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Sufficient To Have Stood: The Lady Unparalyzed in Milton’s 4
Maske Presented at Ludlow Castle

Philip Goldfarb Styrt

One of the central figures of John Milton’s A Maske Presented at Ludlow Castle
is that of the protagonist, the Lady, paralyzed in a chair arguing with the villain
Comus. This article argues that while the Lady does argue with Comus from the
chair, she is not necessarily paralyzed, and that her potential ability to move creates
space for productions to emphasize her virtue, her agency, and the difference between
her experience of the masque and that of her brothers. These possibilities connect the
masque to early modern masquing and broader theatrical traditions that emphasized
female agency and voice.

The Lady in the Masque

Critical analysis of John Milton’s A Maske Presented at Ludlow Castle, often (and
here) called Comus, has emphasized the importance of the exchanges between
Comus and the Lady, in which he tries to tempt her into tasting from his glass.
This analysis tends to focus on the figure of the Lady fixed in her seat during the
debate between the two characters. That is not to imply that there are no dif-
ferences between interpretations of this scene: different critics have focused on
the symbolism of the Lady’s immobility within the chair on the one hand and
the importance of her moral or spiritual transcendence of her paralysis on the
other. But in almost all analyses, the apparent fact that she cannot move plays an
important role in the understanding of the masque, no matter what its signifi-
cance is in that particular reading.

I wish to suggest, however, that paying close attention to the text and its staging
possibilities shows that the Lady is not quite as immobile as all that. We should
not mistake the fact that the Lady does not rise from the chair for a definite
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inability to do so. I argue that the text here is more ambiguous than it has previ-
ously been read as being; that the Lady could possibly be capable of standing, but
she chooses not to rather than being forced. This possibility creates a space in
which the Lady possesses significantly more agency than is often ascribed to her,
aligning her both with Milton’s own vision of virtue as expressed in Aeropagitica
and a burgeoning tradition of female actors’ agency in the masque form. At the
same time, it draws our attention to the different treatment of the Lady and her
brothers by the Attendant Spirit in the masque, asking us to observe how their
version of her story is not the same as the one she experiences. While it is certainly
possible to read the Lady as fixed in the chair as well, the presence of another pos-
sibility is significant, particularly when we remember that Comus, as a masque, is
a play-text as well as a poem, and is thus susceptible to multiple approaches across
multiple productions even if it was composed for a singular initial performance.

The Lady’s Paralysis

Established interpretations of Comus proceed from the assumption that the Lady
is immobilized or paralyzed in the chair in which she sits. A belief in the Lady’s
paralysis or entrapment is a critical commonplace, a basis from which arguments
proceed rather than an object of argument and investigation itself. Of course,
the critics share this claim with several characters in the play, most notably the
Attendant Spirit, and through him the Lady’s brothers and Sabrina. However,
I propose that the matter is not quite as settled as it might first appear, and the
Lady is not necessarily immobilized. To explain why this is, I will first turn to
the moment when she is discovered in the chair and threatened by Comus, and
then I will look at those moments in which her state is later referred to by others.
The first moment directly relevant to the Lady’s potential (non-)paralysis
occurs when the Lady and Comus appear in his palace. The Lady and Comus
are revealed between lines 658 and 659 of the masque, with the stage direction
‘Comus appears with his rabble, and the Lady set in an enchanted Chair, to whom
he offers his Glass, which she puts by, and goes about to rise’ (658 sd).] This
moment is, I think, a source of confusion, as this direction has been taken as an
indication that she fails to rise, and is therefore immobilized in the seat.
However, to assume that this is a failed attempt to rise is to go farther than
the stage direction itself does. What does it mean to ‘go about’ something? We
might take it, with the OED, to mean “To busy oneself with doing something;
to endeavour, contrive, or conspire to do something’; not doing the actual work,
but the act of starting the process that will eventually achieve it.> We see Milton
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himself using this sense of the term elsewhere in The Reason of Church Govern-
ment, where he says ‘I now go about to instruct thee how thou shalt set up church
discipline’ as a lead-in to the second chapter, before the part of the text where
he deals with that topic.3 Based on this definition, then, the reader or audience
should not expect the Lady to actually rise, nor should the actor (Lady Alice Eger-
ton or anyone else) do so. Instead, she should make the first gesture towards such
an action: she might put her arms on the arms of the chair to begin to lift herself,
or she could lean forward in the manner of a person rising from a seat. Catherine
Thomas notes at least one production in which something along these lines hap-
pened, with the Lady moving within the seat even if not out of it, and this is not
a difficult effect to achieve in practice.*

We might even go further than that, however; ‘goling] about’ could also be
used in the period to express the meaning of actually engaging in the activity
described, often with the sense of doing so while someone opposes the effort.
Milton himself uses it in this sense repeatedly to describe the argumentation of
the opponents he addresses in A Defense of the People of England, who are repeat-
edly described as ‘go[ing] about to’ make their arguments for monarchy — which
of course, they had actually made, even if Milton disagreed with them.> In this
stronger reading of the term, then, we might actually expect to see the Lady rise,
though I do not wish to suggest that she carries out the rest of the scene outside
of the chair, since she is clearly seated by the end of the scene. Rather, I wish to
draw attention to the fact that this stage direction certainly provides space for the
Lady to be something other than completely imprisoned in the chair, especially in
performance, where the ambiguity of exactly how the Lady moves in the chair can
be communicated to an audience more subtly than in the stage direction itself.

