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ABSTRACT

Over the four hundred years which have elapsed since the publication of The Faerie
Queene, the effectiveness of Arthur as the central hero of the poem has been called into
question time and time again. Critics have objected to the sporadic nature of Arthur's
appearances, and to the fact that his quest is unfinished. In the first chapter of my thesis I
provide a survey of Spenser criticism, covering neoclassical and romantic views as well as
a selection of twentieth century studies. My own argument centres on the belief that the
role of Arthur in The Faerie Queene is not best understood in terms of a narrative with a
beginning, middle, and end. In contrast to the titular heroes of each book, perfection is the
starting point of Arthur's story, not a goal he gradually works towards. The effects of
Arthur's interventions do differ from book to book, but this reflects the evolving moral

allegory of The Faerie Queene rather than the development of Arthur himself

In order to highlight the pre-eminence of Arthur vis-a-vis the titular knights of 7he
Faerie (Queene, chapter two compares the presentation of Arthur in a selection of
medieval texts: the Celtic Arthur of the Mabinogion, the courtly king of Chretien de
Troyes, Arthur's relation to the Grail in La Queste del Saint Graal, the warrior-king of
Layamon's Brut, and the gathering together of different types of Arthurian narrative by Sir
Thomas Malory. There has not been an extended study of Spenser's Arthur in this context
- those critics who touch on the topic tend not to go beyond the generalisation that Spenser

exploits the prestige of Arthurian tradition whilst avoiding the constraints of reworking the

familiar story.

The remaining chapters of the thesis fall into two groups: first Arthur is considered
as a visionary, subsequently the adventures of his quest are discussed. In chapter three I
interpret Arthur's vision of Gloriana as the source of his pre-eminence. Although Gloriana
is a transcendent figure, the intimacy of her meeting with Arthur is such that he becomes
part of the ideal she represents. Chapter four sets out first in general terms, and
subsequently through specific reference to Britomart's experience in the House of Busirane,
the distinction between vision and adventure. This serves as an anticipation of chapters
five to seven, in which the visionary turning points of the quests of Britomart, Calidore, and
Red Crosse are shown to highlight the paradigmatic status of Arthur's experience. The

visions of the titular knights are more specific and therefore more limited in their ideality, as



well as lacking the intimacy of Arthur's encounter with Gloriana. Chapters eight to ten
concentrate on Arthur's adventures. These do not constitute a developing narrative, but
there is a pattern to his interventions in the stories of others. As an idealised but
undeveloping figure Spenser's Arthur has some affinities with the legendary figure of
medieval literature considered in chapter two. However, my final three chapters also
suggest a significant similarity between 'Prince Arthur crowne of Martiall band' and a

different romance figure, the best-knight-in-the-world.
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Chapter One: Readings of Spenser's Arthur (1590-1996

In 1936 C.S. Lewis came to the following conclusion on the role of Spenser's
Arthur:

The regrettable truth is that in the unfinished state of the poem we cannot interpret
its hero at all. We know from the preface that he personifies Magnificence
and 1s seeking Gloriana, or Glory. But if we consider how little we should
know of Britomart from the mere statement that she is Chastity, we shall

see that this tells us little about Arthur. And if we consider how little we
should know of Spenser's 'chastity' if we had never been to the Garden of
Adonis ... we must conclude that we do not know what 'Glory' would have
come to mean in the completed poem... Spenser's whole method is such

that we have a very dim perception of his characters until we meet them

or their archetypes at the great allegorical centres of each book... Spenser
must have intended a final book on Arthur and Gloriana which would have
stood to the whole poem as such central or focal cantos stand to their

several books ... As things are, however, Arthur is inexplicable ... The poem is
not fimished. It is a poem of a kind that loses more than most by being
unfinished. Its centre, the seat of its highest life, is missing.’

Lewis modified his view of Spenser's Arthur in subsequent studies of 7The Faerie Queene
However, the above quotation serves as a succinct example of the general tendency of
Spenser scholarship on this subject.® Even critics such as James Nohrnberg who regard
Spenser's Arthur as a more effective part of the structure of The Faerie Queene tend to

look beyond the boundaries of the surviving text of the poem in order to do so:

The multiple unity of The Faerie Queene has Arthur for its emblem ... If only
because Arthur 1s greater than the other knights, his periodic intervention on
their behalf carries a strong suggestion of a 'descent from heaven' motif .. Thus
the regular introduction of Arthur 1s readily referred to a supervisory view

of the poem's action, Arthur's intervention not only aligns the poem with itself -
if that expression can be allowed - but also with a divine milieu ... By the

end of twelve books the Prince should have had his quota of twelve cantos,

! C.S. Lewis, The Allegory of Love: A Study of Medieval Tradition (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 1936), pp. 336-337.

: Lewis, English Literature in the Sixteenth Century, Excluding Drama (Oxford: Clarendon Press,
1954), pp.382-383 regards Arthur's relationship with Gloriana as more aesthetically effective, but as that
of an ideal seeker rather than, as I propose to argue, an image of achieved perfection. See also his
Spenser’s Images of Life, ed. by Alastair Fowler (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1967), pp.
132-140: and 'Edmund Spenser, 1552-99' and 'Neoplatonism 1n the Poetry of Spenser', both included in
Lewis' Studies in Medieval and Renaissance Literature (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1966).
?p. 121-145, 149-163.

Compare, for example, Josephine Waters Bennett, The Evolution of 'The Faerie Queene’
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1942), pp. 53-60; Graham Hough, Preface to 'The Faerie Queene'
(London: Duckworth. 1962), pp. 89, 226-230; and Patricia A. Parker, /nescapable Romance: Studies in the
Poetics of a Mode (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1979), p.82.




but until then the whole man can only be latent in the pattern, when compared to
the self-realization allowed the other knights.*

Spenser's Arthur is certainly a problem, but he is not, as Lewis and others imply, the

Achilles' heel of The Faerie Queene.

The fact that Spenser wrote only six of the projected twenty-four books of 7#e
Iaerie Queene does not render the figure of Arthur aesthetically ineffective if attention is
paid to the pattern suggested by his appearances in the extant text. In each book it is the
titular knight who is cast as a developing figure. For example, the quest of Red Crosse
has a beginning, middle, and end. The knight is presented as a more complete
representative of Holiness when he defeats the Dragon than when he finds himself
confronting the monster Errour shortly after setting out on his quest. Arthur is introduced
as a kmght-rescuer in Book One, and this remains his characteristic role throughout the
poem. To be sure, the effects of his interventions on behalf of Red Crosse, Guyon,
Florimell, Amyas, Britomart, Timias, Serena and Mirabella are different. However, this
variety reflects neither the development nor the diminishing of Arthur's perfection, but
rather the evolving moral allegory of 7he Faerie Queene. In order to place this argument
in the context of Spenser scholarship I will provide a survey of existing criticism, looking
first at pre-twentieth century assessments, and subsequently at more recent studies.” 1 will
obviously focus on readings of Spenser's Arthur, but will place these in the context of

general developments in criticism of the poem.

In the four centuries since the publication of The Faerie Queene, different critical
approaches have led to correspondingly distinct interpretations of Arthur. From the
earliest days of Spenser criticism, Arthur has been interpreted in terms of historical
allegory: as a Sidney, Leicester or Essex figure; as a composite of Tudor worthies; or as a
compliment to the Tudor dynasty which claimed him as its ancestor. Several attempts have

also been made to explain Arthur by concentrating on his role as Magnificence in the moral

4

James Nohrnberg, The Analogy of The Faerie Queene’ (Princeton: Princeton University Press,
1976). pp. 36-37, 42.

i General coverage of Spenser scholarship is provided by David Evett in 'Scholarship. 1579-1932',
and in The Spenser Encyclopedia , ed. by A.C. Hamilton (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1990).
pp.628-630. See also Contemporary Thought on Edmund Spenser. With a Bibliography of Criticism of the
‘Faerie Queene’, 1900-1970, ed. by Richard C. Frushnell and Bernard J. Vondersmith (Carbondale:
Southern Illinois University Press, London: Feffer and Simons, 1975); and the introductions. general and to
specific books, in Hamilton's edition of The Faerie Queene (London and New York: Longman, 1977).



allegory. I will refer to both the historical and moral allegories of the poem where
appropriate in the chapters which follow, but neither seems to me the most effective means
of understanding the overall significance of Spenser's Arthur: he may well be a Leicester
figure in the closing cantos of Book Five, but his intimate encounter with Gloriana can
surely not stand such a reading; likewise interpreting Arthur as Magnificence only works if
one changes what one means by 'magnificence' from book to book. For example, Arthur is
presented as an invincible knight-rescuer in both the Orgoglio episode of Book One and the
Grantorto episode of Book Five, but in the legend of Holiness his magnificence 1s
encapsulated in his appearance (I vii 29-36), while in the social milieu of the legend of
Justice 1t 1s reflected in the civic reception which follows his victory (V xi 34).° At the
opposite extreme from the allegorical approach is preoccupation with the literal narrative of
the poem. 1 return to this approach when considering Romantic readings of The Faerie
Queene but will not engage much with it for the simple reason that Arthur tends to be
mentioned as an example of Spenser's style rather than as a significant component in the
design of the poem. It is with interpretations which consider Arthur's structural position

that I am primarily concerned.

Arthur's effectiveness as a unifying device was questioned long before C.S. Lewis'
Allegory of Love. It i1s perhaps as well to begin by making clear what Spenser himself has
to say on the subject. The Letter to Raleigh exalts Arthur above the titular knights by

comparing him to the central protagonists of earlier epics:

... I haue followed all the antique Poets historicall, first Homere, who in

the Persons of Agamemnon and Vlysses hath ensampled a good gouernour
and a vertuous man,the one 1n his Ilias, the other in his Odysseis: then Virgil,
whose like intention was to doe in the person of Aeneas; after him

Ariosto comprised them both in his Orlando: and lately Tasso disseuered
them againe, and formed both parts in two persons, namely that part which they
in Philosophy call Ethice, or vertues of a priuate man, coloured in his Rinaldo:
The other named Politice 1n his Godfredo. By ensample of which excellente
Poets, I labour to pourtraict in Arthure, before he was king, the image of a
braue knight, perfected in the twelue priuate morall vertues, as Aristotle

hath deuised, the which is the purpose of these first twelue bookes: which if I
find to be well accepted, I may be perhaps encoraged, to frame the other part
of polliticke vertues in his person, after that hee came to be king.’

° See chapters eight and nine for discussion of these episodes.
7 All quotations from the Letter to Raleigh and The Faerie Queene are based on Hamilton's edition



Regarded as an epic hero, the Arthur of The Faerie Queene is bound to be judged a
failure.® Yet he bears little resemblance to Agamemnon, Odysseus, Aeneas, Orlando,
Rinaldo or Godfrey; and it is questionable whether he would have been regarded as their
literary descendant had it not been for the Letter to Raleigh. In fact, even in this

notoriously misleading document, Spenser associates his Prince with a different literary

tradition:

So much more profitable and gratious is doctrine by ensample, then by rule. So
haue I laboured to doe in the person of Arthure: whom I conceiue after his

long education by Timon, to whom he was by Merlin deliuered to be brought vp,
50 soone as he was borne of the Lady Igrayne, to haue seene in a dream or vision
the Faery Queen, with whose excellent beauty rauished, he awaking resolued to
seeke her out, and so being by Merlin armed, and by Timon throughly instructed,
he went to seeke her forth in Faerye land.

When Spenser's Arthur is compared to the legendary king of medieval chronicle and
romance, and regarded as an example of the romance motif of the best-knight-in-the-world
favoured by a faerie mistress, a more positive assessment of his role in The Faerie Queene
1s possible. Certainly Arthur's adventures do not bring him any closer to Gloriana: the
object of his quest seems to be as distant a prospect when he leaves the poem for the last
time (VI vin 30.7-9) as it does when he first recounts his quest (I ix 20. 1-2). However, it
can be argued that 1t 1s precisely because Spenser does not tell the story of Arthur that the
Prince functions as an effective paradigm: as an undeveloping figure of achieved virtue he
effectively functions as an example to be followed. Through comparison of 7he Faerie
(QQueene with earlier Arthurian literature, and through comparing the vision and quest of
Arthur with those of the titular knights, I hope to show that he represents an achieved ideal

from his first appearance in the poem, functioning as an inspiration for those who encounter

him in the course of Spenser's fiction, and for the reader.

