D. M Rosenberg

THE "SPACI QUS THEATER' I N SAVSON AGONI STES

Several nonths before the ordinance of the Lords and Commons cl osed the
London theatres late in 1642, MIlton had boldly proposed that "it were happy
for the Commonweal th, if our magistrates would take into their care. . . the
managi ng of our public sports and festival pastines.” Arguing that the people
woul d profit from "wise and artful recreations,” he considered whether divin-
ity itself could be taught

not only in Pulpits, but after another persuasive nethod,
at set and sol enm Paneguries, in Theaters, porches, or
what other place, or what may win nost upon the people to
receiv at once both recreation, & instruction. *-
Wth the Restoration in 1660 the theatres in London were reopened, and el even

years after that, in 1671, MIton's Sanson Agoni stes was published. The

restored theatres, because of their rapidly changing repertoires, constantly
demanded new pl ays, and professional playwights were active and productive,
submitting their dramas to the playhouse for performance. Yet in the nmidst of
this dramatic and theatrical activity, MIlton announced in the preface to

Sanson Agoni stes that his own play was "never intended" for the theatre. In

the play itself, however, MIton's protagonist redeens hinself in "a spacious
Theater" (1.1605),2 and there fulfills God's providential plan.

It is nmy concern here to discuss Mlton's attitude toward the theatre and
drama, and show the relationship between MIton's view of an ideal theatre,

his refusal to wite for the stage, and in his own play, Sanson Agonistes, in

whi ch the protagonist redeenms himself in a theatre as he destroys it.

()
Mlton the humanist had little synpathy with the hostile and even fanatic

attacks on the theatre by the mlitant Puritan controversialists,
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St ephen Gosse, Philip Stubbes, and WIlliam Prynne. They had nmade sweepi ng
condemations of the drama and public stage as idolatrous and corrupting. By
contrast, MIton expressed a personal affection and enthusiasm for drama. H's
early poetry, witten when the Puritan panphleteers 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 Prinma, he
describes hinself in watching a tragedy performed on the stage: "But still |
watch and find pleasure in watching and suffering, but sonetinmes there is a
sweet pain even in tears."

Mlton's first published poemwas in Shakespeare's Second Folio, and he
followed this epitaph to the great playwight 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 "Il Penseroso,"” he alludes to the plays of Aeschylus, Sophocles,
and Euripides, and the major thenes of classical Geek tragedy. Al though he
suggests that it is regrettable that in this "later age" it is nmore rare for
tragic dramas to have "Ennobled. . . the Buskin'd stage," he does not condem
the less noble, nore recent drana.

Young M Ilton hinself wote tw works for theatrical presentation
conmi ssioned for live performance, "Arcades" and the Ludl ow Maske, witten

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

masque especially MIton gave anple evidence of his famliarity with, and
skill in, dramaturgy, in his use of the dramatic conventions: characters in
conflict, dialogue, scenic invention and tenporal sequence, clinmax, reversals,
and denouenent.

H s prose works al so show his advocacy of dranma and theatre. He objects
to the argunents of Lactantius on drama, for exanple, in his entry on

"Public Shows" in his Conmonpl ace 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

elimnated, it does not follow that it is necessary to

abol i sh altogether the performance of plays. This on the

contrary would be quite senseless; for what in the whole

of philosophy is nore inpressive, purer, or nore uplifting

than a nobl e tragedy, what nore helpful to survey at a

single glance of the hazards and changes of hunan |ife?

(CE XVI11, 207)
Recogni zing 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 conmplexity of our psychol ogical and noral condition,
and presents an ennobling view of hunman life. In addition, after citing
Tertullian's warning against drama, MIton praises himfor the el oquent plea
in his epilogue for "better spectacles, nanely, those of a divine and heavenly
character, such as, in great nunber and grandeur, a Christian can anticipate

in connection with the comng of Christ and the Last Judgnment" (loc. cit.).

Hol ding an idealized view of drama, MIton in the 1640s projected in the
Trinity Manuscript thenmes for his own prospective plays. He had set down a
list of literary subjects suitable for dramatic conposition from both Biblica
and early British history. This is a list of "Qutlines for Tragedies"

i ncl udi ng Paradi se 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. H s nephew Edward Phillips specifically mentions MIton's work
which can be dated to the tinme of the Trinity Manuscript, on a tragedy of the

fall of man. Significantly, MIton 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 Ad Testanent hero: Sanson Pursophorus, Sanson
Marryi ng or Ramat h-Lechi, Sanmson Hybristes, and Dagonalia. The themes of the

last two works would correspond to Sanson Agoni stes, the tragic Sanmson and the

overthrowi ng of the tenple of Dagon.

In The Reason of Church Government M I|ton argues for the cause of

reforned drama in a well-ordered state. He denonstrates, noreover, that the
theatre need not be secular and unregenerate. That is to say, ideal drama is
not only nmore "inpressive, purer, or nore uplifting," but it can show
prophetic and sacred truths:

O whether those Dramatick constitutions, wherein

Sophocl es and Euripi des raigne shall be found nore

doctrinal and exenplary to a Nation, the Scripture also

affords us a divine pastoral Drama in the Song of Sal onon

consisting of two persons and a double Chorus, as Oigen

rightly judges. And the Apocal yps of Saint John is the

raajestick image of a high and stately Tragedy, shutting up

and intermngling her solemm Scenes and Acts with a

sevenfold Chorus of halleluja s and harping synphonies:

and this ny opinion the grave authority of Paraeus

comrenting this booke is sufficient to confirm

(CE IlI, 237-8).
By defining scriptural works in terns of dramatic genres, MIton consecrates
his concept of a purified, regenerate theatre. Mdreover, this passage antici -

pates his later description of tragedy in the preface to Sanmson Agoni stes:

"Paraeus, commenting on the Revel ation, divides the whol e Book as a Tragedy,
into Acts distinguisht each by a Chorus of Heavenly Harpings and Song

bet ween. "
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MIton does reveal in his prose works of the early 1640s, however,
certain reservations about the recent msuse of drama and theatre. For

exanple, in the Apology for Smectymuus he objects to the practice of amateur

theatricals at Canbridge.

He denounces those divinity students
writhing and unboning their Cergie lirnnes to all the
antick and dishonest Trinculo's, Buffons, and Bawds; pros-
tituting the shane of that mnistery which either they
had, or were having, to the eyes of Courtiers and Court-

Ladies, with their G oones and Madanvoi sel | es

(CE Ill, 300-1).
Such a description had led Dr. Johnson to say of MIton's objections:

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

tions his exile fromthe college, relates with great | uxu-

riance the conpensation which the pleasures of the

theater afford him Plays were therefore only crim nal

when they were acted by academcs.-*
Mlton's contenptuous dism ssal of these theatricals was based on his attitude
toward the new dramatic fashion initiated by Caroline courtiers and Court
| adi es, and encouraged by worldly prelates. He would object to divinity stu-
dents prostituting their holy calling by participating in the buffoonery of

amat eur farce.