The crux of the scene arises in the response to the Lady’s incipient action,
whether preparing to rise or even doing so. Comus’s first lines are as follows:
‘Nay Lady, sit; if I but wave this wand / Your nerves are all chain’d up in Ala-
baster, / And you a statue; or, as Daphne was / Root-bound, that fled Apollo’
(659—62). Despite the readings of many critics,® this speech does not itself imply
that Comus has bound the Lady to her seat with his magic. Indeed, it suggests
the very opposite because the possibility is couched in a hypothetical: ‘If” Comus
were to wave his wand, it would stop her from leaving the seat, or at least so he
claims. It is couched as an inducement for her to do what he asks — ‘Nay, Lady,
sit — and a threat if she does not do so. What it is not is a statement of an already
accomplished fact.

This suggests that readings which treat her as paralyzed or affirmatively state
that Comus has done what he threatens may be focusing too much on his ‘are’
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and not enough on his ‘if". It is perhaps more reasonable to propose, as Thomas
does, that the Lady is already stuck in the chair, but that Comus here ‘threatens to
wave his wand and freeze her movements yet more’.8 But even this, [ would argue,
goes too far: there is little reason for Comus to ask the Lady to ‘sit’ if she cannot
do otherwise — indeed, the choice of verb might imply that Milton intended the
more expansive meaning of ‘goes about to rise’, and she has already begun to rise
from the chair before he speaks and they engage in their battle of words.

Of course, as Paul Menzer reminds us, neither explicit stage directions nor the
potentially implied action in something like ‘Nay, Lady, sit, can fully govern the
behaviour of an actor or the potential choices of a performance, and a choice to
try to overly literally translate that kind of action into performance can be dead-
ening to a performance.” But even if we think of print as something other than
‘the intentional arbiter of dramatic meaning’,'® how the text and performance
can inform each other is worthwhile to at least consider, especially in the context
of Milton, most of whose works are (unlike Comus) not explicitly theatrical. At
the same time, I think that this is a valuable reminder when we remember that
Comus itself was performed and can be again; we should not let an accustomed
understanding of the text inhibit what might be achievable in performance. And
this interpretation of the Lady’s potential ability to stand does not conflict with
the stage directions or the text itself.

In fact, reading this way aligns Comus with Paul Hammond’s expansive under-
standing of the significance of ‘if” elsewhere in Milton. He describes ‘if” in Para-
dise Lost as signifying ‘possibilities which never come to fruition’, specifically
ones related to a ‘temptation’ that proves ‘illusory’ and which produce a ‘scenario
which depends upon some erroneous understanding of how things are’.!! In other
words, ‘if” opens up a space in which the text imagines what might be, but what
will not actually be; alternate possibilities that might come to be if something
were different, but which are ultimately closed off. I suggest the same is true here,
and that the Lady is not at this point and in fact never is bound to the chair —
and that her response to Comus proceeds from this basis.

Her response to him shows her to be quite unimpressed with his threat: “Fool,
do not boast, / Thou canst not touch the freedom of my mind / With all thy
charms, although this corporal rind, / Thou hast immanacl’d, while Heaven sees
good’ (662-5). This is a difficult passage, and the phrase ‘although this corporal
rind / Thou hast immanacl’d’, is crucial to its interpretation. One possible read-
ing of this phrase, to which previous critics have subscribed, is that it means
the Lady is in fact ‘immanacl’d’ in the chair by Comus’s magic.!? In this read-
ing ‘although’ means ‘even though’, or ‘despite the acknowledged fact that’. But
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‘although’ can also mean ‘granting that, or even ‘supposing that’!? That is, the
Lady’s ‘although’ can speak to the hypothetical situation subsequent to Comus’s
not-yet-realized carrying out of his threat just as much as Comus’s earlier ‘if” did.
If we take this meaning of ‘although’, then, the Lady is saying that even if she were
‘immanacl’d’ (as she is not), Comus would not be able to touch the freedom of
her mind, and therefore his ability or inability to bind her hardly matters. That
is, she responds to one hypothetical statement with another, one which renders
his threat impotent.

This counterfactual use of ‘although’ is not the most common one, but Milton
did use this sort of construction elsewhere. In An Apology Against a Pampbhlet,
Milton suggests that ‘although I faile to gaine beliefe with others ... I may yet
not faile of successe in perswading some’; similar constructions appear in Eiko-
noklastes as well, both in Milton’s own voice and quoting Charles .14 Milton’s
Latin poetry frequently uses guamvis in similar way, showing further familiarity
with this sort of construction.”® This usage suggests the possibility that the Lady
may be using ‘although’ counterfactually here, especially when considered in the
larger context of her speech. As William Shullenberger has noted, she repeatedly
speaks in subjunctive, conditional statements that lead the reader to what she has
to say indirectly or by implication.! I suggest that the same approach is at work
here, as she responds to Comus’s hypothetical with one of her own, telling him
that his as yet unaccomplished threat is worthless.

Nothing further in the scene between the Lady and Comus suggests that she is
bound or captive in her chair. The two do not again discuss her physical position,
and she does not make another move to rise, successfully or otherwise. So, in the
context of the scene itself, there is no reason to think that Comus has acted out
his threat, or that she cannot rise. Rather, it appears that she is free to stand but
has chosen for whatever reason to remain.

