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Chapter One 

The Desiring Subject in the Amoretti 

Readers of the Amoretti recognize Spenser's original 

contribution to the tradition of the sonnet sequence in 

transforming the convention of unrequited, unconsummated 

love to a reciprocal, mutual love culminating in betrothal 

and a marriage celebrated in the Epithalamion. 1 Readers 

regularly perceive in the relationship of lover and beloved 

a marked change that becomes definitive over sonnets 62-68, 

sonnets that chronicle the lady's "willful" acceptance of 

the speaker as her lover.2 These transitional sonnets then 

set up a tone of "celebration" that dominates (Lever 99) the 

latter part of the sequence. At the same time, readers of 

the Amoretti have long been troubled by "the melancholy mood 

of the last four sonnets," which seems "out of character . 

. with the happier mood that prevails in the last third of 

the sequence" (Gibbs 13). Martz notes, for instance, "We 

have the problems raised by the ending of the sequence, 
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which many readers have found abrupt and disconcerting, as 

the mood suddenly turns from contentment to distress, in the 

last four sonnets, and we are left with the puzzling group 

of anacreontic verses between us and the great Epithalamion" 

(147). Hunter observes, "There is more evidence of a 

general shift of tone at the end of the sequence than most 

readers have patience to bear" (125). The discordant tone 

of the last four sonnets, and its source in the unexplained 

loss that they record of her whom he had, it had seemed, 

"fyrmely tyde" (67.12), problematize the generally accepted 

movement in the sequence toward an "eternall blisse" (63.14) 

in the ideal of "married love," the concept of which is seen 

as Spenser's particular achievement (Lewis).J 

Neely sees a division into two parts as characteristic 

of English and Italian sequences, and describes the two 

parts generally as "the static relationship of the 

adoring/lamenting poet lover to an immovable beloved" (part 

one); and "alteration -- in the beloved, the poet, the 

relationship" (part two) (20, 21). Indeed, the volta around 

loss in the Amoretti, occurring at sonnet 86, repeats the 

structure of division around loss in Petrarch's "in vita" 

and "in morte" parts of the Canzoniere. 4 Oddly, however, 

in the Amoretti, it is the beloved's markedly unconventional 

coming forward, to accept her lover, that then results in 

the convention of loss that closes the sequence. In this 
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chapter, I want to suggest that in the Amoretti the 

beloved's coming forward destabilizes a generic quality 

inhering in the sonneteer-lover's pose. Her disturbance of 

the sonnet convention's place for her upsets the poet's 

positioning relative to the "symbolic order." This 

positioning manifests itself in his posturing as a parvenu 

poet of the genre of the sonnet sequence. s The peculiar 

nature of the sonneteer-lover's anxiety in the Amoretti 

derives not from the unobtainability of his desire's object 

(as it does in other sequences) but from her very 

accessibility. This "willingness" on the part of the 

beloved threatens to repeal an artistic performance anxiety 

-- the mark of a sublimated (deferred) desire and a 

"successful" positioning relative to the symbolic order 

and reinstate a more immediately sexual one. 

Before examining several of the Amoretti in order to 

clarify Spenser's anxieties concerning his career, and the 

role his beloved plays in them, I need to elaborate the 

notion of the "symbolic order." Lacan claims that language 

is the primary example of what he terms lithe symbolic 

order," which includes all manifestations of culture: 

political and religious structures, institutions, 

prohibitions of taste, for example. He remarks in "The 

Agency of the Letter" that "culture could well be reduced to 

language" (148). Language, as it provides a homologue of 
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the workings of the unconscious, serves as a model for all 

methods through which society organizes itself. Lacan 

derives his idea of "Ie symbolique ll from Levi-Strauss's 

observations: "any culture may be looked upon as an 

ensemble of symbolic systems, in the front rank of which are 

to be found language, marriage laws, economic relations, 

art, science, and religion. 116 For my purposes, we may look 

at the genres of the sonnet sequence and the epithalamion as 

various manifestations of the symbolic order. Primarily, 

these genres, as do other IIsymbolic structures,lI control the 

flow of desire. Following Lacan, I am concerned with the 

IIspeaking subject'sll relation to this order, and also with 

how representations of women are conjured to preserve it. 

Sonnet 33, concerning the poet's progress on his 

ambitious Faerie Queene, illustrates the poet's posturing in 

relation to the symbolic order of the Elizabethan monarchy. 

Great wrong I doe, I can it not deny 
to that most sacred empresse my dear dred 
not finishing her Queene of faery, 
that mote enlarge her living prayses dead: 
But lodwick, this of grace to me aread: 
doe ye not thinck th' accomplishment of it, 
sufficient worke for one mans simple head, 
all were it as the rest but rudely writ. 
How then should I without another wit, 
thinck ever to endure so taedious toyle, 
sins that this one is tost with troublous fit, 
of a proud love, that doth my spirite spoyle. 
Ceasse then, till she vouchsafe to grawnt me rest, 
or lend you me another living brest. 

The poet perceives his nationalistic role as to II enlarge II 
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the Queen's "prayses." He voices some anxiety in his sense 

of inadequately filling that role, doing the Queen "great 

wrong" by "not finishingll her national epic. In an excuse 

Martz calls "boyish" (165), the poet blames his inadequacy 

on his "proud love, that doth [his] spirite spoyle." But we 

must note that, s'o long as the poet's "worke" remains 

undone, which it will so long as his beloved deflects him 

from it, the poet retains the place he has created for 

himself in the monarchy. 

Sonnet 46, "When my abodes prefixed time is spent, II 

reflects the lovers' conflict in relation to another 

manifestation of the symbolic order: organized religion's 

"heaven." The lover is about to depart from his beloved, 

But then from heaven most hideous stormes 
are sente 

as willing me against her will to stay. 
Whom then shall I or heaven or her obay? 

(11.3-5) 

The poet appropriates his beloved's "will" in order to 

create a heroic script in which his conflict is amplified. 

Sonnet 69 repeats this trend, most notably executed in The 

Faerie Queene, of coopting deeds of love in order to 

demonstrate his skill in raising them to the level of epic. 

The famous warriors of the anticke world, 
Vsed Trophees to erect in stately wise: 
in which they would the recorde have enrold, 
of theyr great deeds and valarous emprize. 
What trophee then shall I most fit deuize, 
in which I may record the memory 
of my loves conquest, peerelesse beauties prise, 



adorn'd with honour, loue, and chastity. 
Even this verse vowd to eternity, 
shall be thereof imortall moniment: 
and tell her prayse to all posterity, 
that may admire such worlds rare wonderment. 
The happy purchase of my glorious spoile, 
gotten at last with labour and long toyle. 

As in Sonnet 33, the poet emphasizes, indeed reifies, the 
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"labour" and "toyle" involved in his heroic enterprise. He 

exhibits this "worke" as a justification for his "place": 

"doe ye not thinck th' accomplishment of it,/sufficient 

worke?" (33.6-7). Indeed his work becomes a sort of 

merchandise for trade purposes, guaranteeing not only his 

position relative to the contemporary monarchy, but also a 

place in "eternity." His beloved becomes commodified in 

this exchange as well. The "rare wonderment" of her various 

attributes, recorded for economic purposes in the sonnet 

above (1. 12), is equated with the oriental otherness of 

"Indias ... treasures" in Sonnet 15, "Ye tradefull 

Merchants" (1. 3). His beloved is "altered" (made exotic or 

"other") is a way that enhances her value, a value that he 

then trades on in the symbolic contracts he forges with the 

Queen, "posterity," and "heaven." 

We may observe in the sonnets quoted above a tension 

between the poet's interest in expansiveness -- as in the 

need for an epic amplification that he perceives as ensuring 

his place -- and the sonnet form itself, which requires a 

certain compaction. Indeed, the beloved object of the 
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poet's desire seems to need a kind of space to grow in that 

comes in conflict with the sonnet form's demand for sharp 

resolution. 

Lever has suggested that in The Faerie Queene Spenser 

uses a mode of allegorical romance that dissolves the image 

in favor of the concepti and that when he tries to use this 

same mode in the Amoretti, the IIstresses of real life" 

create problems because they refuse to be "idealized" (103). 

As a different way of posing the same problem, Hunter notes 

that an analytic mode (like the one Sidney uses, for 

example) works better for the sonnet form than Spenser's 

synthetic mode: synthesis, ambiguity, and analogy, which 

worked well enough in The Faerie Queene, "are mainly 

destructive of order in the Amoretti ll (139). The problem of 

the Amoretti's synthetic mode clashing with an analytic mode 

more appropriate to the English sonnet sequence Hunter 

attributes to an uneasy mix of the generic exigencies of the 

sonnet and the autobiographical details Spenser tries to 

incorporate into them. I am particularly interested in the 

autobiographical detail of Spenser's IIElizabeth Boyle," 

whose resistance to synthetic idealization creates problems 

for any Petrarchan stance he might assume. 

Two sonnets, 18 and 54, that we might consider 

"metapetrarchan," illustrate the lady's resistance to her 

lover's attempts to coopt her within the homosocial 
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positioning of a reified "sonnet trade." In sonnet 18, the 

poet complains of his beloved's lack of cooperation: 

But when I pleade, she bids me play my part, 
and when I weep, she sayes teares are but 

water: 
and when I sigh, she sayes I know the art, 
and when I waile she turnes hir selfe 

to laughter. 
(11.9-12) 

This beloved seems to demand an interaction with her lover 

unmediated by conventional posturing. Yet the felt demands 

of the symbolic order come in conflict for the poet with her 

requirements for this sort of direct interchange. 

In sonnet 54, the poet records his beloved's 

frustrations with the passive and artificial role his 

posturing requires of her. 

Of this worlds Theatre in which we stay, 
My love lyke the Spectator ydly sits 
beholding me that all the pageants play, 
disguysing diuersly my troubled wits. 
Sometimes I joy when glad occasion fits, 
and mask in myrth lyke to a Comedy: 
soone after when my ioy to sorrow flits, 
I waile and make my woes a Tragedy. 
Yet she beholding me with constant eye, 
delights not in my merth nor rues my smart: 
but when I laugh she mocks, and when 

I cry 
she laughes, and hardens evermore her hart. 
What then can moue her? if not merth nor mone, 
she is no woman, but a sencelesse stone. 

The poet's histrionics bind both him and his beloved in 

rigid roles. The humorous, metafictional commentary that 

provides an ironic perspective in these two sonnets probably 

betrays the speaker's anxiety evoked in his beloved's 
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refusal to invest herself in his Petrarchan economy. The 

closing couplet, haplessly impotent in its conventionality, 

nonetheless anaesthetizes this anxiety by shaping the 

beloved into a comfortingly phallic image. The poet uses 

this creation, a "touch stone," to reassure himself about 

his identity, constituted via a positioning relative to such 

symbolic structures. 

In these sonnets, we observe a mix of "historyll and 

IIgenre," and some of the resulting tensions inhering in the 

collapsed planes of "realityll and IIpose." The poet's 

beloved lIactuallyll disrupts his pose, as an epic poet, but 

also as the poet of a traditional (Petrarchan) sequence. 

Some evidence of the poet's destabilized identity, or loss 

of composure, may be found in his desire in sonnet 33 for 

lIanother witll and lIanother ... brest ll (11.9, 14). Her 

subversion of his pose forces him to IIrecompose ll her, and 

through her, himself. Ultimately, the speaker reinscribes 

his beloved in a convention of loss, thus affirming the 

order such conventions shore up and the poet's role within 

it. 

The beloved's lIactual" disruption of his contrived 

positioning acts on the poet as a form of IIcastration 

anxiety,lI in a Lacanian or symbolic sense (rather than a 

Freudian or literal sense). For Lacan, constituting oneself 

as a subject (speaking in language) amounts to a 
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conciliatory gesture consigning power to the "Law of the 

Father." A "subject" is guaranteed a "place" under the 

Law's jurisdiction as long as he properly channels his 

desire according to the Law's exigencies, a sublimation 

which amounts to a dispersal of desire among the various 

symbolic structures, like those of genre, or of a "career," 

for instance. The poet's response to the "castration 

anxiety" his beloved evokes in him ultimately manifests 

itself in his problematic writing of her back into a 

tradition whose conventions she "had challenged. 

The Anacreontics' problematic placement magnify the 

bizarre pathos of the Amoretti's uneasy twistings from 

convention, as a result of the lady's "will," only to end up 

by bowing before them. In a way, Martz's "foreclosure" on 

the "intolerable reality" of the "Anacreontics" repeats the 

poet's own foreclosure on the reality of his beloved's 

personalty and actions, the pathos about which, I am 

arguing, evokes them: "I have only one solution to offer 

for the intervening anacreontics: ignore them" (152). But 

the lady is ultimately "by her own will beguiled." 

Ironically, her bold move to challenge his posture, recorded 

in sonnet 67, results in the poet's forcing her into the 

absence the genre of the sonnet sequence demands. The 

sonneteer-lover then further fashions her into the 

conventions of another genre. She becomes the passive bride 
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of the Epithalamion. The transformation of the animated 

lady of the Amoretti into a Lazarus-like figure of the 

moving dead is really quite enervating. But the 

transformation serves to ensure Spenser's place as a poet of 

genre, at the expense however of his beloved's vitality, her 

animated spirit. 

Various critics have commented on the unusually 

animated characterization of the lady in Spenser's 

Amoretti. 7 Mary Villeponteaux asserts, for instance, that 

"the narrator . . . finds the lady too domineering through 

. . . frequent references to her desire for martial 

conquest," and "plays on this convention throughout the 

first two-thirds of the sequence" (31). Sonnet 11, "Dayly 

when I do seeke and sew for peace," offers some evidence of 

the speaker's "weariness" with his lady's concern for self-

assertion. 

She cruell warriour doth her selfe addresse 
to battell, and the weary war renew'th. 
Ne wilbe moou'd with reason or with rewth . 
to graunt small respit to my restlesse toile: 
but greedily her fell intent poursewth, 
of my poor life to make unpittied spoile. 

(11.3-8) 

Indeed the qualities for which the highly animated lady in 

the Amoretti is most known are her willfulness -- she "ne 

wilbe moou'd" and "greedily" pursues "her fell intent" --

and her pride. a Two sonnets will illustrate the density of 

wordplay the term "will" can provoke, and its importance in 



characterizing the 1ady.9 The first, sonnet 46, aptly 

registers the role the personality trait plays in the 

speaker's conflict. His beloved has sent him away (indeed 

she consistently discourages him throughout the first two­

thirds of the sequence) : 
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but then from heaven most hideous stormes are sent 
as willing me against her will to stay. 

but as she will, whose will my life doth sway, 
my lower heaven, so it perforce must bee. 
[that is, it must be that he go away] 

(11.3-8) 

In sonnet 41, the speaker moralizes his beloved's spirited 

nature, implying that her active will may degrade her by 

serving "fow1y [to] shame" her beauty. 

Is it her nature or is it her will, 
to be so crue11 to an humbled foe? 
if nature, then she may it mend with skill, 
if will, then she at will may will forgoe. 
But if her nature and her wi1 be so, 
that she will plague the man that 10ues her most: 
and take delight t'increase a wretches woe, 
then all her natures goodly guiftes are lost. 

o fayrest fayre let neuer it be named, 
that so fayre beauty was so fow1y shamed. 

(11.1-14) 

While not explicitly pornographic as in Shakespeare's 

sonnets ("Whoever hath her wish, thou hast thy will" [sonnet 

135], for example), still its semantic loading here causes 

the term to accrue its sexual connotations as well. 

Implicitly then, in her lover's eyes, the beloved betrays a 

sexual "perversity": his beloved's sexuality resists the 
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forms through which he would channel it. 

Especially when it is combined with the lady's other 

most remarkable feature, her pride, a term that also carries 

sexual connotations, the lady's willfulness suggests an 

aggressively sexual aspect of her character, which indeed 

presents itself as her character's most striking attribute. 

Combined as these two characteristics are with images of her 

as various "devouring" beasts of prey a lion, a panther, 

a tiger -- images whose sexual import is compounded by her 

being cast as the sexually threatening Medusa, a siren, a 

Cockatrice, Pandora, and allied indirectly to the Furies, 

the lady emerges as "castrating" in a symbolic sense: she 

threatens the poet's voice, or his position as a speaking 

subject. The speaker's apparent celebration of her willful 

acceptance of him as a lover is fraught with self-doubt, and 

her actions ultimately reduce him to perplexity and silence. 

His writing her back into the convention of loss, when she 

had finally shrugged convention to welcome his advances, may 

be read as a type of wish fulfillment alleviating a 

(symbolic) castration anxiety that her sexuality provokes in 

him, and which is betrayed by his characterization of her. 

The second definition the OED lists for "will" is 

"carnal desire or appetite." Partridge, adds, "It also 

means, now the male, now the female, sexual organ[s], as a 

number of scholars have . . . hastened to tell me" (218). 
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For IIproud,lI the eighth definition the OED lists is 

II sensually excited; 'swelling', lascivious, II and illustrates 

this meaning with a quotation from The Faerie Oueene. A 

corollary part of this definition adds that IIproud ll is used 

to describe IIcertain female animals, as bitches, mares, 

elephants: In a state of sexual excitement; 'in heat' ,II 

documenting this usage through the period in question. 

Finally, the OED elaborates, lito be proud,lI or lito behave 

proudly II means lito be lively or wanton. II 

Sonnet 28, liThe laurell leafe, which you this day doe 

weare,lI seems enlarged by such a sense of "proud. 1I The 

speaker's beloved is compared to Daphne: 

The powre thereof [of the laurel leaf], which 
ofte in me I find, 

let it lykewise your gentle brest inspire 
with sweet infusion, and put you in mind 
of that proud mayd, whom now those leaves attyre: 
Proud Daphne scorning Phaebus louely fyre, 
on the Thessalian shore from him did flie: 
for which the gods in theyr reuengefull yre 
did her transforrne into a laurell tree. 
Then fly no more fayre loue from Phebus chace, 
but in your brest his leafe and loue embrace. 

(11.5-14) 

The speaker perceives his beloved as IIfull proud ll in the 

sense of sexually mature, and admonishes her not to be too 

proud in the sense of cherishing too lofty an opinion of 

herself to accept him to her service. It seems to me that 

here the speaker projects his own fear of paralysis in the 

face of his beloved's sexuality (symbolized as a silencing 



55 

of his voice) onto his beloved, perhaps in an attempt to 

"neutralize ll her power (Vickers). As told by Ovid, Daphne's 

transformation came about as a result of her father, Peneus 

the river god, answering her prayers to save her from her 

body's charms. 1o The poet reinvents the particulars of the 

myth in order to moralize his beloved's personality traits, 

misrepresenting "authority" in an attempt to control her. 

Taken singly, perhaps neither her pride nor her 

willfulness convincingly constitutes the beloved as an 

object feared for her sexuality: However, when these traits 

are taken as part of a larger nexus of qualities ascribed to 

her, the case becomes clearer. Another, related, quality 

stressed by the speaker, then, is her " stubbornness II (29.1, 

32.8,38.8,51.11), variously characterized as "hardness" 

(18, 25, 30, 31, 32, 51, 54, 56), or "stiffness" (84.12). 

Doe I not see that fayrest ymages 
of hardest Marble are of purpose made 

Why doe I, untrainde in louers trade 
her hardness blame which I should more commend? 
Sith neuer ought was excellent assayde, 
which was not hard t'achiue and bring to end. 
Ne ought so hard, but he that would attend 
mote soften it and to his will allure 
so doe I hope her stubborne hart to bend 
and that it the more stedfast will endure. 

(51.1-12) 

In this sonnet, the speaker attempts to appropriate the 

beloved's "stubborne," "hard, II willful nature into a quality 

for a lady that better answers patriarchal needs -- that of 

----- .- .... _-_ .. 
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"stedfastness " or constancy, which ultimately ensures the 

purity of bloodlines. Sonnet 32 is not so optimistic in its 

treatment of the lady's "hardness." 

The paynefull smith with force of feruent heat, 
he hardest yron soon doth mollify: 
that with his heauy sledge he can it beat, 
and fashion to what he it list apply. 
Yet cannot all these flames in which I fry, 
her hart more harde than yron soft awhit: 
ne all the playnts and prayers with which I 
doe beat on th'anduyle of her stubberne wit: 
But still the more she feruent sees my fit, 
the more she frieseth in her wilfull pryde: 
and harder growes the harder she is smit, 

What then remaines but I to ashes burne, 
and she to stones at length all frosen turne? 

(11.1-14) 

Surely one feature that distinguishes Spenser's voice is his 

humor. But beyond the disarming colloquial expression, we 

see again the speaker's attempts to fashion the lady's 

hardness into something of his own desiring. The humor 

seems employed to soften the severity of this trait, or 

moderate his anxiety about it. Another, more frustrating, 

Spenserian feature also here evidenced is his verbal 

ambiguity resulting from, among other things, the 

anastrophe, or contorted word order. In its most obvious 

sense, the last verse expresses the speaker's resignation 

that his beloved must "turne" "to stones"; but the subtext 

here suggests the Medusa myth. The lady's hardness becomes 

castrating. This subtext becomes more explicit in the 

sonnets dealing with the lover's loss of voice, his artistic 
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inadequacy and failure. 

In sonnet 8, the speaker relates that his beloved's 

eyes "shoot out" [like Cupid's "darts"] "bright beames" that 

"stop [his] toung" (8.5-10). In sonnet 3, "Looking ... on" 

her "huge brightnesse," the speaker records, "I stand 

amazed/ ... so when my toung would speak ... / it stopped is 

with thoughts astonishment" (3.5-10). "Shall I then silent 

be or shall I speake?" he asks in sonnet 43, 

And if I speaJce, her wrath renew I shall: 
And if I silent be, my hart will breake, 

What tyranny is this both my hart to thrall, 
and eke my toung with proud restraint to tie? 
That nether I may speake nor thinke at all, 
but like a stupid stock in silence die. 

(43.1-8) 

Like the Medusa's, his beloved's regard has the power to 

paralyze him and stop his tonguej it is as well destructive 

and fragmenting. In sonnet 23 he complains, in reference to 

his poems as craft, "All that I in many days doo weaue, / in 

one short houre I find by her undonne. / ... / for with 

one looke she spils that long I sponne, / and with one word 

my whole yeares work doth rend" (11.7-12). Yet, as in the 

other sonnets dealing with her phallic hardness (54, for 

example), this construction of the beloved ultimately 

reassures in its comforting conventionality. The author's 

"worke," the "text" of the Amoretti sonnet sequence, devised 

on one level to woo his beloved, as long as she remains 



unaccessible, remains "undone." As long as his beloved 

remains comfortably distanced in generic tropes, his 
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position relative to the symbolic order remains stable. The 

power of "Ie symbolique" remains appeased, and allows a 

subject a place within it, as long as its structures, like 

the artistry of "text," channel desire through an endless 

process of deferral. 

In sonnet 49, the poet compares his beloved to a 

Cockatrice, a mythical serpent like the Medusa in that it is 

reputed to have the power of killing by its glance. 

He pleads, 

Fayre cruell, why are ye so fierce and cruell? 
is it because your eyes have powre to kill? 

But if it be your pleasure and proud will, 
to shew the powre of your imperious eyes 
then not on him that never thought you ill 
but bend your force against your enemyes. 

and kill with looks, as Cockatrices doo. 
(11.1-10) 

The beloved, for the speaker, is cast as a looming, 

threatening, sexual presence. In sonnet 86, which marks her 

final alienation from him, leaving him alone and mourning 

after she had reciprocated his love (in sonnets 62-8), the 

beloved is indirectly allied with the Furies, suggestively 

linked to the Medusa, by their "snaky heads" (86.3). 

Evidently, believing "false forged lyes" about him, his 

beloved leaves him in anger, and it is this loss which marks 

the end of the sequence, recorded in its final 3 sonnets. 
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Venemous toung, tipt with vile adders sting, 
of that selfe kynd with which the Furies fell 
theyre snaky heads doo combe, from which a spring 
of poysoned words and spitefull speeches well. 
Let all the plagues and horrid paines of hell, 
vpon thee fall. For thine accursed hyre: 
that with false forged lyes, which thou didst tell 
in my true loue did stirre up coles of yre. 
The sparkes whereof let kindle thine own fyre, 

and catching hold on thine owne wicked hed 
consume thee quite, that didst with guile 

conspire 
in my sweet peace such breaches to have 

bred. 
(11.1-12) 

The poet often refers to his beloved as a safe harbor (a 

"shore"), a "bowre"; her breast as a place of "rest" and 

"blisse." We may perceive a double meaning then in the 

phrase "my sweet peace," which acts also as a euphemism for 

his beloved. "Thee ... that didst ... conspire I in my 

sweet peace such breaches to have bred" could mean that 

"thee" conspired to disrupt the poet's bliss; but also that 

"thee" conspired to breed "breaches" (fracturing notions) in 

his beloved's mind. By her conspiring with one compared to 

them, the Furies' horrific qualities become associated with 

the beloved. Indeed if this person, "thee," the scandal-

monger, has "bred" "breaches" in the poet's lover, the 

implications become severe enough to warrant the violent and 

unexpected outburst. The pernicious congregation of images 

recall Error, her vomiting "book words," and her vipers 

brood erupting in Book 1 of The Faerie Queene, just when the 

Red Cross knight felt confident of victory. By association, 
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the beloved is caught up in this crossfire of startlingly 

vituperous exchanges, and her absent presence comes to wear 

its pollution. 

The beloved is seen as devouring or is cast as a beast 

of prey in several of the sonnets, a portraiture which 

further emphasizes the component of anxiety inhering in the 

speaker's attraction to her. 

Trust not the treason of those smyling lookes, 
vntill ye haue theyr guylefull traynes well tryde: 
for they are lyke but vnto golden hookes, 
that from the foolish fish theyr bayts doe hyde: 
so she with flattring·smyles weake harts doth 

guyde 
vnto her loue, and tempte to theyr decay, 
whome being caught she kills with cruell pryde, 
and feeds at pleasure on the wretched pray: 
yet even whyest her bloody hands them slay, 
her eyes looke louely and vpon them smyle. 

(47.1-10) 

Here "pryde" probably has the sense of "force or vitality," 

as characterizing "warriors (or their acts)" (OED), and as 

suggested by her "slaying"; and also of an adjective 

appropriate to certain, as Lydgate writes, "Bestys that be 

proude: as boors, lippardys and lyouns" (1407; qtd. in OED). 

The beloved's putative cannibalistic instincts depart from 

received honor codes, even for beasts, and betray the 

lover's fear of her consuming sexuality. 

Sonnet 20 similarly reflects the speaker's fear of 

being the object of his beloved's perceived voracious 

appetite. Again, the idea is that "castration" lurks in 
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In vaine I seeke and sew to her for grace, 
and doe myne humbled hart before her poure 
the whiles her foot she in my necke doth place, 
and tread my life downe in the lowly floure. 
And yet the Lyon that is Lord of power, 
and reigneth ouer euery beast in field, 
in his most pride disdeigneth to deuoure 
the silly lambe that to his might doth yield 
But she more cruell and more saluage wylde, 
then either Lyon or the Lyonesse: 
shames not to be with guiltlesse bloud defylde, 
but taketh glory in her cruelnesse 
Fayrer than fayrest, let none ever say, 
that ye were blooded in a yeelded pray. 

(20.1-14) 
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There is a conflation of the beloved's roles as warrior and 

beast of prey. Here, and in the martial sonnets, the 

speaker slips into a characterization of their conflict as 

one between men, or at least males (the pronouns referring 

to both the lion and the tigre are "he"), and governed by a 

male code of honor. Attracted by his beloved's voluptuous 

sexuality, the speaker displaces it, or distances its 

immediacy, by casting it in these more comfortable 

conventional terms. 

In Sonnet 53, the speaker compares his beloved to "The 

Panther," whose "looks [all beasts] fray" (11 1-2). In 

Sonnet 56, she is likened to a "Tygre": 

Fayre ye be sure, but cruell and vnkind, 
As is a Tygre that with greedinesse 
hunts after bloud, when he by chance doth find 
a feeble beast, doth felly him oppresse. 
Fayre be ye sure, but proud and pittilesse. 

(11.1-5) 
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This devouring, then, may be seen as a type of castration 

anxiety, along with her "hardness." While the speaker is 

unmistakably drawn to his lady, and so to these her most 

often reiterated dominant traits (her sexual prowess, or her 

proud wilfulness), these traits evoke an anxiety in him. 

The anxiety manifests itself in his sense of being struck 

dumb, or in a sense of his artistic inadequacy. This 

inadequacy, figured in the symbolic silencing of him as a 

speaking subject, may also be seen as a sexual anxiety. 

The speaker's sense of his own inadequacy in his role 

as poet runs as a constant throughout the sequence. Sonnet 

17 reflects this artistic humility. 

The glorious pourtraict of that Angels face, 
Made to amaze weake mens confused skil: 
and this worlds worthlesse glory to embase, 
what pen, what pencill can expresse her fill? 
For though he colours could deuize at will, 
and eke his learned hand at pleasure guide, 
least trembling it his workmanship should spill, 
yet many wondrous things there are beside. 
The sweet eye-glaunces, that like arrowes glide, 
the charming smyles, that rob sence from the hart: 
the louely pleasance and the lofty pride, 
cannot expressed be by any art 
A greater craftesmans hand thereto doth neede, 
that can expresse the life of things indeed. 

