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ABSTRACT 

This thesis examines the relationship of evil to 

providential grace in the narrative structure of The Faerie 

O~ieene. The reality of evil is problematic for the theist, 

for it would seem to be inconsistent with the existence of a 

good and omnipotent God. What has corne to be called the 

problem of evil by philosophers and theologians is addressed 

by Spenser through the narrative quality of his poem. 

Contingency, which is itself typically viewed as a factor in 

the existence of evil, is treated by Spenser as an 

indispensable element to the outworking of providential grace 

in his narrative. 

The attempt to control contingent experience through 

various types of closure is examined in Spenser's poem. 

Despair is the attempt of the individual to bring to an end 

the fluctuation of fear and hope which marks temporal 

existence. Spenser treats his despairing characters with 

great compassion, requiring the reader to recognize in the 

human condition an intrinsic vulnerability to despair. 

Spenser uses prophecy to demonstrate the human longing to 

make meaningful the flux of temporal events. In his poem, 

when prophecy is sought merely as a mears to avoid suffering, 

it results in an increased bondage to suffering and sin for 
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that individual. When prophecy is sought out of obedience to 

a divine destiny, however, it becomes a grace enabling the 

hero to fulfil his or her quest. 

Gardens are used by Spenser as enclosures symbolizing 

cosmic harmony, but he continually rejects them as places of 

retreat from the conditions of suffering. It is only through 

their vulnerability to contingency that Spenser's heroes 

function as instruments of providential grace. 

In Christian thought, the problem of evil is above al1 

else a problem of alienation between humanity and God. The 

solution to suffering afforded by the Bible is found in the 

restoration of this relationship. Spenser uses the metaphor 

of marriage--itself rooted in biblical tradition--to symbolize 

the spiritual joy which typifies the renewed relationship 

between the individual and God. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

Our Father which art in heauen, hallowed 

be thy Name. Thy kingdome corne. Thy 

will be done euen in earth, as it is in 

heauen. (Matt. 6:9-10) 1 

. . . Indeed the fates are firme, 
And may not shrinck, though al1 the world do shake: 

Yet ought mens good endeuours them confirme, 

Pnd guide the heauenly causes to their constant terme. 

(III.iii.25) 

Godts sovereignty, human initiative, and the reality of 

evil and suffering in the world are al1 elements of a 

Christian theodicy which rest in uneasy relationship with one 

another . Theologians of both the Middle Ages and the 

Elkabechan period wrestled with the paradox of belief in a 

good and omnipotent God governing a world which is rife with 

injustice and suffering. Controversy was frequently f o c x e d  

upon the relationship of Godfs sovereignty to human moral 

responsibility in shaping contingent events. As illustrated, 

for example, by Glauce's questioning of Britomart's destiny in 

Merlinf s prophecy, f atalism was a view not inf requently 

-- 

'~11 biblical quotations are taken from the Geneva Bible. 
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asserted i n  the Renaissance: "what needs her to toyle, sith 

fates can make / Way for themselues, their purpose to 

partake?" (III. iii. 25) . If God is sovereign, are not a11 

temporal events determined? And, if sol why should we 

attempt to achieve anything ourselves? 

In The Faer ie  Oueene, Spenser develops a Christian 

theodicy through the narrative's unfolding of events. On the 

one hand, he presents the victimization of innocent characters 

from a compassionate and empathetic perspective, focusing upon 

the human tendency for extreme sufiering to lead to despair. 

In so doing, Spenser jars the readerls expectations of poetic 

justice in the poem, and challenges the reader to recognize 

the discrepancy between suffering and moral guilt in the real 

world. On the other hand, he asserts a benevolent providence 

which is ultimately sovereign in the timing of events. The 

heroes operate within this providential timing in and through 

their vulnerability ta contingency, for Spenser continually 

rejects spatial enclosures--most often symbolized by the 

garden- -as places of escape f rom suf f ering. Similarly, 

Spenser rejects prophecy when it is sought as a means for 

controlling the future through foreknowledge, but he presents 

it instead as a source of providential intervention when it is 

used to ernpower the hero toward the goal of his or ner 

predestined quest. Victory, for Spenser's heroes, is a 

cooperative venture between human obedience and divine grace. 

Paradoxically, the more obedient the heroes are to the demands 
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of the quest, the greater their dependence upon grace for its 

achievement. Communion between the human and the Divine is 

most ideally expressed by Spenser through the metaphor of 

marriage. A metaphor rooted Scripture, marriage depicts both 

the j oy and the f idelity which characterizes manf s restored 

relationship to God even within the limits of temporal 

existence. 

In Plav o f  Double Senses: Spenser's F a e r ~ e  Oileene, A. 

Bartlett Giamatti notes that Ilthe great cup of al1 Romance 

literature" is "the yearning for Revelation in the midst of 

flux.g1 After recognizing this aspect of the problem of 

suffering--the need to find meaning midst the apparent 

meaninglessness of contingent experience--he goes on to 

suggest that 

Spenser gazes back at his vast, cornplex, and 

changing fiction and longs for a vision (sight) and 

a locus (site) of permanence. He yearns for no 

more fiction but stable and abiding truth. The 

poet craves what al1 the inhabitants of Faery land 

have sought and none ever finds. Only exile, life 

at the edges , is permanent. Until we die. (44 )  

In the above quotation, Giamatti focuses upon Spenser's 

tendency to avoid any type of permanent closure for his 

characters, continually redirecting them back to the quest 

where chance and contingency apparently reign. In 

interpreting this impulse, Giamatti locates Spenser within a 
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tradition of Renaissance humaniçm which, he suggests, v i e w e d  

literature as a type of secular scripture, aimed at reforming 

humanity through civic endeavour: 

Humanism informed the Renaissance with a keen 

awareness of the mutual needs of the private and 

public worldo, and of a final reliance of the 

public dimension of rational, civic action upon 

the private, properly fashioned impulses of the 

individual mind. . . . The great printer William 
Caxton sees literature itself as the prirnary 

defense of Our spiritual well-being. (45-46) 

Spenser articulates something of this pragmatic view of 

literature in his famous letter to Raleigh: "The generall end 

therefore of al1 the booke is to fashion a gentle or noble 

person in vertuous and gentle disciplineI1 (EQ 737). Spenser's 

expectations about the effectiveness of literature in 

realizinq this goal, however, would be predicated upon the 

expectation that another text--the Bible--offers an 

objectively true perspective on the human condition. It is 

not in literature, but in the precepts of Christianity, that 

Spenser would locate "the primary defense of our spiritual 

well-being." 

Writing three decades earlier, C.S. Lewis addressed this 

distinction in depicting Spenser's attitude toward life, and 

he arrives at almost the opposite conclusion to that of 

Giamatti : 



No poet, 1 think, was ever less like an 

Existentialist. . . . Spenser inherited the 

Platonic and Christian dualism: heaven was set over 

against earth, being against becoming, etemity 

against time. He knew from the outset that the 

lower, half-unreal world must always fail to copy 

its archetype exactly. . . . The Existentialist 

feels Angst because he thinks that man's nature 

(and therefore his relation to al1 things) has to 

be created or invented, without guidance, at each 

moment of decision. Spenser thought that man's 

nature was given, discoverable, and discovered; he 

did not feel Angst. He was often sad: but not, at 

bottom, worried. (Fnalish Lj terature 392) 

The differing conclusions drawn by C.S. Lewis and A. Bartlett 

Giamatti illustrate the important role the critic's world view 

plays in the types of expectations with which he or she 

approaches the text. 

Among critics writing in recent years, there tends to be 

a philosophical split between those who approach the work from 

a secular perspective, and those who take as a starting point 

an orthodox (whether Protestant or Catholic) Christian world 

view. Interestingly, the latter critics seem to exhibit less 

interest in the question of providence and suffering in ,m. 
Faerie Oueene, perhaps because they do not feel the work 

invokes any kind of challenge to the orthodox Christian 
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explanation for Godts providence in a fallen world. The 

former group of critics, on the other hand, see explanations 

for suffering and evil £rom various anthropological, 

psychological, and existential perspectives. In taking up the 

dialogue of Spenserian criticism, it is helpful to analyze the 

differing critical approaches which inform interpretations of 

Spenser's treatment of suffering and providence in his poem. 

In Edmund Scenser: Protestant Poet, Anthea Hume examines 

in detail bath Spenser's persona1 history in relation to 

Puritanism in the Elizabethan period, and the particularly 

" PuritanIl teachings whic .h  she sees as inf orming Spenser' s 

poem. Foremost ïs the notion of salvation by grace, which she 

suggests is the fundamental concern of Book 1. From it 

follows the integration of the active Christian life: 

My argument is that these concepts provide the 

appropriate f rame of ref erence for The Faarie 

Queene, which dramatizes first of al1 the need for 

salvation by grace and then the process of growth 

in moral virtue which necessarily follows it. (67) 

In Humet s view, providence would primarily take the form of 

predestined grace . However, she also notes that Spenser' s 

references to divine intervention within the plot are equally 

consistent with Calvinist theology: "the 'Faunes and Satyres' 

function first of al1 as a delightful example of the 

unexpected ways in which Eternal Providence can come to the 

rescue of a lady in distressI1 (88). The feats of the various 
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titular heroes, she argues, are not theologically 

controversial because "the regeneration of the will a£ ter 

justification is part of the Protestant worldview just as is 

the doctrine of the bondage of the will prior to 

justification" (69). 

Hume doeç not, however, explore the relationship of 

providential design to Christian heroism in the plot, nor does 

she examine the prominence of chance and contingency in the 

narrative. John N. King analyses the role of providence in 

somewhat greater depth through his discussion of genre. He 

suggests that in Reformation literature, tragedy is subsumed 

by divine comedy, in which "tragic suffering loses its 

immediacy because it is placed within the 'cornicf context of 

God's providential design" (224). In The Faerie Oueene, 

As an outstanding example of the double perioeteia 

familiar £rom Protestant apocalyptic drama, the 

climax of the 'Legend of Hoiiness' enfolds the 

multitude of tragic miseries throughout the book 

into the sweeping comic pattern of providential 

history. (224) 

He concludes: I1only at the end of tirne will the tragic misery 

of the faithful be placed within the surrounding £rame of 

providential comedyI1 (23 0 ) . 
such an eschatological resolution to the problem of evil 

is clearly both orthodox and applicable to The Faerje Oueene, 

but it fails to explore Spenser's treatment of providential 
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grace functionicg in the world of the poem. H a r r y  Berger, 

Jr., on the other hand, suggests that for Spenser evil is 

fundamentally the problem of individual self-actualization: 

In the gradua1 development of a single sou1 through 

and toward faith, the scattered evil is gathered 

together until it is trapped and displayed. 

Ultimately the dragon of chaos and hell will be 

manifested in the cup of the universe. . . . To 

experience, to recognize, to re j ect , to draw 

oneself apart is not only to fulfill oneself, but 

also to expose the enemy and so help articulate the 

concordia dlscorg of Godr s plan. (52) 

The orthodox Chrktian view would see persona1 sin not as a 

nccessary part of redemption but as part of the human 

condition. Berger, however, suggests that evil is not only 

necessary in the sense that it is unavoidable; it is necessary 

in the sense that it is morally desirable: "the blessed could 

corne to understanding and peace only through experience of the 

satanic deception at work in self as well as the world: no one 

could be good who was not first of al1 wicked" (52). 

Berger's philosophical perspective leads to a strong 

emphasis in his reading on the importance of the poetic 

imagination in this self-actualizing process. In comparing 

Spenser to Dante, he suggests that for Spenser Ilthe 

manifestation of the divine mind will be sorght more in the 

imaginary than in the historical field; what is revealed 
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the poet is 

goes on to 

to the race must be recast as individual myth 

to believe that God works in history" (83) . 

suggest that Spenser does this by creating 

poetic haven in Faerie which yet displays the tokens of sin 

and historyu --something beyond the ubackward-looking escapism 

of Edenft but before the apocalyptic New Jerusalem (87) . 
Berger then argues that Spenser arrives at this haven 

creatively through processes of "evolution" and 

liretrospection" (243) . He views The Faerie Oueene as 

manifesting various levels of existence, and as Spenser moves 

from lower to higher in the poem, the higher level always 

contains the conflicts generated in the lower. llEvery triumph 

or resolution at a lower level of existence or an earlier 

phase of experience releases new and different problems at a 

higher level or a later phase" (244). This process of 

conflict and resolution manifests itself in a type of Hegelian 

dialectic, so that "the cyclical pattern is not one of simple 

recurrence but rather one in which recurrence is part of a 

larger evolutionary movement. In this movement the older and 

simpler elements are at once negated and upheldii (260-61) . 
The example he uses is that of Mutability, which he suggests 

moves from an idea of benign Christian nature (before the 

Fall) , to a vision of Mutability as "negative elemental 

change1' (i.e. the problem of evil), to a Itbenign nature that 

has dilated to assimilate Mutability' s in£ luence" (260) . It 

is clear that this dialectic assumes the premise we noted 
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earlier, that evil is really a good necesçary for individual 

growth . 
The problem with this psychological reduction of evil is 

that it does not satisfy hard historical and political 

realities. When Berger turns his di-scussion to Ireland, the 

lack of theodical resolution in his reading of Spenser's poem 

is evident: 

For if things are still bad on earth, maybe they 

will work out more happily in heaven. If a 

grasshopper flight over Ireland touches d o m  on 

bumpy terrain, maybe a higher flight, a more 

panoramic view, an increase in distance, an 

Astraean remoteness, will resolve the discords and 

ugliness into a satisfying pattern. (250) 

While Berger quite rightly is critical of a simplistic 

theodicy which employs çoncordia discors to dismiss suffering, 

he fails to see Spensert s integration of providential grace 

within the seemingly chance events of the plot. 

In his discussion of the ending of the poem, he does 

recognize the Incarnation as the Christian answer to evil: 

The unbridgeable gap between man and a God who is 

Wholly Other requires God to descend. The descent, 

in enhancing fallen nature by expressing God's love 

for it, urges men to cherish, not disdain it. (272) 

At the same time, however, the reader is left feeling that 

although Berger can articulate orthodox Christian theology 
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eloquently, he is not content that it bears relevance to 

Spenser's vision of the relationship of suffering to life. 

Berger concludes that "if God makes the world, it is His 

collaborator, man, who makes world views," and that "the 

poetts long brooding, his slow turning, his tone of reaching 

and beseeching, express a Sabbaoth God still moving away £rom 

man approaching" (273). Berger does not view the intervention 

of providential grace in Spenser's poem as a key element to 

the outworking of Spenser's theodicy. 

If Berger approaches the problem of evil both in life and 

in Spenser's poem as one of psychological, evolutionary 

process, Sean Kane, in his book -prts Moral Alleaory, 

views the problem of evil as fundamentally anthropological. 

He quotes Konrad Lorenz, who views human suffering as 

primarily a problem of the psychological disintegration that 

has occurred as a result of man's evolution £rom beast to man: 

Al1 the great dangers threatening humanity . . . 

are direct consequences of conceptual thought and 

verbal speech. They drove man out of the paradise 

in which he could follow his instincts . . . and do 
or not do whatever he pleased. (Kane 181) 

Kane then suggests that Book VI dramatizes the redemption 

process through the realization of natural grace, which is the 

restoration of 

an ordinarily muted dialogue between human feeling 

and conscious purpose. For the two sides of human 



behaviour speak dif f erent languages, or rather, 

they are constituted £rom two different modes of 

adaption. The one is based on the perception of 

pattern and relationship, the other on the setting 

of goals and the binding of time and space through 

the use of words and the other tools that represent 

extensions of this original technological 

dexterity. (Kane 183) 

The fundamental narrative thrust of Spenser's poem, then, 

the recovery of lost innocence through the integration 

discursive language with pre-linguistic feeling. 

Kane notes the prominence of " fortunen and I f  chancew 

Book VI, and suggests : 

Its particular vulnerability to fortune and slander 

suggests a childlike world that is entirely 

positive because it is undefended by the frameworks 

of conscious purpose. Courtesy expresses the world 

as it is seen through the heart whose range of 

responsiveness is deeper and wider than the 

reason's, and which compensates for its lack of 

certainty and definition by an abiding trust in the 

whole design of life and its happy outcorne. (Kane 

188) 

For Kane, faith in the providence of a transcendent God 

replaced by unquestioning optimism. while on the one hand he 

argues for a psychological synthesis of levels of 
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consciousness, it would seem that he prefers a romantic notion 

of pre-linguistic innocence. He views the doctrine of the 

Fa11 as a myth designed to explain the experience of 

psychological fragmentation brought about through evolutionary 

development, but in fact the potential for Eden to be 

recovered is inherent in human nature because "the fundamental 

act of hurnan community is charity and good willN (Kane 184). 

When natural grace is successf ully restored, paradise is 

regained, for "the m e m o r y  of mankind satisfying its 'naturall 

f irst needr (II vii 1 6 )  is preserved "to the degree to which 

morality is spontaneous rather than compulsory,~ and "lovers 

recover this inner garden through their natural sympathy to 

each other"  (Kane 185) . 
If we compare Hume and King with Berger and Kane, it is 

clear that their radically different approaches to the problem 

of evil in The Faerie Oueene turn on their acceptance or 

rejection of the idea of the Fa11 as fundamental to Spenser's 

concept of human nature. For Hume and King, the concept of 

original sin in Spenser offers a perspective on the problem of 

suffering in the world which asks not why evil exists, but 

what is God's response to man or man's response to God and his 

f ellow man midst this evil. For Berger and Kane, there is 

nothing "wrongtl with the world, so the experience of suffering 

becomes a problem to be overcome through internal, 

psychological means. For them, Spenser is fundamentally 

engaged in such a process in writing his poem. To ask the 
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question "what is the role of providence in relation to 

suffering in The Faerje Oneenen is to presuppose the 

philosophical framework of critics like Hume and Kicg. R . A .  

McCabe, in his book The Pillars of E t e r n j  tv, writes within 

this framework and addresses this question in some depth. 

In his chapter on providence, McCabe uses Arthur's 

dialogue with Una in Book 1 to examine the relationship of 

fate  and providence in The Faerie O u e e ~ .  He notes that 

Arthur offers a multiplicity of explanations for his arriva1 

in time to rescue Redcrosse, "For whither he through fatal1 

deepe foresight / Me hither sent, for cause to me vnghest, / 

Or that fresh bleeding wound / . . . / Me hither brought" 

(1. ix.71, and notes that 

Views such as Arthur puts forward are vital to the 

interpretation of The Fa& P Oueene since he, the 

poemr s f oremost instrument of providence, no less 

than the knights he assists, is caught in the toils 

of contingency and chance, in the baffling sequence 

of successes, failures, and apparent non-sequiturs 

resulting from Spenser's intricate narrative 

technique. . . . The irony in the present case is 

that Arthur seems to have met Una by chance, 

although the encounter is vital to the salvation of 

George later identified as one of the elect. 

(McCabe 158) 
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He goes on to distinguish the classical idea of fate from 

Christian providence, noting: 

'Fatal1 deepe foresight' suggests the foreknowledge 

and providence of the Christian God. . . . By 

emphasizing the benign effects of providential 

guidance he attempts to contïadict Night's virtual 

identification of the eternal with the necessary 

(1.5.25). (159) 

McCabe concludes that the parallel structure of Books 1 and II 

establishes the providential design behind Arthur's rescue of 

Redcrosse and Guyon: "Aesthetic order insinuates providential 

order. and the power of contingency is effectively denied by 

the poem's  construction^^ (161). 

McCabe also notes that while the effect of the romance 

genre in The Faerie Oueenc is to highlight the contingent 

aspect of human experience (163) , Spenser's use of the epic 

genre influences the reader's awareness of providential design 

in human affairs: 

The great patterns of epic upon which Spenser was 

drawing move towards the suggestion of a 'divinity 

that shapes Our ends,' a divinity Christianized in 

Ariosto and Tasso under the influence of the Bible: 

the archetypal pattern of providential wandering, 

with al1 the frustrations and anxieties it entails, 

was that of the Jews on their forty year trek to 

the promised land. Seen from this perspective al1 



coincidence is pre-ordained, al1 fortune 

beneficial, and time, however tedious its passage, 

the instrument of a providentially ordained fate. 

(164) 

The idea that al1 fortune is benef icial is one McCabe 

locates in Boethius and follows through in the influence of 

John Calvin on Spenser (167) . He goes on to discuss the 

problem of free will and moral determinacy, examining the 

passages in The Faerie Oueena which express an explicit view 

on this point, and he concludes that Spenser's theological 

views are in keeping with those of Calvin, but that "many 

apparent inaccuracies in Spenser's treatment of grace reflect 

unresolved tensions in Ref ormed theology compounded by the 

artistic demands of an intricate story-line" (175-76). 

This thesis will attempt to examine the role of grace as 

Spenser develops it within the story line. This examination 

will make evident that Spenser makes a valuable contribution 

to Christian theodicy through the narrative design of his 

poetry. Whereas McCabe views divine intervention in the poem 

as more problematic to theodicy than profitable (166) , this 

thesis will argue that Spenser uses the conditions of 

contingency to dramatize the outworking of provident grace 

through the obedience of the heroes. In so doing, Spenser 

offers a perspective on the problem of suffering which refuses 

to deny human vulnerability to pain, at the same time as i t  
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asserts a divine o rde r  which not  only transcends suf fe r ing ,  

but  a l s o  reaches i n t o  it with compassion. 

The c r i t i c a l  premises upon which t h i s  t h e s i s  is based a re  

those of an i n t e r p r e t i v e  approach t o  The Faerie Oueene. In  

i t ,  1 assume a degree of thematic u n i t y  i n  the  text, an 

inherent  i n t e r a c t i o n  between it and var ious  o t h e r  t e x t s  ( the  

Bib le  and the  works of severa l  theologians) , and objec t ive  

meaning concerning providence and t h e  problem of e v i l .  

While, admittedly, any c r i t i c a l  reading is always partial and 

incomplete, it is only by closing off some aspects of the  t ex t  

t h a t  it becomes poss ib le  t o  e luc ida te  o t h e r s .  

A . C .  Hamilton argues for an i n t e r p r e t i v e  approach t o  

poetry which i n s i s t s  upon a meaningful co r re l a t ion  between the 

world of the  poem and the world of the reader :  "our sense of 

t h a t  o ther  r e a l i t y  to which the poem points, by f i r s t  pointing 

t o  i t s e l f ,  grows from our sense of t h e  poemf s r e a l i t y "  

(,Alleaorv 4 5 ) .  Spenser of fe rs  us the golden world of Faery as  

an analogue t o  ou r  own. B y  opening ourse lves  t o  t h e  way 

providence, suffering,  and heroism in te rac t  within the poem we 

may i n  f a c t  'be moved t o  t h a t  vir tuous a c t i o n  through which 

[we] may be redeemed" ( 2 7 ) .  To engage i n  reading is indeed a 

pe r i lous  quest .  



CHAPTER 2: A THEOLOGICAL OVERVIEW OF THE PROBLEM OF EVIL 

Why standest thou farre of, O Lord, & hidest thee 

in due time, even in affliction? The wicked with 

pride doeth persecute the poore. . . . He hathe 

said in his heart, God hathe forgotten, he hideth 

awaie his face & wil neuer se. Arise, O Lord God: 

lift vp thine hand: forget not the poore. (Ps. 10) 

The psalmist voices what philosophers and theologians 

have corne to cal1 the problem of evil. In particular, he is 

concerned with reconciling the reality of moral evil with the 

idea of a good and omnipotent God. 

Traditionally, philosophers speak of two types of evil, 

moral and natural. Alvin Plantinga suggests: 

We must distinguish between moral evil and natural, 

evil. The former is evil which results £rom free 

human activity; natural evil is any other kind of 

evil. (30) 

The philosopher John Hick 

particularized distinction: 

Moral evil is evil that we human beings originate: 

cruel, unjust , vicious, and perverse thoughts and 

deeds. Natural evil is the evil that originates 

offers a somewhat more 



independently of human actions: in disease bacilli, 

earthquakes, storms, droughts, tornadoes , etc. (12) 

Moral evil is usually thought to involve free will. While 

moral evil may be described as I1evil" whether or not an action 

results in suffering, natural evil is evil because suffering 

is the consequence. An assassin may fail in his attempt, but 

the intention to murder is still evil. A tornado, though, 

which did no harm to any sentient creature, could not be 

described as evil. 

Theodicy, deriving £rom the Greek theos ("godl') and dike 

("justice"), is concemed to show that the existence of a good 

and omnipotent God is logically consistent with the existence 

of evil in the world (Danielson 2). Spenser actively rejects 

a theodicy which would minimize or dismiss suffering as part 

of life. On the contrary, he draws the reader's attention to 

its reality: 

Nought is there vnder heautns wide hollownesse, 

That moues more deare compassion of mind, 

Then beautie brought trvnworthy wretchednesse 

Through enuies snares or fortunes freakes vnkind: 

I . . .  

Feele my heart perst with so great agonie, 

When such 1 see, that al1 for pittie I could die. 

Spenser's response to suffering is poignantly empathetic, and 

The Faerie Oueene is full of I1fortunes freakes" which provide 



the reader the opportunity of exploring the relationship of 

suffering to providential order. 2 

The classical notion of fortune and the Christian concept 

of divine providence are both evident in The Faerie Oueene as 

explanations for contingent events. In fact, Spenser invokes 

the notions of "chance," "fortune,11 and "faten so frequently 

that, at first glance, one might be tempted to view his poem 

as more indebted to classical than to Christian thought. An 

overview of some classical responses to the problem of evil, 

Critics have noted the parallel plot lines for Una, 
Florimeil, Amoret, and Serena (Norhnberg, ll4, 627, 685-87; 
Kane, 184-86). In the case of each, tragedy is averted 
through the intervention of grace, usually in the form of the 
timely arriva1 of a hero. Before the happy outcorne, however, 
Spenser exposes the reader to increasingly graphic and 
sometimes horrifying manifestations of moral evil. When Una's 
veil is stripped off by Sansloy and he contemplates raping 
her, Spenser offers an 'off camerat perspective on the assault 
in the form of moral outrage (I.vi.5) . Florimell, however, 
must flee a woman-eating hyena (III.vii.25), and while she 
escapes Spenser exposes the reader to the disemboweling of her 
palfrey (28-29). When Florimell is then attacked by the 
fisherman, Spenser devotes more attention to the fisherman's 
lust and the struggle between him and Florimell (23-26) than  
he had previously with Sansloyts attack of Una. Amoret in the 
house of Busyrane offers the reader an even more violent 
picture of beleaguered innocence, with Busyrane using as ink 
the blood dripping from Amoret's heart (III.xii.31) . In the 
case of Serena, however, the reader is not only privy to the 
details of the cannibals' plans to sacrifice Serena and then 
consume her (VI.viii.42-43); the reader is also exposed to the 
voyeurism of the cannibals after they have stripped her 
(VI. viii. 42-43) . Serena's rescue by Calepine does not 
ernotionally counter-balance the graphic threat of gang-rape, 
dismemberment, and cannibalism in the episode. 

1 is because of, rather than in spite of, Spenser's 
willingness to engage with the problem of suffering and the 
difficult theological questions which it entails that The 
Faerie Oueene can present the reader with a view of ~rovidence 
that is relevant to life. 
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however, provides a base of comparison which clearly 

establishes Spenser's theodicy within the Christian tradition. 

THE PROBLEM OF E V I L  IN CLASSICAL THOUGHT 

Classicists grounded the problem of moral evil in the 

larger framework of a metaphysics which sought to explain the 

existence of suffering in the world. Epicurus, who came to 

epitomize in the minds of sixteenth-century Protestant 

theologians the anti-providential, atheistic element in 

humanist thought (Elton 9 ) ,  offered one of the earliest 

formulations of the problem of evil, as quoted by Lactantius: 

God . . . either wishes to take away evils, and is 

unable; or He is able, and is unwilling; or He is 

neither willing nor able. If He is willing and is 

unable, He is feeble, which is not in accordance 

with the character of God; if He is able and 

unwilling, He is envious, which is equally at 

variance with God; if He is neither willing nor 

able, He is both envious and feeble, and therefore 

not God; if He is both willing and able, which 

alone is suitable to God, from what source are 

evils? or why does He not remove them? (Lactantius 

271) 

Theodicy seeks primarily to answer these two questions: where 

does evil corne £ r o m ,  and why does God not remove it? 



In classical works, the Greek and Roman gods are not 

omnipotent and (often) not benevolent; thus suffering is seen 

as a consequence of the capriciousness of the gods, Fortune 

itself often being treated as a deity. As Lucretius put it: 

IlThe reason why al1 mortals are so gripped by fear is that 

they see al1 sorts of things happening on the earth and in the 

sky with no discernible cause, and these they attribute to the 

will of a god" (16). As a response to human vulnerability to 

contingent circumstances, he advocates an attitude of 

detachment : 

But thiç is the greatest joy of all: to stand aloof 

in a quiet citadel, stoutly fortified by the 

teaching of the wise, and to gaze d o m  from that 

elevation on others wandering aimlessly in a vain 

search for the way of life, pitting their wits one 

against another, disputing for precedecce, 

struggling night and day with unstinted effort to 

scale the pinnacles of wealth and power. O joyless 

hearts of men! O minds without vision! How dark 

and dangerous the life in which this tiny span is 

lived away! Do you not see that nature is 

clamouring for two things only, a body free £rom 

pain, a mind released £rom worry and fear for the 

enj oyment of pleasurable sensations? (22 1 . 
Officially, the pursuit of pleasure was the response of 

the Epicureans toward suffering. It was not the pleasure of 
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excess they sought, but the pursuit of a life free of pain and 

balanced with scientific knowledge. Nevertheless, in 

practice, most of their philosophy was concerned with the 

avoidance of pain rather than the pursuit of pleasure (Henry 

35). The effort to integrate meaningfully the reality of pain 

in a pleasure-oriented philosophy is evident in Epicurus' 

assertion that fear is itself a catalyst to knowledge: 

If we had never been molested by alarms at 

celestial and atmospheric phenomena, nor by the 

misgiving that death somehow affects us, nor by 

neglect of the proper limits of pains and desires, 

we should have had no need to study natural 

science. (Epicurus, Doctrines 54) 

While the Epicureans faced life with a certain expectancy 

that fear and suffering could be avoided--"Fortune but seldom 

interferes with the wise man" (54) --the Stoic response was 

less optimistic. Instead, Stoics advocated a detachment £rom 

anything or any circumstance external to that which one has 

the power to control: "If you kiss your child or your wife, 

Say to yourself that you are kissing a human being, for then 

if death strikes it you will not be disturbedw (Epictetus 

134). Suffering is not caused by circumstances, but by one's 

judgement about one's circumstances: 

What disturbs men's minds is not events but their 

j udgement s on event S. For instance, death is 

nothing dreadful. . . . No, the only dreadful 



thing about it is menf s judgernent that it is 

dreadful . And so when we are hindered, or 

disturbed, or distressed, let us never lay the 

blame on others, but on ourselves, that is, on Our 

own j udgement s . ( 13 4 ) 

Furthemore, detachment must govern one's response to the 

suffering of others: 

When you see a man shedding tears in sorrow for a 

child abroad or dead, or for loss of property, 

beware that you are not carried away by the 

impression that it is outward ills that make him 

miserable. Keep this thought by you: 'What 

distresses him is not the event, for that does not 

distress another, but his judgement of the event.' 

(137) 

The atomistic metaphysics of the Epicurians and the 

Stoics tended to resolve the conflict of evil by dissolving 

moral categories. If reality consists of atoms and the space 

between atoms, then there are no transcendent moral categories 

which make concepts like good and evil absolute, since "nature 

resolves everything into its component atoms and never reduces 

anything to nothingqt (Lucretius 17) . While Spenser' s 

description of Adonis as Iveterne in mutabilitieM (III.vi.47) 

alludes to classical metaphysics, Spenser goes beyond atomism 

in asserting the immortality of the individual (cf. Chapter 5 

below) . 
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Another problem inherent in atomisrn is that it tends 

strongly toward fatalism, in which everything that occurs is 

viewed as occurring because it must: 

Rernernber that you are an actor in a play, and the 

Playwright chooses the manner of it: if he wants it 

short, it is short; if long, it is long. If he 

wants you to ztt a poor man you must act the part 

with al1 your powers; and so if your part be a 

cripple or a magistrate or a plain man. For your 

business is to act the character that is given you 

and act it well; the choice of the cast is 

AnotherJ S .  (Epictetus 137) 

At a theoretical level, this philosophical perspective 

undermines the concept of free will, so necessary for an 

adequate account of moral evil. At a practical level, it 

tends towards viewing suffering as a consequence of not having 

sufficiently low expectations of Fate. 

Plato developed a dualistic metaphysics which sought to 

avoid the fatalism inherent in atomism. For Plato, God 

ordered the universe out of chaos, but the raw material of the 

universe CO-existed eternally with God: 

God desired that a l1  things should be good and 

nothing bad, so far as this was attainable. 

Wherefore also finding the whole visible sphere not 

at rest, but moving in an irregular and disorderly 

fashion, out of disorder he brought order, 



considering that this was in every way better than 

the other. (Tirnaeus 1162) 

Evil is explained as the result of pre-existing Chaos putting 

limitations upon what God could do, so that 

the creation of this world is the combined work of 

necessity and mind. Mind, the ruling power , 

persuaded necessity to bring the greater part of 

created things to perfection, and thus and after 

this manner in the beginning, through necessity 

made subject to reason, this universe was created. 

(Tirnaeus 1175) 

Such a dualistic cosmology resolves the problem of evil by 

making God less than omnipotent. Suffering, at least physical 

suffering, results from what might be called llmetaphysical 

eviln (Danielson 5), which is an inherent weakness or 

limitation due to the finitude of created being. 

Plotinus, who is perhaps the best known Neoplatonist, 

attempted to get around the dualism inherent in Platots 

cosmology by suggesting that plurality of being emanates £rom 

the One : 

. . . one can speak of the radiance £rom [the 

absolute one], as from a light--but how can he give 

many things? Now what cornes from him could not be 

the same as himself. If then it is not the same, 

it cannot O£ course be better: for what could be 

better than the One or in any way transcend hirn? 
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It must then be worse; and this means more 

deficient. When then is more deficient than the 

One? That which is not one; it is therefore many; 

but al1 the same it aspires to the One. (Ennead 

V.3.15) 

Plotinus' cosmology presents a hierarchical structure, with 

movement away front the One suggesting lesser degrees of being. 

Again, however, we see evil as primarily metaphysical, 

for it is distance from the Source which causes limitation and 

consequently suffering in creatures. 

CREATION AND MORAL EVIL IN THE BIBLE 

For Spenser, as for al1 Christian writers, the biblical 

story of the Fa11 is the theological cornerstone for 

understanding the relationship of human volition to divine 

providence and suffering. The Fa11 explains the existence of 

evil in the world without making God the author of evil, 

because it presupposes that God had originally created a 

perfect world. The Judeo-Christian world insists that God 

While the majority of medieval and Reformed theologians 
would agree with this, some sixteenth-century writers argued 
that even Adam's fa11 reflected the will of God. For example, 
William Perkins suggests that the fact of the Fa11 is itself 
evidence that God denied Adam the grace to be able to 
persevere in obedience, Ilfor with God's decree is always his 
will annexed, by the which he can will that which he hath 
decreed. And it were a sign of impotence to decree anything 
he could not will" (Perkins 184) . 
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is the first cause of everything, and thus fully omnipotent. 

Prelapsarian existence would not have escaped the realities of 

finitude, but finitude is not described in Genesis as evil: 

"And God sawe al1 that he had made, & 10, it was very goodtl 

(Gen. 1:31) . Rather, the Old Testament takes as its starting 

point the assumption that the problem of evil is, before al1 

else, a problem of alienation between God and his creation. 

Put another way, natural evil (suffering in sentient creatures 

caused by contingent circumstances) is the direct result of 

moral evil. 

The book of Genesis offers a series of "fallW stories to 

reinforce this idea. The disobedience of Adam and Eve, and 

their expulsion out of the Garden of Eden, is, of course, the 

symbolic beginning of a world where natural and moral evil 

exist (Gen 2:16-19). The story of Noah in the Old Testament 

is preceded by an account of the intermarriage of spiritual 

beings (llSonrAGs of Godl1[Gen. 6:l-41) with the daughters of 

men, resulting in increased wickedness in humankind. This 

story functions as a cornpanion piece to the Fa11 in the Garden 

of Eden by reasserting the centrality of human and demonic 

ambition in alienating creation from God. Noah, who is 

singled out because of his righteousness (Gen. 6:9) is chosen, 

with his farnily, both to be saved from the flood and to be the 

means of salvation for al1 types of animal life on earth. 

Here, early in the 01 1 Testament, we see God' s redemptive 

effort for creation fulfilled through the obedience of an 
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individual. The covenant God makes with Noah after the flood 

(Gen. 9:9-11) introduces the idea that God is faithful to 

those who are willing to live according to His terms. 

If the story of the flood allows for a new s t a r t  in the 

created order between man and God, the story of the tower of 

Babel reiterates the problem of human ambition. The abandoned 

tower and the multiplicity of languages emblernatize humanity's 

alienation £rom God and the fragmentation of people one £rom 

another (Gen. 11:l-9). It is after this story that the genre 

of Genesis shifts from myth to history (Interirpreter 's  

Commentarv 13), with the introduction of the story of ~braharn 

and Sarah (Gen. 12 : 2-31 . Like Noah, Abraham is a righteous 

individual with whom God will continue the realization of His 

redemptive work. 

As the Old Testament progresses we find that the covenant 

between God and man, which was originally considered to 

include al1 the biological descendants of Abraham (Gen. 

22:18), to bel rather, for the "faithful remnant" who uphold 

God's law, even if they are foreign to Israel (Isaiah 56:6-7). 

Salvation £rom evil is directly linked to a restored 

relationship with God, and this salvation is made available to 

al1 people who will live according to the terms of t h e  

covenant. Throughout the Old Testament, God uses righteous 

individuals like the prophets Isaiah and Jeremiah, and 

historical leaders like Moses, David, and Josiah (to name a 
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few) to cal1 as many as are willing back into relationship 

with Himself. 

Because in the Bible the problem of eviI is viewed 

primarily as a problem of alienation from God, protection, 

blessing, and prosperity tend to be linked with following 

God's law. The psalms and prophets are full of God's promises 

for those who are obedient. One consequence of this close 

association between obedience and blessing is that suffering 

is readily viewed as a punishment £rom God for persona1 sin. 

An inherent prcblem with this view is that, like the psalmist 

quoted above, the sufferer often cannot view his or her 

experience as reasonable or j u s t .  The Book of Job directly 

addresses the issue of the relationship between suffering and 

sin, since Job is blameless, yet God allows Satan to inflict 

al1 kinds of suffering upon him (Job 2 : 3 -6) . 
In the Rabbinic literature of the inter-testamental 

period, the concept of salvation was understood more in terms 

of the future, and in particular of life after death. It was 

realized that the questions of retribution and reward cannot 

be fully answered within the bounds of this life, and so a new 

world was anticipated to redress the problem of suffering in 

the old (i, 43) . The Rabbis viewed al1 

men as sinners and in need of God's forgiveness, but saw the 

forum for repentance as within the revealed Law of the 

Covenant. Rabbinic teaching viewed God as foreknowing, but 

without any implications of predestination (49) : 



He made man from the begiming, and left him in the 

hand of his counsel, [and gaue him his 

commandements and preceptsl . If thou wilt, thou 

shalt obserue the commandements, and testifie thy 

good wil. (Ecclus. 1514-15) 

Humanity was seen as having the moral freedom to choose 

whether or not to obey the Law. 

In the New Testament, man's inability to obey the Law is 

recognized and addressed through Christ's sacrifice, "for as 

in Adam al1 dye, euen so in Christ shal al1 be made aliueu (1 

Cor. 15:22). The problem of evil is still seen as primarily 

one of moral evil, but the answer is believed to originate 

with God's initiative. The focus in the New Testament is no 

longer on retributive justice in this life, but on an eternal 

life to corne which gives meaning to temporal suifering. 

St. Paul provides a pithy example: 

Of the Iewes fiue times receiued 1 fortie stripes 

saue one. 1 was thrise beaten with woddes: 1 was 

once stoned: 1 suffered thrise shipwracke: night & 

day haue 1 bene in the depe Sea. In iournaying 1 

was often, in perils of waters, in perils of 

robbers, in perils of mine owne nation, in perils 

among the Gentiles, in perils in the citie, in 

perils in wildernes, in perils in the sea, in 

perils amongs false brethren, In wearinesse & 

painfulnes, in watching often, in honger & thirst, 
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in fastings oftn, in colde and in nakednes. Beside 

the things which are outwarde, 1 am combred da i ly ,  

and haue the care of al1 the Churches. Who is 

weake, and 1 am not weake? who is of fended, and 1 

burne not? If 1 must nedes reioyce, 1 wil reioyce 

of mine infimities. (II Cor. 11:24-30) 

It is di£ f icult to imagine a more complete list of su£ f ering ! 