The Attendant Spirit, Thyrsis, and the Truth

But of course, that scene is not the only reason that critics think the Lady is stuck
in the chair. Other characters speak of it too, and most obvious of these is the
Attendant Spirit, who is the source for all the other characters who think so. He
informs her brothers that without Comus’s rod they ‘cannot free the Lady that
sits here / In stony fetters fixt and motionless’ (818—19), and later tells the nymph-
goddess Sabrina that he requires her aid ‘to undo the charmed band / Of true
Virgin here distrest’ (904-5), which implies that this ‘charmed band’ is keeping
her in the chair against her will.
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While Comus’s hypothetical ‘if” implied that the Lady was not yet bound,
these lines state that the Lady is paralyzed. But to take this as a fact ignores the
most salient fact we know about the Attendant Spirit: he lies. Or to put it more
nicely, as Maryann McGuire has, the Spirit has a ‘problem with his veracity ... his
stories are presumably fabrications’.!” What he tells the brothers about the Lady is
what they need to hear, but not necessarily what is actually going on.

The obvious point of comparison for this scene is his conversation with them
earlier in the masque, in lines 490 and following. Here he consistently avoids
the truth as it is known to the audience. He appears to the brothers as Thyrsis,
a shepherd they know well, and tells them the tale of Comus in much the same
words as he uses to the audience at the beginning of the masque but now couched
in an entirely different narrative of how he knows what he knows (531-2; 1, 17).
Whatever reasons we may impute to him for doing this, it directly contradicts
what he has said before. This should not inspire trust in the truth of his later lines
about the Lady’s captivity. And the same is true of the story he tells the brothers
about how he came to believe their sister was in Comus’s hands (543—74). The
brothers, of course, accept his narrative, for they have no reason to disbelieve it.
The audience, however, does have a very good reason not to believe him, because
he is describing the scene they literally just saw acted, and his retelling does not
correspond to the action.

Of course, we may believe this deception is necessary. The Attendant Spirit
may be teaching the brothers through the use of convenient half-truths, as Zach-
ary Davis and McGuire suggest he is.!'® The brothers’ debate about their sister is
in need of just such an intervention, and they are certainly more likely to accept
his news as Thyrsis. All of this is certainly possible, and a given production
(whether the initial one or a modern performance) may choose to emphasize or
de-emphasize the difference between what he says and what we have seen. They
could already present him in the swain’s weeds or have him change clothes mid-
scene, for instance, or make the scene with Comus and the Lady either more or
less similar to his later description of it to her brothers. But regardless of those
particular choices in a given production, the fact remains that what he says about
himself and what he has seen conflicts with what the audience has already seen.
As such, these paired scenes establish him as willing to tell the brothers lies in
order to instruct them (or for whatever other purpose we might impute to him).

I argue that the Attendant Spirit is thus in fact not there for the purpose of
helping the Lady at all, but to help her brothers, and everything he says while
in disguise is aimed at them and not at her or the truth of her situation. This is,
in a sense, an extension of Stanley Fish’s argument that the masque is a series of
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possibilities that do not wish to resolve to singularity,!? with the addition that even
the questions being asked by different parts of the masque may be different. I sug-
gest that here we can choose to read the experience of the Lady and her brothers
as fundamentally distinct, rather than as coming together: there is not necessarily
a ‘stable meaning that every event and image presents’ in the masque,? because
the meaning that the Lady and her brothers are meant to extract from the same
events is possibly different.

Let us, then, examine what the Attendant Spirit is doing, and why he might be
working to create a different understanding of events for the brothers than that of
their sister. At the beginning of the play, the Attendant Spirit descends to earth
to aid the ‘fair offspring’ of the Egerton clan, ‘for their defense and guard’ (34,
42). However, in this speech the Spirit moves from suggesting he comes for ‘their
defense’ to saying that he descends from heaven to ‘give him safe convoy’ through
the woods (81). In other words, he goes from a plural that could include the Lady
to a singular that emphatically does not. Now, grammatically the antecedent to
this him is ‘any favor’d of high Jove’ (78), which justifies the change to the sin-
gular from the plural — but I still suggest that it is at least potentially significant
that Milton here uses ‘him’ in preference to ‘her’, or to a neutral singular ‘them’.
Doing so at the very least prepares the audience for a contrast between that ‘him’
and the Lady who is the first of the children to appear onstage and is emphatic-
ally not a ‘him’.

Indeed, the scene where the Lady appears further emphasizes that the Spirit
is not going to directly intervene to help her, and he may be more interested in
helping the boys than her. Before she comes on, he literally avoids her, making
himself invisible, and staying so during the Lady’s scene despite her encounter
with Comus, only becoming visible to her brothers (in the “Weeds and likeness
of a Swain’ he promised earlier [84]). He then spends a great deal of time convin-
cing the brothers to come with him to disrupt an abduction that he could have
prevented himself when he instead chose to be invisible. He could, after all, have
dressed as the same swain and talked to the Lady, who we see from her inter-
actions with Comus (initially also disguised) was quite willing to take direction
from a rural shepherd as long as she saw him as trustworthy. This choice directs
us, I argue, to assume that something is different about the boys and the Lady.
They may be part of the ‘same educational process as their sister’,?! but the details
are not identical and the method of education about the threat of Comus is dif-
ferent — deliberately different, given the Attendant Spirit’s care to appear only to
them at this point.
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I do not wish here to argue that we must entirely distrust the Attendant Spirit’s
narration. We can, I think, trust him when he is speaking to the audience directly,
and not to the characters in the play (though I do think there is at least some value
in considering the possibility that he is an unreliable narrator throughout). And a
particular production may choose to make him seem more or less trustworthy on
the whole. But I think we must also accept the evidence of our own senses that tell
us that he does not always tell the same story to different audiences, and therefore
that we cannot take what he tells anyone else at face value. Following this thread
leads us to see that he is not really there for the Lady directly, but for her brothers,
and that the instrument he uses to teach them about right behaviour and their
own responsibilities to their sister involves being less than entirely candid about
the real situation — and thus activates the possibility that she may not be trapped
in the chair at all, since he is the one who says she is.

