D. M Rosenberg

M LTON, DRYDEN, AND THE | DEOLOGY OF GENRE

Sanson Agonistes was MIlton's creative response to the political and

social forces that shaped the values of the Restoration theatre. These forces
i ncluded the domi nation of Grown and Court, the ideological predilections and
beliefs of the courtier playwights and their coterie audience, and preval ent
literary taste and stage practices. The rhymed heroic play, especially as it
was devel oped by John Dryden, poet |aureate and royal historiographer, nost

clearly exenplifies the varied social and theatrical elenments that constitute

the ethos and ideology of early Restoration drama. «

Sanson Agonistes as a poetic drana resenbles the Restoration heroic play,

particularly with regard to heroic themes and neocl assi cal canons of style.
More significantly, however, MIton uses the heroic play as a genre to dissent

fromits conventions and shared norns. Sanson Agoni stes, in other words,

relates to the heroic play by antagonism and reformation.”

This study will conpare the characteristic qualities of two kinds of
poetic dramm, analysing their common and distinctive nodes in order to under-
stand better MIton's work in his dissenting, antagonistic relation to the
i deol ogy of the Restoration theatre. This conparison affords a perspective on
the serious drana of the early Restoration. Further, by setting these plays
together, one can define their neaning nore closely than is possible in isola-
tion. Finally, conparison is a method that clarifies the ways in which

Sanson Agoni stes was unique in its ow tine.

In his preface to Samson Agoni stes, published el even years after the

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

a significant part of the neaning 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 owmn 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

n3

ideological perspectives. A new sense of nationalism enabled the dramatist
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to integrate w dely divergent viewpoints: the plebeian country, the

m ddl ecl ass city, and the aristocratic court. As a result, the drama, with
its broadly based social appeal, was rich, vital, and universal. Wen the
bal ance of social forces on which the Tudor conproni se depended began to
change, however, social and cultural fragnmentation took place. There was a
breakdown of the national culture, and a polarization of diverse el enments,
religious, political, and noral, within the social structure. The underlying
tensi ons which had enabled the Elizabethan playwight to treat his naterial
with flexibility and diversity became in the Caroline period a cultural
crisis. There were real divisions between the new court and the Puritan

m ddl ecl ass, and both groups were unwilling to acknowl edge the clains of popu-

lar culture.

In the Restoration period Dryden's heroic plays and MIton's Sanson
Agoni stes give clear evidence of this polarization and fragmentation.
Dryden's plays were witten for a coterie and court stage; Mlton's play was
not intended for the stage at all.

However, Dryden and MIlton wite contenporaneous poetic dramas that
define and represent heroic virtue and deeds; and these plays treat simlar
thenes, the conflict between the individual and external authority, and
bet ween love and honor. Both closely adhere, noreover, to neoclassical and
humani stic norns of rhetoric and decorum and thereby exclude the popular and
native traditions of English drama. Nevertheless, these dranas are narkedly
different with respect to the interrelation of theatre, society, and dramatic
art. So narkedly different are they that one may view MIton's dranmatic poem
as a deliberate rejection of the heroic play.

Mlton, like his own Sanson, renounced, resisted, and defied his

ant agoni st . In witing a play not intended for stage performance the poet
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wi thdrew from the social function of Restoration theatre; in witing a
religious drama he mlitantly resisted the secular maincurrents of the cul-
tural establishnent; and by creating a hero who in an iconoclastic and revol u-
tionary act destroys the theatre of the Philistines, he defied the courtly
culture of the ruling class. Through the exanple of his own play, MIlton
attenpted to replace the Restoration theatre of Dagon with a new theatre,

purified and truly restored because it was consecrated to God.

(1)

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

Queen Henrietta Maria, had significant influence on the devel opment of
Cavalier drana. During the reign of Charles I, playwights looked to the
Court for both patronage and royal approval that would nake their plays fash-
ionable and popular. Mre inportant than anything else in establishing a

dramatist's reputation was approval by the King and Queen.”

The stage was beconming nore dependent on the Court through both patronage
of the Gown 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 exenplified by the energence of Caroline courtier playwights,
of whom the nost inportant was Sir WIIiam Davenant. In their plays the
coterie of playwights tended to widen the separation between the Court and
the rest of the country by expressing contenmpt for mddleclass taste and
nmorality, and depicting their ow aristocratic social code, confident of
bei ng sustained by royal prerogative. The cleavage between the Court and the
general popul ation became greater, and the courtly elite made their distinc-

tive mark in the drama and the pl ayhouses.
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This royal patronage was greatly extended in the Restoration. Returning
fromexile, Charles Il denmonstrated his love of plays by granting patents in
1660 to his tw courtier friends, Thonas Killigrew and Sir WIIiam Davenant.
The patents gave them the authority to erect two conpanies of players, and the
theatres of London re-opened. The King knew that a national drana was neces-
sary to the prestige of both the capital city and the Court. Killigrew's com
pany becane 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-
ul ar hobby, and he was the first English sovereign regularly to attend public

pl ayhouses.

The actors and playwights 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 nonarchism of the Stuart reginme. The King in
an act of synbolic significance provided vestnents, including his coronation
robes, for the actors, thereby bestowi ng an illusion of royal grandeur upon
the stage.”

