Virtue and Vice in A Masque Presented at Ludlow Castle 1634
This essay will discuss how virtue and vice is represented through two of the main characters in A masque Presented at Ludlow Castle 1634, primarily focussing on the debate between them. In this masque, the female character, The Lady, represents virtue and the male character, Comus, represents vice. This masque is also commonly called "Comus" (Webster, 1995) and it was written by John Milton at the suggestion of the composer Henry Lawes who was the musician for this masque. (Webster, 1995) It was written to be performed at Ludlow Castle on the night of Michaelmas in 1634 (Ferraz and Luxon, n.d.).
This masque was written to be performed as a celebration of John Egerton's newly appointed role as Lord President of Wales. He was first appointed in 1631, but his first visit to Ludlow was in 1634 (Ferraz and Luxon, n.d.). The masque was published anonymously in 1637 (Webster,1995) and it was the only masque that Milton wrote (Ferraz and Luxon, n.d.) Had it not been for the fame that Milton gained as the author of Paradise Lost this masque may not have gained much attention (Ferraz and Luxon, n.d.). Some critics believe that this masque was in part written to repair the damages of the infamous Castlehaven scandal (Breasted, 1971); however, this has been disputed (Creaser, 1987). Three of the Lord's children were cast in the masque with his fifteen-year-old daughter Lady Alice Egerton playing the part of The Lady and her two brothers John, eleven, and Thomas, eight, playing the parts of The Lady's brothers (Ferraz and Luxon, n.d.).
The story that the masque acts out is of a young lady walking in the forest with her two brothers. The Lady becomes tired and in need of rest whilst her brothers go in search of food. The brothers did not return before The Lady decided to search for them. She hears music and decides to locate the source and encounters a man that she believes to be a shepherd. The shepherd is, in fact, Comus the sorcerer disguised, and he offers to assist The Lady in her search for her brothers but instead tricks her and takes her back to his palace and traps her. The Lady and Comus have a debate about pleasure before her brothers find her with the help of the attendant spirit and call upon Sabrina the nymph to aid in the rescue (Milton, n.d.).
The debate between The Lady and Comus takes place in Comus' palace and is about pleasure from the perspectives of good and evil. The beginning of the debate (lines 659-662) starts with Comus pointing out that The Lady is trapped. She is stuck to a chair with magic and cannot leave. He refers to the Greek myth of Daphne and Apollo, but it is not in favour of his argument to do so. Daphne was made like a statue (a laurel tree) to escape Apollo (Grimal, 1986), whereas The Lady has been made like a statue to prevent her escape from Comus. She responds to Comus, stating that he is a fool and though her body may be trapped, her mind is free (lines 663-665). She knows that she is good, and her thoughts are beyond his control. The Lady is firm in the belief that he will not persuade her. She thinks that he is evil as he has tricked her and bases her views of him and what he says upon this trick.
Comus attempts to persuade her to see things from his point of view with enticing language. He tells her that in his palace, there are no frowns or anger, only pleasure. He uses poetic words to offer her a drink which she refuses, stating "that which is not good, is not delicious" (line 704). For The Lady pleasure and delicious things can only come from good. Someone who has tricked her cannot possibly offer her anything that is actually delicious as he is evil. His reply to her refusal of the drink is to accuse her of abstaining from pleasure. He launches into a long speech of how the earth has provided more than enough to please, and all they have to do is take it and enjoy it. He argues that the reason the pleasurable things in the world exist is to bring delights and it would be a waste if no one were to use it. He speaks of foods, smells and The Lady's virginity in the same tone. 
The Lady did not want to speak in such an unholy place (lines 756-757), but his argument compelled her to speak back. She states, "I hate when vice can bolt her arguments, and vertue has no tongue to check her pride". She is aware that he is not using reason to make his argument stronger; he is just using fancy words in order to get what he wants. She responds to his argument with reasonable statements. She explains that there would not be enough for everyone if everyone took what they wanted. If everyone takes just the right amount, then there will be enough to go around. 
Each of the debaters fully believes in their own argument and make cases for it. Each of them has something to lose if they were to change their minds and agree with the other. Whilst Comus uses the more persuasive language, The Lady uses more logical arguments. Comus believes that The Lady is abstaining from pleasure, whilst The Lady believes that she is abstaining for pleasure. Neither of these two characters has a perfectly flawless argument, and both make some valid points. Both are unwilling to accept that the other may have had good points. They have different ideas of what is pleasurable and the best way to obtain it. The Lady personified as virtue makes excellent points for her argument as does Comus personified as vice. 
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