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                Sir Philip Sidney (1554-86)
   Life
   Sidney’s life reflects the complex interplay of politics and religion
   at the time.
   - he was named after his godfather, who was none other than King
   Philip II of Spain
   - he died fighting against Philip’s armies in the Netherlands.
   1558 When Mary died, the Sidneys reverted to1 their Protestant
   allegiances2, and Philip’s father, Henry Sidney, became Queen
   Elizabeth’s Deputy3 in Ireland.
   1568-71 Philip studied at Christchurch College, Oxford.
   1572-75 He spent 3½ years travelling in France, Germany, Italy and
   Austria.
   - he witnessed the St. Bartholomew’s Day Massacre of Huguenots4, which
   strengthened his Protestant resolve.
   - his pet project5 was to raise6 a pan-European Protestant army
   against his father-in-law, Philip II.
   1575 Sidney was a candidate to become king of Poland.
   As a diplomat he met the King of France, two Holy Roman Emperors and
   William of Orange.
   1586 when he died he was “being openly spoken of as7 the next ruler8
   of the Netherlands”9.
   At the time of his death Sidney was remembered more as the
   quintessential English Renaissance gentleman than as a poet.
   After his death aged only 32, Sidney was transformed from an
   unsuccessful – albeit10 charismatic – courtier, none of whose
   political plans had come to fruition and whose works remained in
   manuscript, into a potent national hero.
   “The English Petrarch”
   Sidney was considered the greatest poet of his generation.
   He moved in a rarefied milieu
   - his family was full of poets
   - his father-in-law was Queen Elizabeth’s spymaster, Sir Francis
   Walsingham
   - his portrait (now lost) was painted by Veronese
   - his friend Giordino Bruno dedicated a book to him
   - he was also friends with John Dee, the greatest English
   mathematician of the age, and Edmund Spenser.
   For Sidney making poetry is essentially the discipline of an
   enlightened intellect (not some sort of divine inspiration).
   Poetry enables humankind to reverse the effects of the Fall, which
   separated humanity from God.
   Unlike11 earlier English Petrarchists – such as Sir Thomas Wyatt and
   Henry Howard, Earl Of Surrey – Sidney did not directly translate
   Petrarch’s poems.
   Astrophil and Stella has been admired since its publication because of
   Sidney’s effort to reinterpret, rather than12 merely reflect,
   Petrarchan paradigms.
   Sidney’s works remained in manuscript at the time of his death either
     * 
       because he did not feel the need for them to see their way into
       print, since13 they had already reached their intended audience,
       or
     * 
       because he feared the consequences if they circulated in printed
       form.
   It was much easier to control the circulation of manuscripts.
   Sidney’s work – especially Astrophil and Stella and The Arcadia – is
   refreshing because it is openly critical of masculine conventions and
   aggressive male14 behaviour15.
   It explores questions of gender identities through the representation
   of cross-dressing and other-sex disguise.
   - This experimentalism should be borne in mind16 when considering
   Shakespeare’s Sonnets.
   Astrophil & Stella
   Sidney adhered to Castiglione’s criticism of the excessive despair and
   abjectness of the unrequited lover.
   - love should be treated like an art and a technical accomplishment
   - rather than17 a lustful18 impetuosity.
   Writing can play a therapeutic role, controlling excessive feeling.
   It is through Astrophil’s mistakes and negative example
   that Sidney is able to inculcate19 morality.
   Above all, A&S plumbs20 the psychology of the lover.
   Name-play
   Like Langland and Shakespeare, Sidney enjoys playing with his own
   name.
   - The -phil in Astrophil21 suggests Philip [as well as Star (= Stella)
   lover].
   - The comparison of the beloved with a star suggests she is
   unattainable
   - while also suggesting that she is not as unique as he suggests.
   - Astrophil compares himself to a sparrow called ‘Philip’ in Sonnet 83
   – as well as to a lapdog (Sonnet 59).
   Homeric Elements
   As well as the classicism of the names, the sequence is made up of22
   108 sonnets – the same number as Penelope’s suitors in Homer’s Odyssey.
   - this is a well-planned exercise in wit23, not an explosion of
   passion.
   The 119 poems are one short of the number of months Ulysses spent
   returning home to Penelope
   - so the very structure of the sequence implies Astrophil’s inevitable
   defeat24.
   Petrarchan Elements
   Astrophil and Stella (c. 1582, published 1591) is the first well-known
   sonnet sequence in English.25
   - The combination of a series of sonnets with other lyrical forms
   imitates Petrarch.
