Epic, Religion and Philosophy: Spenser and Milton
The Faerie Queene Books IV & V
1. The narrative structure of Book IV and the virtue of friendship
2. Poetry and concord
3. The narrative structure of Book V and the virtue of justice
4. Praise and defence of the Queen in Book V
1.
The narrative structure of Book IV and the virtue of friendship
All the stories in Book III continue into Book IV, some even into Book V. This narrative structure illustrates or allegorises the close affinity between the virtues of Books III, IV, and V. Books III and IV, in particular, arguably share as their main subject-matter the central one of romance epic, that is, love; and love is a setting of adventure and chivalry. We may wish to make a distinction here, between eros (human, erotic or romantic love) and agape (divine or charitable love), the latter being more relevant to friendship. But in Latin amor (love) and amicitia (amity or friendship) are closely related, and for Spenser, it is clear that friendship is closely aligned with love. And romance is a suitable generic medium for the allegory of both for besides friendship between lovers, one aspect or manifestation of friendship in Book IV is fellowship between knights, as in Arthurian romance. But friendship for Spenser encompasses even more than these – it extends to amity between sisters, brothers, friends, and lovers. 
It might seem that unlike the virtues of Books I, II, and III – holiness, temperance, and chastity – friendship and its opposite, enmity, are based not on conviction or discipline but on occasion. For Spenser, however, friendship is the expression in human relationships of a more deeply cultivated attitude towards others, which is partly explicable in terms of agape or charitable love. Moreover for Spenser, friendship is closely aligned with the concept of concord. The power of concord is to create harmony amongst discordant elements (earth, air, fire, and water) in the universe – the discordia concors of the Greek philosopher Empedocles – which is reflected in the ‘concord and agreement of the foure disagreeing qualities [cold, hot, dry, and wet], and so just & equal a mixture of the elements’ in the human body, for the human body ‘is the very middle and meane amongst all living and animated things’.
 Concord extends equally to the cosmos, to the human body, and to the relationships of human beings.
Story-lines in Book IV are designed to illustrate or allegorise friendship or concord and its opposing force, discord, and false friendship. For example, concord is manifest in the marriage of the rivers Thames and Medway and in the betrothel of Florimell (flowers, earth) and Marinell (sea, water). Furthermore the story of the two titular heroes, Cambel and Triamond, is one of discord resolved in a perfectly symmetrical concord in which each is lover, brother, and friend (Cantos ii and iii). In the central cantos of Book IV, however, Ate, the serving woman of Duessa, but whose name is also that of the goddess of discord in Homer’s Iliad, has a significant disruptive role. Moreover the knights who accompany Duessa and Ate – Blandamour and Paridell – illustrate’s Aristotle’s observation that friendship between wicked men is impossible. Their ‘fayned’ or apparent friendship is soon over and they attack one another (IV.ii.17).
The issue that causes much of the discord in Book IV, however, is strength’s claim to beauty. In the first canto of the book, Amoret finds herself a prize of battle due to the customs of the castle in which this episode occurs. Britomart, the Knight of Chastity, wins her. Except for the fact that Britomart is female, this episode is not too inconsistent with expectations that a medieval reader of romance might reasonably bring to the text, concerning the justice or right of might or military prowess. The same principle holds in the several episodes of judicial single combat that we can read in medieval romances. In order to restore concord, fellowship and order, Britomart claims the knight she defeats as he would have claimed ‘him’ (her) had Britomart been defeated. Elsewhere in Book IV, Spenser seems to contradict the chivalric ideal that combines rightness in love with might in battle (see, for example, IV.v.i and IV.viii.32).
2.
Poetry and concord
The wisdom and metre of poetry, its measured choice of words, its exquisite observing of number and measure combined with its freedom of imagination, is given a significant status in Book IV, as having a civilizing power, a power to dispel discord: ‘Such Musicke is wise words with time concented, | To moderate stiffe minds, disposd to strive’ (IV.ii.2). Book IV engages intertextually with Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales by picking up and continuing the unfinished Squire’s Tale of Cambalo and Canacee. By so doing and emulating Chaucer’s style of storytelling, the author of The Faerie Queene extends a writerly hand of friendship to his poetic forebear – a gesture that is reflected in the allegorical narrative of Cambel and Triamond, each of whom is willing to adopt the appearance of the other to restore the reputation of his friend (IV.iv.26-33). The Faerie Queene’s author’s gesture is also echoed by the passing of the spirit of each of the three brothers Priamond, Diamond and Triamond (IV.ii.52). There are other intertextual relationships to The Canterbury Tales, for example, in the tournament of Satyrane, which alludes to the elaborate tournament for the hand of Emily in The Knight’s Tale of Palamon and Arcite, and in the Temple of Venus the description of which transforms the imagery and motifs of Chaucer’s The Parliament of Fowls, which gives a similar view of literary friendship and continuity as Spenser’s Book IV.
The power of poetry to create harmony and concord is not separate from its public function in the views of Spenser and his contemporary and fellow member of the coterie Areopagus, Philip Sidney. As we indicated in the document for the tutorial on Book I of The Faerie Queene, at the beginning of The Defence of Poesy, Sidney describes the high regard and estimation in which poetry was held in the ancient world. He appeals to the ancient origins of poetry as the eloquent mode of writing chosen to communicate knowledge and wisdom by the philosophers of ancient Greece, like Thales, Empodocles, Pythagorus, and Plato, and by historians like Herodotus. Eloquence, the expression of invention through correct and apt use of words, composition, and embellishment, was not only social but highly regarded and granted a public function. Particularly among the Romans, Sidney argues, a poet was regarded as foreseer or prophet, because of poetry’s exquisite observing of number and measure combined with conceit or imagination, that seemed to have some divine force in it. Friendship therefore leads through speech and poetry to civil concord and consequently to justice, the virtue of Book V. Love and amity are peaceable and give rise to empathy and an apprehension of fairness and therefore to law understood as the language in which we as a society, historically, have agreed to order, regulate, and frame the relations between society's members – individuals, groups, companies, public bodies, and governments.

