Epic, Religion and Philosophy: Spenser and Milton
The Faerie Queene Book III
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1.
The narrative structure and generic character of Book III
In this tutorial we will be concerned with Book III of The Faerie Queene: ‘The Legend of Britomartis; or, Of Chastity’. Our concern is primarily with how to interpret the ways in which Book III represents the virtue of chastity and the pleasures that either oppose or aid this virtue. Structurally, Book III is unlike both Books I and II. Whereas they both contain a single knight who embarks on a single quest, which is clearly related to a presiding virtue, in Book III Britomart is the titular heroine, but she drops out in canto iv, only to reappear in canto ix; there is no quest; and the interest is divided between Britomart, Amoret and Scudamour, Belphoebe and Timias, and Marinell and Florimell. Book III is a romance on the interwoven pattern of Ariosto (Orlando furioso), with multiple interlacing story strands and no formal unity of action, or even a single dominant theme. It combines with this the language and imagery of the Petrarchan tradition of love sonnets and other lyric poetry, mythological landscapes and beings, and medieval courtly love-allegory. Book III might be thought of as a literary ‘anatomy of sexual love’, and not an allegory of chastity in any ordinarily expected sense.
 Elizabeth Heale suggests that this variety and flexibility of narrative method and technique reflects Spenser’s treatment of the subject of Book III: ‘The range of Spenser’s treatment of the topic of love, as a force for binding the elements and governing the fertility of nature, its perversion as lust, its pains and delusions, is reflected by the variety and flexibility of the narrative methods he uses in this book.’
 
Moreover Book III is not self-contained. All the stories continue into Book IV, some even into Book V. Books III and IV arguably share as their main subject-matter the central one of romantic epic, that is, love; and love is a setting of adventure and chivalry. Here the atmosphere is less moral than in Books I and II and there are fewer moral personifications. We have a sense, according to Heale, of being in ‘a more populous and socially complex world than was true of Books 1 and 2. Many different individuals, both Faery and British, pursuing quite independent quests, pass across the landscape, most in search of a partner from whom they are separated. […] the social repercussions of love are a central concern of Spenser in Books 3 and 4.’

2.
The virtue of chastity
Books II and III treat of two earthly virtues, temperance and chastity, and the Aristotelian concept of the Golden Mean is a key to the presentation of the virtues. Guyon’s destruction of the Bower of Bliss in Book II can be said to expose the unresolved tension at the heart of the Christian romantic epic, between ‘sweet’ romance and hard-headed Christian epic. But it is probably true to say that on the whole, Spenser’s ethic of temperance does not aspire to abstinence but to the moderation of a well-governed and wise appetite, an Aristotelian golden mean between extremes. This may be why in the representation of Britomart, in Book III, one of the earliest instances in literature of a woman as companion and equal of man, we encounter Spenser’s fuller and more generous meaning of chastity, not as abstinence, but as active, honest, devoted love. She is Book III’s ‘most powerful embodiment’ of chastity, but our understanding of that virtue ‘develops as we observe its various aspects in the independent narrative strands’.

3.
An anatomy of love

3. a.
Marriage
Chastity in Book III is most definitely not confined to virginity, but includes faithful love and monogamous desire, and should properly be understood as consistent with the Protestant emphasis on married love as a blessed calling perhaps greater than the purity of virginity. Elizabeth Heale describes marriage in the sixteenth century not as ‘the private affair of the nuclear family which it has become in the twentieth century’. Rather: 

Marriage was a public act and it had public significance; the social bonds forged in marriage were at the centre of analogous bonds within society at large, within nations, and even within the framework of nature, based like marriage on love and obedience, desire and the restraint of law. Spenser’s treatment of chaste love continually makes us aware of such far-reaching reverberations. The full symbolic significance of chaste love as a binding force central to social, national and indeed universal concord will be developed in Book 4, but some of that significance is already apparent in Book 3, […].