   Sidney uses a Petrarchan form in his sonnet sequence (ABBA ABBA CDC
   ECE) but he also uses 15 variations on it.
   Conventional topics such as
     * 
       addressing the moon,
     * 
       appealing to26 the world of sleep and dreams,
     * 
       bemoaning27 the lady’s absence,
     * 
       praising28 her unique beauty and virtue,
     * 
       reprimanding29 her cold chastity and
     * 
       affirming his frustrated longings30
   are all infused within the sequence, but the impossibility of the hero
   and heroine’s relationship, coupled with Astrophil’s weak and
   uninspiring character, are highlighted.
   Sidney makes Astrophil a much more obviously foolish31 figure than
   Petrarch’s lover.
   Moreover, Astrophil, unlike32 the speaker in Petrarch’s sequence,
   never really seems to learn any valuable spiritual lessons as a result
   of his disappointed33 infatuation.
   - He is as frustrated at the end of the sequence as he had been at the
   beginning.
   Autobiography?
   A&S apparently explores Sidney’s thwarted34 passion for Penelope
   Devereux.
   - Philip may have met Penelope when she was 12 in 1575 and he was 22.
   - On his deathbed, her father, Lord Essex, expressed the wish for them
   to marry.
   - However, the marriage of his uncle, the Earl of Leicester, and birth
   of an heir ended Sidney’s stable economic prospects. Without a title
   to inherit, Sidney could not marry the daughter of one of the
   wealthiest women in England.
   - In 1581 Penelope was married to Lord Rich; it was public knowledge
   that they were unhappy together.
   There is no doubt about associating Astrophel with Sidney:
   Sonnet 30 indicates that Astrophel’s father is governor of Ireland, as
   was Sidney’s, and sonnet 65 describes Astrophel’s coat of arms, which
   is clearly that of the Sidney family.
   Similarly, the Devereux coat of arms is described as Stella’s in
   sonnet 13.
   However, it is possible that Sidney never actually35 met Penelope
   - the historical evidence for a romantic liaison between the two is
   virtually nonexistent.
   - A&S is probably more an exercise in Petrarchan love directed at a
   convenient muse than a real passion.
   While Sidney was writing Astrophil and Stella he also wrote In Defence
   of Poesie36, the foundational work of English literary theory.
   - it seems clear that Sidney wrote Astrophil and Stella to exhibit his
   skill37 as a poet and to show the debilitating effects of an
   over-passionate amorous obsession rather than38 as an expression of
   his own feelings for Penelope.
   - The undoubted autobiographical references in the sequence are
   probably included as a self-ridiculing shared joke39 within the small
   circle of friends with whom Sidney shared40 the manuscript.
   Remember that Sidney had the example of a great writer presenting
   ‘himself’ as a rather41 pathetic figure in Chaucer’s The Canterbury
   Tales.
   Philip Sidney married Frances Walsingham in 1583.
   - Ironically, after Philip’s death, Frances married Robert Devereux,
   Penelope’s brother.
   Stella may have been constant in her unhappy marriage but Penelope
   certainly wasn’t.
   - In 1895 the 32-year-old began an affair with Baron Mountjoy and they
   had four children together.
   - Lord Rich eventually42 divorced Penelope in 1605 after 24 years of
   mutual antipathy! She died in 1607.
   Wit
   ‘Wit’ is probably the most important word in A&S.
   In the 108 sonnets Sidney uses forms of the word 42 times.
   - by comparison, Shakespeare uses the words ‘wit’ words only 9 times
   in 154 sonnets.
   ‘Wit’ for Sidney means one’s facility for literary invention.
   Sidney follows Horace’s dictum that poetry should “teach and delight”.
   The first sonnet is impressive given that it is made up of43
   alexandrines (12 syllable lines, ababababcdcdee)
   - remember that English has far fewer rhyming words than Latinate
   languages like Italian or Spanish.
   The sequence offers a barrage44 of conceits:
   - Stella is variously compared to a gold-leaf book (s. 10), a fortress
   (s. 12), a shield (s. 13), a conquering army (s. 36), a school
   mistress (s. 46), etc.
   Despite its perfect iambic pentameters and careful rhyme scheme,
   Sonnet 34 comes very close to interior monologue45 three centuries
   before such a modernist concept was established.
   Key Developments
   The first 35 poems introduce Stella and meditate on Astrophil’s love
   for her.
   As Astrophil’s frustration grows, so does his sexual desire.
   - phallic allusion begin to creep into46 the elegant poetry47.