However, for St. Paul these experiences are a "light 

affliction which is but [for] a momentN I I  Cor. 4:17), 

because he views them as part of a divinely ordained plan 

which has his well-being at heart: 

For our light affliction which is but for a moment, 

causeth vnto vs a farre moste excellent & an 

eternal waight of glorie: While we loke not on the 

things which are sene, but on the things which are 

not sene: for the things which are seene, are 

temporal: but the things which are not sene are 

eternal. (II Cor. 4:17-18) 

Whether one experiences hardships as suffering depencis largely 

upon where one sets one's sights. From the point of view of 

eternal glory, St. Paul suggests, temporal loss seems 

relatively insignificant. T.B. Kilpatrick expresses it thus: 

The Christian doctrine of providence . . . believes 

that the problem of pain is part of the w i d e r  and 

deeper problem of moral evil. It does not stay to 

discuss the fact of physical evil before it has 



dealt with the graver problem of sin. It presses 

on to the tremendous fact of breach with God, 

confident that, if that has been met and healed, no 

other discord can remain finally unresolved. (5) 

METAPHYSICS, MORAL EVIL AND FREE WILL IN THE MIDDLE AGES 

The concept of providence is an important element of 

Christian theodicy, but it has plagued theologians with its 

similarity to classical fatalism. Both fate and providence 

assert a governing order over and against the apparent flux of 

contingency and chance, but fate does not have to be loving. 

The writings of Boethius. St. Augustine, and St. Thomas 

Aquinas examine the problem of evil in light of a metaphysical 

view of creation as good, and a moral view of evil which 

includes the notion of free will. 

Boethius' m o l a t i o n  of Philoso~& attempts to offer a 

perspective on contingency and providence which includes in it 

a God who is essentially loving. Boethius sees mankind as 

longing for that which is not subject to the problem of 

contingency, and he locates this ultimate source of peace and 

happiness in God. 

Boethius begins his C o n . u t  ion of Phi losonhy by 

examining the experience of suffering as the loss of temporal 

goods. In her opening argument, Lady Philosophy suggests that 
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anything subject to the conditions of contingency is not 

desirable as a source of happiness, because its loss becomes 

a cause of unhappiness. T r u e  happiness is found only in the 

Good, which is God, who alone is outside of the conditions of 

contingency and mutability (Boethius III Prose 10). 

Boethius as narrator responds by articulating the problem 

of evil in a manner very close to t h a t  of Epicurus: 

Since there is a good governor of al1 things, how 

can there be evil, and how can it go unpunished? 

. . . That this can happen in t h e  realm of an all- 

knowing and all-powerful God who desires only good 

must be a cause of surprise and sorrow to everyone. 

(IV Prose 1) 

Lady Philosophy argues that virtue is its own reward: given 

that al1 men desire t h e  good, only good men achieve it, 

because "s ince  the good is happiness, al1 good men are made 

happy by the very  fact that they are good" (IV Prose 3 ) . 

Conversely, I1evil men would not be evil if they obtained what 

they seekI1 (IV Prose 1). It is clear from her argument that 

suffering as it is commonly understood (i .e. the loss of a 

specific thing which is subject to mutability) is not 

recognized by Lady Philosophy as genuine suffering. At this 

point in her argument she is not unlike the Stoic who claims 

"what disturbs men's minds is not events but their judgements 

on eventsI1 {Epictitus 134) . She goes on to assert that l'al1 

fortune is good1I (IV Prose 7) on the basis of her view of 
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providence, which she suggests iç inseparable f rom what 

humanity experiences as chance, fortune or Fate: 

This same power binds the actions and fortunes of 

men in an unbreakable chain of causes and, since 

these causes have their origins in an unchangeable 

Providence, they too must necessarily be 

unchangeable. In this way things are governed 

perf ectly when the simplicity residing in the 

divine mind produces an unchangeable order of 

causes. This order, by its own unchanging nature, 

controls mutable things which otherwise would be 

disordered acd confused. . . . Therefore if you fix 

your attention on Providence as the governor of al1 

things, you will find that evil which is thought to 

abound in the world is really nonexistent. (IV 

Prose 6) 

Lady Philosophy presents a cosmology which is 

deterministic (governed by an ttunchangeable order of causes" ) , 

resulting in a moral blurring similar to that of Epicurianism 

and Stoicism ("evil . . . is really nonexistent"). Boethius 

as narrator suggests Lady Philosophy's view of Providence 

implies fatalism: "For if God sees everything in advance and 

cannot be deceived in any way, whatever his Providence 

foresees will happen, must happentt (V Prose 3). He goes on to 

articulate the implications of fatalism for both humanity and 

God. Fatalism implies that human volition is illusory: 
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"Therefore, if God foreknows eternally not only al1 the acts 

of men, but also their plans and wishes, there cannot be 

freedom of will." It also makes God the author of evil: 

Finally, and this is the most blasphemous thought 

of all, it follows that the Author of al1 good must 

be made responsible for al1 human vice, since the 

entire order of hurnan events depends on Providence 

and nothing on man's intention. There is no point 

in hoping or praying for anything, for what is the 

point in hope or prayer when everything that man 

desires is determined by unalterable process? (V 

Prose 3) 

Lady Philosophy responds by addressing the apparent 

contradiction between Godts foreknowledge and human free will. 

She points out that because God exists outside of time in 

Eternity, al1 knowledge for God is present knowledge, not 

sequential knowledge as it is for us who are s u b j e c t  to the 

conditions of temporality: 

For divine Providence anticipates every future 

action and converts it to its own present 

knowledge. It does not change, as you imagine, 

foreknowing this or that in succession, but in a 

single instant, without being changed itself, 

anticipates and grasps your changes. (V Prose 4 )  

Therefore, "there is no doubt, then, that al1 things will 

happen which God knows will happen; but some of them happen as 



a result of free willn (V Prose 4). While her response is 

brilliant, it should be noted that it is not consistent with 

her earlier daim for providence: "this . . . power binds the 

actions . . . of men in an unbreakable chain of causes and, 
since these causes have their origin in an unchangeable 

Providence, they too must necessarily be unchangeable" (IV 

Prose 6). This earlier argument daims not only omniscience 

on Godf s part but also direct causation, which does in fact 

deny human free wi11. 

For Boethius, then, the problern of evil is primarily a 

problem of misunderstanding. Through wisdom the individual 

can school his or her desires so that the f l u x  of fortune does 

not distract him or her from the true good, which is God. 

Godts sovereign control over contingent events through his 

providence is stressed, but at the same tirne Boethius suggests 

that Godts knowledge does not interfere with free will. Human 

volition is important if moral categories are to have any 

genuine relevance, and if God is not to be made the author of 

human evil . 
The emphasis upon God as the ultimate Good in Boethius 

is also found in St. Augustine's and St. Thomas Aquinast 

notion of God as Creator. St . Augustine understood the 
biblical mode1 of creation, which does not view finitude and 

Thus, strictly speaking, God does not so much foreknow 
the outcome of contingent events (rendering them necessary) , 
but rather observes what happens (but could happen otherwise) 
from a vantage point entirely outside of tirne. 



3 8 

contingency as inherently evil, in light of the metaphysical 

influence of Neoplatonism. St. Augustine draws upon Plotinus 

in his view of plenitude: "The orderly arrangement of 

creatures extends al1 the way from the highest to the lowest 

according to certain just gradationsf1 (Free W 187) . 

However, unlike Plotinus' view of emmation, St. Augustine's 

Great Chain of Being does not reflect a lessening of being in 

the lower orders. Rather, evil is the lack of a good which 

should be present: "Evil is merely negative, the loss of good. 

. . . If things are deprived of al1 good, they cease to 

exist. So long as they are, they are good. Whatever is, is 

good. Tho evil then whose source 1 sought is not a substance, 

for were it a substance it would be gcod" (Confessions 

VII.xii.18). 

St. Thomas Aquinas follows St. Augustine in viewing evil 

as privation of being. For Aquinas, God is essential Being, 

and al1 being is of itself good. Inasmuch as anything has 

being at all, to that extent it is good. Thus, "there cannot 

be a supreme evil; because . . . although evil lessens good, 
yet it never wholly consumes it . . . nothing can be wholly 
and perfectly bad." Consequently, Ilif the wholly evil could 

be, it would destroy itself; because a l1  good being destroyed 

(which it need be for something to be wholly evil), evil 

itself would be taken away, since its subject is good (ÇT 

1.49.3). 
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This view of evil as privation helps Aquinas explain 

moral evil as well as natural evil. A universe in which 20d 

directly controlled everything would not allow creatures to 

act independently of their Creator, and a universe without 

human free will would not be a moral universe: 

Since God, then, provides universally for al1 

being, it belongs to His providence to permit 

certain defects in particular effects, that the 

perfect good of the universe may not be hindered. 

For if al1 evil were prevented, much good would be 

absent from the universe. A lion would cease to 

live if there were no slaying of animals; and there 

would be no patience of martyrs if there were no 

tyrannical persecution. (a 1.22.2) 
For bath St. Augustine and St. Thomas Aquinas, the 

concept of plenitude influences their view of natural evil by 

allowing them to appeal to a larger vision which transcends 

particular suffering: 

If one were examining the details in ari inlaid 

pavement, and if his searching eye could grasp no 

more than the outline of one little cube, he might 

censure the artificer for lacking ski11 of 

arrangement and order. On this account he might 

think the uniformity of the little Stones 

disarranged, just because the drawn lines, 

harmonizing into one integral form of beauty, could 



not be seen and examined al1 a; once. Something 

very similar to this is found in the case of 

uninstructed men, who, on account of their feeble 

mentality, are unable to grasp and to study the 

integral fittingness of things. They think that 

the whole universe is disarranged if something is 

displeasing to them, just because that thing is 

magnif ied in their perception. (Augustine, prnv . 
240) 

St . Augustine' s and St . Thomas ' s teachings on plenitude 
resolve the difficulties in theodicy by asserting the 

omnipotence and the goodness of God at the risk of 

underestimating the reality of suffering. 

St. Thomas' teaching on free will in intelligible agents 

(human or angelic) runs a different risk: it tends to affirm 

Godrs goodness and the genuineness of suffering at the expense 

of Cod' s omnipotence : 

There are certain intermediaries of God's 

providence; for he governs things inferior by 

superior, not on account of any defect in H i s  

power, but by reason of the abundance of His 

goodness; so that the dignity of causality is 

imparted even to creatures . (m 1.22.3 
Sin or error in free agents who function as secondary causes 

reflect a Self-imposed limitation upon God's onnipotence. 

Similarly for St. ~ugustine, the creation of creatures who are 
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capable of turning away £rom God is (in a sense) a calculated 

risk God chose to take: 

Neither sin nor unhappiness is necessary for the 

perfection of the universe, but souls, taken simply 

as souls, are necessary. . . . 
God therefore made al1 creatures, not only 

those that would persevere in virtue and justice, 

but also those that would sin. He did not make 

them to sin, but to be an adornment of the 

universe, whether they willed or not. If there 

were no souls to occupy the highest place in the 

order of the created universe, such that should 

they will to sin, the universe would be undermined 

and ruined, something of great importance would be 

lacking in creation. (Augustine, Free W i l l ,  

189,195) 

Like St. Thomas and Boethius, St. Augustine asserts the idea 

that God's foreknowledge is compatible with free will: 

Since God has foreknowledge of our will, its future 

will be such as He foreknows it. It will be a will 

precisely because He foreknows it as a will, and it 

could not be a will if it were not in our power. 

Hence God also has foreknowledge of our power over 

it. (Free W j l L ,  173) 

Furthermore, St. Augustine saw humanity as retaining an 

innate hunger for God which even the Fa11 did not erase: 



Man, a little piece of your creation, desires to 

praise you, a human being 'bearing his mortality 

with himt (2 Cor. 4:10), carrying with him the 

witness of his sin and the witness that you 'resist 

the proudl (1 Pet. 5 : 5) . Nevertheless, to praise 

you is the desire of man, a little piece of your 

creation. You stir man to take pleasure in 

praising you, because you have made us for 

yourself, and our heart is restless until it rests 

in you. (Confessio~, 1.i . l )  

As his theological career progressed, however, St . 
Augustine felt increasingly the pressure to stress the 

omnipotence of God over and against the freedom of the 

individual: 

1 think it is quite clear that God works in men's 

hearts to incline their wills to whatsoever way He 

wills--either t u  good in accordance with His mercy, 

or to evil in accordance with their evil merits, 

and this, indeed, by His own judgements, sometimes 

manifest, sometimes hidden, but always just. (Gwace 

and Free WilL 303) 

Towards the end of his career, writing in reaction to the view 

of Pelagius that man could attain grace through personal 

effort, St. Augustine goes beyond the idea of divine 

foreknowledge in the giving or withholding of saving grace: 



[Godl gives his grace ta those men to whom he 

wishes to give it, for he is merciful. And even if 

he does not give it, he is just. . . . In giving to 

some what they did not deserve, clearly he willed 

that his grace be gratuitous and thus truly grace, 

and in not giving it to all, he showed what al1 

deserved. (Pelagjan 295-95) 

The medieval theologians attampted to develop a 

metaphysics to explain natural evil in light of the goodness 

of God's creation. For the most part, the notion of free will 

was central as an explanation for moral evil, but for St. 

Augustine there was an increasing emphasis upon God's 

sovereignty in overruling human or demonic intentions. This 

emphasis upon Godrs omnipotence was to be further developed in 

the writings of the early Reformers. 

THE EARLY REFORMATION WRITERS 

Whereas the scholastic philosophers approached the issue 

of human freedom and God's omnipotence through an analysis of 

secondary causat ion, the early Ref ormers sought to unders tand 

human volition in light of its relation to their central 

doctrine of salvation by grace. One of the most famous 

dialogues over the question of free will and Divine 

omnipotence is between Erasmus and Luther. It is easy to 
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recognize the differing theological risks inherent in their 

views. Erasmus, like St. Thomas, must inevitably in some 

sense limit the omnipotence of God in asserting the moral 

freedom of humanity. Indeed, he goes beyond St . Thomas in 

ascribing to God the will to extend salvation to all: 

The mercy of God offers everyone favourable 

opportunities for repentance. One needs only to 

attach the rest of one's own will to Godrs help, 

which merely invites to, but does not compel to 

betterment. . . . It is incompatible with the 

infinite love of God for man that a man's striving 

with al1 his might for grace should be frustrated. 

. . . No one perishes except by his own fault. 

(Erasmus 2 9 -3 0 ) 

To assert that one is capable of striving for grace is to view 

even fallen man as able to distinguish goodness £rom evil: 

"Although the free will has been wounded through sin, it is 

not extinct; though it has contracted a paralysis, making us 

before the reception of grace more readily inclined towards 

evil than good, free will has not been destroyedu (Erasmus 

26). Erasmus contends that those who would deny this moral 

responsibility to man must needs make God the author of evil: 

Those who deny any freedom of the will and affirm 

absolute necessity, admit that God works in man not 

only the good works, but also evil ones. It seems 

to follow that inasmuch as man can never be the 



author of good works, he also can never be called 

the author of evil ones. (Erasmus 88) 

If Erasmus' view is in danger of limiting Godfs 

omnipotence, Luther' s view, which philosophers cal1 

voluntarism (Danielson 8), is in danger of defining Godrs 

goodness beyond al1 recognition by claiming that what God 

wills is good simply on the grounds that God wills it. The 

doctrine of total depravity complements this view by asserting 

human nature as void of any inherent goodness: 

It is not only a lack of a certain quality in the 

will, nor even only a lack of light in the mind or 

of power in the memory, but particularly it is a 

total lack of uprightness and of the power of al1 

the Eaculties both of body and sou1 and of the 

whole inner and outer man. It is a nausea toward 

the good, a loathing of light and wisdom, and a 

delight in error and darkness, a flight from and an 

abomination of al1 good works, a pursuit of evil. 

(Luther, Rom- 299) 

This view of total depravity contrasts with the medieval 

view that even fallen humanity retains a hunger for God. It 

would seem to allow that any type of suffering in humanity is 

no more than we deserve. Moral evil is not an aberration in 

man, but fully consonant with his innate character. Thus, 

Godf s omnipotence functions not with the intent of causing 

evil, but in harmony with the evil will of created agents: "a 
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man void of the Spirit of God does not do evil against his 

will, under pressure, as though taken by the neck and forced 

into it, . . . but he does it spontaneously and willingly" 
(Luther, Free W i 3  3 111) . 

To illustrate this point, Luther compares Godrs action 

upon the human will to a man riding a lame horse: 

His riding corresponds to what the horse is. . . . 
Here you see then that when God works in and by 

evil man, evil deeds r-esult. Yet God cannot do 

evil Himself, f o r  he is good. He uses evil 

instruments, which cannot escape the sway and 

motion of His Omnipotence. . God is 

incessantly active in a l 1  His creatures, allowing 

none of them to keep holiday. (Luther, Free  Will 

130) 

His metaphor makes clear the weakness of his argument; while 

a rider may not have any control over the lameness of his 

horse, God clearly does have the power to change wicked men 

into good. That he chooses not to do so makes him in some 

sense responsible for human wickedness if he is omnipotently 

empowering human action. 

Because Luther views the goodness of God as something 

quite di£ f erent f rom chàt which humanity would commonly 

recognize as Itgood, l1  spiritual experience, which must be 

interpreted through man's fallen faculties, is treated by 

Luther with distrust: 



We love God alone where nothing is visible, nothing 

experiential, either inwardly or outwardly, in 

which we can trust or which is to be loved or 

feared; but it is carried away beyond al1 things 

into the invisible God, who cannot be experienced, 

who cannot be comprehended, that is, into the midst 

of shadows, not knowing what it loves, and desiring 

only that which it has not yet known. (Luther, 

Romans 294) 

Faith in G o d f  s saving grace implies the believerfs faith in 

his own sinfulness, even when persona1 sin is not apparent: 

Even if we do not recognize any sin in ourseives, 

it is still necessary to believe that w e  are 

sinners. . . . For just as through faith the 

righteousness of God lives in us, so through faith 

we must believe that we are sinners, for it is not 

manifest to us, indeed, we often do not seem to 

ourselves to be aware of the fact. (Luther, Romans 

213) 

Furthermore, this belief must be more than cognitive, for 

"when you have confessed with your rnouth that you are such a 

person, then you must also earnestly feel the same way about 

yourself in your heart, and you must conduct yourself in this 

manner in every act and in your entire lifeN (Luther, Romans 
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John Calvin's theodicy is similar to that of Luther. For 

Calvin, evil serves a threefold purpose in Godt s plan. ~y 

allowing humanity and the fallen angels to sin, God has 

ordained that on the day of judgement they wiLl condernn 

themselves to a deserved death. Evil is also the just 

judgement which God executes upon humanity. For the 

Christian, evil is part of God's redemptive plan; the redeemed 

need to be chastened at the hands of the wicked to make them 

aware of their need for God's love and xeceptive to grace 

[Tnstitutes 2.5.3). 

Calvin' s emphasis upon God' s sovereignty in contingent 

events is such that he views every event which befalls the 

individual as coming directly from God. For example, Calvin 

makes the specific calamities inflicted upon Job by Satan part 

of God's plan: 

The Lord's purpose is to exercise His servant by 

calamity; Satan endeavors to drive him to 

desperation; the Chaldeans strive to acquire gain 

from another's property . . . Satan is properly 
said, therefore, to act in the reprobate over whom 

he exercises his reign, that is, the reign of 

wickedness. God is also said to act in His own 

manner, in that Satan himself, since he is the 

instrument of God's wrath, bends himself hither and 

thither at His beck and command to execute His just 

judgments. . . Therefore we see no 



inconsistency in assigning the same deed to God, 

Satan, and man. (mtitutes 2 - 4 . 2 )  

Calvin would see God as the author of every particular event, 

but while God's plan is supremely good, the intentions of the 

actors are not. Thus, God is never frustrated, but wicked 

people always are in the long run. 

Calvin's view is in contrast to the earlier view of St. 

Thomas Aquinas, who distinguishes Satan's activity £rom 

Satan's power to act: "the Lord did not order Satan to strike 

Job but only gave him the power," and 

Satan, inasmuch as the power to harm anyone is 

permitted to him, is in the presence oi the Lord 

because this happens in accordance with the 

reasonable will of God, but when he executes the 

power permitted to hirn he leaves the presence of 

the Lord, because he withdraws from the intention 

of the one permitting him. (a 83,841 
Here we see an example of St. Thomas's view of secondary 

causation, in that Gad permits something evil because to limit 

it would cause a greater harm (i.e. the loss of freedom in 

intelligible agents). Calvin, by contrast, views al1 moral 

actions, good and evil, as part of God's sovereign plan 

because the individual never possesses the ability to act 

morally apart from Godls direct intervention on the 

individual's will. For Aquinas, though, only good agents 



5 0  

participate in the divine will, though good and bad alike are 

subject to God' s overall authority: 

Now there is a difference between the things which 

are done through good angels and through bad, for 

good angels do only that to which they are moved by 

divine will and command, for in al1 things they 

follow the divine will. Bad angels, however, are 

in disharmony with God in their will. Hence, the 

things which they do are inimical to God with 

respect to their intention. (Job 78) 

Calvin attempts to avoid making God the author of evil by 

suggesting a distinction between free will and volition. He 

quotes St. Bernard: 

In some base and strange w a y  the will itself, 

changed for the worse by sin, makes a necessity of 

itself. Hence neither does necessity, although it 

is of the will, avail to excuse the will, nor does 

the will, although it is led astray, avail to 

excuse necessity. For this necessity is as it wsre 

voluntary. (mtitutes 2.3.5) 

Thus, for Calvin, as for Luther, people are bound to sin out 

of their nature and are not capable of any action except that 

which is sinful. But at the same time, they are responsible 

for their sins because they commit them voluntarily. It is 

difficult to see, however, how Calvin can avoid fatalism. He 
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is clearly aware that eradicating free will leaves him 

vulnerable to this accusation: 

. . . we are not at al1 hindered by God's eternal 

decrees either £ r o m  looking ahead for ourselves or 

£rom putting al1 our affairs in order, but always 

in submission to his will. The reason is obvious. 

For he who has set the limits to Our life has at 

the same time entrusted to us its care. . . . But 
no danger will hurt us, they say, unless it is 

fatal, and in this case it is beyond remedies. But 

what if the dangers are not fatal, because the Lord 

has provided you with remedies for repulsing and 

overcoming them? . . . These fools do not consider 
what is under tneir very eyes, that L i i é  Lord lias 

inspired in men the arts of taking counsel and 

caution, by which to comply with his providence in 

the preservation of life itself. Just as, on the 

contrary, by neglect and slothfulness they bring 

upon themselves the ills that he has laid upon 

them. How does it happen, that a provident man, 

while he takes care of himself, also disentangles 

himself from threatening evils, but a foolish man 

perishes £rom his own unconsidered rashness, unless 

folly and prudence are instruments of the divine 

dispensation in both cases? (Institutes 1.17.4) 
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In this quotation Calvin suggests, on the one hand, that the 

individual has some capability to make use of the means of 

self-preservation provided for him by God, but then asserts, 

on the other hand, that folly and prudence are instruments of 

the divine dispençation. The language Calvin uses in phrases 

like "the arts of taking counsel and caution" and in 

submission to his willw imply not only volition but individual 

choice, and yet individual choice is inconsistent with his 

view of God' s sovereignty. 

Ironically, it is difficult to think of a writer who is 

more zealous about the responsibility of the Christian to act 

in obedience to God than John Calvin. Whereas Augustine and 

Boethius both emphasized the introspective process of arriving 

at truth, and Aquinas viewed the intellect as the means for 

apprehending the beatific vision, Calvin is much more 

concerned with the Christian's response to God as it is lived 

out daily through the tempestuous conditions of earthly life. 

While Boethius responds to the problem of evil by advising the 

individual to guard his or her mind against desiring anything 

temporal, Calvin encourages the individual Christian to take 

an active part in resisting evil at every opportunity (Wallace 

265). Furthermore, he views the Christian life as active in 

prayer, 

For there is a communion of men with God by which, 

having entered the heavenly sanctuary, they appeal 

to him in person concerning his promises in order 



to experience . . . that what they believed was not 

vain, although he had promised it in word alone. 

Therefore we see that to us nothing is promised to 

be expected from the Lord, which w e  are not also 

bidden to ask of him in prayers. (Jnstittit-es 

3.20.2) 

While Calvin denies the doctrine of free will, his mode1 of 

the Christian life involves volition on the part of the 

Christian to participate in the realization of God's will in 

the world. The tension between this characteristic emphasis 

and his equally characteristic insistence on predestination 

continued to influence discussions of providence and evil in 

the sixteenth century. 

SIXTEENTH-CENTURY ENGLISH WRITERS 

What has corne to be known as Calvinist soteriology, that 

is to Say voluntarist theology with a strong emphasis upon 

predestination, was dominant during the Elizabethan period 

(Lake 6 While almost al1 preachers of Spenser's day 

subscribed to this viewpoint, the vehemence of their 

discussion suggests a backlash of resistance which kept the 

debate about free will lively (Porter 281). What is perhaps 

more interesting than the theological insight in the debate 

(for in many ways the medievals and early Reformers had 
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covered the topic qu i t e  tnoroughly)' is the var ie ty  of 

a t t i t u d e s  with which the  wri ters  approached t h e i r  subjec t .  

Perkins presents one of the most thoroughly voluntar is t  

pos i t ions ,  and i n  it we see c l ea r ly  the danger of defining 

Godfs goodness out of a l 1  reckoning: 

Therefore the Lord, according t o  h i s  good pleasure, 

hath most certainly decreed every thing and act ion,  

whether past ,  present,  o r  t o  corne, together w i t h  

t h e i r  circumstances of place, time, means, and end. 

Yea, he hath most jus t ly  decreed the  wicked works 

of the wicked. For i f  he had n i l l e d  them, they 

should never have been a t  a l l .  And a l b e i t  they of 

t h e i r  own nature are  and remain wicked, yet i n  

respect  of Godfs decree they are  some ways good, 

f o r  there  is not anything absolutely e v i l .  The 

thing which i n  i t s  own nature is e v i l ,  i n  God's 

eternal  counsel is respectively good, i n  tha t  it is 

some occasion and way t o  manifest the  glory of God 

i n  h i s  just ice and mercy. (Perkins 184) 

Suffering, then, is caused d i r e c t l y  by God, but fo r  a  good 

purpose. Perkins suggests t h a t  "the cross  is a ce r ta in  

measure of a f f l i c t i ons  appointed by G o d  t o  every one of t h e  

f a i t h fu l .  H e  ought t o  take up h i s  cross wil l ingly,  even with 

Diarmaid MacCulloch cornments: "The English added l i t t l e  
t h a t  was or ig inal ;  indeed, t he  English lack of capacity for 
abs t rac t  theological invention i s  so marked through nat ional  
his tory a s  t o  consti tute a  dangerously p laus ib le  argument for  
pe rs i s t en t  national charac te r i s t i c s t t  (66). 



both hands when it shall phase God to lay it 

after we have taken it up we must bear it with 

perseverancerf (Perkins 243). The will of God i 

upon us and 

patience and 

.s ultimately 

inscrutable to human understanding: Weither must we think G o d  

herein unjust, who is indebted to none. Yea, it is in GodJ s 

good pleasure to bestow how much grace and upon whom he willu 

(Perkins 185) . 

William Tyndale, likewise, believes in total depravity: 

"our will is locked and knit faster unto the will of the 

devil, then could an hundred thousand chains bind a man unto 

a postff (Pathwav 17). In his description of the fallen human 

nature, he compares man's innate tendency toward evil with a 

snake' s poison : 

By nature, through the fa11 of Adam. are we the 

children of wrath, heirs of the vengeance of God by 

birth, yea, and from Our conception. And we have 

our fellowship with the damned devils, under the 

power of darkness and rule of Satan, while we are 

yet in Our motherfs womb; and though we shew not 

forth the fruits of sin yet we are full of natural 

poison, whereof al1 sinful deeds spring, and cannot 

but sin outwards (be we never so young) , if 

occasion be given: for our nature is to do sin. as 

is the nature of a serpent to sting. (P-y 14) 
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By so emphasizing the despicableness of the human condition, 

Tyndale accentuates the readerfs sense of the generosity of 

Godt s saving grace: 

By grace (that is to Say by favour) we are plucked 

out of Adam, the ground of al1 evil, and grafted in 

Christ, the root of al1 goodness. In Christ God 

loved us, his elect and chosen, before the world 

began. . . . By faith we are saved only, in 

believing the promises. And though faith be never 

without love and good works, yet is our saving 

imputed neither to love nor unto good works, but 

unto faith only. (pathwav 14-15) 

The difficulty with so strongly emphasizing the depravity 

of the human mind is that it forces Tyndale to declare as evil 

what we would commonly recognize as good in non-Christians: 

Moral virtues, wherein philosophers put their 

felicity and blessedness . . . al1 are nothing in 
the sight of God. . . . The cause is verily, that 

except a man cast away his own imagination and 

reason, he cannot perceive God, and understand the 

virtue and power of the blood of Christ. (pathwav 

16) 

Tyndale's suspicion of reason is quite different from 

Augustine's teaching on "Egyptian gold." Augustine views the 

renewed mind as capable of extracting edifying teaching from 
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pagan authors, although they have little to o f f e r  compared to 

the truth found in Scripture: 

To the extent that the wealth of gold and silver 

and clothing which that people took with them from 

Egypt was less than that they afterwards acquired 

at Jerusalem . . . the knowledge collected £rom the 
books of pagans, although some of it is useful, is 

also little as compared with that derived from the 

Holy Scriptures . (CD II. xlii. 63) 

Tyndalef s pastoral concern for his reader, however, causes him 

to suggest a rule of conscience which is not consistent with 

his harsh treatment of pagan virtue: 

So long as thou findest any consent in thine heart 

unto the law of God, that it is righteous and good, 

and also displeasure that thou canst not fulfill 

it, despair not; neither doubt but that God's 

Spirit is in thee, and that thou art chosen for 

Christf s sake to the inheritance of eternal life. 

(Mammon 49) 

Unlike Luther, who appeals to a belief completely void of 

spiritual experience, Tyndale wants practical grounds for 

reassuring his reader of his or her election. 

Thus, we find in Tyndale's writings the dual impulse to 

assert, on the one hand, God1 s prerogative in predestination 

because of manf s utter unworthiness (Mammon 89) , and yet on 

the other hand to reassure his reader that he o r  she can be 
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confident of his or her own salvation. In so doing, Tyndale 

suggests that suffering itself is a catalyst for bringing the 

individual into awareness of his or her utter dependence upon 

the grace of God for salvation. Such awareness, he suggests, 

is essential for understanding predestination: 

For except thou have borne the cross of adversity 

and temptation, and hast felt thyself brought unto 

the very brink of desperation, yea, and unto hell- 

gates, thou canst never meddle with the sentence of 

predestination without thine own harm, and without 

secret wrath and grudging inwardly against God; for 

otherwise it shall not be possible to thee to think 

that God is righteous and just. (Romans 505) 

For those who are saved, Ifthe necessity of predestination will 

wax sweet, and thou shalt feel how precious a thing it isu 

(Romans 505) . 
John Bradford also counted himself a predestinarian. 

More than Perkins or Tyndale, though, he had a pastorts 

concern for the well-being and encouragement of the faithful. 

In his view of reprobation, he argues that God witholds the 

necessary saving grace from certain individuals so that they 

are damned by their own sins: 

God8s foresight is not the cause of sin, or 

excusable necessity to him that sinneth; the damned 

therefore have got nor shall have any excuse, 

because God f orseeing their condemnat ion, or 



through their own sin, did not draw thern, as he 

doth his elect, unto Christ. (341) 

He does not dwell upon reprobation, however, but rather takes 

the reader's election as an assumed starting point. Because 

al1 sin has been paid for through the cross, the elect need 

not be worried about falling: 

If there should be any condemnation of the elect 

and predestinate to eternal life, it must needs be 

because of their sins; but where would be the 

praise of Godfs grace then, which is the end of 

Godf s election? ( 3 3 7 )  

For Rradf ord, the doctrine of predestination is so comf orting 

that he seems genuinely perplexed at those who would seek to 

undermine it : 

1 cannot but marvel at some men, who seem to be 

godly, and yet are in this behalf [too] malicious 

both to God and man. For what is more seemly to 

God, than mercy, which is not magnified by the 

elect children of God? And what is more seemly for 

man than humility, which is not and cannot be 

truly, except in the elect of God; for they alone 

reckon nothing at al1 due to themselves . . . that 
their whole glory may be in God, only and for ever. 

( 3 3 1 )  

Not surprisingly, his emphasis upon predestination 

presupposes a view of providence which interprets al1 



contingent events as functioning 

of God. Again, he uses this view 

assurance to the reader that al1 
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under the sovereign control 

of providence as a point of 

will be well: 

This ought to be most certain unto us--that nothing 

is done without thy providence, O Lord. That is-- 

that nothing is done, be it good or bad, sweet or 

Sour, but by thy knowledge; for knowledge 

comprehends in it al1 these. as by thy holy word we 

are taught in many places, that even the life of a 

sparrow is not without thy will (Matt.~) nor have 

al1 the devils in hell any liberty or power upon a 

beast (Matt. viii) but by thy appointment and will; 

which will we always must believe most assuredly to 

be wholly just and good, howsoever otherwise it may 

seem unto us. (415-16) 

Bradford makes room for moral responsibility by 

suggesting that the notion of providence includes a type of 

natural law through which God chooses to work. This, of 

course, presupposes a kind of participatory will on the part 

of the individual: 

As for example. meat is a means to serve thy 

providence for the preservation of health and life 

here; so that he who contemneth to eat, because thy 

providence is certain and inf allible. the same 

contemneth thy providence. . . . Again, lest I 

should contemn thy providence, or presume upon it 
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by uncoupling those things which thou hast coupled 

together, preserve me f rom neglecting thy ordinary 

and lawful means in al1 my needs, if so be 1 may 

have them, and with good conscience use them, 

although 1 know thy providence is not tied to them 

further than it pleaseth thee. (416) 

Like Calvin, he wishes to maintain God's absolute sovereignty 

over contingent events, yet seeks to f ind a place for moral 

choice without invoking the notion of free will. Bradford 

dif f ers f rom his contemporaries (and f orebears) , however, by 

choosing not to emphasize the doctrine of human depravity. 

Calvinist theology is commonly contrasted with that of 

Richard Hooker. Earlier scholars tended to define Hooker as 

representing the via of the Elizabethan church, but more 

recently what has corne to be called Calvinism has been 

recognized as the dominant belief of Spenser's day (Lake 6; 

Doerksen, Via M c d b  222). The differences between Calvin and 

Hooker are also less than traditionally claimed (Doerksen 

219). but Hooker's interest in natural law places hirn closer 

to Aquinas, who argues for secondary causation, than any of 

the other Elizabethan writers we have looked at. While Calvin 

saw contingent events as occurring under the explicit control 

of God, Hooker sees them as taking place not through imrnediate 

divine intervention but through "the first eternall law," 

the disposition whereof in the puritie of Gods owne 

knowledge and will is rightly termed by the name of 
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Providence. The same being referred unto the 

things themselves here disposed by it, was wont by 

the auncient to be called naturall destinie. That 

lawe the performance whereof we behold in things 

naturall, is as it were an authenticall, or an 

original1 draught written in the bosom of God 

himself; whose spirite being to execute the same, 

useth everie particular nature, everie meere 

naturall agent only as an instrument created in the 

beginning, and ever since the beginning used to 

worke his owne will and pleasure withall. Nature 

therefore is nothing else but Gods izstrument. 

( 1 . 3 . 4 )  

By locating God's providence in the outworking of Divine law, 

Hooker can escape ascribing to providence evil resulting from 

contingency. He deals only briefly with the question of 

natural evil, treating calamity as an occasional interruption 

which God makes to the first eternal law for the sake of 

punishing sin: 

B u t  the true original1 cause thereof lis] divine 

malediction, laid for the sinne of man upon these 

creatures which God had made for the  use of man. 

. . . But howsoever these swarvings are now and 
then incident into the course of nature, 

neverthelesse so constantly t he  lawes of nature are 

by naturall agents observed, that no man denieth 



but those things which nature worketh, are wrought 

either alwaies or fox the most part after one and 

the same manner. (1.3.3.1 

Hooker differs £rom Calvin in his view of human nature. 

Like Aquinas, Hooker believes in free will; indeed, he views 

free will as the cornerstone of the Imago Dei: 

Man in perfection of nature being made according to 

the likeness of his maker resembleth him also in 

the manner of working; so that whatsoever we work 

as men, the same we doe wittingly worke and freely, 

neither are we according to the manner of naturall 

agents any way so tyed, but that it is in our power 

to leave the things we do undone. (1.7.2.) 

Hooker distinguishes humans from animals by suggesting that 

while both may act according to their appetites, only humans 

have the faculty of reason which allows them to override their 

appetites in preference of a greater good. Moral evil, then, 

is never desired in itself. Rather, "in doing evilI, we 

prefer a lesse good before a greater, the greatnes whereof is 

by reason investigable, and may be known" (1.7.7. ) . 

The reason people sin, Hooker suggests, is that human 

nature is weakened by the F a l l .  (This view of the effect of 

the Fa11 is closer to that of Aquinas or Erasrnus than it is to 

the doctrine of total depravity found in Luther and Calvin.) 

He suggests that as a result of this inherent weakness, people 
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are prone to laziness, which can cause thern to neglect a 

higher good for more irnrnediate gratification: 

The search of knowledge is a thing painful and the 

painfulness of knowledge is that which maketh the 

wi11 so hardly inclinable thereunto. The root 

hereof divine malediction whereby the instruments 

being weakened wherewithall the soule (especially 

in reasoning) doth worke, it prefereth rest in 

ignorance before wearisome labour to know. (1.7.7.) 

Fur themore ,  he suggests that societies may become 

desensitized to certain moral twuths: "lewde and wicked 

custome, beginning perhaps at the first amongst few, 

afterwards spreading into greater multitudes . . . rnay be of 

force even in plaine things to smother the light of naturall 

understanding" (1.8.11). In surnrnary, Hooker distinguishes 

natural agents which work according to "simple necessity in 

the determination of the wisdome of God," from voluntary 

agents, who are motivated by Itthat [which] reason giveth 

concerning the goodnes of those things which they are to do" 

(1.8.3.). 

Hooker does address more specifically the question of 

prosperity and its relation to divine providence. He views 

God as man's ultimate happiness (1.11.2.), but he adds that 

inasmuch as righteous life presupposeth life, 

inasmuch as to live virtuously it is impossible 

except we live, therefore the first impediment, 



which naturally we endevor to remove, is penurie 

and want of things without which we cannot live. 

(1.10.2.) 

He views a moderate prosperity as desirable, "for by reason of 

mans imbecillitie and proneneçse to elation of minde, too high 

a flow of prosperitie is daungerous; too low an ebb againe as 

daungerous, for that the vertue of patience is rare, and the 

hand of necessitie stronger, then ordinarie vertue is able to 

withstandl1 (1.10.5) . At the same tirne, he proposes a view of 

providence similar to that of other Reformation writers in 

suggesting that God sends adversity as a means of spiritually 

exercising his saints: 

In a worde not to whome no calamitie falleth, but 

whome neither miserie nor prosperitie is able to 

move from a right minde them wee maie trulie 

pronounce fortunate, and whatsoever doth outwardlie 

happen without that precedent improbitie for which 

it appeareth in the eyes of sound and unpartiall 

judges to have proceeded from the divine revenge, 

it passeth in the number of humaine casualties 

whereunto wee are al1 alike subject. No miserie is 

reckoned more then common or humane if God so 

dispose that wee passe thorow it and corne safe to 

shore, even as contrariewise men doe not use to 

thinke those florishing daies happie which doe ende 

with teares. (1.10.5) 
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Hooker, then,  a t t r i b u t e s  na tura l  e v i l  t o  God, though he 

tends t o  view most contingent events a s  occurring a s  a r e s u l t  

of t h e  f irst universal  Law. Moral e v i l ,  on the  o the r  hand, he 

a t t r i b u t e s  fully t o  f r e e  w i l l .  Though he views human na ture  

as being weakened by the Fall, he sees people a s  fundamentally 

capable of moral choice. When people choose e v i l ,  they do s o  

because of a perceived good. Through the r i g h t  exerc ise  of 

reason,  however, people a r e  capable of good moral choices.  

While wr i t ing  w i t h  qu i te  d i f f e ren t  concerns than Richard 

Hooker, Lancelot Andrewes a l s o  wrestles with the  d i f f i c u l t y  of 

a u n i f i e d  view of God8s sovereignty and human moral 

r e s p o n s i b i l i t y .  Andrewes a s s e r t s  t h e  u n i v e r s a l i t y  of God's 

grace toward humanity: 

As the Sun g ive th  l i g h t  t o  the  body, so God hath 

provided l i g h t  f o r  t h e  soul;  and t h a t  is ,  f i r s t ,  

t h e  l i g h t  of nature . . . £rom t h i s  l i g h t  w e  have 

t h i s  knowledge, tha t  w e  a r e  not of ourselves but  of 

another.  . . . They tha t  resist the l i g h t  of 

nature are ca l l ed  rebel J es 1 u. With t h i s  l i g h t  

everyone t h a t  cometh i n t o  t h i s  world is 

enlightened.  (319) 

T h i s  passage is  reminiscent of Thomas. Erasmus, and 

Augustine's Confessiong, i n  t h a t  it sees an i n t r i n s i c  a b i l i t y  

i n  f a l l e n  man t o  recognize something of God. The 

enlightenment of which he speaks is not i n  i t s e l f  t he  grace of 

s a l v a t i o n ,  f o r  Andrewes, l i k e  t h e  o ther  writers we have 
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considered, would agree with the doctrine of election: "we  

are not curiously to enquire and search out of Godts secret 

touching reprobation or election, but to adore it" (398) . 

