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1.
The structure and generic character of Book II

In this tutorial we will be concerned with Book II of The Faerie Queene: ‘The Legend of Sir Guyon; or, Of Temperaunce’. Structurally, rather than thematically, Book II is more like Book I than Book III. Both Books I and II contain a single knight who embarks on a single quest, which is clearly related to a presiding virtue. In both books the atmosphere is moral and there are moral personifications in the allegorical narrative.
2.
The Aristotelian virtue of temperance
According to the Irish official Lodowick Bryskett, a congenial friend of Spenser’s, in his report of the account that the poet 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.’

‘Prince Arthur was introduced into the design as a type of the Aristotelian virtue of magnanimity’ and ‘was to fall in with each of the twelve knights, and by his superior virtue to rescue them in turn from destruction’.
 The virtues which most of the six books of The Faerie Queene that were actually written are designed to expound derive from Aristotle, specifically his Nicomachean Ethics. That the virtues are Aristotelian rather than Platonic is significant because for Plato eternity is reality, whereas for Aristotle the temporal world of eternal mutability is real, even though there are metaphysical categories that may be thought of as more real than some physically observable things. Whatever the inference might be for our interpretation of The Faerie Queene as a whole, Book II treats of an earthly virtue, temperance, and the Aristotelian concept of the Golden Mean is a key to the presentation of the virtue. Temperance is the classical virtue by which appetite is made subject to discipline. It relies on human moral strength rather than, or in addition to, the grace of God. In this, Book II differs from Book I, in which the virtue, holiness, is only acquired by the grace of God. True religion is based on faith, served by reason: reason is a human quality in Spenser’s opinion. 
3.
Reading the virtue of Book II allegorically

Book II begins by picking up the story-strand of the illusionist Archimago, who partly represents the idolatrous aspect of the Roman Catholic Church. He is symbolically the false teacher – a Roman Catholic priest. His use of malevolent magic or witchcraft in Book I as a way of separating the Red Cross Knight from Una is the overthrow of reason and truth by passion, as is indicated in the text at Canto II, stanza v, line 7: ‘The eie of reason was with rage yblent’. Not only this, it is also the separation of holiness from truth, which is singular and represented by Una. This is a breach of the wholeness of faith and true knowledge whereby you get the extreme and blindly ignorant, irrational devotion of Corceca and the duality and deception of Duessa. We discussed all this in the tutorial on Book I. But by what are we to be guided in our interpretation of the allegory in Faerie Queene?

Allegory externalises an idea or concept in a character or a concrete gesture or action. Thus in Book I, Sans Foy externalises faithlessness, personifying it in the fictional world which Spenser’s work creates in the imagination of the reader. More specifically Sans Foy externalises the Red Cross Knight’s lack of faith in Una, having abandoned her with Archimago. Although the medieval and early modern mind tends to find this world in which humans dwell dark and unreal, whereas heaven is real, nevertheless the created world is a picture of that which is invisible. When reading allegorically, looking for hidden meanings behind the picture or the literal narrative, one must not lose sight of the words of the text, the poetic language, the ‘speaking picture’ of poetry. Language is thought to thread its way through this world as another aspect of Creation, so the world itself becomes a poem, an allegory. Language is experienced as palpable with an almost physical presence and reality, signifying the Creator in the hidden significance and symbolism of things. Water, for example, i.e. the water in a stream and the word ‘water’, externalises divine grace and is always symbolic of the sacrament of baptism and of divine grace even before humans realise it. Consider this when reading the episode involving the bloody-handed babe in Book II, Canto ii. Why can the blood not be washed from his hands? Is it because original sin endures despite baptism? Is it because the inheritance of original sin leads to susceptibility to committing sin?
Language is full of figurality. Metaphor, symbolism, and allegory, which is regarded as an extended or unfolded metaphor, reveal hidden connections which signify the real, true mystical world, and once a writer like Spenser had had an idea the temptation was to make it live by unfolding it in allegorical narrative. This is the allegorical method – the figure symbolises or signifies hidden reality.
Allegory, as a literary mode, lends itself in this way to the belief in universality. Among the most highly evaluated allegorical works of the Roman Catholic Middle Ages was Danté’s Divine Comedy. An analysis of the layers or levels (of meaning) in the Divine Comedy reveals the following:
1. sensus litteralis, the “letter” or surface narrative that can be seen partially to mask, but also to reveal and give way to the other levels:

2. sensus tropologicus, the moral abstraction deriving from the narrative;

3. sensus allegoricus, or typological meaning, wherein, for example, Old Testament events prefigure the incarnation, life, death, or resurrection of Jesus Christ;

4. sensus anagogicus, or anagogical meaning, the equivalent or corresponding eschatological (last things: death, judgement, heaven, and hell), soteriological (concerning salvation), or other religious event of individual or general import

In the Divine Comedy all four levels of meaning are operable at any one time. 