Di scussing the study of literature in O Education MIton contrasts ideal
and corrupt art. One who studies great literature and |earns the decorum of
dramatic, as well as epic and lyric, poetry would soon discover "what despi-
cable creatures our common Riners and Playwiters be, and show themwhat reli-

gi ous, what glorious and nagnificent use mght be nade of Poetry both in
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di vine and human things" (CE IV, 206). MIlton rejects, therefore, those
contenporary poets and dramatists who have corrupted their art by trivializing
and profaning it.

Mlton's attitude toward the theatre in the Restoration is inseparable
fromhis feelings of disappointnent and bitterness over both the national
apostasy and the return of the Stuart nmonarchy. He had up to the |ast nonent
defiantly made a stand against the Restoration, witing 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 nonarchical tyranny. The second
edition of this tract cane out only several days before the return of

Charles I1. In The Ready and Easy WAy he argues that the English people will

have betrayed the light of God amobng them if "after ten or twelve years of
prosperous warr and contestation with tyrannie" they perversely backslide,
surrendering their religious and political Iliberty, and "basely and besot-
tedly. . . run their necks again into the yoke which they have broken"
(CE VI, 123). He conpares the English to the Israelites who returned to Egypt
"and the worship of thir idol queen, because they then livd in nore 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).
Attenpting to prevent or "stay these ruinous proceedings" of the English
people fromdelivering thenselves to the "open and unbounded. . . insolence
and rage" of their "common enemies,” MIton foresees that "the deluge of this
epi dem ¢ madness” will hasten "a msguided and abus'd multitude" to "a preci-
pi ce of destruction"” (149).

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

the King and Parlianent, and the dom nance of the hereditary social class, and
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the second restored the Church of England. The Good Ad Cause lay defeated,
and success had gone to the cause of the king, the bishops, and the
Caval i ers.

The immedi ate consequences of the Restoration were grave for Mlton as
well as for the Puritan |eaders. Because he had served the Commonweal th, pub-
licly justified the deposition and execution of Charles |, and continued to
fight the Stuart regine up to the end, his life was in real danger. In My or
early June, 1660, his friends hel ped him escape imediate reprisals by taking
himinto hiding in Barthol onew Cose, Smthfield, and he remained there until
the passage of the Act of Oblivion several nmonths later. In md-June the
Cavalier Parliament passed a resolution for the inpounding and burning of his

maj or political tracts, the First Defense and Ei konokl astes, by the state

authorities. MIlton hinself was arrested and inprisoned, and he had to sue
for pardon. In 1660 nany of the regicides were inprisoned for life or exe-
cuted on the gallows at Charing Cross. Shortly after, Sir Henry Vane, spokes-
man for religious liberty, was executed. The survivors of the Good Ad Cause
were divested of their powers by the O arendon Code, and, as a result of the
Acts of Uniformity, nearly tw thousand nenbers of the Puritan clergy were
forced fromtheir livings in the Established Church. Through an ammesty the
blind poet had escaped the fate of sone of his Puritan friends, but he was
subjected to the misfortunes of sickness and poverty. Jonathan R chardson, in
his life of MIton, describes the poet's condition during this period:

For besides what Affliction he nust have from his D sap-

poi ntnent on the Change of Tines, and fromhis Owm Private

Losses, and probably Cares for Subsistence, and for his

Famly; he was in Perpetual Terror being Assassi nated,

though he had Escap'd the Talons of the Law, he knew he

had Made H nself Enem es in Abundance. He was So
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Dej ected he would lie Awake whole Nights. He then Kept

Hi nself as Private as he could.”
MIlton and the defeated Puritans found that they had been excluded from polit-
ical life. They viewed, noreover, the alien society of Restoration London as
bl asphemous, cruel, and dissolute. Domnated by the Court, both through
patronage and censorship, the Restoration stage expressed and enacted its
val ues. However, as John Spencer Hill has remarked, "If the Restoration was,

for MIton, a political death, it was at the same time a poetic rebirth.""

(ID

The prison and the theatre divide Sanson Agonistes into tw parts": the

prison in which the old Sanmson nust die, and the theatre in which he is
reborn. This synmbolic two-part structure clarifies MIlton's dialectica
themes. As Sanson nmoves from the confinement of the prison to the spacious-
ness of the theatre, fromthe inward and private to the outward and publi c,
Mlton explores the relationship between contenplation and action, renun-
ciation and affirmation, faith and works, dd Man and New Man, and

deus absconditus and deus revelatus. The two parts are linked by a discovery

scene in which Sanmson, after refusing to acconpany the nessenger to the
theatre, feels "rousing motions” (1382), and receiving the inspiration of
grace, reverses hinself and asserts that this day he will perform "some great
act" (1389). The enphasis shifts there fromthe thenes of the prison to those

of the theatre

The prison is like a grave, "close and danp” (7-8), and Samson in his
bl i ndness, living "a life half dead, a living death” (100), feels himself to
be a "Sepul chre, a noving Grave" (102). The prison is not nerely a literal
physical place; it is a synmbol of his own condition. The Chorus of Danites

tells himthat he has becone inprisoned in the Dungeon of hinself (156).
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Later, in his bitter exchange with Dalila, he beconmes aware that conpared
to his enotional enslavement to her, "This Gaol | count the house of Liberty"

(949). The prison is botli a house of bondage and of freedom and in his
forced confinenent Sanson descends into his inner being to discover his spiri-
tual liberty.

Throughout the play Sanmson and other characters keep returning to the
idea of "inwardness,"” and the poet weaves a thematic pattern with this recur-
ring mtif. At first, the Chorus lanments that "inward light. . . puts forth
no vi sual beanmt (162-3). Speaking to Manoa of his "inward grief" (330),
Sanson says that it is not confined to the wounds of the body, "But nust
secret passage find/ To th' inmost mnd" (610-1). The Chorus, after Sanson
has rejected Dalila' s tenptation, speaks of his "inner passion®™ (1006). In

all these exanples, Sanmson's inner nature causes his intolerable suffering.

The inwardness in nman, however, is also a deep source of spiritual regen-

eration. "Regeneration," says MIton in Christian Doctrine, "is that change

operated by the Wrd and the Spirit, whereby the old nan being destroyed, the
innard man is regenerated by God after his own image, in all faculties of his
mnd" (CE XV, 367). The agony of Samson takes place inwardly but so does the
process of regeneration when he begins to feel "within/ Sone source of conso-
lation fromabove" (663-4). "But though our outward man perish," Paul wites
in 2 Corinthians, 4:16, "yet the inward man is renewed day by day."? Man's
inward spirit can be regenerated, however parched and buried, by the plen-
tiful fountain of Cod' s cooperative grace. Manoa renmnds his son that Cod
"caus'd a fountain at thy prayer/ Fromthe dry ground to spring" (581-2). The
"rousing notions" that Sanson experiences, and his subsequent prayer between
the massy pillars of the Philistine theatre, exenplify the surging up of that

divine life-restoring spring within him
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In progress fromthe inward prison to the outward theatre, MIton shows
the relationship of faith to works. "It is evident," MIlton wites, "that
good works nust be defined to be of faith" (CE XVII, 9). Sanson has thrown
off the dd Man and beconme "as it were a new creature." The regenerate
Sanson as a whole, integrated human being "is sanctified both in body and
soul, for the service of God, and the performance of good works" (CE XV, 367).

