Epic, Religion and Philosophy: Spenser and Milton
The Faerie Queene, Books VI and VII (The Mutabilitie Cantos)
Book VI and the virtue of courtesy
In the Proem to Book VI Spenser suggests that a ‘triall of true courtesie’ reveals the seat of this social, civilised virtue to be ‘deepe within the mynd, | And not in outward shows, but inward thoughts defynd’ (stanza 5, lines 1, 8-9). In the tutorial document relating to Book I of The Faerie Queene, the following question was asked: how was Spenser to reconcile the poem’s complex union of intensely reimagined epic, romance, legendary and mythological sources with Puritanism? The following quotation of Grierson was reproduced there too.
How is he to reconcile the serious spirit of Protestant Evangelical religion with the vanities of chivalrous romance, the extravagant cult of love, the egoistic conception of personal prowess, the endless absurdities of romance fiction, a medley of pagan superstitions, Greek gods and goddesses, hermit and monks, the asceticism and mysteries of mediaeval Catholicism; and running through it all a strain of subtle ansd elaborate flattery of the Queen and her courtiers? These things and ‘the Gospel’ go not easily together.

For Spenser, ‘true courtesie’ is far removed from flattery, self-abasement, seduction, and the many other vices which may use it as a disguise. Yet the Puritanism of The Faerie Queene is moderate, the romance narrative is generally unlike the ‘mystical atmosphere of the [Grail] Quest’ of medieval Arthurian romance and its emphasis on the sexual purity of the Grail Knights; and, as Grierson argues, ‘after the first book there is not much religious atmosphere investing the story’ of Spenser’s allegory.
 But just as religious fervour is moderated, so are romance’s ‘extravagant cult of love’ and ‘the egoistic conception’ of personal military prowess.
In The Faerie Queene, courtesy is aided by temperance. When in Book VI, Canto iii, Aldus absorbs the sight of his sorely wounded son, Aladine, borne home on a bier by Calidore and Priscilla, he is described as tempering his grief and turning it to cheerful hospitality in order that he might courteously and gratefully host his guests. However in this same adventure, the secret liaison of Priscilla and Aladine is concealed from Priscilla’s father by Calidore, who moved by their love for each other proves ‘his kindly courtesie’ (VI.iii.15.5) by omitting entirely Aladine from his account of Priscilla’s ‘mischaunce’ (VI.iii.19.2) and freeing her conduct from suspicion. We know that courtesy may conflict with appearances; does this mean that courtesy may also on occasion conflict with honesty? If so, why is this? What do you think might be the implications? 

Consider also how Calidore, immediately thereafter stumbling upon the knight with Serena loving together ‘[i]n couert shade’, accuses himself of discourtesy (albeit unintentional and therefore due to ‘fortune’ rather than ‘fault’) (VI.iii.21.6). Calidore displays courtesy once more by craving their pardon and keeping a respectful distance. Whether the couple are naked or how deeply intimate is not clear, nor arguably is the rightness or wrongness of their liaison; but Calidore’s intentional behaviour in the awkward situation is guided by courtesy. His ‘gentle words and goodly wit’ allay the frustrated knight’s ‘conceiu’d displeasure’ and he invites Calidore to sit with him and talk of adventures together – another instance of courtesy (VI.iii.22.2). Yet the consequence of this is that Serena wanders off and is wounded by the Blatant Beast, whom Calidore must then encounter. How should we understand courtesy and the actions that led to this?