To impose period classifications on literary criticism, as on literature itself, has its
risks - there are always dissident voices, and continuity tends to balance change.

Nevertheless from 1660-1780, the consequences of neoclassical precepts for Spenser

3 Commendatory readings of Spenser's Arthur as an epic hero tend to distort the text. A relatively

recent example is A. Kent Hieatt's article. 'The Passing of Arthur in Malory, Spenser, and Shakespeare:
The Avoidance of Closure'. in The Passing of Arthur: New Essays in Arthurian Tradition (London and New

York: Garland, 1988). ed. by Christopher Baswell and William Sharpe, pp. 173-192. Hieatt interprets 1I x
49 as an anticipation of a victory equivalent to that of Malory's Arthur over the Roman Empire. Although
ingenious. Hieatt's argument depends too much on the might-have-beens of a complete Faerie Queene.



criticism were that The Faerie Queene was regarded as an epic rather than a romance, and

generally found faulty because it did not observe epic conventions. Dryden, although an
admirer of 'that immortal poem the Fairy Queen', objected generally to Spenser's disregard
for unity of action, and in particular to his undifferentiated heroes in A Discourse
Concerning the Original and Progress of Satire (1693).° Even Thomas Warton and
Richard Hurd, both of whom attempted to temper the neoclassical bias against romance
with a more generous assessment of the medieval influences on 7he Faerie Queene,

compared Arthur to the central protagonists of the classical epics. For Warton, Arthur

fails as a unifying device:

It may be asked with great propriety, how does Arthur execute the grand,
simple and ultimate design intended by the poet ? It may be answered, with
some degree of plausibility, that by lending his respective assistance to each

of the twelve knights who patronize the twelve virtues, in his allotted defence
of each, Arthur approaches still nearer and nearer to Glory, till at last he gains
a complete possession. But surely to assist is not a sufficient service. This
secondary mertt 1s inadequate to the reward. The poet ought to have made this
‘brave kmight' the leading adventurer. Arthur should have been the principal
agent 1n vindicating the cause of holiness, temperance and the rest. If our hero
had thus, in his own person, exerted himself in the protection of the twelve
virtues, he might have been deservedly styled the perfect pattern of all, and
consequently would have succeeded in the task assigned, the attainment of glory.
At present he 1s only a subordinate or accessory character. The difficulties and
obstacles which we expect him to surmount, in order to accomplish his final
achievement, are removed by others. It 1s not he who subdues the dragon, in
the first book, or quells the magician Busirane, in the third. These are the
victories of St. George and of Britomart. On the whole, the twelve Knights do
too much for Arthur to do anything; or at least, so much as may be reasonably
required from the promised plan of the poet. While we are attending to the
design of the hero of the book, we forget that of the hero of the poem.

Observations on 'The Faerie Queene’ of Spenser
(1754, second edition 1762)"

Hurd went beyond identifying Arthur as the formal hero of a poem in which he plays a

surprisingly small part in the literal narrative, attempting to explain why this is the case:

... the part of Prince Arthur in each book becomes essential and yet not principal,

? Compare S.K. Heninger , 'The Aesthetic Experience of Reading Spenser’, in Contemporary
Thought, ed. by Frushnell and Vondersmith, p. 81 on the cniticism of this period: 'By the end of the
seventeenth century The Faerie Queene was being judged with the same expectations and by the same

criteria as those soon to be applied to the novel.'
10 Quoted by Paul J. Alpers, ed., Edmund Spenser: A Critical Anthology (Harmondsworth: Penguin

Books. 1969), p. 101.



exactly as the poet had contrived it. They who rest in the literal story - that 1s

who criticize it on the footing of a narrative poem - have constantly objected to

this management. They say it necessarily breaks the unity of design. Prince

Arthur, they affirm, should either have had no part in the other adventures,

or he should have had the chief part. He should either have done nothing or

more ... But how faulty soever this conduct be in the literal story, it is perfectly

right in the moral, and that for an obvious reason, though his critics seem not

to have been aware of it. His chief hero was not to have the twelve virtues

In the degree in which the knights had, each of them, their own - such a character

would be a monster. But he was to have so much of each as was requisite

to form his superior character. Each virtue, in its perfection, is exemplified

in 1ts own knight; they are all, in a due degree, concentred in Prince Arthur
This was the poet's moral. And what way of expressing this moral but

by making Prince Arthur appear in each adventure and in a manner subordinate

to 1ts proper hero ? Thus, though inferior to each in his own specific virtue,

he 1s superior to all by uniting the whole circle of their virtues in himself

And thus he arrives, at length, at the possession of that bright form of Glory,

whose ravishing beauty, as seen in a dream or vision, had led him out into these
miraculous adventures in the land of Fairy.

Letters on Chivalry and Romance, letter 8, 1762"

Hurd came to a more positive conclusion regarding the aesthetic effectiveness of Spenser's
Arthur, but there 1s some confusion in his view of the relationship between the Prince and
the titular knights. Can it be proven that Arthur i1s 'inferior' to, say, Red Crosse as an
example of Holiness ? Why then does Orgoglio defeat Red Crosse, only to be himself
overwhelmed by Arthur? Does the reader have to wait until Arthur's appearances in
subsequent books reveal 'the whole circle of virtues' united 1n him in order to appreciate his
role as a paradigm of chivalry and virtue ? Perhaps this imited interpretation ot Spenser's
Arthur from the most sympathetic eighteenth century readers of romance reflects the
difference between Renaissance and Augustan expectations of an idealised figure. The
literature of the later period does have its idealised figures, for example Fielding's Mr

Allworthy, but they are very much rooted in the contingent world which in the main body

of my thesis I argue that Spenser's Arthur transcends.

a Quoted by Alpers, pp. 117-118.
12 Compare Heninger, pp. 82-83: 'No longer was ultimate reality believed to reside with Plato's

timeless ideas, or with a benign deity, or with the heroes and heroines of old. Rather. according to
prevalent assumption, the objects of physical nature became the constituents of ultimate reality. The
ascendant ontology was materialistic and the ascendant epistemology was empirical ... Under these
strictures. a poem as Sidney and Spenser conceived it is impossible.! Contrast Samuel Monk, The Sublime
(Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1960). Monk challenges the view that neoclassical principles
had firm hegemony throughout the eighteenth century: the preoccupations of the age with the urbane and
the factual were tempered by a gradually changing response to nature. The developments Monk discusses
led to a more sympathetic conception of humanity, but not. as with the Arthur of The Faerie Queene. to
an idealistic view of 1ts potential.



Idealising cast of mind. Wordsworth acclaimed Spenser as a poet of 'visions' and of 'human
forms and superhuman powers' (The Prelude V1 104-109). ** One might also contrast the

neoclassical sentiments of Addison's Account of the Greatest English Poets (1694).

Old Spencer next, warm'd with Poetick Rage,

In Antick Tales amus'd a Barb'rous Age;

An Age that yet uncultivate and Rude,

Where-e're the Poet's Fancy led, pursu'd

Through pathless Fields, and unfrequented Floods,
T'o Dens of Dragons, and Enchanted Woods.

But now the Mystic Tale, that pleas'd of Yore,
Can Charm an understanding Age no more."

with the fulsome praise of Keats, who invoked the author of 7he Faerie Queene as muse in
‘Spenser ! a jealous honourer of thine'. Although Keats' developing preoccupation with the
ambiguous relationship between dream and reality had affinities with Arthur's vision of
Gloriana in 7he Faerie Queene, the main channel of influence between Spenser and Keats,

and the romantics in general, remained stylistic.”

The views of Wordsworth and Keats are echoed in the criticism of the nineteenth
century. Romantic enthusiasm for Spenser was not accompanied by constructive readings
of the place of Arthur in 7he Faerie Queene. The role of Spenser's Prince is most
eftectively understood in terms of the structure and allegory of the poem, both of which
were regarded negatively as restraints on Spenser's imagination. James Russell Lowell

admired the potential for escapism oftered by the dream-like narrative of The Faerie

Queene, resenting those parts of the poem where the moral allegory was inescapable:

whenever ... you come suddenly on the moral, it gives you a shock of

= W. J. B. Owen, 'William Wordsworth'. 1n 7The Spenser Encyclopedia, pp. 735-737 discusses
allusions to Spenser in Wordsworth's poetry. See also Samuel E. Schulman, 'The Spenserian
Enchantments of Wordsworth's Resolution and Independence', MP 79 (1981-82), 24-44
3 Addison, 1t must be said, had not read 7he Faerie Queene when he wrote The Account. A more
positive attitude to Spenser 1s shown in his contributions to The Spectator, 1711-1712. Addison is quoted
from Robert M. Cummungs.ed., Spenser:The Critical Heritage (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1971)
- 224-225.
Rp Miriam Allott, 'Keats', in The Spenser Encyclopedia, pp. 416-417. Both Spenser and Keats are
accorded a chapter in Parker's /nescapable Romance, pp. 54-113, 159-218. For Keats I use The Complete
Poems, ed. by John Barnard (Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1973).



unpleasant surprise, a kind of grit, as when one's teeth close on a bit of gravel
In a dish of strawberries and cream

'Spenser’, North American Review, 1875

Lowell's appreciation of the surface narrative of The Faerie Queene can be placed
alongside Hazlitt's appraisal of Spenser in Lectures on the English Poets (1818). Here 1

return to a point I mentioned earlier: Hazlitt does mention Arthur, but only as an illustration

of Spenser's style:

Of all the poets, he is the most poetical... There is an originality, richness, and
variety 1n his allegorical personages and fictions, which almost vies with the
splendour of the ancient mythology ... He waves his wand of enchantment - and
at once embodies airy beings, and throws a delicious veil over all actual objects.
The two worlds of reality and of fiction are poised on the wings of his
imagination. His ideas, indeed, seem more distinct than his perceptions. He

1s the painter of abstractions, and describes them with dazzling minuteness.

In the Mask of Cupid he makes the God of Love 'clap on high his coloured
winges twain', and it is said of Gluttony, in the Procession of the Passions,

'In greene vine leaues he was right fitly clad.' At times he becomes picturesque
from his intense love of beauty; as where he compares Prince Arthur's crest

to the appearance of the almond tree [quotes I vii 32] ... The love of beauty,
however, and not of truth, is the moving principle of his mind; and he is

guided 1n his fantastic delineations by no rule but the impulse of an
inexhaustible imagination ..."”

Warton and Hurd may have tried to read Arthur as a figure with stronger epic

characteristics than he actually has in the poem. However, neoclassical focus on the
structure of The Faerie Queene comes closer to a constructive reading of Spenser's Arthur

than the opinions of most poets and critics of the nineteenth century.

Moving on to consider twentieth century interpretations of Spenser's Arthur,

relatively few critics focus entirely on his role. By focusing my thesis on Arthur, the only

1 Quoted by Peter Bayley, ed., Spenser, The Faerie Queene’: A Casebook (London: Macmillan,
1977), p. 14. The limitations of Lowell's response to 7he Faerie Queene are discussed by Rudoph B.
Gottfried, 'Spenser Recovered: The Poet and Historical Scholarship’, in Contemporary Thought, ed. by
Frushnell and Vondersmith. pp. 61-68.

