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The Renaissance era was a celebrated period for social development, as well as a time of rebirth for the arts and culture. The poetry movement of that epoch referred back to love conventions of the 14th century Italian humanist Francesco Petrarca. Sir Philip Sidney, the Elizabethan poet, was amongst those artists who based much of their style on Petrarchan love conventions.  Sidney, a lover of literature, wrote An Apology for Poetry in 1583 and was said to have “taught a whole generation how to write English poetry” (Kimbrough 113).  In his series of sonnets titled Astrophil and Stella, Sidney creates a new, more innovative approach to these former Petrarchan love conventions through the character Astrophil. This essay will study how Sidney changed Petrarca’s model through Astrophil’s unconventional attitudes toward desire and his mistress with specific examples from the 52nd sonnet.  

Throughout the various sonnets, Astrophil writes about his undying love for Stella, as Petrarca did for Laura. Sidney, however, blends intellectual love and physical desire whereas Petrarca’s love was chaste and unconsummated.  The women are unobtainable similarly to troubadour and medieval conventions. On the other hand, Astrophil does not attempt to hide his lust for Stella. Firstly, the poet equally personifies both Love and Virtue. Again, in both the first two lines and the last two lines of sonnet 52, Astrophil states his conflict: 

Let Virtue have that Stella’s self; yet thus,



That Virtue but that body grant to us.


This idea of virtue that comes up throughout the sonnet is part of Petrarca’s convention of platonic love. As described in the 1528 text, Il Cortegiano, love is desiring beauty. At the same time, desiring sensual things is a beast-like quality, but in wanting spiritual things, or intellectual love, we become more angel-like and therefore closer to God (Sonnets 2). Indeed, Sidney elevates the status of his sonnet’s muse through her chastity:


That Stella (O dear name) that Stella is


That virtuous soul, sure heir of heavenly bliss; 

Astrophil remains a slave to his sexual desire for the unattainable woman because of Stella’s virtue, and resistance to any advances. He accepts his desire and even goes as far as to expressing regret when he does not get all that he lusts after—unlike Petrarca’s model. The sociologists explain this new style of poetry through the rise of Protestantism in the latter part of the Renaissance. Protestant moralities teach that than the cult of Cupid’s courtly love are pagan heresies (MacArthur 29). Sidney does give Astrophil the basic, Petrarchan qualities: anguish, passion and unrequited love. However, Sidney rebels against the old conventions by never allowing Astrophil, for the duration of the sonnets, to make the leap from physical lust to spiritual love. 


Similarly, it seems that Sidney rejects Petrarchan love conventions by acting ambivalently towards his muse. In Petrarca’s model, men celebrate and have nothing but admiration for their goddesses and queens. The Petrarchan ideal is a poet “more concerned with the frustrations of love—the anguish, the sleeplessness and the melancholy—than with its success” (Kimbrough 111). Contrarily, Astrophil is very interested in satisfying his desire for Stella. Sidney forfeits all the romantic illusions of Petrarchan conventions by cursing Stella’s virtue that he so paradoxically admires: 


Her eyes, her lips, her all, saith Love do this,


Since they do wear his badge, most firmly prove.


But Virtue thus that title doth disprove.

Feminist critics would say that Sidney’s new style is part of this rejection of the Petrarchan fetishization of women and other gender-specific discourse (MacArthur 100). Instead, Sidney tries to give Stella a stronger presence in the sonnets by means of her voice and responsiveness.  He continues to play with the old conventions by transforming the muse into a character with a double-sided role—a tease and a goddess. Stella’s beauty and virtue leaves her desirable, but her unwillingness to please Astrophil’s sensual desires makes her a tease. Astrophil and Stella still maintains several Petrarchan qualities despite the transformation of the muse role. She is still the unobtainable woman who rejects the anguished poet. The reconstruction of the muse is Sidney’s way of transforming Petrarchan love conventions to create an innovative style.


To summarize, Sidney rejects Petrarchan poetry practices by creating Astrophil as an ambiguous character—when it comes love and desire as well as to the treatment of Stella. Sidney uses Petrarca’s model as a basis in the sonnets of Astrophil and Stella, but radically changes the style. Sir Philip Sidney will remain a mark in the Renaissance, not through his involvement in English politics, but through his unique style of poetry. 
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