D. M. Rosenberg

MILTON, DRYDEN, AND THE IDEOLOGY OF GENRE

Samson Agonistes was Milton's creative response to the political and

social forces that shaped the values of the Restoration theatre. These forces
included the domination of Crown and Court, the ideological predilections and
beliefs of the courtier playwrights and their coterie audience, and prevalent
literary taste and stage practices. The rhymed heroic play, especially as it
was developed by John Dryden, poet laureate and royal historiographer, most
clearly exemplifies the varied social and theatrical elements that constitute
the ethos and ideology of early Restoration drama.!

Samson Agonistes as a poetic drama resembles the Restoration heroic play,

particularly with regard to heroic themes and neoclassical canons of style.
More significantly, however, Milton uses the heroic play as a genre to dissent

from its conventions and shared norms. Samson Agonistes, in other words,

relates to the heroic play by antagonism and reformation.?

This study will compare the characteristic qualities of two kinds of
poetic drama, analysing their common and distinctive modes in order to under-
stand better Milton's work in his dissenting, antagonistic relation to the
ideology of the Restoration theatre. This comparison affords a perspective on
the serious drama of the early Restoration, Further, by setting these plays
together, one can define their meaning more closely than is possible in isola-
tion. Finally, comparison is a method that clarifies the ways in which

Samson Agonistes was unique in its own time.

In his preface to Samson Agonistes, published eleven years after the

return of Charles II and the re-opening of the London theatres, Milton
declared that his play 'never was intended for the stage.'" This in itself is

a significant part of the meaning of Samson Agonistes in the context of

Restoration culture. There is a great difference, of course, between the
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experience of reading the printed text of a play and watching its realization
in the playhouse. Such elements as the performer's stage style, interpreta-
tion, and oral intonation are essential in a theatrical production. Equally
important are the nonverbal elements of stage activity, the use of settings,
costumes, and properties, and the positioning, gesturing, and movement of per-
formers. In addition, there are the auditory dimensions, music and song, and
the silences as well as sounds of a production. Dryden's heroic plays made
full use of the theatre as a performing art., Moreover, playgoing has always
been a communal activity, and the theatrical experience in the Restoratiomn
emphasized the interaction of performers and audience, and the interdependence
of members of the audience.

The reader of a printed play, in contrast, is very much on his own, inde-
pendent of theatrical interpretation and embodiment. For the reader must use
his intellect and imagination to set his own stage, cast the characters, and
watch the drama unfold with his mind's eye. The reader must, then, interi-
orize thoughts, emotions, and images communicated on the printed page. This
"interiorization" of meaning is an integral part of the experience of Milton's
dramatic poem. The difference between Dryden's collective externalization and
Milton's individual interiorization underscores the opposition between the
ideologies of orthodoxy and dissent. Milton's performance, his publication of

Samson Agonistes in 1671, is a poetic and political rebellion against the

assumptions of the Restoration theatre, which he believed reflected the ethos
of court culture, its repression, egoism, and materialism.

The English theatre of Shakespeare's time had represented the national
culture in all its diversity. Elizabethan drama had the capacity, according
to Robert Wiemann, 'to accommodate and synthesize differing cultural and

ideological perspectives."3 A new sense of nationalism enabled the dramatist
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to integrate widely divergent viewpoints: the plebeian country, the
middleclass city, and the aristocratic court. As a result, the drama, with
its broadly based social appeal, was rich, vital, and universal. When the
balance of social forces on which the Tudor compromise depended began to
change, however, social and cultural fragmentation took place. There was a
breakdown of the natiomal culture, and a polarization of diverse elements,
religious, political, and moral, within the social structure. The underlying
tensions which had enabled the Elizabethan playwright to treat his material
with flexibility and diversity became in the Caroline period a cultural
crisis., There were real divisions between the new court and the Puritan
middleclass, and both groups were unwilling to acknowledge the claims of popu-
lar culture.

In the Restoration period Dryden's heroic plays and Milton's Samson
Agonistes give clear evidence of this polarization and fragmentation.
Dryden's plays were written for a coterie and court stage; Milton's play was
not intended for the stage at all.

However, Dryden and Milton write contemporaneous poetic dramas that
define and represent heroic virtue and deeds; and these plays treat similar
themes, the conflict between the individual and external authority, and
between love and honor. Both closely adhere, moreover, to neoclassical and
humanistic norms of rhetoric and decorum, and thereby exclude the popular and
native traditions of English drama. Nevertheless, these dramas are markedly
different with respect to the interrelation of theatre, society, and dramatic
art, So markedly different are they that one may view Milton's dramatic poem
as a deliberate rejection of the heroic play.

Milton, like his own Samson, renounced, resisted, and defied his

antagonist. In writing a play not intended for stage performance the poet
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withdrew from the social function of Restoration theatre; in writing a
religious drama he militantly resisted the secular maincurrents of the cul-
tural establishment; and by creating a hero who in an iconoclastic and revolu-
tionary act destroys the theatre of the Philistines, he defied the courtly
culture of the ruling class. Through the example of his own play, Milton
attempted to replace the Restoration theatre of Dagon with a new theatre,

purified and truly restored because it was consecrated to God.

