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P R IF A C 3

The p re sen t  study d e a ls  w ith  a problem, which a r i s e s  in  the  

D a li la  and narapha scenes of Sanson Agonistes but which proves to  

have r a th e r  wide im p lica t io n s  f o r  th e  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  o f  th e  poem. 

Various c r i t i c s ,  the most famous o f them Dr. Johnson, have complained 

t h a t  the  middle of Samson A ro n is te s  f a i l s  in  one way or ano ther to  

accomplish i t s  purpose. Dr. Johnson sa id  t h a t  the  middle scenes 

lacked both cause and consequence. Ry owm problem i s  r e l a t e d  to  Dr. 

Johnson 's  comments but was a r r iv e d  a t  f i r s t  by a c lo se  read ing  o f 

th e  p lay  i t s e l f .  I t  s truck  me t h a t  th e  D alila  and Harapha scenes 

were a rood d ea l more r a t i o c i n a t i v e  than they needed to  be i f  Samson 

were simply b e in r  tempted to  concupiscence by D alila  and to  f e a r  by

narapha. furtherm ore , the  g re a t  amount of exposit ion  in  th e  play

seemed to  p re s e n t  a problem t h a t  was r e la te d  to the problem of 

r a t i o c in a t io n .  In the course o f  ny study I  conclude t h a t  Samson's 

s in ,  l i k e  ar.y grave s in ,  involved c e r ta in  kinds o f  reason ing , and 

th a t  h is  recovery must inc lude  a r e je c t io n  of  the  kinds of reasoning

t h a t  led  him to  f a l l  and led  him n ear ly  to  d e sp a ir .  ,-ut the  p rocess

of so lv ing  the  problem also  le a d s  to  c e r ta in  o th e r  d is c o v e r ie s  about 

the  mode o f  ex is tence  o f  Sanson A 'o r . is te s . The g rea t  amount o f  d i s ­

cussion  in  the  room about the lo  ualifv of Samson' s a c t io n s ,  notably 

iiis  m.arria; e to  Dalila, loads to  an analogy between the k inds of 

reason ing  th a t  are a sso c ia ted  w ith  a l i t e r a l i s t i c  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  of

i.v
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the Mosaic Law and an acceptance o f the tra g ic  form as a f in a l  

comment upon th e  human con d ition . I t  appears th at Samson A gonistes. 

in  providing a triumph for  Samson at the end v io la te s  the usual 

Greek use o f  the outward form o f  tragedy, which involved th e triumph
r\

o f Dike. But, a t the same tim e, Samson Agonistes f u l f i l l s  the  

im p lica tion s th a t Greek tragedy has fo r  the Christian im agination. 

Neither tragedy, as an important invention  o f man, nor the Mosaic 

Law i s  what i t  appears to be to  the unenlightened mind. Both 

appsar to  trap man in  a s e r ie s  o f  events th at lead man to  death 

because o f  man's im perfection. That i s ,  both appear to  be harsher 

than they r e a lly  are.

I f  man i s  to  learn from tragedy, he must see th at tragedy 

shows him h is  dependence upon a power which conquers tim e. Samson's 

reason, the fa c u lty  associa ted  with tim elessn ess , or e te r n ity , i s  

the fa c u lty  th at he m is-used, and i t  i s  the fa cu lty  th a t he must use 

properly in  order to r is e  from h is  own ashes, to  become s p ir itu a lly  

independent o f  seq u en tia l, time-bound even ts. The main ta r g e ts  o f  

Samson's a ttack  in  the D a lila  and Harapha scenes become, then , the  

prem ises and the reasoning processes o f  h is  antagon ists. I t  seems 

at f i r s t  remarkable th at Samson w i l l  take the trouble to argue with  

two enemies whom i t  would appear b e tter  to ignore. But Samson must 

attack p a r ticu la r ly  those aspects o f  the arguments o f  D a lila  and 

Harapha th at belong most to him, th at parody the kind o f reasoning 

th at he has to have used with h im self in  order to f a l l  to  D a lila  and 

in  order to look upon God as Harapha does. These scenes cannot be 

highly em otional, fo r  Samson must destroy the la s t  v e s t ig e s  o f fa ls e

v
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reasoning  t h a t  s t i l l  belong to  him. r e s id e s ,  the  purga tion  o f  emotion 

t h a t  we see i n  th e  f i r s t  two episodes has a lready  accomplished the  

more sp ec ta cu la r  p a r t  o f  h i s  repen tence .