But Andrewes recognizes in man an innate awareness of God, and 

he sees in God an extravagant love for fallen humanity: 

No unworthiness of Our own can exclude us from the 

mercy of God, for He receiveth the prayer not only 

of the Publican but of the prodigal son, and 

promiseth mercy to the 'thief hanging on the 

cross, ' if at the last hour he seeketh it by 

prayer. (322) 

Whereas St. Thomas distinguished God's permissive will 

£rom his perfect will as a response to the problem of fatalism 

(a 2.19.12), Andrewes offers an analogous distinction between 
God's secret will and his revealed will: 

We pray not so much that God's will may be done, 

but rather that what God willeth rnay be our will; 

for there is one will of God which we may resist, 

another which we may not resist. God oftentimes 

willeth when we will not, and therefore we have 

need to pray that His revealed will rnay be 

accomplished in us. (397) 

Godts secret, or passive will requires submission Mforasmuch 

as the secret will of God shall be done whether we will or no" 

(399), but for his active will "we desire not only 

approbation, but a CO-operation" (399) : 



Touching his secret will . . . we pray 'that 

nothing which God commands displease us, ' and in 

respect of His will declared our desire is . . . 

'that nothing we do displease God.' (399) 

Furthermore, while God's secret will may involve that which is 

displeasing to us, like a childl s grief over the death of a 

parent (399) , it is not primarily suffering, but benefits, 

which we are to expect from Godfs hand: 

The Apostles purpose is to teach that not only the 

great benefits of the life to come, such as are 

perfect, are of Him; but that even that good which 

we have in this life, though it be yet imperfect 

and may be better, is received from Him and not 

elsewhere. (314) 

In this, Andrewes is very close to Calvin and the other 

Reformers we have looked at in asserting the close connection 

between Godfs providence and contingent events. 

PROVIDENCE AND FAITH 

Al1 of the writers we have considered view human 

happiness as realizable only through the apprehension of God. 

While they Vary somewhat in their attitude toward temporal 

goods--Boethius rnaintaining that temporal goods are a 

distraction £rom the One Good, and Hooker pointing out the 

value of moderate prosperity for facilitating the righteous 



life--al1 view the suffering which results from the loss of 

temporal goods as the occasion for deeper spiritual growth in 

the Christian. Natural evil is consistently treated as 

something which is under Godls control, though again the 

writers Vary on the degree to which they emphasize this point. 

Calvin strongly asserts Godts sovereignty in contingent events 

(£ortuitous or adverse), while Hooker emphasizes Godts 

Providence as functioning primarily through universal laws. 

These writers diverge from one another over the question 

of human f ree will . Augustine, Boethius, Aquinas, Erasmus , 

Hooker and Andrewes view people as free to make moral choices; 

to participate in the will of God or to resist doing S O . ~  The 

Reformation writers f ollowing Luther and Calvin re j ect f ree 

will in order to 

avoid detracting £rom Godis grace in human salvation. At the 

same tirne, they wish to make people responsible for moral 

evil, viewing evil as endemic to human nature because of the 

Fail. Restored human nature is viewed by these Reformation 

writers as responsive to God's grace, though they Vary in 

describing the spiritual experience that results with 

sanctification. Luther is most extreme in rejecting the 

validity of subjective experience altogether, and Perkins 

rejects the notion of free will as existing even before the 

Fall. Tyndale and Bradford, while rejecting free will, seek 

Boethius carefully distinguishes Godts omniscience from 
human agency, but at another point he suggests a causally 
determined universe which undermines the notion of free will. 



to reassure the reader by suggesting that one can appeal to 

one's conscience as a guide to one's spiritual election. 

Calvin is adamant in asserting the total depravity of human 

nature and in rejecting free will, but he also places ernphasis 

upon the role of the Christian in resisting evil and 

participating in Godrs will through prayer. 

If the tension between God's sovereignty and human choice 

is not fully resolved in Calvin's writing, he, more than any 

of the other writers, views the individual Christian as 

playing an active role in the outworking of Godts providence 

in this llfe. In this respect he follows closely the ernphasis 

in the New Testament upon the ongoing role of the church in 

manif esting Godf s salvation to the world. It is in this 

This restored relationship between humanity and God 
through Christ, however, does not only address the problem of 
evil by promising the joys of heaven. The New Testament 
writers suggest that God will use his believers to manifest 
his will in the world. Jesus states when praying to the 
Father, "1 pray not that thou shuldest take them out of the 
worlde, but that thou kepe them frorn euil . . . . As tnou 
didest send me into the worlde, so haue 1 sent them into the 
worlde" (John 17: l5,l8) . And, like Jesus hirnself, the role 
of the disciples in the world is to point the way to the 
Father; "Ye are the light of the world . . . . Let your 
light so shine before men, that they may se your good workes, 
& glorifie your Father which is in heauen" (Matt. 5:14,16). 
He also promises them the Holy Spirit, who will both empower 
and instruct them (John 14: 25-26, Acts 1:7), and through whom 
they will carry on the ministry of healing and miracles which 
marked Jesus' rninistry on earth: 

Beleue me, that I am in the Father, and the Father 
in me: at the least, beleue me for the very workes 
sake. Verely, verely 1 Say vnto you, he that 
beleueth in me, the workes that 1 doe, he shal do 
also, & g r e a t e r  then these shal he doe: for 1 go 
vnto my Father. (John 14 :Il-13) . 
The picture we are given of the early church through the 

letters written by S t .  Paul and others suggests that there was 



respect that Spenser's treatmerit of suffering and evil in The 

Faerie Oiieene paraileh Calvinism. 

In exploring Spenser's view of the problem of evil and 

its relation to God's providence in T , ,  it is 

important to realize that Spenser is not writing a theological 

treatise. * Whereas the writers we have examined wrestle 

an ongoing emphasis on bringing light and salvation to the 
world through the manifestation of the gifts of the Holy 
Spirit. Paul instructs the church at Corinth that the Holy 
Spirit will endow believers with a variety of gifts (1 Cor. 
i2), and that the purpose of these gifts is the spiritual 
maturing of the whole ttbodyll of believers (Eph. 4  : 1 )  . The 
churchfs relationship to those outside of itself is one of 
ongoing salvation, for Paul appropriates the promise given to 
Abraham by God, that he would be a blessing for al1 nations, 
as being fulfilled in Christ (Romans 4 )  . Furthermore, Paul 
suggests that it will be through the full maturity of the 
church that salvation for al1 of creation will be ultimately 
realized (Romans 18: 19-23) . Suffering, then, is viewed in 
the New Testament as a real but temporary condition in the 
fallen realm, one which is in the process of being healed 
through God's power manifested in the ongoing work of the 
church. 

It is worth noting the forma1 theological statements of - Spenser's day. Article 17 of the Thj rty nine Utjcles of the 
Church of Enalau (1571) asserts the predestination of the 
elect, but does not mention reprobation. Furthemore, article 
2 asserts the universality of Christ's sacrifice for mankind, 
which differs frorn Calvin's view of limited atonement: "Christ 
. . . was crucified. . .for al1 sin of man, both original and 
actual" (Bray 286). The Lambeth Articles include the doctrine 
of reprobation and limited atonement, intended to correct and 

- supplement the Thirtv nine Articles: 
03. There is a predetermined and fixed number of 
predestinate which cannot be increased or 
diminished. 
0 4 .  Those not predestined to salvation will 
necessarily be condemned because of their sins. 
(Bray 399). 

The Irish Articles (1615; were written after The Faerie 
gueene, but it is interesting to compare the formulation of 
predestination found in them with those of the earlier English 
articles : 

11. God from al1 eternity did by his unchangeable 



explicitly with the problem of free will and the sovereignty 

of God, Spenser tells a story in which the more rounded 

characters act as if they are free to do otherwise, just as we 

experience our own sense of volition in daily life. While 

Spenser occasionally alludes to the doctrine of 

predestination, showing that he is indebted to the Reformed 

theology of his day, it is primarily through the response of 

characters to suffering in their world that Spenser develops 

his theodicy. Spenser portrays a universe where, when 

individuals move toward godliness through the exercise of 

faith, contingent events in the plot resolve themselves around 

the outworking of a beneficent providence. Conversely, when 

individuals allow themselves to be paralyzed by fear of the 

suffering which results from contingency, the events of the 

plot move toward a tragic fatalism. 

The word the Bible uses to describe the relationship 

between humanity and a beneficent providence is "£aith." 

Throughout the Bible, the word "faithW is used to mean a 

counsel ordain whatsoever in time should corne to pass; yet so, 
as thereby po vjoace is offered to the wills of the 

hel- the 3 ,  berty nor the 

established rather. 
12. By the same eternal counsel God hath 
predestinated some unto lif e and reprobated some 
unto death; of both which there is a certain 
nuniber, known only to God, which can neither be 
increased nor diminished. (Bray 439; underlining 
mine) . 

In these two articles we have free will, secondary causation, 
reprobation and limited atonement yoked together, despite the 
theological and philosophical conflicts they produce by being 
so combined. 
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focused trust or confidence in God, which has the result of 

freeing the individual from anxiety or concem over his or her 

circumstances. The author of the Epistle to the Hebrews 

defines faith as "the grounde of things, which are hoped for, 

and the evidence of things which are not sene" (Heb. 11 : 1) . 
Philip Melancthon, a contemporary of Spenser, comments: 

Hebrews 11 chap.1 doth teach us that faith doth 

signify a confidence and trust, with these words. 

Faith is a certaine expectation of things invoked 

and trusted after. . . . If it be an expectation: 

then it is a true confidence, or trust of a promise 

to be performed. (xi) 

This definition is quite far from the fideism which developed 

over the next century (Dollimore 20) . IlBlind faith" is 

generally understood as the assertion of the individual's will 

in the face of reason, creating a dichotomy within the 

individual between that for which they hope and that which 

reason would dictate. By contrast, the biblical and the 

Elizabethan view of faith is not that it opposes reason but 

that it transcends it, allowing the individual a glimpse of 

Godls design which may or may not be at odds with the 

individual's immediate circumstances. This revelation is seen 

Jonathan Dollimore, using Montaigne as an example, 
suggests that skepticism avoids nihilism by embracing a form 
of fideism which works by "advancing a faith whose intensity 
is in inverse proportion to the empirical 'truthfulnessl which 
contradicts itu (20) . 
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as a gift from God, and its emotional consequence for the 

individual is confidence and surety: 

Faith doth signify a confidence which dependeth 

only on the mercy of God. . . . By whom we have 

boldness and courage with free entrance by the 

confidence, which is faith in him. (Melancthon 2) 

In Book I of The Faerie Oueene, Spenser evokes this 

biblical def inition in the distinction he makes between 

Fidelia and Speranza. Fidelia, 

Like sunny beames threw from her Christall face, 

That could haue dazd the rash beholders sight, 

And round about her head did shine like heauens light. 

She was araied al1 in lilly white, 

And inn her right hand bore a cup of gold, 

With wine and water fild vp to the hight, 

In which a Serpent did himselfe enfold, 

That horrour made to all, that did behold; 

But she no whit did chaunge her constant mood: 

And in her other hand she fast did hold 

A booke, that was both signd and seald with blood, 

Wherein darke things were mit, hard to be vnderstood. 

(I.x.12-13) 

In this description Spenser suggests three qualities of faith: 

he associates it with light, implying spiritual revelation, he 

envelopes it in mystery, alluding to the individual's 



dependence upon faith to understand 

he combines it with fearlessness 
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Scripture correctly, and 

or con£ idence. It is 

significant that the Serpent in Fidelia's cup "horrour made to 

al1 , suggest ing that natural human bravery could not help the 

viewer control his or her reaction to the serpent, but Fidelia 

"no whit did chaunge her constant mood." Fearlessness and 

confidence mark the faith experience, not from an act of human 

will, but as a consequence of knowing with certainty that that 

for which one hopes is true. Such knowledge cornes only as a 

gift from God- 

By contrast, Speranza is notably lacking in confidence: 

H e r  younger sister, that Speranza hight, 

Was clad in blew, that her beseemed well; 

Not al1 so chearefull seemed she of sight, 

As was her sister; whether dread did dwell, 

Or anguish in her hart, is hard to tell: 

Vpon her arme a siluer anchor lay, 

Wheron she leaned euer, as befell: 

And euer vp to heauen, as she did pray, 

Her stedfast eyes were bent, ne swarued other way. 

(14) 

Here, the description Spenser uses suggests that hope is often 

accompanied by fear and doubt (l1dreadl1 and "anguish" to use 

his words), but that such emotions are kept at bay by an act 

of the will: Speranza chooses to lean on the anchor and to 

pray steadfastly. Spenser makes way for both grace and active 
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choice in the Christian experience, faith being a gift of 

grace, but hope being an act of the will based on the 

individual's trust in God. Such a distinction is consistent 

with the definition of faith offered in the Epistle to the 

Hebrews . 
In his description of Redcrossefs education by Fidelia, 

Spenser presents faith as both a saving understanding of 

Scripture, and a manifestation of Godfs power in the world. 

Like other Reformation writers harkening back to St. 

Augustine, Spenser views f aith as the precondition for 

knowledge. Fidelia's sacred books could not be read "except 

she did them teach," and without her preaching, "that weaker 

wit of man could neuer reach [understanding] / Of God, of 

grace, of iustice, of free will" (19). Furthermore, the 

knowledge imparted through faith has an effect on the 

individual's whole being, "for she was able, with her words to 

kill, / And raise againe to life the hart, that she did 

thrill1I (19) . Lastly, faith is presented by Spenser as a 

means of God's direct intervention in the world: 

And when she list poure out her larger spright, 

She would commaund the hastie Sunne to stay, 

Or backward turne his course from heauens hight; 

Sometimes great hostes of men she could dismay, 

Dry-shod to passe, she parts the flcuds in tway; 

And eke huge mountaines from their natiue seat 

She would commaund, themselues to beare away, 



And throw in raging sea with roaring threat. 

Almightie God her gaue such powre, and puissance great. 

(I.x.20) 

Here, Spenser reminds the reader of the dramatic miracles 

reported in the Bible (cf. Joshua 10; Exodus 14; Mark 11:22- 

23) which occur as a result of the faith of individuals. 

The gift of faith, then, imparts to the individual 

confidence regarding Godrs will in matters pertaining to the 

contingent world, either in regard to the individual's 

relationship with God, or in regard to a manifestation of 

Godts power in the world. At the same time, Spenser presents 

hope as the trusting and prayerful response of the individual 

when the certain confidence granted by faith is absent. By 

making Speranza and Fidelia sisters, Spenser suggests that 

both faith and hope are essential parts of the Christian 

experience. It is this combination of faith and hope that 

enables Spenser's heroes to perform their quests, and thus be 

used as instruments of God's providential grace to mitigate 

suffering and evil within the fallen world. 



CHAPTER 3 :  DESPAIR AND PROVIDENTIAL GRACE 

At last forth breaking into bitter plaintes 

He said: O soueraigne Lord that sit'st on hye, 

And raignst in blis emongst thy blessed Saintes, 

How suffrest thou such shameful cruelty, 

So long vnwreaked of thine enimy? 

Or hast thou, Lord, of good mens cause no heed? 

Or doth thy iustice sleepe, and silent ly? 

What booteth then the good and righteous deed, 

If goodnesse find no grace, nor righteousnesse no meed? 

( I I L x i .  9) 

Amoret's torture at the hands of Busyrane creates a 

terror in the mind of Scudamour which he cannot reconcile with 

the idea of divine providence. Scudamour's lament is one that 

sounds frequently in the Old Testament, and it is based upon 

the expectation of divine retribution. This stanza is not 

unlike the lament of the psalmist, "Why standest thou farre 

of, O Lord? & hidest thee in due the, even in affliction?" 

(Ps. 10) . Like the psalrnist, Scudamour suggests that the 

existence of evil is inconsistent with Godts goodness ("or 

hast thou, Lord, of good mens cause no heed") and Godf s 

omnipotence ("or doth thy iustice sleepe, and silent ly"). 
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The psalmist, however, goes on to assert that divine justice 

will prevail in time: 

Lord, thou hast heard the desire of the poore: thou 

preparest their heart, thou bendest thine eare to 

them, To judge the fatherles and poore, that 

earthlie man cause to feare no more. (Ps. 10) 

Scudamour has no such hope, and the despair into which he 

lapses is treated by Britomart as life-threatening: 

Which when she heard, and saw the ghastly fit, 

Threatning into his life to make a breach, 

Both with great ruth and terrour she was smit, 

Fearing least from her cage the wearie soule would 

flit. (12) 

Despair is the most extreme response to the problem of 

suffering, for it is the individual's effort to bring closure 

to a painful situation over which he or she feels himself or 

herself to have no other form of control. The shrieks of Una, 

Amoret, Florimell, and Serena are, if nothing else, an 

affirmation of the desire to live. By contrast, the 

despairing individual feels himself or herself to have 

suffered the greatest conceivable loss, and chooses in 

response to abandon the painful fluctuations of hope and fear 

through death. 

It is in his portrait of despair and suicide that Spenser 

grapples most intensely with the problem of suffering and its 

relationship to provident grace. Like other writers of the 
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Reformation tradition, Spenser views human nature as weak and 

consequently extrernely vulnerable to despair. But wher-e 

Reformed theologians frequently depict the fallen human 

condition as odious, Spenser expresses deep compassion for his 

characters who succumb to hopelessness. At the same time, he 

presents provident grace as functioning through the fidelity 

of the heroes to intercede on behalf of those characters who 

are powerless to help themselves. 

When Britomart first speaks to Scudamour he takes her f o r  

a goddess, and she is indeed reminiscent of Lady Philosophy 

when the latter first appears to Boethius, declaring 'it is 

time for medicine rather than cornplaint" (1 Prose 2) . 
Britomart "gan apply / Fit medcine to his griefeu (13). which 

takes the form of a very Boethian discourse: 

. . . submit you to high prouidence, 

And euer in your noble hart prepense, 

That al1 the sorrow in the world is lesse, 

Then vertues might, and values confidence, 

For who ni11 bide the burden of distresse, 

Must not here thinke to liue: for life is 

wretchednesse . (14 

Here, Britomart does not assert the hope of divine retribution 
1 

as the psalmist does. Rather, she echoes Lady Philosophyls 

argument to Boethius on three points. Firstly, she suggests 

that al1 contingent events are subject to the control of 

providence, and that submitting to providence is an 
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appropriate response to suffering. Lady Philosophy similarly 

states, "if you fix your attention on Providence as the 

governor of al1 things, you will find that the evil which is 

thought to abound in the world is really nonexistent" (4 Prose 

5 )  Secondly, Britomart argues that virtue is its own 

reward, echoing Lady Philosophy's statement that "since a 

man's own probity confers this reward, he can lose the reward 

only by ceasing to be virtuousIf (4 Prose 2) . Finally, 

Britomart states that one should not expect ongoing happiness 

in life. Likewise, Lady Philosophy argues that "anxiety is 

the necessary condition of human happiness since happiness is 

never completely achieved and never permanently keptu (2 Prose 

4) 

Britomart's response to Scudamourrs despair, however, 

goes beyond rational discourse. For Boethius, suffering is 

controlled by faith in Gad, but the expression of t h a t  f a i t h  

is internalized as a state of detachment from contingent 

goods. While Lady Philosophy is gently critical of Boethius' 

suf fering, Britomart is fully ernpathetic to Scudamourl s 

plight, and she goes on to offer practical assistance for 

recovering his lost "goodIf: 

. . . Sir knight, your cause is nothing lesse, 
Then is your sorrow, certes if not more; 

For nothing so much pitty doth implore, 

As gentle Ladies helplesse misery. 

But yet, if please ye listen to my lore, 
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1 will with proofe of last extremity, 

Deliuer her fro thence, or with her for you dy. (18) 

Britomart's empathy echoes Spenser's lament over Una's plight 

in Book 1 "1 . . . Feele my heart perst with so great 
agonie, / When such 1 see, that al1 for pittie 1 could die" 

(I.iii.1). Her offer of service, even to the point of death, 

imitates the New Testament ideal that "we ought also to lay 

downe our liues for the brethrenu (1 John 3:16). 

When Scudamour initially rejects the hope she offers--"O 

spare thy happy dayes, and them apply / To better boot, but 

let me dye, that ought" (19) --Britomart's response is again in 

keeping with the New Testament. When St. Paul is imprisoned 

and facing probable execution, he is yet able to assert with 

confidence: 

For Christ is to me both in life, and in death 

aduantage. And whether to liue in the flesh were 

profitable for mee, and what to chuse 1 know not. 

For 1 am greatly in doute on bothe sides, desiring 

to be losed and to be with Christ, which is best of 

all. Neuerthelese, to abide in the flesh, is more 

nedeful for you. And this am 1 sure of, that 1 

shal abide, and with you al1 continue, for your 

furtherance and ioy of your faith. (Phil 1:2i-25) 

Britomart too is able to face the possibility of death 

confident that "Life is not lost..for which is bought / 

Endlesse renowm, the more then death is to be sought" (19). 
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While "Christ" and "endless renom" do not present the same 

type of immortality, both Britomart and St. Paul are motivated 

by faith in a goal with transcends contingent existence. Both 

are happy to sacrifice their lives for another person because 

their lives are wholeheartedly given over to their respective 

causes. 

Faith, of course, is the opposite of despair, for it is 

Ilthe grounde of things which are hoped for, and the euidence 

of things which are not sene" H e .  1 : .  Whereas hope may 

fluctuate with fear, faith rises above both hope and fear 

because it carries with it an inner confidence. In the 

encounter between Una and Arthur, Spenser explores the role of 

faith in preventing despair. This encounter is parallei to 

Britomart's encounter with Scudamour: Arthur chances upon Una 

who is in great distress, convinces her to share her grief, 

and then offers both empathy and practical assistance in 

rectifying her situation. Unlike Scudamour, however, Una is 

not yet in a state of despair. Before Arthur finds her, she 

has decided on a course of action: "At last when feruent 

sorrow slaked was, / She vp arose, resoluing him to find / 

Aliue or dead" (I.vii.28). Furthermore, when Arthur 

encourages her to tell her story, she initially resists doing 

so partially on the grounds that "grief . . . does greater 
grow displaid, / If then it find not helpe, and breedes 

despaireIf (41) . Thus, Una recognizes despair as a real 
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psychological danger, but it is a condition into which she has 

not yet fully lapsed. 

Arthur's response ta Una, "Despaire breedes not . . . 

where faith is staid, " points to faith as the antidote to al1 

emotional suffering, but Una's response is equally important 

theologically: IlNo faith so fast . . . but flesh does pair." 
Here, Spenser suggests that the potential for despair is 

endemic to the human condition. Arthur's rebuttal, "Flesh may 

empaire . . . but reason can repaire," does not so much exalt 
reason as the source of faith as it offers a potential 

counterbalance to the irrationality of despair. That reason 

is not viewed by Spenser as sufficient in itself for 

engendering faith is suggested in the following stanza: 

His goodly reason, and well guided speach, 

So deepe did settle in her gratious thought, 

That her perswaded to disclose the breach, 

Which loue and fortune in her heart had wrought. 

( 4 2 )  

Here. Spenser sets up a dialectic between Arthur's reasoned 

arguments and Unals imer receptiveness, which he describes as 

ugratious thought.I1 As a type of faith, Una is in a state of 

grace which allows her to be open to Arthur's reason. 

When we turn to the Despair episode, this relationship 

between reason, faith and grace 5ecomes even clearer. 

Redcrosse enters the cave of Despair with great confidence in 

his own reason: 



How may a man (said he) with idle speach 

Be wonne, to spoyle the Castle of his health? 

Certes (said he) hence shall 1 neuer rest, 

Till 1 that treachours art haue heard and tride. 

(I.ix.31,32) 

It is, of course, through reasoning that Despair is able to 

draw Redcrosse to the brink of suicide. Redcrosse approaches 

Despair with the accusation that Despair's life is forfeit 

because of his role in Temin's suicide (37). Despair 

responds by arguing that "he should die, who merites not to 

liuett (38) , an assertion which is based on the Scriptural 

passages 'al1 have sinned and are deprived of the glorie of 

GodIt (Rom. 3:23) and " f o r  the wages of sinne is deathM (Rom. 

6 : 23 ) . Spenserf s reader would, no doubt , recall the rest of 

Rom. 6:23, "but the gifte of God is eternal life, through 

Iesus Christ our Lord," but Despair, like Christopher 

Marlowe's Dr. Faustus, has no interest in the grace of God. 

As an externalization of Redcrosse's inner condition, 

Despair's argument reflects the judicial mindset with which 

Redcrosse approached him, and of course Redcrosse is trapped 

by his own initial assertion. 

Despair moves from asserting himself as an administrator 

of justice to posing as a purveyor of mercy: 

1s then vniust to each his due to giue? 

Or let him die, that loatheth liuing breath? 
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Or let him die at ease, that liueth here vneath? (38) 

He then uses the problem of suffering as an argument for 

assisting suicide (381, suggesting to Redcrosse not only that 

Terwin desired death, but that Redcrosse himself desires it. 

Death is seductively presented not as an eviL but as a 

balanced resolution to the turmoils of lif e : I1Sleepe af ter 

toyle, port af ter stormie seas, / Ease a£ ter warre, death af ter 

life does greatly pleasew (40) . 
Significantly, Redcrosse does not challenge the 

attractiveness of Despair's argument: after his experience in 

Orgogliors dungeon he has yet to find a reason for desiring 

life. ïnstead, he suggests that life is a divinely appointed 

duty : 

The souldier may not moue from watchfull sted, 

Nor leaue his stand, vntill his Captaine bed. 

Who life did lirnit by almightie doome. (41) 

This argument provides Despair with ammunition for the most 

vulnerable point of a theology which tends toward voluntarism. 

By asserting Godls sovereignty over life and death, Redcrosse 

opens the door for Despair to argue for suicide frorn the point 

of view of fatalism: 

1s not his deed, what euer thing is donne, 

In heauen and earth? did not he al1 create 

To die again? al1 ends that was begonne. 

Their times in his eternal booke of fate 

Are written sure, and haue their certaine date. 



Who then can striue with strong necessitie, 

That holds the world in his still chaunging state, 

Or shunne the death ordaynd by destinie? 

When houre of death is come, let none aske whence, nor 

why. (42) Io 

The argument that Despair expresses closely parallels an 

example which Calvin uses in his mstitutes to illustrate t h e  

kind of fatalistic arguing used against him by his detractors: 

Profane men with their absurdities foolishly raise 

an uproar, so that they almost, as the saying is, 

mingle heaven and earth. If the Lord has indicated 

the point of our death, they Say, we cannot escape 

it. Therefore it is vain for anyone to busy himself 

in taking precautions. . . . To sum up, they 

cancel al1 those plans which have to do with the 

future, as militating against Godts providence, 

which, without their being consulted, has decreed 

what he would have happen. Then whatever does 

happen now, they so impute to Godts providence that 

they close their eyes to the man who has clearly 

Some critics have suggested that this stanza may be the 
voice of Redcrosse (Hamilton, 127) . Given the second 
tlquoth he" in the previous stanza, it makes for a better 
narrative to read it as a continuation of Despair's argument. 
Since Despair is, at one ievel of aliegory, an externalized 
expression of Redcrossefs inner condition, it is perhaps 
appropriate that their voices should be somewhat mingled. 



done it. . . . Thus al1 crimes, because subject to 

Godts ordinance, they cal1 virtue. (I.xvii.3) 

The fact that Calvin wants to deny free will leaves h i m  

vulnerrable tu the accusation of fatalism. In asserting ~od's 

sovereignty he states that "As far as men are concerned, 

whether they are good or evil . . . it is within [Godts] 
choice to bend them whither he pleases and to constrain them 

whenever he pleases" ( 1. xvii .6) . 
Similarly, Luther states: 

It is then necessary and wholesome for Christians 

to know that God foreknows nothing contingentally, 

but that he forsees, purposes, and does al1 things 

according to His immutable, eternal and infallible 

will. (Free Will 106) 

To Erasmust contention that this view makes God the author of 

evil ("Those who deny any freedom of the will and a f f i r m  

absolute necessity, admit that God works in man not only the 

good works, but also evil ones" [88 1 ) , Luther responds that 

Since God moves and works al1 in all, He 

necessarily moves and works even in Satan and 

wicked men. But he works according to what they 

are. . . . Being carried along by that motion of 
Divine Omnipotence, they cannot but do what is 

perverse and evil . (130 
Presumably, if G o d  so controls al1 human behaviour, he is 

the cause for Redcrosse's lapse into sin, and therefore 
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Despair's argument is sound. But Calvin and Luther are 

equally adamant that people, and not God, are responsible for 

moral evil: 

I grant . . . thieves and rnurderers and other 
evildoers are the instruments of divine providence, 

and the Lord himself uses these to carry out the 

judgments that he has determined with himself. Yet 

1 deny that they can derive from this any excuse 

for their evil deeds. . . . In . . . themselves 
they so discover al1 evil, but in him only the 

lawful use of their evil intent, as to preclude 

laying the charge against God. (Ustitutes 

I.xvii.5) 

Whether or not we feel the Reformed theologians deal 

satisfactorily with the relationship of moral evil to divine 

omnipotence, Spenser's indebtedness to them is obvious. Like 

Calvin, Spenser rejects fatalism as an implication of the 

sovereignty of God. In Canto V I  he gives to Night Despair's 

argument for necessity: 

But who can turne the streame of destinee, 

Or breake the chayne of strong necessitee, 

Which fast is tyde to Ioues eternal seat? 

(1 .v.25) 

And again, Spenser echoes Calvin when he has Artegall rebuke 

Sir Terpin's appeal to Fate as the cause of his capture by 

Radigund : 
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But who can scape, what his orne fate hath wrought? 

The worke of heauens will surpasseth humaine thought. 

Right true: but faulty men vse oftentimes 

To attribute their folly vnto fate, 

And lay on heauen the guilt of their owne crimes. 

(V.iv.27-28) 

That Spenser should give Despair such an articulate argument 

for f atalism points to Spenser1 s intellectual integrity in 

exploring the theological demands of the problem of evil. 

The next shift in Despair's argument, howevex, is to a 

legalistic view of sin which is not consistent with Protestant 

doctrine. He suggests that "The lenger life, 1 wote the 

greater sin. / The greater sin, the greater punishment" 

(I.ix.43). While this sounds reasonable, Reformed theologians 

emphasize that apart from Godls grace the human condition 

merits damnation. Their teaching draws primarily upon St . 

Paul's letter to the Romans, where he introduces the idea that 

salvation is by grace, rather than a right earned through 

obedience to the law: "Therefore by the workes of the Law 

shal no f lesh be iustified in his sight: for by the Lawe 

commeth the knowledge of sinnerl (Rom. 3 :20) . The notion that 

llgreater sinrr would draw "greater punishmentrl is theologically 

unsound from a New Testament perspective, because there is no 

greater punishment than eternal alienation from God. Despair 

does not dwell on this point, however, but uses it as a 

springboard to undermine the virtue of the chivalric l i f  e, 
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ending with the very judgement which Redcrosse initially made 

against Despair: I1life must life, and bloud must bloud repayu 

(43). 

The remainder of Despair's argument is a repetition of 

his earlier assertions: he presents suicide once again as an 

attractive solution to the problem of evil (44), and then 

reminds Redcrosse of the persona1 sins for which he is guilty 

(45-46), again suggesting that a longer life would only incur 

greater punishment for greater sin. Despair's conclusion is 

highly ironic from a New Testament point of view, for he 

suggests as an impossibility the very remedy God provided for 

mankindts sinful condition: "Shall he thy sins vp in his 

knowledge fold, / And guiltie be of thine impietie?" (47) . 

Through Christ the answer is of course l'yes, "for [God ]  hath 

made him to be sinne for vs, which knew no sinne, that w e  

shulde be made the righteousnes of God in himu (2 Cor. 5 : 21) . 

Despair returns to the law, h~wever--~~Is not his law, Let 

euery sinner die: / Die shall al1 flesh?" (47)--and then 

overwhelrns Redcrosse with visual images of damnation which are 

the consequences of the law: 

The sight whereof so throughly him dismaid, 

That nought but death before his eyes he s a w ,  

And euer burning wrath before him laid, 

By righteous sentence of th1Almighties law. 

(50) 



Stanza 51 suggests that Redcrosse actually atternpts 

suicide: "At last resolutd to worke his final1 smart, / He 

lifted vp his hand, that backe againe did startVV (51) . Alpers 

suggests that Ivbacke againe did startu implies that IlRed Cross 

Knight feels a natural revulsion from self -murderV1 (356) , but 

it seems more consistent with his wresoluew to read the half- 

line as describing the movement of the knife toward his body 

(Hamilton, EQ 129). Likewise, Alpers' contention that 

"Spenser makes it explicit that Una is not a dea ex machina, 

but that her rescue and the knightts spiritual distress are 

actions of a single mindqV (357) misses the role of 

providential grace in the episode. It is as a virtual dea ex 

machina (in the sense of Godts grace breaking into the 

situation from without) that Una functions as an instrument of 

providence by physically saving Redcrosse £rom suicide: "Out 

of his hand she snacht the cursed knife, / And threw it to the 

groundIV (52) . Furthermore, by reminding Redcrosse of Godt s 

saving grace in general and his own election in particular, 

she is not merely echoing Redcrossets own thoughts but 

speaking prophetically: 

In heauenly mercies hast thou not a part? 

Why shouldst thou then despeire, that chosen art? 

Where iustice growes, there grows eke greater 

grace, 

The which dost quench the brond of hellish smart, 

And that accurst hand-writing doth deface. ( 5 3 )  



As Doerksen points out, 

The affirmative will to good--at this point, to 

move out of his hesitation at despair--is exactly 

what the knight has lacked, and what he has gained 

through the God-sent intervention of Una. 

( "Predestinationvf 14) 

Skulsky suggests that 

It is a tribute to Spenserf s penetration and 

candour that in his Protestant vision of spiritual 

crisis despair should seem, to the naked eye, to 

enjoy even a temporary victo~y, for in the dominant 

Protestant view of his day, whether harshly laid 

down by Calvin or mildly by Hooker, the elect are 

often troubled, but never give up hope for God's 

f orgiveness . (Skulsky, SE 214) 

Far £rom departing from Calvinfs teaching, Spenser paints a 

portrait of the human condition that is highly consistent with 

the Reformed view of Godfs omnipotence. By having Redcrosse 

saved from suicide by Unafs intervention, Spenser demonstrates 

Redcrossefs inadequacy to Save himself at the same time as he 

asserts Godf s sovereign control over al1 contingent events 

and, in particular, the saving of the elect. That Redcrosse 

would corne so close to suicide would not be problematic for 

Calvin, because Calvin views the perseverance of the saints 

The m n s e r  ~ncvclopedia will be referred to 
parenthetically as m. 



not as an act of the human will but as a condition fully 

dependent upon G o d '  s grace : 

. . . the hurnan will . . . controlled by grace 

. . . will never perish, but, if grace forsake it, 
it will straightway fall. . . . Except through 

grace the will can neither be converted to God nor 

abide in God; and whatever it can do it is able to 

do only through grace. (II.iii.14) 

Medieval writers frequently associate despair with the 

unpardonable sin against the Holy Spirit, mentioned in Matthew 

12:32. St. Augustine asserts this view, arguing that despair 

in this context is the result of habitua1 sin: 

What remains then except to say that the sin 

against the Holy Spirit, which the Lord says is 

forgiven neither in this world nor in the one to 

corne, is to be understood as nothing other 

continuing in wickedness and maliciousness 

despair of the kindness and mercy of 

(Augustine, Rom= 85) 

Calvin, however, avoids associating despair 

unpardonable sin. He suggests that only those 

sin against the Holy Spirit who, with 

t han 

with 

God . 

with the 

evil 

intention, resist Godts truth, although by its 

brightness they are so touched that they cannot 

daim ignorance. (III.iii.22) 
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In Calvin's view, the psychological condition of despair is 

frequently the result, not of a hard heart, but of the 

awareness of persona1 sin: 

For nothing more readily happens to f earf ul 

consciences than falling into despair. And also by 

this stratagem, whomever Satan sees overwhelmed by 

the fear of God he more and more submerges in that 

deep whirlpool of sorrow that they might never rise 

again. (III. iii. 15) 

While succumbing to suicide would be a sure sign of 

reprobation, anything short of it may simply be indicative of 

the attack of the enemy in spiritual warfare. 

Spenser echoes Calvin's sentiments in his oft-quoted 

assertion: 

Ne let the man ascribe it to his skill, 

That thorough grace hath gained victory. 

If any strength we haue, it is to ill, 

But al1 the good is Gods, both power and eke will. 

(1.x.l.) 

The Despair episode, coupled with the earlier encounter of Una 

with Arthur, shows the reader that Spenser views the human 

condition as intrinsically vulnerable to despair apart from 

God's intervening grace. 

The words Una uses to describe Redcrosse when she 

chastens h i m ,  ftfrailer feeble, fleshly wighttt (I.ix.53), are 

echoed in Book II by Guyon when he describes the dead Mortdant 
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and Amavia as "the image of mortalitie, / And feeble nature 

cloth'd with fleshly tyreU (II.i.57). In Book II, Spenser 

uses Amavia's suicide as the key incident which motivates 

Guyon's quest to destroy the Bower of Bliss. Amavia is 

presented as an innocent victim of moral evil whose case 

merits retributive intervention. By treating her suicide not 

as a sin but as a consequence of the sins of others, Spenser 

challenges the reader to recognize how vulnerable human nature 

is to surrendering to despair in the face of great personal 

loss. 

Guyon's discovery of the dying Amavia parallels 

Britomart's discovery of Scudamour and Arthur's first 

encounter with Una. Like Britomart and Arthur, Guyon seems to 

arrive by providential timing. In his initial attempt to 

revive Amavia, he asserts, I1Speake, O deare Lady speake: help 

neuer comes too latell (44). After three failed attempts at 

resuscitation, he offers the more modest hope, "He oft finds 

present help, who does his griefe impart" ( 4 6 ) .  Unlike Una, 

who responds with reasoned argument and eventually with 

capitulation to Arthurt s very similar assertion ( ncounsell 

mittigates the greatest smart; / Found neuer helpe, who neuer 

would his hurts impart" [I .vii.40] ) , Amavia rejects Guyont s 

help outright with words that echo those of Despair: 

Leaue, ah leaue off, what euer wight thou bee, 

To let a wearie wretch from her dew rest, 

And trouble dying soules tranquilitee. 
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Take not away now got, which none would giue to me. 

(II.i.47) 

Whereas the other despairing figures we have examined al1 

responded eventually to proffered help, Spenser uses Amavia as 

an example of one whose surrender to despair has gone beyond 

psychological reparation. Her response to Guyon stands in 

stark contrast with Guyon's initial assertion that "helpe 

neuer cornes too late," for the reader is forced to recognize 

that, at least for Amavia, help has indeed arrived too late. 

After having read the episode with Despair only a few 

cantos previously, we may well find Guyon's response to Amavia 

unexpected. We don1 t want to see her give up, but Guyon, 

rather than challenging her death wish, responds " A h  farre be 

it . . . Deare dame fro mee, / To hinder soule from her 

desired rest, / Or hold sad life in long captiuitee" (48) . As 
we read on, though, it becomes clear that Guyon is not 

sanctioning suicide but sensitively offering the only type of 

assistance to which Amavia rnay be receptive, for Amavia is not 

Despair, but the victim of despair. Like Britomart and 

Arthur, after providing reasonable counsel, Guyon offers both 

ernpathy and the commitment of action to the point of death: 

Tell then, O Lady tell, what fatal1 priefe 

Hath with so huge misfortune you opprest? 

That 1 rnay cast to compasse your reliefe, 

Or die with you in sorrow, and partake your griefe. 