A distinctive genre of the Restoration stage, the rhyned heroic play,
presupposed and expressed the synpathies and |oyalties bequeathed by the
Court. It was a drama witten to be perforned 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 normin the drama, and through politically
and socially determned conventions of the genre Dryden and other playwights
communi cated to the audience a code of sanction and congratulations. Dryden's
dedi catory epistles prefixed to his heroic plays enphasize the inportance of
the court influence, both as a reality and an ideal. |In the dedicatory

epistle of The Indian Enperour (1667), for exanple, he tells Princess Anne,

Duchess of Monnout h:
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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.®

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 owm place
for social rendezvous. Smart town society sought entertainment 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-
guented the theatre because they were interested in keeping abreast of
literary fashions. May 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 acknow edges in them the range of social, professional, and
cultural attainnent represented in the pits and boxes of the playhouse. The
purpose of these prol ogues and epilogues was not nerely to entertain with
witty banter; they reflected the assunptions and expectations of the specta-
tors and at the same time 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
refinenment.

M I ton's postul ated audi ence for Sanson Agoni stes, however, was not the

"Royal Circle" nor high society that attended either courtly or comerci al
theatres. Hws "fit audience . . .though few' could not be found at Drury
Lane, Blackfriars, Oxford, or Wiitehall. The readers MIton nay have had in
m nd were analogous to the saving remant 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-knowl 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 MIlton's play to make 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 demands 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 psychol ogical isolation of Sanson's experi -

ence, as well as the introspective analysis that leads to self-know edge and
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wi sdom  Wereas Dryden’s concept of drama is communal and collective, MIlton

stresses Protestant individualism and personal responsibility,

(ID
Dryden first used the generic term "Heroick Play,"” in his dedication of

The Indian Enperour, and he continued to use it during the period in which he

wote rhymed plays. Wen discussing the heroic play, he did not distinguish
it from another genre, the heroic poem but treated them as one and the sane.
In " Heroic Plays" Dryden wites, "I have nodelled ny heroic plays by the
rules of an heroic poem"'* These genres use the same nmaterial for the sane
purpose, and the heroic play, like "epic poesy,"” which conmbines "the historic
and panegyric, which are branches of it" (Watson I: 101), is witten for
those royal and aristocratic |eaders who had served as subjects for panegyric
poetry or were recipients of dedicatory epistles.

The heroic play, Dryden says, "ought to be an imtation, in little, of a
heroi ¢ poent (Watson 1:158). This definition reveals Dryden's view of the
fusion of traditions that produced this genre, particularly with regard to the
concept of the hero. In the sane essay he traces the literary geneal ogy of

Al manzor, hero of The Conquest of Granada (1671-2), which enphasizes the

nature of epic heroism

I must there avow, in the first place, fromwhence | took
the character. The first inage I had of himwas from
Achilles of Homer, the next from Tasso's Rinaldo (who was
a copy of the former) and the third from the Artaban of
Monsi eur Cal prenede (who has imtated both). The original
of these (Achilles) is taken by Honmer for his hero.

[who] in strength and courage surpassed the rest . . . of

so fiery a tenper, so inpatient of injury (Watson I: 163).
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Li kewi se, in his dedication of The Conquest of G anada, Dryden justifies

Al manzor's "roughness of character," inpatience of injuries, and "confidence
in hinmself al nost approaching to an arrogance." These are errors "incident
only to great spirits," because they are coupled with such "greater graces"
as his "frank and nobl e openness of nature" (JD XI:16). Al manzor, like the

earlier Montezuma, "our blustering Man of War" (JD VII11:204), is a soldier-
hero. Because the aristocratic coterie enbraced the ideal of a gallant and
chivalrous life of action, the heroic play celebrated the nartial attributes
of bol dness, prowess, and bravado. "Stand off," Al manzor disdainfully
commands his enenmies, "|I have not leisure yet to dye" (JD Xl: 30).

As exenplary hero of these plays, A nmanzor enbodi es those epic virtues
traditionally associated with Achillean arete: sel f-sufficiency, physical
valor, and |love of personal honor. Abenanmar in the play |ikens A manzor to
Achilles (JD XI:131). A manzor, we are told, "Acknow edges no pow r above his
own" (JD XlI: 31). Describing hinself, A nanzor says:

But know, that | alone amking of ne,

| am free as Nature first made nan,

"Ere the Base Laws of Servitude began,

When wild in woods the noble Savage ran (JD XI: 30).

Dr. Samuel Johnson's analysis of Al manzor enphasizes the hero's |aw ess
egotism "He is above all laws; he is exenpt fromall restraints; he ranges
the world at will, and governs wherever he appears."H

The very epic virtue of self-sufficiency sanctioned by Homeric tradition
and justified by Dryden in his heroic plays resenbles hubris in classical

tragedy, and sin in the theocentric universe of MIlton's Sanson Agoni stes.

Sanson, like the wwathful Achilles and his descendants in Dryden, was a

warrior and chanpi on who had shown physical courage, prowess, and |ove of
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personal glory. But his desire for personal honor had nade him "like a petty
Gd . . . swll'nwith pride" (lines 529-32).”~ H s arrogance, inpatience
and di sobedience to God's law cause his own downfall and suffering. Sanmson is
a sinner who is chastened by the Lord; the "great Deliverer" becones an
i mprisoned slave, "Eyeless in Gaza. . . in bonds under Philistian yoke" (38-
42) .

In contrast to Dryden's active, anbitious, and aggressive heroes, Sanson
in the prison is passive, contenplative, renunciatory, and suffering. H's
resistance to tenptation, his growing insight and ultinmate self-sacrifice
define and represent a heroism of faith. Only through his personal suffering
in the trials of faith and patience does Sanson learn repentance and gain in
humility. MIlton's drama of heroi sm explores Sanson's psychol ogi cal and
spiritual experience as he delivers hinself, with God's "favoring hand

assisting to the end" (1721) from the "Dungeon"” of his selfhood (156).

(rn
Both Dryden and MIton dramatize the heroic ethos, and attenpt to define
it in the relationship between the private will and public virtue. Although
the public role of the hero had been a traditional thene in earlier English
drama, the experience of the Gvil War and Commonwealth had given this theme

particul ar rel evance. The conflicts between anbition and obedi ence, and
between love and honor, are thenes that inpinge upon the theme of self and
soci ety.