(D)

The power and prestige of the Crown had played an integral part in the
Caroline theatre. The relationship between the theatre and Court had become
intimate, and the personal tastes of Charles I and his French consort,

Queen Henrietta Maria, had significant influence on the development of
Cavalier drama. During the reign of Charles I, playwrights looked to the
Court for both patronage and royal approval that would make their plays fash-
ionable and popular. More important than anything else in establishing a
dramatist's reputation was approval by the King and Queen.4

The stage was becoming more dependent on the Court through both patronage
of the Crown and the increasing authority of the Master of Revels, whose cen-
sorship had become part of court protocol. This influence of the Court over
the theatre is exemplified by the emergence of Caroline courtier playwrights,
of whom the most important was Sir William Davenant. 1In their plays the
coterie of playwrights tended to widen the separation between the Court and
the rest of the country by expressing contempt for middleclass taste and
morality, and depicting their own aristocratic social code, confident of
being sustained by royal prerogative., The cleavage between the Court and the
general population became greater, and the courtly elite made their distinc-

tive mark in the drama and the playhouses.
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This royal patronage was greatly extended in the Restoration. Returning
from exile, Charles II demonstrated his love of plays by granting patents in
1660 to his two courtier friends, Thomas Killigrew and Sir William Davenant.
The patents gave them the authority to erect two companies of players, and the
theatres of London re-opened. The King knew that a national drama was neces-
sary to the prestige of both the capital city and the Court. Killigrew's com-
pany became known as the King's Players, and the Duke of York, the King's
brother, was patron of Davenant's players. The theatre was the King's partic-
ular hobby, and he was the first English sovereign regularly to attend public
playhouses.

The actors and playwrights enjoyed a considerable degree of prestige from
royal patronage. They were cavaliers not only because of Court censorship,
but because they felt obliged in their plays to express the sentiments of the
Court, particularly the absolute monarchism of the Stuart regime. The King in
an act of symbolic significance provided vestments, including his coronation
robes, for the actors, thereby bestowing an illusion of royal grandeur upon

the stage.5

A distinctive genre of the Restoration stage, the rhymed heroic play,
presupposed and expressed the sympathies and loyalties bequeathed by the
Court. It was a drama written to be performed on coterie and court stages by
the King's Players or the Duke of York's Players. The ideology of the
Restoration royalist provided the norm in the drama, and through politically
and socially determined conventions of the genre Dryden and other playwrights
communicated to the audience a code of sanction and congratulations. Dryden's
dedicatory epistles prefixed to his heroic plays emphasize the importance of
the court influence, both as a reality and an ideal. In the dedicatory

epistle of The Indian Emperour (1667), for example, he tells Princess Anne,

Duchess of Monmouth:
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The favour which Heroick Plays have lately found upon our
theaters has been wholly deriv'd to them, from the
countenance and approbation they have receiv'd at Court,
the most eminent persons for Wit and Honour in the Royal
Circle having as far own'd them, that they have judg'd no
way so fit as Verse to entertain a Noble Audience, or to
express a noble passion.6

The playgoing public during the Restoration was made up of only a small
part of London society. The members of the typical audience were devout
royalists who opposed the Puritan Commonwealth that had ended in 1660. The
courtiers included the lords and ladies, knights and dames, as well as the
servants of the King and the Duke of York. The courtiers and their hangers-on
made the playhouse like the private clubhouse or promenade, their own place
for social rendezvous. Smart town society sought entertainhent in the theatre
because it was fashionable in that it had the prestige of the Court. There
were others who attended plays, of course, among them office-holders and
country squires, students from the university and Inns of Court, and there
were footmen and maids sitting in the upper galleries. Men of letters fre-
quented the theatre because they were interested in keeping abreast of
literary fashions. Many of the literati were arbiters of taste; they were,
Dryden says in one of his epilogues, the "Jury of Wits" who '"will stay late,/
And in their Club decree the poor Play's fate,'’/

Dryden's prologues and epilogues reflect his understanding of the play-
going public. The dramatist, by means of occasional verse, directly addresses
his small and sophisticated audience in an ingratiating, sometimes ironically
self-deprecating manner, demonstrating social and political solidarity with

it. Dryden makes clear his view of playgoing as a social as well as cultural
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activity. He acknowl edges in them the range of social, professional, and
cultural attainnent represented in the pits and boxes of the playhouse. The
purpose of these prologues and epilogues was not nerely to entertain wth
witty banter; they reflected the assunptions and expectations of the specta-
tors and at the sane tinme hel ped shape their ideas, attitudes, and tastes.
Speaking of hinself as "the Poet," Dryden gallantly addresses "the greatest
Wts and Beauties of the Town," commending them on their sophistication and
refinement.

M I ton's postulated audience for Sanmson Agonistes, however, was not the
"Royal Circle" nor high society that attended either courtly or comerci al
theatres. Hs "fit audience . . .though few' could not be found at Drury
Lane, Blackfriars, Oxford, or Whitehall. The readers MIton nay have had in
m nd were anal ogous to the saving remmant who in his play were oppressed in
Philistia but kept their faith in God. Samson acts for that separated society
of the faithful, and although at the beginning he is defeated, he shows the
way of self-know edge and spiritual regeneration as an individual and as a
synbol of a nation. As MIton wote in his Hstory of Britain, we nust "raise
a knowl edg of our selves . . . for it be a high point in every private man,
much nore is it in a Nation to know it self."**

It is the essential nature of Mlton's play to nake the private reader,
undi stracted by the bustle of stage business or the conduct of the audience,
to intensify his concentration on character, poetry, and thought. The witten
word intensifies both point of view and perspective because it denmands from
the reader sone degree of personal identification in attenpting to visualize
fromwithin. The reader's private responses recreate and share the inward-
ness, intellectuality, and the psychological isolation of Sanson's experi -

ence, as well as the introspective analysis that leads to self-know edge and