(48) 
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Amavia's disguise as a Palmer is clearly intended by 

Spenser to parallel Guyon's Palmer. Guyon's Palmer functions 

not sirnply as human reason, but as reason informed by faith 

(Hamilton, 171) . In Amavia' s case, however, we see the 

inadequacy of human reason to deal with profound loss (Kaske, 

6 . Spenser may have had in mind Augustine ' s comment 

about suicide as a response to suffering for those who are 

without the hope of eternal life offered by the Christian 

f a i t h :  

These i l ls  must be very real indeed if they can 

subdue the very instinct of nature that struggles 

in every possible way to put death off; overwhelm 

it so utterly that death, once shunned, is now 

desired, sought, and, when al1 else £ails, is sel f -  

inf licted. (Augustine, ÇÇ 441) 

Mortdant, whose name the poem glosses as he who "death 

does giveu (55) , may be viewed as a type of Adam, recalling 

Romans 5:12, Ilas by one man sinne entered the worlde, and 

death by sinne, and so death went ouer al1 men: for asmuche as 

al1 men haue sinnedu (Kaske, vAugustinianll 26). The poem 

glosses the name Amavia as she t~ho "loues to liuetl (551, 

inviting the reader to ask under what circumstances the love 

of life is transmuted into tho love of death. Mortdant gives 

death to Amavia by being her highest good--"My Lord my loue; 

rny deare Lord, my deare loueu (50) --when he himself is 

vulnerable to death. From a Boethian point of view, Amavia 
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has made the error of treating a contingent good as a suprerne 

good. As Lady Philosophy reminds Boethius, "the most high God 

is full of the highest and most perfect good . . . it follows 

that true happiness has its dwelling in the most high Godu 

(III. Prose 10). 

Unlike Boethius, though, whose despair is brought about 

through the loss of material and abstract goods such as riches 

and honour, Amavia has lost her husband, who is a f itting 

object of adoration second only to God. St. Paul teaches: 

Wives, submit your selues vnto your housbands, as 

vnto the Lord. For the housband is the wiues head, 

euen as Christ is the head of the Church, & the 

same is the sauiour of his body. Therefore as the 

Church is in subjection to Christ, euen so let the 

wives be to their housbands in everything. 

Housbands, love your wives, euen as Christ loved 

the Church, & gave hirn self for it . . . . So ought 

men to love their wives as their own bodies. (Eph .  

5:22-24) 

In this passage St. Paul gives marriage the highest possible 

honour by using it as a metaphor for the relationship of 

Christ to his church. If we consider Mortdant's abandonment 

of Amavia and his adultery, we see how very far he is from 

exemplifying St. Paul's admonition to husbands. Amavia, on 

the other hand, did everything in her power to win him back, 

and enjoyed temporary success only to lose him again 
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permanently. While there is no question that Spenser would 

view suicide as wrong, Amavia's suicide provides the best 

possible example of how an individual might nevertheless not 

appear culpable for his or her surrender to despair. 

That Spenser intends us to view Arnavia as guiltless is 

clear in the repeated attestations of her innocence throughout 

the episode. Amaviars words to her baby, "to thy mother dead 

attest, / That cleare she dide from blemish criminallu (371 ,  

might be viewed as coming from an unreliable speaker, but they 

are confirmed by the Palmer. who says of the babe's bloody 

hands. Iflet thern still be bloudy, as befell. / That they his 

mothers innocence may tell, / As she bequeathed in her last 

testament" (II.ii.10). Likewise, Guyon States "But sith this 

wretched woman ouercome / Of anguish, rather then of crime 

hath beene, / Reserue her cause to her eternal doomeu 

(II.i.58). Silberman argues that both Guyon and the Palmer 

are unreliable speakers in this episode, because Vommon 

morality does not, in Christian terms, at least, justify 

giving religious burial to a suicidett (10)- Spenser refers to 

the Palmer throughout the book, however, in language 

suggesting that he is not only a figure of reason but also a 

figure for spiritual wisdom (cf. II .vii. 1) . It is more 

appropriate to view Spenser as challenging his reader to 

refrain from judging those who are victims of despair.  

Likewise, the explanation the Palmer gives of the waterfs 

ineffectiveness in cleansing the baby's hands is not a 



"radical avoidance of religious significanceu (Silberman 111, 

but a gloss on the entire episode. The nymph, whose tears 

create the spring in which Guyon attempts to cleanse the 

babyls hands, is a foi1 for Amavia in that she too was a 

victim of evil and chose death to escape greater suffering. 

The nymph avoids rape, but the grace offered her by the pagan 

goddess Diana is not salvation from suffering but mere stasis 

in perpetual grief. The water is "cold through feare, and old 

conceiued dreadsIt I I i . 9 )  symbolizing the unremitting 

nature of suffering in this world, and the nymph's stoniness 

is a type of unregenerate humanity in need of the intervening 

grace of God. l2 By allowing the babels hands to remain bloody 

as "a sacred Symbol . . . / . . . to mind reuengement / And be 
for al1 chast Dames an endlesse monimentn (II.ii.lO), Spenser 

links Amavia's suicide with the suffering of other victims 

"brought t8vnworthy wret~hednesse~~ (I.iii.l), like Una in the 

previous book. In Guyon's resolve to seek retributive justice 

for Amavia, Spenser suggests that evil in this world must be 

actively resisted, for it cannot be merely cleansed away. 

Throughout this episode Spenser uses emblematic language 

to describe Mortdant and Arnavia as they lie in death. Amavia 

refers to herself and Mortdant as a "çad pourtraict / Of death 

and dolourv (39)' the narrator uses the phrase "Pittiful 

Ezekiel describes the process of regeneration as the 
metamorphosis of stone to flesh: "1 will give you a new heart 
and put a new spirit in you; 1 will remove from you your heart 
of stone and give you a heart of flesh" (37:26) . 



spectacleI1 (40) in both cases to describe what Guyon sees, and 

Guyon describes that spectacle as Ilthe image of mortalitie" 

(57). Spenser's use of visual language requires the reader to 

view Amavia and Mortdant with objective distance, despite the 

emotional intensity of the episode. In so doing, we see them 

not only as suffering individuals but as representative of the 

fallen human condition itself . While the doctrine of total 

depravity tends to emphasize the ugliness of human sin, 

Spenser focuses more upon the frailty of human nature and its 

utter dependence upon divine grace. The reader is invited to 

recognize in Amavia and Mortdant him or herself, and to hurnbly 

admit "there but for the grace of God go I."13 

Guyon associates them with different manifestations of 

intemperance, and both types he describes as "raging passion" 

which "robs reason of her due regalitiegt (57) . Just as 

Spenser disguises Amavia as a Palmer to suggest the 

insufficiency of human reason to redeem mankind £rom his 

fallen condition, so Unars dialogue with Arthur and 

Harold Weatherby contends that in this episode Spenser is 
drawing not upon Augustinian (Western) theology but upon the 
pre-Augustinian and Eastern Church Fathers, who emphasized 
that death, rather than sin, was the fundamental consequence 
of the Fa11 ("Original Sin" 339) . If he is correct in citing 
the Church Fathers as Spenser's underlying theological source 
in this episode, Amavia and Ruddymane do not bear the guilt of 
original sin ("Original SinN 340). While this would be 
helpful in explaining Ruddymanets innocence, Amavia is still 
guilty of suicide even if she does not bear the guilt of 
Adam's fall. Catholic, Protestant, and Eastern Orthodox 
traditions would view suicide as a sin, so Spenser's 
insistence on Amaviars innocence is challenging to the reader 
from any theological viewpoint. 
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Redcrosse's dialogue with Despair assert the necessity for 

reason to be informed by faith. As Augustine puts it, I1since 

that truth is to be enjoyed which lives immutably, and since 

God . . cares for his creatures through that truth, the mind 

should be cleansed so that it is able to see that light and to 

cling to it once it is seen" (ÇP 1.10). 

Both St. Augustine and St. Thomas Aquinas viewed original 

sin as the usurpation of the passion over reason. While 

Augustine emphasized the process of sanctification as being 

the rectification of the will (Davies 39) , Aquinas accented 

the restoration of reason to its proper place of authority 

over the will (Gilson 26). When Guyon promises Amavia that he 

will "cast to compasse your reliefe, / Or die with you in 

sorrow, and partake your griefetl (48) , there is a sense in 

which his failure to overcome the evil which Acrasia 

represents would indeed result in his death. Because he is 

the knight of temperance, Guyon represents the process through 

which reason is restored to its rightful position over 

passion. And because his discovery of the dying Amavia 

functions as the catalyst which launches his attack on the 

Bower of Bliss, there is yet a sense in which Guyon's arriva1 

in the grove is not Voo late" (44). The baby lives on 

because of Guyon's intervention, and while we are not invited 

to make rnuch of the baby outside of his emblematic function, 

nonetheless we find satisfaction in the fact that he is 

rescued. 



In the episodes we have examined, Britomart , Scudamour , 

Una, Redcrosse, and Amavia are al1 treated by Spenser with a 

great deal of sympathy toward their surrender (or near 

surrender) to despair. Spenser treats despair as a prevalent 

response to suffering, and as one for which the individual 

might not be culpable. By contrast, Grille, Adicia, and 

Malbecco dramatize the despair which results £rom a lifetime 

of surrender to habitua1 sin. Through them Spenser depicts 

the psychology of damnation, for they lose al1 their humanity 

and become an allegory of the particular sin that dominated 

their mental state. 

Grille is not, strictly speaking, an example of despair, 

for he chooses not death but life as a hog rather than a human 

I.xii.87). However, the psychology behind this choice is 

comparable to that of the suicide's, for he has surrendered 

himself to his passions to such an extent that he no longer 

desires to function reasonably. Like the dying Amavia, he 

resists absolutely Guyon's efforts to restore him to life, but 

whereas Amavia's despair is due to the loss of love, Grille's 

metamorphosis results from a complete surrender to lust. It 

is interesting to note that the hog is a type of lechery, and 

that in English the name I1Grille" signifies "f ierceI1or l'cruel 

(Hamilton. E-;L 297). thus combining in one image the two 

aspects of intemperance with which Book II deals. 

Theologically, this episode may be interpreted f rom 

either a predestinarian or a free-will perspective. Grille 
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may be a reprobate whom God "in his righteous judgement, 

passes over, [tol waste away in [his] own rottemess until 

[he] is con~urned~~ (Calvin, m t j  tnteg 2.5.3) . At the sarne 

time, Guyon's efforts could be viewed from a Thomistic 

viewpoint as the grace of God: 

To obstruct or not to obstruct the entrance of 

divine grace, this lies in the power of man's own 

free will; if he does sol then he is not unjustly 

blamed. God for his part is ready to give grace to 

all. . . . Those only are deprived of grace who of 

themselves offer hindrances to it. The Sun shines 

on the whole world, nobody could see but for its 

light; if sornebody blunders into something unseeing 

because he keeps his eyes shut he has only himself 

to blame. (meolnaical Textç 161-62) 

Whether we interpret this episode as a wilful rejection of 

grace or of the inability of a reprobate to receive grace, 

Spenser dramatizes the fact that repentance may be finally 

rejected in favour of the cornfortable stasis of irrationality. 

In doing so, he would seem to reject the notion of 

irresistible grace asserted by some Refomed theologians (cf. 

Kendall 143,149-50). 

A d i c i a  is similar to Grille in that she too is 

metamorphosed into a beast which allegorizes her vice. While 

Amavia in her suicide is described by Guyon as arrned with 

''bold furien (II.i.571, Adicia becomes fury incarnate. She is 
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likened to an "enraged cowIu (V. ix. 46) and a "mad bytchv (49) , 

and f inally she becomes a "TygreW (49) , an animal noted for 

its cruelty (Hamilton, EQ 5 7 8 ) .  Her attempt at suicide (48) 

is not so much a surrender to despair as it is violent 

frustration at being stopped from committing homicide. 

Adiciaf s attempted suicide, like Amavia's suicide, is 

occasioned by the loss of her husband, but whereas Amavia is 

led to despair through inordinate love, Adicia goes mad 

because she is unable to exact vengeance ( 4 5 ) .  

The Heilenore and Malbecco episode provides the most 

developed portrait of a sou1 given over fully to a particular 

vice. Here, Malbecco is transfomed into the sin of jealousy 

and it s concomitant sin covetousness . While the reader 

experiences Adicia's metamorphosis as just because her 

behaviour has been so obviously evil, Malbecco has been merely 

ridiculous, and we feel a sense of horror at his loss of 

humanity. The humorous tone which Spenser has maintained 

throughout the Malbecco episode changes at stanza 54 where 

Malbecco goes mad at finding his treasure stolen. Spenser's 

description of his madness forces the reader to see the 

seriousness of sin and damnation. Like Despair, who "could not 

. . . die, / Till he should die his last, that is eternally" 

(I.ix.54)' Malbecco can "neuer dye, but dying liues" 

( 1  x .  6 . But whereas Despair is a purely allegorical 

figure representing a particular evil, we see in Malbecco the 

transformation of an individual who indulged in a habitua1 sin 
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into the sin itself. His metamorphosis is a brilliant 

allegory of the process of damnation, for Malbecco enters an 

eternal state within which the possibility of change is 

nonexistent. 

When Malbecco attempts to throw himself from the cliff, 

Spenser describes him as l'al1 deiperate of his fore-damned 

spright" (56) . The expression "fore-damnedl1 is interesticg, 

because it suggests that he is damned, not so much because he 

chose suicide (cf. Hamilton, EIQ 400) , as because he was 

predestined for damnation. As we have noted, Calvin regards 

reprobation as Godts unquestionable prerogative in dealing 

with humankind: 

Theref ore, those whom God passes over, he condemns ; 

and this he does for no other reason than that he 

wills to exclude them from the inheritance which he 

predestines for his own children. (Institutes 

1II.xii. 1) 

Augustine likewise ernphasizes God's sovereignty in electing or 

damning individuals, but he suggests that God does so by 

giving them the gift of faith or hardening them to impiety: 

On whom he has mercy, he causes him to do good, and 

whom he hardens, he leaves to doing evil . But that 

mercy was given to the preceding merit of faith, 

and that hardening to preceding impiety, so that we 

work both good deeds through the gift of God and 

evil through his chastisement. (Romans 62.12) 
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The above quotation might be indistinguishable £rom Calvin, 

but for Augustine's adding flnevertheless, man's free will 

remains, whether for belief in God so that mercy follows, or 

for impiety followed by punishmentl1 (Romans 62.12). 

The degree to which St. Thomas differs from Calvin and 

Augustine in his view of reprobation is less than might be 

expected. Because he acknowledges the free will of secondary 

agents, Thomas sees the response of individuals to God (or the 

failure to respond) as the result of God's predestination: 

Thus, as men are ordained to eternal life through 

the providence of God, it likewise is part of that 

providence to permit some to fa11 away from that 

end; this is called reprobation. . . . Therefore, 

as predestination includes the will to confer grace 

and glory; so also reprobation includes the will to 

permit a person to fa11 into sin. and to impose the 

punishment of damnation, on account of that sin. 

(a 1.23.3) 
Thus, salvation and damnation are more than Godts 

foreknowledge of man's choices, "because whatsoever is in man 

disposing him towards salvation, is al1 included under the 

effect of predestination; even the preparation for grace" 

(1.23.5). 

Some Reformation theologians sought to make the doctrine 

of predestination less seemingly arbitrary by appealing to an 

experiential dimension of faith. John Bradford, for example, 
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while insisting that salvation is purely by grace, views the 

experience of repentance as a dependable indicator of his or 

her election: 

Let us, therefore, labour, study, cry and pray for 

repentance and faith; and then we cannot be damned, 

because we are blessed of the Father before al1 

worlds ; and theref ore we believe , therefore we 

repent. ( 3 3 8 )  

William Tyndale, likewise, wants to assent to a strict view of 

predestination ("God hath power over al1 his creatures of 

right, to do with them what he listu [89] ) , but at the same 

time he wishes to reassure the reader of his or her election 

by giving practical advice: 

Also you see that two things are required to be in 

a Christian man. The first is stedfast faith and 

trust in almighty God. . . . And the other is, that 
we forsake evil and turn to God, to keep his laws, 

and to fight against ourselves and our corrupt 

nature perpetually, that we may do the will of God 

every day better and better. (471) 

In the Malbecco episode, Spenser drarnatizes the wilful 

perseverance in sin of the reprobate so as to capture the 

sense of moral responsibility that Malbecco bears for his 

condition. Without wishing to make too much out of a fleeting 

reference in Spenser's verse, it is possible that his allusion 

to predestination in the Malbecco episode functions to 
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reassure the reader of Godls sovereignty, since a corollary 

doctrine to predestination is the perseverance of the saints: 

As Christ teaches, here is our only ground for 

firmness and confidence: in order to free us of a l 1  

fear and render us victorious amid so many dangers, 

snares, and mortal struggles, he promises that 

whatever the Father has entrusted into his keeping 

will be safe [John 10:28-291. (LuSitutes 

III.xxi.1) 

Despair is presented in The Faerie Oueene as closure 

imposed by the suffering victim upon the fluctuations of hop 

and fear which mark contingent existence. In Una we see an 

example of a character who cornes close to despair, yet resists 

it. Having survived the initial shock of seeing Redcrosse's 

amour,  she tells the dwarf, "Thy sad tongue cannot tell more 

heauy plight, / Then that 1 feele, and harbour in mine hart: 

/ Who hath endurtd the whole, can beare each partn (I.vii.25). 

~y coming as close as she does to despair, she stands in 

contrast to the other despairing figures we have exarnined 

because she alone is able to choose action: "At last when 

feruent sorrow slaked was, / She vp arose, resoluing him to 

find / A liue or dead" (28). It is fitting that, as a type of 

faith, Una should not fa11 into despair despite overwhelming 

grief. 

Redcrossers encounter with Despair differs frorn the other 

examples we have looked at in that it is not occasioned by the 
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loss of a loved one, but by overconfidence in his ability to 

reason correctly. When Una saves him by snatching the knife 

£rom his hand she is justly incensed with his near suicide, 

for Redcrosse is culpable for entering into dialogue with 

Despair. The reader recognizes in their discourse his or her 

own vulnerability to Despair' s theological leaps , and is 

invited to identify with Redcrosse as an Everyman figure. 

Spenser's view of election in this episode is closer to 

Calvin's understanding than that of Tyndale or Bradford, for 

Redcrosse fails radically to f ight against his "corrupt 

nature" (Tyndale 471) , yet God intervenes to Save him. Spenser 

uses this episode to depict the Christian's dependence upon 

Godfs provident grace in a world rife with danger: 

Ay me, how many perils doe enfold 

The righteous man, to make him daily fall? 

Were not, that heauenly grace doth hirn vphold, 

And stedfast truth acquite him out of all. 

(I.viii.1) 

In contrast to these victimç of despair, Spenser also 

depicts characters who are metamorphosed because of their 

surrender to habitua1 sin. Grille, Adicia, and Malbecco are 

denied the dignity of death and instead become the vices (or 

creatures which symbolize them) for which they have lived. 

Particularly in the Malbecco episode, Spenser portrays the 

self-centred nature of sin and its serious consequence of 

damnation. For Spenser, j ealousy is a particularly wicked 
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vice because it parodies love. While love is essentially 

other-focused, jealousy is self-focused: 

Fowle Gealosie, that turnest loue diuine 

To ioylesse dread, and mak'st the louing hart 

With hatefull thoughts to languish and to pine, 

And feed it selfe with selfe-consuming 

smart. . . . 

Of al1 the passions in the mind thou vilest art. 

(III  .xi.l) 

Malbecco contrasts star~ly with Amavia, for whereas her 

despair resulted £ r o m  genuine loss of love--a love she had 

demonstrated by her lack of jealousy toward Mortdant despite 

his adultery, and her effort to regain him despite her 

pregnancy--Malbeccofs despair is that of the miser who has 

lost control over his possessions. 

~t is interesting to compare the two endings to Book III. 

In  his initial ending, Spenser has Scudamour indulge in the 

sin of j ealousy: 

At last she came vnto the place, where late 

She left Sir Scudamour in great distresse, 

Twixt dolour and despight halfe desperate, 

Of his loues succour, of his orne redresse, 

Ana of the hardie Britomarts successe: 

There on the cold earth him now thrown she found, 

In  wilfull anguish, and dead heauinesse. 

(III.xii.43 [l59O] ) 
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While the tone is humorous, Scudamour is not at this point a 

figure for whom we leel a great deal of ernpathy because his 

despair is self-focused. Although most readers prefer the 

happy ending which follows in the 1590 edition, the concluding 

stanza of the 1596 edition is more consistent with Spenser's 

treatment of despair elsewhere in the poem: 

But he sad man, when he had long in drede 

Awayted there for Britomarts returne, 

Yet saw her not nor signe of her good speed, 

H i s  expectation to despaire did turne, 

Misdeeming sure that her those flames did burne; 

And therefore gan aduize with her old Squire, 

Who her deare nourslings losse no lesse did mourne, 

Thence to depart for further aide ttenquire. 

(III .xii .45) 

The tone of this stanza is more serious, and we can identify 

f ully with Scudamour ' s dilemma. Scudamour ' s despair of 

Britomart's success leads him to undertake further action, and 

the action he takes (to seek further aid) seems both 

reasonable and appropriate to the situation. Furthermore, he 

does not act rashly but consults with Britomartfs nurse, who 

has as much vested in the situation as he does. Yet, he makes 

the wrong choice. In this stanza, Spenser demonstrates how 

reason, when it is fed by fear, can be a barrier to grace. 

Britomart--who clearly functions as the grace of God in 

Amoret's rescue--is successful, but because Scudamour allowed 
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reap the benefits of her success. 

faith, he 
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not 

Finally , 

distinguishes 

While Spenser 

it is the dichotomy between faith and fear which 

the hero from the victim in f .  
views with great compassion those characters who 

suffer despair as a result of victimization by moral evil, it 

is through faith that the heroes are able to function as 

instruments of providential grace in the poem. 



CHAPTER 4: PROPHECY, FEAR AND OBEDIENCE 

Al1 is in time like to returne againe 

To that foule feend, who dayly doth attend 

To leape into the same after our liues end. 

Yet was it sayd, there should to him a sonne 

Be gotten, not begotten . . . 

. . . by whom that feend shold be fordonne. 
(VI. iv. 31,32) 

In Matilda's lament to Calepine Spenser captures the 

recurrent nature of evil in history, despite heroic efforts to 

resist it. This theme is laid out by Spenser in the opening 

stanza of Book V: IlThe wicked seede of vice / Began to spring 

which shortly grew full great" V . .  1 . While Sir Bruin is 

one of the ~vertuous race" who "cropt the branches of the 

sient basew (1) , bis victory is in jeopardy, "for want of 

heires it to defend" (VI. iv. 3 1 )  . 
In Matilda and Sir Bruin, no doubt Spenser had in mind 

Abraham and Sarah of the Old Testament. They were also 

promised a child, and had likewise given up on the prophecy 

because old age seemed to preclude its realization: "After 1 

am waxed olde, & my lord also, shal 1 haue lust?" (Gen. 



18:lS). In both of these stories, the promised child is not 

merely a private blessing to a childless couple, but the 

revealed agent through whom God provides salvation for a 

people. In the case of Abraham and Sarah, Isaac was the 

firstborn of a chosen people through whom "al1 families of the 

earth [shalll be blessed" (Gen. 12:3). 

The blessing of prosperity (Gen. 17:  6-8) is contingent 

upon the covenant relationship God establishes with Abraham 

and Isaac: "1 wil establish my couenant betwene me and thee, 

and thy sede after thee in their generacions, for an 

euerlasting couenant, to be God vnto thee and to thy sede 

after theel! (Gen. 17:7). The longing for a permanent solution 

to the problem of suffering is the heartbeat of prophecy in 

the Old Testament. Moral evil was perceived to be the 

ultimate source of al1 suffering, because Adam's sin brought 

with it a breakdown of the relationship between God and 

creation. The establishing of a covenant between God and his 

chosen people was, from the time of Abraham, aimed at 

overcoming suffering by eradicating sin. 

From a biblical point of view, the role of the prophet in 

foretelling the future is secondary to his or her role as the 

mouthpiece of God, critiquing the spiritual climate of the 

religious community. In fact, the Hebrew word for prophet, 

meant Itspeakerll and did not originally connote 

prediction (Mitchell 384) . While accurate foretelling does 

play a part in the later prophets, often the predictive aspect 



occurs to establish the credibility of the prophet (cf. 1 

Kings 18:41, Ezek. 33: 21-22). Primarily prophetic utterances 

regarding the future were designed to set forth the 

implementation of God's providence in history (Mitchell 390). 

The goal of biblical prophecy is always the renewal of the 

covenant relationship of God with his people, and it is almost 

always condit ional upon the response of those who receive 

it. 14 

The Old Testament period of the earlier prophets was 

marked by an emphasis upon God's salvation extending through 

generational obedience. The Old Testament is a record of the 

providentially directed events which saved and preserved the 

Israelites as a nation. The historic and the prophetic books 

function in tandem to reveal how the apparent wanderings of 

the children of Israel are really part of a veiled but 

providential design (Fletcher 41-42). 

The apparently fortuitous nature of Calepine's role in 

rescuing the baby functions ironically to emphasize the 

relationship of history to providence. Spenser introduces the 

episode as an hard aduenture1I (VI. iv. 17) , and the word 

The one New Testament prophecy which would belie this 
generalization is found in Acts 5:l-11. The death of Sapphira 
is prophesied by Peter just prior to its occurrence, without 
any apparent opportunity for her repentance. The incident 
stands out in the NT because of its seemingly fatalistic 
quality. Of course, a plausible interpretation might be that 
Peter's foretelling was not for the benefit of Sapphira but 
for the onlookers, for Luke writes "and great feare came on 
al1 the Church, and on as many as heard these thingsl' (Acts 
5:ll). 
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"aduenture," associated with the romance genre, evokes for the 

reader the anticipation of marvellously structured 

contingencies (Parker 109). The reader is not disappointed, 

for Calepine's success in fulfilling the prophecy is built 

upon a series of coincidences: he chances to be unencurnbered 

by amour (19), he finds a handy stone to choke the bear, I1so 

fortune him did aydeI1 (21) . he loses his way and wanders "as 
fortune fellI1 (251, "by good fortune" (26) he finds his way 

out of the woods just in tirne to hear Matilda, who I1cornplayn'd 

of fate, and fortune oft defyde" (26). Matilda's narrative is 

also full of references to fortune, and when Calepine hands 

her the baby he says I1Lo how good fortune doth to you present 

/ This litle babe" (35). Spenser's almost intrusive overuse 

of words pertaining to chance and fortune tends to undermine 

the random quality of fortune by the sheer quantity of 

coincidence. 

Spenser also provides a fleeting reference to a divine 

providence overseeing temporal contingencies. In reassuring 

Matilda of the babefs potential, despite his unknown lineage, 

Calepine says: 

And certes it hath oftentimes bene seene, 

That of the like, whose linage was vnknowne, 

More braue and noble knights haue raysed beene, 

As their victorious deedes haue of ten showne, 

Being with fame through many Nations blowen, 

Then those, which haue bene dandled in the lap. 
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Therefore some thought, that those braue imps were 

S o m  

Here by the Gods, and fed with heauenly Sap, 

That made them grow so high t'al1 honorable hap. (36) 

Like the prophecy itself, which is introduced with the obscure 

reference "yet was it sayd" (32) , Calepine's reference to "the 

Godsl' is presented here as the "thought" of an unknown or 

unremembered %orne." Nonetheless, it functions as a 

commentary upon the role of divine providence in controlling 

the destiny of both individuals and nations. And as in t h e  

case of the biblical heroes, the heroic deeds of Sir Bruin's 

baby are recorded (38), confirming the role of history in 

establishing prophecy as the ongoing revelation of 

providential order in the events which shape a society. 

Spenser uses the words "sown" and "sapu (36) to invoke an 

image of gardening, suggesting to the reader that t h e  

foundlings are part of a divine order that is both aesthetic 

and benevolent. We find a similar use of botanical imagery in 

this passage from Isaiah: 

Thy sunne shal neuer go downe, nether shal thy 

moone be hid: for the Lord shal be thine 

euerlasting light, & the daies of thy sorowe shalbe 

ended. Thy people also shalbe al1 righteous: thei 

shal possesse the land for euer, the grasse of my 

planting shalbe t h e  worke of mine hands, that 1 

maie be glorified. A litle one shal become as a 
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Lord wil hasten it in due time. (Isa. 60:20-22) 

Moral rectitude in Godf s people is correlated with Godf s 

eternal rule (as opposed to seasonal change) and with a 

permanent home (possessing the land) . Natural order, 

symbolized by the planted grass, is associated with the 

eradication of natural and moral evil, and of suffering, which 

is the consequence of evil. Furthermore, the notion of "due 

timeu has important theodical implications, for it functions 

to reassure the reader of a divine plan in which present 

suffering is encompassed. 

The later Old Testament prophets anticipated an 

eschatological dimension to the eradication of evil and 

suffering with the coming of the Messiah. Writing from a New 

Testament perspective, St. Augustine allegorizes the covenant 

made between God and Abraham to include the eschatological 

dimension seen to be fulfilled by God in Christ: 

The divine revelations made to Abraham, Isaac, and 

Jacob and al1 other signs and prophecies contained 

in the early Scriptures, are sometimes related to 

the carnal progeny of Abraham and, at other times, 

to that spiritual progeny which means al1 nations 

that are blessed and called to eternal life in the 

kingdom of heaven as CO-heirs of Christ in the New 

Testament. ( C i  tv o f  God 17.3) 
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Spenser, likewise, introduces into the episode of Matilda and 

Sir Bruin language that hints at an eschatological type of 

solution to suffering. The peace Sir Bruinfs heir will bring 

to his community will be of an ongoing nature, and the childrs 

victory is presented in language that suggests the eradication 

of moral evil: Vhat feend shold be fordonne" (32). 

Spenser% indebtedness to Old Testament prophecy, which 

is clear in this episode of Matilda an2 Sir Bruin, typifies 

his use of prophecy throughout The Faerie Oueene. Redcrosse, 

Arthur, and Britomart al1 receive prophecies at some point 

during their quests, and their respective prophecies reveal 

their divinely ordained destinies in mitigating both evil and 

suffering at a national level. While the heroes undergo 

persona1 suffering, prophecy renders their suffering 

meaningful by revealing their role in the redemptive plan of 

God . 
The sixteenth century was marked by a special interest in 

biblical prophecy. The Reformation view of church history was 

informed by an historical application of apocalyptic imagery 

and tirne periodizations taken from the Bible (Olsen 22). The 

periodization of history, of course, is not original to the 

Reformation but finds its most familiar medieval prototype in 

Augustine's C j t v  of Cod. Augustine divides history into seven 

epochs, based upon the "millennial typology of the Genesis 

creation week" (Olsen 29), each creation day representing an 

epoch (cf. Augustine, Çenesjs 1.23). The struggles between 



the papacy and the emerging Protestant church, however, 

offered an attractive application of images £rom the Book of 

Revelation. Luther was convinced that the history of the 

Church up to his own day was part of an ongoing revelation 

(Sandler 158) . He perceived three major phases in the 

Christian church: the ancient church, the development of 

Antichrist (found in the Papacy), and the last days, of which 

he believed his own tirne to be a part (Olsen 33). In England, 

John Balers major historical work- -The Imane o f  Roth Churches 

(1548) --was a commentary on the Book of Revelatio~i ascribing 

biblical significance to recent historical events (Parker 67). 

With the succession of Mary Tudor in the mid-century, and the 

resulting persecution and martyrdom of English Protestants, 

the correlation between history and the apocalypse was 

compelling (Sandler 158) . 
It is through John Foxe's Actes  and Monuments (also 

referred to as the Book of Martvrs), however, that the English 

public was most fully immersed in apocalyptic historiography. 

The English version of the Actes Monuments appeared in 

nine editions, £ive of which were published in Spenser's time : 

1563, 1570, 1576, 1583, and 1596 (Olsen 19) . Along with the 

Bible and Jewells jboloaie for the Chilrch of Ensiand, Foxe's 

Actes and Monurnenta was made available to the public in every 

parish church (Sandler 149). Whereas for Baie the Book of 

Revelation had both general and specific applications to the 

English Ref ormation, 



for Foxe, Bale's friend and successor in the next 

generation, the prophecy was only specific. The 

business of Foxe's life was to command the dates of 

fifteen hundred years of Christian history so as to 

define more precisely the lineaments of the True 

and False Churches through time and to detemine a 

closer and closer correlation of particular text 

and particular historical event. (Sandler 158) 

Foxe States that he is motivated to write his history 

because the "partial dealing and corrupt handling of 

histories" of his time has resulted in "the simple flock of 

Christ, especially the unlearned sort [beingl so miserably 

abused, and al1 for ignorance of history" (Foxe 74, 76). Thus 

he sets out to write a "full and complete story," 

which, being faithfully collected out of al1 Our 

monastical writers and written Monuments . . . 
should both ease the labour of the reader from 

turning over such a number of writers, and also 

should open the plain truth of times lying long hid 

in obscure darkness of antiquity. (76) 

The "plain truth of timesIt with which he is concerned is 

recognizing the martyrdom of his fellow Englishmen as a part 

of the great Itcloud of witnessesv (Heb. 12:l) to which 

Scripture attests (Olson 24). Finally, Foxe sees in his role 

as historiographer the opportunity to increase the faith of 



believers by offering a providential perspective on 

p~rsecut ion 

to the end that the wonderful works of God in his 

church might appear to his glory; also that the 

continuance and proceedings of the Church being set 

forth in these Actes and Monuments, more knowledge 

and experience may redound thereby, to the profit 

of the reader and edification of Christian faith. 

(Foxe xliv) 

Foxels Book o f  Martvrs, then, provides an example of 

apocalyptic historiography contemporary to Spenser, in which 

God's purposes are not only worked out in history, but 

discernible there (Parker 66) . 
This historical application of biblical apocalyptic 

literature was found in mainstream reformed theology, not only 

in radical or fringe sects. 15 The millennialism of the 

Foxe's historiography was modelled on Eusebius of 
Caesareals Ecclesiastiçal ustory (ca. 260-340), which depicts 
the persecutions of the church from the time of Christ until 
Constantine's victory over Licinius in 324. Two contemporary 
works which also influenced Foxe--Matthias Flacius' 
~cclesiasticae Historjae (1561-1574) and John Sleidan' s A 
Famous Cronicle of Oure T me (n. p., 1560) --ah0 interpret the 
~ersecution of the Protestant church as a fulfilment of 
& - -  

apocalyptic prophecy (Olsen 21) . 
The millennialism of these authors, however, must be - - -  - 

distinguished from that of the Radical Reformers, who 
completely broke vith the magisterial church from the tirne of 
Constantine, perceiving themselves to be the true scion from 
the Apostolic church (Olsen 33). Michael Servetus, who was 
executed for heresy in Geneva under the direction of Calvin in 
1553, followed Joachin of Floris in treating the 1260-day 
period of Revelation 12 as a literal 1260 years (Olsen 34). 
Thus, the age of Antichrist was calculated from 325-1585 and, 
consequently, the Protestant magisterial churches were 
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Radical Reformation of the sixteenth-century brought with it 

the belief that England was Godrs elect nation, and Elizabeth 

his appointed servarX to turn the nation into a new Israel (a 

f o m  of Arianism which would be further developed by rrhe mid- 

seventeenth-century Puritans). Foxe, however, followed B a l e  

and Augustine in the belief that he was witnessing end-times, 

and that apocalyptic prophecy would find its fulfillment in 

the p a r o u  of Christ. Far from viewing England as the New 

Israel, his cancern was for the invisible Church worldwide. 26 

Like Foxe, Spenser uses the Eook of Revelation in Bsok I 

of U a e r i - e  as an allegory of the church in England's 

history. Critics generally acknowledge that at one level of 

the allegory Una represents the Protestant Church, Duesîa the 

Roman Catholic Church, Archimago the Papacy, and Redcrosse 

botn the Christian and (at tlmes) Christ (cf. Kermode, 

Sandler) . Sandler notes that iconography around Elizabeth 

associates her with the apocalyptic St. Michael/St. George, 

either as the Lady for whom St. George fought, or as the 

chanpion herself. She at times was also associated with the 

apocalyptic Bride of Revelation 21, and with the Woman of 

Revelation 12. S~enser uses both images in association with 

included within the domain of the Anti-Christ (Olsen 35). 

This concern is evidenced in his work subsequent to the 
Actes and M~numents, a commentary of the ~pocalypse--his 
Eicasrni--in which he attempts to def ine "the Signs of the End 
more and more precisely in the triumphs and catastrophes of 
the various elect nations of Christendom" (Sandler 160). 
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Una, and Sandler suggests that in doing so Spenser intends the 

reader to perceive Una as a type of Elizabeth (163). This 

association, she notes, is also made by a John Dixon, whose 

annotations of Lord Bessborough's copy of The Faerie Oueene 

reveal a fascination with linking Spenser's characters to the 

historical figures of the sixteenth century (165-166). 

It is not, however, in the application of biblical images 

or historical personae to Spenser's characters that the 

biblical quality of Spenser's use of prophecy is most 

apparent. Rather, it is in his use of prophecy within the 

narrative that the biblically based relationship of prophecy 

to divine providence becomes clear. In this respect, 

Spenser's eschatology is in keeping with that of Foxe, Bale, 

and Augustine, who, though fascinated with the application of 

the Apocalypse to their historical period, are ultimately more 

concerned with the  Church universal, and the outworking of 

Godts design throughout al1 of history. 

On the Mount of Contemplation, Redcrosse receives from 

Contemplation the knowledge of his true identity as St. 

George : 

For thou emongst those Saints, whom thou doest see, 

Shalt be a Saint, and thine owne nations frend 

And Patrone: thou Saint George shalt called bee, 

Saint George of mery England, the signe of victoree. 

(1 .x. 61) 



Haxold Weatherby notes that the Menaion liturgy, which he 

suggests is a probable source for Spenser's handling of the .- 

legend of St. George, used a repetition of the words Wictory" 

and "victorious,~ associating St. George with Christ's victory 

over Satan (53) . l7 Spenser likewise uses the word W i ~ t o r y ~ ~  

more than once in this episode. This emphasis on victory in 

the prophecy enables Redcrosse to approach the dragon-fight 

with the knowledge that he is fulfilling a divinely appointed 

task: "but when thou famous victorie hast wonne" (60). Freed 

from al1 fear of death (because death would mean entry into 

the New Jerusalem for which he longs) he can enter into battle 

with confidence that it is his to win. 

Weatherby points out that St. George was an unlikely 
choice for Spenser's Knight of Holiness, given his 
unpopularity at the time in both Reformed and Humanist circles 
(Visions of Ç e l e s t i u a c e  46). Weatherby argues that it is 
not the St . George of Voraginet s Leuenda (translated by 
Caxton as The Goldeneuend c. 1483) but the St. George of the 
patristic liturgy whom Spenser had in mind. In Voraginet s 
legend, a dragon threatened the citizens of Silene in Libya. 
Youths with sheep were offered to appease it, and clearly 
Spenser has this in mind in the detail of Una with her la& 
(MacLachlan, 329) . However, Seline is a pagan city, not 
Eden, and its citizens are not Adam and Eve. Weatherby notes 
that 

There can be no question that Una and her lamb 
derive in part from Alcyone and her sheep [of 
Voragine' s legend] and from the rnany 
representations of that pair in contemporary 
iconography and pageantry . Except , however , for 
the barest visual details--the pairing of lady and 
lamb- -Spensert s allegory seems to owe nothing to 
the legend. Una is not chosen to be a sacrificial 
victim, her mother and father as Adam and Eve bear 
no thematic resemblance whatever to Alcyone's pagan 
parents, and so far from being l i k e  Alcyone in need 
of conversion and baptism, Una is an explicit 
symbol of Holy Church. (Celestial Grace 57) 
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The relationship of individual identity and divine 

calling to the problem of evil is implicit in Contemplation's 

description of Redcrosse's origins. Stanzas 65-66 recount 

three types of suffering: the I1bloudie battailes" of the 

Saxons, the abduction of an infant--"From thence a Faerie thee 

vnweeting reft,/ There as thou slepst in tender swadling bandN 

(the word IltenderIl hinting at the emotional intensity of the 

mother-infact re1ationship)--and the "toylsome" nature of 

labour (recalling the curse of Adam, Gen. 3:17-19) : 

[A fairy] in an heaped furrow did thee hyde, 

Where thee a Ploughman al1 vnweeting fond, 

As he his toylesome terne that way did guyde, 

And brought thee vp in ploughmans state to byde, 

Whereof Georaos he thee gaue to name. (x.66) 

Each occasion of suf f ering, however, contributes to the 

accumulation of events which lead up to Redcrosse's victory 

over the Dragon. Contemplation' s prophecy is a literary 

synthesis of Redcrosse's national identity, persona1 destiny, 

and spiritual victory, which in turn is articulated by 

Redcrosse in the form of thanks: 

O holy Sire (quoth he) how shall 1 quight 

The many fauours I with thee haue found, 

That hast my name and nation red aright, 

And taught the way that does to heauen bound? (67) 

Contemplation's prophecy reveals that Redcrosse is 

destined to defeat the dragon, but at the same time it is 
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equally evident that his earlier errors and sins led him into 

genuine danger which could have jeopardized his quest. 

