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Chapter One 

Introduction 

The importance of fame as a force which directs the 

actions of men is as strongly felt today as it was in 

ancient times. Fame, as a desire to be knov;n, directs 

our actions and our thinking because it is basically part 

of our human psychology. Montaigne preferred to think of 

fame as one of man's unreasonable humors. Perhaps it 

was unreasonable for Montaigne because, as a philosophical 

subject, "it seemeth, that the best philosophers do most 

slowly, and more unwillingly cleare themselves of fame, 

than of another: it is the most peevish, the most forward, 
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and the most opinative." Fame may appear as an unreason

able humor, or it may be a passion for glory, a desire for 

a good reputation, or a lust for immortality. If we grant 

that fame is' a part of our psychology, at least that it 

acts like, for example, our need for love and our other 

emotions, then the "managing" of fame becomes an ethical 

problem. It is the particular ethical system, of course, 

which determines the values that one should place on a 

psychological force like fame or love. The ethical 

philosophies can naturally direct the values of fame on 

some sort of "desirability scale," if you will, from one 

extreme to the other. 

Fortunately however, in any society the majority of 

the people, (technically called conformists) will accept 



the society's ethical values and adopt them for their own 

standards. The acceptance not only makes life easier for 

some members, but forms a social trend. Other members of 

the society, however, may decide that their life will be 

more in accord with nature and more meaningful (an approx

imation of the "ideal life") if they adopt a somewhat dif

ferent ethical system more compatible with the rest of their 

ideals. Setting personal standards above or opposite the 

usual ones is a perfectly legitimate thing to do. Given 

enough non-conformity in a general direction, another trend 

is established. If the new trend operates simultaneously 

with the original social or cultural trend, it acts, in op

position, as a counter-trend. The important idea here, how

ever, is that the ethical value which one will place on fame, 

no matter what philosophical form it takes, is a personal, 

potentially dominative force with which we each must make 

our own adjustments. 

For Milton, the adjustment and resolution of his ideas 

on fame had a profound effect on his philosophy and a 

formative impact on his work. By the seventeenth century 

the general trend of fame as an ethical position had under

gone two fundamental changes. The classical concept of 

fame had been altered considerably by the growing popular

ity of Christianity in the Middle Ages. Then the medieval 

concept, owing to the readjustment of man's relative 

importance to his world, gave way to the humanistic bent 

/./ -
/J^ ••• ' 

/^^C^' /y-

- •^.'-'i^iH 
^^••^^•l 

"- -41 
' '"V ' " • « • 



of the Renaissance. Renaissance humanism v;as a highly 

ethical system based largely on a neo-classical philosophy. 

But in England, from the last quarter of the sixteenth 

century through the seventeenth century, a counter-Renais

sance movement had gained sufficient support to cause a 
3 

reversion, however minor, to the medieval ideals. 

Milton was involved with the times and was ever 

sensitive to the current tide of public thought and opinion; 

yet he searched through the many divergent ideas and 

eventually formulated his Renaissance-Christian-Humanistic 

philosophy. The Miltonic philosophy (which is perhaps a 

more accurate name than Renaissance-Christian-Humanistic) 

is eclectic. Milton espoused neither Renaissance humanism 

nor Christian humanism completely, but took what he wanted 

from each. There is a third element in Milton's eclecti

cism, however, that of how he used his philosophy, which 

is at the root of the first contention of this thesis: 

namely, that Milton's philosophy of fame is essentially 

transcendental. The above contention will be discussed 

in the third chapter of this paper, after which I will 

deal with the formative impact of his view on fame as it 

appears in Paradise Regained and Samson Agonistes. More 

clearly stated, my second contention is that fame, as a 

major theme in the two vv'orks, provides a basis for dramatic 

structure. 



Chapter Two 

Fame in the Renaissance 

"In no other period in any literature with v/hicli I 

am familiar," Hiram Haydn states in reference to the Ren

aissance, "is there such a schizophrenic tendency infecting 

the lives and work of these gifted yet dissimilar men." 

Haydn is certainly not the first literary historian to 

make this discovery, and probably not the first to feel the 

agonizing destructiveness of the divergent trends when 

trying to make "good sense" of a literary period. The 

many inconsistencies which the various Renaissance scholars 

have found, however, offer ample support to the conclusion 

that the Renaissance was a period of pronounced trends and 

counter-trends, and of great dichotomies in thought. The 

subject with which I am dealing, fame, qualifies easily 

as one such dichotomous thought. 

As I have stated previously, the basic concepts of 

fame which were important for the Renaissance writers and 

philosophers were founded in either classical or medieval 

ethics. We must remember that the Renaissance was not 

simply a return to the classics, although some classical 

ideas were accepted at their face value, but was an almost 

complete synthesis of classical and medieval philosophies. 

The synthesis of classical and medieval humanism, it seems, 

gave the Renaissance a good part of its distinctiveness. 

The earlier ideas of humanism were reassessed, with a 



broadened concept of Christianity as a basis; and the out

come v;as a highly ethical, a new Renaissance humanism. 

It is not accidental that one finds the values of 

fame interwoven with humanism. As humanism forms the 

ethical basis for living the "ideal life, the "ideal" life 

directs what is valuable and rewarding for itself. The 

ideal life of any given period may find that there is 

virtue in having a great public fame, or a completely 

private fame, or some composite of the extremes. For 

instance, when one embraces a classical humanism, the 

rewards of living a virtuous life are different from those 

of living a virtuous life directed by Christian humanism. 

This fact can easily be seen by examining the writings and 

philosophies of any period. However, to appreciate the 

problem which fame presented to Milton in the seventeenth 

century, it is necessary to understand exactly what the 

classical and medieval philosophies of fame were, and in 

what forms they reappeared in the Renaissance. 

During most of the Renaissance the neo-classical idea 

of fame v;as perhaps more influential than the medieval 

view. With the increasing interest in man as a reasonable, 

unique being, the belief that he was the microcosm, and 

the developments in science and education, the way was 

opened for renewed belief in the Aristotelian hero as an 

ideal type for the Renaissance man. 

The idea that a man is morally responsible for a well-



tended life on earth, and that the earthly rewards he gains 

from his activity are just and valuable, is basically a 

Platonic doctrine. In Laws, IV, Plato's ideas about the 

importance of an earthly or public fame are clearly stated. 

The Athenian explains to Clinias that "a man, bethinking 

him that there is a sense in which mankind naturally par

takes of immortality, a prize our nature makes desirable 

to all of us in its every form, for to win renown and not 
2 

lie in our graves without a name is a desire of this." 

The Athenian further states that "reputation, for good or 
3 

ill, with the outer world ought never to be undervalued." 

There is something like the "eternal good" in the value 

which one receives from a good reputation, and because it 

is good, it should therefore be accorded an appropriate 

place in man's life. In the Symposium, Diotimi informs 

Socrates that he will see the justification for a virtuous 

life: 

. . . if you only bear in mind that men's 
great incentive is the love of glory, and 
that their one idea is 'to win eternal 
mention in the deathless roll of fame.' 

For the sake of fame they will dare 
greater dangers, even, than for their 
children; they are ready to spend their 
money like water and to wear their fingers 
to the bone, and, if it comes to that, to 
die.^ 

Plato's stress on a good public fame easily trans

ferred itself to the Aristotelian hero, whose magnanimity 

embraced both private and public virtues as directed by the 



golden mean of reason. 

For the Renaissance, however, one of the greatest 

sources for an ethical philosophy came from Cicero. 

According to Haydn, "the greater allegiance of the six

teenth century was given to the eclectic and frequently 

Platonizing Stoic ethics of Cicero, which blended harmoni

ously and almost indistinguishably with the eclectic 

Platonic ethics of the equally popular Plutarch, and with 

the traditional Aristotelian ethics." In De Officiis 

Cicero writes that, "When the Stoics speak of the supreme 

good as 'living conformably to nature,' they mean, as I 

take it, something like this: that we are always to be in 

accord with virtue." Cicero's reference to the Stoic 

precept sequere naturam was in accord with most of the Ren

aissance humanists. The good life is the life according 

to nature, which for man is distinctively his rational 

nature, and it leads to virtue. 

From Justin onward, however, the ideas about classical 

humanism began the subtle change into Christian humanism. 