V7 Quoted by Bayley, pp.34-35. A similar reading of this stanza is offered by John Arthos, On the
Poetry of Spenser and the Form of the Romances ( London: George Allen and Unwin, 1956). p. 45.
Hamilton, 'On Annotating Spenser's Faerie Queene' , in Contemporary Thought, ed. by Frushnell and
Vondersmith, p. 51 cites annotations to I vii 32 from Kitchin to Kathleen Williams. Compare Alpers, The
Poetry of 'The Faerie Queene’ (Princeton: Princeton Umiversity Press, 1967), pp. 137-159 on early
annotators of the poem. Alpers argues that their assessments anticipate his own emphasis on the
importance of attending to the details of the surface narrative of The Faerie Queene.



figure who appears in every book of The Faerie Queene, 1 hope to avoid the two main
problems experienced by critics of so vast and detailed a text - over-generality and
over-specificity. What follows is a survey of significant fypes of readings, rather than an
attempt at comprehensiveness. A similar structure is used in Merritt Y. Hughes' article
'The Arthurs of The Faerie Queene', published in the 1953 volume of Efudes Anglaises."
However, the categories adopted by Hughes - the imperial Arthur, the minister of grace,
and the rival of Hercules - require modification in the light of subsequent Spenser criticism.
New historicism has produced readings which go far beyond the mere identification of
allusions to specific individuals and events from Tudor history. Additionally, the influence
of modern psychology can be detected in readings of The Faerie Queene which post-date
Hughes' article. In the remainder of this introduction I will employ the following headings:
Arthur as history, Arthur as myth, and Arthur as protagonist. These classifications are
rather broad, but some organisational principle is required to create order from the
extensive body of Spenser scholarship. I will concentrate largely on studies from the
latter half of this century, as the reputations and significance of earlier criticism are well
established.” The confines of space permit me to cite only a few key works under each
heading, and explore even fewer arguments in any detail. However, the selectivity of this

general survey of criticism 1s balanced by acknowledgment of a wider range of scholarship

in the footnotes to future chapters.
(1) Arthur as History.

This heading 1s used as an umbrella title for different kinds of studies. A number of
critics have interpreted 7The Faerie Queene as an expression of the cult of Elizabeth. In

general, these readings contrast the exalted position of Gloriana to the presentation of

Arthur as a striving figure. In The Poem's Two Bodies, David Lee Miller writes:

Taking his cue from the queen's political transformation of chivalric and
Petrarchan rhetorics, Spenser draws on the resources of Neoplatonism to infuse
the monarch's body politic with an erotically compelling visionary glory: the
transcendental beauty that the Platonic lover beholds in the personal soul of his
Beatrice or Laura is assimilated to Elizabeth's political power in the vision of a
'lover' who seeks her favor as ardently as Arthur seeks Gloriana, and whose

18 Merritt Y. Hughes, "The Arthurs of The Faerie Queene', Etudes Anglaises 6 (1953), 193-213:
reprinted in King Arthur: 1 Casebook, ed. by Edward Donald Kennedy (London and New York: Garland.

1996). pp. 205-228.
19 See footnote five.
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historical gestalt is as profoundly constituted by the fiction and figure of royal
sovereignty ... Elizabeth is a figure of 7The Faerie Queene's ideal unity; unlike

Arthur, she represents the achieved form of this unity, central and preeminent in
her iconic splendor.”

Miller's approach draws on new historicism and Lacanian psychology in presenting an
anticipated but deferred wholeness as the key to understanding the poem. By contrast,

Harry Berger provides an unusual interpretation of Gloriana as an unfulfilled figure:

Gloriana is but one aspect of Elizabeth, and Gloriana without Arthur images

a certain incompleteness in Elizabeth herself, her humanity is dramatically enacted
In the relationship between Gloriana and Arthur. A Queen needs the sympathy
and the attitude toward life that Arthur possesses. She must respond, in fact, with
special intensity to the travails of Everyman, not only because Everyman is her
subject but because Everyman is herself. Gloriana is not, of course, an Everyman
any more than she is a mere copy of Elizabeth.?!

The argument I develop in the chapters which follow is that Arthur becomes part of the
ideal Gloriana represents during their intimate encounter, thereafter functioning as a
paradigmatic figure. The potentially damaging effects of the cult of Elizabeth on her
courtiers i1s certainly an important element in 7he Faerie Queene, but it i1s more clearly
shown through the presentation of Belphoebe and Timias.”* Timias is Arthur's squire and

Belphoebe, Spenser tells us in the Letter to Raleigh, 1s an avatar of Elizabeth. Their story

20 David Lee Miller, The Poem's Two Bodies: The Poetics of the 1590 'Faerie Queene’ (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 1988), pp.20, 98. For interpretation of the poem in terms of the cult of
Elizabeth compare Thomas H.Cain, Praise in 'The Faerie Queene’ (Lincoln: University of Nebraska
Press, 1978); Robert J. Mueller, "Infinite Desire": Spenser's Arthur and the Representation of Courtly
Ambition', ELH 58 (1991), 747-771, and Robin Headlam Wells, Spenser's ‘Faerie Queene’ and the Cult of
Elizabeth (London and Totowa: Barnes and Noble Books, 1983). See also Philippa Berry, Of Chastity and
Power: Elizabethan Literature and the Unmarried Queen (London and New York: Routledge, 1989).
Berry's study is a critique of Frances A. Yates, Astraea: The Imperial Theme in the Sixteenth Century
(London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1975), combining the new historical approach with the feminist in
her discussion of literary depictions of Elizabeth as an exceptionally powerful female object of desire.

1 Harry Berger. Jr.. The Allegorical Temper: Vision and Reality in Book II of Spenser's 'Faerie
gueene' (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1957), p. 168.

7 Berger writes in 'Kidnapped Romance: Discourse in The Faerie Queene', in Unfolded Tales:
Essays in Renaissance Romance, ed. by George M. Logan and Gordon Teskey (London and Ithaca:
Cornell University Press, 1989), p. 225: 'Perhaps. as Arthur leaves the third book, Timias becomes his
surrogate, just as Florimell, Belphoebe, and Amoret have been thought to be surrogates for Britomart.' For
a more extensive treatment of Belphoebe and Timias see Mary Villeponteaux, '“Semper FEadem'
Belphoebe's Denial of Desire', in Renaissance Discourses of Desire , ed. by Claude J. Summers and
Ted-Larry Pebworth ( London and Columbia: University of Missourt Press, 1993). pp. 29-45. However,
Villeponteaux, p.44, implicitly implicates Arthur in the obvious vulnerability of Timias: "When Arthur
encounters him in the woods he fails to recognize his erstwhile squire. and Timias does not enlighten him.'
See also Judith H. Anderson. ‘Belphoebe', and A. Leigh DeNeef, "Timuas’ in The Spenser Encyclopedia, pp.

85-87. 690-691.
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thus serves as a negative foil for the portrayal of Arthur as an ideal knight, both in terms of

the martial and amorous aspects of the chivalric ideal

Historical interpretations of 7he Faerie Queene are not restricted to the presence
(or absence) of Elizabeth in the text. The general studies of Arthur B. Ferguson and
Richard McCoy on chivalry in Renaissance England include discussion of The Faerie
Queene.” The chivalric institutions of the Tudor Age are also the central theme of Michael
Leslie's monograph, Spenser's 'Fierce Warres and Faithfull Loues': Martial and Chivalric
symbolism in 'The Faerie Queene’ ** Leslie covers Arthur's appearance in detail, and also
treats his rescue of Guyon from Pyrochles and Cymochles at length. However, he does not
stress what 1s a key point of my argument, namely that the perfection suggested by Arthur's
chivalric accoutrements is confirmed through his actions. Arthur's love for Gloriana is the
inspiration of his prowess in deeds of arms: he describes their meeting after - indeed almost

as an explanation of - his rescue of Red Crosse from Orgoglio's dungeon.

The attitude of Spenser's contemporaries to the Arthurian legend received extensive
coverage by Edwin Greenlaw and Charles Bowie Millican in the 1930s.”My own reading of
Spenser's Arthur will place more emphasis on the affinities between The Faerie Queene and
medieval romance than on historical background to the poem. At times Spenser uses
contemporary allusions or direct exhortation of the reader to enhance the expository
effectiveness of his poem. However, the impact of these moments depends on selective
use. It 1s approprnate that Arthur should most closely resemble Leicester in Book Five,
where the allegory is concerned with the admunistration of good government; while the
description of Arthur's armour as an image of achieved virtue which 'may be seene, if

sought' (I vii 36.9) before his supremacy is actively demonstrated through the rescue of Red

2 Ferguson, The Chivalric Tradition in Renaissance England (London and Toronto: Associated
University Presses, 1986) discusses the transitional culture of which 7The Faerie Queene was one
expression: Spenser was influenced both by medieval chivalry and Renaissance humanism. See also
Ferguson's The Indian Summer of English Chivalry: Studies in the Decline and Transformation of
Chivalric Idealism (Durham: Duke University Press, 1960). McCoy, The Rites of Knighthood: The
Literature and Politics of Elizabethan Chivalry (London and Berkeley: California University Press, 1989)
argues that Spenser's treatment of Elizabethan chivalry was ambiguous rather than celebratory, an

expression of the aristocratic struggle for independence from the domination of the sovereign. See also

MCCOV s article on chavalry 1n The Spenser Encyclopedia, pp. 148-149.

Michael Leslie, Spenser's ‘Fierce Warres and Faithfull Loues’: Martial and Chivalric Symbolism
in 'The Faerie Queene’ (Woodbridge: Boydell and Brewer, 1983).
2 Edwin Greenlaw, Studies in Spenser's Historical Allegory (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Press,
1932); Charles Bowie Millican, Spenser and the Table Round: A Study in the Contemporaneous
Background for Spenser’s Use of the Arthurian Legend (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1932).
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Crosse suggests that his perfection is an attainable goal. The combination of didacticism
and historical reference in The Faerie Queene is discussed in A. Bartlett Giamatti's chapter
on ‘Arthur: History and Myth'* Giamatti compares Spenser's Letter to Raleigh and
Caxton's preface to Malory as expressions of 'the didactic desire to renew chivalric virtues
on the model of Arthur'*” The chronicles of Britain and Faery read by Arthur and Guyon in
Alma's castle are taken as a starting point for discussion of the interaction of history and

myth which characterises Spenser's use of the Arthurian legend. Giammati thus brings me

to my second heading

(11) Arthur as Myth.

The overlap between this category and the former has a long history. During the
Tudor era, whether Arthur was a historical or mythical figure was a hotly debated issue,
aptly called 'The Battle of the Books' by Greenlaw.?® Nevertheless, a distinction can be
made between the emphasis modern studies place on the two ways of reading the poem
Maurice Evans acknowledges the historical dimension of The Faerie Queene - Arthur is
the most tamous of Elizabeth's ancestors' - but stresses the importance of his mythical
associations - ‘'a prince of the Trojan line, Arthur was descended from heroes already
celebrated in poetic myth and identified with the great tradition of heroic poetry'.*Graham

Hough places Spenser's Arthur in the context of a different myth, and one with which I am

more concerned:

French, British or Celtic in origin, largely translated as 1t may be, it is the

26 Giamatti, Play of Double Senses: Spenser's 'Faerie (Queene’ (London and Englewood Cliffs:

Prentice Hall, 1975), pp.53-62.  See also Andrew Fichter, Poefs Historical: Dynastic Epic in the
Renaissance (London and New Haven: Yale University Press, 1982), pp. 5-6: 'To the extent that Spenser
explores an analogy between Arthurian and Tudor times he follows a tradition propagated by the Tudor
monarchs themselves, who claimed descent from Arthur and sought thereby to assert their right to his
empire ... for him, as for Tasso, Ariosto, and Virgil, the business of forging links between the present and
the past is more than incidental to the poem. Such connections argue against the view of time as a random,
discontinuous, and irrational succession of events.'

27 Giamatti, p. 54.
2 Greenlaw, pp. 1-58. This debate continues in our own time. See Geoffrey Ashe, 'The

Convergence of Arthurian Studies', in The Arthurian Tradition: Essays in Convergence ed. by Mary
Flowers Braswell and John M. Bugge, (Tuscaloosa and London: Umiversity of Alabama Press, 1988), pp.
10-28.
2 Maurice Evans, Spenser’s Anatomy of Heroism: A Commentary on the 'Faerie Queene' (London:
Cambridge University Press, 1970), pp. 11. Arthur is specifically 1dentified as a Hercules figure pp. 13,

200-201. See also Hughes, pp.205-213; and Karl Galinsky. The Herakles Theme: The Adaptation of the
Hero in Literature from Homer to the Twentieth Century (Oxford: Blackwell, 1972), pp. 207-213. Leslie.

p.52 interprets Arthur as an idealised Achilles figure.
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Arthurian legend that is the real British mythology, and it is Malory who has
established it. Spenser's Arthur is aside from the central tradition, Spenser is
describing the enfances of the king that we know, and they are merely his
own invention. One does not invent a mythology; and Spenser's Arthur

remains a personal imaginative creation, not a true part of the
national consciousness.*’

Hough's conflation of Arthurian legend and British mythology is too limiting. Spenser's
Arthur does contribute to the patriotic dimension of The Faerie (Jueene. This 1s perhaps
most emphatically demonstrated in his response to Briton Moniments, the chronicle of his

nation he reads during his involvement in the quest of the knight of Temperance:

At last quite rauisht with delight, to heare
The royall Ofspring of his natiue land,
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 all vs gaue,

That gaue vnto vs all, what euer good we haue.
(II x 69)

Much of the Spenser criticism which focuses on the mythical aspect of The Faerie
Queene 1s indebted to the work of Northrop Frye. The preface to Frye's Anatomy of
Criticism explains how this study of critical theory began as an attempt to discuss the

literary symbolism and Biblical typology of The Faerie Queene:

... In my beginning was my end. The introduction to Spenser became an
introduction to the theory of allegory, and that theory obstinately adhered to a
much larger theoretical structure. The basis of argument became more and

more discursive, and less and less historical and Spenserian. 1 soon found myself
entangled in those parts of criticism that have to do with such words as 'myth;’
'symbol,' 'ritual,’ and 'archetype,’ and my efforts to make sense of these words in
various published articles met with enough interest to encourage me to

proceed further along these lines.™

Frye makes considerable reference to Spenser in Anatomy, but not to the figure of Arthur.