Spenser uses the dragon fight to characterize even more 

adroitly this tension between God's part and the individual's 

part in history. We are told that the failure of previous 

attempts to slay the dragon was due to "want of faith, or 

guilt of sin" (vii.45). Here Spenser ascribes to the knights 

culpability for their defeat. This emphasis on the knights' 

probity might lead the reader to expect a similar emphasis in 

Redcrosse's fight with the dragon. Significantly, this is not 

the case. In Redcrossets first battle with the monster 

Errour, Spenser contrasts human effort with effort combined 

with faith. When caught in Errour's train, Una cries "add 

faith vnto your force, and be not faint" (1. i. 19) . and when he 
strikes the mortal blow it is "with more than manly force" 

(24), alluding to the element of faith which is necessary for 

success (Hamilton, EQ 36) . Nevertheless, this episode leaves 

the reader feeling that it is Redcrosse's heroism which has 

achieved the decisive victory: Well worthy be you of that 

Armorie, / Wherein ye haue great glory wonne this day, / And 

prooufd your strength on a strong enimiel@ (27). The glory in 

this passage belongs to Redcrosse, not to God. 

One might expect that Redcrosse would be more dependent 

on grace in his first battle and that, after he has been to 

the House of Holiness and met with the hermit on the Mount of 

Contemplation, his fight with the dragon would be a 
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demonstration of the strength of his faith. We find that the 

reverse is true: the spiritually mature Redcrosse succeeds 

only through providentially arranged contingencies. He is 

saved twice in the battle by stumbling, first falling into the 

Well of Life and then falling againçt the Tree of Life. While 

Una praises Redcrosse for his glory and strength after his 

victory over Errour, here God receives Unat s praise : "Then 

God she praysd, and thankt her faithfull knight, / That had 

atchieu'd so great a conquest by his rnight" (I.xi.55). 

Critics have noted the ambiguity of the pronoun Ilhis" 

(Hamilton, EQ 154). Clearly, Redcrosse plays an indispensable 

part in slaying the dragon, but his success is due not simply 

to chivalric prowess, nor to persona1 faith, but to Godts 

intervention: "eternal God that chaunce did guide" (xi. 45 1 . 

Regardless of one's Christian maturity, Spenser seems to 

suggest, the Christian never succeeds in fighting moral evil 

independently of the grace of God. While linked with the 

water of baptism (Kaske, ffAugustinianll 9 4 ) .  the well of life 

also reflects more generally the cleansing and renewing 

quality of grace which the Christian needs on a regular basis. 

Jesus' words to the Samaritan woman, Ilif thou knewest that 

gift of God, and who it is that saith to thee, Giue me drinke, 

thou woldest haue asked of him, and he wolde haue given thee 

water of life" (John 4:10), are an antecedent for water as a 

trope of spiritual sustenance. Similarly, the Tree of Life is 

a type both of the cross and of the tree in the Garden of Eden 
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(Hamilton, EQ 153), but its function at this point of the poem 

does not so much reflect a particular stage of spiritual 

sanctification as it does Redcrossefs ongoing dependence upon 

the life received through Christ's sacrificial death. Both 

images evoke man's renewed relationship with God through 

Christ, and the fact that he receives grace through stumbling 

is in keeping with the Reforination emphasis both on God's 

sovereignty and on man's inadequacy to Save hirnself. 18 

That Redcrossefs success in this climactic battle would 

be so obviously dependent upon the grace of God, whereas the 

emphasis in his first victory over Errour was on his strength 

aided by faith, reflects a more fully developed definition of 

the relationship of faith and grace. In the battle with 

Harold Weatherby argues that the bah symbolizes 
sacrament of chrismation from the patristic tradition: 

Spensert s B a l m  is certainly a consummation rather 
than an initiation for Red Crosse. Indeed al1 its 
effects seem to represent the Fathers' 
understanding of chrismation very faithfully, 
especially in respect of its deifying virtue. The 
transformation from miles çrhrisu into 'Christ 
himselft does not take place--or at least is not 
complete--until Red Crosse has been anointed. Even 
after rising from the Well, healed and strengthened 
for battle, he is still in some measure Cyril's 
'pitiable man,' who is yet to become Christ and 
conquer Satan. . . . Having been 'besmearedt with 
chrism, however, he can win and win handily; by 
means of the oil he becomes the victorious 
[Christ] . (Celestial Grace 40-41) 

the 

While chrismation is a persuasive explanation for the meaning 
of the balm (more than the more frequent glossing of the balm 
as the Eucharist [Frye 1951). the idea of Redcrosse becoming 
Christ is problematic if one considers his ongoing sadness 
after his victory. It is not until he sees Una revealed as 
his bride that he experiences joy (see Chapter 6 below) . 
Thus, there is a further step in his spiritual experience 
which he has not yet achieved even after receiving the balm. 
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Errour, faith for Redcrosse was experienced as an effort of 

the will. In the  battle with the dragon, faith is simply 

faithfulness to the task at hand, and God's intervening grace 

does the rest. Spenser captures in Redcrossers dragon fight 

the components of divine intervention and faithful 

perseverance which mark every successful battle (whether 

martial or spiritual) in the Bible. St. Paul embodies this 

duality through his metaphor of spiritual armour: 

Finally, my brethren, be strong in the Lord, and in 

the power of his might. Put on the whole armour of 

God, that ye may be able to stand against the 

assauts [sic] of the deuil. For we wrestle not 

agains t f lesh and blood, but against 

principalities, against powers, and against the 

worldlie gouernours, the princes of the darkenes of 

this worlde, against spiritual wickednesses, which 

are in the hie places. For this cause take vnto 

you the whole armour of God, that ye may be able to 

resist in the euil day, & hauing finished al1 

things, stand fast. (Eph. 6:lO-13) 

Spenser exploits this metaphor to its fullest when, in 

the course of battle, the  dragon ignites Redcrosse's beard and 

the knight's armour becornes not a source of protection but a 

torment to him (1 .xi. 26-27) . The physical suf fering is so 

intense that Redcrosse longs for death, much as he did in 

Orgogliots dungeon: "Death better were, death did he o f t  
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d e s i r e ,  / But death w i l l  neuer corne, when needes r e q u i r e u  

(28) . Weatherby notes t h a t  i n  t h e  Nenaion l i t u r g y ,  S t  . 
George's amour  is  e x p l i c i t l y  associated with t r i a l  by £ i r e .  

H e  s t a t e s :  

Even i f  Spenser's George is burned on account of a 

defec t ,  he is arguably a l s o  being 'burned f o r  

Chr is t f  on whose account and i n  whom he f i g h t s .  

(53) 

I would argue t h a t  Redcrosse's su f fe r ing  does not  r e f l e c t  a 

s p i r i t u a l  defec t  a t  a l l .  When we f i r s t  m e e t  Redcrosse i n  

Canto i we a r e  t o l d  t h a t  he was 

Y c ladd  i n  mightie armes and s i l u e r  sh ie lde ,  

Wherein o ld  d i n t s  of deepe wounds d i d  remaine, 

The c rue l1  markes of manyf a bloudy f i e l d ;  

Y e t  armes till t h a t  t i m e  d id  he neuer wield .  

( I . i .1 . )  

Spenser points out  t o  t h e  reader tha t  other Chris t ian s o l d i e r s  

have worn S t .  Paul ' s  metaphorical amour and suf fered  doing 

b a t t l e  for Chris t .  Redcrosse' s physical tonnent a t  t h i s  point 

suggests  t o  t h e  reader t h a t  f a i t h  may be t h e  occasion f o r  

suf fe r ing  rather than protect ion from suf fer ing .  By br inging  

Redcrosse t o  t h e  point of despair ,  Spenser reminds the r eade r  

of t h e  f r a i l t y  of the  human condit ion.  A t  t h e  same tirne, i t  

is  a t  t h i s  po in t  t h a t  Redcrosse col lapses  i n t o  the  Well of 

Li fe ,  implying t o  the reader t h a t  God may u s e  any e v i l  a s  t h e  



occasion of greater grace. St. Paul expresses this paradox 

when he states: 

Very gladly therefore wil 1 reioyce rather in mine 

infirmities, that the power of Christ may dwell in 

me. Therefore 1 take pleasure in infirmities, in 

reproches, in necesities, in persecutions, in 

anguish for Christs sake: for when 1 am weake, then 

am 1 strong. (2 Cor. 12:9-10) 

By using St. Paulls amour metaphor to dramatize Redcrosse's 

dependence on divine intervention, Spenser aligns himself with 

the Protestant Reformation tradition which emphasizes the 

grace of God in sustaining the perseverance of the Christian. 

The aura of destiny enveloping Contemplation's prophecy 

is enhanced by the fact that Redcrosse, like Matilda's baby. 

is a foundling. l9 The mystery surrounding a foundling's 

Giamatti suggests of f oundlings in The Faerie Olieene: 
The children were translated in ordew to be 
trained, removed in order that they could 
rediscover themselves or be reborn, because only by 
distance could they acquire the flexibility 
necessary for identity. Exile is the precondition 
for self-consciousness, culturally, or 
individually. (Renaissance Exile 95) 

In the Gospel of Mark, Jesus found the need for exile from his 
community in order to fulfil his identity as the Messiah. His 
known origins detracted from his credibility: 

And when the Sabbath was corne, he began to teache 
in the Synagogue. & manie that heard him, were 
astonied, & said, From whence hath he these things? 
& what wisedome is this that is giuen vnto him, 
that euen such great workes are done by his hands? 
1s not this that carpenter Maries sonne, the 
brother of Iames and Ioses, and of Iuda and Simon? 
and are not his sisters here with vs? And they 
were offended in him. Then Iesus said vnto them, A 
Prophet is not without honour, but in his owne 



origins evokes the enticing possibility of a divinely ordained 

destiny, because contingencies beyond natural human control 

have already contributed to making the individual a foundling 

(cf. F r y e  198-99) . Arthur, too, is a foundling (1. x .  3 )  , and 

just as Redcrosse receives a prophecy at the point at which it 

can be of most help to him in fulfilling his destiny, so 

Merlin promises Arthur that his lineage will be revealed to 

him at the appropriate the: 

Him oft and oft 1 askt in priuitie, 

Of what loines and what lignage I did spring: 

Whose aunswere bad me still assured bee, 

That I was sonne and heire vnto a king, 

As time in her iust terme the truth to light should 

bring. (5) 

Unlike that of Redcrosse, however, Arthur's sojourn in 

Faerie is without direction. While he has an end (union with 

Gloriana), he has no notion of how to reach her, or of the 

relationship of his persona1 goal to divine providence: 

Full hard it is (quoth he) to read aright 

The course of heauenly cause, or vnderstand 

The secret meaning of thfeternall might, 

countrey, and among his owne kindred. & in his orne house. 
And he colde there do no great works, saue that he laide his 
hands vpon a fewe sicke folke, and healed them. And he 
marueiled at their vnbelief. (Mark 6:2-6) 
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That rules mens wayes, and rules the thoughts of liuing 

wight. (6) 

In this passage, Spenser uses language which suggests the 

causal sovereignty of God. "Course of heauenly causeN and 

"eternal mightN are phrases evocative of Godf s omnipotence 

over contingent events, even to the point of influencing "the 

thoughts of liuing wight.' The next stanza, !!For whither he 

through fatal1 deepe foresight / Me hither sent, for cause to 

me vnghest " (7) , introduces the idea of God' s foreknowledge, 

but the word "fatallu overshadows any limited causal 

connotations to the word "foresight." 

Both St. Thomas Aquinas and Boethius scrupulously 

distinguish Godfs foreknowledge from necessary causation. 

Boethius writes: 

If you will think about the foreknowledge by which 

God distinguishes al1 things, you will rightly 

consider it to be not a foreknowledge of future 

events, but knowledge of a never changing present. 

. . . He sees al1 things in his eternal present as 
you see some things in your temporal present. 

Therefore, this divine foreknowledge does not 

change the nature and properties of things; it 

simply sees things present before it as they will 

later turn out to be in what we regard as the 

future. (V. Prose 6) 

Thomas is in agreement: 



Just as he who goes along the road, does not see 

those who come after him; whereas he who sees the 

whole road from a height, sees at once al1 

travelling by the way. Hence what is known by us 

must be necessary, even as it is in itself; for 

what is future contingent in itself, cannot be 

known by us. Whereas what is known by God must be 

necessary according to the mode in which they are 

subject to the divine knowledge, as already stated, 

but not absolutely as considered in their own 

causes. (a 1.14.13) 
At the same time, however, Boethius wants to maintain a 

progression of causes originating with God: 

Tnis same power binds the actions and fortunes of 

men in an unbreakable chain of causes and, since 

these causes have their origins in an unchangeable 

Providence, they too must necessarily be 

unchangeable. In this way things axe governed 

perfectly when the simplicity residing in the 

divine mind produces an unchangeable order of 

causes. This order, by its own unchanging nature, 

controls mutable things which otherwise would be 

disordered and confused. (IV Prose 6) 

The unresolved tension in Boethius' theodicy between necessary 

causation in mutable things and the lack of necessary 

causation in God's foreknowledge is perhaps behind Spenser's 
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phrase Ilfatal1 deepe foresight. IlRules mens ways, and rules 

the thoughts of liuing wight,I1 however, more closely parallels 

a passage in Calvin: 

God, whenever he wills to make way for his 

providence, bends and turns men's wills even in 

external things; nor are they so free to choose 

that God's will does not rule over their freedom. 

Whether you will or not, daily experience compels 

you to realize that your mind is guided by God's 

prompting rather than by your own freedom to 

choose. (II. iv. 7 )  

The type of divine causation to which Arthur refers seems in 

keeping with Calvin's view of the sovereignty of God over 

human initiative. 

Arthur, however, also asserts another theory to explain 

his timely arrival: 

Or that fresh bleeding wound, which day and night 

Whilome doth rancle in my riuen brest, 

With forced fury following his behest, 

Me hither brought . ( 7 ) 

Spenser's use of "oru seems to suggest that this explanation 

is an alternative to the one previously put forth, even 

contrary to it. l1Or, however, is a conjunction which also 

has a non-exclusive sense, used primarily in logic, to mean 

"and. The likelihood that Spenser had this non-exclusive use 

of "or1' in mind is strengthened if we consider the phrase "bis 



beheast. Presumably Ifhislf refers to the wound, but the very 

awkwardness of this pronoun draws the reader to seek a more 

appropriate sub j ect . Furthemore, if we consider the 

parallelism of the two l i n e s :  

Me hither sent, for cause to me vnghest, 

Me hither brought by wayes yet neuer found. (7) 

--the first referring to heavenly causes and the second to the 

fresh bleeding wound- -the invitation to the reader to view 

these two explanations as non-exclusive seems clear. The fact 

that Spenser sets up this passage to have the appearance of 

contrary explanations is in keeping with the paradox 

surrounding the question of human free w i l l  and divine 

sovereignty . The fact that this paradox is ultimately 

resolved in favour of "heauenly causes" suggests that Spenser 

is favouring a Calvinist theodicy. Calvin likewise 

acknowledges volition on the part of man, so that although God 

may control human thought, He desires to achieve in His elect 

a willing participation in His purposes: 

God works in his elect in two ways: within, through 

his Spirit; without, through his Word. By his 

Spirit, illuminating their minds and forming their 

hearts to the love and cultivation of 

righteousness, he makes them a new creation. By 

his Word, he arouses them to desire, to seek after, 

and to attain the same renewal. (IX.v.5) 
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Spenser uses Arthur's rnusings over his providentially 

guided role in saving Redcrosse to evoke the paradox cf Godts 

sovereignty and human initiative. When Guyon and Arthur pore 

over the amals of their respective national histories--Faerie 

and Britain--Spenser develops further the question of Godts 

providence in history and the existence of moral evil at a 

political level. In this episode, Spenser aims at an effect 

similar to that of Bale and Foxe, which is to interpret 

British history in light of biblical prophecy so that 

suf f ering is rendered meaningf ul , either as punishment for 

evil or as martyrdom which will be rewarded in heaven. 

In typically Spenserian style, however, this effect is 

achieved circuitously. Unlike Bale and Foxe, Spenser avoids 

explicit references to providence; in fact the Chronicle of 

Britain appears to lack any religiously significant direction 

at all. Tyrant replaces tyrant with only the occasional 

national respite from political moral evil. But j u s t  as the 

Old Testament reveals the dual impact of God's providence and 

human responsibility through the history of Israel, so Spenser 

dramatizes the will of God and the wilfulness of man in the 

contrasting histories of Britain and Faerie. In the figure of 

Gloriana, who merges with Elizabeth, Spenser suggests the 

possiblity that the ideal of Faerie might be realized. This 

hope, however, rests not only upon the providential timing of 

Elizabeth's reign, but also upon the willingness of the ruling 

class (Elizabeth implicitly included) to behave in a godly 



manner . Spenser's narrative, then, parallels the Old 

Testament both as a record of national history and as a 

prophetic challenge to the reader to create a godly society 

through the exercise of virtue. As Joseph Wittreich Jr. aptly 

puts it, "the prophet's objective is to re-form history--an 

ob j ective dependant upon the renovat ion of individual menUU 

(26) . 
While Spenser embraces a prophetic role to arouse in his 

readers a sense of social responsibility, the Chronicle of 

Britain has, moreover, an arousing effect on Arthur. Even 

though he remains ignorant of his identity, Arthur experiences 

an emotional summoning to his ordained destiny as King 

Arthur: 

At last quite rauisht with delight, to heare 

The royal1 Ofspring of his natiue land, 

[the Prince] Cryde out, Deare countrey, O how 

dearely deare 

Ought thy remembraunce, and perpetuall band 

Be to thy foster Childe, that from thy hand 

Did commun breath and nouriture receaue? 

How brutish is it not to vnderstand, 

How much to her we owe, that al1 vs gaue, 

That gaue vnto vs all, what euer good we haue. 

(1I.x. 69) 

Arthurt s love for Britain, his sense of profound gratitude, 

and his desire to give back to the land £rom whence he was 



raised, bespeaks his providential calling as one of Britain's 

great rulers. 20 

While Arthur's destiny is merely glimpsed in his reaction 

to the Chronicle of Britain. both Redcrosse and Britomart 

receive explicit prophecies which confer upon them identity, 

direction. and the motivation to fulfil their quests. 

Redcrosse receives his identity as St. George only at the end 

of the book. after he has struggled with his sinfulness, 

faithlessness and frailty. Yet it is the final and necessary 

perspective which he needs in order to view his quest 

correctly. Elevated above the Wood of Error (which is a 

miniature of our fallen world in general) he is able to 

recognize his ultimate spiritual goal, and to realize that 

knightly activity is only a means to fight against the 

darkness of this world while the world is yet in darkness: 

What need of armes. where peace doth ay remaine. 

While Arthur is a political leader and Jesus a spiritual 
one, in Arthur's enthusiasm for Britain and in Jesust lament 
for Jerusalem we see sirnilar strong emotions of love towards 
a nation: 

Ierusalem, Ierusalem. which killest the Prophets & 
stonest them which are sent to thee, how often 
wolde 1 haue gathered thy children together, as the 
henne gathereth her chickins vnder her wings, and 
ye wolde not! (Matt. 23:37) 

Likewise, the depth of St. Paulf s grief for the Jews 
demonstrates a sense of concern and responsibility as a 
spiritual leader for their salvation: 

1 haue great heauines and continua1 sorowe in mine 
heart. For 1 wolde wish my self to be separate 
from Christ, for my brethren that are my kinsmen 
according to the flesh, Which are the Israelites. . 
. . Bretheren. mine hearts desire & prayer to God 
for Israel is, that they might be saued. (Rom. 
9:2-3; 10:l) 



(Sai th  he) and b a t t a i l e s  none a r e  t o  be fought? 

A s  f o r  loose loues a r e  vaine,  and vanish i n t o  nought. 

(I.x.62) 

~t the  same tirne, Contemplation s t r e s se s  t he  importance of 

s e l f - s a c r i f i c e  and obedience t o  one's provident ial  ca l l ing :  

O l e t  me not (quoth he) then turne againe 

Backe t o  t he  world, whose ioyes so  f r u i t l e s s e  are;  

But let  m e  here fo r  aye i n  peace remaine, 

O r  s t r e i g h t  way on t h a t  l a s t  long voyage f a r e ,  

That nothing may my present hope empare. 

That may not be ( sa id  he) ne maist thou y i t  

Forgo t h a t  royal1 maides bequeathed care ,  

Who did he r  cause i n t o  thy hand commit, 

T i l l  from her  cursed foe thou haue her  f r e e l y  q u i t .  

Redcrosse is now c lose  t o  epitornizing the s p i r i t u a l l y  mature 

Chris t ian,  who longs fo r  God above a l 1  e l s e ,  but who yet 

c a r r i e s  the respons ib i l i ty  of being God' s instrument of 

provident ial  grace i n  the world. 21 H e  i ç  l i k e  St. Paul, who 

exclaims : 

For 1 a m  g r ea t l y  i n  doute on both s i de s ,  des i r ing  

t o  be losed and t o  be with Chris t ,  which is bes te  

of a l l .  Neuerthelese, t o  abide in t h e  f l e sh ,  is 

1 Say I1close toI1 advisedly, because what i s  evident i n  
the passage quoted from Philippians but  still lacking i n  
Redcrosse's experience a t  t h i s  point  i n  t he  na r ra t ive  i s  the 
elernent of joy. For Redcrosse t h i s  comes l a t e r ,  with his  
be t ro tha l  t o  Una (see Chapter 6 below) . 
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more nedeful for you. And this am 1 sure of, that 

1 shal abide, and with you al1 continue, for your 

furtherance and ioye of your faith, That ye may 

more abundantly reioyce in Iesus Christ for me, by 

my comrning to you againe. (Phil. 1:23-24) 

Redcrosse is now able to approach his battle with the dragon 

with the faith that cornes from knowing he is fulfiling his 

divinely appointed task. 

While Redcrosse receives his vision at the end of his 

quest, Britomart s prophecy f rom Merlin gives her direction 

and motivation to start ber quest. This difference reflects 

in part the different emphasis of the two books. We see in 

Book 1 the process of redemption at work through the errors 

and mishaps of Redcrosse, while in Book III we see in the 

character of Britomart a woman who has (in a sense) already 

arrived. Kathleen Williams notes that 

Constancy and a determined and steady progress are 

characteristic of her. . . . Events consequently 

shape themselves into a pattern around her. 

Several of the other characters, straying about the 

forest or the shore, depend on her action to make 

sense of their experience too. (Williams 90-91) 

Thus, it is not so much the transformation of Britomart which 

provides the focus for Book III, as it is Britomart8s effect 

upon those who enter her sphere of influence. But just as 

Redcrosse was able to fulfil bis quest fearlessly after the 
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vision on the Mount of Contemplation, so Britomart becomes the 

hero that she is after she receives Merlin's prophecy. 

Britomart and Glauce seek Merlin's prophetic wisdom in 

the hope of pr~curing for Britomart relief from her wounds of 

love. The mirror in which she views Artegall is itself an 

interesting prophetic device. The mirror functions to permit 

a ruler to anticipate potential suffering for himself and his 

subjects, and thus to take measures to avoid it (III.ii.19- 

21) . It is ironic, then, that upon viewing the mirror, the 

effect it has upon Britomart is to cause her intense 

suffering. When Britomart views Artegall in the mirror and 

believes herself to be in love with a "shade, she cannot see 

any resolution to her longing other than death: 

Ne can my running sore f ind remedie, 

Other then my hard fortune to deplore, 

And languish as the leafe falne from the tree, 

Till death make one end of my dayes and miserie. 

(III.ii.39) 

When Glauce points out that her desire is not sinful (as 

were the incestuous and bestial desires of various classical 

figures), Britomart typifies the despairing individual by 

re j ect ing the hope off ered her : 

But wicked fortune mine, though mind be good, 

Can haue no end, nor hope of my desire, 

But feed on shadowes, whiles 1 die for food, 

And like a shadow wexe, whiles with entire 
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Affection, 1 doe languish and expire. ( 4 4 )  

Like the more serious casualties of despair discussed in the 

previous chapter, Britomart is more cornfortable resigning 

herself to death than she is making the effort to hope in an 

uncertain future. This episode with Britomart and Glauce is 

comic, however, and Spenser invites the reader to smile both 

at Britomartts nighttime behaviour and at Glauce's old-wives' 

remedies by which she attempts to cure her. 

That Merlin's mirror of truth causes Britomart to be so 

misled about her own desires demonstrates the difficulty of 

seeing clearly in this fallen world, even when what is seen is 

true (Williams 94) . Once Merlin assures Britomart both of 

Artegalits reality and of their divinely ordained marriage, 

Britomart is able to enter upon her quest confident that her 

desire will ultimately be satisfied. Merlin's prophecy 

confers upon her both identity and destiny. At the same time, 

the prophecy draws Britomart into a lifestyle of great 

persona1 sacrifice. Like Redcrosse who must fight the dragon 

before resting in the New Jerusalem, Britomart does not escape 

from hardship after being assured of the success of her quest. 

The type of suffering she incurs on her quest, however, 

is significantly different from the suffering she experienced 

when she was merely obsessed with Artegallts image. Her 

earlier suffering leaves her feeling like a victim of fortune 

(!!But wicked fortune mine" [44]), but later her suffering is 

eclipsed by the providentially guided nature of her destiny: 



It was not, Britomart, thy wandring eye, 

Glauncing vnwares in charmed looking glas, 

But the streight course of heauenly destiny, 

Led with eternall prouidence, that has 

Guided thy glaunce, to bring his will to pas: 

Therefore submit thy wayes vnto his will, 

And do by al1 dew means thy destiny fulfil. 

(III. iii. 2 4 )  

When one is assured that one has a destiny, that there is 

meaning and purpose behind one's circumstances, then almost 

any amount of suffering becomes tolerable. Viewed as a 

temporary condition £rom which one is promised not only relief 

but also a higher good, suffering ceases to victimize the 

mind . 
The notion of lVulfilling onef s destinyI1 invokes the 

paradox noted in Arthur's wanderings involving God's sovereign 

control over contingent events, and individual initiative. 

Glauce is quick to point out this enigma to Merlin: 

. . . what needs her to toyle, sith fates can make 
Way for themselues, their purpose to partake? 

Then Merlin thus: Indeed the fates are firme, 

And may not shrinck, though al1 the world do shake : 

Yet ought mens good endeuours them confirme, 

And guide the heauenly causes to their constant term. 

(III.iii.25) 
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Here Spenser only touches on the problem of providence and 

free will, but he implies a resolution. The Reformed 

theologians assert that although God is not dependent upon 

human endeavour, it is good for the individual to function 

within the will of God. As Andrewes puts it: 

In every good work we do His will. . . . For when 

God hath fitted us by the outward means, there is 

not all. He [joins] . . an inward operation of 
His own inspiring, His grace, which is nothing but 

the breath of the Holy Ghost. Thereby enlightening 

our minds, inclining our wills, working on Our 

affections . . . that when we have done well, we 
may Say with the Prophet . . . "Lord, al1 Our good 
works Thou hast wrought in us." Our works they bel 

yet of Thy working. And with the Apostles, "we did 

them, yet not we, but the grace of God that was 

with us." Both ways is true: what He works by us 

He works in us, and what He works in us, he works 

by us. (xviii.3.98) 

Britomastts response to Merlin's prophecy is a wholehearted 

affirmation of the destiny appointed her. Her transformation 

from the confused despairing girl to the warrior maiden pivots 

on her response to the prophecy. By receiving her identity 

and destiny, she finds within herself the resources not only 

to take on the quest of finding Artegall, but also to meet al1 



of the obstacles and distractions which she encountews en 

route. 

One such encounter early in Book III is with Marinell. 

Significantly, just prior to his arriva1 Britomart suf fe r s  a 

lapse into despair. Her lament to the sea ('Huge sea of 

sorrow, and tempestuous griefe, / Wherein my feeble barke is 

tossed long, / Far £rom the hoped hauen of relief" [III.iv.a]) 

is followed by a prayer: 

Thou God of winds, that raignest in the seas, 

That raignest also in the Continent, 

At last blow vp some gentle gale of ease, 

The which may bring my ship, ere it be rent, 

Vnto the gladsome port of her intent. 

(III.iv.10) 

Her prayer is, in a sense, answered through the words of 

Glauce, who encourages her by reminding her of Merlin's 

prophecy : 

She shut vp al1 her plaint in priuy griefe; 

Till that old Glauce gan with sharpe repriefe, 

Her to restraine, and giue her good reliefe, 

Through hope of those, which Merlin had her told 

Should of her name and nation be chiefe, 

And fetch their being from the sacred mould 

Of her immortall wornbe, to be in heauen enrold. 

(11) 



By recalling the prophecy, Glauce reminds Britomart that she 

is not wandering aimlessly but that she is participating in a 

divinely guided quest. It is therefore no accident that right 

after this reference to the functioning of providence 

Britomart is challenged by Marinell. Her attack on Marinell 

is itself the fulfillment of another prophecy. 22 

Britomart rides in ignorance, but the reader 

imrnediately learns how this apparently chance encounter is the 

outworking of a prophecy made to Marinell's mother, Cymoent, 

by Proteus: 

This was that woman, this that deadly wound, 

That Proteus prophecide should him dismay, 

The which his mother vainely did expound, 

To be hart-wounding loue, which should assay 

To bring her sonne vnto his last decay. 

So tickle be the termes of mortall state, 

And full of subtile sophismes, which do play 

With double senses, and with false debate, 

Trapproue the vnknowen purpose of eternall fate. 

(III. iv.28) 

Alpers argues that Britomart snaps out of her ennui not 
because of Glauce's speech, but because of the opportunity for 
martial action: "Ease, however, cornes not f rom Glauce' s 
comforting words. . . but from Britomart's own martial 
reaction when she sees Marinell galloping toward her" ( 3 8 3 ) .  
While this is a valuable insight into Britomartts character, 
the fact that Spenser chooses to refer to Merlin's prophecy at 
this juncture draws the reader's attention to the role of 
prophecy in rendering meaningful apparently random events. 



Both Proteus' prophecy to Cymoent and Merlin's prophecy 

to Britomart have a classical aura to them: occult knowledge 

functioning within a fatalistic universe. Spenser, however, 

creates this pagan atmosphere as a foi1 for the Christian 

theology which informs his narrative. Cymoent stands in 

implicit contrast to Britomart, for while both characters seek 

prophecy for the purpose of avoiding suffering, Britornart 

turns to Merlin only as a last resort. In fact, so reticent 

is Britomart to seek his aid that she and Glauce go to him in 

disguise, and his ability to see through their disguises marks 

the transition frorn comedy to a loftier tone as he begins to 

reveal Britomartfs identity: 

The wisard could no lenger beare her bord, 

But brusting forth in laughter, to her sayd; 

Glauce, what needs this colourable word, 

To cloke the cause, that hath it selfe bewrayd? 

Ne ye faire Britomartis, thus arayd, 

More hidden are, then Sunne in cloudy vele, 

Whom thy good fortune, hauing fate obayd, 

Hath hither brought, for succour to appele: 

The which the powres to thee are pleased to reuele. 

(III.iii.19) 

Merlin's laughter, his recognition of Britomart despite her 

disguise, and the fact that he was expecting her al1 create a 

reassuring atmosphere. While Britomart may have felt out of 

control of her emotions, now she finds herself at the centre 
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of a divinely ordained and beneficent universe. Even her 

desperation in seeking Merlin's aid is credited to her as 

obedience. 

By contrast, Cymoent is motivated by the fear of future 

loss when she seeks Proteus' prophetic talents: 

And for his more assurance, she inquir' d 

One day of Proteus by his mightie spell, 

(For Proteus was with prophecie inspir'd) 

Her deare sonnes destinie to her to tell, 

And the sad end of her sweet Marinell. 

(III. iv.25) 

The reader recognizes Cymoent as a fearful but controlling 

mother t hrough Spenserr s poignant phrases, lt deare sonnes 

destinie, "sad end, " sweet Marinellu (emphasis mine) . 

Her reaction to the prophecy is to increase her control over 

Marinell, and the consequence of this control is to turn 

Marinell into love's enemy: 

. . . he his mothers lore did well retaine, 

And euer from faire Ladies loue did fly; 

Yet many Ladies faire did oft cornplaine, 

That they for loue of him would algates dy: 

Dy, who so list for him, he was loues enimy. 

(26) 

By turning to Proteus, Cymoent receives a prophecy which 

echoes her greatest fear, and she then becomes obsessed with 

preventing its realization. In Cymoent, Spenser dramatizes 
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the tragic quality of "mother loveu when it ceases to be love 

and becomes purely the fear of loss. 

It is worth noting that Britornart's prophecy also 

contains the threat of loss: 

Long time ye both in armes shall beare great sway, 

Till thy wombes burden thee from them do call, 

And his last fate hirn £rom thee take away, 

Too rathe cut off by practise criminall 

Of secret foes, that him shall make in mischiefe fall. 

With thee yet shall he leaue for memory 

Of his late puissaunce, his Image dead, 

That liuing hirn in al1 actiuity 

To thee shall represent. 

(III.iii.28-29) 

There is no reason from the point of view of narrative or 

allegory why Spenser need have included in Merlin's prophecy 

the death of Artegall. The inclusion of this detail, however, 

accentuates the selflessness of Britomart's response to the 

prophecy. Knowing that she will lose him while she is yet a 

young rnother, Britomart nonetheless embraces her destiny as 

Artegallrs wife. In so doing, Britornart's quest for Artegall 

ceases to be rnotivated by the self -centred girlish desire 

which had initially led her to the mirror, and becomes 

motivated by the willingness to serve in the history of a 

nation. 



Cymoentfs fearfulness, on the other hand, gives rise to 

the very tragedy she seeks to avert. Like a Greek Oracle, 

Proteus correctly prophecies Marinellls downfall, and his 

prophecy is realized through--rather than in spite of --the 

precautions of Marineil' s anxious mother Cymoent : 

But ah, who can- deceiue his destiny, 

Or weene by warning to auoyd his fate? 

That when he sleepes in most security, 

And safest seemes, him soonest doth amate, 

And findeth dew effect or soone or late. 

So feeble is the powre of fleshly arme. 

His mother bade him womens loue to hate, 

For she of womans force did feare no harme: 

So weening to haue arm'd hirn, she did quite disarme. 

(III.iv.27) 

The above stanza captures the irony of classical tragedy, in 

which the characters' efforts to avoid future suffering 

through prophetic knowledge end up creating the conditions 

that precipitate that very suffering. 

Tragedy has at its philosophical core a fatalistic 

theodicy. If al1 human suffering is predetermined by Fate, 

prophecy may provide accurate foresight about the future, but 

only because the act of seeking prophecy is itself part of the 

outworking of the individual's destiny. Fatalism views the 

individual as a passive victim in an impersonal, even 

malevolent, universe. By perceiving the individual as 
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helpless to avoid suf fering, f atalism, not surprisingly, 

produces the psychology of despair, as is evident in Cyrnoent's 

lament : 

Farre better 1 it deeme to die with speed, 

Then waste in woe and wailefull miserie. 

Who dyes the vtrnost dolour doth abye, 

But who that liues, is left ta waile his losse: 

So life is losse, and death felicitie. 

Sad life worse then glad death. 

(III.iv.38) 

Whether from a Greek oracle or a Hebrew prophet, prophecy 

is the revelation of divine knowledge for human benefit. The 

type of benefit the seeker desires reflects significantly upon 

his or her attitude toward the relationship of suffering to 

ultirnate reality. The emphasis in the Bible upon prophecy as 

Godf s proclamation of His will for His people reflects the 

Judeo-Christian belief that human suffering is rooted in human 

sin, and that freedom from suffering is inseparable Erom 

reconciliation with God. Prophecy of an exclusively 

predictive nature, such as that found in classical tragedy, is 

grounded upon the belief that the future is predetermined . 
Individuals holding this world view are motivated to seek 

prophecy out of fear of future loss. The enigmatic nature of 

the prophecy creates the illusion that temporal suffering may 

be avoided or controlled, but fatalism precludes the 

possibility of control over one's destiny. 
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While seeming to affirm the world of classical tragedy in 

Cymoent ' s situation, Spenser hints, however, at the 

possibility of a benevolent , providential perspective. He 

does this by presenting to his reader's mind the idea of 

purpose : 

So tickle be the termes of mortall state, 

And full of subtile sophismes, which do play 

With double senses, and with false debate, 

T'approue the vnknowen purpose of eternall fate. 

(III. iv.28) 

While predictive prophecy may be unreliable and misleading, 

the very notion that there is purpose (meaning) behind 

contingent events suggests the possibility that that purpose 

may be beneficent, even if it is unknown. Eventualiy this 

hope is borne out in the betrothal of Marine11 and Florimell. 

Spenser provides one other figure as a foi1 for Cymoent. 

Like Cymoent, Agape is initially motivated to seek predictive 

prophecy out of concern for her sons' safety: 

Therefore desirous thtend of al1 their dayes 

To know, and them t'enlarge with long extent, 

By wondrous skill, and many hidden wayes, 

To the three fatal1 sisters house she went. 

(IV. ii.47) 

While Agape's motive is identical with that of Cymoent, we see 

subtle differences in the language Spenser uses in his 

narrative. Here w e  have none of the sentimental 
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embellishments which mark his narration in Cymoentr s story, 

reflecting her fearful and controlling attitude. kirthemore, 

when Agape learns that her sons' lives will be short, her 

ability to achieve a compromise with the sisters keeps her 

£rom viewing herself as a passive victirn ( 5 2 ) .  

While Cymoent destroys Marineil's character in the hope 

of preventing his loss, Agape uses the knowledge she has 

gained to build her sons up in their love for each other: 

. . . then that carefull Fay 
Departed thence with full contented mynd; 

And comming home, in warlike fresh aray 

Them found al1 three according to their kynd: 

But vnto them what destinie was assynd, 

Or how their liues were eekt, she did not tell; 

But euermore, when she fit time could fynd, 

She warned them to tend their safeties well, 

And loue each other deare, what euer them befell. 

(53) 

The word vcarefull" plays on the dual meaning of "tare." 

Initially the reader expects it to mean that Agape was 

anxious, but this negative meaning is undercut in the next 

line when the reader discovers she left the Sisters "with full 

contented mynd." Instead, llcarefull" refers to the 

sensitivity she exhibits in responding to the prophecy. While 

Cymoent reacts to Proteus's prophecy by giving Marine11 

I1warning euery day, / The loue of women not to entertainel' 



(III.iv.26), Agape refrains from telling her sons what she has 

learned, recognizing that such knowledge would not edify them. 

Instead, "when she fit time could fynd," she encourages them 

to love one another. Neither mother has the power to change 

ber sons destinies, but their responses to the prophecies 

they receive dramatically affect the character of their sons. 

As in the episodes with Britomart and Cymoent, Spenser 

frames this prophecy in a classical context. The usisters't 

are part of a pagan mythology which views the universe a s  

fatalistic. That Agape can appeal to the sisters to 

compromise on the destinies of her sons, though, tends to 

countermand the very notion of fatalism. Instead, Spenser 

suggests through this episode that love--concord--is the 

transcendent force in the universe which overrules the rigid 

legalism of fate. The unity of the three brothers invokes the 

New Testament mode1 of love suggested by Jesusr relationship 

with the Father: 23 

1 pray not for these alone, but for them also which 

shal beleue in me, through their worde, That they 

al1 may be one, as thou, O Father, art in me, and 1 

in thee: euen that they may be also in vs, that the 

Norhnberg also notes this passage from John as it is 
mentioned by Augustine. He also quotes both Aquinas and 
Augustine on the concept of the trinity (612-13, 619). 
Another biblical seference Spenser may have had in mind, 
appropriate for the martial strength of the three brothers, is 
Ecclesiastes 4:12: 'IAnd if one ouercome him, two shal stande 
against him: a threfolde coard is not easely broken.I1 
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worlde may beleue that thou hast sent me. (John 

17 :20-21) 

Thus, for Priamond and Diamond, as for the Christian, physical 

death is not annihilation of the individual, but the 

fulfillment of the individual in a common spiritual unity 

(community) . 
Spenser presents prophecy not as an opportunity for 

avoiding suffering but as a means of empowering the individual 

to participate willingly in the destiny ordained for him or 

her. Spenser's view of the relationship of prophecy to 

providence is consistent with that found in the Bible, in that 

he treats prophecy as a revelation to the individual of his or 

her providentially ordained place in history. History is 

itself fundamentally redemptive, and in it the outworking of 

Godls providence is evident despite the depravity of human 

nature. While Spenser often uses the trappings of a classical 

world view, it is only when prophecy is sought out of fear for 

the purpose of avoiding future loss that the fatalism inherent 

in classical prophecy is given even a temporary victory. 



CHAPTER 5: ENCLOSED GARDENS 

In such luxurious plentie of al1 pleasure, 

It seemld a second paradise to ghesse, 

So lauishly enricht with natures threasure, 

That if the happie soules, which doe possesse 

ThtElysian fields, and liue in lasting blesse, 

Should happen this with liuing eye to see, 

They soone would loath their lesser happinesse, 

And wish to life returnld againe to bee, 

That in this ioyous place they mote haue ioyance free. 

