
This book seeks to interpret Sir Philip Sidney’s Arcadia as an artic-
ulation of a particular ethical outlook: that ethos which has been 
termed Philippist after the followers of Philip Melanchthon. 
Biographically speaking, it is well established that Sidney was famil-
iar with the work of Melanchthon and the Philippists.1 The ethical 
viewpoint that I argue the Arcadia articulates, is, naturally, identi-
fied with the romance’s author, reflecting his political and religious 
philosophies, which are, understandably, often also discernible in his 
real-life public activities. However, unlike the method employed by 
Blair Worden in his book The Sound of Virtue, I do not wish to draw 
direct parallels between the author’s political activities (informed by 
his religious allegiances) and the events and characterizations of his 
fiction. Rather, I shall endeavour to show how Sidney’s romance, as 
an example of a genre of literature that offers its authors a broad 
canvas on which to work, dramatizes the diverse and often contra-
dictory implications of certain aspects of Elizabethan morality, puts 
that morality under stress, and fosters a moral viewpoint that is, in 
the end, moderate, inclusive and optimistic.

As such, the events and characters of the Arcadia do not repre-
sent, allegorically, their counterparts in Sidney’s real-life world, but 
articulate a part of Sidney’s contribution to what Louis Montrose 
has usefully termed the ‘Elizabethan political imaginary’: ‘the collec-
tive repertoire of representational forms and figures—mythological, 
rhetorical, narrative, iconic—in which the beliefs and practices of 
Tudor political culture were pervasively articulated’.2 Montrose’s 
subject is Edmund Spenser’s Faerie Queene, which is, like the Arca-
dia, a manifestly literary articulation of the beliefs and practices 
of Tudor political culture. Of course, not all articulations of the 
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Elizabethan political imaginary were of an overtly literary nature, 
and Montrose cites texts by authors such as John Knox and Sir 
Thomas Smith which might fit such a non-literary category.3

Following Montrose, Colin Burrow circumscribes the kinds of 
texts that have been, in general, ‘the preserve of literary critics’, dis-
tinguishing them from those ‘that have traditionally been the pre-
serve of historians’. For Burrow, literary texts ‘are to an unusual 
degree overdetermined in their relationships to other texts and proj-
ects, and tend to use the licence of fiction to exploit interactions 
between the various spheres of the Tudor political imaginary’.4 The 
Arcadia, in Burrow’s terms, being a literary rather than an historical 
text, is, as I hope to show, similarly overdetermined, and, as such, 
employs a high degree of fictional licence in its relationship to both 
its author’s identity and the political culture to which he contrib-
uted. This is what characterizes the Arcadia as a work of fiction. 
Nevertheless, as a politically-interested fiction, an examination of 
its relationships to its author, his projects and the political world in 
which he operated can add to our understanding of Sidney, Elizabe-
than culture and the influence Sidney sought to have on that culture.

Sidney’s Arcadia was originally begun, as Jean Robertson argues 
persuasively, ‘soon after his return from his embassy to Germany in 
June 1577’, and the first draft was completed by 1581.5 This origi-
nal work has come to be known as the Old Arcadia. Sidney’s radical 
reworking of his romance ‘might have begun’, according to Victor 
Skretkowicz, ‘as early as 1582 and continued into 1584’.6 This 
revised version, which remained incomplete at Sidney’s death in 
1586, is known as the New Arcadia. Sidney’s closest friend, Fulke 
Greville, was one of the editors who supervised the publication of 
the Arcadia in 1590. This edition was based on Sidney’s incomplete 
revision. Three years after the publication of what has come to be 
seen as Greville’s edition, Sidney’s sister, Mary Sidney Herbert, the 
Countess of Pembroke, supervised the publication of another Arca-
dia, combining the revised work with the third, fourth and fifth 
books of the Old Arcadia; this is often referred to as ‘the composite 
Arcadia’. The Old Arcadia, used by Sidney Herbert for part of her 
1593 edition, was originally circulated in manuscript and thought 
to be lost until Bertram Dobell’s discovery of three copies in the 
years 1906–07.7 By virtue of the romance having been dedicated to 
Sidney’s sister, the various editions of the Arcadia are all primarily 
titled The Countess of Pembroke’s Arcadia.
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From its first appearances in contrasting print versions, the ethos 
of the Arcadia has been contested, and that contest has always 
involved a subordinate struggle over which version of the text has 
priority. In the very act of supervising its publication, Greville 
backed the revised version; likewise, the Countess of Pembroke 
blessed the text published in 1593. Modern critics, for their part, 
have sought to relate Sidney’s revisions to several postulated changes 
in his outlook over the period of their composition, usually citing 
particular personal or political stimuli that might have occasioned 
such changes. The revised Arcadia is undoubtedly very different 
from its first draft. Katherine Duncan-Jones, in her biography of 
Sidney, describes it as having ‘a quite different imaginative climate’ 
from the Old Arcadia, such that, in the new text, ‘the problems and 
dilemmas faced by the characters are often insoluble; there is no 
“right” course of action’.8 In this book, I shall read Sidney’s New 
Arcadia, in particular, as an expression of its author’s evident Philip-
pist piety, which, I contend, informs many of the differences between 
this last version of his romance and its earlier incarnation.

