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A  L o ver ’s   C o m pl ai nt o p e ns i n  t h e  aft er m at h  of  a n
u n n a m e d  y o u n g   w o m a n ’s  c al a mit o us  e nt a n gl e -
m e nt   wit h  a n  u ns cr u p ul o us  y o u n g   m a n.   M u c h  of
t h e  p o e m  d e als   wit h  t h e  a b usi v e  us e  of l a n g u a g e
w hi c h  pl a ys a n i m p ort a nt r ol e i n t h e  y o u n g   m a n ’s
a d e pt n ess, a m o n gst   w o m e n, t o ‘C o ns e nts b e wit c h ’
(1 3 1 ).   At t h e  p o e m’s  k e y   m o m e nt, t h e l oss  of t h e
y o u n g   w o m a n ’s  c h astit y  is  r e gist er e d  t hr o u g h  a n
el a b or at e i m a g e i n v ol vi n g h er tr a nsf or m ati o n fr o m
st o n e t o   w at er.   T h e b e a utif ul y o u n g   m a n is alr e a d y
w e e pi n g,  a n d t h e  y o u n g   w o m a n  e v e nt u all y   m elts
s y m p at h eti c all y i nt o t e ars:

B ut   wit h t h e i n u n d ati o n  of t h e e y es
W h at r o c k y  h e art t o   w at er   will  n ot   w e ar?

t hi n gs. A c c or di n g  t o a  p o p ul ar  R e n aiss a n c e  pr o v -
er b,  si milis si mili g a u det (‘li k e t a k es pl e as ur e  i n 
li k e’).2  I n t his u n us u al  a n d  dist ur bi n g  p o e m,  h o w -
e v er,  S h a k es p e ar e ’s t h e ori es of  r es e m bl a n c e r e v e al 
er oti c  f or c e, u n c ert ai nt y  a n d  diss o n a n c e. E arl y  
m o d er n  p o ets  us e d  a  v ari et y  of  lit er ar y t e c h ni q u es 
t o s k et c h o ut  r es e m bl a n c e. G e or g e  P utt e n h a m  

off ers  a  d et ail e d  a c c o u nt  of  t h e ‘fi g ur e  of  si milit u d e’ 
i n c h a pt er  1 9  of  b o o k  3  (‘Of  Or n a m e nt ’) i n 
T he  Art e of  E nglis h  P o esi e  (1 5 8 9 ). P utt e n h a m  b e gi ns  
wit h  g e n er al  e x a m pl es  c o m p ari n g  o n e  p ers o n  or  
t hi n g t o a n ot h er,  ar g ui n g  t h at t h e a bilit y  t o 
i d e ntif y a n d  e x pr ess  li k e n ess is a n  ess e nti al  f e at ur e 
of  g o o d  writ -i n g:  ‘t h e Fi g ur e  of  Si milit u d e  is v er y  
n e c ess ar y,  b y  w hi c h  w e  n ot  o nl y  b e a utif y  o ur  t al e 
b ut  als o  v er y  m u c h  e nf or c e  a n d  e nl ar g e  it. I s a y 
e nf or c e  b e c a us e  n o  o n e  t hi n g m or e  pr e v ail et h  
wit h  all  or di n ar y  j u d g m e nts t h a n p ers u asi o n  
b y  si milit u d e.’3  P utt e n h a m ’s t h e or y is c a p a ci o us  
e n o u g h  t o i n cl u d e a  r a n g e of  c o m p ar ati v e  
t e c h ni q u es, i n cl u di n g b ut  n ot  li mit e d t o w h at  
ar e  n o w  c all e d  ‘si mil e’ a n d

1 T h es e li n es  r e c all   E z e ki el 3 6 .2 6 : ‘I   will t a k e  a w a y t h e st o n y

h e art  o ut  of  y o ur fl es h, a n d I   will  gi v e  y o u a n  h e art  of fl es h. ’

S e e   Tiff a n y J o   W ert h, ‘A  h e art  of st o n e: t h e  u n g o dl y i n e arl y
m o d er n   E n gl a n d ’, i n T he  I n disti nct   H u m a n  i n   Re n aiss a nce

Liter at ure ,  e d. J e a n   E.  F e eri c k a n d   Vi n   N ar di z zi ( N e w   Y or k,

2 0 1 2 ), 1 8 1 – 2 0 3 ; p. 1 8 1 .
2 S e e   C oll e e n   R ut h   R os e nf el d ’s  dis c ussi o n  of  si mil e  i n

I n dec or o us   T hi n ki ng:  Fig ures  of  S peec h  i n   E arl y   M o der n  P oetics

( N e w   Y or k, 2 0 1 8 ),  p. 1 0 4 . T his  arti cl e is  d e e pl y i n d e bt e d t o

R os e nf el d ’s   w or k i n t his ar e a.
3 T he   Art of   E nglis h P oes y b y   Ge orge P utte n h a m:   A   Critic al   E diti o n ,

e d.  Fr a n k   W hi g h a m  a n d   W a y n e   A.   R e b h or n  (It h a c a  a n d

L o n d o n, 2 0 0 7 ),  p. 3 2 6 .

5 1

(2 9 0 – 1 )

T h e  i m a g e of  a  m ar bl e -  or  fl i nt y - h e art e d w o m a n  is 
f a mili ar fr o m P etr ar c h a n  p o etr y  b ut  h er e  
S h a k es p e ar e  bl e n ds  t h e v o c a b ul ar y  of  c o urtl y  l o v e 
wit h  t h e l a n g u a g e of  s pirit u al d e v oti o n.  T h e  y o u n g  
w o m a n  e n vis a g es  h er  e arli er  r esist a n c e b ef or e  t h e 
y o u n g  m a n ’s ‘alt ar ’ (2 2 4 ) as  a  ki n d  of  irr eli gi osit y 
w hi c h  n o w  gi v es  w a y  t o s oft - h e art e d gr a c e. 1  H er  
q u esti o n  i n t h e p ass a g e  a b o v e  h o w e v er  s u g g ests  

u n c ert ai nt y  a n d,  a  f e w li n es l at er, t h e si g nifi c a n c e  –
a n d  p eril  –  of  t his li q ui d s oft e ni n g b e c o m es  cl e ar.  
S h e  t a k es o n  t h e li k e n ess of  t h e t e arf ul y o u n g  m a n  
i n or d er  t h at s h e m a y  ( as s h e b eli e v es)  ‘A p p e ar  t o 
hi m  as  h e  t o m e  a p p e ars,  /  All  m elti n g ’ (2 9 9 – 3 0 0 ). 
B ot h  ar e  w e e pi n g  n o w,  a n d  b ot h  s e e m u n g u ar d e d.  
T his  arti cl e  e x pl or es  pr o bl e ms  of  d esir e  a n d  c o n -
s e nt i n A  L o ver ’s C o m pl ai nt  b y  c o nsi d eri n g  t h e 
u n pr e di ct a bl e  pr o c ess es  of  li k e ni n g w hi c h  ar e  
r e v e al e d t hr o u g h st o n es, w at er  a n d  ot h er  el e m e nt al
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‘m et a p h or ’. N oti n g  t h at t h e e x pr essi o n  of  r es e m -
bl a n c e  m a k es  writi n g  m or e  pl e asi n g,  h e  i ntr o d u c es 
a  disti n cti v e  v o c a b ul ar y  of  ‘e nf or ci n g ’ t o s u g g est 

t h at s u c h fi g ur es  ar e  als o  us ef ul  t o ols f or 
c o m p elli n g   r e a d ers’  j u d g e m e nt.  As  t h e 
i ntr o d u cti o n t o c h a pt er 1 9 m a k es cl e ar, c ar ef ull y 
c h os e n  w or ds  eff e ct  pr o -f o u n d  ‘alt er ati o n  i n m a n ’ 
t hr o u g h t h e p o w er  of  p ers u asi o n:  ‘w h at  els e  is m a n  
b ut  his  mi n d? W hi c h,  w h os o e v er  h a v e  s kill t o 

c o m p ass  a n d  m a k e  yi el di n g  a n d  fl e xi bl e,  w h at  m a y  
n ot  h e  c o m - m a n d  t h e b o d y  t o p erf or m? ’4  T h e  
mi n d  is ‘ass ail - a bl e ’ b y  w or ds,  a n d  t his i n t ur n 
d et er mi n es  a cti o ns.  P utt e n h a m  e m p h asi z es  t h at 

s kilf ull y c o nstr u ct e d  fi g ur es  ass ert  a ut h orit y  o v er  
ot h ers,  m a ki n g  t h e m fl e x  a n d  yi el d.  R es e m bl a n c e  
is a n  i m p ort a nt p art  of  t his w or k,  a n d  P utt e n h a m  

d e pl o ys  his  o w n  ‘fi g ur e  of  si milit u d e’ t o dri v e  
h o m e t h e p oi nt t h at m a n y w or ds ar e b ett er t h a n 

f e w: ‘o n e  or  t w o dr o ps  of  w at er  pi er c e  n ot  t h e fl i nt 
st o n e, b ut  m a n y  a n d  oft e n  dr o p pi n gs  d o ’.5  His  
a c c o u nt  of  t h e c ar ef ul  arr a n g e - m e nt  of  w or ds  
o v er w h el mi n g  ot h ers ’ r esist a n c e is dis q ui eti n g  i n 
t h e c o nt e xt  of  P utt e n h a m ’s o w n  lif e. C o urt  r e c or ds 

c o n fi r m t h at h e  w as  a  s e x u al pr e d a -t or  a n d  s eri al 
a b us er,  a n d  his  r e c e nt e dit ors  off er  hi m  as  ‘a  li mit 
c as e  of  R e n aiss a n c e  mis o g y n y ’.6  T h e  pr es e nt  
dis c ussi o n  d o es  n ot  p urs u e  a  bi o gr a p hi c al  a n gl e,  
b ut  n eit h er  d o es  it r e g ar d P utt e n h a m ’s c h ar - a ct er  
as  c oi n ci d e nt al.  H e  k n e w,  as  S h a k es p e ar e  di d,  t h at 

‘fi g ur es  of  si milit u d e’ w er e  m or e  t h a n t e c h - ni c al 
e x er cis es, a n d t h at li k e ni n g o n e t hi n g or p er -s o n t o 

a n ot h er  c o ul d  p o w erf ull y  i nfl u e n c e  p e o pl e ’s 
j u d g e m e nts a n d  a cti o ns.  S h a k es p e ar e ’s p o e m,  li k e 
P utt e n h a m ’s Arte , r e c o g ni z es t h e o p er ati o ns  of  
si milit u d e as  a  m e a ns  t o w ar ds ass erti n g  p o w er.  
U nli k e  t h e Arte , h o w e v er,  A  L o ver ’s C o m pl ai nt  is 

e q ui v o c al  i n its tr e at m e nt of  s u c h fi g ur es.  W hil e  
t his e q ui v o c ati o n  r e v e als t h e f or c e of  lit er ar y fi g -
ur es  w hi c h  e x pr ess  r es e m bl a n c e, it is als o  s e nsiti v e 
t o t h e c o m pl e x  a n d  s o m eti m es r ui n o us f e eli n gs, 
i n cl u di n g d esir e,  w hi c h  dr a w  p e o pl e  i nt o o n e  
a n ot h er ’s li k e n ess.

A  L o ver ’s C o m pl ai nt  h as  l o n g b e e n  c o nsi d er e d  

‘a m o n g  t h e m ost  b af fl i n gl y b e a utif ul  p o e ms  i n 
E n glis h ’, a n d  r e a d ers h a v e  f o u n d t h e l a n g u a g e of  its 
3 2 9  r h y m e r o y al li n es ( a b a b b c c) str a n g e a n d  
el usi v e. 7  T o g et h er  wit h  ‘T h e  P h o e ni x  a n d  t h e

4 P utt e n h a m, Art , p. 2 8 1 . 5 P utt e n h a m, Art , p. 2 8 1 .
6 S e e   W hi g h a m  a n d   R e b h or n ’s  i ntr o d u cti o n  t o  P utt e n h a m,

Art , p. 8 .
7 J o n at h a n  P ost, S h a kes pe are ’s  S o n nets a n d  P oe ms:   A   Ver y  S h ort

I ntr o d ucti o n ( O xf or d, 2 0 1 7 ),  p. 1 0 8 .
8 O n t h e ‘a ut h ors hi p q u esti o n ’, s e e   Bri a n   Vi c k ers, S h a kes pe are,

A  L o ver ’s   C o m pl ai nt a n d J o h n   D a vies of   Heref or d ( C a m bri d g e,
2 0 0 7 ), a n d   H u g h   Cr ai g, ‘G e or g e   C h a p m a n, J o h n   D a vi es  of

H er ef or d,   Willi a m  S h a k es p e ar e,  a n d A  L o ver ’s   C o m pl ai nt’,

S h a kes pe are   Q u arterl y 6 3 (2 0 1 2 ), 1 4 7 – 7 4 .  P ost  h el pf ull y s u m -
m ari z es t his  d e b at e i n I ntr o d ucti o n, p. 1 0 6 .