Chapter I  d ea ls  vd th  some i n i t i a l  assumptions. I f  Samson 

Agonistes uses  a n e l l e n ic  form and C h r is t ia n  co n ten t ,  what are the  

a d ap ta t io n s  o f  the  H ellen ic  form th a t  are  open to  a seventeenth- 

century  C h r is t ia n  poet? now do a l l  th e  C h ris t ia n  ad ap ta t io n s  of 

H e llen ic  l i t e r a t u r e  throughout the  P a t r i s t i c ,  S c h o la s t ic ,  and 

Renaissance ages come in to  a c o n s id e ra t io n  o f the  outward model o f  

Creek tragedy? Secondly, how have th e  usua l i n t e r p r e ta t io n s  o f  

C h r is t ia n  themes in  Samson Agonistes accounted fo r  the  r e la t io n s h ip  

between form and content?  These are  some of the  questions  to  which 

answers a re  a ttem pted in  Chapter I  as a p re lim ina ry  in v e s t ig a t io n  

in to  what we can f a i r l y  demand of Sanson Auonistes in  r e l a t i o n  to  th e  

problem which I  pose.

Cnapter I I  then r iv e s  an ex p o sit io n  of the  problem t h a t  I  

have mentioned above. The aim i s  to  show th a t  i t  i s  indeed a problem 

t h a t  can i n t e r f e r e  with a c o r re c t  reading  o f  the poem and to  show 

t h a t  r e f l e c t ! n r  upon i t  can lead to  some d is c o v e r ie s  of deeper la}re rs  

o f  meaning".

Chapter I I I  i s  a d ig re s s io n ,  bu t a necessary one. Since I  am 

d ea ling  ex ten s iv e ly  with Samson's in n e r  s t a t e s  o f  mind in  a ttem pting  

to  d esc rib e  precise.lv  what tne  u a l i l a  and r.arapha scenes do fo r  

Samson, i t  seems prudent to d iscu ss  the s t a t e s  of mind th a t  can 

reasonably be a t t r ib u te d  to a hero who l iv e d ,  h i s t o r i c a l l y , before  

th e  Atonement. Home c r i t i c s  .'make much of Samson's bavin.- l iv e d  before

v 1
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a time when, from the C hristian poin t o f  view, regeneration was 

generally a v a ila b le . But Milton makes i t  c lea r  in  h is  summa. On 

Christian D octrine, that the Mediator was a va ilab le  from the begin­

ning o f man's ex isten ce , and th at severa l o f  the e lders o f the Old 

Testament enjoyed renovation, regeneration, repentance, saving fa ith ,  

C hristian l ib e r ty , and so on, although they may not have been 

s p e c if ic a l ly  aware th at th ese  processes were carried out through the  

o f f ic e s  o f  the Son. This may be a peripheral m atter, but i t  needs 

c la r ify in g  before one can leave mere d e fin it io n s  and go on to  

Samson's actual experiences.

Chapter IV, in  i t s  turn, o ffe r s  the so lu tio n s that are 

pointed to  at the beginning o f th is  summary. That chapter argues 

that Samson progresses toward Christian l ib e r ty . This i s  a sta te  

in  which Samson's w i l l  i s  more and more free  to fo llow  h is  reason.

And in  such a s ta te  Samson's reason i t s e l f  i s  more and more properly 

re la ted  to tim elessn ess . The name o f  Samson's s ta te  o f  mind i s  not 

as important as i t s  q u a lit ie s ,  since Milton obviously i s  not attempt­

ing to apply r ig id  psycholog ica l ca teg o r ie s . But the name, Christian  

lib e r ty , i s  u se fu l. I t  i s  a term th at Milton h im self might be l ik e ly  

tc use.

Chapter V i s  meant to be something o f  a coup de grace which 

shows that the pr in c ip a l images o f  the poem r e f le c t  the themes th at  

I arrive at e a r lie r  by a study o f Samson's rh eto r ic . Thus, the  

inform ation about Samson's e a r lie r  l i f e ,  which i s  given on a purely 

expository le v e l  in  some parts o f the poem, i s  mirrored by the 

rhetoric  in the D alila  and Harapha scenes on a dramatic le v e l ,  and 

the themes which are represented on & dramatic le v e l  in  the D a lila

v i i

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

 
 
 
 

 
 
 

PREVIE
W



and Harapha scenes are repeated by the imagery. Ry the end o f  

Chapter V my reader ought to see the poem as much more u n ified  than 

i t  i s  usually  cred ited  w ith being, and ought to  see th at ny d is ­

co v er ies , such as they are, have come about through an attempt to  

remove an o b sta c le  between the reader and a r ig h t reading o f  the 

poem. That i s  my hope.