(1-14) 

This poet can "express" his beloved in the terms of an 

accepted convention. But to interact with her, on some 

other, unmediated, level (on the level of "life 

indeed"), evokes an anxiety, a self-doubt, even while in 

that tone of self-doubt we can hear a nostalgia for such an 
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(idealized) interaction. All the poems calling attention to 

the poet's sense of personal and artistic inadequacy 

probably reflect this failure: the felt impossibility of 

meeting the "autobiographical reality" of his beloved on 

some other terms unmediated by the exigencies of a symbolic 

pose. In this failure, he characterizes himself as of 

"meane degree" (61.14); "so meane a one" (66.4); a "base 

thing" (61.12), in "so lowly state" (66.8). The poet's 

artistic achievement is related to his worth as a "subject," 

and so becomes confused with his sexual potency. A subject 

with no place in the symbolic order lacks power, lacks even 

a symbolic relationship to the phallus which signifies it. 

As for Shakespeare, for Spenser, too, especially in the 

Amoretti, the connection "between the sexual act and 

literary creation" is close, "potent," and "subtly 

psychosomatic" (Partridge 219) . 

In Sonnet 82, the conflation of self-images -- of poet 

and of lover -- reveals itself more explicitly: 

I blesse my lot, that was so lucky placed: 
but then the more your owne mishap I rew, 
that are so much by so meane loue embased, 
For had the equall Heuens so much you graced 
in this as in the rest, ye mote inuent 
som heuenly wit, whose verse could have enchased 
your glorious name in golden moniment 
But since ye deigned so goodly to relent 
to me your thrall, in whom is little worth, 
that little that I am, shall all be spent 
in setting your immortall prayses forth. 

(11.2-12) 
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We are familiar with "wit" used as a sexual parallel, and of 

the sexual economy couched in such verbs as "spent." Sonnet 

85 also betrays self-doubt about the poet's prowess, 

remarking "Cuckow[s]" [or critics] "clatter[ing]" with 

"witlesse note[s]" against his artistic "skill" (11.3-5). 

This cluster of sonnets registering feelings of inadequacy 

prepares the reader for sonnet 86, recording the lovers' 

disagreement, and the beloved's ambiguous departure. The 

last three sonnets, then, record the speaker languishing in 

a lethargy of loss: "So I alone now left disconsolate, I 

mourne to my selfe the absence of my loue" (89.5-6). Again, 

it is this conventional absence that is comforting, as it 

ensures not a broken pipe but an Orphic tunefulness. 

Spenser's beloved transgresses conventional boundaries 

of restraint that regulate her sexuality. In coming 

forward, from out the ritualistic conventions that contain 

her, she threatens the poet in a way that mutes his voice 

she threatens to obviate writing's necessity to sublimate 

sexual desire, and thus she threatens his self-prescribed 

role as a poet. In allowing his artistic performance 

anxiety to merge with a more fundamental sexual one, Spenser 

infuses his poetry with a creative vitality missing in other 

sequences, dominated as they are by a male will. Spenser's 

achievement can be located in his confrontation with, and in 

his incorporation of it into the body of his work, this 
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IIcastration fearll that indirectly affirms the power of 

female sexuality, and which is evident, among other places, 

in the economy of loss closing the Amoretti. 
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Notes 

l"Spenser's sonnet cycle differs from the usual 
·Elizabethan one in that the love proceeds to a happy 
conclusion" (Smith 170); see Smith's chapter (4) on "The 
Sonnets: Modes of the Search for Vitality" (131-93). William 
Ponsonby published in 1595 the Amoretti sonnet sequence 
together with the four "Anacreontic verses" and the 
Epithalamion in what is known as the "wedding volume." 
Whether Ponsonby received authority from Spenser to publish 
this collection of verses as a whole is somewhat in question, 
but Roche notes the precedence for such a combination in 
Petrarch's Canzoniere and Trionfi (343). Further, there have 
been various attempts to justify beyond a doubt the "unity" of 
the "wedding volume" as a whole: see, for instance, Fowler, 
Triumphal Forms 181ff; and Thompson. 

2See Neely 367; Hunter 125; Gibbs 27, Villeponteaux 29. 

JKaske explains the marked downturn in the Amoretti as 
functioning "to carry the reader on toward the Epithalamion" 
(273); likewise, Hunter notes that the pathos of the Amoretti 
enhances the progress toward the Epithalamion: "The most 
appropriate sequel to such a mood of 'expectation' [that the 
Amoretti creates] is the joyful Epithalamion that Spenser has 
given us" (150). I think Smith's qualification of Lewis's 
exuberance about his thesis is worth bearing in mind: "In 
general, the similarity in tone between the sonnets and the 
Epithalamion, supported by the absence of any such conflict of 
conscience as appears in Sidney's Astrophel and Stella, makes 
the Amoretti seem to be the celebration of a love affair which 
leads up to and implies marriage, rather than the more courtly 
love situation which lies behind the usual sonnet cycle . . . 
. But we must not go too far; there is actually no mention of 
marriage in the Amoretti. C. S. Lewis, impelled perhaps by a 
special purpose, has made Spenser out to be 'the greatest 
among the founders of that romantic conception of marriage 
which is the basis of all our love literature from Shakespeare 
to Meredith'" (170-1). 

4See Dasenbrock 46. Smith notes, "The last few sonnets 
pay enough acknowledgment to the tradition to establish a 
separation which is the source of lament" (170); compare also 
the "themes of separation and mourning" ending Sidney's 
Astrophil and Stella (Hunter 128) . 

SFor the significance of Spenser's self-conscious "self­
fashioning" I owe a debt to such critics of his "career" as 
Loewenstein and Helgerson; see also Greenblatt's Introduction 



67 

to Renaissance Self-Fashioning. 

611 Introduction to Mauss, II Sociologie et Antropologie; 
Laplanche clarifies IItwo complementary designations II indicated 
by Lacan's use of the substantive 1I1e symbolique ll : 1) "a 
structure whose discrete elements operate as signifiers 
(linguistic model) or, more generally, the order to which such 
structures belong (the symbolic order) "; 2) lithe law on which 
this order is based; . . . when Lacan speaks of the symbolic 
father, or of the, Name-of-the-Father, he has an agency in mind 

. which promulgates the law ll (440). 

'See Martz 725; Villeponteaux 31; Smith 166-71; Gibbs 38-
56. 

BAccording to a contemporary psychological model, 
lIintent" was a discrete agency closely related to IIwillll; see 
Bundy 185. 

9r do not follow a chronological order in treating the 
sonnets, but rather present them to follow an organization 
based on an analysis of the lady's characterization. 

lOMetamorphoses Book 1. 
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Chapter Two 

Failure and Absence in the Epithalamion 

In Book 10 of Metamorphoses, Orpheus invokes his 

"maternal muse," Caliope, to help him turn his strains from 

mourning lost loves to a "lighter touch, a softer strain," 

to sing of love affairs (homo-, heterosexual, and 

incestuous) ("Ganymede" 11.8, 14). The poet-speaker of the 

Epithalamion also invokes the "learned sisters," and 

petitions them to lay their "sorrowful complaints aside" (1. 

12) to "Helpe [him his] owne loues prayses to resound" 

11.14) The poet-speaker's structural imitation of [Ovid's] 

Orpheus is further enhanced by his explicit identification 

with Orpheus: "So Orpheus did for his owne bride, ISo I 

unto my selfe alone will sing" (11.16-17).1 Even as the 

"trees came crowding where the poet [Orpheus] sang" his 

loves' laments ("Orpheus and Eurydice" 1.131), so the poet­

speaker of the Epithalamion aspires to organize nature: 

"The woods shall to me answer and my Eccho ring" (1.18). 
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This classical context, which invites us to read the 

poet's role in the Egithalamion as, like Orpheus', one of 

ordering and organizing nature, through language, meter, and 

other devices of song, creates a problem. Ostensibly, in 

accordance with epithalamic tradition, the poet of the 

Egithalamion organizes in celebration of union. But 

Orpheus' organizing tendencies take place as a result of 

loss. Further, the poet-speaker of the Egithalamion cannot 

be ignorant of the fate to which Orpheus' organizing 

tendencies lead him. The ensuing dismemberment must cast a 

shadow of anxiety over any poet creating within the Orphic 

archetype, and onto any poem created within the story's 

context. 2 This paradox defines the critical problem I wish 

to explore in this chapter: why deploy the Orpheus myth, a 

story of separation, loss, and death, to contextua1ize a 

song of union, one celebrating life?3 I would like to 

suggest that a pervasive loss haunts the Egithalamion, and 

that this loss derives from the poet-speaker's sense of a 

failure or IIbreach ll inherent in the organizing effects of 

language (or IIsongll). The poet-speaker must come into being 

as a IIsubject" through organizing principles that enforce a 

gap between him and his beloved. Indeed, the loss of the 

beloved is sustained in the very process of the poet­

speaker's articulation of himself in relation to her.4 

Readers of the Egithalamion continue to be challenged 
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by its blending a "sustained exuberance" and jocundity" 

(Lewis 130) with a tone of "silence and isolation" (Anderson 

149), On the one hand, readers stress its harmonizing 

achievements and manipulation of time (Hieatt), which mark 

an Orphic "power over nature" (Neuse 530); on the other 

hand, readers discuss its "over-determined" structure, which 

betrays an anxiety "beneath [Spenser's] will-to-power" 

(Loewenstein 300, 287), Readers have begun to re-examine 

the speaker's "troubling allusion" to himself as Orpheus, an 

allusion which encodes an uneasiness and helps to establish 

a "background of resignation and loss" (Anderson 150-151) ,5 

Calling attention to this quality of "loss," Schenck notes 

how the Orphic myth, with both hymneal and funereal 

features, accommodates "both epithalamic and elegiac 

structures" (57), She explains the movement from 

lamentation to celebration in terms of Spenser's career: "A 

ritual hymn of literary appearance at the bier of a forbear 

or patron , , , signals consecration of the initiate to the 

literary life" (62), Spenser, at the "grave" of Orpheus, 

was proclaiming himself "another Orpheus" (60), 

It is perhaps not altogether a coincidence that two of 

the most confusing structural inconsistencies in the 

"wedding volume" have to do with Narcissus and repetition: 

(1) the repetition in the Amoretti of the Narcissus sonnet 

(sonnets 35 and 83); and (2) the Anacreontics themselves, 
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which repeat the loss of a beloved, underscoring this motif 

in a way that resembles the workings of a refrain in music. 

Perhaps these troubling features in some manner anticipate 

another moment of ambiguity, where marriage and ending 

intersect: the problematic meaning of the Epithalamion's 

"envoy." Welsford candidly summarizes the problem: "Both 

in form and content [Spenser's] Envoy or Tornata is sharply 

detached from the rest of the poem, and by addressing his 

Song he is commenting on its occasion and purpose for the 

benefit of his readers. The information, however, is not 

very clearly conveyed and has given rise to much discussion" 

(82). Welsford notes that the envoy's "obscurity is partly 

due to loose syntax caused by overcompression," and that 

"the ambiguity ... may be intentional." 

The Amoretti end in the separation of the speaker from 

his beloved, leaving him like the "Culuer" "Mourning for the 

absence of her mate" (89.2).6 The so-called "Anacreontics" 

al'so end with the speaker "languishing" in a lethargy of 

loss (1.59), which while Petrarchan in its stance, also 

resembles Orpheus' inward tuning in the aftermath of his 

twice-enacted separation from Eurydice. It seems to me 

singularly appropriate that the speaker of the Epithalamion 

compare himself to Orpheus, for in varying planes of 

reality, Spenser, like Orpheus, sings to summon up the 

feminine to heal an untimely separation. His first wife 
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died; his beloved of the Amoretti left in anger; the beloved 

of the Anacreontics is absent. The poet responds to these 

repeated losses by turning to himself to sing, in his words, 

"my owne loues prayses" (1.14). A connotation for self-love 

clings to this phrase, underscoring the narcissistic element 

inherent in the poet's self-ministered comforting through 

the processes of song. The poet-speaker of the "wedding 

volume" takes part in an Orphic cycle of loss that ends in a 

Narcissistic inward turning. The Epithalamion -- in its 

movement toward silence, in its -faltering voice increasingly 

fraught with references to fear and care -- comes to 

manifest the poet's confrontation with the song's inadequate 

compensation for his loss. 

The poem's blending of "celebration" and "mourning' 

reflects an "ambivalence" that may be explained in 

psychoanalytic terms: Laplanche defines "ambivalence" as 

"the simultaneous existence of contradictory tendencies, 

attitudes or feelings in the relationship to a single 

object" (26); ambivalence marks "a non-dialectical 

opposition which the subject, saying 'yes' and 

same time, is incapable of transcending" (28). 

'no' at the 

The beloved 

of the Epithalamion, even as she promises to effect, or 

approximate, some form of "reunification" for the speaker, 

wears the shadow of castration's threat. To the degree that 

she will successfully fulfill the subject'S desire, she must 
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resemble the mother, symbol of the subject's lost sense of 

unity. As the mother is the object proscribed by the Law, 

possession of her is punishable by (a symbolic) 

"castration": a subject must participate in the symbolic 

structures that defer desire by "organizing" it, or lose his 

place in relation to authority. 

That the speaker notes the "song" of the Epithalamion 

has been "cut off" (1.429) seems to suggest some form of 

truncation or incompletion. The poem's "incomplete" status 

has been explained as serving to project the poem into the 

"endlesse time" that its last line invokes. Thompson notes, 

"With its last hour unfinished, the Epithalamion's day 

remains to this moment a day without end" (296). Maclean, 

summarizing Hieatt's argument, asserts that the poem's 

apparent incompleteness actually makes "Spenser's poetic 

circle just" (506).7 It seems to me that the II envoy II turns 

back on itself in a structural repetition of the poet's own 

self-reflexive singing to II [him] selfe alone. II 

Welsford claims that the "postscript" that concludes 

the Epithalamion, "sharply separated from the main wedding­

song," is "modelled on the tornata, the traditional ending 

of the Italian canzone" (81). She adds, "In Convivio, Dante 

. . . comments on the origin and use of this particular form 

of 'envoy'. It was ... originally a musical device, and 

was called the tornata because the poets who first employed 



it did so, in order that when the Ode had been sung they 

should return to it again with a certain part of the air" 

(81-82). I would like to develop this notion of the 

"envoy's" turning back on itself, or "returning" to the 

larger structure for which it acts as a "postscript," 

through several provocative assessments Hunter makes about 

the Spenserian stanza of The Faerie Oueene, and about the 

tightly knit interconnectedness of the Amoretti. 
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In general, Hunter observes that "not only in his 

adaptation of the sonnet form but throughout his work 

Spenser seems to have been anxious to keep the flow of his 

poetic invention unimpeded by full closes" (135). Hunter 

demonstrates that "Spenser's poetic genius stands in direct 

opposition to [the final denounment that marks the English 

sonnet]" (134): "Spenser's couplet does not move us into a 

new plane of sharp relationship between the elements that 

have appeared. It restates the mood that the situation of 

the octave has already created. It does not define with 

sharp finality, but leads us back into the poem" (135). 

Hunter's observations astutely characterize a tendency in 

Spenser to defer closure by a narrative and structural 

regression or "leading back." I would like to extend the 

characteristic of a structural return to the Epithalamion's 

envoy. 

In Hunter's opinion, Spenser "devised his more 
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successful lyric structures," in particular, the Spenserian 

stanza of The Faerie Queene, to avoid the problem that the 

sonnet form posed for him: "coming to rest on a couplet" 

(135). Hunter's description of the Spenserian stanza's 

alexandrine is especially apt: "The final couplet of the 

Spenserian stanza is of course turned away from any 

suggestion of epigrammatic conclusiveness by the disparity 

of metrical length. The alexandrine seems to turn back, as 

it were, after it has made its point, and to suggest an 

arabesque decoration rather than the logical chime of 

sense." While Hunter notes generally that "the Epithalamion 

stanza shows the same characteristics," I would like to 

suggest more particularly that the poem's envoy follows this 

"self-reflexive" patterning as well. The envoy is an 

"arabesque" turning back on itself; a "postscript," 

compensatory and supplementary; and a "tornata" returning to 

the Song, repeating a "certain part of the air" in a phonic 

reflection. Structurally, the envoy repeats, indeed, 

manifests, a quality of inward turning that characterizes 

the Epithalamion's "speaking subject," and it is as well the 

mark of that subject's "ambivalence." 

The "turning back!! is characteristic of a subject in a 

"double bind." The speaking subject of the Epithalamion, as 

Schenck observes, in "presenting" himself to the monarchy, 

may very well identify "with the bride's initiatory journey 
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and her ideal dependence upon a protector: like a good 

marriage, the poet-patron partnership should be fruitful and 

issue fruit" (66). As I have argued in relation to the 

speaker in the Amoretti, such a contract forged with a 

"symbolic order" creates fracturing stresses in that order's 

"subjects," especially in a subject's relation to a beloved 

object and desire. In an attempt to preserve his 

relationship to the symbolic order, the Epithalamion's 

speaker comes to fear the very bride whose "virtues," sung 

in conventions that shore up that order, create his bond 

with monarchy. 

We can see evidence of these fracturing stresses, or 

"ambivalence," manifest in various aspects of the poet's 

voice. For example, a certain urgency of tone reflects the 

poet's growing crisis: he must choose between his role as 

poet and his role as bridegroom. Understandable in terms of 

the poet's peculiar situation (like Pamela, he chronicles 

the sexual act he, at the same time, participates in), this 

urgency also creates the stroke of humor with which Spenser 

modestly tempers his own sublimity (as if he, though all the 

more sublime for his artistic control of it, feared the 

heights to which his own power reached). The humor creates 

the (ambivalent) combination of sublimity and humility for 

which we love Spenser and hold him in awe. But the humor 

could also be an attempt to gain power over the situation 
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and as such mark an anxiety of impotence. 

Further, the fact that the poet has a choice of roles 

creates a certain instability of voice, the result of 

Spenser's unique conflation of the roles of epithalamic 

lyricist and bridegroom, a choice Mulryan calls a IIstartling 

innovation" (57). For example, in the seventh stanza, he 

refers to himself in the third person. He commands, ". 

ye fresh boyes that tend upon her groome/Prepare your 

selves; for he is comming strayt" (11.112-13). In other 

places, he refers to the marriage as his own, and to the 

bride as "my love" (11.23, 110, passim). 9 We get a 

peculiar sense of the bridegroom participating in some sort 

of "out-of-body" experience. For instance, while he must be 

standing at the altar with his bride, he narrates, 

Behold whiles she before the altar stands. 
Hearing holy priest that to her speakes 
And blesseth her with his two happy hands. 

(11. 223-5) 

This shifting between the viewpoint of the poet of the 

Epithalamion and that of the bridegroom whose marriage is 

celebrated in it manifests a fragmented consciousness. The 

condensation of roles, an apparent economy of unification, 

effected through the superimposition of poet and bridegroom, 

reflects also an unstable subjectivity evident in such 

displacements of identity. 

A further examination of the relationship between the 
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subject and the symbolic authority constructing him as such 

will help to clarify the poet-speaker's II ambivalence II toward 

his beloved. For Lacan, among others, language works on the 

principle of substitution (a name, for instance, stands in 

place of the thing-itself), and substitution (again, for 

Lacan, and thus within a psychological context) has 

censorship, or proscription, driving it. Language represses 

the thing-itselfll as it provides a substitute for it. The 

primary thing-itself that language represses through its 

mechanisms of substitution is a desire for a lost unity of 

consciousness, a unity lost during the birth of an awareness 

of self as other (Kristeva would say, as separate from the 

mother). Thus the birth of identity is marked by a 

IIsplittingll -- a fragmentation or division of 

consciousness. 9 

Language mediates across the gap between self and 

other; in this way it compensates for the loss of wholeness, 

which through the mechanism of transference, becomes the 

loss of the mother. However, because of its compensatory 

nature, and working as it does on the principle of 

substitution, language can never adequately provide that 

which is desired: reunification of consciousness, or what 

becomes through the mechanism of transference, a recovery of 

the mother who comes to symbolize that lost wholeness. 

Thus, the mother comes to symbolize also a promise (of 



wholeness) and in this symbolization she functions as 

Lacan 's IIphallus. ,,10 

81 

In Lacan, the phallus governs the symbolic order 

(language), and in this role guarantees, or IIpromises," that 

any subject of language may reconstitute his or her 

fragmented identity in language: the subject of language 

(the III") may function as a unified consciousness (the "as" 

is crucial because it is the hallmark of metaphor) . 

But the promise the phallus symbolizes is a fraud: language 

cannot recover the unity of consciousness (lost at the birth 

of identity of self as other -- separate), but through the 

notion of an "I" (a subject), can only provide a substitute 

for it (a metaphor for it). Thus the phallus, (for 

Kristeva, the mother), is desired because it/she promises a 

sense of wholeness, reunification. But as a symbol the 

phallus/mother marks only an absence of the thing-itself 

(wholeness): it/she is only an ever-insufficient 

compensation -- an empty promise. 

Because a subject cannot have that which he or she 

desires (the nature of language "prohibits" it), 

constituting oneself as a subject (speaking in language) is 

tantamount to lIassuming [taking up] [one's] own castration" 

(Gallop 93). Speaking is operating with a lack -- without 

the phallus, without the wholeness it symbolizes and 

(fraudulently) promises. This is what Lacan means by 



participation within the symbolic order as castration: it 

is operating without the phallus, the symbol of wholeness. 
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One can see the dynamics of the psychological forces 

involving the birth of identity, the mother's role in 

fragmentation, and movement within the symbolic order at 

work in the story of Orpheus. The primary social bond is 

that between mother and child; once ruptured, it requires 

the mediation of the symbolic to heal the rupture: the 

symbolic traverses the gap between (mother and child) . 

Marriage, as it is an institution of the symbolic, attempts 

to reconstitute this primary social bond. As does language, 

and other symbolic organizations like the epithalamic ritual 

itself, 11 marriage attempts to recover lost wholeness 

through approximating a recovery of the mother. Desire for 

the mother, according to thOe prohibitions of society 

(society, or the symbolic, organizes itself through 

prohibition, censorship, substitution) is transferred (and 

thus deferred) to a mate (both mother and mate symbolize 

wholeness for the subject) . 

But the institutions of culture must fail to supply 

this lack as they are substitutes for it (empty promises) . 

This failure of symbolic organizations to compensate for the 

lack is graphically figured in the Orpheus story: marriage 

fails to contain Eurydice; she vanishes from it to the 

underworld, or to the geography of the unconscious, where 
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the subject stores her. Orpheus' use of song to traverse 

the gap between himself and Eurydice, insofar as song is 

another manifestation of the symbolic's organizing 

tendencies, must fail. The symbolic (song) is a substitute 

for, but fails to recover fully, the object of desire. We 

may see in Orpheus' corporeal dismemberment at the hands of 

the maenads a graphic figure of his psychological 

fragmentation, the responsibility for which has been 

projected on to the female, whose loss (according to the 

economy of psychological mechanisms) has effected it. 12 

Predictably, as it is the Orphic story which 

contextualizes the poem, a form of this castration scene is 

enacted at the close of the Epithalamion, where similar 

forces of failure and breakage erupt in the presence of the 

promise of unifying with the forbidden object. The emphasis 

on separation from the mother, and the subsequent failure of 

language (the song) to achieve the wholeness recovery of her 

would imply, is figured in the poem's departure as a 

premature birth: "Song ... I ... I Ye would not stay 

your dew time to expect" (11.427-30). Within this 

psychoanalytic framework, we may perceive that when the poet 

blames the song for its lack of completion (wholeness), he 

is blaming language for its failure to deliver (on its 

promise). Language sublimates desire for the mother, 

displaces it. Language's departure (always) feels like 
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another loss (of unity). In the poem's departure, the poet 

experiences again the loss of the feminine (wholeness). 

Further, insofar as the song (language) is the poet's voice, 

its departure is also experienced as a loss of self, a 

further fragmentation repeating and affirming the subject's 

negative constitution of identity. In addressing his own 

song (his own voice) in the poem's envoy, the speaker's 

self-reflexive action manifests a sense of detachment from 

himself as well. And, in holding the song accountable for 

this loss, he also holds the feminine responsible for it: 

the loss is effected through failed powers characterized as 

female powers of reproduction (the song does not stay "to 

expect" a "dew time") .13 

The process of substitution, or displacement, which 

characterizes the nature of language is evident in the idea 

of the song "made in lieu of many ornaments" (1.427, 

emphasis added). Both the song and the ornaments it 

displaces (especially in their religious connotation, but 

also in their connotation as cultural artifacts) are 

configurations of the symbolic, and both efface the 

feminine. 14 Further, the compensatory nature of language 

is found in the idea of the song promising to "recompense" 

(1.431). The song, like language, works through the 

processes of deferral in an economy of supplement. 

In Amoretti 74, the sonneteer-lover calls his "love" 
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his 1I1ives [life's] last ornament ll (1.9). Another way we 

can see the ornament the song displaces is as his lover, now 

his bride. The song (language) displaces the bride herself. 

The semantic sense of lIornaments ll must immediately shift to 

account for them IIdeckingll his love (1.428), but this 

semantic shifting merely marks, among other things, the 

nature of language, which functions by substitution and 

displacement, deferring desire by continually obscuring the 

IIthing-itse1f. 1I 

In sonnet 74 of the Amoretti, the poet consciously 

conflates his IIthree Elizabeths" (1.13) -- mother, lover, 

Queen -- under one IIname ll : 

Most happy letters fram'd by skillful trade, 
with which that happy name was first desynd: 

Ye three Elizabeths for ever live, 
That three such graces did vnto me give. 

(11.1-14) 

The conscious conflation of mother and lover under one 

IIname ll preserves the mother at every subsequent invocation 

of the lover in the IIwedding volume. II But the IIletters ll and 

the II name II referred to in this sonnet do not preserve an 

eternal life for that which they stand in place of. Rather, 

they mark only the absence of the thing deferred. In their 

failure adequately to recover it, they articulate only 

unfulfilled desire. In this way, the lIendless moniment ll 

(1.433) that the song of the Epithalamion becomes is a tomb 
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housing an absence. 

The poem moves toward silence as the day it chronicles 

moves toward night. An increasing number of references to 

troubling thoughts cumulates as the moment for consummation 

of the wedding nears: now present are "cares" (1.317), 

"feare of perril!' and foule horror" (1.321), "false treason" 

(1.322), and "dread disquiet (1.323). Schenck notes that 

the envoy's closing "accidents" (1.429) merely "sum up the 

range of hints in the poem at stresses in the romantic 

relationship" (66). 

I hear this accumulation of "stresses" as a faltering 

in the poet's voice that manifests his ambivalence toward 

union. There is an increasing prevalence of the speaker's 

anxiety insofar as his relation to reproduction is 

concerned. The anxiety marks his increasing awareness of 

his own castrated state as subject of language. When the 

speaker compares his love to "Maia, when . . . Jove her 

tooke" (1.307), by association, he identifies himself with 

Jove. In so doing, he appropriates Jove's sexual prowess 

for his own, a move which implicitly reveals his sense of 

his own impotence. Later, he refers to himself and his 

bride as "wretched earthly clods" (1.411), who require the 

"powers" of "heaven" to progenerate (11.413-409). As well 

as they betray an anxiety about prowess, the radical swings 

of temperament between the divine exaltation and the utter 



degradation of his sexual identity also reveal the 

instability of the poet's identity, in part aggravated by 

language's functioning according to the principle of 

condensation. 
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A preoccupation with divine insemination for his bride 

may rationalize the poet's sense of himself as castrated 

subject. The "fleece of wool" the poet recalls (1.379), 

though part of the Endymion story, suggests also "the fleece 

of Gideon, drenched with dew while all around it remained 

dry." Read typologically, the fleece would imply "the 

operation of God on the virginal womb of Mary" (Warner 62; 

Judges 6:36-40). Further, the poet turns the responsibility 

for progeneration over to Genius, asking for "secret ayde" 

to "succour and supply" the lovers' delight (11.402-401), 

and "in whose hand / The bridal bowre and geniall bed [may] 

remaine,/ Without blemish or staine" (11.398-400). The 

absence of a spot on the bedsheets would imply a failure of 

physical penetration of the bride. This dream of 

reproduction, free of human intercourse, would prevent the 

transmission of the figural spot, original sin. 

Additionally, the poet asks the heavens to "poure out" and 

"raine" their powers on the couple in order to engender 

progeny (11.415, 416). The metaphor recalls Chrysogonee's 

divine impregnation in The Faerie Queene (3.6.4-8), which 

occurred by way of " sunnebeames " "bathing" her (3.5.7). Her 



childbirth, we are told, was painless because she had 

conceived without intercourse (3.6.26-27) .15 
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These repeated allusions to immaculate conception in 

the Epithalamion, preceded as they are, two stanzas earlier, 

by references to "wemens labours" and "women in their smart" 

(11.383, 395), seem a wishfulfillment born of anxiety about 

the poet's role in reproduction. The poet's actions may 

contribute to women's pain, even in death, in childbirth. 

But this concern for the potentially dangerous consequences 

for women of human intercourse could be a further 

rationalization of the poet's own sense of himself as a 

castrated subject. Further, with the increasing emphasis on 

progeny and reproduction, the poet-bridegroom seems to move 

further and further from the idea of union, or reunification 

of parts, that his poetry pretends to effect and celebrate. 

