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ABSTRACT

APOTHEOSIS OF REVENGE IN THE EPIC TRILOGY OF JOHN MILTON:
PARADISE LOST, PARADISE REGAINED, AND SAMSON AGONISTES

By

Jin Sunwoo

This dissertation proposes that, despite the lack of scholarship on the
theme of revenge in Milton, revenge is integral to all three of his major poems,
Paradise Lost, Paradise Regained, and Samson Agonistes. A close reading of

. these poems not only reveals that the theme of revenge is pervasive in all three
works, but that Milton transforms the convention to create an apotheosis of
revenge. Milton achieves this apotheosis by modifying the traditional revenger,
who is marred by violence and hatred, into the sanctified revenger of God, who
achieves godly vengeance through patience and sufferance.

By examining the contrasting types of revenge as exemplified by Satan on
the one hand and the Son and Samson on the other, this dissertation attempts to
show how Milton’s handling of the theme of revenge in his major poems is used
to contrast the failures of the Puritan Revolution with the original calling of the
Puritan party to free the English nation from tyranny. This dissertation also
seeks to reveal that the theme of revenge raises larger issues such as
Providence, free will, and the role of humanity in providential history.

The dissertation begins by arguing against the traditional view that

revenge was condemned during the Renaissance. The first chapter thus




examines the philosophical and theological justification during the Renaissance
for Milton's treatment of revenge as an instrument of divine justice in his three
major poetical works. The second chapter explores Milton’s treatment of Satan's
revenge in Paradise Lost in relation to the problem of evil, which Milton sees as
arising from disobedience and the assertion of individual will over the will of God.
The third chapter examines Milton’s effort to create an apotheosis of revenge by
the Son in Paradise Regained, whose defeat of Satan serves as a definitive
answer to sin, inviting an imitative response from the reader. Chapter four is
devoted to the study of Milton's efforts to offer Samson as a more human
example of sanctified revenge in Samson Agonistes. The dissertation closes
with an epilogue which examines how Milton’s epic trilogy as a whole projects

Milton's hopeful vision of God's providential design.
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Introduction

An overlooked approach to Paradise Lost, Paradise Regained, and
Samson Agonistes is the relationship of these works to the theme of revenge.
While this theme has been discussed at some length in connection with Samson
Agonistes, there is a resounding silence regarding it in Paradise Lost and
Paradise Regained. Certainly, there is no scholarly study that discusses Milton’s
treatment of revenge in the course of his three major poetical works. This dearth
of critical studies on the theme of revenge in Milton's major poetical works is
surprising, considering the fact that the word “revenge” is used twenty-one times
in Paradise Lost, four times in Samson Agonistes, while special emphasis is
given to the word “avenged” near the conclusion of Paradise Regained.
Numerous other derivatives of the word “revenge” appear throughout Milton’s
three major poems.’ The following study will therefore not only attempt to
redress this past neglect of revenge in Milton's three major poems but argue that
the concept of revenge is integral to their overall meaning.

A close examination of Paradise Lost, Paradise Regained, and Samson
Agonistes reveals that Milton is not only exploring the nature of revenge but
progressively modifying it for religious and political reasons. A comparative
study of the treatment of revenge in Milton’s three major poetical works will
reveal Milton’s transformation of revenge from a traditionally individualistic and
ungodly act into an act of divine retribution. By tracing the progressive

transformation of the theme of revenge in Milton's three major works, this study



concerns itself with two largely interrelated issues of religion and politics.
Because as G. Wilson Knight points out, “there is to Milton no final distinction
between politics and religion: each reinforces the other,” | will examine how the
theme of revenge in Milton's poems contributes to the religious and political
debates of his day. In the following chapters, then, | hope to examine how
revenge in Milton’s works touches on religious concerns related to the question
of individual versus divine will, on the consequence of disobedience and the
hope of redemption through unconditional obedience. | also intend to show that
the progressive transformation of the concept of revenge in Milton's works is
linked to his efforts to express contemporary social and political concerns
relating to the failure of the Puritan Revolution, a failure which led to the

Restoration.

Milton's treatment of revenge in his three major poetical works centers
around two contrasting types of revenge, the satanic and the divine. Throughout
the course of his poem, Milton presents his contrasting kinds of revenge in such
a way that his readers are asked to choose between Satan'’s individualistic
choice to act upon his “unconquerable will,/ And study of revenge,” * and the
examples of the Son and Samson who exemplify the apotheosis of revenge by
elevating revenge as an instrument of divine justice. Because the term
“apotheosis” has several different meanings, | would first like to clarify which
sense | will employ in the following discussion. By apotheosis of revenge, | do

not mean “deification” or “canonization,” but strictly “an exaltation of a principle,



practice,” a glorified “ideal” (OED 1, 559). Viewed from this perspective, the role
Samson assumes in the fulfillment of providential justice functions as an exalted
or glorified example for redeemed Christians to follow. However, because
Samson is merely a type of Christ and thus at one remove from the perfection of
Christ, he is more human and more fallible. Before presenting the example of
Samson, therefore, Milton offers his readers the example of Christ's revenge on
Satan in Paradise Regained. As Richard S. Ide points out, while it is Satan who
assumes the role of the “villain revenger” in Paradise Lost, it is mankind who,
through the Son, is destined to “have revenge against Satan’s villainy at the
Resurrection and at the end of time.™ The overthrow of Satan by the Son in
Paradise Regained thus fulfills the promise extended in Paradise Lost that
“[Eve's] seed [Christ] shall bruise [Satan’s] head” which “Would be revenge
indeed” (PL, X. 181, 1036). The Son in Paradise Regained, however, unlike
Samson, remains perfect and free of sin while undertaking the revenge on
Satan. The Son's revenge in Paradise Regained is manifest in Satan’s
overthrow and in the Son’s undoing of the effects of Fall, which he achieves
through humility, faith, and obedience to the will of God.

