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“„King Hereafter‘‖ posits Shakespearean theater as a gateway between Reformation 

England‘s suppressed desire to rid itself of monarchy and that desire‘s expression in the 

1649 execution of King Charles I. Specifically, I argue that Macbeth darkly manifests a latent 

Protestant fantasy in which the kings of the earth are toppled in a millenarian coup. 

Revolution- and Restoration-era writers John Milton and William Davenant attempt to 

liberate or further repress Macbeth‘s apocalyptic republicanism when they invoke the play for 

their respective causes. Shakespeare‘s text resists appropriation, however, pointing up the 

blind spots in whatever form of sovereignty it is enlisted to support. 

I first analyze Macbeth (1606) in its original historical context to show how it offers an 

immanent critique of James I‘s prophetic persona. Macbeth‘s tragic foreknowledge of his 

own supersession by Banquo‘s heirs mirrors James‘s paradoxical effort to ground his 

kingship on apocalyptic promises of the demise of earthly sovereignty. Shakespeare‘s 
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regicidal fantasy would be largely repressed into the English political unconscious during the 

pre-war years, until John Milton drew out the play‘s antimonarchical subtext in The Tenure of 

Kings and Magistrates (1649). Yet the specter of an undead King Charles, I argue in chapter 

two, haunts Milton just as Banquo‘s ghost vexes Macbeth because Milton‘s populist theory 

of legitimate rule continues to define sovereignty as the right to arbitrary violence. In chapter 

three, I show how Sir William Davenant‘s Restoration revision of Macbeth (c.1664) reclaims 

the play for the Stuart regime by dramatizing Hobbes‘s critique of prophetic enthusiasm. In 

enlarging upon Macduff‘s insurgency against the tyrant Macbeth, however, Davenant merely 

displaces the rebellious potential of the rogue prophet onto the deciding sovereign citizen. 

Finally, my fourth chapter argues for Milton‘s late-career embrace of Shakespearean 

equivocation as a tool of liberty in Samson Agonistes (1671). Samson‘s death ―self-killed‖ and 

―immixed‖ among his foes in a scene of apocalyptic destruction challenges the Hobbesian 

emphasis on self-preservation and the hierarchical structures on which sovereignty itself 

depends for coherence. Milton‘s mature eschatological vision of the end of sovereignty 

coincides with his artistic acceptance of the semantic and generic ambiguities of 

Shakespearean drama. 
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A Note on My Texts 

 

I select all quotations of Shakespeare‘s Macbeth from A. R. Braunmuller‘s edition 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997). Quotations of other Shakespearean plays 

come from The Complete Works of Shakespeare, 6th edition, edited by David Bevington (New 

York: Longman, 2008). 

 I excerpt Milton‘s prose writings from the Complete Prose Works of John Milton, edited 

by Don M. Wolfe et al, 8 vols. (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1953-82). I abbreviate 

this work as CPW in the parenthetical citations. For Milton‘s poetry, I have drawn on The 

Complete Poetry and Essential Prose of John Milton, edited by William Kerrigan, John Rumrich, 

and Stephen M. Fallon (New York: The Modern Library, 2007). 

When quoting Hobbes‘s Leviathan, I use the Richard Tuck‘s 2nd edition (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 1996). 

Biblical passages come from the The Geneva Bible: A Facsimile of the 1560 Edition 

(Peabody, MA: Hendrickson Bibles, 2007). 

Throughout chapter three, I quote from Davenant‟s Macbeth from the Yale Manuscript: 

An Edition, with a Discussion of the Relation of Davenant‟s Text to Shakespeare‟s, edited by 

Christopher Spencer (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1961). Because Spencer transcribes 

his text directly from Davenant‘s manuscript, spellings and punctuation are highly irregular.  
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I have retained the various orthographies of my source materials, except where I 

have silently emended (∫) to (s) and supplied missing letters (m) and (n) when they were 

indicated in the source text by a macron. 
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Introduction 

 

And the seuenth Angel blew the trumpet and there were great voices 
in heauen, saying, The kingdoms of this worlde are our Lords, and 
his Christs, and he shal reigne for euermore. 

Revelation 11:15 
 

But what infidel King is so unreasonable, as knowing he has a 
Subject, that waiteth for the second comming of Christ, after the 
present world shall bee burnt, and intendeth then to obey him (which 
is the intent of believing that Jesus is the Christ,) and in the mean 
time thinketh himself bound to obey the Laws of that Infidel King, 
(which all Christians are obliged in conscience to doe,) to put to 
death, or to persecute such a Subject?  
    Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan chapter 43 

 

When John of Patmos recorded his revelation in the first or second century CE, he 

wrote to combat one political theology with another. Against the imperial cult of Rome, with 

its mandatory worship of the god-emperor, John‘s vision validates the early Christian hope 

for Christ‘s return as king and judge. For all of its fantastic imagery and inscrutable allegory, 

Revelation is at bottom a confirmation to readers of God‘s sovereignty even in the face of 

earthly tyranny and oppression. This is the radical message trumpeted by the seventh angel: 

the kings of this world do not really possess their kingdoms after all. Today, we are apt to 

think of Judgment Day in terms of the world-ending catastrophes that Hollywood regularly 

serves up. But it is the Apocalypse‘s repudiation of temporal sovereignty, and not its graphic 
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depictions of war and pestilence, that enabled Christopher Hill to call Revelation ―the most 

revolutionary book in the Bible.‖1  

Thomas Hobbes, the preeminent counterrevolutionary of seventeenth-century 

England, understood that Christian apocalypticism posed questions of sovereignty and 

allegiance that, if answered incorrectly, could topple the state. My second epigraph finds 

Hobbes addressing the (apparent) problem of the Christian‘s dual loyalties: to Christ, and to 

the civil sovereign. As the passage from Leviathan suggests, Hobbes thinks of the Second 

Coming as the occasion for a transfer of obedience from the temporal ruler to Christ the 

king. In Hobbes‘s view, Britain was driven into civil war in part by the popular 

misconceptions that a Christian‘s faith could conflict with his or her allegiance to the 

temporal ruler before Christ‘s second advent, or alternately, that in some real sense Christ‘s 

kingdom was already in place. Hobbes‘s solution is to interpret the notion of the Kingdom 

of God as literally as possible, as an actual commonwealth on earth to be personally ruled by 

Christ at some point in the future, and not before then. With his insistence on Christ‘s earthly 

reign, Hobbes draws from contemporary millenarian theology.2 But Hobbes takes 

millenarianism in a brilliantly perverse direction: although Christians will owe allegiance to 

Christ when his kingdom comes, until then they should obey the sovereign authority of the 

                                                 
1 Christopher Hill, Milton and the English Revolution (1977; repr., Harmondsworth, UK: Penguin, 1979), 
441. On the politics of Revelation in its early Christian context, see Adela Yarbro Collins, Crisis and 
Catharsis: The Power of the Apocalypse (Philadelphia: The Westminster Press, 1984), 84-110. 
2 See J. G. A. Pocock, ―Time, History, and Eschatology in the Thought of Thomas Hobbes,‖ in 
Politics, Language, and Time: Essays on Political Thought and History (1972; repr., Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1989), 176. 
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country in which they are living, even if that authority should require them to profess 

questionable doctrine, to commit idolatry, or even to deny Christ altogether.3 

Hobbes takes this unusual position in response to his diametrical opposites, those 

godly Englishmen and women who had fought and beheaded their king for being a minion 

of the Antichrist. In 1649, a radical group of English Puritans took the unprecedented steps 

of trying and executing Charles I on the charge of treason, and then of abolishing the 

institution of monarchy in the three kingdoms. While the motives of the regicides varied, 

many shared the belief that they were clearing the way for Christ‘s second coming in 

judgment.4 Yet though hostility toward kings runs through the Hebrew and Christian 

prophetic scriptures, their potential to be used for regicidal purposes only seems to have 

been discovered by English Protestants in the middle of the seventeenth century.5 How did 

Englishmen and women learn to accommodate themselves to such a radical idea as the 

abolition of monarchy? Had a fantasy of regicide and the overthrow of kingship haunted the 

culture‘s imagination for very long before it was put into practice? 

This dissertation presents a case study in how Shakespearean drama transforms 

theology into new political imaginings. I focus on Macbeth and its reception by the republican 

poet and polemicist John Milton and the royalist poet and dramatist Sir William Davenant, 

exploring how Shakespeare‘s tragedy furnished these writers with a creative resource to 

articulate their own visions of sovereignty. Through its blend of tragedy and apocalypse, 

                                                 
3 See Leviathan, 333-34. 
4 On the various motives of the regicides, see David Scott, ―Motives for King-Killing,‖ in The 
Regicides and the Execution of Charles I, ed. Jason Peacey (Basingstoke, UK and New York: Palgrave, 
2001), 202-224. 
5 On the rivalry of prophets and kings in the Hebrew scriptures, see Abraham J. Heschel, The Prophets 
(1962; repr., New York: Harper Perennial, 2001), 612-14. 
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Macbeth offers a unique vantage on Stuart cultural history. Early modern English interpreters 

recognized the essentially dramatic structure of the Christian Bible‘s last book. Sir Thomas 

Browne describes Judgment Day as ―that one day that shall include and comprehend all that 

went before it, wherein, as in the last scene, all the actors must enter to complete and make 

up the catastrophe of this great piece,‖ while Milton follows David Pareus in seeing 

Revelation as a tragedy with ―acts distinguished each by a chorus of heavenly harpings and 

song between.‖6 A play of prophecy and regicide, Macbeth exploits the imagery and structure 

of the Apocalypse to depict the Stuart dynasty‘s past and its possible futures. Not only is 

Shakespeare‘s Scottish tragedy uniquely pertinent to the Stuart dynasty and King James I‘s 

personal interests (which include prophetic interpretation), but its concern with equivocation 

offers a window into how a prediction of Stuart glory could come to signify its opposite. 

Apocalypse and Macbeth thus ―read‖ each other: Revelation sets up the eschatological stakes 

of Macbeth‘s quest for sovereignty, while Macbeth draws out the ambivalence of apocalyptic 

political theology, its ability to be turned against not only monarchy, but sovereignty as a 

conceptual category.  

I draw my dissertation‘s title from the witches‘ triply equivocal salutation to 

Macbeth: ―All hail Macbeth, that shalt be king hereafter‖ (1.3.48). After pausing to consider 

that ―If chance will have me king, why chance may crown me / Without my stir‖ (1.3.142-

43), Macbeth murderously seizes one meaning of hereafter, ―immediately after [this 

prediction],‖ over a more noncommittal option, ―at a future time.‖  But a third valence of 

―hereafter,‖ ―in the world to come,‖ taps into eschatological desires that grip Macbeth 

                                                 
6 Thomas Browne, Religio Medici (1643), in Religio Medici, Hydriotaphia, and the Garden of Cyrus, ed. Robin 
Robbins (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1972), 49; and John Milton, preface to Samson Agonistes, 
in The Complete Poetry and Essential Prose, 707.  
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seemingly without his awareness.7 ―King hereafter‖ gives a glimpse of a shadow text behind 

Shakespeare‘s flattery of King James, the shadow of a millennial vision of Christ‘s reign and 

the end of earthly kings. And this, forty-three years before the beheading of Charles Stuart. 