The basic plot of the Arcadia is recognizably similar in both ver-
sions: two princes, Pyrocles and Musidorus, of Macedon and Thes-
salia respectively, disguise themselves (the former as an Amazon 
warrior, the latter as a shepherd) to gain access to their beloved 
Arcadian princesses, Philoclea and Pamela, who have been secreted 
in a remote pastoral location; the princesses’ father, King Basilius, 
has sought to preserve his daughters’ safety after consulting the ora-
cle at Delphi; both Basilius and his wife, Gynecia, fall in love with 
Pyrocles (disguised as an Amazon), which, understandably, compli-
cates the prince’s courtship of Philoclea; the eventual resolution of 
this narrative, with the marriage of the two young couples, brings 
the Old Arcadia to a happy ending. This is in keeping with the Old 
Arcadia’s generic status, constructed as it is along the lines of a five-
act Terentian stage comedy.9 The incomplete revision that is the 
New Arcadia, however, does not benefit from such a felicitous con-
clusion. Indeed, compared to the five books (or acts) of the original, 
the revised text ends mid-sentence, before the conclusion of the third 
book. Nevertheless, so substantial are Sidney’s additions to his romance 
that the revised version is still significantly longer than the original. In 
what amounts to a change in genre, away from the comedic and 
towards the epic (as will be discussed below in more detail), Sidney 
introduces considerably more involutions to the narrative, including 
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a wholly new episode in which the princesses and Pyrocles (still 
disguised as an Amazon) are kidnapped by Basilius’s sister-in-law, 
Cecropia, who wishes to remove Basilius from his throne in favour 
of her own son, Amphialus. What becomes, in effect, Amphialus’s 
rebellion against his uncle’s rule institutes a significantly greater 
number of martial exploits, which, in keeping with the epic tone, 
multiply Sidney’s allusions to the Iliad, the Odyssey and the Aeneid. 
In this context, the princes are able ‘to seek exercises of their virtue’ 
and pursue ‘heroical effects’, ‘like Ulysses and Aeneas’.10 Most sig-
nificantly for this book, the character of Amphialus is a similarly 
epic figure, but, as Edward Berry observes, he ‘devotes all his heroic 
energies to corrupt ends’.11 It is through the representation of the 
apparently irredeemable Amphialus that, I contend, Sidney most 
poignantly displays his religious ethos in the New Arcadia.

Other critics have read Sidney’s revised text in the context of the 
turn towards religious writing he seems to have made at the same 
time as revising his romance, but none has recognized the peculiarly 
Philippist character of this change. For example, Donald Stump 
notes Sidney’s ‘interest in translating [Guillaume de Salluste] du Bar-
tas’ La Semaine, [Philippe Duplessis-] Mornay’s Trueness of the Chris-
tian Religion, and the Psalms’, but links this with a turn towards 
stoical passivity in the heroism of the Arcadia that does not reflect 
the particularity of Sidney’s piety.12 Similarly, Katherine Duncan- 
Jones describes Sidney’s Arcadian princess, Pamela, as ‘a mouth-
piece for Du Plessis Mornay’s account of the shared fundamentals 
of the Christian religion, spilling over from another of Sidney’s cur-
rent literary projects’, without examining the Philippist inheritance 
of both authors.13 Duncan-Jones’s reading emphasizes Pamela’s 
‘morally productive’ patience, which forms a significant part of her 
‘proto-Christian nature’.14 Blair Worden also observes the same 
character displaying a ‘Stoic heroism’ in her passive resistance to 
oppression. Worden associates this fortitude with the contemporary 
philosophy of Christian Stoicism, which had its most influential 
expression in the works of Justus Lipsius (a Flemish humanist 
scholar with links to Sidney), who also translated the works of the 
classical author Tacitus.15 Nevertheless, as I shall show in this book, 
particularly in Chapters Three, Six and Seven, Sidney’s characters 
engage with the vicissitudes of the world in a manner that breaks 
free from the limits of the conventionally passive Christian Stoicism 
often associated with Sidney’s late Elizabethan milieu. The stoical 
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outlook that arose in this period among Elizabethan courtiers like 
Sidney was associated with a real-life difficulty in achieving the ‘right 
course of action’. However, Sidney’s fiction, rather than betokening 
moral confusion, corroborates its author’s inclusive Christian philos-
ophy, in which the vagaries of human agency are acknowledged and 
tolerated. Sidney draws his philosophical precepts from diverse, 
often arguably contradictory sources, but (in concord with the ecu-
menical spirit of his Philippist associates) he incorporates them with-
out straining the limits of his (and their) peculiarly wide-ranging 
ethos. Moreover, just as Sidney’s poetics evinces a commitment to 
public affairs, the public values implied by the machinations of his 
fictional world reveal a morally and politically committed, though, 
as I shall show, less idealized author.

