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Love poems of the 16th century plant a typical thought in the imagination.  They bring forth the idea of a man pining and declaring his love for an unattainable, beautiful and virtuous lady.  Courtly love is the prevailing theme in most poems of the era;  however, not all poems were pure in their intentions.  Many displayed the poet’s physical and mental struggle with the platonic relationship that is associated with courtly love.  One such poem is Sir Philip Sidney’s Astrophil and Stella.  There are aspects of courtly love in this poem as well as elements of desire and sensuality.  The following essay, will explore how Sonnet 72 satirizes and undermines the conventions of courtly love in Astrophil and Stella.  In so doing, the elements in this discussion will cover the imagery of love and lust, the use of Greek metaphors and the speaker’s own character.


Courtly love places a clear distinction between love and lust.  The underlying conventions imply that the addressee/lady of the poem is placed on a pedestal and that she is unattainable.  Although the poet/man may have physical desires, he should never allow them to outweigh his respect and adoration for the lady herself.  In Sonnet 72, the poet’s opening line immediately parodies of that aspect of courtly love: “Desire, though thou my old companion art, […]” Here, the poet declares that one cannot deny a need that has always been present.  He appears complacent with the line “[…] Now from thy fellowship I needs must part […]”.  He is in reality inserting his opinion that lust, in fact, has always been an enjoyable (fellowship) part of the human character.  Moreover, the following lines all but claim desire and love to be the same emotion, or at least to be so similar that he can hardly tell the difference between them:

“And oft so clings to my pure Love that I

One from the other scarcely can descry, 

While each doth blow the fire of my heart, […]”
In a platonic relationship, there should be a clear distinction between the two.  Desire keeps you attached to the physical world, whereas with love the only way to reach your highest spiritual truth is by loving the essence of someone or valuing the essence of something.  Thus, desire would not be a desired state of being, and by comparing desire and love, the poet is undermining the practices of courtly love.


The Renaissance period turned to the Greeks in nearly every field, predominantly in theatre, philosophy and literature. Even in their poetry, writers of the Renaissance included much of Greek mythology, conjuring images of Venus and Cupid when speaking of matters of the heart.   Sonnet 72 in and of itself does not clearly mock Greek mythology; however, within the entire context of Astrophil and Stella, throughout which Sidney excessively refers to Greek myth, his reference here is one part of an ongoing parody.  In Sonnet 6, the speaker says that he is different from past poets and that he will speak from the heart; “I can speak what I feel, and feel as much as they […]”.  Yet, he constantly goes back to the convention of using Greek imagery; this in itself is a form of mockery, which is also visible in the following lines, because of repetitive use:

“[…]Venus is taught with Dian’s wings to fly;
I must no more in thy sweet passions lie;

Virtue’s gold now must head my Cupid’s dart.”

Moreover, Venus (the goddess of beauty and love) does not naturally shy away but must be taught by Diana (patron of chastity – a quality of courtly love).  In the last two lines (above), by examining the whole piece, it can be gathered that the speaker is insincere regarding Cupid’s dart.  Throughout the poem, the speaker is constantly weighing the pros and cons of virtue, clearly leaning away from supporting it.  Therefore, by saying, “Virtue’s gold now must head my Cupid’s dart”, he lends a tone of irony to the text and to the Greek god Cupid.  Thus, he makes fun of the previous conventions, even more so because in the previous line he talks of desire’s “sweet passions”, indicating his preference of passion over virtue.


In the last section of Sonnet 72, lines 9 through 14, the speaker appears to be yielding to honour and chastity, and rebuking desire and physical pleasure.  In this, he follows the platonic love conventions, but everything gained in this passage is undermined with the last sentence: “But yet alas how shall?”  The speaker is asking himself how he shall manage to push desire aside for virtue instead.  A noble man in the true expression of courtly love would never fall to this level.  He might doubt himself, but he would easily right himself.  In this section, he says so out of desperation and there are no following lines of encouragement.  If anything, in courtly love there is always hope, but yet alas not here.


Throughout all of Astrophil and Stella, Sidney undermines and makes fun of the courtly love conventions of his time: constantly injecting sly remarks, or using contrast to slide in his true thoughts on courtly love.  Every Sonnet must be considered within the context of the whole poem, if not nuances might be overlooked.  In analyzing the general theme, the details in Sonnet 72 become evident in their significance.  He shows his contempt for chastity and virtue, by praising desire.  Yet with “Care shining in (his) eyes, faith in (his) sprite […]” he seems undecided, as with the entirety of Astrophil and Stella.  By understanding the details of one Sonnet, a reader can better understand the whole piece.

