The Well-Tempered Reader: Renaissance Poetics
Spenser, The Faerie Queene, Books II & III
Books II: ‘The Legend of Sir Guyon; or, Of Temperaunce’
Book III: ‘The Legend of Britomartis; or, Of Chastity’
1.
The Structure and Generic Character of Books II and III

Books I & II: a single knight embarks on a single quest, which is clearly related to a presiding virtue.

Book III: no quest; the interest is divided between Britomart, Amoret, Belphoebe, and Florimell. 
Book III is a romance on the interwoven pattern of Ariosto (Orlando furioso); it shares with Book IV as its main subject-matter the central one of romantic epic, that is, love; and love is a setting of adventure and chivalry. The atmosphere is less moral than in Books I and II and there are fewer moral personifications.
Books I, II, and III: private virtues; published together in 1590.

Books IV, V, and VI: social virtues of friendship, justice and courtesy; published in 1596, along with the second edition of Books I to III.

2.
The Aristotelian virtues of Books II and III
Lodowick Bryskett, his report of the account that Spenser gave of his scheme of The Faerie Queene to Bryskett’s guests about 1583:
Spenser wished ‘to represent all the moral virtues, assigning to every virtue a knight to be the patron and defender of the same; in whose actions and feates of armes and chivalry the operations of that virtue, whereof he is the protector, are to be expressed, and the vices and unruly appetites that oppose themselves against the same to be beaten down and overcome.’ The poet subsequently explained in the prefatory letter to Ralegh that, following what he conceived to be the aims of Homer, Virgil, Ariosto, and Tasso, he laboured to portray ‘the image of a brave knight [under the name of Prince Arthur], perfected in the XII private moral virtues as Aristotle hath devised.’

Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics: provides virtues in the FQ; concept of the Golden Mean

Temperance: the classical virtue by which appetite is made subject to discipline;

Chastity: the virtue by which sexual desire is made subject to discipline.
Prince Arthur: a type of the virtue of magnanimity
3.
Alma’s House, or Castle, in Book II, cantos ix to xi
· Moral allegory and emblematic;
· A source: anatomical description from the Sixth Day of La Semaine ou Création du Monde (1578) by the sixteenth-century French Protestant poet Guillaume de Salluste, seigneur du Bartas (known as Du Bartas, 1544-90).
· Anatomy as ‘building’
· Landscapes of Book II are ‘the most explicitly allegorical; they are very much the ob-jectum of the temperament confronting them’: the ‘internal environment of temperance’ is reflected in or signified by the external and physical environment of the landscape.
 
· The sensus tropologicus, the extended metaphor’s principal subject or tenor is the morally conceived anatomy of Man, the internal environment of temperance as evident in a disciplined and temperate body.

Alma’s castle is an emblem of the ideal form of the perfected spiritual body of the union of Arthur and Gloriana by being ‘metaphysically hermaphroditic’, even while its description omits all mention of the genital organs.
 It is the Pythagorean geometry which represents it as hermaphroditic:


The frame thereof seemd partly circulare,



And part triangulare, O worke diuine;



Those two the first and last proportions are,



The one imperfect, mortall, fœminine;



Th’other immortall, perfect, masculine, (F.Q. II.9.22.1-5)

4.
The Bower of Bliss, in Book II, canto xii
· Negative counterpart to the Garden of Adonis, in Book III, canto vi
· FQ, Book II, canto xii and cantos XV and XVI of Gerusalemme by Tasso
· Does Spenser’s puritanical morality overcome his heart’s inclinations?

There is a kind of mind whose sensibility instantly obeys the monitions of its conscious judgement. It is generally approved by our moral tradition. I remember the case of a young Nazi who was laughing himself sick at a Marx Brothers’ film, but instantly ceased to find it amusing when he discovered that they were Jews. His opinions were unfortunate, but the obedience of his sensibility to his rational will would certainly have been praised by all Christian-classical moralists, including Spenser. Spenser himself however was not of this type. There are those for whom beauty associated with any kind of moral dubiety at once ceases to be beauty. But for Spenser beauty is always beauty, whatever its tendency. His moral principles are clear and well-established, received for the most part from religion and the civil tradition; but they are not co-extensive with his poetry. The poetry is too wide for them. His heart was very much in his morality; but it was in other things too. Much that is poetically important in The Faerie Queene is morally indifferent; and some things that are poetically important tend to run counter to the morality that is consciously invoked. 

· Spenser and the education of the reader in the nature of virtue and its limitations
· Stephen Greenblatt: ‘our culture’s violent resistance to a sensuous release for which it nevertheless yearns with a new intensity’ finds expression in ‘the European response to the native cultures of the New World, the English colonial struggle in Ireland, and the Reformation attack on images’.

5.
Britomart, Belphoebe and Amoret, in Book III
· Spenser’s ethic does not aspire to abstinence but to the moderation of a well-governed and wise appetite, an Aristotelian golden mean between extremes.
· Britomart:

· One of the earliest instances in literature of a woman as companion and equal of man
· Chastity, not as abstinence, but as active, honest, devoted love
· ‘Martial Britoness’, a formidable warrior, a woman of active power and achievement, a type of Queen Elizabeth I. 
· Belphoebe: a virgin like the goddess Diana who raised her; must learn pity and tenderness.

· Amoret: raised by Venus for purely erotic love only; has to be rescued from the tortures of Busirane in a visual allegory of obsessive and torturing passionate love, courtly love perhaps, or simply of love bound to one, Amoret’s lover, Scudamour.
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