This universalising tendency is much less obvious in Spenser’s work. In Book II of The Faerie Queene, as in Book I, the allegory is looser in organisation and there is rarely straightforward assignment of allegorical or symbolic meaning to figures. One reason for this might be that universality as an ideal was collapsing in the late sixteenth century, as the unified authority of the Church dispersed into the various Reformed Churches and sects. There was a shift to the individual and the particular, and a change of philosophical stance from Plato to Aristotle; from the notion that eternity is reality to a concept of eternal mutability rooted in this temporal world.
Conscious of the connections between the physical and the spiritual, it is arguable that the medieval and early modern mind found entirely abstract relationships less real until they are made more concrete through ritual action and visible signs. But the visible signs, words, assimilate to themselves contingent historical and subjective meanings in addition to the more abstract universal moral and religious ones. And Spenser tries to include these too, so the allegory is often historical in meaning, representing (subjective) interpretation of historical events like the Reformation. It has been suggested that the interpretation of the allegory of Faerie Queene is an endless work, but equally it has been argued that semiotic or interpretative strategies are imposed by the text upon the reader.
Allegory, then, unfolds or extends metaphorical ideas in narrative. It is both cognitive, to do with ideas, and linguistic, to do with language. An honest interpretation of Spenser must not take a short cut through the poetry to the moral and religious position of the historical Spenser. For example, Phaedria, in canto vi of Book II, represents a temptation to idleness (an appetite for inactivity or indolence), as well, in some sense, as (an appetite for) lyrical poetry and its pleasures. She is at first charming but becomes tiresome, and Guyon rejects her with disgust, but the poetic imagery reveals imaginative delight, even relish, in that which is rejected. This is perhaps how Guyon moderates or tempers his appetite; he does not refuse to feel it.

On the evidence of Book II, the virtue of temperance for Spenser is concerned not only with appetite made subject to discipline, but also with anger, riches, and honour. The desire for riches is greed and therefore undisciplined appetite. Perhaps the same can be said of ambition, or the desire for worldly honour. How do you think anger can be related to appetite? The episodes with Mammon in canto vii, which are a richly integrated imaginative conception in which theme and poetic images inform each other intimately, involve temptations to avarice, pride, and curiosity, or vain learning,
 which was thought to be a kind of appetite or lust of the eyes.
4.
Alma’s House, or Castle, in Book II, cantos ix to xi
It is sometimes observed that at the allegorical heart of Book II is Alma’s House, or Castle, in Cantos ix to xi. However critical history has been less than kind to this passage, regarding it as full of low images and as medieval in conception (the term medieval here being used as a term of disparagement). But these critics have failed to realise that Spenser’s allegory is not entirely ‘moral allegory’ of a kind in which the actions of the knights express the virtues which they personify; it is also emblematic in the sense that it creates a picture, a ‘speaking picture’. It is morally allegorical in a slightly different sense in which this ‘picture’ of Alma’s House or Castle stands for the human body that was created by God. The opening stanza of Canto 9 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’. Every part, even those which serve the function of expelling faeces, were fashioned with purpose and wisdom, and therefore worthy of praise and poetic description. Neo-classical notions of decorum and taste in literature didn’t emerge until the eighteenth century.
One of Spenser’s sources for the House of Alma was the 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). Spenser’s House of Alma is conceptualised almost entirely in terms of one of two structural metaphors employed by Du Bartas: anatomy as ‘building’.
 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’.

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 On Anatomical Procedures by the Roman physician Claudius Galen (130–210 AD). 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. In the Renaissance the term ‘house’ can be said to contain within itself, figuratively, the meaning ‘human body’, just as the ‘human body’ contained within itself the sense or connotation of a building.

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. 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.

One aspect of the architecture of Alma’s house is 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). Why do you think that Alma’s house is a ‘goodly castle’ (F.Q. II.9.10.3)? 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[)].’
 Spenser’s Castle of Alma elaborates this imagery of the body’s natural fortification in systematic ways.

The figure of a castle may represent feudalism. You may recall from the tutorial document introducing 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 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.