3.
The narrative structure of Book V and the virtue of justice
According to Aristotle’s Ethics, justice is akin to friendship: ‘But where friendship establishes bonds of love, justice is based on the law which seeks to hold rival claims in a fair balance.’
 Elizabeth Heale states:

Traditionally representations of Justice have two attributes, a drawn sword and a pair of scales. The scales are a sign of the impartiality of justice, the giving to each of what is due. This is the first skill Astraea teaches Artegall, Spenser’s Knight of Justice: ‘There she him taught to weigh both right and wrong | In equall ballance with due recompence’ (5.i.7). The sword ascribes a more dynamic embattled role to Justice, as a bulwark defending order and civility from the encroaching evils of violence. Artegall learns the use of force from Astraea after he has mastered the theory of balance: […] (i.7). Both aspects of justice are crucial to Spenser’s treatment of the virtue in Book 5.

Astraea’s education of Artegall is forestalled and the movement through Book V traces a process of continuing education. This is both Artegall’s education and the reader’s. The process moves from justice to equity to mercy. The quality of mercy may be represented by Arthur, whom Artegall (like his predecessor knights in earlier books) is in need of.
The concept of justice, understood in two related though distinguishable senses, is particularly important to Cantos i-iv of Book V. The two senses derive from a differentiation made originally by Aristotle, between distributive and commutative justice. Distributive justice concerns the distribution of honours or wealth, and to some extent is akin to modern notions of social justice, though in the sixteenth century, allowing for an even more hierarchical and ‘unequal’ society than today, it means distributing to each according to their rights and status. Commutative justice is concerned with the fitting of punishments to crimes. Considering this in terms of balance or proportion, commutative justice attempts to equalize the wrong suffered and the wrong done; in other words, to pass appropriate or proportionate sentence on the wrongdoer.
In order to understand the concept of equity in Book V, it is important to appreciate the relevance of a distinction between natural and civil law. Heale explains:

The law of nature is universal and invariable; it is what all people in whatever time or place acknowledge in their conscience to be just. Civil justice is the particular set of laws established by a state for the running of its affairs and which will differ from state to state according to local customs. The laws of nature should, in the final analysis, take precedence over the laws of man.

Although works of literature written by near contemporaries of Spenser, like Shakespeare’s King Lear, forensically examine the concepts of nature and natural justice and suggesting its social construction, there was a general acceptance of the precedence of natural law over laws made by human societies. Equity is ‘essentially the correcting or mitigating of particular laws of men by an appeal to the laws of nature, or of God’.
 Equity was seen as embodied in the justice of the monarch, which could override the law in cases where the law was perceived to be inadequate or disproportionately harsh or lenient in relation to the act for which a person was being tried. This equitable power was ‘invested in special courts of equity presided over by judges’.

Mercy or clemency completes the representation of justice. Indeed an abiding and cherished impression of the practice of law must be justice tempered by mercy, and an important related idea concerns the role of compassion in framing or drafting legislation to uphold and make appropriate adjustments for the protection of the most vulnerable in society. But in late sixteenth-century England, the civility that the rule of law purportedly supports was felt to be fragile and under sustained threat from Roman Catholic disorder and injustice. Accordingly mercy might be in short supply and the historical allegory of the trial of Mary Stuart (Mary Queen of Scots) in Canto ix should be read in this context. Prince Arthur’s subsequent military enterprise in ‘Belge’ (Canto x) allegorises the involvement of Englishmen, like Sidney, who fought in the Low Countries against the might of Catholic Spain.
5.
Praise and defence of the Queen in Book V