9 C oli n   B urr o w, ‘S h a k es p e ar e  t h e  p o et ’, i n T he   C a m bri dge

C o m p a ni o n  t o  S h a kes pe are ,  e d.   M ar gr et a  d e   Gr a zi a  a n d

St a nl e y   W ells ( C a m bri d g e, 2 0 1 0 ), 9 1 – 1 0 4 ; p. 1 0 1 .
1 0 St e p h e n   W hit w ort h  h as  a ptl y  d es cri b e d  c o m pl ai nt  as ‘t h at

m o d e t h at f or e v er  pr es e n c es a tr a u m ati c a n d s e d u cti v e  p ast ’.

S e e ‘ “W h er e  e x c ess  b e gs  all ” :  S h a k es p e ar e,  Fr e u d,  a n d t h e

di a criti cs  of   m el a n c h ol y ’, i n Critic al   Ess a ys  o n  S h a kes pe are ’s
A  L o ver ’s   C o m pl ai nt,  e d.  S hirl e y  S h ar o n - Ziss er  ( Al d ers h ot,

2 0 0 6 ), 1 6 5 – 7 7 ; p. 1 6 5 .
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T urtl e ’, it t e n ds t o  b e r e g ar d e d as a n  o utli er i n t h e
S h a k es p e ari a n  c a n o n.  P art of t h e  pr o bl e m  li es  i n
l o n g -st a n di n g  d o u bts  a b o ut  a ut h ors hi p,  a n d  t h e
c o n vi cti o n  a m o n g s o m e s c h ol ars t h at its  q u alit y is
i ns uffi ci e ntl y  S h a k es p e ari a n.   M a n y  r e a d ers   wis h
t h e  p o e m  a w a y,  or   wis h  it   w as  s o m et hi n g  ot h er
t h a n it is.8 A cl e ar t h e m ati c a n d str u ct ur al r el ati o n -
s hi p  is,  h o w e v er,   w ell  est a blis h e d  b et w e e n
A  L o ver ’s   C o m pl ai nt a n d  t h e  pr e c e di n g  p o e ms
w hi c h t o g et h er c o m pris e t h e 1 6 0 9 v ol u m e e ntitl e d
S h a ke-s pe ares S o n nets .   T h e s o n n ets d el v e i nt o l o v e’s
a g o ni es  a n d  c o m pl e xiti es,   w hilst A  L o ver ’s
C o m pl ai nt d e als   wit h a dis astr o us a n d d u pl e x er oti c
e nt a n gl e m e nt.   T h e  p airi n g  of  t h es e  t w o  t e xts  is
ali g n e d   wit h   Eli z a b et h a n  tr a diti o n   w h er e  s o n n et
s e q u e n c es   w er e  c o n v e nti o n all y  f oll o w e d  b y
a  n arr ati v e  c o m pl ai nt  i n  a   w o m a n ’s  v oi c e.9

R e c e nt  criti c al  r es p o ns es  t e n d  t o  cl ust er  ar o u n d
q u esti o ns  of  t his  s ort,  att e n di n g  t o  ori gi n,  f or m
a n d  str u ct ur e  r at h er  t h a n  p urs ui n g  i nt er pr eti v e
a p pr o a c h es.   T his  r el u ct a n c e  s ur el y  st e ms, i n  p art,
fr o m t h e  diffi c ult y  of t h e  p o e m ’s s u bj e ct: t h e  p or -
tr a y al  of  a n  a b usi v e  s e x u al  r el ati o ns hi p,  a n d  t h e
p ersist e n c e  of  c o nf us e d  d esir e. 1 0 T his  arti cl e t a k es
A  L o ver ’s   C o m pl ai nt s eri o usl y  o n  its  o w n  t er ms,
pr o p osi n g t h at S h a k es p e ar e br o u g ht t h e f or mi d a bl e
a n d  e q ui v o c ati n g  c a p a biliti es  of ‘fi g ur es  of
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1 1 R os e nf el d, I n dec or o us   T hi n ki ng, p. 9 7 .
1 2 T his t hi n ki n g is i n d e bt e d t o   Eli z a b et h  S c ott - B a u m a n n  a n d

H a n n a h   Cr a wf ort h ’s  ori gi n al r e a di n g  of A  L o ver ’s   C o m pl ai nt
i n t h e pr es e nt v ol u m e,   w hi c h e x pl or es, t hr o u g h t h e   w or k of

S ar a   A h m e d, t h e   w a ys i n   w hi c h ‘t h e  o bj e ct of t h e c o m pl ai nt

e nf or c es  his ( us u all y  his)   will  u p o n t h e c o m pl ai n a nt ’.
1 3 S e e t h e i ntr o d u cti o n t o  F e eri c k a n d   N ar di z zi, e ds., I n disti nct

H u m a n , 1 – 1 2 ; p. 4 ; a n d, r el at e dl y, t h e ess a ys i n t w o i m p ort a nt

c oll e cti o ns  o n  e arl y   m o d er n i d e as  of ‘t h e  h u m a n’:   W e n d y

B et h   H y m a n,  e d., T he   A ut o m at o n  i n   E nglis h   Re n aiss a nce
Liter at ure ( L o n d o n, 2 0 1 6 ),  a n d   K e vi n   C urr a n,  e d.,

Re n aiss a nce  Pers o n h o o d:   M ateri alit y,   T a x o n o m y,  Pr ocess

( E di n b ur g h, 2 0 2 0 ).
1 4 F or  t h e  p o e m ’s  l e g al  c o nt e xt,  s e e   K at h ari n e   A.   Cr ai k,

‘S h a k es p e ar e ’s A  L o ver ’s   C o m pl ai nt a n d  e arl y   m o d er n  cri m -

i n al c o nf essi o n’, S h a kes pe are   Q u arterl y 5 3 (2 0 0 2 ), 4 3 7 – 5 9 , a n d

J o h n   K erri g a n, M oti ves  of   W oe:  S h a kes pe are  a n d ‘Fe m ale

C o m pl ai nt ’ – A n   A nt h ol og y ( O xf or d, 1 9 9 1 ),  p. 2 9 .
1 5 A br a h a m  Fr a u n c e, T he  L a wiers  L ogi ke (1 5 8 8 ),  si g.   U1 v;

q u ot e d i n   R os e nf el d, I n dec or o us   T hi n ki ng, p. 1 0 2 .
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si milit u d e’ t o  a  si n g ul arl y  c h all e n gi n g  s u bj e ct. As
C oll e e n R os e nf el d h as ar g u e d, ‘si mile b uil ds h esit a -
ti o n,  n e g oti ati o n,  a n d  e v e n  a c c o m m o d ati o n  i nt o
its  o w n s y nt a x – i n   E n glis h, its as a n d its s o’.1 1 F ar
fr o m f ol di n g o n e t hi n g i nt o a n ot h er – s u c h as a h ar d
h e art i nt o a st o n e,  or a s oft e n e d  h e art i nt o   w at er –
t h e h esit ati o n i n si mil e, a n d i n ot h er r el at e d ‘fi g ur es
of  si milit u d e ’,  off er e d  S h a k es p e ar e  a   w a y  of
e x pr essi n g t h e c o ns e q u e n c es of e m oti o n al   m a ni p u -
l ati o n.   As t h e  y o u n g   w o m a n  k n o ws  b y t h e e n d  of
t h e  p o e m,  t h e  a wf ul n ess  of  a b us e  e x p os es  t h e
a b us e d  t o  dist ur b e d  f e eli n g.  If  t h e  pr o c ess es
t hr o u g h   w hi c h  s u c h  si mil es  e m er g e  i n A  L o ver ’s
C o m pl ai nt s o m eti m es s e e m str ai n e d, t his is  p art  of
t h e  p o e m’s e n q uir y i nt o ‘li k e ni n g’ – a n d, r el at e dl y,
its  a n at o mi z ati o n  of   w h at it   m e a ns  t o  b e f or ci bl y
‘l o v er e d’ (3 2 0 ).1 2

A   L o ver ’s   C o m pl ai nt r el a ys a s eri es of o v erl a p pi n g
st ori es  i n   w hi c h  st o n es  a n d  g e mst o n es  f e at ur e
pr o mi n e ntl y, t o g et h er   wit h   m at eri al  d etrit us s u c h
as t wist e d   m et al,   m elt e d   w a x, s alt  cr yst als  a n d sil k
t hr e a ds.   D es pit e t h e  p o e m’s t h or o u g h att e nti o n t o
‘o bj e cts   m a nif ol d ’ (2 1 6 ), it  h as s el d o m  c a u g ht t h e
att e nti o n  of  r e a d ers  i nt er est e d  i n   m at eri aliti es.
A  li v el y  str a n d  of  s c h ol ars hi p  o n  e arl y   m o d er n
lit er at ur e a n d c ult ur e  h as r e c e ntl y r e v e al e d  di v ers e
a n d oft e n u n e x p e ct e d c o n n e cti o ns b et w e e n p e o pl e
a n d  t hi n gs,  n ot  l e ast  s e e mi n gl y  i n ert  s u bst a n c es.
S c h ol ars hi p  o n   R e n aiss a n c e  ali v e n ess  h as  s h o w n
t h at  t h e  e arl y   m o d er n   w orl d  of  el e m e nt al  st uff
s u c h  as  st o n es,   m et al  a n d   w at er  c a n n ot  b e  n e atl y
s e p ar at e d  o ut fr o m  h u m a n  a g e n c y,  aff e cti vit y  a n d
e m b o di m e nt.  S h a k es p e ar e ’s   w or ks  oft e n  e x pl or e
t h e  r el ati o ns hi p  b et w e e n  p e o pl e  a n d   m at eri al
t hi n gs,  as  J e a n   E.  F e eri c k  a n d   Vi n   N ar di z zi  h a v e
s h o w n, fi n di n g ‘t h e li v el y  pr es e n c e  of  dirt,  e art h,
w o o d, a n d st o n es i m a gi n e d as st at es a n d s u bst a n c es
e m b e d d e d   wit hi n  a n d  al o n gsi d e “ t h e  h u m a n”’ .1 3

T his  arti cl e  c o nsi d ers fr o m  a  n e w  a n gl e  t h e  r el a -
ti o ns hi p  b et w e e n  o bj e cts  a n d  aff e cti v e  p ers o n -
h o o d,  f o c usi n g  o n  r es e m bl a n c e  r at h er  t h a n
c orr es p o n d e n c e. It is ar g u e d  h er e t h at t h e e m b e d -
di n g  of  el e m e nt al   m att er   wit hi n  a n d  al o n gsi d e
p e o pl e i n A  L o ver ’s   C o m pl ai nt a d dr ess es s p e ci fi c all y
g e n d er e d  q u esti o ns  ar o u n d  c o ntr ol  a n d  c o ns e nt.
W or ki n g t hr o u g h  p att er ns  of li k e n ess  r at h er t h a n

s a m e n ess or  si g nifi c ati o n,  S h a k es p e ar e  e x pl or es  t h e 
c hilli n g  ris ks i n v ol v e d f or w o m e n  w h e n  t h e y –  or  
t h eir l o v ers –  r es e m bl e m at eri al  st uff.