The poet's anxiety about his role in the processes of 

reproduction marks an emergent consciousness of his 

(symbolically) castrated state as a poet. He is the subject 

of (and subjected to) language, and thus castrated (without 

the phallus or an idea of wholeness and thus eternally 

fragmented). He realizes that in evoking his bride he has 

castrated himself ("assumed his castration," Gallop would 

say [96]). Thus he must calIon Jove to stand in his place, 

on the powers of heaven to inseminate his bride. The poet 

calls on the symbolic to consummate his marriage, which it 
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cannot do because its phallus is a fantasy. His song is to 

be the crowning touch of the celebration, but it falls 

short .16 

Loss and lack are always the inevitable outcomes of the 

contracts forged between the subject and the symbolic order 

(in the Orpheus myth, Pluto). In the Orpheus myth, we can 

see this awareness of castration marked by Orpheus' return 

to the symbolic order, which figures the psychological event 

of which his corporeal dismemberment is the graphic symbol. 

Orpheus fails to recover (with s'exual connotation) Eurydice 

in the symbolic order (in the "world of light") even as 

marriage (also a figure of the symbolic) had failed to 

contain her. 

The poet's growing horror at this bride he has summoned 

evident in his paranoia about intercourse and in his 

faltering voice -- is understandable in this manner: he 

recognizes in the bride his language has conjured the 

phallus that governs language, and it is a symbol of loss. 

The fantasy of a woman with whom to unify really masks the 

phallus, behind which there is nothing (though the phallus 

does guarantee the subject a place in its order). Even as 

the specter of Eurydice that Orpheus' song calls forth 

resembles the phantom phallus -- the "imago" of a unified 

consciousness, which the "fantasy" of the phallus guarantees 

-- so the bride of the Epithalamion emerges as a phallus. 



She is erected in the poet's language, which quickens her; 

all the images of the poem revolve around this erection, 

which it, in effect, organizes. The activity and plethora 

of beings which the language evokes all move about this 

center -- an absent female, a curtain, which is also an 

image of the phallus in its fraudulent "promise" of unity. 
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Examining Spenser's use of the blazon in the 

Epithalamion leads to a further critique of subjectivity. 

Recent feminist studies have viewed "descriptive 

dismemberment" of women in Renaissance love poetry as 

"neutralizing" (Vickers 273) or "qualifying" (Quilligan 165) 

"female power by exposing the female body to an anatomizing 

gaze." The male, threatened by a castration fear born of 

viewing the female body which lacks "parts present to his 

own," then neutralizes "the threat of imminent dismemberment 

. through descriptive dismemberment of the threat" 

(Vickers 273). Vickers emphasizes the role dismemberment 

plays in the constitution of the subject: "If the speaker's 

'self' (his text, his 'corpus') is to be unified, it would 

seem to require the repetition of her dismembered image" 

(272). In a recent study amplifying Vickers' thesis, Kesler 

explains, "Because the primary identification of 'the man' 

in the sonnets is not with what is described (the world or 

the woman) but with the process of description itself . . . , 

the man emerges as 'integrated' from the poem's processes, 

---.-..... - ............. . 
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just as the image of the woman is made to appear 'scattered' 

and 'fragmented' (114). 

The phenomenon of descriptive dismemberment has to do 

with subjectivity, or the subjecthood of the speaker, 

especially insofar as this subjecthood is textual -- a 

linguistic construct. However, subjectivity itself is 

marked by loss, a lack: for Lacan, lack of the phallus, a 

castration quite different, though a rereading of, the 

castration anxiety in Freud that Vickers' arguments seem 

primarily based on. Rather than it is a cost incurred in 

the "unification" or "integration ll of the male subject, 

female dismemberment, I would argue, reflects the subject's 

own inherently fragmented psyche. The woman, the mother­

replacement, comes to wear, as well as bear the guilt for, 

the subject's psychic disintegration in the birth of his 

identity as separate from her and subjected to the symbolic 

order. 

In presenting her to us, the poet-speaker of the 

Epithalamion catalogues his bride in pieces, mirroring in 

her his sense of his own fragmented identity. In so doing, 

he reveals himself seeking in the feminine a locus to 

reunify and stabilize his shattered self. This locus is 

finally figured in amassing the fragmented parts into "all 

her body,1I yet this reconstituted body is described as a 

IIpallace ll (1.178) -- a symbol of political order, 
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patriarchal power, and as such a phallus: that which orders 

the symbolic (language). Further, atop this palace is the 

"marble towre" of her neck (1.177) -- graphic evidence of 

the way the bride is supplanted by the phallus, or of the 

way language (the phallic order) comes to supplant, by the 

process of substitution, the feminine, or the wholeness of 

which she becomes a symbol. 

Insofar as the poet conflates his Elizabeth with the 

"Queene," as he does here and in Sonnet 74 (1.158; 1.7), he 

further figures his bride as a specter/scepter, a shadow, of 

the symbolic. A head of state aptly symbolizes Lacan's 

phallus, especially in its role as guarantor of order. The 

speaker is caught in a compulsion to recover the feminine 

(unify his consciousness). He tries to effect this recovery 

in song, but he is confronted through the processes of the 

castration threat by the phallus of the symbolic order, 

which his bride emerges from his song's structure wearing. 

The speaker's ambivalence toward, and in, his "Song" conveys 

a sense of his identity as castrated subject of the very 

institutions his song shores up, which include marriage, and 

the epithalamic convention itself. Insofar as his bride 

represents a "phallic mother," she needs to be 

dismembered. 17 But dismemberment of the female in this 

case probably attempts to neutralize, not a "powerful woman" 

(273), but the phallic order itself, which takes power from 
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its subjects (castrates them) in the very process of forming 

them as such. The poet's conflation of his lover with Queen 

Elizabeth, both in the Epithalamion (1.158) and in the 

Amoretti (74.13), as well as his construction of her in the 

image of a royal palace, underscores some sense of himself 

as a castrated subject of this idea of order. 

Even as the remarkable features of Orpheus' story are 

Eurydice's redoubled departure from him and the ensuing 

emphasis on separation and loss, so the remarkable feature 

of Spenser's Epithalamion is the utter absence from the poem 

of the animated lady of the Amoretti. The poet's 

complicated inability to "consummate" his marriage resembles 

Orpheus': he has evoked an absence with which to unify, and 

he is castrated in this evocation. In Spenser's 

Epithalamion, as in the Orpheus story, marriage inherently 

fails to contain desire. Marriage's failure, as it is a 

configuration of the symbolic, can be understood in terms of 

language's failure: both work on the principle of 

substitution, and thus succeed only in delivering a lack (an 

absence) -- an incompletely achieved delivery. It seems to 

me that this lack of completion, which may also be seen as a 

deferral of closure or as a turning back on itself, marks 

that which defines Spenser's artistic genius, a topic I 

return to in Chapter 4. The speaker of the Epithalamion 

invokes the Orpheus story, at least in part, expressly 
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because of its tragic outcome. 1B In losing Eurydice, 

Orpheus' marriage remains unconsummated. The poetry of the 

Epithalamion points to this failure. The poet's marriage, 

even as the song which celebrates it, will remain (must 

remain) unconsummated (unfinished, unachieved), endlessly 

involved in a regressive withdrawl, turning back on itself. 

The lIendlesse" presence of loss, preserved in language (in 

the linguistic construct of the subject) prevents, even as 

it drives, the poet's attempt to unify. As Orpheus uses 

song, the poet-speaker of the Epithalamion deploys the 

structures of language to suture the gap between himself and 

his beloved object. But song's symbolic construct, 

compensatory for a remembered unity, only preserves, with 

the notion of subjectivity itself, the loss its function is 

to ameliorate. 
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Notes 

lUlreich discusses the II Orphic structure II of the 
Epithalamion, especially in connection with the IImythopoetic 
structure ll of The Faerie Oueene, Book 6 (Lecture). What is 
important for my purposes is that the organizing processes and 
effect of poetry, song, is symptomatic of Lacan's IIsymbolic 
order, II and as such, is compensatory for a lack. The presence 
and significance of this lack in the Epithalamion is the topic 
I wish to address here. 

2According to Wells, Vergil's rendering of the Orpheus 
story incorporates a significant departure from previous 
versions. Wells notes that lIin all previous versions [of the 
Orpheus story, Orpheus] brings [Eurydice] back ll (22); further, 
Wells speculates that Vergil must have had lithe need for a 
different account II (23), so that he "chose or changed the 
story" to lithe one which has become current II (22). My 
argument assumes that Spenser worked within Vergil's version 
of the story, which Ovid follows. 

JUlreich might answer this question in the following 
manner: Spenser worked, in some ways, "mythoclasitcally, II but 
predominantly in order to synthesize, or resynthesize the 
materials of myth (see IIProphets, Priests, and Poets 5, 19, 
for example). Thus, out of the dismembered Orphic story, 
Spenser IImakes" a marriage in the Epithalamion (6-7), 
transforming a tragedy into a comedy. However, in this paper, 
I try to argue that Spenser is not only singing about marriage 
but about the failure of marriage; that, in fact, his poetry 
is marked by a hollowness at the core, which does not at all 
hinder, but enhances, it sublimity. 

4See, for example, Kristeva' s discussion of the 
importance of "separation from the mother's body II in the 
subject's IIfinding his identity in the symbolic ll (Revolution 
47). For the subject's compulsion to reestablish IIsubjective 
and metaphysical unity, II see Revolution 135. 

sSee Loewenstein 300. 

6See Neuse 536; Loewenstein 292, for example. 

7See Heninger 356; and Hieatt 49-51. 

BSee Anderson 154. 

------ .... _--_ .. _--- -.•. --
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9Lacan discusses this process at length in "The Mirror 
Stage": "We have only to understand the mirror stage as an 
identification, . . . the transformation that takes place in 
the subject when he assumes an image"; and "the assumption of 
his specular image by the child . . . would seem to exhibit . 

. the symbolic matrix in which the ~ is precipitated in a 
primordial form, before it is objectified in the dialectic of 
identification with others, and before language restores to it 

its function as subject" (2). Kristeva remarks a 
"nostalgie" and a "melancholie" born out of an awareness of 
self as different from "Ie corps maternel" in "Adieu 
Tristesse" (100, 158) and at greater length in Le Soleil noir 
de la melancolie. 

lOFor Lacan, desire is not for the mother (as it is in 
Freud), but for the phallus, which in the economy of psychic 
mechanisms, like condensation and transference, she may come 
best to represent. The desire is for that which can guarantee 
the subject's sense of him- or herself as subject. See Lacan 
on "a phallic mother" ("The Signification of the Phallus" 
289); and Jane Gallop's "The Phallic Mother" in The Daughter's 
Seduction (113-31). 

llSee Mulryan on the ritual aspect of the epithalamic 
conventions. 

l2The accountability of the mother in the process of 
fragmentation is made more explicit in the myth of Pentheus' 
fate, which closely resembles that of Orpheus'. In both 
Euripides' and Ovid's versions of the story, Pentheus is 
dismembered by the maenads as a group, but it is his mother, 
Agave, who initiates, and plays the chief role in, the 
dismemberment (The Bacchae; Metamorphoses). Further, the 
mother is assisted primarily by her sister, Autonoe, Pentheus' 
aunt, in the dismemberment. 

13Spenser uses the phrase "dew time" in reference to 
Orgoglio's gestation in Earth's womb (1.7.9.6). 

l4The OED adds these insights into the meaning of 
"ornaments," all of which definitions enhance the overall 
sense of the ornaments as "configurations of the symbolic": 
in music, an "ornament" is a "group of notes that embellishes 
a melody"; "organs and bells are held to fall under the 
denomination as well as other Ecclesiastical embellishments"j 
the accessories or furnishings for the Church and its worship; 
in the Book of Common Prayer (1559), the rubric which stands 
immediately before the Order for Morning and Evening Prayerj 
"they [Queen Elizabeth and government] suffered the ornaments 

---_._--- .... _ .. --_ .. - ..... 
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rubric to lie partially dormant, but they kept it in force" 
(Gladstone, 1888, observes of Queen Elizabeth) . 

lSMore precisely, Crysogone " conceived/wi thouten pleasure" 
(3.6.27.2-3). Though she could be construed to have had some 
type of intercourse- -the sunbeams "pierst into her womb" 
(3.6.7.7)--her conception is still cast as "wondrous" 
(3.6.6.1) since, according to Crawford, in this general era, 
"female sexual pleasure was accounted necessary for 
conception ... " (7). 

16Derrida would say, meaning, or the successful "carrying 
across" (think "metaphor") of sense "falls in advance [of 
dissemination] " ("Elle- -Ie laisse d' avance tomber") 
(Dissemination 300) . 

17See Gallop on "The Phallic Mother" (113-31). 

lBSee Loewenstein for another interpretation of the Orphic 
interruption's tragic consequences, in regard to the 
Epithalamion, as "a crisis of vocation" for Spenser (301). 

----- .... -.-- .. -. 
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Chapter Three 

Duessa, Filth,' and Abjection in the Legende of 

Holinesse 
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A traditional reading of Book 1 of The Faerie Queene 

sees the end as figuring in some ways the marriage of Christ 

to the Church, prophesied in Revelation and represented here 

in the betrothal of the Redcrosse Knight to Una. 19 In 

emphasizing the celebration of union, such a reading largely 

ignores the extreme power the narrator awards to Duessa 

radically to destabilize the wedding celebration. The 

narrator hurls Duessa's "message" into the fabric of 

storylines "knitting" up into closure at the end of Book 1 

with a force equal to the power with which her disturbing 

figure had been "abjected" at the end of Canto 8. 20 

Indeed, a foregrounding of the harmony closing Book 1 

involves a marginalization of Duessa that repeats the 

narrator's exile of her to the "wastfull wildernesse" of the 

closing lines of Canto 8. But Duessa's resurfacing during 
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the wedding ceremonies deliberately resurrects the horror of 

her (previously) abjected image, revitalizing rather than 

attenuating it: this horror cannot be ignored. Indeed, it 

haunts the entire epithalamic celebration closing Book 1, 

problematizing any union there enacted. In this chapter, I 

examine the power of Duessa's "filth" to pervade the 

harmonic closure of the Legende of Holinesse, and explore 

the implications of the narrator's account of this "return." 

Duessa becomes emblematic of a maternal pollution involving 

"flows" like excrement ("dong"), lactation, and menstrual 

blood. These excretions are inherently at odds with a 

creative order organized by their exclusion, and the 

architectonics of the closure of Book 1 fully manifest this 

violent problematic. 21 

The landscape of Book 1 of The Faerie Queene is both 

feminine and threatening. Its aspects include caves and 

fluids that suggest the "geography" of the female body. 

Among many of the graphic renderings of landscapes 

suggestive of female anatomy, we might recall "the darksome 

hole" of "Errours den" (1.1.1'4.3; 13.6); the "darksome mew" 

of Night's "cave" (1.5.20.4; 21.6); the "yawning gulfe of 

deepe Auernus hole" (1.5.31.3); Aesculapius' "Cave ... /Deepe, 

darke, vneasie, dolefull, comfortlesse" (1.5.36.5-6); the 

"dongeon deepe" in the House of Pride (1.5.45.8), where 

Timonesque debtors are "condemned to . . . live in woe, and 



die in wretchedness" (1.5.46.8-9); Orgoglio's "Dongeon 

deepe" (1.7.15.9); Despaire's "hollow cave," "Darke, 

dolefull, drearie, like a greedie grave" (1.9.33.2,4); 

Earth's "hidden caves" as the "hollow womb" that Aeolus 

"inspires" to generate Orgoglio (1.7.9.5,4); and the 

dragon's "darksome hollow maw" (1.10.53.8): "his deepe 

devouring jawes/Wide gaped, like the griesly mouth of 

hell,/Through which into his darke abisse all rauin fell" 

(1.11.12.7-9) . 
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The cavernous holes superimpose on the suggestion of 

wombs a dangerous devouring, and may represent, among other 

symbolic significances, some manner of anxiety about a loss 

of "personhood," or "identity," as it is associated with the 

maternal. Indeed, Kristeva would see the devouring womb in 

two ways. On the one hand, it encodes the fear, or 

repulsion, of a loss to the encompassing mother of 

separateness, or distinction (" identity") .22 On the other 

hand, it expresses the subject's transposed desire to 

cannibalize the mother, recovering a unity of consciousness 

(by transference) through the introjection of her body.23 

The landscape, in itself, creates a certain anxiety 

associated with female anatomy that is compounded by an 

uneasiness about fluids that I wish to elaborate as well. 

Displaying the same sort of characteristics of attraction 

and repulsion that infuse the maternal, fluids seem, on the 



one hand, to draw the narrator in images of orgasmic merging, 

and on the other hand, to threaten the narrator as a 

debilitating, or drowning, substance. We cannot overlook 

the fact that fluids can be regenerative. Arthur's gift to 

the Redcrosse knight included a IIfew drops of liquor 

pure,/Of wondrous worth, and vertue excellent,/That any 

wound could heale II (1.1.19.3-5). On the second day of 

his extended battle with the dragon, the Redcrosse knight 

rises IInew-borne ll from the waters of liThe well of life" 

(1.11.35.5; 34.9; 29.9); on the third day the Redcrosse 

knight rises "freshly up, II having been IIhealed of his hurts 

and wounds" by the "trickling streame of Balme ll flowing from 

liThe tree of life ll (1.11.52.1; 2; 48.2; 46.9). However, to 

the extent that these regenerative, life-giving waters 

symbolize the blood of Christ, they participate in the same 

economy of the abject as the fluid oozing from Duessa's 

breasts (1.8.47.6-7). The fluids, while life-giving and thus 

suggestive of amniotic fluid and nurturing, are susceptible 

to degradation and marginalization, inviting persecution. 

Fluids carry a pernicious quality. During his battle 

with her beast, Duessa sprinkles enchanted drops on Timias' 

"weaker parts, II and he is temporarily paralyzed as a result 

(1.8.14.7-9). Duessa also "besmeares ll Fradubio with 

"ointments ll that deprive him of his senses and enclose him 

in the IIwooden wals" of his tree form (1.2.42.3; 8). Sleep, 

-------------------- --.- ----
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associated with the seductive qualities of "rest," is almost 

exclusively described as "drowning," with a medley of 

ensuing catastrophes resulting from this state. 24 The 

narrator often uses the imagery of fluids in expressing 

sexual desire, and to the extent that this desire is 

dangerous for him, the danger becomes associated also with 

the fluids that he engages to figure it. The Redcrosse 

knight, for example, is "pourd out in loosnesse on the 

grassy grownd ll in his dalliance with Duessa (1.7.7.2), and 

the narrator notes also that his "bloud in faintnesse chill 

did melt" (1.7.6.8). During his "dreame of loves and 

lustfull play" at Archimago's hermitage, the narrator also 

describes the Redcrosse knight in terms of a debilitating 

fluidity: "his manly hart did melt away,!Bathed in wanton 

blis and wicked joy" (1.1.47.4; 5-6). Archimago fashions of 

"liquid ayre" the IItender parts" of the "Lady" designed to 

seduce the Redcrosse knight in his dreams (1.1.45.3). 

Perhaps the most provocative combination of women, 

sexuality, and fluids occurs at the scene of the 

debilitating fountain at the opening of Canto 7. Like the 

"CUpll from which Acrasia feeds pressed wine to "Straungers" 

in Book 2 (2.12.56.1-9), Duessa's "cup" from which "many 

thereof sup," "Death and despeyre" (1. 8 .14 .1; 3) is a 

phallic reference. In a similar figure, the Redcrosse 

knight's "feeding" on "cooling shade and bayes," and 
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"drinking" at the fountain, especially in the context of the 

love scene enacted there, suggests cunnilingus. The 

moralizing of this scene of desire -- of melting and 

fluidity -- with the consequent incarceration of the knight 

in the wOrnb-/tornblike space of Orgoglio's dungeon is 

unmistakable. The narrative movement seems to reveal a 

profound anxiety about the powers of female sexuality.25 

The significance of the enfeebling fountain, in its 

association with female anatomy and its threatening power, 

may be developed further by an explication of the curious 

narrative of the source of the fountain's power, the story 

of the Nymph who fell "out of Dianes favour." One event 

that provokes Diana's "wroth" (1.7.5.5), perhaps more so 

than any other, is the infidelity or "unvirgined" condition 

of one of her votaries. 26 I would like to suggest that 

this "Nymph," who can't keep up on the hunt and, 'quite 

tyr'd" out, sits down to rest by the fountain, is pregnant. 

----- - --------- -- -

The sacred Nymph, which therein wont to dwell, 
Was out of Dianes favour, as it then befell. 
The cause was this: one day when Phoebe fayre 
With all her band was following the chace, 
The Nymph, quite tyr'd with the heat of scorching 

ayre 
Sat down to rest in middest of the race: 
The goddesse wroth gan fowly her disgrace, 
And bad the waters, that from her did flow, 
Be such as she her selfe was then in place. 
Thenceforth her waters waxed dull and slow, 
And all that drunke thereof, did faint and feeble 

grow. 
(1.1.7.4.8-5.9) 
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While "the waters, that from her did flow" probably indicate 

perspiration (another abject fluid in Kristeva's theory of 

flows), the peculiar phrasing seems to conjure the water as 

amniotic fluid: could the Nymph's water have broken? Such 

a "disgrace" might better explain Diana's punishing 

transformation of her votary than merely her own irascible 

temper and propensity for meting sadistic (not to mention 

ironic) forms of justice. The history of the waters of the 

debilitating fountain, then, associates the fluid's powers 

to enfeeble with women and, I would suggest, with their 

reproductive capacity and anatomy.27 

It is significant that further horrors of the female 

body's reproductive qualities arise in immediate connection 

with the overt sexuality acted out at the scene at the 

fountain. From this scene of Fidessa's and the Redcrosse 

knight's fluid dalliance, to the peculiar story of the 

Nymph's spilling waters, the narrative shifts radically to 

the tale of Orgoglio's monstrous birth. This slippage from 

the knight's fluid melting (1.7.6.8-7.2) to the "hollow 

womb" of Earth, which "brought forth this monstrous masse of 

earthly slime [Orgoglio]" (1.7.9.4, 8), seems to encode in 

the narrative movement an instability in the face of these 

maternal powers. This precarious discontinuity, or 

narrative slippage, is compounded by the narrative layering 

that immediately precedes it in the tale of the Nymph's 



109 

waters embedded as it is in the larger narrative of the 

Redcrosse knight's trials at this point in the story. Such 

fragmenting storylines reflect the narrator's own 

disintegrating IIsubjectivityli when confronted by the 

maternal. 

The anxiety about the female "landscape," manifested 

equally in an anxiety about fluids, or "flows," may be 

illuminated through Kristeva's theories of the "abject." 

Relying heavily on Mary Douglas, Kristeva posits a theory of 

women's pollution that has to do' with their bodily flows: 

lactation and menstruation. Because these II flows II obscure 

the boundaries between inside and outside, disrupting 

categories, they also affect the way the subject -- based as 

it is on difference -- is organized, and so they threaten 

its stability. Excrement, sweat; and vomit, for example, 

because they are also flows, become linked to these other, 

fundamental and maternal pollutions, as does blood in 

general. Further, certain foods become taboo as they are 

indirectly linked, or linked through transference, to 

copulation with the mother: food taboos are fundamentally 

incest prohibitions. Certain types of ingestion, especially 

cannibalism, become homologues for mother-incest. Thus, 

certain foods, like incest, are dangerous to the degree that 

they disrupt boundaries and obscure differences. 2B 

Indeed Duessa's signs of filth fit into this economy of 
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the abject: "filthy matter ... weld" from her breasts 

(1.8.47.7); "dong" clings to her "foxes taile" (1.8.48.4). 

Among other causal significances, it is as a result of this 

anarchic, uncontainable flowing that Duessa and her unruly 

"nether-parts" must be "abjected" to the "wastfull 

wildernesse" (1.8.50.3), a sort of hyperspace that Night and 

Errour inhabit as wel Errour's desire to hide in "desert 

darknesse ... where plaine none might her see" (1.1.16.8-

9), anticipates the unveiled humiliation and the exiled 

wild(er)ness of Duessa's abjected condition; likewise, 

"griesly Night" "hide(s) her hated hew" in a "mew" (den, or 

secret place) (1.5.20.1; 4; 5). Before I return to the 

subject of these flows, which reveal one manner of 

transgressing (through blurring) boundaries, I wish to 

demonstrate several auxiliary ways that Duessa threatens 

through her disruption of categories. 

On the most superficial level, Duessa destabilizes 

linguistic signification through her shifting name, 

Duessa/Fidessa. The sliding nominal signifier becomes the 

mark of a mercurial identity. The subversive fluidity of 

Duessa's identity brings her to a borderland of meaning, 

where sense and nonsense shift precariously in a tension of 

which she becomes the emblem. Like Desdemona's foreclosure 

on the facts of her own annihilation, claiming that "Nobody; 

I myself" killed her (5.2.124), Duessa also identifies 
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herself, in her own moment of crisis, by negation. She signs 

herself in her petition to Una's father at the close of Book 

1, "Thy neither friend, nor foe, Fidessa" (1.12.28.9). In 

contrast to Una's "self-resemblance" -- Una "did seeme such, 

as she was ... " (1.12.8.8-9) -- Duessa remarks, "I that do 

seem not I, Duessa am" (1.5.26.6), again defining herself, 

in Melanie Klein's terms, as the "not me, II or in Kristeva's, 

as "I am that which is not" (Black Sun 146) . 

Night's description of Duessa as bearing a "false 

resemblance II to Deceipt (1.5.27.3) underscores her as an 

emblem of epistemological uncertainty inhabiting a region at 

the borders of meaning. Her power to destabilize linguistic 

categories is emphasized by the narrator's oxymoronic 

description of her, for example, as a "fowle weI favoured 

witch" (1.5.28.2). Further, the narrator's description of 

Duessa's conversation with the Redcrosse knight at the 

debilitating fountain reveals her transgressing linguistic 

boundaries in her uneasy yoking of the categories of fair 

and fowl, sweet and sour. 

The witch approaching gan him fairly greet, 
And with reproch of carelessnesse vnkynd 
Vpbrayd [him], for leaving her in place vnmeet, 
With fowle words tempring faire, soure gall with 
honey sweet. 

(1.7.3.6-9) 

There is a disturbing semant.ic anarchy in the image of 

Duessa "fairly" greeting the Redcrosse knight with 



"reproch." Duessa's body language, described here by the 

narrator, is not simply feigning. Her language is quite 

complex: it is the language of the disenfranchised, whose 

power has no authority. 
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Duessa blurs social distinctions as well. Not only 

does she call into question the status of marriage at the 

close of Book 1 (a point I take up later) but she succeeds 

in collapsing two antithetical types of women inherently 

subversive because not organized by marriage as 

representative of the symbolic order: the virgin and the 

widow. On two occasions, she refers to herself as a "virgin 

widow" (1.2.24.8 and 1.12.27.1), a category whose synergy 

becomes the more subversive for its oxyrnoronic combination 

of subversive parts. Among these relatively minor ways in 

which Duessa disrupts difference, and thus the ordering 

principles of meaning, perhaps the most interesting is her 

conjuring of a loop in time, her effective suspension of the 

chronology of the Redcrosse knight's story, when she uses 

"secrete aid" during the battle between the knight and the 

third of the "brothers Sans" to freeze the frame on 

Sansjoy's imminent death (1.4.51.8). One is reminded of the 

foreboding shadow of an eclipse, parting the normal light of 

day, in the displaced cloud of night "concealing" Sansjoy in 

the day's midst (1.5.29.9). In this space of neither death 

nor life, when time is suspended and day and night collapse 
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into one another, Sansjoy is "covered" from the "sight of 

men" (1.5.29.4-5), yet tended by women who "so wisely" 

"binden up" (1.5.29.7) the "rusty blood" of his wounds 

(1.5.32.2). The women, Duessa and Night, keep these muddled 

boundaries at the margins of existence, tending the abject. 

Even as Mutabilitie and Nature in Book 7 make up a 

powerful matriarchal lineage, so Duessa and Night establish 

power relations through mother-connections. Emphasizing her 

wide influence, the narrator observes that Night "in hell or 

heaven had power equally" (1.5.3·4.9). Night is Duessa' s 

grandmother, probably on her father Deceipt's side. Duessa 

addresses Night as "most ancient Grandmother" and seems to 

base Night's authority on her superlative oldness (1.5.22.2-

3) in a justification that bears a resemblance to 

Mutabilitie's claim to a right to rule that is anterior to 

Jove's. Duessa also appeals to relationships between women, 

specifically to a sister-connection, in order to elicit 

Night's aid in healing Sansjoy: it seems Night and Aveugle 

are sisters, and thus Sansjoy, Aveugle's son, is Night's 

nephew (1.5.23.7-9). In her aid to her nephew, Night 

displaces, thereby challenging the stability of and inducing 

anxiety about, a protective role traditionally held by men, 

that of the uncle. This subversive tendency to supplant 

men's roles is made explicit in Night's declaration that she 

is the "root of Duessaes race ll (1.5.27.7). 
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Like Duessa, Errour participates in the disruptive 

economy of abject flows, perhaps the most overt of which is 

her vomit. This vomit, abject in itself, contains as well a 

plethora of other abject materials: "great lumps of flesh 

and gobbets raw," "a floud of poyson horrible and black," 

and "loathy frogs and toads, which eyes did lacke" 

(1.1.20.2-7). Among these other noted abject materials of 

Errour's vomit, it is significant that "bookes and papers" 

are found (1.1.20.6). In their association with, indeed in 

their immersion in such "filth," the bookes and papers, and 

the language they record, likewise become defiled. Any 

worth they might have had, as representative of reality is 

undermined by their degraded condition. Thus we see 

represented again the abject's subversion of the word. 

