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Preface

Trying to interpret a literary work of art one cannot
» help facin§ a great number of difficulties. On the one hand
the pbssiblé estimation is distracted and modifie& by the
spirit of the interpreter’s own age; on the other hand the
work’s age creates a barrier between the interpreter -ané
the Qork to be interpreted, hiding its barticular ideas,
relatiohs and aims. These, in the case of a work of art from
an age in ;he remote past, are usually unknown or in-
comprehensible for those who want to approach a certain
product of the intellect and imagination. - ‘

A work of high standard obviously can please and
faséinate its reader or listener in any age, excepting some
intentionally obscure extremities. However, it could hardly
be denied that the knowledge of certain éhinga.which occur
outside the structure of the work of art does reveal newer
levels of understanding. One also must not forgetvthat
following medieval traditions it was just the Renaissance
(the age of our work to be interpreted) which spawned the
doctrine about the double (vulgar and higher) meanings of

any artistic opus. Dante differentiated four levels of~
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interpretation as (1) the literal, (2) the allegorical-
-philosophical, (3) the moral and (4) the theological.

In English we can also find similar opinions such as that
of Philip Sidney writing in his 4pology: "believe with me,
th@t there are many mysteries contained in poetry, which
of purpose were vritten darkly, lest by profane Yiés it
should be abused".!

All these quotations urge us £o take into considera-
tion the é;tist'a definite intention to express some deeper
content: either in the éompositional arrangement Br using
special systems of symbols and allegories. If we aim to
ﬁnderstand the work of art in the context of its age we can
harély avoid examihing the historical And intellectual
current within which the work was begotten. .

In the first part of this paper I am going to analyse
the thémes of Spenéer's Fowre Hymnees 1nclud1ng-the composi-
tional arrangement; in the second part soﬁé philological
questions will be dealt with directed £owards'the work’s
antecendents in the history of ideas; the third part is

intended ﬁo summarize and synthetize the interpretation.
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Part One .
FOWRE HYMNES: Composition and Structure

(a linear analysis)

A series of poems entitled Fowre Hymnes, the last
poetic work by Edmund Spenser (1552-99)2 qeniuh of the
English Ranaiasance; appeared in 1596 with the following'

dedication:

Haunting in the greener times of my youth, compdsedv
these former two Hymnes in the praise of Loue and
beautye, and finding that the same too much pleased
those of like age and disposition, which being too
vehemently caried with that kind of affection, do ’
rather sucke out poyson to their strong passion,
"then honey to their honest delight, I was moued by
the one of you two most excellent Ladies, to call
in the same. But being_ﬁnable so to doe, by reason
that many copies thereof were formerly scattered
abroad, I resolﬁed at least to amend, and by way
of retractation to reforme them, making in stead

of those two Hymnes of earthly or naturall love

and beautie, two others of heauenly and celestiall.
The which I doe dedicate ioyntly vnto you two

" honorable sisters, as to the most excellent and

rare ornaments of all true loue and beautie, both
in the one and the other kinde, humbly beseeching
you .to vouchsafe the patronage of them and to
accept this my humble seruice, in lieu of the

great graces and honorable fauours which ye dayly
shew into me, antill such time as I may'by better
meanes yeeld you some more notable testimonLé of
my thankfull mind and dutifull deuotion.
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And euen so I pray for your happinesse.
Greenwich this first of September.
1596.

Your Honors moat bounden euer in
all humble seruice.

Ed. Sp. * (MACLEAN 1968, 449).

A careful rgading of the four hymns broves that each
part consists of the same units, again four in number. The
hymns each begin with an invocatioh. The one to earthly love
praises Cupid, the other to earthly beauty admires Venus
while their heavenly pairs are written to Jesus and the
Holy Ghost. The invocation is always followed by the mythology
of the birth of the hymn’s addressee. Then some explicatory
parts come in each poem, an argument and rebuttal on the
nature of the hymns’ objects. The poems end wiEh scenes of
Paradise where pleasures. are promised properly coinciding
with the main themes.

The first piece of the series (Aq H&mne in Honour of
Love), after invoking Cupid, describes the birth-myth of
Love in three versions following three classical authors.
The first of them is that of Plato, according to which Love
was born by plenitude and'need in the marriage of Poros and
Penia, that is why Love is desperatély longing for beauty
and is abundant in desires.3 The second version 1is taken
from Hesiod’s Theogony (1l. 116=22) in which Love (i.e. Exos)
is presented as the first-born god after Chaos and it is he
who brought order into the unshaped, stiil turbulent world.