In arguing for Macbeth‘s relevance to an historical moment beyond its original 

audience‘s imagining, I follow materialist critics who during the 1980s drew lines connecting 

Renaissance theater to the English Revolution. Franco Moretti saw Elizabethan and 

Jacobean tragedy dramatizing the loss of any cultural rationale for the exercise of authority, 

with revolution following in due course. In Jonathan Dollimore‘s analysis, Jacobean tragedy‘s 

critique of Christian, stoic, and humanist essentialisms generates a broader demystification of 

power relations, thus contributing to the full-scale collapse of established institutions in the 

1640s. Meanwhile, David Scott Kastan recognized how Shakespeare‘s history plays anticipate 

regicide in the way that they highlight authority‘s performative nature. By presenting ―the 

king on a scaffold before a judging public,‖ that is, these plays ―prophesied‖ the execution of 

Charles. Arguing in a similar vein, Karin S. Coddon examined Macbeth‘s unauthorized 

appropriations of spectacles of punishment, the ―logical outcome‖ of which is Charles I‘s 

execution.8 As did these scholars, I read literary works for their political engagements, with 

an aim to discover how literature not only helps us understand historical change, but actually 

                                                 
7 The Oxford English Dictionary online, second edition 1989,‖hereafter,‖ defs. 1, 2, and 3, 
http://dictionary.oed.com. 
8 Franco Moretti, ―The Great Eclipse: Tragic Form as the Deconsecration of Sovereignty,‖ in Signs 
Taken for Wonders: Essays in the Sociology of Literary Forms, 42-82 (1983; repr., London: Verso, 2005); 
Jonathan Dollimore, Radical Tragedy: Religion, Ideology, and Power in the Drama of Shakespeare and his 
Contemporaries, 3rd ed. (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2004), 83-108 and 153-181; David Scott 
Kastan, ―Proud Majesty Made a Subject: Shakespeare and the Spectacle of Rule,‖ Shakespeare Quarterly 
37 [1986]: 459-75; reprinted in Shakespeare After Theory (London and New York: Routledge, 1999), 
109-27 (I quote from page 111); and Karin S. Coddon, ―‗Unreal Mockery‖: Unreason and the 
Problem of Spectacle in Macbeth‘ ELH 56 (1989): 485-501 (I quote from page 500).  
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plays a role in the process of change. But more than simply gesturing at the long-term 

consequences of the Renaissance stage‘s dramatization of the fall of kings, I follow Macbeth‘s 

rhetorical and literary afterlife into the Interregnum and early Restoration periods, when the 

play becomes a resource for further thinking about the nature and limits of sovereignty. 

Moreover, inasmuch as sovereignty itself is a major theme of this project, I align myself with 

a growing number of scholars fascinated by Shakespearean political theology.  

German jurist Carl Schmitt is the central figure in modern political theology, whose 

volume of that name argues that ―All significant concepts of the modern doctrine of the 

state are secularized theological concepts‖ and opens with the notorious sentence, 

―Sovereign is he who decides the exception.‖9 As did Hobbes, Schmitt, an apologist for the 

Third Reich, finds an analogy for the sovereign prerogative to suspend the law in the 

miracle-working God of voluntarist theology, a God whose primary attribute is his 

unbounded will. Schmitt‘s disdain for liberalism‘s evasion of the sovereign decision has 

resonated with both conservatives and radicals, and his interest in the theological inheritance 

of political categories influenced two landmarks of twentieth-century scholarship: Ernst 

Kantorowicz‘s study of medieval sacred kingship The King‟s Two Bodies, and Walter 

Benjamin‘s analysis of Baroque German mourning play, The Origins of German Tragic Drama.10 

More recently, drawing from Schmitt, Kantorowicz, and Benjamin, among others, Italian 

philosopher Giorgio Agamben has isolated the paradox of sovereignty—that the sovereign 

authority grounds the law by standing outside of it—to understand how certain people or 

                                                 
9 Carl Schmitt, Political Theology: Four Chapters on the Concept of Sovereignty, trans. George Schwab 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2006), 36 and 5. 
10 Ernst Kantorowicz, The King‟s Two Bodies: A Study in Mediaeval Political Theology (1957; repr., 
Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1997); Walter Benjamin, The Origin of German Tragic Drama, 
trans. John Osborne (London: NLB, 1977). 
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groups can be reduced to the status of bare life and be made subject to a death that is neither 

legal or nor illegal.11 Meanwhile, scholars across the ideological spectrum are turning to 

theology to understand putatively secular political problems. Thus, philosopher Alain Badiou 

offers Pauline fidelity to the Resurrection truth-event as a model for resisting capitalism and 

identity politics; political philosopher Jean Bethke Elshtain draws on medieval theology to 

critique the liberal individual‘s usurpation of divine preeminence; and historian of ideas Mark 

Lilla teases out the religious yearning for transcendence at the root of the twentieth century‘s 

most murderous ideologies.12 

Agamben‘s work especially has spurred renewed interest in the political-theological 

dimension of sovereignty in Shakespeare‘s plays and, to a lesser extent, in Milton‘s writings. 

Agamben‘s research into the sovereign exception has allowed scholars to ―explore the 

potential link between the most marginalized bodies within a state and the privileged body of 

the ruler.‖13 Julia Reinhard Lupton‘s recent Citizen-Saints (2005) exemplifies this trend. In 

chapters on St. Paul, Marlowe, Shakespeare, and Milton, Lupton explores the struggles of 

exceptional figures (―saints‖) whose ―deaths-into-citizenship‖ open new possibilities for 

political inclusiveness in their societies and in ours.14 Other scholarly treatments are less 

                                                 
11 Agamben has scrutinized the workings of sovereignty in a trilogy of books: Homo Sacer: Sovereign 
Power and Bare Life, trans. Daniel Heller-Roazen (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1998); State 
of Exception, trans. Kevin Attell (Chicago and London: University of Chicago Press, 2005); and 
Remnants of Auschwitz: The Witness and the Archive, trans. Daniel Heller-Roazen (New York: Zone 
Books, 2002). 
12 Alain Badiou, Saint Paul: The Foundation of Universalism (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 
2003); Jean Bethke Elshtain, Sovereignty: God, State, and Self (New York: Basic Books, 2008); and Mark 
Lilla, The Stillborn God: Religion, Politics, and the Modern West (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2007).  
13 Jennifer R. Rust, ―Political Theology and Shakespeare Studies,‖ Literature Compass 6 (2008): 177, 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1741-4113.2008.00596.x. Rust surveys the most important examples of 
recent political-theological scholarship in Shakespeare studies. 
14 Julia Reinhard Lupton, Citizen-Saints: Shakespeare and Political Theology (Chicago and London: 
University of Chicago Press, 2005),139. 
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sanguine about whether sovereignty as we currently understand it can be anything less than 

tragic. In a reading of Coriolanus, James Kuzner sees Shakespeare critiquing the attachment to 

the bounded self that bewitches us into entrusting our bodily care to the sovereign state. 

And where Kuzner searches Shakespeare for strategies to evade the logic of sovereignty, 

Victoria Kahn asks us to recognize the tragic necessity of the sovereign decision. Her reading 

of Samson Agonistes stresses that Samson—and we—can never know for sure whether the 

preservation of the law‘s spirit requires a violation of its letter, yet we must decide anyway.15  

Scholars writing in the vein of Lupton, Kuzner, and, to a lesser degree, Kahn use 

early modern literature to speak to pressing contemporary concerns. Other critics have 

approached the intersection of the sacred and the political from a more conventionally 

historicist angle. Unsurprisingly, these studies often center on the Tudor and Stuart 

monarchs. Thus Deborah Shuger uses Measure for Measure as a venue for exploring the role of 

the monarchy in bringing sinners to penance; Richard McCoy examines how Skelton, 

Shakespeare, Milton, and Marvell respond to the transfer of sacred presence from the 

Eucharist to the post-Reformation English monarchy; and Richard Hardin finds Spenser, 

Shakespeare, and Milton resisting the monarchy‘s effort to make an idol of itself.16  

                                                 
15 James Kuzner, ―Unbuilding the City: Coriolanus and the Birth of Republican Rome,‖ Shakespeare 
Quarterly 58 (2007): 174-199; Victoria Kahn, ―Political Theology and Reason of State in Samson 
Agonistes,‖ The South Atlantic Quarterly 95 (1996): 1065-97, reprinted as chapter 10, ―Critique,‖ in 
Wayward Contracts: The Crisis of Political Obligation in England, 1640-1674 (Princeton and Oxford: 
Princeton University Press, 2004).  
16 Debora Kuller Shuger, Political Theologies in Shakespeare‟s England: The Sacred and the State in Measure 
for Measure (New York: Palgrave, 2001); Richard McCoy, Alterations of State: Sacred Kingship in the 
English Reformation (New York: Columbia University Press, 2002); Richard Hardin, Civil Idolatry: 
Desacralizing Monarchy in Spenser, Shakespeare, and Milton (Newark, DE: University of Delaware Press, 
1992). 
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Like these latter projects, mine is firmly committed to a historicist understanding of 

literary texts, specifically of how those texts participate in the process by which the British 

monarchy was first desanctified and then abolished in 1649. Yet like Agamben, Lupton, 

Kuzner, and others, I am equally interested in the abiding structure of sovereignty 

underneath the specific historical form of Stuart absolute monarchy. The figure of homo sacer, 

the ancient Roman legal category of humanity denuded of rights and protections to which 

Agamben draws attention, factors in to my analysis, especially in the second chapter where I 

analyze the abject figure of an ―unkinged‖ King Charles. But if Agamben‘s research is 

characterized primarily by an opposition between the sovereign and homo sacer, and Lupton‘s 

is organized around the dichotomy of citizen and saint, mine plays the sovereign against the 

prophet.  

―Prophet‖ in the seventeenth century could signify ―a teacher, preacher, poet, or 

inspired interpreter of the Bible.‖17 But the core meaning of ―prophet‖ was what Hobbes 

discovered it signified most frequently in the Bible: ―it is taken for him, to whom God 

speaketh immediately, that which the Prophet is to say from him, to some other man, or to 

the people.‖18 I shall have occasion in chapter three to consider why prophets and prophecy 

should occupy such a central theoretical role in Hobbes‘s analysis of sovereignty. For now it 

is enough to observe that someone who claims unmediated access to God‘s will presents a 

potential challenge to any other structure of authority. This was all too clear in seventeenth-

century England. For while the Protestant Reformation gave English monarchs sole mastery 

over their realm, in the same stroke it also unleashed a prophetic spirit of resistance to 

                                                 
17 William Kerrigan, The Prophetic Milton (Charlottesville, VA: University Press of Virginia, 1974), 12. 
18 Leviathan, 292. 



 
12 

 

worldly authority. As long as this rebellious energy was funneled toward resistance to the 

Roman church, prophets and Protestant kings could co-exist happily; indeed, with respect to 

the papacy, J. G. A. Pocock observes, ―Princes and heretics were, within limits, natural 

allies.‖19 In England, where the Reformation had been imposed by royal fiat and was not 

bound up with populism and millenarian uprisings, prophecy‘s revolutionary tendencies 

could be more easily suppressed.20 But the biblical rivalry between prophets and kings always 

had the potential to flare up again, and would during the English Revolution.  