Dryden's letter to a fellow playwight, Roger Boyle, Earl of Orery,
di scusses the conflict between the hero's individual will and the power of
aut hority.”~ These heroes

wal k at liberty, in their ow opinion, because their

fetters are invisible; when indeed the prison of their
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will is the more sure for being large; and instead of

an absolute power over their actions, they have only

a wretched desire of doing that which they cannot choose

to do (Watson 1:4).
Taking a skeptical, and even Hobbesian, view of free will, Dryden argues that
the hero who thinks that he has cast aside all laws as fetters has become the
victim of necessity and fate, and is incapable of free will.

Almanzor in |l _Congquest of Granada doubts whether any free will actually

exists. His mother's ghost has appeared and foretold the future, and it seems
to him that events are predestined:

Oh Heav'n, how dark a Riddle's thy Decree,

Which bounds our wills, yet seems to leave 'em free!

Since thy fore-knowledge cannot be in vain,

Our choice must be what thou didst first ordain:

Thus, like a Captive in an Isle confin'd,

Man walks at large, a Pris'ner of the Mind:

Wills all his Crimes, (while Heav'n th'Indictment draws;)

And, pleading guilty, justifies the Laws (JD Xl: 170).
Almanzor must, if he is to have any exercise of choice, accept this external
law. Milton's hero, like the heroes of Dryden, is imprisoned and in chains,
and must learn to submit his will in active obedience to external authority.
In Milton's play, however, that authority is a personal, providential God.

He presents Samson as a symbolic and literal captive, "a Pris'ner of the

Mind" and of the Philistines. Samson's pride and insatiable will have en-
slaved him, and he is in bondage both to the internal enemy of his conscience
and the external enemies of God. Milton places greater emphasis than Dryden

does upon man's freedom to bring his will in conformity with the will of a
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providential God. He sees that the basis of authentic freedomis God's
absol ute and beneficent power. Sanson becones the hunbled instrunent of a
personal God operating in man both through conscience and grace.

Inportant in both Dryden and MIlton is the political role of the hero.

Dryden uses his heroic figures to support his conservative outlook and to

propagandi ze for the Royalist position. In The Indian Queen (1665) the Ynca
of Peru rebukes Montezuna for his change of political alliances: "Rebellion
is a greater guilt than pride* (JD VIIl: 194). Ynca insists upon the

di stinction between "Crowns descended or usurpt by Blood" (JD VIII: 221).

Mont ezuma, in The Indian Enperour, denonstrates his belief in the doctrine of

nonarchy. He says to the Spaniards that "Heaven . . . It self bestows the
Crowns that Monarchs wear" (JD IX 42). Hs own crown, he tells the
Spani ards, "is absolute, and holds of none" (JD IX 47). A manzor in

Il Conquest of Granada contenptuously refers to the "unthinking crowd," apos-

trophizing: "Enpire, thou poor and despicable thing,/ Wen such as these
unnmake, or nake a King!" (JD XI: 32). Later Abenanar says, "The nane of
Commonweal th is popular;/ But there the people their own Tyrants are"
(JD XI: 112). Dryden in these plays shows that the people, if nmisled by their
| eaders, can be dangerous:

Wien People tugg for Freedom Kings for Pow r,

Both sink beneath sone foreign Conquerour,

Then Subjects find too late they were unjust

And want that powr of Kings they durst not trust.

(JD XI: 112)
The orthodox Royalism expressed in Dryden's plays, partially because they fell
under the watchful eye of the Lord Chanberlain of the Household, reflected the

views of Crown and Court.
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MIlton bases his political theme in Samson Agoni stes on the concept of

the individual condition of nman. Sanson's personal regeneration is exenplary
for the individual reader, and the hero enbodies the Republican rather than
Royal i st ideal. Dryden's heroes are rulers or potential rulers, whereas
Mlton's hero is a spiritual and political revolutionary. Dryden considers
ki ngship to be nan's highest destiny;, MIlton exalts regenerate nman's obedi ence
to God. What is true for Samson as an ideal individual is also true of an
ideal state and nation. For Dryden, "union preserves a conmmpbnweal t h"
(Watson 1:248); for MIton a commonwealth is a union of spiritually regenerate
i ndividuals, "a Nation of Prophets, of Sages, and of Worthies" (CE IV: 341).
The thenatic conflict between love and honor in their plays is a metaphor
for the nore enconpassing thene of the conflict between individual will and
public virtue. |In Dryden's definition of the heroic play as "an imtation, in
little, of an heroic poem" he adds, "and consequently, that Love and Val our
ought to be the subject of it" (Watson 1:158). The theme of Love and Val our
central to the Restoration heroic play, was derived from the Renai ssance
romance-epi ¢ and Davenant's CGondi bert, from the French prose romances, and
from Caroline court drama and opera. These works provided in large part the
ideals that were celebrated in the heroic play, both those of heroic mlita-
rismand the ronmantic idolatry of the lady. This conception of heroic virtue
was based on the neo-chivalric code of gallantry cultivated by the Court.
Heroic love, according to this courtly code of behavior, corresponded to
martial valour and prowess.”” Both love and valour were trials for the hero,
and provided a nmeans by which he could denonstrate his true worth. The hero
was a |over because the court coterie believed love to be a noble passion. In
his heroic plays Dryden treated this noble passion as a catalyst to make a