As Jill Kraye notes, in the chapter on ‘Moral Philosophy’ in The 
Cambridge History of Renaissance Philosophy, ‘in the Renaissance 
moral philosophy was divided into three parts: ethics, oeconomics 
and politics’, corresponding to their division between Aristotle’s 
Nicomachean Ethics and Politics and the pseudo-Aristotelian Oeco-
nomics. As such, Renaissance authors tended to accept ‘the principle 
that ethics dealt with the individual, oeconomics with the family 
and politics with the state’.16 In a post-Reformation Christian con-
text, however, the Fall of Man complicated the response of Chris-
tian thinkers to classical concepts of morality, with many judging 
the views of ancient philosophers to be the ‘vain and invalid’ prod-
ucts of ‘corrupt human reason’. In view of this, the division between 
classical and Christian systems became a more controversial and 
pressing issue than the tripartite division of classical moral philoso-
phy itself. For Melanchthon, the putative source of Sidney’s piety,

the fall was also the central issue in ethics. He believed, however, that 
although man’s spiritual understanding of God’s law was totally viti-
ated by original sin, his rational knowledge of the law of nature, 
which was part of divine law, remained intact. So man was still able 
to judge whether external actions were right or wrong.17

As such, in Melanchthon’s view, Christians could use so-called 
‘pagan’ philosophy to determine the ‘rules governing external action 
and civil society’. Moreover, though he was at pains to distinguish 
between theology and ethics, thereby maintaining the sanctity 
of God’s law, Melanchthon paved the way for the harmonization of 
Christian and classical ethical systems in the works of later authors.18 
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It is, therefore, a notable characteristic of Philippism that it incorpo-
rates religious piety, classical ethics, and also the behaviour of indi-
viduals as part of a wider civil society, which might ordinarily be 
termed ‘politics’.

In examining Sidney’s Arcadia through the lens of Philippism, 
I am building on the work of Robert E. Stillman, whose work on 
Sidney’s Defence of Poesy seeks to correct previous critical approaches 
to the author’s religion and politics, in particular those that have 
been ‘Anglo-centric’, ‘presentist’, or have paid too little attention to 
‘Sidney’s consciousness of the public domain’. Stillman’s approach 
sees the Defence as ‘a cosmopolitan text informed by the values of 
a distinct, international body of Reformed humanists (the Philip-
pists)’. Furthermore, in Stillman’s analysis, the unearthing of this 
previously unknown historical context for Sidney’s work ‘recover[s] 
for the past some portion of the particularity that gives it meaning’; 
Sidney, ‘[a]lways conscious that the circulation of texts carries pub-
lic consequence’, defends poetry in an effort to show its power to 
promote Philippist virtues and so ‘disable tyranny and foster confes-
sional harmony’.19 Although the recovery of such contexts is neces-
sary and useful, Stillman’s approach to the Defence does not efface 
earlier readings and the portion of particularity they have each 
recovered. Indeed, knowledge of Sidney’s Philippism may modify, 
rather than wholly correct, what remains an Anglo-centric view of 
Sidney’s politics, for example, and Philippist values may be repre-
sented in distinctly different ways across the various literary proj-
ects of an author as versatile as Philip Sidney. I would contend 
that writing in the genre of romance not only necessitates a greater 
degree of freedom from the constraints of any informing set of 
values than does writing a defence of poetry, but also provides a 
broader canvas on which to paint the numerous, complex, often con-
flicting aspects of the parochial as well as cosmopolitan operations 
of any such philosophy.20 As such, I wish to emphasize the particu-
larity of Sidney’s romance as an expression of his values rather than 
the particularity of his values per se. If one were to consider Sidney’s 
works as examples of cultural analysis in the terms outlined by 
Raymond Williams in his book The Long Revolution, The Defence 
of Poesy could be considered as an example of the ‘ideal’ category, 
‘in which culture is a state or process of human perfection, in terms 
of certain absolute or universal values’. In such terms, the Arcadia 
would fall into the ‘social’ category, in which the ‘analysis of 
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culture . . . is the clarification of the meanings and values implicit 
and explicit in a particular way of life, a particular culture’.21 Here, 
it is the particularity (as opposed to the idealization) of both the 
culture and the analysis of that culture that the Arcadia represents 
that is significant. In an important work on Sidney’s Defence of 
Poesy, entitled On Not Defending Poetry, Catherine Bates ‘argues 
that Sidney’s text is feeling its way towards a model of poetry that 
is de-idealist’.22 Bates identifies two opposing voices in the Defence: 
the treatise’s ‘official’ voice, which promotes an idealist model of 
poetry, content-filled and profitable; and an ‘unofficial’ voice, referred to 
as that of ‘Sidney’ (though avoiding charges of intentionalism), which 
is open to doubts about poetry’s value.23 My reading of Sidney’s Arca-
dia chimes with Bates’s argument with respect to its acknowledge-
ment of a non-idealizing aspect of Sidney’s oeuvre. As will soon 
become apparent, however, I depart from Bates in retaining the 
teleological element implicit in Sidney’s idealizing poetics, not least 
because of my focus on Sidney’s Protestant theology, an ethos which 
is inevitably fixed on salvation.

