‘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?
Astrophil and Stella is an anthology of sonnets written by Sir Philip Sidney. They were intended to gain the affections of his supposed lover, Penelope Devereux (who later became Penelope Rich and then Penelope Blount). 
Sokolov states that “Stella was a thinly disguised-and easily decodable-allusion to Penelope Devereux”[footnoteRef:1] an idea that has been held by many since the around the 1930s. There is very little evidence, other than the Astrophil and Stella sonnets to suggest that Penelope Devereux and Sir Philip Sidney were ever engaged in a love affair; both of them were married with Penelope marrying Robert Rich and Sidney marrying Frances Walsingham soon after. [footnoteRef:2] The main evidence of Stella being Penelope Devereux is that Rich is mentioned many times throughout the sonnets. The clearest example of this is Sonnet 37 that begins “My mouth doth water, and my breast doth swell”.[footnoteRef:3] These examples include “Rich in all beauties which man's eye can see” and “Hath no misfortune, but that Rich she is.”[footnoteRef:4] These references to Rich may be intentional and may then suggest that Penelope Devereux is the Stella of the sonnets. As Rich is capitalised in the final line when it is not at the start of a sentence it may either suggest that Sidney is intending for it to be read as a name or is merely wanting to add emphasis to the word, either way it suggests that Lord Rich is, in some way, related to the sonnet sequence. Other authors have also suggested that, with the lack of evidence towards Penelope Devereux being the Stella of the sonnets, it may have simply been Sidney’s wife who was the muse for these poems.[footnoteRef:5] [1:  Danila Sokolov, ‘Sir Philip Sidney: Astrophil and Stella’, in The Ashgate Research Companion to The Sidneys, 1500–1700 (Routledge, 2015).]  [2:  Sokolov, ‘Sir Philip Sidney’.]  [3:  ‘Sir Philip Sidney. “My Mouth Doth Water, and My Breast Doth Swell.” Sonnet 37 from “Astrophil and Stella.”’, n.d. <https://www.luminarium.org/renlit/stella37.htm> [accessed 1 May 2026].]  [4:  ‘Sir Philip Sidney. “My Mouth Doth Water, and My Breast Doth Swell.” Sonnet 37 from “Astrophil and Stella.”’]  [5:  Denver Ewing Baughan, ‘Sir Philip Sidney and the Matchmakers’, The Modern Language Review, 33.4 (1938), pp. 506–19, doi:10.2307/3715681.] 

In practicality, it doesn’t wholly matter who the object of Sidney’s affections was, only servicing to contextualise the sonnets. No matter who the intended audience was, whether it was Penelope or Frances, the sonnets are still intending to woo and seduce a woman of Sidney’s intention. Matthews states that “Consciously or unconsciously the sonnet's oblique purpose was physical seduction”[footnoteRef:6] which rings true no matter who he was writing for. It also adds value to the purpose stated earlier, that the sonnet sequence of Astrophil and Stella was intended to gain the affection, or seduce, a lover.  [6:  G. M. Matthews, ‘Sex and the Sonnet’, Essays in Criticism, 2 (1952).] 

Sidney uses the unrequited love of Astrophil towards Stella in order to show the dichotomy between his passionate desire and the virtue of Temperance. Temperance is the control over ones appetite, in this case, Astrophil’s control of his desire of Stella. The unrequited love of Astrophil is utilised in order to endear Astrophil’s character to the reader and cause empathy and pity. These emotions are intended to invoke affection for the character, and as a by-product, for the author.
This unrequited love is particularly poignant in the first of the sonnets which begins “Loving in truth, and fain in verse my love to show,”[footnoteRef:7]. This line of the sonnet, and the entire sonnet, does not follow the usual sonnet structure. A sonnet, generally in in iambic pentameter. It has five sets of iambs where the first syllable is unstressed and the second is stressed. However, this line is in iambic hexameter. It has six sets of iambs instead of five. Although, this sonnet structure of “14 lines of rhymed iambic pentameter.”[footnoteRef:8] was actually popularised by Shakespeare and so may not be fully applicable to Sidney’s sonnets. However, if we take it as Sidney having believed in the Shakespearean sonnet structure of 14 lines of iambic pentameter as he generally adheres to throughout the anthology, this line may reveal a lot about the author and the character of Astrophil’s psyche. This unusual beginning to not only the sonnet, but the entire anthology, may reveal how disjointed Astrophil, and Sidney, has been made by his passionate desire for Stella. He is so overpowered by his feelings that he has lost all reason and has moved against the rules set out for him. These rules either being the rules of the sonnet or the rules of his religion. The line itself also shows how willing he is to speak of his love; he is glad to be speaking of his love through his poetry. Although, this pleasure he finds in voicing his love is quickly dashed in the following line, “That she, dear she, might take some pleasure of my pain”[footnoteRef:9]. Here, the author clearly shows how the love he feels for Stella is not returned by her. He is pained by the amount he feels for her and how little he receives in turn. This is a very obvious example of how Astrophil and Sidney are both struggling with temperance when it comes to their desire for Stella. This raw devotion to Stella and their desperation that is so strong that it overcomes heavenly virtues is most likely intended to endear the reader to them, to show the intended audience just how passionately they are loved by the author and therefore to be seduced by the author.  [7:  ‘Sir Philip Sidney. “Loving in Truth, and Fain in Verse My Love to Show.” Sonnet 1 from “Astrophil and Stella.”’, n.d. <https://www.luminarium.org/renlit/stella1.htm> [accessed 3 May 2026].]  [8:  ‘Learning the Sonnet’, The Poetry Foundation, n.d. <https://www.poetryfoundation.org/articles/70051/learning-the-sonnet> [accessed 3 May 2026].]  [9:  ‘Learning the Sonnet’.] 

