The Idea of Temperance; Love and Form of Expression – Sir Thomas Wyatt and Edmund Spenser.
By Jasmine Rees (2320833).

Many incredible writers and poets have always written about their most vulnerable and intimate moments. Especially during the renaissance obsession with the ability to control one's desires as a marker of the civilised self. However, their use of language explores a different kind of love and expression, a tension between the ‘stylistic and moral excess’ of the Petrarchan lover and the periods ‘...physiological and moral ideals of control and temperance’. [footnoteRef:8927] With this idea, they tend to have a broad, coherent humanistic understanding of the concept of love. Whilst renaissance lyricist like Sir Thomas Wyatt and Edmund Spensor both explore the forms of love, Wyatt focuses on the intemperate anguish of the courtly lover, whereas Spenser uses the sonnet sequence to reconcile erotic desire with the virtue of temperance through marriage. In this essay, I will be exploring and analysing the kinds of love and forms of expression displayed in both men's sonnets and where the idea of temperance falls into play. [8927:  Remi Vuillemin, ‘Love with excess of heat’: The sonnet and Petrarchan excess in the late Elizabethan and early Jacobean periods’, XVII-XVIII, 71, 99-120. p. 101] 

We as human beings are social creatures when it comes to expressing our love; we crave a human touch when we feel our most sad or happiest, we paint sculptures with intricate details and sing songs that are written to appraise or simply scream from the top of our lungs. There are many more examples of how we use our way of communicating love. However, Charles William, a prolific novelist, theologian, and member of the Inklings, was very familiar with not just Arthurian material, but represented three forms of love by the means of the three Grail Knights, each form as a reflection of a deity. [footnoteRef:26182] The names of these three are Eros (sexual love), Philia (friendship), and Agape (selfless, total love). They can be seen as an exchange, substitution and coinherence. In his Arthurian cycle, Taliesin through Logres, Williams suggests that these loves are not hieratical but interconnected. He argues that the Way of Affirmation – finding the divine though the human beauty and romantic love – is just as valid as the Way of Rejection (asceticism). For Williams, ‘coinherence’ is the ultimate state where the individual lives in and through others, mirroring the social nature of the Trinity itself. [footnoteRef:1715] [26182:  Judith Kilimann, Eros, Philia, and Agape in Charles Williams’ Arthuriad, Mythlore, 18.4 (1992), p. 9.]  [1715:  Charles Williams, The Image of the City and Other Essays, ed. (Apocryphile Press, 2007) p. 159] 

Moreover, the concept of temperance has not had many ideals. Furthermore, the ideal of temperance has often proven elusive in practice. For Plato, temperance is synonymous with being ‘self-disciplined’, which he defines as ‘a kind of order’ and ‘a mastery of pleasures and desires’. He acknowledges the rarity of this virtue, noting that ‘moderate desires, which are guided by rational calculation, using intelligence and correct belief, are things you come across only among a few people.’ [footnoteRef:26149] This suggests that temperance (sophrosyne) is merely the suppression of desire, but the harmonious integration of the soul's different parts under the guidance of reason. Whereas temperance can also be one of the four cardinal virtues, involving the ‘...balance of the four humours’. [footnoteRef:30233] [26149:  Maurice Hunt, ‘Undoing Shakespearean Temperance.’ Comparative Drama, vol. 54, no. 1/2, 2020, pp. 73–96. [accessed 11 May 2026] p. 73-74]  [30233:  Remi Vuillemin, ‘Love with excess of heat’: The sonnet and Petrarchan excess in the late Elizabethan and early Jacobean periods’, p. 102] 

As the Renaissance humanism act began to truly take shape, love poetry was often viewed with high suspicion because it could depart from the rhetorical codification of agreeable discourse and arouse violent emotions. [footnoteRef:3810]  However, as Sir Phillip Sydney argued, in The Defence of Poesy, the poet does not lie because he ‘never affirmeth’. Instead, he suggested that while poetry could indeed stir the passions, its true purpose was to lead the reader towards ‘virtuous action’ by presenting ‘notable images of virtues’ that were more moving than the dry precepts of philosophy.[footnoteRef:7860]  Henceforth, this created the tension between the sweetness of the verse and the seriousness of the moral intent, a tightrope that sonneteers had to walk to avoid charges of decadence.  [3810:  Eto, p. 101]  [7860:  D. H. Craig, ‘A Hybrid Growth: Sidney’s Theory of Poetry in ‘An Apology for Poetry.’ English Literary Renaissance, vol. 10, no. 2, 1980, pp. 183–201. [accessed 11 May 2026] p. 193.] 


Sir Thomas Wyatt
[bookmark: _Int_SuioLP9i]Sir Thomas Wyatt was a pioneering poet and an Italian sonneteer whose writing was defined by a strong sense of individuality. [footnoteRef:243]  Inspired by Petrarch, he adapted Petrarch’s Rerum vulgarium fragmenta #190 into his own famous work. [footnoteRef:5220] His sonnet, Whoso List to Hunt, uses the metaphor of the ‘hunt‘ to represent a pursuit of love that lacks temperance and ultimately leads to total exhaustion.  [243:  Britannica Editors. ‘Sir Thomas Wyatt’, Encyclopedia Britannica, 1 Jan. 2026, https://www.britannica.com/biography/Thomas-Wyatt. [accessed 11 May 2026]]  [5220:  D. K. Smith, ‘Structural Failure: Thomas Wyatt’s Petrarch in Early Modern England.’ Elh, 89(3), pp. 575-601.] 

