Student: 2306179		Response to Essay Question 8
To explore the extent to which Spenser’s Amoretti may be more genuinely interested in a reciprocity of feeling and relation between the poet-lover and beloved than Sidney’s Astrophil and Stella, each sequence will be considered in relation to the poet-lover’s intent, desire and context.
Astrophil and Stella 1’s opening line ‘Loving in truth, and fain in my verse to show’, impresses the poet-lover’s intention to portray sincerity, and feelings aligning with genuine interest in a reciprocity and relation with his beloved.[footnoteRef:1] However, the sonnet progresses as a preoccupation with the self rather than the beloved, and ultimately ‘fails to lead anywhere’ regarding that impressed intention of the first line.[footnoteRef:2] Stella is only mentioned insofar that the poet-lover aims to win her affection through pity, that ‘Pleasure might cause her read, reading might make her know, | Knowledge might pity win, and pity grace obtain’.[footnoteRef:3] This suggests the sequence is driven by an ulterior motive to gain grace through pity rather than through evoking genuine reciprocity, rendering Astrophil’s sincerity disputable. Contrastingly, Amoretti 1’s poet-lover delves into a sonnet characterised by sincerity. His poetry also aims to move his beloved, however the ‘Leaves, lines, and rymes, seeke her to please alone’.[footnoteRef:4] Whereas, in Astrophil’s case, the ‘lines, and rymes’ must also serve him, if they are to gain Stella’s pity. Spenser does not require instruction as Astrophil does, to ‘look in thy heart, and write’ and rather, instinctively writes ‘teares in harts close bleeding book’, suggesting Spenser’s greater sincerity.[footnoteRef:5] Arguably, this could demonstrate the intensity of Astrophil’s genuine interest in Stella, his ‘sunburnt brain’ marking how ‘helpless in [his] throes’ he is, in his pursuit of reciprocation and relation.[footnoteRef:6] Conversely, it could demonstrate that, unlike Spenser who desires pure-intended reciprocation, language is unable to ‘deliver truth, to grant satisfaction or reward desire’[footnoteRef:7] because actually, Astrophil ‘is fain in verse his love to show because Stella will not allow him to show it in a more satisfactory manner’.[footnoteRef:8] Indeed, Spenser discloses ‘the sorrows of my dying spright’ without ‘self’ dominating the sonnet. These opening sonnets establish each poet-lover’s contrasting intentions. Amoretti is sincere in its regard of the beloved, progressing to explore a successful courtship. In Astrophil and Stella, the poet-lover’s internal struggles continue to overshadow any praise for Stella, challenging how far the poet-lover is genuinely interested in a relation with his beloved.[footnoteRef:9] [1:  Philip Sidney and Katherine Duncan-Jones, Major Works, Reiss (Oxford University Press, 2008), p. 153.]  [2:  Catherine Bates, ‘Astrophil and the Manic Wit of the Abject Male’, Studies in English Literature, 1500-1900, 41.1 (2001), pp. 1– 24 (p. 15), doi:10.2307/1556226.]  [3:  Sidney and Duncan-Jones, Major Works, p. 153.]  [4:  The Poetry Foundation, ‘Amoretti I: Happy Ye Leaves When as Those Lilly Hands’, [n.d.] <https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/50023/amoretti-i-happy-ye-leaves-when-as-those-lilly-hands> [accessed 1 May 2026].]  [5:  Sidney and Duncan-Jones, Major Works, p. 153.]  [6:  Sidney and Duncan-Jones, Major Works, p. 153.]  [7:  Bates, ‘Astrophil and the Manic Wit of the Abject Male’ p. 13.]  [8:  Richard A. Lanham, ‘Astrophil and Stella: Pure and Impure Persuasion’, English Literary Renaissance, 2.1 (1972), pp. 100– 115, (p. 102), < http://www.jstor.org.uwtsd.idm.oclc.org/stable/43447032> [accessed 2 May 2026].]  [9:  Lanham, ‘Astrophil and Stella’ p. 100.] 