   When she denies48 him twice – “no, no” in sonnet 63 – he childishly
   and menacingly49 argues that grammatically two negatives equal a
   positive.
   - Astrophil is therefore at the same time rather50 pathetic and
   threatening51.
   He goes too far when he steals a kiss from Stella ( in Song 2 – before
   Sonnet 73) while she is asleep.
   Song 5 (which is the second longest song in the sequence) vilifies
   Stella for her ‘change of looks’ despite all the praise he heaped on
   her in the preceding 92 poems (86 sonnets + 6 songs).
   You then, ungrateful thief, you murd’ring tyrant you,
   You rebel runaway52, to lord and lady untrue,
   You witch, you devil (alas) you still of me belov’d,
   - What he obviously aims to53 do is seek revenge for his injured
   feelings by calling her all sorts of names such as a thief, a
   murderer, a tyrant, a witch and also a devil, the last of which
   presides over his ‘hell’.
   The irony lies in the fact that he used these same terms earlier on in
   the sequence in order to praise her.
   A key dramatic moment occurs during the 8th Song (before Sonnet 87)
   when Stella says that she would rather be54 blinded than obscured from
   sight in the ways that Astrophil practices.
   There is little evidence in the sequence that Stella loves Astrophil
   - the whole romance seems to be largely55 in Astrophil’s mind.
   Stella is presented as a complex character who is intelligent and
   rational
   - this is a realistic portrait of a women in stark contrast to the
   two-dimensional Petrarchan lady.
   A&S criticizes masculine values and the systematic silencing of
   women’s voices.
   Few English poets – apart from Shakespeare and Middleton – would show
   such empathy with women.
   Astrophil’s, bewildered56 feelings reach a climax in Sonnet 89
   - the only sonnet to employ just two rhymes.
   In this sonnet his infernal desperation is manifest in “suffering the
   evils both of the day and night”.
   - He confuses day and night where both have become one to him and from
   this point on the rest of the sequence is shrouded in physical and
   moral darkness.
   Astrophil even looks, though briefly, to other women for solace
   (Sonnet 106).
   - this contrasts completely with Petrarch in whose sequence Laura
   finally dies, leading to a meditation on spiritual love.
   1 to revert to – return to
   2 allegiances – loyalties, commitments
   3 deputy – representative, (in this case) governor
   4 Huguenot – French Calvinist
   5 pet project – favourite personal goal
   6 to raise – levy, enlist, create
   7 was being openly spoken of as – people were publicly considering him
   as
   8 ruler – (in this case) king
   9 Philip Sidney: a Double Life by Alan Stewart [Pimlico, 2000]
   10 albeit – even if
   11 unlike – in contrast to
   12 rather than – instead of, as opposed to
   13 since – because (ya que)
   14 male – ♂
   15 behaviour – conduct
   16 borne in mind – remembered
   17 rather than – as opposed to, instead of
   18 lustful – lascivious
   19 to inculcate – promote
   20 to plumb – explore, probe
   21 pronounced /fil/ even when spelt -phel
   22 to be made up of – be composed of, consist of
   23 wit – intelligent humour
   24 defeat – failure
   25 the first was written in 1560 by Anne Vaughan Lock: A Meditation of
   a Penitent Sinner (based on Psalm 51)
   26 to appeal to – refer to
   27 to bemoan – complain about, criticize
   28 to praise – express admiration for
   29 to reprimand – scold, protest about
   30 longings – desires
   31 foolish – idiotic, ridiculous
   32 unlike – in contrast to
   33 disappointed – frustrated
   34 thwarted – frustrated
   35 actually – (false friend) really, in fact
   36 poesie – (archaic) poetry
   37 skill – ability, talent
   38 rather than – as opposed to, instead of
   39 shared joke – in-joke, inside joke, private joke, humorous comment
   that only certain people will understand
   40 to share sth. with sb. – show sth. to sb.
   41 rather – somewhat, surprisingly
   42 eventually – (false friend) in the end
   43 to be made up of – be composed of, consist of
   44 barrage – bombardment, (in this case) long series
   45 interior monologue – stream of consciousness
   46 to creep into (creep-crept-crept) – gradually enter
   47 for example in sonnets 45 and 65
   48 to deny sb. – reject sb., repudiate sb.
   49 menacingly – in a threatening51 way
   50 rather – somewhat, surprisingly
   51 threatening – menacing, scary, sinister
   52 runaway – fugitive
   53 to aim to – want to, try to
   54 would rather be – would prefer to be
   55 largely – mostly, more or less, primarily
   56 bewildered – confused
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