The example of the Son in Paradise Regained also functions as an
emblem of the right relationship between God and man, a relationship that Milton
describes in his De Doctrina Christiana as involving the wisdom “WHEREBY WE
EARNESTLY SEARCH AFTER THE WILL OF GOD, LEARN IT WITH ALL
DILIGENCE, AND GOVERN ALL OUR ACTIONS ACCORDING TO ITS RULE.”

Satan's quest for revenge in Paradise Lost, by contrast, is motivated by his own




individualistic will rather than the will of God. As John Carey points out, Satan
makes a conscious choice to vent his revenge, against his better nature, upon
the human race. This makes his act of revenge that much more diabolical.®

In seeking revenge, Satan, in his individualistic tendencies, most closely
resembles the villain of Renaissance drama. While our own attitude towards
“individualism” is influenced by the modern practice of valorizing it as a “free and
independent individual action or thought” (OED 7, 880), the Renaissance held to
a more negative attitude towards individualism, especially when that
individualism works to undermine social and spiritual harmony. The
Renaissance antipathy towards individualism is noted by critics such as
Theodore Spencer, who uses the term “individualist” specifically to describe a
villain such as lago who is “separated from ordinary human beings on both sides
of his nature” and who “has no capacity for seeing himself in relation to the state
or the universal order of things.” According to Spencer, an individualist is
another name for the Machiavellian “who enjoys evil...for its own sake” (Spencer,
131), and individualism as it is depicted in Shakespeare is viewed as “one of the
attributes of villainy” (Spencer, 212).® Spencer's depiction of the attributes of
villainy in lago might just as easily be applied to Milton’s Satan. Like lago, Satan
can be called an individualist who is spiritually alienated from God and from his
fellow creatures by his commitment to evil. That Milton was aware of the threat
posed by uninhibited individualism embodied by Satan is evident from his efforts
‘ to define true individuality as being synonymous with harmony and union with the

will of God. As Mary Ann Radzinowicz points out, “Milton himself used the word



‘individual’ to signify aggregation, not segregation, to mean non-dividual as in the
phrase ‘abide/ United as one individual soule’(V. 609-610)."®

Satan in Paradise Lost, then, is an individualistic character, analogous to
Machiavellian villains such as Macbeth, Richard Ill, and lago in Renaissance
drama, who acknowledge no constraints on their behavior other than those of
self-interest. Though Barbara K. Lewalski does not include the darker
implications of individualism in her discussion, she nonetheless traces the
connection between Milton’s Satan in Paradise Lost and the villains of
Elizabethan tragedy. By examining Satan’s soliloquies, Lewalski concludes that
Satan resembles Macbeth in his ambition, Richard Ill in his pursuit of power, and
lago in his “sheer malignity.”’° Satan, therefore, is an egotist who pursues his
own goals with single-minded drive. Furthermore, his compulsive pursuit of
revenge, undertaken in the vain hope of continuing his challenge to the divine
order, furthers his spiritual division from divine grace, a division that St.
Augustine defines as the very condition of evil. According to St. Augustine, evil
is a privation of the good that is God, noting that “no nature at all is evil, and this
is a name for nothing but the want of good.”' Milton like Augustine, emphasizes
in Paradise Lost that everything God created was good in its inception. That
Milton’s theory of evil in large part accords with that of Augustine becomes
evident from his argument in De Doctrina Christiana, a useful gloss to the
reading of Paradise Lost," that all things created by God are good at their
outset. According to Milton, “the original matter of which we speak, is not to be

looked upon as an evil or trivial thing, but as intrinsically good” (Columbia XV,



23). Rather, as “[God) himself testifies,” all “[m]atter, like the form and nature of
angels itself, proceeded incorruptible from God” (Columbia XV, 67, 23-25).
According to his Augustinian theory of evil, therefore, Milton attempts to show in
Paradise Lost that Satan, by choosing to disobey God, moves against his nature
which was created good. As good vanishes, so evil manifests itself. If God did
not create evil, then, Satan’s fall must be seen as a consequence of his own
volition. Like Augustine, Milton believes that the good, by being subjected to
choice and free will, can turn to evil. He argues that Matter, “having proceeded
from God, and become in the power of another party,” and “mutable”, has
nothing to prevent it “from contracting taint and contamination through the
enticements of the devil, or those which originated in man himself’ (Columbia
XV, 25). Insomuch as “every act is in itself good; it is only its irregularity, or
deviation from the line of right, which, properly speaking, is evil” (Columbia XV,
199), Milton asserts that God is blameless for the evil in this world. Central,
then, to Milton's defense of God is the Augustinian theory of evil."