This is not true of his later article, 'The Structure of Imagery in 7he Faerie Queene':

Spenser means by 'Faerie' primarily the world of realized human nature. It is an
'antique' world, extending backward to Eden and the Golden Age, and its central

30 Hough, p. 228.
31 Northrop Frve, Anatomy of Criticism.: Four Essays (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1957),

p. V1L
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figure of Prince Arthur was chosen, Spenser tells us, as 'furthest from the daunger

of envy , and suspition of present time'.. foreshortening of time suggests a world
of dream and wishfulfilment, like the fairylands of Shakespeare's comedies.

But Spet}sgr, with his uneasy political feeling that the price of authority is
eternal vigilance, will hardly allow his virtuous characters even to sleep, much
less dream, ... Prince Arthur's long tirade against night (111, iv) would be out

of proportion if night, like its seasonal counterpart winter, did not symbolize a
lower world than Faerie *

Frye's interpretation of the poem as myth influenced James Nohrnberg's Analogy of 'The
rraerie Queene’, quoted at the beginning of this introduction. Nohrnberg's opening chapter
on the plan and organisation of the poem includes a section entitled 'Arthurian Torso', in
which the importance of Arthur vis-a-vis the titular knights and his resemblance to other
mythic figures are discussed.” Spenser's mythmaking is also the subject of one of the
longer articles in 7he Spenser Encyclopedia, in which Kenneth Gross discusses how
Spenser connects past, present, and future in a manner which engages the reader.>* Gross

provides a useful bibliography, beginning with words which are worth repeating to

conclude this section of my introduction:

Almost any study of the poet will have to characterize his use of mythological
allegory, political iconography, or supernatural fiction in ways that
could contribute to a description of his 'mythmaking' ... **

(111) Arthur as Protagonist.

In a sense all readings of Spenser's Arthur which regard him as a developing rather
than a complete figure fall into this category. Some critics argue that Arthur is a central
figure, superior to the titular knights, but by suggesting that he undergoes a process of
change imply that he does not represent a fully realised ideal. =~ An interesting but
problematic example of this approach can be found in Pauline Parker's Allegory of the
'Faerie Queene’ . Parker's argument centres on the Christian dimension of the poem. Not

surprisingly, she regards Arthur as a redeemer figure. However, his transcendence is not

unqualified:

.. Spenser knew that the fates of all humanity are bound together, and that

32 Frye, 'The Structure of Imagery in 7he Faerie Queene', U'7Q 30 (1960-1961). p. 113.
33 Nohmnberg, pp.35-58.
34 Kenneth Gross. '‘Myth, Mythmaking'. in The Spenser Encyclopedia, pp. 487-493.

3 Gross, p. 492.
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Arthur will never find Gloriana in herself if he has not sought her in her servants ..
Arthur 1s not human in the usual sense of partaking in human frailty but is rather
akind of earthly providence... the whole action of all six books and all the land of
faerie with its forests, castles, and sea-shores, exist in Arthur's soul, and there

only. It is within him that the drama of transformation of the struggling actual
into the triumphant ideal, is really taking place.*

While Parker focuses on Arthur's relationship with the titular knmights, an article by
Thomas Vesce, 'Towards an Appreciation of Arthur's Persona in Spenser's Faerie Queene’',

centres on his function as a model for the reader:

Of all the knights which traditional legend could offer Spenser, the persona of
Arthur was most applicable to his purpose. Arthur possessed an aura which
could directly touch the imagination of Spenser's audience, and so most instruct
them ... Arthur is ... not so much an old literary figure refurbished as he

1s the personification of the essential virfu (power) of man ... Arthur should be
understood as an emanation of man's mind, an all-encompassing persona whom

Spenser cunningly offers as an unencumbered vehicle for the poetic process of
fulfilment which is his Faerie Queene.”

Vesce anticipates my own thesis in so far as he argues that the detachment of Spenser's
Arthur from medieval tradition is crucial to his effectiveness as an exemplary figure.
However, he has remarkably little to say on what Arthur actually does in 7he Faerie
(Jueene.  Surely it is in the recurrent pattern whereby Arthur demonstrates his
pre-eminence vis-a-vis the less idealised figures of the poem, as much as through the
occasional interpolated comments from the narrator which specifically address the reader,

that the effectiveness of the Prince in the expository scheme of the poem is to be found?

Studies which interpret Arthur in terms of his Magnificence also tend to argue or

imply that Arthur changes in the course of the poem, showing a more down-to-earth

36 Parker, The Allegory of 'The Faerie Queene’ (Oxtord: Clarendon Press, 1960), pp. 8, 169. An
exposition of The Faerie Queene as a Christian poem 1n which Arthur 1s used as a touchstone for a process
of development can also be found in Anderson's 7he Growth of a Personal Voice: 'Piers Plowman' and
'The Faerie Queene’ (London and New Haven: Yale University Press, 1976). Anderson, p.177 concludes
that 'whilst in Book I Arthur's significance is conspicuously theological', later appearances reflect the
general 'personalising of vision' characteristic of The Faerie Queene. For Arthur as a figure who evolves
through his successive encounters with the titular knights sec also Evans, pp. 28-29; Angus Fletcher, The
Prophetic Moment. An Essay on Spenser (London and Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1971), p. 53;
Giamatti, p. 51. Hamilton, The Structure of Allegory in The Faerie Queene’ (Oxford: Clarendon Press,

1961) p. 56. and Heninger, pp. 88-98 .
Thomas Vesce, 'Towards an Appreciation of Arthur's Persona in The Faerie Queene '

Mid-Hudson Language Studies 4 (1981). pp. 43-44, 50. Ronald Arthur Horton, The Unity of 'The Faerie
Queene’ (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 1978). pp. 15-24 also links the development of Arthur with

that of the reader.
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virtue in the legend of Temperance than in the more spiritually charged context of the
legend of Holiness. A.S.P. Woodhouse argues that Arthur represents divine grace in Book
One, highlighting human unworthiness; while in Book Two he figures classical
magnanimity, encapsulating an optimistic view of human potential. By using Arthur as a

pre-eminent figure in both contexts, Spenser anticipates the eventual synthesis of the orders

8

of nature and grace.” Ronald Arthur Horton interprets the Magnificence of Spenser's

Arthur as a combination of ambition and perseverance, both qualities which suggest a
positively presented but developing figure.”” The most extensive treatment of Spenserian
Magnificence is the unpublished dissertation of Hugh MacLachlan, The Figure of Arthur in
Spenser's 'Faerie Queene': Historical, Religious and Ethical Studies. MacLachlan's
sequential reading of Arthur's appearances in the poem concentrates on the first two books:
in the first the Prince represents divine grace, the foundation of ethical life; in the second
Arthur represents Magnificence - the great deeds which do not establish virtue but bring it
to pertection. In the remaining books, MacLachlan argues that Arthur's interventionist role

1s slighter. Of the development of the poem MacLachlan concludes:

At 1ts most fundamental level then, the movement of 7The Faerie Queene

1s from poetry of celebration to the poetry of meditation. It seems to me

that the Faerie Queene 1s the precursor of that great body of literature of the
seventeenth century that turns from the uncertainties of the external world

to the contemplation of the internal world. Spenser's epic vision fails in the
face of human experience. And the moment he turns inward he sets the
pattern for writers like Southwell, Donne, Herbert, Vaughan, Crashaw and
Marvell. And in this new scheme of things the figure of Arthur, the perfection

of all the rest has no place."”

38 A.S.P. Woodhouse, 'Nature and Grace in The Faerie Queene', ELH 16 (1949), 194-228.
3 Horton, pp. 16-18.
40 Hugh Alexander MacLachlan, The Figure of Arthur in Spenser's Faerie Queene: Historical,

Religious and Ethical Studies (Unpublished doctoral cissertation, Umversity of Toronto, 1975) , p. 612.

MacLachlan has published an article based on his thesis: "In the Person of Prince Arthur": Spenserian
Magnificence and the Ciceronian Tradition', UTQ 46 (1976-77), 125-146. See also Cummings,
'Spenser's "Twelve Private Morall Virtues™, $S 8 (1987), 35-59;Richard J. Du Rocher. 'Arthur's Gift,
Aristotle's Magnificence and Spenser's Allegory: A Study of 7The Faerie Queene 1. 9. 19'. MP 82 (1984),
185-190: Michael F. Moloney, 'St. Thomas and Spenser's Virtue of Magmificence', JEGP 52 (1953), 58-62;
Douglas D. Waters, 'Prince Arthur as Christian Magnanimity in Book One of The Faerie Queene', SEL 9
(1969). 53-62. John Erskine Hankins, Source and Meaning in Spenser's Allegory: A Study of 'The Faerie

Queene’ (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1971). pp. 1-16 compares Spenser's treatment of Magnificence to that
of Francesco Piccolomini in Vniuersa Philosophia de Muribus. Margaret Greaves puts Spenser's treatment
of this quality in the context of medieval (despite her title) and Renaissance literature in  The Blazon of

Honour: 4 Study in Renaissance Magnanimity (London: Methuen. 1964).
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Like most sweeping generalisations, this raises as many questions as it answers. Moreover,

the changing general effect of the poem casts into relief Arthur's continuing status as a
paradigm of chivalry and virtue. MacLachlan does not accord separate sections of his

thesis to Books Three to Six of The Faerie Queene, in which Spenser is closest to the

world of medieval romance. Much more has been written on the relationship between
Magnificence theories and Spenser's Arthur than on his affinities with the heroes of

medieval romance, the channel of influence with which I am most concerned. The
limitations of the former approach are in fact signalled by a comment in MacLachlan's

thesis: 'Magnificence, the virtue that Spenser's hero is to personify in all his adventures in

The Faerie Queene, is only mentioned twice in the body of the poem itself *"

The studies I have cited so far interpret Arthur either as an ideal, or as a potential
ideal, at some or several points of the poem. Furthest from my argument are those
readings which humanise Arthur to the extent of not considering him a positively presented
paradigmatic figure at all. Some of the studies cited as readings of The Faerie Queene in
terms of the cult of Elizabeth also fit into this category, notably Robert Mueller's article,
"'Infimte Desire": Spenser's Arthur and the Representation of Courtly Ambition'. Mueller

distinguishes Arthur from the titular knights, but presents the Prince as a less complete
figure:

The titular heroes of his books issue from the faery court with purposes that

take them away from the sphere that would occupy a place of centrality if the
experience represented in the poem were not a matter of compromise with an
imperfect world. In characterological terms, the heroes are content where Arthur
never 1s. But Arthur is placed in the poem to figure desire absolutely and thus
profoundly to subsume the experience of all courtiers and chivalric questers.
Arthur registers both Spenser's objection to the management of courtly ambition
and his fascination with absolute power. The poem finally concerns not Arthur's
quest itself but rather the devious routes which are taken by courtiers who have
moved beyond their experience of frustration. Arthur must be there in a sense to
appease Spenser's conscience, to illustrate the truth of how ambition serves power
but not the players of the courtly game.*

