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This particular sonnet is sonnet number 75 in Spenser’s sonnet sequence entitled Amoretti, a 

collection of 88 sonnets published in an octavo volume in 1595, though it may have been 

composed anytime between 1592 and 1594. 

The Amoretti is a series of sonnets that records Spenser’s courtship of Elizabeth Boyle, his 

future wife.  The choice of his title is drawn from contemporary Italian rather than the 

classical tradition. The word simply means ‘love tokens’. Following the Petrarchan tradition, 

the poet idealises his lady love and comes to the conclusion that the only way he can 

immortalise his love is through his poetry. This idea links the sequence with the traditions of 

Dante and Petrarch. Petrarch’s work, Canzoniere, which had begun in 1330s was an 

important model for describing the transfiguring emotion of love, and more especially the 

experience of loving. Here Spenser uses a similar theme but there is a witty tone of 

intellectual playfulness and a complex argument. 

The poem opens with a reference to a stroll to a strand that the poet and his lady love had. 

The strand that is referred to in the first line of the poem is possibly the strand of Youghal, 

where Spenser often walked with Elizabeth Boyle and it was some such occasion like this 

that might have provided the inspiration for writing the sonnet. In the opening lines, the poet-

lover behaves like any romantic suitor who is walking with his lady love on the sandy beach 

and writing her name on the sand. But sadly, the waves come and wash away the name. 

Again the poet makes a renewed effort, but again the tides devour his endeavour “and made 

my paynes his pray.” Here, the tide, a symbol of inexorable time has been personified and is 



shown to be aggressive. The waves in the sea are compared to the inexorable hands of Time 

which eventually consumes and demolishes everything. Seeing, the repeated efforts made by 

the poet, his lady love playfully chides him for being foolish and vain. His repeated failure 

prompts the lady to lightly reprimand the poet. Unlike most of the sonnets, this particular 

sonnet gives the auditor/ mistress a voice and she reproaches the poet for his foolishness and 

vanity—“Vanye man, sayd she, that doest in vaine assay”. Here there is a playful pun on the 

word ‘vain’. The first “vayne” refers to a proud or foolish person and the second “vaine” 

means useless or futile. The mistress calls the poet a proud and foolish person for attempting 

to accomplish the impossible: to make a mortal thing immortal. She reminds her lover that 

not only the ocean waves will obliterate her name, but in time she herself will vanish from the 

shores of time. The lady calls him vain for having this foolish notion that he can resist the 

natural course of life and death by this limp gesture. The antithesis in the line serves to 

emphasize the mortality of the object of the poet’s love and the poet’s proud effort to reverse 

that inevitable situation. Hence, just as the waves had washed away her name from the sand, 

in a similar fashion, her own self would soon supplement the name which will be subjected to 

the same decay.  

The poet is however not to be intimidated by his lady love’s chastisement. He remains 

undaunted by the beloved’s criticism and uses her own words about her mortality as an 

opportunity for his rejoinder. He admits that baser things of the world may be subjected to the 

laws of mortality but his love for his beloved does not belong to the realm of the base things. 

The speaker intends to immortalise her through her poems. The word “baser” is a term that 

has been taken from alchemy and refers to alloyed metal; something that is of low value. His 

poems would allow the lover to eternalise the rare qualities that she possesses. In this way her 

glory would allow him the ability to frame her for eternity through art. Spenser lends a divine 

status to his mistress. The concept of Platonic love often conceptualised the lady as a divine 



being, whereas the poet-lover would often be portrayed as a devotee offering his prayer to the 

goddess. However, here, although the poet retains the divine status of his lady-love, his love 

is essentially not Platonic in nature. The poet wants to eternalise the glory of his beloved but 

at the same time his love is carnal in nature. Therefore he wants to make the best use of time. 

He compares their love with the loves of other couples and comes to the conclusion that their 

love is more pure; not in the sense of being spiritual in nature, but being a strong bond of 

mutual love. Since, his poems would outlive both the lovers; it would gain for them 

immortality beyond the constraints of Time. The poet therefore considers his love for the lady 

as something that is pure and itself has the power to raise the basest of human beings to the 

higher spiritual realm. The theme of permanence of love and its ability to transcend the 

barriers of time was a common theme in Elizabethan poetry. Love itself is eternal and has the 

capacity to triumph over time. In the final lines, the poet professes that immortality is the 

foreseeable future for himself and beloved. In the phrase, “our love shall live”, the poet 

stresses mutual love, as the immortalising and regenerative power, almost supplanting the 

poet’s creative achievement. The double relative clause “Where whenas” strengthens the 

poet’s claim to immortality and while death subdues the world, their mutual love is 

empowered through poetry to renew or continue life.          
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