My purpose in undertaking a Philippist reading of the Arcadia is, 
in part, to present Sidney’s ‘poetics of Renaissance cosmopolitan-
ism’ in practice rather than in theory. Stillman’s major achievement, 
as well as recovering a significant part of the historical context for 
Sidney’s Defence (and for, by implication, his other works), is in 
theorizing Sidney’s ‘exemplary poetics’.24 Sidney’s Defence of Poesy 
has long been regarded as the classical English Renaissance state-
ment of what Williams calls ‘the idea of art as creation, in a kind of 
rivalry with God’.25 Stillman’s work adds considerable new sophis-
tication and understanding to this conventional picture, emphasiz-
ing the subtlety of Sidney’s piety and the significance of his belief in 
the pre-eminence of poetry as a form of discourse in the public 
domain. Stillman successfully wrests the Defence from the problem-
atic context of English Calvinism preferred in earlier accounts of 
Sidney’s Protestant commitment.26 Sidney’s education, under the 
supervision of his mentor, the French Huguenot diplomat, Hubert 
Languet, and other Melanchthonians among Languet’s circle, 
exposed him to a peculiarly pragmatic form of Protestant piety.27 As 
an apposite example of Philippist piety, Stillman cites the funeral 
oration composed by Joannes Crato, another pupil of Melanch-
thon, following the death, in 1576, of the Holy Roman Emperor, 
Maximilian II. The oration, as Stillman attests, celebrates a ruler 
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who is ‘the very embodiment of Philippist virtue’; he is ‘the image of 
moderation . . . who learned what imperial power is by understand-
ing what human weakness is’, and ‘who wished to manage political 
life by counsel rather than by force’.28 As I will discuss in more 
detail below, especially in Chapters One and Seven, the issues sur-
rounding consiliary access to Sidney’s monarch, Elizabeth, are 
important to the argument of this book, which reads his literary 
texts as forms of politically-interested public discourse.

Stillman’s case, more specifically, rests on the correlation between 
a Sidneian poetics and a Melanchthonian piety that share a commit-
ment to the ‘cooperative power of the [human] will’. Unlike the harsh 
limitation placed on human agency by Calvinist theology, Philippist 
belief allows the individual will greater freedom to ‘cooperate with 
God in securing salvation’.29 This is reflected in the Defence’s cate-
gory of the ‘right poet’, whose poetry has the power to move, to 
bridge the gap between ‘our erected wit’ and our post-lapsarian 
‘infected will’. As Stillman notes, this movement is achieved, in part, 
through the poet’s ‘power to impart (contemplatively) real self- 
knowledge—the enjoyment of our own divine essence’. Ultimately, 
inspired to acts of virtue by the product of the poet’s wit, the ‘infected 
will’ may be restored to a ‘condition of goodness’.30 This is, as Sidney 
writes, predicated on the condition that the readers of poetry ‘learn 
aright why and how that maker made him’.31 Despite this qualifica-
tion, there remains the potential for human agency in the quest for 
liberation from sin.32

Such ideas, evident in The Defence of Poesy, may also be used to 
read Sidney’s other writings. When looking for evidence of Sidney’s 
poetic manifesto in his own works, critics have often found a signif-
icant gap between Sidney’s theory and practice. Gavin Alexander, in 
a review of Stillman’s book on the Defence, wonders

why Sidney’s fictions fail so designedly to provide the clearly exem-
plary characters and situations that his theory requires. Stillman 
insists persuasively on Sidney’s absolute commitment to his vocation 
as a poet. But if the Defence comes from so impassioned a world 
view, so heartfelt a set of religious and political beliefs, so absolute a 
conviction about poetry’s ability to transform the world around it, 
why does Sidney write the Arcadia in the way he writes it, with some 
pretty effective heroes, it is true, but who fall prey to error and failure 
and distraction?33



Introduction 9

This is the very issue I wish to address in this book: I will show how 
the heroic, yet often also flawed characters of Sidney’s Arcadia, 
particularly the revised version, do indeed represent the same 
Philippist beliefs that informed the writing of The Defence of Poesy. 
Alexander notes that ‘Stillman discusses the Arcadia relatively little, 
and Astrophil and Stella even less’, which, he says, ‘is a shame not 
only because the theory as represented by Stillman is bound to make 
one look afresh at the practice’.34 I wish to begin this process by 
‘looking afresh’ at the New Arcadia.

Like Alexander, Alan Sinfield, citing the Defence, notes Sidney’s 
apparent

insistence that characters in literature represent absolute moral qual-
ities: nature has not produced ‘so true a lover as Theagenes, so con-
stant a friend as Pylades, so valiant a man as Orlando, so right a 
prince as Xenophon’s Cyrus, so excellent a man every way as Virgil’s 
Aeneas’. Thus he simplifies fictional characters into abstractions, 
refusing to admit the existence of mixed or developing characters and 
the controversies they provoke—such as I have mentioned in relation 
to Orlando and Aeneas; and such as we experience in Sidney’s Arca-
dia and Astrophil and Stella.35

For Sinfield, Sidney is ‘obliged to follow through the implications 
of his theory’, despite its inherent contradictions, particularly as 
regards ‘his idealised view of the provenance of poetry, as deriving 
from the erected wit which transcends the fallen condition’. Effec-
tively, Sidney must efface the messy reality of what Sinfield terms 
‘pagan literature’ in order to justify his own ‘earnest protestantism’. 
In what Sinfield characterizes as Sidney’s Calvinist worldview, 
‘Figures in a prelapsarian idea can hardly be partly good and partly 
bad’.36 Bates’s reading of the Defence of Poesy draws on Sinfield’s 
interpretation especially when challenging Sidney’s apparent faith 
that ‘poetry can realize the ideal, bring it to life in actual, practical, 
heroic and virtuous actions in the world’, ‘a faith that language 
means’ and that ‘its God-given, God-guaranteed meaning can be 
recovered’. This is what Sinfield terms ‘absolutist aesthetics’.37 
Nevertheless, as Stillman has shown, Sidney’s piety was a great deal 
less earnest (more specifically less Calvinist) than Sinfield allows. 
As such, the ‘mixed or developing characters and the controversies’ 
that Sinfield finds in the Arcadia and Astrophil and Stella, however 
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discordant they may be with the Defence, are not incompatible with 
Sidney’s religious outlook, and the critic must look elsewhere for the 
motive behind Sidney’s idealizing poetics.38