Al t hough Manoa believes that "God will restore his eyesight to his
strength" (1504), his belief, with its enphasis on the "Qutward ornanent”
rather than "inward gifts" (1025-6) is based on an inadequate understandi ng of
CGod's grace operating on the inner man. Gining in insight and better under-
standing God's care for him Sanson's restoration is inner and spiritual. W
are told by the Sem chorus that Samson, "though blind of sight" has his
"inward eyes illumnated" (1689). The Chorus has "with new acqui st of true
experience" learned, that although "inward light, alas,/ Puts forth no visual
beam (162-3), the inward light of the spirit illumnates man's total being:
"If thy whole body therefore be full of light, having no part dark, the whole

shall be full of light" (Luke, 11:36).

(rn)

If Sanmson is to be delivered fromhis bondage, he nust act in a way that
is both voluntary and obedient to God. Because of his blindness, captivity,
and spiritual paralysis, he feels incapable of, and prevented from acting
and he suffers in the Philistine prison. He is forced by circunstances to be
passive and contenplative rather than active. The epithet Agonistes neans not
only a chanpion, an advocate, and a westler, but also nmeans an actor.® The
verb "to act" neans to do deeds or execute actions. An action is an expres-
sion of human consciousness that is voluntary and purposeful. Human actors,

therefore, are responsible for their actions. MIlton creates an evol ving
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pattern, the terras and inmages of which refer to Samson as an actor, both as a
doer of deeds and a performer of entertaining feats. "Acting" also takes on
theatrical overtones. Comranded to perform actions for an audience at the
Philistine festivities, Sanmson puts on an act for his enenmies by playing the
part of strongman or westler who perforns feats of physical prowess for their
entertainment. However, because he is their blinded victim Sanson nust also
assunme the humliating role of fool or jester and performactions that wll
"make them sport" (1328). He will arouse what Thomas Hobbes called "Sudden
Gory. . . the passion which nmaketh those Ginmaces called LAUGHTER' caused "hy
the apprehensi on of sone deformed thing in another, by conparison whereof they
suddenly appl aud thensel ves.""

Sanson is tornented by the fact that although an Angel foretold that he
woul d perform "sone great act" (28) for God and H s people, he is now inca-
pabl e of such action. Condeming hinself for his folly and pride, Sanson
feels quilt for not having fully shown "sone proof/ O acts indeed heroic"
(526-7). He conmplains to the Chorus of Danites that the Hebrew |eaders did
not acknow edge "those great acts" (240-5) which God had done through him
against the Philistines, nor did they accept his offered deliverance but "per-
sisted deaf" (229). Manoa, fearing that Samson's guilt and self-loathing wll
cause himto seek death, warns him "But act not in thy own affliction, Son"
(503). Later, the Philistine warrior, Harapha, refers skeptically to Sanmson's
reputation for his "valiant acts" (1101) that denonstrated "prodigious night
and feats perform d* (1083). |In response to Harapha's accusations that he is
"A Murderer, a Revolter, and a Robber" (1180), Sanson argues that God gave him
both physical strength and a mission to free his nation: "I was to do ray part
fromHeav' n assign'd,/ And had performd it if ray known offense/ Had not

disabl'd me" (1217-9). Wen the Oficer orders Sanson to performfor the
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Philistines in the theatre of Dagon, Sanson rejects these "absurd commands”
(1337), saying that he is not willing to be "thir fool or jester" (1337) by
maki ng a spectacle of hinmself in the "mdst of sorrow and heart grief/ To show
them feats, and play before thir god" (1340). Upon resolving to perform
before the Philistines, Sanson tells the Chorus that he will carry out "sone
great act" (1389). Although action had brought about Samson's downfall,
action also provides the neans of his personal redenption. Wen Manoa returns
to the prison-house with news of ransom for his son, Sanson has "new parted
hence/ To come and play before themat thir Feast" (1448-9).

Narrating the catastrophic events that have taken place in "a spacious
Theater" (1605), the Messenger describes "the sight of this so horrid spec-
tacle" (1543). Before the conpletion of Samson's ultimte physical act, he
had "still performd/ Al with incredible, stupendious force" (1626-7). The
Messenger tells Manoa and the Chorus Sanson's final words to the audi ence of
Philistine Lords. He has "performid" (1641) as he had been commanded, he
says, and now, of his own accord, he will for an encore display even greater

strength "as with amaze shall strike all who behol d* (1640-5).

Sanson's greatest "act," however, even greater than the destruction of
the Philistines, is, paradoxically, a contenplative one-- the act of contri-
tion as he prays in the theatre so that he can be obedient to the will of God.
This is an act of voluntary inward prayer serving to express his faith in God
and his repentance for his sins, reconciling himto God. The surrender of his
will to God leads to Sanson's "passion," his passively being acted upon by
God, Who is pure act in H's providential drana.

Mlton in his prose tracts argued the principle of segregation of the

tenporal and spiritual," the outward carnality of the Law' and the law of the

spirit (CE IIl, 199). H s treatnent of Sanson's life in his play is based on
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a clear separation of the spiritual from tenporal authorities.1l0 Sanson
resolves to performat the Philistine theatre, for exanple, not because he was
commanded to do so by the Philistine Oficer but because he is obedient to the
law of the spirit. Mlton's idea of theatre inplies this segregation of the
tenporal and spiritual: on the one hand, the secular theatre of the
Philistines that re-opened in London in 1660, and on the other, the sacred
theatre of God that has never closed. Samson's heroic act takes place spa-
tially and tenporally in the Philistine theatre, but he perfornms for God, not
the Philistines, in the vaster, spiritual theatre.

These two theatres are sonewhat anal ogous to the juridical, nystica
fiction of the "King's two bodies," as explicated by Ernst H Kantorow cz; H
for these concepts distinguish between the body nortal and the body i nmortal
the tenporal and natural body and the eternal and supernatural body. The
secular or tenporal theatre, like the King's natural body, is subject to
di sease and death, whereas the sacred theatre of Cod transcends the corruption
and defects of the tenporal theatre.

VW never see the "spacious Theater" of the Philistines, but its presence
is felt outside of the prison and in Samson's mind. Because it is unseen, it
seens all the more threatening, alien, and evil: it is nmore overwhel m ng
because it loons in the regions of the reader's mnd.12 j, £ 5 syspol of al
the historical theatres of fallen nmankind.

In his Relation of a Journey George Sandys provides a kind of historicity

for this theatre when he reports a visit in the Mddle East (1615) where he
saw "the ruins of huge arches sunk in the earth, and other foundations of a
stately building. . . The Jews do fable this place to have bin the theatre of
Sanson, pulled down on the heads of the Philistines."” Sir Christopher Wen,

designer of theatre plans as well as of St. Pauls Cathedral, assunes the
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literal existence of this theatre and speculates on its architectural

structure:
| conceive it was an oval anmphitheatre, the scene in the
m ddl e, where a vast roof of cedar beans, resting round on
the walls, centred all upon one short architrave, that
united two cedar pillars in the mddle. Now if Samson, by
his mracul ous strength, pressing upon these pillars,
noved them from their bases the whol e roof nust of neces-
sity fall.?