The interpretive innovations which allowed English radicals to turn apocalyptic 

prophecy against the crown are well understood.21 In short, seventeenth-century Puritans 

discovered the future. In Bernard Capp‘s words, ―For sixteenth-century Reformers the 

Apocalypse was a key to the past and present; few thought the world had any future.‖22 

Following John Bale and John Foxe, Tudor Protestants used apocalyptic scripture to answer 

Catholic charges of innovation by establishing a continuous history for the English church, 

and to provide solace during its current affliction by the forces of Antichrist. Thus, 

                                                 
19 J. G. A. Pocock, The Machiavellian Moment: Florentine Political Thought and the Atlantic Republican 
Tradition (1975; repr. with new afterword, Princeton and Oxford: Princeton University Press, 2003), 
45. 
20 See David Norbrook, Poetry and Politics in the English Renaissance (2nd ed., Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2002), 35. On the history of the millenarian component of popular revolt in Europe 
before the Reformation, see Norman Cohn, The Pursuit of the Millennium: Revolutionary Millenarians and 
the Mystical Anarchists of the Middle Ages (2nd  ed., New York: Oxford University Press, 1970). 
21 English Reformation apocalypticism has been thoroughly studied by scholars. See Bryan W. Ball, 
A Great Expectation: Eschatological Thought in English Protestantism to 1660 (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1975); 
Richard Bauckham, Tudor Apocalypse: Sixteenth Century Apocalypticism, Millennarianism, and the English 
Reformation : From John Bale to John Foxe and Thomas Brightman (Oxford: The Sutton Courtenay Press, 
1978); Paul Christianson, Reformers and Babylon (Toronto, Buffalo, and London: University of Toronto 
Press, 1978); Katherine R. Firth, The Apocalyptic Tradition in Reformation Britain 1530-1645 (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 1979); and C. A. Patrides and Joseph Wittreich, ed., The Apocalypse in English 
Renaissance Thought and Literature (Manchester, UK: Manchester University Press, 1984).  
22 Bernard Capp, ―The Political Dimension of Apocalyptic Thought,‖ in Patrides and Wittreich, The 
Apocalypse in English Renaissance Thought and Literature, 93. 
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sixteenth-century interpreters understood the millennium mentioned in Revelation as having 

begun with the accession of the Roman Emperor Constantine and concluded sometime 

around 1300 CE. Foxe and his readers reserved a special place in this end-time narrative for 

the civil magistrate: Elizabeth was figured as a second Constantine who would lead the true 

church to glorious victory over the Antichrist.23  

But by the end of Elizabeth‘s reign, fueled by mathematical advances and 

increasingly sophisticated hermeneutic techniques, apocalyptic exegesis was turning from 

historicist to futurist interpretations, placing the millennium partly or wholly in the coming 

decades and centuries, and revising how Protestants understood the monarchy‘s role in the 

struggle with Antichrist. Thomas Brightman‘s (1562-1607) posthumously published 

masterpiece, The Revelation of the Revelation (1609), challenged the Foxean confidence in the 

protestant Godly Prince. The Roman emperor Constantine had unknowingly colluded with 

the Antichrist to corrupt the true church, Brightman argued. Moreover, the ten kings who 

derive their power from the Beast (that is, the Antichrist) in Revelation 17 were not 

Constantine‘s predecessors, but his Christian successors. Brightman‘s innovative 

interpretation implied that nominally Christian princes could be affiliates of the Antichrist, a 

discovery that eventually gave Puritans license to condemn Charles I as one of the horns of 

the Beast depicted in Daniel and Revelation.24 Brightman also marked out the English 

                                                 
23 William Lamont calls Foxe‘s Actes and Monuments ―the best monarchist propaganda that a 
Protestant Englishman had ever written‖ (Richard Baxter and the Millennium: Protestant Imperialism and the 
English Revolution [London/Totowa, NJ: Croom Helm/Rowman and Littlefield, 1979], 13). 
24 See for example the Fifth Monarchist Mary Cary‘s The little horns doom & dovvnfall or A scripture-
prophesie of King James, and King Charles, and of this present Parliament, unfolded (London: 1651). Milton‘s 
antiprelatical tracts of the early 1640s portrayed Constantine as an outright conspirator with corrupt 
Christian bishops in setting up the antichristian Catholic church. See Noel Henning Mayfield, Puritans 
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church as the lukewarm church of Laodicea, which Christ threatens to spit out of his mouth 

in Revelation 3. For this bold bit of exegesis, later Puritan writers would proclaim Brightman 

―a true prophet of the new reformation.‖25 Meanwhile, the mild-mannered Cambridge 

scholar Joseph Mede (1586-1639) broke new interpretive ground when he convincingly 

demonstrated that Christ‘s one thousand year reign on earth still lay in the future. In so 

doing, Mede, though no firebrand, ―made possible visions which would stress a radical 

discontinuity between the past and the future millennium…Mede‘s revival of millenarian 

thought fathered the Fifth Monarchists and Gerrard Winstanley.‖26 (Mede was on the faculty 

of Christ College while Milton was a student there, and likely influenced Milton‘s growing 

mistrust of the Constantinian union of state and church that characterized religion in 

England.27) Brightman and Mede together made it possible for radical Puritans to imagine 

that they might take an active role in God‘s coming kingdom, and that the English church 

and monarchy might need to be swept aside to prepare for that kingdom. But hostility to 

kings was always latent even in Foxe‘s pro-monarchy interpretation of sacred history, Noel 

Henning Mayfield points out, so that Foxe ―unwittingly furnished tools‖ to destroy the 

monarchy he sought to uphold.28 

Starting in the 1620s, acolytes of Brightman and Mede began to produce a large body 

of popular apocalyptic interpretation, which could not be published until the abolition of the 

Star Chamber in 1641. The respite from censorship in the early 1640s allowed an ―explosion 

                                                                                                                                                 
and Regicide: Presbyterian-Independent Differences over the Trial and Execution of Charles (I) Stuart (Lanham, 
MD: University Press of America, 1988), 67. 
25 Firth, The Apocalyptic Tradition in Reformation Britain, 168. 
26 Christianson, Reformers and Babylon, 127-28. 
27 See John Rumrich, Milton Unbound: Controversy and Interpretation (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1996), 39-40 and 47-48. 
28 Mayfield, Puritans and Regicide, 46. 
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of millenarian publication.‖29 (I see a similar process of repression and return in the 

reception history of Macbeth, which seems to vanish from cultural consciousness during the 

pre-war decades.) The alarming proliferation of sectarian opinion is registered in the 

heresiographies of the same period. The antisectarian writers understand extreme millenarian 

apocalpyticism to entail not only the destruction of the Stuart monarchy, but all existing 

human government. In his Heresiography (1645), Ephraim Pagitt describes ―Millenaries‖ as 

those “who affirm that before the day of judgment Christ shal come down from heaven, and 

reign with the Saints upon earth 1000 years, in which time they shall destroy all the wicked, 

binding their Kings in chaines, and Nobles in links of iron‖ and who believe ―That the promise 

might be fulfilled, that the meek must inherit the earth.‖30 Pagitt affiliates English 

millenarianism with the populist violence of the Anabaptist prophets in Reformation 

Germany—Nicholas Storch, Thomas Munzer, and John of Leiden—who were determined 

to ―kill all the Kings and Princes of the world.‖31 Similarly, in his catalogue of heresies 

Gangraena, Thomas Edwards prints an extract from an army commander who describes 

prophetically inspired officers and soldiers, ―some affirming that they had had Revelations 

and seen Visions, al of them at liberty to argue and hold what phantasticall opinion they 

pleased,‖ and others who ―would take upon them to prophesie,  saying, they should live to 

see all lording power laid aside in this Kingdom.‖32  

                                                 
29 Norbrook, Poetry and Politics in the English Renaissance, 233. Also see Firth, The Apocalyptic Tradition in 
Reformation Britain, 228.  
30 Ephraim Pagitt, Heresiography, or, A description of the hereticks and sectaries of these latter times by E. Pagitt 
(London: 1645), sig. B3r. and 127. 
31 Pagitt, Heresiography, 2, 6. 
32 Thomas Edwards, The first and second part of Gangraena (London: 1646), 4. 
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Especially for researchers of a revisionist persuasion, this ―radical development of 

Protestant eschatology‖ in the 1640s was indeed the wellspring of revolution and regicide, 

and not ―any secular theory of revolutionary change.‖33 But David Norbrook sees ―ecstatic 

millennial republicanism‖ and secular ―Harringtonian republicanism‖ as being basically 

continuous.34 Norbrook and historian Markku Peltonen, among others, have argued that 

pre-civil war English thinking is permeated by republican ideas, delivered through the 

vehicles of classical humanism and constitutional theory.35 Indeed, Andrew Hadfield reaches 

back even further than Norbrook, arguing that English literature of the 1590s constitutes a 

Republican moment of opposition to Elizabeth‘s increasingly unstable monarchy.36 Yet the 

question of whether republicanism was a cause or a result of the execution of Charles 

remains hotly debated. Blair Worden points out that although scholars such as Norbrook 

can demonstrate that a kingless state was conceivable to Renaissance English writers, ―What 

we seek in vain is evidence that imaginative literature reflected or fostered a desire for 

republican rule.‖37  

I mean to answer a variant of Worden‘s claim in this dissertation. That is, I will argue 

that we can find in early seventeenth-century imaginative literature the desire for kingless 

rule, that Shakespeare‘s Macbeth depicts a dream of the end of kings that for lack of a better 

                                                 
33 David Wootton, ―Leveller democracy and the Puritan Revolution,‖ in The Cambridge History of 
Political Thought 1450-1700, ed. J. H. Burns (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991), 422. 
34 David Norbrook, Writing the English Republic: Poetry, Rhetoric and Politics, 1627-1660 (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1999), 39. 
35 See David Norbrook, Writing the English Republic: Poetry, Rhetoric and Politics, 1627-1660 (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1999); and Markku Peltonen, Classical Humanism and Republicanism in 
English Political Thought, 1570-1640 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995). 
36 Andrew Hadfield, Shakespeare and Republicanism (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005). 
37 Blair Worden, ―Republicanism, Regicide and Republic: The English Experience,‖ in Republicanism: 
A Shared European Heritage, ed. Martin van Gelderen and Quentin Skinner (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2002), 1:309.  



 
17 

 

word can be called ―republican.‖38 I am thus making a stronger claim for the play‘s radical 

potential than scholars have customarily advanced. That is, I am looking beyond English 

society‘s somewhat weaker expressions of hostility to kings in resistance theory and in 

isolated acts of political assassination. The traumas of the Marian exile and the St. 

Bartholomew‘s Day massacre had galvanized English and French Calvinists to theorize the 

circumstances under which a monarch, having turned tyrant, might be disobeyed, deposed, 

or even assassinated; the regency of Mary of Guise and the reign and deposition of Mary 

Stuart spurred Scottish Calvinists to similar theorizing. Likewise, embattled Catholics 

developed their own school of resistance thought, one fruit of which was the failed 

Gunpowder Plot.39 In their extreme forms, resistance theories could approach a contract 

view of government, wherein the king and the people were bound by reciprocal duty. As 

Marchamont Nedham would jest during one of his royalist phases, 

A Scot and a Jesuit, joined in hand 
First taught the world to say 
That subjects ought to have command 
And Princes to obey.40 
 

So too was the historical fact and ever-present threat of regicide widely acknowledged, not 

least on the English stage, where king-killing drives the plots of so many Shakespearean 

histories and tragedies. Macbeth engages openly with the problem of regicide, with the 

                                                 
38 I use the term ―republican‖ here in the constitutionalist sense of government without a king. For a 
discussion of this and other uses of the word, See Worden, ―Republicanism, Regicide and Republic,‖ 
307-14. 
39 For overviews of Protestant and Catholic resistance theory, see Robert M. Kingdon, ―Calvinism 
and resistance theory, 1550-1580,‖ in Burns, ed., Cambridge History of Political Thought 1450-1700, 193-
218, and, in the same volume, J. H. M. Salmon, ―Catholic resistance theory, Ultramontanism, and the 
royalist response, 1580-1620,‖ 219-53. 
40 Quoted in Wootton, ―Leveller democracy,‖ 434. 
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problem of resistance somewhat more implicitly.41 I am not merely arguing, however, that 

Shakespeare finds dramatic interest in tyranny and king-killing. Instead, I think we can detect 

in Macbeth a fantasy of the total overthrow of kings that would only be realized when King 

Charles I was executed and monarchy itself abolished. This fantasy, however, presents itself 

in a disguised or inflected form in Macbeth through its apocalyptic themes and imagery.  