The sudden appearance of the deer emphasises the intensity of this pursuit – a chase fuelled by a growing, uncontrollable desire. By using the female deer as a symbol of unattainable love, Wyatt portrays the hunt as a failure; capturing the hunters ‘submissive stance’ alongside a volatile mix of fiery passion and icy despair. [footnoteRef:23184]  [23184:  Kristin J. Johnson, Love, Lust and Literature in the Late Sixteenth Century, (unpublished master’s thesis, Georgia Southern University, 2017) p. 54] 

‘Whoso list to hunt, I know where is an hind,
But as for me, helas, I may no more.
The vain travail hath wearied me so sore,
I am of them that farthest cometh behind’
Despite the tone, his writing remains relatable because of this sense of futility. Further into the sonnet, the inscription ‘noil me tangere’ (touch me not) suggests that a balances resolution is impossible to achieve. Therefore, temperance is lacking because of his lovers are often excessively choleric or melancholic.
[footnoteRef:28732] [28732:  love with exces of heat 2015] 

Edmund Spenser 
Edmund Spenser was an English poet whose mastery is most evident in his best-known work, The Faerie Queene, a fantastical allegory celebrating the Tudor dynasty and Elizabeth the first.
In his sonnet sequence, Amoretti, he utilises the Spenserian Sonnet form (defined by the interlocking rhyme scheme abab bcbc cdcd ee). This structure creates a sense of continuity and resolution that mirrors the progression of his relationship.[footnoteRef:8408] [8408:  Ruth Kaplan, The problem of pity in Spenser’s Ruines of Time and Amoretti. Spenser Studies, 29(1), 263-294. ] 

[bookmark: _Int_cuxZ9qpz]Comparing to Sir Thomas Wyatt, Spenser bridges the gap between literary representations of courtly love and the reality of marriage. [footnoteRef:19618] He achieves this by shifting the focus from a one-sided obsession to a mutual partnership. Within Amoretti, temperance gives prowess to the proud woman trope into a mutual concord of mutuality, [footnoteRef:21920] where both party's find a shared emotional balance.  [19618:  Kristin J. Johnson, Love, Lust and Literature in the Late Sixteenth Century, p. 12.]  [21920:  Lauren Shufran, The Protestant Reformation and the English Amatory Sonnet Sequence: Seeking Salvation in Love Poetry (unpublished doctoral thesis, University of California, Santa Cruz, 2017) p. 12] 

‘So after long pursuit and vain assay,
When I all weary had the chase forsook,
The gentle deer return'd the self-same way,
Thinking to quench her thirst at the next brook.’

In retrospect, this leads to the Epithalamion, where the erotic is sanctified by the Protestant Reformation ideals of marriage as a ‘conversion genre.’ [footnoteRef:9566] Ultimately, the core message is that love is won through patience and the will to connect. While the pursuit can be tedious at times, to have someone come up to you voluntarily - rather than be hunted - leads to unexpected but fulfilling rewards.  [9566:  Eto, p. 13.] 


Comparative Analysis
In terms of rhetorical form, Wyatt’s poetry and frustrations stand in stark contrast to Spenser's polished Petrarchan lyricism. While Wyatt’s verse often mirrors the turbulence of an unsettled mind, Spenser's structural harmony reflects a sense of order and restraint. The difference is most visible in their respective muses – Wyatt’s elusive mistress is a woman who is silent, beautiful and impossible to catch. The distance between them creates a dark, ‘bruising‘ energy, transforming the sonnet into a perpetual longing and psychological exhaustion. Whilst the interaction on Spencer's muse is more impactful and even hopeful. His lyric movement is not one of recursive failure, but of progression toward the main goal: an actual wedding.
Therefore, the two poets have very different views on temperance in opposing ways. For Wyatt, the failure of temperance, his inability to control himself is what serves as the primary source of his poetic energy and raw emotional grit. Spenser, however, sees temperance as the ultimate goal of the lyric form. To him, being able to master your desires is what makes a relationship successful – and a successful poem – possible. 

In Conclusion
As I have mentioned before, we as human beings showcase love in many unique ways. However, renaissance love is a spectrum from the bruising kind of bliss found in courtly frustration to the mutual comfort of companionate marriage. Temperance acts as the fulcrum on this spectrum; it is the moral and emotional restraint that distinguishes a frantic, destructive obsession from a steady, lasting union.
Both Sir Thomas Wyatt and Edmund Spenser write about the pursuit for love as a desire that can be deeply frustrating. However, in ‘Whoso List to Hunt’, Wyatt displays his desire for the ‘hunt’ as exhausting and unrequited, resulting in a dark, dejected sonnet where neither party can truly possess what they want. In contrast, Spenser’s sonnet ‘Like as a Huntsman’ evokes a more celebratory chase., His pursuit is defined by perseverance and the unpredictability of a love that is finally requited through mutual consent. 
In other words, temperance is the capacity to control these volatile desires through both the architecture of verse and the social institution of marriage. 
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