In his conscious choice to pursue the course of revenge, even after the
fact of his defeat in the war in Heaven, Satan embraces hate and despair instead
of submission and restoration to the grace of God. This is both an assertion of
his individualistic nature and a voluntary act of distancing himself from divine
providence. As noted by Arthur E. Barker, the thematic pattern of Paradise Lost
consists of man’s first disobedience, his post-lapsarian woe, and his
restoration.’ Satan, likewise, experiences a disastrous fall resulting in “huge

affliction and dismay” (PL, |. 57). Satan, however, unlike Adam and Eve, whose



fall is followed by submission and redemption, falls again by his quest for
revenge. Satan’s damnation therefore is a result of his own obdurate and
stubborn disobedience and not something that was predestined. As Milton tells
us in De Doctrina Christiana, “reprobation lies not so much in the divine will, as in
the obstinacy of their minds; nor is it the decree of God, but rather the reprobate
themselves, by their refusal to repent while it is in their power” (Columbia 14,
155).

Paradise Lost portrays the machinations of satanic revenge in order,
among other things, to identify Satan’s pride as the origin of sin and his revenge
as the fundamental element that “Mov'd our Grand Parents in that happy
state,/...to fall off/ From their Creator and trangress his Will” (PL, I. 29-31). As
Radzinowicz points out, however, the poem's conclusion also presages the two
themes that dominate Paradise Regained and Samson Agonistes: “the example
of the ‘Redeemer ever blest’ (PL, XIl. 572-3)...and the addition of human deeds

of faith, virtue, patience, temperance.”'*

While Satan’s revenge defines and
exemplifies the nature of sin, the examples of the Son in Paradise Regained and
Samson in Samson Agonistes attempt to show readers the means of overcoming
the effects of sin by imitating “actions exemplary for man” (Radzinowicz, 229).
Paradise Lost, Paradise Regained, and Samson Agonistes thus are thematically
interlinked. The story of temptation and fall in Paradise Lost is followed by the
story of temptation and undoing of the Fall in Paradise Regained, followed by the

temptation and redemption in Samson Agonistes. Paradise Regained provides a

reworking of the concept of revenge by demonstrating that the “true ‘revenger” is



sometimes one who only “suffers patiently” (Ide 1983, 122). As Albert C.
Labriola points out, the image of the Son in Paradise Lost in his “meek aspect”
and “Filial obedience™® contrasts with Satan’s “Ambition and Revenge,” and his
rebellion against God."” Milton expands upon this contrast in Paradise
Regained, where the Son likewise takes on the role as the exemplar of Faith,
proving his Sonship by waiting patiently and obediently for the spirit to instruct
him in how to perform his office. By doing so, he shows that true Sonship and
the “fairer Paradise” (PR, IV. 613) are attained by trust in God alone and not by
assertion of one’s individual will.

While Milton in Paradise Regained presents the Son as the New
Testament antitype and example of perfection as well as fulfillment, he writes
Samson Agonistes with Samson as a prefigurative type of Christ. The reason
Miiton is able to view Samson as a type of Christ is, as Lynn Veach Sadler points
out, is because Milton “avoids a dichotomy between Old and New Testaments by
making the prophets a kind of old dispensation equivalent of Gospel typology.”*®
According to Sadler, because God, in his divinity, transcends the limitation of
linear chronology, so his dispensation is equally applicable to both the Old and
New Testaments (Sadler, 143-145). Because the Son is God-incarnate, he is
the ideal exemplar given to man for imitation. Man, however, because of his
fallén condition cannot hope to attain to the state of the Son’s perfection. It is not
surprising therefore that most of the examples that are given in the Bible are
human.' For this reason, in Samson Agonistes, Milton portrays for the benefit of

fallen man a human example, one who is as weak and sinful as the ordinary man



himself. This very fallen nature of Samson, which allows him to be more
accessible to the reader, however, is also responsible for the critical debate
between anti-regenerationist and regenerationist arguments in regard to how we
should view Samson’s final act of revenge in Samson Agonistes. Critics such as
Irene Samuel and Joseph Wittreich have argued that any regeneration is at odds
with Samson'’s revenge in the temple of Dagon.? Wittreich, for example,
suggests that while Samson is no villain, he is deeply flawed in his heroism, and
that his final act of revenge bespeaks not his “regeneration” but a “second
fall"(Wittreich 1981, 80). However, | agree with others such as Hugh MacCallum
and David Loewenstein who see Samson'’s final act of revenge not as “a
foolhardy embracing of self-destruction” (Wittreich 1981, 231) but a fulfillment of
divine vengeance in obedience to the Will of God. This view gains credence
when we recall the fact that St. Augustine justifies Samson'’s suicide in The City
of God because Samson was acting under the special inspiration of the Holy
Spirit (Augustine 1950, 27). MacCallum thus argues that, in carrying out his
revenge, “[Samson] acted not as a private person, but as one whose calling to
free his country came from heaven.”?' Loewenstein likewise views Samson as a
“radical saint moved by the Spirit to enact the dreadful vengeance of the Lord.” %
In order for Samson to transcend the limitations of a personal vendetta,
however, and truly become the instrument of divine retribution, Milton must
demonstrate that Samson overcomes the consequence of disobedience for
having “profaned/ The mystery of God given me under pledge/ Of vow, and have

betrayed it to a woman."® Reading Samson Agonistes from this perspective,



one can see better how the tragedy is largely about the hero’s recovery involving
patience and faith, conquering the weakness which led to his fall, and obeying
the call to further service.* Milton thus presents Samson in the tragedy initially
as a betrayer of God, deprived of honor and integrity and subjected to various
temptations. Samson, however, regains patience, humility, and faith in God
through temptations and trials. It is only when Samson accepts full responsibility
for the consequences of his disobedience and puts unquestioning faith in the will
of God, that he claims to experience “Some rousing motions in me” (SA, 1382) to

become again the instrument of divine retribution on the Philistines.