My understanding of how Macbeth functions in the Stuart cultural imagination thus 

owes to Freud‘s model of how dreams express illicit desires. In his Interpretation of Dreams, 

Freud famously defines a dream as ―a (disguised) fulfillment of a (suppressed or repressed) wish.‖42 In 

Freud‘s theory of the psyche, it is in dreams that unconscious desires make themselves most 

readily known, since the normally imperious conscience or superego is less vigilant during 

sleep. Still, even in sleep these wishes can only surface in distorted form. Freud gathers the 

various mechanisms by which the wish becomes concealed under the rubric of the ―dream-

work.‖ To see Tudor and Stuart literature as performing a kind of cultural dream-work 

requires no great leap of imagination, because Freud derives his psychological model from 

scenarios of censorship much like those that obtained in Shakespearean England. Freud 

finds that waking social life provides analogues for dream distortion: for one, when people 

of different social status interact, the deference shown by the inferior is at bottom a kind of 

dissimulation; likewise, ―the political writer who has disagreeable truths to tell to those in 

authority‖ may not only find him or herself officially censored after the act of writing, but 

                                                 
41 See Arthur F. Kinney, "Imagination and Ideology in Macbeth," in The Witness of Times: Manifestations 
of Ideology in Seventeenth Century England, ed. Katherine Z. Keller and Gerald J. Schiffhorst (Pittsburgh, 
PA: Duquesne University Press, 1993), 148-73. 
42 Sigmund Freud, The Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud, ed. James 
Strachey (London: Hogarth, 1953-74), 4:160. 
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will often preemptively self-censor, softening or omitting certain truths, cloaking others in 

allegory.43  

To understand the republican impulses in Macbeth in terms of dream-work is thus to 

return Freud to the political origin of his censorship metaphor.44 Shakespeare‘s position as 

playwright in a theater company sponsored by the king would have required both self-

censoring deference toward his patron and political tact before the ruler of Britain. The 

playwright‘s need to be circumspect would have been acute nowhere more than in the 

Macbeth, a play ―written to vindicate the king‘s public image‖ and one which David 

Norbrook posits to be ―a fairly drastic revision of the [republican] political viewpoint‖ in the 

Scottish histories to which, in addition to Holinshed‘s Chronicles, Shakespeare likely had 

access as he wrote.45 Comparing Shakespeare‘s Macbeth to the version of the story presented 

by monarchomach historian (and tutor to the future James VI and I) George Buchanan, 

Norbrook finds that Shakespeare attenuates the myth‘s republicanism at every turn. To 

select only a few examples, Norbrook notices that Shakespeare veers from Buchanan in 

                                                 
43 Freud, Complete Psychological Works, 142. 
44 Olga Valbuena, Subjects to the King‟s Divorce: Equivocation, Infidelity, and Resistance in Early Modern 
England (Bloomington & Indianapolis, IN: Indiana University Press, 2003), recognizes as much in her 
approach to ―authorial self division‖ in early modern literature, which is built on two premises: ―first, 
that in a climate of persecution, even ‗legitimate‘ texts frequently bear intricate historical genealogies 
and unannounced political and religious affiliations; and second, that discourses of religious 
resistance may enclose a hermeneutic code or secret history that destabilizes the primary text to 
produce the ‗hidden transcript‘‖ (xvii). Valbuena undertakes a valuable excavation of Macbeth‘s 
―historical unconscious‖: the historical Macbeth‘s legitimate claim to the throne through his wife‘s 
bloodline, which is all but repressed in the play. A seminal work on Renaissance English literature in 
a context of political censorship is Annabel Patterson, Censorship and Interpretation: The Conditions of 
Writing and Reading in Early Modern England (Madison, WI: University of Wisconsin Press, 1984). For a 
psychoanalytically informed discussion of how repression and censorship paradoxically enable 
writing, see Michael G. Levine, Writing Through Repression: Literature, Censorship, Psychoanalysis 
(Baltimore and London: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1994). 
45 David Norbrook, ―Macbeth and the Politics of Historiography,‖ in Politics of discourse, ed. Kevin 
Sharpe and Steven N. Zwicker (Berkeley and Los Angeles, CA: University of California Press, 1987), 
80. 
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choosing not to dramatize debates about monarchical accountability, or the relative merits of 

elected and hereditary kingship. (References to election appear only in the passive voice in 

Macbeth.) Shakespeare, moreover, seems to reject Buchanan‘s rationalism in favor of 

Montaigne‘s (like James I, a wayward student of Buchanan) emphasis on the irrational, 

emotional motivations at the heart of politics.46 Shakespeare is not interested in the high 

political theory of an historian such as Buchanan. Indeed, Shakespeare, notoriously 

indifferent to the dramatic unities expected by neoclassical theory, uses image patterns with 

―The effect…that the social order, like the play, seems to be bond together not just by some 

abstract plan but also by a host of intricate[,] only semiconscious symbolic interactions.‖47  

As I shall argue, however, the unconscious or semiconscious pattern of apocalyptic 

symbolism in the play works to reinstate the suppressed republican antimonarchism. Macbeth 

explores an apocalyptic fantasy common to Protestant English culture in which earthly 

kingship—indeed, all temporal authority structures—are toppled in an eschatological coup. 

In that sense, Macbeth is a cousin of Brightman‘s Revelation of the Revelation, another early 

Jacobean text that takes the first steps toward dredging up repressed English animosity 

toward kings. Shakespeare dreams a regicidal dream on behalf of his society, with the result 

that theater allows access to Stuart society‘s unacknowledged desire for new political forms. 

My conception of the literary text as offering an acceptable version of an otherwise 

dangerous fantasy owes somewhat to Norman Holland‘s understanding of how ―Literature 

                                                 
46 Norbrook, ―Politics of Historiography,‖ 96-99. 
47 Norbrook, ―Politics of Historiography,‖ 115. I have supplied what seems like a necessary but 
missing comma. 
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transforms our primitive wishes and fears into significance and coherence.‖48 Yet I do not 

take Freud‘s theories as literally as Holland, and except for briefly in chapter two, I am not 

explicitly concerned in individual psychology. (I do not take Shakespeare‘s or Milton‘s 

interest in regicide, for example, to be symptoms of an unresolved Oedipal dilemma.49) I am 

rather more interested in something closer to Fredric Jameson‘s political unconscious, the 

repressed historical contradictions which the literary work tries to resolve on the symbolic 

level, with the caveat that I do not attempt so totalizing a reading as Jameson. I am 

interested in a contradiction in Stuart ideology, not the contradiction.50   

Thus in chapter one, ―Macbeth: King, Priest, and Prophet,‖ I contend that 

Shakespeare discovered the dramatic core of Macbeth in a contradiction in Jacobean political 

theology. Shakespeare‘s royal patron James, I argue, sought to model his kingship on 

Calvin‘s doctrine of Christ‘s triple office—king, priest, and prophet. James fulfilled his 

prophetic calling through politicized interpretations of the biblical Apocalypse, leading to the 

paradox that the king‘s dynastic pretensions relied on a doomsday narrative of the end of 

earthly sovereignty. A Stuart monarchy both warranted and circumscribed by prophecy thus 

provides the model for Macbeth‘s tragedy. In a play that depicts regicide as ―the great 

doom‘s image,‖ Macbeth is driven to king-killing by an obscure apocalyptic desire to see 

time fulfilled. Macbeth‘s eschatological commitments, which he recognizes only dimly, if at 

                                                 
48 Normand N. Holland, The Dynamics of Literary Response (New York: Oxford University Press, 1968), 
30. 
49 Freud‘s own attempts to project psychoanalytic theory onto the social and historical stage include 
Totem and Taboo, Civilization and its Discontents, and Moses and Monotheism. See the Complete Psychological 
Works, vols. 13, 21, and 23, respectively. 
50 See Fredric Jameson, The Political Unconscious: Narrative as Socially Symbolic Act (Ithaca, NY: Cornell 
University Press, 1981). Another Marxist who adapts Freud‘s model of repression to the literary text 
is Pierre Macherey, A Theory of Literary Production, trans. Geoffrey Wall (London, Henley and Boston: 
Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1978), 82-89 and 150-51. 
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all, sabotage his priestly role in the spectacular banquet scene, which I read as a parody of 

the Lord‘s Supper. In that scene, Banquo‘s ghost returns as both a Eucharistic mnemonic 

and a harbinger of Macbeth‘s doom. Once Macbeth has failed to carry off this ritual of unity, 

his thanes turn on him, styling him as an agent of Satan. Thus, because Macbeth‘s tragic 

career—from prophet-king, to bungling priest-king, to Antichrist—springs from an 

irrationality in Jacobean political theology, the play seems to anticipate the fall of the house 

of Stuart in 1649. 

The next chapter, ―Macbeth and the Political Uncanny in Milton‘s Tenure of Kings and 

Magistrates,‖ jumps from 1606 to 1649, when Macbeth‘s dream of apocalyptic regicide 

becomes historical reality. But the gap between the first chapter and the second should be 

marked less in decades than in the psychic distance between the political-theological 

unconscious and consciousness. After exploring how Shakespeare‘s Macbeth largely 

disappeared from the cultural imagination during pre-war years, I show how it makes an 

uncanny return in Milton‘s argument for popular sovereignty. Milton, I argue, recovers the 

latent antimonarchical content of Shakespeare‘s tragedy when he alludes to it in The Tenure of 

Kings and Magistrates (1649) to castigate as bloody-handed equivocators his erstwhile 

Presbyterian allies, who now quail at the prospect of regicide. Milton, that is, identifies with 

the regicidal desires of both Lady Macbeth and Macbeth himself. But the play also turns on 

Milton, confronting him with the convergence of monarchism and republicanism implicit in 

his own theory of sovereignty. Milton insists that the people may ―unking‖ the king at will, 

and that in every way except physically, King Charles is already dead. Describing Charles as 

―dead as to law,‖ with the ―meere useless bulke of his person‖ vulnerable to infinite 
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violence, Milton thus redefines him as homo sacer, the paradigmatic figure of bare life 

abandoned by law who stands as the sovereign‘s doppelgänger. Having installed the people 

in the tyrant‘s place, Milton‘s formulation of popular sovereignty conjures the same specter 

of a dead king walking that it seeks to vanquish. When the Presbyterian backslide threatens 

to revive Charles from symbolic death, Milton‘s outrage finds a paradigm in Macbeth‘s 

horror at the ghost of Banquo. Recognizing how the Shakespearean uncanny structures the 

doubling of liberty and tyranny in The Tenure of Kings helps us understand the irrational 

element in Milton‘s political theory, and offers a clue to why the English republican 

experiment came to resemble the monarchy it replaced. 

My third chapter, ―Davenant‘s Macbeth: Prophecy, Providence, and Self-

Preservation,‖ takes up Sir William Davenant‘s thoroughgoing revision of Macbeth (c.1664) to 

show how Restoration political theory apparently could not live with prophecy, but also 

could not do without it. In part, this chapter serves as the ―control‖ for the dissertation as a 

whole, allowing us to gauge the radical apocalyptic potential of the Shakespearean template. 

Davenant‘s revised Macbeth reasserts the manifest pro-monarchy content of the original, 

demoting the title character from prophetic visionary to ambitious criminal. I argue that this 

alteration evinces the influence of Davenant‘s mentor Thomas Hobbes. Sectarian prophecy 

looms large in Hobbes‘s reformulation of sovereignty Leviathan, which charges readers either 

to submit to the civil sovereign‘s judgments about divine revelation, or follow fellow 

subjects‘ delusions into the ―first Chaos of Violence, and Civil warre.‖ After establishing 

ambivalence toward prophecy as a recurrent theme in Davenant‘s Hobbesian literary theory, 

I demonstrate how the Restoration Macbeth dispenses with Shakespearean apocalyptic 
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typology in order to delegitimize regicide. Yet by taking up Leviathan‘s relentless logic of 

contractual absolutism, Davenant‘s drama also imports Hobbes‘s most dangerous idea: 

political legitimacy as mere de facto possession of power. Having elevated Macduff to the 

position of the play‘s hero, Davenant struggles to find an acceptable rationale for his 

resistance to Macbeth, wavering between providentialist and Hobbesian alternatives. The 

latter option—that Macduff may decide Macbeth‘s tyranny is incompatible with his own 

self-preservation—is little better than the former, as it reinstates the interpretive autonomy 

that Davenant‘s critique of prophecy was supposed to vanquish.  