In an article by Elizabeth Bellamy, 'Reading Desire Backwards: Belatedness and Spenser's
Arthur', Arthur is interpreted as the victim not of Tudor politics, but of the human

condition. His vision of Gloriana is regarded as the central episode of the poem, but

* MacLachlan, The Figure of Arthur, p. 325.
Mueller, pp. 764. Compare Berger, A/llegorical Temper, pp. 105-106.
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influenced by Lacanian psychoanalsis and drawing on the language of structuralism,

Bellamy comes to a pessimistic conclusion:

After his just-missed encounter with the signified of his dream, the changeling
Arthur 1s forced to construct his identity from a sliding chain of signifiers,
unreliable building blocks for one seeking to become the subject of his own story.*

Although modern readings of Spenser's Arthur as myth and as protagonist are
obviously very different from the neoclassical assessments of The Faerie Queene 1 cite at
the beginning of my introduction, both types of interpretation assume that Spenser
attempts to tell the story of Arthur. The general aim of my thesis is to demonstrate that this
1s not the case; that in contrast to the narratives concerning the titular heroes, perfection is
the starting point for Spenser's Arthur, not a goal which he gradually works towards. In
chapter three I will consider Arthur's visionary encounter with Gloriana. Although Gloriana
1s presented as a transcendent figure - a quality confirmed by the fact that she is never seen
again, either by Arthur or by any other protagonist - the intimacy of her meeting with
Arthur is such that he becomes part of the ideal she represents. Chapter four sets out first
In general terms, and subsequently through specific reference to Britomart's experience in
the House of Busirane, the distinction between vision and adventure. This serves as an
anticipation of chapters five to seven, in which the visionary turning points of the quests of
Britomart, Calidore, and Red Crosse are compared to Arthur's experience. The ideal
quality of the visions experienced by the titular knights is specific to the moral allegory of
the book 1n which they appear; and they also lack the intimacy of Arthur's encounter with
Gloriana. In chapters eight to ten I explore Arthur's paradigmatic status from a different
angle by focusing on the adventures of his quest. Spenser does not tell the story of Arthur,

but there is a pattern to his interventions in the stories of others.

In order to highlight the pre-eminence of Arthur vis-a-vis the titular knights of 7he
Faerie Queene, 1 will preface the main body of my thesis with a chapter comparing the
figure of Arthur in medieval literature. There has not been an extended study of Spenser's
Arthur in this context - those touching on the question tend to stop after noting that

Spenser exploits the prestige of Arthurian tradition while avoiding the constraints of

S Bellamy. 'Reading Desire Backwards: Belatedness and Spenser's Arthur', South Atlantic Quarterly
88 (1989), pp. 806-807. See also Sheila T. Cavanagh, '""Beauties Chace”: Arthur and Women in 7he
Faerie Queene', in The Passing of Arthur, ed. by Baswell and Sharpe. pp. 207-218
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reworking a well-known story.* Kathleen Williams has surprisingly little to say on

Spenser's Arthur in 'Romance Tradition in The Faerie Queene'

To tollow too precisely any one romance, or any one kind of romance, would
have destroyed the flexibility and inclusiveness that Spenser needed, but it is
the narrative of chivalry which gives him the outlines of his fiction and gives
hum also his hero Arthur, whom he imagines as an ardent young prince

as yet uncommutted to the set characters and events of the Arthurian cycle ...
Spenser, with his freer form, is able to retain Arthur's name, with its associations

of glory, loyal and selfless achievement, and of course of British greatness,

and to use situations and motifs from the Arthurian cycle wherever they can
be useful to him.*

Rosemond Tuve and Zailig Pollock stand out from this standard view by arguing that the
slight role of Arthur in the narrative of The Faerie Queene is in line with what the reader of
medieval romance would expect. Tuve contends that 'an Arthur pursuing "his" adventures
like the other errant knights, or "central" in the usual way of epic heroes, or given a Book
of his own, would be a monstrous alteration of function, though Spenserians have often
been known to ask for it.' Pollock argues that Arthur enters but transcends the world of
the other questers: the career of Red Crosse illustrates the descent of the divine, that of

Calidore shows the potential of nature to achieve transcendence, but only in Arthur are the

“ Philip C. Boardman, 'Middle English Arthurian Romance: The Repetition and Reputation of

Gawain', in The Vitality of the Arthurian Legend: A Symposium (Odense: Odense University Press, 1980),
p. 73 argues that The Faerie Queene 1s not a version of the Arthurian legend, but only 'Arthurian’ in so far
as Arthur is a character. Richard Barber, Arthur of Albion: An Introduction to the Arthurian Literature
and Legends of England (London: Barric and Rockliff, 1961), p. 138 emphasises the novelty of Spenser's
Arthur: 'Even if his direct original was a mixture of Lord Berners's Arthur [of Little Britain], with the
Arthur imagined by patriotic antiquarians, he produced from it an idealized hero rather than a specific
character.! Christopher Dean, Arthur of England. English Attitudes to King Arthur and the Knights of the
Round Table in the Middle Ages and the Renaissance (London and Toronto: University of Toronto Press,
1987), pp. 123-126 finds the youth and ideality of Spenser's Arthur the causes of the failure of The Faerie
Queene as an Arthurian poem. Dean concludes, p.125: 'Arthur's story was too well known for an author to
take such great liberties and hope to get away with them 1n a serious work." Stephen Knight does not
accord an essay to The Faerie Queene in Arthurian Literature and Society (London: Macmillan, 1983) on
the grounds that its Arthurian material constitutes an overlay rather than an integral element. Compare
James Douglas Merriman, The Flower of Kings: A Study of the Arthurian Legend in England Between
1485 and 1835 (Wichita: University of Kansas Press, 1973), p. 44: "We are surprised to be reminded that
The Faerie Queene is an Arthurian poem... Of the spirit of the great king of myth and romance, of his
beautiful and terrifying triumph and tragic destruction through his sad-eyed queen and his noblest knight,
there is nothing in The Faerie Queene.' Margaret J.C. Reid, The Arthurian Legend: Comparison of
Treatment in Modern and Medieval Literature. A Study in the Literary Value of Myth and Legend
(Edinburgh: Oliver and Boyd, 1938), p. 33 distinguishes Spenser's Arthur from the pseudo-historical
Arthurian tradition: 'Prince Arthur is merely a romantic figure. somewhat of an abstraction, conforming to
the perfect pattern of what a knight should be "’

B Kathleen Williams, 'Romance Tradition in The Faerie Queene’, Research Studies 32 (1964), pp.
157-158. Williams does consider the relationship between Arthur and the titular knights in her later book.
Spenser's 'Faerie Queene’. The Horld of Glass (London: Routledge, 1966), but does not generally

distinguish the Prince as a paradigmatic figure.
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movements of ascent and descent comprising the circular pattern of virtue combined.*

However, Pollock's interpretation differs from my own in the importance accorded to the

end of Arthur's quest:

In 7he Faerie Queene as we have it we are not told very much of Arthur's story.
Nevertheless, his story is central to The Faerie Queene ... Like the circular
Christian pattern of virtue, Arthur's story involves an ascent from the natural

to the divine in response to a descent from the divine to the natural. Arthur sees
a vision of the goddess-like Gloriana which appears to him in the natural world
of pastoral. This vision inspires him with a love which leads him to ascend out
of the lowly pastoral world and seek Gloriana's lofty court in the heroic city of
Cleopolis ... It is there that he is destined to take on his high heroic role as king
and to fulfill the circular Christian pattern of virtue. ¥’

The quest of Spenser's Arthur is of a particular type, involving the demonstration of
achieved virtue rather than working towards perfection. As an undeveloping figure he has
some affinities with the Arthur of medieval legend as presented by Tuve and Pollock.
However, their arguments stand in need of qualification as Arthur is not always a static
figure in medieval literature. Merritt Hughes attempts to explain the negative appraisal of
Arthur's effectiveness in The Faerie Queene, exemplified by the quotation from C.S. Lewis

with which I commenced this introduction:

Lewis' jealous love for Spenser's allegory and his devotion to the Arthurian
tradition contrast strangely with his contempt for the Spenserian Arthur. The
key to his dislike of Spenser's Arthur and perhaps also to the prevailing modern
distrust of Spenser's figure may be found in the widening gulf that scholarship has
opened between him and the medieval Arthur.®

'Contempt' and 'dislike’ exaggerate the emphasis Lewis places on the problematic aspect of
Spenser's Arthur. However, Hughes 1s correct to stress the difference between the

medieval and Spenserian treatments of Arthur. The aim of my next chapter is to go some

way towards bridging this gulf.

16 Rosemond Tuve, Allegorical Imagery: Some Medieval Books and their Posterity (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 1966). p. 345:; Zailig Pollock, The Sacred Nursery of Virtue: The Pastoral
Book of Courtesy and the Unity of 'The Faerie Queene’ (Norwood: Norwood Editions, 1977), p. 38.

47 Pollock, pp.38-39, 195.
b Hughes. p. 194,
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Chapter Two: Arthur Before The Faerie Queene

' chose the historye of king Arthure, as most fitte for the excellency of
his person, being made famous by many mens former workes.'

(Letter to Raleigh)

'He may not have existed at the end of the fifth century and the beginning

of the sixth, but he has existed in every century since the eighth ... Arthur
exists in history, and even more so in literature."

'The Faerie Queene is a great poem, but not a great Arthurian poem.' Such is the
conclusion of L R. Galyon's article on Spenser in The New Arthurian Encyclopedia. * This
view is understandable: Spenser does not recreate the Arthurian world presented by
romance authors from Chretien de Troyes to Malory; nor does he give a birth-to-death
rendering of Arthur's career equivalent to the pseudo-histories of Geoftlrey of Monmouth
and his imitators. Indeed, Spenser only mentions Arthur at a stage of his career barely
mentioned in most earlier treatments of his legend, namely the period between the end of
huis childhood and his accession. I will quote and refer to many Arthurian texts throughout
my thests, but given that part of my overall aim is to establish the place of The Faerie
(Jueene in Arthurian tradition it seems appropriate to devote a chapter to the development
of the legend. What follows is not intended as a source study: I am not concerned with
establishing which Arthurian texts Spenser may have known, but rather with comparing the
role of Arthur in different kinds of medieval literature.” Specifically, I consider the
Celtic Arthur of the Mabinogion, the court-centred king of Chretien de Troyes, Arthur's
relation to the Grail in La Queste del Saint Graal , and the warrior-king of Layamon's
Brut, before turning to the gathering together of different types of Arthurian narrative by
Malory. Comparisons to Spenser's Arthur are made at the end of each section, but as the

purpose of this chapter is to provide an Arthurian context for The Faerie Queene,

references to the poem are fairly general. *

! Michael Edwards, Of Making Many Books: Essays on the Endlessness of Writing (London:

Macmillan . 1990), pp.126-127.
: L.R. Galyon, 'Spenser’, in The New Arthurian Encyclopedia (Chicago and London: St. James

Press, 1991). ed. by Norris J. Lacy, p. 428.
3 Relevant source studies include Edwin A. Greenlaw's 'Spenser's Fairy Mythology'. SP 15 (1918).
105-122, and . more recently, Anderson, 'Arthur, Argante, and the Ideal Vision: An Exercise in

Speculation and Parody', in The Passing of Arthur, ed. by Baswell and Sharpe, pp. 193-206.

! My bibliography of Arthurian Literature includes only a selection of the vast body of scholarship
which takes the legend as its subject. and given the impossibility of being comprehensive I keep footnotes
to a minimum. However. a general acknowledgment should be made to the invaluable articles in 7he
New Arthurian Encyclopedia. More specifically. I am indebted to Rosemary Morris, The Character of
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Turning first to the Mabinogion, 1 will consider three of its five Arthurian tales.
Culhwch and Olwen, The Dream of Rhonabwy, and Owein. The remaining Arthurian tales,
Geraint and Peredur, represent the same type of narrative as Owein and are hence not
accorded separate treatment. Culhwch and Olwen, which probably dates from the tenth
century although the earliest surviving manuscript dates from c.1325, tells of the trials and
tribulations undergone in order that the titular heroes can be united However, the
traditional folk-tale formula of an untried young hero engaging in a quest to marry a giant's
daughter is presented with an important difference.® After the carly stages of the tale we

see very little of Culhwch. It is Arthur and his men who perform the tasks which make

possible the union of Culhwch and Olwen.