Indeed, the source of Sidney’s putative theological viewpoint, 
Philip Melanchthon, sanctioned the reading of the very kind of 
romance that formed the basis of Sidney’s Arcadia (especially its 
revised version): An Aethiopian History, by the third-century Greek 
author, Heliodorus. On the title page of the Latin edition of 
Heliodorus’s romance, published in Basel in 1552, Melanchthon 
praises its ‘diversity of counsels, occasions, events, and states of 
mind’.39 This is the text where Sidney would have found ‘so true a 
lover as Theagenes’. However, in Melanchthon’s view, An Aethiopian 
History is a repository of diversity as well as the figures of idealized 
virtue highlighted by Sidney in his Defence, and by Sinfield. Arthur 
Heiserman, in his book The Novel Before the Novel, describes An 
Aethiopian History as having a structure such that ‘The syntax of the 
action . . . has released information to the characters and to us in 
ways that may be said to imitate the involuted ways through which 
men discover and enact their destinies’.40 This narrative characteris-
tic, as William Craft has observed, also applies to Sidney’s New Arca-
dia: ‘the reader’s experience of contingency . . . imitates the contingency 
of human life’.41 Craft draws on Iris Murdoch’s idea that ‘form in art 
is properly the simulation of the self-contained aimlessness of the uni-
verse’.42 However, Craft, mindful of Sidney’s belief in God’s Provi-
dence, substitutes ‘contingency’ or ‘mystery’ for ‘aimlessness’.43 In the 
context of early modern, Melanchthonian Protestantism, this mystery 
reflects human experience of the contingency of life, but also human 
impotence in the face of Divine Providence. The Philippist reader of 
Heliodoran romance would have recognized the characters’ continu-
ing faith in the conventions of the genre to bring about a happy end-
ing as analogous to the faith that true (in Philippist terms) Christians 
had in their ultimate salvation. Or, as Steve Mentz puts it, ‘rather like 
a romance-heroine, the Protestant believer triumphs by submitting to 
and cooperating with Divine will’.44

The form and syntax of An Aethiopian History which drew appro-
bation from Melanchthon, also led Sidney to praise Heliodorus’s 
creation as ‘an absolute heroical poem’, alongside Xenophon’s Cyro-
paedia.45 Sidney appears to have shared the Renaissance view that 
Heliodorus’s romance was founded on the principles of epic derived 
from Virgil and Homer, beginning, as it does, in medias res. Both 
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Jacques Amyot (the translator of An Aethiopian History into French) 
and Julius Caesar Scaliger, whose writings were noted influences on 
Sidney’s Defence, praised the epic nature of Heliodorus’s fiction.46 
Amyot, however, adds a note of criticism to his approval, bemoaning 
a certain lack of ‘grandeur’, ‘richness’ and ‘memorable feats of arms’ 
in the narrative.47 Such comments appear, as Victor Skretkowicz sug-
gests, to have influenced Sidney when he revised his Arcadia, the later 
version of which includes tilts and battles missing from its earlier 
incarnation. Indeed, the New Arcadia also begins in medias res, and 
eschews the five-act Terentian structure of the Old Arcadia in favour 
of a cyclical narrative similar to that adopted by Heliodorus; Sidney 
thus incorporates further features of what Skretkowicz terms ‘the 
Heliodoran heroic’.48

Given Philip Melanchthon’s influence on Sidney’s piety, their 
shared admiration for the scope and variety of Heliodorus’s epic 
romance, and Sidney’s revision of his own romance along Heliodoran 
lines, the New Arcadia is the obvious choice from Sidney’s works to 
examine for evidence of his Philippist views. Although Sidney’s son-
net sequence, Astrophil and Stella, has a degree of mixed character-
ization (between and within the personae of the lover and his 
beloved), and the author’s adaptation of Petrarchan themes deepens 
the possibilities of the genre, the breadth of human experience it 
portrays is limited. William Craft notes that students ‘who have 
moved in Renaissance courses from Sidney’s sequence to Shake-
speare’s will recall the sense of having entered a much larger (and 
less carefully plotted) space’.49 The same limitation may be ascribed 
to Sidney’s pastoral entertainment for Elizabeth, The Lady of May, 
though it does, as Alexander notes, adopt the dialogic form so 
important to the eclogues (and other encounters) in the significantly 
broader arena of the Arcadia.50 Craft, acknowledging Sidney’s turn 
from a dramatic structure to that of epic, also sees the revised 
romance as a widening of the author’s reach:

Sidney moved outward into a larger sphere—abandoning nothing but 
generously including much more—when he crossed over the comic 
circle of the Old Arcadia and fashioned the heroic plenitude and mys-
tery of the New.51