In my final chapter, ―The Equivocal Apocalypse of Samson Agonistes,‖ I find that 

Samson‘s destruction of the Philistine theater unexpectedly offers a vision of apocalyptic 

merger between friend and foe. The link to Macbeth here is not so much intertextual as 

thematic, with Milton negating the form of Shakespearean drama only to preserve on a 

higher level its potential critique of sovereignty. The Tenure of Kings had failed to distinguish 

the tyrannical tendencies of popular sovereignty, leading to neurotic repetition of political 

forms for which the repressed specter of Banquo was the figure. By contrast, in Samson 

Agonistes, I argue, Milton puts Shakespeare‘s play to more positive use, raising to the political 

and ontological level the principle of equivocation most famously depicted in Macbeth. 

Milton‘s Samson mocks Hobbes‘s maxim that a healthy polity requires a language of stable 

significance, and instead uses equivocation as a tool of liberty. Impelled by prophetic 

―rousing motions,‖ Samson consents to appear in chains before the Phillistine nobility by 

making ambiguous use of the Hobbesian rationale that ―Masters‘ commands come with a 

power resistless.‖ Then, in a redux of the 1605 Gunpowder Plot, Samson‘s destructive act 



 
25 

 

leaves him ―conjoined‖ in death with his foes, erasing the most fundamental distinctions 

between Philistine and Israelite. Samson‘s apocalyptic crescendo does not so much offer an 

alternative political vision as point up the gap between earthly systems of sovereignty and 

God‘s eschatological design, which in Milton‘s mature vision entails a loss of differentiation 

between sovereign and subject.  

 This dissertation thus shows how Shakespearean tragedy draws on apocalyptic 

prophecy to test and find wanting the various forms of sovereignty—monarchist, republican, 

and proto-liberal—offered up in the tumultuous seventeenth century. Moreover, an 

important secondary discovery of this inquiry is Shakespeare‘s subtle but abiding influence 

over Milton‘s political and literary imagination. Milton‘s imaginative leveling of social 

hierarchy—drawn most obviously from the apocalyptic promise of a heavenly society in 

which ―God will be all in all‖— finds a secular correlate in the semantic and generic 

ambiguities of Shakespearean drama. 
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Chapter 1: Macbeth: King, Priest, and Prophet 

 
 

When Macbeth consults the witches a second time in order ―to know / by the worst 

means, the worst‖ about his fate, they ―grieve his heart‖ with a vision of Banquo‘s royal 

progeny (3.4.124-35; 4.1.109). This show of kings punctuates what Macbeth already knows: 

no son of his shall succeed him to the throne of Scotland. Recalling the procession of 

prophets that would vex Herod with messianic predictions in the old mystery plays, 

Banquo‘s heirs silently file across the stage, as an appalled Macbeth narrates: 

What, will the line stretch out to th‘crack of doom? 
Another yet? A seventh? I‘ll see no more.  
And yet the eighth appears, who bears a glass 
Which shows me many more. And some I see, 
That two-fold balls and treble sceptres carry. 
Horrible sight! 
   (4.1.116-121) 1 
 

Scholars agree that a contemporary audience would understand Macbeth‘s grief as King 

James I‘s glory. Banquo was widely held to be the Stuart dynasty‘s founding patriarch, and in 

this scene his spectral heirs wield the icons of a Great Britain formally created when James 

acceded to the English throne in 1603 and announced the ―blessed Union, or rather 

Reuniting of these two mightie, famous, and ancient Kingdomes of England and Scotland, 

under one Imperiall Crowne.‖2 What is less frequently observed is that Shakespeare does not 

                                                 
1 On Herod as a prototype for Macbeth, see R. Chris Hassel, Jr., ―‗No boasting like a fool‘?: Macbeth 
and Herod,‖  Studies in Philology 98 (2001): 205-224; and Emrys Jones, The Origins of Shakespeare 
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1977), 79-83.   
2 ―A Proclamation concerning the Kings Majesties Stile, of King of Great Britaine, &c.,‖ in James F. 
Larkin C.S.V and Paul L. Hughes, ed., Stuart Royal Proclamations (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1973), 
1:95. On the iconography of the show of kings, see E. B. Lyle, ―The ‗Twofold Balls and Treble 
Scepters‘ In Macbeth,‖ Shakespeare Quarterly 28 (1977): 516-19. 
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use prophecy here as he typically does, to heighten dramatic irony. Usually a character in a 

Shakespearean play predicts a future event that is nevertheless in the audience‘s past, putting 

viewers in Cassandra‘s position, incapable of making their superior knowledge effectual.3 

Macbeth‘s prophetic dumb show, however, uniquely purports to offer the early seventeenth-

century audience a glimpse of its own hereafter. When Macbeth looks into the glass, he sees 

the Stuart dynasty extending past James, seemingly in perpetuity. At this moment, the play 

aspires to the status of apocalypse, an unveiling of British future history. The scene, 

moreover, emphasizes the prophetic face of Jacobean nation-building. The new king spoke 

of the Union of Crowns in language that was simultaneously matrimonial, eucharistic, and 

eschatological. As he told Parliament in March of 1603, the ―Union which is made in my 

blood‖ was ―preordained‖ by God and now ―in the end and fulnesse of time‖ has come to 

pass.4 Macbeth‘s rhetorical question, ―will the line stretch out to th‘crack of doom?‖ is thus 

no idle figure of speech, but weaves Stuart dynastic ambitions into the fabric of Christian 

eschatology. The tyrant‘s lament makes a fitting compliment to King James, who prided 

himself on having exegetical insights into Revelation ―beyond the measure of other men.‖5 

                                                 
3 For a survey of Shakespeare‘s use of prophecy, see Marjorie Garber, ―‗What‘s Past is Prologue‘: 
Temporality and Prophecy in Shakespeare‘s History Plays,‖ in Renaissance Genres: Essays on Theory, 
History, and Interpretation, ed. Barbara Lewalski (Cambridge and London: Harvard University Press, 
1986), 301-331. 
4 JamesVI and I, The Political Works of James I, ed. Charles Howard McIlwain (Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 1918), 272. On Macbeth as a cautionary response to the Union of Crowns, 
see Arthur F. Kinney, ―Scottish History, the Union of Crowns and the Issue of Right Rule: The Case 
of Shakespeare‘s Macbeth,‖ in Renaissance Culture in Context: Theory and Practice, ed. Jear R. Brink and 
William F. Gentrup (Aldershot, England: Scolar Press, 1993), 18-53. 
5 The words are Bishop James Montagu‘s from his preface to James VI and I, The workes of the most 
high and mightie prince, Iames by the grace of God, King of Great Britaine, France and Ireland, defender of the faith, 
&c. (London: 1616), sig D3v.  
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 Yet this compliment can be read perversely as a prescription: kill one of the Stuart 

line, and perhaps usher in the Kingdom of God. Shakespeare in fact brings regicide and 

apocalypse into disquieting proximity earlier in the play, when Macduff describes Duncan‘s 

murder as an antetype of Christ‘s coming-in-judgment:  

Up, up, and see  
The great doom‘s image. Malcolm, Banquo,  
As from your graves rise up and walk like sprites 
To countenance this horror. 
  (2.3.71-74) 
 

As a loyal subject of Duncan, Macduff beholds this image of doomsday with dismay, not 

longing, and presumably he voices the Jacobean theatrical audience‘s expected response to 

regicide. Yet whether or not a Shakespearean audience could have assimilated king-killing to 

the hope for God‘s kingdom, by 1649 apocalyptic expectation was widely thought to entail 

regicide and the abolition of human monarchy. Fired by millenarian zeal, Independent 

Puritans hunted their quarry, ―that man of blood‖ King Charles I, all the way to the 

chopping block. What Macduff cries in anguish, Charles‘s chief prosecutor John Cooke 

could say with pride: the ―High Court [that tried Charles] was a resemblance and 

representation of the great Day of Judgment, when the saints shall judge all worldly powers, 

and where this judgment will be confirmed and admired.‖6  

In light of Cooke‘s words, Macduff‘s response to regicide may seem like one of those 

―Temporal anomalies from the future‖ that Linda Charnes argues occasionally alights ―on 

the surface of a text not prepared for [its] arrival.‖7 In this chapter, I argue that mid-

                                                 
6 T. B. Howell, ed., A Complete Collection of State Trials and Proceedings for High Treason and Other Crimes 
and Misdemeanors from the Earliest Period to the Year 1783 (London: 1816-28), 4:1047.   
7 Linda Charnes, ―Reading for the Wormholes: Micro-periods from the Future,‖ Early Modern Culture 
6 (2007), http://emc.eserver.org/1-6/charnes.html. 
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seventeenth-century civil war and regicide are latent in the early Jacobean tragedy Macbeth.8 

Macbeth explores the tragic potential of James I‘s effort to encompass the diametric vocations 

of the priest and the prophet in the office of king. James fashions his kingship, I argue, along 

the lines of the Calvinist doctrine of Christ‘s triple office—king, priest, and prophet. In 

grafting the Reformation spirit of prophecy onto a medieval conception of priest-kingship, 

James attempts to fuse two contrary visions of sovereignty based in two incompatible time 

schemes, one circular and commemorative, the other linear and apocalyptic. This temporal 

contradiction provides Shakespeare with the raw materials for tragedy: regicide and 

eschatological longing become conflated in the play, as they would in 1649. Bending a phrase 

from the play to my purposes, I see Macbeth as James‘s ―horrible shadow‖ (3.4.105), a 

distorted but still recognizable double of the Stuart king‘s apocalyptic persona. Through 

Macbeth, Shakespeare dramatizes a monarchy rhetorically committed to its own prophesied 

end. That is, inasmuch as Macbeth rules in full knowledge of his own preordained 

supersession by Banquo‘s heirs, he typifies the dilemma of the Protestant king facing the 

prospect of ceding sovereignty to a shortly expected Christ. Moreover, Macbeth‘s prophetic 

calling clashes with his priestly effort to cement his sovereignty through ritual. Macbeth‘s 

banquet scene can be understood as a Eucharistic ceremony gone awry, with a power to 

divide the theatrical audience in a way that anticipates the failure of Stuart priest-kingship 

under Charles I. 

                                                 
8 Inasmuch as it positions the play in multiple time frames, my argument shares some affinities with 
Jonathan Gil Harris‘s recent treatment of Macbeth as a temporal palimpsest in Untimely Matter in the 
Time of Shakespeare (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2008), 119-39. Harris suggests 
how the sulphurous smell of the low-tech fireworks used to produce Macbeth‘s thunder and lightning 
not only might have induced an experience of eschatological time in the audience, but more 
importantly would have conjured by olfactory contrast the ceremonial incense of the lost Catholic 
past.  