P art  of  t h e p o e m ’s oft - cit e d  dif fi c ult y  li es i n its 
str u ct ur al c o m pl e xit y.  T h e  y o u n g  m a n ’s v oi c e  is 
h e ar d  o nl y  w h e n  it is s p o k e n b y  t h e y o u n g  w o m a n,  
a n d  s h e d es cri b es  hi m  p er pl e xi n gl y  as  ‘m ai d e n -
t o n g u e d’ (1 0 0 ). His  v oi c e  r es e m bl es h ers,  a n d  h er  
v oi c e  r es e m bl es his.  It is t h er ef or e u n cl e ar  w hi c h  
l o v er’s c o m pl ai nt  w e  ar e  r e a di n g, m a ki n g  e v e n  t h e 
p o e m ’s titl e f e el u n e as y.  T h e  y o u n g  w o m a n  is 
s p e a ki n g t o a  ‘r e v er e n d m a n ’ (5 7 ) a n d  t h eir c o n -
v ers ati o n  is o v er h e ar d  a n d  r e p ort e d, i n t ur n, b y  a n  
a n o n y m o us  n arr at or.  U nli k e  m ost  e arl y m o d er n  
c o m pl ai nt  p o e ms,  h o w e v er,  t his n arr at or d o es  n ot  
r et ur n i n t h e cl osi n g  li n es. T h e  p o e m  t ells a  st or y 
a b o ut  d e c e pti o n  w hi c h  is l eft o p e n  i n t h at t h e 
vi cti m  s e e ms willi n g,  at  t h e e n d,  t o r e p e at t h e 
vi ol ati o n  w hi c h  h as  b e e n  p er p etr at e d  a g ai nst  h er.  A  

L o ver ’s C o m pl ai nt  h as  a  l e g al fl a v o ur,  i n k e e pi n g  
wit h  its i nt er w o v e n a n d  s o m eti m es c o m p eti n g  t es -
ti m o ni es, a n d  d e als  c e ntr all y  wit h  e vi d e n c e,  wit -
n ess es  a n d  v er di cts. 1 4  T h e  r e c al citr a n c e of  w h at  t h e 
p o et -l a w y er  A br a h a m  Fr a u n c e  c alls  ‘f a y n e d si mili -

t u d es’ m a k es  cl e ar  t h e dif fi c ult y  of  d et er mi ni n g  
w h o,  if a n y o n e,  is t elli n g t h e tr ut h.1 5  It is a  

dif fi c ult y  w hi c h  w or ks  i n t his p o e m  t o



t h e  y o u n g   m a n’s  a d v a nt a g e,  a n d  t o  t h e  y o u n g
w o m a n ’s  d etri m e nt.   Ar g u m e nts e x si milit u di ne ar e
a n ot a bl y   w e a k f or m of pr o of si n c e t h e y d e p e n d, b y
t h eir  v er y  n at ur e,  o n  a p pr o xi m ati o n  r at h er  t h a n
pr e cisi o n.  S h a k es p e ar e  d o es  n ot r es ol v e t his  pr o b -
l e m i n A  L o ver ’s   C o m pl ai nt,   w hi c h f o c us es  d et er -
mi n e dl y  o n   w h at  p e o pl e ar e li k e, r at h er t h a n   w h o
or   w h at t h e y  ar e. ‘Fi g ur es  of si milit u d e ’ d w ell  o n
i n e x a ct n ess,  q u alifi c ati o n a n d  pr o visi o n alit y r at h er
t h a n a n y fi x e d c a p a cit y t o  d et er mi n e   w h o  or   w h at
is  r e al.   W hil e  t his  i n e x a ct n ess  d e m o nstr at es  t h e
ri c h n ess  of li k e n ess  as  a   w a y  of  a p pr o a c hi n g  e arl y
m o d er n  p ers o n h o o d,  a n d  e x pr ess es  el e g a ntl y  t h e
d er eli cti o n  of  a p p ar e nt  af fi nit y i nt o r e m ot e n ess, it
als o r e gist ers t h e d o u bts   w hi c h   m a k e it s o d e m a n d -
i n g t o v oi c e,  or t o  b eli e v e, a l o v er’s c o m pl ai nt.

i

A  L o ver ’s   C o m pl ai nt i ntr o d u c es t h e t h e m e  of er oti c
d es ol ati o n  t hr o u g h  t h e  l a n g u a g e  of  g e mst o n es
(r u bi es,  p e arls,  di a m o n ds,  e m er al ds,  s a p p hir es,
o p als)  f a mili ar  fr o m  e pi d ei cti c  p o etr y.   T o w ar ds
t h e st art  of t h e  p o e m,  b ut aft er  h er a b a n d o n m e nt,
t h e  y o u n g   w o m a n  c asts  a n  arr a y  of  st o n y  l o v e -
t o k e ns i nt o a ri v er:

A t h o us a n d f a v o urs fr o m a   m a u n d s h e  dr e w
Of a m b er, cr yst al, a n d  of  b e a d e d j et,
W hi c h  o n e  b y  o n e s h e i n a ri v er t hr e w
U p o n   w h os e   w e e pi n g   m ar gi n s h e   w as s et;
Li k e  us ur y a p pl yi n g   w et t o   w et,
Or   m o n ar c h ’s  h a n ds t h at l ets  n ot  b o u nt y f all
W h er e   w a nt cri es s o m e,  b ut   w h er e e x c ess  b e gs all.

. . . t h e y t h eir  p assi o ns li k e wis e l e nt   m e
Of gri ef a n d  bl us h es, a ptl y u n d erst o o d
I n  bl o o dl ess   w hit e a n d t h e e n cri ms o n e d   m o o d –
Eff e cts  of t err or a n d  d e ar   m o d est y,
E n c a m p e d i n  h e arts,  b ut fi g hti n g  o ut w ar dl y.

(1 9 9 – 2 0 3 )

T h e passi o n, gri ef a n d   m o d est y e n c o d e d b y t h e g e m-
st o n es  d o es  n ot  ori gi nall y b el o n g  t o  eit h er  of  t h e

1 6 M ar gr et a d e   Gr a zi a, ‘T h e i d e ol o g y  of s u p er fl u o us t hi n gs ’, i n

S u bject  a n d   O bject  i n   Re n aiss a nce   Tr age d y ,  e d.   M ar gr et a  d e

Gr a zi a,   M a ur e e n   Q uilli g a n  a n d  P et er  St all y br ass
( C a m bri d g e, 1 9 9 6 ), 1 7 – 4 2 ; 2 1 – 2 .

1 7 C at h eri n e   B at es ar g u es t h at t h es e g e ms ar e k e y e d i nt o ‘a l o n g

hist or y  of l a pi d ar y s y m b olis m a n d ar e t o  b e tr e at e d as si g ni -

fi ers l o a d e d   wit h   m e a ni n g ’.  S e e ‘F e mi ni n e i d e nti fi c ati o ns i n
A  L o ver ’s   C o m pl ai nt’, i n M asc uli nit y,   Ge n der a n d I de ntit y i n t he

E nglis h   Re n aiss a nce L yric ( C a m bri d g e, 2 0 0 7 ), 1 7 4 – 2 1 5 ; p. 1 8 5 .

K A T H A R I N E   A.   C R A I K
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(3 6 – 4 2 )

T h e  y o u n g   w o m a n  r es ci n ds  t h es e   m e m e nt os  i n
a  hi g hl y  dr a m ati c  a n d  st yli z e d   m a n n er   w hilst
‘br e a ki n g  ri n gs  a -t w ai n ’ (6 )  a n d t e ari n g  u p l ett ers
a n d s o n n ets.   T h er e is s o m et hi n g l u x uri o us i n t h e
y o u n g   w o m a n ’s p ers o n a   w hi c h t h e p o e m’s n arr at or
will  l at er  c all ‘s uff eri n g  e cst as y’ (6 9 ).   H er  a cts  of
d estr u cti o n a g ai nst s y m b oli c  o bj e cts, a n d t h er ef or e
a g ai nst t h e y o u n g   m a n, s e e m li k e p erf or m ati v e a cts
of s elf - d estr u cti o n  as s h e s ets  a b o ut ‘St or mi n g  h er
w orl d   wit h s orr o w ’s   wi n d  a n d r ai n’ (7 ).   M ar gr et a
d e   Gr a zi a h as ar g u e d, i n a n ess a y o n Ki ng  Le ar , t h at

‘if  h a vi n g  is  t a nt a m o u nt  t o  b ei n g, n ot h a vi n g  is
t a nt a m o u nt  t o n o n - b ei n g – t o b ei n g n ot hi n g ’.1 6

A n d  y et  t h e  g e mst o n es,  or  t h e  y o u n g   w o m a n ’s
a ct  of  d estr o yi n g t h e m, s e e m t o f u n cti o n  pr o d u ct -
i v el y ‘li k e  us ur y’ – a  si mil e   w hi c h  s u g g ests  t h eir
l a wl ess   m ulti pli c ati o n as t h e y g e n er at e   m or e   w e e p -
i n g   w at er, a n d   m or e e x c ess,   w hi c h t o g et h er i nti m -
at e t h e c o urs e  of  d e v ast ati o n   w hi c h   will f oll o w.

G e mst o n es ar e l o c k e d i nt o a n i nt er pr eti v e s yst e m
w hi c h   ma ps t h eir a p p eara n c e  o nt o f e mal e  virt u es  of
b ea ut y a n d r estrai nt t hr o u g h t h e   w ell- w or n tra diti o n
of blaso n.1 7 T h e si g ni fi ca n c e  of g e ms i n bl aso n g e n er-
all y   w or ks  t hr o u g h  u n c o m p li cat e d l o gi c, t h eir  c ol-
o urs a n d l ustr e   mat c hi n g   w o m e n ’s b o dil y, e m oti o nal
or   m oral  c o m pl e xi o ns.   A c c or di n g  t o  t his  pr e cis el y
cali brat e d aff e cti v e r e gist er, ‘palli d p earls ’ si g nif y gri ef
w hil e ‘r u bi es r e d as  bl o o d’ e n c o d e  eit h er  passi o n  or
t h e   m o d est y  of  a  bl us h  (1 9 8 ).  It  is  a  r e gist er   wit h
w hi c h  t h e  y o u n g   ma n  is  cl earl y  fa miliar.   T o  hi m,
h o w e v er, ‘fair  g e ms’ (2 0 8 )  ha v e  a  q ualitati v e  e c o-
n o mi c  fra m e  as   w ell  as  a  vis ual  a n d  aff e cti v e  o n e.
T h eir  b ea ut y a n d l ustr e ar e,  h e clai ms,  g uara nt ors  of
t h eir  gi v er’s ‘nat ur e,   w ort h,  a n d  q ualit y ’ (2 1 0 ).   T h e
y o u n g   ma n is  n ot r ef erri n g  o nl y t o  his  o w n cr e d e n-
tials,  f or  t h e  st o n es   w hi c h  t h e  y o u n g   w o ma n  casts
i nt o  t h e   wat er  ar e  t h e  sa m e  o n es   w hi c h  h e  ha d
r e c ei v e d  fr o m   w o m e n   w h o m  h e  ha d  pr e vi o usl y
d e c ei v e d:



l o v ers,  t h e n,  b ut  t o  t h e ‘ma n y  a  s e v eral  fair ’ (2 0 6 )
w h o m t h e  y o u n g   ma n  has  earli er  c o urt e d  a n d li k e-
wis e  a b us e d.  Still  t h eir   m ea ni n gs  ar e  n ot  i n  d o u bt
b e ca us e  t h e y  ar e,  h e  i nsists, ‘a ptl y  u n d erst o o d’.
W o m e n  a n d  g e mst o n es  ar e  pr e cis el y  ali g n e d,  a n d
t h e  h u ma n  is  s ea ml essl y  f ol d e d  i nt o  t h e  nat ural
w orl d.  I n  t h e  y o u n g   ma n ’s  i ma gi nati o n,  t h es e  ar e
o bj e cts   w hi c h ‘s urr o u n d . . . i n ha bit . . . e v e n c o nsti-
t ut e’ t h e  dis car d e d   w o m e n  t h e y  r ef er  t o.1 8 I n  t his
r es p e ct, A Lover ’s Co m pl ai nt e n ga g es   wit h   w hat
W e n d y   B et h   H y ma n  has  d es cri b e d as t h e ‘l o n g a n d
oft e n tr o u bli n g  p o eti c tra diti o n   w h er ei n t h e f e mal e
a d dr ess e e  is  f eat ur e d  as  a n  o bj e ct – s p e cifi call y,  a n
o bj e ct   ma d e b y p o etr y ’.1 9 T h e y o u n g   ma n ’s a c c o u nt
of his c o n q u ests, a n d t h e pr e ci o us   mat erials   w hi c h ar e
t h eir e x pr essi o n a n d r esi d u e, dra ws fr o m t his   mas c u-
li nist  tra diti o n.  I n   w hat  f oll o ws,  h o w e v er,   w o m e n
l o o k li ke o bj e cts b ut  n o l o n g er f eat ur e as t h e m.

