“With her own will beguyld”:
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In a startling reversal of a traditional Petrarchan
motif, the sixty-seventh sonnet of Spenser’s Amoretti de-
scribes the weary hunter at long last capturing his elu-
sive deer. Having given up the pursuit, the hunter stops
to rest in a shady spot. The “gentle dear” now ap-
proaches:

There she beholding me with mylder looke,
Sought not to fly, but fearlesse still did byde:
Till I in hand her yet halfe trembling tooke,
And with her owne goodwill hir fyrmely tyde.
(Am 67)’

From Petrarch to Sidney, the sonneteers had found
their prey eternally unobtainable; Spenser reverses this
tradition not only in Sonnet 67 but throughout the
Amoretti® Spenser’s poet-persona neither worships his
lady from afar nor pursues her for illicit purposes;
rather, his stated aim is “to knit the knot, that ever shall
remaine” (Am 6), a motivation foreign to most sonnet
sequences. But this revision of the sonneteer’s usual aim
does not immediately put the speaker on the road to
wedded bliss. Capture the lady he does, but this capture
does not end the conflict, for the drama of Amoretti lies
not so much in a one-sided pursuit as it does in a
mutual struggle between two willful people who must
change before they can truly love.
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The idea that the poet-lover must change and does
change in the course of the sequence has been posited
before.> But althnugh various critics have commented
on the central position accorded the lady, at the same
time they usually depict her as immutable in her perfect
wisdom, playing teacher to the lover’s pupil.* In fact, the
lady of the Amoretti, while not as fully-depicted as the
lover, is still a well-drawn figure whose character devel-
ops throughout the sequence. A useful way to approach
this lady is to read her in the light of a similar Spense-
rian heroine, Britomart. The two share common charac-
teristics, as do Amoretti and Book III of The Faerie
Queene.® Both works involve a quest for love culminat-
ing in marriage, and both Britomart and the lady of the
sonnets must overcome similar obstacles in order to
achieve this love. Some of these obstacles lie in the world
of the poems, but some exist in the characters them-
selves. In particular, Spenser depicts the desire for
dominion as a serious barrier to true love: as Britomart
herself explains, in an echo of Chaucer’s Franklin, “For
soone as maisterie comes, sweet love anone / Taketh his
nimble wings and soone away is gone” (FQ IIL.i.25).°
Maisterie, which might be defined as any domineering
or coercive behavior which fails to recognize another’s
freedom, plays a central role in Spensers sonnet se-
quence as well as in his legend of chastity.” Although
maisterie in Spenser is often the domain of men, it
could not be described as an exclusively masculine fault
(witness the giantess Argante, emblem of the most obvi-
ous kind of maisterie, violent sexual coercion) and In
fact, the poet at times suggests that even Britomart and
the lady of the sonnets, while hardly akin to Argante,
are yet flawed by a desire for maisterie. Clearly neither
character is sexually coercive or violent, but both are
critiqued for domineering behavior and a willful deter-
mination to control the course of their relationships.

Both these women start out as figures who exhibit a
blend of what might be called traditionally masculine
and feminine characteristics. The lady possesses what
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the narrator names “goodly temperature”; in her he
finds “myld humblesse mixt with awfull majesty” (Am
13). And Britomart, the young maiden who wears the
armor of a knight, is similarly depicted as “full of ami-
able grace, / And manly terrour mixed therewithall” (FQ
I11.i.46). But both characters are initially presented as
lacking balance: in the early poems of Amoretti espe-
cially, the lady apparently has not achieved a perfect
“temperature.” “Pride and meeknesse mixt by equall
part” adorn her face, claims the poet in one flattering
sonnet (Am 21), but in following sonnets he rarely men-
tions meekness, whereas the subject of pride comes up
rather often. Further, the poet uses the imagery of war
and combat to suggest the fault he finds in his beloved.
Of course, the lady as combative warrior is a common
trope, almost a necessary part of sonnet convention, but
this trope receives particular emphasis in Amoretti: it
appears in at least fifteen poems, making it one of the
sequence’s major themes. The narrator implies that he
finds the lady too domineering through these frequent
references to her desire for martial conquest:

She cruell warriour doth her selfe addresse
To battell, and the weary war renew’th.
Ne wilbe moov'd with reason or with rewth,
To graunt small respit to my restlesse toile:
But greedily her fell intent poursewth,
Of my poore life to make unpittied spoile.
(Am 11)

Using a variety of tones not easily identified, the poet
plays on this convention throughout the first two-thirds
of the sequence.® Sometimes his intent is clearly humor-
ous, as in Sonnets 28 and 29, when he rejoices at the
sight of his lady wearing a laurel leaf. She quickly cor-
rects his notion that this is a sign of favor:

See how the stubborne damzell doth deprave
My simple meaning with disdaynfull scorne:
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And by the bay which I unto her gave,

Accoumpts my selfe her captive quite forlorne.

The bay (quoth she) is of the victours borne,

Yielded them by the vanquisht as theyr meeds.
(Am 29)

The sonnet is undeniably witty and suggests a sort of
friendly banter between lover and lady; nonetheless,
the number of such sonnets indicates that this aspect
of the lady’s character truly concerns the narrator.
Further, his tone when discussing the problem is often
far from light-hearted:

Sweet warriour when shall I have peace with you?
High tme it is, this warre now ended were:
Which I ne lenger can endure to sue,
Ne your incessant battry more to beare.
(Am 57)

The tone is weary; the speaker’s endurance is waning
and he seems on the verge of giving up in despair.
The lady’s combativeness appears here as a serious ob-
stacle to the attainment of true love.

Britomart’s conduct early in Book III often reveals
similar flaws. Of course, Britomart is a warrior and the
defender of chastity; therefore, she must be aggressive.
However, her behavior at times can only be described
as over-zealous. For instance, she manifests an inappro-
priate and outright hostility in her encounter with
Paridell and Satyrane: “But chiefly Paridell his hart did
grate / To hear him [Britomart] threaten so despight-
fully / As if he did a dogge to Kenell rate” (FQ
IIL.ix.14). At this and at other points in Book III, as
for instance when Britomart unseats Sir Guyon, repre-
sentative of temperance, Spenser indicates that
Britomart’s proud disdain needs tempering,

Both Britomart and the lady appear to be flawed by
a desire for maisterie, and they share a related charac-
teristic: fear of being themselves mastered by another.
