Mont ezurma, Por phyrius, or A nanzor reveal his magnanimty of soul. These



Rosenberg 14

heroes, so rough, inpatient, and self-reliant, are, because of their "frank
and nobl e openness of nature," vulnerable to love, and their naturalistic
i mpul ses are disciplined by it in the ideal conduct of a Caroline courtier.
Feminine in inspiration, the preoccupation with an artificial |ove and
honor code is attributable, by way of the French prose ronances and Davenant,
to the ideals of the Court of Charles I, especially to Queen Henrietta Maria
and her circle. In the Restoration, the platonist societies that revol ved
around the Duchess of Newcastle and Ms. Philips inspired Dryden and ot her
later playwights.'® The heroic play exalted platonic love, and thereby

idealized the ladies of the Caroline Court. Queen Isabel in Il Conquest of

Granada provides a summary of this view of |ove:
Love's a Heroi que Passion which can find
No room in any base degenerate m nd:
It kindles all the Soul with Honours Fire,
To nake the Lover worthy his desire (JD XI: 110).
The ladies of Restoration society found nuch to enjoy in the heroic play.

Ms. Evelyn saw the 1671 performance of The Conquest of Ganada at the old

Theatre Royal, and she wrote her response in a letter to Dr. Bohun:
| have seen 'The Siege of Granada,' a play as full of
ideas that the nost refined romance | ever read is not
to conpare with it: love is nmade so pure, and valor so
nice, that one would inmagine it designed for an U opia
rather than our stage. | do not quarrell with the poet,
but admre one borne in the decline of norality, should
be able to feigne and exact virtue: and as poetick
fiction has been instructive in former ages, | wsh

the sane event in ours (JD XI: 411).
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In the epilogue of the play, Dryden's notion of noral and enotional refinement
parallels that of Ms. Evelyn: "Love and Honour now are higher rais'd. "*-'

MIton's Samson Agonistes, in contrast to Dryden's early heroic plays,

shows how love and honor are irreconcilable. Wereas A nmanzor's ronmantic |ove
for Almahide is a means of achieving heroic deeds, Sanmson's overwhel m ng
passion for Dalila is the cause of his dishonor and disgrace. Montezuma and
Al manzor are proud of their great passions and physical drives. The fulfill-
ment of their |ove denonstrates their nagnitude of soul. Sanson's surrender
to his passions exenplifies not nmagnanimty of soul but erotic idolatry.
Sanson confesses to Dalila, "I . < .loved thee, as too well thou knew st,/

Too wel |, unbosomid all ny secrets to thee' (876-9).

Abjectly subnitting to Dalila, Sanson had surrendered the secret of his
spiritual and physical strength. He had chosen |ove over honor, having chosen
idolatry over honoring God. His is not the "Heroique Passion" that "kindles
all the Soul with Honours Fire" but concupiscent passion that divests him of
hi s manhood. Enslaved by "Foul effem nacy," Sanson exclains, "O indignity, O
bl ot/ To Honor and Religion!"™ (410-12). He is "Effem nately vanqui shed"
(562), and conpares hinself to a "tanme Wether" (536), a castrated ram His
obedi ence to Dalila is not a conscious act of gallantry or admrable nmagnani m

ity but a blind, unmanly act of spiritual disobedience.

(v
Sanson Agoni stes has many of the characteristics of a counter-genre. It
stands apart, like a Nazarite, in antagonism to the rhymed heroic play and its

literary assunptions and values. Dryden's nodels are not MIlton's. MIlton
does not turn to the tragi conedies of Fletcher or Davenant, for exanple, but
retrieves fromancient tine the Geek tragedy, and uses as his nodels

Aeschyl us's Pronetheus Bound, Sophocles's CQedi pus at Col onus, and Euri pides's
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Her acl es, In his Reason of Church Governnent M Iton asks "whether those

Dramatick constitutions, wherein Sophocles and Euripides raigne shall be found

nore doctrinal and exenplary to a Nation" (CE 111:237)e Further, he defends

tragedy in his preface to Samson Agonistest "Tragedy, as it was anciently

conpos’d, hath ever held the gravest, noralest, and nost profitable of all
other Poems." He argues that only those acquainted with Aeschylus, Sophocles,
and Euripides, "the three Tragic Poets unequall'd by any," will be able to
understand his own treatment of tragic plot, style, and decorum

"Tragedy" in the Restoration tended to be a catch-all term that encom
passed different kinds of serious plays, including opera.”® Dryden hinself,
in his conparison of tragedy and epic, was more inclined to enphasize their

simlarities than differences. H's Neander says in O Dranatic Poesy that

"the genus of themis the sane,” and "only the nmanner," dramatic or narrative,
di stingui shes between them (Watson 1:87-8). Based upon this description,

Dryden's heroic plays such as The Indian Queen and Tyrannick Love were called

tragedies. Mlton's fornulation of tragedy, on the other hand, is nmuch nore
ri gorous because he insisted upon the definition and analysis of tragedy in

the Poeti cs.

Based upon Aristotelian principles of tragedy, Sanson Agonistes has a

wel | -constructed agon or plot conflict that is central to the drama. It
exenplifies the four parts of tragedy identified by Aristotle in the Poetics:
prol ogue, episode, exodos, and choric song. The structure or ordered
arrangenment of incidents is unified, conplex, and whole. Furthernmore, MIton
scrupul ously observes the unities, and follows classical precedent in using

a chorus and nessenger. The protagonist, "Sanson Hybristes," is a man of high
station and good fortune who, through a character flaw, falls into m sfortune

by hamartia. Hs error in judgnent is divulging the secret of his strength to



Rosenberg 17

Dalila. The unravelling does not depend on stage artifice but arises out of
the conplex plot itself, that is, through the protagonist's discovery and
ultimate reversal. MIlton takes the suffering Sanson through a series of con-
frontations with Manoa, Dalila, Harapha, and the Public O ficer. These inci-
dents bring himincreasingly to self-discovery, or anagnorisis, by which pity
and terror are aroused. H's change of consciousness is revealed through his
experience of "rousing notions" (1381). This illumnation or self-know edge
coincides with Sanson's obedience to God's will, the peripeteia leading to the
catastrophe at the tenple of Dagon. The Aristotelian concept of catharsis is
interpreted by MIton in the preface as a purgation of the passions of pity
and terror, and its effects are shown in Manoa's noving elegy, "Nothing is
here for tears,"” and in the final choral ode. MIlton follows the Poetics,
further, in rejecting spectacle -- so essential to the heroic play — which

Aristotle says is nore a nmatter for the costumier than the poet.