At the very least we are being asked by the text to place ourselves in and think about moral problems and situations. Along with Sidney, Spenser considers that ‘literature had a place as long as it was to inculcate virtue’ in the reader.
 Spenser’s putative intention as declared to Raleigh was ‘to fashion a gentleman or noble person in virtuous and gentle discipline’, that person being the reader. As in all situations providing opportunities to respond with virtue or vice, the reader is invited to examine their own ideas about acceptable social or private behaviour, construing or constructing the scene and discerning or judging deeds to be good or bad, doubtful or true, and so on.
Another concern of Book VI is the relationship between courtesy and social rank. The term ‘courtesy’ relates linguistically to ‘court’ and is associated with ‘nobility’, a term that both denotes social rank (originally the warrior or knightly class of medieval society) and especially in its adjectival form – ‘noble’ – describes virtuous behaviour. Spenser frequently uses the term ‘gentle’ to denote courteous behaviour, which in the closely related noun ‘gentleman’ would later come to denote social rank and imply politeness and consideration. At the opposite end of the social spectrum of late feudal society from nobility was the peasant, ‘carl’ or ‘churl’, whose behaviour was expected to be ‘churlish’ as opposed to ‘courteous’ or ‘courtly’. By way of contrast with the valour of the noble knight, ‘cowardice’ (variant spelling ‘cowherdyse’), similarly associated a moral lack with lower social class. In Book VI, Spenser explores in a number of story-lines the question of whether noble blood is necessary to courtesy. Consider, for example, the case of the ‘Salvage Man’ who though not eloquent is unstintingly courteous (Cantos iv and v). Consider also Calidore’s disparagement of court and of ‘noble’ knights who are discourteous.
This goes to heart of the problem with which Book VI begins – the distinction between ‘true courtesie’ and ‘outward shows’ of courtesy. The problem of appearances is of course not unique to courtesy – one could appear chaste or holy or friendly without being inwardly or really so. But the reason this is a distinct problem in the case of the virtue of courtesy is because courtesy is inescapably bound up or concerned with reputation, with one’s reputation for ‘worship’ or honour. Consider the narrator’s reflection upon the wound ‘which infamy | Infixeth in the name of noble wight [person]’ (VI.vi.1.3-4). On the literal level of the allegorical narrative, it is the wounding of Serena and Timias by the Blatant Beast in Canto v that occasions this reflection. Consider the advice given by the Hermit to Serena and Timias concerning their recovery and how he treats their wounds (VI.vi.2-15, esp. stanza 14). On the literal level of the narrative the damage to their honour and reputation caused by malicious gossip or scandal is manifested (allegorised) as their bodily wounds. Yet this is not merely a function of allegory as literary genre. Honour or ‘worship’ or reputation are capable of being corporeal in allegory because the body in early modern culture signifies identity, the soul, and honour in a knight or lady is regarded as essential to identity.
The Mutabilitie Cantos
As Heale explains: ‘The “Two Cantos of Mutabilitie”, with a fragmentary third, were first published in 1609, ten years after Spenser’s death, with the note that they “both for Forme and Matter, appeare to be parcel of some following Booke of the Faerie Queene, under the Legend of Constancie”.’
 They are numbered Cantos vi, vii, and viii, the latter being a fragment. It is not known, however, that the Mutabilitie Cantos do form part of an incomplete seventh or further book of The Faerie Queene. ‘The stanza form, the theme and the mode of these cantos all suggest that they are a continuation of the main poem, possibly the ‘core cantos’ of a seventeenth book, with as rich a mixture of philosophy, myth and allegory as the Garden of Adonis [III.vi] or Colin Clout’s vision of the Graces [VI.x]’.
 As Heale points out, however, there are problems with this view. Other books tend not to have such extensive central or ‘core’ passages – certainly not two entire cantos – and these are not without knights or other figures whose role in the narrative extends beyond the ‘core’ passage itself. By contrast the Mutabilitie Cantos are complete in themselves,
 even though they are a fragment (Canto viii being incomplete). But this objection is not conclusive, since Spenser may have had a different design for Book VII. So what is their relation to the foregoing books? How does the theme of mutability relate to The Faerie Queene as an entire, though incomplete, work? Are the Mutabilitie Cantos allegorising a seventh virtue – constancy, perhaps – or are they a kind of epilogue to The Faerie Queene?
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