ruler”). If the name derives from Adonio or Donald, then Dony would be a mocking diminutive name. However, a mocking
name would not suit his role, which is entirely positive. Reading the name
as an affectionate rather than mocking nickname for Donald would suit the
political allegory of Florimell as a figure of Ireland, who needs to be rescued
by and for England.43 The most likely possibility seems to be that “Dony”
derives from the Latin or French word for “gift,” because dwarfs were often
presented to a lord or lady as a gift. Moreover, as a narrator, Dony gives Artegall a gift, conveying to him the story we had already received from Spenser.
In this case, our experience as readers validates the dwarf ’s narrative.
The other two dwarfs in the poem—Poeana’s dwarf in book 4 and Briana’s dwarf in book 6—serve wicked ladies and are themselves deceptive or
dangerous narrators. One is a jailer, the other a messenger. Each of them
serves as a negative counterpoint to the first two dwarfs in narratives that
Paul Suttie describes as ambivalent and “unsettling.”44 These are narrators
who withhold rather than give, who deceive rather than tell the truth, who
separate rather than join the knights and those they seek.
In the tale of Poeana, Spenser explores the contest of love and friendship. Poeana, the daughter of the giant Corflambo, is described as given
“to vaine delight, / And eke too loose of life, and eke of love too light”
(4.8.49). Her name, derived from the Greek for “pain,” suits her when we
first see her, “complayning of her cruell Paramoure.” Her dwarf gets caught
in the tangle of relationships that Reed Dasenbrock has termed the “doubling and transference and acting out” of Petrarchan love in the narrative of
book 4.45 Amyas, the Squire of Low Degree, was captured by Poeana, who
was enthralled by him. His friend Placidas, pretending to be a prisoner of
love, changes places with Amyas and kidnaps the dwarf. Dasenbrock, the
only critic who even mentions this episode, is not sure what it means, but
speculates that it may simply be “a gesture of independence” by Placidas.
What is most visually striking is the confusion of Placidas and the dwarf.
The Squire, we are told,
. . . came galloping as he would flie;
Bearing a little Dwarfe before his steed
That all the way full loud for aide did crie,
That seem’d his shrikes would rend the brasen skie. (4.8.38)
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Caught between Arthur and Corflambo, “Both Squire and dwarfe did
tumble downe / Vnto the earth, and lay long while in senselesse swowne”
(4.8.42). Only then does the dwarf ’s allegiance come clear, as he “right sorie
seem’d and sad, / And howld aloud to see his Lord there slaine, / And rent
his haire and scratcht his face for paine” (4.8.46). If his shrieks “rend” the
sky, tearing apart the fabric of Nature, he tears his own hair, wounding his
own body as a sign of his inner pain.
Whatever sympathy we have for him is short-lived. The dwarf, we learn,
served the lady Poeana as “her dearling base,” functioning as the jailer
To whom the keyes of euery prison dore
By her committed be, of speciall grace,
And at his will may whom he list restore,
And whom he list reserue, to be afflicted more. (4.8.54)

This dwarf serves not only as the lady’s confidant but as her erotic agent,
the representation and representative of her desire. This makes explicit
another common assumption that the court dwarf could be a figure of sexual
license.46 He also has a limited but real power of his own, to “restore” prisoners to her favor or “reserue” them for continued affliction according to his
own desire. The dwarf may be a figure of the poet in that both of them can
reserve or release other characters at will. However, when Arthur compels
him “To open vnto him the prison dore, / And forth to bring those thralls,
which there he held” (4.9.8), the dwarf ’s voice is reduced to an impotent
shriek. He has no other narrative power. The dwarf, moreover, does not share
in the resolution of the story. Poeana’s name shifts to Paeana, derived from
the Greek word for “joy,” when Arthur arranges her marriage to Placidus.
She is last seen as a happily married woman, who has “reformd her waies, /
That all men much admyrde her change, and spake her praise.”47 The dwarf,
no longer by her side, has disappeared from the narrative.
