‘Desire still cries: Give me some food!’ What in your view is the purpose of Sidney’s Astrophil and Stella and how does this relate to the work’s representation of desire and the virtue of temperance?

Sir Philip Sidney was an English poet born in Kent on the 30th of November, 1554.[footnoteRef:1] Sidney was not known as a writer during his life, but his work became well known after his death in 1586.[footnoteRef:2] In 1575, Sidney met Penelope Devereux, daughter to the 1st Earl of Essex, Walter Devereux.[footnoteRef:3] Walter had planned for his daughter to marry Sidney but this arrangement fell through after Walter’s death in 1576.[footnoteRef:4] Sidney’s meeting with Penelope and the failed arrangement of marriage would inspire him to write the poem Astrophil and Stella.[footnoteRef:5] The characters of Astrophil and Stella represent Sidney and Penelope respectively. It is a sonnet sequence comprised of 108 sonnets and 11 songs. The name of Stella comes from the Latin word for star, and the name of Astrophil comes from the Greek words ‘aster’ meaning star and ‘phil’ meaning lover, therefore Stella is the star and Astrophil is the star lover. It could be said that Sidney’s Astrophil and Stella was written as an expression of Sidney’s desire for Penelope and the frustration he felt as he was unable to be with her.  [1:  ‘Sir Philip Sidney’, The Poetry Foundation, n.d. <https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poets/philip-sidney> [accessed 16 May 2026].]  [2:  ‘Sir Philip Sidney’.]  [3:  ‘Sir Philip Sidney’.]  [4:  ‘Sir Philip Sidney’.]  [5:  ‘Sir Philip Sidney’.] 

In the first sonnet of the sequence, the narrator explains that he is writing for his love, Stella, to explain to her the extent of his desires. The first line, ‘Loving in trueth, and fayne my love in verse to show,’[footnoteRef:6] presents the sonnet as a love poem. Astrophil is unabashedly presenting the reader with the desire in his heart. He wants to express his feelings through verse. ‘Pleasure might cause her read, reading might make her know,’[footnoteRef:7] indicates that Astrophil is writing these sonnets for Stella to read, in the hope that she may fall for him if she does. He pours his heart out for Stella so that she may completely understand his feelings. In the line, ‘Studying inventions fine, her wittes to entertaine,’[footnoteRef:8] Astrophil admits that he has been studying the works of different poets in order to properly express himself through verse for the sake of Stella. Although, he discovers that despite his studies, no piece of writing is enough to inspire him to write. The sonnet says, ‘But wordes came halting out, wanting inventions stay,’[footnoteRef:9] His inspiration to write is not found in the words of other poets, but instead in Stella. Stella is his muse and his love; seemingly she is everything to him. The final line of the poem says, ‘Foole saide my Muse to mee, looke in thy heart and write.’[footnoteRef:10] To Astrophil, not even the greatest pieces of writing can compare to the love he has for Stella. It could be said that his muse is not literally speaking to him here, instead he has thought of her or even seen her and just that was enough for him to realise she was all the inspiration he needed. [6:  ‘The Project Gutenberg eBook of Sir P. S. His Astrophel and Stella, by Philip Sidney’, n.d. <https://www.gutenberg.org/files/56375/56375-h/56375-h.htm> [accessed 18 May 2026].]  [7:  ‘The Project Gutenberg eBook of Sir P. S. His Astrophel and Stella, by Philip Sidney’.]  [8:  ‘The Project Gutenberg eBook of Sir P. S. His Astrophel and Stella, by Philip Sidney’.]  [9:  ‘The Project Gutenberg eBook of Sir P. S. His Astrophel and Stella, by Philip Sidney’.]  [10:  ‘The Project Gutenberg eBook of Sir P. S. His Astrophel and Stella, by Philip Sidney’.] 

