The Well-Tempered Reader: Renaissance Poetics

Milton’s Comus
Masque presented at Ludlow Castle, more frequently since the eighteenth century known as Comus.

Lecture Outline:
1.  The masque’s original production at Ludlow Castle, Shropshire, in 1634;

2. The genre of the masque:

· literary and socio-political history;

· Comus as an example of this genre;

3. The masque’s publication in 1637, 1645 and 1673;

4. The Castlehaven Scandal and the themes of temptation and trial, and of sexual politics;

· and the structure and generic characteristics of the masque;

1. 1637 title page: 
“Presented at Ludlow Castle 1634: on Michaelmas Night, before the Right Honourable John, Earl of Bridgewater, Viscount Brackley, Lord President of Wales, and One of His Majesty’s Most Honourable Privy Council”.

A) Michaelmas: the Feast of St Michael and All Angels, 29 September: traditionally the date on which newly elected or appointed officials took office;

B) Sir John Egerton, the Earl of Bridgewater’s formal installation as Lord Lieutenant of Wales and the border counties and President of the Council in the Marches of Wales. Sir John was a son of Alice, the Dowager Countess of Derby’s first husband; and married one of her daughters by her first marriage: so he was both the countess’s stepson and her son-in-law. Of this marriage between the Earl and Countess of Bridgewater were born Lady Alice Egerton, Lord (John) Brackley, and Thomas Egerton, who were aged fifteen, eleven and nine, respectively, when they acted the parts of the Lady, Elder Brother and Younger Brother, respectively, in the original production of Milton’s masque.

C) Henry Lawes: the children’s music tutor. He set the Comus songs, designed and managed the production, and took the parts of Attendant Spirit and Thyrsis. Carew’s masque, Coelum Britannicum.

2. The Masque: A courtly genre
A) Pinnacle of popularity and achievement in the reign of James I (or VI of Scotland): e.g. Ben Jonson as poet-dramatist, Inigo Jones as architect, musicians such as Lawes.

a) Milton’s ambition to move in court circles? 

b) But Egertons’ Puritan leanings; patrons of the Spenserian line of poets.
c) Comus is not lavish but frugal.

B) Spread of Puritanism from London and the rural industrial areas like Essex, Somerset and the West Riding of Yorkshire, to the residually Roman Catholic corners of the north, Wales and the south-west.
a) Installation of Puritan legal authority on the border with rebellious Welsh Catholicism?

b) But 1630s also a period during which some of the Protestant reforms of the Church in England during the sixteenth century, were being steadily undone by William Laud, Archbishop of Canterbury;
3. Publication
A) Masque first published in 1637: no mention of Milton. Why?

B) Milton’s vascillation over the courtliness of the masque genre and its aristocratic audience?

C) Published in collected volume of his works in 1645, and again in 1673.

D) John Egerton, the younger brother in Comus, subsequently wrote on his copy of Milton’s Defensio, “the book should be burnt, the author hanged.”

4. The Castlehaven Scandal

A) As President of the Council of Wales and Lord Lieutenant of Wales, Sir John Egerton was charged with keeping order and presiding over the Council, an important court of law that had been granted special jurisdiction over “unlawful games”, adultery and other sexual offences.
a) Children in victory over the local intemperance of Comus and his crew.

B) In 1631 the Countess of Bridgewater’s brother-in-law, Mervin Touchet, second Earl of Castlehaven, was beheaded for the crimes of sadism and sodomy; reputedly a Roman Catholic
a) May have reinforced the ideological complex in which Puritan legal authority was deemed necessary on the border with rebellious and licentious Catholicism.
b) Castlehaven’s alleged crimes:
i) sodomy;
ii) aiding servants to rape his own wife, Anne Stanley Brydges, Lady Chandos, the Countess of Bridgewater’s sister, eldest of three daughters of the fifth Earl of Derby and his wife Alice, the Dowager Countess of Derby;

iii) pollution (‘prostitution’) of his daughter-in-law Elizabeth Brydges, who was married to his son and heir Lord Audley and living in the same house, and who was fifteen years old at the time of Castlehaven’s trial. 
c) Alice (15) played the Lady: lost in a wild wood and made captive by a lascivious enchanter (Comus).

d) Connections between the Lady’s emphasis on chastity and virginity and Milton’s own defence of himself in the Divorce Tracts against suspicion of sexual license. How far does the Lady speak for Milton?

i) The theme of the trial of chastity and resistance to temptation would be given to Milton, or would be worked out by him in consultation with the family and Lawes.

e) Reputations of Lady Castlehaven and her daughter Elizabeth, Alice’s cousin, irredeemably besmirched

f) So was Comus intended partly as a ritual of purification?