Etienne Gilson points out that the medieval thinkers, from 

the very first, "found themselves faced with a double 

responsibility, that, namely, of maintaining on the one 

hand a philosophy of nature while at the same time building 

up a theology of supernature, and of integrating the first 

with the second in a coherent system." It is important to 

note that during the time between Justin, the father of the 
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church, and Aquinas, who solidified the position of sup

porting the primacy of faith over reason, the alliance of 

reason and faith or philosophy and theology often took the 

form of a consolation philosophy grounded more in meta

physics than ethics. The sixth century Roman philosopher, 

Boethius, represents exactly such a consolation. Boethius 

could not yet deny that man's conduct on earth was impor

tant. He acknov/ledges that some men are famous and happy 

and, from the classical tradition, implies that man can 

have a good reputation by leading a virtuous life. What 

he added, however, is that one's good fortune and fame were, 

at best, fickle. In The Consolation of Philosophy he 

writes: 

The mind that rushes headlong in its 
search for fame, thinking that it is 
highest good, should look upon the 
spreading regions of the air, and then 
upon the bounded tracts that are this 
world: then will shame enter it; that, 
though fame grow, yet can it never fill 
so small a circle. . . yet death regards 
not any glory, howsoever great. Alike 
he overwhv?lms the lowly and the^lofty 
head, and levels high with lov\r. 

As consolation to the once famous prisoner, Boethius 
declares: 

How deceitful is fame often, and how base 
a thing it is I For many men have got a 
great name from the false opinions of the 
crowd. And what could be baser than such 
a thing? Yet if it attracts a man to 
make his name widely knov/n, he must 
equally think it a shame if it be not 
made known.^ 

The gradual shift in thinking from the more logical 

^ 



and metaphysical philosophies tovrard religious and ethical 

philosophies (perhaps becoming more rationalistic) foriucd 

the most typically medieval position of faith over reason. 

From Anselm and Augustine to Thomas Aquinas the basic 

function of intelligence v:as to demonstrate the truth of 

revealed Christian dogma. Aquinas believed that, "When 

reason bows before a mystery, it does not disclaim all 

competence, for it shows that the supra-rational is not 

the anti-rational." He had reversed the position of 

reason from its classical supremacy to a secondary func

tion, yet for the medieval Christian humanists the reversal 

brought no dishonor to reason. Indeed, reason v;as thought 

to have been elevated somewhat, because it was now used as 

a process v.iiich complemented man's highest purpose in life-

to understand God. Aquinas' statement that the Christian 

philosopher "does not seek to understand in order to 

believe, but to believe in order to understand. . . " 

indicates that the synthesizing process from the classical 

to the medieval philosophy was complete. 

Aquinas' intellectualistic philosophy remained 

dominant in much European literature throughout the four

teenth and fifteenth centuries. Langland, for instance, 

expressed the medieval position metaphorically in Piers 

Plô n̂nan by calling his ideal man of action Do-Well. His 

embodiment of the contemplative ideal, however, he gave 

the name of Do-Bet. The ideal was in exalting Do-Bet over 
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Do-Well by rating sufferance above action and the heavenly 

fame won through private virtue above the wide glory 

offered by a public life. 

The medieval tradition was strong in England up to 

about the beginning of the sixteenth century. Yet the 

Italian Renaissance, which predated the English Renaissance 

by nearly two centuries, had begun to lay the groundwork 

for the partial destruction and synthesis of the medieval 

philosophies. Aquinas' position caused a major conflict, 

for instance, with Petrarch. In the Secretum Petrarch says 

outright, 

I do not think to become as God, or to 
inhabit eternity, or to embrace heaven 
and earth. Such glory as belongs to men 
is enough for me. That is all I sigh 
after. Mortal myself, it is but mortal 
blessings I desire.12 

St. Augustine admonishes him and the statement is quickly 

tempered into the neo-classical (or specifically neo-

Platonic) when Petrarch adds: 

I intended to say,--that my wish was to 
use mortal things for what they are worth, 
to do no violence to nature by bringing to 
its good things a limitless and immoderate 
desire, and so to follow after fame as 
knoAving that both myself and it will 
perish.-^^ 

Petrarch has given us a statement of an extremely important 

outlook which v/as to make the Renaissance more than a 

re-birth of the classics. 

The logic of the continum of humanism from the classics 
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onward actually remains unbroken. Just as Boethius could 

not reconcile all pre-Christian conceptions of huiianism, 

Petrarch could not totally rebuke the medieval Christian 

humanism. We have seen that the medieval Christian human

ism differs from non-Christian humanism in its relating 

of man's activities on this earth to a supra-terrestrial 

end. That it is humanism is apparent in its finding such 

activities good and valuable. That it is Christian human

ism is apparent in its not appraising them good for their 

own sake. The Renaissance humanists, due to a belief in 

the potentially perfect nature of man, found that a life 

of esteem and public virtue was justifiable and valuable. 

The Renaissance neo-classical position is clearly stated 

by writers such as Erasmus, Sir Thomas More, and Montaigne. 

For Erasmus, Christianity was primarily ethical and 

"concerned largely with man's living upon the earth the 

way Christ would have them live, rather than with the 

contemplation of the truth of God; with good works as 

central to salvation, rather than disputations, ritual, 

or the preoccupation with a Christian ontology." "The 

true way to worship the saints," he writes, "is to imitate 

their virtues. . ." Erasmus' concern with Christ also 

shows a departure from strict Christian orthodoxy as it 

is "Christ that good Samaritan, Christ the moral philoso

pher of human love and peace on earth, Christ the man," 

whom lie cites over and over again. 
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Sir Thomas More displays a preoccupation with the 

good life on earth when, in Utopia, Hythloday says: 

They define virtue to be a life ordered 
according to nature; and v;e be hereunto 
ordained of God; and that he doth follow 
the course of nature, v;hich in desiring 
and refusing things is ruled by reason. 
Furthermore, that reason doth chiefly 
and principally kindle in men the love 
and veneration of the divine Majesty; of 
whose goodness it is that we be, and we 
be in possibility to attain felicity.-'-'̂  

Referring to the Utopians' convictions about the immortality 

of the soul and about rev/ards and punishments after death. 

More explains, "Though these be pertaining to religion, yet 

they think it meet that they should be believed and granted 

by proofs of reason." Like that of Erasmus', More's 

reverence for Christianity and insistence upon immortality 

are indeed present; but. More can now find value and virtue 

in the life of virtue, according to nature, which God has 

ordained for us through his goodness, that will make pos

sible everlasting felicity. Or at least, so the Utopians 

believe, and More's account rings with a certain approval 

and conviction. 

In Montaigne's essay On Glory, the neo-classical view 

of the Renaissance is again stated. Man is "responsible 

from ethic, for living a public life most virtuous; from 

which comes commodity on this earth and wide glory in 

19 heaven," To illustrate the point that most Renaissance 

thinkers were not entirely in accord with the classics, 

I';. I '• 
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further on in the same essay Montaigne finds cause for 

alarm in his understanding of Cicero, 

. . . if v;e had the bookes v/hich Cicero 
writ upon the subject of fame, we should 
heare strange matters of him; for he Acas 
so fond in this passion, as had he dared, 
he would (as I thinke) have easily falne 
into the excesse, that others fell in; 
which is, that even vertue v;as not to be 
desired, but for the honour, which ever 
waited on it; which is so false an opinion 
as I am vexed it could ever enter a mans 
understanding that had the honour to 
beare the name of a philosopher.^^ 

With these men, and others of the Renaissance 

following them, there seems to be a quickening of apprecia

tion of the life God has given to be lived on earth. The 

life, although quite apart from the precepts of Aquinas, 

was not interpreted as "pagan" enjoyment. As Haydn per

ceptively remarks; "although both Erasmus and More believed 

pleasure not incompatible with virtue and true happiness; 

it is an essentially sober ideal. Yet it is not that of 

the Middle Ages, and if the speculative profundity of 

Thomas Aquinas and the vertical aspiration of medieval 

mystical theologians are totally missing, there has never

theless been a perceptible broadening of the Christian 

21 horizon." 

For Luther and Calvin, however, the "broadening of the 

Christian horizon" which had taken place in Italy and 

France, and was in full svring in England, seemed more than 

a "Christian" could embrace. The Protestant reformation 
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and the counter-reformation, even as effectively controlled 

as it was, brought with it nonetheless a sharp antagonism 

tov;ards many aspects of the Renaissance humanism. In 

England, by the last quarter of the sixteenth century, 

22 Puritan hostility had reached its peak. From the time 

when the "anonymous pamphleteers" tried to amass public 

support for the Puritan cause up to the last quarter of 

the seventeenth century, there v.'cre numerous restatements 

of the medieval Christian ethic, 

Milton's contemporary, John Bunyan, gives us a good 

restatement of .the medieval Christian position. In The 

Pilgrim's Progress, Christian invites Obstinate to take 

the long, dangerous trip to Salvation, Obstinate asks, 

"What, . . and leave our friends and our comforts behind 

23 us?" Christian replies: 

Yes. . . because that ALL which you shall 
forsake is not worthy to be compared with 
a little of that which I am seeking to 
enjoy: and if you will go along with me, 
and hold it, you shall fare as I myself; 
for there where I go is enough and to 
spare.^^ 

The similarity between the above statement by Christian 

and the previously cited statement of Boethius is proof 

of Bunyan's medieval sentiments. 