T h e  y o u n g   m a n  cl ai ms t h at t h e ‘w o u n d e d f a n -
ci es ’ of  his f or m er l o v ers  pr o m pt e d t h e m t o  off er
hi m f urt h er   m at eri al st uff:

A n d, l o,  b e h ol d t h es e t al e nts  of t h eir  h air,
Wit h t wist e d   m ettl e a m or o usl y i m pl e a c h e d,
I  h a v e r e c ei v e d fr o m   m a n y a s e v er al f air,
T h eir  ki n d a c c e pt a n c e   w e e pi n gl y  b es e e c h e d,
Wit h t h ’a n n e x ati o ns  of f air g e ms e nri c h e d,
A n d  d e e p - br ai n e d s o n n ets t h at  di d a m plif y
E a c h st o n e ’s  d e ar  n at ur e,   w ort h, a n d  q u alit y.

(2 0 4 – 1 0 )

A  tr o u p e  of  alr e a d y  a b a n d o n e d   w o m e n  off er e d
‘t al e nts’ of t h eir  o w n  h air,  pl ait e d i nt o   m et al  or n a -
m e nts.   T al e nts  ar e  c oi ns,  or  pl at es  of  pr e ci o us
m et al,  s u g g esti n g  a g ai n  t h at  t h e  e nri c h m e nt
e x pr ess e d  b y s u c h gifts is lit er al as   w ell as aff e cti v e.
I n t h e  y o u n g   m a n’s esti m ati o n,   w o m e n’s s uff eri n g
s u bj e ct h o o d  is  t wist e d  or  pl ait e d  (‘i m pl e a c h e d’)
i nt o t h es e  o bj e cts:

T h e  di a m o n d? – w h y, ’t w as  b e a utif ul a n d  h ar d,
W h er et o  his i n vis e d  pr o p erti es  di d t e n d;
T h e  d e e p - gr e e n e m ’r al d, i n   w h os e fr es h r e g ar d
W e a k si g hts t h eir si c kl y r a di a n c e  d o a m e n d;
T h e  h e a v e n - h u e d s a p p hir e a n d t h e  o p al  bl e n d
Wit h  o bj e cts   m a nif ol d; e a c h s e v er al st o n e,
Wit h   wit   w ell  bl a z o n e d, s mil e d  or   m a d e s o m e   m o a n.

(2 1 1 – 1 7 )

1 8 F e eri c k a n d   N ar di z zi, e ds., I n disti nct   H u m a n, p. 4 .
1 9 W e n d y   B et h   H y m a n, I m p ossi ble   Desire  a n d  t he  Li mits  of

K n o wle dge i n   Re n aiss a nce  P oetr y ( O xf or d, 2 0 1 9 ),  p. 2 8 .
2 0 F or e x a m pl e,   C or d eli a ’s   m ur d er ers ar e ‘m e n of st o n es ’ (Ki ng

Le ar , 5 .3 .2 3 2 )  a n d   M ur ell us  a d dr ess es  t h e  c o m m o n ers  as

st o n es  or ‘s e ns el ess t hi n gs’ (J uli us   C aes ar, 1 .1 .3 5 ).
2 1 F or  a  dis c ussi o n  of m ateri a   me dic a ,  s e e   M ar ci a  P oi nt o n,

Brilli a nt   Effects:   A   C ult ur al   Hist or y of   Ge m  St o nes a n d Je weller y

( N e w   H a v e n a n d  L o n d o n, 2 0 0 9 ), es p.  p p. 2 a n d 1 0 8 .
2 2 T he  S o n nets;  a n d   A  L o ver ’s   C o m pl ai nt,  e d.  J o h n   K erri g a n

( L o n d o n, 1 9 8 6 ),  p. 1 8 .
2 3 P utt e n h a m, Art , p p. 3 2 9 – 3 0 . Lis a   Gi m dis c uss es P utt e n h a m’s

d e p art ur e  fr o m  c o n v e nti o n al bl as o n ;  s e e ‘Bl as o ni n g “ T h e

pri n c ess e  p ar a g o n ” :  t h e   w or ki n gs  of   G e or g e  P utt e n h a m’s

f als e  s e m bl a nt  i n  his P art he ni a des t o   Q u e e n   Eli z a b et h’,
M o der n  L a ng u age  St u dies 2 8 (1 9 9 8 ), 7 5 – 9 2 ; p. 8 2 .

‘P E R S U A S I O N   B Y   S I M I L I T U D E ’
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T h e   mal e-s e e mi n g  dia m o n d  e x pr ess es ‘his  i n vi se d
pr o p erti es ’ of  b ea ut y  a n d  har d n ess,   w hi c h  s o u n d
li k e t h e y o u n g   ma n’s o w n. S ha k es p ear e oft e n e v o k es
st o n es  t o  s u g g est   m e n’s  la c k  of  h u ma n  f e eli n g.2 0

H er e,  h o w e v er,  t h e  y o u n g   ma n  s elf-r e gar di n gl y
affi r ms, t hr o u g h  his st o ni n ess,  his  o w n  b ea utif ul a n d
r e m ot e  d esira bilit y.   M ea n whil e, t h e fr es h  gr e e n  h u e
of t h e  e m eral d s o ot h es ‘w ea k si g hts ’, i n  a c c or da n c e
wit h c o nt e m p orar y   m e di cal b eli ef,   w hil e t h e bl u e n ess
of t h e sa p p hir e s u g g ests h ea v e n. 2 1 T h es e st o n es, t o o,
‘s mil e d  or   ma d e s o m e   m oa n’ o n  b e half  of t h e f or-
sa k e n   w o m e n   w h o   willi n gl y  ga v e  t h e m.   T o  t h e
y o u n g   ma n, t h e   w o m e n ’s a g o niz e d d esir e, h o w e v er,
s e e ms r ea dil y tra nsf erra ble t o a n e w l o v er-i n- waiti n g.
S ha k es p ear e h er e r e fl e cts  o n blaso n ’s ri g or o us a n d
c ol d c o d e w or k,  b ut als o  hi nts at t h e c ost t o   w o m e n
w h e n  t h e  h u ma n  f us es  u n pr o bl e mati call y   wit h  t h e
nat ural   w orl d.   As J o h n   K erri ga n   writ es  of t h e y o u n g
w o ma n i n A Lover ’s   Co m plai nt, ‘[a] b u n dl e of s uasi v e
m eta p h ors – ma d e  u p  of  g e mst o n es  a n d “ d e e p-
brai n e d s o n n ets ” – is  h er  u n d oi n g’.2 2

P utt e n h a m r e g ar ds bl as o n as  p art  of t h e ‘Ic o n, or
R es e m bl a n c e b y I m a g er y ’, off eri n g e x a m pl es fr o m
his o w n   w or k P art he ni a des ,   w hi c h c o m p ar es   Q u e e n
Eli z a b et h t o  a  cl ut c h  of  pr e ci o us st o n es:  h er f or e -
h e a d is sil v er, h er br o ws ar e e b o n y, h er h air is g ol d,
h er  li ps  ar e ‘r u b y  r o c k’,  h er  br e asts  ar e  al a b ast er.
P utt e n h a m e x pl ai ns t h at bl as o n w or ks i n t his   w a y t o
‘r es e m bl e  e v er y  p art  of  h er  b o d y t o s o m e  n at ur al
t hi n g  of e x c ell e nt  p erf e cti o n’.2 3 As   N a n c y   Vi c k ers



h as o bs er v e d, bl as o n t e n ds, h o w e v er, t o dis ass e m bl e
w o m e n  b y  br e a ki n g  t h e m  u p  i nt o  c o nstit u e nt
p arts.   A n  el a b or at e  i m a gi n ati v e  pr oj e cti o n  of  t h e
m al e s p e a k er ’s  d esir e, bl as o n s ets  o ut t o  pr ais e t h e
u ni q u e n ess  of t h e f e m al e  b el o v e d.   B ut t hr o u g h a n
a c c u m ul ati o n of si milit u d es, t h e eff e ct is t o s u g g est
t h at – as t h e  n arr ati v e attri b ut e d t o t h e y o u n g   m a n
i n A  L o ver ’s   C o m pl ai nt af fi r ms – all   w o m e n ar e t h e
s a m e.2 4 T h e c a pri ci o us n ess  of s u c h c o m p aris o ns is,
f a m o usl y, t h e s u bj e ct  of S h a k es p e ar e’s S o n n et 1 3 0 :

M y   mistr ess ’ e y es ar e  n ot hi n g li k e t h e s u n;
C or al is f ar   m or e r e d t h a n  h er li ps ’ r e d.
If s n o w  b e   w hit e,   w h y t h e n  h er  br e asts ar e  d u n;
If  h airs  b e   wir es,  bl a c k   wir es gr o w  o n  h er  h e a d.
I  h a v e s e e n r os es  d a m as k e d, r e d a n d   w hit e,
B ut  n o s u c h r os es s e e I i n  h er c h e e ks

(1 – 6 )

T h e  n arr at or  o bs er v es  of t h e y o u n g   w o m a n t h at
‘S o m e b e a ut y p e e p e d t hr o u g h l atti c e of s e ar e d a g e ’
(1 4 ).   Ol d b ef or e h er ti m e, h er y o ut h is n e v ert h el ess
still  dis c er ni bl e t hr o u g h  h er l atti c e - w or k   wri n kl es.
T his str a n g e  c o m p aris o n  gr o ws str a n g er   w h e n t h e
n arr at or  d es cri b es  h o w  t h e  y o u n g   w o m a n ’s ‘s e a -
s o n e d   w o e  h a d  p ell et e d i n  t e ars’ (1 8 ).   A  p ell et is
a  g u nst o n e,  s h ot  or  pr oj e ctil e,  a  j arri n g  i m a g e
w hi c h t h e  n e xt st a n z a  d e v el o ps f urt h er:

S o m eti m es  h er l e v ell e d e y es t h eir c arri a g e ri d e
As t h e y  di d  b att ’r y t o t h e s p h er es i nt e n d;
S o m eti m e  di v ert e d t h eir  p o or  b alls ar e ti e d
T o t h ’or b è d e art h; s o m eti m es t h e y  d o e xt e n d
T h eir  vi e w ri g ht  o n; a n o n t h eir g a z es l e n d
T o e v er y  pl a c e at  o n c e, a n d  n o w h er e fi x e d,
T h e   mi n d a n d si g ht  distr a ct e dl y c o m mi x e d.

(2 2 – 8 )

R at h er  t h a n  r es e m bli n g  ri c h  g e ms,  or  st ars,  t h e
y o u n g   w o m a n ’s r olli n g ‘e y es t h eir c arri a g e ri d e ’ as
t h o u g h  t h e y  ar e  o n   w h e els.   H er  f a c e  b e c o m es
a  c ar e eri n g  c a n n o n  p ois e d  o n  a  g u n - c arri a g e
w hi c h  t a k es  ai m,  r a n d o ml y,  at l ar g er ‘s p h er es’ i n
t h e s k y a n d at ‘t h’or b è d  e art h ’.2 6 T his c o m p aris o n
is  s uffi ci e ntl y  dis c or d a nt  t o  r e n d er  t h e  y o u n g
w o m a n  n ot  q uit e  h u m a n,  d e v el o pi n g  a  s e ns e  of
h er d e at hli k e as p e ct   w hi c h el a b or at es t h e n arr at or ’s
e arl y  i m pr essi o n  t h at  h er  b o d y  is ‘T h e  c ar c ass  of
b e a ut y s p e nt  a n d  d o n e ’ (1 1 ).2 7 T h e  c o m p aris o n is
u n e x p e ct e d,  b ut  is  n e v ert h el ess  i n  k e e pi n g   wit h

2 4 S e e   N a n c y   Vi c k ers ’s i nfl u e nti al  dis c ussi o n  of ‘t h e li mits –

i n d e e d t h e  d a n g ers – of t h at i n h erit e d, i ns uf fi ci e nt,  d es cri p -

ti v e  r h et ori c’ i n ‘ “T h e  bl a z o n  of  s w e et  b e a ut y ’s  b est” :
S h a k es p e ar e ’s L ucrece ’, i n S h a kes pe are  a n d  t he   Q uesti o n  of

T he or y ,  e d.  P atri ci a  P ar k er  a n d   G e offr e y   H art m a n

( N e w   Y or k a n d  L o n d o n, 1 9 8 5 ), 9 5 – 1 1 5 ; p. 9 6 .
2 5 F or  a n  a c c o u nt  of  c o m p etiti v e  si milit u d e,  s e e S o n nets ,  e d.

