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In sonnet 45 of Philip Sidney’s Astrophil and Stella, the poet attempts to gain pity by 

desiring to be read as only a tale after realizing that Stella is moved to emotion by fictional 

stories “Of Lovers never knowne” (6).  While the poet seeks to lower the importance of the “I” 

into only “the tale of me,” it concludes by bringing greater attention to the artist behind the 

words (14).  At the end, the poet will refuse to acknowledge that he is an actual being for a 

chance to gain her pity with his story, but his wish to be read as a tragedy essentially gives him 

control over what he implies would be a loss of authority; the “tale” of him is destined to 

experience neither love nor pity, but by claiming this as his desire, he retains power over his 

narrative voice. 

If the first line of the sonnet is read alone, it claims that the “face of wo” Stella often sees 

is the precise, or “verie,” representation of sorrow (1).  This face is not given a subject that it 

belongs to from the start and rather exemplifies a universal image of true despair.  While this 

first line is in iambic pentameter, the second line begins with a trochaic inversion that quickly 

complicates the veracity of the initial statement with the word “Painted,” and brings in the 

speaker in possession of the face with “my” (2).  Artistry immediately mixes with the idea of true 

emotions; his face seems merely decorated with images that seek to demonstrate real sorrow.  By 

relating his face as “my beclowded stormie face,” he uses portrayals from nature to describe his 

emotions while simultaneously pointing towards the cause of his emotions.  While stars are 

difficult to see on cloudy or stormy days, Stella as a star would be looking down on his natural 

(like the weather) and unnatural (because painted) sorrow from above.  His face takes on a bit of 



Beverly 2 
 

responsibility in regards to Stella’s lack of pity, for while he claims that she does not have the 

ability to pity his “disgrace” even though “the cause her selfe she know,” it is him that paints the 

woe that he wants her to see (4).  That she has not the “skill” to pity his sadness at his inability to 

see her is not unusual since she does not view him as a Lover; to pity him would be to hold 

herself accountable for his sorrow and possibly cause her to feel responsible for easing it, which 

would be as impossible for a star as it would be for a lady in a higher, or engaged, position. 

Of course, Stella is not incapable of expressing pity completely.  We learn that Stella has 

heard “a fable, which did show” her how to convey the emotion (1).  That this “fable” is orally 

passed on to her is interesting in that it is able to turn into a visual and “show” her the Lovers 

that gain her pity.  Her imagination is able to transform the spoken word into images that will in 

turn create what we are led to believe is a new emotion for Stella.  She is shown a tale of “Lovers 

never knowne, a grievous case,” but it is unclear if the Lovers are simply people she does not 

know as she apparently knows the poet, if the Lovers are people who were never able to know 

each other romantically – making their “grievous case” one of unrequited love, or if the Lovers 

are complete fabrications never known in reality (6).  If she comes to pity people she does not 

know that love each-other, then the situation would not fit with the poet’s one-sided obsession of 

her, but if the Lovers were fated to never be together then the tale would ultimately mimic the 

poet’s predicament.  Regardless, the tale of the Lovers is a fiction that is given the power to 

create true emotions within the text.  

Another trochaic inversion appears with the return of the word “Pitie,” now starting the 

line (7).  The inversion works to give a personified sense of power to “Pitie,” stressing it at the 

beginning and following its progression that will get “in her breast such place” that will cause 

her newfound emotion to be delivered.  The “such place” within her breast would appear to be 
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referring to her heart, as if “Pitie” was graced with winning the place the poet claims to desire. 

And it is “from that sea deriv’d” that Pity causes “teares spring” to “flow;” after obtaining “that 

sea,” her heart, Pity unleashes a Spring of tears (8).  Descriptions of nature are again used by the 

poet in order to paint a picture of human emotion that relies on the imagination of the reader, this 

time focusing on the emotions of Stella.  However, just as the poet will frequently claim that he 

is unable to control his obsessive love for Stella, Stella is also placed under the control of “Pitie” 

that is embodied as one that wins her favor. 

In the sestet, the poet laments that imagination, or “Fancy,” can be provoked by false, 

“imag’d things,” with “Fancy” being “drawne” by false images (9).  It would seem that the 

“imag’d things” are now personified as being able to draw “Fancy” forward with their fable, with 

the word “drawne” also implying that the imagined things are artists as well.  These “imag’d 

things,” the Lovers from the fable, still succeed by gaining Stella’s pity despite, and because, of 

their falsity.  Because they are fiction they have limitless abilities, “free scope,” to create more 

grace than the “servants wracke” (10-11).  The destruction of a known servant, like the poet 

considers himself to be is not granted the same grace as the fictional Lovers “where new doubts 

honor brings” (11).  While “new doubts” about the reliability of the Lovers’ fable will only bring 

more “honor,” the servant will be left without pity in reality. 

The volta arrives a few lines below the sestet as Stella is shifted from third-person to 

second and the poet comes up with a solution to his problem.  He tells her to “thinke” and claims 

her as “my dear” before telling her to read “in [him] / Of Lovers ruine some sad Tragedie” (12). 

Since the tale of Astrophil already seems to follow the genre of tragedy, his request is likely to 

granted regardless with most readers.  However, he ends with the claim that “I am not I” and 

asks pity only for “the tale of me” (14).  The final line of the sonnet concludes with a trochaic 
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inversion that begins quickly with a stress followed by two unstressed syllables, then stressed 

again with the following “I.”  The sentence seems to place importance on the “I” while it, at the 

same time, attempts to claim that there is no “I.”  In the last line alone the poet has intentionally 

mentioned himself three times in a false attempt to give over his narrating voice in order to 

create a fictional character that Stella can pity.  Despite this attempt to further fictionalize his 

tale, he further complicates his voice as unknowable.  Does the “I am not I” mean that Astrophil 

is not Astrophil, or does it actually work to reveal or conceal the historically real poet?  Sidney 

likely feared being too obvious with his sonnets, which is why he created his fictional poet to 

voice his woes.  But now his fictional poet is coming to the conclusion that, in order to gain 

Stella’s pity (if not her love) he must be viewed as an “imag’d thing” as well.  Whoever the “I” is 

within the poem, they are kept in control of their artistry even as they deny their existence.  