The resurgence of the medieval ideas with the neo

classical concepts of philosophy, of humanism, and of 

ethics produced a period in which the resulting intermixture 
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of ideals flourished and faded, regenerated or disappeared, 

and yet formed the dichotomies in thought which Milton had 

to deal with. We see again that just as the Renaissance 

was not a wholesale endorsement of the classical period, 

Bunyan and his contemporary Puritans did not completely 

accord with the medievalists. There were enough neo-

medieval voices in the Renaissance, however, to make a too 

strict categorizing of ideas and trends inadequate, if not 

ridiculous; and enough neo-medievalism present to mislead 

some scholars into calling John Milton a Puritan. 



Chapter Three 

Milton's Philosophy of Fame 

Fame was not the only humanist problem with which 

Milton dealt, but it seems to be tlie one v/hich posed the 

greatest challenge for him. The ethical problems of man's 

freedom, in the form of a true or false liberty, for 

example, or of man's proper perspective toward a limited 

or unlimited knowledge, were very clear to Milton. Not 

only were they clear to him, but he precisely expressed his 

views on them; he had used them as a basis for his philos

ophy, and was trying to "live by his convictions." And, 

although Milton was eclectic in forming his philosophy and 

most of it was formed in his youth, he remained almost com

pletely in accord with his views throughout his life. His 

philosophy of fame, hov/ever, was not actually solidified 

until shortly before he began writing Paradise Lost. 

Perhaps Montaigne, in saying that "the best philoso

phers do most slowly, and more unwillingly cleare themselves 

of fame," was offering us an observation a good deal more 

universal than, on the surface, it appears to be. When 

Cicero's reminder that "even those philosophers who write 

veliemently against fame will, when they die, have their 
2 

books to bear their names forward" is considered along 

with Montaigne's observation, we can see what was at the 

root of Milton's indecision about fame, Milton had, accord

ing to M. M. Mahood, a "fierce ambition for literary fame 

16 
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which hampered his attempt to distinguish a true glory 
3 

from a false." With our historical hindsight, we can see 

that Mahood's statement is correct; and, as evidenced by 

his productivity, Milton never lost his thirst for fame. 

Moreover, there were certain periods in Milton's life when 

his longing for fame became almost obsessive. Such a time 

was his last year at Cambridge, where the poet had shown 

enough promise to realize that great things were expected 

of him. In An Oration Delivered in the Chapel in Defense 

of Knowledge, an academic exercise also called the Seventh 

Prolusion, Milton speaks publicly on his idea of fame: 

Do I pass by that to which what can 
be compared? To be the oracle of many 
races; to have a house like a tem.ple; to 
be those whom kings and states summon to 
themselves; to be one, for the sake of 
seeing whom, neighbors and strangers 
flock together; one whom, even to have 
seen once, some shall brag about as though 
it possessed some honorable merit. These 
rev/ards of study, these fruits, knowledge 
is able, and frequently is wont, to c 
confer upon her devotees in public life. 

Written at about the same time, in 1631, was his "Letter 

to a Friend." In the second draft of the letter he states 

that 

. . . there is to this another act, if not 
of pure yet of refined nature no lesse 
available to dissuade prolonged obscurity,--
a desire of honour and repute and 
immortall fame, seated in the brest of 
every true scholar.^ 

The immortality that Milton had in mind at the outset 

of his career was, according to Mahood, of a particular 
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kind. "An autocratic temper," she states, "joined v/ith 

a Calvinistic sense of election that outlasted his rejec

tion of Calvin's dogma, made Milton contemn popular praise 
7 

and seek only the approbation of other elected natures." 

We can see that Milton is giving precedence here to the 

classical idea of a well deserved fame in public life. 

That his views are actually Renaissance (neo-classical) 

is clearly seen by the fact that "fame such as he conceived 

and sought meant renown among the discerning few during his 

lifetime and a A\̂ ider and enduring recognition by posterity." 

Near the e;id of his period of intensive study at 

Horton, Milton was asked to contribute to a memorial volume 

honoring his college friend, Edward King. At some time 

between his retirement to Horton and the writing of Lycidas 

in 1637, Milton had apparently reconsidered some aspects of 

his earlier thoughts on fame. It may have been King's 

untimely, accidental death at sea, or Milton's own impa

tience for his "late spring" where "no bud or blossom 
9 

shew'th" that made him keenly aware of the fact that one 

may die before attaining any degree of literary fame. The 

section on fame in Lycidas shows that Milton had broadened 

his perspective on the nature of fame, but it does not 

categorically throw him into the ranks of the neo-medieval-

ists. 

Milton opens the section with a question. 

. . . What boots it with uncessant care 
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To tend the hom.ely slighted Shepherds trade, 
And strictly meditate the thankles Muse.^ ly 

His answer is one v/hich we have seen already in prose form. 

Essentially, it is that those of "Koble mind," those "true 

scholars," are dominated in part by the desire for fame 

and glory. 

FAME is the spur that tlie clear spirit doth raise 
(That last infirmity of Noble mind) ,-, 
To scorn delights, and live laborious dayes. 

The lines follov/ing versify Milton's perhaps angry realiza

tion that mortals are the playthings of the fates, and can 

be robbed of a v/ell-deserved glory. 

But the fair Guerdon when we hope to find. 
And think to burst out into sudden blaze 
Comes blind FURY v/ith th'abhorred shears. 
And slits the thin-spun life, . . , 

The lines just cited do not support the accusation that 

man cannot have an earthly fame, nor will the following 

lines support the carefully misread, yet popular, interpre

tation that true fame is found only in Heaven. 

Fame is no plant that grov/s on mortal soil, 
Nor in the glistering foil 
Set off to th'world, nor in broad rumour lies. 
But lives and spreads aloft by those pure eyes. 
And perfet witnes of all judging JOVE; 
As he pronounces lastly on each deed, ,., 
Of so much fame in Heav'n expect thy meed. 

When the lines in this section from Lycidas are used 

to support the idea that Milton is embracing a completely 

medieval Christian philosophy of fame, the reasoning usually 

follows the assumption that Milton means fame is a mental 

illness (infirmity of the mind), that fame cannot be found 
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on earth (mortal soil), and, consequently, that Jove (God) 

will give it to you when you get to Heaven, The error for 

such a belief lies partly in misreading the lines, partly 

in ignoring why Milton wrote the poem, and partly in for

getting Milton's ambitions. 

The statement that "Fame is no plant that grov/s on 

Mortal soil" does not outv/eigh the bitter energy of Milton's 

protest against "blind Fury with th'abhorred shears" that 

indiscriminately "slits the thin-spun life;" and the pas

sage should not be read as if it did. It is also important 

to remember that Milton was writing Lycidas as an elegy for 

Edward King, regardless, I might add, of how close they may 

or may not have been at college. It is often overlooked 

that the poem was not written to be published in a volume 

of Milton's works, but was to be published in a memorial 

volume for King, Vie can presume that, ostensively, the 

volume was to give King some degree of immortality; and as 

it turned out. King became as immortal as Lycidas. The 

elegy* therefore, could hardly lament the fact that King 

had died without any fame, then leave the issue at that. 

Milton was a Christian after all, never once doubting the 

divine grace and understanding of God, and he sincerely 

believed that man would get Heavenly justice after death. 

Finally, to assume that for Milton, the only true and 

valuable fame is that which is laid up in Heaven, is to 

forget that Milton had no serious doubt about his ability 
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to make his name as a poet. 

It was in the same year he wrote Lycidas, that Milton 

started composing his verse in Latin; the lingua franca 

among educated Europeans. The preparations leading up 

to his tv/o year "vacation exercise" proved fruitful for 

Milton. He found that his Latin poems were impressive 

enough to get him admitted to, and accepted by, the European 

literati. 

About a year after he returned to England, however, 

Milton made a surprising and significant modification of 

his prior philocophy of fame. "He decided to make English 

his medium and thereby renounced (or so it seemed to him 

at the time) a European fame for a merely insular reputa

tion." His statement appears in the "Preface to the 

Second Booke" of The Reason of Church Government Urged 

Against Prelaty. 