K erri g a n,  p p. 1 8 – 2 3 .   K erri g a n  p oi nts  o ut  t h at ‘Si mil arit y

d e p e n ds  o n  diff er e n c e; f or   wit h o ut  diff er e n c e t h er e is i d e n -

tit y,  n ot si milit u d e’ ( p. 2 3 ).
2 6 T his  dis c ussi o n is i n d e bt e d t o   K erri g a n ’s  p er c e pti v e  n ot es t o

t his  p ass a g e i n S o n nets ,  p p. 3 9 8 – 9 .
2 7 T h e  y o u n g   w o m a n  is  d es cri b e d  as ‘a li vi n g g h ost ’ b y

R osali n d  S mit h,   Mi c h ell e   O ’C alla g h a n  a n d  S ar a h

C.   E.   R oss  i n ‘C o m pl ai nt ’, i n A   C o m pa nio n  t o   Re n aiss a nce
P oetr y , e d.   C at h eri n e   B at es ( C hi c h est er, 2 0 1 8 ), 3 3 9 – 5 2 ; p. 3 4 5 .

K A T H A R I N E   A.   C R A I K
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T his  s o n n et dra ws  att e nti o n t o t h e artifi cialit y,  a n d 
i n d e e d m e n da cit y,  i n v ol v e d in  c o m paris o n,  a n d sti cks  
r es ol ut el y i nstea d  t o w hat  is r eal. ‘Fi g ur es  of  si milit u d e’ 
c o n v e nti o nall y  r e gist er w o m e n ’s b ea ut y  b y  ma p pi n g  
t h eir f eat ur es o nt o  nat ural  pr o p erti es.  T his s o n n et 
i nsists, h o w e v er,  t hat t h e b el o v e d  is ‘n ot hi n g  li k e’ c oral,  
s n o w or  r os es, a n d i n d e e d li k e n ot hi n g  els e.  Si mil es  
ca n n ot  d o  h er  j usti c e b e ca us e  s h e is n ot  si milar t o 
a n yt hi n g. S o n n et  2 1  als o s u g g ests t hat c o m paris o ns  ar e  
c h ea p,  i n cl u di n g a n y ‘c o u pl e m e nt  of  pr o u d  c o m-
par e  /  . .  .  wit h  eart h,  a n d s ea’s ric h g e m s’ (5 – 6 ). S u c h  
c o u pl e m e nt  o nl y  d e val u es  t h e b el o v e d ’s sin g u lar 
u ni q u e n ess.  S ha k es p ear e  r etur ns  t o t h e f utilit y of  c o m-
paris o n  i n A L over’s Co m plai nt , w hi c h  t h or o u g hl y 
e x pl or es,  t hr o u g h t h e u ns cr u p ul o us  y o u n g  ma n ’s 
(r e p ort e d) w or ds,  t h e c o ns e q u e n c es  of  li k e ni n g 
w o m e n to th in g s.  N o w th e ‘a pt n ess’ of  t h e c o m pari-
s o n e x pr ess e d  b y  bl a z o n  l o o ks li k e a stri ct sa m e n ess a ki n  
t o c o er ci o n,  w hil e  u n warra nt e d  li k e n ess es ar e r h et ori cal 
pl o ys  w hi c h  c o ntri b ut e  t o a c o nsi d er e d  strat e g y of  
s e x ual pr e dati o n. 2 5  A L over’s Co m plai nt  is still m or e  
s c e pti cal t ha n t h e So n nets  a b o ut t h e r ol e of  c o m paris o n  
i n g e n d er e d  r elati o ns hi p, parti c ularl y  t h e tra diti o ns of  
l o v e p o etr y  i n w hi c h  m e n  ta g f e mal e b ea ut y  i nt o a pr e-
e xisti n g  s et of  c orr es p o n d e n c es.  I n ot h er  parts  of  t his 

p o e m,  h o w e v er,  ‘fi g ur es  of  si mili-t u d e’ e n c o m pass  l ess 
fa miliar, l ess pr e di cta bl e  a n d t h er ef or e l ess r ea dil y 
dis m iss e d patt er ns  of  li k e ni n g.
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P utt e n h a m ’s a c c o u nt i n T he   Art of   E nglis h  P oes y of
c ert ai n ‘fi g ur es  of si milit u d e ’ w hi c h ar e c a p a bl e  of
fi n di n g ‘r es e m bl a n c e i n  a  ki n d  of  dissi milit u d e’.2 8

T his  ki n d  of li k e ni n g  i n v ol v es  dr a wi n g  att e nti o n
n ot  o nl y t o   w h at s o m e o n e is li k e,  b ut als o t o   w h at
t h e y ar e or di n aril y n ot li k e.   Ot h er e x a m pl es aris e i n
S h a k es p e ar e ’s  pl a ys   w h e n   Ot h ell o  i m a gi n es  a n
i m m a c ul at e   w orl d, fr e e fr o m  t h e  t hr e at  of  s e x u al
a b a n d o n m e nt  a n d  i n fi d elit y,  as ‘o n e  e ntir e  a n d
p erf e ct  c hr ys olit e ’ (Ot hell o , 5 .2 .1 5 2 ),2 9 a n d   w h e n
L arti us  d es cri b es  t h e  bl o o di e d   C ori ol a n us  as
a  bri g ht r e d ‘c ar b u n cl e  e ntir e ’ (C ori ol a n us 1 .5 .2 6 ).
It  is  t h e i ne x a ct n ess  of  t h e  r es e m bl a n c e  b et w e e n
a  c ol oss al  gr e e n  g e mst o n e  a n d  a  c h ast e   w orl d,  or
b et w e e n  a  s m all  glist e ni n g  g ar n et  a n d  a   milit ar y
c ol oss us,   w hi c h is stri ki n g.   R at h er t h a n t h e s a m e -
n ess a n d c orr es p o n d e n c e e x pr ess e d b y bl as o n , t h es e
c o m p aris o ns  b et w e e n  p e o pl e  a n d   m at eri al  st uff
k e e p  t h e  p ossi bilit y  of  diff er e n c e  i n  pl a y.  S u c h
s ur prisi n g  a n d  diss o n a nt ‘fi g ur es  of si milit u d e ’ ar e
w ell e q ui p p e d, as   w e   will s e e, t o e x pr ess t h e y o u n g
w o m a n ’s  i ntr a ct a bl e  d esir e   w hi c h  b et o k e ns  t h e
gr a vit y  a n d  i n c o m m e ns ur a bilit y  of  t h e  y o u n g
m a n ’s a cti o ns a g ai nst  h er.

T h e  pr es e n c e  of  diff er e n c e i n si milit u d e is  p ar -
ti c ul arl y i m p ort a nt i n t h e st a n z a   w h er e   w e  b e g a n.
H er e  t h e  y o u n g   w o m a n  t ur ns  h er ‘r e as o n  i nt o
t e ars’ (2 9 6 ):

B ut   wit h t h e i n u n d ati o n  of t h e e y es
W h at r o c k y  h e art t o   w at er   will  n ot   w e ar?
W h at  br e ast s o c ol d t h at is  n ot   w ar m è d  h er e?
O cl eft eff e ct!

2 8 P utt e n h a m, Art , p. 3 2 8 .   K erri g a n  n ot es  i n S o n nets t h at

‘S h a k es p e ar e   writ es   wit h  a  k e e n  s e ns e  of  t h e  diff er e n c e i n

si milit u d e’ ( p. 2 3 ).
2 9 T h e  i m a gi n e d  c hr ys olit e  is  s ur el y  c o n n e ct e d  t o  j e al o us y ’s

‘gr e e n - e y e d   m o nst er ’ (3 .3 .1 7 0 ).
3 0 L ar a   B o vils k y, ‘S h a k es p e ar e ’s   mi n er al  e m oti o ns’, i n

Re n aiss a nce  P ost h u m a nis m ,  e d.  J os e p h   C a m p a n a  a n d
S c ott   M ais a n o  ( N e w   Y or k, 2 0 1 6 ), 2 5 3 – 8 2 ;  p p. 2 6 6 a n d

2 6 0 . J a n e   B e n n ett  o utli n es  h er r el at e d t h e or y  of ‘t h e  vit alit y

of   m att er  a n d  t h e li v el y  p o w ers  of   m at eri al  f or m ati o ns ’ i n

Vi br a nt   M atter:   A  P olitic al   Ec ol og y  of   T hi ngs ( D ur h a m,   N C,
2 0 1 0 ),  p. vii.

‘P E R S U A S I O N   B Y   S I M I L I T U D E ’

5 7

‘e m oti o n al  disti n cti o n  b et w e e n st o n es  a n d   m e n is
n ot  a n  a bs ol ut e ’. F or B o vils k y,  t his i n disti n cti v e -
n ess  cr e at es  a  n e w ‘mi n er al i d e ntit y ’ w hi c h f a cili -
t at es t h e e x pr essi o n of e m oti o n al e xtr e mit y s u c h as
gri ef  or  d es p air. 3 0 W hil e A  L o ver ’s   C o m pl ai nt us es
st o n es  a n d st o ni n ess t o  e x pr ess str o n g f e eli n g, t h e
p h asi n g of st o n es a n d p e o pl e i nt o o n e a n ot h er d o es
n ot p er mit n e w   w a ys of b ei n g or d oi n g.   T h e y o u n g
w o m a n e nt ers i nt o li k e n ess   wit h t h e t e arf ul y o u n g
m a n,  b ut  als o  r e c o g ni z es  t h eir  r es e m bl a n c e  as
a ‘cl eft  eff e ct ’ w hi c h i n v ol v es  diff er e n c e as   w ell as
s a m e n ess. ‘T o cl e a v e ’ m e a ns t o s plit a p art,  b ut als o
t o sti c k f ast  or a d h er e.   T h e   w or d is a n a pt  d es cri p -
ti o n  of t h os e ‘fi g ur es  of si milit u d e ’ w hi c h  e x pr ess,
t hr o u g h r es e m bl a n c e, b ot h t o g et h er n ess a n d a p art -
n ess.   T h e  t e c h ni c al   w or k  of  lit er ar y fi g ur es  als o,
h o w e v er,  b et o k e ns  a   wi d er  d y n a mi c  of ‘li k e ni n g’
w hi c h  s u g g ests  t h e  t erri bl e  ris ks  i n v ol v e d  f or
w o m e n i n  pr os p e cti n g f or si milit u d e.   T h e  y o u n g
m a n  a n d t h e  y o u n g   w o m a n  h a d  s e e m e d t o s h ar e
a   m o m e nt of t e arf ul pr e p ar e d n ess, b ut t his s e e mi n g
s a m e n ess is s h ort li v e d.  F or  as t h e  y o u n g   w o m a n
r e ali z es,  i n  h er  st ar k  r etr os p e cti v e  c o m m e nt ar y,
t h e y   w er e n e v er r e all y t o g et h er or e v e n pr o xi m at e:
‘o ur dr o ps t his diff ’r e n c e b or e: /   His p ois o n e d   m e,
a n d   mi n e  di d  hi m r est or e ’ (3 0 0 – 1 ).

ii

P utt e n ha m ’s d es cri pti o n of O miosis , or R es e m bla n c e,
f or ms  part  of  his  a c c o u nt ‘Of fi g ur es  s e nt e nti o us,
ot h er wis e  call e d  r h et ori cal ’. His t h e or y of ‘g e n eral
R es e m bla n c e,  or  bar e  Si milit u d e ’ is  f oll o w e d  b y(2 9 0 – 3 )