While Milton’s treatment of revenge in his three major poems is revealing
in its dramatization of the religious theme of the Fall and Redemption, it is
equally helpful in illuminating some of the sociopolitical aspects of the Puritan
revolution. In Milton and the Experience of Defeat, Christopher Hill brings our
attention to Milton’s criticism of the revolutionary party in his three major poems
by correlating the Fall of Man with the failure of the revolution. According to Hill,
Milton’s “last three great poems deal with intensely topical problems set by the
defeat of God’'s Cause” wherein “the sinfulness of fallen man became an

explanation of failure.”

What | propose to do then in the present study is to
examine how Milton's treatment of revenge relates to and promotes such a
critique. While Satan'’s persistence in his quest for revenge in Paradise Lost is a

perversion of God's will and a reflection of Satan’s individualist nature, it is also

important for understanding the failures of the Puritan party. As indicated by
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Marcia Landy, Milton’s depiction of Satan in Paradise Lost is a dramatization of
“the threat of rampant individuaiism” which represents “Milton’s political and
personal assessment of the dangers of individualism masked in revolutionary
zeal and the rhetoric of liberty."®

Consumed by pride and ambition, both attributes of the “revengeful villain”
of Elizabethan drama, Satan in Paradise Lost, like the Machiavellian lago, is
driven by “an overmastering desire to justify his own egotistical principles by
seeing his own will and intellectual astuteness triumph over those who think
themselves and are regarded by others as good.”” When we consider the fact
that, as Hill points out, the Puritan revolutionaries similarly allowed themselves to
be seduced by the allurements of power, wealth, and ambition, # it is reasonable
to draw an analogy between Satan and these revolutionaries. Just like Satan in
Paradise Lost, Puritan revolutionaries made the grave error of rebelling against
God by placing greater value on their individual will rather than the divine will.
Like Satan, they arrogated to themselves, especially in the case of Cromwell, a
king-like authority. While Hill stresses that Milton never actually condemned
Oliver Cromwell (Hill 1984, 314), others, such as A.S.P Woodhouse, find Milton
implicitly criticizing Cromwell in his final tracts, such as the Readie and Easy Way
(1660), which rejects “any form of single-person rule-such as the Protectorate.”*
What the Puritan revolutionaries did not realize, as Adam and Eve learned from
Michael before their expulsion from the Garden of Eden, is that freedom does
not consist in the assertion of individual will, but the conformity of individual will

to the divine will through self-purification and submission to God.*
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If Paradise Lost symbolizes the failure of the Puritan revolutionaries
placed in the context of the Fall, Paradise Regained and Samson Agonistes
dramatize the extent to which they can learn the purpose of their calling. The
example of the Son in Paradise Regained is dedicated towards re-educating the
Puritan party of their purpose, which is to deliver and redeem the enslaved.
Elaine B. Safer, however, is at pains to emphasize that the crux of Paradise
Regained is “self-realization” rather than the “selflessness” of the Son and that
the “progression in Paradise Regained is toward man'’s realization of his potential
sufficiency to rise above his fallen condition.”' The work of deliverance may not
be always successful, as Samson Agonistes shows. Nevertheless, Milton's
tragedy reminds the Puritan revolutionaries that their calling is not invalidated
because of momentary weakness or failure. As Samson Agonistes shows,
through faith and submission of his will to the will of God, Samson can again
become the instrument of God. A bent towards political activism in Samson
Agonistes has been argued by several critics, including Hill, who reads Samson
Agonistes as reaffirming Milton’s faith in the Puritan revolution, ** and Jackie Di
Salvo, who notes “a central movement from passivity to activism, an activism
that ultimately takes the form of a violent struggle against a political oppressor.”*
Paradise Regained and Samson Agonistes thus function as exempla for the
Puritan revolutionaries in the teeth of their post-Restoration defeat. Their calling
is to deliver the nation. Because Milton is mindful of past failures, Samson
Agonistes ends with an admonition that opportunities yet remain for the Puritan

