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When Sir Philip Sidney introduces his readers to Pamela in Old
Arcadia, the impresa hanging around her neck comprises a significant
part of her description:

. . . betwixt her breasts, which sweetly rase up like two fair
mountainets in the pleasant vale of Tempe, there hanged down
a jewel which she had devised as a picture of her own estate.
It was a perfect white lamb tied at a stake with a great number
of chains, as it had been feared lest the silly creature should do
some great harm; neither had she added any word unto it, but
even took silence as the word of the poor lamb, showing such
humbleness as not to use her own voice for complaint of misery.

(34)

The impresa lying between Pamela’s breasts illustrates her
place—both private and public—in Arcadia, the Grecian province
ruled by her father, Basilius. Caught metaphorically between her own
breasts—representations of her womanhood—Pamela is a lamb bound
in chains of silence. This image of Pamela, however, stands in striking
contrast to the reality of her place in Arcadia: she is the heir apparent
to her father’s throne. Literally, then, she is caught between a life of
private passivity, as represented by the impresa between her breasts,
and a life of public activity, as evidenced by her royal lineage.
Although the private life falls comfortably in line with Arcadian (and
Renaissance England’s) expectations for a woman, the public life
presents a significant dilemma for Arcadia and, consequently, for
Pamela. A silent lamb and a female monarch constitute mutual
exclusion; a female monarch threatens patriarchal as well as
patrilineal hierarchies.

Critics often read Pamela’s self-designed impresa as indication
that she has resigned herself to the private life, a woman’s place of
silence; therefore, they do not listen to what she says elsewhere in the
story. They hear, for instance, a preference for the active versus the
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