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To understand fully the character of the combative androgyne
Britomart as she moves towards participation in Britain's dynastic future,
specifically the founding of Troynovant, in The Faerie Queene, books 3-5,
we must also consider what Spenser was trying to accomplish by using a
female warrior as both an emblem of chastity and dynastic heroine. There
is no question that Spenser's Britomart and her immediate imitative model,
Ariosto's Bradamante, achieved a significance not adumbrated by previous
representatives of the female warrior. In ancient Greece, Amazons were
viewedas dangerous perversions of womanhood and were believed to reside
outside the boundaries of Greece, inhabiting the peripheral lands of the
barbarians. Perhaps as a result of the actions of Theseus, Achilles, and
Heracles, it became a mark of prestige for a warrior to kill an Amazon
in battle. However, in his "Life of Nero" (Lives of Emperors) Suetonius
records that Nero viewedAmazons as allies and insisted that his concubines
clip their hair and dress as Amazons. The third century Roman emperor
Commodus dubbed himself "Amazonius" and frequently dressed as a
Amazon. Clearly, with the passage of centuries, the Amazon was gaining
a new status.

In the Aeneid Virgil made use of the female warrior in the figures of
Penthesilea and Camilla, formidable combatants who nevertheless suffer
crushing defeats in their efforts to save Troy and Latium, respectively, and
who are not granted participation in the founding of imperium. Thus, it
was unprecedented for Ariosto as an epic poet to cast a female warrior,
Bradamante, in the role of triumphant dynastic heroine as, Aeneas-like,
she becomes the cofounder of the House of Este at Ferrara. In imitation
of Ariosto, Spenser too appropriates the female warrior Britomart-as his
dynastic heroine, and her long, frustrating search for her dynastic partner
Artegall is a close parallel to Bradamante's search for her dynastic partner
Ruggiero.
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