Arthur in Culhwch and Obwen is an established figure: his reputation is enhanced
by the deeds he performs on behalf of Culhwch, but does not depend on them. Even in the
opening episode of the tale, where Culhwch is the centre of attention and Arthur is not

even present, the name of Arthur casts a powerful shadow:

. the boy was baptized, and the name Culhwch given to him because he was
found in a pig-run. Nonetheless the boy was of gentle lineage: he was first
cousin to Arthur.®

'Nonetheless the boy was of gentle lineage' qualifies the inauspicious associations of
Culhwch's place of birth. 'He was first cousin to Arthur' underlines and explains this effect
by attributing the importance of Culhwch to his connection with Arthur. The prestige of
the absent Arthur i1s made more explicit in the course of the conversation between

Culhwch and his father which sets the main action of the tale in motion:

'My stepmother has sworn on me that I shall never win a wife until I win

King Arthur in Medieval Literature (Cambridge: D.S. Brewer;, Totowa: Rowman and Littlefield, 1982).
Morris concentrates as I do on the figure of Arthur. However, 1 have naturally been influenced by my
concern with a text which postdates 1500, the termunus of Morris's study. King Arthur: A Casebook, ed
by Edward Donald Kennedy (New York and London: Garland, 1996) appeared too late to substantially
influence my readings of the texts considered in this chapter, although some of the essays it includes have
been consulted in earlier publications.
> References to folk-tale motifs throughout my thesis have been influenced by the theory of the
genre advanced by Vladimur Propp in Morphology of the Folktale, transl. by Laurence Scott (London and
Austm University of Kansas Press, 1968; first published 1928).

The Mabinogion, translated by Gwyn Jones and Thomas Jones (London: J. M. Dent, 1993: first

published 1947). p.80.
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Olwen daughter of Ysbaddaden Chief Giant'. 'It is easy for thee to achieve

that, son,' said his father to him. 'Arthur is thy first cousin. Go then to Arthur
to trim thy hair, and ask that of him as his gift to thee'

Arthur's prestige is thus based upon practical power. As a kinsman, Culhwch is entitled to

appeal to Arthur for assistance. However, as a great conqueror with much wealth at his
disposal Arthur commands the respect of an entire community.  His fellowship may be

compared to the comitatus units into which early medieval society was organised, based on

Intermarriage and the ability of the lord to provide for his followers.?

Arthur's strength as a leader of men, reported to Culhwch by his father, is directly

demonstrated to the young man when he arrives at Arthur's court. The catalogue of

adventures recounted by the porter Glewlwyd must be quoted in full in order to convey

their overwhelming rhetorical effect:

.. Glewlwyd came into the hall. Quoth Arthur to him, 'Thou hast news from
the gate 7' 'T have. Two-thirds of my life are past, and two-thirds of thine own.
I was of old in Caer Se and Asse, in Sach and Salach, in Lotor and Ffotor. 1
was of old 1n India the Great and India the Lesser. I was of old in the contest
between the two Ynyrs, when the twelve hostages were brought from Llychlyn.
And of old I was in Egrop, and in Africa was I, and in the islands of Corsica,
and 1n Caer Brythwch and Brythach, and Nerthach. I was there of old when
thou didst slay the war-band of Gleis son of Merin, when thou didst slay

Mil the Black, son of Dugum; I was there of old when thou didst conquer
Greece unto the east. I was of old in Caer Oeth and Anoeth, and in Caer
Netenhyr Nine-teeth. Fair kingly men saw we there, but never saw

I a man so comely as this who is even now at the entrance to the gate.’

Despite the vigorous activity Arthur 1s about to engage 1n, he is not a young man: two
thirds of his life are past, and the insistent, incantatory repetition of 'I was there of old when
.." associates Glewlwyd's roll-call of conquests with the dim and distant past of Arthur's
career. Arthur's experience and prestige are emphasised further by the catalogue of

warriors in whose name Culhwch requests Arthur's assistance. Only a few pages into

’ Mabinogion, p.81.

y Stephen Knight uses historical background to interpret Culhwch and Olwen in 'Chief of the
Princes of this Island: The Early British Arthurian Legend', the first chapter of his Arthurian Literature
and Society , pp. 1-37. Knight's reading of the society depicted in the text is persuasive, but his
comparison of Arthur's grandeur to that of historical overkings overlooks his affinities with mythologically

conceived figures.
? Mabinogion, p.83.
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Culhwch and Olwen, and before the main events of the tale begin, Arthur is presented as a
living myth.'°

As the narrative unfolds, the larger-than-life quality of Arthur is dramatically
demonstrated. Some Arthurian scholars argue that Arthur and his followers are
euhemerised gods, and Culhwch and Olwen certainly seems to support such theories."
Prior to the recovery of Mabon son of Modron in which Arthur plays a decisive part, his
men encounter a series of 'oldest animals' adventures dismissed as unworthy of Arthur: 'The
men said to Arthur,"Lord get thee home. Thou canst not proceed with thy host to seek

things so petty as these™.'> Arthur's prestige is also signalled by the fact that the assistance

he renders to Culhwch does not exactly fulfil the rquirements of Ysbadadden, yet satisfies

the giant nevertheless.”’

Arthur's prestige also overshadows the union of Culhwch and the giant's daughter:

And Culhwch said, ...'And is thy daughter mine now?' 'Thine,' said he.
'And thou needst not thank me for that, but thank Arthur who hast
secured her for thee.. "

The mdebtedness of Culhwch to Arthur is reiterated by the narrator in the final sentences of

the tale:

And that mght Culhwch slept with Olwen, and she was his only wife so long as
he lived. And the host of Arthur dispersed, every one to his country.”

The narrative ends as it begins: gratification of the titular hero is linked to the power

commanded by Arthur, suggesting that the tale of Culhwch i1s merely an episode in a far

10 Patrick K. Ford, 'Culhwch and Olwen', in The New Arthurian Encyclopedia, p. 105 arrives at a

similar conclusion: 'It can be seen clearly that, while Arthur 1s portrayed as a great king whose reputation is
far-flung, his activities are far from those of the feudal overlord of romance. Rather, he is like the hero in a
wonder tale, aided by magic and accompanied by men with supernatural gifts, and his chief opponent has
affinities with the divine animals of Celtic mythological tradition.’

! For example, Roger Sherman Loomus, Celtic Myth and irthurian Romance (London: Constable,
1993: first published by Columbia University Press, 1926).

= M abinogion, p.103.

13 Knight, p.25: 'The fact that the tasks performed are not those the giant required expresses the fact
that the ruling family extends its power in its own terms. at its own will. not dancing to the tune of its
oPponents.'
: Mabinogion, p.113.
Mabinogion. p.113.

15
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grander tale of Arthur. The conclusion in particular implies that Arthur has before and will

again involve himself, god-like, in the affairs of lesser men.

Culhwch and Olwen | as already indicated, corresponds to the folk-tale formula in
which a young hero seeks to marry a giant's daughter. It is interesting to compare a
non-Arthurian example of the model. In the Scottish fairy-tale, 'The Battle of the Birds', a
similar pattern is followed: extraordinary tasks are set by a giant, and the narrative
culminates in the marriage of the hero and the giant's daughter.® However, there is no
equivalent to Arthur in the Scottish tale. It is the progress of the king's son, then that of Ais
son, which holds the narrative together, and the young heroes in 'The Battle of the Birds'
are more assertive than Culhwch. The Scottish tale also features more than one
helper-figure - a raven, a wife, and a shoemaker as well as Auburn Mary, the giant's
daughter - a role performed by Arthur alone in the Welsh tale. A further distinction is that
the helper-figures in 'The Battle of the Birds' work with the young heroes, whereas
Culhwch's task 1s effectively over as soon as he requests Arthur's assistance. Even Auburn
Mary, who does most for the king's son, is rendered temporarily helpless when he
unwittingly disregards her command not to kiss anyone on his return to his father's court.

These distinctions between the two tales cast into relief the aura commanded by Arthur in

Culhwch and Olwen.

The grandeur of Arthur and his followers in Culhwch and Olwen 1s equally
pronounced in The Dream of Rhonabwy, a thirteenth century adaptation of events which
took place during the reign of a Welsh prince who died in 1159. Madawg son of
Maredudd sends his follower Rhonabwy to search for his treacherous brother, Iorweth.
While travelling, he is obliged to shelter in an extremely inhospitable cow-shed. It is there
that he has a dream in which he encounters Iddawg, the treacherous messenger from the
battle of Camlan, and is taken to Arthur. Reference to Camlan, traditionally Arthur's final
battle with Mordred, contributes generally to the illogical dream effect of the narrative.
More specifically this chronological confusion enhances the larger-than-life aura of the

figure of Arthur, who is presented fully in control of a battle after he should be dead. His

own stature explains Arthur's nostalgic response to the appearance of Rhonabwy:

'‘Where, Iddawg, didst thou find those little fellows ?' 'I found them, lord, away

16 [ refer to the edition printed in Scottish Fairy Tales (London: Senate, 1995), pp.258-274.
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up on the road.' The emperor smiled wrily. 'Lord,' said Iddawg, 'at what art

thou laughing 7' 'Iddawg,' said Arthur, 'I am not laughing; but rather how sad I

feel that men as mean as these keep this Island, after men as fine as those that
kept it of yore."”

Interpreted in general terms, Arthur's sentiments exemplify the Golden Age motif, in which

the present is presented as a degenerate form of the past.” The men who kept the island

of yore are heroes like Cei from Culhwch and Olwen:

Ce1 had this peculiarity, nine nights and nine days his breath lasted under
water, nine nights and nine days would he be without sleep. A wound from
Cer's sword no physician might heal. A wondrous gift had Cei: when it
pleased him he would be as tall as the tallest tree in the forest. Another

peculiarity had he: when the rain was heaviest, a handbreadth before his hand
and another behind his hand what would be in his hand would be dry, by

reason of the greatness of his heat; and when the cold was hardest on his
comrades, that would be to them kindling to light a fire.*’

While Cei as described above is an extreme case, neither he nor his powers are out of place

in the milieu of the Mabinogion, and the command of such men enhances the prestige of
Arthur.

Arthur occupies a commanding position in both Culbwch and Olen and The

Dream of Rhonabwy, but 1n the latter he controls the action from its peripheries. Instead
of fighting with his men he manipulates their fortunes through playing gwyddbwyll, a game
similar to chess, with Owein. There are no equivalents in 7he Dream of Rhonabwy to the
adventures which culminate in his redemption of Mabon son of Modron or the tracking
down of Twrch Trwyth in Culhwch and Olwen. However, in both texts Arthur has the
larger-than-life quality of a mythologically conceived figure.

Before turning to examine one of the later Mabinogion tales, Owein, 1 will briefly
summarize the salient characteristics of the Arthur of Culhwch and Olwen and The Dream
of Rhonabwy 1n order that comparison with Spenser's Prince can be made. Arthur plays a
crucial role in determining the action of the two Mabinogion tales, although in each case

the narrative is essentially the story of another protagomst. As such his structural position

17
18

Mabinogion, p.117

In chapter nine I discuss Spenser's use of this concept in his presentation of Arthur's alliance with
Guyon and Britomart. For the ideal of the Golden Age see Isabel Rivers, Classical and Christian Ideas in
English Renaissance Poetry: A Student's Guide (London: George Allen and Unwin, 1979), pp. 9-20.

9 Afabinogion, p.90.
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1s similar to that of Arthur in the titular quests of The Faerie (Queene. An important
difference is that Spenser's Arthur is a young man whose interventions in the titular
narratives are significant, but not the results of requests for aid - it is Gloriana who gives
out quests. Spenser's Arthur is more like the best-knight-in-the-world of medieval romance
than a god-like ruler in so far as he assists other knights but is not responsible for them.
However, the point with which I commenced my analysis of Culhwch and Olwen, namely
the aura commanded by the name of Arthur, enhances the reputation won through the
actual actions of Spenser's young prince. Immediately after his first adventure in the poem,
the rescue of Red Crosse from Orgoglio, and before he has recounted the little he knows of

his background, he is acclaimed as 'Prince Arthure, crowne of Martiall band' (I ix 6.5).