(IV.x.23) 

The literary garden is typically the setting for intimate 

relationships; the Garden of Eden being the prototype for 

subsequent earthly paradises in Western literature. The image 

of spatial enclosure promises a reprieve from suffering, 

particularly the suffering of separation and loss due to 

mutability or to the contingency of events. The above passage 

describing the garden surrounding the Temple of Venus captures 

the irony of a place so pleasurable that it would entice those 

who have already passed beyond tirne into eternity ("Ely~ium~~) , 

to return to this world where (as Britomart tells Scudamour) 

"life is wretchednesse1I (III.xi.14). 
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The garden surrounding the Temple of Venus seems to offer 

the security of uninterrupted intimacy, yet the demands of 

Scadamour's own quest for romantic fulfillment require him to 

forgo these pleasures: 

Which when as 1, that neuer tasted blis, 

Nor happie howre, beheld with gazefull eye, 

1 thought there was none other heauen then this; 

And gan their endlesse happinesse enuye, 

That being free from feare and gealosye, 

Might frankely there their loues desire possesse; 

Whilest 1 through paines and perlous ieopardie, 

Was forst to seeke my lifes deare patronesse: 

Much dearer be the things, which come through hard 

distresse. (28) 

The relationship of pleasure to suffering in this episode is 

indeed complex. In the hope of gaining the pleasures of love, 

Scudamour must penetrate this idyllic garden and temple, not 

to abide in it, but to remove Amoret from it. While he does 

so with the apparent blessing of Venus (561, the matrons 

attending Amoret rebuke him, and Amoret herself is resistant 

to leaving the temple (54) . For Amoret, Scudamour' s ttsuccess" 

is the begiming of her suffering, for it is after she leaves 

Venusf enclosure that she is kidnapped by Busyrane, and 

Scudamour himself suf f ers a f rustrated loverf s despair. At 

the same time, the stanza quoted above captures the paradox of 

the human condition: while longing for freedom from any pain 



162 

or displeasure, the individual finds his or her deepest 

fulfillment when a goal is gained through hardship. Despair's 

enticement to Redcrosse to commit suicide, we recall, was the 

temptation to escape temporal suffering through premature 

closure of temporal existence. 

Throughout The Faerje Oue-, Spenser uses gardens as 

places of stasis which seem to offer a haven from temporal 

suf f ering . In each case, however, Spenser shows the apparent 

security of the enclosed environment to be illusive, and he 

consistently returns the hero to the linear plot structure of 

the chivalric quest. While in some cases, such as the Bower 

of Bliss and Proserpinars Garden, the gardens themselves are 

rejected on moral grounds, in other cases, such as the 

pastoral environment of Book VI, the idyllic lifestyle is 

shown to be an inadequate response to the problem of evil. 

(While the latter is not an enclosed garden, this episode 

might be described as I1genericallyl1 enclosed, because it 

contains most of the elements that typify a garden; 

continuity, seasonal change, pleasing nature, and a haven from 

the ravages of fortune.) A t  the same time, the garden is the 

image which Spenser employs throughout The F a e r i e  Oueene to 

articulate his philosophical perspective on cosmic realities 

which transcend the limitations of temporal life. The Garden 

of Adonis and Ar10 Hill offer the reader a perspective which 



looks beyond temporal suffering to a redemption tiiat is 

ultimately eternal and personal. 24 

The Bower of Bliss is perhaps the most ready example of 

a garden in which both mutability and suffering are 

artificially eliminated. Guyon's Oddysseus-like voyage to the 

Bower (Hamilton, &iJeaory 116-23) examines various dangers to 

the Christian in the world, but at the same time the reader is 

distanced from any sense of real danger by the Palmarls 

ability to name, and thus avoid, the various challenges. Not 

surprisingly (given that the Bower of Bliss is Guyon's goal), 

several of the temptations are themselves miniature paradises. 

The Wandering Islands (II.xii.11-12), ~haedria's island (15- 

Spenser's description of Concord's function also captures 
the relationship of the individual to the created universe 
from a providential perspective: 

By her the heauen is in his course contained, 
And al1 the world in state vnmoued stands, 
As their Alrnightie maker first ordained, 
And bound them with inuiolable bands; 

. . . she holds them with her blessed hands. 
She is the nourse of pleasure and delight, 

And vnto Venus grace the gate doth open right. 
(IV.x.35) 

Here Spenser idealizes not the dissolution of difference 
(which would typify a monistic world view) , but an accord 
which recognizes the balance of dif ferences (Parker 97) . 
Parker goes on to suggest, however, that "romance itself is a 
bower, charm, or region of wandering, an evasion, and yet one 
perhaps necessary to the life of poetry, the only chance for 
creation in a Mammon worldI1 (112) . This conclusion fails to 
recognize Spenser's emphasis on providence as a source of 
resolution between the apparently contradictory ends of the 
garden and the quest. 1 propose to show that Spenser's use of 
enclosed gardens, or l@embowered spaceI1* functions not merely 
in tension with the linear movement of the quest (and its 
concomitant conditions of contingency and chance), but also 
ultimately in concord with the quest motif. 



164 

171, and the Mermayds lagoon (30-33) al1 promise Guyon a 

pleasure-oriented retreat from hardships, but Guyon is not 

enticed. Only once is Guyon genuinely distracted on the 

voyage to the Bower, and that is by the doleful Mayd (27-29) . 
As with his compassion for Amavia, which motivated Guyon's 

quest, Guyon's heroic impulse to mitigate suffering is aroused 

by the cries of the doleful Mayd, and he is dependent upon the 

Palmer's discernment of her duplicity to avoid being taken in. 

The final danger of their voyage is worth noting, because 

it is a threat to discernment itself: 

. . . suddeinly a grosse fog ouer spred 
With his du11 vapour al1 that desert hast 

And heauens chearefull face enueloped, 

That al1 things one, and one as nothing was, 

And this great Vniuerse seemd one confused mas. ( 3 4 )  

Parker suggests that in this passage Wpenser anticipates the 

horror of Pope's 'uncreating word' in the 'gross fogf on the 

way to the Bower of alissgl (97) . It may be more accurate to 

Say that Spenser recognized the intellectual danger of monism, 

which would seek to reduce al1 diversity to a unity void of 

individual difference. The ancient philosopher Parmenides 

stated what is perhaps the most heavily monistic view in 

Western thought: 

Only one way remains; that it is. To this way 

there are very many sign-posts: that being has no 

coming-into-being and no destruction, for it is 
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whole of limb, without motion, and without end. 

And it never was, nor w i l l  be, because it is now, a 

whole a l 1  together,  one, continuous. (mcient 

-, 22) 

Pla to ,  while g rea t ly  impressed by Parmenides, d id  not 

accept the  idea t ha t  r e a l i t y  is a un i ty ,  and t he  i ssue  was 

in tense ly  debated by t h e  charac ter  Parmenides and t h e  

cha rac te r  Socrates i n  P la to ' s  =deg, a work with which 

Spenser was probably famil iar  (Bieman, p l a t0  29) . Plato has 

Socrates challenge Parmenides: 

Do you not recognize t h a t  t h e r e  ex i s t s ,  j u s t  by 

i t s e l f ,  a Form of Likeness and again another 

contrary FomI Unlikeness i t s e l f ,  and tha t  of these 

two Forms you and 1 and a l 1  t h e  things we speak of 

a s  llmanyll corne t o  partake? . . . If  one could 

point  t o  things which a r e  simply I1alikel1 or  

"unliketl  proving t o  be unl ike o r  a l ike ,  t h a t  no 

doubt would be a por tent ;  but when things which 

have a share i n  both are s h o w  t o  have both 

characters, 1 see nothing s t range i n  tha t  . . . nor 

ye t  i n  a proof t ha t  a l1  things a r e  one by having a 

share i n  unity and a t  the  same time many by sharing 

i n  p lura l i ty .  But i f  anyone can prove tha t  what is  

simply Unity i t s e l f  is  many o r  tha t  P l u r a l i t y  

i t s e l f  is one, then 1 s h a l l  begin t o  be surpr ised.  

( m c i e n t  Pwosqghy 232) 
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The fog Guyon encounters allegorizes the monistf s 

philosophical resolution of plurality into unity. By placing 

the fog in Guyon's path just before he arrives at the Bower of 

Bliss, Spenser invites the reader to correlate the 

reductiveness of monism, which would bring the particularities 

of the created world to an end, with the escape from temporal 

hardships, offered by the Bower. Georgia Ronan Crampton (141) 

notes that Spenser's use of strict rhythms and exactly 

proportioned caesuras captures the rigidity with which Guyon 

must maintain himself to resist succumbing to the terror of 

the fog: 

Yet stayd they not, but forward did proceed, 

Whiles th'one did row, and th'other stifly steare; 

Till that at last the weather gan to clear. (37) 

In the stanzas Spenser devotes to describing the Bower, 

he frequently uses language which alerts the reader to the 

fact that the Bower's beauty is not what it seems. The outer 

plane of the Bower is described as having been Voo lauishly" 

adorned by Art, "as half in scorn of niggard Nature" 

( x i i ) ,  and the gold grapes within the Bower "the weake 

bowes, with so rich load opprest, / Did bow adowne, as ouer- 

burdenedH (55). Even in spite of its artistic perfection 

("the art, which all that wrought, appeared in no placeM 

[58]), Spenser uses the language of conflict to describe the 

relationship of art with nature: 

One would haue thought, (so cunningly, the rude, 



And scorned parts were mingled with the fine,) 

That nature had for wantonesse ensude 

Art, and that Art at nature did repine; 

So striuing each th'other to vndemine, 

Each did the others worke more beautifie; 

So diff'ring both in willes, agreed in fine. (59) 

The contrast between art and nature in this stanza presents a 

straightforward moral allegory in which both human art and 

nature are fallen, but nonetheless capable of producing a 

sensually pleasing effect. The reader is invited to recognize 

that external beauty is not necessarily indicative of moral 

virtue. 

This invitation is notably lacking, however, in the 

stanza in which Spenser describes the Bower's climate: 

Thereto the Heauens alwayes Iouiall, 

Lookt on them louely, stilf in stedfast state, 

Ne suffred storme nor frost on them to fall, 

Their tender buds or leaues to violate, 

Nor scorching heat, nor cold intemperate 

T'afflict the creatures, which therein did dwell, 

But the milde aire with season moderate 

Gently attempred, and disposed so well, 

That still it breathed forth sweet spirit and holesorne 

smeii. (51) 

There is nothing in the language of this stanza to detract 

f rom the gardent s perfection. Rather , Spenser1 s repeated use 



of words suggest ing temperance and moderat ion draws the 

readerls attention to the book's titular virtue. The last 

line, "sweet spirit and holesome smelln suggests an essential 

wholesomeness to the garden, spirit and smell being associated 

both in the Bible and in Christian literature with essence. 25 

However, the mode1 of temperance asserted by the Bower is one 

in which mutability, and the "intemperance" of suffering and 

death, are excluded . Spenser forces us to realize the 

attractiveness of this ideal at the same time as he rejects 

it. 

If to be "still in stedfast stateH while on earth is not 

morally allowable, the reader is challenged to examine the 

relationship of mutability and suf f ering to the divinely 

established order. The Bower of Bliss exists to maximize human 

pleasure and exclude suffering, but in so doing it results in 

A biblical example is Psalm 141:2, "let my praier be 
directed in thy sight as incense." The Roman Catholic, 
Anglican, and Eastern Orthodox liturgies al1 make use of 
incense as a symbol of the offered up prayers of the people. 
Sona of likewise uses the fragrance of the garden as a 
type of sexual love: "Arise, O North, and come O South, and 
blowe on my garden that the spices thereof may flowe out: let 
my wellbeloued come to his garden, and eat his pleasant frute" 
(4:16) . 

In C.S. Lewis' The Silver Chair, the witch uses incense 
to cloud the herols thinking, allegorizing relativism as a 
subtly seductive philosophy (1381, and in mat Hideous 
Strensth, the descent of Venus brings into the room a sweet 
fragrance which is the essence of sexual love: "nard and 
cassials balmy srnells and al1 Arabia breathing from a box: 
even something more subtly sweet, perhaps maddening--why not 
forbidden? - -but she knew it was commandeal" (200) . BY 
contrast, Charles Williams uses odour in The Place of the Lion 
to reflect a characterrs interna1 moral corruption: "she 
sniffed slightly; there had seemed to come from somewhere-- 
just for the moment--an extremely unpleasant smellI1 (30). 
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the metamorphosis of spiritual human beings into animals. 

This episode resonates with St. Augustine's fundamental moral 
. . (love of self) and carita dichotomy between -d~ tas (love 

of God and others) : 

1 cal1 I1charityn the motion of the soul toward the 

enjoyment of God for His own sake, and the 

enj oyment of one1 s self and of onef s neighbor for 

the sake of God; but "cupidity" is a motion of the 

soul toward the enjoyment of something other than 

God. (ÇP 11.x.16) 

We see in those who choose the bower the self-focused 

enjoyment of nature and sexuality. Augustine goes on to Say, 

I1that which uncontrolled cupidity does to corrupt the soul is 

called a 'vicef," and 

when vices have emptied the soul and led it to a 

kind of extreme hunger, it leaps into crimes by 

means of which impediments to the vices may be 

removed or the vices themselves restrained. (89) 

Spenser uses Pyrochles and Cymochles to exemplify such a 

condit ion. Both St . Augustine ' s and St . Thomas Aquinas ' s 
views of plenitude allow for mutability as a part of God's 

divine plan. Augustine suggests that uninstructed men "think 

that the whole universe is disarranged if something is 

displeasing to them, just because that thing is magnified in 

their perception1! (providence 240), and Thomas suggests: 



Since God . . . provides universally for al1 being, 
it belongs to His providence to permit certain 

defects in particular effects, that the perfect 

good of the universe may not be hindered. For if 

al1 evil were prevented, much good would be absent 

f rom the universe. A lion would cease to live if 

there were no slaying of animals. (x 122.2) 
The Bower of Bliss episode is theologically consistent with 

this argument that certain evils are necessary in the face of 

greater universal good. To be temperate is to be temporal: to 

balance work and pleasure, exertion and rest, and to know the 

right timing for each. 

Through the Bower of Biiss episode, w e  see that Spenser 

very definitely rejects sensuality as an escape from 

temporality and mutability. In Book VI, while Spenser does 

not employ the enclosed garden motif, he uses the pastoral 

genre to serve a similar purpose. Here, the pastoral world of 

shepherds and simple pleasures is not rejected as immoral, but 

rather, moral innocence is shown to be an inadequate response 

to the problem of suffering. 

In his opening stanza, Spenser sets up a relationship 

between the poet and the landscape which is significantly 

different from that found in the other books (Tonkin 17-18): 

The waies, through which my weary steps 1 guyde, 

In this delightfull land of Faery, 

Are so exceeding spacious and wyde, 



And sprinckled with such sweet variety, 

Of al1 that pleasant is to eare or eye, 

That 1 nigh rauisht with rare thoughts delight, 

My tedious trauell doe f orget thereby; 

And when 1 gin to feele decay of might, 

It strength to me supplies, and chears my dulled 

spright . (VI . Proem. 1) 
Language such as "waies . . . exceeding spacious and wydel1 and 
If rauisht with rare thoughts delight in the earlier books 

might have been signals to the reader of spiritual danger (the 

Wandering Wood of Book 1 had "pathes and alleies wide" vii. 7, 

and Redcrosse and Una wandered in it "led by delight" ix.1). 

Here, however, Spenser endows the landscape with an aura of 

benevolence. 

The poet goes on to use garden imagery to express his 

request for poetic inspiration: 

Reuele to me the sacred noursery 

Of vertue, which with you doth there remaine, 

Where it in siluer bowre does hidden ly 

From view of men, and wieked worlds disdaine. 

(Proem. 3) 

Here we have an enclosed garden which is beyond the reach of 

humanity, and which furthemore was "by the Gods with paine / 

Planted in earth." The poet separates the perfection of the 

garden £rom the realm of human experience, at the same time as 

he associates suffering with the ~ivine effort to reaiize on 
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earth "the bloosme of comely courtesieI1 (4) . The poetrs 

request, then, is to be made the prophet who stands as 

intermediary between the divine and the human. 

Humphrey Tonkin argues that 

a knight who draws strength from the countryside 

through which he travels is no knight at all--that 

harmony between questing knight and the naturâl 

world is the very antithesis of chivalric romance, 

with its dragons and bears and wolves, and its 

sinister enchanted gardens. (Tonkin 18) 

Chivalric romance, it would seem, is about the explicit effort 

made by the hero to resist the ongoing threat of suffering. 

As in the Bower of Bliss, when that threat is removed, a 

profound devolution occurs in the human spirit. If, however, 

we allow for a disjuncture between the poetfs relationship to 

the landscape of Faerie from that of his hero we find that the 

landscape of romance reasserts itself . 26 When we meet 

Calidore he is operating not within the poet's idealized 

Parker suggests that "from the perspective of a retreat 
not suspect but delightful, the linear thrust of the West 
itself becomes a kind of intrusion, a movement which if it 
involves the accomplishment of a goal, also breaks up the 
pastoral te-" (103) . While this book clearly allows for 
bowers and enclosures in a way that the earlier books do not 
(Calidore's sojourn in the pastoral being a case in point), 1 
do not think that the ultimate "intrusion" of the quest is 
treated with regret. While the quest is fraught with hardship 
and suffering, it is only through the capacity of the quester 
to act, and thereby change contingent events, that 
providential purposes are realized temporally. 



landscape mentioned in the Proem, but within the temporal 

hardships of the chivalric quest: 

And now he was in trauell on his way, 

Vppon an hard aduesture sore bestad, 

Whenas by chaunce he met vppon a day 

With Artegall, returning yet halfe sad 

From his late conquest, which he gotten had. (i. 4) . 
This stanza places the reader squarely in the realm of 

contingency and suffering, with the reference to Artegall and 

his quest reminding the reader of the heroic failures of Book 

v. 27 

Jonathan Goldberg notes: 
Ironically, at the end of the book, 
Arthegall fails and is recalled to the 
court because he has been maligned, 
because he has been seen through. The 
court depends upon its fictions of 
justice and mercy, of pity and restraint, 
and it must punish those who do what it 
wants done. . . . At the end of book V 
two hags, Envie and Detraction, spew 
forth poisoned words. But their words 
are true: they Say that Arthegall has 
been cruel, that innocents have been 
slaughtered. (168) 

It seems to me correct that Artegall fails to satisfy the 
readerts expectations of an instrument of Divine justice. The 
inadequacy of court policy to realize the element of mercy 
necessary for true justice (at least justice £rom a Christian 
perspective) is due to the existence of pragmatic compromises 
which mark human enterprise, and which Spenser no doubt 
witnessed first-hand. Despite the fact that the twentieth- 
century has rejected much of Christian doctrine, readers tend 
yet to have the residual moral expectation that perfect 
justice ought to CO-exist with mercy for the individual. 
Thus, the reader's expectations of justice and mercy are 
profoundly frustrated when, for example, Spenser is at pains 
to emphasize the fear and suffering of Munera mutilated by 
Talus and thrown to her death (V.ii.26-27). 
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The disjuncture between ideal heroic behaviour and the 

demands of fallen reality, so strongly asserted in Book V, 

continue more innocuously in Bock VI. The violence and 

mutilation of Talus gives way to verbal dishonesties in 

Calidorers responses as he attempts to aid Priscilla (iii.16) 

and resorts to deceiving Aldus (Shore 161; Goldberg 169). The 

benevolent landscape of the Proem is reintroduced, however, 

with the introduction of the pastoral realm in canto ix. 

Calidore is attracted to the almost intuitive balance 

between play and work which the shepherds effortlessly 

maintain: 

And each 5is sundrie sheepe with seuerall care 

Gathered together, and them homeward bare: 

Whylest euerie one with helping hands did striue 

Amongst themselues, and did their labours share, 

To helpe faire Pastorella. (ix. 1 5 )  

The world of the pastoral is one without the temptations of 

sloth or ambition--the shepherds are naturally temperate--and 

if we see jealousy on the part of Coridon for Pastorella, it 

is presented as a comical aberration from the fun-loving 

attitude of the other shepherds. Rather than the static 

atemporality of the Bower of Bliss, the pastoral environmena 

combines the sameness of repetition with the changes entailed 

in routine; a pattern reflected in the cyclical changes of the 

natural world. 
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In the character of Meliboe, however, we see an inward 

tranquillity which goes beyond an externally balanced 

lifestyle. We learn that Meliboe bas experienced the 

temptation of ambition ( 2 4 - 2 5 ) ,  and has rejected the 

vvainenessw of the court. Here, Spenser's use of the notion 

of vanity reflects that found in Ecclesiastes: III have 

considersd al1 the workes that are done vnder the sunne, and 

beholde, al1 is vainitie, and vexacion of spirit" (1: 1 4 )  . 
Meliboe contrasts the vanity of the court with Vhis sweet 

peace" of the pastoral lifestyle. Here again, the biblical 

sense of peace is implied (cf. John 14 :27; Romans 5 :l; 

Gaiatians 5:22; 1 Peter 3: 11) . It is not just external 

tranquillity, but an interna1 focus or integrity which creates 

the wholesomeness and pleasure Meliboe enjoys. 

Furthemore, Meliboe is not self-focused but God-focused: 

The litle that 1 haue, growes dayly more 

Without my care, but onely to attend it; 

My lambes doe euery yeare increase their score, 

And my flockes father daily doth amend it. 

What haue 1, but to praise thlAlmighty, that doth send 

it? (21) 

Here Spenser gives a biblical mode1 of faithful stewardship 

resulting in the blessing of prosperity (cf. Psalm 1:3; Matt. 

6:25-27). We see as well the biblical promise of sleep (cf. 

Psalm 4 : 8; 127 : 2) , "But al1 the night in siluer sleepe 1 

spendtl (22), and because Meliboe lives a lifestyle of inward 



peace and outward righteousness, he can freely engage in 

whatever activities he desires without fearing external 

dangers or interna1 temptations to sin: "And al1 the day, to 

what 1 list, 1 doe attendm (22). One is reminded of Proverbs 

3:s-6 ,  Trust in the Lord with al1 thine heart, and leane not 

vnto thine owne wisdome, In al1 thy waies acknowledge him, 

and he shal direct thy waies. Il 28 

It is, of course, ironic that Calidore uses Meliboe's 

words to rationalize his impulse to abandon his quest of t h e  

Blatant Beast in order to stay with Pastorella. Far from 

gaining the llsweet peace" Meliboe describes, Calidore loses 

himself in his desire (29) . Calidoref s self -centredness is 

immediately evident in the language Spenser uses to prepare us 

for his response: "yet t~ occasion meanes, to worke his mind, 

/ And to insinuate his harts desire, / He thus replyde" (27). 

Spenser's choice of the word lloccasionl* is significant. 

Occasion was not infrequently portrayed in Renaissance 

iconography as a goddess, often closely associated in detail 

with Fortune (Patch 45) . In Book II, Spenser personif ies 

Milton explores this question of sinless f reedom of 
choice in paradjse J,ost.. Adam and Evefs daily routine in t h e  
Garden of Eden before the Fa11 captures this intuitive balance 
found in Spenser's description of the pastoral lifestyle 
between work and rest, exertion and pleasure. In Eve's 
decision to part from Adam in Book IX, Milton explores the 
possibility that sinless choices may nevertheless have 
destructive consequences. Evers separation from Adam at the 
time of Satan's arrival in the Garden is analogous to 
Calidore's separation £rom the shepherds at the time of the 
brigandsf arrival in The Faerie O u e e ~ ,  but Spenser is more 
interested in the relationship of providence to contingency in 
t h i s  episode than he is the issue of free will and sin. 
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Occasion as a hag whom Guyon must bind in oxder to control the 

violent force of her son Furor. In the Occasion episode, 

Spenser alters the implications of the proverb "Take time 

(Occasion) by the forelockI1 (Hamilton, 200). to emphasize 

the importance of self-possessedness when one responds to any 

situation, rather than rashly grasping at opportunity and thus 

being controlled by the flow of contingent events. When 

Calidore seeks to voccasion meanes to worke his mindtf he is 

"taking time by the forelockIt in the more traditional sense: 

he is using his reason to serve his desire when he manipulates 

Meliboe's words to suit his end. 

In order to make MeliboeJs philosophy function as a 

justification for his remaining in the pastoral world, 

Calidore alters MeliboeJs use of the notion of uEortune.u 

Meliboe uses the word fortune to mean, generally, one's state 

or condition in life. He does not personify fortune as an 

independent will- -as either a cruel or benevolent goddess - - 

rather, he ascribes intentionality only to the individual or 

to God. He takes responsibility for desiring to I1further 

fortune" (24) in his youth, and he views human downfall as 

primarily the result of "ambitionI1 (22). Calidore, on the 

other hand, associates Meliboe8s felicity not with his inward 

attitude but with his external environment: 

. . . Now surely syre, 1 f ind, 
That al1 this worlds gay showes, which we admire, 

Be but vaine shadowes to this safe retyre 



Of life, which here in lowlinesse ye lead, 

Fearelesse of foes, or fortunes wrackfull yre, 

Which tosseth states, and vnder foot doth tread 

The mightie ones, affrayd of euery chaunges dread. 

(27) 

Here, we see that Calidore desires the very thing we associate 

with the pastoral genre: a safe environment in which there is 

no change or contingency to result in suffering. While the 

pastoral landscape is not physically enclosed as is a garden, 

it is generically enclosed, and Calidore hungers for the easy 

happiness of a world in which there appears to be no 

happenstance. 29 While Meliboe goes on to ernphasize that "it 

is the mynd, that maketh good or ill" (30), Calidore does not 

get beyond a superficial rejection of wealth as a formula for 

security against contiyenry. 

Boethius is clearly the voice informing Meliboe's 

philosophy of life. Unlike the Stoics, whose philosophy of 

detachment is founded upon an atheism which renders moral 

categories meaningless, Boethiust detachment £rom the goods of 

this world was based upon his trust in Godts providential 

benevolence. It is important to note that the contrast 

Meliboe draws is between much and little, not between 

happiness and tragedy: 

For some, that hath abundance at his will, 

As Humphrey Tonkin would put it, Calidore opts for the 
circular, cyclical world of the pastoral over the linear. 
goal-oriented thrust of the romance quest (6). 
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Hath not enough, but wants in greatest store; 

And other, that hath litle, askes no more, 

But in that litle is both rich and wise. 

For wisedome is most riches; fooles therefore 

They are, which fortunes doe by vowes deuize, 

Sith each vnto himselfe his life may fortunize. (30). 

For Meliboe, to be content with little is to trust 

Y h f  Almighty, that doth send it, and in his experience, IlThe 

litle that 1 haue, growes dayly more / Without my care, but 

onely to attend itw (21). Meliboe rises above Ilfortunes 

wrackfull yre" by understanding that as a contingent being, he 

is not self-sufficient. Rather, he was created to be in a 

dependent relationship with a benevolent Creator. In his 

view, to atternpt to control onets own contingency through 

self-sufficiency is the essence of folly. Calidore, of 

course, twists Meliboe' s words to do exactly this : I1Since 

then in each mans self (said C a l i d o ~ )  / It is, to fashion his 

owne lyfes estatett (31) . Wiseiy, Meliboe does not argue 

further, but in inviting Calidore to stay he is careful to let 

the responsibility for the decision rest with Calidore: 

But if ye algates couet to assay 

This simple sort of life, that shepheards lead, 

Be it your owne : our rudenesse to your self aread. ( 3 3 )  

Calidore's faulty attitude toward fortune is evidenced in 

the t w o  key events in the pastoral episode: the dance of the 

muses and the interruption of the pastoral lifestyle by the 
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brigands. While these two episodes are in an obvious way 

polar opposites (the dance of the muses being a mountain-top, 

epiphanic experience, the climax of the pastoral genre if you 

will, and the brigand's intrusion resulting in the destruction 

of the pastoral world) , they are also remarkably parallel. 

The brigands intrude upon and destroy the pastoral world, but 

likewise Calidore intrudes upon and destroys the dance of the 

muses. In both instances Calidore blames an external 

malevolent fortune for the events ('511 fortunevt Cx.201 and 

"dyrefull hapm [xi.29] ) . 
We also see a parallel between the reaction of Colin 

Clout to Calidoref s intrusion upon the dance and Calidore's 

reaction upon finding the shepherds abducted. Colin, 

. . . for fell despight 

Of that displeasure, broke his bag-pipe quight, 

And made great mone for that vnhappy turne. (18) 

While Colin breaks his bagpipes, the instrument by which he 

contributed to the dance, Calidore (nearly) rends his f lesh, 

the instrument by which he would have expressed sexual love to 

Pastorella: 

Who when he backe returned frorn the wood, 

And saw his shepheards cottage spoyled quight, 

And his loue reft away, he wexed wood, 

And halfe enraged at that ruefull sight, 

That euen his hart for very fell despight, 

And his owne flesh he readie was to teare, 
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He chauft, he grieu'd, he fretted, and he sight, 

fared like a furious wyld Beare, 

Whose whelpes are stolne away, she being otherwhere. 

(xi. 2 5 )  

The closing simile in the above passage captures poignantly 

the suffering that contingency can cause. Humankind often 

fares no better than a sub-rational animal when faced with the 

seemingly senseless chain of events which result in deep 

personal loss, loss which would have been prevented had events 

occurred at a slightly different time. 

Calidore s presence at Mt. Acidale during the dance of 

the muses is as accidental as his absence during the arriva1 

of the brigands, and Spenser uses these incidents to deny the 

pastoral genre any immunity from the realm of chance or 

fortune. With Pastorellaf s abduction to the Brigandf s cave 

the plot structure is once more that of chivalric quest. 

Calidore returns and finds everyone missing: 

He sought the woods; but no man could see there: 

He sought the plaines; but could no tydings heare. 

The woods did nought but ecchoes vaine rebound; 

The playnes al1 waste and emptie did appeare: 

Where wont the shepheards oft their pypes resound. 

And feed an hundred flocks, there now not one he found. 

(26) 
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The rhythm of this stanza echoes Spenser's description of 

Calidore's arriva1 in the realm of the pastoral (ix.34, thus 

giving the pastoral episode a sense of closure. 

If Calidorers situation shifts £rom the pastoral to the 

chivalric, Pastorella's may be described as shifting from the 

pastoral to the demonic: 

. . . Now when faire Pastorell 
Into this place was brought, and kept with gard 

Of griesly theeues, she thought her self in hell, 

Where with such damned fiends she should in darknesse 

dwell. ( x . 4 3 )  

Coupled with the amorous attentions bestowed upon her by the 

captain of the brigands, Pastorella's captivity invokes in the 

readerls mind the myth of Proserpine. While Proserpine's 

abduction, however, results in the cyclical pattern of the 

seasons, Pastorellafs abduction results in a shift in the plot 

line from the circular, rhythmic pattern of the pastoral genre 

to the linear plot line of the chivalric quest. In Frygian 

terms, the shift would be described as one from the romance 

mode to that of the high mimetic; from the realm of nature and 

innocence and gardens, to that of the court and elevated 

courtly figures (Frye 152-53) . Her experience in the 

Brigand's cave is almost an initiation by which ~astorella 

leaves the innocent and virginal world of the pastoral to take 

on her mature identity as the daughter of Lady Claribell and 

Sir Bellamoure. While ber relationship with Calidore is not 
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consummated within the boundaries of the plot, w e  have a 

surrogate sema1 consummation between courtly lovzrs i r c l  the 

story of her parents. 

Through the symbolism and plot structure of the pastoral 

episode in Book VI, we see that Spenser rejects the idea of an 

enclosed world which can be free of any profound suf fering 

(the pastoral realrn does include, of course, the suffering of 

a Coridon who camot win his Pastorella). It is worth noting 

that while Meliboe's death is shocking to the reader, it is 

not problematic from the point of view of his Boethian 

philosophy. Like Boethius, who wrote Consolation of 

philosonhv from a prison cell, Meliboe did not daim that life 

could be free from suffering, but that one's attitude toward 

one's circumstances largely deterrnined whether or not one 

experienced suffering as victimization by Fortune. It was 

Calidore, and not Meliboe, who tied Meliboe's contentment to 

the seemingly safe pastoral world. 

If Pastorella's abduction results in heroic action on the 

part of Calidore, on the one other occasion where Spenser 

makes use of the myth of Proserpine, the hero is required to 

be passive. In the Cave of Mammon in Book II, Proserpina's 

garden is Guyon's final vision, an enclosed garden within the 

enclosed dernonic underworld of Mammon. The demonic realm of 

the Brigands' Cave in Book VI included the Captain's erotic 

desire for Pastorella, which ultimately resulted in the deaths 

of Meliboe, the other shepherds, and himself. Frye writes of 



the demonic world, "The demonic erotic relation becomes a 

fierce destructive passion that works against loyalty or 

frustrates the one who possesses itu (149) . In the Brigands' 

Cave we see both the breakdown of loyalty amongst the brigands 

and the frustration of the Captainf s lust, just as w e  saw a 

similar breakdown of loyalty in Acrasia's attitude toward 

Mortdant as a result of the frustration of her lust for him. 

In Proserpinaf s Garden, however, fatal desire takes the 

form not of erotic lust but of intemperate ambition. The tree 

is part of the nature symbology of an underworld (Frye 149). 

and Spenser links it with three Greek myths, al1 of which 

involve some kind of gain arrived at through treachery. The 

Genesis myth of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil is, 

of course' implicit as the archetype of al1 trees resulting in 

a fa11 (Hamilton, 234). Tantalus, in his ambition, 

presumed upon the gods in inviting them to a feast of his 

son's flesh, and Pilate, for the sake of political ambition, 

sacrificed the Son of God. While their ambition infringed on 

the divine realm, it is perhaps fitting that their suffering 

takes the form of frustration in the most basic of human 

bodily functions: eating, drinking, and cleansing associated 

with defecation. 

Against the destructive consequences of ambition, 

represented by Tantalus and Pilate, Book II asserts self- 

control as the virtue which safeguards the self. For Guyon, 

heroism takes the form of self-denial. Mammon invites: 



Why takest not of that same fruit of gold, 

Ne sittest downe on that same siluer stoole, 

To rest thy wearie person, in the shadow coole. 

Al1 which he did, to doe him deadly fa11 

In frayle intemperance through sinfull bayt; 

But he was warie wise in al1 his way. 

(11.vii. 63-64) 

Guyon's safety requires moral vigilance over even the most 

basic physical needs, food and sleep. As in the case of 

Meliboe's philosophy in Book VI, we see in Guyon's heroism the 

assertion that the best protection against suffering is the 

safeguarding of one's mind. But just as Meliboe's pastoral 

world becomes victimized by the brigands, so we see in Guyon's 

faint the lack of self-sufficiency against contingency and 

temporal finitude. 

Except for grace, Guyon, like Meliboe, would have died by 

the sword despite his success at being temperate in the Cave 

of Mammon. Spenser provides an angelic agent to intervene on 

Guyon's behalf: 

And is there care in heauen? and is there loue 

In heauenly spirits to these creatures bace, 

That may compassion of their euils moue? 

There is: else much more wretched were the cace 

Of men, then beasts. But O th'exceeding grace 

Of highest God, that loues his creatures sol 



And al1 his workes with mercy doth embrace, 

That blessed Angels, he sends to and fro, 

To serue to wicked man, to serue his wicked foe. 

(1I.viii.l) 

In this oft-quoted stanza, Spenser asserts the efficaciousness 

of Providence in mitigating the dire effect of contingent 

conditions in the world through secondary agents. Set against 

these miracles is the ignorance and unworthiness of the human 

condition, and the purity of the angelsr motives: Wow oft do 

they . . . corne to succour vs? . . . They fight for vs . . . 

And al1 for loue, and nothing for rewardtt (2) . 
Guyon's condition is parallel to that of Redcrosse in the 

dragon fight, for they both require miraculous intervention to 

protect them from physical death, but the means afforded by 

providence dif fers. Redcrosse 's fa11 into the Well of Lif e 

and his stumble against the Tree of Life reflect divine 

intervention through contingent circumstances. Guyon's angel, 

on the other hand, is a secondary agent who acts in response 

to a divine directive. These differing miracles are 

appropriate to their books. Book 1 emphasizes human 

inadequacy to achieve holiness, dramatized in Redcrosse's 

repeated falls into sin, and thus it is fitting that he is 

victorious through Valling." Book II emphasizes the role of 

human agency in responding to suffering and sin, seen 

initially in Guyon's response to the dying Amavia and later in 

his interaction with intemperate characters, so it is likewise 
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fitting that Guyon is succoured in his time of need through a 

secondary agent. In both instances, however, Spenser provides 

these manifestations of divine intervention when the heroes 

are at their most vulnerable. In so doing, the relationship 

between heroism and suf f ering is rendered more cornplex. 

Heroism is not simply the antidote to suffering; suffering 

becomes a condition which makes heroism possible by rendering 

the individual dependent upon divine initiative. 

Both sensuality (the Bower) and innocence (the pastoral 

retreat) are rejected by Spenser as responses to the problem 

of suffering. (Proserpina's Garden does not, of course, offer 

a genuine temptation to either Guyon or the reader. Rather, 

it functions as an inversion of the Edenic myth to dramatize 

the consequences of cupidity in the eternally frustrated 

conditions of Tantalus and Pilate.) The Garden of Adonis, on 

the other hand, uses the garden motif to offer the reader a 

cosmic perspective on the problem of contingency and 

suffering. 

Spenser tells us that the Garden of Adonis is an earthly 

one when Venus brings Amoret to "ber ioyous Paradizef/ Where 

most she wonnes, when she on earth does dwelu (III.vi.29). 

The reader is thus alerted to the fact that this garden is 



part of the fallen order of creation. 30 The source of al1 

matter for the created world 3s Chaos: 

For in the wide wombe of the world there lyes, 

In hatefull darkenesse and in deepe honore, 

An huge eternal Chaos, which supplyes 

The substances of natures fruitfull progenyes. (36) 

Spenser's language in this passage suggests to the reader that 

Chaos is evil, both morally ( "hatefull darkenesse" ) and 

aesthetically Pdeepe horroreH) . The fact that it provides 

al1 matter for the created world causes al1 creatures to be 

viewed as tainted, clothed "with sinfull mire" (32) . 31 

Bieman argues I1at no point in the narrative is Time 
unequivocally located in the Garden, or exclusively outside 
itu (221) . While this is true, the facts that time is the 
I1enimy1l of that which grows in the garden (391, and that Venus 
laments time's effects within the garden (401, exclude the 
possibility that the garden is to be viewed as a prelapsarian 
Eden or as an eschatological paradise. 

Bieman suggests that "sinfull mire" reflects "the 
f ormulaic language of Calvini~m~~ (221) , and that 

The writings of Paul transmit through Calvinism much of 
the feeling of revulsion towards 'the flesh' he absorbed 
£ r o m  the Gnostics: he resisted the dualism inherent in 
some gnostic texts more successfully in his doctrine than 
in his tone. (290) 

While Paul does make a flesh/soul distinction, the flesh 
refers to the unredeemed character of the individual rather 
than simply Ilmatter," and he as readily uses an Old Man/New 
Man simile. Furthermore, passages in Paul's writing reflect 
a positive view of the body. For instance, "offer your bodies 
as living sacrifices, holy and pleasing to God--this is your 
spiritual act of worship" (Romans 12 : 1) , and in this same 
passage he uses the body as a metaphor for the church (12:4- 
5). ~t may be that the dualism reflected in "sinfull mire" 
comes from classical sources. Plotinus, for example, suggests 
that the only value of the person is in the fact that he or 
she is nensouled," and he views the flesh as "more throwable 
away than dungIt (-dent Puloso~hy 472) . 



At the same tirne, Spenser uses emotive language in his 

description of the souls: "A thousand thousand naked babes 

attend / About him day and night " (32 1 . Here, the reader is 

asked to view the spirits of al1 created beings as both 

innocent and in a sense vulnerable (suggested by the word 

%akedu ) . Thus, if spirit is good and matter is bad, we would 

expect that death would be presented as acceptable, if not 

desirable, in that by dying the pure soul is liberated from 

"sinfull mire. Plotinus, for example, views death as 

potentially the fulfillment of the soul. 32 spenser seems to 

be preparing us for a similar sort of dualism. 

Instead, he requires the reader to engage in a more 

complex view of death. On the one hand. he offers a cosmic 

perspective which treats death as mere change: 

The substance is not chaunged, nor altered, 

But th'only forme and outward fashion; 

For euery substance is conditioned 

To change her hew, and sundry formes to don, 

Meet for her temper and complexion: 

For formes are variable and decay, 

By course of kind, and by occasion. (38) 

ttEnlightenment, which is the soul's true end, is 
to touch that light and see it by itself, not by another 
light, but by the light which is also its means of seeing. It 
must see that light by which it is enlightened: for we do not 
see the sun by another light than his own. How then can this 
happen? Take away everything ! (Plot inus. Ancient Phi.losonhv, 
482) . 
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This stanza has a tone of scientific detachment which treats 

both the changes that occur through the passage of time ("by 

course of kind") and the more sudden changes forced upon the 

individual through contingent circurnstances ("by occasionM) as 

part of a larger cosmic process. Spenser's tone shifts 

dramatically in the next stanza, however, when he focuses 

explicitly upon the contingencies caused by tirne: "Great enimy 

to it, and to al1 the rest, / That in the Gardin of Adonis 

springs, / 1s wicked Tirne" (39) . Time is here viewed as an 

enemy to the individual, and the reader is required to 

acknowledge the horror which is associated with the 

dissolution of a being. 

