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Essay 1: Q12

In Edmund Spenser’s ‘The Faerie Queene’, the Cave of Mammon (Book II, canto vii) functions as a dark inversion of the House of Alma (Book II,cantos ix–xi), creating a moral and structural contrast that reinforces Spenser’s ethical vision. Both spaces are allegorical “houses” representing aspects of human existence, but they diverge sharply in their symbolism, atmosphere, and philosophical implications.

Mammon himself presents a repellent image in contrast to the lady Alma. She a ‘virgin bright...as faire mote ever be..in robe of lilly white’ (II.ix.18-19). Resplendent in her gown laced with gold and pearls. Her external qualities embody the perfection of the soul; her golden hair crowned in a garland of roses displaying the positive aspects of grace and the beauty of nature. In contrast Mammon is depicted as bleary eyed, fearsome and filthy, an ‘vncouth, saluage,and vnciuile sight’ with coal-stained hands seared and blackened by the ‘fire-spitting forge’ (II, vii.3.).
The House of Alma—whose name evokes “soul” (from Latin anima)—is an ordered, harmonious representation of the human body and mind governed by reason. Presided over by Alma, the figure of rational temperance. Its architecture reflects classic Platonic ideals of proportion and balance [footnoteRef:6987]. Within it, Sir Guyon and Prince Arthur encounter learning, history, and disciplined governance: the mind (in the turret), the heart (in the central rooms), and the body (in the lower parts) all function in unity. The House is open, elevated, and filled with light—qualities that signal clarity, self-knowledge, and moral health.  [6987:  Robin, P. Ansell. “Spenser’s ‘House of Alma.’” The Modern Language Review, vol. 6, no. 2, 1911, p.171. JSTOR, https://doi.org/10.2307/3713389. Accessed 3 May 2026.] 

By contrast, the Cave of Mammon is a suffocating, subterranean realm ruled by Mammon, the embodiment of avarice. Where Alma’s house is structured and life-affirming, Mammon’s cave is chaotic, oppressive, and sterile. It is buried underground, cut off from natural light, and filled with images of decay, greed, and spiritual corruption. Instead of intellectual nourishment, Guyon is tempted with material wealth and worldly power. The cave’s “architecture” is less a coherent structure than a labyrinthine descent, suggesting the disintegration of rational order.
Unlike his entry into the House of Alma accompanied by Prince Arthur, Guyon enters the cave of Mammon alone. It is reasonable to ask why Guyon even feels the need to enter. He exudes an air of brash confidence “euermore himselfe  with comfort feedes, / Of his owne vertues, and prayse-worthy deedes” (II.vii.2.4–5). There is a sense that he welcomes the opportunity to prove himself worthy to resist the temptations of Mammon. Patrick Cullen suggests:
Mammon's strategy may depend on the realization that, at this point, Guyon is not susceptible to con-cupiscentia carnis, but that he is vulnerable to a weakness of the mind, curiositas, the excessive desire for knowledge of lesser or forbidden things. [footnoteRef:27876] [27876:  Cullen, Patrick. “Guyon Microchristus: The Cave of Mammon Re-Examined.” ELH, vol. 37, no. 2, 1970, p. 161. JSTOR, https://doi.org/10.2307/2872395. Accessed 3 May 2026.] 

Tonkin also questions why he has ‘any dealings with Mammon at all’ as well supporting the argument in favour of Guyon falling prey to the sin of curiositas, and interprets the Christ like descent in Mammon’s cave ‘as a kind of initiation, not the commission of a sin’. [footnoteRef:1221] [1221:  Tonkin, Humphrey. “Discussing Spenser’s Cave of Mammon.” Studies in English Literature, 1500-1900, vol. 13, no. 1, 1973, p3. JSTOR, https://doi.org/10.2307/449866. Accessed 3 May 2026.] 

Hubbard too draws on this folly using Christian parallels between the seated Mammon ‘in secret shade’ (II.vii.3.3) at the entrance to the cave and the enticing harlot sitting at the door to her house, offering stolen food and water in Proverbs 9:13-18 of Augustine's Confessions:
let him come hither, and to him that is destitute of wisedome, shee sayth also, Stollen waters are sweete, and hid bread [Bishops’ Bible: “the bread that is priuily eaten”] is pleasant. But he knoweth not, that ye dead are there, and that her ghestes are in the depth of hell. [footnoteRef:13454] [13454:  Hubbard, Gillian. "The Folly of Proverbs and the Mammon of Book II of The Faerie Queene." Spenser Studies 29.1 (2014): p.317.] 