I began thus far to assent both to 
them and divers of my friends here at 
home, and not less to an inward prompt
ing which now grew daily upon me, that 
by labor and intense study (which I take 
to be my portion in this life,) joined 
with the strong propensity of nature, I 
might perhaps leave something so written 
to aftertimes, as they should not 
willingly let it die. These thoughts 
at once possessed me, and these other; 
that if I were certain to write as men 
by leases, for three lives and downward, 
there ought no regard be sooner had than 
to God's glory, by the honor and instruc
tion of my country. For which cause, and 
not only for that I knew it would be hard 
to arrive at the second rank among the 
Latins, I applied myself to that resolution, 
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which Aristo followed against the 
persuasions of Bembo, to fix all the 
industry and art I could unite to the 
adorning of my native tongue; not to 
make verbal curiosities the end, (that 
were a toilsome vanity,) but to be an 
interpreter and relator of the best and 
sagest things among mine own citizens 
throughout this island in the mother 
dialect. That what the greatest and 
choicest wits of Athens, Rome, or modern 
Italy, and those Hebrews of old did for 
their country, I, in my proportion, with 
this over and above, of being a Christian, 
might do for mine; not caring to be once 
named abroad, though perhaps I could 
attain to that, but content with these 
British islands as my world,1" 

Unhappily, Milton's insular fame turned out to be 
« 

short lived. From the 1641 publication of Of Reformation 

in England, his first pamphlet supporting the Puritan 

cause, until roughly 1647 his fame grew. By 1651, however, 

his fame had vanished. Milton then made an attempt to win 

European renown as a Latinist by writing the Defensio pro 

populo Anglico. The work cost him his sight, and was 

largely ignored. Three years later, in 1654, the publica

tion of Defensio Secunda swayed public opinion his way, 

and he received wide insular and European fame. Once again 

his fame was brief. In 1660 the Defensio pro populo Anglico 
17 and Eikonoklastes were burnt by the public hangman, "All 

Europe had once talked from side to side of his eloquence. 

Now fallen on evil days. 

In darkness, and with dangers compast round. 
And solitude, 

he turned to the completion of his long-delayed epic. 
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resigned to his belief that his only audience v.ould be a 

18 few choice spirits among his compatriots." 

In Paradise Lost Milton does very little with his 

philosophy of fame, but one statement in the epic points 

toward his final view which he fully elaborated in Paradise 

Regained and Samson Agonistes. We can see that Milton has 

modified his earlier theories, those typifying a Renais

sance humanist position, when the faithful angel Abdiel is 

praised by God. 

Servant of God, well done, well hast thou fought 
The better fight, v;ho single hast maintained 
Against revolted multitudes the Cause 
Of Truth, in word mightier than they in Armes; 
And for the testimonie of Truth hast born 
Universal reproach, far worse to beare 
Than violence: for this v/as all thy care 
To stand approv'd in the sight of God, though 

Worlds Judg'd thee perverse.1^ 

Abdiel does not have the peculiar "infirmity" that "Noble 

minds" have here-to-fore displayed. Also the difference is 

plainly seen between God's praise for Abdiel in the passage 

above and "Jove pronouncing lastly on each deed," in 

Lycidas. In the former passage, Abdiel's concern is to 

stand approved in God's eyes by living up to the God image 

which was given him. In the Lycidas passage Milton makes 

no reference to man's responsibility for his imago dei. 

What Milton is saying in Lycidas is that when the time 

comes, you will be judged by God. Paradise Regained, how

ever, shows in detail what his final belief about true and 

false glory was. 
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From his youth up to the time he began writing 

Paradise Regained Milton had experienced v;hat Boethius had 

earlier called "the fickleness of fortune." Because of 

Milton's personal experience, the ethical conflict over 

the question of the truth or falsity of an earthly fame 

became acute. Merritt Hughes has observed that "From the 

time when he wrote Church Government until he completed 

Paradise Regained, Milton must have been concerned over 

the conflict of the contemplative v;ith the active ideal 

and in its possible solution by some heroic spirit, in 

art, if not in life. In the background v;as Catholic 

Christianity, standing for the priority of the conteiirplative 

principle. Closer to him was the Renaissance with its 

20 challenge to the life of action." Milton was trying to 

form a philosophy of fame which would reconcile the active, 

Renaissance humanist's thirst for glory with the medieval

ist's private contemplations which brought hidden fame. 

It is almost typical of Milton finally to resolve his 

long-standing ethical dilemma through transcendence rather 

than compromise between the issues. The search for a 

Renaissance hero, one which illustrated a complete and 

ideal fusion between the neo-classical and the neo-medieval 

ethical philosophies, had been going on throughout the 

Renaissance. "Julius Caesar Scalinger, in the Poetics, 

solemnly pronounces Aeneas as the most perfect of epic 

heroes because he had every mark of the contemplative 
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character and lived the active life in obedience to Reason 

21 as it was revealed in the commands of tj)e gods." Hughes 

further observes of Scalinger that "for a critic believing 

that 'the perfection of m-m is consummate in contemplation,' 

2 2 no other view was possible." Taken from the perspective 

of one \/ho believed that perfection in m.an is consumiiiate 

in action, however, Scalinger's pronouncement might be 

recast to read: "Socrates is (would be) the most perfect 

of epic heroes because he had every mark of the active 

character and lived the contemplative life in obedience to 

Reason . . . ." But for Milton, either perspective of such 

a compromise was as unacceptable as a "Golden Mean" or 

via media position between an active and contemplative 

life. Milton now saw a compromise of the ethical philoso

phies as an egocentric prescription for man's ideal. 

Milton had reached his ultimate position of fame. 

True glory, he realized, was found when man's will 

transcends nature. Milton always believed that the impulse 

for glory was a part of man's nature. The impulse, like 

other humanist impulses, was a divinely bestowed quality, 

although it had been altered by Man's Fall. But man, 

having a free v/ill, could either debase or exalt himself 

by directing the impulse toward self or toward God. The 

conflict between the values of an active or passive life, 

therefore, had no real bearing on true or false glory. 

That true glory transcends nature, however, did not rule 
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out the possibility of man's having earthly glory. 

Milton used his philosophy of fame as the laajor theme 

in Paradise Regained and Samson Agojiistes. His most com

plete statement on fame is found in the third book of 

Paradise Regained; here Christ represents the perfect man; 

the heroic mind at its best. Milton follows St. Luke's 

order for the three temptations, using the first and third 

primarily for dramatic effects, which I shall discuss in 

the next chapter. In the second temptation Milton shows 

his philosophy of fame as applied to the Renaissance man. 

By Book III, Satan knows he is dealing with Christ 

and there is nothing to be gained by offering any more 

temptations of the flesh. Satan feels that with rhetoric 

and cunning he can succeed in fouling Christ with deeds 

. . . which have more show 
Of worth, of honour, glory, and popular praise: 2-7 

Rocks whereon greatest men have oftest wreck't. 

After Christ has resisted the sensual temptations, Satan 

reapproaches and feigns defeat, hoping to trap Christ. 

Satan's offer for glory is bolstered with the following 

cunning statement: 
Think not so slight of glory; therein least 
Resembling thy great Father: he seeks glory. 
And for his glory all things made, all things 
Orders and governs, nor content in Heaven 
By all his Angels glorifi'd, requires 
Glory from men, from all men good or bad. 
Wise or unwise, no difference, no exemption; 
Above all Sacrifice, or hallow'd gift 
Glory he requires, and glory he receives 
Promiscuous from all Nations, Jev;, or Greek, 
Or Barbarous, nor exception hath declar'd; 24 
From us his foes pronounc't glory he exacts. 
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Satan is contending that since God desires glory fror.i his 

creation, then the desire for glory is blameless. Christ 

sees through Satan's eloquent rhetoric, hov.xver, and replies 

with a statement which clearly shows how Man is to find 

true glory through transcendence: 

Shall I seek glory then, as vain men seek 
Oft not deserv'd? I seek not mine, but his 25 

Who sent me, and thereby witness whence I am. 

The final step in the completion of Milton's philosophy is 

to show how man will benefit through observance of the 

theocentric direction to his actions. Milton affirms the 

fact that man can have a true earthly glory because, 
. . . so much bounty is in God, such grace, 
That who advance His glory, not their QVn, 
Them He Himself to glory will advance.^° 

To prove his point, Christ gives two examples of men whose 

glory was advanced by God. 

, . . I mention still 
Him whom thy wrongs with Saintly patience bore. 
Made famous in a land and times obscure; 
Who names not now with honour patient Job? 
Poor Socrates (who next more memorable?) 
By what he taught and suffer'd for so doing, 
For truths sake suffering death unjust, lives now 
Equal in fame to proudest Conquerours.^^ 

"On the principle that he who loses his life shall save it, 

it follows that mortal fame often comes to those who have 

28 
renounced it." Milton is implying that Renaissance men 

must renounce personal (false) glory, just as Job and 

Socrates did, if they are to advance to true earthly glory. 

Milton also makes the quest for fame the major theme 
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of Samson Agonistes. Samson, unlilce" Christ in Paradise 

Regained, is not the embodiment of an ideal. Milton uses 

Samson as a closer example of how Job and Socrates, or 

mortals generally, are to apply the transcendental philos

ophy of fame. 