Contextual considerations may help further evaluate how far less Astrophil and Stella is genuinely interested in reciprocated feelings and a relation. ‘The problem of who is speaking’ in the sequence highlights parallels between Sidney and Astrophil, and the likelihood of Stella being Sidney’s once-promised Penelope Devereux.[footnoteRef:10] There is doubtless sincerity behind Astrophil’s desire, stemming from Sidney’s own desire. It explains the angst, and urgent tone, since the sequence likely responds to his discovery of Penelope’s marriage to Robert Rich. Lanham argues that Stella and Astrophil’s identities are clear as Penelope and Sidney, and that the sequence was written ‘as an immediate effort to cope with an immediate crisis in feeling’.[footnoteRef:11] This explains the limerent feeling, suggesting the poet-lover mourns the unattainable rather than genuinely desiring a relation. It poses the question of how genuinely the poet-lover, Sidney or Astrophil, could truly desire a relation or reciprocity, when a relation is impossible. Meanwhile, the poet-lover of Amoretti could be seen as more genuinely interested in a relation and reciprocity of feeling because both are possible. Amoretti after all, explores the courtship of Spenser and his eventual wife, Elizabeth, ending in Epithalamion. Thus, Spenser’s sequence is dedicated to the wife that was: Sidney’s laments the wife that would have been. Amoretti’s successful outcome demonstrates the extent of genuine intent throughout the sequence, and a genuine desire for this successful outcome. Meanwhile, Astrophil strives for the unattainable, and the sequence is more preoccupied with ‘the bleakness of Astrophil’s situation- the absence of a sexual relation’.[footnoteRef:12] Although Astrophil and Stella is a tragedy, and how far a relationship could be desired is limited, the opportunity remained to demonstrate genuine affection. Nonetheless, internal strife and lust dominate the piece, and Astrophil’s submissiveness and ‘the unwinnability of his situation’ is emphasised.[footnoteRef:13] As Sonnet 1 suggests, Sidney’s sonnets aim to persuade Stella, rather than demonstrate genuine interest in reciprocity and relation.[footnoteRef:14]  [10:  Lanham, ‘Astrophil and Stella’ p. 107.]  [11:  Lanham, ‘Astrophil and Stella’ p. 108.]  [12:  Bates, ‘Astrophil and the Manic Wit of the Abject Male’ p. 6- 7.]  [13:  Bates, ‘Astrophil and the Manic Wit of the Abject Male’ p. 2.]  [14:  Lanham, ‘Astrophil and Stella’ p. 111.] 

Throughout Astrophil and Stella, it is increasingly suggested that Astrophil desires a sexual relationship, and that his attempts to persuade are ‘impure’.[footnoteRef:15] Lanham suggests this is evident from Sonnet 1, where Astrophil’s desire to obtain grace simply means ‘he wants to bed the girl’.[footnoteRef:16] He suggests the sonnets are discrete weapons, each intending to achieve Stella’s grace and be the last.[footnoteRef:17] Arguably, Stella’s virtue is regarded a prominent source of Astrophil’s affection. However, even this is challenged in Sonnet 52, by Astrophil’s lust for physical union, and ‘A strife is grown between virtue and love’.[footnoteRef:18] Even if virtue is cause of affection, sexual desire triumphs over this appreciation of virtue, as the rhyming couplet confirms ‘Let virtue have that Stella’s self; yet thus, | That virtue but that body grant to us’.[footnoteRef:19] This suggests that the poet-lover only desires reciprocity of feeling and relation so far as to fulfil his sexual desire, since virtue- the thing he praises in Stella- has now been discarded in hopes of a sexual relation. In relation to what extent Amoretti may be more interested in reciprocity and relation, it is clear that Astrophil’s desire for Stella’s body is sincere and that he is genuinely interested in a relation and reciprocity as far as intimacy is concerned. His desires are lust-driven, unlike Spenser, who indicates Elizabeth is the ‘spiritual nourishment he needs’.[footnoteRef:20] Spenser too demonstrates physical longing but predominantly explores love and courtship- courtship being impossible for Astrophil and Stella. Emphasis is placed on Spenser’s genuine desire to win Elizabeth’s heart, and attain a fruitful relation beyond the chase, contemplating ‘the power of love in gentle mind’[footnoteRef:21] as opposed to base desire.[footnoteRef:22]  [15:  Lanham, ‘Astrophil and Stella’ pp. 105- 106.]  [16:  Lanham, ‘Astrophil and Stella’ p. 102.]  [17:  Lanham, ‘Astrophil and Stella’ p. 111.]  [18:  Sidney and Duncan-Jones, Major Works, p. 173.]  [19:  Sidney and Duncan-Jones, Major Works, p. 173.]  [20:  A. D. Cousins, ‘The Mythology and Theology of Love in Spenser’s Amoretti’, English Studies, 98.2 (2017), pp. 97– 119, doi:10.1080/0013838X.2017.1244369.]  [21:  The Poetry Foundation, ‘Amoretti XXX: My Love Is like to Ice, and I to Fire’, [n.d.] <https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/50271/amoretti-xxx-my-love-is-like-to-ice-and-i-to-fire> [accessed 1 May 2026].]  [22:  Cousins, ‘The Mythology and Theology of Love in Spenser’s Amoretti’.] 