The equivalent bread of the harlot is the invitation later for Guyon to partake of the golden apples in the Garden of Prosperina and the temptation to idleness and being seated, Mammon tells him “Thou fearfull foole / Why takest not of that same fruite of gold, / Ne sit-test downe on that same siluer stoole, / To rest thy weary person, in the shadow coole” (II.vii.63.6–9)

As well, Guyon takes the opportunity to heroically engage with Mammon and challenge the immorality of his ill-gotten gains, seeing past the repellent aspect of his appearance; ‘Hardy Elfe, That darest vew my direful countenaunce’ (II, vii.7.). Guyon is representative of Temperance and rational moral guidance and as a light in the dark of Mammons cave is not so intimidated as to shy away from administering some instruction of his own. Guyon argues that Mammon represents the worst of the fall mankind has taken from nature, and consequently his separation from God. Guyon too embodies the spirit of that past age of glory when mankind ‘The gifts of soueraigne bountie did embrace: Like Angels life was then mens happy cace’ and goes on to berate Mammon for his sacrilegious stealing from natures ‘sacred tombe’. Mammon in reply , comments on Guyons own materialistic pride of his armour, then suggests that Guyons vision is one that belongs to an antique age and that wealth is an acceptable modern means of acquisition ‘thou that doest live in later times, must wage thy workes for wealth, and life for gold engage’ (II.vii.16-18).
In the House of Alma however, Guyon finds that it is he who is receiving the instruction of education.  The three sages in the upper turret chambers provide council to Alma. In the first, Imagination highlights intellectual pursuits tinged with the hue of melancholy. Reason provides understanding of the present, guiding practical judgement. Finally, Memory holding all record of ancient history permits Arthur and Guyon the freedom of his library to understand their ancestry, highlighting the renaissance imperative of drawing knowledge from the past. Here
 the rational operations of the brain, where they pore at length over their earthly histories, and where their identities as rational, Christ-like creatures within nature are ultimately illuminated and established. [footnoteRef:23288] [23288:  Reid, Robert L. "Alma's Castle and the Symbolization of Reason in" The Faerie Queene"." The Journal of English and Germanic Philology 80.4 (1981): p.527.] 

In Alma’s kitchen, a great cauldron which ‘ne ceased not’ is supplied with nutrients as humors which sustain the body. In the Cave of Mammon, a hundred furnaces blazed away. Both are kept regulated but in opposing fashion. The bellows ‘which did styre, Continually, and cooling breath inspyre’ upon the cauldron were of ‘goodly ordinaunce’, referring to the good planning and management of the workers (II.ix.29-30). This suggests positive purpose to their work and benefit to the whole. Both the devils by the furnaces and the cooks in Alma's kitchen used ladles to remove the scum from their respective vessels. Yet in Mammon's ‘kitchen' the conversion is base and sustains nothing but itself, as Berger says:
..the end product of Mammon’s kitchen is an inanimate-dead-thing maintained not from within as are creatures possessed of life and free will but controlled involuntarily by an exterior principle. [footnoteRef:13369] [13369:  Harry Berger, The Allegorical Temper: Vision and Reality in Book II of Spenser's Faerie Queene (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1957), P.74.] 

Russ Leo parallels Guyons decent in the Cave of Mammon with Christ’s descent into Hell, the descensus Christi ad infernos or harrowing of Hell. The topic was a divisive source of theological debate for Spenser and his generation as to whether it remained an article of faith.[footnoteRef:12611]  Though it is clear the separate entrance to Hell lies but “a litle stride” (II.vii.24.5–8) away there are obvious comparisons to be made. [12611:  Leo, Russ. "Medievalism without Nostalgia: Guyon’s Swoon and the English Reformation Descensus ad Inferos." Spenser Studies 29.1 (2014): p.105.] 

Unlike the House of Alma, the cave harbours the personification of the negative aspects of humanity for Guyon to quietly contemplate, Pain, Strife, Sorrow, Revenge, Jealousy as well as Hate, Despite and Horror, for whom  the knight ’Did feed his eyes, and fild his inner thought’(II.vii.24).
Thematically, the House of Alma represents temperance through self-mastery and harmony among human faculties, aligning with Renaissance humanist ideals. In contrast, the Cave of Mammon stages a perversion of temperance: Guyon resists excess not through balanced understanding but through grim endurance. Unlike the productive and holistic aspects of Alma’s House in the cave, alone, Guyon weakens and finally collapses with exhaustion from lack of nourishment, ‘His self-sufficiency is an illusion’. [footnoteRef:13489] [13489:  David Lee Miller, “Temperance, Interpretation, and ‘the Bodie of This Death’: Pauline Allegory in The Faerie Queene, Book II.” English Literary Renaissance, vol. 46, no. 3, 2016, p.391. JSTOR, https://www.jstor.org/stable/48629419. Accessed 3 May 2026.] 

 Mammon offers riches and dominion, but these are shown to be empty and corrupting, culminating in Guyon’s collapse after three days of temptation. This episode exposes the limits of mere abstinence when unaccompanied by spiritual insight—something the House of Alma more fully provides.
There is also a moral epistemology at work. In Alma’s house, knowledge is enlightening and elevating; Guyon reads chronicles and gains perspective on human history. In Mammon’s cave, knowledge is degraded into obsession with material accumulation—gold is mined obsessively, but it yields no wisdom. Even the figures Guyon encounters (such as those labouring endlessly for wealth) reinforce the futility and self-destructive nature of greed.
Structurally, the two episodes mirror each other as stages in Guyon’s journey toward true temperance. The Cave of Mammon tests his resistance to vice in isolation and darkness, while the House of Alma integrates that resistance into a broader framework of reason, culture, and moral order. One is a descent into the underworld of the psyche; the other, an ascent into a well-governed self.
In short, the Cave of Mammon is not just the opposite of the House of Alma—it is its negative reflection. Where Alma offers a model of the rightly ordered soul, Mammon exposes the consequences of its distortion: a life governed not by reason and virtue, but by appetite and illusion.
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