NOTE: References to  M ilton 's works inclu d ing  Samson

A gonistes, are to  the Columbia ed itio n . For convenience, referen ces  

to  M ilton’ s prose works are given by book, chapter, and paragraph.

v i i i
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CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION: TRAGEDY AND TYPOLOGY 

i

Hellenic Form and Christian Content 

A p oet's  decision to work in  a given litera ry  form i s  re-raade 

and re-affirm ed as the work progresses. I sh a ll be concerned through­

out th is  d isserta tion  with the welding o f form and content which i s  

peculiar to Samson Agonistes.- I t  seems to me that, although Milton 

does not se t out to w rite a poem about poetry, h is  play a tta in s some 

remarkable revelations about both the central themes and the p ossi­

b i l i t i e s  of the tragic form. As the only tragedy in M ilton's works, 

Samson Agonistes represents M ilton's most impressive testament as to  

the importance o f  the genre to man's experience. In h is  prefatory  

"Epistle" the poet says, "Tragedy, as i t  was anciently compos'd, 

hath been ever held the gravest, moralest, and most profitab le  o f a l l  

other poems." This i s  not p recise ly  in stru ctive as to how "profit­

able" tragedy, modeled a fter  the ancient plays, might be in M ilton's 

own time, but i t  im plies that tragedy can s t i l l  be the most profitab le  

o f poems. The d iff ic u lty  i s  that tragedy must make adjustments o f the 

sort that Paradise Lost and Paradise Regained had to make as compared 

with th e ir  c la ss ic a l models. A comparison of Samson Agonistes with 

Paradise Lost w il l  make i t  clear that Milton must not only adjust 

the tragic form to h is times but must adopt completely d ifferen t  

goals. Paradise Lost apparently began as a tragedy, expanded to a

1

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

 
 
 
 

 
 
 

PREVIE
W



2

ten-book e p ic ,  and then to  a twelve-book epic.-*- The a r t i s t i c  neces­

s i t i e s  o f  th e  work, and perhaps a temperamental tendency in  Milton 

to  th e  baroque, le d  to  th e  tremendous expansion upon th e  o r ig i n a l  

p lan .  For in s ta n c e ,  a dramatic tre a tm e n t  might have req u ire d  th e  

use o f  a l l e g o r i c a l  s tage f ig u re s ;  in s te a d  o f  t h a t  device th e  f i n a l  

v e rs io n  p re s e n ts  v a s t  amounts o f  u n iv e r s a l  h i s to r y ,  n a r ra te d  by 

Raphael and M ichael, in  g rea t  p a r t ,  bu t a t  any r a t e  too long f o r  

drama. The in s p i r e d  n a r r a t iv e  vo ice  o f  th e  ep ic  poet i s  a lso  an

i n t e g r a l  p a r t  o f  the  poem. Samson A g o n is tes , on th e  o th e r  hand, r e ­

q u ire s  b re v i ty  and d isa l lo w s  th e  use o f  M il to n 's  famous epic v o ice ,  

and th e re fo re  demands a whole new s t r a t e g y » The su b jec t  m a t te r ,  of 

course , lends  i t s e l f  b e t t e r  to  th e  t r a g i c  form than  t h a t  o f  Parad ise  

L o s t , which t r e a t s  o f  th e  su p e rn a tu ra l .  But some q uestion  remains as 

to  why Milton could not j u s t  as w e ll  have w r i t t e n  ano ther e p ic .  

Although a number o f  t r a g e d ie s  had been w r i t t e n  about Samson, th e

fa sh io n , in  t r e a t i n g  Old Testament h e ro es ,  seemed, in  th e  middle o f

the  cen tu ry , to  be th e  e p ic .  F ran c is  Quarles wrote h is  H is to ry  o f

Samson in  n a r r a t iv e  form, a t  l e a s t ,  even i f  one might h e s i t a t e  to
2

denominate h i s  s ty le  as high s ty l e .  This form allowed th e  in c lu s io n  

o f  lengthy  exp lana to ry  "m edita tions"  a t  the  end o f  each episode.

Such an opp o rtu n i ty  to  expand would appear to  be con.eenial to  M ilton, 

although one must note t h a t  Milton does n o t ,  even in  P a rad ise  L o s t , 

engage in  much d i r e c t  m oraliz ing  o f  the  s o r t  th a t  we f in d  in  Quarles. 

Milton l e t s  h i s  c h a rac te rs  do most o f  the  i n te r p r e t in g  o f  ev en ts .

^K.ii. Perkin son, "The Epic in  Five A cts," SP. XLIII (199-6),
Lo.5-81.

^The Complete Works o f  Francis Quarles, ed. by Alexander B. 
Grosart, II  (Edinburgh: T. and A. Constable, 1880).
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3

Abraham Cowley, a lso ,  in  h i s  Davideis very  se l f -c o n sc io u s ly  u ses  the  

ep ic  form.-^ One can surmise t h a t  M ilton would have used a g re a t  

amount o f  d ia logue  had he chosen th e  ep ic  form, bu t the  f in i sh e d  

product would s t i l l  not have th e  s o r t  o f  b re v i ty  t h a t  we have to  d e a l  

w ith  in  Samson A gonis tes . Moreover, even Parad ise  Regained has a 

n a r r a t iv e  vo ice  as p a r t  o f  i t s  scheme. The p o in t  o f  comparing p o e t ic  

forms here  i s  to  approach some o f  the  fu n c t io n s  which a re  unique to  

tragedy . I f  th e  t r a g i c  form i s  a mode o f  thought which prov ides  

t r u t h s  o th e r  than  those  provided by e p ic ,  what are those  t ru th s ?