It would seem then, that Sanmson Agonistes is fully constructed along the

lines of an exclusionist generic theory. However, in three very inportant

ways Sanson Agonistes is sonething other than a Greek tragedy. First,

Mlton's "dramatic poenf is not witten for the stage and public performance.
The Greek tragedy originally was devel oped for performance before a vast pub-

l'ic audience, whereas Sanson Agonistes is witten for the individual reader

taken out of the social world. -~ Second, unlike Geek tragedy, Sanson
Agoni stes does not oppose the heroic protagonist to the gods before whom he
nmust be defeated, although he denonstrates his heroism even in defeat. O
Third, Sanson is not fated by his tragic flaw, but is free to undergo and
experience spiritual regeneration. H's self-know edge and repentance re-
direct him toward God and neani ngful action in the sacred order of things.

This is not a possibility in a tragic world of inexorable necessity. In
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contrast to the classical tragic hero, Sanson is an instrument of God, and his
final heroic deed shows that his will is in accord with that of God. The pro-
vidential plan of divine cooperation and government replaces the Aristotelian
enphasis on external necessity. A though MIton endows Sanson's ultinate act
with probability and verisimlitude, it is the effect of a supernatural,
tel eol ogi cal cause.

In his study of literary genres, Austin Warren says that grouping of
literary works should be based "upon both outer form (specific neter or
structure) and also upon inner form (attitude, tone, purpose -- nore crudely

n 22

subj ect and audi ence) . Al 't hough Samson Agonistes is nodelled in its outer

formand in many conventional features on Geek tragedy, its inner formis
that of a religious drama.?® This well-constructed tragedy subsumes into its
forma religious drana that explores the relationship between God and nan, and
exam nes the individuals's spiritual experiences.

Rel i gi ous drama, of course, was not very common to the Restoration
theatre, which catered to a worldly audience hostile to Puritan biblicism and
sermons. The only nmajor dramatist to wite sonething like a religious drana

during the period was John Dryden. However, neither his Tyrannick Love (1670)

nor The State of I|nnocence (1677) is conparable to MIlton's exploration of

i nward, personal religious experience. The State of Innocence is an operatic

scenario in rhymed couplets that sinplifies and thereby reduces and trivial-

izes Mlton's richly conplex Paradi se Lost, which Dryden called "undoubtedly

one of the greatest, nost noble, and nost subline poems which either this age

or nation has produced"” (Watson 1:196). Tyrannick Love, or the Royal Martyr,

the story of St. Catherine, enphasizes magic, nmiracle, and illusion; it is
sensationalistic in its preoccupation with sadism violence, and the super-

natural effects created by nechanical contrivances and scenery. For purposes
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of theatrical spectacle, Dryden fully exploits the "Purple Pageantry"
(JD X:160) of Maximin's pagan and courtly world. Although the Epilogue speaks

of Tyrannick Love as a "godly out-of-fashion play" (JD X:192), its theatrical

sensationalism is very much in the Restoration fashion.

Unlike Tyrannick Love, Milton's religious drama subordinates external

action and event to the development of inward crises, both psychological and
spiritual. Samson's opening lines in the play prefigure his blind, tentative
steps through the spiritual plot: "A little onward lead thy guiding hand/ To
these dark steps, a little further on" (1-2). It shows Samson's spiritual
progress from the depth of his initial unbelief and accidie, through the
lonely struggle between doubt and hope. Then, despite his lapses and regres-
sions, he is guided by his natural reason, will, and God's redemptive grace

toward a trustful reliance on God's faithfulness.

(v)

Milton's mimetic treatment of Samson is more psychologically realistic
than the conventionalized and stereotypical characters of Dryden' heroic
plays. Dryden presented his hero in a manner that reduced his passion and
will through a series of abstract and almost schematic oppositions. Heroic
choice, the clash between contrasting ideals and emotions, is typically made

explicit. Zempoalla in The Indian Queen declares:

'Tis love, 'tis love, that disorders me

How pride and love tear my divided soul!

For each too narrow, yet both claim it whole (JD VIII:202).
And in the next act, Montezuma apostrophizes: "0 Tyrant Love, how cruel are
thy laws!/ | forfeit Friendship, or betray thy Cause" (JD VIII: 217).

St. Catherine's speech, addressed to Berenice in Tyrannick Love, follows the

same ready-made rhetorical formula:
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But 'tis a doubtful conflict | nust try

Betwi xt ny pity and ny piety.

Staying, your precious life | nust expose;

Goi ng, ny Cown of Martyrdom!| lose (JD X 163).
These mechanically antithetic enotions of |ove-or-pride, |ove-or-friendship,
pity-or-piety explicated by the characters becane reflexive for the play-
wright, and replaced genuine nuances of feeling or subtlety of thought.

The inward, contenplative nature of MIton's play is narkedly different.

Mlton says in The Reason of Church Governnent that art should be con-

cerned with "whatsoever hath passion or admiration in all the changes of that
which is called fortune fromw thout, or the wily suttleties and refluxes of
mans thoughts fromwithin" (CE Ill: 238-9). In his dramatization of Sanson's
inward condition he explores these "suttleties and refluxes."