Although they were to be elaborated enormously, theories of analogy between the human being and the macrocosm extend historically from Empedocles’s (fl. mid-5th century BC) notion of the ‘discordia concors’ of the four elements – earth, air, fire, and water – ruled alternately by love or sympathy, which unites them, and strife or antipathy, which fragments them into separate concentric spheres. This love between the basic elements of the universe is experienced by all natural creatures as a burning attraction and desire to multiply their kind.
3. b.
Love and lust
As is so often the case in medieval romance, love between human beings in The Faerie Queene frequently involves suffering. It is a sort of refining fire that according to Heale, ‘distinguishes between virtuous and brutish minds, spurring the first on to noble deeds and revealing the bestiality of the base’.
 Lust manifests in a variety of personifications in Book III, including most obviously the human ‘griesly Foster’ (III.i.17), but also the animal hyena that ‘feeds on womens flesh’ (III.vii.12) and the mythical monstrous giants, Argante and Olyphant (III.vii.7-9). By contrast Britomart’s love-pangs and sleeplessness, in this otherwise invulnerable heroine, are symptomatic of the disorienting power of frustrated human sexual love, but since in her case chaste love is also blessed and innocent, its ardour motivates her high accomplishments. Even so, love in its early stages is ‘a force which drives individuals on willy-nilly, to unknown ends, into dangers, and often against reason’.
 Love’s bewilderment is reflected in Book III’s multiple interweaving story strands and the effect they have of placing both characters and the reader in the midst of a puzzling world.
3. c.
Britomart, Belphoebe and Amoret
Britomart means roughly ‘martial Britoness’, and in being a formidable warrior, she is a woman of active power and achievement, and therefore a type of Queen Elizabeth I; yet despite the preoccupation of the Proem to Book III with the example of Elizabeth, Britomart’s ardent and chaste love for Artegall emphasises how much Book III is conceived in terms of the ideal of chastity in marriage rather than that of virginity. By contrast, Belphoebe, who is a virgin like the goddess Diana who raised her and is an exceptional example of heavenly grace, must nevertheless learn pity and tenderness, while Amoret, who is raised by Venus for purely erotic love only and ‘is to embody an ideal of marriageable womanhood’,
 has to be rescued by Britomart from the tortures of Busirane and the erotic delusions he creates, in what might be a visual allegory of obsessive and torturing passionate love, even though Amoret’s love is bound to one, her lover Scudamour. She accordingly refuses to yield her body to Busirane. Britomart arguably represents the balance between the two extremes of Belphoebe and Amoret. When Amoret is freed from (Busirane’s) imprisoning passion by Britomart, she yields herself freely to her lover – in the 1590 text – in an ecstasy of physical delight.
 Spenser might be saying that passion can be torturing and terrifying until qualified and completed by friendship (which is the subject of the next book), fidelity, active affection, and endurance – all of which are contained in Britomart’s chastity.
 But he is surely not advising abstinence.

3. d.
Venus and Diana
Chivalric romantic epic blends with myth in Book III. Myth is most evident in Canto vi, which contains the disagreement between Venus and Diana and the mythical Garden of Adonis. Myth serves to provide a more universal and elemental frame for the operation of love in human and faery individuals. According to Heale:

For instance, the confrontation of Venus and Diana in canto vi serves to suggest two aspects of Venus’ nature and thus of the love she represents. The two aspects of her nature are differentiated, as was traditional in Renaissance iconography, by the different attributes with which she is associated. Linked with her lover Mars (vi.24) and the armed Cupid she denotes the dangerous and disruptive effects of sexual desire, too often experienced as pain, frustration and mere appetite. Without Cupid and his arrows, and in the company of the temporarily reconciled Diana, as in canto vi, she denotes a more positive and approved aspect of love’s power – the generative, procreative love which functions within the bounds of nature’s laws.

3. e.
Courtly love
For Spenser, while love may impress itself deeply upon the person who experiences it, as intensely individual and unique to them in respect of whomever it is they love, Book III of The Faerie Queene strongly suggests that much of the lover’s discourse and several of love’s attendant scenarios of abandonment, separation, frustration, and physical and psychological union and delight, are coded culturally; they are inherited from literary precedent and have saturated our culture and our experience of love. The discrimination of Book III is partly between what Heale describes as ‘the vocabulary of natural sensuous abundance that characterizes the Garden of Adonis’ and ‘the false fears and perversions of love, which derive from such literary representations of the passion as a painful and predatory ritual’ as we find in the Houses of Malecasta and Busirane,
 at the opposite extreme of the spectrum of love’s discourse from the Garden of Adonis. In between these extremes are such representations as ‘Britomart’s temporary despair by the seashore when she thinks of love as cruel and spiteful (iv.8-10)’, expressed in the language of a Petrarchan sonnet, and the supposedly ‘cynical code of love’ found in Ovid’s Ars Amatoria, a handbook on the art of seduction that both Paridell and the adulterous Hellenore have found useful.
 It is as well to keep in mind the range of love and lust expressed and its literariness when following the story strands of Britomart, Florimell and Marinell, Belphoebe and Timias, and Amoret and Scudamour, which we shall discuss in the tutorial.
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