revolutionaries to accomplish this work.
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Integral to Milton's development of the theme of revenge in relation to his
religious and political concerns is the way in which his three major poetical works
are structured as an epic “trilogy.” Barker long ago observed the dependence of
Paradise Lost upon a “threefold” structural format, reminiscent of the Aeneid, of
loss, suffering, and recovery (Barker 1965, 142). Barker's discovery of this
thematic structure in Paradise Lost, | would argue, is equally applicable to the
overall structure of Milton’s three major poetical works. According to Barker,
Paradise Regained and Samson Agonistes offer contrasting renditions of the
theme of Adam'’s Fall in Paradise Lost. the former is an example of “an
undeviating resistance to the Satanic temptation,” and the other is a
representation of “a more painful yet progressive resistance...to a repetition of
earlier temptations.” Barker therefore argues that Paradise Regained and
Samson Agonistes, together with Paradise Lost, comprise “a trilogy.”* Wittreich
presents a similar argument, suggesting that Milton's three poems are mutually
illuminating because Paradise Lost “serves as a gateway into the brief epic
[Paradise Regained] and the tragedy [Samson Agonistes].” * Wittreich's
conclusion regarding Samson Agonistes, however, differs radically from mine.
While Wittreich views Paradise Regained as “a formulation of a new system of
religion” which shows how “paradise within may be achieved,” he views Samson
Agonistes as an example of “how [paradise] may be lost, and the effects of its
being lost” (Wittreich 1979, 209). By contrast, | follow the line of argument by
regenerationist critics such as MacCallum and Loewenstein who view Samson

Agonistes as portraying a process of regeneration within the context of Christ's
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example set out in Paradise Regained. Difference of interpretation aside, |
believe that Wittreich makes an important and valid observation regarding
Milton's three major works when he says that “Milton’s final vision, composed of
Paradise Lost, Paradise Regained, and Samson Agonistes, is...tripartite in its
structure” (Wittreich 1979, 193).

| believe that the most compelling argument for reading Milton's three
major poetical works together is propounded by Hill, who argues in Milton and
the English Revolution that “in all three poems Milton is grappling with problems
set by the failure of God's cause in England” (Hill 1977, 345). That Milton was
intent on explaining the reasons for the failure of the godly cause in these three
major poems is hardly surprising when we consider that they were published
after the Restoration. However, as Hill points out, what is unique to Milton is the
way in which he turned to the biblical story of the Fall in order to explain the
failure of the Puritan revolution (Hill 1977, 352). Not only does Milton address
his concerns regarding the failure of the Puritan revolution in his three major
poetical works but, as Hill points out, he does so in such a way that they create a

thematic progression:

We can trace a progression in the three great poems. Paradise Lost
deals with Adam succumbing to temptation, with humanity, with
Everyman. In Paradise Regained the hero is a perfect man, withstanding
temptation and saving humanity by his example. In Samson Agonistes

there is no mention of Christ, of whom in the orthodox tradition Samson
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was normally regarded as a type. Samson performs Christ-like actions,
bringing salvation to his people by his own death. But--even more than
Jesus in Paradise Regained--Samson is a man, a man acting, not merely
suffering. His individuality is not unique: he is what any fallen sinner can
become when he recovers and co-operates with Providence.

(Hill 1977, 446)

As noted by Hill, Milton’s epic trilogy reveals a thematic progression that begins
with the depiction of the Fall in Paradise Lost. Significantly, however, Milton is
careful to balance his portrayal of Adam's failure with the positive examples of
Christ and Samson in Paradise Regained and Samson Agonistes.

In Paradise Lost, Milton attempts to come to terms with the failure of the
Puritan revolution. Yet, just as Milton was at pains in Paradise Lost to
demonstrate that the Fall was not due to predestination but was a direct result of
one’s individual free will, so the godly cause failed because the English people
and their leaders had freely fallen. As Hill puts it, “Like the rebel angels, ‘firm
they might have stood/ Yet fell' (VI.911-12)" (Hill 1977, 348). Such failures,
nevertheless, are something that can be understood and corrected. The central
aim of Paradise Regained, then, is to present the Son as the perfect exemplar
whose actions are meant to show how “Man can be regenerate on earth” (Hill
1977, 352).

Finally, | believe that there is an inherent significance in the fact that,

despite publishing Paradise Regained and Samson Agonistes together in 1671,

15



Milton placed the order of the text so that his epic trilogy concludes with Samson
Agonistes. | agree with Hill's assessment that because Samson is a man, a type
of Christ who “performs Christ-like actions,” he is more representative of fallen
man than even the Son in Paradise Regained. The Son shows how man may
transcend individual uniqueness to become an exemplum of universal
redemption. If a sinner like Samson can hope to be restored to the grace of

God, then so can any fallen man.

In reading Milton'’s three major poems as a “trilogy,” | follow the traditional
order put forth by the majority of Milton scholars who read them in the order of
Paradise Lost, Paradise Regained and Samson Agonistes. The chronology of
Milton’s trilogy, nevertheless, is a subject of contention that deserves some
elaboration. First, there are critics who argue that Milton’s works must be read
according to the traditional chronology of Paradise Lost, Paradise Regained, and
Samson Agonistes (Ants Oras, Ernest Sirluck, Hill 1977: 481-486, Radzinowicz
1978:387-407). Others, though, challenge such a reading as flawed and argue
that Samson Agonistes is an early work, putting the date of composition in the
1640s (W.R. Parker 1949, John T. Shawcross 1961).