Spenser's emotive tone is developed further in the next 

stanza in Venus' lament: 

And their great mother Venus did lament 

The losse of her deare brood, her deare delight: 

Her hart was pierst with pittie at the sight, 

When walking through the Gardin, them she spyde, 

Yet nofte she find redresse for such despight. 

For al1 that liues, is subiect to the law: 

Al1 things decay in time, and to their end do draw. 

( 4 0 )  

Venus, the universal mother, suffers perhaps the most profound 

loss in al1 creation: the loss of one's children. Spenser's 

use of the word " l a w I t  conflates the notion of natural law, 

suggested by stanza 38, with the Old Testament concept of 
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God's moral law. In the Bible, death is  a consequence of s i n  

(c f .  Gen. 3 ) .  Venus represents i n  t h i s  s tanza the suf fer ing  

i n h ~ r e n t  i n  the f a l l en  human condition.  

In  the  New Testament, t h e  law, which was created t o  

provide a constraint  for s i n ,  is  presented a s  having the 

i ronic  e f fec t  of increasing the power of s i n :  "For 1 once was 

a l iue ,  without the Law: but when the  commandement came, çinne 

reuiued, But 1 dyed: and the same cornandement which was 

ordeined vnto l i f e ,  was founde t o  be vnto m e  vnto deathu (Rom. 

7 : 9 )  . Thus, Paul argues, the  law is inext r icably  l inked t o  

s i n  and death, and I1without the Law sinne is dead" (Rom. 7:8). 

Chris t  came, however, t o  reverse t he  e f f e c t s  of the F a l l ,  so  

t h a t  t h e  individual who, l i k e  Venus, is  u t t e r l y  powerless t o  

prevent the  suffering consequent upon t h e  l a w  of s i n  and 

death, is l iberated through t h e  death of Christ: 

Knowing t h i s ,  that Our olde man is c ruc i f i ed  with 

him, t ha t  the bodie of sinne might be destroyed, 

tha t  henceforth w e  shulde not serue s inne.  For he 

t h a t  is  dead, is  freed from sinne. Wherefore, i f  

we be dead with Christ ,  w e  beleue t h a t  w e  shulde 

l i u e  a l so  with him, knowing t ha t  Chris t  being 

ra ised  from the dead, dyeth no more: death hath no 

more dominion ouer him. For i n  t h a t  he dyed, he 

dyed once t o  s i m e :  but i n  tha t  he l i ue th ,  he 

l i u e t h  t o  God. Likewise thinke ye a l so ,  tha t  ye 



are dead to sinne, but are aliue to God in Iesus 

Christ Our Lord. (Rom. 6:6-11) 

Spenser incoporates the kerygma of the Gospels into his cosmic 

garden through the figure of Adonis. 

At first glance, Spenser's celebrated description of 

Adonis invokes a return to the language of stanza 38, 

scientifically descriptive and unemotional: 

Al1 be he subiect to mortalitie, 

Yet is eterne in mutabilitie, 

And by succession made perpetuall, 

Transformed oit, and chaunged diuerslie; 

For him the Father of al1 formes they call; 

Therefore needs rnote he liue, that liuing giues to all. 

( 4 7 )  

Here, Spenser enlarges upon the Renaissance notion of 

procreation as a type of immortality; Adonis is immortalized 

not merely in individual children, but in al1 croatures as 

"the Father of al1 formes.1t The concluding line of the 

stanza, however, asserts Adonis' immortality above and beyond 

the ~irnmortalizationfl that occurs through procreation. This 

point is pivotal for understanding Spenser's metaphysics. If 

Adonis is only "the entire biological cycle [which] defeats 

the boar . . . deathI1 (Kemode, 28) , then Spenser presents us 
with a monistic universe reminiscent of the Stoics: 

1 will reveal those a t o ~  from which nature creates 

al1 things and increases and feeds them and into 
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which, when they perish, nature again resolves 

them. To these in my discours2 1 commonly give 

such names as the Waw material," or "generative 

bodies" or "seedsw of things. Or 1 may cal1 them 

"primary par tic le^,^^ because they corne first and 

everything else is composed of them. (Lucretius 15) 

Individuality would be ultimately illusive, because al1 things 

could be reduced to a unity of rnatter. 

Significantly, however, Spenser does not stop at 

describing Adonis as the "Father of al1 forms"; he goes on to 

describe him as an individual: 

There now he liueth in eternall blis, 

Ioying his goddesse, and of her enioyed: 

There now he liues in euerlasting ioy, 

With many of the Gods in Company. (48,491 

In these two stanzas, Spenser describes Adonisf joy first in 

terms of the sexual pleasure of lovers, then in terms of 

participating in a community of loving relationships. Here, 

Spenser invokes a uniquely theistic metaphysics which is 

biblical in its use of metaphor. The intimacy of the marriage 

relationship (Spenser is clearly present ing Venus and Adonis ' 

love here as faithful and monogamous, unlike the Venus and 

Adonis portrayed on the wall of the Castle Joyous LIII.i.34- 
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throughout the Bible as a type of the relationship of God to 

his people, and specifically in the New Testament as a type of 

Christ and the church (Eph. 5). Likewise, the Company of gods 

is suggestive of both the trinity, and the community of 

saints, which Paul likened to a body (1 Cor. 12-31) . While 

marriage and the community of the body of Christ in the church 

have eschatological dimensions, they are clearly also 

institutions through which the Christian can most fully live 

out his faith in this life. The Garden of Adonis is not 

Heaven or Eden; it is Venus' paradise "when she on earth does 

dwelll1 (29) . Thus, Spenser presents a type of idealized 

vision that is not otherworldly but transworldly. 

The binding of the boar is suggestive of Christ's victory 

over sin and death, because sin and death are controlled but 

not eliminated while tirne exists: 

Ne feareth he henceforth that foe of his, 

Which with his cruel1 tuske him deadly cloyd: 

For that wilde Bore, the which him once annoyd, 

She fimely hath emprisoned for ay, 

That her sweet loue his malice mote auoyd, 

In a strong rocky Caue, which is they Say, 

Parker argues that the presence in the poem of the Venus 
and Adonis of the Castle Joyous compromises the purity of the 
relationship of the Venus and Adonis in the Garden of Adonis 
(92). 
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Hewen vnderneath that Mount, that none him losen may. 

(48) 

The rocky cave is suggestive of the tomb O£ Christ, and the 

fact that it is under Venusf mount is suggestive both of the 

dominance of her generat ive forces and also of tradit ional 

images of Hel1 undemeath, or within, the earth. Furthermore, 

Adonis' translation frorn death to life is clearly evocative of 

Christ. Christ is described as "the first borne of the deadN 

(Col. 1:18), and as the one by whom I1were al1 things created 

. . . he is before al1 things, and in him al1 things consistu 
0 1: 16-17 . As a type of Christ, Adonis is an individual 

who died and in so doing defeated death ("because 1 liue, ye 

shall liue alsou [John 14:19]), and a cosmic force that giveç 

natural and spiritual life to al1 other creatures; a force 

which is both transcendent and immanent ("at that day shal ye 

knowe that 1 am in my Father, and you in me, and 1 in you" 

[John 14 : 201 ) . Through the figure of Adonis we see a 

resolution of the problem of individual suffering and death by 

pointing the reader beyond the text to the Bible, which 

functions as a metaphysical gloss on the cosrnology of the 

Garden. 

The garden of Adonis offers a static visual image of 

suffering subsumed by joy through the relationship of Venus 

and Adonis. This image is emblematic of the individual's 

relationship to God through His church, and it is both 

temporal and eschatological (Roche 126) . Sexuality in the 
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Garden of Adonis is an image of transcendent joy which 

elevates the ltsinfull mirem of the flesh through linking it in 

a unified act with the spirit, thus rejecting dualism in 

favour of a holistic view of the person. But for temporality, 

the garden would secure for its members an environment free 

from al1 suffering: 

But were it not, that Time their troubler is, 

Al1 that in this delightfull Gardin growes, 

Should happie bel and haue immortall blis: 

For here al1 plentie, and al1 pleasure flowes, 

And sweet loue gentle fits emongst them throwes, 

Without f e l l  rancor, or fond gealosie; 

Franckly each paramour his leman knowes. (41) 

Time, however, is permitted to trouble the garden, and 

Spenser reinforces the connection between sexual pleasure and 

temporal change through the ~upid/~syche myth. The narrative 

approach to the Garden of Adonis was through Venusf search for 

Cupid, where we saw frustrated sexual love as a type of 

suffering throughout al1 strata of society (12-15). It is to 

this garden that Cupid 

. . . when he hath with spoiles and cruelty 
Ransackt the world, and in the wofull harts 

Of many wretches set his triumphes hye, 

. . . resorts, and laying his sad darts 

Aside, with faire Adonis playes his wanton parts. (49) 
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Cupid's redemption goes beyond merely ceasing to be a 

source of suffering in the world; he becomes the father of 

Pleasure through his marriage to Psyche, who represents the 

individual soul: 

And his true loue faire Psyche with him playes, 

Faire Psyche to him lately reconcyled, 

After long troubles and vnmeet vpbrayes, 

With which his mother Venus her reuyled, 

And eke himselfe her cmelly exyld: 

But now in stedfast loue and happy state 

She with him liues, and hath him borne a chyld, 

Pleasure, that doth both gods and men aggrate, 

Pleasure, the daughter of Cupid and Psyche late. ( 5 0 )  

This stanza captures in brief the correlation of the garden to 

the quest: pleasure is the end (in both senses) of the quest, 

but it is arrived at only through hardship. While Spenser 

asserts that Psyche now lives with Cupid in "stedfast loue and 

happy state, the word I1latett in the last Une tends to 

undermine the reader's sense of permanence in the 

relationship: he or she is reminded of the fact that their 

reconciliation, and the birth of Pleasure, exists in time and 

is therefore yet subject to time's changes. 

Significantly, Spenser does not leave the garden on this happy 

note. To do so would invite the danger of re-creating the 

Bower of Bliss, where we learned the dangers of trying to be 

"still in stedfast stateIt (II.xii. SI) . Instead he shifts the 
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narrative to Arnoret (Venusf discovery of Amoret and Belphoebe 

having introduced the digression to the Garden), whose destiny 

is to leave the garden and return to the realm of contingency 

as "lodestarre of al1 chaste affectioneu (III.vi.52). Her 

story parallels that of Psyche, for she too will suffer sexual 

victimization. yet triumph over suffering through fidelity: 

And for his dearest sake endured sore, 

Sore trouble of an hainous enimy; 

Who her would forced haue to haue forlore 

Her former loue, and stedfast loialty, 

As ye may elsewhere read that ruefull history. (53) 

The relationship of the temporal to the eternal is not-- 

cannot be--resolved within the narrative of Spenser's poem. 

AS long as there is more narrative, there must be a shift from 

the permanent and enclosed to the contingent and vulnerable. 

But in the Mutability Cantos Spenser offers the reader a 

perspective even more dramatically cosmic than that afforded 

by the Garden of Adonis. In these two cantos, we are invited 

to examine whether Mutability, which can also be seen as the 

problem of suffering, is finally supreme. Of course, the 

answer is that she is not, but critics have questioned whether 

Spenser's resolution is satisfactory (Berger 272-72; Norhnberg 

777; Williams 232). The narratorts response in Canto viii 

indeed seems terse as a summary of the relationship of the 

mutable to the eternal, but this terseness is not indicative 

of confusion or wavering on Spenser's part (Chambers 9; Fowler 
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233) . In Mutability's lawsuit before Dame Nature, Spenser 

gives the reader an eschatological perspective which 

integrates the historical and temporal with the eternal. 

Ar10 Hill is not a garden, but it is garden-like in its 

floral beauty (vii.lO), and while it lacks physical enclosure, 

the fact that al1 creatures corne to it to hear Mutability's 

trial (3-4) carries Edenic resonances. Dame Nature is herself 

described as being like Christ through the metaphor of the 

Lion, the Sun, and the reference to the glass (9) (Hamilton, 

a 725). Spenser then goes on to describe Dame Nature's 

brightness as comparable to that of Christ in the 

transfiguration: 

Her garment was so bright and wondrous sheene, 

That my fraile wit cannot deuize to what 

It to compare, nor finde like stuffe to that, 

As those three sacred Saints, thou else most wise, 

Yet on mount Thabor quite their wits forgat, 

When they their glorious Lord in strange disguise 

Transfigurld sawe; his garments so did daze their eyes. 

(7) 

The glory of Dame Nature overwhelms the poet just as the glory 

of the Lord overwhelmed the disciples. Spenser describes 

himself as inadequate to encompass the vision in language, but 

by ref erring to the disciple's reaction to the transf igured 

Christ, he obliquely alludes to another inadequacy in their 

reaction. Peter is indeed rendered speechless, but when he 
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finds words his response is to try to make permanent the 

vision which must needs be temporary: 

Then Peter answered, and said to Iesus, Master, it 

is good for vs to be here: let vs make also thre 

tabernacles, one for thee, and one for Moses, and 

one for Elias. Yet he knewe not what he said: for 

they were afrayed. And there was a cloude that 

shaddowed them, & a voyce came out of the cloude, 

saying, This is my beloued Sonne: heare him. (Mark 

9:5-7) 

In this passage the narrative moves from Peterls desire to 

remain on the mountain by constructing shelters which would 

I1containn the experience, to a recognition of the inadequacy 

of language to express the vision, to the miraculous 

pronouncement of Jesus' identity, and finally to the 

disciples' obligation in the face of that identity, which is 

to listen. 

The disciples are rendered speechless, but God speaks, 

and he directs them to listen. Spenser is rendered 

speechless, but his allusion to the transfiguration indirectly 

instructs the reader to listen to Dame Nature. Before Dame 

Nature speaks, however, Spenser further prepares us for the 

eschatological dimension of this canto by a digression. 

Spenser tells the reader that the last time such joy was 

experienced was on a similar hi11 for the celebration of 

wedding nuptials, where Phoebus himself sang the spousal hymn: 
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"That al1 the gods were rauisht with delight / Of his 

celestiall song, and Musicks wondrous might IV (12) . While 

Spenser postures that he is inadequate to describe Dame 

Nature, music (or poetry) is not, for the suggestion in this 

stanza is that it is the means through which the divine finds 

expression. Again, the marriage metaphor, which is rooted in 

the Bible, functions as a type of spiritual joy. 

When Dame Nature speaks at the end of the canto, Spenser 

voices a view of the relationship of the one to the many which 

af firms the value of the individual. Mutability had argued 

for a monistic view of reality. Much like the matter/spirit 

dualism invoked and rejected in the Garden of Adonis episode, 

Mutability8s daim is that al1 things are subject to change 

and decay and therefore temporary and ultimately illusive: 

Then since within this wide great Vniuerse 

Nothing doth fime and permanent appeare, 

But al1 things tost and turned by transuerse: 

What then should let, but 1 aloft should reare 

My Trophee, and from all, the triumph beare? (56) 

Mutability asserts that she is the only ultimate reality. In 

response, Dame Nature projects a view of the individual which 

allows for death without ultimate loss: 

They are not changed from their first estate; 

But by their change their being doe dilate: 

And turning to themselues at length againe, 

Doe worke their owne perfection so by fate: 



202 

Then ouer them Change doth not rule and raigne; 

But they raigne ouer change, and doe their states 

maintaine. (58) 

The permanence which is longed for as an end to the suffering 

brought about through mutability in the fallen realm is here 

affirmed as realizable. But just as Peter must corne down the 

mountain despite his longing for the moment of transfiguration 

to be made permanent, so the reader must leave the embowering 

effect of the poem and engage with the linear pattern of life. 

Spenser' s ref erence to the transfiguration, however, points 

the reader beyond the text of his poem to the Bible, and to 

the mandate expressed in the divine voice, "This is my beloued 

Son, heare him" (Mark 9 : 7) . 



CHAPTER 6: MARRIED LOVE AND SPIRITUAL JOY 

Most sacred fire, that burnest mightily 

In liuing brests, ykindled first above, 

Emongst th1eternall spheres and lamping sky, 

And thence pourd into men, which men cal1 Loue; 

Not that same, which doth base affections moue 

In brutish minds, and filthy lust inflame, 

But that sweet fit, that doth true beautie loue, 

And choseth vertue for his dearest Dame, 

Whence spring al1 noble deeds and neuer dying fame. 

(1II.iii.l) 

St. Augustinefs distinction between enjoying God and 

enjoying self is foundational for his definitions of charity 

and cupidity (ÇP III.x.16). In the stanza quoted above, 

Spenser suggests an analogous distinction between jI10ve~~ and 

'lust," for love is "ykindled from above,It and lust originates 

with "brutish minds," But whereas Augustine draws a dichotomy 

between divine and temporal ob j ects of desire, Spenserf s 

dichotorny exists within the encompassing framework of sexual 

passion. For Spenser, married sexuality participates in, and 

is metaphoric of, divine love (Roche, I(inèlv F1- 126) . 
Through the metaphor of marital bliss Spenser suggests that 

spiritual intimacy with God is meant to be experienced 
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temporally, not just eternally. And the experience of joy 

which arises £rom this intimacy provides the opportunity for 

"noble deedsfl which mitigate suffering in the world. 

"Reioyce in the Lord alway, againe 1 Say, ReioyceIt 

(Phi1.4:4). In this well known passage, St. Paul expresses a 

sentiment pervasive in Scripture: that the experience of joy 

is rooted in one's relationship to God. The coupling of joy 

with faith in God's salvation occurs so often in Scripture as 

to be axiomatic. It is not surprising, then, that in Book 1 

we find Redcrosse's joy and sorrow are closely tied to his 

spiritual condition. Spenser uses Redcrosse's marriage to Una 

as a type of the soul's relationship to Christ, and as the 

fulfillment of Redcrosse's spiritual development. In 

Britomartts faithfulness to Artegall Spenser depicts love 

functioning in step with divine providence to realize 

protection and salvation. The relationships of Redcrosse to 

Una and of Britomart to Artegall demonstrate complementary 

aspects of Godt s relationship to humanity: spiritual joy 

experienced in relationship with God, and grace working 

through contingencies coupled with the faithful obedience of 

the individual. 

The motif of married love is central to Spenser's 

conception of spiritual joy, just as extramarital sexuality is 

a symbol of sin and joylessness. Both of these motifs are 

rooted in the Bible, where the resonance of marriage as a type 

of the individual's (or Israel's or the Church's) relationship 
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to God, is rooted in a theology that views human rnarriage as 

a joyful and holy institution. "As a bride-grome is glad of 

the brider1@ writes Isaiah, %O shal thy God reioyce ouer theen 

(Isaiah 62.5). Conversely, adultery and prostitution are 

types of idolatry in Scripture: 

Thou hast discouered thy selfe to another then me, 

and wentest vp and didest enlarge thy bed, & make a 

couenant betweene thee and them, and louest their 

bed in euerie place where thou sawst it. (Isa. 

57:8) 

Redcrosse's despair is directly linked to his relationship 

with Duessa. Although he is granted a vision of the New 

Jerusalem on the Mount of Contemplation, he does not 

experience spiritual joy until Duessa is publicly renounced in 

canto xii, freeing Redcrosse to take joy in Una as his bride. 

Williams notes that Redcrosse's encounter with Sansjoy is 

symbolic of his inner state at that point in the story. 

Sansjoy signifies the joylessness inherent in the law of 

vengeance which the Sarazin brothers represent. If Redcrosse 

had remained with Una, he would not have had to fight them and 

incur blood guiltiness, but through his association with 

Duessa he f inds himself llmoving toward the sorrow and fear of 

the law of guilt and vengeance. He cannot defeat Sansjoy 

because his own thinking has become joyless (K. Williams 17) . 

Although sin is presented as ultimately joyless 

throughout Book I f  it is often accompanied by false joy. In 
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canto ii, the "sprites" who are disguised as Una and a young 

Squire are "both together laid, to ioy in vaine delight" 

1 . 3  and in canto iv, the people gathered around the 

seven deadly sins are "showting for ioy" (iv. 36.6) . At f irst 

Redcrosse is critical of the crowd at Lucifera's Castle--"Him 

selfe estraunging from their ioyaunce vaine, / Whose 

f ellowship seemd far vnfit for warlike swainetl (37) - - but 

after he meets Sansjoy we find Redcrosse included in the 

revelry: IfThat night they pas in ioy and iollity, / Feasting 

and courting both in bowre and hallw (43). 

The feast as a type of sinful indulgence is a common 

motif in the Bible, and it often anticipates divine justice 

being brought against revellers. In Daniel 5, for example, 

Belshazzar received the writ ing on the wall during impious 

festivity. It is appropriate, then, that Spenser uses the 

motif of feasting to signify Redcrossets participation in 

Lucifera's castle. The "bothIq in 43.6, Teasting and courting 

both in bowre and hall," is a repetition of "bath" in 43.3, 

I1So been they parted both, with harts on edge, f1 and functions 

here to link Redcrosse implicitly with Sansjoy in the 

festivities. He most fully commits hirnself to the House of 

Pride after his battle with Sansjoy, when fie pays reverence to 

Lucifera (v.16) . 
The apparent festivity at the House of Pride is undercut 

by the description of the seven deadly sins as diseased, and 

the suffering of the prisoners discovered by the dwarf, much 
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as the metamorphosis of men to beasts undercut the pleasures 

of the Bower of Bliss. Redcrosse escapes from "the dreadfull 

spectacle of that sad house of PrideN (v.531, yet he remains 

"sad" (vi .2) . Spenser's epic simile of the lucky mariner who 

"yet in doubt ne dare / To ioy at his foole-happie ouersightN 

(1) is ironic, for t is not yet repentance for his 

foolishness, but regret at leaving Duessa, and disappointment 

in Una' s "treason" (2) , that leaves hirn sad. 

Redcrossets feelings toward Duessa and Una are distinct. 

Duessa has been his paramour; she is "the faire Duess"I (2). 

When she catches up with him in canto vii, their 

reconciliation is amorous and sexual: "vnkindnesse past, they 

gan of solace treat, / And bathe in pleasaunce of the ioyous 

shadel1 v i i ) .  Redcrosse's sadness over Una, on the other 

hand, is that of a knight disillusioned by his sovereign. She 

is "his deare dreedtl (vi.2), just as Spenser refers to 

Gloriana as "dearest dredv (1. Proem. 4 )  (Hamilton, EQ 86.) . 
Redcrosse thought of Una as Ifthe chastest flowre, that ay did 

spring / On earthly braunch, the daughter of a king" 

(I.i.48), and he nearly kills the false Una in his rage over 

her llshamelesse guisef1 (50) . Spenser's use of enjambment in 

the lines "ber fawning loue with foule disdainefull spight / 

He would not shendgf (53) implicitly suggests that Redcrosse 

has to master feelings of "foule disdainefull spightu toward 

the false Una when she confesses her love for him. 

Significantly, he does not confess like love for her, but 
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says: "for al1 so deare as life is to my hart, / 1 deeme voux 

loue1' ( 5 4 )  (underlining mine) . 

When he discovers the false Una in "wanton lustu with the 

young Squire, he does burn with jealousy, ( 5 )  , but it is a 

jealousy fueled by the erotic feelings stirred up within him 

through Archimagots insinuating dreams. That his 

disapointment in her is, at least in part, a disillusionment 

in the chaste ideal she represents to him is evident when he 

reflects upon her proposition. He is "much grieufd to thinke 

that gentle Dame so light, / For whose defence he was to shed 

his bloodv (i.55). 

While Redcrosse suffers from a type of sadness that is 

due to sin, Una suffers throughout Book 1 as an innocent 

victim. Both characters are introduced to the reader as 

marked by sadness, but with a difference. In Redcrosse, who 

"of his cheere did seeme too solemne sadI1 ( 2 ,  the sadness 

is without any apparent source. Una appeared Ifas one that 

inly mournd: so was she sad . . . / Seemed in heart some 

hidden care she hadIf ( 4 )  , suggesting to the reader that her 

sadness is rooted in a legitimate, though unknown, cause. The 

distinction, suggested in these opening lines, between 

sorrowfulness that is self-focused and rnourning for the loss 

of another, is maintained throughout Book 1. 

If Una is more Redcrosse' s "ladyH than his "love, " 

Redcrosse is unequivocally Unafs beloved. Her search for 

Xedcrosse in canto iii is described as the quest of a forsaken 
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lover. When the lion humbles himself before Una, Una 

ref lects, 

But he my Lyon, and my noble Lord, 

How does he find in cruel1 hart to hate 

Her that him lourd, and euer most adord, 

As the God of my life? why hath he me abhord? (iii.7) 

This passage is important not only for establishing Una's 

devotion to Redcrosse, but for hinting at her symbolic role as 

the bride of Christ. The phrase "the God of my lifeN is taken 

from Psalm 42, "in the night shal 1 sing of him, euen a praier 

vnto the God of my life" (Shaheen 67) . This psalm is about 

the snults longing for God, and its hope that its fait'i in God 

will be sustained. By making this allusion, Spenser 

identifies Una with the individual sou1 who will be wed to 

God, as well as the T r u e  Church, which is the Bride of Christ. 

Throughout Unaf s search for Redcrosse , Spenser uses 

biblical allusions to establish Unats allegorical identity as 

"the bride." Unars flight into the wilderness finds its 

biblical analogue in the woman "clothed with the suri" in 

Revelation 12 (Hankins 4 6 ) ,  which is more fully developed in 

canto xii in heu betxothal to Redcrosse. Spenser also 

identifies her with the bride in Song of Songs. In the Song, 

the woman's lover knocks at her door in the night, but by the 

time she reaches the door he is gone. She goes after hirn, but 

during her search she is assaulted by the night watchmen, who 

strip her of her veil (Song 5: 5-7) . This passage parallels 
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Una' s situation when she wakes to find Redcrosse gone, 

searches for him, and is abducted by Sansloy who assaults her  

and removes her veil (Hankins 46-47). The strong note of joy 

that pervades the Song of Songs anticipates Redcrosse's joy in 

Una as his bride. 

During her search for Redcrosse, however, Una continually 

laments. When she is in the house of Abessa, we are told she 

steeps 'her tender brest in bitter teares al1 night, / Al1 

night she thinks too long, and often lookes for light" 

i i . 5  This passage suggests Psalm 30: "weeping maie abide 

at euening, but ioye cometh in the morning." Psalm 30 is a 

psalm of rejoicing in which the speaker asserts that his faith 

in the Lord has been well placed, because God has not forsaken 

him. By hinting at this psalm, Spenser suggests that Una's 

faithful love for Redcrosse will find fulfillment, despite her 

present desolation. 

Spenser also foreshadows Una's allegorical identity as 

"bride" by having Archimago disguise himself as Redcrosse 

(iii) . Here, Spenser alludes to the beast in Revelation 13:il 

who came "out of the earth" disguised as a lad, and who had 

the power to mislead people into false worship (Hankins 4 5 ) .  

The motif of true and false identity for Archimago and 

Redcrosse parallels the true and false "lambsn of revelation, 

and implies that Una is the bride of the Lamb referred to in 

Revelation 21:9. 
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Through Biblical allusion, Una is presented as the sou1 

longing for Gad, the lover longing for her beloved, and the 

bride of Christ. Al1 three associations involve a love 

relationship that is eventually fulfilled in joyful communion. 

It is not surprising, then, that Una rejoices when she thinks 

she has found Redcrosse: wsuch ioy made Vna, when her knight 

she found; / And eke threnchaunter ioyous seemd no lesse" 

(iii. 32) . The reconciliation between Una and the false 

Redcrosse in this passage is exactly what we would expect: 

Archimago offers an explanation, Una forgives him and tells 

hirn of her recent plight, and they journey forth, mutually 

rejoicing in each other's Company. It is interesting to 

compare this reunion with Una's reunion with the real 

Redcrosse in canto viii. When Arthur brings Redcrosse out of 

Orgoglio's dungeon, Una runs to him I1with hasty ioy: to see 

him made her gladu ( 4 2 ) ,  and begins lamenting his sad 

condition and misfortune. By contrast, Redcrosse is "the 

chearelesse man, whom sorrow did dismay, " and who "had no 

delight to treaten of his grief" (43). Redcrossets lack of 

joy contrasts sharply with Una's joy in their reunion 

(Crampton 123) . 
Redcrosse, of course, is still in a spiritually weakened 

state, and his lack of joy is part of the condition that leads 

him to despair in canto ix. We do find Redcrosse praising Una 

in canto ix after Arthur tells of his love for Gloriana: 

Thine, O then, said the gentle Redcrosse knight, 



Next to that Ladies loue, shalbe the place, 

O fairest virgin, full of heauenly light, 

Whose wondrous faith, exceeding earthly race, 

Was firmest fixt in mine extremest case. (ix.17) 

The construction of this passage is ambiguous, though: it is 

not clear whether Redcrosse is placing Una's love above or 

below Gloriana' s love (Hamilton, 122) . In either case, 

Redcrosse' s relationship with Gloriana (unlike Arthur's) is 

that of a vassal to a sovereign. By comparing Una to 

Gloriana, Redcrosse implicitly treats Una as a lady rather 

than a love. There is nothing in Redcrosse's praise of Una 

indicative of sexual feeling; rather, he associates her with 

divine virtue . 
By contrast, Arthur% description of his dream of 

Gloriana is couched in passionate language. In detail, it 

parallels some of Redcrosse's earlier sinful encounters. Like 

Redcrosse at the Fount of Feebleness, Arthur removes his 

armour and lies d o m  to rest (13) . He has an erotic dream, 

and like Redcrosse in the house of Archimago, his dream lover 

I1most goodly glee and louely blandishment / . . . made" (14) . 
But unlike the false Una. who "halfe blushing of fred him to 

kis, / With gentle blandishment and louely looken (i. 49) . 
Gloriana's love-making to Arthur is frank rather than coy, and 

she does not seek immediate fulfillment. Rather, 

She . . . bad me loue her deare, 
For dearely sure her loue was to me bent, 



As when iust time expired should appeare. (ix.14) 

In Arthur and Gloriana we see erotic love united with long- 

term commitment that seeks fulfillment at the appropriate 

tirne. In this respect, their relationship parallels the ideal 

found in the Song of Songs: "1 am my welbelouedl s, and his 

desire is toward meu (Sg. 7 : 10) . By contrast, Redcrosse has 

only known eroticism driven by the desire for immediate 

pleasure . 

At the House of Holiness, Redcrosse undergoes a process 

of spiritual healing; a process which includes much suffering. 

The physical suffering Redcrosse undergoes symbolizes the 

process of psychological repentance, in which physical 

corruption is a metaphor for spiritual disease. 34 This 

section of the poem suggests St. Paul's teaching on godly 

sorrow: "for godly sorrow causeth repentance vnto saluation, 

not to be repented of: but the worldly sorrow causeth death" 

(II Cor. 7:9-10). The suffering Redcrosse experiences in the 

House of Holiness contrasts with the "worldly sorrow" he felt 

in the House of Pride, Orgogliols dungeon, and the Cave of 

Despair. 

C.S. Lewis notes: 
Aiiegory consists in giving an imagined body to the 
immaterial; but if, in each case, Catholicism claims already 
to have given it a material body, then the allegorist's symbol 
will naturally resemble that material body. The whip of 
Penaunce is an excellent example. No Christian ever doubted 
that repentance involved 'penancet and 'whipst on the 
spiritual plane: it is when you corne to material whips. . . 
that the controversy begins. (Al1 eaorv o f  Love 322) . 
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Una suffers out of empathy during Redcrosse's painful 

purging, and we are not surprised that she rejoices to see him 

when he is restored to her in good spiritual health: "who 

ioyous of his cured conscience, / Him dearely kistn ( x . 2 9 ) .  

No mention, however, is made of Redcrosse rejoicing to see 

Una. An argument from silence cannot in itself establish a 

point, but it is worth comparing the greeting Caelia, Fidelia 

and Speranza give Una when she arrives at the House of 

Holiness. Of Caelia we are told: 

Where when the fairest Vna she beheld, 

Whom well she knew to spring from heauenly race, 

Her hart with ioy vnwonted inly sweld, 

AS feeling wondrous comfort in her weaker eld. 

And her embracing said, O happie earth 

Whereon thy innocent feet doe euer tread. ( x . 8 - 9 )  

This greeting is almost suggestive of Elizabeth's welcome to 

Mary, I1blessed art thou among womentt (Luke 1 : 4 2 )  . Similarly, 

when Fidelia and Speranza greet Una, they "greatly ioy each 

other well to seel1 (x.15) . The mutuality of joy in this 

passage is absent in the passage where Una rejoices to see 

Redcrosse healthy again. 

It is true that at that point in the poem Redcrosse has 

yet to be instructed by Charissa. But even on the Mount of 

Contemplation, Redcrosse desires to remain on the Mount in 

order to avoid the vain joys he has known on earth (x. 63 ) . We 
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do not have a sense that Redcrosse has experienced spiritual 

joy at this point; rather, it is the peace of not having to 

struggle in the world that attracts him. Una is only a 

responsibility that ties him to the earth: 

Then shall 1 soone, (quoth he) so God me grace, 

Abet that virgins cause disconsolate, 

And shortly backe returne vnto this place, 

To walke this way in Pilgrims poore estate. (64) 

Like Peter on Mount Tabor (Matt - 17) , Redcrosse would 
make permanent the eschatological vision with which he has 

been graced. While the desire for the contemplative lifestyle 

is not presented as sinful, unlike the temptation to sloth and 

sexual pleasure in the Bower of Bliss, it is essentially 

escapist. The epiphanic moment cannot be controlled or 

contained by human desire, and, as Colin Clout says of the 

dance of the graces, "being gone, none can bring them in 

place" (VI.x.20). Just as Calidore cannot but destroy the 

dance on Mount Acidale by intruding upon it, so Redcrosse 

cannot remain on the Mount of Contemplation without sabotaging 

his identity as St. George. Perhaps it is not surprising, 

then, that when Redcrosse returns to Una w e  are told that she 

"him ioyed to sec" (68), but we are not told of any like 

feeling on the part of Redcrosse. 

In canto x, Spenser twice anticipates the epiphanic 

conclusion of canto xii. The sixth beadsman in the House of 

Holiness 



. . . had charge of them now being dead, 

I n  seernely s o r t  t h e i r  corses t o  engraue, 

And deck wi th  da in ty  flowres t h e i r  brida11 bed, 

That t o  t h e i r  heauenly spouse both sweet and braue 

They might appeare, when he t h e i r  soules s h a l l  saue. 

( 4 2 )  

The preparation of corpses f o r  bur ia l ,  perhaps the humblest of 

the ac t s  of mercy, is here dignif  ied  by the  image of t h e  bride 

wait ing f o r  her  Groom. Furthemore,  Spenser a n t i c i p a t e s  the  

marriage of Una and Redcrosse by including an image of 

marriage when i t  would be most na tura l  t o  do so. When 

Redcrosse is  given a v i s i o n  of the New Jerusalem, the  

d e s c r i p t i o n  is taken from Rev. 21:lO-21 (Hamilton, EQ 140) . 
J u s t  p r i o r  t o  t h i s  desc r ip t ion ,  an ange1 says t o  S t .  John, 

NCome, 1 w i l l  show thee  t h e  br ide ,  the  Lambes wifeu (Rev. 

21:9). B y  omit t ing any a l l u s i o n  to t h i s  p a r t  of t h e  vis ion,  

Spenser reserves t h e  image of marriage f o r  canto x i i ,  where 

Redcrosse discovers s p i r i t u a l  joy within the  symbolic context 

of e a r t h l y  f e l i c i t y .  35 

A s  Una and Redcrosse f i n i s h  t h e i r  journey, Una descr ibes  

RedcrosseJs cornmitment. t o  he r  a s  the  source of h i s  sorrow: 

This is  not t o  diminish Redcrossets v is ion  on t h e  Mount 
of Contemplation, but t o  poin t  out  t h a t  it is not t h e  climax 
of h i s  s p i r i t u a l  journey. That he is t o  e n t e r  t h e  New 
Jerusalem a f t e r  h i s  dea th  is made e x p l i c i t  by Contemplation: 

. . . seeKe this path,  t h a t  1 t o  thee presage,  
Which a f t e r  a l1  t o  heauen s h a l l  thee send; 
Then peaceably thy  pa inefu l l  pilgrimage 
To yonder same Hierusalem do bend, 
Where is f o r  thee  ordained a blessed end. (61)  
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Deare knight, as deare, as euer knight was deare, 

That al1 these sorrowes suffer for my sake, 

High heauen behold the tedious toyle, ye for me take. 

(xi. 1) 

The self-effacing lines suggest both Una's unflagging love for 

Redcrosse, and Redcrosse's lack of joy in Una's cause. While 

one could argue that joy would hardly be an appropriate 

feeling just prior to a dragon-fight, a quality of sadness 

accompanies Redcrosse into his battle. Clearly, it is not 

despair due to sin; from that he was healed. Una's reference 

to Redcrosse's sorrowes does suggest, though, his state of 

"solemn sadnessu at the very beginning of Book 1. In a sense, 

he is back to where he started; back to where he would have 

been if he had not abandoned Una in the first place (Nelson 

175) . 
At the end of canto xi, when the dragon is defeated, we 

are told that Una "nigher drew, and saw that ioyous end: / 

Then God she praysd, and thankt her faithfull knight" (55) . 

This is the only point at which Una and Redcrosse are 

explicitly brought together after the battle until Una is 

revealed as a bride in canto x i i .  The emphasis in the early 

part of canto xii is upon public festivity. It is Unats 

father, Adam, the universal Man, who rushes to Redcrosse with 

"hasty ioyn ( x . 3 ,  just as Una, after Redcrosse was 

delivered from Orgoglio's dungeon, "to him . . . ran / with 
hasty ioybt (viii. 4 1 )  . 



Spenser's use of the identical phrase in these two 

passages links Redcrossers defeat of the dragon and the 

release of Unaf s parent's kingdom Erom captivity, with 

Orgoglio's defeat by Arthur and Redcrosse's subsequent release 

from Orgoglio's underworld-type dungeon. We noted above how 

Redcrosse is saved during the dragon f ight by his fa11 into 

the Well of Life and against the Tree of Life. Similarly, it 

is through chance that Arthur's shield is uncovered as he 

falls: 

And in his fa11 his shield, that couered was, 

Did loose his vele by chaunce, and open flew: 

The light whereof, that heauens light did pas, 

Such blazing brightnesse through the aier threw, 

That eye mote not the same endure to vew. (viii.19) 

Both episodes represent a type of spiritual victory over evil, 

and in both cases the success of the heroes occurs through a 

combination of effort and grace. Without the effort of the 

knights the monsters would not be destroyed, but the knights 

would have died but for providential grace working through 

contingent circumstances. Furthermore, both knights are aided 

by the special properties of external objects (the water, the 

balm, the light from the shield), a detail which emphasizes 

the supernatural nature the victories. 

After their victories, both Arthur and Redcrosse are 

invited to speak of their adventures, and in each case the 

heroes speak about sexual encounters. While Arthur's is a 
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prof ession of love for Gloriana x .  4 )  , Redcrosse must 

confess his sexual involvement with Duessa. This he does with 

Ivvt t ' rance graue, and count ' nance sadu x i  5 )  , introducing 

a note of sadness into the otherwise joyful occasion. ït is 

appropriate that he should tell his story to the community, 

though, for it suggests the mandate in James, "acknowledge 

your faults one to another, and pray one for another, that ye 

may be healedu (James 5:17). Redcrosse has been healed, but 

he is yet to enter into the fullness of Christian joy. When 

Unats father suggests to Redcrosse llsince now safe ye seised 

haue the shore / . . . / Let vs deuize of ease and euerlasting 
restm (17), Redcrosse's regret that he must return to fairy 

court does not suggest any particular sorrow at leaving Una. 

He mentions her only as one who can confirm his obligation to 

Gloriana (18). 

Redcrosse does not think of Una as his bride until he 

sees her in her brida1 array. This description of Una Graws 

upon details from the bride in Song of Songs, and details from 

the description of the bride of the Lamb in Revelation 

(Shaheen 98-99) . Particularly rich in Scriptural allusion are 

the lines "and on her now a garment she did Wear, / Al1 lilly 

white, withoutten spot" (22), and "the glorious light of her 

sunshyny face" (23). Here Spenser refers to a verse in Song 

of Songs, "thou art al1 fair, my love, and there is no spot in 

theeu (4 : 7) , a verse in Revelation, "the marriage of the Lamb 

is corne, and his wife hathe made herself readie. And to her 
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was granted that she shulde be araied with pure fyne linen, 

and shiningw (21 : 7-81 , and f inally, a verse in Ephesians : 

That he might make it vnto him self a glorious 

Church, not hauing spot or wrinkle, or anie suche 

thing: but that it shulde be holie and without 

blame. ( 5 : 2 7 )  

In these lines, Spenser has re-identified Una as the bride in 

Song of Songs, the bride of the Lamb in Reveiation, and the 

bride of Christ, which is his church. 

The reference to Ephesians is most important because it 

is contained in a passage in which St. Paul compares the 

relationship of a husband and wife to that of Christ and his 

Church. In the verses immediately following the one quoted 

above, St. Paul adds: 

So ought men to loue their wiues, as their owne 

bodies: he that loueth his wife, loueth him self. 