They w i l l  be o f  two k inds , those  provided by any tragedy , and those  

provided by Samson Agonistes as a unique c re a t io n .  A c lose  a n a ly s is  

o f  th e  p lay i t s e l f ,  w ith  form -content problems always in  mind, may be 

more p r o f i t a b l e  than  rush ing  a t  the  o u ts e t  to  m a tte rs  o f  c u l t u r a l  

h i s to r y ,  as many s tu d ie s  do. Whether th e  plaj1- i s  p r im ar i ly  C h r is t ia n ,  

H e llen ic ,  o r  Hebraic, can be considered  a f t e r  an a n a ly s is  o f  th e  ways 

in  which form r e f l e c t s ,  and symbolizes co n ten t ,  and th e  ways in  which 

themes change th e  form from i n i t i a l  genera l  conceptions of what th e  

t r a g i c  form i s .

ay way o f  c l a r i f y in g  my own assumptions, l e t  me put th e  p ro­

blems o f  Samson Agonistes c r i t i c i s m  in  a kind o f  crude framework.

Many o f  th e  d isagreem ents as to  what Samson Agonistes i s  a l l  about 

stem, on th e  one hand, from underly ing  disagreem ents about what 

themes tne  outward form of Creek tragedy  ought to  r e p re se n t ,  and, on 

the o th e r ,  from underly ing  disagreem ents about how Milton i s  applying

^The English W ritings o f  Abraham Cowley, ed. by A.R. W aller, 
Cambridge English C la s s ic s ,  I I  (Cambridge: The U n ivers ity  P re s s ,
1905-6).
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4

the ex eg e tica l tr a d it io n  on the Samson fig u re .^  The disagreements 

about the proper uses o f  the outward form almost in ev ita b ly  bring in  

A risto te lia n  p o e tic  theory, and involve one in  th ick e ts  o f  d iscussion  

th at obscure the play i t s e l f .  Since Greek traged ies them selves do 

not fo llow  A r is to t le 's  "rules" very w e ll, i t  i s  not surprising th at  

subsequent p lays do not always conform. Oedipus Rex, for in stan ce, 

A r is to t le 's  fa v o r ite  p lay , can be shown to  diverge considerably from 

A r is to t le 's  formulae.^ Many other extant Greek p lays a lso  refuse to  

conform. A r is to t le , o f  course, not only proceeded by observation o f  

a great many p lays which are no longer extan t, but a lso  depicted an 

id e a l toward which tragedy was, presumably, working. But even so, 

modem c r i t ic s  do not agree as to  what A r is to t le 's  id e a l tragedy was. 

M ilton 's own th eo r e tic a l comments are sparse enough so as to  afford  

l i t t l e  a ss is ta n ce . Later, I sh a ll s e le c t  some o f  M ilton 's remarks 

which appear to  be most h elp fu l in  analyzing Samson A gonistes. For 

now, I am in terested  in  the a p r io r i a ltern a tiv e s  open to Milton as 

he se t  out to  w r ite  the p lay. His ch oices are rather broad in  many 

resp ec ts , but I sh a ll deal In th is  chapter with some r e s tr ic t io n s  

which are fundamental to drama, and la te r  I sh a ll allow  the minutiae 

to grow out o f  a c lo se  an a lysis o f the play i t s e l f .

IL
R.C. Jebb, "Samson Agonistes and the H ellen ic  Drama," 

Proceedings o f  the B ritish  Academy, I I I  (1908), 1-8; W.R. Parker, 
M ilton 's Debt to Greek Tragedy in  Samson A gonistes (Baltimore: Johns
Hopkins P ress, 1937); F. Michael Krouse, M ilton 's Samson and the  
C hristian T radition (Princeton: Princeton U niversity Press, 19^9).
Krouse, pp. 10-11, g ives an account o f the disagreement between 
Parker and Jebb.

