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THE "SPACIOUS THEATER" IN SAMSON AGONISTES 

Several months before the ordinance of the Lords and Commons closed the 

London theatres late in 1642, Milton had boldly proposed that "it were happy 

for the Commonwealth, if our magistrates would take into their care. . . the 

managing of our public sports and festival pastimes." Arguing that the people 

would profit from "wise and artful recreations," he considered whether divin­

ity itself could be taught 

not only in Pulpits, but after another persuasive method, 

at set and solemn Paneguries, in Theaters, porches, or 

what other place, or what may win most upon the people to 

receiv at once both recreation, & instruction. *-

With the Restoration in 1660 the theatres in London were reopened, and eleven 

years after that, in 1671, Milton's Samson Agonistes was published. The 

restored theatres, because of their rapidly changing repertoires, constantly 

demanded new plays, and professional playwrights were active and productive, 

submitting their dramas to the playhouse for performance. Yet in the midst of 

this dramatic and theatrical activity, Milton announced in the preface to 

Samson Agonistes that his own play was "never intended" for the theatre. In 

the play itself, however, Milton's protagonist redeems himself in "a spacious 

Theater" (1.1605),2 and there fulfills God's providential plan. 

It is my concern here to discuss Milton's attitude toward the theatre and 

drama, and show the relationship between Milton's view of an ideal theatre, 

his refusal to write for the stage, and in his own play, Samson Agonistes, in 

which the protagonist redeems himself in a theatre as he destroys it. 

(I) 

Milton the humanist had little sympathy with the hostile and even fanatic 

attacks on the theatre by the militant Puritan controversialists, 
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Stephen Gosse, Philip Stubbes, and William Prynne. They had made sweeping 

condemnations of the drama and public stage as idolatrous and corrupting. By 

contrast, Milton expressed a personal affection and enthusiasm for drama. His 

early poetry, written when the Puritan pamphleteers were attacking the stage, 

reflects the pleasure he had experienced in attending the theatre in London. 

Praising "the magnificence of the arched theater" in his Elegla Prima, he 

describes himself in watching a tragedy performed on the stage: "But still I 

watch and find pleasure in watching and suffering, but sometimes there is a 

sweet pain even in tears." 

Milton's first published poem was in Shakespeare's Second Folio, and he 

followed this epitaph to the great playwright with another tribute in 

"L' Allegro." The young poet praises Jonson and "sweetest Shakespeare," the 

two English masters of "the well-trod stage" (121-34). Celebrating "gorgeous 

Tragedy" in "II Penseroso," he alludes to the plays of Aeschylus, Sophocles, 

and Euripides, and the major themes of classical Greek tragedy. Although he 

suggests that it is regrettable that in this "later age" it is more rare for 

tragic dramas to have "Ennobled. . . the Buskin'd stage," he does not condemn 

the less noble, more recent drama. 

Young Milton himself wrote two works for theatrical presentation 

commissioned for live performance, "Arcades" and the Ludlow Maske, written 

after William Prynne's savage attack on the stage in Histriomastix. In the 

masque especially Milton gave ample evidence of his familiarity with, and 

skill in, dramaturgy, in his use of the dramatic conventions: characters in 

conflict, dialogue, scenic invention and temporal sequence, climax, reversals, 

and denouement. 

His prose works also show his advocacy of drama and theatre. He objects 

to the arguments of Lactantius on drama, for example, in his entry on 

"Public Shows" in his Commonplace Book: 
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He does not seem even once to have reflected that, while 

the corrupting influences of the theater ought to be 

eliminated, it does not follow that it is necessary to 

abolish altogether the performance of plays. This on the 

contrary would be quite senseless; for what in the whole 

of philosophy is more impressive, purer, or more uplifting 

than a noble tragedy, what more helpful to survey at a 

single glance of the hazards and changes of human life? 

(CE XVIII, 207) 

Recognizing that although the theatre had been corrupted and in itself can 

corrupt, Milton in his broad defense of drama argues that it offers both a 

means of exploring the complexity of our psychological and moral condition, 

and presents an ennobling view of human life. In addition, after citing 

Tertullian's warning against drama, Milton praises him for the eloquent plea 

in his epilogue for "better spectacles, namely, those of a divine and heavenly 

character, such as, in great number and grandeur, a Christian can anticipate 

in connection with the coming of Christ and the Last Judgment" (loc. cit.). 