While the contention over chronology revolves around differences of
opinion concerning dates of composition using biographical details, prosody, and
metrics, perhaps the center of the debate is, in the words of Barker, “the
propriety of our being invited to pass from a poem representing the

imperturbable resistance of the young Christ...to a poem representing chiefly the
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perturbingly painful experience of the defeated and enslaved Samson” (Barker
1973,13). Any conjecture about the proper sequence of Milton's works, then,
must answer Barker's question: “Should not Samson'’s fallen, if ultimately, in
some sense, rescued, experience rather precede Christ's making possible the
regaining of Paradise for all mankind, following mere historical or at any rate
testamentary chronology?” (Barker 1973,14). Inverting the chronology and
placing Samson Agonistes before Paradise Regained would seem to follow
Biblical chronology in which providential history progresses from the Fall of Man
to pre-Christian Samson to the New Testament Christ.

The fact, however, remains that Milton purposely published his epic trilogy
so that his three major poems would be read in the order of Paradise Lost,
Paradise Regained and Samson Agonistes. The rapid publication of Milton’s
major poetical works--Paradise Lost in 1667, Paradise Regained and Samson
Agonistes together in 167 1—-may suggest that some of Milton’s late work may
have been begun earlier. Nevertheless, as Wittreich Jr. observes, “even if they
[Paradise Lost, Paradise Regained, and Samson Agonistes] were not composed
sequentially, they were published that way” (Wittreich 1979,191). J. Max Patrick
makes the same argument, saying that what we as critics must be concerned
with is not the dates of composition but “the order in which Milton intended his
three last major works to be read.” According to Patrick, the order of publication
in which Samson Agonistes holds the terminal position is a good indication that it

is “Milton’s intention...to have them read in that order and to have Samson
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regarded as the last work in what we may view as a trilogy of interrelated
masterpieces.”*

Date of publication aside, the best argument for reading Milton’s epic
trilogy in the order of its publication, according to Hill, is because it makes for a
most politically effective reading (Hill 1984, 314). As already noted by Hill, there
is a discernible progression in Milton’s epic trilogy. Paradise Lost lays out the
sins of pride and ambition as the causes of defeat while Paradise Regained
intimates that through the imitation of Christ's faith and obedience, man can
achieve regeneration. And, Samson Agonistes balances the political realities of
the post-Restoration England and the failure of the Godly cause with the
idealistic hope that, like Samson who “Christ-like” fulfills God’s purpose for him
by paying the ransom for his nation, the Puritan revolutionaries too will “Find
courage to lay hold this occasion” (SA, 1716).

Hill's interpretation of Samson as “Christ-like” is echoed by Sadler who
argues that Milton looked beyond the “evangelical and chronological view of
Christianity.” According to Sadler, Milton’s typology avoids creating a dichotomy
between Old and New Testaments by elevating the prophets into “a kind of old
dispensation equivalent of Gospel typology.”’ By emphasizing such continuity
between dispensations, “Regeneration is made available to those who live
before the Crucifixion, with faith as the catalyst through all dispensations”
(Sadler, 145). Central to Sadler's argument is the idea that God is not confined
to linear time as we are. Providential history is already complete and whole, and

Christ is the crux (literally the “cross”) standing at the nexus of past and future.
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His pattern and influence extend in both directions through typology. The same
typology allows man to imitate Christ and all his past and future types. Samson
therefore unknowingly follows the pattern of Christ before Christ revealed that
pattern to man. Samson is a “type of regenerative religious experience” (Sadler,
15(:3) set before us by Milton as an exemplar.*®

Lastly, for those who might object that Samson is a poor choice as subject
for imitation because of his many weakness and failures, | would answer, what
better choice for fallen man to emulate than Samson who, having fallen, re-
enters into the grace of God through repentance, faith, and obedience to the will
of God? Imperfect types like Samson are more accessible to us because their
imperfections are closer to our own. This would have been painfully obvious to

Milton writing amid the realities of the Restoration.

Paradise Lost and Paradise Regained thus need to be read in conjunction
because Paradise Regained reveals the means to rectify the sin of pride and
disobedience committed in Paradise Lost. The effort to achieve revenge through
the assertion of “individualistic” will is replaced by the submission of free will to
the greater will of God in order to achieve one’s full instrumentality. This is what
the Son does in Paradise Regained as a model for imitation. Milton states in Of
Education that “The end of Learning is to repair the ruines of our first Parents by
regaining to know God aright, and out of that knowledge to love him, to imitate
him, to be like him"(Columbia, 4. 277, my emphasis). It is for this reason that

Milton presents the Son in Paradise Regained as a powerful example of “noble
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individuality.”*® The recognition of the Son as an exemplar is important to the
overall structure of the poems as an alternative or point of reference from which
to critique Satan'’s flawed individuality in Paradise Lost. Although the
dramatization of the Son's “Filial obedience” (PL, Ill. 269) in Paradise Lost
elevates Him as a model of imitation, | believe that the Son as exemplar
achieves his fullest exposition in Paradise Regained. Whereas the Son, as the
Son of God, vanquishes Satan by merit in Paradise Lost, the Son in Paradise
Regained is depicted not in his divinity but as a God-incarnate, as a second
Adam, overcoming Satan. It is not surprising that Milton attempts to provide the
Son as an ideal model if we accept Sadler's argument that Christ's ministry in the
Gospels is intended as an “exemplification for our imitation” (Sadler, 143). This
in turn sets the stage for Samson Agonistes, in which Milton shows how the
fallible human agent may redeem himself and regain his faith through the
imitation of Christ (imitatio Christi) in response to specific temptations.