-^Bernard M.W. Knox, Oedipus at Thebes (New Haven and London: 
Yale University Press, 1957). P» 31* Parker, M ilton's Debt to Greek 
Tragedy in  Samson Agonistes, pp. 189-95* i l lu s tr a te s  further 
d if f ic u lt ie s  in defining "Hellenic."
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5

The o th e r  s ide  o f  th e  framework in to  which I  am p u t t in g  

c r i t i c i s m  o f  Samson Agonistes can be rep resen ted  by if. Michael 

g ro u s e 's  book, m i l to n 's  Samson and th e  C h r is t ia n  T r a d i t io n . This 

procedure may be a b i t  summary, b u t ,  s ince P a r k e r 's  book grows out o f  

a c lo se  a t t e n t io n  to  the  l i t e r a r y  form, and Krouse1s book grows out 

o f  a p re -occupation  w ith  them atic  m a te r ia l s ,  sometimes a t  the  expense 

o f  form, the  two books are r e p re s e n ta t iv e  o f  th e  extremes t h a t  I  want 

to  avoid in  my own attem pt to  d ea l as c lo se ly  as p o ss ib le  w ith  th e  

r e la t io n s h ip  between form and co n ten t .  I a lso  mention K rouse 's  book 

because i t  i s  th e  most v a lu ab le  study of th e  e x e g e t ic a l  t r a d i t i o n  on 

th e  Samson f ig u r e ,  w ithout Krouse’ s work one could not adequately 

understand the  choices a v a i la b le  to  Milton as he worked out h is  con­

cep tion  o f  Samson, but knowledge o f  th e  t r a d i t i o n  does not solve a l l  

th e  problems which I  s h a l l  d esc r ib e  in  Chapter I I .  In f a c t ,  one i s  

made awTa re ,  by a study such as Krouse’ s, o f  some problems t h a t  would 

no t be as n o t ic e ab le  i f  one were l e f t  in  ignorance. My own study 

d isag ree s  with much o f  Krouse’s a p p l ic a t io n  o f th e  t r a d i t i o n ,  but 

always w ith a sense o f  debt to  h is  book.

i i

h e s t r i c t i o n s  o f  drama 

In  view of the many d isp u te s  over themes in  Samson A ronis tes  

i t  seems wise to  consider some o f  the  very fundamental r e s t r i c t i o n s  

t h a t  the  outward fo rn  o f  Creek tragedy imposes upon the p re se n ta t io n  

o f  theme. I t  w il l  be time enough, then , in  Chapter I I ,  to  analyse the  

problem scenes. K ir s t ,  th e  absence of a n a r r a to r  in  drama and the 

b re v i ty  impose r e s t r i c t i o n s  not p re sen t in  the ep ic ,  the space t h a t  

f i l t o n  devotes to  h is  l i s t s  o f  names in  P a rad ise  Lost in  i t s e l f
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r e p re s e n ts  a more exuberant e s th e t i c  than  i s  p o s s ib le  in  drama, even 

in  s p i t e  o f  th e  a v a i l a b i l i t y  o f  a chorus f o r  exp lana tory  comment.

In  whatever way Milton may hope to  p lace  Samson i n  th e  con tex t of 

u n iv e r s a l  h i s to ry  and th e  cosmic drama, he must do so w ith in  the  

r e l a t i v e l y  l im i te d  world o f  the  p lay .  S p e c i f ic a l ly ,  the  c h a rac te rs  

have th e  a d d i t io n a l  d isadvan tage—from th e  p o in t  o f  view o f  p re se n t in g  

a C h r is t ia n  view o f  th e  u n iv e rse ,  a t  any r a t e —o f being p re -C h r is t ia n .  

They do no t have a v a i la b le  to  them th e  v a s t  panorama t h a t  Adam 

re c e iv e s .  However much th e  C h r is t ia n  re a d e r  might provide in form ation  

about th e  C h r is t ia n  e x e g e t ic a l  t r a d i t i o n ,  he must a lso  imagine what 

i t  i s  l i k e  to  be w ithout t h i s  in fo rm atio n ,  riot t h a t  i t  i s  necessary  

f o r  a d ram a tis t  to  provide an exact h i s t o r i c a l  con tex t fo r  th e  world 

o f  th e  p la y .  King L ea r , f o r  in s ta n c e ,  appears d e l ib e r a t e ly  to  have 

opaque o u te r  l i m i t s ,  from beyond which th e  gods appear to  to r t u r e  

humanity during  the  middle p o r t io n s  o f th e  p lay .  In  Samson Agonistes 

we do not expect th e  v a s t  cosmology t h a t  we are a ffo rded  in  Parad ise  

L o s t . We do expect the  d ra m a t is t ,  however, to  pu t th e  l im i t a t i o n s  

them selves to  some fu n c t io n a l  use . As Krouse shows, Samson i s  a 

C h r is t ia n  agon , 7 but p a r t  o f  h is  s t ru g g le  invo lves  th e  r e s t r i c t i o n s  

upon h is  im agination  which are repeated  sym bolically  by the  r e s t r i c ­

t io n s  o f  th e  drama. K este r  Svendsen, in  commenting upon the  fu n c tio n  

o f  th e  v a s t  cosmology o f  P arad ise  L o s t , a lso  comments in d i r e c t ly  upon

0Robert Martin Adams, Ikon: John Milton and the  Modem
C r i t i c s  ( I th a c a ,  Wew fo rk :  C ornell U n ive rs ity  P r e s s ) ,  pp. 188-89.
Adams accounts fo r  M ilton1s exuberance in  l i s t i n g  d isea se s  in  Hook / I  
o f  P arad ise  Lost by appealing  to  a "baroque e s th e t i c "  o f  the  l a t e  
R enaissance. One can see t h a t  i t  i s  ; 'ust t h i s  exuberant expansion 
t h a t  i s  not allowed in  drama.