Further, Errour "vomits," so to speak, "out of her 

hellish sinke her fruitfull cursed spawne" (1.1.22.5-6). 

This "vomit-birth" collapses vomiting and the birth process 

as excretory, and thus abject, functions. Hamilton glosses 

Errour's "sinke" "her womb or organs of excretion, a 

cesspool" (1.1.22.5-6n), a note that participates in the 

relegation of female reproductive processes to an abject 

status. In all this "pour [ing] forth" (1.2.2.5) of "flows," 

the abject's mark of blurring the difference between outside 

and inside is manifest. The eerie uncanniness of Errour's 

brood creeping into her (human) mouth the instant the light 
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from the Redcrosse knight's armor shines on them results 

from their obscuring the distinction between inside and 

outside in this move. Further, their actions reverse, and 

pervert, the vomit-birth process. In their action, they 

highlight the problematic (though caricatured) female body, 

with its subversive anatomy. 29 Clearly this subverted 

distinction is exacerbated by the "incestuous" act of 

Errour's young "devour (ing) their dam ll (1.1.26.3), and in so 

doing, further maligning established boundaries, here of 

what may properly be ingested. Errour becomes indirectly 

related to the all-encompassing and suffocating effects of a 

drowning fluidity when, in Canto 1, she wraps her "beastly 

body" (half-woman's) around the Redcrosse knight (1.1.18.3). 

The narrator records here that Una cried out to the knight 

to "strangle her, else she sure will strangle thee" 

(1.1.19.4). Thus the anxiety-provoking capacity of the 

female anatomy to engulf and suffocate is emphasized. 

The skating narrative movement, from flows that obscure 

the differentiation of inside and outside, to horror, 

encountered earlier in the incident of the enfeebling 

fountain (mouth of the vagina) sliding into the incident of 

the hellish birth of Orgoglio from Earth's womb, recurs here 

at the moment of Errour's vomit. ~he rapid shift from 

Errour's "parbreake" (1.1. 20.9) to Nilus' "slime" (1.1. 21. 3) 

and spawning of "ugly monstrous shapes" exuding from the 
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fertile Egyptian mud (1.1.21.9) repeats the narrative 

slippage from flows to a monstrous birth process. Again, 

the narrative unity unravels in the face of these abject 

flows. While their birth itself, in its excretory process, 

destabilizes boundaries, these creatures further collapse 

categories in their hermaphroditic makeup, "partly 

male/Partly female" (1.1.21.7-8). The threat of these 

hermaphrodites -- their blurring of (sexual) boundaries 

reappears in the old dragon, in whose "womb might lurke some 

hidden nest/Of many Dragonets, his fruitful seed" 

(1.12.10.5-6). The characterization conflates the spawning 

qualities of Errour and Nilus discussed above. Thus, at 

least in part, the dragon's threat resonates with a maternal 

transgression of boundary. The dragon is linked to Errour 

and Duessa in both subtle and overt ways. All are trials to 

the Redcrosse knight; all collapse boundaries; all have 

wombs or disconcerting female anatomy. The dragon becomes, 

among other things, an emblem of Gargantuan (or more 

correctly, Badebequian) proportions of the feminine abject. 

The scene of the Redcrosse knight's dream warrants a 

close analysis; around it a nexus of themes converges. Here 

sleep is characterized as a threatening fluidity, and its 

presence facilitates the highlighting of semantic shifting 

in language, a male creativity, and the increasing 

disintegration of the Redcrosse knight's psyche. The 
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problem of language is foregrounded in Archimago's "pleasing 

wordes," which acquire a pernicious quality by the 

narrator's comment that he "well could file his tongue as 

smooth as glas" (1.1.35.6-7). Language's dangerous 

susceptibility to misuse is intensified in references to 

Archimago's "Magick bookes," "mighty charms," "words most 

horrible/{Let none them read) ," "verses," "and other spelles 

like terrible II (l.l.36.8-37.3). 

Here, too, we find the threat that fluids hold, as the 

narrator describes Archimago's guests "all drownd in deadly 

sleep" (1.1.36.6). One of the contemporary definitions the 

OED lists for "drown" is lito extinguish by merging in 

something greater or higher," lito merge" (a usage from law). 

Sleep, like the feminine, becomes dangerous to the degree 

that it subsumes "identity" or an independent consciousness. 

This drowning fluid gives rise to the occasion of the 

Redcrosse knight's lustful dream of Una, inspired by one of 

Archimago's "sprights." The Redcrosse knight Iistarts" up 

from this dream, seeming to fear this II woman " in it who 

comes to his bed (1.1.49.3, 1.1.48.2), and who also comes to 

be associated with, if she is not the emblem of, the 

drowning, encompassing conditions which engender her. 

Notably, these representations of women are fantasies of 

male desire (Archimago's, the Redcrosse knight's). 

The dream of Una then yields to a wakened Redcrosse 
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knight, seemingly threatened by this "unwonted lust" (his 

own? the dream of Una's?), confronted, in this wakened 

state, by the "false Una," a spirit of Archimago's 

fashioning. This "false Una" is also sexually forward, and 

while the Redcrosse knight repulses her advances, he 

afterward falls back into sleep and dreams of "bowres and 

beds, and Ladies deare delight" (1.1.55.7) I a dream again 

inspired by Archimago's spright. We may see in the knight's 

actions here the peculiar configuration of the attractive 

and repulsive forces that characterize a subject's relation 

to the mother or (by transference) to any fetishized 

constructions that represent her. Finally, the spright 

inspiring the Redcrosse knight's dream and the "misformed 

spright" (1.1.55.9) posing as Una return to their master, 

who refashions the dream-spright as a young Squire, sets him 

on to the false Una, and wakes up the Redcrosse knight to 

view the spectacle. 

This summary of the events of the complex dream 

sequence highlights the homosexual/-social overtones of the 

encounter between Archimago and the Redcrosse knight. The 

false Una, for example, an image akin to the celluloid and 

pornographic renderings of our own time, functions as the 

mediatrix through whom male desires correspond. Like 

Milton's Adam, who has a dream of Eve and wakes to find it 

true (PL 8.460-90), the Redcrosse knight has a dream, also 
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of a "manmade" woman, and also wakes to find it "true. ,,30 

Then, awake, the Redcrosse knight is with yet another 

"manmade" (or "Archimago-made") creation of woman. The text 

here serves to highlight the role of language -- or of 

symbolic structures -- involved in the asexual creation of 

women, be it the verses of Archimago, the poetry of the 

narrative itself, or (as in Milton's analog) God's word. 

Yet actual female reproductive fluids challenge this 

idealization at every juncture, and thus to the extent that 

women participate in this actual (subversive) process, they 

must be marginalized. Asleep or awake, the Redcrosse knight 

is accompanied by a manmade rendering of woman. 

Such a rendering serves to link the poet's process of 

creation with Archimago's practice (indeed with Busyrane's). 

To the degree that female reproductive processes can be 

debased and marginalized, a male process of engendering 

swells to replace it, but this male creative process is, 

Spenser insists, fraught with ensuing tensions that 

continually threaten to disintegrate the order created out 

of it. Perhaps the most explicit representation of the 

degree to which the male creative order has supplanted the 

feminine is found in the narrator's description of "the new 

Hierusalem" (1.10.57.2), another male dream vision, where 

"Saints [are] more deare unto their God, than younglings to 

their dam" (1.10.57.8-9). 
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The Redcrosse knight's consequent division from Una, 

then, figures not only a psychological disorientation, with 

the will, in the traditional view of the faculty 

psychologies, ideally the agent of reason, now passion­

controlled. It also figures, in a current psychoanalytic 

view, the Redcrosse knight's disintegrating 

IIsubjecthood. IIJl The Redcrosse knight's journey, 

ultimately to reunite with Una in a highly eroticized 

IIrest,1I becomes a futile journey of psychological 

reintegration, rendered by transference as a recovery of the 

mother. On this journey, the dual attractive and repulsive 

forces of the maternal manifest the knight's precarious hold 

on his identity, which teeters on the border of all manner 

of hellish abysses. But finally, unable to be fully 

recovered, the maternal presence must be IIharmonized ll by the 

symbolic order: women's difference must be separate (d) and 

abject (ed), as in the case of Duessa and Errouri and/or 

coopted and regulated, as in the case of Charissa and Una, 

whose clinical maternal qualities have been idealized and 

appropriated in the symbolic institutions of the hospital 

and marriage, which organize them. It is worth noting here 

that the Redcrosse knight's union with Una is ultimately 

unsatisfactory, frustrated, and deferred. The narrator 

leaves the Redcrosse knight returning to recover, through 

the mechanism of Arthur's dream, a highly eroticized 



121 

Gloriana, reunion with whom the movement of the narrative 

also continually defers. It is of course the knight's 

separation from Gloriana that "initiates" the mechanism of 

his progressive fall into subjectivity. Gloriana -- the 

idealized and marginalized "privileged signifier,-" the 

absent center, the "phallic mother" -- inhabits the least 

localizable of all Faerie Lond's psychological nonspaces. 

To the degree that, in Book 1, marriage becomes the 

supreme representation of harmony and order, Duessa's power 

to disrupt the marr:age ceremonies between the Redcrosse 

knight and Una becomes the power of the abject to challenge 

this idea of order. The precarious status of the symbolic 

order, organized as it is by exclusion -- its susceptibility 

to arraignment by that which is excluded -- is manifested in 

the ambiguity surrounding the betrothal of the Redcrosse 

knight and Una.32 The "banns" are published (1.12.36.7); 

some sort of epithalamic celebration takes place; some sort 

of orgasmic bliss is experienced following the ceremony. 

Yet it is stipulated that the marriage can not be 

"accomplished" until the Redcrosse knight fulfills his 

obligation to the Queene of Faerie, a term of six years 

(1.12.19.7-20.1) .33 Indeed, in Gloriana's capacity to 

deflect from the margins the Redcrosse knight's satisfying 

tenure with Una, her power resembles the abject power of 

Duessa. The conflict serves to highlight the confusion 



elaborated in the previous chapter between the beloved 

object and the "phallus" of Lacan's symbolic order. 
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Duessa's disruption calls attention to a lack of 

clarity in this era about what constituted marriage. The 

poet allows her, with all her pollution, to highlight the 

volatile uncertainty at the core of this traditional symbol 

of union. J4 This disorder permeating the closing image of 

union in Book 1 may encode an anxiety arising from such 

harmony's obscuring of differentiation, and with it identity 

-- indeed, the poet's own: a brutal violence done to female 

otherness, defined here fundamentally by the alterity of her 

flows, vitiates this creative order. 

Duessa's symbolic association with Errour and the 

dragon may be seen, then, in light of a threatening feminine 

power that results in their abjected status. All threaten 

by obscuring difference, merging inside and outside, woman 

and beast, male and female. All require organization to 

maintain the integrity of an order based on difference, thus 

on their exclusion. The dragon, for example, is portioned 

by the Redcrosse knight, who divides him up in pieces, 

cutting off "Five ioynt's" of his tail (1.11.39.9) here, a 

wing (1.11.20.7, 40.8) and a foot (1.11.43.6-7) there. JS 

Later, when the dragon has expired, the people of Adam's 

kingdom take pains lito measure him" (1.12.11.8), another 

attempt to control his power through organization. 
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Duessa, in a ritual stripping, is momentarily 

neutralized through a figurative dismemberment. The 

figuration of dismemberment is made more explicit, perhaps, 

by her loss of teeth, and especially hair (1.8.47.1-4), a 

traditional symbol of sexual fertility.36 While Duessa is 

finally abjected, she retains the (sexual) power to 

disrupt and challenge that order from which she is excluded, 

or more exactly, from which the reproductive powers of which 

she is fundamentally an emblem are excluded. While she 

"vanishes" from the narrative after her ritual stripping 

(1.8.24.8), it is important to note that her return comes 

via language. In a narrative layering that again calls 

attention to the intensely polyvalent qualities of language, 

thus highlighting its nature as inherently subversive of any 

stable identity or meaning, the narrator relates a story of 

Archimago reading aloud a letter written by Duessa 

(1.12.25.8ff) . 

Duessa's literary-historical lineage descends from 

witches, and thus she carries the connotations of sexual 

perversions associated with this group. However, the 

primary cause for her power to evoke "sad feare and ghastly 

dreriment" (1.2.44.4) -- her power, that is, to evoke horror 

in the Redcrosse knight and readers alike (indeed, in the 

Redcrosse knight as reader) comes from her associations 

with the sexual-maternal. Our first indication of this is 
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Fradubio's narrative of Duessa's "nether partes, misshapen 

monstrous," which seemed "more foule and hideous than womans 

shape man would beleeve to bee" (1.2.41.1; 3-4). Indeed 

Duessa's "neather parts, the shame of al her kind" 

(1.8.48.1), become the definitive mark of her "filth" -- her 

pollution -- and link her, subsequently, to Errour: "Halfe 

like a serpent horribly displaide, /But th' other halfe did 

womans shape retaine, /Most lothsome, filthie, foule, and 

full of vile disdaine" (1.1.14.7-9). Even as Errour feeds 

her "yong ones ll from "poisonous dugs" (1.1.15.6), so 

Duessa's "dried dugs, like bladders lacking wind, /Hong 

downe, and filthy matter from them weld" (1.8.47.6-7). 

Duessa and Errour are further connected through their 

associations with Medusa and the Furies. Errour is 

described in terms evocative of Medusa's "snakey head" (as 

the Furies are described in Amoretti 86.2-3): the poet, for 

example, figures Errour "hurling her hideous taile/About her 

cursed head" (1.1.16.2-3). Duessa, on the other hand, 

retains (like Medusa) a power to turn men to stone, after a 

fashion. She immobilizes Fradubio "in wooden wals full 

fasten (1.2.42.8), reducing him in an ontological scale, if 

not to stone, at least to vegetable matter. Further the 

immobilizing power of her horror affects the Redcrosse 

knight, who figuratively inherits Fradubio's witch's curse: 

"Astond he stood, and up his haire did houe, /And with that 
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suddein horror could no member move" (1.2.31.8-9). The 

connection between staring "astonied" and the Furies is made 

explicit where Trevisan "astonisht stood, as one that had 

aspidelInfernal furies, with their chaines untide" 

(1.9.24.4-5). The narrator had mentioned the Furies earlier 

in connection with the "yawning gulfe" and "deep . . 

hole(s)" of a the feminine landscape of hell that Duessa and 

Night traverse with Sansjoy's corpse (1.5.31.3-4): "But 

dreadful I Furies, which their chaines have brast, lAnd 

damned sprights sent forth to make ill men aghast" 

(1.5.31.8-9). Again there is an explicit connection between 

the "stonying" stare of Medusa and the Furies making men 

"aghast." They, are connected also by their gyrating, snaky 

movements and chains like hair. 

It may be worth noting that Despair's hair, too, is 

somewhat Medusa-like: his griesie lockes, long growen, and 

unbound disordered hong" (1.9.35.4-5), and he subjects the 

Redcrosse knight to a symbolic castration. Certainly 

Dispair displays the signs of melancholy.37 For Kristeva, 

melancholy results from a frustration in object-love, 

ultimately for the mother, and is connected to cannibalism: 

Melancholy cannibalism . . . accounts for this 
passion for holding within the mouth . . . the 
intolerable other that I crave to destroy so as to 
better possess it ·alive .. Better fragmented, torn, 
cut up, swallowed, digested . . . than lost . . . 
. [melancholy cannibalism] manifests the anguish 
of losing the other through the survival of self . 
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[the other] becomes transformed into the self 
. through such a devouring. 

(Black Sun 12) 

The comment that Despair's face was hollow, "as he did never 

dine" (1.9.35.9), shows a repressed voraciousness -- a sort 

of "infantile anorexia" that again marks the subject's 

unresolved separation from the mother (Black Sun 17) -- one 

that is revealed also in the image of Despair's cave that 

"like a greedie grave, /. still for carrion carcases 

doth crave" (1.9.33.4-5). It may be relevant to the 

intolerable psychic splitting that gives rise to 

melancholia, as to the futile desire to ingest, or 

"introdject," the mother, that Despair's speech "in his [the 

Redcrosse knight's] conscience made a secret breach" 

(1.9.48.3), further evidence of the Redcrosse knight's 

fractured psyche. 3B There is something vaguely 

cannibalistic about the "dongeon" of the House of Pride as 

well, where captives "together in one heape were throwne, 

/Like carkases of beasts in butchers stall" (1.5.49.1-2). 

The House of Pride is connected to the maternal, and to 

Duessa and Errour as emblems of it, by its "hinder parts 

. that few could spie" and which "were ruinous and old, but 

painted cunningly" (1.4.5.8-9). The narrator's observation 

here again marks the debased and subsequently marginalized 

distinctly feminine "infrastructure. ,,39 

Orgolio's actions follow in this nexus of themes 
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involving the maternal, her dismemberment in its connection 

to cannibalism, and despair. In the tradition of Errour's 

fry consuming their darn in an act homologous to mother­

incest, Orgoglio enacts a type of dismembering cannibalism 

by tearing lIa snaggy Oke . . out of his mothers bowelles ll to 

use as a club (1.7.10.7-8). The narrator calls attention to 

this volatile dynamic between Orgoglio and the maternal: in 

this episode, Duessa, symbol of the maternal, or mother­

substitute, comes running when she hears Orgoglio IIbrayingll 

like a bull complaining for lithe milkie mothers want ll 

(1.8.11.3, 7). A keyword for psychoanalysis, in defining 

the experience of the subject in relation to the mother, is 

IIloss.1I40 We might note that the narrator's description of 

the Redcrosse knight in the face of this monstrous allegory 

of a cannibalistic (devouring and mother-incestuous) 

destructive force leading to, or bound up with, despair: 

the Redcrosse knight is a IIman forlorne, lAnd left to losse ll 

(1.7.10.5-6). The Redcrosse knight's journey, then, can be 

seen in this series of images as that of a shattered 

subject's despairing attempts to recover a simultaneously 

degraded and idealized maternal promise, coextensive with a 

journey to repel this desire for the mother in an attempt to 

achieve his IIsubjecthood. 1I 

The complex of imagery surrounding both Errour and 

Duessa involves threats of dismemberment and cannibalism, 
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both linked in a psychoanalytic economy to desire for the 

mother. Duessa bathes in a spring when Fradubio spies her, 

just as Diana had been spied by Acteon in Ovid and, in 

Spenser's Arlo-hill tale, by Faunus. In both the latter 

tales, dismemberment is the imminent punishment, though in 

the Faunus episode, being comic, it is only contemplated. 

But the threat of dismemberment attends Fradubio's invasive 

gaze as well, and indeed is bourne out first by his 

hardening into a tree (both dismemberment and the hardening 

Medusa gaze figure castration fears), then by the Redcrosse 

knight's ripping off one of his limbs when he is a tree, 

shedding Fradubio's blood (1.2.30.8-9). What Kristeva would 

call the subject's sense of "parcelling" or "falling into 

pieces" (Black Sun 18), again has as its "substratum" a 

desire for the mother (11). 

The connection to dismemberment is taken up and 

elaborated in association with Duessa's descent to the 

underworld and Night. In order to revitalize Sansjoy's 

"heavie corse II (1.5.31.2), Duessa seeks Hippolytus's surgeon 

Aesculapius, who rejoined the "membersll of this "jolly 

huntsman['s]" IIrent corse" -- an account rendered in detail 

over four stanzas (1.5.36.7-39.9). Duessa's association 

with corpses (Sansjoy's, Hippolytus's) further establishes 

her connection to the abject. We might note that Theseus 

punishes his son, whose subsequent dismemberment is a result 
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of his father's curse (executed, one might add, by his 

father's father, Poseidon, in a patrilineal display of 

power), for mother-incest with his "stepdame" Phaedra 

(1.5.39.1) .41 This ordering dismemberment can be seen as 

antidote to the transgression of boundaries caused by 

mother-incest. Aesculapius' primary crime then, for which 

he is exiled to a remote corner of Hades, was to revitalize 

this threat founded in an erasure of difference. The 

narrator places Duessa's connection to the maternal in 

relief here by pinning on her the maternal (and idealized) 

promise to reintegrate the shattered body, a graphic 

representation of a fragmented psyche. 

The Redcrosse knight's deferral of "ease and rest" at 

the end of Book 1 (1.12.18.2) -- a deferral of a harmony 

simulating a union with the pre-oedipal mother displays 

an anxiety about a lack of differentiation. Una's "joyous 

presence" (1.12.41.1) can be seen in light of Kristeva's 

maternal "full presence," "jouissance," or what the narrator 

describes as the Redcrosse knight's experience of "full 

content," "deare delights," and "swimming in that sea of 

blisfull joy" (1.12.41.2, 4, 5) .42 The narrator expresses 

in his imagery an anxiety about these (idealized) female 

incorporations even as he participates in a desire for them. 

Una's (idealized) maternal presence is developed probably 

most completely in her caretaking with her woman companions 
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of the Redcrosse knight in the House of Holiness. But in 

addition to Una's "full presence" figuring (typologically) 

God's place of eternal bliss, God's place may be seen as a 

psychological hieroglyph of desire for the mother -- the 

ma{e)ternal -- a desire to merge with the mother in a 

condition prior to language and meaning. 

The Redcrosse knight's desire for "joyous rest and 

endlesse blis" (1.10.52.6) leads him perilously close to a 

(re) contemplation of suicide. He sues to abandon "the 

world" in order to lose himself in the placid obscurity of 

an "eternall peace and happinesse ll (1.10.55.9): "0 let me 

not . . . then turne againelBacke to the world, whose joyes 

so fruitlesse are;/But let me here for aye in peace remaine, 

lOr streight way on that last long voyage fare" (1.10.63.1-

4). The prayer anticipates the invocation to God and the 

"rest" He promises that close the entire project of The 

Faerie Oueene (7.8.2.3, 7, 9). Despair's appeal to "rest" 

(1.9.40.1; 1.9.44.2) recreates the seductive, mesmerizing 

cadences found in the description of Morpheus; and the 

narrator's vow to relinquish the "vanities" of life, in Book 

7 and in Canto 10 of Book 1 (at the House of Holinesse) 

echoes Despair's defense of suicide (1.9.44.4-5), thereby 

problematizing -- rendering suspect -- the erotic peace that 

such a renunciation would evoke. 43 As the narrator leaves 

us at the close of Book 1, he imaginatively participates in 
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this idealized pleasure of the maternal, situating himself 

in the womblike protection of a IIquiet rode [harbor] II where 

his IIwants [are] suplide ll (1.12.42.2, 7). 

The Redcrosse knight returns to active life at the 

junctures in Cantos 10 and 12 in order to continue to 

attempt to forge his identity as separate from this maternal 

promise in an endless battle involving caves, wombs, and 

flows that graphically figure his true opponent -- this 

construct of a maternal whose attraction threatens and 

therefore must be repulsed. In a merging of the seductive 

IIrest ll read as a desire for the mother and a devouring read 

as a cannibalism of her, the narrator notes of the group at 

Archimago's hermitage that IIrest is their feastll 

(1. 1. 35 .3) .44 

I should like to conclude this line of inquiry into 

Book 1 by examining the disintegrating stresses that 

Duessa's abjection allows into it at its most important 

point, the harmonic convergence of its concluding marriage 

ceremonies. In a way similar to her disruption of time 

during the salvation of Sansjoy, Duessa succeeds in 

disrupting the flow of the narrative during the betrothal 

scene. Whether it is simply a betrothal, or a full-fledge~ 

marriage, as I have said earlier, is ambiguous; it is a 

little of both, and in so being, creates a certain stress of 

mixing that Duessa intensifies. 
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There is an uneasy commerce between the poet's failure 

of voice and the full presence of the maternal that repeats 

the tension shattering storylines in the same presence. In 

the vision of Jerusalem, whose promise of IIpeace ll resembles 

a maternal promise of IIrest ll and reunification, the poet's 

voice fails him. 

A little path . . . 
. . to a goodly Citie led his vew; 

Whose wals and towres were builded high and strong 
Of perle and precius stone, that earthly tong 
Cannot describe, nor wit of man can tell; 
Too high a ditty for my simple song; 

Were in eternall peace and happiness doth dwell. 
(1.10.55.2-9) 

This indescribable place -- as unnameable in its contours as 

Kristeva's abject -- holds a promise recognizable in the 

idealized maternal. Una's body also brings about a failure 

of voice. While all manner of surrounding details are 

described, the descriptive center is elided. There is a 

failure of voice and language at the culmination of a vision 

whose fundamental promise, conceptually, is maternal. 

The blazing brightnesse of her beauties beame, 
And glorious light of her sunshyny face, 
To tell, were as to strive against the streame. 
My ragged rimes are all too rude and bace, 
Her heavenly lineaments for to enchace. 

(1.12.23.1-5) 

Duessa's objection to the betrothal slides into the 

narrative directly following this failure of language 

brought on by this unspeakable latter vision. Like 
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Mutabilitie's objection to Jove's rule, Duessa's grounds for 

her objection lie in a claim of anterior right. Kristeva 

might reveal these claims to "antiquity" as engendered by 

the semiotic -- the "female" ground of the "masculine" 

symbolic. 

So fairly dight, when she in presence came, 
She to her Sire made humble reverence, 

Who with great wisdome, and grave eloquence 
Thus gan to say. But eare he thus had said, 
With flying speede, and seeming great pretence, 
Came running in much like a man dismaid. 
A messenger with letters, which his message said. 

(1.12. 24.1-9) 

The caesura (1.12.24.6) formally underscores the breakage in 

the storyline's thematic unfolding. This fracture is 

further intensified by the problem of language, here 

concretized in Duessa's "lie." It is the intrusion of the 

abject that doubles this gaping wound in the narrative's 

just process toward closure. Language itself -- its 

feminine unruliness, figured in the form of Duessa's 

duplicitous "writ" (1.12.25.8) -- contains the seeds of its 

own order's disintegration. The narrator emphasizes this 

theme of the impossibility of writing in his references to 

"sad lines" and "letters vaine" (1.12.26.2; 34.2). 

In a way, the caesura has become the mark of Duessa's 

power, or the power of the abject, of which she is an 

emblem, to disrupt the orderly progression of narrative, 

representative of a symbolic order. Her "secrete aid" fully 
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comes via a hallmark of narrative ruptures, the caesura. 
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The narrator records Duessa's declaration to Sansjoy, which 

transfers her alliance from his brother (the absence of 

faith) to him: "Where ever yet r be, my secrete aid/Shall 

follow you. So passing forth she him obaid" (1.4.51.8-9). 

Duessa's discourse seems unusually fraught with dissonant 

interruptions. Note, for example, her earlier preliminary 

address to the "Paynim" Sansjoy: 

Ah deare Sans joy, next dearest to Sans foy, 
Cause of my new grief, cause of my new joy, 
royous, to see his ymage in mine eye 
And greeu'd, to think how foe did him destroy. 

(1.4.45.4-7) 

But the structural sign ( a pause or caesura) of her secret 

power to disrupt an orderly progression is perhaps made most 

explicit by the narrator in the scene of her summoning a 

cloud to protect Sansjoy. The Redcrosse knight has reared 

his hand against the "paynim" 

Him to have slaine; when loe a darkesome cloud 
Vpon him fell: he no where doth appeare, 
But vanisht is. The Elfe him cals alowd, 
But answer none receives: the darknes him does 

shrowd. 
(1.5.13.6-9) 

The narrative structure here again complements a thematic 

content of discontinuity. The narrator allows Duessa to 

create these narrative fissures, voids into which the 

narrative order itself collapses. 
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The Redcrosse knight seems to experience in confronting 

a female power (Duessa's) an anxiety similar to that encoded 

in the fragmented narrative structures and the failed 

narrative voice. According to an earlier account, the 

knight "From point to point /Discourst his voyage 

long" (1.12.15.8:"9). Yet confronted with Duessa's "writ" 

and distressed in his own defense, the knight remarks of his 

"perils straunge and hard," "That day should faile me ere I 

had them all declard " (1.12.31.8; 9). The inconsistency 

seems to underscore a certain lack of composure under 

Duessa's charge. His narrative of events falters further as 

he recounts his and Duessa's interactions: "There did I 

finde, or rather I was found/Of this false woman" 

(1.12.32.1-2). The Redcrosse knight "rewrites" his 

narrative to recompose himself (passively), ascribing fault 

to Duessa. The knight scapegoats Duessa, blaming her for a 

sexual attractiveness he locates in her. He does not deny 

that he loved Duessa, but rather maligns the artful means of 

her bringing him "unto her wicked will" (1.12.32.8), another 

reference to the threatening power of female sexuality. 

It is perplexing that Una, traditionally taken as the 

spokeswoman of truth, has no qualms about blaming the 

victim, Duessa: "She onely, she it is, that earst did 

throw/This gentle knight into so great distress,/That death 

him did awaite in dayly wretchednesse" (1.12.33.7). Una 
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cannot be held accountable for her ignorance of the 

Redcrosse's knight's earlier psychological disposition, as 

it is revealed in his dream, nor of his complicity in his 

exploits with Duessa. But her credibility nonetheless 

evaporates in the face of such a misattribution of guilt. 