 
30 

 

  

1. THE TRIPLE OFFICE OF CHRIST AND PROPHETIC KINGSHIP IN JACOBEAN ENGLAND 

Edmund Bunny‘s 1584 Booke of Christian exercise, ―the most published work of 

protestant apologetic‖ of its time, contains an appendix intended to coax recusant Catholics 

into joining the Church of England by emphasizing an underlying unity between the rival 

creeds.9 The appended Treatise tending to Pacification epitomizes Christianity as belief in two 

articles: that Jesus is the Christ, and that he is the son of God. That Jesus is God‘s son is ―so 

cleer from al maner of dowt among us‖ that Bunny feels no need to defend it. But he 

explicates the significance of Jesus as the Christ in distinctly Calvinist terms:  

[Jesus] was appointed, and made able, to be our savior: and so 
consequently, appointed, and made able, to be our preest; our 
prophet; and king. Our preest, to make a ful attonement, betwixt 
God and us, to the purchasing of æternal redemption in him; and to 
the attainment of the same: our prophet to teach us, whatsoever is 
expedient for us to know: and our king, under whom we have to live, 
until by his government he shal bring us thither.10 
 

Bunny was one of the many theologians in England and Scotland guided by John Calvin‘s 

emphasis on the munus triplex Christi, the threefold office of Christ as king, priest, and 

prophet.11 The final Latin edition of the Institutes of the Christian Religion (1559) contains the 

most developed version of Calvin‘s Christology, with a new chapter devoted entirely to 

                                                 
9 William Joseph Sheils, ―Bunny, Edmund (1540–1618),‖ in Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, ed. 
H. C. G. Matthew and Brian Harrison (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004), 
http://www.oxforddnb.com.ezproxy.lib.utexas.edu/view/article/3943 (accessed April 2, 2010). 
10 Edmund Bunny, A booke of Christian exercise appertaining to resolution, that is, shewing how that we should 
resolve our selves to become Christians indeed: by R.P. Perused, and accompanied now with a treatise tending to 
pacification: by Edm. Bunny. (London: 1584), 100-101. 
11 Calvin was not the first reformer to teach the munus triplex, but he was the most influential. See 
George W. Stroup, ―Munus triplex,‖ in The Encyclopedia of the Reformed Faith, ed. Donald McKim 
(Louisville, KY: Westminster/John Knox Press, 1992), 247. 
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Christ‘s triple mediation between God and believers.12 Prior to 1559, Calvin had followed 

most Christian theologians since Augustine in emphasizing the priestly and kingly aspects of 

Christ‘s mediating work. But as the rift with Rome widened, Protestants discovered the 

polemical value of reaffirming Christ‘s unique prophetic mission of ―reuealing the Fathers 

secrets to his people.‖13 By insisting that Christ ―was, is, and euer shal be the onely teacher of 

the Church‖ reformers could rebut their Catholic critics, who they claimed taught that ―the 

scriptures are not perfect, and that besides the Apocryphall writings…their owne traditions 

also are necessary, and of equall authority with the scriptures.‖14 The doctrine of Christ‘s 

triple office thus found a central place in reformed British theology, and was taken up in 

many of the catechetical handbooks issuing from Edinburgh and London.15 

The new emphasis on the prophetic office both reflected and fomented the political, 

religious, and social turmoil of the seventeenth century. Though the munus triplex was not 

unknown to the Middle Ages, medieval European Christology tended to emphasis Christ‘s 

priestly and kingly offices. When adapted as political theology, the two-fold office of Christ 

helped medieval Christians conceptualize Europe‘s tenuous balance between pope and 

                                                 
12 John Calvin, Calvin: Institutes of the Christian Religion, ed. John T. McNeill, trans. Ford Lewis Battles, 
(Philadelphia: The Westminster Press, 1960), 1:494-503.  Though Calvin had suggested the 
importance of Christ‘s prophetic office as far back as the 1539 Institutes and the 1542 Geneva 
Catechism, only the last Latin Institutes contained an extended treatment of the topic. 
13 Henoch Clapham, Three partes of Salomon his Song of Songs, expounded (London: 1603), 15. 
14 R. C., A briefe and necessarie catechisme, concerning the principall poynts of our Christian religion (London: 
1602), sig C2v; George Downame, A treatise concerning Antichrist (London: 1603), 52-53. 
15 See for example, John Rogers, The summe of Christianitie reduced unto eight propositions (London: 1578), 
3; John Craig, A short summe of the whole catechisme wherin the question is propounded and answered in fewe 
wordes, for the greater ease of the common people & children (London: 1583), 8; Arthur Dent, A plaine 
exposition of the articles of our faith, by short questions and answeres for the vnderstanding of the simple (London: 
1589), 5; James Melville, A spirituall propine of a pastour to his people (Edinburgh: 1598), 47; and R.C., A 
briefe and necessarie catechisme, sig C2v-C3r. 
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emperor, bishop and king, church and state.16 The Reformation, however, revived a 

prophetic spirit whose intensity matched that of the early church. As reformers understood 

the vocation, a modern-day prophet was charged with evangelizing, instructing, and, 

crucially, interpreting God‘s revealed word. This newly prominent mode of experiencing 

divinity and exercising authority overflowed traditional social and political channels. ―If the 

medieval state can be understood as a secular embodiment of the two offices of Christ 

[priest and king],‖ offers William Kerrigan, ―one may speculate that the political upheavals 

inspired by the Reformation—including the Puritan Revolution—represent an attempt 

somehow to accommodate within the civil order the new Christological office appended by 

Calvin.‖17  

Indeed, the munus triplex was already migrating from a strictly Christological context 

during the Elizabethan period. In his Preparative to Marriage (1591), English clergyman Henry 

Smith claimed to find proof in Revelation that ―the master in his family hath al the offices of 

christ: for hee must rule, and teach, and pray ; rule like a King, teach like a Prophet, pray like 

a Priest.‖18 Meanwhile, Church of Scotland minister Robert Rollock‘s antipathy towards 

episcopacy perhaps underlies his insistence that every Christian has a ministerial duty of 

exhortation: ―there is not a true Christian man nor woman but they have all these three 

offices, they are Kinges, Priestes and Prophetes; Kinges to rule in the Church of Christ, 

Priestes to offer vp in a maner a sacrifice to God, Prophetes to teache and helpe vp the 

                                                 
16 For an account of the stand-off between medieval princes and popes, see Jean Bethke Elshtain, 
Sovereignty: God, State, and Self (New York: Basic Books, 2008), 29-55. The classic treatment of the 
king‘s mixed personhood is Ernst Kantorowicz, The King‟s Two Bodies, 42-86.  
17 William Kerrigan, Prophetic Milton, 99.  
18 Henry Smith, A preparatiue to marriage (London: 1591), 88. 
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building.‖19 By the 1640s, the triple office would be commandeered by polemicists across the 

ideological spectrum. Leveller Richard Overton would offer a desanctified version of 

Christ‘s threefold office, blurring the distinction between natural liberty and Christian liberty. 

―Every man by nature‖ Overton writes, is ―a King, Priest, and Prophet in his owne naturall 

circuite and compasse, whereof no second may partake, but by deputation, commission, and 

free consent from him, whose naturall right and freedome it is.‖20 Meanwhile, an anonymous 

royalist poet would eulogize King Charles I at the end of Eikon Basilike with the following 

lines: 

      He that would know thee right, then, let him look  
      Upon thy rare incomparable book 
      And read it o‘er and o‘er; which if he do  
      He‘ll find thee king and priest and prophet too.21 
 

Charles‘s father James could make a much more serious claim on the triple office, 

however. A highly literate Calvinist by upbringing, King James I surely understood the 

threefold office, though he and his apologists were more circumspect about directly invoking 

the munus triplex than later polemicists. In his preface to the king‘s 1616 collected Workes, 

Bishop James Montagu defends writing as a fit pursuit for a monarch by pointing to a 

number of biblical and historical models, including Moses, ―who was not onely a Priest, and 

a Prophet, but was, as himselfe records, amongst the people a King, and was the first that 

                                                 
19 Robert Rollock, Lectures vpon the first and second Epistles of Paul to the Thessalonians (Edinburgh: 1606), 
271. 
20 Richard Overton, An Arrow Against All Tyrants (London: 1646), 4. On the secular trajectory of 
Overton‘s Leveller political theology in this instance, see A. S. P. Woodhouse, ed., Puritanism and 
Liberty: Being the Army Debates (1647-9) from the Clarke Manuscripts with Supplementary Documents, 2nd ed. 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1951 ), 69; and Arthur E. Barker, Milton and the Puritan 
Dilemma (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1942), 153-54. Hobbes will similarly secularize the 
triple of office to empower the civil sovereign, as I discuss in chapter three. 
21 Charles I (and John Gauden?), Eikon Basilike: The Portraiture of His Sacred Majesty in His Solitudes and 
Sufferings, ed. Philip A. Knachel (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1966), 195 
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ever received authoritie from GOD to write in Divinitie.‖22 Montagu subtly connects James to 

the triple office at several removes here, with the example of Moses not only justifying 

James‘s exegetical forays, but also mediating an unspoken comparison between James and 

Christ. More important than explicit invocations of the triple office, however, was the way 

the doctrine implicitly underwrites James‘s practical attempt to gather priesthood and 

prophecy under the rubric of divine-right kingship.23  

James‘s priestly pretensions are well known. ―Few princes,‖ Ernst Kantorowicz 

observed, ―were so genuinely pontifical as King James I of England.‖24 James declared his 

monarchical person to be mixed ―betwixt the Ecclesiasticall and the civill estate: For a King 

is not merè laicus [a mere layperson], as both the Papists and Anabaptists would haue him, to 

the which error also the Puritanes incline ouer farre.‖25 The royal apologist George 

Marcelline draws on sartorial evidence to elaborate the same claim for priestly kingship in his 

The Triumphs of King James (1610). Here again, the claim for monarchal priesthood is asserted 

against both Catholic and radical Protestant critics: 

Vnder this Mantle or Cloake, he [King James] weareth the Palmata 
Toga, or Dalmatian Vesture, proper to some Ministeriall Office, 
because the sleeve reacheth so far as the elbow only. The which may 
teach and perswade us, that in despight of the Pope, of Anabaptists, 
of al haire-brain‘d, mutinous, opiniotive, and frantique Preachers 
(whome his Maiesty calleth and understandeth to bee Puritanes 
onely) hee is an absolute Monarch, as well of the Spirituall, as of the 
Temporall, even as in elder times the Caliphes were, and that in him 
is verified the saying of the Poet: 

                                                 
22 James VI and I, Workes, sig. B4r. 
23 Howard Dobin remarks on Jacobean ―monarchal prophecy,‖ though without reference to Calvinist 
theology. See Merlin‟s Disciples: Prophecy, Poetry, and Power in Renaissance England (Stanford, CA: Stanford 
University Press, 1990), 51-60. 
24 Ernst Kantorowicz, ―Mysteries of State: An Absolutist Concept and its Medieval Origins,‖ Harvard 
Theological Review 48 (1955): 67.  
 25 James VI and I, Political Works of James I, 45.  
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 Rex Anyus, Rexx idem hominem, Phoebique Sacerdos. 
 King Anyus, is the same man, King, and yet Apollos Priest.26 
 

James and Marcelline speak from a late medieval tradition that insisted, even in the face of 

papal rebukes, that the king was a semi-divine figure, who with respect to public matters was 

―beyond Time and therewith perpetual and sempiternal.‖27 James‘s hieratic stance of 

governing outside of the stream of time entailed a jealous guarding of the mysteries of state, 

as Jonathan Goldberg has shown.28 Indeed, the analogy between kingly and divine secrecy 

stands as a key piece of Stuart political theology: just as Christians may feel free to make 

academic inquiries into God‘s revealed will but must not pry into His divine mysteries, so 

must the King‘s subjects refrain from searching out his mysteries.29 As James advises Prince 

Henry in the first book of Basilikon Doron (1599), ―if any thing be asked at you that yee 

thinke not meete to reueale, if yee say, that question is not pertinent for them to aske, who 

dare examine you further?‖30  

Yet Basilikon Doron itself testifies to James‘s contrary desire to play the divine 

revelator. His advice book for the then four-year-old prince Henry, James avers, was only 

intended for a small coterie of readers: ―I only permitted seuen of them to be printed, the 

Printer being first sworne for secrecie: and these seven I dispersed amongst some of my 

trustiest seruants, to be kept closely by them, lest in case by the iniquitie or wearing of time, 

                                                 
26 George Marcelline, The Triumphs of King James (London: 1610), 19.  
27 Kantorowicz, The King‟s Two Bodies, 171. 
28 Jonathan Goldberg, James I and the Politics of Literature (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University 
Press, 1983), 79. 
29 See Francis Oakley, ―The Hidden and Revealed Wills of James I: More Political Theology,‖ Studia 
Gratiana 15 (1972): 365-75. 
30 James VI and I, Political Works of James I, 17.  
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any of them might have been lost.‖31 Yet the work came to light anyway, and some readers 

without the time to copy the whole treatise excerpted portions of it, James explains, ―making 

a little pamphlet (lacking, both my methode and halfe of my matter) entituled it, forsooth, 

the Kings Testament, as if I had eiked a third Testament of my owne to the two that are in the 

holy Scriptures.‖32 By attributing to others the claim that he is a conduit of divine knowledge, 

James manages to suggest his prophetic charisma even while disclaiming revelatory ambition. 