‘Gums of Glutinous Heat’ and the ‘Enchanted Chair’

But, of course, the Attendant Spirit is not the only one who talks about the Lady’s
situation. Sabrina the nymph tells us that she is seated in a ‘marble venom’d seat
/ Smear’d with gums of glutinous heat’ (916—-17). The particular phrase she uses
has been the subject of debate in critical circles for decades. There have been
arguments about whether the gums are sexual in nature, possibly representing the
Lady’s repressed interest in Comus?? or some kind of wet-dream-like secretion.?3
More recently, it has been argued that the gums are merely a physical substance
intended to trap the Lady in the chair, a gum like gum arabic or birdlime that
sticks to her.24

But at this point the sheer profusion of different references to how the Lady is
paralyzed may begin to feel absurd. To wit: the Lady is in an ‘enchanted Chair’
that is apparently also ‘venom’d’; she is ‘fix’d’ in ‘stony fetters’; she is stuck in
‘gums’; she is subject to a ‘spell’. I would suggest that this overabundance of pos-
sibilities of how the Lady could be trapped speak to the preparations that Comus
has made to trap her should he carry out his threat, rather than to anything
actually holding her there now. As Andrew Gillum proposes, ‘the [gummy] mix-
ture is involved with the spell that is activated by Comus’s wand’,?> or rather
would be so activated if he carried out his threat, and the same is true, I suggest,
of the enchantment in the chair. They are there to create the conditions by which
Comus could wave his wand and force her imprisonment.

But since the wand does not necessarily activate the spell, the gums and the
enchantment remain potential traps only. As such, they, and the entire Sabrina
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element of the masque, are of course important for the brothers’ education —
they need to know how their failures might have harmed her and see how their
errors might be corrected — but they are not directly relevant to the Lady’s own
potential in and of herself to rise. This may also help explain the question of why,
as several critics have noted, the Attendant Spirit alleges that Hemony can help
protect the brothers but not save the Lady.2 It likewise is applicable to their trial,
but not hers. In this sense I agree with Brendan Prawdzik that a ‘new perspective
on womanhood’ is needed to save the Lady,27 but I would limit that need to the
brothers, and not to the Lady herself. They might need to understand the world
and women better in order to help her — but she herself would need that only ‘if’
she needed their help. Sabrina’s intervention is necessary, but only in the narra-
tive that centres on the boys; significantly, Sabrina’s information about the Lady’s
state, like the boys’, comes first from the Attendant Spirit.

This scene, after Comus’s exit, is also an excellent example of Menzer’s point
that focusing solely on text ‘disappears nonspeaking characters’.?® Since we usu-
ally read Comus today as text, not in performance, this happens to the Lady. She,
in the moment of Sabrina’s appearance — indeed from the moment of the broth-
ers’ entrance — is a nonspeaking character, and her agency disappears in most
readings of the text, which do not consider what she thinks or what she is capable
of. Yet she is still on-stage. Her presence in the seat certainly has not previously
silenced her, given her debate with Comus; as such, her silence must be significant
in some way. I suggest that that the silence might be a deliberate commentary on
the idea that what is being done here is not actually of importance to her version
of the story. It matters to her brothers, rather than to her.

Why This Matters

Say, then, that the story of the Lady’s paralysis is there primarily to instruct her
brothers, and need not reflect her true state. What implications does this have for
the masque as a whole? We have already seen one of these, as our perspective on
the Attendant Spirit’s role changes substantially. But there are other stakes here as
well: we must explain why she does not, in fact, leave the chair. Furthermore, we
must ask: is sitting in the chair under threat of violence actually that much differ-
ent from being forced into it by violence? Certainly neither satisfies our modern
notions of free consent, after all. Where is her agency in all this?