For no man euer yet hated his owne flesh, but 

nourisheth & cherisheth it, euen as the Lord doeth 

the Church. (5:28-29) . 
As we have seen, Redcrosse has not l1cherishedl1 his own flesh. 

Indeed, this is the very thing Una tells him he should do when 

he repents in the House of Holiness (she "fairely eke besought 

/ Himselfe to chearish, l1 x .29 )  . Spenser1 s allusion to this 

passage in Ephesians anticipates the new joy that Redcrosse 

will discover through loving Una. When she is revealed, it is 



clear that Redcrosse is seeing her for the first time in 

correct relationship to himself: 

Ne wonder; for her owne deare loued knight, 

Al1 were she dayly with himselfe in place, 

Did wonder much at her celestiall sight: 

O f t  had he seene her faire, but neuer so faire dight. 

(xii. 23) 

At this epiphanic moment, the festivity is interrupted by 

Archimago. To interpret this interruption as something more 

than a minor disturbance which is quickly put to right, it is 

necessary to realize that up until that moment Redcrosse has 

not known the experience of Christian joy. Duessa1s letter 

threatens to deprive him of an experience he has only just 

glimpsed in Una8s unveiling. She calls him back Wnto another 

loue, and to another land" (26); a land "whose ioyes so 

f ruitlesse areM (x. 63) , from which Redcrosse had hoped to 

escape on the Mount of Contemplation. 

The details of Duessafs description throughout Book 1 are 

those of the "whore of Babylonn from Revelation 17, and the 

"daughter of Babeln described in Isaiah 47 (Hankins 41) . 

Arthurf s victory over Orgoglio culminates with stripping 

Duessa and exiling her to the wilderness (viii .46-50) , but 

allegorically her power in the world continues, and she 

threatens once more to usurp Unaf s place as Redcrosse's 

beloved. But because Redcrosse and Una now stand united in 

their testimony, and because Redcrosse now desires Una as his 



bride, he avoids the error of Fradubio and the threat to their 

wedding is quickly dispelled. 

In his description of the wedding celebration, Spenser 

uses the motif of music to contrast this true joy with the 

false joy he had associated with music earlier in the book. 

When Redcrosse was recovering at the House of Pride, we are 

told that he is laid on a ~sumptuous bed" (v.17) : 

And al1 the while, most heauenly melody 

About the bed sweet musicke did diuide, 

Hirn to beguile of griefe and agony. (v. 17) 

By contrast. at Redcrosse's nuptials, music plays "to driue 

away the du11 Melancholy; / The whiles one Sung a Song of 

loue and iollity" (xii.38). The difference between these 

passages is not found in the music, but in their contexts. In 

the House of Pride, Redcrosse should have felt the pain of his 

conscience, and the music is a beguilement to keep him from 

repentance. At the wedding, though, melancholy is not 

appropriate, and here the music rightly drives it away. 

In Fradubio's description of Fraelissa, he refers to her 
as "mine, that did then çhine as the Morning starre" (ii. 36) . 
The one other reference to a "morning staru is in the 
narrator'ç description of Una when she is revealed as a bride: 
IlAs bright as doth the morning starre appearevl x i i . 2 .  By 
using this biblical simile only twice in Book 1, once for 
Fraelissa and once for Una, Spenser draws an implicit 
comparison between them. While this comparison was implied by 
Spenser earlier, when Redcrosse hears Fradubio's story, it is 
not until Archimago brings Duessa's letter in canto xii, that 
Redcrosse is actually put into the symbolic position of 
"ch~osing~~ between Una and Duessa. 
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The one other place where music is mentioned in this book 

is in the Wandering Wood. It is the only point at which we 

are told that Redcrosse and Una enjoy themselves before their 

wedding; they enter Igioying to heare the birdes sweete 

harmonyw (i.8). Here we see the inadequacy of Redcrosse and 

Unafs point of view to recognize the need for vigilance: the 

threat of danger at this point in the plot is in the 

landscape, and not in their enjoyment of the music per se. At 

the wedding, though, to surrender fully to the Angelic music 

is the appropriate response, because the threat of external 

danger has been elirninated. Each guest is Veft of his sences 

meet, / And rauished with rare impression in his spriteN 

(xii.39). The context helps &O interpret the validity of the 

experience. 

The same can be said, of course, for sexual pleasure. In 

stanzas 40 and. 41 we are told of the pleasure Redcrosse takes 

in Una. Here the lines "bis heart did seeme to melt in 

pleasures manifoldv1 (41) and %wimrning in that sea of blisfull 

ioyH (42) are reminiscent of Redcrossefs erotic dream at 

Archimagot s cottage, where "bis manly hart did melt away, / 

Bathed in wanton blis and wicked ioyH (i.47). The similarity 

of language in these two passages points to the fact that 

while sema1 pleasure can be a metaphor for spiritual joy when 

it is found in the context of married love, outside of 

marriage it is only a means to despair. As we noted earlier, 

st. Augustine's distinction between charity and cupidity is 
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analogous, but not consonant with Spenser's distinction. For 

Augustine, Iflibidol1 is itself sinful, whether one is enjoying 

sex by "wandering about. in abandonment among many whoredoms or 

in a single marriage . . . exceeding the measure necessary to 

the procreation of childrentt (ÇP III .xix. 28) . Calvin, by 

contrast, affirms that sexual expression in marriage is "the 

figure of union which we have with Christ, in conformity to 

nature; for man and woman are made one flesh only by carnal 

c~pulation~~ (4.19.3 6) . 
Clearly, Spenser is indebted to Reformed thinking in his 

attitude toward married sexuality. In exploring the 

distinction between wholesome sexuality and illicit sexuality 

throughout m e  Faerie Oueene, the good or evil contexts are 

defined, not by the element of pleasure, but by the 

consequences the pleasure has for the lovers. Illicit 

sexuality often displays itself as barren, polygamous, 

voyeuristic, and ultimately dehurnanizing. We have noted above 

the (literally) dehumanizing ef fect of sexuality in the Bower 

of Bliss (II . v . 2 7 )  and in the jealous marriage of Hellenore 

and Malbecco (III.xi.60). Both the Bower of Bliss (II.v.32- 

34; xii.69,73) and the Castle Joyous (111.1.36) present 

sexuality as skeptophilia (Lewis, ~~, 46; Roche, Kindlv 

Flame 68) , and Redcrossel s initial attraction to Duessa is 

voyeuristic (I.ii.26). Furthermore, courtship in illicit 

relationships is marked by coyness, f lirtation, or 

manipulation rather than open expression of feeling (Duessa 
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[I.ii.26], Phaedria [II.vi.7], the Bower maidens [II.v.33; 

xii. 681 , Malecasta [III. 1-53] , Paridell [III .x. 81 , the false 

Florimell [III .viii. 101 , and Mirabella [VI .vii. 29-30] ) . At 

its worst, cupidity is manifest as rape, torture, or the 

literal consumption of the wbelovedm (Sansloy [I.iv.42], the 

Hyena [III.vii.22], Busyrane EIIi.xii.311, Lust [IV.vii.l2], 

and the Carnibals [VI. viii .37] ) . 
Wholesome sexuality, on the other hand, is rnonogamous, 

procreative, and what Spenser calls "frank." We noted above 

the Garden of Adonis as the arena in which Spenser explores 

sexuality as both pleasurable and generative. The description 

of the Mount of Venus (III.vi.43) cleariy suggests female 

genitalia, as several critics have noted (Hamilton 363) , 

contrasting with the voyeurisrn of the Bower of Bliss and the 

Castle Joyous. Similarly, couples in the garden around 

Venust Temple, "being free from feare and gealosy, / Might 

f rankely there their loues desire possessen (1V.x. 28) , and 

their sexual fulfillment stands in contrast with Scudamourls 

sexual longing as he faces the perils of the quest. 

Nonetheless, The Faerie Oueene offers relatively few 

occasions of positive sexual culmination, compared to the many 

examples of illicit sexuality. The meeting of Marine11 and 

Florirnei.1, for example, brings closure to a long sojourn of 

suffering, but it is presented not as sexual fulfillment but 

as the beginning of a relationship. FLorimell returns 

Marinelit s llchearefull signesu but "she masked it with 
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modestie, / For feare she should of lightnesse be detectedw 

(IV.xii .35) . Likewise, modesty marks the reunion of Calepine 

and Serena after he saves her from the camibals, for %O 

inward shame of her vncomely case / She did conceive" that 

"al1 the night to hirn vknowen she past" (VI.viii.51). While 

we are assured "but day . . . made her knowen to him at last," 
this moment of recognition is not included in the plot. The 

reunion of Amoret and Scudamour (III.xii.45-46, 1590) provides 

perhaps the closest parallel to the pleasure of Redcrosse and 

Una (Itshe . . . did in pleasure melt, / And in sweete 

rauishment pourd out her sprighttl [ 4 5 ] ) ,  but Spenser did not 

include this ending in his 1596 edition. Arthur's dream of 

Gloriana likewise provides a parallel to Redcrosse's pleasure 

in Una--"was neuer hart so rauisht with delightw--but the 

reality is deferred for Arthur until "just time expired should 

appeare" ( 1. ix. l4 ) . 
There is an eschatological dimension to Spenser's use of 

wholesome sexuality which requires that consummation occur 

outside the linear plot structure, as with the Garden of 

Adonis and the lovers in the gardens of the Temple of Venus. 

Una and Redcrosse function both as individual characters 

within a linear plot structure and as the apocaplyptic figures 

of Christ and his Church, the sou1 and God. Weatherby notes 

that the details surrounding their wedding ceremony (I.xii.37) 

are suggestive of an eastern rite of the Easter celebrations 

(Weatherby, Celestial Grace 65-70). thus reinforcing for the 



reader the metaphor of marriage in application to Christ's 

love. As individual characters, however, their relationship 

is interrupted by Redcrosse's temporal responsibilities. 37 

While Redcrosse "ber ioyous presence and sweet Company / In 

full content he there did long enioy, " he must f inally return 

to Ithis Farie Queene . . . / The which he shortly did, and Vna 
left to mourne" (I.xii.41) . 

The deferral of permanence which we see both in Una and 

Redcrossels relationship and in Arthur and Gloriana's is 

paralleled by Britomart and Artegallts relationship. We noted 

above the role of providence in directing Britomart's gaze to 

Merlin's mirror, and the role of prophetic revelation in 

empowering Britornart "by al1 dew meanes [her] destiny [to] 

fulfilH (III.iii.24). When she and Artegall do finally meet, 

their destiny as the progenitors of the Bri ta in  line must yet 

be deferred. Like Una, Britomart is left by Artegall so 

that he may fulfil his obligations to the quest, and she 

Ityeelded leaue, how euer malcontent / She inly wereIt 

( IV. vi . 44 )  . Redcrosse' s leave-taking of Una cornes a£ ter a 

period of celebration and joy, giving a sense of closure even 

though Una, s mourning is anticlimactic . Artegall' s leave- 

Hamilton suggests that the word "signesn (40) means 
l'indications of a coming event: the consummation of the 
marriage, which seems to be celebrated now, is only a token of 
that future event" (n 162) . This reading reinforces the 
point that wholesome sexual fulfillment is always deferred 
within Spenser's linear plot line. However , the strong 
emphasis on pleasure, passion, and joy in this passage seems 
to indicate sexual consummation. In either case, the plot 
devolves from intimacy to separation between the lovers. 
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taking of Britomart, however, occurs after establishing the 

barre promise of their engagement (IV.vi.41-421, and is fraught 

with a sense of frustration and false endings: 

Full oftentimes she leaue of him did take; 

And eft againe deuiz'd some what to Say, 

Which she forgot, whereby excuse to make: 

So 10th she w a s  his companie for to forsake. 

(IV.vi.45) 

The plot line of their stoq is steeped in a sense of 

temporality. When Spenser picks it up in Book V, after 

Artegail has been captured by Radigund, Britomart is 

impatiently waiting, consumed by fear for his well-being and 

jealouçy of his fidelity. Spenser accents this temporal focus 

by mentioning the mental games Britomart plays with the 

passage of time: "For houres but dayes; for weekes, that 

passed were, / She told but moneths, to make them seeme more 

few: / Yet . . . / Each hour did seeme a moneth, and euery 
moneth a yearm (V.vi. 5) . This passage implicitly draws the 

reader's attention to the contrast between human and divine 

perspectives, l'For a thousand yeres in thy sight are as 

yesterdaie when it is past, and as a watche in the night" (Ps. 

90 : 4 )  . By alluding to this biblical perspective, Spenser 

reminds the reader of the providential order which governs 

contingencies. 

Britomart, of course, is far from being focused upon 

divine providence. Lack of prescience is the root of her 



suffering, because she does not know the correct course of 

action to address Artegall's absence. Çhe suffers similarly 

after initially viewing Artegall in the mirror (III.ii.27-29), 

and on the shores of Marinell's beach where she loses faith in 

the course of action set before her by Merlin (iv.9-10). In 

both these earlier instances, Britomart's heartache was 

relieved by prophecy 2 4 ;  i v l  followed by the 

opportunity to act (iii.57; iv.12). In Book V, the element of 

prophecy occurs, but it is deferred (cf. V.vii.22-23). 

Britomart must choose without prophetically prompted guidance 

between patience and action, and of course action is in 

keeping with her heroic nature: "none she found so fit to 

serue that turne, / As her orne selfe, to ease her selfe of 

dout" (V.vi.6) . 3 8 

Action turns out to be the correct choice, but the 

absence of prophetic foresight keeps the readerts perspective 

in the realm of chance contingencies. Likewise, it is not an 

inbreaking of prophecy, but an outpouring of Britomart's love, 

coinciding with Talusf arriva1 on the horizon, which gives her 

her first news of Artegall: 

She to a window came, that opened West, 

Towards which Coast her loue his way addrest. 

There looking forth, shee in her heart did find 

Unlike Scudamour, whose "expectation to despaire did 
turne" (III .xii. 45) while he waited for Britomart to return 
with Amoret from Busyrane's castle. Motivated by fear and 
despair, he incorrectly chooses action over patience. 
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Many vaine fancies, working her vnrest; 

And sent her winged thoughts, more swif t then wind, 

To beare vnto her loue the message of her mind. (7) 

The contingencies which bring Britomart and Talus together 

result from Britomart's expression of her innate character. 

Her need to act and her need to love become the occasion for 

the outworking of the destiny prophesied for her, within the 

contingencies of the linear plot-line. 

Critics have noted the political significance of the 

westward direction of the window (Hamilton, a 568) . It is 

perhaps also significant that the only biblical reference to 

the west as a prophesied direction of approach is found in 

Hosea 11:lO: "They shal walk after the Lord; he shal roare 

like a lyon: / when he shal roare, then the children of the 

West shal feare." In the vision Britomart has at the Church 

of Isis, the son prophesied to her is symbolized by a lion 

(V.vii.23). Though a common type of royalty, the lion in 

Britomart's vision links this episode with the passage in 

Hosea. Furthermore, the context of this passage is one of 

reconciliation between God and Israel, and throughout the Book 

of Hosea the metaphor for the breakdown of the covenant 

between God and his people is that of adultery: "Go, take vnto 

thee a wife of fornications, and children of fornications: for 

the land hathe committed great whoredome, departing from the 

Lord" (Hosea 1:2). When Talus arrives with news for Britomart 

of Artegall, her reaction is to perceive Artegall as 



adulterous: "Cease thou bad newes-man, badly doest thou hide 

/ Thy maisters shame. in harlots bondage tidet@ (vi .Il) . 
This point in the plot parallels Unafs meeting with the 

Dwarf after Redcrossefs imprisonment by Orgoglio (I.vii.20- 

21). The difference between Unafs and Britomartfs reactions 

is ironic. Whereas Britomart fears adultery when there has 

been none, Una fears only for the life of Redcrosse, even 

though he has been adulterous (25) . 39 and while Unaf s grief is 
displayed as dignified mourning (27-28). Britornartfs lament is 

compared to the temper tantrum of a fussy child (V.vi -14) . 

This difference highlights, on the one hand, the 

allegorization of Una as a type of the sou1 longing for God 

and, on the other hand, Britomart's humanity. But in both 

cases, their responses of fidelity--Una 'arose, resoluing him 

to find / Aliue or dead: and forward forth doth pas, / Al1 as 

the Dwarfe the way to her assynd" 1 v 2 , and Britomart 

I1streight her selfe did dight, and armor don; / And mounting 

to her steede, bad Talus guide her onw (V.vi.17)--occasion the 

necessary circumstances for the salvation of their knights. 

Although Una comes to the brink of despair upon 

discovering Redcrosse imprisoned by Orgoglio, she responds to 

Arthur ' s I1goodly reason, and well guided speachI1 ( 1. vii . 4 2  ) by 

Duessa claims her father as Emperor who has rule over 
II the wide Westt1 (1. ii. 22) . Hamilton notes the implicit 
difference between the Roman Church and the Universal Church 
over which Unaf s parents rule (Hamilton, EQ 49) . Perhaps 
there is also a connection between the adultery of Duessa and 
the adultery motif in Hosea, where Godfs people are called to 
reconciliation from the West. 



inviting him into her concerns. The phrase llgracious thought1I 

(42) , which describes Una' s capacity to receive Arthur' s 

reasoning, suggests not only polite social interchange but 

also the element of divine grace which preserves her thinking 

from despair. Arthur then becomes the instrument of divine 

grace in the deliverance of Redcrosse, and his success against 

Orgoglio is the result of a combination of heroic effort and 

providentially timed contingencies which result in the 

unveiling of his shield (I.viii.19). 

While Britomart parallels Una in her bereavement, she 

parallels Arthur as a heroine who succeeds through a 

combination of persona1 effort and divinely guided 

contingencies. It is not in her battle with Radigund, 

however, that w e  see the evidence of grace in her quest, but 

at the house of Dolon. Dolon's approach to Britomart is not 

unlike Archimago's approach to Una and Redcrosse. Archimago 

appears Ilsimple in shew, and voyde of malice bad" ( 1. i -29) , 

and Dolon seems, "by view of that his vestiment, / [and] by 

his modest semblant, [as one] that no euill , mentu (V.vi. 19) . 
And, of course, both Archimago and Dolon, with evil intent, 

invite the heroes to spend the night. 40 Whereas Una and 

Redcrosse become victims by accepting Archimago's very 

It is perhaps not irrelevant that Spenser refers to the 
location of Dolon's house as "but little wide by WestN 
(V.vi.22). The repeated association with the West is 
reminiscent both of Duessa's fatherf s rule, and of the 
adultery metaphor in the Book of Hosea, which has the 
repentant Israelites returning f rom the west (Hosea 11: 10) . 
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reasonable invitation to timely restw ( Wntro-abelled night 

they Say giues counsell bestN 1 . 3 3  , Britomart remains 

vigilant. 

She does not do so because she suspects danger, for like 

Una and Redcrosse, her perspective prevents her from knowing 

her peril. Rather, her wholehearted fidelity to Artegall 

causes her to reject sleep as an unacceptable self-indulgence 

(V.vi. 23-25} . Spenserr s allusion in this passage to Mark 

14:37-38 (vcouldest not thou watch one houre? Watch ye, and 

pray, that yee enter not into tentation [sic] : the spirit 

indeed is readie, but the fleshe is weake" [cf. Hamilton, EQ 

570]), invites the reader to interpret this episode in light 

of the relationship of providential grace working within the 

contingencies of history. On the one hand, Petert s inability 

to keep vigil with Christ at the garden of Gethsemane is 

followed directly by his reaction of fear at Jesus' arrest 

and, consequently, his denial of Christ. Britomartts safety, 

on the other hand, and her subsequent rescue of Artegall is a 

direct result of her faithful vigilance in the house of Dolon. 

Spenser makes explicit the interconnectedness of human effort 

and grace in Britomartls success: 

But by God's grace, and her good heedinesse, 

She was preserued from their traytrous traine. 

Thus she al1 night wore out in watchfulnesse, 

Ne suffred slothfull sleepe ber eyelids to oppresse. 

(V.vi. 3 4 )  
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Britomartrs progress toward her victory over Radigund, 

via the Church of Isis where her royal destiny is conf irmed 

through a prophetic dream, is interrupted by one iast 

incident : an ambush on Pollente' s bridge. This intrusion 

draws the readerrs attention back to the battle between 

Artegall and Pollente earlier in the book, and invites 

comparison between the two incidents. Artegallrs fight with 

Pollente is characterized by the difficulty of discerning 

between the evil Pollente represents and the good represented 

by Artegall. In the first place, Artegall avoids Pollente's 

hidden trap by being "well aware, but the effect of this 

awareness is that he "leapt before his fallu (V. ii. 12 1 , 

landicg hirn in the water as surely as if he had fallen. 

After achieving the marginal advantage which this 

foresight allows him, the emphasis is not so much upon the 

evenness with which they are matched in battle--as is the case 

in Redcrossefs fight with Sansjoy (I.v.7-9b-but upon the 

difficulty of discerning the odds. In stanza 13 we are told 

that "there the Paynim, who that vse well knew / To fight in 

water, great aduantage had1I and I1eke the courser, whereuppon 

he rad, / Could swim like to a fish, whiles he his backe 

bestrad." Pollentefs apparent advantage is less clear in 

stanza 14, where Artegall seems to respond with like ability: 

"there they together stroue and struggled long,/ Either the 

other £rom his steede to cast." The ltoddes" (14) which 
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initially seem to be against Artegall are in fact reversed in 

stanza 16 when Artegall forces Pollente from his horse: 

And then no ods at al1 in him he fownd: 

For Artegall in swimming skilfull was, 

And durst the depth of any water sownd. 

While the great advantage Pollente had in the water here seems 

to be reversed, we are immediately told: 

Then very doubtfull was the warres euent, 

Vncertaine whether had the better side: 

For both were skild in that experiment, 

And both in armes well traind and throughly 

tride. (17) 

Between stanzas 14 and 16, which both make references to 

the odds of the battle, stanza 15 presents the epic simile of 

the dolphin and the seal. While the dolphin may signify 

flguile, particularly that which the good man uses to overcome 

a guileful opponentI1 (Hamilton, EQ 537) , the emphasis in the 

passage is on the monstrous quality of their bâttle, and its 

disruptive effect on their environment: 

With cruel1 chaufe their courages they whet, 

The maysterdome of each by force to gaine, 

And dreadfull battaile twixt them do darraine: 

They snuf, they snort, they bounce, they rage, they 

rore, 

That al1 the sea disturbed with their traine, 

Doth frie with fome aboue the surges hore. 



Such was betwixt these two the troublesome vprore. (15) 

In this passage the emphasis is upon the difficulty of 

discerning acts which are just from acts which are cruel 

within the temporal realm. This difficulty is augmented in 

the subsequent execution of Munera, Pollente's daughter, which 

is arguably the cruelest episode in The Filerie Oueene. After 

appropriate acknowledgement is made of Munera's allegorical 

function as a figure of political oppression, the reader is 

nonetheless exposed to Talusf chopping off of her hands and 

feet, and throwing her screaming into the river (26-27). The 

fact that her hands are "gold" and her feet "silver" does not 

outweigh the emotional-impact of phrases like Ithe her drew / 

By the faire lockes, and fowly did arrayl1 (25) , "her selfe 

then tooke he by the sclender wast, / In vaine loud crying" 

(27), and the fact that she is dismembered while she is 

Ilholding vp her suppliant hands on hye, / And kneeling at his 

feete submissiuelyll (26). The rasing of their castle, which 

symbolically purges the land of their exploitive power, does 

not purge the emotional impact of Munerats execution from the 

readerts imagination. 

It is, then, no accident that before Britomart arrives at 

the Church of Isis, before she receives the vision of her 

royal destiny and the authority which that will carry for the 

realization of good or evil in her kingdom, she must herself 

cross Pollente's bridge. It is also no accident that she is 

challenged because she is mistaken for Artegall. In this 



regard, this episode off ers a divine counterpoint to 

Archimago's demonic use of Redcrossets symbols for a disguise 

in Book 1. While Archimago is nearly slain by Sansloy in 

vengeance for his brother (I.iii.38), Britomart is confronted 

by the vengeance of Dolont s sons for a brother killed by 

Arthegall. Britomart seeks no advice or even understanding. 

but reacts from her own character, which is clearly consonant 

with the divine: 

But she thereat was wroth, that for despight 

The glauncing sparkles through her beuer glared, 

And from her eies did flash out f iery light. 

Like coles, that through a siluer Censer sparkle 

bright . (vi . 3  8 1 

Light is a cornmonplace for divinity, but Spenser reinforces 

this point by his reference to the I1siluer Censer," which is 

carried in the mass; the incense representing the prayers of 

the people, and recalling Christ's sacrifice which the mass 

celebrates. 

The epic simile of the dolphin and the seal in the battle 

between Artegall and Pollente emphasizes the dif f iculty of 

discerning the activity of justice from the activity of evil 

in the fallen realm. By contrast, Britomartls battle on the 

bridge is a manifestation of divine providence moving in human 

activity: 

As when the flashing Leuin haps to light 

Vppon two stubborne oakes, which stand so neare, 



That way betwixt them none appeares in sight; 

The Engin fiercely flying forth, doth teaïe 

Th'one from the earth, and through the aire doth 

beare ; 

The other it with force doth ouerthrow, 

Vppon one side, and from his rootes doth reare. 

So did the Championesse those two there strow, 

And to their sire their carcasses left to bestow. (40) 

Lightning is a type not only for divinity, but specifically 

for divinity acting as retributive justice. While Artegall 

rnust battle Pollente in the flood (itself a type of evil in 

the natural realm [Frye 1911) on Pollente's terms, Britomart 

pierces through Dolon's sons, uninterrupted in her quest to 

redeem Artegall and thus fulfil her prophesied role in history 

through their marriage. 

The note of celebration at Una and Redcrossels marriage, 

which marks the climax of their story, is notably absent £rom 

Britomart and Artegall's reunion. After Radigund has been 

killed and Artegall freed,ll we are told %O there a while 

they afterwards remained, / Him to refresh, and her late 

wounds to heale" (vii.42)' but we are not invited to witness 

any intimacy in their relationship. This difference is 

In her battle with Radigund, Britomart must deal with her 
own doppelganger, much as Artegall did in facing Pollente. 
The epic simile of the lion and tiger (V.vii.30), though 
offering a clear distinction between rightful aggression and 
tyranny, puts Britomart and Radigund on perilously close 
footing. 
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appropriate to the Book. Spenser's use of marriage as a 

metaphor for spiritual joy in Book 1 allegorizes the 

possibility of a restored relationship between man and God 

within the temporal realm. Book V, though, emphasizes the 

absence of this restoration as realized experience. 

The Proem suggests a causal relationship between moral 

and physical degeneration in the universe: "Right now is 

wrong, and wrong that was is right, / . . . / Ne wonder; for 
the heauens reuolution / 1s wandred farre from where it first 

was pightft (4) . Spenser goes on to articulate this condition 

of entropy in tems of alienation between the divine and the 

human : 

Now when the world with sinne gan to abound, 

Astraea loathing lenger here to space 

Mongst wicked men, in whom no truth she found, 

Return' d to heauen, whence she deriu'd her race; 

Where she hath now an euerlasting place. (i.11) 

Artegall is Astraears representative on earth ( 3 ) ,  but as was 

dramatized in his battle with Pollente, there is great 

difficulty in distinguishing heroism from villainy in the 

enacting of justice in the world. When Artegall asserts, to 

the equalizing Giant, that God is the sufficient cause of al1 

contingent events, the Jobian f lavour of his reproach forces 

aside questions of justice and suffering: 

What euer thing is done, by him is donne, 

Ne any may his mighty will withstand; 



Ne any may his soueraine power shonne, 

Ne loose that he hath bound with stedfast band. 

In vaine therefore does thou now take in hand, 

To cal1 to count, or weigh his workes anew, 

Whose counsels depth thou canst not vnderstand, 

Sith of things subiect to thy daily vew 

Thou doest not know the causes, nor their courses dew. 

(ii.42) 

While the Giant is rightly put d o m  as a political fraud, the 

reader can identify with the problem of distinguishing justice 

and injustice in this book. Britomart alone, in the episode 

at DoLon's house and on the bridge of Pollente, functions as 

a reminder of the ongoing presence of divinity in the 

providential order of temporal events. Her marriage with 

Artegall anticipates the ongoing enacting of that order. 



CONCLUS ION 

The problem of evil in Spenser's England was viewed 

almost exclusively as being a result of human sinfulness 

flowing naturally out of fallen human nature. Natural evil, 

that is evil resulting through contingent circumstances, 

tended within Reformed thought to be interpreted as the will 

of God which served either to punish the wicked or to 

strengthen the faith of the righteous. In a similar manner, 

moral evil was viewed by Reformed theologians not only as 

actions permitted by God (the view of Aquinas), but also as 

part of Godts perfect will either to confirm the reprobate in 

their sin or to test the faith of those predestined to 

salvation. While Satan was viewed as a key actor in the 

reality of evil in the world, heavy emphasis was placed upon 

God's sovereignty over Satan's actions. 

Spenser reflects the Calvinism of his English theological 

contemporaries in emphasizing God's sovereignty over 

contingent events both in the functioning of providence within 

the plot and in his images of cosmic harmony. However, the 

narrative quality of his poem allows him to manifest the 

outworking of providential grace within temporal and finite 

conditions as they are experienced from the point of view of 
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the individual. Whereas Perkins , Tyndale, and Bradford 

attempt to resolve theologically the role of Godrs sovereignty 

in relation to human activity, Spenser has the freedom to 

dramatize characters who cari and must make moral choices. 

Thus, while sti l l  maintaining a predestinarian theology (as is 

explicit in the Cave of Despair episode), Spenser creates a 

world where Godts providential grace interacts with human 

obedience in mitigating suffering. 

Spenser clearly maintains a Reformed position in 

ernphasizing man's absolute need for the intervening role of 

Godrs grace. Guyon's faint, Una's role in the Cave of 

Despair, and Redcrossels falls during his dragon fight suggest 

that Spenser's heroes are progressively more dependent upon 

divine intervention in achieving their victories, not less. 

At the same time, whereas Luther, Calvin, Tyndale, and Perkins 

tend to emphasize the unloveliness of sin in their doctrine of 

to ta1 depravity in order to enhance their audiences ' 

appreciation of the unmerited quality of G o d r s  grace, Spenser 

tends to emphasize the frailty of fallen man in order to 

increase his audience's feelings of compassion. This point is 

perhaps most evident in the episode of Amavia and Mortdant, 

where, despite Amaviats suicide, Spenser has both Guyon and 

the Palmer refuse to judge her as blameworthy for her despair. 

Spenser's tone of compassion and empathy is repeated in his 

treatment of al1 the despairing characters throughout his 

narrative, with the exception O £  those figures who are 
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consumed by their own unrepentant sinfulness , like Adicia, 

Cymochles, Pyrocles, and Malbecco. Spenser's theology, like 

that of Calvin and other Reformed thinkers, views individuals 

as responsible for persevering in sin. In presenting the 

human condition as one intrinsically vulnerable to despair, 

Spenser likewise ref lects the Reformed traditiont s emphasis 

upon man's inadequacy to Save himself. 

Spenser recognizes that human vulnerability to suffering 

results in the ongoing effort of individuals and societies to 

anticipate circumstances which could lead to future loss. 

Whether frorn a Greek oracle or a Hebrew prophet, prophecy is 

the revelation of divine knowledge for human benef it . The 

type of benefit the seeker desires reflects significantly upon 

his or her attitude regarding the relationship of suffering to 

ultimate reali t.y . C ~ p ~ e n t  and Agape Uramatize two parâllel, 

but different, responses to the prophesied loss of their sons. 

While both episodes invoke the trappings of classical 

prophecy, Cymoent's fearful reaction precipitates the tragic 

turn of events which typifies the fatalistic w o r l d  view 

inherent in classicism: her effort to avoid her son's destiny 

becontes part of the contingent circumstances which contribute 

to it. By contrast, Agape leaves the Fates "with full 

contented myndv (IV. ii . 5 3 )  . Embracing the destiny ascribed to 

her sons, she nurtures their relationships with one other, 

thus making way for the unity that eventually allows Priamond 

and Diamond to transcend physical death. Agapets willingness 
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to accept their loss reflects a biblical world view, in which 

prophecy requires the obedient response of the individual and 

is fundarnentally redernptive in purpose. In The Faerje Chieene, 

it is only when prophecy is sought for the purpose of avoiding 

future loss that the fa.talism inherent in classicism is given 

even a ternporary victory. 

Moreover, Spenser's emphasis upon God's benevolence is 

clear in the happy endings which occur for even the most 

fearful characters. Despite Cymoentrs fear-driven choices 

which contribute to Marinell's wounding, Marinell does not in 

fact die. In a similar mariner, the f earful Florimell' s 

retreat £rom inaccurately perceived dangers, which continually 

leads her into further suffering, ultimately leads her to 

Proteus1 cave where she must overcorne her fear of 

victimization by asserting her fidelity to Marinell. The 

sufferings of Marinell and Florirnell ultimately become the 

contingent circumstances which bring them together in the 

depths of Neptune's sea, thus overriding the apparent fatalism 

of the Cymoent episode. 

The similarity between classical Fate and Christian 

Providence hast however, frequently troubled theologians, 

particularly when it involves the prophesied destinies of 

individuals. Like  the Reformed theologians, Spenser treats 

the relationship of human volition to divine destiny as 

paradoxical, hinting that although God is not dependent upon 

personal obedience, it is good for the individual to function 
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within the will of God. Spenser draws the readerls attention 

to the difficulty of distinguishing Godls sovereign plans from 

human initiative both in Glauce's conversation with Merlin 

over Britomart's destiny, and in Arthur's speculations to Una 

and Redcrosse over the reason for bis timely arriva1 in saving 

Redcrosse. By ultimately resolving Arthur's paradox in favour 

of a " heauenly cause 1 x 6 Spenser clearly f avours a 

Calvinist theodicy . 
Britomart's reaction to Merlin's prophecy is a 

wholehearted affirmation of her destiny. By receiving her 

identity and destiny, she finds within herself the resources 

not only to take on the quest of finding Artegall, but also to 

meet al1 of the obstacles and distractions which she 

encounîers en route. Indeed, more than any other character, 

Britomart personifies the paradoxical relationship between 

persona1 obedience and providential grace. This balance is 

made most explicit during her vigilance in the House of Dolon, 

and in her role as divine justice on Pollente's bridge. 

Britomart's destiny takes her beyond persona1 fulfillment 

to a historical role in realizing Britain's sovereign line--a 

role which includes the loss of Artegall early in t h e i r  

marriage. The role of suffering in the redemption of a nation 

is also evident in the prophecy Redcrosse receives on the 

Mount of Contemplation. Saxon battles, the loss of an infant, 

and the toi1 of labour, al1 play a part in creating the 

circumstances which make up Redcrosse' s identity as St . 
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George, and the victory which goes along with that identity. 

It is consistent with a biblical view of the relationship of 

prophecy to suffering to recognize God's redemptive plan 

within history as one which may involve periods of suffering 

and loss for both individuals and communities. Nonetheless, 

God's providence is ultimately victorious over evil, and 

Spenser follows biblical tradition in confirming the role of 

history in establishing prophecy as the ongoing revelation of 

providential order in the events that shape a society. 

History is by nature linear and temporal, like the 

knightsf quests which make up the various plots within The 

Faerie O-. The enclosed garden functions in Spenser's 

poem in counterpoint to the quest, providing a cosmic vision 

which transcends the contingencies of temporality. This image 

of spatial enclosure promises reprieve f rom suff ering, 

particularly the suffering and loss due to mutability, but 

Spenser does not allow his characters to inhabit the poem's 

gardens permanent ly . 
rndeed, the temptation to escape temporal suffering 

through the premature closure of temporal existence--a 

temptation to which Redcrosse almost surrendered in the C a v e  

of Despair--is repeated in the temptations of the Bower of 

Biiss. The Bower of Bliss exists to maxirnize human pleasure 

and exclude suffering, but in so doing it results in the 

metamorphosis of spiritual hurnan beings into animals. If to 

be "sti11 in stedfaste stateu (II.xii.51) is not morally 
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allowable, the reader is challenged to examine the 

relationship of mutability and suffering to the divinely 

established ordex. 

Spenser expresses some of this complexity in the 

relationship between pleasure and suffering through 

Scudamour's narration of his quest for Amoret. The gardens 

around the Temple of Venus differ from the Bower of Bliss, not 

in the element of permanence nor in the element of sexual 

pleasure, but in the fact that the lovers are in monogamous 

relationships. Ironically, i n  the hope of gaining the 

pleasures of love, Scudamour must penetrate this idyllic 

garden and temple, not to abide in it, but to remove Amoret 

from it. For Amoret, Scudamour's success is the beginning of 

her suffering. Furthermore, Scudamour recognizes the role 

hardship plays in enhancing the sweetness of the quest's end. 

While longing for freedom £rom any pain or displeasure, the 

individual finds his or her deepest fulfillment when a goal is 

gained through the overcoming of obstacles. 

The balance between pleasure and effort, play and work, 

is captured in the golden realm of the pastoral. The world of 

the pastoral is one without the temptations of sloth or 

ambition. Rather than the static atemporality of the Bower of 

B l i s s ,  the pastoral environment combines the sameness of 

repetition with the changes entailed in routine--a pattern 

reflected in the cyclical changes of the natural world. While 

the pastoral landscape i s  not physically enclosed, it is 
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generically enclosed, and in Book VI Calidore hungers for the 

easy happiness of a world in which there seems to be no 

happenstance. Spenser rejects the pastoral, however, not as 

immoral, but as inadequate to deal with the reality of 

suffering and evil in the temporal realm. The dance of the 

graces on Mount Acidale presents a beautiful image of the 

epiphanic moment. But as the pastoral world is destroyed by 

the brigands' untimely intrusion, so Calidore's interruption 

of Colin Clout's music brings to an end Colin's private 

mystical experience, an experience which cannot be contained 

or controlled by human desires. 

The continua1 thrust in Spenser's narrative beyond or 

away from the epiphanic moment--a moment most fully symbolized 

by married sexual intimacy--challenges the reader to recognize 

that his or her relationship to this world must always return 

to a type of self -sacrifice. In the Garden of Adonis, 

however, Spenser gives us an image of transcendent cosmic 

harmony which integrates suffering into redemption through 

love. 

In the garden, Venus larnents over the loss of her "deare 

broodtf (III .vi . 4 O )  , and this element of suffering is clearly 

tied to temporality. In the figure of Aionis, however, we 

have a visual image of suffering subsumed by joy through his 

relationship with Venus. As a type of Christ, Adonis is an 

individual who died and in so doing defeated death, as well as 

a cosmic force that gives life to al1 other creatures. He is 
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both a generative principle--the "Father of al1 formesu (47)-- 

and an individual who now exists in a permanent love 

relationship with Venus, and in a relationship of community 

with the gods. These two types of relationships parallel the 

Christian institutions of marriage and the Church, suggesting 

the correlation between intimacy with God and participation in 

love relationships on earth. Sexuality in the Garden of 

Adonis is an image of transcendent joy whicb elevates the 

%infull mire" (III.vii.32) of the flesh by linking it in a 

unified act with the spirit, thus rejecting dualism in favour 

of a holistic view of the person. 

The motif of married love is central to Spenser's 

conception of spiritual j oy. Spenser uses Redcrosse's 

marriage to Una as a type of the soulrs relationship to 

Christ, and as the fulf illment of Redcrosse' s spiritual 

development. As with the Garden of Adonis, we see in the 

marriage of Una and Redcrosse an eschatalogical dimension to 

Spenser's use of wholesome sexuality. But the relationship of 

the temporal to the eternal cannot be resolved within the 

narrative of Spenser's poern. As long as there is more 

narrative, there must be a shift from the permanent and 

enclosed to the contingent and vulnerable. Una and Redcrosse 

must ultimately set aside the joys of sexual intimacy in 

favour of the ongoing demands of the quest, just as Amoret 

(like Psyche) must leave the garden in order to function as a 

"lodestarre of al1 chaste affectioneu (52) . 
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This deferral of permanence which we see in the 

relationship of Una and Redcrosse is paralleled by that of 

Britomart and Artegall. The note of celebration at Una and 

Redcrosse's marriage, which marks the climax of their story, 

is notably absent f rom Britomart and Artegalll s reunion. 

Whereas Spenser uses marriage as metaphoric for spiritual joy 

in Book 1, Book V emphasizes the alienation of the divine from 

the temporal realm. Nonetheless, in Britomart's faithfulness 

to Artegall, Spenser depicts love functioning in step with 

divine providence to realize protection and salvation. The 

relationship of Redcrosse to Una and that of Britomart to 

Artegall dernonstrate complementary aspects of God's 

relationship to humanity: spiritual joy experienced in 

relationship with God, and grace working through contingencies 

coupled with the faithful obedience of the individual. 

Spenser meets the theological challenge of the problem of evil 

with a narrative picture of Godls providence unfolding in time 

through the willing obedience of the heroes. 
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