Confined and isolated, Sanson has been driven by circunstances from nmean-
ingless action to contenplation of his life. Especially in his soliloquies,
he thoughtfully exam nes events in order to find neaning in his tenptation,
sin, and suffering. The "restless thoughts" of his introspective nmeditations
are a means of understandi ng what once he was and what he is now (22).

Al t hough the "anguish of his mnd" (600) intensifies his suffering, his

growi ng sel f-know edge enables him to assune personal responsibility for his
past actions and present condition. "Nothing of all these evils hath befall'n
me/ But justly" (374-5), he tells his father, who unwittingly tenpts himto
criticize God' s providence. Assumi ng personal responsibility, Sanmson begins
his quest for meaning, which allows himbetter to contenplate God and under-
stand His justice. Sanson's westling with questions is consistent with his
contenpl ative habit of mnd, his effort to attain detachnent and perspective.

Gradual ly he gains perspective on his own life, and he says concretely and
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simply: "God, when he gave me strength, to show withal/ How slight the gift
was, hung it in my hair" (88-9).

However, Milton's hero also reveals his internal condition through his
actions. When, for example, Samson finally resolves to accompany the
messenger to the Philistine temple, he tells the Chorus, without rational
explanation:

Be of good courage, | begin to feel

Some rousing motions in me which dispose

To something extraordinary my thoughts (1380-2).
No words elucidate the change in Samson's inward being, and the process of
regeneration is shown in his readiness to serve God. That is, the "rousing
motions” within him are the result not of causes external to his mind and
will, but rather of those internal events he has experienced. Samson has
learned through contemplation that heaven has not deserted him as he had
feared. Instead, the love of God will provide him with the necessary spiritu-
al strength to confront any catastrophe, whatever it will be. The illumina-
tion of intellect and peripety are enacted, not explained, by him. Similarly,
in the Messenger's account of Samson,

with head a while inclin'd

And eyes fast fixt ... as one who pray'd

Or some great matter in his mind revolv'd (1636-8),
we are not told what that "great matter" is in his mind. We are led, instead,
to deduce that, at this moment in the play, when Samson stands between the
pillars of the temple, his will and "the will/ Of highest dispensation" (60-
1), have become one. When, after his first display of strength, he announces
that he will show his "strength, yet greater" (1644), we know that Samson has
absolute faith in God and his renewed strength spreads through all his

"sinews, joints and bones" (1641-2).
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(M)

In the early Restoration when Milton published Samson Agonistes, the use

of rhetorical declamation and rhymed couplets were stylistic features of the
heroic play, Dryden notes that Waller had taught the art of rhymed couplets
and Sir William Davenant brought it to the stage, "and made it perfect, in The
Siege of Rhodes" (Watson 1:7). According to a contemporary account, Roger
Boyle, Earl of Orrery, "presumed to lay at his majesty's feet a tragi-comedy,
all in ten feet and rhyme" because he "found his majesty relished the French
fashion of writing plays than in English."~ It was Charles Il who urged the
dramatist to write in the French fashion, thus politicizing the verse form.
The literary preferences of Charles Il*s Court and its love of French fashions
dominated the poetic style in drama in the early years of the Restoration.
In the controversy between Dryden and Sir Robert Howard about the

relative merits of rhyme and blank verse in serious drama, Dryden's Neander in

The Defense of Poesy asserts that "a greater part of the better sort" in the
audience, the noblesse, are favorably disposed to rhyme, "and that no serious
plays written since the King's return have been kindly received by them than

The Siege of Rhodes, the Mustapha, The Indian Queen, and The Indian Emperor"

(Watson 1:86). Dryden called rhymed heroic verse "the last perfection of art”

(Watson 1:157).

The couplet enabled Dryden to have his characters analyse their experi-
ence in carefully balanced parallels or pointed antithesis, closing up a com-
parison formally and concisely, often sententiously, with a rhymed couplet.
By the time he wrote Aureng-Zebe (1675), however, he announced in the prologue
that he had grown weary of "his long-lov'd Mistris, Rhyme,"” and expressed the

view that "Passion's too fierce to be in Fetters bound.""
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As early as in O Education (1644) MIton speaks of "our comron R ners
and Playwiters®™ whom he calls "despicable creatures because they do not
understand the decorum of great literature "in divine and hunman things"

(CE IV:206). Sanmson Agonistes gives evidence of MIton's own understanding of

decorum with respect to the interrelation of genre, theme, and style.
Mlton hinmself showed his faniliarity with the Dryden-Howard debate when

he added his note in 1668 on the verse of Paradise Lost, attacking rhyme in

| onger works as "the invention of a barbarous Age, to set off wetched nmatter
in lame Meter" used by "some fanous nodern Poets, carried away by Custom”
Moreover, he defended blank verse as "an ancient liberty recover'd to Heroic
Poem from the troubl esonme and nodern bondage of Rinming."

It is ironic, of course, that Dryden hinself had cone to ask MIlton's

permission to turn Paradise Lost into "an heroic opera" witten in rhyning

couplets. "Well, M. Dryden," MIlton is said to have replied, "it seens you
have a mnd to tag ny points, and you have leave to tag them But sone of
them are so awkward and old fashioned that | think you had as good |eave them

as you found them "?°

Dryden wites in his "Discourse Concerning Satire"
(1693) that the reason MIton did not use rhymed verse "is plainly this, that
rhyme was not his talent; he had neither the ease of doing it, nor the grace

of it" (Watson 11:85).