Such a simplistic "truth" perjures itself. For instance, 

she utterly dismisses the Despair episode, certainly the 

knight's most dangerous moment, when he turns a blade to his 

own breast. To blame Duessa summarily for the complexity of 

events and psychological makeup leading to the Redcrosse 

knight's various incarcerations radically undermines the 

arduous spiritual progression that the knight's trials have 

allegorically rendered. Una's overly simplistic handling of 

the knight's defense becomes risible, and seems further to 

underscore the disintegration of the Redcrosse knight's 

psyche. The narrative structure itself requires us to call 

into question Una's current support of the Redcrosse knight: 

his contrived defense is utterly unconvincing as it serves 

to diminish the arduous nature of his trials, which had been 

amplified in their epic treatment. 

After a disturbing interval of 12 stanzas then, Adam 

"renews," or resumes, the publication of the marriage 

"banes." But this word encodes a double sentiment, enhanced 

by its irregular spelling, in regard to the union of 

marriage. While on the one hand the "banes" are a public 
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declaration of marriage, on the other hand, "bane" suggests 

also that which causes death or destroys life (OED). Thus, 

a pervasive anxiety about the destruction (of identity) 

inherent in such a union emerges from the language 

announcing it. 

In the presence of the music of the spheres and the 

kingdom's "exceeding merth" -- perhaps an expression of 

feminine excess or "jouissance" -- the poet's voice fails 

him again: it "may not be told II (1. 17.40.3) .45 Finally we 

have the image of the knight in Una's company "swimming in 

that sea of blisfull joyll (1.12.41.5). By now, we are 

prepared for the ensuing violence of separation such a 

disappearance of difference will precipitate. 46 The 

narrator's and the Redcrosse knight's "leaving" Una lito 

mourne II (1.12.41.9) becomes an enforced separation 

tantamount to Duessa's abjection to the "wastful 

wilderness. II Insofar as both female characters encode the 

power of the maternal to challenge the symbolic order, and 

thus any sense of identity dependent on this order, both 

must be "exiled," or put another way, repressed from the 

narrative of identity. Their repulsion reestablishes an 

order based on difference that can be told; the 

II subjecthood" of the Redcrosse knight, as well as his 

narrator, is at stake in this telling. 
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Notes 

19Hamilton catalogues the "extended significance" of Una in 
her marriage to the Redcrosse knight: she is "Wisdom, Truth, 
Faith, the Protestant Church, the Church Triumphant, the body 
of the Redeemed, the morning Star of Revelation" (88); he 
contends that the Redcrosse knight's defeat of the dragon 
"initiates him to that restored state signified by his 
marriage to Una" (42). Hough notes, "the espousal of 
Redcrosse and Una is to be more like a mystic marriage than 
any earthly bond" (149), and that the Redcrosse knight "must 
be identified with the English Church . . . united in triumph 
to Una" (148). For a traditional reading of Spenser's 
allegory using the methods of biblical exegesis, see 
Hamilton's chapter on "The Nature of Spenser's Allegory" (1-
43) . 

2°My discussion of Duessa's power is informed by Kristeva's 
notion of the "abject. II This term defies easy definition; but 
it would seem that for Kristeva, corpses, menstrual blood, 
excrement and such like (nail parings, prohibited food, the 
profane), by their very marginalization, put in question the 
authority of symbolic power which justifies itself by its 
efficacy in excluding them. Simultaneously, the lIabjectll 
affirms desire for the mother's body, by whose prohibition 
symbolic order organizes itself. See Kristeva, Powers of 
Horror (esp. 1-2). See also Irigaray's chapter on liThe 
Mechanics of Fluids" (106-118). 

21Following Sidney, I use the word lIarchitectonic" to 
indicate a modelling of IIknowledge,1I which affects the areas 
of lIethics" and IIpolitics,1I IIwith the end of well dooing and 
not of well knowing onelyll (Defense 23). Sidney is working 
from an Aristotelian tradition which privileges the sphere of 
politics as the proper arena for enacting IIwell knowing II 
(Nicomachean Ethics 1.2). See also Hamil ton's chapter on liThe 
Architectonic of the Poem [The Faerie Queene]II (89-123). 

22In the Revolution in Poetic Language, for example, 
Kristeva explains that the birth of the IIsubjectll and 
lIidentityll is concomitant with the separation from the mother: 
II ... the process of separation ... posits the subject as 
signifiable, which is to say, separate, always confronted by 
an other . . the subject, finding his identity in the 
symbolic, separates from his fusion with the mother. II 
(47, author's emphasis). 



139 

2311 I crave to destroy [the intolerable other] so as to 
better possess it alive. Better fragmented, torn, cut up, 
swallowed digested . . . than lost" (Black Sun 12). Kristeva 
uses the first person, here and elsewhere, as a way to 
illustrate a narrative of "subject" formation; see also 
Revolution 153. 

24The descriptions place a certain state of consciousness-­
as in Gluttony's mind, which "in meat and drinke was drowned II 
(1.4.23.4)--at risk from fluid. See also references at 
1.1.36.6; 40.8; 53.4; 2.42.2; 3.16.3; 1.4.19.4; passim. 

25See Shroeder, who reads the knight's drinking as 
signifying the act of copulation (144-6), and notes lithe 
common conceit of Elizabethan erotic poetry whereby the parts 
of the female body are rendered topographicallyll (147). 

26See the story of Molanna and Fanchis in Book 7, for 
example (7.6.40-53); also Diana's banishment of the pregnant 
Calisto, Metamorphoses 2.463-5. 

27Hamilton points out (1.7.5.5n) that Golding's 
characteration of "idlenesse" as feminizing men is relevant 
here: "that idlenesse/do cheefest nurce and cherisher of all 
volupteousnesse,/And that voluptuous lyfe breedes sin: which 
linking all toogither/Make men to be effeminate, unweeldy, 
weake and lither" ("Epistle" [1567]). 

2BSee Kristeva's Powers of Horror, esp. 1-4, 65-7. 

29Indeed Bakhtin might label Errour's and Duessa's bodies 
"carnival bodies, II as opposed to the classical body with its 
symmetry and order. Insofar as this classical body encodes, 
reinforces, and perpetuates a political ideology, these and 
other carnival bodies throughout Book 1 can be see:n as 
politically subversive. 

30See Ulreich for a sensitive counterreading of how Eve 
"becomes . . . a subject in her own right" (371). 

31MacCaffrey supplies a useful summary of the Renaissance 
mind's faculties and arrangement in her "Part 1: Allegory and 
Imagination" (13-33). 

32Hough, for instance, repeatedly remarks the "shadow" and 
"obscurity" of the narrative at this moment: liThe process by 
which Una and Redcrosse become betrothed lovers is . . . quite 
obscure . . . . This is one of the places where the image is 
concealed in shadow II (149-50). 
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33This projection into the future also indicates the 
marriage as a "type" which must be "fulfilled ll at Judgment. 

34Ruggiero examines the IIlack of clarity about what 
constituted marriage ll (31): "premarital intercourse ... was 
fairly prevalent with the understanding that such 
relationships would lead eventually to marriage ll (28). From 
Duessa's (perhaps Roman Catholic) point of view, it is at 
least possible that participating in sexual intercourse 
constituted the IIgiving and taking" of a IIsacred pledge ll 

(1.12.27.3). The relationship between Thyamis and the Satyre 
further illustrates the ambiguity of the marriage bond: in 
this episode, it seems, the IIsacred bands of wedlocke," once 
"tyde ll can be II unbound II (1.6.21.5; 22.8). 

3SI wish to thank Professor John C. Ulreich for initially 
suggesting this methodical division of the dragon as an analog 
for ordering chaos. The Redcrosse knight's symbolic actions 
here then take on the connotations of language's ordering 
potential, a potency that Duessa immediately undercuts with 
the power of her own abject message. 

36See Vickers on the act of dismemberment as a 
IIneutralization" of female power (273). 

37For contemporary attitudes on melancholy see Timothy 
Bright, A Treatise of Melancholy (1586); Peter de la 
Primaudaye, The French Academy (1594), esp. 2.64.358-9 and 
2.68.380-2; and Robert Burton, The Anatomy of Melancholy, 
probably begun around the turn of the century but whose first 
edition came out in 1621. See Klibansky, et al., for the 
treatment of melancholy in the history of art and ideas. 

3BKristeva's rereading of Freud's IIMourning and Melancholia" 
interprets suicide as an attempt to eradicate the forbidden 
object from its residence in the subject's ego. The libido, 
which has been directed toward the mother, is redirected onto 
the ego (in the mechanism of primary narcissisms that 
accompanies the subject's entrance into the symbolic order); 
thus, the libido casts onto the ego the shadow of the mother, 
with her attendant castration threat. The problem of 
suicide's implications for representations of women is an idea 
I address in the next chapter, in relation to Scudamore 
(q.v.) . 

39See Irigaray on women and their reproductive powers as 
marginalized lIinfrastructure ll (171). 
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40See Kristeva on the subject's relation to the mother as 
lIobject lossll (Black Sun 10); the IIlost Thingll (97); the IIlost 
territoryll (IlStabat Mater ll 234). 

41The detail of the patrilineal curse is not found in Ovid, 
(Book 15), but is in Euripides, where Theseus emotes, IIFather 
Poseidon, with one of those three curses which once you 
promised me destroy my sonll (243). 

42See Black Sun 26. The fluidity of the Redcrosse knight's 
blissful merging with Una, here described, anticipates the 
elaborate celebration of such a death of distinction in the 
mingling of the waters of the Thames and the Medway in Book 4 
(4.11) . 

43See Freud, Beyond the Pleasure principle, on the 
connection of the pleasure principle to the death drive; also 
Kristeva, Black Sun 16; Revolution 131. 

HIt may be useful to compare other instances where IIrest ll 
is mentioned: 1.1.32.7; 33.1; 35.3; 54.5; 1.2.6.3; 27.1; 
29.9; 1.3.14.9; 15.5; 1.5.1.3. 

45See Cixous on feminine excess: woman is lIa giver II , she 
has the IIcapacity to depropriate unselfishly, II IIlimitlessly,1I 
lIinto infinityll (317). 

46See Girard's theory of acts of violence performed to 
restore social order by punishing IIcrimes that 'eliminate 
differences' II (24) . 
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Chapter Four 

Narrative Turning in the "Booke of Chastitie" 

At the close of Book 3, in the author's choice to 

revise the ending and dissolve the harmonic closure that had 

been achieved in uniting the married lovers, Scudamore and 

Amoret, the tensions pervading Spenser's concept of order 

emerge once more. Further, Britomart's quest is not 

perfected in the book devoted to the virtue she embodies, 

but rather bleeds over into Books 4 and 5: again a powerful 

female figure invokes an inability to close cleanly. The 

dissolution here is much more pronounced than in the 

"Legende of Holinesse." In exploring the structure and 

content of Book 3, I wish to suggest that it encodes another 

case of a marriage and the promise of union that ends in 

fragmentation and unravelling in the face of powerful 

feminine forces. Explaining the narrative displacement in 

Book 3 and the problem of this book's revised ending, among 

other of its narrative peculiarities, I have recourse to the 
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related psychoanalytic concepts of primary narcissism and 

the repetition compulsion. 1 We may read all the turns, 

returns, and "backe againes" as signatures of the narrator's 

desire to unify, a unification yielding a violence that his 

female characters absorb. Britomart especially is made to 

carry the burden of "history" conceived as unified and 

continuous. 

Britomart holds titular claim to a book in her own 

right, resembling in this regard the knights of "Holinesse," 

"Temperaunce," and "Courtesie," for instance. While the 

Redcrosse knight and Guyon briefly appear in Book 3, they 

and their tales are fairly well contained in their 

respective books on "Holinesse" and "Temperaunce." Owing 

mainly to the revised ending Book 3, however, Britomart and 

her tale continue on into Books 4 and 5. 2 Like Arthur, 

then, Britomart comes to appear at a point when a main 

(titular) hero, Arthegall, for instance, requires assistance 

in executing his quest, as when she liberates Arthegall from 

Radigund in Book 5. In the figure of Britomart, we find 

embodied that very tension yielding fragmentation about 

which I am concerned. The boundaries of her role are less 

well defined than those of the male main heroes: Britomart 

becomes the locus of tensions and ambiguities that result in 

her fragmented "functionality" -- a dispersal of character 

"agency," as Jameson might call it, that is most readily 



apprehended in the particularly scattered rhymes of Book 

3. 3 

147 

Spenser's "purpose" is often seen to alter in the 

moment of the revised ending to the first "part" of The 

Faerie Queene (Books 1-3) ,4 and it is at this moment that 

we may say The Faerie Queene radically becomes Britomart's 

tale and a project about women's place as much as it is a 

tale about the gentlemanly Arthur's. s Within the larger 

problem of Britomart's manifesting a disintegration of 

boundaries and purpose, I would like to examine several 

smaller issues revolving around the ways in which the 

feminine, especially as what we might call "objectified 

desire," functions in the structuring of Book 3. These 

"ways" might be characterized as the theme of turning and 

repetition, which includes a theme of mirrors and mirroring. 

A brief summary of several episodes in Book 3 will aid 

in illustrating the discontinuity of the narrative line. 

Probably the most difficult discontinuity arises 

immediately, in Canto 1: Britomart leaves Arthur and Guyon 

pursuing Florimell to go on to Castle Joyous [she spends one 

night there], and then on to an encounter with Marinell 

(Canto 4), whose subsequent peril at her sword provides the 

pretext for Florimell's flight from Faery Court, which we 

had already encountered [at least] a day earlier. This 

chronological impossibility serves to subvert at the level 
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of narrative structure the "forthrightness" of Britomart's 

course to which the narrator repeatedly calls our attention. 

As Arthur and Guyon unravel the narrative thread following 

Florimell, for instance, Britomart's "constant mind,/would 

not so lightly follow beauties chace, . . . she foward 

went,/ ... /with stedfast courage" (3.1.19.1-8). 

Following the incident at Castle Joyous, the Redcrosse 

knight and Britomart ride on together until "The Redcrosse 

knight diverst, but forth rode Britomart" (3.3.62.9). The 

use of the verb "diverst" points, again, to the male 

knight's dividing of the narrative thread. Resuming her 

journey after the encounter with Marinell, "The warlike Maid 

. ne her right course for ought forsooke" (3.4.44.9).6 

In contrast to the desultory wandering of the Redcrosse 

knight or Arthur, for instance, Britomart's quest has about 

it a certain singlemindedness, and it retains a highly 

concrete, literal-historical goal: find Arthegalli produce 

the progeny of kings. But the narrative line seems to 

follow "womans will, which is disposed to go astray" 

(3.9.6.9). Indeed, while Britomart's "will" seems oriented 

"properly" and fixed stedfastly on a "proper" object, the 

narrative structure undermines that resoluteness, rendering 

Britomart as elliptical in her journey as Florimell in her 

heedless dashing, or Amoret, with her vertiginous 

upsweepings by Busyrane and Lust. We may say that the first 
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serious discontinuity occurs as the narrative collides with 

the feminine forces embodied in two (Britomart and 

Florimell) of the many regnant female figures in Book 3, 

The narrator's elliptical deferral of a description of 

beauty, often met in the form of his declaration of his 

verse's inadequacy to tell it, is duplicated here in the 

foundering of the narrative line as it encounters what we 

might call, with Satyrane, IIwomans will. II Book 3, the book 

of chastity, might well be seen as a book about woman's will 

and its IIproperll orientation. 

Of course, it is in the nature of sixteenth-century 

Italian romance, whose models, it is generally agreed upon, 

Spenser follows especially in Book 3, to be constructed of 

lIundisciplined meanderings ll and IIwandering deferrals ll 

(Bellamy 26) ,7 Without turning this study into a 

comparison of Book 3 with its sources, I would like to 

suggest that (even while representations of women are 

ubiquitous) the majority of the narrative dissolution and 

looping in Book 3 takes shape in relation to women and their 

generative and/or regenerative powers. Take, for instance, 

the narrative loop of Britomart's progeny; the loop of 

Marinell's mother's healing powers; the loop of Belphoebe 

healing Timias; the loop of Chrysogonee's spontaneous 

generation; the loop of the Garden of Adonis; the loop of 

Argante's monstrous birth; the loop of Hellenore among the 
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satyrs; the loop of Paridell's story of Troy, connected by 

Britomart back to the first loop I mentioned (of Britomart's 

progeny). We may say further that the successive looping, 

the manifold circularity of the narrative line in Book 3, 

resembles what Irigaray describes as the concentric 

multiplicity of 'the female sexe. B In the course of 

developing my argument, I will discuss at some length two 

moments -- that of the enclosed Garden of Adonis and the 

inner room of Busyrane's House (in its phantasmagoric 

atmosphere, the walls seem lined in blood) -- where the 

already campanular narrative collapses most notably into the 

amorphic womblike space of an interior timelessness. 

To the confusion induced by the chronologically 

impossible narrative unfolding in Canto I, a perplexing 

mention of Guyon as Britomart's consociate is added. This 

"infelicity" is unanimously explained as an editing error, 

and this could be the case. But the disconcerting 

interchangeability of the Redcrosse knight and Guyon at this 

point in the narrative, as Britomart's travelling 

companions, curiously foreshadows the "shell game" Argante 

plays with knights "athwart her horse" in Canto 7. Due to 

ambiguous pronoun antecedents and unidentified knights, the 

action during Satyrane's ambush of the "giauntesse" is 

dizzyingly confusing, and I quote the passage at some length 

to illustrate this. 



He spide far off a mighty Giauntesse, 
Fast flying on a Courser dapled gray, 
From a bold knight, that with great hardinesse 
Her hard pursewd . . . ; 
She bore before her lap a dolefull Squire, 
Lying athwart her horse in great distresse, 

Which whenas Satyrane beheld 

[He] crost the nearest way, by which he cast 
Her to encounter . . . 

. She having him descryde, 
Her selfe to fight addrest, and threw her lode 

aside. 

Her dreadfull weapon she to him addrest 

Wherewith he was so stund, that he n'ote ryde 

Which when his cruel enimy espyde, 

[She] on his collar laying puissant hand, 
Out of his wauering seat him pluckt perforse, 

. . . and laying thwart her horse 

She bore him fast away. Which when the knight, 
That her pursewed, saw, 

[He] gan encrease his speed . . . 

Whom when as nigh approaching she espyde, 
She threw away her burden angrily; 
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She turnd, and semblaunce of faire fight did make. 
(3.7.37.2-44.8) 

There is an arbitrary and unstable quality to male identity 

in the company of both these potent females, Argante and 

Britomart. 

With these contingencies, another feature of the 
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narrative's structure contributes to the third Book's 

peculiar complexity, that which I will call "turning back 

again," after what becomes a nearly (verbally) formulaic 

resolve on the narrator's part to weave coherently all the 

threads of various stories. Predictably, as there is so 

much digression into stories within stories -- more so in 

this book than in the others -- there is more "turning," not 

necessarily to the "main" but to other narrative threads as 

well. Consider, for instance, the language describing 

Satyrane picking up the various threads of his unravelled 

"way." After hobbling with her girdle the vicious hyena 

that had been in pursuit of Florimell, and then contending 

with Argante, Satyrane undergoes a double "return." 

Thence backe returning to the former land, 
Where late he left the Beast . . . , 
He found him not; for he had broke his band, 
And was return'd againe vnto his Dame. 

(3.7.161.5-8) 

After a brief excursion detailing the progress of 

Florimell's fate with the fisherman and Proteus, the 

narrator resumes his tale of Satyrane, repeating much of the 

same language, but revealing Satyrane's further turning to 

his original path. 

[Satyrane] finding not th'Hyena to be slaine, 
With that same Squire [of Dames], returned 

backe againe 
To his first way. 

(3.8.44.4-6) 

Powerful feminine forces, first Florimell's, then Argante's, 



influence 8atyrane's way, too. We might say that his 

"double return" is a bending back after a deflection by 

"woman's will." 
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Consider, also, the description of Arthur's resumption 

of his quest to locate Gloriana following his digression 

after Florimell whose identity he had mistaken. "80 with 

the Dwarfe [who had informed Arthur that the woman on the 

white palfrey was Florimell, not Gloriana] he backe return'd 

againe/To seeke his Lady" (3.5.12.1-2). Like 8atyrane's, 

Arthur's refracted path takes shape under the influence of 

female bodies. To the degree that this narrative structure 

is typical of romance, I would argue that the genre of 

romance -- concerned, perhaps least latently, with the 

recovery of a continually displaced desired object 

manifests a "repetition compulsion" (which I will elaborate 

shortly) in its narrative structuring. 9 

It is particularly apt, from a psychoanalytic 

perspective, that the book most concerned with, and most 

like a romance -- a book, as it were, about love, will, and 

desire -- would play itself out in themes and structures of 

mirroring. Before I explore the implications of II turning, II 

in terms of a psychoanalytic reading of the feminine in Book 

3, I would like to elaborate on a related theme that of 

mirrors and mirroring in Book 3. While mirroring, and 

reduplicated behaviors and scenarios, or what we might more 
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comfortably call II symmetry, II pervade the entire corpus of 

The Faerie Queene, and can be attributed more generally to 

an Elizabethan, Renaissance, and Spenserian preoccupation 

with an analogic metaphysics, the density of references to 

mirrors and mirrorlike behavior (llpatterningll) is greater in 

Book 3 than elsewhere. From the splintering of IICynthia'sll 

IIlikeness ll into IImirrours more than oneil to IIVenus looking 

glas ll and IIThat mirrour fayre ll in which Britomart views 

herself (3.Proem.5.6; 3.1.8.9; 3.2.22.5), to the 

symmetrically placed erotic tapestries and lIinner rowmes ll of 

Malcasta's castle and Busyrane's house (3.1.33.2; 3.1.34.2; 

3.11.28.1-2; 3.11.27.8, 9), repeating is an overwhelmingly 

prominent theme in Book 3 (and to only a slightly lesser 

degree, in Book 4). In general, mirroring, as does 

II symmetry, II creates a phenomenon of repetition that may be 

read, among other ways, in terms of a repetition compulsion 

that has as its base a narcissism that involves inherently 

an element of violence and aggression. 

Primary narcissism, as proposed by Freud and amplified 

by Lacan and Kristeva, involves the first bending back on 

itself of the libido, after its aim to cathect the mother, 

the initial object of desire, has been repulsed, through the 

economy of what has come to be known as the IIprimal 

scene. 1110 When the mother as obj ect of desire is rendered 

impossible, inaccessible through the IILaw of the Father ll 
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(through castration fear), the libido turns back on to the 

ego to initiate the autoerotic phase designated as "primary 

narcissism." Primary narcissism, then, marks a crucial 

phase in the development of the ego, as it presumes the 

emergence of an ego, an experience of "subjectivity" 

markedly distinct from the transitivistic symbiosis of the 

mother and child relationship. Primary narcissism maps the 

first experience of the subject as such. 

Successive, or "secondary," narcissisms ensue as a 

result of serial repressions. To use Lacan's terminology, 

"objets petits a's" resemble the "Objet A" to the degree 

that an internalized "imago" of the Father ("superego") 

refuses to allow the subject to harbor desire for them. 

Thus, as fear of castration shadows all directed desire, the 

subject represses desire for "objets a's" as well, and the 

result is a cycle of projecting desire, followed by its 

anxious repression, and a bending back of the libido on to 

the ego, only to have the libido seek eventually its 

"proper" object (a) to reinitiate the cycle of desire, 

anxiety, repression and auto-return; Freud calls this series 

the "repetition compulsion." 

The "Booke of Chastitie" is a book, at least in one 

sense of the word, about an imposs~ble desire. 11 We may 

see the various turnings of its narrative structure as 

reflecting the serial bendings of the psychic process of a 
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repetition compulsion. I would add, however, two 

qualifications to the notion of narcissism that complicate 

it. The first is the component, or what Lacan calls the 

"correlative tendency" [correlative to narcissism], of 

"aggressivity" ("Aggressivity in Psychoanalysis" 16). The 

emerging experience of the subject as such, the psychic 

experience we call "narcissism," is an experience 

facilitated by the subject's identification of himself with 

the "visual Gestalt of his own body" (18). Paradoxically, 

this identification alienates the subject from himself. 

What Lacan calls an "aggressive relativity" becomes an 

inherent feature of this process of identification: 

This form [of the ego] will crystallizie in the 
subject's internal conflictual tension, which 
determines the awakening of his desire for the 
object of the other's desire: here the primordial 
coming together (concours) is precipitated into 
aggressive competitiveness (concurrence). (19) 

The objects (a's) of desire become as mirrors. The subject 

confuses with the imago with which he has identified the 

"other" reaching for the same object: "the ego appears to 

be marked from its very origin by this aggressive 

relativity. "12 

The second complication, also enfolding a violence, 

would involve the suicidal melancholy bound up with the 

libido's turning from object to ego, explicable in terms of 

Freud's ideas on "melancholia" as amplified by Kristeva. 13 
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The libido, as it turns from object back on to ego, because 

it had been directed on the object, now casts a shadow of 

the object on to the ego. The ego, compelled (by the Law) 

to expel the object, experiences an anxiety recognized in 

depression and the suicidal impulse: the suicidal impulse 

is explained in terms of the subject's felt exigency to 

eradicate the forbidden object, achieved by a direction of 

violence toward the "self." Loosely, then, the incessant 

mirroring of Books 3 and 4, together with the pairings of 

characters and scenarios that mimic one another, can be read 

as stages in the struggle of the emergence of the subject's 

experience as such. 

An account of Merlin's death in Book 3 serves to 

delimit the mechanism at issue here. Significantly, the 

process of turning, here and elsewhere, involves an object 

of desire. Also significantly, the narrative line is in the 

process of unravelling in the face of female generative 

powers, here, the story of Britomart, "From whose two loynes 

thou [Love/Cupid] afterwards did rayse/Most famous fruits of 

matrimoniall bowre" (3.3.3.6-7). From the story of 

Britomart's powerful experience of love, the narrator turns 

to the story of Merlin, the maker of the mirror whose 

imaging is the cause of her predicament; and then slides to 

a story about "an hideous hollow cave" (3.3.8.3), in which 

reside "deuowring" "Feends" about which the narrator 



158 

cautions the reader (3.3.89). We have encountered the 

narrative slippage from female progeneration to images of 

monstrous wombs elsewhere, and it occurs again here. But 

this is not the feature of narrative structure that I want 

to emphasize at this timej I only note it in passing. 

Merlin, using the labor of the fiends, is in the process of 

building a wall, 

During which worke the Ladie of the Lake, 
Whom long he lov'd, for him in hast did send, 
Who thereby forst his workemen to forsake, 
Them bound till his returne . 

In the meantime, through that false Ladies 
traine, 

He was suprised, and buried under beare 
Ne ever to his worke returnd againe. 

(3.3.10.6-11.3) 

The language of turning about an object of desire exhibits 

itself again here. The cycle of return is interrupted by a 

foiled attempt at union with the beloved object, an attempt 

foiled by the radical fact that "Merlin dyde" (3.3.10.2), 

buried under a bier [tomb or sepulchre] at the hands of the 

Lady of the Lake. While death-dealing appears to be awarded 

to the mother-substitute (objet a) we may recognize in this 

construction a power, the Law of the Father, transferred to 

the mother (or mother-substitutej object a) by means of 

association. The event is fraught with images that 

concretize the psychic process of repression: the fiends 

are constructing a wallj they are bound undergroundj Merlin 



is buried; presumably his dark Lady emerges from her 

inscrutable Lake to impel him to his destruction. 

In an occasion germane to Merlin's death-by-(an 

unsuccessfully repressed) desire, an incident involving 

Braggadocchio also revolves around a beloved object and a 

cycle of turning. Braggadocchio, however, continually 

subjects himself to a loss that saves him, in 
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contradistinction to Merlin's interrupted cycle of return. 

Having just seized the False Florimell from the witch's son, 

Braggadocchio is challenged for her possession by a mystery 

knight (identified much later on [4.2.4.5] as Sir Ferraugh). 

The challenge, and the narrator's account of its outcome, is 

issued in the language of turning: 

Turne we our steedes, that both in equall tilt 
May meet againe, and each take happie chance. 

But Braggadocchio with his bloudie lance 
Once having turnd, no more returnd his face, 
But left his love to losse . . . . 

(3.8.18.3-9) 

The sequence's comic effect derives from, among other 

features, the Bergsonian mechanical quality of its 

revolving, a mechanical repetition that perhaps may be more 

humorous the more successfully we ourselves are able to 

obscure our own helpless subjection to it. 

We recognize encapsulated in this minor incident the 

repetitive, incessant ramblings of Books 3 and 4, punctuated 

by aggressive altercations between searching knights 



reenacted in all variety of fundamentally redundant 

combinations. The continual quarreling over the false 

Florimell, in general, comes to mind as an example. We 

might note, in particular, the incident in Book 4 when 

Arthur, carrying Amoret, approaches "a troupe" of six 

knights still sparring over their loss of the false 

Florimell at Satyrane's "Turneyment" (4.4). 

For sometimes Paridell and Blandamour 
The better had, and bet the others backe, 
Eftsoones the others did the field recover, 

Till that uneath they forced were for lacke 
Of breath, their raging vigour to relent, 
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And rest themselves for to recouer spirits spent. 