'".Krouse, pp. 108-lb .
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7

the way in  which form and subject-matter are related in  a l l  literatu re:

In Paradise Regained and the re s t , much was l e f t  
to inference. Those poems did not require a 
cosmological system as part o f th e ir  substance.

Paradise Lost the formulations had to be made, 
not because they were unfamiliar to i t s  readers 
but as part o f the mode o f existence in  a poem 
whose subject was the f ir s t  man.

The universe organized ty  Paradise Lost requires and—more to our 

point—allows great amounts o f cosmology. But i f  Paradise Lost i s  not 

merely a monument to dead id eas, then the world o f Samson Agonistes 

must be a part o f the world depicted by Paradise Lost. That i s ,  we 

value Paradise Lost as more than merely a well-organized nyth. One can 

think o f  i t  as a poetic re-creation o f Creation i t s e l f .  The vastness 

o f  such a world must be present to the imagination of the reader as 

part o f the experience o f the ep ic . On the other hand, the world that 

we see through Samson’s blind eyes, and through the le s s  perceptive 

eyes o f the other characters in  the play, i s  a world restr icted  and 

darkened. Whether we c a ll  th is  restr ic tio n  of the imagination form or 

theme w i l l ,  I  hope, by the end of th is  study, be irrelevan t. One could 

a lso , I suppose, ta lk  about the restr ic tio n s in  Paradise Regained, but 

there a narrator and the supernatural are at le a st  admitted. The elim­

ination  of outside points of view i s  complete in Samson Agonistes. As 

S.H. Butcher says, in tragedy, "Man i s  imprisoned within the lim it of 

the actual."^ The technical challenge, at any rate, i s  d ifferen t in  

Samson Agonistes from that presented to the poet by Paradise Lost.

O
Milto n  and Science (Cambridge, Massachusetts; Harvard 

University Press, 19.56), pp. 242-4-3.

^A r is to t le 's  Theory o f Poetry and Fine Art (4th ed.; New 
York: Dover P u b lica tion s, In c ., 1951), P» 350*

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

 
 
 
 

 
 
 

PREVIE
W



8

Milton foregoes to a great extent, at le a s t  pushes beyond 

the lim its  o f the play, the vast cosmos that he created for Paradise 

Lost. In settin g  him self the technical challenge o f Samson Agonistes 

the poet must repudiate that narrative v ision  for which he i s  most 

famous. What we are not allowed to see in  Samson’s cosmos i s  a 

functional part of the drama. We can have confidence, i f  we are 

devout, that the vast providential order i s  s t i l l  in  existence, but 

i t  i s  not created for us in  the poem. Samson Agonistes i s  a b it  of 

a specia l case since i t  i s  not secular drama and i t  i s  not rea lly  

sacramental. M ilton's repudiation o f the narrative ■vision can be 

a repudiation of good or an i l l ,  depending upon how we interpret the 

play: h is  act could be s a c r if ic ia l .  But solutions to such con­

jectures must wait upon an analysis of the play in  d e ta il. Whatever 

M ilton’s i n i t i a l  motives, I  hope to show that the r e s tr ic t iv e  form 

tends to become one with the content in  ways that transcend in i t ia l  

motives.

i i i

Adaptations o f C lassical Tragedy Available 

to Milton

The outward form of c la s s ic a l tragedy was, of course, not at 

f i r s t  developed to represent Christian a ttitu d es. I t  i s  deceptively  

easy to confuse the form i t s e l f  with the themes that i t  seems to 

require because o f i t s  Greek orig in s. On the other hand, neither i s  

i t  en tirely  agreeable to the imagination to think that Milton i s  

merely yoking Christian themes inharmoniously with the Greek form.