When the drama opens, Samson is blaming himself for 

his downfall. Because he is ". . . Self-displeas'd for 

29 self-offense, more than for God offended," he is not 

repentant. Samson thinks about his ignominious defeat and 

becomes more and more despondent until he finally believes 

that Heaven has deserted him. Thinking that he no longer 

holds God's favor as the deliverer of Israel, Samson 

renounces all hope of any further heroic action, and lays 

his fate in the lap of Heaven. 

So much I feel my genial spirits droop. 
My hopes all flat, nature within m.e seems 
In all her functions weary of herself; 
My race for glory run, and race of shame, ^^ 
And I shall shortly be with them that rest. 

When Samson renounces his own personal glory and accepts 

his own elimination from Israel's struggle, the power is 

31 given him to re-engage in the fight. Dalila then enters 

to tempt Samson, but because he has newly found wisdom 

from faith, he is able to resist. 

Samson's regeneration is strengthened even more when 

Harapha enters and taunts the hero. Samson begins to feel 

the "rouzing motions" within him which will lead him to his 

final act of heroism. After the festival scene, where 

_ŝ  
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havoc is wrought upon the Philistians, Manoa sums up the 

feeling of the Israelites and describes the honour and 

glory that are now Samson's. 

. . . Samson hath quit himself 
Like Samson, and heroicly hath finish'd 
A life Heroic, On his Enemies 
Fully reveng'd. 

Take him home to his Father's house: there I 
will build him 

A monument, and plant it round with shade 
Of Laurel ever green, and branching Palm, 
With all his trophies hung, and Acts enroll'd 
In copious legend, or sv/eet Lyric Song. 
Thither shall all the valiant youth resort, 
And from his memory inflame thir breasts ^2 
To matchless valour, and adventures high. 

Milton's philosophy of fame had now swung full circle. 

His first feelings, typifying the'Renaissance, had been 

conditioned by personal experience, changing times, and 

continued thoughtful re-evaluation. Because he v/as eclectic 

in forming a philosophy, he could adopt a transcendental 

philosophy of fame. Milton's transcendental beliefs 

allowed him to avert the inconsistencies of incorporating 

a philosophical relativism, occurring from an ethical com

promise, with the absolute philosophy that he had previously 

built on such theories as liberty and knowledge. Perhaps 

the most interesting aspect of Milton's philosophy of fame, 

however, is the formative impact it had on the last two of 

his three greatest works. 

There can be no doubt that the final realization of 

his philosophy of fame, so long in the making, was a most 

y^ 
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important discovery for Milton. He"used fame as the 

central theme in Paradise Regained, going to great lengths 

to explain his views, and in Samson Agonistes he showed 

by example how man functions in his theory. Though both 

works contain narrative, descriptive, expositional, and 

dramatic modes of development, the unity is sustained by 

the dramatic structure. Dramatic structure is that struc

ture in which the action is related to a dominant idea, 

which affords a focus for dramatic conflict, as well as 

thematic unity, by binding together the various conflicts 

into a meaningful whole. In the next chapter, I shall 

focus attention on an examination of the relationship of 

the dominant idea, fame, to the dramatic structure in 

Paradise Regained and Samson Agonistes. 



Chapter Four 

Fame and Dramatic Structure in Paradise Regained 

and Sanson Agonistes 

The unity of the dramatic structure in Paradise Re

gained and Samson Agonistes is sustained because Milton 

used the theme of fame as the vehicle for the action. And, 

as noted earlier, Milton believed that his philosophy of 

fame was important as an ideal ethical approach to "true" 

earthly values. His use of fame then, as a vehicle for 

creating tension and moving action was, in the tv/o works, 

complementary with his didactic purposes. In a discussion 

of the dramatic structure, therefore, the formative impact 

of fame will be readily apparent. 

In Paradise Regained the dramatic structure breaks 

into three movements: one for each of the three temptations 

Before the action begins, however, Milton introduces us to 

his purpose in writing Paradise Regained, and to the two 

characters in the poem. Milton proposes to show how man 

can regain the paradise that \\/as lost with Adam's fall. 

I . . . now sing 
Recover'd Paradise to all mankind, 
By one mans firm obedience fully tri'd , 
Through all temptation, and the Tempter foil'd. 

The two characters of the poem are Christ and Satan 

or, in a cosmic sense, good and evil. Because of Milton's 

belief in Arianism, he saw Christ as representing two 

ideals. God had chosen Jesus to be the 

31 
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. . . perfect Man, by merit call'd my Son 

To earn Salvation for the Sons of men. (I, 66-7) 

Milton therefore sav/ Christ as a perfect iian, a being who 

represented man (and specifically the Renaissance man) at 

his heroic best. After Jesus was baptized, Milton recog

nized him as having certain capabilities beyond those of 

a natural man; and as such, an equal match for the cosmic 

forces of the fallen angels. 

The dramatic action begins with Satan calling his 

fallen angels to council and telling them that God's decree 
. . . that fatal wound. 

Shall be inflicted by the Seed of Eve 
Upon my head, 

was about to come true. Satan proposes a plan of action 

to oppose Christ: 

Ye see our danger on the utmost edge 
Of Hazard, v;hich admits no long debate, 
But must with something sudden be oppos'd 
Not force, but well couch't fraud,most well 
woven snares, 

E're in the head of Nations he appear 
Their King, their Leader, and Supream on Earth. 

(I, 94-9) 

For dramatic effect, Satan's speech is immediately paral

leled by God's speech to Gabriel. God states: 

, . . let Satan tempt and now assay 
His utmost subtilty, because he boasts 
And vaunts of his great cunning to the throng 
Of his Apostasie; he might have learnt 
Less over-A/eening, since he fail'd in JOB 
IVhose constant perseverance overcame 
Whate're his cruel malice could invent. 
He now shall know I can produce a man 
Of female Seed, for abler to resist 
All his sollicitations, and at length 

y^ 
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All his vast force, and drive him b̂ ick to 
Hell. (I, 143-53) 

God adds, hov/over, tliat Christ must first gain some exper

ience. 

. . . But first I mean 
To exercise him in the Ivilderness, 
There he shall first lay down the rudiiacnts 
Of his great warfare, e're I send him forth 
To conquer Sin and Death the two grand foes, 

(I, 155-9) 

Thus the scene for the conflict, along with the cosi.iic 

proportions of it, is set, Satan has gone to Jordan to 

look for Christ, and learn more of his nature, while Christ 

is led by God into the wilderness. 

In the forty days that follow, Christ meditates on 

his life and upon what lies ahead. He states that when he 

was young 

. . . victorious deeds 
Flam'd in my heart, heroic acts, one while 
To rescue Israel from the Roman yoke. 
Then to subdue and quell o're all the earth 
Brute violence and proud Tyrannick pow'r. (I, 215-20) 

Milton lets us hear Christ, the man, speak. The "heroic 

acts" which "flamed in his heart" are those natural ambi

tions and "infirmities of the Noble mind." Yet Christ is 

the perfect man, and therefore transcends his impulse for 

personal glory. He holds 

. . . it more humane, more heavenly first 
By winning words to conquer willing hearts 

And make perswasion do the v/ork of fear. (I, 221-3) 

Christ transcends his nature, as Milton would have man do, 

directs his heroic actions toward God instead of himself. 
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and therefore finds the true glory. 

Christ's preparation is nearly complete, although the 

forty days of fasting are not yet over, v/hen the two 

forces first meet. Satan finds Christ in the wilderness 

and appears, disguised as "an aged man in Rural v/eeds" 

(I, 314). The Rural man claims that he saw Christ baptized 

and believes him to be the Son of God, but would like some 

proof. The old Swain says: 

. . . if thou be the Son of God, Command 
That out of these hard stones be made thee bread; 
So shalt thou save thy self and us relieve 
V/ith Food, whereof we wretched seldom taste. 

(I, 342-5) 

Christ immediately recognizes Satan, and asks him why he 

should have made such a ridiculous proposal. Satan admits 

to being that "Spirit unfortunate," and continues to 

explain why he has tempted Christ in the above manner. He 

adds, 

. . . though I have lost 
Much lustre of my native brightness, lost 
To be belov'd of God, I have not lost 
To love, at least contemplate and admire 
What I see excellent in good, or fair. 
Or vertuous, I should so have lost all sense. 
What can be then less in me then desire 
To see thee and approach thee, whom I know 
Declar'd the Son of God, to hear attent 
Thy wisdom, and behold thy God-like deeds? (I, 377-86) 

Satan's attempt to foil Christ (and a half-hearted attempt 

it is) is basically a restatement of the problem that Milton 

found with Renaissance humanism. Satan is asking Christ 

to "do God-like deeds" for Christ's benefit, not God's. 