Hesiod'’s story, however, occurs with Plato, aé well.4
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Spenser’s third source is the Methamorphoses by ovid. In
its first book Ovid wrote that a god had reconciled at
the beginning of time the confused and violent elements

of the un:l.verse.5

Spenser developed this motif with a Neo-
.platonist thought: that gdd_must ﬁave beeQ‘Love, who with
the energy of affeétion, forced the contradictory fire
and water, air and earth to look for and accept each others.
“"Ayre hated‘earth, and water hated fyre, /Till Love
relented their rebellious yre" (HL, 83-4)/.

The nature of Love is a;so treated in ;hree parts
by Spenser.‘First of all he speaks about the universal 1ove
that gives eternity_td the human race by means of genera-
tion. Then ‘the poet contrasts bodily lust with true love
- only the latter is gbie to elevate: "For Love is Lord
of truth and loialtée, /Lifting himselfe out of the lowly
dust,/ On golden plumes up to the purest skie" (HL, 176~8).
Finally he comes to jealousy that turns love to bitterness
and afflicts the léver with unexpressabie ;orments:'”w1th
thousande more then any tongue can tell{ /Do make lovers
life a wretches hell" (QL, 264-5), and ~ as in the Purgatorium -
purges him before the aécomplighmentx "through Paines of
Purgatorie, / Dost beare unéo thy blisse, and heavens
glorie” (HL, 278-9).

The completion is obviously the attainment of the beloved
in the Paradise of Love, represented in the poem by Cupid’s
ivory-bed where lovers are fed with nectar among roses and

'
lilies and where the poet praizes the god of love as "My
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guide; my God, my victor and my king"

The second hymn completgs the first as being dedicated
to the object of earthly lqve: earthly beauty (An Hymne in
Honour of Beauiia). The poet turns to Venus, Love’s mother,
before deséribinq beauty as an immanent creative pdwer of
the world. Ideal beauty was the original shapé by which the
existing world had been formed, -he states: "The wondrous
Paterne wheresoere it bee, /18 perfect Beauf;e which qll
mén'adorea'(HB, 36-40).6 _

As love 1is the'mdﬁiliier of the worlgd, béaﬁty urges:
spirits to move; it is energy given by the Sun that inspires

7 The

the soul to soar when it descends to a mortal body.
comparison between true and false beauty is parallel with
that of the bodily lust and true love. The dynamism of
‘notions is again pointed upwards; true love ascends to
theridealibeauty. The closing paradise-scéne lauds the
beautieé of Venus with her power to éonquer death itself:
"what wondrous powre your beautie hath, IThat can restore a
‘damned weight from death" (HB, 286 7).

An Hymne of Heavenly Love begins with the "restitu-
tion”.mengioned alfeady 15 the dedication qf the cyclé;
The poet asks Jesus to give him'thg strength to leave
earthly matters and to write this time about the love of
the Lofa. The birth-myth relateé the creation of the world
but it is restricted to sentient beings. First we learn
ébout thé formation of the ordefs of Anges - including the

story of the revolt of the "brightest Anéell, even the Child
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of Light". God cast off the unfaithful spirits and to

replace them he made man of "clay, and breathd a living
spright into his face most beautifull and fayre". But man,

as well as the angels, also sinned, fell and was expelled
from Paradise to”the eternal damnation. At this pornt the
dstream of diyine Ieve reached its extreme as God sent his

own son to redeem menkind;'The third part of the birth-myth

is Christ’s transfiguration 1nto’ﬁan ehd his altruistic death:
"In flesh at first the guilt committed was, /Therefore in
flesh it must be satysfyde" (HHL, 141 2).

When analyaing divine love Spenser emphaaized the
example of Christ 8 unselfishness. .The atipulation of
‘heavenly love is a disinterested love of God and ones
fellow-beings: "Hih‘firet'to love, And next, our brethren
to his image wrought ..;,And lovevour Srethren; thereby to
~approve, IHow muchvhimselfe that loved us, we love" (HHL,
188-9 ... 216-7). :

This love is represented by the earthly life and
teachings of Jesus which provided salvation for .men on earth,
When describing the.heavenly Christian Paradise Spenser also

was'ihclined to use the patterns of Neoplatonic expression:

Than shall thy ravisht soule inspiréd bee

With heavenly thoughts, farre above humane skill,

Ahd thy bright radiant eyes shall plainely see

Th'1dée of his pure glorie, present still

Before thy face, that all thy spirits shall fill

With sweete enragement of celestiall love
(281-6).
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An Hymne of Heavenly Beautie strictly follows the
prqvious poem as with the earthly hymns. The poet invokes
the Holy Ghost and announces'ag the same time that in the
following stanzas he is going to outline his vision of
celestial beauty. In this poem the myth of éhe world~-creation
coincides with the delineation of the created univefse.
Spenser describes the world in the sequence of be;uty’s
gradually growing manifestation in things. It is essentially
that of the spherical world picture founded by Pseudo-
-Dionysius around the second centufy A.D. and conQentionally
accepted wup to the end oflthe Renaissance (seg: Yates 1964,
117-30).8 The spherical connections are based ﬁpon the
prinéipla pf "the great chain of being"'as related by.Platb
in Timaeus and which can be defined as the essence .of the
Medieval world picture that remained practically untouched
until the.end of .the 16th century. This chain was supposed
to be unbroken and an element of it was always more important
than the lowef underlit.but smaller than the upper one above.
In'Spenser'é 1hterpxet$tion, according to his platonizing
attitude; succeséivelf higher spheres are possessed of a more
perfect beauty {on the great chain of being see: Tiilyard_
1968, 37-50). The 1n1t1a1‘idop of the chain is the natural
world with its numberless creatures and with earth, ocean,
air and sky, the combinati@ns'of fhe four basic elements.
Above these we see the planets, the Sun and the Moon then
the upper skies where the highest is the primum mobile,

the sphere of the first mover. The description of the spiritual



- 249 -~

world comes now where Spenser only loosely follows the order
given by Dionysius and Dante. Eight, altogether, of the, nine

angelic hierarchies are mentioned:

DANTE . . S PENSER
' _ God ' ,

Seraphim . Archangels
Cherubim- , Angels
Thrones ' .

. } Seraphim
Dominations . Cherubim
Virtues ' ‘

Powere : Dominations

' Thrones '

Principalities ‘ . ’
Archangels : Principalities
Angels : ' Powers

spirits, ideas

As it turns out Spenser 5190'cohpletes hi{ celestial
hierarchies with a ninth but he, beyond.the conventional

orders, feels it necessary to add the Platonic 1deaéu'~

More faire is that, where those Idees on hie,
Enraungéd bee, which Plato so admyred, '
And pure Intelligences from God inspyred

- : (HHB, B82-4}.

The most perfect thing, the Final Point is trivially God
whose beauty cannot be described by any human imaginations
"How then can mortall tongue hope'to express / The image of

such endlesse perfectneaae?" (HHB, 104-5). Spenser, then
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goes on to meditate on the nature of divine beauty. While
he paints éarthly beaﬁ;y with metaphysically heated and
elevated pictures he tries to repieaent God’s beauty with
earthly similes. As the Lo;d*s true beauty is incompre-

- ‘hensible to the human mind this fgirnesé'can be perceived
only 1ﬁ its pfoddcta. The poet’s effort in depicti;g this
divine beauty borrows again from Plato’s mytholo;y and
sysﬁem of poetic 1mages.? The last unit of this hymn.is on
Wisdom whibp is bht the embodiment of divine beauty.
Spenéer aeacribes with inspired pictures a queen Eittiné in
the bosom of God, "clad like a Queene in roya{l robes ...
And all with gemmes and jewels gorgeously / Adornd, that
briéhter then the starres appeare, ...'And on her head

a crbwpe of purest gold, ... And in her hand a scepter -
shevdoth hold, | With which she rules the house of God on>
hy" (ﬁHB, 185 .f..§3). She governs not bnly the house of - '
God, contihuea Spenser, but aléo the celeetial world and the
earth with all its inhabitants. This majestic and mag-
nificent figure is nothing less than a reincarngtion oﬁ'

. Venus’ beauty on a higher plane, a figure which cannot be .
~described by poets or'painterh, not even by that classical
artist who so marvelloualf depicted.Venus ascending fromr

the sea:

Ne could that Painter (had he lived yet)
Which piétured Venus with so curious quill
" That all posteritie admyred it,
‘Have purtrayd this, for all his mastering skill
(HHB, 211-4),
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The only appropriate standpoint from which to view that
he;vénly beauty is one pf a chaste, unaelf;sb, divine love.
fhe‘closing Pa:a&ise—scene speaks about  the final fulfilment:
while Venus was able to keep death Qway only temporarily - this
heavenly béaufy is eternityvitself"The last lines: "And looke
at laat up to the soveraine light, | From whose pur; beame
‘al perfect beautie springs, | That kindleth love 1n every
" godly spright" (HHB, 295-8) again recall the NeOplatonist
-terminology. Fiéino wrote about thé eternal beauty of God:

"So the 11gﬁt and beauty of God, which is pure, freed from
all other things, is called ... infinite beauty“ 1o

And this is the end of the soul’s peregrination: the
highést léﬁel of "the great chain of béing“l After wéndering
through the stages of earthly wishes the beauty-lonéing

spirit wings up to God’s infinite perfectness.