One looks, instead, for a development of the given form after the 

masterful fashion of Lycidas or Comus, where the c la s s ic a l pastoral

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

 
 
 
 

 
 
 

PREVIE
W



9

world i s  transform ed  in to  a C h r is t ia n  world con ta in ing  the  

10p a s to r a l  and th e  world o f  th e  masque i s  r a is e d  to  moral s e r io u sn e ss .

but i t  i s  no t r e a l l y  necessary  f o r  M ilton to  accept o r  r e j e c t  th e

Greek themes which go along w ith  c l a s s i c a l  tragedy . M il to n 's

11ad ap ta t io n s  o f  form and co n ten t ,  as Krouse p o in ts  o u t ,  had, in  

many ways, a lready  been made f o r  him by th e  C h r is t ia n iz in g  o f  

H e llen ic  l i t e r a t u r e  throughout th e  P a t r i s t i c ,  S c h o la s t ic ,  and 

Renaissance p e r io d s ,  but i t  w i l l  be i n s t r u c t i v e  to  look in  th e  next 

few su b -se c t io n s  a t  some o f  th e se  p o s s ib le  ad ap ta t io n s  in  d e t a i l ,  

because Milton i s  known f o r  h i s  r a th e r  independent choices from the  

t r a d i t i o n s  a v a i la b le  to  him.

a. H i s to r i c i t y  o f  the  Action

I f  th e  Greeks chose what were f o r  them famous personages 

from t h e i r  own h is to ry  f o r  t r a g i c  m a te r ia l ,  M ilton, in  borrowing th e  

outward form from them, makes, not an i d e n t i c a l  cho ice , but an 

analogous one. What was h is to ry  f o r  th e  Greeks was f o r  Milton 

Providence as seen darkly  in  a Grecian g la s s .  The fa b le s  o f  Her­

cu les  and o th e r  Greek heroes were thoroughly  C h r is t ia n ize d  fo r  

Milton by long c e n tu r ie s  of t r a d i t i o n ,  so t h a t  they  were regarded as

shadowy forms o f d iv ine  t r u t h s ,  and could be used convenien tly  f o r

12a l l e g o r i c a l  le s so n s .  but Milton was a lso  p a r t  o f  th e  movement

^Rosemond Tuve, "Theme, P a t te rn  and Imagery in  L ycidas,"  in  
Images and Themes in  Five Poems by Milton (Cambridge, M assachusetts: 
Harvard U n iv e rs i ty  P ress ,  195?)» PP* 73— i l l .

^ K ro u se ,  pp. iqy debt to  Parker w i l l  a lso  be obvious
h e re ,  b u t ,  whereas he speaks more in  terms o f adopting Greek conven­
t i o n s ,  I p r e f e r  to  t a lk  about a d a p ta t io n s .

^ K ro u se ,  p. 10, suggests  t h a t  a study o f  rienaissance e d i t io n s  
o f  Greek p lays  would be u se fu l  in  determ ining seven teen th -cen tu ry  
i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  o f  them.
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10

toward abandoning th e  a l l e g o r i c a l  method and the  c l a s s i c a l  myth in  

fav o r  o f  B ib l i c a l  su b jec ts  th e  h i s t o r i c i t y  o f  which was a t t e s t e d  by 

th e  S c r ip tu re s .  He, along w ith  many o th e r  reform ers, f e l t  t h a t  change 

to  B ib l i c a l  su b je c ts  could w ell accompany o th e r  kinds o f  r e f o r m . ^

He a lso  argued t h a t  th e  S c r ip tu re s  contained  l i t e r a t u r e  su p e r io r  to  

c l a s s i c a l  l i t e r a t u r e . ^  Thus, we can expect H ilton  to  have a g rea t  

d ea l o f  r e sp e c t  f o r  the  Greek l i t e r a r y  forms but not a s la v i s h  re s p e c t .  

H i l t o n 's  choice  of s u b je c t-m a tte r  from Sacred H is to ry ,  th e n ,  i s  

analogous to  th e  p r a c t ic e  o f  th e  Greek p o e ts  w ithout being i d e n t i c a l .  

The Greeks show the  way, even though t h e i r  knowledge o f  h i s to r y —t h a t  

i s  Providence—i s  im perfec t .  The d i f f e r e n c e  i s  t h a t  H il to n  e v id en t ly  

b e liev ed  more in te n s e ly  in  the  h i s t o r i c i t y  o f  h is  source than  the

Athenians did  in  t h e i r s ,  e sp e c ia l ly  toward the  end o f  th e  f i f t h

c e n tu r y .15 nut th e  d e s i re  to  r e a l i z e  the  f u l l  s ig n if ic a n c e  of the 

h i s t o r i c a l  even t, and o f a c t u a l i t y  i s  apparen tly  common to  Sophocles, 

H u r ip i ie s ,  Aeschylus, and H il to n .

bo "How f o r  th e  po e t,  he nothing a f f i rm e th ,  and th e re fo re  never 
l i e t h .  . . . "

In  view of the tremendous i n t e r e s t  in  the  h i s t o r i c i t y  o f  the  

Old Testament o f ten  evinced by H ilton  and h is  contem poraries, and in  

view of th e  comparison w ith Greek a t t i t u d e s  in  the  p rev ious  s e c t io n ,  

a word should be said  a t  t h i s  p o in t  about poetry  and h i s to r y .