There gan they change their sides, and new parts 
take; 

For Paridell did take to Drurons side, 

Gainst Blandamour, whom alwaies he envide 
And Blandamour to Claribel 1 relide. 
So all afresh gan former fight renew. 

(4.9.25.1-26.6) 

This incident of sustained "turnings" (4.9.29.3), of 

"redemption" (4.9.20.7), "revenge" (4.9.29.2), "repay[ment)" 

(4.9.30.8), "retrate" (4.9.34.8), "relent [ing] " (4.9.34.9), 

and "repetition" (4.9.35.9), takes place over an 

interminable 16 stanzas (4.9.20-35). The dense 

concentration in the passage excerpted of a vocabulary of 

words composed with the "re-" prefix -- "recover," "relent," 

"relide," "renew" -- emphasizes the repetitive nature of 

these altercations. 

---- .. ------- . 
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The infamous II TurneyrnentII that Satyrane holds for 

Florimell's girdle (Blandamour passes along word to his 

fellows of Satyrane's proclamation of lIa solernne feast, with 

publike turneyingll [4.2.26.8]) inscribes, at the nominal 

level, the process of turning at issue here. This II Turney II 

(4.9.28.7), as the narrator several times refers to it 

(e.g., 5.3.arg.2), is reenacted around the true Florimell in 

Book 5 (3.4.8-9 ff). In the case of the false Florimell, 

the aggression errupts around a mere "fantasy.1I That she is 

merely a double substitute emphasizes the inconsequential 

nature of the object's ontology. A woman thrust in a rigid 

role within this mechanism of sUbjectivity must be aware of 

the nature of her function and it is against this thrust 

that Britomart must eventually contend. 

Another cluster of "turning ll and IIloss" surrounds 

Paridell's escape with Hellenore and Malbecco's reaction to 

it. The argument to Canto 10, for instance, summarizes 

Hellenore's rejecting Malbecco's invitation to resume life 

with him: "To turne she doth refuse ll (3.10.arg.4). Shortly 

thereafter, the narrator notes that Paridell watches for an 

opportunity to act on his desire: "A fit occasion for his 

turne to find ll (3.10.4.2). The primary sense of the word 

"turne" here is a trick or wile, a subtle device, art or 

stratagem (OED). In this sense, it resembles a trope, 

literally "a turn." Indeed the word "turn ll was a rhetorical 



162 

term in contemporary use denoting "style, character, 

quality; esp. style of language, arrangement of words in a 

sentence" (1601). Thus Paridell's "turne" (which he waits 

to serve, in another [aggressive] sense of the word) opens 

the scope of the vocabulary of turning to suggest the 

asymptotic quality of language's path, a parabolic arc 

approaching that which it signifies. Language, like 

Paridell's turns in the service of his desire, will only 

defer fulfillment in a "reunion" its symbolic structures can 

only approximate. 

The narrator describes in the language of turning and 

loss Malbecco's reaction to the flames that consume his 

wealth even as Paridell's desire consumes Hellenore, his 

beloved in an equally fetishistic sense. 14 

But when againe he backward cast his eye, 

Ne wist he how to turne, nor to what place; 

And when to him she cryde, to her he turnd, 

Both was he loth to loose his loved Dame, 
And loth to leave his liefest pelfe behind. 

(3.10.14.4-15.5) 

Malbecco's desire revolves around loss, and his literal 

displacement may figure the process of his psyche "set in 

motion" -- he becomes a "sujet-en-proces" (Kristeva). 

"Seeing, how his losse did lye" (3.10.17.2), Malbecco 

embarks in search of its recovery. He fears "salvage beasts 



[Hellenore's] person have despoyld," in which case, "Then 

all the world is lost" (3.10.39.8-9). 
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Further, a concentration of IIreturnings ll surround the 

moment of Malbecco's undertaking to recover the lost object. 

For instance, in language that promotes Malbecco's confusion 

of the treasured'objects of wealth and wife, Paridell 

advises Malbecco to bury his II treasure II (his IIliefest 

pelfe ll ) IITil1 we returne againe ll (3.10.42.2-5). The 

narrator describes Hellenore's movements as Malbecco, 

crouching among the satyrs, prays to her to awaken: II She 

turned her, and returned backe againe ll (3.10.49.7-8). 

Hellenore's turning here seems an outward projection of the 

inner psychic confusion generated by Malbecco's attempts 

both to recover and to repress his beloved object. 

Desdemona, according to Othel16, IIcan turn, and turn 

and turn againll (4.1.253-4). The bawdy sense of IIturningll 

retained in the language conveying Hellenore's movements 

further invests her libidinally. This sense also reveals 

sexuality's mediation in a subject's (Malbecco's) II coming­

into-beingll (in Lacan's terminology), and the dizzying, 

unstable nature of his identity in its turnings. 

As the narrator records the substance of Malbecco's 

promise to Hellenore, we note agai~ the presence of a 

constellation of words employing the lire-II prefix. The 

IIvision ll is that Hellenore will 



. . . home returne, where all should be renewed 
With perfect peace, and bonds of fresh accord, 
And she receiv'd againe to bed and bord, 

But she it all refused . . . . 
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(3.10.51.3-7) 

While these clusters do not always employ the prefix solely 

as a means to convey repetition (the prefix is sometimes 

used as an intensifier), its mere reiteration serves to 

underscore the mechanical quality of the experiences at 

issue. 

Malbecco equates the lost object's recovery with 

"perfect peace," an affect we encountered earlier in the 

Redcrosse knight's blissful reunion with Una, and in his 

vision of the New Jerusalem. Here, as elsewhere in the 

narrative, this type of achievement is continually deferred. 

Malbecco's dream of "perfect peace" suggests the pervasive 

longing for a "rest" that, deprived of the maternal body, 

the subject can never recover. Both Britomart and Arthur 

voice a similar desire for this elusive "rest" in their 

respective complaints, further emphasizing the [generic] 

manner in which a desire for psychic stasis is confused by 

the subject with a desire for the lost (maternal) object.ls 

The "perfect peace" of Malbecco's longing suggests the 

idealized recollection of "jouissance" -- unmediated 

"plaisir" -- an account of which is offered in the Garden of 

Adonis.16 The narrator of that vision describes the 



timeless dream, or "full presence II (Kristeva), of the 

Garden's "eternal bliss" (3.6.48.1) and "everlasting joyll 

(3.6.49.1). We can hardly fail to note the visceral 

femininity of the Garden's landscape, with its cave 

(3.8.48.8) and "stately mount" (3.6.43.2), its IImoisture" 
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(3.6.34-9) and "matter" (3.6.37.2), which connects the dream 

of "presence ll to the maternal body.17 

In the Garden, we must contend with a sense of 

IIturningll as "change. 1I A "return" to the Garden not only 

signifies a return to the maternal body, but comes to 

implicate the Garden (mother) as a locus of "re-alteration" 

(castration). In this regard, the Garden becomes invested 

with a sinister instability, an exhausting restlessness 

evident in the mechanism of the wheel, for instance. 

[Genius] letteth in, he letteth out to wend, 
All that to come into the world desire; 

Till they againe returne backe by the hinder gate. 

After that they againe returned beene, 
They in that Gardin planted be againe; 

Or sent into the chaungefull world againe, 
Till thither they returne, where first they grew: 
So like a wheele around they runne from old to 
new. 

(3.6.32.1-33.9) 

The incessant spinning of the wheel suggest its associations 

with the capricious and powerful Fortuna. Further, in the 

Garden, in the presence of a sexually "willful" (3.6.46.8-9) 

Venus, the "great mother ll (3.6.40.3), and her "endlesse 

---- _._. -. __ .-- .. 
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progenie" (3.6.30.7), the narrative's orderly progression 

collapses most fabulously into the chaos it attempts both to 

render and defer. 

That substance is eterne, and bideth so, 
Ne when the life decayes, and forme does fade, 
Doth it consume, and into nothing go, 
But chaunged is and often altred to and fro. 

The substance is not chaunged, nor altered, 
But th'only forme and outward fashion. 

(3.6.37.6-38.2) 

In the presence of "love," the danger (of alteration 

/castration) associated with a return (to the mother) 

manifests itself in the narrative's encoded anxiety about 

"chaunge." We may detect this anxiety intermittently 

throughout the description of the Garden in the strained 

metrics and difficult diction, and in a disintegrating 

syntax balanced unsteadily on the brink of meaninglessness: 

"That substance chaunged is and often altred to and 

fro. /The substance is not chaunged, nor al tered. "lB 

The problematic ambiguity of the Garden's "systems" is 

well-documented, and it is its ambiguity I wish to 

foreground, rather than essay to parse from its description 

an essential semantic and metaphysical coherence. 19 While 

the narrator attempts to recuperate "change" in an elaborate 

metaphysics of "eterne in Mutabilitie" (3.6.47.5), 

nonetheless "losse," "Time" (with his dismembering scythe) , 

and the fact that participants in the Garden's pleasures are 
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"subject to [Time's] law" (3.16.40.8; 4; 41.1) remain 

unsettlingly present. The overdetermined quality of the 

metaphysics in general may be read as a symptom of a latent 

anxiety, perhaps cultural, but one that the narrative 

profoundly manifests. Further, (we) critics who strive to 

explicate this deeply ambivalent text engage ourselves in 

the very "conflictual tensions" that produce it. The "sage 

and serious" Spenser might venture a gentle caveat that 

until we understand his ignorance, we ought to presume 

ourselves ignorant of his understanding. 

II Woman II as a cultural construct (not as what she "is," 

but as what the symbolic structures need represented by her) 

becomes (m)aligned with a II body II of ignorance: the 

II remains II (ille reste") of the body of knowledge. Bound in 

this "carnival body, II her face turned backward as her feet 

move foward in an "untoward pace" (1.8.31.2), in "iterable" 

(Derrida) response to the penetrating demands of the 

symbolic order [of shining knights like Arthur, for 

instance], she repeatedly stammers, in sotto voce, that she 

"could not tell"; line ever othere answere" can she make 

(1.8.32.9). Spenser's ability to tell rests self­

consciously on marginalizing an lIunsayable ll conspicuously 

connected to representing the feminine. His language's 

breakdown in this endeavor may indicate a questioning of the 

cost of clarity's articulation to women (to the "three 
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Elizabeths," for instance), especially as it regards, as in 

the Garden of Adonis, a metaphysics of creation. 

Through a pointed reference, and through the device of 

suggestive naming, the narrator draws our attention to a 

parallel story of abduction, of Troy, Helen, and Paris, as 

the flames consume Malbecco's castle like "Troiane flames" 

(3.10.12.8). Perhaps it is expedient at this point to 

examine briefly the trope of turning at the level of history 

before addressing the book's problematic conclusion. 

Britomart further exposes the asymptotic nature of narrative 

structure in her request to Paridell to "remember" 

(3.9.47.5) Aeneas' fate in his tale of Troy: 

But if it should not grieve you, backe againe 
To turne your course, I would to heare desyre, 
What to Aeneas fell . . . . 

(3.9.40.5-7) 

We need hardly point out the repetitive quality of these 

founding tales: Aeneas "retyres" (3.9.40.9) -- "And with a 

remnant did to sea repaire" (3.9.41.3) -- from the flames of 

Troy to found a second Troy, and "a third kingdome [Britain] 

yet is to arise" (3.9.44.6). In terms of a Christianized 

neoplatonism's "resplendence ll (Dante), fluorescing 

reflections of the One loop back to the source, and thus to 

wholeness, through the successive stages of typological 

fulfillments (of history) increasingly more "real" in their 

ontology as they approach God. However, one can as easily 



169 

read in the Christian schema a psychic process involving a 

rigid role for women and perpetrated in language's 

s[tr]u[c]tures. 

During Paridell's account of Aeneas' conflict with 

Turnus, there is an oscillating quality to the narrative. 

For instance, Aeneas entertains "cruell warre" with 

"th'inland folke, which sought him backe to drive" 

(3.9.42.2-3). This alternation of rapes or seizures and 

beating back or recovery, we encountered earlier in Merlin's 

account of the reign of kings. The foes of Conan, for 

instance, "feare/Least backe againe the kingdome he from 

them should beare" (3.3.45.9). We find in these accounts, 

at the level of the language that articulates them, 

historical narrative's monotonous polarization of events: 

history does not necessarily repeat itself; but rather we 

may tell its chronicles in terms of a repetition compulsion. 

Finally, we should note here the use of marriage as a way of 

unifying and creating alliances that attempt to resolve 

altercation. Aeneas, for instance, "with old Latinus was 

constrained,/To contract wedlocke ... /Wedlock contract in 

blood" (3.9.42.4-6). 

Women's bodies (Britomart's) subsumed under these 

symbolic contracts and appropriated by them, become the foci 

of violence, the infrastructures (of historical narrative, 

for example) to channel bloodflow. Britomart's deeply 



170 

inward meditation on these "historical" returns leads 

eventually to her attempt to explode a concept of chastity 

that has, at its heart, a primary narcissism, one in which 

both Scudamore and Amoret are bound up, and one to which she 

also is susceptible. 

In one of the episodes most receptive to a 

psychological approach, the tale of Busyrane's house, we 

contend with much turning, and I wish now to elaborate the 

psychic nature of return at this point in "The Legend of 

Chastitie. 20 Here, as in the Garden of Adonis, all the 

narrative turning collapses in on itself. The collapse 

undoubtedly tries to simulate the notion of "eternity" that 

change, for Spenser, advances. However, the collapse also 

manifests the sense of a subject (of narrative) caught in a 

"double bind." 

Both Britomart, here, and Florimell, earlier, cast back 

an "eye" as they progress foward in ignorance, creating an 

image that curiously approximates Ignaro's distorted 

progress in Book 1. This is hardly worth noting; however, I 

mention it to advance the graphic depiction of 

subjectivity's vertiginous bending quality, as well as the 

component symmetry of events as they are represented in this 

book. Florimell, fleeing from those who would deliver her 

toward those who would violate her, in an act that merges 

the categories of antagonist and protagonist, "her eye she 
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backward threw" (3.1.16.1). Early upon her entrance into 

Busyrane's House, as she makes her dark way into 

successively more inward rooms, Britomart "backward cast her 

busie eye" (3.11.50.1). This image suggests a "regardant" -

- in Medieval heraldy, a face turned backward in profile -­

an ekphrasis or iconograph emblematizing female objectivity, 

or more precisely, a "male" subjectivity's "turning" 

projected on to the feminine. 

Further, the phrase conjures an unsettling ocular 

restlessness that sharply contrasts the static placidity 

with which Britomart views her father's mirror before 

"misrecognizing" herself in the gaze of the other.n The 

narrator's word choice in the mirror episode foregrounds in 

the image created a resemblance to the myth of Narcissus. 

Prior to her recognition of "her selfe" 

"is," but as what "pertaine(s)" to her) 

(not as what she 

(3.2.22.9), 

Britomart lacks a narcissistic dimension: she views "in 

vaine"(3.2.22.5) (perhaps a pun implying that she is "not 

vainll). Afterward, when she becomes inscribed (in the 

symbolic order) by the other -- Arthegall's "faire visage" 

is "written in her hart" (3.2.29.9) i and he "Hath [her] 

subjected to loues law" (3.2.38.5) Britomart's 

inward turning manifests itself clearly. Her narcissistic 

withdrawal of libido, or redirection inward of a desire 

born, with subjectivity, from the alienating gaze, plays 
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itself out in the Petrarchan conventions of love's "knowen 

signes" (3.2.33.3). 

In the House of Busyrane, the instability of the 

subject "set in motion" becomes projected in the alternating 

passage of figures, across which occupants of this house 

intermittently stumble. Ease for instance, whose name 

connotes the [recurring] lethargy of melancholia, emerges 

from the inmost room and motions, "which doen, he backe 

retyred soft away" (3.12.4.7). The masquers, hypnotically 

soothing in the (neurotic) regularity with which they enact 

their obsessions, emerge, "And then return (ed) , having 

marched thrise" (3.12.26.8). Britomart's perception, as 

filtered through what may very well be Amoret's psychic 

experience as well, reveals its susceptibility to the 

repetitive, mechanical nature of love's agonizing 

compulsions. She is aware, for instance, that Amoret's 

torture recurs with a mechanical predictability: she 

stations herself outside the closed(-off) door of the inner 

room for "When that same Maske againe should forth arize" 

(3.12.28.5). Busyrane's tapestries, which symmetrically 

balance those of Malcasta in Canto 1, record the repetitive 

(and aggressive) character of the compulsions: "all Cupid's 

warres [the Tapets] did repeat" (3.11.29.5) i and the 

monotonous history of Jove's sexual exploits must be 

remarked. 
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Amoret's powerless entrancement in relation to Busyrane 

parallels that of the Redcrosse knight with Despaire as I 

have developed that experience in the previous chapter. 

Busyrane, indeed an aspect of Amoret's psychological makeup, 

embodies the suicidal impulse: self-directed aggression. 

Britomart becomes Amorett's knight by assuming, in order to 

protect her, an aggressivity that Amoret tries to repudiate. 

But what Lacan (or Gallop) might see as Amoret's "denial" of 

subjectivity in no way defends her against violence, which 

merely becomes "auto-inflicted." Amoret is "transfixed" 

(3.12.31.5) in an inability to implicate herself in the 

violence -- "properly" other-directed that her experience 

of subjectivity would entail. Amoret has been doubly 

subjected to the violence separation from the mother incurs: 

first at birth, in her abduction from her "biological 

mother," Chrysogoneei again, when Scudamore seizes her from 

her surrogate mother in the Temple of Venus. It is not 

surprising that her life most prominently becomes an 

unfinished pattern of victimizations repeating this initial 

trauma. Having experienced in the course of her history 

only a violence directed at "Ie symbolique" but deflected on 

to her, repudiating any notion of herself as a subject, she 

forecloses on this notion. 22 

Britomart's resolution to a narcissistic withdrawal, 

her summary response to the Other's proscriptive gaze, 

----- _ .. _.- ... _ ...... _--_. -_ ...... _. 
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constituting her as a reflection in a mirror, is to take up 

arms against it (identify with it, or "subjectify" herself, 

after the manner of Lacan's aggressive ego). But in doing 

so, she becomes hopelessly enmeshed in the chains of 

signifiers that (then) articulate her. Britomart, subjected 

to narration against (indeed, because of) her will, merely 

accepts rather than denies her portion of the violence 

allotted her by the exigencies of the symbolic order. She 

is "heroic" to the degree that she accepts this sUbjectivity 

with its attendant violence. But, participating herself in 

this signifying chain, she must ultimately fail to release 

Amoret from it. 

Busyrane's writing (akin in many ways to the poet's) 

presumes to coopt and destroy the beloved object. His 

symbolic organization (among other things, a figure of the 

ego turned back on itself) perverts what Bahktin would call 

"official discourse." Held under Britomart's sword point, 

Busyrane becomes (re-) subjected to Britomart's phallic law, 

or to the Law with which she complies. To save the subject 

from (actual) dismemberment, this law demands that he "his 

charmes backe to reverse" (3.12.36.2), to a reorientation of 

desire properly subjected to the "official" word. 

Busyrane's "subversive" use of language (of symbolic 

structure) ingeminates the witch's spells to conjure a hyena 

"swift as word" (3.7.23.7) .23 "Monstrous mishapt" 
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(3.7.27.4), and called up "out of her hidden cave" 

(3.7.22.1) -- its purpose, "deuouing" (3.7.23.5) -- the 

hyena becomes inextricably linked to the feminine. I hope 

it is not too much to note the self-destructive character of 

Florimell's fleeing. In part impelled by [fear of] object 

love, she flees herself, her own ego, upon which the shadow 

of castration has fallen. We might recognize the "real" 

Florimell by the mark of this "vaine" (but nonetheless 

substantial) flight. Finally, we find the language of 

turning present in the witch's exertions to minister to her 

son's despair over his object loss: "She turnd her self 

backe to her wicked leares [lessons]/To bring her 

[Florimell] backe againe, or worke her finall bale 

[death/deliverance ("baile")]" (3.7.21.7-9). 

Earlier, Busyrane had taken his own ("propre") paltry 

phallus, and "turning" the direction of desire from Amoret 

to Britomart, uncovers to his dismay the impressive symbol 

latent in all aims to cathect. "The wicked weapon [a 

"murdrous knife" (3.12.32.5)] rashly he did wrest,/And 

turning to her selfe his fell intent,/Unawares it strooke 

into her snowy chest" (3.12.33.2-4). The obscure syntax 

("turning to her selfe his fell intent") divulges the "auto­

destructive" stamp of a collision to which Britomart herself 

is susceptible. These images apprize us of the aggressive, 

violent complexion coloring the emergence of the subject, 
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and of the pernicious tendency for representations of women 

to attract it; but also of the power of the subject to wound 

itself.21 

The language of turning and loss also expresses the 

methods by which Britomart and Amoret extricate themselves 

from the House of Busyrane: they are "returning backe" 

(3.12.42.1-3); Scudamore, fixed to his spot, "long in 

drede/Awayted there for Britomarts returne" (3.12.45.1-2) i 

and "his expectation to dispaire did turne" (3.12.45.50). 

Scudamore's "dispaire," and its-connection to object loss, 

reveals a suicidal melancholia. The loss fundamental to the 

mechanism of turning is plain in the description of Glauce's 

melancholia, as well: with Scudamore, she "her dere 

nourslng's losse no lesse did mourne" (3.12.45.7). 

Scudamore is represented as fully caught up in the 

unstable subjectivity induced by the other. As he tries to 

cope with the repudiation of object-love, manifested in his 

loss of Amoret, he "downe againe himself 

disdainefully/abjecting, th' earth with his faire forhead 

strooke" (3.11.13.6-7) i braving the ring of fire encircling 

Busyrane's house, Scudamore is forced to "backe retire, all 

scorcht and pitifully brent" (3.11.26.9). We may see in 

Scudamore's repetitive, revolving actions an outward 

[umwelt] and somatic manifestation of his inward [inwelt] 

suffering of psychic vertigo. The simultaneously 
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experienced IIconflictual ll impulses render Scudamore 

hysterical: while driven desperately to recover the 1I0bject 

a,lI concomitantly he must expel its shadow from his ego. 

The outward evidence of the ego's need to expurgate, and to 

expunge, itself is readily apparent in the narrator's 

description of Scudamore's self-destructive and degrading 

(marginalizing) contortions: he disdainfully lIabjectsll 

himself. We must not fail to note that encoded in the 

nominal triviality of his 1I1ittle affair ll (amourette), his 

1I0bjet petit a,lI lies the exaggerated significance of a 

promise that is also a betrayal: love will deliver him from 

death (a mort), while at the same time, in this psychic 

battle, this fetishized nominality promises to deliver him 

over to death. 

In so far as Scudamore is reacting to an object loss, a 

loss [llself-II] imposed, we must remark, at the moment of his 

marriage, when consummation would have been imminent (a 

union in which, again, the promise of death is immanent), 

Scudamore's fragmenting subjecthood, represented, for 

example, in his compulsive behavior, resembles that of the 

poet-bridegroom of the Epithalamion. The connection is made 

explicit through the figure of Orpheus, to whom Scudamore 

compares himself when telling his story of victory/recovery. 

Scudamore recounts, IINo lesse did Daunger threaten me with 

dread,/ ... /Then Cerebus, when Orpheus did recoure/His 
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Leman from the Stygian Princes boure" (4.9.58.1-5). We have 

in this declaration all the resident accoutrements of an 

anxiety in the face of the feminine (or "beautie" 

[4.9.58.3]) that I have been at pains to expatiate: the 

sinister (womblike) "boure"; the threat of devouring and 

dismemberment, latent in both the figures of Orpheus and the 

vicious Cerebus (toothed like Acteon's hounds; indeed, like 

"the word" itself). 

Finally, the intense concentration in the closing 

stanzas (33-45,1596 ed.) of words employing the "re-" prefix 

evokes the ceaseless polarization of a (re)pulsing psyche 

"ravaged" by desire: "reward" (3.12.33.9; 39.5; 40.2), 

"remedilesse" (3.12.34.6); "recure" (3.12.34.7); "revenge" 

(3.12.34.9); "restore" (3.12.356); "restor'd" (3.12.38.7); 

"reverse" (3.12.36.2); "reherse" (3.12.36.7); "relest" 

(3.12.41.7); "returning" (3.12.42.1); "returne" (3.12.45.2); 

and "respire" (3.12.45.9). 

Britomart's journey, then, at this point in the 

narrative, when she assumes Amoret's and Scudamore's 

homologous burdens at the House of Busyrane, is a journey 

that in many ways explores the subject-formation of an 

identity in the presence/absence of the beloved object. To 

the degree that it is Britomart's challenge at issue in this 

Legend, the psychic quest becomes her own. Britomart must 

contend with a "subjecthood" driven to an hysterical 
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chastity -- the "obsessional neurosis" of a narcissistic 

withdrawal, inherent in the repetition mechanisms 

represented in confrontations with "love." "Love" projects 

an internalized imago (superego, with which the subject 

identifies and which is attended by castration threat) on to 

an object of desire, and also, impossibly, resolves to 

recover it in an attempt to reunify the shattered psyche. 

But the compulsive circumlocutions of [a personal] 

narrative, in Britomart's case, the course of "history," 

cannot be "straightened." Book 3 ends, as does the Amoretti 

sequence, the Epithalamion, Book 1, and (as we shall see) 

the entire project of The Faerie Queene itself, in a 

profound ambivalence toward (re-) union. I wish to examine 

next the issue of return within the context of the problem 

of the revised ending to Book 3. 

The image of the hermaphrodite unifying the troubled 

lovers, Scudamore and Amoret, and closing the original 

published version of the first part of The Faerie Queene 

(the 1590 edition of Books 1_3)25 encodes an uneasiness 

that may be attributed to this figure's inherent 

transgression of boundary (found also in the imagery of 

marriage's union as transgression) .26 The uneasiness 

becomes palpable in the image's ultimate displacement by 

another ending. The revised second edition (1596) of "part 

one" of The Faerie Queen (Books 1-3) replaces a glorious 



union figured in the hermaphrodite with 1I10sse ll and 

IIdeparture ll : 

[Scudamore] therefore gan advize with 
[Britomart's] old Squire, 

Thence to depart for further aide t'enquire: 
Where let them wend at will . 

180 

(3.12.45.9 [1596]) 

If we examine closely the IIfaire,lI ultimately extirpated, 

II Hermaphrodi te , II we can detect in the language of its 

description a resident anxiety that echoes that encountered 

in the Epithalamion. 27 The two lovers resemble IIthat faire 

Hermaphrodite, of white marble wroght, / ... /so 

seemed those two, as growne together quite ll (3.12.46.2-5 

[1590] ). I want to suggest that the language here bears the 

shadow of castration threat in the image of a union 

hardening into marble. The problematic petrification of 

desire here recalls the image of the bride in the 

Epithalamion whose richly organic bodily parts eventually 

harden into lIa marble towre ll (1.177). The IIhappinesse,lI 

IIblisse,lI and IIpleasure ll (3.12.46.8,6 [1590]) with which the 

1590 edition close seem undercut with the anxiety of loss in 

merging encountered, among other places, in the troubled 

denouement of Book 1: 

Lightly he clipt her twixt his armes twaine, 

But she faire Lady overcommen quight 
Of huge affection -- did in pleasure melt, 
And in sweete ravishment pourd out her spright: 
No word they spake . . . , 
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[They] like two senceless stocks in long 
embracement dwelt. 

(3.12.45.5-9 [1590] ) 2B 

The shadow of castration seems present in the lovers 

hardening like "stocks." The peculiar image recalls the 

sonneteer-lover of the Amoretti who, frozen by his Medusa­

like beloved, "nether . . . may speake nor thinke at 

all,/But like a stupid stock [trunk or main stem] in silence 

die(s)" (43.7-8). 

While the image of lovers growing together into a tree 

is common enough in romance (it "closes Beroul's Tristan, for 

example), and is usually taken to symbolize a transcendent 

"aspiration" (stretching toward God), still, in Spenser, I 

would maintain that its "peculiar" quality inheres in a loss 

of sense and motor control that is degrading: the image 

thus encodes an anxiety both about union and about the 

spiritual ascension it supposedly affords in Spenser's own 

metaphysics. 29 I hope it is not too much to observe that, 

in another context, Diana employs the uncommon verb "clip" 

to indicate her desire to dismember Cupid: "I'll clip his 

wanton wings" (3.6.24.9). 