The omission of neural and vascular anatomy from Spenser’s description of the House of Alma is perhaps symptomatic of its sustained use of the metaphor of the body as a building, for although a system of conduits or pipes might have sufficed, the metaphorical representation of neural and vascular anatomy in Du Bartas, and for that matter in anatomy textbooks, is almost entirely in terms of nature rather than building, in configurations either of terrestrial waterways or vegetative growth. 
Having said this, Book II is the most landscaped part of The Faerie Queene, and, as James Nohrnberg argues, its landscapes are ‘the most explicitly allegorical; they are very much the ob-jectum of the temperament confronting them’.
 In this way what might be called the ‘internal environment of temperance’ is reflected in or signified by the external and physical environment of the landscape.
 Reading the allegory thus allegorically, the sensus litteralis, or surface narrative, can be seen partially to mask, but also to reveal and give way to the sensus tropologicus, the moral abstraction deriving from that narrative. Allegory is an extended metaphor and here the metaphor’s principal subject or tenor is the morally conceived anatomy of the human being, the internal environment of temperance as evident in a disciplined and temperate body. Guyon’s visit to Alma’s House is therefore instructive and restorative to him, in so far as it is his purpose to exemplify temperance.
Alma’s Castle is also emblematic of the projected union of Arthur and Gloriana, which we discussed in relation to Book I and the work as a whole. Spenser’s Faerie Queene appropriates histories of early feudal English monarchy, namely King Arthur, to legitimise the sovereignty of Elizabeth, who was the last of the royal Tudor line that saw its descent from the ancient British (Welsh) people.
 Indeed, the investiture of the natural body of Elizabeth with the ‘corpus mysticum’ of the realm has been identified as the ‘founding trope’ of The Faerie Queene, and is represented by the projected union of Arthur and Gloriana.
 In David Lee Miller’s analysis, the ideal form or ‘perfected spiritual body’ of The Faerie Queene is the figure of the hermaphrodite that emerges from this marriage.
 Alma’s castle reflects this ideal form 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.ix.22.1-5)

This geometry hints at essential hierarchical differences of gender in The Faerie Queene, significantly perhaps, without suggesting that these differences originate in the body itself. The geometry informing the House of Alma can be seen as an index to the ideal form of the poem, if the final cause or purpose of the poem lies in a Eucharistic and matrimonial union of sovereign and realm, in order to reach which, the narrative of the poem is organised. Of course, because the work is unfinished, this final union does not occur.
When you read Book II, Cantos ix to xi, of The Faerie Queene, consider which set of meanings of the House of Alma you think predominates: the moral, the religious, the anatomical and physiological, the socio-political, the military, or the architectural. Consider these questions particularly when reading Book II, Canto ix, stanzas 26-30. 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.

5.
The Bower of Bliss, in Book II, canto xii

Unlike the encounters of the Red Cross Knight, those of Sir Guyon tend not to be dominated by combat. Heroism is perhaps being redefined in terms of Christian temperance as withstanding temptation, as well as active resistance. This requires perspective, moderation, even diplomacy. The episode in Book II that has given rise to the most puzzlement among critics is Guyon’s destruction of the Bower of Bliss, in canto xii. We should recognise that structurally the Bower of Bliss is the poem’s negative counterpart to the Garden of Adonis, in Book III, canto vi, and we should observe carefully the similarities and differences between them. Much description in Book II, canto xii is either creatively imitated or directly translated from cantos XV and XVI of Gerusalemme by the tender-hearted Tasso. We see here evidence that the medieval attitude to authority persisted in the Renaissance. Arguably the landscape in this episode of The Faerie Queene is sympathetic; it is the landscape of love, not of mere sensual corruption. So many critics have asked, why the needless destruction of the Bower of Bliss? Guyon binds the beautiful enchantress Acrasia anyway, and so the power of the Bower can no longer be exercised.

One might argue that here Spenser’s puritanical morality overcomes his heart’s inclinations. But this is to dichotomise too far. It is to limit the heart to physical beauty and morality to moralizing. Rather, in the view of Graham Hough, Spenser’s rational moral position is unambiguous, and contains a lot of heart, but his sensibility was ‘in imperfect accord with it’ and ‘this is shown by the fact that the image has assumed an independent life that in part works against the theme’.
 I cannot express this more clearly than Hough himself does in describing what he calls the nature of Spenser’s genius:
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.

We may want to respond to this by observing that it is not Spenser, but Guyon, who is tempted by the possibly overly lush, overwrought, beauty and wanton maidens of the Bower of Bliss. Spenser may be teaching his reader that carnal lust is not an abstract idea but real and all too easily mistaken for innocent pleasure or even love.
Whether Spenser or only Guyon is seduced, we may want to draw an inference from this. We should be more willing to recognize unresolved tensions where the poet retains them. This may not be quite what Spenser wrote to Raleigh about fashioning a gentleman, or what Milton meant when he said in Areopagitica that Spenser is a better teacher than Thomas Aquinas, but it probably is, or at least may be, why he is better. Christian-classical and liberal-humanist appropriations of literature might try to obscure the fact, but by revealing the conflict and tension, Spenser more fully educates his reader in the nature of virtue, in this case temperance, and the limitations of temperance. New Historicist critics like Stephen Greenblatt have taken the view that the conflict thus revealed is that of ‘our culture’s violent resistance to a sensuous release for which it nevertheless yearns with a new intensity’, and as a cultural critic Greenblatt relates Guyon’s act to ‘the European response to the native cultures of the New World, the English colonial struggle in Ireland, and the Reformation attack on images’.
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