Even Basilicon Doron‘s publication history as detailed by James—circulating first among seven 

privileged readers before making its way to the wider community—recalls that of John‘s 

Revelation, ostensibly addressed to the seven churches of Asia Minor but eventually reaching 

the whole Christian world. The same ambivalence characterizes the publication of 1611 

Bible, the paratextual features of which work to conflate, in Jane Rickard‘s words, ―royal and 

divine authorship and authority.‖33  

As a creature of the Reformation, James supplemented his priestly desire to exercise 

kingship atemporally and in secret with a wish to play a role in the unfolding historical drama 

of Protestant apocalyptic prophecy. This wish could take more than one shape in the royalist 

imagination. While James hoped to broker a reunification of European Christianity, his more 

warlike supporters envisioned their king with his foot on the neck of the Roman Antichrist.34 

In The Triumphs of King James, George Marcelline melds Apocalyptic and Arthurian 

mythology, identifying James as a dragon slayer: 

                                                 
31 James VI and I, Political Works of James I, 5. 
32 James VI and I, Political Works of James I, 10.  
33 Jane Rickard, Authorship and authority: the writings of James VI and I (Manchester and New York: 
Manchester University Press, 2007), 135. 
34 On James‘s desire to bring religious unity to Europe, see W.B. Patterson, King James VI and I and the 
Reunion of Christendom (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997). 
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Finally, Our King, in signe of diligence, & that he shal very shortly 
triumph in all trueth, Iustice, and power, even as far as that proude 
Tarpeiane Tower, To kil the Dragon, and deliver the male childe from his 
throat, as manifestly appeareth the Angell mounted uppon the white 
horse, to whom was given the Crown of victory: He is circkled with a 
Girdle of Golde hanging before his breast, which is The Collar of Saint 
George: which was not forgotten by the Romaines themselves of the 
round Table, speaking of the two Dragons, white and red, delivered 
out of prison by Merlin, in the time of k. Uter Pendragon, father to 
King Arthur, who after a long & deadly fight, the white at length 
overcame the red. And now we may see a second surprise them.35 
 

Yet the king cultivated his prophetic ethos not primarily as a subject of prophecy but as an 

interpreter of it. He was an avid explicator of the biblical book of Revelation, an obsession 

that has begun to attract scholarly attention.36 Between 1588 and 1589, the young king of 

Scotland wrote two commentaries on the Christian Bible‘s last book: a long Paraphrase upon 

the Revelation of the Apostle St. John (which James prosopopoetically delivers in the prophet 

John‘s own voice) and a shorter Fruitfull Meditatioun, Contening a Plane and Facil Exposicioun…of 

the Twentieth Chapter of the Revelation. Both tracts identify the papacy with the Antichrist, 

thereby serving to ―consolidate James‘s position as an oppositional figure of national (and 

even international) importance.‖37 The shorter Meditatioun was reprinted when James took 

the English throne in 1603, and the two pieces together head up James‘s 1616 collected 

Workes. Also reprinted in 1603 was James‘s dialogic treatise on witchcraft Daemonologie 

                                                 
35 Marcelline, Triumphs of King James, 20-21. 
36 On James‘s apocalyptic writings, see Luc Borot, ―James VI & I and Revelation: How to Discourage 
Millenarian Aspirations,‖ Anglophonia 3 (1998): 23-36 ; Daniel Fischlin, ―‗To Eate the Flesh of Kings‘: 
James VI and I, Apocalypse, Nation, and Sovereignty,‖ in Royal Subjects: Essays on the Writings of James 
VI and I, ed. Daniel Fischlin and Mark Fortier (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 2002), 388-
420; and Kevin Sharpe, ―Reading revelations: prophecy, hermeneutics, and politics in early modern 
Britain,‖ in Reading, Society and Politics in Early Modern England, ed. Kevin Sharpe and Steven N. 
Zwicker (Cambridge University Press, 2003), 130-131. On James‘s scriptural exegesis, apocalyptic 
and otherwise, see Rickard, Authorship and authority, 68-95.   
37 Fischlin, ―‗To Eate the Flesh of Kings‘,‖ 400.   
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(1597), which treated its subject in light of the imminent end of the world.38 Meanwhile, 

James‘s 1609 Premonition to All Most Mightie Monarches, a rejoinder to his Catholic opponents 

in the Oath of Allegiance controversy, once again rehearsed the scriptural justification for 

identifying the papacy with Antichrist. Cardinal Bellarmine‘s ―shamelesse wresting‖ of 

Scripture to prove ―the Popes supreame Temporall authoritie ouer Princes,‖ James explains, 

animated mee to prooue the Pope to bee THE ANTICHRIST, out of this 
foresaid booke of Scripture [i.e. Revelation]; so to pay him in his 
owne money againe. And this opinion no Pope can euer make me to 
recant; except they first renounce any further medling with Princes, 
in any thing belonging to their Temporall Iurisdiction.39  
 

As the conditional clause suggests, unlike such Protestant firebrands as John Knox and John 

Bale, James‘s apocalyptic anti-Catholicism was always tactical and negotiable. However much 

it nourished his religious faith and intellectual curiosity, Revelation provided the king with a 

potent set of arguments for defending his ―Temporall Iurisdiction‖ against papal challenges.  

James used the November 5, 1605 discovery of the Gunpowder Plot, the 

shockwaves of which reverberate throughout Macbeth, to make a particularly vivid case for 

himself as both a subject and interpreter of apocalyptic prophecy.40 On November 9, the 

                                                 
38 Witch activity was becoming more common, explains James‘s literary proxy Epistemon, because 
―the consummation of the worlde, and our deliverance drawing neare, makes Sathan to rage the 
more in his instruments‖ (Daemonologie [1597; facsimile repr., Amsterdam and New York: Da Capo 
Press, 1969], 81.)  
39 James VI and I, Political Works of James I, 149-50. 
40 Scholars have long recognized the plot‘s relevance to Macbeth.  See Henry S. Paul, The Royal Play of 
Macbeth: When, why, and how it was written by Shakespeare (New York: Macmillan, 1950), 401; Frank L. 
Huntley, ―Macbeth and the Background of Jesuitical Equivocation,‖ PMLA 79 (1964): 390-400; 
Steven Mullaney, ―Lying Like Truth: Riddle, Representation and Treason,‖ in The Place of the Stage: 
License, Play, and Power in Renaissance England, 2nd ed., 116-34 (Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan 
Press, 1995); and Gary Wills, Witches and Jesuits: Shakespeare‟s Macbeth (New York/Oxford: New York 
Public Library/Oxford University Press, 1995), 13-31. For a discussion of the plot‘s relation to King 
Lear, which probably immediately preceded Macbeth, see Nina Taunton and Valerie Hart, ―King Lear, 
King James and the Gunpowder Treason of 1605,‖  Renaissance Studies 17 (2003): 695-715.  Taunton 
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king delivered a brief speech to Parliament before it adjourned, a transcript of which would 

reach print by the end of the month.41 The king‘s post-Gunpowder Plot speech highlights 

James‘s interpretive acumen in order to level a prophetic critique against his ideological 

rivals. But the Roman church was not the primary target of James‘s speech, though the plot 

was decried as a Jesuit conspiracy. Instead, James uses the averted disaster to solidify his 

position on the scope and nature of royal sovereignty not so much against Catholics as 

against both forward Protestants and the legal establishment.  

As evidence of his divine illumination, James offers his decryption of an enigmatic 

warning about the plot. On October 26, Henry Parker, Lord Monteagle had received an 

anonymous letter alerting him that Parliament was due to ―receiue a terrible Blow‖ and that 

the victims ―shall not see who hurts them.‖ The letter advised Monteagle to retire to the 

country, mysteriously promising that ―the danger is past so soone as yowe haue burnt the 

Letter.‖42 As the king explains to Parliament, 

when the [Monteagle] Letter was shewed to me by my Secretary, 
wherein a generall obscure aduertisement was giuen of some 
dangerous blow at this time, I did vpon the instant interpret and 
apprehend some darke phrases therein, contrary to the ordinary 
Grammer construction of them, (and in an other sort then I am sure 
any Diuine, or Lawyer in any Vniversitie would haue taken them) to 
be meant by this horrible forme of blowing vs vp all by Powder; And 

                                                                                                                                                 
and Hart address the apocalyptic dimension of the government account of the plot, and briefly 
discuss the king‘s miraculous decrypting of the Monteagle letter.   
41 This so-called King‟s Book was a ―masterpiece of official propaganda,‖ according to Arthur Marotti 
(Religious Ideology and Cultural Fantasy: Catholic and Anti-Catholic Discourses in Early Modern England [Notre 
Dame, Indiana: University of Notre Dame Press, 2005], 133).  For a more appreciative account of 
the government‘s attempt to understand the plot and inform the public about it, see Mark Nicholls, 
―Discovering Gunpowder Plot: The King‟s Book and the Dissemination of News,‖ Recusant History 28 
(2007): 397-415. 
42 His Maiesties speach in this last session of Parliament as neere his very words as could be gathered at the instant. 
Together with a discourse of the maner of the discouery of this late intended treason, ioyned with the examination of 
some of the prisoners (London: 1605), sig. F3v. 
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thereupon ordered that search to be made, whereby the matter was 
discouered, and the man apprehended: whereas if I had apprehended 
or interpreted it to any other sort of danger, no worldly prouision or 
preuention could have made vs escape our vtter destruction.43 
 

James would have his audience believe that this hermeneutic feat was all the more 

remarkable for being so contrary to his naturally trusting disposition. Despite his belief that 

suspicion is the ―sicknes of a Tyrant,‖ he explains, ―yet now at this time was I so farre 

contrary to my selfe‖ as to intuit the true threat encoded in the letter.44 His interpretive 

ability, he claims, comes ―upon the instant‖ in a flash of understanding. During the trial of 

the gunpowder conspirators, Sir Edward Coke made the point more bluntly: ―the king was 

divinely illuminated by Almighty God.‖45  

Ironically, however, along with dissenting Puritan theologians, Coke and his ilk are 

the likely intended audience for James‘s claim to divine insight beyond what ―any Diuine, or 

Lawyer in any Vniversitie‖ could pretend. Having been educated in the civil law tradition 

shared by Scotland and much of Europe, James valued the intellectual purity of legal 

arguments from principle. The king believed in the essential compatibility of Scottish civil 

law with the precedent-centered English common law, an argument he used in support of 

the Union of the Crowns.46 Yet England‘s legal establishment was fearful of contamination 

by the Scottish system, and skeptical of James‘s desires to expand the royal prerogative in the 

interpretation of English law.47 Coke‘s flattery of James during the Gunpowder traitors‘ trials 