In Owein, Arthur is again a presiding figure, but he is less closely involved in the
events depicted in the narrative - it is very much the story of Owein. In subject matter and
In structure Owein, together with Peredur and Geraint, is comparable to the Arthurian
romances of Chretien de Troyes - much probably unresolvable scholarly debate centres
around the question of whether the Welsh version is the chicken or egg of the
relationship.”” Almost everything that could be said about Arthur in Owein, could be
adapted as a comment on Chretien's Yvain. However, 'adapted' is the operative word as

the similarities between the Welsh and French tales are offset by significant distinctions.

Although Yvain tells essentially the same story as Owein, it 1s considerably longer.
This can partly be explained by the inclusion of additional episodes, but Chretien's tendency
to more elaborate descriptions of setting, together with the inclusion of long passages of
self-examination by his protagonists, further distinguishes his courtly romance from the
Welsh tale. In general, the bold vigour of Owein stands in contrast to the finesse with which

Chretien presents his narrative. The introduction of Arthur in the opening scenes of the

two texts illustrates this distinction:

The emperor Arthur was at Caer Llion on Usk. He was sitting one day in his
chamber, and with him Owein son of Urien and Cynon son of Clydno and

Cei son of Cynyr, and Gwenhwyfar and her handmaidens sewing at a window.
And although it was said that there was a porter to Arthur's court, there was
none. Glewlwyd Mighty-Grasp was there, however, with the rank of porter,
to receive guests and far-comers, and to begin to do them honour, and to make

20 See Brynley F. Roberts, 'Owain (or The Lady of the Fountain)', in The New Arthurian
Encyclopedia, p. 348.
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known to them the ways and usage of the court: whoever had right to go to
the hall or chamber, to make it known to him: whoever had right to a lodging,
to make it known to him. And in the middle of the chamber floor the emperor
Arthur was seated on a couch of fresh rushes, with a coverlet of yellow-red
brocaded silk under him, and a cushion and its cover of red brocaded silk
under his elbow

Thereupon Arthur said, 'Sirs, if you would not make game of me,' said
he, T would sleep while I wait for my meat. And for your part you can tell
tales and get a stoup of mead and chops from Cei.' And the emperor slept.

Although Arthur is the central figure, the grandeur of the scene over which he presides 1s
rugged rather than refined. Arthur's voluntary exclusion from the company impinges upon
his status as a leader. When he returns, he has missed the tale of Cynon which initiates the

main action of the narrative. This is rather pointedly not repeated for him:

.. Arthur awoke and asked whether he had slept at all. 'Aye, lord,' said
Owein, 'a while ' %

The situation at the beginning of Chretien's Yvain is at once remarkably similar and
significantly different. ~ As in the Welsh tale, Arthur is introduced surrounded by his

followers, a group he leaves in order to rest:

Arthur, the good king of Britain whose valour teaches us to be brave and
courteous, held a court of truly royal splendour at that most costly feast
known as Pentecost. The king was at Carlisle in Wales. After dining, the
knights gathered in the halls at the invitation of ladies, damsels, or maidens.
Some told of past adventures, others spoke of love: of the anguish and
sorrows, but also of the great blessings often enjoyed by the disciples of
its order, which 1n those days was sweet and flourishing ...

... 1t 1s my pleasure to tell something worthy to be heard about the
king whose fame was such that men still speak of him both near and
far; and I agree wholly with the Bretons that this fame will last for ever,
and through him we can recall those good chosen knights who strove for
honour.

On that Pentecost of which I am speaking the knights were very
surprised to see the king arise early from table, and some among them
were greatly disturbed and discussed it at length because never before at
such a great feast had they seen him enter his room to sleep or rest.

But that day it happened that the queen detained him, and he tarried so

long at her side that he forgot himself and fell asleep.”

21 Mabinogion, p.129.
2 Mabinogion, p.135.
2 Chretien de Troyes, Arthurian Romances, transl. by Willhlam W. Kibler (Harmondsworth: Penguin

Books, 1991), p.295.
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The grand feast to celebrate the great Christian festival of Pentecost is a world away from
the mead and chops provided by Cei in Owein. Chretien's praise of love and the exalted
position of the ladies at court belong to an entirely different setting from that in which
Gwenhwyfar and her handmaidens are presented sewing at a window. Arthur himselfis a
correspondingly more dignified figure in Yvain, distinguished not only by the grandeur of
his court, but also by his own exemplary valour and courtesy. The interpolated comment
of the narrator, which has no equivalent in Owein, reinforces the prestige of the king. The
standing of Chretien's Arthur is more subtly intimated by the surprise with which his
withdrawal is greeted. This feeling is not registered in Owein, and suggests that Chretien's
Arthur is not usually as weak as this action suggests. Further excuse is provided by the
circumstance of paying attention to his queen, obedience to ladies being a crucial ideal in
Chretien's courtly Arthurian world. In the Welsh text, Gwenhwyfar 1s amongst the
audience of Cynon's tale, and is therefore implicated in its failure to involve Arthur in the

adventure.

Both Owein and Yvain are distinguished from Culbwch and Olwen and The
Dream of Rhonabwy by the relationship between the king and the titular heroes. Although
the prestige of Owein and Yvain derives from their association with Arthur, in each case
this 1s balanced by the suggestion that as the reputation of the knight increases, that of
Arthur and his court diminishes.” The lady of the fountain (named as Laudine in Yvain)
1s persuaded of the need not simply for a powerful knight to defend her after the death of
her husband, but of the particular advantage of acquiring a champion from Arthur's court.
If this testifies to Arthur's prestige, complications arise when Owein and Yvain, once
established as protectors of the lady, find themselves engaged in combat with
representatives of Arthur's court. As in the opening episodes of the two texts,h subtle but
significant differences in the portrayal of Arthur emerge. In Owein, Cei initiates the marvel
of the fountain, while in Chretien's romance Arthur sets the challenge of the court in
motion (although it is Kay who actually does the fighting). In both romances Arthur

resolves the conflict, but in Owein this has the eftect of a recovery rather than a

restatement of his prestige.

24 This point is discussed by Charles Moorman, 4 Knyght There Was: The Evolution of the Knight in
Literature (Lexington: Kentucky University Press, 1967), p.4. Kmght, 'Prowess and Courtesy: Chretien de
Troyes' Le Chevalier au Lion'. in Arthurian Literature and Society, pp. 68-104 compares the relationship
between Arthur and his kmights in  }vain to the tension between the barons and kings in the twelfth

century.
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The quest structure of Owein and Yvain provides an interesting angle from which
to consider 7he Faerie Queene. Although there are marked differences between the Welsh
and French texts, in each case the narrative centres on the development of one of Arthur's
knights. Arthur is essentially a respected figure, but it is necessary for the knights to leave
the court in order to establish their reputations. A different relationship exists in 7he
Iaerie Queene as Arthur's destiny as a court-centred king is postponed beyond the limits of
the surviving text of the poem. In the meantime he is presented as a quester whose path
occasionally crosses those of the titular knights. These encounters almost always increase

the potential of the titular knights, but without diminishing the prestige of Arthur.

While one does find some variety within the vast body of chivalric quest romances
which Owein and Yvain exemplify, it is fair to say that the role of Arthur as the presitigious
but largely passive lord of knights is extremely common. Arthur himself is rarely a quester,
a notable exception occurring in Perlesvaus, a French Grail romance dating from the early
thirteenth century.” Arthur seeks the adventure of the the Perilous Chapel, but he is
ultimately unsuccessful as a quester - his adventure leads to repentance for past

shortcomings rather than winning him glory. Ultimately he 1s, as in Owein and Yvain,

6

upstaged by the titular hero.® In the early stages of Malory's version of the Arthurian

legend, Arthur has a brief career as a knight-errant when he encounters Pellinore in the

forest. However, his dependence on Merlin during this episode suggests that adventuring

is not a natural way of life for Arthur. This impression is only slightly qualified by the relief

of the court on his return:

So they rode unto Carlion; and by the wey they mette with kynge Pellinore.
But Merlion had done suche a crauffte unto kynge Pellinore saw nat kynge
Arthure [sic.], and so passed by withoute ony wordis.

T mervayle,' seyde Arthure, 'that the knyght wold nat speke.’

'Sir, he saw you nat; for had he seyne you, ye had nat lyghtly parted.

So they com unto Carlion, whereof hys knyghtes were passynge glad.

And whan they herde of hys adventures, they mervayled that he wolde jouparde
his person so alone. But all men of worship seyde hit was myrry to be under
such a chyfftayne that wolde putte hys person in adventure as other poure

knyghtis ded.”’

23 The High Book of the Grail: A Translation of the Thirteenth Century Romance of Perlesvaus, ed.
bzf Nigel Bryant (Ipswich: Brewer, 19738).

2 Morris, p. 123: 'In Perlesvaus, Arthur triumphantly overcomes one spiritual limitation ...
represents Christianity against the Old Law. and 1s even permitted himself to experience the Grail; but still
only Perlesvaus. the new Messiah, can in his mystic i1solation attain to the highest spiritual experiences.'
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Arthur in the medieval romances is constrained by the duties of kingship: successfully and

repeatedly putting his person in adventure is a characteristic which distinguishes Spenser's

questing Prince from the Arthur of medieval romance.

With the qualified exception of Perlesvaus, Arthur is as static a figure in the Grail
romances as he is in those which depict an earlier and more prosperous period for the
society he presides over. However, the attitude to adventuring in La Queste del Saint
Graal, part of the thirteenth century Vulgate cycle of prose romances, 1s very different
from that found either in Chretien, or indeed in an earlier part of the Vulgate, the Prose
Lancelot, and the figure of Arthur evokes a correspondingly different response. In the
Queste, there is not so much a clash of interests between Arthur and his knights as a
confrontation between the values they represent together, the ideal of secular chivalry, and

a spiritual alternative - the Grail

Yvain, called Owein in the Queste, is neither prominent nor successful as a Grail

knight.® However, it is easy to imagine Chretien's hero sympathising with the predicament

of Gawain in the Queste:

Sir Gawain pursued his wanderings from Whitsun to St Magdalene's

day without coming across an adventure that merited recounting; he found
it most surprising, having expected the Quest of the Holy Grail to furnish a
prompter crop of strange and arduous adventures.”

Taken 1n 1solation this 1s a drily severe statement of expectations confounded. However,
the overall effect of this passage can be found touching because the reader knows from the
opening chapter of the Queste that the values of knight errancy have been superseded. A
damsel comes to court with a message, hardly an unusual event in the world of romance.

However, this particular damsel neither requests assistance for herself, nor exhorts a knight

to defend the prestige of the court:

27 Malory, Works, ed. by Eugene Vinaver (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1971). p.36. Arthur
also experiences adventures in Malory's 'Arthur and Accolon’, pp. 81-93, but these interrupt the
appropriately kingly pursuit of hunting rather than forming part of a knight-errant's quest to prove

himself.
28 Quest of the Holy Grail, transl. by P.M. Matarasso (Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1969). PD.

168, 202-204
29 Quest of the Holy Grail, p.162.
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'King Arthur, I bring you word from Nascien the hermit that you will receive
this day the greatest honour ever accorded to a knight of Britain, and that not
for your own deserts but for another's. Do you know what this is? Today the

Holy G;gail will appear within your house and feed the companions of the Round
Table''

In a telling reversal of a stock romance situation, it is the court and not the damsel that is

depicted as the needy recipient of honour from an external source.

The limitations of the Round Table become painfully clear with the introduction of
Galahad, who comes from outwith this society and recalls the sword in the stone

adventure which had formerly established Arthur as its head.

... a page came 1n and said to the king;
'Sire, I bring you news of a great wonder.'
'What 1s 1t? Tell me quickly.
'‘Below your palace, Sire, I saw a great stone floating on the water. Come
and look for yourself for I know it signifies some strange adventure.’
The king and his barons went down at once to see this marvel. When
they came to the river bank, they found the great stone lying now by the
water's edge. Held fast in its red marble was a sword, superb in its beauty, with a

pommel carved from a precious stone cunningly inlaid with letters of gold. The
barons examined the inscription which read: NONE SHALL TAKE ME

HENCE BUT HE AT WHOSE SIDE 1 AM TO HANG. AND HE
SHALL BE THE BEST KNIGHT IN THE WORLD.”