The image of the hermaphrodite, encoding an anxious 

subtext and suppressed in the 1596 edition of "part one," 

resurfaces in Scudamore's tale of his seizure of Amoret, 

first appearing also in 1596, in Book 4 of "part two." Told 

in a trauma-induced monotone, the tale involves an account 
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of Venus' hermaphroditic nature. Like the Goddess Nature in 

Book 7, Venus, also, IIwas couered with a vele ll (4.10.41.1); 

again like Nature, liThe cause why ./Was hard to knowll 

(4.10.41.1-2). As in the presence of Nature's IIdilation ll in 

Book 7, the narrative voice unravels here also, becoming 

polyvocal: the narrator tells a tale of Scudamore telling a 

tale of what IIthey sayll about this powerful Goddess 

(4.10.41.6). Further, a symptom of Scudamore's (or the 

narrator's) fragmented subjectivity seems apparent when he 

contradicts himself, saying both that the reason Venus wears 

a veil is IIhard to know ll (does Scudamore mean hard to 

accept?) and that the reason is because of her mysterious 

sexual self-sufficiency.3o IIShe hath both kinds in 

one,/Both male and female, both under one name:/she syre and 

mother is her selfe alone,/ ... ne needeth other none" 

(4.10.41.6-9). The goddess's anatomy, transgressive, as it 

were, of difference, and thus of order and boundary, 

subverts language, the word, dependent as it is on 

difference: she harbors anatomical qualities that should be 

distinct "under one name." This phallic "mother" 

(4.10.45.9) rules over, subjecting, a crew of lovers 

complaining of "losse" and "delay" (4.10.43.3). She is also 

a locus (a "place" [4.10.44.3]) of "joy" (4.10.44.2, 9) and 

"blisse" (4.10.47.8); and she has the power to "pacifie" 

(4.10.44.4) . 
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The figure of the hermaphrodite calls up especially in 

its displacement -- in its ultimate "unsayability" -- the 

anxieties inhering in Scudamore's subjectivity-formation. 

Scudamore, linked to the poet through an Orphic affiliation, 

exhibits also his latent anxieties. The deeply ambivalent 

cycle of (re-)union, anxiety, and loss resonates both in 

Scudamore's tale of Amoret's abduction from their wedding 

and in the narrator's tale of their elided reunion closing 

Book 3. The narrator dismembers the "self-sufficient" 

hermaphrodite, in which we may recognize a unified psyche, 

in an act that symbolically neutralizes in compliance with 

the Law the power of the feminine (Venus), repeating finally 

the gravamen of unraveling and dispersal in the face of 

(reunion with) a feminine presence that has scored 

throughout this book's narrative of inward vertigo. 
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Notes 

lOn "primary narcissism," see Freud, "Libido Theory 
and Narcissism," in the Introductory Lectures on 
Psychoanalysis, and "The Splitting of the Ego in the Defensive 
Process"; Lacan, "Aggressivity in Psychoanalysis"; and 
Kristeva, "Giotto's Joy," in Desire in Languagg, where 
Kristeva clarifies the concept in arguing for the semiotic 
implications of color recognition: "the subject is caught in 
the acute contradiction between the instincts of self­
preservation and the destructive ones, within a limitless 
pseudoself, the conflictual scene of primary narcissism and 
autoerotism whose clashes could follow any concatenation of 
phonic, visual or spectral differences" (225). On the 
"repetition compulsion," see "Freud, Beyond The Pleasure 
Principle; and Lacan, "Function and Field of Speech and 
Language in Psychoanalysis." 

2Roche stipulates that "the original ending of Book 3 
made Britomart merely the champion of married love; the second 
installment carries the quest to its fulfillment, in which 
chastity is not only the champion of married love but also 
becomes married love" (52). 

JJameson specifies that "the relationship between 
function [Propp] and actant [Greimas] necessarily works both 
ways; . . . the concept of narrative function is shackled to 
some ultimately irreducible nucleus of anthropomorphic 
representation--call it actant, structural role, character­
effect, or whatever you like--which then fatally retransforms 
narrative function into so many acts or deeds of a human 
figure" (123); see also his discussion of "the Problem of the 
Subject." 

4See Lewis, who notes "those cri tics . . . who suppose 
that Spenser has abandoned his original design" (339); Bennett 
concludes that Spenser may be inept in his treatment of the 
virtues of chastity and friendship or that he is returning to 
an earlier plan (138); Roche's point of departure is this 
moment when "Spenser breaks the pattern of expectation set up 
by the narrative structures of Books 1 and 2, turning from the 
epic structure of Virgil to the episodic romance structure of 
Ariosto" (3). 

5Spenser describes in his "Letter to Raleigh," the 
"generall end . . . of al the booke" as "to fashion a 
gentleman or noble person in vertuous and gentle discipline." 
The phrase "or noble person" seems to supplement the gender­
specific "gentleman," extending the term's applicability to 
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women without naming them. Britomart seems introduced in the 
same way, to effect an economy of supplementarity. Miller 
notes provocatively, "as we approach its midsection, The 
Faerie Oueene passes through an allegorically feminine phase 
in its quest for hermaphroditic completeness" (28). 

GOne might also note the narrator's references to 
Britomart's "streight course of heavenly destiny" (3.3.24.30) i 
and to Britomart and Glauce, who "Themselves they forth 
conveyed, and passed foward right " (3.3.61.9). 

7Bellamy's introduction is extremely useful in 
orienting a reader to a psychoanalytic approach. See Frye on 
the structure of romance. Bellamy notes that the romance form 
was viewed as politically suspect (27). 

8See Irigaray, especially Chapter 2, "This Sex Which 
Is Not One," and Chapter 11, "When Our Lips Speak Together." 
Irigaray's clarification of female sexual self-sufficiency, 
and the threat it imposes, also informs my discussion below of 
Venus Hermaphroditus. 

9See Bahktin' s discussion of the romance "chronotope": 
"the lovers are parted, they seek one another, find one 
another i again they lose each other, again they find each 
other" (87-8). 

lOLaplanche notes that "the notion of cathexis -- like 
most of the economic notions - - plays a part in Freud's 
conceptual apparatus without his ever having given a rigorous 
theoretical definition of it" (63). Laplanche, however, 
identifies the processes of "cathected energy" as "the 
instinctual energy which originates from internal sources, 
exerting a continual pressure and obliging the psychical 
apparatus to take on the job of transforming it" (63-65). 
Cathexis is an outward direction of libidinal energy focused 
on an object or on an idea (as in an "introverted," 
"intrapsychical" imaginary redirection of the energy). 
Laplanche's discussion of the significance of the "primal 
scene" is also helpful: "This scene belongs to the 
(ontogenetic and phylogenetic) past of the individual and .. 
. it constitutes a happening which may be of the order of myth 
but which is already given prior to any meaning which is 
attributed to it" (335-6). See also his explications of 
"primary" and "secondary narcissism" (337-8). 

llHughes' comment is to the point: "chastity was, 
after all, a matter of controlling the desires of the flesh 
and it is only with considerable strain that recent critics 
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have been able to argue that the enemy of Chastity is fear of 
sexll (10). See n17. 

12Girard's radical reinterpretation of Aristotelian 
mimesis, to reveal [Western] representation's inherent 
violence, is relevant here; see The Scapegoat; Violence and 
the Sacred; and his application of his concept of IImimetic 
desire ll in Des choses caches depuis la fondation du monde. 

13See Freud, IIMourning and Melancholia ll ; and Kristeva, 
Black Sun (9-30). 

14It is worthwhile noting that we see here, as 
elsewhere, a dismemberment, or bodily fragmentation, of the 
object of desire accompanying Paridell's consumption of it; 
Hellenore seems to fly apart under his gaze: her wit IIher 
quite forlore ll ; her eye and IIgreedy eares ll IIher weake hart 
from her bore ll (3.9.52.5-8). 

lSSee in particular 3.4.6.6; 9.6; 52.6; 54.1; 57.4; 
57.9; and 61.2. 

16Kristeva's notion of IIjouissance, II which informs my 
reading of the Garden of Adonis, follows Lacan. IIJouissance ll 
is lIecstasy without any mystical connotation,1I a moment that 
incorporates the presence rather than the deferral of 
significance: IIj'ouis sensll; see Roudiez 16. 

17See Goldberg, whose psychological orientation here 
is Jungian; he follows in a tradition of archetypal readers of 
liThe Great Mother ll that includes, among others, Lewis, 
Spenser's Images of Life 48 - 68; Frye, liThe Structure of 
Imageryll; Nohrnberg 527-33; and more recently, Lockerd 73-8. 

lBThis type of II sense-oppugning ll structure occurs 
again, significantly, in the presence of a powerful female, in 
the narrative of Arthegall's subjection to Radigund: IISO was 
he overcome, not overcome ll (5.5.17.1). 

19See, for example, Ellrodt 70-90; Nelson 208 -22; 
Fowler; and more recently, Tonkin 120-5. 

2°For other readings of Amoret's psychology in the 
House of Busyrane, see Roche 72-88; Hieatt, Scuadmour's 
Practice of Maistry,1I and Chaucer, Spenser, Milton 129-33; 
Berger; Hughes; and Silberman. 

2lSee Bellamy's lucid 
IImeconnaissance ll (203-11). 

account of Britornart's 
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22I should point out that the inchoate violence against 
the Father, which becomes a rebellion against the Law, becomes 
directed (and deflected, or "contained"), by transference, 
against the forbidden object, the mother (objet a) upon whose 
fundamental repression the Law rests. 

2JSlander so terrifies because it encodes within it the 
symbolic threat of death and castration; thus these "words" 
dismember in their representations, in the figures of the 
hyena and the "blattant beast." 

24See Kristeva' s discussion of "feminine masochism" 
(Tales of Love 260-1) . 

25It may help to clarify the work's publication 
history. The Faerie Queene was published in two parts: "part 
one" consisted of Books 1, 2, and 3; "part two" consisted of 
Books 4, 5, and 6. "Part one" was first published in 1590; in 
1596, the second edition of "Part one" was issued, with a 
revised ending to Book 3 [thus, the revised ending bears the 
strains of (a tension from) a double closure: it 
simultaneously closes both Book 3 and "part one"]. Also in 
1596, the first edition of "part two" (Books 4, 5, and 6) was 
published. In 1609, a decade after Spenser's death in 1599, 
the first folio edition of The Faerie Queene (Books 1-6) was 
published together with the first edition of Book 7 
(considered a fragment) . 

26The figure of Genius, "the which a double nature has" 
(3.6.31.9), notably, keeps a permeable boundary. 

27Based on a line 
composition dates are 
contemporaneous. 

in the Amoretti (33.3), 
sometimes seen as 

the two 
roughly 

28It may be instructive to compare other references to 
fluid mergings: 3.1.39.8; 48.6; 59.3. 

29How love's attendant anxiety problematizes its place 
in Spenser's metaphysics is a topic I enlarge upon in the next 
chapter. 

JOSee Berry's provocative discussion of "The female 
beloved's paradoxical combination of maternal nurturance with 
a disturbing self-referentiality" (8). 
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Chapter Five 

Radical Alterity and Ending in the "Mutabilitie Cantos" 

If we accept the "Two Cantos of Mutabilitie" as the 

conclusion to The Faerie Oueene, then we may observe in 

Spenser's lengthiest work something of the problematics 

inhering in endings that we have encountered elsewhere. The 

ending of the Amoretti sonnet sequence concludes a part 

within the larger narrative whole of the "wedding volume." 

The ending of the Amoretti rehearses the loss that, I have 

argued, works as the climax in the closing lines of the 

Epithalamion. Similarly, the conclusion to Part One of The 

Faerie Oueene rehearses the loss that, I will argue, works 

as the climax in the closing lines of the "Mutabilitie 

Cantos." We observe again that any concept of "whole" 

involving an "ending" that harmonizes, resolves or offers 

resolution, must be qualified in terms of Spenser's 

pervasive anxieties permeating closure. His endings are 

informed by disintegrating stresses that often most clearly 



manifest themselves in the poet-narrator's treatment of 

female characters. 
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A number of earlier Spenser critics want to assimilate 

disjunctive shifts of style, structure, and tone in the 

"Mutabilitie Cantos" into an account of Spenser's 

harmonizing tendencies. C. S. Lewis notes the "soaring" 

range of Spenser's style in the "Mutabilitie Cantos," and 

his "intermeddling of the high and low": "the poet's eye 

glance [-es] not only from earth to heaven but from the 

shapeless, funny gambollings of instinct to the heights of 

contemplation" (356). Ultimately, Lewis highlights 

Spenser's ability to harmonize difference: "In [this 

fragment] all the powers of the poet are more happily united 

than ever before; the sublime and the ridiculous, the 

rarified beauties of august mythology and the homely 

glimpses of daily life in the procession of the months, 

combine to give us an unsurpassed impression of the 

harmonious complexity of the world" (357). Sherman Hawkins 

discusses the "variety" of "the tone of the Cantos": 

Spenser's "Grecian myth triumphantly assimilates its Irish 

setting"; yet he claims, "This variety is without confusion" 

(83). Humphrey Tonkin also asserts the final word as one of 

synthesis: the Cantos "sound no s~ngle note, moving within 

the course of a few stanzas from the heroic to the mock­

heroic or from humor to high seriousness, and drawing 
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together a sublimity of theme and a constant awareness of 

the ironic ll (196). 
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Readers of the IIMutabilitie Cantos ll have also been 

disturbed by the poignant sense of despair that they 

articulate, especially in their closing lines, and by a 

pervasive ambiguity of purpose. Lewis Owen remarks, lilt is 

undeniable that the two stanzas of Canto 8 come as something 

of a shock to the reader . . . . And the reason is their 

tone II (49). He characterizes the tone as one of 

IIdisenchantment ll and IIrevulsion ll (51). Quinones hears, 

despite the preceding lIorder of continuity . . . in the 

large cosmic processes,1I lithe cry of individual 10ss11 (287). 

It is here that Spenser's lIindividual voice most painfully 

cries out ll (288). C. S. Lewis notes the IIdeep obscurityll of 

their closing moment (356). Alistair Fowler finds the 

judgment of the closing lines "mysteriously ambivalent ll 

(229). Thomas Greene finds lIa terrible pathos ll : IIIf faith 

is indeed a refuge here, it is a lonely and bitter oneil 

(322-3)".l Historical approaches have seen the "eruption" 

of history on "Spenser's ideal landscape" and have connected 

the ambivalent themes and despondent tone to Spenser's 

"forced evacuation" following the Tyrone rebellion (1598) of 

his home in Ireland (Quinones 278).2 The sense of loss in 

these lines has been connected to "the report [unverified] 

that a newborn child of the winter . . . perished in the 
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Irish uprising."] 

I propose to account for the disjunctive features of 

the Two Cantos and to expand on these observations 

concerning a sense of loss and ambivalence in the 

"Mutabilitie Cantos" that earlier critics have noted. I 

offer a reading of the disjunction, ambivalence, and tone of 

loss, or of what cumulatively I will call the closing 

"abjection" of the "Mutabilitie Cantos," in terms of the 

poet-narrator's relations to the female characters the 

Cantos present. Insofar as the discursive features of the 

Cantos become aligned with the feminine, the critical 

tendency to flatten and straighten them becomes a process 

homologous to the process of marginalizing the feminine. It 

may be that the evidence of women's actual place in 

Spenser's work has been improperly obscured by a critical 

interpretive tradition that has refused to see it, blinded 

by the constructs of an ideology that must marginalize it. 

I am concerned to recover from the evidence women's 

positions in Spenser's complex semiotic structures, and here 

I concern myself primarily with the Two Cantos, and to place 

them in relief so that we may properly take account of them. 

We may connect several contradictory features of the 

Cantos to contradictory impulses associated with 

Mutabilitie. We see in the Cantos -- as in the wedding 

volume and in Part One of The Faerie Oueene a narrative 
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rupture in an attempt to marry, or harmonize difference, in 

order to effect a moment of closure. The poet's ambivalent 

treatment of Mutabilitie in the closing lines betrays a 

confusion of his shifting desire, demonstrating a loosening 

of the cohesion of his subjectivity. The poet seems 

attracted to Mutabilitie in a process that involves both a 

fear and a desire for the extinction of identity. 

Me seemes, that though she all unworthy were 
Of the Heav'ns Rule; yet very sooth to say, 
In all things else she beares the greatest sway. 
Which makes me loath this state of life so tickle, 
And love of things so ·vaine to cast away. (8.1.3-7) 

In this diction, we find evidence of the dual attractive and 

repulsive forces converged on Mutabilitie, who is made 

volatile in consequence of this determining. Mutabilitie is 

"unworthy" and yet "great" she gives rise to the narrator's 

"loathing," and to his "love." Erupting through the 

symbolically arranged syntax, a poetic revolution 

articulates a desire it would suppress. The closing moment 

is cast in a troubled form, and is cut through with the 

competing energies of attraction and foreclosure. The 

marriage of change and permanence throws into relief a 

violence inhering in a process of assimilation (the 

reconciliation of change to permanence). The ambivalent 

energies that become focused on the female figure of 

Mutabilitie result in her expulsion. Her intolerable 

reality is exiled to a geographical margin that represents 



also a cosmographic margin. As in my prior analyses of 

female figures in Spenser's work, I cast the area that 

Mutabilitie inhabits in terms of psychic space. 
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Like the narrator, Jove participates in this ambivalent 

economy of attraction and revulsion that attaches to 

Mutabilitie. The competing drives, in Jove's case, 

essentially serve to neutralize his authority. Jove's 

address to Mutabilitie, whom Hermes has brought before him 

and his compatriots, and the narrator's description of 

Jove's reaction to her, reveal these competing drives. 

Will never mortall thoughts ceasse to aspire, 
In this bold sort, to Heaven claim to make 
And touch celestiall seates with earthly mire? 

But now, this of-scum of that cursed fry, 
Dare to renew the like bold enterprize, 
And chalenge th' heritage of this our skie; 

With that, he shooke 
His Nectar-deawed locks, with which the skyes 
And all the world beneath for terror quooke, 

But, when he looked on her lovely face, . 
In which, faire beames of beauty did appeare, 
That could the greatest wrath soone turne to 

grace. 
(Such sway doth beauty even in Heaven beare) 
He staide his hand and having chang'd his 

cheare 
He thus againe in milder wise began. 

(7.6.29.2-31.6) 

On the one hand, Jove's impulse toward Mutabilitie is one of 

repulsion and violence. He seeks to suppress her as 

"earthly mire" and "off-scum," and threatens her physically. 
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On the other hand, Jove's impulse toward Mutabilitie is one 

of attraction. He is "turned" from his violent feelings by 

the way she appears to him; he is "chang'd"; what he feels 

as her beauty's power "sways" him to "stay" his violence and 

to accommodate her desires. 

Among earlier critics who want to stress conjunctive 

powers in Spenser's work, Harry Berger, Jr. is perhaps the 

most provocative from a psychological perspective. Berger 

notes, for instance, the "two impulses" of The Shepheardes 

Calender (27), a text I do not deal with but whose pastoral 

impulses, as will become clear, are relevant to the 

"Mutabilitie Cantos." Berger observes a "polarity" in the 

"attitudes" of the eclogues. From their tone of "longing," 

Berger reconstructs the poet's voice as an "interactive 

dialectic" of attractive and repulsive forces which "may be 

inflected toward wish-fulfilling fantasy or toward bitter 

rejection of the world that falls short of such fantasy." 

Yet Berger explains this feature, which I see as a pervasive 

Spenserian "ambivalence," as a "conjunctive form. ,,4 

To reveal further the ambivalent energies focused on 

Mutabilitie, we may look the comic treatment of her. On the 

one hand, her character maintains epic proportions. Not 

only does she appear "mongst warre~ and knights," as the 

narrator describes his project in the Cantos (7.6.37.2), she 

fully measures up to a heroic stature: 



Whil'st she thus spake, the Gods that gave good 
eare 

To her bold words, and marked well her grace, 
Beeing of stature tall as any there 
Of all the Gods, and beautifull of face, 
As any of the Goddesses in place. (7.6.28.1-5) 
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Yet one cannot overlook the burlesque humor inherent in the 

narrator's descriptions of Mutabilitie's activities. 

Consider, for instance, the tenor of the narrator's 

description of Mutabilitie's opening revolt: 

[Cynthia] with sterne countenaunce and 
disdainfull cheare, 

Bending her horned browes, did put her 
[Mutabilitie] back: 

Bade her attonce from heavens coast to pack, 

Yet nathemore the Giantesse forbare: 
But boldly preacing-on, raught forth her hand 
To pluck her downe perforce from off her chaire; 
And there-with lifting up her golden wand, 
Threatened to strike her if she did with-stand. 
Where-at the starres, which round about her 

blazed, 
And eke the Moones bright wagon, still did 

stand, 
All beeing with so 
And on her vncouth 

gazed. 

bold attempt amazed, 
habit and sterne looke still 

(7.6.12.5-13 .9) 

The humor derives, in part, from the precarious balance of 

the epic heroines involved in hand to hand combat. The 

indignity of such verbs as "pack" and "pluck" adds to the 

humorous element. The image of the surrounding heavenly 

bodies freezing in wide-eyed amazement at the sight of 

Cynthia about to use her golden wand to strike the 

----_.-._ .. _-._ .. -.. _-
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aggressive Titanesse is vintage Spenser. The homely, 

colloquial verbal pictures soften with humor as they 

emblematize larger religious and metaphysical controversies 

such as the question of faith in a mutable world and its 

relation to the erratic motion of heavenly bodies. s 

The humor in the "Mutabilitie Cantos" derives further 

from the essentially ironic treatment of Mutabilitie as 

antagonist. She remains seemingly unaware that her very 

appeals to justice articulate a prosecution of her own case. 

The treatment of Mutabilitie illustrated above is not the 

only instance of burlesque in the Cantos. Certainly the 

figure of Diana is degraded by her involvement, against her 

will, with the raucous antics of Faunus. The power of these 

female figures is diminished by their comic treatment. 

Maureen Quilligan has written persuasively on the 

compulsively "comic" (in the sense of humorous) treatment of 

female figures of authority in Spenser's work.6 Quilligan 

focuses on what the critical tradition generally accepts to 

be representations of Elizabeth in The Faerie Queene, in 

particular, on Belphoebe, Radigund, and the Diana of the 

"Mutabilitie Cantos." Her observations can be brought to 

bear on other of Spenser's power-wielding female figures of 

epic proportions who are treated comically, like 

Mutabilitie. 

Quilligan notes one "problem of 'authority'" that 
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Spenser confronts and alerts us to another: "There is 

something funny going on in Spenser's representations of 

Elizabeth in The Faerie Queene and it may be useful to 

question what the prevalence of comedy says about Spenser's 

attitude toward Elizabeth's gynocratic rule" (157). 

Quilligan does not pursue in any depth the psychoanalytic 

perspective she suggests in relating Spenser's "problem" 

with Elizabeth's authority to an "anxiety of influence." 

Spenser's use of Chaucer, Quilligan notes, "should perhaps 

alert us to the other problem of 'authority' Spenser 

confronts in writing his epic, not only Elizabeth's as 

sovereign political power, but Chaucer's as most influential 

English precursor. The two ... seem to be closely 

connected" (157 n5). From a psychoanalytic perspective, the 

symbolic composite of the "phallic mother" economically 

accounts for the anxieties in Spenser that Quilligan notes 

concerning female power and paternal authority. Both the 

anxiety about the Queen and the anxiety of influence are 

rooted in castration fear, the impulse driving capital 

punishment, for instance. "These comic representations [of 

female authority] indicate very real power. It should not 

be forgotten that what is shadowed here is the ability to 

cause not only metamorphic wounds . but also real ones. 

The power an absolute sovereign has is a capital authority" 

(167) . 
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I wish in the following pages to examine closely the 

poet-narrator's treatment of the Titanesse Mutabilitie to 

reveal his anxiety concerning her power. Mutabilitie's 

threat involves her ability to displace boundaries, to 

violate borders, and ultimately to blur distinctions marking 

crucial categories. These categories include those of 

father and child, male and female, and mother-rule and 

father-rule. This collapse of crucial differences, here in 

the "Mutabilitie Cantos" as in the Amoretti and 

Epithalamion, and in Books 1 and 3 of The Faerie Queene, is 

brought about by the (paradoxically) attractive threat of 

merging with powerful females. The threat, concretized in 

the treatment of Mutabilitie, casts a "subject," in relation 

to authority, into disarray.7 A pervasive fragmentation of 

order, including most notably in the "Mutabilitie Cantos," 

the resultant "abjection" of the narrator's voice, is 

brought about by Mutabilitie's attractive forces existing 

simultaneously with a "revulsion" elicited by her power to 

undermine categories. Mutabilitie's contradictory influence 

manifests itself in the essentially fragmentary, or 

"unperfite," nature of the ending of Spenser's most 

ambitious project. 

Let us look more closely at the contradictory elements 

in the Cantos. This last Book of The Faerie Queene, 

nominally valorizing "Constancie," instead concerns itself 
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primarily with the disruptive "ever-whirling wheele" of 

Mutabilitie and her perversions. s The discrepancy between 

the titular virtue and the personified quality that 

dominates the action of the narrative is one "diversity" 

among many that critics have noted. Indeed the infinite 

variety of inconstancies in this fragmentary last book 

appropriately enough becomes its most distinctive feature. 

What man that sees the ever-whirling wheele 
Of Change, the which all mortall things doth 

sway, 
But that thereby doth find, and plainly feele, 
How MVTABILTY in them doth play 
Her cruell sports, to many mens decay? 
Which that to al may better yet appear, 
I will rehearse that whylome I heard say, 
How she at first her selfe began to reare. 

(7.6.1.1-8) 

We see the narrator's "feeling" concern with Mutabilitie's 

lethal power. The narrator seeks to assimilate this power 

to destroy by rewriting it to appear "better" than it first 

seems. The figure of the wheel, used to convey the 

instability of conditions under Mutabilitie's influence, 

evokes also the wheel of Fortune. 9 Through this image, 

Mutabilitie's power is associated with Fortuna's. Both 

these goddesses possess a power whose pernicious "weirdness" 

(a combination of fate and the uncanny) lies primarily in 

the unpredictable and seemingly gratuitous nature of their 

dangerous "play." The mechanical figure of the wheel 

attempts partially to contain the uncanny quality of this 
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ungovernable element. 10 

The wheel of change presented here creates a verbal and 

thematic echo of the process of alteration as it is 

presented in the Garden of Adonis. Helplessly, mechanically 

subjected to this IIlaw,lI all beings II runne II IIlike a wheele 

around II (3.6.33.9). Northrup Frye distinguishes IIfour 

levels of existence ll in the Cantos, which move from death 

and corruption to cycles and recurrence, and finally toward 

a transcendence of IIworld ll in lithe real God . who is 

invoked in the last stanza of the poem, and who appears in 

the reference to the Transfiguration of Christ like a mirage 

behind the assembly of lower gods ll (72-3). Corroborating 

this movement toward transcendence, Tonkin asserts, liThe 

Mutabilitie Cantos are not so much a continuation of The 

Faerie Queene as a translation of the argument to a new 

plane II (202). We may look at the whole of the IITwo Cantos ll 

loosely as a II moment , II for proportionally it is brief. 11 

The reintroduction at this moment of closure of this 

process, which is somewhat sinister in its exhausting 

IIrehearsal, II casts the signature shadow of anxiety across 

any IItranscendence ll effected here. The mechanism of return 

that we have encountered elsewhere recurs here. The 

threatening unpredictable power of unsuccessfully 

assimilated otherness erupts again, and again attaches to 

the feminine. Closure in the IIMutabilitie Cantos ll may in 
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part approximate the "refuge of faith II (Greene) as a 

spiritual transcendence of the mutable world. But, as in 

the case of Duessa's reemergence during the magnificent 

wedding ceremonies closing Book 1, this abjected otherness 

erupts again at such a supreme moment of convergence to 

complicate it. 

The image of Mutabilitie "rearing" up conjures an image 

of phallic, prideful swelling. The image conjures again the 

composite of the phallic mother. Mutabilitie promises 

change, and thus is responsible for the generation of hope, 

transcendence, and salvation. But change involves death 

(loss, castration). The punishment for the attraction to 

this genetrix is castration. Having had the authority of 

the "law of the Father" projected on to her, Mutabilitie 

threatens even as she attracts. Her attraction is a threat, 

encoding, in various ways, a loss of difference the 

consequences of which are catastrophic for the subject of 

perception. The combination of competing forces of 

attraction and revulsion attach to the figure of Mutabilitie 

as they have attached to other powerful female figures: the 

beloved of the Amorettij the bride of the Epithalamionj 

Duessaj the hermaphroditic Venus. 

The preoccupation in Book 7 is with law and authority, 

which Mutabilitie challenges and subverts thereby affecting 

the poet-narrator's "subjectivity." The vocabulary of Book 
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7 is filled with legal jargon such as "statutes," "laws," 

"justice," and "order." Mutabilitie's antagonism toward the 

lawful order is manifest everywhere. 

For, she the face of earthly things so changed, 
That all which Nature had establisht first 
In good estate, and in meet order ranged, 
She did pervert, and all their statutes burst; 
And all the worlds faire frame (which none yet 

durst 
Of Gods or men to alter or misguide) 
She alter'd quite, and made them all accurst 
That God had blest; and did at first provide 
In that still happy state for ever to abide. 

(5.6.1-9) 

Mutabilitie's disorienting unlawfulness is set off against a 

staid order, blessedness, and eternal happiness. Like Eve 

disrupting Eden's processes in Paradise Los~, Mutabilitie 

confounds the order of things.12 She introduces, thereby 

becoming the emblem of, mortality. The embodiment of such a 

radical "alterity," she rewrites the "Book of Nature" in a 

way that challenges its authority. 

Ne shee the lawes of Nature onely brake, 
But eke of Justice, and of policie; 
And wrong of right, and bad of good did make, 
And death for life exchanged foolishlie. 

(6.6.1-4) 

Mutabilitie reintroduces the chaos from which order was 

allegedly organized. Turning wrong into right, good into 

bad, life into death, she renders original categories 

meaningless. 