Part Two
FOWRE HYMNES: Philology and History of Ideas

A survey of Spenser’s dedication before the Fowre Hymnes.
proves that the poems were not written at the same time and
the latter two seem to be intended as "restrictions" of the
first two dealing with earthly desires; ag if the poet wanted
to avoid any accusation of unchastity or frivolity. According

to the dedication some critics insist on stating that the

first two hymns were made much earlier, sometime in the eight~
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les of the 16th century (e.g.: Knight 1967, 330). This dating
can hardly be. denied but modern scholars afe 1ncreasiﬁgly
coming to_emphasize the unity and homogenity in the cycle.
It seems to be quite obvious that the poet necessarily
revised the first two hymns before publisﬁing the series in
1596, so 'creating'a single, cargfully éonstructeq poen,
1n>four parts" (Bennet 1931, 48). The "restriction" of the
earlier works must Se considered § méfe dbnventional device,
especially considering that in tﬁe dedication Spenger speaks
of his patrons as "the most excellent and rare ornaments of
all true loue and beautie, both in the one and the other }
kinde". In this context the two earlier hymns function as
a representation of thé transitory stage in the soul'’s
progress‘to the supernaturdl love and beauty (cf.: Ellrodt
. 1960, 211). _

We may say thgt the Fowre Hymnes were intended to be
a work of synthesis 1n‘whi¢h Spenser aimed‘to summarize his
views on love in a philosophical poem; This work aténds.alone
in the contemporary Englisb literature, in that there cannot
be found other poetic efforts dealing with love from a theo-
retical starting point. The uaual’c}cles of songe and sonnets,
foliowing the-?etrarchian seheme, generally handed over
their messages parallel with some epic narration. In spite of
them Spenser treated his subject 1mpefsonally from a purely
philosophical approximation that caﬁ be connected to oﬁe of

the Renaissance stream of ideas i.e. the Neoplatonist concep-
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tion of love (on this topic generaliy seet Nelson 1958; B&n
1976, 122-30; Klaniczay 1976, 311-27; etc.).

Neoplatonism was based on a few works of Plato. It is well-
khown that the ancient Greek philosopher had worked his love-
-theory out in two of his dialogues, Syméoaium anlehaedrua.

' Iﬁ the Symposium the two natures of love are described as

that of the earthly and heavenly ones.11 It i8 often eetimated.
that Plato’s most poétic simile is.the picture of the soul’s
carriége with the te&m of winged horses which explains the

12 One of

twofold operation of love in the human spirit.
the horses represents earthly desire while the other divine
love. Plato cleaxly_dietinguiahes bgtﬁeen the two though '
Ialsg emphasizes their .relationship. The inspiring force in
Plato;s love—theory 13 beauty, that is whgt.enkindles amorous
desires. _ A |
The Platonic.scheme provided a su;fable ideologic

" support for the new typg of love appearing due to the .
changing ;ociological relations duringvthe Renaissance.
Beauty, as a central category represented the rising interest
in antiquity but at the same time it could also be injected
"into the system of norms of Christianity. Beauty was a
principle in aestﬁetics as well as in ontology (cf.s
Klaniczay 1975, 13-22): the Neoplatonists adapted their
master’s fusing of the problems of love and beauty and used
it as a certain system of allegory and symbol to expréss

important philosophical and theological topics.
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The rediscovery of the classical heritage and of Plato‘s
teaching ensued naturally and not by chance. The man-centered
Renaissance mentality badly needed a philosophy of Plato’s

kind that created such a dualism which accepted earthly
13

1

Plato, however, was not unfamiliar to the Middle Ages.

matters while still favouring God and his realm.