The New Arcadia is a significantly more heterogeneous text, and in 
the light of Sidney’s argument for the efficacy of poetry in guiding 
public affairs, it would seem particularly important to examine his 
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works for evidence of the kind of vision of public life, both moral 
and political, that their author wished to maintain or bring about. 
The New Arcadia’s large cast of characters, placed in a wide range 
of moral and political situations, provides myriad opportunities for 
the advancement of Sidney’s principles. Arguably, such beliefs could 
be represented by numerous aspects of Sidney’s fiction, including 
the exemplary (or otherwise) conduct of particular characters, the 
interaction of several agents tending towards certain morally or 
politically significant conclusions, or the generic characteristics of 
the artwork itself. All of these factors will be explored in this book. 
Also, where appropriate, reference will be made to Sidney’s other 
texts, especially The Defence of Poesy, Astrophil and Stella and his 
‘Letter to Queen Elizabeth, Touching her Marriage with Monsieur’. 
Sidney’s translations of the Psalms, like his revised romance, 
remained unfinished at his death. The Countess of Pembroke com-
pleted what Sidney had begun, and the Sidney Psalter, together with 
the countess’s other works, including her translations of Robert 
Garnier’s drama Marc Antoine and Philippe Duplessis-Mornay’s 
Discours de la mort et de la vie, provide an important context for 
my discussion of Sidney’s philosophy.52 Sidney is thought to have 
started a translation of Duplessis-Mornay’s De la vérité de la reli-
gion Chrestienne, which later appeared in a translation by Arthur 
Golding. The title of Golding’s text suggests it was the work begun 
by Sidney, but its style suggests otherwise.53 Sidney’s friend Fulke 
Greville refers to Sidney’s translation of Duplessis-Mornay’s work, 
as well as the (now lost) translation of another religious work, 
Du Bartas’s La Semaine, in a letter to Francis Walsingham in 
November 1586, after Sidney’s death.54 This context of religious 
writings is also of obvious importance to my discussion, as are the 
works of Greville himself, whose biographical work, ‘A Dedica-
tion to Sir Philip Sidney’, completed in the Jacobean era, provides 
especially valuable evidence when discussing Sidney’s purpose in 
writing and revising the Arcadia.55

Indeed, the argument of this book as a whole is built on an appre-
ciation of both the ideas that Sidney inherited from his intellectual 
precursors and the literary-political legacy that he left for others to 
take up. The particular religio-political project he began, influenced 
by his own Philippist inheritance, was continued by his sister (in her 
own works and as Sidney’s literary executor), by his friend Greville 
(who drew on Sidney’s works to frame his own position as a 
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courtier under James I), and by Robert Devereux, the Earl of Essex, 
whose political (and military) role was, in many senses, inherited 
directly from Sidney. While my readings of Sidney’s New Arcadia 
certainly draw on the ideas and contemporary events that impinged 
upon Sidney’s world, as an active courtier within the royal court or 
as an apparently retired courtier beyond its bounds, I also draw on 
the evidence offered by those who continued, or continued to be 
influenced by, his work, in order to read back into the literary text 
itself. As such, the order of the chapters that follow reflects this 
methodology: beginning with the milieu of the ‘Elizabethan political 
imaginary’, to which Sidney contributed his own forms of represen-
tation; continuing by examining the Philippism he inherited and the 
influence it had on his revised Arcadia; and ending with the afterlife 
of his romance in both the political and literary arenas.

The first chapter introduces the relationship between Sidney and his 
queen, Elizabeth. During the period that he was writing and revising 
his romance Sidney was aware of the danger in daring to counsel 
Elizabeth on politically sensitive issues such as her proposed marriage 
to the Duke of Anjou. Nevertheless, by employing the considerable rhe-
torical and literary skills at his disposal, he could speak truth to power, 
both directly and indirectly, thus participating in the acknowledged 
reciprocal relationship between poet and monarch through which each 
‘makes’ the other. By aligning the figure of the archetypal step-dame 
with that of the learned prince, Sidney could figure Elizabeth as a benef-
icent stepmother, who, in the guise of the New Arcadia’s Helen of 
Corinth, made her courtiers learned. This strategy inspired the Count-
ess of Pembroke, Sidney’s sister, and his friend Fulke Greville in their 
subsequent respective roles as literary patron and courtier.

In Chapter Two, I introduce Sidney’s Philippism as the means by 
which I will read Sidney’s revised romance. Romance is discussed as 
a genre that is specifically sanctioned by the theologian and scholar 
who taught Hubert Languet, Philip Melanchthon, thus uniting the 
virtues of Sidney’s Melanchthonian piety with the generic character-
istics of his text. I consider other modern critical approaches to 
Sidney’s religious commitment, as well as examining the particular 
presence that Melanchthon’s theology had in Sidney’s culture. 
My reading shows the New Arcadia to be a work of deep moral seri-
ousness, displaying what the narrator of the revised text terms ‘the 
image of human condition’ (462). This is a reflection of the complex, 
Heliodoran nature of the text.



Sidney’s Arcadia and the conflicts of virtue14

In Chapter Three of this book, I examine the New Arcadia in the 
light of Sidney’s Philippist philosophy, which he inherited from his 
mentor, Hubert Languet. Sidney, through the character of Amphi-
alus, stages the defeat of ‘an excellent man’ who has erred (to para-
phrase the author’s mentor).56 Nevertheless, I contend, Amphialus’s 
fall is attended by sufficient signs of his corrigibility to suggest that 
Languet’s moderate, forgiving ethos holds sway. Languet rejected 
the judgements of those who would utterly condemn their contem-
poraries for their moral failings however unjustly such failings were 
brought about. Languet characterizes such harshness as arising 
from a strict adherence to stoical precepts. I suggest that by reading 
the New Arcadia through the lens of Languet’s anti-stoical ethos it 
is possible to unify other, apparently distinct, scholarly interpreta-
tions of Sidney’s philosophical inheritance. This chapter also intro-
duces Sidney’s pragmatic adoption of a philosophically stoical 
position that informs my discussion of other aspects of the New 
Arcadia, particularly with respect to his female characters, as dis-
cussed further in Chapters Six and Seven.