However, because it is an unseen, inagined theatre, Mlton's reader is
free to conceptualize and visualize it for hinself. The reference to "the
throng/ On banks and scaffol ds" (1609-10) evokes inages of a Roman, as well as
an Elizabethan, theatre. It could be conceived of as a Roman theatre where
the gladiator, like Sanson, displayed his courage and strength in conbat and
died for the diversion of a sensation-hungry audi ence, or where the Christian
martyr died for his God. It could be visualized as a variety of London
theatres: an aristocratic masque theatre of Inigo Jones, or a popular theatre
like the open-air Red Bull noted for westling and mumming; or, finally, the
courtly and private theatre, the Cockpit in Witehall and the Theatre Royal
which MIton would identify with political tyranny, noral |icense, and cul -

tural decadence. *

In his Hstory of Britain (1670), MIton nakes reference to the "hated

servitude" of the British under O audius's Roman rule, and the om nous signs
of colonial rebellion when "in the Theater hideous bowings" (X 65) could be
heard. Turning to his own tine, he describes "the licentious reni ssness" of

the Caroline "Sundays Theater" (V, 81), and Charles | "who in public at the
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theater woul d wantonly enbrace and kiss wonen, and handl e virgins' and
matrons' breasts, not to mention the rest" (M1, 237).

The "spacious Theater" of the Philistines, then, is the secular theatre
corrupt and unredeermed, synbol of man's pride, cruelty, and vanity. Sanson's
destruction of that synbolic theatre in the drama enabled the playwight not
only to reject but also to affirmas Samson hinself had done. H's play is not
intended for the Philistine theatre of Restoration England but for a reforned

and purified theatre, witten for regenerate man and the glory of Cod

(1V)

The ancient topos of theatrumnmundi or the world as stage was a metaphor

that devel oped from classical antiquity through the Mddle Ages, and it had
significant philosophical and inmaginative inpact on the witers of the Renais-
sance. FErnst Robert Curtius has sketched the devel opment of the metaphor from
Plato and St. Paul to John of Salisbury, whose Polycraticus (1159) he views as
a major source for many Renai ssance witers.**" Thomas B. Stroup nore fully
surveys this theatrical mataphor and shows how it assumed particular thematic
i nportance in Elizabethan drana. He says

It came down from the |aughing phil osopher and the cl as-

sical satirists on one side and the Platonists and Church

Fathers on the other to the Renai ssance humanists and

Engl i sh school masters. Its tone changed from one witer

to another, and it took on different coloring and asso-

ciations, but the basic concept remained: the world is a

stage, all men are actors upon this stage, and CGod (or the

gods, including Fortune) serves as author, director, and

spectator, judging the performance of the actors and

taki ng pl easure in the production. *'
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The fornulation of what Ralegh called "this stage-play world" that enphasizes
CGCod as spectator and man as actor is one that has inmportant bearing on
Mlton's theocentric drana.

This theatrical metaphor is given special religious inportance in the
theocentric drama of the Mddle Ages. The Biblical hero of the nystery play
enacts the drama of trial and salvation in the sacred theatre; and Mankynde, a
didactic figure of the norality play, is exposed to tenptation and norally
tested before God, who brings himto salvation.1° As a religious drams,

Sanson Agonistes draws fromits nedieval predecessors, its view of the world

as a cosnic stage where its protagoni st undergoes the trial necessary for his
sal vati on.

The theatre of the world as an enblem of the life of nman was a mnetaphor
wi despread in the Renai ssance. Playwights frequently expressed the

theat rum mundi met aphor, particularly appropriate on the stage, inplicitly

bestowi ng on their dramatic art the status of reality. The nmotto of the d obe

Theatre, "Totus mundus agit historionem" used earlier by John of Salisbury,

gave significant enphasis to the world as stage, as did Jaques® fanous Seven

Ages of Man speech in As You Like It. Ben Jonson alludes to the metaphor

explicitly in The New Inn (1629) when the Host says that he inagines "all the
world's a play" (1,1).

Donne in his sermons makes much use of the metaphor. At times he
describes man as the spectator: "Aquinas calls this theater, where we sit and
see God, the whole world. . . the world is the theater that represents God,
and everywhere every nan nmay, nhay, nust see him"19 other times man is the

actor: "Spectacul um sunus, says the Apostle; W are nade a spectacle to man

and angels. The word is there Theatrum and so S. Heromreads it: And

therefore let us be careful to play these parts well, which the Angels desire
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to see well acted. "20 Francis Bacon al so enploys the netaphor in Advancenent
to Learning, I1: "But nmen nust know, that in this theatre of nman's life it is
reserved only for God and Angels to be lookers on."21 Burton plays with it

t hroughout "Denocritus to the Reader" in his Anatony of Ml ancholy, describing

hinself as "A nere spectator of other nen's fortunes and adventures" who
wat ches "how they play their parts, which ne thinks be diversely presented
unto ne, as froma comon theatre or scene." Later Denobcritus says that "nen
li ke stage-players act a variety of parts."22
Robert Herrick bestows his actor and drama with Christian significance

that recalls the nedieval nystery plays. In "Good Friday: Rex Tragicus, or
Christ Going to the Cross," he wites:

The Crosse shall be Thy Stage; and Thou shalt there

The spacious field have for Thy Theater.

Thou art that Roscius, and that narkt-out nman,

That nmust this day act the Tragedi an,

To wonder and affrightnent. 23

Mlton hinself nade explicit use of the theatrum nmundi netaphor in sev-

eral of his works.2” The earliest exanple can be found in "The Passion" in
whi ch he shows the relationship between that poemand his Gde, "On the Morning
of Christ's Nativity," noting that he had set the dramatic events of the Ode
upon a cosmc stage:

Erewhile of Music and Ethereal mirth,

Wierewith the stage of Air and Earth did ring,

And joyous news of heav'nly Infant's birth,

M/ muse with the Angels did divide to sing (1-4).
Later, in Colasterion he wites that although "the life of man is likn'd to a

Scene," he had rather his own actions, "entrances and exits" in the drama of



Rosenber g
18

his life "mght mxe with such persons only, whose worth erects themand their

actions to a grave and tragic deportment, and not have to doe with dows and

Vices" (1V, 271). In Eikonoklastes he wites of Charles |'s departure from
the worl d- st age: "He who had tranpl'd over us so stately and so tragically
should leave the world at last so ridiculously in his exit" (V, 87). In his
Famliar Letters he wites to Richard Jones: "You have rightly marked out for

yourself the path of virtue in that theater of the world on which you have
entered" (XII, 113).
Seventeenth century British history was seen by contenporaries as part of

a providential drama, in which Royalists and Parlianentarians were grim
pl ayers taking the parts of antagonists in the tragic conflict of the Gvil
War. This dramatic, tragic view of events is expressed in a letter witten by
the Parlianentary general, Sir WlliamWaller, to his Royalist friend Sir
Ral ph Hopton, who was |ater wounded and defeated by Waller's own troops at the
battl e of Lansdown:

The great God who is the searcher of ny heart knows with

what reluctance and with what perfect hatred | |ook upon a

war wi thout an eneny. The God of Peace in his good tine

send us peace, and in the neantine fit us to receive it.