St o n es   w er e  s o m eti m es  c o n n e ct e d  t o  c o nst a n c y
a n d  st a bilit y  t hr o u g h  i d e as  of  St oi c  st o ut -
h e art e d n ess.   O n e  of  t h e  y o u n g   m a n ’s  pr e vi o us
c o n q u ests, aft er all,   w as a  n u n   w h o r es ol v e d t o  b e
‘i m m ur e d’ (2 5 1 ),  or f ast e n e d i nt o r o c k, i n  or d er t o
a v oi d  f urt h er  t e m pt ati o n.   H er e  t h e  y o u n g
w o m a n ’s  r o c k y  r esist a n c e  diss ol v es  i nt o   w ar m
ali v e n ess.   A n d  y et s h e is  n o   Ni o b e f or   w h o m ‘A n
o bj e cti v e,  st o n y “ it” b e c o m es  a   w e e pi n g,  st o n y
“ I”’ ,  a n d  i n   w h o m  s u bj e ct  a n d  o bj e ct  sli d e
s m o ot hl y  t o g et h er.  I n  a n  ess a y  o n   mi n er al  e m o -
ti o ns  i n  S h a k es p e ar e,  L ar a   B o vils k y  ar g u es  t h at



t hr e e s p e cifi c  e xa m pl es  w hi c h  t o g et h er ma k e  a p o et  
‘a n e x c ell e nt  p ers ua d er ’. T h e  fi rst o p erat es,  as w e  
ha v e  alr ea d y s e e n, t hr o u g h vis ual  i ma g er y (ico n), 
w hil e  t h e s e c o n d off ers  m oral  l ess o ns (parabola ), a n d 
t h e t hir d ali g ns past  wit h  pr es e nt  e xa m pl es  (para-

dig ma ). T h e  fi rst, r es e m bla n c e t hr o u g h vis ual  
i ma g er y, ‘is n ot  o nl y  p erf or m e d  b y  li k e ni n g of  li v el y 
cr ea t ur es o n e  t o a n ot h er, b ut  als o of  a n y ot h er  nat ural  
t hi n g b eari n g  a pr o p orti o n  of  si milit u d e, as t o li k e n 
y ell o w  t o g ol d,  w hit e  t o sil v er, r e d t o t h e r os e, s oft t o 
sil k, har d  t o t h e st o n e’.3 1  R es e m bla n c es  w hi c h  
e n ga g e  t h e r ea d er’s p er c e pti o ns,  parti c ularl y  t h e 
s e ns es of  si g ht a n d t o u c h, ma y  b e  c o n vi n ci n g  e n o u g h  
t o ‘alt er a n d aff e ct t h e ear  a n d als o t h e mi n d ’. T h e  aim  
is t o bri n g  a b o ut, as P utt e n ha m  d es cri b es  i n his  
a c c o u nt of  m eta p h or,  ‘a n i n v ersi o n of  s e ns e b y  
tra ns p ort’.3 2  T h e  s k et c hi n g o ut  of  r es e m bla n c e n ot  
o nl y  e n c ha nts  t h e r ea d er, b ut  als o i n v erts t h eir j u d g e-
m e nt  –  a n d p er ha ps  tra ns p orts t h e m alt o g et h er. J e n n y 
Ma n n  has  r e c e ntl y ar g u e d t hat earl y  m o d er n  lit era-
t ur e a n d r h et ori c ha d  a bs or b e d a n ci e nt Gr e e k  t h e or-
i es of  t h e r h et ori cal s u bli m e i n w hi c h  s kilf ul orat ors  
s o u g ht t o o v er w h el m  list e n ers, o v er c o mi n g  r esist-
a n c e t hr o u g h h ei g ht  a n d ma g nit u d e  of  el o q u e n c e.  
As  Ma n n  p oi nts  o ut,  t h er e is a str o n gl y g e n d er e d  
as p e ct t o t his v o ca b ular y  of  vi ol e nt  f or ci n g a n d 
va n q uis hi n g. 3 3  T h e  y o u n g  ma n  i n A L ove ’r s 
Co m plai nt  is a n a c c o m plis h e d s p ea k er w h o  d e pl o ys  

ma n y  p ers uasi v e  ‘fi g ur es  of  si milit u d e’, i n cl u di n g all 
t hr e e of  P utt e n ha m ’s strat e gi es d etail e d  a b o v e. As  t h e 

y o u n g  w o ma n  sa ys, h e  has  at his  fi n g erti ps  ‘t h e dial e ct  
a n d diff er e nt  s kill, /  Cat c h i n g all passi o ns  i n his  craft  
of  will ’ (1 2 5 – 6 ). S h e  r e c o g niz es t hat his  ar g u m e nts ar e 
m or e o v er  d esi g n e d  wit h  a n a g gr essi v e p ur p os e  t o 
‘b esi e g e ’ (1 7 7 ) o r to  ‘mai m ’ (3 1 2 ). T h e  y o u n g  ma n  
hi ms elf  ma k es  cl ear,  s p ea ki n g of  his  f or m er l o v ers, 
‘Har m  ha v e  I d o n e  t o t h e m’ (1 9 4 ). T h e  y o u n g  
w o ma n  has  b e e n  ma ni p ulat e d  b y  t h e y o u n g  ma n ’s 
r h et ori c, li k e ma n y  ot h ers  b ef or e  h er,  a n d h er  ‘w hit e  
st ol e of  c hastit y ’ (2 9 7 ) ha s b e e n  s eiz e d wit h o ut  h er  
c o ns e nt.  B ut  w hil e  A L over’s Co m plai nt  d eals  wit h  
pr e dat or y  a b us e, it is n ot  o nl y  t h e st or y of  a n off e n c e  
p er p etrat e d  a gai nst a ha pl ess  vi cti m.  T h e  p o e m  e n ds  
wit h  t h e vi cti m  wis hi n g  it w o ul d  ha p p e n  a gai n, s o 
t hat t h e y o u n g  ma n ’s false n e ss m ig h t ‘y et  a gai n b etra y  
t h e f or e- b etra y e d, /  A n d  n e w  p er v ert  a r e c o n cil è d

His r e al  h a bit u d e g a v e lif e a n d gr a c e
T o a p p ert ai ni n gs a n d t o  or n a m e nt,
A c c o m plis h e d i n  hi ms elf,  n ot i n  his c as e.
All ai ds, t h e ms el v es   m a d e f air er  b y t h eir  pl a c e,
C a m e f or a d diti o ns; y et t h eir  p ur p os e d tri m
Pi e c e d  n ot  his gr a c e,  b ut   w er e all gr a c e d  b y  hi m.

(1 1 4 – 1 9 )

T h e y o u n g   m a n ’s ‘r e al  h a bit u d e’,  or   w a y  of  b ei n g,
gi v es ‘lif e  a n d  gr a c e  /   T o  a p p ert ai ni n gs  a n d  t o
or n a m e nt ’.   W hilst h e c arri es   wit h hi m   m a n y l o v el y
a n d  e x p e nsi v e  t hi n gs  d esi g n e d  t o  s u p pl e m e nt  his
b e a ut y, t h es e d o  n ot c o nf er gr a c e  u p o n  his p ers o n.

3 1 P utt e n h a m, Art , p. 3 2 9 . 3 2 P utt e n h a m, Art ,  p p. 2 8 2 , 2 3 8 .
3 3 J e n n y   M a n n, T he   Tri als  of   Or p he us:  P oetr y,  Scie nce  a n d  t he

E arl y   M o der n  S u bli me ( Pri n c et o n, 2 0 2 1 );  s e e  c h. 4 ,
‘S oft e ni n g ’,  p p. 1 2 8 – 5 6 ; p. 1 3 6 .

3 4 P utt e n h a m, Art , p. 3 2 9 .
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mai d ’ (3 2 8 – 9 ).   H o w  t o int er pr et  t h es e  c o n cl u di n g
li n es? It s e e ms i m p orta nt t o a c k n o wl e d g e t h eir a m bi-
g uit y,   w hi c h  r esists  strai g htf or war d  j u d g e m e nt  or
c o n d e m nati o n.   Att e nti o n t o t h e  d y na mi cs  of si mili-
t u d e r e v eals t h e  d e pt h  of t h e  y o u n g   ma n’s b etra yal,
b ut als o t h e  dist ur bi n g  eff e cts  o n t h e  y o u n g   w o ma n
of t h e cal u m n y  p er p etrat e d a gai nst  h er.

T his   m or al  c o m pl e xit y  aris es,  i n  p art,  fr o m
S h a k es p e ar e ’s att e nti o n t o  P utt e n h a m’s fi rst ‘fi g ur e
of r es e m bl a n c e ’: t h e ic o n w hi c h c o m p ar es p e o pl e t o
a n y ‘n at ur al t hi n g  b e ari n g  a  pr o p orti o n  of si mili -
t u d e’.   W h e n  P utt e n h a m  dis c uss es  vis u al li k e n ess,
h e b orr o ws ‘t h e p ai nt er’s t er m,   w h o yi el d et h t o t h e
e y e  a  visi bl e  r e pr es e nt ati o n ’.  P o ets,  t o o,  c a n
a c hi e v e ‘R es e m bl a n c e  b y  I m a g er y  or  P ortr ait ’,
cr e ati n g a pi ct ur e b y li k e ni n g a p ers o n t o s o m e o n e
or  s o m et hi n g. 3 4 I n A  L o ver ’s   C o m pl ai nt,  it  is  t h e
y o u n g   w o m a n ’s   w or ds (r e p ort e d  b y t h e  n arr at or)
w hi c h pi ct ur e t h e y o u n g   m a n ’s b e a ut y b y c o m p ar -
i n g  hi m t o   m at eri al st uff.  Li k e t h e ‘sil k e n fi g ur es ’
(1 7 )  e m br oi d er e d  o n  h er  o w n  h a n d k er c hi ef,  his
d o w n y  c hi n is ‘u ns h or n  v el v et ’ (9 4 ).   H e is  a s oft,
d esir a bl e  t hi n g   w h os e ‘br o w n y l o c ks . . . h a n g  i n
cr o o k è d  c urls ’ (8 5 ) li k e ‘sil k e n  p ar c els’ (8 7 ).  S h e
g o es  o n t o  d es cri b e t h e y o u n g   m a n ’s b el o n gi n gs as
n ot si m pl y a c c o utr e m e nts,  b ut   w a ys  of c o n c ei vi n g
a n d e x p eri e n ci n g  his ali v e n ess:



I nst e a d, it is t h e y o ut h ’s l o v el y -s e e mi n g p ers o n  
w hi c h  gi v es  gr a c e  t o his  t hi n gs, m a ki n g  t h es e tri m -
mi n gs  a p p e ar  n ot  o nl y  gr a c ef ul  b ut  als o  as  n o bl y  
ali v e  as  h e  is. Li k e  a  still -lif e v a nit as  p ai nti n g,  s u bj e ct 
a n d  o bj e ct  s e e m f or a  m o m e nt  n ot  o nl y  i nt er -
c h a n g e a bl e  b ut  als o  m ut u all y  c o nstit uti v e:  ‘T h e  
s u bj e ct p ass es  i nt o t h e o bj e ct,  t h e o bj e ct  sli d es 
i nt o t h e s u bj e ct, i n t h e a cti vit y  b y  w hi c h  e a c h  
b e c o m es  its elf.’3 5  I n t h e y o u n g  w o m a n ’s a c c o u nt,  
h o w e v er,  s u c h pr o c ess es  of  p assi n g  or  sli di n g d o  
n ot  h a p p e n  s m o ot hl y or  s e a ml essl y. T h er e  is n o  
str ai g htf or w ar d l e v elli n g of  h u m a ns  wit h  t h e n at -
ur al  t hi n gs w hi c h  s urr o u n d t h e m as  S h a k es p e ar e  
k e e ps  d w elli n g  o n  t h e ki n ds  of  diff er e n c e  cr e at e d  
a n d  m ai nt ai n e d  b y  e x pr essi o ns  of  r es e m bl a n c e.