I argue that we should look at these issues with attention to Milton’s concep-
tion of virtue in Areopagitica. I suggest that this view helps us see that, for Milton
at least, there is a significant difference between choosing to stay put under threat
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and being forced to stay, and that his distinction between those situations would
indeed justify the Lady’s staying put. In this reading, the Lady’s refusal to leave
represents a choice to do battle with vice, as is required of true virtue as Milton
defines it. If the Lady were to get up and leave, she would represent that virtue
which ‘slinks out of the race where that immortal garland is to be run for’.?? She
would position herself as a literally ‘fugitive and cloistered virtue’, one that has
fled its enemy and retreated into the protection of her family halls.3? By stay-
ing and debating with Comus, then, she becomes the virtue ‘that can apprehend
and consider vice with all her baits and seeming pleasures, and yet abstain, and
yet distinguish, and yet prefer that which is truly better’3! Significantly, Comus
represents and presents a threat to her, in this context, because he must do so in
order to represent the kind of trial she needs to demonstrate her virtue. Only by
facing a real, dangerous trial can she be worthy of praise, and such trial can only
come about where she is free to seck it out. It would hardly be a credit to her if she
were forced into the combat by Comus’s magic, or if she fled it. But by exercising
the voluntary choice to remain under threat and argue without succumbing, she
becomes truly virtuous, even where it would appear she has been most tempted.
This follows the logic of Milton’s God in Paradise Lost: ‘not free, what proof could
they have given sincere / Of true allegiance, constant faith, or love?” (PL 3.103—4).
Just like Adam and Eve’s freedom, which is described as free even though they
live under the threat of death if they eat the fruit, the Lady’s freedom is not about
freedom from threat; it is about freedom to act despite knowing about the threat.
Freedom for Milton’s characters is about the absence of direct constraint, not the
absence of consequences or danger, even if that seems strange to us. For the Lady,
the freedom to move is a fundamental part of the choice to either avoid or, as in
her case, to remain and face the trial of true virtue.

This interpretation places a greater significance on the last words the Lady
speaks before she exits with Comus in her first appearance. There she appeals to
heaven to ‘square [her] trial / To [her] proportioned strength’ (329-30). This line
suggests that the Lady is looking for a form of trial; it remains open whether this
is the emotional trial of missing her brothers, which she hopes will soon end, or
some other trial, such as the trial of virtue against vice. But it is certainly capable
of carrying the latter meaning, and it is suggestive of a mental state in which the
Lady might choose to remain seated to voluntarily face the trial of argument with
Comus.

As might be suggested by the above quote from Paradise Lost, we might also
explain the Lady’s refusal to leave Comus’s palace as a figure of the Fall from
Eden. Jeanie Grant Moore has argued that parallels between the Lady and Eve
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emphasize ‘the positive view of Eve in Paradise Lost’” and that the ‘difference
between them lies not in their virtue’ but in the fact that the Lady already lives
in a world where Eve has previously fallen.3? Thus the Lady is like Eve, with one
crucial exception: what she does by remaining and listening to the arguments
of evil is necessary, whereas it was unnecessary for the unfallen Eve. Eve was, as
expressed in Paradise Lost, ‘sufficient to have stood, yet free to fall’; the require-
ment to know good by evil only arose after her fall (PL 3.99). However, precisely
because Eve already fell and changed the human condition, the Lady, though also
‘sufficient to have stood’, does not fall by sitting; indeed, it would have been the
greater sin in her to have stood and left. The Lady and Eve are images of each
other. The act of the Fall stands between them and inverts what was sin in Eve to
virtue in the Lady.

This notion is also, I think, connected to the visual element of this exchange.
There are several reasons why the Lady might choose to sit, rather than stand, to
have her confrontation with Comus, but I would suggest that they each ultimately
connect to the idea that Milton’s work is not merely poetry but a play-text: there
is an audience (real or imagined) watching, and a stage picture to convey. This
has several implications. First, it means that when the brothers enter, if they are to
believe the narrative that the Attendant Spirit has been telling them, their sister
must be seated and apparently in peril. Having her argue while seated allows the
two parallel narratives of how to save the Lady to coexist, which is important if
(as I suggest here) they are both present in the masque.

Second, and more important to the Lady’s own character arc, it allows for a
strong contrast between her and Comus, and one in which despite his words she,
and not he, is in a more powerful position. Generations of scholars assuming that
the Lady is stuck in the chair have emphasized it as a position of weakness, often
physically enforced, as in the 2016 Sam Wanamaker Playhouse production where
the Lady’s ‘feet [were] secured into pedals on either side of the baroque equivalent
of an OBGYN’s examination table’.33 But while that interpretation is a common
choice, it is not the only one available. Instead, the stage picture can represent her
strength. She can be seated comfortably; he can be nervously standing, pacing,
ranting. In this sense Roger Wilkenfield’s assertion that the climax of the masque
has “The Seat at the Center’ is correct, although of course I do not think that that
seat contains a ‘paralyzed Lady’.34 Being stationary while someone else moves
incessantly can still be a position of power on-stage. As an example of this, in the
2011 University of Chicago production of Comus, Jordan Dexter, the actress who
played the Lady, stayed seated, but used her ease in the seated position to express
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her comfort in the battle of wits with Comus, whose very motion expressed his
own discomfort as he lost the argument.?®

This interpretation represents a similar inversion to the inversion mentioned
above between the Lady and Eve. Eve falls, a term implying a downward trajec-
tory even as she literally stands to grasp the fruit. The Lady sits, placing her below
Comus, but allowing her arguments to rise and defeat him. While I do not wish
to place too strong an emphasis on this physical comparison — certainly the Lady
is not fallen to the ground here, so the parallel is not exact — I do suggest that
what we see on-stage here can be used in performance to emphasize that the Lady
is the one with the power because she has chosen to stay in the chair and argue.
Staying in the chair is not a weaker choice than standing to speak would be.

