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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 communa activity, and the theatrical experience in the Restoration
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
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ideological perspectives. A new sense of nationalism enabled the dramatist