T h e  y o u n g  w o m a n  r efl e cts  n ot  o nl y  o n  t h e 
y o u n g  m a n ’s li k e n ess t o o bj e cts,  b ut  o n  his  li k e n ess 
as  a n  o bj e ct.  J ust as  t h e u nt hi n ki n g  m ultit u d e  i n 
H a mlet  l o n g f or a  ‘pi ct ur e  i n littl e’ (2 .2 .3 6 7 ) of  t h e 
vill ai n o us  Cl a u di us,  e v er y o n e  w a nts  a  c o p y  of  t his 
u ns cr u p ul o us  y o u n g  m a n:

M a n y t h er e   w er e t h at  di d  his  pi ct ur e g et
T o s er v e t h eir e y es, a n d i n it  p ut t h eir   mi n d,
Li k e f o ols t h at i n t h ’i m a gi n ati o n s et
T h e g o o dl y  o bj e cts   w hi c h a br o a d t h e y fi n d
Of l a n ds a n d   m a nsi o ns, t h eirs i n t h o u g ht assi g n e d

O t h e n a d v a n c e  of y o urs t h at  p hr as el ess  h a n d,
W h os e   w hit e   w ei g hs  d o w n t h e air y s c al e of  pr ais e.
T a k e all t h es e si mil es t o y o ur  o w n c o m m a n d,
H all o w e d   wit h si g hs t h at  b ur ni n g l u n gs  di d r ais e.
W h at   m e, y o ur   mi nist er f or y o u,  o b e ys

(2 2 5 – 9 )

D es pit e  t his  cl ust er  of  r es e m bl a n c es  ( h a n d /l a n -
g u a g e,  c o m p ari n g / w ei g hi n g,  br e at h / fi r e,  l o v er /
pri est),  t h e  y o u n g   w o m a n ’s ‘p hr as el ess ’ h a n d
s e e ms  b e y o n d  c o m p aris o n, a n d  b e y o n d t h e  us u al
lit er ar y f or m ul a e e x e m plifi e d  b y bl as o n .   H er  h a n d
is   w hit er  t h a n  a n yt hi n g  r e gist er e d  b y  a  f a mili ar
‘s c al e  of  pr ais e’ w hi c h   mi g ht   m a k e  r ef er e n c e,
s a y, t o  al a b ast er.  I n  a  c ul mi n ati n g  g est ur e   w hi c h
h ei g ht e ns t h e si g ni fi c a n c e i n A L o ver ’s C o m pl ai nt
of ‘fi g ur es  of  si milit u d e ’,  t h e  y o u n g   m a n i n vit es
t h e  y o u n g   w o m a n  t o ‘[t] a k e  all  t h es e  si mil es  t o
y o ur  o w n  c o m m a n d ’.   Gi v e n  t h e  f or ci bl e n ess  of
si mil e i n t h e y o u n g   m a n’s h a n ds, it s e e ms a r a di c al
m o v e.

3 5 S e e t h e i ntr o d u cti o n t o  d e   Gr a zi a,   Q uilli g a n a n d St all y br ass,

e ds., S u bject a n d   O bject , 1 – 1 3 ; p. 2 .
3 6 Br u c e   R.  S mit h, T he   Ke y  of   Gree n:  P assi o n  a n d  Perce pti o n i n

Re n aiss a nce   C ult ure ( C hi c a g o  a n d  L o n d o n, 2 0 0 9 ),  c h. 5 ,

‘List e ni n g f or gr e e n ’,  p p. 1 6 8 – 2 0 7 ; p. 1 7 5 .
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hi g h er i n A  L o ver ’s   C o m pl ai nt,   w h er e s e ei n g li k e -
n ess es of  p e o pl e  i n  o bj e cts,  or  o bj e cts  i n  p e o pl e,
i n v ol v es a si mil ar s e ns e of ali e n ati o n b ut als o pr o v es
p er v ers el y i m p ossi bl e t o r esist.

S u c h  v a g ari es  of  p er c e pti o n  ar e  c e ntr al  t o
A  L o ver ’s   C o m pl ai nt.   T h e  p o e m  is  s et  i n
a ‘c o n c a v e   w o m b ’ (1 )   w hi c h  f u n cti o ns  li k e  a n
e eri e  e c h o  c h a m b er.   T h e  n arr ati v e  e m er g es
t hr o u g h a s eri es  of r e p ort e d s p e e c h es i n   w hi c h t h e
s a m e  st or y  is  h e ar d  a n d  t h e n ‘r e w or d e d’ s e v er al
ti m es.   T h e y o u n g   w o m a n v e ntril o q ui z es h er ass ail -
a nt;  a n d  h er  v oi c e  is,  i n  t ur n,  r e - w or d e d  b y  t h e
p o e m ’s  n arr at or.   As   Br u c e   R.  S mit h  h as   writt e n,
‘T h e   m ai d e n ’s  v oi c e is “ d o u bl e ” n ot  o nl y  b e c a us e
it e c h o es a cr oss t h e v al e  b ut  b e c a us e t h e s p e ct at or -
list e n er   m a k es her v oi c e his v oi c e ’.3 6 A  s eri es  of
m et a p h ors  c o n v e ys  t h e  y o u n g   m a n ’s  r ut hl ess
str at e g y:

(1 3 4 – 8 )

T his r es e m bl a n c e h as a v ol atil e eff e ct o n t h os e   w h o
e n c o u nt er it.   T h e y o u n g   m a n is irr esisti bl e, b ut s o is
his pi ct ur e d li k e n ess.  P e o pl e tr e as ur e t h e pi ct ur e as
a  hi g hl y  d esir a bl e  t hi n g,  a n d  t his   m a k es  t h e m
b eli e v e  t h at  t h e y  p oss ess  t h e  y o u n g   m a n  hi ms elf.
R at h er t h a n h ar b o uri n g his i m a g e i n t h eir   mi n ds, as
o n e   mi g ht  e x p e ct,  b es ott e d  vi e w ers  b est o w  t h eir
mi n ds u p o n his i m a g e.   T h os e   w h o c o nt e m pl at e his
li k e n ess  b eli e v e – err o n e o usl y – t h at  t h e  y o u n g
m a n ’s p ers o n b e c o m es ‘t h eirs i n t h o u g ht assi g n e d’,
as  t h o u g h  his  f e at ur es  a n d  q u aliti es  ar e ‘g o o dl y
o bj e cts ’ w hi c h  c a n  b e  p ur c h as e d.  S h a k es p e ar e
off ers  a si mil ar  a c c o u nt  of t h e  c a pri c es  of  d e v ot e d
p er c e pti o n i n S o n n et 1 1 3 ,   w h er e all ‘q ui c k o bj e cts ’
(7 ) t a k e o n t h e li k e n ess of t h e a bs e nt b el o v e d.   H er e
t h e s e ns e of si g ht is dist ort e d b y t h e   mi n d’s l o os e n -
i n g gri p o n r e alit y: ‘M y   m ost tr u e   mi n d t h us   m a k es
mi n e  e y e  u ntr u e ’ ( S o n n et 1 1 3 .1 4 ).   T h e st a k es  ar e



W h e n  t h e  y o u n g   w o m a n ’s  (r e p ort e d)  v oi c e
t a k es  o v er fr o m t h e  y o u n g   m a n’s, s h e  d o es i n d e e d
c o m m a n d  si mil e  b y  p ai nti n g  h er  s e d u c er i nt o  a n
el a b or at e e k p hr asis:

T his s ai d,  his   w at ’r y e y es  h e  di d  dis m o u nt,
W h os e si g hts till t h e n   w er e l e v ell e d  o n   m y f a c e.
E a c h c h e e k a ri v er r u n ni n g fr o m a f o u nt
Wit h  bri nis h c urr e nt  d o w n w ar d fl o w e d a p a c e.
O,  h o w t h e c h a n n el t o t h e str e a m g a v e gr a c e,
W h o gl a z e d   wit h cr yst al g at e t h e gl o wi n g r os es
T h at fl a m e t hr o u g h   w at er   w hi c h t h eir  h u e e n cl os es.

C o m pl ai nt  p o etr y  us u all y l e a v es   w o m e n i n a st at e
of r e p e nt a nt a bj e cti o n, b ut i n t h e cl osi n g st a n z as  of
A  L o ver ’s   C o m pl ai nt t h e  y o u n g   w o m a n  d es cri b es
h er l oss  of c h astit y as   m or e  or l ess i n e vit a bl e:

W h o, y o u n g a n d si m pl e,   w o ul d  n ot  b e s o l o v er e d?
A y   m e, I f ell, a n d y et  d o  q u esti o n   m a k e
W h at I s h o ul d  d o a g ai n f or s u c h a s a k e.

O t h at i nf e ct e d   m oist ur e  of  his e y e,
O t h at f als e fi r e   w hi c h i n  his c h e e k s o gl o w e d,
O t h at f or c e d t h u n d er fr o m  his  h e art  di d fl y,
O t h at s a d  br e at h  his s p o n g y l u n gs  b est o w e d,
O all t h at  b orr o w e d   m oti o n s e e mi n g  o w e d
W o ul d y et a g ai n  b etr a y t h e f or e - b etr a y e d,
A n d  n e w  p er v ert a r e c o n cil è d   m ai d.

(3 2 0 – 9 )

T h e y o u n g   w o ma n  n o w r e c o g niz es all  of t h e y o u n g
ma n ’s r es e m bla n c es – fals e t ears,  bl us h es,   w or ds – as
a dj u n ct or n ot q uit e r eal: ‘t his   ma n’s u ntr u e’ (1 6 9 ).   H e
has  pr es e nt e d  a  si m ula cr u m  of  hi ms elf  f ull  of  b or-
r o w e d ‘m oti o n ’ or  e m oti o n.  S us p e n d e d  b et w e e n
w hat is a n d   w hat is n ot, h e is a c o ns u m mat e p erf or m er
w h o ‘ta k es a n d l ea v es, / I n eit h er’s a pt n ess, as it  b est
d e c ei v es ’ (3 0 5 – 6 ). A Lover ’s   Co m plai nt r es e m bl es
S ha k es p ear e ’s  ot h er  p o e ms,  es p e ciall y t h e So n nets , i n
its att e nti o n t o t h e   wa ys i n   w hi c h p e o pl e ca n fas hi o n
t h e ms el v es,   misl ea di n gl y, i nt o a vari et y of u nr eal p er-
s o na e  f or  t h eir  o w n  e n ds.  It  is,  h o w e v er,  diff er e nt
fr o m t h e So n nets i n its i nsist e n c e t hat t h e r ea d er  b ear
wit n ess t o t h e s kilf ul  pla n ni n g  of  na k e d s e x ual a b us e.
L ess  easil y  still,  h o w e v er,  S ha k es p ear e  r e q uir es  t hat
t h e r ea d er l o o k u nfl i n c hi n gl y at o n e parti c ularl y pr o b-
l e mati c l e ga c y  of a b us e: t h e p ersist e n c e  of d esir e. It is
si g nifi ca nt  i n  t his  r e gar d  t hat  t h e  y o u n g   w o ma n
e x pr ess es  i ntra cta bl e  y ear ni n g  n ot  f or  t h e  y o u n g
ma n,  b ut  i nst ea d  f or  his  tr ea c h er y  a gai nst  h er
(‘W o ul d  y et  a gai n  b etra y  t h e  f or e- b etra y e d ’).   T h e
f e eli n g  l o o ks  p er v ers e,  e v e n  t o  t h e  y o u n g   w o ma n
h ers elf.   B ut  t h e  fa ct  t hat  h er l o n gi n g  is  n ot  r ea dil y
eras e d b y h er r e c o g niti o n of t h e y o u n g   ma n ’s p erfi d y

