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Poetry (7)      
"Faerie Queen" by Spenser

    Today we will start with Spenser's epic "the Faerie Queen". An epic  is a long narrative poem and it talks about the deeds of a warrior or a fighter or a hero. It is a heroic story in which we have legends and history. We remember "Beowulf" which was talking about the deeds of the great hero "Beowulf"  and in that we have the Scandinavian history and we have legends. 
     Usually an epic has a kind of what we call national significance. It is significant for the nation because it deals with the history of the nation. 
    Usually we have two kinds of epics: 1- The first one is what we call primary which means it is related with the oral tradition, you remember Beowulf was recited orally. 2-The second one is secondary, it is usually the literary one, the one which is composed like "the Iliad's" and "the odyssey".

      What are the features of the epic?
     It's a long narrative story, so in this long narration, we have different stories that happened to the hero. In the epic also we have long journey and we have various adventures like "Beowulf" when he came from a different country to fight the monster and to help the king. Then he went back to his homeland and became a king and then he fought another monster. So we have different adventures, we have a hero who is fighting the supernatural evil powers .

      We have a central hero and we have other heroes. So there is a central heroic figure and we have other characters and heroines we have adventures and journeys  and super natural evil powers like monsters dragons spirits witches  

    In the epic style, we have long detailed passages of narration and elaborate description. We have very detailed greetings like Beowulf at the beginning, we have long speeches which are very rich and vivid with descriptions
     Most of the time the tone is classical. The primary epic originally was a narrative created by a poet  and it is inherited by others who add. So we can find other stories added by other poets and it became part of the original one. Like Beowulf which was passed from generation to generation and each generation can add. This is the oral tradition not the written.  
     Both of them have the same characteristics because they are long and they have long elaborate descriptions and a main figure. An example of the second epic, we have "the Iliad" and "Odyssey",  "the Faerie  Queen" and "Paradise Lost".
"The Faerie Queen" is considered a Romantic epic. Spenser intended to write it in twelve books and to imitate the classical epics. Unfortunately he died before finishing them. He wrote only six books and he began the seventh. So he planned to write twelve books similar to Homer and Virgil .  

What is it about ?

    He planned to write a book about each virtue. He had virtues which were stated by Aristotle if a man has  the twelve virtues,  he's like a complete perfect man.

    In Book One he talked about "the virtue of holiness",  there is a hero his name is Red Cross and look how the name  is symbolic   who represents this virtue . 
  The Second Book, he wrote about sir Gawain who represents the virtue of Temperance. In the Third Book, we have a warrior maiden who represents chastity which is the ability to control the   instincts. The female knight Britomart is the knight of chastity of which alludes to Queen Elizabeth. In the Fourth Book, we have the virtue friendship. In book five, we have the virtue of justice .  In book six, we have the virtue of courtesy. The other virtues we have constancy  prudence another one is fortitude charity.   
Each of these virtues is represented by one hero or heroine, so each book is different from the other books . 

      Spenser created a kind of framework in order to connect all these  books together. All of the heroes  are knights of the queen Glorianna is the queen of the Faerie land. Someone comes to her and ask for help because their country is  attacked by evil forces,   evil monsters or warriors, so she will send one of her subjects, one of these knights with that person to act. This is the framework .    
     In Book I, we have Red Cross, a knight who represents Christianity because he's wearing a cross  that's why the first book   is  the virtue of holiness  and divinity . He was sent with the princess Una who came to the queen asking for help because their country was attacked  by an evil mighty  dragon who kept her father and mother in a  tower and he dominates the country.  So Una ran away from her country and came to the queen Gloriana asking for the help . 
     You have to understand that this poem is allegorical  which is a literary device on the surface. We have a story and underneath, we have a reference to another thing, so we have like double meanings. So the Faerie Queen here allegorically refers to Queen Elizabeth as in her time, there was development in every field especially in literature and education. 
    So the plan of the epic is to represent the perfect  gentleman who has all these virtues. Each hero represents only one virtue of these. King Arthur is the only one who has all these virtues together and he occurs  in each book but he's not the main hero in each book . 

   Why is this choice of King Arthur? 
   Because he's a legendary figure  who represents England. He occurs  in every book but he appears at an exact time when the hero who represents the virtue is at a critical moment and he needs a great help,  so he comes to rescue him. So King Arthur played a role to connect all these heroes and virtues together, so he is like a link or a connect between all these. This is a poetic technique that the poet follows, he serves as  a unifying element .  
    Spenser wrote   the first three books in Ireland and he came to London and published them and again he went back to Ireland  and the wrote  the other three books .
     He created a kind of stanza which helped him in writing this great epical work and it is known as the Spenserian stanza. What is the Spenserian stanza? The Spenserian stanza is an nine line stanza. It is written in iambic pentameter but the last line is a hexameter and it has a specific  rhyme scheme 

  Why did he choose this stanza? First of all the nine lines will allow him to give more elaboration and to express about details. And the hexameter is suitable to the epic and legendary mood 
   The poem is very beautiful and we notice how he is using the archaic language .
Usually how is the epic written ?

    First of all the poet who wants to create such great work, he has to start with asking the help of the muse, so there is an  address to the muse to help the poet to write, to give him great energy and inspiration to write such difficult work . 

    Of course  when Spenser started writing the epic, he would say that's I am trying to write a great work. After I have done work that is not so great, he's moving from a kind of pastoral poetry  into something  greater, so I need a lot of help from my muse. So he's going to talk about the great knights the great heroes, the great ladies and he's going to ask all the gods and goddesses to support him and give him inspiration. And then he starts to narrate the first story. We are going to read few lines  from the first book about Red Cross .
 You need to read all the introduction about the Faerie Queen .  

Look at canto number one .  
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