35 

The personal satisfaction and glory Christ v;ould get from. 

proving his election for Satan is, in Milton's philosophy 

of fame, false glory. Satan's guise is no problem for 

Christ, of course, because it has already been shov/n that 

Christ has chosen a Godward direction for his actions, 

Satan then, 

. . . bowing low 
His gray dissimulation, disappear'd 

Into thin Air diffus'd, (I, 497-9) 

and Book I comes to an end. 

Milton was using the first temptation more for the 

dramatic effect of bringing the two adversaries together, 

than for explaining his philosophy. The effect of the first 

movement, then, is the same as that of the first act of 

any drama: the measures of the main elements, those causing 

the tension, are taken; the vehicle for further action, in 

this case fame, is introduced; and the plot is underway. 

The second movement starts with a heightening of the 

dramatic tension. Andrew and Simon, who were present at 

the baptizing of Christ, have not seen Christ for the past 

forty days. They are afraid something has befallen their 

Savior and he will not be able to save Israel. This fear is 

voiced in their prayer: 
. . . God of ISRAEL, 

Send thy Messiah forth, the time is come; 
Behold the Kings of the Earth how they oppress 
Thy chosen, to what highth thir pow'r unjust 
They have exalted, and behind them cast 
All fear of thee, arise and vindicate 



36 

Thy Glory, free thy people from thir yoke. (II, 42-8) 

Immediately following the prayer, Milton tells us that 

Christ's 

. . . Mother Mary, v/hen she sav/ 
Others return'd from Baptism, not her Son, 
Nor left at Jordan, tydings of him none; 
Within her brest, thougli calm; her brest 

though pure. 
Motherly cares and fears got head, and rais'd 
Some troubl'd thoughts, v/hich she insighs 
thus clad. (II, 60-5) 

Although we know Christ is finishing his fast in the 

desert, the prophets' and Mary's speeches create dramatic 

tension and focus the movement of the action. The action 

and plot are further developed as Satan, upon leaving 

Christ, 

. . . with speed was gon 
Up to the middle Region of thick Air, 

Where all his Potentates in Council sate. (II, 116-18) 

At the council Satan reveals the reason for his first too 

easy temptations: 

I, as I undertook, and with the vote 
Consenting in full frequence v;as impowr'd. 

Have found him, view'd him, tasted him, (II, 129-31) 

But Satan makes clear the warning that Christ is far more 

able to resist temptation than Adam was. Hoping to increase 

his chances of destroying Christ, Satan solicits the help 

of his cohorts. They agree, and Belial suggests a solution. 
So spake the old Serpent doubting, and from all 
With clamour was assur'd thir utmost aid 
At his command; when from amidst them rose 
Belial the dissolutest Spirit that fell. 
The sensuallest, and after Asmodai 
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The fleshiest Incubus, and thus advis'd 

Set women in his eye and in his walk (II, 146-53) 

Satan already knov/s Christ can resist not only all sensual 

temptations but all natural temptations, like water and 

food, because Christ can command sensual and natural needs 

from God whenever he thinks God v/ould have him do so. 

Satan sees his only hope for success v/ill be to make Christ 

err in or misuse his God-given right reason. 
Therefore with manlier objects we must try 
His constancy, with such as have more shev/ 
Of v/orth, of honour, glory, and popular praise; 
Rocks whereon greatest men have oftest wreck'd, 

(II, 225-28) 

With the dramatic tension thus heightened, the second move

ment begins as the two adversaries meet again in the 

wilderness. 

Christ has finished his fast and is hungry, but is not 

afraid of his natural needs. He states: 

. . . now I feel hunger, which declares. 
Nature hath need of what she asks; yet God 

Can satisfie that need some other way. (II, 252-4) 

Satan also knows God can satisfy Christ's needs, but the 

fact that Christ is hungry gives Satan a logical reason to 

put his most cunning, three-fold temptation into effect. 

Satan spreads a lavish banquet in a shady place and tempts 

Christ to eat. Christ's reply is: 
Shall I receive by gift what of my own. 
When and where likes me best, I can 
command? (II, 381-2) 

Satan replies with righteous indignation and then offers 
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Christ wealtli with v/hich to bring honor, friends, conquest, 

and realms to Christ's service, Christ replies: 

Extol not Riches then, tlie toyl of Fools. 

(II, 453) 

The first tv\ro temptations are simply tricks to make 

Christ over-estimate his pov/ers of rebuking Satan's Aviles. 

But Satan is, in fact, highly pleased v/ith tlie results of 

the first two parts of the plan. Satan's temptations have 

been almost obvious, and not eloquently stated; whereas, 

Christ's refusals have been formal and lengthy, as if 

Christ were completely destroying Satan v/ith each sentence. 

Satan, upon hearing Christ's refusal of v/ealth, feigns 

complete defeat: 
So spake the Son of God, and Satan stood 
A while as mute confounded what to say. 
What to reply . . .yet 
At length collecting all his Serpent wiles. 
With soothing words renev/'d, him thus accosts. 

r see thou knowest what is of use to know. 
What best to say canst say, to do canst do; 
Thy actions to thy words accord, thy words 
To thy large heart give utterance due, thy 
heart 

Conteins of good, wise, just, the perfect 
shape. (Ill, 1-11) 

Further Satan adds some words of praise on Christ's wisdom. 

Then as the dramatic tension is building, Satan with a 

tremendous display of rhetorical virtuosity aims his most 

deadly temptation at the ever-present weakness peculiar to 

"noble minds," the temptation of fame: 

These God-like vertues v/herefore dost thou 
hide? 

^ 
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Affecting private life, or more obscure 
In savage V/ilderness, wherefore deprive 
All Earth her wonder at thy acts, thy self 
The fame and glory, glory the reward 
That sole excites to high attempts the 
flame 

Of most erected Spirits, most temper'd pure 
AEtherial, v/ho all pleasures else despise. 
All treasures and all gain esteem as dross. 

(Ill, 21-9) 

Christ replies with the longest and most detailed explana

tion of Milton's philosophy of fame. Christ's chief 

argument is that no mortal fame can compare with an inmiortal 

glory won through the approbation of Heaven, then alters 

the medieval position v/ith the transcendental theory of 

Milton's philosophy of fame: 
Shall I seek glory then, as vain men seek 
Oft not deserv'd? I seek not mine, but his 
Who sent me, and thereby witness whence I 

am. (Ill, 105-7) 

The action has reached a kinesis, the height of dramatic 

tension; and the tension is sustained through Satan's 

relatively short speech to the climax. Almost as if Satan 

had anticipated Christ's reply, he states: 

Think not so slightly of glory; therein least 
Resembling thy great Father: he seeks glory. 
And for his glory all things made, all things 
Orders and governs, nor content in Heaven 
By all his Angels glorifi'd, requires 
Glory from men, from all men good or bad. 
Wise or unwise, no difference, no exemption; 
Above all sacrifice, or hallow'd gife 
Glory he requires, and glory he receives 
Promiscuous from all Nations, Jev/, or Greek, 
Or Barbarous, nor exception hath declar'd; 
From us his foes pronounc't glory exactŝ j-r-r 109-122I 



40 

The dramatic tension is at its peak. Satan, his speech 

ringing with truth and reason, is on the verge of despoiling 

the Savior, when Christ's quick reply forces the dramatic 

climax: 

. . . Why should man seek glory: who of his ov/n 
Hath nothing, and to v/hom nothing belongs 
But condemnation, ignominy, and shame? 
Who for so many benefits receiv'd 
Turn'd recreant to God, ingrate and false. 
And so of all true good himself despoil'd, 
Yet, sacrilegious, to himself would take 
That which to God alone of right belongs. 

(Ill, 134-41) 

It is ironic and dramatic that Satan with his most reason

able and pertinent speech, pressing masterfully the one 

chance he has of destroying God's perfect man, should 

inadvertantly destroy himself. Satan, \\re recall, was the 

one angel who in Paradise Lost tried the hardest to take 

glory from God. 

Satan had not to answer, but stood struck 
With guilt of his own sin, for he himself 
Insatiable for glory had lost all. 

(Ill, 146-8) 

Christ has clinched the debate, and, with the powerful 

speeches cited above, the drama has reached its height. 

Satan has taken the classical position of the question of 

fame, that the active man might advance himself to true 

glory; and Christ's rejoinder, culminating in the dramatic 

climax, has clarified Milton's transcendental philosophy of 

fame. Thus we now see very clearly how Milton's philosophy 

of fame, used as the main theme and the dramatic structure 
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of the work, fuses perfectly into the kinesis, climax, and 

turning point of the action in the poem. 

The dramatic action in the third movement from the 

climax onv/ard very much resembles the classical stichomytliia 

form or "verbal fencing match," Milton likens Satan's 

actions in this dramatic movement to 

. . . a swarm of flies in vintage time. 
About the wine-press v/here sweet moust is powr'd. 
Beat off, returns as oft with humming sound; 
Or surging waves against a solid rock, 
Though all to shivers dash't, the assault renew. 
Vain battery, and in froth or bubbles end. 