We have already acknowledged in the tutorial document for Book I of The Faerie Queene that Spenser’s poem is political and historical and regarded by some critics as ‘a celebration and extension of the queen’s political mythology’.
 Yet it has also been argued that the work is ‘complexly engaged, critical of the queen and her politics’.
 Broadly speaking, there are two divergent views of Spenser’s attitude towards Queen Elizabeth I and her court in the late sixteenth century. The first is that he is largely conformist; the second is that he is critical of the court. Either position needs to take account of the unusual situation in which the throne was occupied by a woman.
In his handling of the perceived problem of female government, Spenser arguably reconciles the equitable power of the monarch with Elizabeth’s right to rule as a woman. Pamela Joseph Benson argues that, for Spenser, ‘chastity was the private expression of a virtue which expressed itself publicly as justice, and thus provided women with a capacity for action in the political as well as the domestic and moral spheres, a subject explored in Books III-V of The Faerie Queene’.
 On Book V, Benson writes:
The book gives affirmative answers to two of the central questions of the defences of Elizabeth: ‘Are there circumstances under which a woman may legitimately hold power?’ and ‘Can rule by a woman ever be beneficial to a nation; can a woman be a good ruler?’ It bases these answers on the case developed for womankind and the feminine in Books III and IV, especially the representation of Britomart and the particular kind of lady knight she is, rather than on the exclusive principles developed by Calvin, Aylmer, and others [e.g. her having been chosen by God].

Benson argues that the two most powerful enemies to justice in Book V are women who abuse their power: Radigund and Duessa. Neither is conquered by the titular hero of the Book of Justice, Artegall, who willingly submits to Radigund, momentarily besotted with her beauty. Instead Radigund and her society of Amazons must be conquered by a woman, Britomart, who restores not merely conventional order, and not simply patriarchal gender hierarchy, but also a concord that is fruitful and flourishing. According to Benson:

Many critics have noted Artegall needs to be supplemented or controlled by a kind of justice learned by Britomart, embodied in Isis, and exercised by Mercilla [who conquers Duessa]: equity. As this list shows, Spenser represents equity as a feminine virtue. This is not mere sentimentality or deference to tradition; it is a logical consequence of his representation of chastity and womanhood in the earlier books. Isis and Mercilla reveal that, when given the authority it deserves, equity, like chaste female sexuality, is characterised by the power to restrain masculine force and turn it to productive use. Book V is a fulfillment of Book III; it unfolds the political benefits of chastity.

By its very nature chastity is a conservative virtue, and, in practice in Book V, the realisation of the social benefits that it contributes depends on a hierarchical model of society in which the female is naturally politically inferior to the male. In the best tradition of all the defenders of womankind […], Spenser uses praise as a method of political containment. He represents the rejection of the Amazonian model of queenship as praiseworthy; he suggests, by means of allegory, that Elizabeth’s behaviour toward Mary Stuart can be read as just such a rejection of paths she herself might have chosen; thus, he simultaneously advises Elizabeth on how she ought to behave and defends his fictional world and his nation from the notion that acceptance of the legitimacy of Elizabeth’s power makes an inversion of the sexual hierarchy inevitable. Only inasmuch as Elizabeth has fitted and continues to fit the pattern of the virtuous woman who is raised to authority but does not seek it, is she and will she be worthy of praise.

In truth then, a more plausible view of Spenser’s attitude to the queen and her court is that he both praises and is critical, or at least advisory. It has also been suggested that Spenser had excessively high expectations of the court as a new Camelot, expectations that were unlikely to be fulfilled by the reality of court life and the compromises of politics. This view tends to see Spenser as being repeatedly disappointed by the court in poems like his Prosopopoia or Mother Hubberds Tale. The satirical attack in this poem apparently against William Cecil, Lord Burghley, is noted by Gabriel Harvey, whose friendship with Spenser began in 1569 when Spenser was yet in his teens. Harvey wrote: ‘Mother Hubbard in heat of choler, forgetting the pure sanguine of her sweete Faery Queene, wilfully ouer-shott her malcontented selfe.’ According to A.C. Hamilton: ‘This may have led to the volume [of nine poems in which Prosopopoia is printed], or some part of it, being suppressed.’

According to many critics, Spenser’s view of justice must also have been influenced by what he and other Government officials and colonial administrators saw and experienced in Ireland in the 1580s and 1590s. Spenser’s prose work, A View of the Present State of Ireland, arguably reflects their hard-line views of ‘the continuing savagery and lawlessness of Ireland in spite of English rule’.
 Spenser argued that because the Irish will not obey the civil laws, they should be forced into obedience by martial law, but this would require the authority of the queen, which Elizabeth was reluctant to give. The adventures of Artegall in Canto xii of Book V allegorise the intractable Irish situation and the fortunes of Arthur Lord Grey de Wilton, who was appointed Lord Deputy of Ireland and to whom Spenser was a private secretary.
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