SPENSER’S AMORETTI (1595)

In the sonnet sequences of Sidney, Spenser and Shakespeare, we see three different perspectives on the concepts of: 

1. love, 

2. time and

3. poetry  

We saw that Astrophil and Stella presents the conventional depiction of true Neoplatonic love as discorporated virtue – and that Astrophil proved a negative exemplum of this virtuous love. Something quite different is happening in Spenser’s Amoretti (Am).

Spenser sees human love as that which can approach the divine; however, he does not want to leave the body behind as useless chaff after the fruit of divine understanding has been reaped. Rather, Spenser constantly emphasizes that it is only through this temporal or physical love that a timeless or spiritual love can be achieved. This emphasis on the properly human dimension of love means that the conventional experience of love as a desire for the “love-object” is transformed into an experience of love as a recognition of an other beyond the self – it is this recognition of that which is other than the desires of the self, this caritas as opposed to cupiditas, that opens the realm of human love to the realm of the divine.

Sonnet #67 is a good example of Spenser’s modified approach to the conventions of love poetry. Here the lover “catches” his prey after he has ceased the conventional love-disposition of the chase – it is significant that this sonnet is an imitation of Petrarch’s #190 and Wyatt’s “Whoso list to hunt…”; that is, Spenser is explicitly referring to the conventional approach. We must put the word “catch” in ironic quotation marks. The poem seems to say that love happens when you stop thinking of it as “catching” someone. That is, when the lover stopped the schase, the “dear” comes of her own accord. The lover learns that the experience of love involves recognizing a will beyond the self. She too must grow and change her traditional stance of fearful repudiation of sexual or loving advance and come “fearlesse.”

Thus, time is also reconsidered in Spenser’s poetry: it is not the atemporal moment of the conventional desire for the woman as object, as experienced in AS – atemporal because it is essentiallyh a non-human (in the sense of sub-human) relation. Rather, time is the properly human realm, and only through this human or temporal realm, can we catch glimses of things in their essence, or the timeless.

This glimpse of the essential through the experience of the temporal is manifested most clearly in the image of poetry as a monument to love.

On the relation of these three, and the notion of poetry as an “endlesse moniment” (Epithalamion, line 433), see Am #75: 

… My verse your vertues rare shall eternize

 And in the heavens wryte your glorious name.

Where whenas death shall all the world subdew, 

Our love shall live, and later life renew.
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