The following essay is an exploration of the sonnets and love lyrics of Sir Thomas Wyatt. We will look throughout at many aspects of his works including imagery and allegory, and more specifically at the situations portrayed or suggested therein, with Wyatt as the supposed, emotionally tormented former lover of Anne Boleyn. We will also look at both how he addressed and described the beloved in his poems. It should be noted at the outset that it is a widely held belief that the majority of Wyatt’s poems were dedicated to Anne Boleyn, who is thought to have been his lover prior to her accession to the throne as wife of King Henry VIII in 1533. There is however no ‘concrete’ evidence to prove this assertion, rather it has been deduced from clues within the poems.[footnoteRef:1] For the sake of consistency I will also assume the rumours of their relationship to be true. [1:  Thomas Wyatt, https://www.poets.org/poetsorg/poet/thomas-wyatt, (Accessed 15th November 2018)] 


We will see in the course of the exploration that a great many of Wyatt’s poems are translations from the Canzoniere of Francesco Petrarca (commonly anglicised as ‘Petrarch’), (1304 – 1374)[footnoteRef:2] but they were far from literal copies. While remaining largely faithful to the original text, Wyatt made subtle changes and additions during the translation in order to make his poems intensely personal to himself and his situation. This it seems was his primary intent; to commit his heart to paper as it were, rather than merely to translate poems into the English language. By way of supporting this point, let us first look at a poem which was not a translation from Petrarch, nor even from the Italian language, but from French. Rondeau II[footnoteRef:3] in the book Sir Thomas Wyatt: The Complete Poems, (which will be my primary source for this essay) is a translation of a French poem by Jean Marot (c1450 – 1526)[footnoteRef:4] originally entitled S’il est ainsi que ce corps t’abandonne. This poem is itself a translation of an Italian sonnet by Serafino Aquilano (1466 – 1500)[footnoteRef:5] which undoubtedly has a deeper history, the established norm of the time for the creation of new literature, being that of the retelling of tales from the past. In Marot’s poem which is a faithful translation from Italian to French, the lover leaves his heart with his beloved when they must part, giving her the instruction that if anyone should question his fidelity, she can show them his heart and tell them that a body without a heart cannot love. Note that Marot’s poem never mentions the possibility of the lady being unfaithful.[footnoteRef:6] In contrast, Wyatt’s translation begins with the lover ‘forsaking’ his lady as she is wilfully sending him away. He professes his continued love and loyalty to her and insists that regardless of her actions he still has her heart, and that it is she who cannot love another with ‘an heartless body.’ This could well be a reference to Anne Boleyn, the reference being that she left Wyatt to marry King Henry VIII. Wyatt’s poem is full of heartfelt emotion and loyalty to his former lover who is addressed in the poem as being in a position of power over him; ‘And right as thou list so order me,’ The impression given by the tone of the text is that the power she holds is due to her being his social superior in addition to her possessing the power that love brings one person over another. Wyatt then takes the theoretical position of third parties who, if they knew the details of the lovers’ situation would hold the opinion that her actions were cold and calculating (we will come back to that point shortly). He even briefly considers that if that were indeed the case he would soon lose his love for her. However it is after this section of the poem that he goes on to say he knows he still has her heart; ‘But myself I say on this fashion: I have her heart in my possession.’ [2:  Petrarch, https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poets/petrarch, (Accessed 15th November 2018)]  [3:  Sir Thomas Wyatt, The Complete Poems, ed. by R.A. Rebholz, (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1978, repr. 1997) pp. 71-2 ]  [4:  E.M. Rutson, ‘A Note on Jean Marot’s Debt to Italian Sources in The Modern Language Review, Vol. 61, No. 1, (Jan., 1966) pp. 25-8, https://www.jstor.org/stable/3721549?seq=1#metadata_info_tab_contents, (Accessed 15th November 2018)]  [5:  Serafino Aquilano, http://www.oxfordreference.com/view/10.1093/oi/authority.20110803100455583, (Accessed 16th November 2018)]  [6:  Wyatt, p.338] 


That poem is a reasonably literal statement of the situation in which the two lovers find themselves, however Wyatt often refers to his beloved in the abstract in his poems, as an element, or force of nature such as in sonnet XIX[footnoteRef:7] where the imagery of the poem is that of a ship at sea caught in a storm, or in XXIV[footnoteRef:8] and CLVIII[footnoteRef:9] where his beloved is likened to a mountain range that must be conquered for him to find peace. It is always worth remembering (as I learned during our lectures) that at the time, love was regarded as a being in itself, with very real powers against which mere mortals had no defence. Therefore it is striking that although in some of the poems, love (or Cupid) is blamed for the emotional turmoil in which the lover finds himself, it is more common for him to refer directly to the subject of his poems as behaving of her own volition and in a callous and calculated manner, such as in sonnet XXIII[footnoteRef:10] which begins with him calling her, ‘my dear and cruel foe.’ Surely If she is able to behave in this manner then she must not be under Cupid’s spell and is therefore by extension without love for him. And yet he remains loyal to her throughout. [7:  Wyatt, p.81]  [8:  Wyatt, p.83]  [9:  Wyatt, p.225]  [10:  Wyatt, p.83] 