The Lady emerges in this reading as a robust fighter for virtue in a way that she
is usually not considered in analysis of the masque. She does not possess a ‘weak
and defenseless virtue ... suffering what looks like unbearable inactivity’, as P.A.
Skantze suggests, but an active, powerful virtue, and chooses to remain stationary
for reasons of her own.3¢ She is not merely a victim of Comus’s who wandered
into his palace under false pretenses — though she s that, since she takes him
for a pleasant shepherd at first — she is also someone who sees an opportunity in
that potential victimization. Comus looks to take advantage of the Lady’s trust-
ing nature to tempt her but instead she takes advantage of his vileness to present
herself with the fortifying and edifying trial that she desires to face, seizing the
opportunity to debate — which as we shall see, was a common method of dem-
onstrating female agency on the early modern stage.

Recognizing this aspect of their encounter in turn reinforces our sense of how
much the Attendant Spirit’s intervention (and by extension Sabrina’s, which he
prompts) serves the brothers and not their sister, despite what first impressions
might imply. The Attendant Spirit misleads the brothers about their sister’s state
for good and sufficient reasons — but we as an audience should not let that mis-
direction point us away from her version of the narrative. The audience, after all,
has direct knowledge of the Lady’s state that the brothers do not, and we must
keep an open mind about what we see and hear. Doing so allows us to recognize
the potential for both the Lady’s own greater agency in her interactions with
Comus and a dramatic irony of how the Attendant Spirit directs her younger sib-
lings, who only see their sister through his version of her narrative — as, in fact,
does Sabrina, who is invoked and informed by the Spirit as well.

The Sabrina episode is often taken as a key point in the masque, and I do
not here mean to suggest that it is not or cannot be. Rather, I wish to present
an alternative reading in which that significance is more limited, though hardly
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absent; one in which the Sabrina episode is crucial for the boys’ story, rather than
for the Lady’s. Sabrina’s apparent liberation of the Lady could be interpreted as
the crowning moment of the masque, but I suggest that this sort of presentation
should be seen as a choice: a choice not just of which moment in a common story
to emphasize but a choice of which of two stories presented to prioritize for the
audience. If we make Sabrina the highlight of the masque — as it is certainly
possible to do, and as the original performance may well have done — we place
the story the Attendant Spirit has told above the potentially different one that
the Lady may have experienced. What I wish to suggest is that while we may do
this, the masque as written does not require us to. It leaves open the possibility of
reading Sabrina’s salvation as a necessary effect only for the boys, and not for the
Lady, and of performing the masque now or then in a different way

Here again I suggest that this reading approaches Fish’s, with the key differ-
ence that the Lady is much freer in this reading than in his. He proposes that
‘the appearance of Sabrina is only contingently related to the efforts of the broth-
ers and the steadfastness of the Lady’, and that she functions as ‘a second term
in a relationship that helps us to further refine our understanding of virtuous
behavior’.3” I agree that her appearance is contingent and a part of a process that
increases the understanding of virtue — but for the brothers, and not, necessarily,
for their sister. The brothers are the ones who need to see this pageant play out,
and it is for their sakes that Sabrina is called forth by the Attendant Spirit to free
the Lady, not for hers.

In this alternate interpretation, the split between the siblings’ experiences of
their situation extends even as far as to the Lady’s ability to move; in her own
story she is capable of motion but chooses to engage in a trial of virtue, while in
theirs she is trapped, paralyzed, and imperilled. Both stories have value, but we
should not let the Attendant Spirit’s story for the boys overly affect our reading
of their sister. As the Spirit himself says in the closing words of the masque, ‘if
Virtue feeble were / Heav'n itself would stoop to her’ (1022-3). The conditionality
of this statement is often glossed over; John Rogers, for instance, rephrases it as ‘if
a natural virtue such as virginity is feeble, the Attendant Spirit concludes, heaven
must stoop to its aid’.38 But there is no ‘must’ here, only an ‘if” and a ‘would’. Fish
has suggested that this phrasing is ambiguous, and that Milton does not answer
whether Virtue is feeble.3* But my reading here suggests that, in fact, Milton —
or at least the masque itself — does have an answer. In its echo of Comus’s and
the Lady’s hypothetical statements, this final statement reminds us that in this
masque, Virtue in the person of the Lady is not actually feeble and ‘Heav'n’ in the
form of the Attendant Spirit spends very little time on her directly. If we read the



128 Philip Goldfarb Styrt Early Theatre 28.1

text in this light, the Lady is only feeble or needing help in the story told to her
two younger brothers. In her own story, ‘she alone is free’, both metaphorically

and (since the hypothetical magical bonds Comus threatens never come to pass)
physically (1019).

Female Agency and the Masque

If we read the Lady’s part in this way, it shows Milton connecting his masque to
a newly-forming tradition of female masquing, particularly at court, that empha-
sized the power of female speech on stage and the role of the girl actor as a dis-
ruptive and powerful force for female agency. As Deanne Williams has recently
observed, women — and particularly girls, like the fifteen-year-old Alice Egerton
in Comus — were not nearly as absent from the English stage as has often been
supposed. Rather, there were a ‘set of coherent and recognizable parts’ that girls
played onstage, creating a system that gives us both a sense of ‘the behaviour that
was expected’ of girls but also ‘the tremendous scope for interpretation within
these parts’ through which girls acting had scope for agency.? Alice Egerton
herself had been repeatedly involved in this new style of girls’ acting, and it was
intimately connected to the masque tradition that Milton was responding to in
Comus !