In sonnet 71 of Astrophil and Stella, Astrophil describes how Stella is the pinnacle of temperance, and how he is unable to keep his love for her pure. The first two lines of the sonnet read, ‘Who will in fayrest booke of nature know / How Vertue may best lodgde in Beautie bee,’[footnoteRef:11] Astrophil compares Stella to a book which someone may read to discover everything there is to know about the beauty of nature, as if Stella is the most beautiful thing in the world to exist. In the two lines, ‘Of reason, from whose light, the night birdes flie / That inward Sunne in thine eyes shineth so.’[footnoteRef:12] Astrophil describes Stella as if she was a literal bright shining star. He says that her ‘light’ is so intense that it scares away ‘night-birds’, as if she were the sun itself rising on the horizon. He then goes on to say that she has an ‘inward sun’ in her eyes, which he could be using as a metaphor for her warmth and positivity. The sonnet then goes on to read, ‘And not content to be perfection’s heir / Thyself, dost strive all minds that way to move.’[footnoteRef:13] Astrophil calls Stella the heir to perfection, somewhat personifying ‘perfection’. Although, he says that Stella is not content with being the most perfect thing, and that she will also spend time with others to improve their lives. He implies that just existing in Stella’s presence is enough to better a person’s life. Towards the end of the sonnet are the two lines, ‘So while thy beauty draws the heart to love / As fast thy virtue bends that love to good.’[footnoteRef:14] Astrophil is saying here that Stella is so beautiful, anyone who sees her would fall in love with her. Then, those who fall in love with her will become good. The desire for Stella, who is so bright and good, is enough to change anyone for the better. The final line of this sonnet reads, ‘But, ah, Desire still cries: ‘Give me some food.’[footnoteRef:15] ‘Desire’ here is personified and asking for even more than just virtue and goodness. Astrophil cannot control his own desire for Stella, despite how Stella wishes their love to remain platonic. This line is completely different from the rest of the sonnet, in which temperance and purity are most important, and flips the tone of the verse entirely.  [11:  ‘The Project Gutenberg eBook of Sir P. S. His Astrophel and Stella, by Philip Sidney’.]  [12:  ‘The Project Gutenberg eBook of Sir P. S. His Astrophel and Stella, by Philip Sidney’.]  [13:  ‘The Project Gutenberg eBook of Sir P. S. His Astrophel and Stella, by Philip Sidney’.]  [14:  ‘The Project Gutenberg eBook of Sir P. S. His Astrophel and Stella, by Philip Sidney’.]  [15:  ‘The Project Gutenberg eBook of Sir P. S. His Astrophel and Stella, by Philip Sidney’.] 

In sonnet 87 of Astrophil and Stella, Stella ends her relationship with Astrophil because she knows his desire for her is too strong and the love between them is not solely platonic. In the line, ‘When I was forst from Stella ever deare,’[footnoteRef:16] Astrophil uses the verb ‘forst’ or ‘forced’ to describe how he and Stella have been separated after she rejected him in the previous sonnet. This is quite a dramatic description, and it shows how much influence Stella has over Astrophil’s life. She decides they must separate, and even though he loves her, he respects her decision because of that love he has for her.   ‘When I was forst’ illustrates how the choice was not Astrophil’s in any part, but he loves Stella enough to let her go. Further on, the sonnet reads, ‘I sawe that teares did in her eyes appeare: I sawe that sighes her sweetest lips did part.’[footnoteRef:17] Astrophil sees Stella cry as they are forced to separate, and he realises that despite her rejection, Stella does truly love him back. In the two lines, ‘I sighd her sighes, and wailed for her woe: Yet swamme in joy such love in her was seene,’[footnoteRef:18] Astrophil reflects Stella’s emotions. He cries for her because she is upset, and he loves her so deeply. However, he is also overwhelmed with joy with the knowledge that his love for her is requited. Her sorrow brings him both pain and glee.  [16:  ‘The Project Gutenberg eBook of Sir P. S. His Astrophel and Stella, by Philip Sidney’.]  [17:  ‘The Project Gutenberg eBook of Sir P. S. His Astrophel and Stella, by Philip Sidney’.]  [18:  ‘The Project Gutenberg eBook of Sir P. S. His Astrophel and Stella, by Philip Sidney’.] 

Astrophil and Stella is a reflection of Sidney’s beliefs regarding desire and temperance. The sonnets would suggest that he believed desire is inevitable within love, and that Astrophil is helpless to stop himself loving Stella. He desires to be with her, despite the fact that she is married to someone else, and the fact that she wishes for their relationship to remain platonic. Stella, unlike Astrophil, is able to practice temperance and despite how she falls in love with Astrophil, she still choses to part from him to be with her husband. Stella is perfect, and because she is perfect, she would not leave her husband for the man she loves. She is not overcome by temptation and desire, contrary to Astrophil who is consumed by it.  
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