VW are both on the stage, and we nust act the parts that

are assigned to us in this tragedy. 25
That the theatres were forced to close was, paradoxically, a dramatic event in
the tragedy of the Puritan Revolution. The edict of a Puritan Parlianent,
phrased in terras that C V. Wdgwood renmarks, "would not have disgraced a
tragedy, " announced the reasons for closing the theatres in 1642;

To appease and avert the wath of God. . . and whereas

publ i cke Sports does not well agree with Publicke
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Cal amties, nor publicke Stage playes with the Seasons of

Humliation. . . it is therefore thought fit and ordai ned

by the Lords and Commons Assenbl ed, that while these sad

Causes and set times of Humiliation does continue publicke

Stage playes shall cease and bee forborne.” 6
The Royalists interpreted this Ordinance both as an attenpt to prevent any
courtly influence on society and as an exanple of the destructiveness of nili-
tant Puritanismon learning, art, and civilization. "V& perceive at |ast, why

Pl ays went down," wrote Sanuel Butler, "Mercurius Menippeus" in the Menoirs of

1649- 50:

towit, that Murthers mght be acted in earnest. Stages

nmust subnit to Scaffolds, and personaged Tragedies to real

Ones. Mock-shews of Cruelty are but poor Feasts. Leeches

will suck no pictures. They hate all I|nages and Fabl es,

but must raurther the King in sincerity and truth. No need

of hei ghtening Revels; these Herods can behead wi thout the

al lurenents of a Dance. These Tragedi ans have out-vied

I nventions, and acted what Monsters in their nmost non-

strous wi shes could hardly reach."
The "Loyal Satyrist" here dwells on the irony of real tragedy replacing the
civilized arts of theatre and drama. Marvell's theatre netaphor in describing
the King's noble performance at his own execution also calls attention to
history as a tragic drana:

That thence the Royal Actor born

The Tragick Scaffold mght adorn:

Wiile round the arnmed Bands

Did clap their bloody hands."
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Simlarly, Mercurius Menippeus in his royalist elegy casts Charles | in a
Christ-like role:

And who cannot continue Loyal to such a King that dies for

the Sins and Safety of his people? Wo would refuse to be

his Subjects, who is their Martyr? He acted a Christian

better than nost Divines can describe one; He shewed

Graces the School nen scarce even heard of. W mght

edifie nore fromthe Scaffold in one Hour, than for the

pulpit in an age.?29
The King is an actor and his death a passion. Hs Christian act of sacrifice
is performed in a liturgical drama and nystery play of God's theatre. It is
far nore gracious and edifying, says the witer, than the Puritan's preaching
in the pulpit. Doctrinal sernobns are nade up of words without acts; his act,
his sacrificial death, is a consecrative ritual. Then, wth metaphysical
wit, Butler conpares Charles | to the Add Testanent hero:

Qur Samson, though shaved both Hair and Head away, Killed

nmore Philistlns at his Death, than all his life time. 3°
It is a tragic irony of the English Revolution that the Biblical Sanson
should be seen as the type for both Charles | and MIton's protagonist.

Both the political and personal elements in Mlton's play are an Inevi-

table result of viewing history as drama on the cosmic stage. H's treatnent

of the political themes in Sanson Agonistes, it has been argued by F. M chael

Krouse, was an integral part of the Sanmson tradition in that many Christian
comentators in the Mddl e Ages and the Renai ssance had enphasized the polit-
ical as well as religious and noral failure of the Israelites of Samson's
time, explaining that it was by their vices that they were brought to

slavery.31 MIlton showed that a corrupt nation fails to maintain the freedom
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that has been won for it, and through its vices delivers itself into the hands
of godless tyrants.

And what nore oft in Nations grown corrupt,

And by thir vices brought to servitude,

Than to |ove Bondage mnore than Liberty,

Bondage with ease than strenuous liberty (268-71).
The failure of the Israelites is anal ogous, therefore, to the return of the
English through their own folly and spiritual blindness into slavery, as

MIlton had shown in The Ready and Easy WAy. Moreover, one passage in which

the Chorus questions God's justice suggests the brutal trials and punishments

of heroic nen like Sir Henry Vane by the Restoration government, "unjust tri-

bunal s, under change of tines" (695). The phrase, "Thir carcases/ To dogs and

fows a prey" (693-4), recalls the terrible indignities to which the exhuned

bodi es of Cromwell, Ireton, and Bradshaw were subjected. Al though MIton

hi msel f had escaped such barbaric treatnent, he was afflicted by the msfor-

tunes of "poverty/ Wth sickness and disease. . . Painful diseases and

deform d" (696-8), blind, tormented by physical sickness and nental suffering.
There may al so be contenporary or even personal allusions in the recur-

ring themes of ridicule and folly in Samson Agoni stes. 32 Sanson's subjection

to Philistine ridicule is not unlike MIton's own experience in the early
years of the Restoration. Royalist panphleteers nmercilessly attacked MIton.

In the anonymous panphl et, The Character of the Runp (March 1660), he is sati-

rized as a "goose-quill chanpion." The panphleteer gleefully prophecies that
MIlton will be "condemmed to travel to Tyburn in a cart."” That sane nonth,

WlliamCollins in The Spirit of the Phanatl ques D ssected contenptuously

calls Mlton a "fool ": "Whet her such a fool as the author not be sent to

Bridewell. . ." Collins pairs MIton and Harrington as fools, asking "Wether
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any ingenious person can choose but laugh at these fools' assertions and
pretence of maintaining such a ridiculous thing as a free state." 1In a
series of books and panphlets that appeared in 1660 MIton was nocked and con-

demmed to royal punishment. Roger L'Estrange, author of No Blind Cuides, was

particularly insistent in his attacks on MIton. I n pamphl ets by other

Royal i sts MIton was branded as a knave, told that his blindness was Cod's
puni shnment, and urged to commt suicide.”3 These panphl eteers were spokesnen
for the victorious Royalists of the Restoration, and their excoriation of
MIlton without doubt afflicted and agonized the blind chanpion of the defeated
Republ i can cause. One can better understand the enotional intensity with

whi ch the poet portrayed his protagonist's failure, doubt, and sense of aban-

donment, then his need for vengeance, and finally his cathartic act.

(V)

Mlton's treatment of the theme of folly includes the |owest and hi ghest
sense of the word, that is folly as inprudence and shortsightedness, and folly
as absolute faith and hunmility. At first Sanmson calls hinself a fool because
he had succunbed to Dalila and betrayed the holy secret of his strength. He
had been made a fool by Dalila and his Philistine captors. Moreover, he had
acted the fool in that he |acked both prudence and foresight. As a result of
his folly, he is blinded and inprisoned "Wthin doors or w thout, still as a
fool,/ In power of others, never in ny owmn" (76-7). Throughout nuch of the
pl ay Samson condemns himself for his folly. Wien he had physical sight and
strength he was "like a foolish Pilot" who has "shipweck't" his vessel
"trusted to himfromabove" (198-9). Later, however, when Sanson gains self-
knowl edge and humility through his trials and suffering, he becones a fool to
the world, a holy fool who surrenders his pride and personal will to God.**»

Prudence is elevated to wisdom and foresight to prophetic vision.
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An analysis of Milton's complex treatment of the theme of folly must
consider the concept that each mortal man plays the fool in the

theatrum mundi. One major formulation of the theatrum mundi topos interprets

the drama of human life as a comedy and man as a comic fool. Saint Augustine

in a spirit of contemptus mundi writes; "Here on earth it is as if children

should say to their parents: Come For naught but a comedy of the race of
man is all this life, which leads from temptation to temptation."35 The

persona Folly, in Erasmus' Praise of Folly, remarks: "And what is all this

life but a kind of comedy, wherein men walk up and down in another's disguises
and act their respective parts, til the property-man brings them back to the

attiring house." ®°

Ralegh's poem, "What is Our Life," elaborates on the the-
atrical imagery of the human comedy, but he dwells more fully on the melan-
choly pathos of man's mortality:

What is our life? a play of passion,

Our mirth the musicke of division.