In book 6, the Legend of Courtesy, the narrator fears courtesy has become
“nought but forgerie,” no longer gold but brass (6.Proem.5). Sir Calidore,
the knight of courtesy, proves just as problematic. Critics debate whether
he should be dismissed as “the glib epitome of false courtesy” or admired as
“one of Spenser’s finest heroes.”48 James Nohrnberg sees Calidore as “a kind
of poet of conduct, but he is also a hypocrite.”49 Sir Calidore, true ladies’
man, learns of Briana, who violates courtesy and hospitality. Her dwarf is
implicated in that corruption. After Calidore slays her household (violating
courtesy in the name of courtesy), she derisively labels him a “Cowherd”
and sends her dwarf to bring back her lover, giving him “a ring of gould, / A
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priuy token” (6.1.29). The dwarf travels all night and returns in the morning with Crudor’s answer, his “basenet” (part of his armor) “as a faithfull
band” matching her ring (6.1.31). Calidore kills Crudor and converts Briana to virtue, but the dwarf disappears from the story. He is not redeemed
into courtesy but remains forever a go-between, who facilitates disorder and
discourtesy. He may carry a ring of gold, but his message is dross.
The pairing of “Dames and Dwarfes” can bring together reader and narrator in a caring bond or a prison of falsehood and self-serving violence: “For
who can descry the cunning traine [of falsehood]?” (1.7.1). In an allegory
as complex as Spenser’s Faerie Queene, the poet’s “aesthetic nervousness” is
manifest in the radical linking of the authorial narrator to the dwarf narrators. As we have seen, at times the narratives of Una’s dwarf and Florimell’s
dwarf are indistinguishable from those of the poetic narrator. The actions
of the last two dwarfs in The Faerie Queene are far less attractive. They serve
vicious ladies and are corrupted in that service.50 They may thereby mirror what has been described as Spenser’s increasing disillusionment with his
epic project. It is also possible to consider Spenser not as disillusioned but
as more complex and critical in his vision of court, poem, and self, offering
narratives at once affirmative and ambivalent. As Paul Suttie argues, the later
books of the poem increasingly admit that there is no “stable point” outside
the narrative from which all ethical quests can be judged.51 Instead, the narrator is always within his text, his interpretation interpreted through a reading of other narrators in the poem.
A disability perspective can offer new insight into Spenser’s narrator and,
perhaps, into Spenser himself. Like the dwarfs, Spenser’s narrator was in service, carrying the burden of “needments” for his characters. In the Proem
to the Faerie Queene, Spenser even describes himself as a kind of dwarf, his
art disabled: “Me, all too meane, the sacred Muse areeds / To blazon broad
amongst her learned throng,” despite “my feeble eyne,” “my thoughts too
humble and too vile,” and “mine afflicted stile” (1.7–8, 4.5–8). It is even
tempting to read the opening words, “Lo I the man,” as a kind of punning
demand that we attend to the low stature of the poet who dares to celebrate
the “Great Lady of the greatest Isle.” In the Proem to book 6, the narrator’s
steps are “weary,” his travels “tedious,” and his spirit “dulled.” By echoing the
description of Una’s dwarf, Spenser distances himself from the dwarfs who
served Poeana and Briana as jailer and go-between. Instead, he has proved
himself careful and wary, able to guide us ever right, so that we too may be
“rauisht with rare thoughts delight” (6.Proem.1).
As an artist, the author marks the border, standing between art and life,
between truth and fiction. Moreover, despite the risk of being confined by
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the social and moral framework of narrative, the author—like the court
dwarf—is ultimately free to play, to recreate himself, to create new fictions,
to deceive new audiences. The dwarf as narrator provides what Harry Berger
has termed “micro-events”52 of the self-interpretive activity that links authors
and their audiences. The dwarfs in Spenser’s epic vanish as their stories end,
even as the poet finally escapes from his fictions and cannot be contained
by them. At the same time, in some sense even great writers are ultimately
dwarfed by their own art. They are, finally, its servant.
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