He was appreciated by the fathers of the Church (especially
by Augustine and Laétantius) and the cosmology of the-
Timaeus had'g considerable impact on Christian ideology.
Neverﬁheless, the greatest part of Plato’s oeuvre Qas‘being
;ediscovered only during and after the 15th century including
those works Symposium and Phaedrus in which he expounds his
theogy of ideas and.conception of love.14
In the sixth decadé of the 15th century Marsiglio
Ficino published in Florence his translations of Plato with
the support of Loreﬁzo de’ Medici’s Neoplatonist academy.
These volumes significantly determined the* further development
of Renaissance philosophy. In addition to the translations »
they contained Ficino’s comments on Plato’s writings elaborat-
ing his own personal theory of beauty and_love. The collected
commentaries later appeared in 1482 in a single volume entitled
Theblogi; Platoniea. According to Ficino beauty is but
a symbol of perfection, i1.e. God’s reflection in the empirical
world. Beauty is begotten by a divine creative act and like~
wise, that man who is ablevtﬁ create beauty is himself God-
~like. It.ﬁas due to Renaissance Neoplatonism that beauty

became the mgih principle of the contemporary arts (cf.:
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Klaniczay 1975, 14). Beauty and love, Ficino states,
constitute a dialectical pair of energieis love 1§ but
a painful awareness of beauty-lacking, a lpnging'fof'ita
perfecﬁioning presence, ihis.mechaniem can be exfended-to
different notionnf man;s‘deaira for womhn'ie something
similar to the artist’s wish for aesthetical pleaagre or
the soul’s desperate longing for God’s grace. So, in this
compound of ideas the principles of .aesthetics, theology'
and even maé;c are often melted together. _
ficino'a activity in this field for a cenguri inspired
men of letters to write poems and treatises on their master'a,‘
Plato’s, theories of love and beauty. Thg first ambng»these
vellkAown works was a poem by Girolamo Benivieni, Ficino'’s
contemporary, Canaona della amore celeste et divino, éompleted
with a treatise by the famous philosopher, Pico deila_
Mirandola. The topic‘wag'further pdpularized By Baldassarg'
ACQatiglione who discussed it in the fourth Wialogue of his
I1 corteggiano (1528). This Platonic poe conception was
marvellously elaborated in the work of Leone Ebreo’s, the
Spanish .born Jewish doctor. In 1535 he published his
Dialoght a’amore in Rome. In the fascinating dialogue the
male character, Filone explains his views to his lover,
S8ofia, whom he wants to persuade that sexual love is
a suitable and neceiuary‘atage in the ascent to ghe spheres
of divinevlovq. Though at f}rst reading the work is nothing
more thannﬁn exciéing.story of a seduction clad in philoso=

phicél garments it aécurately mirrors the Renaissance’a
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quite liberal opinion on love when Ebreo emphasizes his
seriousness by choosing the names of his characters: Filo-
-Sofia, By the end of the treatise the author has reached

the image of a lové-hreathing anthropomorphic universe in
which all the relationships of earth and heavens regemble
sexual intercourse: In this world-picture - beyond'the
effecfs of the late-ﬂelleniétic Neoplatonism - some features
of the Hebrew-Egyptiﬁn gnostic philosophy can be noted which.
were transmigteﬁ to Europe by the Arabic world and first
appeafed in Pico’s hermetic works'.15 : | '

France also contributed a great deal of treatises on
Piato, especially Louis Le Roy, éontemporaty of thé Ptapade
dealé with -the Plgt&nicAlove-theory (cf:z~ﬁelson'1968, 650)
the work of wh&m La Sympose de Platon de ?’Amqur et de Beautd
directly‘effected Spenser’s poetic evolution (sees Ellrodt
1960, %9-105). The'tbpic was still popular in the last decadés
of tne 1l6th céntury,‘for instance Giordano *Bruno devoted
a series of sqhneés and analyses té it in his book entitled
Eroici furort which'was published in London, 1585 with a’der_
dication to Sir Philip Sidney. In his preface Bruno explains
tha; hié Petrarchism is not of the ordinary kind, directed
towards the.love of a woman, but of a higher kind, belonging
to thg'intellectual part of the soul. He is not against the
"vulgar loves", but it is towards the "higher Cupid" that ‘
his loves are addregsed (vates 1964, 275).

Spenﬁer’s works logically stand at the end of this

above sketched development of Renaissance aesthetics and



- 257 -

pnilosophy. Nevertheless, we also must face some phiiological
questions: whaﬁ was the extent of Spenser’s awareness of
cultural heritage, did he possess deeper philosophical
aepiration? The English ‘poet’s Pletonism was accurately
analysed by Robert Ellrodt who, distinguishing between an
aesthetical and esoterical Platonism, claasified Spenser as
belonging to the aeethetical branch. Ellrodt 8 conclusione
are rather disappointing as he £inds that up to Spenser’s
last creatiée‘period we can find traces of only the
‘aesthetieal Platonism ehe source of which can nsuaily be
indicated in Castiglione 8 The courtier. An English version -
of this by Sir Thomas Hoby had appeared in 1561 and soon
became a spring of Platonic thoughts in England (cf.
_ Tillyard 1968, 60). Referring to some parts of the Faerie
Queene and Colin Clouts Come Home Againe Ellfothaceepts
Bembo’s Gli{ Asolani and Le Roy’'s French commentaries en
Plato’s Symposium as possible readings of Spenser.