In the fourth chapter, I discuss the relationship between the char-
acter of Amphialus and Sidney himself. The diminution in the New 
Arcadia of the role played by Sidney’s erstwhile fictional persona, 
Philisides (the poet-shepherd of the Old Arcadia), and the appear-
ance of Amphialus, who adopts, if rather corruptly, some of Phili-
sides’s traits, herald a new vision of the author, open to the same 
judgements as Languet’s erring man. The fall of Amphialus is dis-
cussed as a profound symbol of Sidney’s Reformed Christian piety.

Chapter Five examines the martial adventures of the princes 
Musidorus and Pyrocles in the New Arcadia, together with other 
allusions to military campaigns in Sidney’s Astrophil and Stella. 
I engage with those critics, like David Norbrook and Richard C. 
McCoy, who detect a frustration and confusion in Sidney’s fiction 
that they then associate with what is known of his biography.57 
I argue that, on the contrary, Sidney’s poetic sensibility has a dis-
cernibly optimistic character, and that, as such, the New Arcadia, 
rather than being at odds with his real-life ambitions, is in fact a 
comprehensive representation of human experience.

Chapter Six focuses on the episode in the New Arcadia in which 
the princesses are held captive by Cecropia. Sidney’s female charac-
ters, who are often praised for their passive stoicism, are shown to 
represent an avowedly more active virtue than might be expected. 
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Through a close examination of the subtle differences between the 
editorial visions of Sidney’s literary executors and Sidney’s own lit-
erary practice, I elucidate the peculiarly anti-factional ethos that his 
characters symbolize.58 More specifically, I show how the author’s 
employment of highly allusive heraldic symbols (or imprese) and a 
suggestively ambiguous language of seeing and being seen trans-
forms seemingly aimless passages into loaded evocations of their 
author’s inclusive philosophy. Here, Sidney is seen to escape the 
bounds of the conventional Christian Stoicism associated with par-
ticular factions of courtiers and royal counsellors towards the end 
of Elizabeth’s reign. This distinction is made possible by Sidney’s 
association with the group of international Philippists whom he met 
through his mentor, Languet. It is a characteristic he appears to have 
shared with his sister, whose editorial practice and continuation of 
Sidney’s political project inform my reading in this chapter.59

My seventh and last chapter continues this discussion of court fac-
tionalism and counselling the monarch with reference to the New 
Arcadia, and illustrates how the examples of Sidney’s female charac-
ters might have been relevant to the public sphere not only of Sidney’s 
own political milieu, but also to that of the arguably more factional 
1590s. In the wake of my reappraisal of Sidney’s ethos as represented 
by his prose romance, I seek a reassessment of the values which might 
have been inherited by the chief legatee of the political and cultural 
position established by Sidney: Robert Devereux, second Earl of 
Essex. In a further reading of the New Arcadia, I show how the earl, 
even in the most troubling episodes of his own career, might have 
adopted attitudes to court factions and political counsel that are anal-
ogous to those evinced by Sidney’s heroines: a distinctly feminine dis-
course of pragmatic Stoicism and principled anti-factionalism. This 
reading complicates the usual view of Essex and his immediate circle 
(which came to include Fulke Greville). Often associated with the 
pessimistic reading of Tacitus, whose works contain numerous exam-
ples of high political factionalism, Essex is synonymous with the 
polarization of politics in the 1590s.60 My reading emphasizes the 
more optimistic and conciliatory aspects of Essex’s career, which is 
not to efface the other, arguably darker, facets of his vocation or the 
ultimate catastrophic failure of both the earl’s ambitions and the 
promise of fulfilment of Sidney’s legacy that he represented.

Given my particular focus on Sidney’s New Arcadia, my argu-
ments rest, to some degree, on the textual development of Sidney’s 
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text, and draw on elements from the two major textual theories that 
have dominated Sidney studies thus far. The theory put forward by 
Robertson and Ringler regards the original, ‘old’ Arcadia text as a 
completed work and the revised version as a distinct text to be read 
without the different arrangements of the eclogues in the editions 
published in 1590 and 1593, neither of which has any apparent 
authorial sanction. In the introduction to her Oxford edition of the 
Old Arcadia, Robertson summarizes the relationships of Sidney’s 
texts as follows:

Sidney had a copy of his Old Arcadia foul papers made for his sister 
(P), and another for himself (T); he made alterations, especially in the 
poems, in the latter fairly continuously. These are found in surviving 
Old Arcadia manuscripts, which all derive directly, or through lost 
intermediaries, from T. When Sidney started to turn Books I and II of 
the Old Arcadia into the New Arcadia, the work was done by retran-
scribing; but not all the poems were copied out in full from T, either 
in the New Arcadia foul papers, or in the scribal copy (G). And so 90 
[the text published in 1590] was printed from G (prose and some 
poems) and from T5 (poems).61

