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On the Anti—Chivalric Hero in Book 2 of
The Faerie Qveene
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1. Introduction

This research aims at interpreting Sir Guyon—the protagonist of book 2 in Edmund
Spenser’ s The Faerie Qveene (1590, 1596)—as an anti—chivalric hero.

Spenser is a representative poet of the early modern period in England, often
compared to Shakespeare, and The Faerie Qveene is an unfinished work by the poet. Only
a portion of the originally planned twelve books was completed, but even so, it remains
a grand work consisting of over 33,000 lines, including six books and the fragments of
the seventh book. The completed six books each have a theme of “Holiness,” ”“Temperance, ”

” 7

“Chastity, Friendship,” “Justice,” and “Courtesy,” and they narrate the adventures
of knights who embody these virtues through allegorical storytelling techniques. This
work, which showcases the essence of English poetry and the spirit of the Renaissance,
had a profound influence on subsequent poets and writers. In particular, the unique
poetic form known as the ”Spenserian stanza,” a stanza of nine lines, has been beloved
by later poets such as George Gordon Byron and John Keats

This research examines Guyon’ s disarmament by focusing on his behaviors and
characteristics opposite to chivalric convention depicted in book 2. I suggest that
chivalric symbols and romantic chivalric motifs are employed in expression of
Spenser’ s moral allegory, but in Guyon, some part of the normal chivalric heroes’
features is missing. By considering Guyon as an “anti—chivalric” hero, we may reassess
the motif of missing armor and the limitation of Guyon’ s virtue in book 2, thus

grasping a more complete understanding of the heroic figure of book 2 and of the virtue

of temperance.

2. Materials and Methods

This research involves a sincere engagement in close reading of the primary texts,
which is fundamental in literary studies. When studying literary works from a historical
and cultural perspective, it is important not only to compile existing criticism and
secondary sources but also to explore and immerse oneself in primary sources written

by contemporaries. Also, in dealing with primary sources from the early modern period
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it becomes necessary to investigate the complex vocabulary, etymology, and word usage
For this purpose, 7The Oxford English Dictionary is indispensable. Additionally, since
the virtues that Spenser focused on in each book are regarded as inheriting the ethical
traditions of ancient Greek philosophers Aristotle and Plato, it is essential to have

the works of Aristotle and Plato as significant reference materials for this research.

3. Results

It is evident that Spenser was aware of chivalric tradition and of chivalric
emblems. Spenser, as a government official and an observer of Elizabethan court life,
should not have been far from the chivalric practices either as an ideology or as a
monarchic propaganda in his time. Therefore, Spenser intended to portray Guyon as a
chivalric knight, and that is why Guyon’ s disaccord with this idea deserves attention.

Analysis of references to the hero’ s equipment makes it difficult to believe
that changes in that of Guyon do not contribute to the construction of Spenser’ s
allegorical structure in book 2. The disarming knight is a commonly used motif
throughout the entire poem of 7he Faerie Qveene. There is some persistent power that
continuously tempts the knights to remove their armor or lay down their weapons.
However, Guyon is famous for his self-imposing abstinence. Unlike other protagonists
in the poem, Guyon s problem does not lie in the divergence from any mission. However,
due to his virtue, he does not belong to the realm of a romantic chivalry knight. This
is represented by the loss of his armor. In addition, the missing equipment becomes a
trigger for his further distancing from a chivalric life

The second reason why Guyon is an outsider of chivalric acts is that Guyon does
not kill. In book 2, all the pagan enemies—the Pyrochles brothers and Maleger—were
destroyed by Prince Arthur. When Guyon is about to kill Furor, he is stopped by the
Palmer immediately (2.4.9-10). Later, when Guyon has the chance to kill Pyrochles, he
responds by rather advising Pyrochles to be temperate. It is an inevitable outcome for
Guyon that when he learns to master his power out of the virtue of temperance, he is
unable to kill his enemies anymore. When Arthur fights Pyrochles and Cymochles, who
represent “wrathfulness” and “sensuality” respectively, Guyon lies unconscious on
the ground as a corpse during the whole battle. The fact that Guyon is stripped of his
armor by Pyrochles and Cymochles further shows that temperance, as a defensive virtue,
lacks the power to destroy its enemies

Guyon’ s killing of Pyrochles’ s horse (2.5.4) is another behavior that violates
the chivalric convention, since in jousts, it was considered a disgrace to harm the

opponent’ s horse. In the knights’ battles, it is acceptable to ground the rival, but
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striking the horse, although unintentionally, brings great humiliation.