4 The Fowre Hymnes doubtlessly prove that Spenser in-
corporated new elements of Neoplatonism 1nto his;poetic
_imagination. The definition of ideal beauty; the description
of‘the soul’s descending from celestial planets to ea;thly
bodies and also other parts give evidence ef the éoet's,
knowledge of Ficino and Benivieni (Ellrodt 1960, 118).

As a plausible source of theee Italians Ellrodt suggests

the french translation of Ficino’s own work (Discoure de
i’hdnneate'amour sur le Banquet de Platon par Marstle Fiein...,

Paris, 15688.) and Leone Ebreo’s treatise which also might
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have been familiar to Spenser in a French translation by
Pontus de Tyard published in Lyon 1551 and five other times
later in the century (op.cit., 183-95).

There is not much hope of exactly specifying Spenser’s
actual sources in writing his Fowre Iiymnee.16 However, we
can easily notice that the poet was able to renew his poetry
in this composition and to summarize his poetic message on
a higher level of contemponary philosophy. In aCcordance;
wiih his aims he chose-as genre a cycle of hynns elevated,
pathetic but impersonal 1n‘t0ne. The representatives of
this poetic licence were tne mystical-nhilosophical "pagan”
hymns of the Renaissance that usually used symbols borrowed
.from classical mythology but referring to Christian ideology,
too, such as that of Lorenzo de Medici’s Bacchus Hymn,
‘Benivieni's.Canzona or Ronsard’s nature~hymns., :

.Tne Neoplaténic love-conception had already appeéred
in Spenser’s previous works. His Faerie Queene (159046)
can be consideredvas a tangled elaboration of earthly and
neavenly love-affairs, One may ‘think of the relation between ’
-King Arthur and the fairy queen and their possible equivalenta
in Leicester and Queen Elizabeth. 17

While The Faerie Queene was intended to be a compre-
hensive synthesis of the values of English historical exper#enee
and the résults'okaenaissance culture Spenser expressed'nis
Petrarchism in his cycle of sonnets entitled Amoretti. Two

pieces of these poems already signal the poet’s inclination

to deal theoretically with the problemsbof love. One of
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these sonnets (LXVIII) uses a Christian interpretation,
while another (LXXII) gives a Neoplatonist approximation

as if anticipating the_posbible topics of the laiter hymns
(cf.: Nelson 1968, 651). The first praises the power §f
cﬁriat’a love that waé ablé to'conquer aiﬁ'and.deatqi "So
let us love, deare love, lyke as we ouéht, | Love is the
1e$son wich the Lord ﬁs £aught“. SOnnetbLXXII illustrates
the soul'’s endeavou;.to'aécend to heavenly Seauty as it
had beeg writ;en by Plato himself. In the final gopplét
8pen§§r seems almost to surpasq‘h;s master,. when stating
thatbhis sweetheart’s beéuty includes even the geleétial
fairness: "aeart need not yiah'néne other happinesse, [ But.
here on earth to have such hevens blisse”. .

These sonnets clearly reveal Spenser’s qim_of con-
sidering earthly love not as the antagoniétic adversary of
‘the heavenly one bué; folloWing the Italian Neoplatoﬁista.‘
as the first step which the true lover can‘climb on to
redeeming,‘transcendental love: "grade Sy gfade to the
uncreated sphere / ... whence fashioned were / All beauties

in the loved one mnnifest".l8

. Part Three
FOWRE HYMNES: Composition and Meaning

(a parallel analysis)

Modern scholars agree that Spenser’s most characteristic

feature lies in his synthetizing nature (sees Ellrodt 1960;



- 260 -

Nelson 1968; Satterthwaite 1960; Selincourt 1970; etc.).

. He attempted 5 unifiéation‘of the European Renaisgsance
tradition and the particular pattern of English thought
inherited from the Middle Ages; he tried to fuse the

-claaéical legacy and his own deeply felt érotestant_
Christianity. His success and that of other Elizabethan
poets was due to a rare, tranaitéry historical-social
situation; the éosmopolitan and self-conscious attitude
of Elizabetﬁ{a court. This court, a highly cultured,
arist&cratic but still dehocratic society was reigﬂed
over by the Virgin Queen, tﬁe highest ideal of all poets,
the epbodiment of r;ghteousness and pover, a symbol of
earthly and heavenly love (cf.: Yates 1947).