(IV, 15-20) 

Satan, because of his vanity and pride, starts shower

ing temptations on Christ. Satan tries to goad Christ into 

a zeal for duty; he tries to offer him experience gained 

from travel and power gained from knov/ledge; he advises 

Christ to become a ruler before it is too late; Christ is 

offered the kingdoms of the world and earthly fame gained 

from wisdom. Although Satan's rapid-fire temptations seem 

completely sensual, he is working up to the very temptation 

that brought destruction to Eve. He is offering Christ the 

power gained from vain knowledge; that knowledge which man 

pursues for himself in an egocentric manner. But Christ's 

actions, already being God-directed, give Christ the 

power to resist. As fast as Satan can tliink of the tempta

tions, Christ in the victor's position cooly and quickly 

rebukes Satan. Finally in despair, Satan declares: 

Since neither wealth, nor honour, arms nor arts. 
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Kingdom nor Empire pleases thee, nor aught 
By me propos'd in life contemplative. 
Or active, tended on by glory or fame. 

What dost thou in the World? (IV, 368-72) 

Whereupon Satan whisks Christ down from the mountain top, 

back to the wilderness, and makes a final attempt to 

tempt the Son of God with terrors dire. (IV, 431) 

The effect of Satan's howling, night-long tempest is summed 

up by Christ on the following morning. He states: 

Mee worse then wet thou find'st not. (IV, 486) 

The final temptation, that of Satan's transporting 

Christ to the highest tov/er on the Temple of Jerusalem then 

daring him to stand upright, is dramatically nothing more 

than the outward sign of victory for God; and the victory 

signals the close of the drama. 

The tripartite dramatic structure of Paradise Regained, 

therefore, is dependent upon and unified by the use of fame 

as the vehicle for action. That the dramatic struggle for 

fame works as a formative agent is evident in the realiza

tion that the resolution of the dramatic conflict is also 

the graphic achievement of the purpose of the poem. Milton 

states that 

. . . by vanquishing temptation 

A fairer Paradise is found now 

For ADAM and his chosen Sons. (IV, 607-14) 

The accomplishment of Milton's purpose comes both in the 

form of ideological justification and the portrayal of 
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Christ's abnegation of egocentric impulses. 

Samson Agonistes: A Dramatic Poem, has basically the 

same dramatic structure Milton used in Paradise Regained. 

The structure of Samson Agonistes moves in three parts, 

and the vehicle for action is again the central theme, 

fame. One important difference, however, is that the 

action of the drama in Samson Agonistes all takes place in 

Samson's mind. It was noted earlier in this paper that 

Milton had in mind a more practical use for Samson than 

Christ. Whereas Christ represented the Renaissance mind 

at its heroic best, Samson represented a Renaissance mind 

not so heroic, (though potentially perfect), that was 

troubled over what true glory was and was fallible in its 

reasoning. Generally, Samson v/as much closer to a "real" 

man and would therefore have more empathy with an audience. 

Milton's explanation of his philosophy of fame in Samson 

Agonistes, while remaining unchanged, becomes slightly more 

complicated, for man's passion is involved with his reason

ing. The hero, Samson, goes through all the human emotions; 

he makes mistakes; he suffers mental and physical defeat, 

and in general acts like a man. 

The first movement opens with Samson lamenting his 

fate. From his opening monologue we learn he had been 

born, according to prophecy, as the Deliverer of Israel. 

But because of an ill-fated marriage with Delila, he is now 

held captive by his country's enemies, the Philistines. 

b>. 
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After Delila seduces him and gains the secret of his 

strength, he is blinded and put to work in a prison slave 

mill. On this particular day Samson is not working because 

of the Philistines' festival for Dagon, their sea idol. 

He asks to be led outside, to a shady bank, where he can 

meditate. Samson's meditations indicate that he feels 

sorry for himself and start the dramatic action downv/ard 

in direction. Characteristic of his sentiments throughout 

the monologue, are his first statements: 

Why was my breeding order'd and prescrib'd 
As a person separate to God 
Design'd for great exploits; 0 glorious 
strength 

But to labour a Beast, debas't 
Lower then bondslave I Promise was that I 
Should Israel from Philistian yoke deliver; 
Ask for this great Deliverer now, and find 
him 

Eyeless in Gaza at the Mill with slaves, 

Whom have I to complain of but my self? 
Who this high gift of strength committed 

to me. 
In what part lodg'd, how easily bereft me. 
Under the Seal of silence could not keep. (30-49) 

Samson continues to decry his fate; he spends much time 

describing the awfulness of his blindness, and finally the 

chorus enters. 

Milton's chorus is stock. It is composed of Samson's 

friends and.the elders of his tribe, who are to perform 

the two typical, major functions: to represent and voice 

the public opinion and to force the action along. The 

chorus hears Samson lamenting; he hopes for, indeed begs 
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for, death, and because he cannot understand God's actions 

against him, questions God's justice. Voicing the popular 

opinion, the chorus admonishes Samson: 

Who made our Laws to bind us, not himself. 
And hath full right to exempt 
Whom so it pleases him by choice 
From National obstriction, without taint 
Of sin, or legal debt; 
For with his own Laws he can best dispence. 

(309-14) 

Although the chorus' statement is positive by itself, in 

this situation it functions as a destructive element to 

Samson. It is necessary to remember that the conflict, 

the tension, is- in Samson's mind, not in a bantering dia

logue, and that the dramatic action, therefore, will move 

only as Samson's mental struggle moves. The chorus' state

ment essentially makes Samson "feel bad," and he sinks into 

a "lower" state of mind. Consequently, the action moves 

further downward; and because there is movement, the 

tension increases. 

Manoa, Samson's father, enters the scene, and seeing 

his son in a low condition tries to counsel him. In dis

cussing why Samson should not wish for death, Manoa 

inadvertently brings up the fact that the Philistines 

attribute Samson's capture to Dagon, their pagan god, and 

the festival is to honor Dagon's supreme power. Samson 

takes full responsibility for the deed, thus reaching his 

lowest state of mind: 

. . . I do acknowledge and confess 
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That I this honour, I this pomp have brought 
To Dagon, and advanc'd his praise high 
Among the Heathen round; to God have brought 
Dishonour, oblioquie, and op't the mouths 
Of idolists, and Atheists; have brought scandal 
To Israel. (448-54) 

Manoa, however, makes the important observation that Samson 

seems 

. . . self-displeas'd 
For self-offense, more then for God offended. 

(514-15) 

The first movement of the drama is complete. The 

action has moved in its downward direction from Samson's 

opening monologue to his speech cited above and is now at 

an impasse. The conflict in Samson's mind has reached a 

stasis; nothing further can be added to his degradation. 

Milton, of course, had a reason for structuring his drama 

this way. Just as in Paradise Regained, Milton vr/anted his 

hero to exemplify man's quest for true fame in the three 

logical phases: the lust for earthly fame, the renunciation 

of personal fame, and then advancement to glory. Milton is 

once again making his philosophy of fame act as a formative 

agent in his work. The first dramatic movement corresponds 

to the first phase of Milton's philosophical quest for true 

glory. 

A close exegesis of the first movement, however, will 

reveal that Samson does not actually exhibit a lust for 

earthly fame. Milton implies that Samson, in his strength, 

has claimed glory for Israel, not for himself. Samson 

!£" 
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apparently experienced a kind of religious hubris, a cer

tainty that his own election made him indispensible to 
2 

God. Therefore, Milton is making the most of a chance to 

shov; that for man the important difference between the first 

and third phases of obtaining true glory lies between an 

egocentric or theocentric direction of one's actions. 

Manoa's observation that Samson seemed not displeased for 

God but for himself, is clearly an indication that Samson 

has not begun the transcendental process man must make to 

gain true glory. 

The direct.ion of the action in the second dramatic 

movement is lateral. An even level of tension is maintained 

from the stasis, the point at which nothing else can lower 

Samson's state of mind, to the end of the movement. The 

chorus says, in effect, "What shall we do now?" and even 

Manoa can add nothing to sway the balance of Samson's inner 

struggle. The lateral dramatic movement, sustained and 

expanded by the dialogue, stops suddenly when Samson 

resolves his conflict with a purgation of his soul. Samson 

brings a dramatic catharsis about by denying any personal 

significance to his past action, and renouncing all hope 

for any future heroic deeds: 

My race of glory run, and race of shame. 
And I shall shortly be with them that rest; 
To deaths benumming Opium as my only cure. 
Thence faintings, swounings of despair. 
And sense of Heav'ns desertion. (600-5) 
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The catharsis is the turning point of the drama. The 

chorus immediately following Samson's resolution, concludes 

the second movement with a prayer that Samson's labours may 

be turned to peaceful end. 