The poet-lover’s treatment of the beloved in Spenser’s Amoretti suggests a greater extent of genuine interest. As much as Astrophil clearly wishes for Stella to reciprocate his feelings, the sequence evidences his prioritisation of his own feelings, and in his mission to attain Stella’s grace, he disregards her feelings and desires. Sonnet 63 particularly demonstrates this problematic dynamic. Astrophil uses wit and grammar to deny Stella’s answer and subsequently ignore her desires. He is clearly aware that he ‘crav’d the thing which ever she denies’ and still insists ‘That in one speech two Negatives affirm’.[footnoteRef:23] On the one hand, however problematic his expression, he clearly desires his feelings to be reciprocated- so far as to formulate grammatical reasoning which denies Stella’s own words. On the other hand, it demonstrates his self-interest, and the extent of how genuine his interest is in himself as opposed to Stella. Meanwhile, Spenser’s treatment of his beloved aligns with his intentions. He truly honours his beloved, commenting on her happiness, suggesting greater sincerity in his feelings and genuine interest. He is preoccupied with his beloved’s happiness from Sonnet 1, literally beginning ‘Happy ye leaves’, and Sonnet 59 explores Elizabeth as ‘Thrise happie she, that is so well assured’.[footnoteRef:24] Amoretti praises the beloved in a manner which Astrophil and Stella does not. Stella’s happiness not being considered thus, and her traits not being respected in this manner, is suggestive of the greater extent Amoretti’s poet-lover is more genuinely interested in a reciprocity of feeling and relation between him and his beloved.  [23:  Sidney and Duncan-Jones, Major Works, pp. 177- 178.]  [24:  Genius, ‘Edmund Spenser – Amoretti: Sonnet 59’, [n.d.] <https://genius.com/Edmund-spenser-amoretti-sonnet-59-annotated> [accessed 3 May 2026].] 

Further, the sequences differ comparably relating to the intimate and important initial kiss between each poet-lover and their beloved. Amoretti 64 lovingly recalls the poet-lover ‘Comming to kisse her lyps, (such grace I found)’ suggesting his genuine desire has been reciprocated, culminating in this romantic moment and beautiful blason where the beloved is sincerely praised, and compared to a ‘gardin of sweet flowres’.[footnoteRef:25] It starkly contrasts the non-consensual kiss in Astrophil and Stella, the result of Astrophil’s extreme ‘emotional indiscipline’.[footnoteRef:26] In Song 2, Astrophil decides ‘those lips so sweetly swelling | Do invite a stealing kiss’ and kisses her while she is sleeping, explicitly acting against her wishes, or as he sees it, ‘her just and high disdain’.[footnoteRef:27] Although Stella ‘chastens’ him, Astrophil still ‘needs must kiss again’.[footnoteRef:28] He disregards Stella’s desires, and even her distaste at his outright disregard for her, thus it stands that it is to a lesser extent that Astrophil genuinely desires true reciprocity and relation. He actively ignores his beloved’s wishes, while Amoretti’s poet-lover is concerned with his beloved’s ‘own goodwill’, glad to see her ‘so goodly won’, demonstrating his genuine interest in her reciprocity, and just attainment of it.[footnoteRef:29] This elucidates each poet-lover’s genuine interest. [25:  Genius, ‘Edmund Spenser – Amoretti: Sonnet 64’, [n.d.] <https://genius.com/Edmund-spenser-amoretti-sonnet-64-annotated> [accessed 3 May 2026].]  [26:  Bates, ‘Astrophil and the Manic Wit of the Abject Male’ p. 4. ]  [27:  Sidney and Duncan-Jones, Major Works, p. 183.]  [28:  Sidney and Duncan-Jones, Major Works, pp. 183- 184.]  [29:  The Poetry Foundation, ‘Amoretti LXVII: Like as a Huntsman’, [n.d.] <https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/45186/amoretti-lxvii-like-as-a-huntsman> [accessed 1 May 2026].] 

In conclusion, the conception of what ‘genuine interest’ entails is significant to understanding to what extent one sequence is more interested than the other in a reciprocity of feeling and relation. In the case of Astrophil and Stella, what kind of relation is also a worthy consideration. If ‘genuine interest’ simply entails a true desire, then each sequence demonstrates the poet-lover’s clear desire for their beloved. Both praise their beloved and present genuine interest in a relation, even if these desired relations vary in type. Alternatively, if ‘genuine interest’ entails fair mutuality, and is not a self-dominated enterprise, then Amoretti shows this to a far greater extent. Amoretti’s poet-lover desires his beloved in a manner which is not entirely self-driven, contrasting Astrophil’s masochism. Spenser still creates a work of art ‘out of the state of non-possession- not having the lady’, however the conclusion in an unconventional exploration of the traditionally unrequited Petrarchan sonnet, demonstrates sincere emotion towards Elizabeth.[footnoteRef:30] Context plagues how far Astrophil can be considered to genuinely desire a relation, when he, and Sidney, know it is not possible. If Astrophil and Stella is driven by ‘impure’ persuasion, then Amoretti is driven by ‘pure’ persuasion, and in this manner is genuinely interested to a greater extent.[footnoteRef:31] [30:  Bates, ‘Astrophil and the Manic Wit of the Abject Male’ p. 6.]  [31:  Lanham, ‘Astrophil and Stella’ pp. 100- 115.] 
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