The Fouwre Hymnees in its construction also 'reveals
this synthesizing objective.vIt has a consequently worked
out. parallel sttucgure characterized by a logical duality
of.Christian and Neoplatonist symbolism, °

" Another peculiarity in the work 1s the appearence of

VPlato'a_theor& on the binary nature of love. According to
Plato therxe aré two poles of love, the lover and the beloved.

" The iovér isAﬁhe'Qctivé, dynamic element characterized by

a cdnstant'longing for beauéy. The beloved is the passive

embodiment of fairness receptive to the attentions of the

lover.19

Plato - because of certain characteristics of the
contemporary society and thinking - attributed to the male -

sex both the lover and the beloved, (see: Heller 1966).
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By the time of the Renaissance the situation had cﬁadged
(although some Neoplatonistu also tried to revive the
antique tradition in this respect and mambets of Lorenzo.
de'Medici’§ academy liké Ficino, Pico della Mirandola,
Benivieni, Landino or Poliziano ali highlytbstimated.ftiend-
ships of the Platonic typé, the effect of which can beli |
seen in Michelangelofs sonnets - cf.: Tolnay'i975, 54, 252).7
and the lover-beloved relation with the hnalogy of.Cupia and _'
Venus appeared as a connection between man and womaﬁ, ‘
sﬁensef's hymns cpnsequently'show this bipolarity. The first
and the third ones in the cycle_are dynamic and animated :
even in their pdetic;devices while.the»sgcond and .the fourth
ones -iaccprding‘to.the ét&tic haturerof beauty - are '
rather of the tableau kind. The male-female opposition is '
repreaented by the main characters bf‘thé hymns, tbo.'ﬁot
only Cupid and Venua but also in the heavenly hymns Jesus
'and the divine Wiadom, depicted as the Queéh of the Heavena,-
realize this duality. o
- The whole cycle is marked by a sophisticated syptemvof
three or four elements ih variéus ccmbinatibns.'The Qork coh- 
3sista of four hymns each. of which can be divided 1nto four
parts. It is worth mentioning that each of the hymns’ second
and third units contain three serieg of arguments while the

poems in pairs refer to one particular ttinity:

Zeus . " God

Cupid Venus Jesus Christ The Holy Ghast

Classical mythology Christian body of beliefs
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We can hardly consider thii number-system as accidental,
Among Hungarian scholars 0.8Upek has xeqontly-drawn atten-
tion to the significance of numbe:-aymboiilm'in Medieval
and Renaissance poetrys the construction-principle of these
works of art ordered the selection and ar;éngement'qf words
and lines first of “all bécaule of the theological pffort to
create a harmony of :hytﬁm and divine perfection as manifested
in numbers gnd only secondly becadae of the required rhythm
and mgtrios (stipek .1971, 445). The'numhers three aqd four
had strict meanings iﬂ Renaibsanc; nﬁmetolégy; four
symbolized earthly fatters as the body, elements and humours.
The npmher three represented supernatufql phehomena from the
Trinity to ‘the ternary upitﬁ of celestial and angelic
hierarchies (3x3=9), The figures three and foux'expresﬁed
the dihlecgicl of bo@y and'soul. earth and heaven as it had
been written by Saint Aﬁgustinex 'Nﬁmerué ternarius ad
animan pertinet, qaternarius ad corpus"” (gﬁoted by Slipek
1964, -315). By the time of the Renaissance the. figure
* three also becaﬁe the éymbql for earéhly'perfection-manifested'
in works of art (it iévenough to think of Danie's versifica-
tion and construction in his Divina Commedia) and the number
aevéﬁ_(3+4)'proclaimed_the_ﬁnity of the world -lSpenaéf
Qroge'hia hymns in se&en lined stanzas! ﬁla’éhcosingAthe'
"Rhyﬁe'Royal may have cqu from philohophiéaliassumptions.

An egaminatibn of_the sources also sttpngly sugqeats
"that the poet’s aim was 6nq'of~syﬁthesls. Among the

classical authors Hesiod and Ovid have already been mentioned
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but the list must include the name of Cicero whose wbrkﬁ
(especially De oratore) provided the main patterns of
Platonism for those who did.not read the original dialogues

of the Greek' philosopher. The influente of Dante and Petrarch
has doubtless been felt in Englleh-literafyltrnditiqn for
their follower, Geoffrey Chaucer, can be counted as one of
Spénser's greatest ideals. In add;tion ﬁo thg above-

analysed impact of Neoplétonism onASPenser the Medieval heri-
tage calls fqr mentionihg particuiarly that perception of

love f according to which life was govérned by the dual

powers of earthly and heavenly passion and love was considered
a worldpoéulating and world-moving fbrcg as in the lyrics of
the troubadours and by various 12th centﬁry Platonist philos~-
ophera e.g. Bernard Silvestris or Alain de Lille (on the
troubadours seet Gyéry 1970, 270-3; on the above mentioned
philosophers: Nels.on‘ 1968, 657).

