SIDNEY’S ASTROPHIL AND STELLA (1582/91)
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  

The publication of Sidney’s sonnet sequence started vogue in the genre in the 1590’s.

Sidney’s sequence must be read “against the grain”: we will see the Petrarchan and “courtly love” conventions we discussed, but Sidney is already playing with and calling into question these conventions. Astrophil presents the traditional perspective of the courtly lover: for the most part idolizing the beloved, but at times showing frustration at her coldness.

However, the sequence shows this dual character of the Lady to lie in the fickle perspective of Astrophil, not in the object of his devotion; it thereby relativizes the perspective of the lover (speaker-poet of the sequence) – that is, it calls into question the validity of this perspective. (This relativization of the perspective of the speaker-poet occurs also, we will see, Shakespeare's Sonnets).

In Sonnet 2 of Sidney's sequence, Astrophil (or, Astrophel, depending on the edition) tips the reader as to the nature of his love for Stella. He is a "slave" to desire; however, because he enjoys that desire he "paints" the hell of his thraldom as pleasant, as a heaven.

Not at the first sight, nor with a dribbed shot,

Loue gaue the wound, which, while I breathe, will bleede; 
But knowne worth did in tract of time proceed, 
Till by degrees, it had full conquest got. 
I saw and lik'd; I lik'd but loued not; 
I lou'd, but straight did not what Loue decreed: 
At length, to Loues decrees I, forc'd, agreed, 
Yet with repining at so partiall lot. 
Now, euen that footstep of lost libertie 
Is gone; and now, like slaue-borne Muscouite, 
I call it praise to suffer tyrannie; 
And nowe imploy the remnant of my wit 
To make myselfe beleeue that all is well, 
While, with a feeling skill, I paint my hell.

In this vein, see also Sonnet numbers: 5, 31, 49, 52, 69, 71, and 72 (numbers 5, 49 and 69 are not in your anthology).

In the Second Song (not included in your anthology), Astrophil's lust takes on monstrous proportions:

Haue I caught my heau'nly iewell,
Teaching Sleepe most faire to be! 
Now will I teach her that she, 
When she wakes, is too-too cruell. 

     

     Since sweet Sleep her eyes hath charmed, 
     The two only darts of Loue, 
     Now will I, with that Boy, proue, 
     Some play, while he is disamed. 

     

     Her tongue, waking, still refuseth, 
     Giuing frankly niggard no: 
     Now will I attempt to know 
     What no her tongue, sleeping, vseth. 

     

     See the hand that, waking, gardeth, 
     Sleeping, grants a free resort: 
     Now I will inuade the fort, 
     Cowards Loue with losse rewardeth. 

     

     But, O foole, thinke of the danger 
     Of her iust and high disdaine; 
     Now will I, alas, refraine; 
     Loue feares nothing else but anger. 

     

     Yet those lips, so sweetly swelling, 
     Do inuite a stealing kisse. 
     Now will I but venture this; 
     Who will reade, must first learne spelling. 

     

     Oh, sweet kisse! but ah, shes waking! 
     Lowring beautie chastens me: 
     Now will I for feare hence flee; 
     Foole, more Foole for no more taking.

Here, Astrophil finds Stella sleeping and considers whether or not to steal a kiss, to "inuade the fort." He hesitates not because of the moral questions involved but because Stella might find out and be angry with him. Finally, he does steal the kiss and as she wakes and he flees away, he chides himself, not because he let his lust get the better of him but because "for no more taking."

According to the definition of “love” in Neoplatonism, the desire for the beautiful exterior is to give way to the truer love of the spiritual. (On Astrophil’s struggle between these two types of love, see Sonnets 52 and 71). For Astrophil, however, this leap from physical lust to spiritual love is never made; desire always gets the last word: “But ah, Desire still cries, give me some food” (#71).

In this sequence, time is a non-issue. Astrophil operates within the conventional modes of poetic love – without the all-important leap to a love that is virtuously ennobling. Thus, Astrophil is stuck in the moment – the moment of desire – as in some endless loop. Time is unimportant here inasmuch as Astrophil’s bestial experience of love leaves no room for growth. The sequence, thus, leaves us where it began: Astrophil pining away for the unattainable Stella.

The poetic word is also presented in this sequence as limited to the physical realm of seduction. Love is often compared to the act of reading in the sequence (see #71). The beauty of Stella is like the physical manifestation of a text. In Augustinian terms, we could say that one should “use” the letter of the text (rather than “enjoy” it in itself) in order to discover the spirit which it shows forth – we should refer the sign to its intention. In the case of the writing that is a person, we should move beyond physical signs to the intention or meaning beyond the physical. In Neoplatonic terms, Astrophil’s love (as desire) for Stella’s beauty can be redeemed if he “uses” that love in order to understand univeral or virtuous beauty beyond the physical. However, Astophil cannot get beyond the merely bestial aspect of love as a physical urge. So too, the poetic word, throughout the sequence, is not allowed to manifest itself in any other terms than as mere rhetoric: a witty tool employed in order to seduce the love-object.

Two interesting similarities to Shakespeare’s sequence:

· Stella, like the Dark Lady we will see in Shakespeare’s Sonnets, has dark eyes. This prompts Astrophil to consider how paradoxical it is that beauty should shine forth most brightly in these "black beames" (see Sonnet VII).

· Astrophil also calls into question conventional, or false, conventions of praise, as does Shakespeare's speaker-poet (see Sonnets VI, XV, and I). 
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