Our mothers wombes the tyring houses be,

Where we are drest for this short Comedy,

Heaven the Judicious sharpe spectator is,

That sits and markes still who doth act amisse,

Our graves that hide us from the searching Sun,

Are like drawne curtaynes when the play is done,

Thus march we playing to our latest rest,

Onely we dye in earnest, that's no jest.3?
In Shakespeare's tragedy King Lear tells Gloucester: "When we are born, we

cry that we are come/ To this great stage of fools" (1V,6). Democritus, in

Burton's Anatomy of Melancholy, alluding to John of Salisbury and the Globe
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motto, says: "For now, as Sarisburiensis said in his time, Totus mundus

histrionemagit, the whole world plays the fool; we have a new theatre, a new

scene, a new Comedy of Errors, a new conpany of personate actors."™ Sir

Thomas Browne observes in his Religio Medici: "The world to nee is but a

drearae, or nock show, and wee therein but Pantal ones and Antickes toray
severer contenplations."*"

In addition to the tradition of the human conedy, MIton's interpre-
tation of folly was derived from these sources: classical nyth and dranmma, the
ad Testanent, especially Proverbs, and the Gospels and Epistles.

The resenbl ance between Samson and the Hercules of classical nyth has
been noted by nmany commentators throughout the centuries. Mst early witers
had el aborated on the parallels between these tw heroes.*® Both heroes have
divinity attending their births, and both were prodigiously strong. The

careers of Sanmson and "Hercul eaeque nanus," as MIton calls himin Eegy VII,

i nvol ve the performance of incredible labors, including the slaying of |ions.
Both were enthralled and brought low by wormen, and both died voluntarily. In
the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, witers of biblical exegesis and

poetry paired the two heroes. Spenser in The Faerie Queene (V.8, 2) couples

them and MIton in Paradi se Lost conmpares the fallen Adamrising fromhis

| overeking with Eve to "the Danite strong/ Hercul ean Sanson from the Harl ot -

lap/ O Philistean Dalilah" (9. 1059-61).

The traditional range of Hercules' attributes was conplex enough to pro-
vide varied interpretations and enphases. On one hand, Hercul es synbolized
fortitude, prudence, and wi sdonmy on the other, Hercules was presented as a
popul ar comc character. Mlton's treatnent of Sanson's folly includes the
second tradition, that of the comc Hercules, whose origins are found in

anci ent festive conedy. 41
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This comc Hercul es appeared in satyr plays as a gross glutton, bully,
and libertine. The mask of Hercules in Ad and Mddl e Conedy featured gog-
gling eyes and an enornous nouth. Euripides presented the |ion-hearted
Hercules in the Alcestis as a clownish strong man known for his sensual vices
of gluttony and I echery. In Hellenistic New Conmedy Hercules was presented as
a braggart soldier, anticipating the stock type which becane very popular in

Roman farce and the commedia dell'arte. It is the comc Hercules, Hercules

the buffoon and object of ridicule, to whomMIton alludes in his prose traqg,
Col ast erion:

Yet Hercul es had the |abour once irapos'd upon himto

carry dung out of the Augean stable. At any hand | would

be ridd of him for | had rather, since the life of man is

likn'd to a Scene, that all ny entrances and exits m ght

m xe with such persons only, whose worth erects them and

their actions to a grave and tragic deportnent, and not to

have to doe with Cows and Vices (CE IV, 271).

Sanson's relationship to Dalila in Sanmson Agonlstes calls to mnd

Hercules' folly. The account of Samson surrendering to Dalila's tenptation
resenbl es Hercul es’ carnal subservience to Owphale. Cassical witers had
interpreted the story of Hercules and Owphale as an allegory of how easily a
strong man is made a fool by a lustful and anbitious woman. Sir Philip
Sidney, for exanple, wites: "Hercules, painted with his great beard and
furious countenance, in wonans attire, spinning at Oiphal es comaundnent.
breedeth both delight and | aughter."” just as Hercules relinquishes his

cl ub, synbol of prudence and wi sdom and is given the womanly distaff, so
Sanson loses his "precious fleece" to his "deceitful Concubine.” Cutting his

hair, "hallowd pledge" of all his strength, Dalila then turns Sanson out,
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"ridicul ous, despoil'd,/ Shav'n, and disarnid" (535-40) anong his Philistine
enem ese

VWhen Sanmson asks the Chorus in anguish, "Tell me, Friends,/ Am| not sung
and proverb'd for a Fool/ In every street?" (202-4), his phrasing echoes two
ad Testament sources, Job and Psalm 49. Job expresses the shame he feels
before the people: "And now am | their song, yea, | amtheir byword"
(Job 30:9), and the Psalmist in despair over his "foolishness" says that he
has becone a "proverb" to his enenies. Samson's phrase, "proverbd for a

Fool ," recalls, noreover, the Proverbs with Its opposition of w sdom and

folly. Mlton follows that opposition in his Christian Doctrine. He defines

Wsdom as "that whereby we earnestly search after the will of God, learn it
with all diligence, and govern all our actions according to its rule" (CE
XVIl, 27). Folly, on the other hand, consists "first and chiefly, in an
i gnorance of the will of God" (XVIlI, 31). A characteristic of folly, he says,
is "a false conceit of wisdom (XVII, 33), and he supports this interpretation
by citing Biblical sources, giving particular enphasis to Proverbs. Sanson,
like the Fool in Proverbs, had |acked understanding and wi sdom when he dis-
obeyed the divine will. In his suffering, however, Sanson cones to realize
that he deserved

Contenpt, and scorn of all, to be excluded

Al'l friendship, and avoided as a bl ab,

The mark of fool set on his front (493-6).
Not keeping God's counsel he had "Presunptuously. . . publish'd" his "holy
secret" (496-8), violating "the sacred trust of silence." The Proverbs tells
us that "the heart of fools proclairaeth foolishness" (12:23). Sanmson's pre-
sunption is the "rod of pride" which is "in the mouth of the foolish" (14:3),

and in his own nind he deserves for his "shaneful garrulity" the contenptible
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name of "blab." He describes his insolent self-glorification prior to his
fall, saying he had been "swoll'n with pride" (532). He was neither truly
heroi ¢ nor hunmble, since "the way of a fool is right in his ow eyes" (12:15).
Because of his pride, passion, and sensuality, he had becone an idol ator when
he violated his sacred covenant with God by revealing to deceitful Dalila the
secret of his strength: "He goeth after her strai ghtaway, as an ox to the
slaughter, or as a fool to the correcting stocks" (7:22). As a result of his
foolishness he is degraded to a beast of burden that grinds "Arong the Sl aves
and Asses" (1142-3). In the Philistine prison-house he undergoes correction
through humiliation. He was brought low by his presunption, and his story
illustrates the well-known proverb, "Pride goeth before destruction, and an
haughty spirit before a fall" (16:18).