Within the action of the narrative, Mutabilitie's 

characteristic unlawfulness is dramatized by her 
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transgression of cosmic boundaries. Mutabilitie harbors an 

uncontained desire that manifests itself in an overreaching 

ambition that ungenders her. Her "burning" and "ambitious" 

spirit (6.10.5) displaces proper authority like Cynthia's 

most graphically. Mutabilitie's "bold" (6.30.2, passim) 

ascension through the concentric spheres of heaven helps to 

create the image of her as swollen with an often mentioned 

"pride " (6.25.2, passim). The image is aggressively priapic 

in its contours, and further undermines any clear idea of 

her sexual identity. Her aspirations are emasculating: to 

her "bold words," the collection of Gods "stood all 

astonied, like a sort of Steeres" (6.28.2, 6).13 The 

valencies attached to Mutabilitie not only collapse a 

propriety of spatial limits, but they dissolve sexual 

boundaries as well. 

Mutabilitie's challenge of Jove's authority implies a 

challenge of patrimony that is much more complex and 

subversive than a simple questioning of legitimate power. 

Ultimately it enacts a supersession of father-rule by 

mother-rule. 

I am a daughter, by my mothers side, 
Of her that is Grand-mother magnifide 
Of all the gods, great Earth, great Chaos child: 
But by the fathers (be it not envide) 
I greater am in bloud (whereon I build) 
Then all the gods, though wrongfully from 

heaven exil'd. 



For, Titan (as ye all acknowledge must) 
Was Saturnes elder brother by birth-right; 
Both, sonnes of Vranus: but by uniust 
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And guilefull meanes, through Corybantes slight, 
The younger thrust the elder from his right 
Since which, thou Ioue, iniuriously hast held 
The Heavens rule from Titans sonnes by might. 

(7.6.26.4-27.7) 

The genealogy, r~corded in Hesiod, to which Mutabilitie 

resorts to assert her claim is extraordinarily complex. 14 

Earth copulates with her child and husband Uranus to give 

birth to Titan, her eldest offspring and the father of 

Mutabilitie, as well as to Saturn, her youngest son. 

Saturn, on the condition he swallow all his children, 

persuades his older brother, Titan, to defer his right to 

rule, so that Saturn may rule in his place. However Jove, 

IISaturnes sonne,lI survives the precondition, and eventually 

displaces his father. Each of the cyclical usurpations 

(Uranus' by Saturn, Saturn's by Jove) involves a castration. 

The blood from the first mutilation fertilizes Earth who 

subsequently spawns the Furies and Giants. Mutabilitie is 

also referred to by the narrator as a IIGiantesse. 1I The 

relating of her IIblood-right ll implicitly invokes a 

castration threat. Mutabilitie recalls generations of chaos 

involving such crimes of mixing as incest and cannibalism. 

Mutabilitie incarnates as well as enacts vertiginous 

inversions of ordering hierarchies. In relating the history 

of incest and violence that legitimates Jove's authority, 
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Mutabilitie calls attention to the arbitrary nature of the 

power structure at the heart of cosmic order. Her appeal 

thus serves to call into question this myth of order, among 

others. 

The narrative successfully neutralizes Jove's power as 

he abdicates his "rule" in the face of his subject's 

(Mutabilitie's) dictates. Jove's position of power is 

subsumed under an agreement between mother and daughter, 

under the matriarchal authority of Nature and her rule. 1s 

While Jove asserts his sovereignty by might, he advises 

Mutabilitie to earn "by grace and goodnesse . That place 

from which by folly Titan fell" (7.6.34.2). He attempts to 

barter with her, implying that if she bows to his authority 

she "maist perhaps" (7.6.34.4) eventually regain that place. 

But wote thou this, thou hardy Titanesse, 
That not the worth of any living wight 
May challenge ought in Heaven's interesse; 
Much lesse the Title of old Tians Right: 
For, we by conquest of our soueraine might, 
And by eternal I doome of Fates decree 
Have wonne the Empire of the Heavens bright. 

Then ceasse thy idle claim thou foolish girle, 
And seeke by grace and goodnesse to obtaine 
That place from which by folly Titan fell; 
There-to thou maist perhaps, if so thou faine 
Have loue thy gratious Lord and Soueraigne. 

(7.6.33.1-34.5) 

Mutabilitie, whose claim obviously threatens Jove or he 

would not feel the need to negotiate with her, spurns his 

I 



offer in a retort that mocks him by its repetition of his 

own language. 
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Ceasse Saturnes sonne, to seeke by proffers vaine 
Of idle hopes t'allure mee to thy side, 
For to betray my Right before I have it tride. 

(7.6.34.7-9) 

The mocking tone underscores linguistically the subversive 

nature of her political challenge. It is at this point that 

Jove bows to Mutabilitie's insistence on her claim being 

heard by a higher authority, who turns out to be the goddess 

Nature. The poet's closing prayer, following such 

displacements of Jove's power by goddesses, defers beyond 

"Nature" to some transcendent order in the "God of hosts." 

But such a concentrated barrage of destabilizing forces 

preceding this prayer entrenches an uncertainty from which 

the closing invocation, unconvincing in its brevity and 

frailty, never fully recovers. 

The figure of "great dame Nature" further confounds 

categories, threatening to collapse the order shaped by such 

binary opposites as are merged in her one body. Setting 

aside the problem of this God's gender, to which I will 

return in a moment, Nature incorporates at least three 

category-collapsing paradoxes. 

This great Grandmother of all cretures bred 
Great Nature, euer young yet full of eld, 
Still moouing, yet vnmoued from her sted; 
Vnseene fo any, yet of all beheld. 

Before her came dame Mutabilitie. (7.7.13.1-4) 
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Nature, like Mutabilitie, defies categories: she is "ever 

young yet full of eld," "still moving yet unmoved," "unseene 

yet of all beheld" (7.13 .1-4). In rhetorical terms, 

the structure is anastrophic. The semantic ambiguity 

reinforced by the syntactic seems to underscore the 

generational incestuousness suggested by it. Nature seems 

bred out of that which she breeds, emphasizing the 

generation by incest invoked earlier in Mutabilitie's claim 

to power: the narrator refers to Nature as "this great 

Grandmother of [from] all creatures bred" (7.13.1). 

Nature evinces an anxiety associated with a crime of 

mixing that I have developed earlier in association with the 

figure of Venus Hermaphrodotus (Chapter 4). Nature's 

processes of reproduction, like Venus', continually border 

on the incestuous. Her threat, which ultimately causes a 

disintegration of the narrator's voice, as I shall 

demonstrate presently, is the threat of castration, the 

punishment imposed for incest. The narrator's voice has 

failed him in other moments of confrontation with the 

phallic mother, with the figure of Venus, for example, who 

"hath both kinds in one" (4.10.41.6). The "great goddesse" 

Nature engenders "all creatures II (7.7.13.1). Like Venus 

Hermaphrodotus, Nature is both "syre and mother" (4.10.4.8). 

Like the Nature described in the Garden of Adonis, the 

"great Grandmother" of the Cantos is able to copulate with 
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those creatures that she breeds in order to create an 

"endlesse progenie" from her "wide wombe" (3.6.30.7; 36.6). 

Like the Venus of Book 4, the Nature of the Cantos "needeth 

other none" (4.10.4.9). The "Sergeant," "Order," who sorts 

Nature's proliferations, is ever working at the border of a 

"confusion and disorder" (7.6.4.6; 9) instinct in the 

"substances" of her "deepe horrore" (3.6.36.9; 7). 

An androgyne, like a hermaphrodite, challenges 

structuring categories, those of sexual difference in 

particular. The case for Nature's androgyny in the Cantos 

rests on two problematic passages. In the first, the poet 

makes a remark that connects the double-sexed, earthly Venus 

of Book 4 (4.10.40-1) to the Nature of the Cantos: "whether 

[Nature] man or woman inly were" no creature could "well 

descry" because her head and face are hidden by a veil 

(7.5.5-9). Both figures are veiled to conceal the mystery 

of their sexuality. In spite of the above disclaimer, there 

seems little question that the poem's narrator renders 

Nature as female. 16 She is called by the narrator "great 

goddess," a "great dame" (7.S.1), a "Grandmother," and 

referred to exclusively with feminine pronouns. She is 

addressed by Mutabilitie as "0 greatest goddesse" (7.14.1). 

The discrepancy concerning Nature's sex arises, in the 

second instance, from Mutabilitie's declaration to Jove that 

she will only hear a verdict of her appeal from the "Father 
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of Gods and men by equall might . . . the God of Nature" 

(6.35.5-6). But rather than a male god (a "Father") a 

female goddess (Nature) presides over Mutabilitie's hearing. 

The inconsistency may be explained in this way: Mutabilitie 

never reaches the "God of Nature," who is also the "God of 

Sabbaoth'l (8.2.si; she is convinced by her mother Nature to 

withdraw her appeal first. Nature acts as a sort of 

mediatrix, interceding between higher and lower ontological 

levels, between Godhead and the lower world. But Nature 

only superficially restores order by re-placing Mutabilitie, 

actually doing more to augment disorder by further 

confounding shaping opposites and thus setting the stage for 

the closing abjection. The confusion over Nature's gender 

is residual of the challenge to categories that Spenser's 

character of Mutabilitie induces, and that Nature herself in 

many ways fortifies. 

Mutabilitie plays havoc with boundaries of language as 

well, challenging its representational efficacy. Her 

nominal signifier slides from the "Change" of the argument 

of Canto 6, to the "MUTABILITIE" of that Canto's opening 

lines (6.1.4). The typographical variation, here the 

italicized capitals, compounds the instability caused by the 

fluid substitution of synonyms to ~efer to Mutabilitie. She 

later becomes the "Alteration" of the argument of Canto 7. 

The variations in name, type, and orthography aggravate, 
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calling attention to, the thematic transmogrification that 

Mutabilitie represents. On one level, the mutation of her 

name points to her lIessential ll quality, and so seems a 

particularly apt rhetorical device. However, Mutabilitie's 

sliding signifier, in no small degree I would argue, deepens 

the anxiety caused by the instability that she personifies. 

C. S. Lewis says that reading Spenser is like experiencing 

IIlife itselfll (358). The psychological instability evoked 

in a reader by these mutations of the word augments the 

experience of shaken faith that Mutabilitie's disruptive 

presence creates. The closing prayer feebly ministers to 

this insistent uncertainty created by shifting signifiers. 

Mutabilitie's unstable signification further underscores 

the instability of other categories: moral, political, and 

sexual. 

The narrator's voice manifests much of this 

uncertainty. A leitmotiv of the Faerie Oueene and of 

Spenser's work in general, the theme of the poet-narrator's 

inadequacy to tell, recurs in the IIMutabilitie Cantos. 1117 

As in the unstable subjectivity evident in the poet­

bridegroom's shifting point of view in the Epithalamion, in 

the IIMutabilitie Cantos,lI too, there is an uncertainty of 

voice and roles. This uncertainty can be read as a 

disintegration of the poet's identity, his sense of himself 

as a subject. The shifting voice elicits an uneasiness in 
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readers. The poet's purpose, or his project, and thus the 

identity to which it is linked, is obscured by the voice 

variations. 

The first problematic paradox of voice occurs at the 

digression concerning Arlo-hill (7.6.36.6 ff). Even as 

Mutabilitie makes bad of good, so Diana, through "spights," 

turns lithe best and fairest Hill" to lithe most unpleasant, 

and most ill" (6.37.6, 8). This inversion is brought about 

again by a powerful goddess. We might note in passing that 

Diana undergoes a name-shifting as well, to Cynthia. The 

inversion that she precipitates induces an unravelling both 

of the narrative and of the poet's self-proclaimed identity. 

From epic voice inspired by Calliope, the poet turns, 

inadvertently it would almost seem, to comic pastoral 

inspired by Clio. 19 

(who knowes not Arlo-hill?) 

. . whom Shepheards quill 
Renowned hath with hyrnnes fit for a rurall skill. 

And were it not ill fitting for this file, 
To sing of hilles and woods, mongst warres and 

knights, 
I would abate the sternesse of my stile, 
Mongst these sterne stounds to mingle soft 

delights; 
And tell how Arlo through Dianes spights 

Was made the most unpleasant and most ill. 
Meane while, 0 Clio, lend Calliope thy quill. 

Whylome, when IRELAND flourished in fame 
(6.36.6-38.1) 
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with one voice, the poet-narrator explains the 

inappropriateness of genre-mixing, of contaminating epic 

with pastoral. With another voice, he digresses for 18 

stanzas into the story the first voice would not tell (6.38-

55). This polyvocality, a sort of ventriloquism or 

collapsed heteroglossia, emphasizes the poet's faltering 

sense of self, his voice fragmenting under the influence of 

these disconcerting feminine forces. 

Another peculiar, homologous, confusion arises in the 

passages devoted to describing Nature (7.5-9). As in the 

descriptions of the bride in the Epithalamion, there is much 

detail provided of all the bustling activity and abundant 

images around the supposedly central one (the bride, 

Nature). However, the descriptive center itself is oddly 

elided. Further, there is an elliptical breach of logic in 

the narrator's account that he relies on an oral 

transmission of the tale. He notes, "I will rehearse that 

whylome I heard say" (6.1.7) i "some saY"i and "others tell" 

(7.6.1, 6). Yet it is a failure of his own "fraile wit" 

(7.7.4) adequately to devise the metaphors to bring Nature 

before us in language. He never saw Nature in this event 

"doen in heaven so long ygonei/so farre past memory of man 

that may be knowne" (7.2.8-9). 

Her garment was so bright and wondrous sheene, 
That my fraile wit cannot devize to what 
It to compare, nor finde like stuffe to that, 



So hard it is for any living wight, 
All her array and vestiments to tell, 
that old Dan Geffrey . . . 

. . . durst not with it mel, 
But it transferd to Alane . . 

Which who will read set forth so as it ought, 
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Go seek he out that Alane where he may be sought. 
(7.9.1-9) 

There is a collapse of distinction between the identities of 

the storytelling "I" and the storytelling "others," 

reflected in the frustration concerning proper 

accountability for the lapses of storytelling. The 

intensely polyvocal telling--voice- shifting and layering of 

voices, deferral and absence--expresses through the 

fragmentation of voice the disintegration of the subject, 

brought on by the collapse of categories induced by 

Mutabilitie and the other goddesses. The symbolic order-­

writing and the place of the subject within it--depends on 

such categories. The subject of narrative flies apart in 

confronting the failure of the symbolic which organizes it 

as such. The result is a reassertion of that desire the 

symbolic has been organized to repress and ~ repressing: 

the desire for the mother. The lack of distinction allows 

desire for the mother to resurface through the debilitated 

symbolic structure. 

The "rest" the poet longs for at the close of the 

ambitious project of the Faerie Queene approximates that 



218 

desire encountered in the revised ending of the 1596 edition 

of Books 1-3. It is a nostalgia for an idealized 

recollection of the rna/eternal a state before consciousness 

and the birth of the subject. For Kristeva, this "abject"--

corpses, menstrual blood, excrement--by their very 

marginalization, 'signify the inadequacy of the symbolic 

order fully to contain the power of their flows to obscure 

difference. Simultaneously, the process of marginalization 

affirms the desire for the mother's body that it prohibits. 

This body and lining, inside and outside, is "abjection, II 

and it threatens the "I"--destabilizes it. 

What is abject ... the jettisoned object, is 
radically excluded and draws me toward the place 
where meaning collapses. And yet, from its place 
of banishment, the abject does not cease 
challenging its master .... A massive and sudden 
emergence of uncanniness, which ... now harries 
me as radically separate, loathsome .... On the 
edge of nonexistence and hallucination, of a 
reality that, if I acknowledge it, annihilates me. 
There, abject and abjection are my safeguards. 
The primers of my culture. (1_2)19 

The problematic symbolic organization of certain concepts 

amounts merely to ignoring them, repressing them from 

consciousness, where they remain vital powder kegs with the 

power to disrupt a fragile order. The collapse of the 

subject comes about by the disruption of an order that 

organizes it as such. 

To continue to explain and expand on how, among many 

other female characters, Duessa, Britomart, and Mutabilitie, 
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for example, function to shore up an essentially synthetic, 

neo-Platonic and Christian metaphysical bent in Spenser's 

writing, is to continue to ignore the larger anxieties 

inhering in the architectonics of his work. It is this side 

of Spenser's work that I have emphasized, this oversight 

that I have attempted to correct, as it perpetuates a way of 

thinking about women in Spenser's works that the details of 

his texts would seem to challenge. 

Mutabilitie embodies this pregnant rupture of the 

symbolic. If the "existence" of which Kristeva speaks is 

the fulfilled "being" of Nature's closing statement--its 

full presence the "Eternity" of the closing prayer of the 

Cantos (8.2.4)--then Mutabilitie indeed comes from a "place 

of banishment" on "the edge of nonexistence" to challenge 

it. She challenges as well its "master," whom Spenser would 

call the "God of Hosts." Yet her degraded and devalued 

place of exclusion--a spatial representation of her 

essential "otherness," or "alterity"--is necessary to define 

the place of reality--unchanging eternity. Mutabilitie, 

"Alteration," invokes an abjection in the subject. This 

"abjection," the feeling evoked in the subject and the 

"abject" embodied in the "jettisoned" figure of Mutabilitie, 

Kristeva calls the "primers of [the "I's"] culture." 

Mutabilitie's link with mortality--with death and decay-­

places her, in Kristeva's economy of the abject, among those 
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"unthinkable" unmentionables beyond assimilation. These 

unspeakable energies stand for the pre-oedipal mother 

(symbolized also by Nature) that the God of Hosts displaces, 

and that sUbjectivity necessarily expels. 

Mutabilitie embodies the important but marginalized 

infrastructure of the humanistic crede with which the Faerie 

Queene ends. Yet the chaotic thematic and formal 

disruptions of the cantos preceding this closure, 

exacerbated by the "unperfite" structure of the last canto, 

are hardly convincingly assuaged by the message of these 

final few lines that Douglas Bush has called "deeply 

troubled" (120). Nature "vanishes" "whither no man wist" 

(7.59.9). Mutabilitie is likewise ejected from the 

narrative: the narrator simply remarks that she is "put 

down" (7.59.6). The disturbing ambiguity of the spaces that 

these goddesses occupy potently underscores the danger of 

their ungovernable "weird" power to erupt unbidden from the 

buried subtext. The "master narrative" would marginalize 

them, the "official" point of view would repress them. But 

their brutal treatment tells a simultaneous story of their 

power to shake the superstructural juridico-political 

decision concerning "eterne in mutabilitie." 

Freud would recognize in the linguistic emergence of 

the subconscious the "death drive." Kristeva reinterprets 

death's draw, in its promise to eradicate identity, as a 
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recollective nostalgia for le corps maternel. The mother's 

body is an idealized "privileged signifier" that comes to 

symbolize a preconscious peace before the condition of 

identity and meaning: the attraction of the abject (death, 

the mother) . 

Whose flowring pride, so fading and so fickle, 
Short Time shall soon cut down with his consuming 

sickle. 

Then gin I thinke on that which Nature sayd, 
Of that same time when no more Change shall be, 
But stedfast rest of all things firmly stayd 
Upon the pillours of Eternity, 

For all that moveth doth in Change delight; 
But thence-forth all shall rest eternally. 

(8.1.8-2.7) 

It is worth noting that, here too, the poet confesses his 

desire for Mutabilitie. Certainly included among "all that 

movE~th," he too, then, "doth in Change delight" (a name 

Mutabilitie has previously gone by). Mutabilitie's "hot 

bold" (6.22.9) "desire" (6.21.5), noted throughout and 

linked with her law-spurning ambition, may be seen as the 

poet's own desire projected on to her. The "stedfast rest," 

"firmly stayd/upon the pillours of Eternity," where "all 

shall rest eternally," recalls the prelapsarian "still happy 

state" mentioned by the poet early in the poem (7.6.9). The 

"rest" emphasizes through repetition the poet's 

uncontrollable longing for this lost condition, a place of 

peace that Kristeva understands as the idealized and 



forbidden maternal body, the abjected that shores up the 

symbolic order. 
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Thus all desire for ultimate order in God is 

simultaneously a desire for the pre-oedipal mother--an 

entropic desire, superimposing order and chaos, the symbolic 

and the abject, in a word, abjection. The ambivalence 

connected to abjection pervades the lover's languishing 

verse closing the Amoretti and the "cut off" lines of "short 

time's" "endlesse moniment" in the Epithalamion. It 

disrupts the celebrations organizing the closure of Book I, 

and its shadow crosses the end of Part One of The Faerie 

Oueene. It is perhaps most starkly evident here in the 

bleeding lines of verse closing these "Two Cantos of 

Mutabilitie," emphasizing the violence inhering in this 

project of union and assimilation. 

The "Cantos of Mutabilitie" function in a way similar 

to that of the envoy of the Epithalamion and the alexandrine 

of the Spenserian stanza. They perform a reflective, 

nostalgic function, a "turning back. ,,20 The despair 

associated with this mechanical turning can be found not 

only in the tone of the Cantos and in their thematic 

content, but it is encoded in their structure as well. The 

poet is helplessly subjected, here as elsewhere, to this 

return. The final word, never death but resurrection, 

encodes a repetitive stammer. While the repetition is the 
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source of hope it is also terrifying, at once a promise and 

a curse. The speaking subject can articulate no unqualified 

grace under this law, no heavenly beauty, no unity of being. 

He can secure finally no place, nor stabilize an identity. 

His female characters inhabit a non-space in his narratives 

from which this intolerable reality persistently makes 

itself known. 
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Notes 

lSee Sherman Hawkins for an alternative to the 
"pessimistic interpretation" of the Cantos as expressing 
Spenser's "despair, confronted by the universal rule of 
change" (76). Hawkins argues that it is in the pageant of the 
months and seasons, "introduced by Mutabilitie as final proof 
of her claims," that, "if anywhere, the evidence of Nature's 
verdict will be found." See also Joanne Field Holland, whose 
argument elaborates that of Hawkins: "The Cantos of 
Mutabilitie express in a metaphor of more restricted tenor a 
perception of time and its meaning that has been implicit in 
the poem all along and whose pressure informs it" (250). The 
"perception of time," according to Holland, is one of leaving 
to return, of cycles within the larger cycle of Fall to 
Apocalypse. 

2Jenkins writes: IIIn the Cantos of Mutabilitie 
Spenser's joy in his home seems haunted by the fear that an 
Irish raid will in a moment reduce the work of a lifetime to 
ruins The last stanzas of The Faerie Queene are 
therefore the voice of a spirit utterly wearied by the 
vicissitudes of Ireland" (142). 

3Jonson told Drummond 'that the Irish having robbed 
Spenser's goods and burnt his house and a little child new 
born [the poet's?], he and his wife escaped [to England?], and 
after, he died for lack of bread in King Street" (Hamilton, 
"Chronological Table ll 11). 

4See Berger's "Mode and Diction in The Shepheardes 
Calender" for his earlier development of "the psychological 
basis of the pastoral retreat" (140). 

SOwen notes, "The astronomical investigations taking 
place in England and elsewhere during the sixteenth century 
cast considerable doubt upon this detail of Aristotle's 
cosmology [the eternal, changeless quality of the primum 
mobile], particularly as these investigations were stimulated 
by the new star, or Nova, that suddenly appeared in Cassiopeia 
in 1572 and by the several comets that appeared in the years 
following 1577" (55-6). For further commentary on these new 
astronomical development, see Johnson 214. I would note in 
passing that the ensuing loss of the moon's light upon "the 
lower world" (7.6.14.1), the result of Cynthia's struggle with 
Mutabilitie, seems to emblematize the astronomical event of an 
eclipse of the moon; see Hamilton (7.6.14.1-5n) and Du Bartas 
65 (qtd. in Owen n16) . 

---- -------------



225 

GS ee "The Comedy of Female Authority in The Faerie 
Queene." Quilligan pays particular attention to Balphoebe's 
involvement with Braggadocchio. 

7See Montrose, whom I follow, on the idea of the 
"Elizabethan subject." 

BThe relationships of the "Mutabilitie Cantos" to the 
rest of The Faerie Queene is uncertain. It is generally 
assumed that the editor of the 1609 folio edition, Matthew 
Lownes, appended to the title the note qualifying this 
relationship: The Cantos "both for Forme and Matter, appeare 
to be parcell of some following Booke of the Faerie Queene." 
But the uncertainty registered in the editor's note does not 
inspire confidence in Spenser's authorship of the title, "The 
Legend of Constancie,lI though Hamilton notes, "That Constancy 
should be the subject of a book seems inevitable." See A. C. 
Hamilton's note to the title of Book 7; see also Humphrey 
Tonkin's useful summary of what is known about the genesis of 
the Cantos (190-3). 

9The connection with Fortune is apparent through the 
study of Spenser's sources in the IITwo Cantos ll : for example, 
the Variorum lists The Rare Triumphs of Love and Fortune 
(1589), and Chaucer's Boece, in which Fortuna figures 
prominently as the "rule of change in human affairs" (392; 
393). Ronald B. Levinson asserts, "There is a strong formal 
similarity between the plea of Mutabilitie and that of 
Fortuna, in the Spaccio [of Bruno] (400). Levinson also draws 
a connection between Mutabilitie and Fortuna via the image of 
the wheel. 

lOQf course, this is very complex, for there is an 
absolute predictability about fortune: it will IlTurn," or it 
wouldn't be Fortune, as Lady Philosophy says in Boece (Book 2 
Prose 1) . 

llIn proportion, that is, to the 72 cantos of The 
Faerie Queene as a whole. 

l2So saying, her rash hand in evil hour 
Forth reaching to the Fruit, she pluck'd, 

she eat: 
Earth felt the wound, and Nature from her 

seat 
Sighing through all her works gave signs of 

woe 
That all was lost. (9.780-4) 
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Merritt Hughes notes that "the thought was widespread in 
English poetry from John Gower's expression of it in the 
Mirrour de l'Homme (11.26.810-26.820) to Joseph Beaumont's 
assertion that when Eve touched the forbidden fruit, 'she 
reach'd away/All the Worlds Blisse whil'st she the Apple 
took:/When low, the Earth did move, the Heav'ns did stay,/ 
Beasts and Birds shivr'd, absent Adam shook' (Psyche 6.254.1-
4) ." 

13The OED lists as the first definition of "steer" "a 
young ox, esp. one which has been castrated." Usages are 
dated from 700 and include references from Chaucer and Spenser 
(lQ 3.11.42). The latter reference from The Faerie Queene 
suggests the sexual connotations of a steer as a lusty young 
ox. As happens often in Spenser, the word itself carries dual 
and conflicting connotations: the gods stare with lust; they 
are transfixed by the threat of castration. 

HWhile the primary source is Hesiod's Theogony, "many 
other authors who differ only in minor details" recount the 
story (Oxford Classical Dictionary). Hamilton notes Natale 
Comes 6.20 (1616) and Thomas Cooper (1565) (7.6. 27n) . 

lSWhile to agree to arbitration may not quite be to 
abdicate (especially if Jove supposes correctly that Nature 
will uphold him), Mutabilitie seriously challenges Jove's 
authority, and her allegations are never fully answered. 

16The Nature of the "Mutabil tie Cantos" is a figure 
based on the Nature of Chaucer's Parliament of Fowls, as the 
narrator of the poem tells us (7.7.9). The Nature of The 
Parliament of Fowls derives from "Aleyn, in the Pleynt of 
Kynde," as we are told by Chaucer's narrator of this poem 
(1.316). Larry Benson's notes to Alnus de Insulis, De planctu 
naturae (The Complaint of Nature) are instructive (l.316n; see 
also the "Explanatory Note" to 1.316 [999-1000]). The 
Variorum tells us that the doubtful sex of Spenser's Nature is 
not accounted for in Alanus. Neither is it a feature of 
Chaucer's Nature in The Parliament of Fowls (403). For the 
most complete discussion of the tradition of the Goddess 
Nature from classical to Spenser's own time, see James 
Nohrnberg, "Single Nature's Double Name" (599-626, esp. 604-
5) . 

17Tonkin remarks that Spenser's "curious way of coping 
with a difficult description . . . . is a very old device 
(what Curtius calls an 'inexpressibility topos')" (197). See 
Ernst Robert Curtius, European Literature and the Latin Middle 
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Ages, for a discussion of this trope (156-162). 

lBThe ambiguity surrounding the source of the poet's 
inspiration at this point, and for which project (epic or 
pastoral), enhances the sense of his confusion of identity; 
see Hamilton. 

19In his gloss on the concept, Victor Burgin writes, 
"No space of representation without a subject, and no subject 
without a space it is not. No subject, therefore, without a 
boundary. . The abject. . is the means by which the 
subject is first impelled towards the possibility of 
constituting itself as such--in an act of revulsion, of 
expulsion of that which can no longer be contained. 
Significantly, the first obj ect of abj ection is the pre­
oedipal mother--prefiguring that positioning of the woman in 
society which Kristeva locates, in the patriarchal scheme, as 
perpetually at the boundary, the borderline, the edge, the 
'outer limit'--the place where order shades into chaos, light 
into darkness. . It proves, finally, to be not woman as 
such who is abjected, but rather woman as privileged signifier 
of that which man both fears and desires: the extinction of 
identity itself" (115-17). 

2°Tonkin notes the reflective nature of the 
"Mutabilitie Cantos": "It may be useful to see [the Cantos] 
as primarily a separate entity which none the less comments on 
the remainder of The Faerie Queene" (192). 
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