13jteason o f  Church Government, Ch. I I ;  A re o p a r i t ic a , p a r .  19.’ 
n.O. K urth, H ilton  and C h r is t ia n  Heroism: r . ib l ic a l  gpic Themes and
Forms in  Seventeenth-Century England (Berkeley and Los Angeles: 
u n iv e r s i ty  o f  C a l i fo rn ia  p re s s ,  1959), PP* 53-79.

Hea son o f  Church Government, Ch. I I ,  p a r .  1.

^.-■utcher, pp. 391-392.
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A r isto tle 's  answer to P la to 's  charge that art i s  only an im itation of 

things as they are i s  to say that the things represented by art are 

made over to represent the id ea l in  some manner. The things and actions 

represented have the appearance in many ways of a ctu a lity , but the poet 

never pretends that he i s  w riting h istory , and the reader or audience 

never takes the poet's e ffo r ts  as a ctu a lity . Or, as Sidney, from whom 

the su b title  for  th is  section i s  taken, puts i t ,  "What child  i s  there 

that cometh to a play, and seeing Thebes w ritten in  great le t te r s  upon 

an old door, doth believe that i t  i s  Thebes?" The appearance o f actu­

a lity  i s  presumably what Milton means by verisim ilitude in  h is  prefa­

tory E p istle . But neither A risto tle  nor Milton could be expected to 

admire what we today c a ll  realism . Butcher makes some helpfu l d istin c ­

tion s in  th is  regard in  commenting on Greek art in  general:

F irst, pure realism i s  forbidden; that i s ,  the l i t e r a l  and 
prosaic im itation which reaches perfection in  a jugglery 
of the senses ty  which the copy i s  mistaken for the 
orig in a l. In the decay of Greek art th is  kind of ingenuity 
came into vogue, but i t  never found favour in  the best 
tim es. Even the custom of settin g  up votive statues of 
a th letes  who had been thrice v ic to rs  in the games did not 
lead to a realism such as in  Egypt was the outcome o f the
practice which secured the immortality of a dead man
through the material support o f a portrait statue.

But Butcher goes on to say that pure symbolism i s  also forbidden.

The upshot of what we can in fer , then, o f Greek and Renaissance

attitudes i s  that the poet gives the appearance of depicting a real

action without intending to imply that that action i s  h is to r ic a l.

Tliis presents some problems with regard to Old Testament m aterials

which I sh a ll discuss in  the next section , but the point now i s  that

Milton i s  not very lik e ly , in view of h is use of the Greek form, to

^ B utcher, p. 391. The Complete Works o f S ir  P h ilip  Sidney, 
ed. by Albert F e u iller a t, I I I  (Cambridge: The U niversity Press,
1921-29), 33.
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s t in t  til8 appearance o f  the actual in  h is  p lay . Where he does v io la te  

realism  i t  i s  fo r  a purpose and with a f in e  sense o f showing greater  

tru ths than a c tu a lity  shows. M ilton i s  c lea r ly  on the sid e  o f Sidney 

and A r isto tle  in  favoring the use of poetry as a means o f  i n s t i l l in g  

v ir tu e  when he g iv es  h is  own short defense o f poesy in  Reason o f  

Church Government. ^

I t  would seem, then, th at we must attempt to  see the characters 

o f Samson A gonistes as f le sh  and blood people f i r s t ,  with the under­

standing that they are created from an a r t i s t ic  point o f  view . The 

course that M ilton steer s  between realism  and symbolism i s  o ften  not 

recognized by c r i t i c s  who become preoccupied with h is  themes alone. 

Milton may look upon art as d id a c tic , but not in  the sense th at the 

poet i s  polem ical. Samson’s speeches, fo r  in stan ce, should be looked 

upon as part o f  h is  ch aracteriza tion , although they may at tim es take 

on the tone o f Milton in terp retin g  the ex eg e tica l tra d itio n  fo r  us in  

too d irec t a fash ion  to  be appropriate to  drama.

c . Im itation  and P robability

M ilton 's use o f the appearances o f  th in g s, a subject only  

touched upon in  the previous sec tio n , can perhaps be discussed even 

more p ro fita b ly  by bringing in  two other terms from A r isto te lia n  

theory. This procedure may a lso  advance the main purpose o f the la rger  

sec tio n , section  i i i ,  which i s  to  consider, in  an a p r io r i fash ion , 

some o f the adaptations from Greek drama th at were a v a ilab le  to 

Milton in  w riting  Samson A gonistes. These p o ss ib le  adaptations, then, 

are "im itation" and "probability ."  A r is to t le 's  observation th at the

l?bk. I I ,  Introduction, par. 2.
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