During the Renaissance, English Protestants were divided on the practice
of Imitatio Christi, depending on their conservative or reformist tendencies.*
According to J. Sears MacGee, the reformists held a “radical view of human
depravity” which led them to reject the feasibility of imitating Christ. To them
man's relationship with Christ was “often intimate, but seldom imitative.” The
conservatives, on the other hand, held a more optimistic view of human nature
which led them to believe that a “dynamic conception of the duty of imitating
Christ was tenable...because they believed that man was equipped to perform

it."" Despite being the source of contention during the Renaissance, the

20



practice of imitatio Christi is supported by Scripture. The biblical usage of the
term Imitatio or mimétés, according to The Anchor Bible Dictionary, “calls
believers to imitate other believers, Christ, and God.” However, because
humans fall short of the ideal, Paul points to Christin 1 Cor. 11:1 and 1 Thess.
1.6 as “the incarnate example of God for believers to emulate in their daily
experience.” ** As The Anchor Bible Dictionary also points out, though imitation
of Christ does not by itself imply self-justification, “participation in Christ’'s cross
and resurrection...is constituted in the life of the believer here and now by
obedience to the imperatival call to imitation” (Anchor 3, 392). The Scriptural
basis of the theme of Imitatio Christi can account partly for the vast popularity of
the English edition of the book /mitatio Christi which was reprinted right up to the
early seventeenth-century (Hudson, 543). There is no way of knowing for certain
if Milton read Thomas Rogers’ translation, but this is largely immaterial. What we
can and do know is that Milton's own words exhorting the Church to carry itself in
humility “in true imitation of Christ” (Columbia, lll. 252) places him on the side of
the conservative Protestants in regard to the theme of Imitatio Christi.
Temptations will vary in accordance with one's time and place in human
history, but as Samson shows, it is up to each individual, through the exercise of
free will and right reason, to decide which actions will most conform with the will
of God. It is only when Samson purges himself of his individual will and submits
himself wholly to the will of God through unconditional faith that he can become
an instrument of divine retribution. Once this occurs, his powers are restored to

him and he can take vengeance upon the Philistines, a vengeance that is no
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longer personal, arising from anger or human fallibility, but an expression of

divine and impersonal Justice.

This dissertation proposes to discuss Milton's treatment of revenge in his
three major poems and to argue that it constitutes an apotheosis of revenge.
The traditional treatment of revenge found in Elizabethan drama revolves around
tragic heroes such as Hamlet or individualistic villains such as Vindice and lago
whose acts of revenge invite criticism because they are motivated by personal
vindictiveness. Milton, in contrast, begins with a traditional treatment of revenge
in Paradise Lost, only to transform revenge in Paradise Regained and Samson
Agonistes into an instrument of divine justice. An important criterion for
differentiating between the treatment of revenge in Elizabethan drama and the
apotheosis of revenge in Milton's epic cycle lies in the area of motivation. As
Harry Keyishian points out, a distinction needs to be made between “portrayals
of vindictiveness” and “authentic revenge,” the latter which can at times have
“potentially affirmative and even heroic functions” despite frequent social and
religious prohibitions against revenge.*’

While the prevalent condemnation of revengers in Renaissance tragedies
such as The Spanish Tragedy, The Revenger's Tragedy, and Hamlet conveys
the impression that revenge was universally condemned during the
Renaissance, Milton offers a radically different view on revenge. In De Doctrina
Christiana Miltoﬁ argues that it is a “religious duty” to “hate the enemies of God

and of the church” and that “We are not forbidden to take or to wish to take
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vengeance upon the enemies of the church.” In chapter one, “Revenge as Just
Retribution,” therefore, | will examine the Renaissance attitudes toward revenge
in order to establish the link between the act of revenge and the operation of
justice. | believe that there were ample philosophical and theological
justifications during the Renaissance for Milton's treatment of revenge as
instrument of divine justice in his three major poetical works. What stands out in
the Renaissance discussions of revenge is that there is a clear distinction
between acts of private revenge and the operations of public revenge carried out
for the common good, the latter of which is considered morally justifiable. To
discuss these issues | will use a variety of sixteenth and seventeenth century
sources both religious and secular as well as representative classical authors
such as Aristotle, Plato, Seneca, and Cicero who were available in English
translation at the time.

The second chapter, “Satan’s Revenge and the Problem of Evil in
Paradise Lost,” will explore how the theme of revenge is related to the religious
concern over the problem of evil, which Milton sees as arising from disobedience
and assertion of one’s individual will over the will of God. As C. S. Lewis defines
it, the Fall is simply and solely “Disobedience” resulting from pride.** In Paradise
Lost, Milton was interested in the problem of evil, not only in how it came about,
in how those who perpetrate it justify their actions, but also in how to respond to
it or overcome and purge it. By accentuating the elements of envy, pride, and
hatred that shape Satan’s revenge, therefore, Milton not only condemns Satan’s

revenge as being perverse and evil but attempts to promote a purgation of those
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destructive passions in his readers by fostering a feeling of horror at Satan’s
malicious villainy. Another purpose behind Milton's portrayal of Satan’s
individualistic revenge in Paradise Lost is the elucidation of his stated intention to
“assert eternal providence,/ And justify the ways of God to men” (PL, |. 25-26).