3 7 S e e   K erri g a n ’s  n ot es i n S o n nets ,  p p. 4 2 0 – 1 .
3 8 H y m a n, I m p ossi ble   Desire, p. 2 8 .
3 9 B at es, ‘F e mi ni n e i d e nti fi c ati o ns ’, p. 1 7 4 .
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T his st a n z a r et ur ns t o t h e i m a g e  of t e ars as  b ull ets:
w h e n t h e y o u n g   m a n c asts his e y es d o w n w ar ds, t h e
‘dis m o u nt ’ r es e m bl es a n a ct of r e m o vi n g g u ns fr o m
a c arri a g e.   T h e   w or d ‘l e v ell e d’ c o n fi r ms a g ai n t h at
his  g a z e  h as t a k e n a g gr essi v e ai m.   N o w t h e  y o u n g
m a n r es e m bl es a f o u nt ai n, a n d his t e ars ar e a str e a m.
I n   D es d e m o n a’s   Will o w  S o n g i n Ot hell o , a n a b a n -
d o n e d l o v er ’s ‘s alt t e ars f ell fr o m  h er a n d s oft e n e d
t h e st o n es’ (4 .3 .4 4 ). I n A  L o ver ’s   C o m pl ai nt,  h o w -
e v er, it is t h e tr e a c h er o us a b us er   w h o   w e e ps   w hil e
his  st o n y  f a bri c  r e m ai ns  u ns oft e n e d.   A ‘f als e fi r e’
gl o ws i n  his  bl us hi n g  c h e e ks li k e  a  pr e ci o us st o n e
e m a n ati n g  gl o wi n g  li g ht,  or  a   w et  or n a m e nt
e n cl os e d  i n  gl ass. 3 7 R e fl e cti n g  a n d  r efr a cti n g  t h e
p o e m ’s  o p e ni n g t a bl e a u, t h e  y o u n g   m a n is a ‘f als e
j e w el’ (1 5 4 )   w h o  r es e m bl es  t h e  st o n y  f a v o urs
w hi c h  t h e  y o u n g   w o m a n  c asts  i nt o  t h e  ri v er  at
t h e st art  of t h e  p o e m, ‘a p pl yi n g   w et t o   w et ’ (4 0 ).
H y m a n p oi nts o ut i n h er dis c ussi o n of   R e n aiss a n c e
c ar pe die m p o etr y t h at, ‘as t h es e p o e ms r el e g at e t h eir
l o v e  o bj e cts t o i n ert   m att er, t h e y  e xil e t h e ms el v es
fr o m t h e s u c c essf ul  c o ns u m m ati o n  of  d esir e’.3 8 I n
A  L o ver ’s   C o m pl ai nt,  h o w e v er,  n eit h er t h e  y o u n g
m a n  n or t h e  y o u n g   w o m a n  ar e r el e g at e d t o i n ert
m att er b ut i nst e a d p ersist e ntl y li k e n e d t o it.   A n d i n
k e e pi n g   wit h t his  p o e m ’s  c o m pl e xiti es, t h es e  a cts
of  li k e ni n g  i nti m at e  r at h er  t h a n  hi n d eri n g  s e x
w hilst als o  pr ol o n gi n g t h e e q ui v o c ati o n  of  d esir e.

T h e  p o e m ’s  e n di n g  p ortr a ys t h e  y o u n g   w o m a n
as  a n  a b us e d  b ut  still  ar d e nt  l o v er,  a n d  it  is  t his
u nf as hi o n a bl y  a m bi g u o us  c o n cl usi o n   w hi c h  h as
h ar d e n e d  t h e  p o e m ’s  r e p ut ati o n  as ‘t h e   m ost
a bj e ct e d  p art  of  t h e  S h a k es p e ar e  c a n o n ’.3 9



u n d erli n es  t h e ef fi ca c y  of  t h e a b us e –  a n d t h e s h e er 
dif fi c ult y  of  ans w eri n g  or  es ca pi n g  fr o m it.

W hil e  m a n y  r e a d ers h a v e  f o u n d t h e l a n g u a g e of  

A  L o ver ’s C o m pl ai nt  arti fi ci al  a n d  or n at e,  t his arti cl e 
h as c o nsi d er e d its st ylisti c t e c h ni cit y as a n i m p ort -
a nt  as p e ct  of  its a c hi e v e m e nt.  S h a k es p e ar e  s cr uti n -
i z es w h at  P utt e n h a m  a n d  ot h er  lit er ar y t h e orists 
r e g ar d e d, wit h  m or e  or  l ess r elis h, as  t h e c a p a cit y  of  

‘fi g ur es  of  si milit u d e’ t o p ers u a d e,  m a ni p ul at e  a n d  
o v er w h el m.  P utt e n h a m ’s r o u g h a n d  u nr ul y  n at ur e  
s u g g ests t h at h e,  i n p arti c ul ar,  k n e w  t h at w or ds  
c o ul d  b e c o m e  a g e nts  of  c o ntr ol  a g ai nst  w o m e n,  
m a ki n g  t h eir mi n ds  a n d  b o di es  ‘yi el di n g  a n d  

fl e xi bl e ’. I n his  A p ol og y  f or P oetr y  (1 5 7 9 ?), P hili p  
Si d n e y  is u ni m pr ess e d  b y  writ ers  w h o  l a b o ur wit h  
t h e bl u nt  i nstr u m e nts w hi c h  h e  c alls  ‘si militer 
c a d e n c es ’. R es e m bl a n c es  ar e  w e a k  pr o ofs  t h at 
a c hi e v e  n ot hi n g  o n  t h eir o w n  t er ms, h e  ar g u es,  
o nl y  n u d gi n g  t h e list e n er i n a  dir e cti o n  t h e y w er e  
alr e a d y  p urs ui n g:  ‘t h e f or c e of  a  si milit u d e n ot  
b ei n g  t o pr o v e  a n yt hi n g  t o a  c o ntr ar y  dis p ut er,  b ut  
o nl y  t o e x pl ai n  t o a  willi n g  h e ar er ’.4 0  Si mil es  
p ers u a d e  o nl y  t h os e w h o  ar e  alr e a d y  a  ‘s oft a u di -
e n c e ’ (2 7 8 ). A  L o ver ’s C o m pl ai nt  e x pl or es  t h e f or -
ci bl e  o p er ati o ns  of  si mil e b y  s h o w c asi n g t h e y o u n g  

m a n ’s s hift y fl u e n c y  wit h  bl as o n  w hi c h  bl e n ds  v ul -
n er a bl e w o m e n a n d n at ur al o bj e cts s e a ml essl y 

t o g et h er. Bl as o n  fi x es  w o m e n  i nt o st o n e, a n d  
pr ess es h o m e t h eir f e at ur el ess i n disti n g uis h a bilit y. 

T h e  p o e m ’s ot h er  ‘fi g ur es  of  r es e m bl a n c e’ m o v e  
b e y o n d  s u c h tr a ns p ar e ntl y c o er ci v e  eff orts  of  s a m e -
m a ki n g,  h o w e v er,  a n d  e x pl or e  i nst e a d t h e i n e x a ct -
n ess  a n d  h esit a n c y  i n v ol v e d i n c o m p aris o n.  Si mil es  
w er e  n e v er  i nt e n d e d t o off er  r es ol uti o n, as  Si d n e y  
m a k es  cl e ar,  f or r e a d ers ar e  dir e ct e d  ‘b y  si milit u d es 

n ot  t o b e  s atisfi e d ’.4 1  A  L o ver ’s C o m pl ai nt  e x pl or es  
h o w  s u c h e q ui v o c ati o n  c a n  b e  d e pl o y e d  t o u ns cr u -
p ul o us  e n ds,  b ut  als o  h o w  a n d  w h y  t h es e e n ds  c a n  

b e  s o dif fi c ult  t o i d e ntif y, r e c o g ni z e a n d  e x p os e.
A L o ver’s C o m pl ai nt  p a ys  p arti c ul arl y  cl os e  

att e n -ti o n  t o i m pr e cis e r es e m bl a n c es b et w e e n  
p e o pl e  a n d  n at ur al  or  el e m e nt al  o bj e cts.  R e c e nt  
criti cis m  o n  S ha k es p ear e ’s pl a ys  h as  f o c us e d o n  
‘t h e c o e xt e nsi v e  n at ur e   of   h u m a n   a n d  
n o n h u m a n  li vi n g t hi n gs’ w hi c h  l o o k a n d  a ct  
li k e o n e  a n ot h er,  a n d  w hi c h  s h ar e t h e s a m e 
e n vir o n m e nt. 4 2  I n his  c o m e di es,  as

4 0 P hili p  Si d n e y, A n   A p ol og y f or  P oetr y , e d.   G e offr e y  S h e p h er d
( M a n c h est er, 1 9 7 3 ),  p. 1 3 9 .

4 1 Si d n e y, A p ol og y , p. 1 3 9 .
4 2 F e eri c k a n d   N ar di z zi, e ds., I n disti nct   H u m a n, p. 5 .
4 3 M ar y  Fl o y d - Wils o n, ‘T h e  n at ur e  of  attr a cti o n  i n T welft h

Ni g ht ’, i n Occ ult   K n o wle dge,  Scie nce,  a n d   Ge n der  o n  t he

S h a kes pe are a n  St age ( C a m bri d g e, 2 0 1 3 ), 7 3 – 9 0 ;  p p. 7 3 – 4 .
4 4 B at es, ‘F e mi ni n e  i d e nti fi c ati o ns ’, p. 1 9 5 .  F or  a  L a c a ni a n

r e a di n g, s e e S hirl e y  S h ar o n - Ziss er,  ‘ “Tr u e  t o b o n d a g e ” : t h e 

r h et ori c al f or ms of  f e m al e m as o c his m  i n  A  L o v er's 

C o m pl ai nt ’, i n  Critic al  Ess a ys , e d.  S h ar o n - Ziss er,  1 7 9 – 9 0 . 

S h ar o n - Ziss er  fi n ds  i n t h e p o e m  ‘a  p o eti c  t h e ori z ati o n of  t h e 
ps y c hi c  c o n diti o n  w hi c h  ps y c h o a n al ysis  c a m e  t o c all  f e m al e 

m as o c his m ’ ( p. 1 7 9 ).

‘P E R S U A S I O N   B Y   S I M I L I T U D E ’

6 1

M ar y  Fl o y d - Wils o n  h as  ar g u e d,  S ha k es p ear e  us es  
m et al  a n d  st on e  t o e x pr ess  t h e m yst eri es  of  d esir e:  
‘T h e  sa m e f or c e t hat dra ws  m etals  t o st o n es ca n  als o  
a cti vat e  e xtr a or di n ar y  b o n ds  b et w e e n  p e o pl e. ’4 3  I n 
p arti c ul ar,  t h e l o d est o n e ( or ma g n e t) m a k es  visi bl e  
t h e s e cr et attr a cti o n of  o n e  e ntit y  t o a n ot h er.  
A L ove r’s Co m plai nt  d o es  n ot,  h o w e v er,  d eal  wit h  
pl e as ura bl y  m ut u al  attra cti o n,  w h er e  li k e h ear k e ns  
i n e x or a bly  t o li k e, b ut  i nst ea d wit h  a  dis ast r o usl y 
u n b ala n c e d  c o n n e cti o n.  A c c or di n gl y,  A L o ve ’r s 
C o m pl ai nt  d o es  n ot  ma k e  h u ma ns  i nt o o bj e cts,  b ut  
i nt o li k e ness es  of  o bj e cts  w h i c h k e e p  r e gist eri n g 
t h eir diff er e n c e  fr o m o n e  a n ot h er.  S ha k es p ear e  
s h o ws h o w  a  skilf ul  a b us er  of  l a n g u ag e  ca n  ca pti vat e  
t h e i ma gi natio n  t hr o u g h cr eati n g  s e e mi n g sa m e n ess. 
I n its cl osi n g  li n es, h o w e v er,  t h e p o e m  c o n c e ntrat es  
o n  d esir e ’s c a p a cit y  t o b e n d  t h e will,  a n d  its 
dist ur b - a n c e  of  h o w  a n d  w h at  w e f e el –  a n d  w h o  
or  w h at  w e ar e.  C at h eri n e  B at es  is c orr e ct  t o ar g u e  
t h at ‘t h e p o e m  pr es e nts  a  vi e w  of  h u m a n  
m oti v ati o n  a n d  d esir e  t h at is pr of o u n dl y  at  o d ds  
wit h  all  t h at mi g ht  s e e m l o gi c al or  r e as o n a bl e, l et 
al o n e  et hi c al ’.4 4  A L o v e ’r s C o m pl ai nt  is n e v ert h el ess  
tr ut hf ul a n d  t h er ef or e et hi c al  i n its a c c o u nt  of  t h e 
m essi n ess  a n d  tri c k er y i n v ol v e d i n e n c o u nt eri n g  
( a n d ass u mi n g)  ot h ers ’ li k e n ess es, b ut  als o  i n its 
cl e ar -si g ht e d  pi ct ur e  of  t h e dist ur b e d  f e eli n gs 
w hi c h  r e gist er gri e v o us  i nj ur y. T h e  p o e m ’s 

e n g a g e m e nt  wit h  e q ui v o c ati n g  ‘fi g ur es  of  
si milit u d e’ is i ns e p ar a bl e fr o m its att e nti o n  t o t h e 
d e v ast ati n g  e n d  of  a  d e v ast ati n g  e n c o u nt er,  a n d  its 
wi d er  e x pl or ati o n,  t hr o u g h li k e ni n g, of  t h e 
o mi n o us  u n k n o w a bilit y  of  t h e ot h er.
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