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Spenser, The Faerie Queene, Book II
Seminar
In this seminar we will be concerned with Book II of The Faerie Queene: ‘The Legend of Sir Guyon; or, Of Temperaunce’. Temperance is the classical virtue by which appetite is made subject to discipline. When we read The Faerie Queene, we are reading allegorically. This is called allegoresis, and historically it is that from which allegory as a literary genre arose. A traditional way of thinking about allegorical reading is in terms of a vertically organized spatial hierarchy, where there are gaps between the levels of meaning. In this model the surface plot, that is, the sensus litteralis, or literal meaning of an allegorical narrative, refers to or symbolizes the ethical, spiritual, or hidden meanings, such as the sensus tropologicus, the moral abstraction deriving from the narrative.
The problem with this model is that it separates too sharply word or literal meaning from abstract, allegorical, or symbolic meaning. In the Renaissance, the word, and the physical object or event to which it refers, has ‘the peculiar property of containing within itself in alio esse, in another mode of existence, that which is symbolized’.
 In The Order of Things, Michel Foucault describes how Ramus’s grammar divides its subject into etymology (etymons being regarded not as obsolete meanings but as intrinsic properties of words) and syntax, and argues that the representative content of language has ‘no role to play here’.
 Moreover language was studied by Renaissance grammarians like Ramus as sharing the same characteristics as the created world, as having a ‘building’ stucture – syntax – like the bodies of animals and humans. Words were ‘perceived to be as real and as powerful as the things named’, and they were ‘sensed in terms of a nearly physical presence’.
 So although Spenser may have intended his reader to have some specialist knowledge, this knowledge is not so esoteric or inaccessible that we should turn our attention away from the words themselves. In fact we might think of allegory not according to a distinction between word or literal meaning, on the one hand, and abstract, allegorical, or symbolic meaning, on the other, as though these were on distinct levels, but rather in terms of the simultaneity of the process of signifying multiple meanings, some of which are literal and some figurative, but all of which are more or less contained within the word.

At the allegorical heart of Book II of The Faerie Queene is Alma’s House, or Castle, in Cantos ix to xii. The opening stanza of Canto ix begins: ‘Of all Gods workes, which doe this world adorne, / There is no more faire and excellent, / Then is mans body both for power and forme, / Whiles it is kept in sober gouernment’. Allegorically Alma’s Castle is the human body. This is not figuratively obscure because Spenser’s House of Alma is conceptualised in terms of one of the structural metaphors employed by contemporary poets and anatomists to describe the body. This is the metaphor of anatomy as ‘building’. The terms ‘house’ and ‘castle’ can be said to contain within themselves, figuratively, the meaning ‘human body’, just as the ‘human body’ contains within itself the sense or connotation of a building. Since we are reading the book ‘Of Temperaunce’, it stands to reason that the metaphor’s principal subject or tenor in this passage is the morally conceived anatomy of Man, the internal environment of temperance as evident in a disciplined and temperate body. The ‘goodly castle’ (F.Q. II.9.10.3) is the metaphor’s subsidiary subject or vehicle.

One specific reason for this relatively commonplace metaphor of ‘building’ for anatomy is provided in the eighteenth of a series of lectures on anatomy given at Bologna in 1540, by the physician Matteo Corti, who cites Galen’s On Anatomical Procedures. According to Corti, Galen says,

that as the artisans in various ways connect and fasten their objects, such as stones, timber etc., so also Nature, whom they have imitated in their works, proceeds in joining the limbs to one another, some only by inserting them, e.g. the teeth, sometimes through sutures, e.g. the bones of the head, sometimes as with glue, which is the cartilage between the bones, sometimes with strings, e.g. the ligaments, the cords or the sinews, sometimes as with tissues, e.g. round the arteries and the veins etc.

This extended metaphor so defines the construction of the human body from its parts that the art of the architects is said to have imitated Nature’s construction of anatomy, thus reversing the direction of metaphorical structuring we find in Corti’s anatomical description. A ‘consonance between architecture and the human figure . . . had been born in antiquity’ and was ‘later nourished in fifteenth-century Italy’.
 Indeed the arts of anatomy and architecture entwine historically in various ways.

A further, religious reason for the metaphor of ‘building’ for anatomy is that the particular form of the parts of the body are understood not to have been made in vain, but to have been fitted effectively by Nature to fulfil the goal or purpose of their function. The ingenious artist or artificer is not only, nor even primarily, Nature, however. Creative agency rests ultimately with God. Spenser’s conception of the human body was that it was created by God, and so every part was fashioned with purpose and wisdom, and therefore worthy of praise and poetic description. In the early seventeenth century, the physician Helkiah Crooke could boast a ‘farre more Divine and useful profit of Anatomy then [self-knowledge], proper and peculiar to us to whom the light of the Gospell hath shined, namely the knowledge of the immortall God’, who ‘cannot be knowne but by his effects’.
 And, he adds, given ‘how wonderfull the Fabricke and structure of mans body is’, ‘[w]ho is it therefore, that will not honor, reverence, and admire the author and workeman of so great a worke’.
 Crooke enthusiastically finds that God has left ‘cleer arguments’ leading from the design of the built environment and landscape of the brain and spinal cord to the body’s architect:

Enter thou whosoever thou art (though thou be an Atheist, and acknowledgest no God at all,) enter I beseech thee, into the Sacred Tower of Pallas, I meane the braine of Man, and behold and admire the pillars and arched Cloysters of that princely pallace, . . . the 4. arched Chambers [four ventricles], the bright and cleare Mirrour [septum lucidum], the Labyrinthæan Mazes and web of the small arteries [choroid plexus], the admirable trainings of the Veines, the draining furrowes and watercourses, the living ebullitions and springings up of the sinnewes, and the wonderfull fœcundity of that white marrow of the back [animal spirit in the spinal cord], which the wiseman in the Book of the Preacher or Ecclesiastes calleth the Silver cord.

Aspects of the architecture of Alma’s castle feature fortification: the ‘Turret’ or head of Alma’s castle is ‘lifted high aboue this earthly masse, / Which it suruew’d, as hills doen lower ground’ (F.Q. II.9.45.1, 3-4). The concept of the osteological (skeletal) and myological (muscular) structure as armature is to be found in anatomy textbooks. The French surgeon Ambroise Paré remarks upon the situation of the heart ‘in the midst of the Chest’: ‘It required that seat by the decree of Nature, because that region is the most safe and armed, and besides it is here on every side covered (as it were with the hands of the Lungs[)].’
 The figure of a castle may also represent feudalism. You may recall from the first lecture on The Faerie Queene that the fact that the poem consistently presents a periphery, with knights wandering almost as if in exile in forests and plains, far from the civic and religious centre of the plot or its symbols, has been interpreted by some critics as Spenser favouring the centrifugal feudalism in England itself of great nobles and their followers who fought to maintain their privilege against the increasingly centralised monarchy.  But conversely The Faerie Queene has been described as addressing itself to the political task of undermining fealty to overlords and furthering allegiance to the English Tudor monarchy.
 
Why do you think that Alma’s castle is fortified? And when you read Book II, Cantos ix to xii, of The Faerie Queene, which set of meanings of the House of Alma do you think predominates: the moral, the religious, the anatomical and physiological, the socio-political, or the military or architectural? Consider these questions particularly when reading Book II, Canto ix., stanzas 26-30, in this seminar. At the beginning of stanza 28, Guyon and Arthur have just been ushered by Alma into the Castle’s Barbican, which in the human body is the oral cavity. When reading the poetic stanzas, consult the notes for guidance on how the allegory might be interpreted.
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