In depicting Satan’s unholy pursuit of revenge, Milton painstakingly emphasizes
Satan’s exercise of free will. In doing so, Milton shows that individual actions are
free, and not predetermined by divine will, necessity, or decree. While Satan
attempts to deflect blame away from his rebellion by charging that God “tempted
our attempt, and wrought our fall” (PL, |. 642), Milton makes it clear that blame
lies solely on Satan himself. Satan’s rebellion against God and his subsequent
decision to pursue the course of revenge on humanity is a result of his decision
to choose evil; a decision made with free choice. Satan's damnation, therefore,
is a consequence of his stubborn disobedience and not something that was
predestined. Revenge in Paradise Lost, shown by Milton to be motivated by
individualistic inclinations, also reflects upon the causes that he saw as leading
to the failure of the Puritan revolution.

In chapter three, “Apotheosis of Revenge in Paradise Regained,” | will
discuss Milton’s attempt to dramatize the apotheosis of revenge by the Son in
Paradise Regained. That Paradise Regained is a dramatization of the Son’s
revenge on Satan is evident from its conclusion, telling us that “now thou [the
Son] hast avenged/ Supplanted Adam, and, by vanquishing / Temptation, hast
regained lost Paradise”(PR, IV. 606-608). The Son’s revenge represents a step-

by-step reversal of the effects of the Fall, presenting in Paradise Regained an
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alternate ending for Paradise Lost. In Book 12 of Paradise Lost, Michael
foretells that Christ “shall quell/ The adversary serpent, and bring back/ Through
the world’'s wilderness long wandered man/ Safe to eternal paradise of rest” (PL,
XIl. 31 1-14).. The Son’s mission in Paradise Regained, then, is the fulfiliment of
what God promised Adam and Eve through Michael in Paradise Lost. the
achievement of divine vengeance upon Satan and the salvation of man. It has
been argued by David Mikics, however, that the Son in Paradise Regained
approaches the satanic in his desire “to realize prematurely his future status as
apocalyptic victor over Satan” which “represents the aspect of the Son that is too
close to the Satan who rebelled.™® The best refutation of such a reading comes
from the text of Paradise Regained itself where the Son is portrayed as the very
epitome of faith as he overcomes Satan through humility, patience, and
obedience to the will of God. The Son serves as a definitive answer to sin, while
his moral and spiritual attributes in Paradise Regained, setting an example to
which man can also aspire, invite an imitative response from the reader. Integral
therefore to Milton’s efforts in Paradise Regained is the theme of Imitatio Christi.
In the words of C.A. Patrides, the God-man in Paradise Regained “was
designated invariably as the most perfect exemplar of the conduct expected of
all men, ‘our patterne’, ‘a patterne to vs how we ought to walke..."’

Chapter four, “Rigorous Justice: Imperative of Divine Vengeance in
Samson Agonistes” is devoted to the study of Samson in Samson Agonistes as

a sanctified revenger. As John F. Andrews points out, the only kind of revenge

justifiable to Milton is that which is associated with divine vengeance.*® The key
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to understanding Samson'’s revenge is the question whether it constitutes divine
vengeance or personal revenge. Samson has been variously interpreted as “a

tragic agent,” “a flawed man,” (Samuel, 244) and as a “vengeful godly saint” who
is “moved by the spirit to carry out God's militant work.™® As Di Salvo points out,
however, Milton underscores in Samson Agonistes the “providential nature of
Samson’s actions” by reminding the readers of God’s direct intervention in
Samson's revenge (Di Salvo, 48). As such, Samson takes on the role of
instrument of divine vengeance. Before he can fulfill his role as an instrument of
divine Providence, however, Samson must overcome the consequence of his
fallen state, a condition heavy with political connotations for the Puritan
revolutionaries after the Restoration. As Hill notes, Milton aiso holds out hope for
the revival of the Puritan cause in Samson Agonistes (Hill 1984, 311-17). Just
as Samson is restored into God's grace by his suffering, patience, repentance,
and obedience to the will of God, so his redemption acts as a “stirring example”
for the faltering Puritan revolutionaries (Di Salvo, 60), challenging them to
recover their sense of election.

Lastly, in the epilogue, “Milton’s Providential View of History in Paradise
Lost, Paradise Regained and Samson Agonistes,” | will examine how Milton's
epic trilogy as a whole attempts to depicts a paradigm of salvation and the
fulfillment of God's providential design. While there are some suggestions that
Milton's poems, particularly Paradise Regained and Samson Agonistes, reflect
his deepening pessimism and quietism following the Restoration,* as Hill points

out, there is a clear thematic progression in Milton's three poems depicting the
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Scriptural pattern of the Fall, purgation, and restoration (Hill 1977, 446). Milton’s
portrayal of a progressive and transcendental view of history thus defeats the
idea that Milton was writing a “tragedy of defeat” (Hill 1984, 313). Indeed, as
indicated by Achsah Guibbory, Milton envisions in his poetry a hopeful ideal of
“growth, vision, the purgation of error” that constitutes the “providential pattern of

progress.”™"
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