Robertson outlines a process of transcription and retranscription 
that produces distinct scribal texts, one of which, G, was used by 
Greville for the preparation of the New Arcadia. Robertson’s theory 
follows that of Ringler, who, in the commentary for the Oxford 
edition of Sidney’s poems, says that

today I believe we should read the New Arcadia in a text based only 
upon the narrative part of 90 corrected by Cm [the Cambridge Univer-
sity manuscript of the New Arcadia], the Old Arcadia in a text based 
upon St [the St. John’s College, Cambridge manuscript of the Old 
Arcadia] and corrected by other manuscripts, with the changes intro-
duced in the last three books of 93 indicated in appended notes, and 
the Eclogues only in the order in which they appear in the Old Arcadia, 
for their arrangement in 90 and 93 destroys their artistic unity.62

A second theory, espoused by Skretkowicz, but ironically con-
trary to his own practice in the Oxford New Arcadia, sees the ‘new’ 
Arcadia emerging from the revision of the ‘old’ text, and the text 
published in 1590 as representing ‘the body’, but not the whole, of 
that part of the original text which had been ‘heavily revised’; the 
‘substantial unpublished remnant of the manuscript which had 
undergone only a minimum of revision’ being added to provide the 
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ending of the version published in 1593, supervised by Sidney’s 
sister, the Countess of Pembroke.63 As such, the 1590 text, with its 
chapter divisions and summaries, may be regarded, in Gavin 
Alexander’s terms, as ‘Greville’s achievement’, and the 1593 text as 
that of the countess.64 For his Oxford edition of the New Arcadia, 
following Ringler’s advice, Skretkowicz removes Greville’s divisions 
and summaries to the textual apparatus and the eclogues to an 
appendix. Similarly, Robertson’s edition of the Old Arcadia adopts 
Ringler’s recommendation to relegate the editorial revisions made 
in the last three books of the 1593 text to the notes. Robertson’s 
practice excludes, as Alexander observes, ‘highly important Sidneian 
revisions of OA III-V, as well as the careful and necessary editorial 
revisions of 1593’ from the main body of the scholarly edition of 
the Old Arcadia;65 and, as a result of all this textual archaeology, the 
Oxford editions ‘represent neither printed text of the revised Arca-
dia [1590 nor 1593] well’.66 There is a modern, though now rather 
old, edition of the composite Arcadia, edited by Maurice Evans, but 
there is currently no readily available edition of the Arcadia with 
which scholars new to the text can engage.67 There is, though, 
Charles Stanley Ross and Joel B. Davis’s Arcadia: A Restoration in 
Contemporary English of the Complete 1593 Edition of The Count-
ess of Pembroke’s Arcadia, which holds the promise of introducing 
a new generation of readers to Sidney’s original.

In the light of this complexity, any scholarly discussion of Sidney’s 
romance must be prefaced by a careful delineation of the precise 
textual ground on which the argument will be conducted. My pref-
erence is for viewing the Arcadia much as Robertson and Ringler 
view it, but with some minor differences. For my purposes, which 
are not those of someone producing a scholarly edition, it is of little 
importance whether the Old Arcadia is considered as a completed 
work or not. It is sufficient to understand that Sidney revised his 
work and that his revisions culminated in the ‘new’ Arcadia, to 
which there are several witnesses, including Greville’s scribal copy. 
Of greater significance is the make-up of the New Arcadia, which is 
affected by the editorial approach to the revision of the Arcadia one 
accepts. I concur with Ringler’s prescription for reading the New 
Arcadia as an incomplete text, on the basis of there being no autho-
rial sanction for adding further books to those already thoroughly 
revised. Moreover, whether one were to add the remaining books 
including those revisions made by the author or those made by the 
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first editors, they would not represent a satisfactory conclusion to 
the narrative already established by the extensively revised section. 
Nevertheless, Ringler’s suggestion that the eclogues should be 
included, and arranged ‘in the order in which they appear in the Old 
Arcadia’ on the basis of better ‘artistic unity’, need not be heeded. 
There is no definitive authorial guidance on this matter, and, without 
any editorial imperative to decide on their arrangement, I prefer 
Skretkowicz’s solution in his Oxford edition, which removes the 
eclogues from the body of the text, to be considered only as neces-
sary: either when discussing the Old Arcadia (where the arrangement 
of the eclogues reflects the author’s intention at some point in the 
text’s history at least) or in considering their relevance to the contrast-
ing editorial preferences of Fulke Greville and the Countess of Pem-
broke. The texts that were printed under the auspices of both Greville 
and the countess do provide the critic with useful material for discov-
ering the competing philosophies that these two contemporaries of 
Sidney wished to promote. Such evidence may impinge considerably 
on critical readings of the available texts however they are recon-
structed for modern editorial purposes. For convenience, I shall use 
the Oxford editions, Skretkowicz’s edition of the New Arcadia when 
referring to Sidney’s revised text, and Robertson’s edition of the Old 
Arcadia, paying attention to substantive variants where appropriate.

The New Arcadia is a complex work of fiction that testifies to the 
difference between the development of an idealizing poetics and 
the implementation of such literary values in an expansive literary 
genre. Under such distorting pressures, values rarely remain unchanged. 
This does not suggest a lessening of Sidney’s ‘commitment to his voca-
tion as a poet’, as Gavin Alexander implies. Rather, Sidney’s Philip-
pism, given a broad canvas, is realized to a fuller extent: his heroic, 
flawed characters, prone to error and failure, represent more wholly 
‘the image of human condition’. Moreover, the New Arcadia invites 
the reader to accept its author’s ethos, in which a character as appar-
ently irredeemable as Amphialus may be saved and thus become an 
image of Philippist piety.
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