Holding an idealized view of drama, Milton in the 1640s projected in the 

Trinity Manuscript themes for his own prospective plays. He had set down a 

list of literary subjects suitable for dramatic composition from both Biblical 

and early British history. This is a list of "Outlines for Tragedies" 

including Paradise Lost, and sketches of Biblical themes about Abraham, 

Sodom, and John the Baptist. He had started several times to list the 

characters in a play on 'Paradise Lost' and sketched out briefly the five acts 

of the drama. His nephew Edward Phillips specifically mentions Milton's work, 

which can be dated to the time of the Trinity Manuscript, on a tragedy of the 

fall of man. Significantly, Milton gave stage directions for several of his 
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prospective dramas. In addition, he set down the titles of plays dealing with 

episodes in the life of the Old Testament hero: Samson Pursophorus, Samson 

Marrying or Ramath-Lechi, Samson Hybristes, and Dagonalia. The themes of the 

last two works would correspond to Samson Agonistes, the tragic Samson and the 

overthrowing of the temple of Dagon. 

In The Reason of Church Government Milton argues for the cause of 

reformed drama in a well-ordered state. He demonstrates, moreover, that the 

theatre need not be secular and unregenerate. That is to say, ideal drama is 

not only more "impressive, purer, or more uplifting," but it can show 

prophetic and sacred truths: 

Or whether those Dramatick constitutions, wherein 

Sophocles and Euripides raigne shall be found more 

doctrinal and exemplary to a Nation, the Scripture also 

affords us a divine pastoral Drama in the Song of Salomon 

consisting of two persons and a double Chorus, as Origen 

rightly judges. And the Apocalyps of Saint John is the 

raajestick image of a high and stately Tragedy, shutting up 

and intermingling her solemn Scenes and Acts with a 

sevenfold Chorus of halleluja's and harping symphonies: 

and this my opinion the grave authority of Paraeus 

commenting this booke is sufficient to confirm 

(CE III, 237-8). 

By defining scriptural works in terms of dramatic genres, Milton consecrates 

his concept of a purified, regenerate theatre. Moreover, this passage antici­

pates his later description of tragedy in the preface to Samson Agonistes: 

"Paraeus, commenting on the Revelation, divides the whole Book as a Tragedy, 

into Acts distinguisht each by a Chorus of Heavenly Harpings and Song 

between." 
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Milton does reveal in his prose works of the early 1640s, however, 

certain reservations about the recent misuse of drama and theatre. For 

example, in the Apology for Smectymnuus he objects to the practice of amateur 

theatricals at Cambridge. 

He denounces those divinity students 

writhing and unboning their Clergie lirnnes to all the 

antick and dishonest Trinculo's, Buffons, and Bawds; pros­

tituting the shame of that ministery which either they 

had, or were having, to the eyes of Courtiers and Court-

Ladies, with their Groomes and Madamoiselles 

(CE III, 300-1). 

Such a description had led Dr. Johnson to say of Milton's objections: 

This is sufficiently peevish in a man who, when he men­

tions his exile from the college, relates with great luxu­

riance the compensation which the pleasures of the 

theater afford him. Plays were therefore only criminal 

when they were acted by academics.-* 

Milton's contemptuous dismissal of these theatricals was based on his attitude 

toward the new dramatic fashion initiated by Caroline courtiers and Court 

ladies, and encouraged by worldly prelates. He would object to divinity stu­

dents prostituting their holy calling by participating in the buffoonery of 

amateur farce. 

Discussing the study of literature in Of Education Milton contrasts ideal 

and corrupt art. One who studies great literature and learns the decorum of 

dramatic, as well as epic and lyric, poetry would soon discover "what despi­

cable creatures our common Rimers and Playwriters be, and show them what reli­

gious, what glorious and magnificent use might be made of Poetry both in 
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divine and human things" (CE IV, 206). Milton rejects, therefore, those 

contemporary poets and dramatists who have corrupted their art by trivializing 

and profaning it. 

Milton's attitude toward the theatre in the Restoration is inseparable 

from his feelings of disappointment and bitterness over both the national 

apostasy and the return of the Stuart monarchy. He had up to the last moment 

defiantly made a stand against the Restoration, writing and publishing his 

tract, The Ready and Easy Way (1660), in which he tried to show his own nation 

that it was tragically erring in returning to monarchical tyranny. The second 

edition of this tract came out only several days before the return of 

Charles II. In The Ready and Easy Way he argues that the English people will 

have betrayed the light of God among them if "after ten or twelve years of 

prosperous warr and contestation with tyrannie" they perversely backslide, 

surrendering their religious and political liberty, and "basely and besot-

tedly. . . run their necks again into the yoke which they have broken" 

(CE VI, 123). He compares the English to the Israelites who returned to Egypt 

"and the worship of thir idol queen, because they then livd in more plentie 

and prosper!tie," and he fears that the spiritual condition of his own nation 

is "not sound but rotten, both in religion and all civil prudence" (147). 

Attempting to prevent or "stay these ruinous proceedings" of the English 

people from delivering themselves to the "open and unbounded. . . insolence 

and rage" of their "common enemies," Milton foresees that "the deluge of this 

epidemic madness" will hasten "a misguided and abus'd multitude" to "a preci­

pice of destruction" (149). 

In 1660-61 there were two Restorations in England: the first restored 

the King and Parliament, and the dominance of the hereditary social class, and 