Sanson Agoni stes is witten primarily in unrhyned heroic verse. Mlton

had, like his nephew Edward Phillips, who wote Theatrum Poetarum (1675),

"2 as unsuitable for

rejected "the continued Rhapsodi e of Riming Couplets
tragedy. Furthernore, the poet threw off the constraints of French syllabic
verse and uniformline length. In both the choral odes and nonodies, his

lines range in length from four to twelve syllables. The Italian heroic

manner, as F. T. Prince has shown, provided MIton with a flexible and
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expressive model of verse, both in the canzoni and the "monostrophic'’ choruses
of Italian drama,?® These were verse forms written primarily in rhythmically
varied lines, Milton's preface makes reference to "the Ancients and Italians'
as the sources for his prosodic variety and freedom. He explains that in

Samson Agonistes "the measure of the Verse us'd in the Chorus is of all

sorts,” and he uses terms associated with choral verse in Greek tragedy, one

of the most significant being "Apolelymenon," which means "free" from strict

stanzaic patterns.

The passion of the shackled Samson is, to use Dryden's phrase, "too
fierce to be in Fetters bound." Samson's private lament (80-114) demonstrates
Milton's freedom in metrics and is expressive of the hero's fierce passion.
There are lines in regular iambic pentameter, but these corroborate God's
beneficent order: "0 first created Beam, and thou great Word,/ 'Let there be
light, and light was over all'" (83-4). This provides the spiritual and
metrical pattern from which Samson in alienation and hopelessness deviates.

In contrast to the iambic regularity of God's universal order and light,
Samson's anguished cry, "0 dark, dark, dark, amid the blaze of noon," with its
thudding monosyllables, expresses his own disorder and darkness. Moreover,
the length of lines in this monody contract and dilate, suggesting the speak-
er's tormented, irregular breathing. Although the creative Word of God is

sufficiently expansive, Samson fears a deus absconditus, that God is hidden:

The Sun to me is dark

And silent as the Moon,

When she deserts the night,

Hid in her vacant interlunar cave (87-90).
Through the narrow, almost broken lines, he expresses with concentrated
intensity the emotional bleakness of the estrangement of self from God, his

"total Eclipse" (81).
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The opening speech of the Danite chorus also illustrates the variety of
nmovenent in MIton's syllabic line. The broken cadences of "This, this is he;
softly a while,/ Let us not break in upon hint' (116-7) suggest the hushed
hesitati on and apprehension of the Danites as they approach and first behold
their great hero inprisoned, blind, and broken. The Chorus's description of
Sanson,

See how he lies at random carelessly diffus'd,

Wth languish't head unpropt,

As one past hope, abandon'd,

And by hinself given over (119-22)
in its netrical anbiguity and irregular line lengths, that is, in its apparent
randomess, supports their perception that Sanson has surrendered both eno-
tional and physical command of hinself.

At times MIton makes his nonostrophic choral odes rhyme, but each ode
achieves a different effect. For exanple, the ode beginning "Many are the
sayings of the wi se" (652) has sone ingeniously wenched rhymes (various-
contrarious; course-rulst; nute-brute). This strain after verbal harnony,
however, reveals the facile and platitudi nous wi sdom of the Chorus, "carried
away by Custom" and its msunderstanding of the nature of Sanmson's tragic
experience. Indeed, the Chorus has just spoken of the "sayings of the wi se"
as a sound that "seens a tune,/ Harsh, and of dissonant mood . . <+ wth the
afflicted in his pangs" (660-2), and the jangling rhymes inmtate the disso-
nance.

Dryden in his heroic plays enulated epic grandeur by creating a special
stylistic idiom of elevated rhetorical declamation. The players in perfor-
mance spoke these lines in nusical cadence, a kind of operatic recitative.

This highly stylized oratory is as extravagant as the character of his hero or
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villain. "Serious plays ought not to intate conversation too nearly," Dryden
argues in "C Heroic Poetry,"” and then attenpts to justify A nmanzor's talking
"extravagantly in his passion" (Watson 1:157). Passion is expressed by a
poetic diction, and the speeches often are in danger of being exclamatory,
hyperbolic, and turgid. Heroic playwights frequently tended to substitute

rhetorical extravagance for genuine feeling, as in Tyrannick Love when

Pl aci dius, captain of the Pretorian band, delivers a long bravura nonol ogue:

0 Honour, how can'st thou invent a way

To save ny Queen, and not ny trust betray!

Unhappy | that 'ere he trusted ne!

As well his Quardi an-Angel his Mird' rer be.

And yet--let Honour, Faith, and Vertue flye,

But let not Love in Berenice dye.

She lives! -- (JD X: 165).
In this same play Maximin*s speeches in particular denonstrate Dryden's
exploitation of over-wought rhetoric. As the dying tyrant sits astride the
body of Placidius, he repeatedly stabs himand utters a final inprecation
agai nst the gods: "And shoving back this Earth on which | sit,/ I'le

mount

and scatter all the Gods | hit" (JD X:189). In his "Gounds of
Criticismin Tragedy" (1679), Dryden urges his reader to distinguish between
“"true sublimty" and "the blown puffy style" (Watson 1:257), and adnits that
the roar of passion, indeed, nay place an audi ence

three parts of which are ignorant enough to think

all is noving which is noise, and it nay stretch
the lungs of an anbitious actor, who will die upon
the spot for a thundering clap; but it will nove

no other passion than indignation and contenpt

froma judicious man (Watson 1:254).
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Three years later, in his dedication of The Spanish Friar (1681), the

judicious and contrite Dryden confesses:

| renmenber sone verses of ny own Maxinn and
Al manzor which cry vengeance upon ne for their
extravagance, and which | wish heartily in the
sane fire with Statius and Chapman. Al | can
say for those passages, which are, | hope, not
many, is that | knew they were bad enough to
pl ease, even when | wit them But | repent
of them anpongst ny sins (Watson 1:276).