Milton's purpose in the second movement is obvious. 

He uses Samson's total submission to "Heav'ns desertion" 

as an example of man transcending his natural impulses, 

which is the key to Milton's philosophy of fame. Samson's 

previous action, now replaced by suffering, signals the 

start of the third dramatic movement. 

: Delila's entrance puts Samson on his guard, and starts 

him on the V'/ay of God-directed action. She claims she is 

truly sorry for her betrayal of his secret, and in defense 

explains that her actions were not completely despicable. 

Delila says she was 

Adjur'd by all bonds of civil duty 
And of Religion, press'd how just it was. 
How honourable, how glorious to entrap 
A common enemy, who had destroy'd 
Such numbers of our Nation: and the Priest 
Was not behind, but ever at my ear. 
Preaching how meritorious with the gods 
It would be to ensnare an irreligious 
Dishonourer of Dagon. (853-61) 

Samson rebukes her in the only way he can: 

I thought where all thy circling wiles would end; 
In feign'd Religion, smooth hypocrisie. (871-2) 

Milton gives Delila, as he did Satan in Paradise Regained, 

the arguments of the neo-classical philosophy of fame. She 

has put the public good first, and found her justification 
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for doing so from a "glase religion." Milton knew from 

experience that Renaissance humanism, like the Philistines' 

false religion, could misdirect men's actions. Samson 

none-the-less sees the fallacy of Delila's actions and 

persuasions and refuses to make amends with her. 

Much angered by Samson's refusal to make peace, Delila 

states: 

To mix with thy concernments I desist 
Henceforth, nor too much disapprove my own. 
Fame if not double-fac't is double-mouth'd. 
And with contrary blasts proclaims most deeds, 
On both his wings, one black, th' other white. 
Bears greatest names in his wild aerie flight. 
My name perhaps among the Circumcis'd . . . 
To all posterity may stand defam'd. 
But in my countrey where I most desire, 
I shall be nam'd among the famousest 
Of Women. (970-83) 

Delila's contention is that the standards for judging fame 

from one ethical perspective may be at variance with the 

standards of another ethic, thus making fame a relative 

concept. Her contention is invalid, hov^ever, because for 

Milton and Samson, there is no question of what the true 

ethical standard is. And, as we have seen, the only true 

fame is that fame due to, and received from, God. 

The interchange between Samson and Delila has given 

new will power to Samson. Milton once again has used his 

philosophy of fame to create the conflict and form the 

dramatic structure. The tension just created has given 

the action an upward direction, and this action is furthered 

by the entrance of the Philistine giant, Harapha. In the 
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ensuing dialogue Harapha'a insults goad Samson to action; 

God-directed action. Samson challenges Harapha: 

. . . if Dagon be thy god. 
Go to his temple, invocate his aid 
With solemnest devotion, spread before him 
How highly it concerns his glory nov; 
To frustrate and dissolve these Magic spells. 
Which I to be the power of Israel's God 
Avow, and challenge Dagon to the test. 
Offering to combat thee his Champion bold, 
With th' utmost of his Godhead seconded: 
Then thou shalt see, or rather to thy sorrov/ 
Feel, whose God is strongest, thine or mine. 

(1145-55) 

The conflict between the two is primarily over what the 

true basis for action is; Harapha's unwillingness to accept 

the challenge to fight, therefore, is a sign of moral 

victory for Samson. 

An officer enters and orders Samson to appear at the 

festival to perform some feats of strength. Samson refuses 

to go because, by obeying his captor's orders, he would 

. . . abuse this consecrated gift 
Of strength, and add a greater sin 

By prostrating Holy things to Idols. (1354-6) 

The officer departs and the chorus, to indicate that the 

action and tension have built considerably, states: 

Consider, Samson; matters now are strain.'d 
Up to the highth, whether to hold or break; 
He's gone, and who knows how he may report 
Thy words by adding fuel to the flame? (1348-51) 

Samson brings the tension to its highest when he replies to 

the chorus: 

Be of good courage, I begin to feel 
Some rouzing motions in me which dispose 
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To something extraordinary my thoughts. 
Nothing to do, be sure, that may dishonour 
Our Law, or stain my vow of Nazarite. (1381-5) 

The action is almost immediately brought to its height 

when Samson mysteriously volunteers to go to the festival 

then leaves v/ith a second officer. As Samson leaves, Manoa 

enters with the news that he is optimistic about his 

chances of arranging a ransom with the Philistines to free 

Samson, Structurally, the dramatic action and tension, 

being at their peaks, have formed a kinesis. The high 

level of tension is sustained while the action again moves 

laterally, forced by Manoa's and the chorus' comments on 

the strange cries they keep hearing. The climax comes when 

a messenger who has seen the disaster at the festival, makes 

his appearance and tells Manoa that Samson is dead. Manoa 

is torn with grief; but after hearing the manner in \\'hich 

Samson died, Manoa and the chorus realize that Samson's 

final act was the physical proof he had transcended his 

impulses for heroism. Manoa's final statement, 

. . . Samson hath quit himself 
Like Samson, and heroicly hath finish'd 

A life Heroic, (1709-11) 

indicates that Samson has found the true glory, and will 

be advanced to a posthumous earthly glory. Manoa's last 

speech draws the curve of the action into a full circle. 

That Milton's philosophy of fame has a formative 

impact on Samson Agonistes, just as it had on Paradise 

Regained, is quite obvious. It is also apparent that 
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Milton was paying extremely close attention to the effect 

he wanted to achieve from the dramatic structure of each 

work. The fusion of structure and content in Paradise 

Regained is highly effective and impressive, but the almost 

completely symmetrical dramatic structure of Samson Agonistes 

shows the mark of a dramatic genius. With a fine touch 

Milton balances the depth and height of the stasis and 

kinesis; he sustains the tension while controlling the 

distance of the lateral movement between stasis and car-

thasis, kinesis and climax; and, he allots roughly equal 

amounts of action to the particular phase, in his philosophy 

of fame, that the hero is undergoing in the quest for true 

fame. 

Further, it is apparent that the conflict which is 

focused on the search for true fame, in Paradise Regained 

and Samson Agonistes, is the basis of the dramatic structure. 

The ideas of fame proposed by Satan and Delila are juxta

posed to the philosophies of fame of Christ and Samson. 

The completely personal glory won from an active life finds 

its antithesis in the true glory given God; who, because 

of His bounty may advance the "giver" to true earthly fame. 

Therefore, In Samson Agonistes and Paradise Regained, 

Milton has created extremely effective, parallel, dramatic 

structures, coterminous with his transcentental philosophy 

of fame. 



Chapter Five 

Conclusion 

Man's natural impulse to win fame v/as an ethical 

problem v/hich, as we have seen, was very important to 

Milton. At the outset of his career, his own thirst for 

glory and renown hampered his understanding of v/hat true 

fame was. Only after years of striving did the many vicis

situdes in his quest for fame compel Milton to reflect long 

and deeply upon the nature of the thing he sought. That 

his resolution of the problem was of great significance to 

him is seen in the fact that Milton's transcendental 

philosophy of fame constitutes the basic mode of unity in 

both Paradise Regained and Samson Agonistes. The action 

of the two works is moved by the central theme of fame. 

The major conflicts, from which the dramatist gains drama

tic tension, are formed in Christ's and Samson's quests 

for true glory; and the focusing of the conflicts into a 

whole give the dramatic structure of both poems. 

Only by realizing the role of fame in Paradise Regained 

and Samson Agonistes can we resolve the criticism that 

Samson and Christ are actually less heroic than Satan and 

Delila. The basis for the criticism lies in the fact that 

we read Christ's and Samson's unqualified denials of Satan's 

and Delila's values as a betrayal of Milton's humanistic 

heritage. The mistake lies first in not understanding how 

and wliy Milton formed a transcendental philosophy of fame, 

53 
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and, second, in doubting the antagonists' sincerity. 

Furthermore, the realization of the dramatic conflict 

resulting from the quest for fame, places the emphasis on 

the proper heroes of the works. The actions of Satan and 

Delila serve as a foil to the action of Christ and Samson. 

The triumph of the heroes in transcending their natural 

impulses for fame, and thus acquiring an acute awareness 

of their proper place and function in relation to God, is 

underscored by the cognizance of the progress of the drama

tic conflict in the poems. 

Thus, the -idea of fame is a major facet of Paradise 

Regained and Samson Agonistes. The idea provides a theme 

about v/hich a dramatic conflict can be focused. A mode of 

unity is sustained in the action centered about the problem 

of fame. And, an awareness of the progress of the quest 

for fame in the careers of the protagonists and antagonists 

affords a key to an interpretation in harmony with the 

didactic goals of Milton. 
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