Milton’s Comus is in particular conversation with one prior masque, Zempe
Restored, by Aurelian Townshend (with Inigo Jones), presented on 14 February
1632, a little over two years earlier than Comus.4% Lady Alice and one of her two
brothers also appeared in this masque, though in much smaller parts.43 This
masque focuses on the character of Circe, mother of Comus, and Comus echoes
the earlier masque in both places where Milton’s masque uses the critical ‘ifs’ on
which this paper’s arguments centre: the threat to the Lady and the ‘stooping’ of
Heaven to virtue. In both cases, Milton expands the counterfactual from what
he finds in his source, suggesting that these two ‘ifs” are not accidental, but part
of his development of the argument of Comus out of and in response to Tempe
Restored.

Just as I have argued for Comus, Tempe Restored contains an unrealized threat
to turn someone into stone: in this case, Pallas Athena threatening Circe. Spe-
cifically, Pallas tells Circe “Though I could turn thee to a stone / I'll beg thy
peace’ before being interrupted by Jupiter (282—4). Here we have a threat that is
unambiguously just a threat: Pallas definitely does not freeze Circe into stone, as
she continues to speak and move freely. Notably, although both Pallas Athena and
Circe are goddesses, in the actual acting of Tempe Restored this moment depicted
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a male actor (playing Pallas) threatening a female one (playing Circe), just like in
Comus, a moment made all the more significant in the earlier masque by the rela-
tive novelty of having a woman in a major singing and speaking role.#4

I suggest that the parallel between these moments helps us identify Comus’s
threat of immobility as likewise not enacted, though expanded. What is a passing
thought in Tempe Restored, a threat Pallas ‘makes and withdraws ... in the same
moment,® is explored at more length in Comus, which is more interested in the
threat of immobility. But just like 7empe Restored, Comus is not actually interested
in portraying immobility.#® Rather, it shares an interest in the idea that immobil-
izing one side of a debate is an illegitimate shortcut, one that would not actually
produce the effect desired. The only way to defeat Circe in Zempe Restored is
Divine Beauty, not the head of Medusa; likewise, the only way to defeat the Lady
would be to defeat her in argument, even if Comus had frozen her in place.

Speaking of Divine Beauty, in Tempe Restored its role is introduced as follows:
‘“When Divine Beauty will vouchsafe to stoop / And move to earth, ’tis fit the
heavenly spheres / Should be her music’ (218-20). The use of ‘stoop’ here should
make us think, I argue, of the end of Comus: ‘if Virtue feeble were / Heaven itself
would stoop to her’. But what is certain in Zempe Restored (‘when Divine Beauty
will vouchsafe to stoop’) becomes conditional in Comus. I suggest that again we
see Milton exploring similar ground to the earlier masque, but with a different
emphasis: whereas in 7empe Restored there is only one solution to Circe’s danger,
Divine Beauty, in Comus there are two parallel stories — and only in one of them
does Heaven need to stoop to help the Lady.

These echoes of the earlier masque should help us see not only that Milton is
operating within the masquing tradition as he found it but also that he is playing
with it as regards precisely the issues of agency, power, and the need for assistance
that are implicated in Comus’s threat to the Lady. At the same time, the connec-
tion to Tempe Restored and its female Circe highlights the degree to which Comus
is interested in the role of the girl onstage. I here build on Williams’s observation
that ‘Milton’s Lady embodies the tradition of the girl masquer’.4” As such, we
should look carefully at what the Lady’s movement, or lack thereof, might mean
within that context of female agency in the masque. If in this masque, as Douglas
Trevor suggests, ‘moral fortitude is perhaps most highly embodied in the figure
of a girl’, what is that girl doing and what does it signify?48

The most notable thing that everyone agrees she does is speak. Clare McManus
emphasizes that this she does so in a progressive, or even transgressive way: ‘Alice
Egerton broke new ground as the first noblewoman to sing within a public enter-

tainment (masque or drama), and one of the first to speak within a masque’.4?
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This action is a link with Zempe Restored, with its own novel female speech, but
it goes beyond that. In speaking, and particularly in speaking so forcefully and
powerfully, the Lady taps into the onstage tradition that Williams has identified
of the girl-as-shepherdess: ‘the “sophisticated intellectuals” in the pantheon of
parts for girls on early English stages’, capable of coolly debating philosophy’ with
male characters.>® This character-type contrasts with ‘nymphs primarily defined
by physical movement, which Williams reads as the other primary role that girl
actors could take on the post-Reformation stage.’! The Lady’s supposed immobil-
ity and lengthy speeches would seem to place her among the shepherdesses — and
yet both Williams herself and (as she notes) many lines in the masque seem to
wish to align her with the more mobile nymphs.>?

I suggest that there are two reasons why the masque might wish to emphasize
the Lady’s connection to the nymphs despite depicting her in a role more like that
of the shepherdess, both of which connect to my earlier points about the Lady’s
role in the masque. First, this misapprehension of the Lady as a nymph unites
Comus and the Lady’s brothers,>3 serving to reinforce the idea that the brothers
are mistaken about their sister’s state and the idea that I have argued for above
that the brothers are experiencing a different version of the story from their sister.
Second, the language of nymph-hood around the Lady focuses our attention on
the question of her movement by doubling down on the pre-existing focus on
female movement that was already a part of the masquing tradition.>4