The description of love as having an insurmountable power over people’s (and in particular men’s) actions is an important quality of courtly love and this brings me back to the point I mentioned earlier with regard to Wyatt’s Rondeau II; another important element of courtly love is that of discretion and in particular, of keeping the details of one’s romantic liaisons private. ‘The man who wants to keep his love affair for a long time untroubled should above all things be careful not to let it be known to any outsider, but should keep it hidden from everybody.’[footnoteRef:11] Throughout Wyatt’s poetry he displays a deep understanding and respect for all the rules and  requirements of courtly love, in Rondeau II where he suggests what others might think if they knew about the situation it is of course purely theoretical. But would presumably have been easy for Wyatt to confide in one or more of his friends in real life, in fact given his emotional state it is most surprising that he managed to keep everything secret. A point that is supported by the fact that to this day, we still do not know for certain whether or not he and Anne Boleyn were lovers. [11:  Andreas Capellanus, The Art of Courtly Love, (New York: Columbia University Press, 1969) p.151] 


[bookmark: _GoBack]Wyatt’s strict adherence to the rules of courtly love is apparent throughout the work in this collection at least as far as he portrays his own character. Conversely his beloved seemingly flouts those same rules at every turn, with the exception of the value of discretion. Throughout the collection the feelings of the lover are unrequited, with the lady only ever returning his affections when he is relating past events. It seems in fact that whenever she has an active role in the present of his poems, she is only pushing him away and otherwise rejecting him while trying her utmost to ‘save his feelings.’ The overall situation when one looks at the collection as a whole, is of story that would be entirely familiar were it to be presented in a modern context. The nature of human relationships has not changed much in five hundred years it seems.

Let us now turn our attention to a poem which has the most plainly spoken turn of events. LXXXIII[footnoteRef:12] is one of Wyatt’s ballades and is a conversation between two lovers, sometimes printed with the title; The Lover Complaineth and His Lady Comforteth.[footnoteRef:13] It is easy, possibly even logical to assume this conversation is between Wyatt and Anne Boleyn. After all there aren’t many situations in life where a woman cannot accept a proposal because such an acceptance would lead to her death (execution), but if said lady were married to the King the situation would certainly fall into that category, especially if that King was Henry VIII! As the lady says following one of her lover’s pleas: “Thou wouldst my death it plainly doth appear.” This poem is a direct conversation which clearly transmits the emotions, and the positions of both lovers which in other poems are only spoken of by allegory. In LXXXIII Wyatt is pleading with his lover for her to end his torment and commit to him while she, at least initially, is trying to convince him that he should leave her alone as he’d be better off without her: “The heat shall cease if that [his feelings toward her] thou wilt convert.” The lady in this poem tries everything to discourage her lover as I have already mentioned, from her initial instruction that he should stop himself from loving her through to telling him that to be with him would be the end of her, and yet in the closing lines of the poem and after his continued plea she appears to lead him on with a false promise: “Be it so. But then be true.” I would hazard that this has come about because she has been left in an impossible position after all her attempts to dissuade him this was the only course of action left open to her. Now, speaking as a third party author to such a conversation, that would be a perfectly logical way for the lady to proceed in such a story but as Wyatt plays the part of the tormented lover in this poem, it shows a remarkable ability on his part to see the situation clearly from the outside without excessive emotion. That again is a stark contrast to the many other of his poems where he blames her for his torment and takes no time to consider the situation from her perspective. [12:  Wyatt, p.119]  [13:  Wyatt, p.399] 


Another instance where Wyatt demonstrates an ability to understand the situation of his beloved although it must be said not entirely dispassionately, is in Sonnet XXXV.[footnoteRef:14] In this poem the lover has been forsaken by his beloved because she has chosen a path which will greatly elevate her social status. In the opening lines he quite genuinely appears to wish her well as he believes that she is worthy of her new role in life and given my understanding of the values of the period, he may even feel she has a duty to pursue it. The form of this particular sonnet shows what came to be the standard in the sonnets of later poets in that the final sestet takes an abrupt change of direction from the initial octave. From the understanding he shows for his beloved in the first, the poem now becomes bitter in its emotion, proclaiming ‘Things of great weight I never thought to crave.’ And goes on to show resentment towards her for what she has done. [14:  Wyatt, p.89] 



In conclusion, it is reasonable to say that the poems of Sir Thomas Wyatt were written by a man in a state of deep emotional despair. Self pity is undoubtedly a recurring theme but despite this he at tines, goes to great pains to see things from the perspective of his beloved seemingly in order to present a balanced view. And although he makes constant attempts to reclaim his lost love he simultaneously recognises full well that she is now beyond his reach. He addresses his former lover from an increasing (emotional) distance as she leaves him for the King and acknowledges her as his Queen and makes himself her loyal subject. There is however amongst all the negativity and self pity one thing which becomes overwhelmingly apparent; His love for her is truly a pure and courtly love. He respects throughout, all the rules and boundaries of that most sacred manifestation of love and in that he sets himself apart as a righteous courtier and lover.
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