The Proverbs, however, also tells us that the Lord |oveth those he cor-
recteth (3:12). Corrected for his folly by his own guilt and humiliation as
wel |l as by Philistine servitude, Sanson agoni zes over the arrogance that had
brought about his fall. He tells Dalila: "I to nyself was false ere thou to
me;/ Such pardon therefore as | give ny folly" (824-5). After he violently
rejects her tenptation to be "Love's prisoner" (808), he cries out to the
Chor us:

So let her go, God sent her to debase me,

And aggravate ny folly who conmtted

To such a viper his nost sacred trust (998-1000).
At this point in the drama Sanmson in his sorrow and disgrace does not fully
conmprehend the neaning of his words. That is, he interprets Cod's actions as
harshly punitive, a holy cruelty scourging him deservedly for his folly. Only
later, when he at last agrees to performat the public thanksgiving that wll

celebrate his own captivity, does Sanson deliberately and hunbly assune the
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role of God's Fool. Learning that his own will can achieve nothing w thout
obedi ence to the divine will, he freely chooses to be a victimof indignity
and hunmiliation at the idolatrous festivities. He will pay the ransom for the

Hebrews and hinself, and liberated, die for God.

It is in his "trust in the living God" (1140) as he had told Harapha,
that his sacred folly, his faith, resides. Sanson's triunph of faith as told
in Judges enabled patristic and other commrentators to establish Sanson as hero
and saint. This traditional Christian view of Sanson as a hero of faith is
the result primarily of the reference to himin the Epistle to the
Hebrews, 11:32. Wth G deon and Jeptha, Sanson is transfornmed froma mlitary
hero to an elect saint: "Sanson. . . through faith. . . out of weakness [was]
made strong." This phrase succinctly describes MIton's characterizational
devel opnent of Sanson from weakness to spiritual strength.

Saint Paul says in Corinthians (3:18): "Let no nan deceive hinmself, if
any anong you seeraeth wise in the world, let him become a fool, that he nay be

Wi se. Sanson, who was "right in his own eyes" (Proverbs 12:15), acted as if
he were self-sufficient, "like a petty God" (529), and is blinded by his over-
weening pride. However, at last he gains the insight to see in the darkness
of his hopeless suffering that he had been a fool, "wise in the world."
Samson's foolishness is transfigured by God's grace and his own grow ng self-
know edge and hunmility. Renouncing the worldly wi sdom of Manoa, Dalila, and
Har apha, he becomes nore and nore a fool to the world. He is despised by the
Philistines who think himweak and a fool. But his folly becones a divine

folly, in that, like Christ, he is a fool for God's sake. MIlton wote

earlier in his Reason of Church Government of the great Christian paradoxes:

Yet God when he neant to subdue the world and hell at

once, part of that to salvation, and this wholy to
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perdition, nade no other weapons, or auxiliaries than

those whether to save, or destroy. It had bin a snall

mai stery for hira, to have drawn out his Legions into

array, and flankt to themw th his thunder; therefore he

sent Foolishnes to confute Wsdom Waknes to bind

Strength, Despisednes to vanquish Pride (CE I, 243).

Mlton and his contenporaries saw in Samson an dd Testanent prefig-
uration of Christ. In "Sunday" George Herbert treats Samson prefiguratively:
The rest of our creation

Qur great Redeemer did renove

Wth the sane shake which at Hs Passion

Did th'earth and all things with it nove

As Samson bore the doores away,

Christ's hands, though nail'd, wought our salvation,

And did unhinge that day. 43

Sanson's Passion and destruction of the tenple of Dagon prefigure Christ's
fulfillnment of his prophecy at the Crucifixion. The redenptive suffering of
Mlton's Samson is like the "foolishness of the cross."” The men who passed
Christ on the cross reviled hira, "wagging their heads, and saying, 'Thou that
destroyest the tenple, and buildest it in three days, save thyself.'" But
when Jesus "yielded up the ghost. . . the veil of the tenple was rent in twain

fromthe top to the bottont (Matthew, 27:40-51).

(M)
When the Philistine Oficer orders the blind Sanson to performat the
theatre, he refuses, telling hira that Hebrew Law forbids hira to participate in

"thir Religious Rites" (1319-20). Furthernore, he asks why the Philistines
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have chosen hi mMfo nake them sport with blind activity" (1327). 1Is it, he
asks, because they wish to "nake a game" of his calamties? (1327).

Have they not sword-players, and ev'ry sort

O Gymic Artists, Westlers, Riders, Runners

Juggl ers and Dancers, Antics, Minmers, M mcs? (1323-5).
Spiritually corrupt and norally bankrupt, the Philistines on "thir Holy-days"
are "lInpetuous, insolent, unquenchable" (1421-2). Their celebrations resenble

the pastines and ganmes instituted in Charles I's Declaration of Sports (1633),

and edict sanctioned, MIton said in O Reformation, "by Bishops and pretended

Fathers of the Church" (Il1l, 53). These English prelates MIton had attacked
in the sane panphlet with two biblical analogies: "Have they not been as the
Canaanltes, and Philistins to this kingdon?" (ill, 45). Samson is commanded

to play the fool for the entertainnent and gratification of his enemes, "the
wel | -feasted Priest" (1419) and the Philistine lords and | adies.

Three times he tells the Officer, "I will not come." He cannot "conde-
scend to such absurd conmands" (1337), for the thought of exercising and play-
ing before themand their idol is agonizing to his sense of self-esteem He
will not, he says, be "thir fool or jester" (1338-40). Suddenly, however, he
tells the Chorus that he will go along with the Philistine. He begins "to
feel/ Some rousing notions" (1381-2) within himthat enable himto perceive
that he nust be the fool or jester. He begins to understand that he nust obey
these "absurd comuands" because they are the will of God. He speaks now with
a kind of solem Iightheartedness when he agrees finally to performas a
gymic artist and fool for the Philistines: "Because they shall not trail me
through their streets/ Like a wild Beast, | amcontent to go" (1402-3). Keep-
ing his final decision to hinself, he asks ironically, "And for a life who

wi |l not change his purpose?" (1406). Sanson will go to the Philistine
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theatre, because, as Arnold Stein has observed, "He has been the Athlete of
God and failed. Now he is the Fool of God."**

Purged of his pride and folly, Sanson hunbles hinself by surrendering to
the divine will; grace now operates in himas "some rousing motions." He wll
play the fool for God, and will make a spectacle of hinself, as the object of
Philistine nerrymaking and nockery. *"

M1l ton shows how Samson's "folly" is a sign of his nysterious dedication
to God's will; he will take part in the celebration of his own ruin. He obeys
those rousing notions that urge himon to a readiness to participate in a sac-
rificial ritual. In her study of The Fool Enid Wl sford says that the "cl own
who accompanies our famliar My ganes, norris dances, munmers' plays and car-
nival cerenonials. . . bears unm stakable traces of being the descendant of an
anci ent scapegoat or sacrificial victim"*  Throughout the play MIton
enphasi zes the sacrificial aspects of the Philistine celebration:

The Feast and noon grew high and Sacrifice

Had fill'd thir hearts with mirth, high cheer, and w ne,

Wien to thir sports they turn'd (1612-4).
Later, the Sem chorus, upon hearing of Sanson's final act, describes the
Philistines:

Wiile thir hearts were jocund and subli ne,

Drunk with ldolatry, drunk with W ne,

And fat regorg'd of Bulls and Goats,

Chanting thir Idol (1669-72).
In the mdst of this idolatry, the ultimate sacrifice is offered by the idol-
breaki ng Sanson. H's sacrifice, however, is not to the idol of Dagon, "Sea

Monster, upward Man/ And downward Fi sh" (Paradise Lost, Book 1, 462-3), but to

the living CGod. In this carnival cerenmonial his sacrifice is a sacranental
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offering of his own life, Samson has become the sacred fool who has
surrendered his egocentric will, and is possessed by the wi sdom of folly.

God is no longer hidden from Samson but has been revealed to him  Sanson
is a New Man, free fromthe prison of selfhood, and capable of playing, or
performng a spectacle in the theatre. He is free, and his playing is a mani-
festation of his spiritual freedom for play involves both freedomof will and
free novenent or action. He plays, like David before the Lord
(I'l Sanmuel 6:21), and his play reflects Sanson as hono |udens. After per-
formng feats of strength, he plays with words, stressing his freedom

"Hitherto, Lords, what your commands inpos'd

| have perfornid, as reason was, obeying,

Not wi t hout wonder or delight beheld.

Now of ny own accord such other tria

I nean to show you of ny strength, yet greater

As with anaze shall strike all who behold" (1640-5).
Samson is Cod's player, and his sacred play resenbles Plato's religious con-
ception of man as "Cod's plaything"

Life nust be lived as play, playing certain ganes, making

sacrifices, singing and dancing, and then a man will be

able to propitiate the gods, and defend hinsel f against

his enenmies, and win in the contest.”
This platonic identification of play and holiness corresponds to Mlton's
treatment of Samson's "playing" in the theatre. Sanson will play out his
life, making hinself a sacrifice, and thereby propitiate his God. As Johan
Hui zinga wites in his Hono Ludens:

The agon in Geek life, or the contest anywhere else in

the world, bears all the fornmal characteristics of play,
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and as to its function belongs alnmost wholly to the sphere

of the festival, which is the play-sphere. It is quite

i npossible to separate the contest as a cultural function

from the conplex 'play-festival-rite.'n®
Al t hough Samson the agoni stes plays for an idolatrous festival in a tenporal
theatre, his play, festival, and rite take place in a sacred theatre for a
redeem ng Cod.

A man of faith, Mrtin Buber says, is one who has transcended hinself
into the realmof God. Such a nman "does not possess the power of Cod; rather
the power possesses him . . when he has given hinself to it and is given
it."~% Samson has becone that possessed man of faith. Leaning "Wth both his
arras on those two nassy Pillars" he inclines his head, "And eyes fast fixt he
stood, as one who prayed" (1632-7). It is here in this nmoment of prayer that
Sanson experiences the ultimate spiritual freedomas both his faith and
strength are restored. Cod-intoxicated, Sanson destroys the secular theatre.
H s divine possession recalls Robert Burton's comentary on "sanctum
insaniam': "I may not deny but there is some folly approved, a divine fury, a
holy nmadness, even a spiritual drunkenness in the saints of God thensel ves."*0

Mlton's religious drama presents the tenptations, trials, and salvation
of a man in Cod's sacred theatre. Like its nedieval predecessors, the nystery

and norality plays, Sanson Agonistes is a potential rather than actual trag-

edy. In the final scene of redenption and restoration, MIton conpletes a
structural pattern that is essentially Christian. H s play is a divine comedy
in which a man's tragic fall provides the happy occasion for God' s saving
grace.

Al though the Danites' enblem of the phoenix, "that self-begott'n bird"
that "Fromout of her ashy wonb. . . revives" (1699-1704) points explicitly

toward their concept of fane (1706), the Christian poet evokes through
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association the spiritual pattern of death and rebirth. Northrop Frye, in his

di scussion of the quest-myth, argues that
the ritual pattern behind the catharsis of comedy is the
resurrection that follows the death, the epiphany or nani-
festation of the risen hero. . . Christianity, too, sees
tragedy as an episode in the divine comedy, the |arger
schene of redenption and resurrection. The sense of
tragedy as a prelude to comedy seens al nost inseparable
from anything explicitly Christian.”1

Sanson Agonistes is not explicitly Christian; it is an Ad Testanment play

about a Hebrew hero. The Christian poet, however, develops the ritual pattern
of Sanson's death and rebirth, presenting himas a prototype of the rising
Christ. That MIton alludes to the phoenix in the final nonments and |eads the
reader, as well as Chorus, to "calmof mind, all passion spent" denonstrates
the principle of a double catharsis, that of tragic purgation and of Christian
rej oi ci ng.

In 1671, the year of the publication of Samson Agoni stes, the tenporal

and secular theatre of nman produced such conedies as Dryden's

Marriage A-la-Mdde, Shadwell's The Hunorists, Wcherly's Love in a Wod

and George Villiers, Duke of Buckinhamis The Rehearsal. In the sacred

theatre of God, however, MIlton's Sanson Agonistes is the greatest of al

Rest orati on conedi es.
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The Works of John MIton, ed. Frank Allen Patterson and others (New York:
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as CE.
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David Masson in The Life of John MIton makes very explicit the
aut obi ographi cal and historical analogy in his treatnment of Samson in the
Philistine theatre:

But in the entire idea of the drama what else have we than a repre-
sentation of the Puritan and Republican MIton in his secret antagoni sm
to all the powers and all the fashions of the Restoration? Wuo are the
Philistines but the partisans of the Restoration, all and sundry, its
authors and abettors before the fact, and its nmnultitudi nous applauders
and sycophants through the nation afterwards? Wo are the Philistine
lords and | adies, and captains, and priests, assenbled in their seats
within the covered part of the tenple of Dagon on the day of the fes-
tival? W but Charles hinmself, and the Duke of York, and the whole

pel |l -nmel | of the O arendons, Buckingharas, Buckhursts, Killigrews,
Cast| emni nes, Mdl| Davises, Nell Gwnns, Sheldons, Morleys, and sone
hundreds of others. . . But was there not a very real sense in which he

had been performng feats of strength under the gaze of the Philistine
Congregation, to their noral amazenent, throughout their physical des-
truction? Degraded at the Restoration, dismssed into obscurity, and

t hought of for sone years, when thought of at all, only as a shackl ed
wretch or nonster, incapacitated for farther mschief or farther activity
of any kind, had he not re-energed nost gloriously? By his Paradi se Lost
al ready, and now by his Paradi se Regained and this very Sanmson Agoni stes,
he had entitled hinself to the place of preemnency in the literature of
that Philistine age, the Philistines thenselves being the judges.
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