I wish to emphasize this latter point: the Lady would have been expected to
move, both as part of the masquing tradition and by the work the masque does
to connect her to the nymph tradition as well. Of course, as we have seen, the
standard critical assumption is that she cannot move, after being lured to Comus’s
palace at least, and that her immobility must therefore be explained away. This
assumption appears in the scholarship around Comus and female masquing as
well, which refers to an ‘essentially private, inner heroism, manifested in out-
ward immobility’, a sense that ‘although her body is immobilized ... her cog-
nitive powers can move mountains’, the presence of ‘a “motion” of a different
sort’ through argument, or ‘the dichotomy of a corrupting sensual world and a
spiritual world which transcends the body’, ultimately meaning that, as Williams
has it, ‘although she is transfixed [she is] not transformed’® In these readings, it
seems as if the very importance of women’s motion in the masquing tradition only
re-emphasizes the Lady’s immobility, even if the masque itself ultimately insists
on her transcendence of that immobility in some form. This is perhaps why so
many pre-twentieth-century revivals of Comus edited the text to add additional
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song and motion, solving the apparent problem of a lack of motion by simply
adding it back in again.>®

But I propose that if we focus on certain elements of the female masquing trad-
ition, as identified by Williams and others, the possibility re-emerges of a Lady
who might choose not to move, despite expectation. The first reason for this con-
nects to the role of the shepherdess mentioned above: there was an alternate vision
of women’s acting that focused more on speech than on movement. This model
of girls’ acting derived from the fact that there was a history of girls’ produc-
tion and performance not just through dance, but also through ‘acted reading’,
frequently figured as a ‘series of arguments>’ a form of performance, in other
words, that prioritized words over movement just as the Lady does. Williams has
identified a long tradition of girls’ performance that goes beyond physical move-
ment, from the medieval into the early modern.”® Indeed, as she has shown, this
form of women’s acting was ‘the centuries-long normative practice’, and acting
in the more physically dramatic forms was newer.>? As such, if we think of Mil-
ton in Comus as deliberately connecting the masquing tradition with this larger
tradition of girls’ performance — in Williams’s words, ‘making girls and girlhood
the central issue of his masque’ while producing ‘an extended reflection on the
implications of girls as performers in the Stuart court masque’®® — this associa-
tion offers up the possibility that Alice Egerton as the Lady was placed in a unique
position of operating in both spheres at once: able to move, but choosing to speak
eloquently instead.

I suggest that this possibility would show us Milton playing with the masque
form itself in order to take advantage of its reputation for requiring particular
attention from its audience. Milton’s masque alters the form to make it focus
less on dance and movement and more on text, as Martin Butler has noted.°!
I propose that in doing so, he asks his audience to participate even more in the
discerning reading (both of text and of stage picture) that Stephen Orgel and Roy
Strong have argued was central to the pioneering masques of Inigo Jones (includ-
ing, of course, Tempe Restored).%? 1f, as Erica Veevers has claimed, ‘masques were
designed to receive and withstand close scrutiny’,®3 I suggest that Milton’s Cormus
in particular invites that close scrutiny: it asks the audience to watch closely and,
as several critics have noted, to listen closely as well.64 As McManus points out,
these two cannot be easily disentangled in the masque;65 as such, the audience
is required to pay full, close attention to both sight and sound. And when they
do, they may notice that the Lady is not quite as incapable of motion as Comus
would like her to be.
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Reading and watching closely in this way would also activate a particularly
distinctive feature of the girl masquer: her dual identity as both performer and
person. Many critics have pointed out that a fundamental element of female
masquing was that the audience was aware of the masquer’s identity and that
this played a role in the experience of the masque.®® Criticism about Alice Eger-
ton’s role as the Lady has tended to focus on what it might say about the various
events surrounding her family at the time, but I argue for two simpler elements
as primary in analyzing her identity as part of the role. First, I suggest that her
presence would have further activated the references to Zempe Restored analyzed
above, as would that of her elder brother, since they both acted in the earlier
masque. And second, I would suggest that her position as daughter of the man
being celebrated by the masque would remind the audience that they expected
to see a triumph of the Egertons and not a failure. And this would in turn place
a weight, however small, on the scales of the two ‘ifs’ I have discussed in this
paper, making the audience that much more likely to question whether she was
ever truly immobilized, and to believe that her virtue was not feeble. Remem-
bering who Alice Egerton was, and paying close attention to exactly how her
situation was described, might help an audience see how, as Williams has put it,
Comus ‘emphasizes both a girl’s sovereignty and education, as well as her status
as performer%’ that is, to see her as an eloquently debating shepherdess, and not
a poor immobilized nymph.

Conclusion

Of course, a modern Lady is not Alice Egerton, and so this last point would not
hold for her. But hopefully it will help cement the central argument of this paper:
that the potentially mobile Lady 75 a possible reading of the masque, even if it is
not the only interpretation that could apply. This interpretation in turn makes
the masque a more ambiguous text in relation to the Lady than it has typically
been understood to be. The choice of how to portray the Lady’s version of the
story is up to any particular production or indeed any individual actor in the role:
whatever Alice Egerton may have done at the initial performance, the text that
has come down to us has the potential to allow the Lady substantially more free-
dom of choice than most critics have been willing to allow her. And this means
in turn that the masque presents us with at least the possibility of prioritizing
the Lady’s experience over that of her brothers, and of seeing her as a much more
active participant in the defense of her own virtue. In doing so, we can recapture
not only an echo of Milton’s own vision of virtuous freedom but also important
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connections to the larger masquing tradition and the power exercised by girls
speaking (and moving) on stage.
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