In later cantos and later books, Guyon gradually has his equipment returned.
Accordingly, Guyon’ s whole adventure and his personal growth are bound with the
process of arming and disarming. Because his virtue is embodied only in his capability
in defending himself, losing his armor makes him physically vulnerable to outer attacks
This leads to another problem—Guyon’ s intense passion manifested in destroying the
Bower of Bliss at book 2’ s conclusion. The Bower of Bliss represents excessive physical
pleasure and enticement of erotic love, which is a violation of the principle of
temperance. Because Guyon is not allowed to act outside the scope of temperance, which
is a manner of moderation, he is kept outside of the realm of erotic life. This further
highlights his contrast to other chivalric heroes in this poem.

In conclusion, Guyon’ s “anti—chivalric” behaviors are consistently associated
with the loss of his knightly equipment. After he loses his horse, he slays that of
Pyrochles during a fight with him—an apparent violation of the chivalric convention.
In the cave of Mammon, Guyon tells Mammon that all his delight lies in warlike amor,
a good shield, and a good warhorse. This is sarcasm in that Guyon does not then have
his horse and will later lose his shield and sword. Such impudence reduces his previous
virtue to similarity with Braggadocchio’ s boasting and belligerent pride. Moreover,
Guyon’ s allegorical death at the end of canto 7 is the turning point of book 2. In
canto 8, Guyon is treated as a corpse, rendering him incapable of defending himself
against his enemies. During this process, he is stripped of his shield and helmet.
Then, his awakening at the conclusion of canto 8 is more like a rebirth. In the Bower
of Bliss, he furiously attacks the exotic garden. Because his virtue is embodied only
in his ability to defend himself, losing his armor makes him physically vulnerable to
external attacks. Therefore, his armor is an outward sign of both self-protection and
self-awareness. Consequently, when Guyon encounters the Bower’ s temptation to disarm
and thus deprive men of their knightly selfhood, as in the case of Verdant, he fiercely
denies the garden as a threatening Other. By doing so, he can secure his authority and
self-possession.

The portrayal of heroism in 7he Faerie @Qveene is a significant aspect of the poem.
Spenser presents a complex and multifaceted depiction of heroes that challenges
conventional notions of chivalry and explores alternative forms of heroism. Instead of
adhering strictly to the traditional knightly virtues, Spenser s heroes often embody
more nuanced and individualistic characteristics. They display qualities such as
courage, intelligence, resourcefulness, and resilience in the face of adversity. They

are driven by their personal quests for virtue and justice, and they demonstrate a
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willingness to confront moral dilemmas and make difficult choices. Furthermore,
Spenser’ s heroes are not without flaws or vulnerabilities. They are depicted as human,
subject to temptations and weaknesses. This adds depth and realism to their characters

making them relatable and more complex than the archetypal knight

4. Discussion

This research has reevaluated elements such as the disarming of knights and the
codes of chivalry, as well as the protagonist’s anti—chivalric heroism and the portrayal
of other cultures in book 2 of The Faerie Qveene. Moving forward, it is possible to
further reconsider aspects mentioned in this research, such as the heroic ideals, the
virtue of temperance, the portrayal of the Other, and the presence of pagan knights
Through such reexamination, it becomes possible to provide a deconstructive reading of
this work. Indeed, this approach can be applied not only to book 2 but also to
other books of the work. By applying the same analytical framework to different
books, it becomes possible to explore and reassess various themes,
characterizations, and narrative elements throughout the entire work. This approach
allows for a comprehensive and cohesive understanding of the overarching themes

and the construction of the poem as a whole
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