MIlton wites a serious poetic drama that attenpts to imtate conversa-
tion nmore nearly, in opposition to Dryden's critical dictum and in so doing
he rejects the stylistic idiomof the heroic play. Through his plainer dic-
tion, nore colloquial rhythns, and sense-units nore conplete than those of the
closed couplet, he is able to nodulate and vary his characters! speech for

greater naturalness. Edward Phillips observes in Theatrum Poetarum that

"Rimng couplets . ¢ . appear too stiff and of too nuch constraint for the
liberty of conversation and the interlocution of several Persons."” The

di al ogue in Sanson Agoni stes denonstrates MIton's skill in imtating natural

speech and "the liberty of conversation."

When Manoa says to Sanson, "l cannot praise thy narriage choices, Son
(420), the directness and plainness of his |language initate speech, as do the
seem ngly extenporaneous interjections of Manoals "I state not that; this | am
sure; our Foes/ Found soon occasion thereby to nake thee/ Thir captive, and
thir triunmph" (423-5). The unrhymed, enjanbed lines create a rapidity of

novenent simlar to a nan who thinks while he speaks.
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In the extended dialogue between Samson and Dalila there are instances of
variation in pause and stress that suggest a conversational idiom. It is
Samson's habit to re-state Dalila's explanations for her behavior: "l gave,
thou say'st, th'example,/ | led the way" (822-3), or "Weakness is thy excuse,/
And | believe it," and then after a pause he repeats the critical word, and
adds his own bitter, resentful interpretation, "Weakness to resist/ Philistian
gold" (829-31).

The Chorus's speech to Samson as he persists in refusing to accompany the
messenger to the Philistine festivities illustrates many of Milton's stylistic
traits in the play:

Consider, Samson; matters nov are strain'd

Up to the height, whether to hold or break;

He's gone, and who knows how he may report

Thy words by adding fuel to fire? (1348-51).
The conversational idiom is accentuated by the short, emphatic phrasing of
"Consider, Samson" and "He's gone." The simple diction and the proverbial
phrase, "adding fuel to the fire," illustrate the everyday language of the
Chorus.

Finally, Manoa's well-known speech on the heroic death of his son
demonstrates how plain diction, caesura, and cadence all eloquently express
the father's sorrow, respect, and serenity:

Nothing is here for tears, nothing to wail

Or knock the breast, no weakness, no contempt,

Dispraise, or blame, nothing but well and fair

And what may quiet us in a death so noble (1721-4).
Manoa's grief is revealed in the repetition of the negatives, "nothing" and
"no," but at the same time this personal sorrow is tempered by rhythms that

suggest his restrained emotion in a stately, even impersonal, elegy.



Rosenberg 29

Through unrhymed lines and variety of rhythm, cadence, and pause, Milton
carefully modulates expressive tone; Dryden'’s greater metrical regularity and
his closed couplets often have an overall effect of uniformity and monotony.
Dryden's closed couplet, like the picture-frame stage in the theatre, is
containing; Milton's verse is less circumscribed, freer and more adaptable,
enabling the reader's imagination to contract or expand so that the action of
the play can take place in Samson's mind, the prison, the spacious theatre, or

the cosmic stage.

(V1)

As a full-time, professional dramatist witing plays for a comerci al
theatre, Dryden understood the interrelationship of witing, business, and
production. For a long tinme he was under contract to produce three plays a
year and was a shareholder in the King' s playhouse. Mreover, when he worked
with a repertory conpany he had to create particular roles with individual
perforners in nmnd, and take into account the special abilities and stage
styles, for example, of Charles Hart, Edward Kynaston, M chael Mhun, or
El i zabeth Boutell, Nell Gwnn, and Rebecca Marshall.

The appearance of actresses was an inportant inducenent to frequent the
Restoration playhouse. This innovation was in imtation of both court nmasque
and the French theatre. Davenant and Killigrew engaged a nunber of actresses
for the first time on the public stage. These actresses changed the style of
performance and provided a new dinmension of sensual realism to the drana-
tist.~ Dryden and other playwights used the charns of the actresses by
exploiting sexual relationships in their plays. The preoccupation with sexual
pursuit, central to the plot and action of Restoration comedy, was reflected

in the behavior of the audience.
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The playhouse becane a neeting-place for fops and beaux and woren of
doubt ful character, sone of whomwore "vizard Masks," the signs of
prostitutes. Conmon whores or punks boldly solicited customin the galleries
and boxes. It was difficult for a virtuous wonan to attend a play in London
wi t hout casting doubts on her motives. Witers of prologues and epil ogues
satirized the dissolute behavior of the young sparks in the pit.

The actresses were often the well-known nistresses of noblemen and even
of the King hinself. John Evelyn wites (18 Sept. 1666):

This night was acted ny Lord Broghill's Tragedy called

Must apha before their Majesties at Court, at which I

was present; very seldom going to public theatres for

many reasons now as they were abused to an atheisticall

l'iberty; foul and undecent women (and never till

now) permtted to appear and act, who inflam ng

several young nobl enen and gallants, became their

m sses, and to sone, their wives. Wtness the Earl

of xford, Sir R Howard, Prince Rupert, the Earl

of Dorset, and another greater person than any of

them who fell into their snares, and to the reproach

of their noble famlies, and ruin of both body and

soul . 31
Sanuel Pepys, in witing about the actress Mdl|l Davis, says she calls herself
"the nmost inpertinent slut in the world," and he lanents the fact that the
King gave her a ring and furnished a house for her "in Suffol ke Street nost
richly, which is a nost infinite shane."”2 These affairs are relevant to the
public attitude toward the theatre, and the perforners toward the public.
They reflect as well the Restoration cult of seductive pleasure and sexual

prom scuity.