Later in the same sonnet, the line “Pleasure might cause her read, reading might make her know”[footnoteRef:10] is written. This line shows how desperate for Stella’ attention Astrophil is. It also reveals, for certain, that Stella does not return the love Astrophil gives her, or at the very least she is not aware. This line suggests more that she is unaware of his affections. If the identity of Stella is Penelope Devereux, then it may actually show that Sidney has not succumbed entirely to his appetite and has withheld the virtue of temperance. This is shown because he has been able to withhold himself from making his desires known to Stella, who, if she is Penelope Devereux, is a married woman. The line after it, “Knowledge might pity win, and pity grace obtain,”[footnoteRef:11] does, however, suggest that he does not have control of his desire and will lower himself to accepting her pity if he cannot have her affections. He wishes to have any form of acknowledgement from Stella, however much or little she agrees to give him. This does not show temperance and suggests that he is at the mercy of his appetite.  [10:  ‘Sir Philip Sidney. “Loving in Truth, and Fain in Verse My Love to Show.” Sonnet 1 from “Astrophil and Stella.”’]  [11:  ‘Sir Philip Sidney. “Loving in Truth, and Fain in Verse My Love to Show.” Sonnet 1 from “Astrophil and Stella.”’] 

Near the end of this sonnet, Sidney writes “Biting my truant pen, beating myself for spite,”[footnoteRef:12]. This line potentially suggests that his annoyance at himself for his love of Stella and his inadequacies towards her causes him to wish to physically harm himself. This in no way shows the virtue of temperance. It shows that Astrophil is completely overwhelmed by his adoration of Stella to the point of obsession and bodily injury. His inability to write his true feelings and to show his overwhelming love for Stella affects him physically and he blames it upon the pen he writes with. He takes no accountability in this line for his feelings and places it instead on an inanimate object. He cannot face up to his emotions and appetite and therefore cannot conquer them as temperance necessitates.  [12:  ‘Sir Philip Sidney. “Loving in Truth, and Fain in Verse My Love to Show.” Sonnet 1 from “Astrophil and Stella.”’] 

Sidney’s Astrophil and Stella presents desire as an overwhelming adoration that is nearly impossible to overcome. Astrophil is obsessed with Stella and cannot suppress his emotions, even if he cannot wholly face up to them. The virtue of temperance is simply shown in the work as a counter to the unrelenting desire of Astrophil, it is there to show how he is withholding himself from further expressing is love and keeping himself as regulated as he can. However, it could be said that Sidney’s anthology, Astrophil and Stella, is a physical manifestation of his own temperance. He writes of his love to Stella in his sonnets instead of acting on the passion that is evident in his words. He holds himself at bay through his verse and, even if the passion is overwhelming, it is contained within the words and not in his actions. This could be argued to be a clear act of temperance from Sidney and therefore shows that temperance is represented throughout the entire anthology of sonnets even if not obliquely.
To conclude, Sidney’s intention for Astrophil and Stella was to quietly entice his lover while maintaining his control of his desire to acceptable level. Desire is presented in the sonnets as passionate and overwhelming, quite often being painful for the author. Whereas, temperance is shown more subtly in the anthology, in the way that he holds himself back from revealing his love to Stella and the way that Sidney writes the sonnets themselves as a way to hold himself back from acting on his desires. 