Naturally, the Christian sensibility ‘and terminology
ought not to be dismissed when we mention épenser's descrip-
tion of the divine c#eation, the doctriﬁe of charity and
fraternal love or his depiction of God’s Wisdom which closely
follows one section of the,ApOchrypha (The Wisdom of Solomon)
which was particularly popular during the ﬁenaissanée..

Spenser worked out a coherent system of poetic 1mageéh
the Platonic allegories of flame, fire and the soaring spirtt
are melted with the Medieval mirror-symbolism and Christian emb-
lem of 1am§1n the crucible of his poetic workshop.

The Fowre Hymnee is characterized by an extraordinary
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balance, a refined unity of composition. The work evokes

a Renaissance building resting on four pillars, crowned with
a symmetrical tympanum, yet at the same time it foilows the
precepts of a poeta doctus whose purpose was to present the
totality of the world - obviqusly not by ﬁeans of -philosophy
but poetry. This é&cle.was the pgoduct of one of these rare
mohents when art experiénced the dglicate balance which has
beén vainly.desired by s§c1ety forrcenturies.‘One of the
work'’s interpreters wrote: "Spenser’s system of'lqve.reachee
upwara,from this world but keeps foothold within it...
The poet was attempting tb_justify‘by the éuthqrity of liter-
aturg, the wisdom of the ancients, and ;evealed religioﬁ his
- deep feelings about the relationship of man and woman and
God. He saw a likeness between the love that draws the
séxeé together, producing noble.deeds and perpetuating the
race, and tﬁe love that draws man to God and fills the world
with beauty. To testify to this likeness he summoned his .

cloud of witnesses" (Nelson'1968, 658).
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NOTES

10

11

12

is included ini MACLEAN 1968, 658-62.

Edited by J.A.Van Dorsten, London, 1966. OUP, 75.
On Spenser sae: SELINCOURT 1970, vii-[xéii; a bibliography

Cf.: Plato’s Symposium, section 203,

Sympoaium, section 177.
Methamarphoaéb, Book One, 11. 21-2.

This idea can ang'be traced back to Plato as it was
expressed by him in his Timaesus, section 28.°

Cf.: Marsiglio Ficino, Commentarium in Convivium Platonie
de amore, VI,61 quoted by MACLEAN 1968, 46ln.

Among the liﬁdraty interpretations of this world ﬁicture
the most famous is Dante’s, cf. his description in Paradieo,
XXVIII, ' '

Cf. Picino's Commentary, VI,17: "The beauty of God ...
certainly excels the rest of beauties as much as the true
light of the Sun in itself, pure, single and inviolate,
surpasses the splendor of the Sun..." quoted by MACLEAN
1968, 480n. '

Commentary, V1,18 quoted by MACLEAN 1968, 483n.

Sections 180-4,

Phaedrus, sections 246-57.



13

16

15

16

.17,

18

19
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Thise duaslism occurs with Dante and Petrarch, although
without the basis of the elaﬁornted Neoplatonist philosophy.
Petrarch’s Cansoniere ;nticlpates the opposition of earthly and
heavenly love the book being devided into poems writfen
before and after Laura’s death (cf.: HAUSER 1968, 13210).

According to Robert Ellrodt s unpublished statistics on the 16th

century populatity of Plato’s works Timaeue appeared in a

_greater number of editions but the Symposium more frequently

was published in vernacular translations (ELLRODT 1960,
224-7). - - '

On.Leone Ebreo see: PERRY 1973: BAN 1976, 130: KLANICZAY 1976,
317-24, Some works that revealed the hermatic impact in

' European Renaissance c¢ultureis FESTUGIERE 1950-4: WALKER 1958:

YA‘TES 1964.
Francda‘Yates faécinétingly indicated ‘the roots of Spenser’s
ideas in Giorgi's De harmonia mundi (Venice, 1525).

See: Yates 1979, 95 ff.

On Spenser’s Neoplatonism in his Faerie_Oueéne seas FOWLER
1964: ROSE 1968.

Girolamo Benivienit Ode of Love, tr. J.B. Fletcher ini
Literature of the Italian Renaiesance, New York, 1934, 340.

Cf.: Plato’s Symposium, section 204.
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