C) The genre of the masque:

a) originated in the revels that took place just prior to Lent in the middle ages: the carnival (Carne vale = farewell to the flesh, the last spree before the abstinence of Lent);

b) a ritual dance which usually mimed the battle between self-restraint (Lent) and sensual release as symbolized by the Lord of Misrule; 

c) ritualized and sophisticated into courtly masquerade balls;

d) Michaelmas and the carnival: a period of “misrule”;

e) the antimasque, representing  forces of anarchy, rebellion and disorder: either reconciled to the ordered whole or banished - culminating dance a symbolic contrast (not a dramatic conflict), in which virtues and vices would be reconciled and harmonized.

f) Literary and dramatic elements in Comus threaten to fracture the allegorical structure of song, dance and visual effect. Peter Mendes, in John Milton, Odes, Pastorals, Masques, The Cambridge Milton for schools and colleges, ed. by J.B. Broadbent et al. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1975; repr. 1989), p. 96:

Since one of the basic demands of drama (as opposed to allegory) is precisely that it represents a dialectic clash of wills, in which argument and action can change the protagonists, we can see in what a curious position this places Comus. For though its overall structure remains allegorical (we’re never really in doubt as to what will happen to the Lady, the Attendant Spirit is always nearby), in its most powerful scene we are presented with more than a token contrast of vice and virtue: we are involved in a debate which prompts the disturbing questions posed by the play.

To what extent is nature and its pleasures dangerous?

Can aesthetic pleasure be reconciled with ethical virtue? sex and marriage with chastity and self-negation?

D) The necessity of trial and temptation to test the strength of virtue:
a) The Attendant Spirit sings, when presenting the children to their father: ‘Heaven hath timely tried their youth, / Their faith, their patience and their truth’ (lines 970-1).

i) Milton was to write ten years later in Areopagitica: ‘what purifies us is trial, and trial is by what is contrary’.

ii) The resource that Nature constitutes, as metaphor and allegory, for pastoral; myths of Eden and of Arcadia, the golden age, a time of harmony between humanity and Nature, all strife absent, food and drink available through nature’s bounty, the climate eternal spring.

iii) But Comus is incapable of apprehending any other world but his own, any other morality than his own (the Lady’s insistence on the virtue of chastity and self-restraint is, in his scheme of things, meaningless).

iv) Milton the humanist poet, who wants to celebrate Nature as Creation vs. Milton the puritan, for whom Nature and all that is natural in human beings, including appetite, was fallen and consequently corrupt?

b) The socio-politics of Milton’s masque:
i) Two antimasques: one anarchic (Comus’s revels); one in which order and degree prevail (the shepherd’s dance which precedes the culminatory dances of the Egerton family and the audience)

ii) Comus in the guise of a shepherd; the Lady remarks that courtesy (etymologically and traditionally an aristocratic and courtly virtue) ‘oft is sooner found in lowly sheds / With smoky rafters, than in tap’stry halls / And courts of princes, where it first was named, / And yet is most pretended’ (lines 322-5).

iii) Comus as a sophisticated libertine: his stately palace, set out with all manner of deliciousness might suggest a Cavalier poet from Charles I’s court. He uses the same conventional arguments as they: ‘If you let slip time, like a neglected rose / It withers on the stalk with languished head’ (line 742).

iv) The Lady’s reappropriation of ‘innocent Nature’ from the riotous intemperance and self-centred acquisitiveness of Comus with an argument for economic redistribution [read lines 761-78]

(1) Are we to grant more weight to the Lady’s plea for economic equality or to the social connotations of the genre?

c) The Elder Brother’s unperturbed, philosophical conviction that his sister’s ‘chastity’ ‘is clad in complete steel’ (lines 419-20); the younger brother’s alarm that she is lost (see lines 355-7) - ‘You may as well spread out the unsunned heaps / Of miser’s treasure by an outlaw’s den, / And tell me it is safe’ (lines 397-9)

d) Does the Lady’s virtue reside in her virginity and chastity or in her advocacy of ‘a well-governed and wise appetite’ (line 704)?
e) One object of the masque to proclaim the spotless virtue of the Egerton ladies, unlike their too notorious relatives?

i) Sabrina, according to myth, was deified after committing suicide in order to avoid rape

f) The Lady’s predicament may recall that of innocent victims of sexual violation - knowing their own guiltlessness and ‘free’ in their minds, yet besmirched and immobilized by the seamy glue of public sexual innuendo.
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