Arthur does not even consider attempting the adventure himself, looking instead to his
knights to undertake it. However, he fails even to win honour through them: Lancelot
refuses to attempt the adventure, and although Gawain and Perceval reluctantly take up the

challenge they are unsuccessful. The failure of Arthur's best kmights 1s cast into relief when

Galahad is taken by Arthur to the stone:

'Sir, here is the adventure I told you of. Some of the most vahant knights
of my household have today failed to pluck this sword from the stone’
'Sire,' said Galahad, 'that is not to be wondered at, for the adventure
was not theirs but mine. I was so sure of this sword that I came to court

without one, as you may have seen.’
Then he took hold of the sword and drew it as easily from the stone as if

it had never been fast; and he sheathed it in the scabbard.*

30 Quest of the Holy Grail, p.42.
31 Quest of the Holy Grail, pp.34-35.
32 Quest of the Holy Grail. p.41.
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Although Galahad does not present himself as an opponent of Arthur's court, his success 1n
an adventure in which its representatives have failed initiates a sense of tension which
culminates in the contrast between Galahad's complete vision of the Grail and the degrees
of failure experienced by Arthur's knights. The worldly Gawain is simply denied the
privilege of a glimpse of the Grail, while the visionary experiences of Bors and Perceval are

less complete than that of Galahad.

The overturning of the values of Arthurian chivalry naturally influences the
portrayal of the king. At first it appears that Gawain and his companions have not changed

their attitude to Arthur any more than their approach to adventuring:

When they had arrived in that part of the forest that lies around Castle
Vagan they drew rein before a cross. There Sir Gawain said to the king:
'Sire, you have ridden far enough; you must turn back now, it is
not for you to escort us farther.'

Presentation of Arthur as a prestigious but inactive figure is comparable to the

relationship between the king and his knights in Owein and Yvain, but the remainder of the

conversation quoted above distinguishes the very different values of the Queste:

'The homeward path will seem longer by far than the outward, for it
costs me dear to leave you, but, since it needs must be, I will return.’
Thereupon Sir Gawain bared his head and his companions did the same;

and they went to embrace the king, he first and they after. When they had
laced on their helms again they commended one another to God, weeping

tenderly. And so their ways parted, the king returning to Camelot,
while the companions took the forest track which led them to Castle Vagan.®

The dialogue poignantly suggests what the role of Galahad makes explicit - the knights
now serve a different ideal from that represented by Arthur. By the end of the Queste the
limitations of Arthur's knights have been exposed, and the king himself is only able to act

by having their limitations recorded for posterity:

.. King Arthur summoned his clerks who were keeping a record of all the
adventures undergone by the knights of his household. When Bors had related

to them the adventures of the Holy Grail as witnessed by himself, they were
written down and the record kept in the library at Salisbury.*

33 Quest of the Holy Grail, p.52.
> Quest of the Holy Grail, p.284. Michael Edwards, Towards a Christian Poetic (London:

Macmillan, 1984), pp. 78-80 gives a more positive reading of these lines, which are included in Malory's
Tale of the Sankgreal. 'Story' is interpreted as a world which kmghts actively seek to enter, rather than
merely an artifact in which their failure is recorded. I would argue that although this is generally true of
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Recording the quest for the Grail underscores its transcendence of the Arthurian world, a
point which is made more poignantly by Malory, who follows the above passage with Bors

delivering Galahad's message to Lancelot, in which the son bids his father to 'remembir of

thys unsyker worlde."’

T'he lmitations of the society Arthur represents are highlighted throughout the
Queste by the hermits who interrupt the narrative with moral interpretations of marvelous
happenings normally taken for granted in medieval romance.’® The hermit as counselor is a
common motif in Arthurian romance, but the severity and length of the sermons delivered
in the (ueste suggest that Arthur and his knights are literally being taught a lesson in
ideals. Like the climactic episode in which the Grail is withdrawn from the world along
with Galahad, the interruption of story with sermons emphasises the gap between mankind
and 1ts creator, a gap which Arthur cannot overcome. By adaptating the quest romance for
expository purposes, the Queste is anticipatory of The Faerie Queene. However, in
associating the figure of Arthur with human limitations the earlier text achieves an effect
very different from Spenser. In 7The Faerie Queene, Arthur is presented as a paradigm of

chivalry and virtue whose example can transform the lives of those more rooted in the

constraints of contingent existence.”’

In the quest romances of Chretien and the Vulgate Cycle, Arthur 1s almost always a
passive figure. Before turning to the Arthurian compilation of Malory, I will consider a
text in which Arthur is more active. Layamon's Brut 1s a verse chronicle, derived from
the French Roman de Brut of Wace, and ultimately from the Historia Regum Britanniae of
Geoffrey of Monmouth.*® 1In each of these texts, Arthur is one of a long line of British
rulers whose reign is recorded. However, all three texts accord a disproportionate amount
of space to the story of Arthur.  Arthur's importance is also denoted by the fact that

Geoffrey, Wace and Layamon do not confine themselves to his reign, but cover his life

from birth to death - and beyond. In Layamon's Brut, a text roughly contemporary with

the Arthurian romances, the overall effect of the Queste calls into question the standards of this world.

. Malory, p. 607.

36 [ discuss the 'expected’ quality of romance adventures in chapter four.

37 This point is explored in more detail in chapters eight to ten. See especially chapter eight, where I
refer specifically to the Vulgate Queste.

>3 On the relationship between Geoffrey, Wace and Layamon see James Noble, 'Patronage, Politics

and the Figure of Arthur in Geoffrey of Monmouth, Wace, and Layamon’, in The Arthurian Yearbook II.
ed. by Keith Busby (London and New York: Garland, 1992)., pp. 159-178.
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Chretien's romances, Arthur is partly an epic hero, partly an historical figure. As such his
vitality not only marks him out from the Arthur of the romances but gives him a human

dimension which distinguishes him from the mythologically conceived Arthur of the
Mabinogion.

The position Arthur finds himself in at the death of his father has nothing of the

romantic about it. The rightful heir succeeds, and he has a specific task to perform:*

Then came it [sic.]all together, that was highest in the land, earls and barons,
and book-learned men; they came to London, to a mickle husting, and the
rich thanes betook them all to counsel, that they would send messengers
over sea into Brittany, after the best of all youth that was in the worlds-realm
in those days, named Arthur the strong, the best of all knights; and say
that he should come soon to his kingdom; for dead was he Uther Pendragon,
as Aurelie was ere, and Uther Pendragon had no other son, that might after
his days hold by law the Britons, maintain with worship, and rule this kingdom.
For yet were 1n this land the Saxons settled; Colgrim the keen, and many
thousands of his companions, that oft made to our Britons evil injuries.*

The circumstances of Arthur's succession are recounted in a matter-of-fact manner.
Layamon 1s very much presenting the history rather than the /egend of Arthur at this point
in his narrative. Exceptions to this style of factual reporting do occur, and I consider them

later, but 1t 1s important to note that the Bruf is essentially cast as a chronicle.

Throughout his reign, the administration of justice emphasised in the passage

quoted above is a priority for Layamon's Arthur. His death speech indicates that no change

in values has taken place:

There came to him a lad, who was of his kindred; he was Cador's son, the Earl of
Cornwall; Constantine the lad hight, he was dear to the king. Arthur looked

on him, where he lay on the ground, and said these words, with sorrowful heart:
'Constantine, thou art welcome; thou wert Cador's son. I give thee here

my kingdom, and defend thou my Britons ever in thy hife, and maintain them

all the laws that have stood in my days, and all the good laws that in Uther's

days stood."

39 Morris, pp.39-40 emphasises the legality of Arthur's accession 1n Layamon as an aspect which
distinguishes the episode from its equivalents in Robert de Boron's early French version of the beginning of

Arthur's reign. and from Geoffrey of Monmouth's Historia Regum Britanniae.
9 Wace and Layamon, Arthurian Chronicles, transl. by Eugene Mason, intro by Gwyn Jones

(London: Dent, 1962). p.183.
4 Arthurian Chronicles, p. 264,
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Again the practicalities rather than the prestige of kingship are stressed. Layamon's Arthur
has to work for his reputation, in contrast to the Arthurs of Chretien de Troyes and the
Mabinogion who are introduced as established figures. While the adjudication of the
dispute between two sisters at the end of Yvain shows an interest in the administration of
Justice, it 1s unlikely that Chretien's Arthur would have approved of the rough justice of

Layamon's hero. This is characteristic of his regime, but perhaps never more emphatically

shown than in his response to a brawl which disrupts his Yuletide feast:

Then approached the king out of his chamber, with him an
hundred nobles, with helms and with burnies; each bare in his right hand
a white steel brand. Then called Arthur, noblest of kings: 'Sit ye, sit ye quickly,
each man on his life! And whoso will not that do, he shall be put to death
Take ye me the same man, that this fight first began, and put withy on his
neck, and draw him to a moor, and put him in a low fen; there he shall lie.
And take ye all his dearest kin, that ye may find, and strike off the heads
of them with your broad swords; the women that ye may find of his nearest
kindred, carve ye off their noses, and let their beauty go to destruction;
and so I will all destroy the race that he of came. And if I evermore
subsequently hear, that any of my folk, of high or of low, eft arear strife on
account of this same slaughter, there shall ransom him neither gold nor
any treasure, fine horse nor war-garment, that he should not be dead,
or with horses drawn in pieces - that is of each traitor the law!*

The founding of the Round Table to promote order which follows this speech 1s not

sufficient to give Layamon's Arthur anything approximating to the courtly image he

possesses in either Chretien's romances or in Layamon's immediate source in Wace.

Although Layamon includes this scene from the Roman de Brut, he 1s unconvinced by its
veracity:
This was the same board that Britons boast of, and say many sorts of

leasing, respecting Arthur the king ... Enow may he say, who the sooth
will frame, marvellous things respecting Arthur the king *

Leadership of the Round Table is certainly not crucial to the image of Arthur presented in

Layamon's Brut. Although he holds grand feasts for his followers, these are the occasional

celebrations of a warlord rather than the standard activities of a courtly king.

Layamon's Arthur 1s 1n any case primarily a conqueror, whose victories are

described at far greater length than the periods of peace in his reign. First he rids Britain of

42 Arthurian Chronicles, p. 210.
43 Arthurian Chronicles, pp. 211-212.
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the Saxon menace, a success which leaves him free to expand his borders: Scotland,
Ireland, Iceland, Norway, France, and finally the Roman Empire itself are forced to submut.
Layamon's sweeping verse carries the reader from one victory of Arthur to the next,
emphasising the near-invincibility of his hero.® A more subtle, but significant means of
conveying the impression of Arthur moving from strength to strength are the passages
describing his later conquests in which former foes fight with Arthur. The assembly which
meets at Caerleon and hears the challenge of Lucius includes prestigious representatives of
all subjected nations: the kings of Scotland, Ireland, Iceland, and Norway, together with a
number of French nobles.” Arthur's patriotism is presented with rather grim humour 1n the

epitaphs he pronounces over the bodies of his first victims, Colgrim and Baldulf’

Then laughed Arthur, the noble king, and thus gan to speak with gameful
words: ‘Lie thou there, Colgrim; thou wert climbed too high; and Baldulf
thy brother, lie by thy side;, now set I all this kingdom in your own hands;
dales and downs, and all my good folk! Thou climbed on this hill wondrously
high, as if thou wouldst ascend to heaven; but now thou shalt to hell, and there
thou mayest know much of thy kindred. And greet thou there Hengest, that
was fairest of knights, Ebissa, and Ossa, Octa, and more of thy kin, and bid
them there dwell winter and summer; and we shall here in land live in bliss;
pray for your souls, that happiness never come to them; and here shall your
yones [sic.] lie, beside Bath ! *

There 1s no suggestion here that Arthur's conduct deserves reproach, but the values of

Layamon's Brut have more in common with the chansons de geste than the courtly

romances.?’

Because The Faerie (QQueene uses the imagery and quest-structure of chivalric
romance, 1t has more affinities with Owein, Yvain, and the Queste del Saint Graal than
with Layamon's Brut. However, 1n so far as Layamon's Arthur is young and active he may
be positively compared to Spenser's Prince. Additionally, Spenser's essentially romantic

narrative includes a chronicle of British history which anticipates that Arthur's later career

will heighten this similarity:
.. this land was tributarie made
T'ambitious Rome, and did their rule obay,
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