                                                 
43 James VI and I, Political Works of James I, 283-84. 
44 James VI and I, Political Works of James I, 283. 
45 Howell, A Complete Collection of State Trials, 4:182. 
46 Brian Levack, The Formation of the British State: England, Scotland, and the Union, 1603-1707 (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1987), 76.   
47 On the role of common law in seventeenth-century English political thought generally, see J.G.A. 
Pocock, The Ancient Constitution and the Feudal Law (1957; repr., Cambridge: Cambridge University 
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notwithstanding, the oracle of English common law persistently denied the king‘s 

competence to override judges‘ decisions. James‘s dispute with Coke would come to a head 

in the 1607 Prohibitions del Roy case, the precedent for the modern distinction between 

executive and judicial power.48 On that occasion, Coke would out-argue James on the subject 

of the king‘s right to interpret the law. In his own words, 

Then the King said, that he thought the Law was founded upon 
Reason, and that he and others had Reason, as well as the Judges: To 
which it was answered by me, that true it was, that God had endowed 
his Majesty with excellent Science, and great Endowments of Nature, 
but his Majesty was not learned in the Laws of his Realm of England, 
and Causes which concern the Life, or Inheritance, or Goods, or 
Fortunes of his Subjects, they are not to be decided by natural 
Reason, but by the artificial Reason and Judgment of Law, which 
Law is Act which requires long Study and Experience, before that a 
Man can attain to the Cognizance of it ; and that the Law was the 
Golden Met-wand and Measure to try the Causes of the Subjects ; 
and which protected his Majesty in Safety and Peace : With which the 
King was greatly offended, and said, that then he should be under the 
Law, which was Treason to affirm, as he said ; to which I said, that 
Bracton saith, Quod Rex non debet esse sub homine, sed sub Deo & Lege [that 
the king should not be under man, but under God and the law].49 
 

The philosopher-king seemed stymied by Coke‘s distinction between natural reason and 

artificial reason, but the Monteagle letter presented a counterexample of a text so recondite 

that only a divinely illuminated king could understand it. James claims the prophet‘s 

prerogative to speak against the sophistical, obscurantist guardians of knowledge. Aligning 

himself with a long tradition of prophets and apostles—Daniel interpreting 

Nebuchadnezzar‘s dream when all the wise men of Babylon have failed to do so, Jesus 

                                                                                                                                                 
Press, 1987); and Janelle Greenberg, The Radical Face of the Ancient Constitution (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2001). For a discussion of the Union of Crowns in a legal context, see Levack, The 
Formation of the British State, 68-102. 
48 See Adam Tompkins, Our Republican Constitution (Oxford: Hart Publishing, 2005), 70-71. 
49 Sir Edward Coke, The reports of Sir Edward Coke Kt. in English, 13 vols. (London: 1727), 12:sig. H3r. 
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outwitting the scribes and Pharisees, Paul debating with the philosophers of Athens—the 

king implies that his natural abilities and quasi-prophetic relationship to God give him an 

interpretive edge over would-be rivals.50 To underline the point, a Parliamentary act 

mandated that the account of James‘s decryption of the letter be included in yearly 

commemorations of the foiled plot, so that every November fifth English subjects would 

hear how ―almighty God, by inspiring the King‘s most excellent Majesty with a divine spirit, 

to interpret some dark phrases of a letter shewed to his Majesty, above and beyond all 

ordinary construction, thereby miraculously discover[ed] this hidden treason.‖51 

In his November ninth speech, King James also uses his exegetical skills to 

interpolate the foiled plot into the cosmic drama of the Apocalypse, underlining his divine 

right to rule: 

And now I must craue a little pardon of you, That since Kings are in 
the word of GOD it selfe called Gods, as being his Lieutenants and 
Vice-gerents on earth, and so adorned and furnished with some 
sparkles of Diuinitie; to compare some of the workes of GOD the 
great KING, towards the whole and generall world, to some of his 
workes towards mee, and this little world of my Dominions…For as 
GOD for iust punishment of the first great sinnes in the orginall 
world…did by a generall deluge and ouerflowing of waters, baptize 
the world to a generall destruction, and not to a generall 
purgation…So now when the world shall waxe old as a garment, and 

                                                 
50 A later Royalist commentator, ―J.H.,‖ even granted the king a kind of salvific power: ―It must be 
confessed that God put this interpretation into the Kings Heart; for though now upon the event 
appearing, no other construction can be made of the letter, yet before, the wisest did not apprehend 
that meaning : so that next to God the Nation is beholding to the King their Head, for this his 
temporal saving knowledge‖ (A True and Perfect Relation of That Most Horrid & Hellish Conspiracy of the 
Gunpowder Treason [London: 1663], 9-10). The dispute between James and the common lawyers can 
also be read as a rivalry among prophets. Common law judges are ―living oracles,‖ as William 
Blackstone observed (Commentaries on the Laws of England [London: 1765], 1:69).  
51 ―An Act for a publick thanksgiving to almighty God every year on the fifth day of November 
(Anno 3 Jac. 1. Cap. I),‖ in The Thirty Nine Articles, and the Constitutions and Canons of the Church of 
England; Together with several Acts of Parliament and Proclamations, Concerning Ecclesiastical Matters (London: 
1739), 97-99. 
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that all the impieties and sinnes that can be deuised against both the 
first and second Table, haue and shall bee committed to the full 
measure; GOD is to punish the world the second time by fire, to the 
generall destruction and not purgation thereof. Although as was done 
in the former to NOAH and his family by the waters; So shall all we 
that beleeue be likewise purged, and not destroyed by the fire. In the 
like sort, I say, I may iustly compare these two great and fearefull 
Domes-dayes, wherewith GOD threatened to destroy mee and all you of 
this little world that haue interest in me.52  
 

James goes on to explain how he was once delivered ―from the point of dagger‖ (the Gowrie 

conspiracy of March 5, 1600) and now again has been spared from ―a roaring, nay a 

thundring sinne of fire and brimstone.‖53 This passage‘s central analogy is productively 

unclear. Listeners might expect that James will draw a parallel between his acts in his 

kingdom and God‘s works towards His creation. But James is keen to insist on a metonymic, 

not just a metaphoric, relationship between God and king. That is, monarchs mysteriously 

participate in God‘s divinity. James thus maneuvers into a position to compare God‘s works 

towards the world with God‘s works towards the king and the king‘s ―little world.‖ From 

here he can set up a typological relationship between the two assassination attempts and the 

―two great and fearefull Domes-dayes‖ of Genesis and Revelation. The Powder Plot becomes a 

doomsday simultaneously averted and fulfilled, from which the king‘s faithful have been 

delivered purged but unscathed. Are the king‘s subjects to understand that they are now 

living in an antetype of the New Jerusalem? James has created a fantasy in which his kingship 

survives its own apocalypse, even as Noah and his line survived the flood.  

James‘s fantasy of prophetic kingship thus evades the basic hostility to earthly kings 

running through apocalyptic scripture. But as Protestant exegetes began to produce 

                                                 
52 James VI and I, Political Works of James I, 281-82. 
53 James VI and I, Political Works of James I, 282. 
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millenarian interpretations of Revelation, James detected a dangerous trend toward 

antimonarchism. As discussed in the introduction, Thomas Brightman‘s chiliasm—he 

anticipated the conversion of the Jews to happen sometime in the seventeenth century and 

looked for a millennial reign of the saints on earth—alarmed James enough to elicit a royal 

rebuttal. James‘s 1619 commentary on the Lord‘s Prayer gives a sense of the monarchy‘s 

growing dread of radical Puritanism and hints at the centrifugal forces which would soon 

pull apart the Stuart munus triplex. In the commentary, James confronts the meaning of ―thy 

kingdom come‖ and nervously declares that he can ―find no cleare place of Scripture that 

commands euery faithfull man to pray continually for the hastening of the Lords coming.‖ 

The king calls out Brightman by name: ―For let the vaine Chiliasts gape after that thousand 

yeeres of Christs kingdome to bee settled upon earth, and let Brightman bring downe that 

heauenly Ierusalem, and settle in this world, the word of god assures vs, that the latter days 

shall prooue the worst, and most dangerous days.‖ 54 Still committed to apocalyptic premises, 

the king‘s posture here is at once defensive and aggressive: if his subjects really want to see 

the Stuart dynasty supplanted by the kingdom of Christ and his saints, he implies, are they 

prepared for the horrors that must precede that kingdom?  

 

2. ―I‘LL BE MYSELF THE HARBINGER‖: APOCALYPTIC MACBETH 

 Like James, Shakespeare‘s Macbeth possesses a vivid apocalyptic imagination and 

confronts his own prophesied supersession. The weird sisters predict that Macbeth shall be 

―king hereafter,‖ but that Banquo ―shalt get kings, though thou be none,‖ making him ―Not 

                                                 
54 James VI and I, A Meditation vpon the Lords prayer, written by the Kings Maiestie, for the benefit of all his 
subjects, especially of such as follow the Court (London: 1619), 36 and 40-41.   
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so happy, yet much happier‖ than Macbeth (1.3.48, 65, and 64). Rather than see himself 

displaced from the Scottish throne, Macbeth would have the world be destroyed. He gives 

vent to his frustrations in repeated rhetorical assaults on the cosmos itself: 

But let the frame of things disjoint, both the world suffer, 
Ere we will eat our meal in fear, 

                                             (3.2.16-17) 
 

though the treasure 
Of nature‘s germen tumble all together 
Even till destruction sicken: answer me 
To what I ask you. 
   (4.1.57-60) 
 
I ‗gin to be aweary of the sun 
And wish th‘estate o‘th‘ world were now undone. 

    (5.5.48-49)      
 

Yet Macbeth also dreams that he might evade his promised end, and so his apocalyptic 

longings are interspersed among contrary expressions of dread of doomsday, the locus classicus 

of the ruin of kings. Misled by the equivocal prophecy of a moving forest, Macbeth exults, 

―Rebellious dead, rise never till the wood / Of Birnam rise‖ (96-97). The 1623 Folio actually 

calls for Macbeth to invoke ―Rebellious head,‖ which the Augustan editor Lewis Theobald 

amended to ―Rebellion‘s head.‖ This makes good sense, given the impending civil war and 

the armed head Macbeth has just seen rise from the witches‘ cauldron. But ―rebellious dead‖ 

probes into Macbeth‘s—and James‘s—deeper fear of what resurrection implies for 

monarchy. Banquo‘s ghost may be the immediate referent of ―Rebellious dead‖—the ghost 

had caused Macbeth to marvel that the dead ―now…rise again‖ (3.4.80)—but this haunting 

also crystallizes Macbeth‘s anxiety of the general resurrection that will precede the Last 

Judgment. From the perspective of an earthly sovereign, this mass rising is a kind of 
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rebellion, since the divine judgment which it precedes must definitively nullify temporal 

sovereignty. So when Macbeth sputters, ―If charnel-houses and our graves must send / 

Those we bury back, our monuments / Shall be the maws of kites‖ (3.4.71-73), he is 

speaking both generally as a mortal and specifically as a king. Indeed, the echo of Revelation 

19‘s account of scavenger birds gorging on the flesh of the mighty suggests a uniquely royal 

anxiety.55  

Macbeth‘s ambivalent attitude towards the apocalypse—his simultaneous longing for 

and dread of the end—springs from his paradoxical role as a prophet-king, a king whose 

power is both authorized and circumscribed by supernatural revelation. Shakespeare‘s model 

for this paradox is King James, who also inspires the play‘s apocalyptic imagery. The poetry 

in Macbeth brims with sights and sounds drawn from Revelation and related apocalyptic 

scripture: earthquakes, solar eclipses, falling stars, ―heaven‘s cherubin horsed / Upon the 

sightless couriers of the air‖ (1.7.22-23), seas stained red with blood, the smoke of hell, 

stinging scorpions, blasting trumpets, and more. Yet it has been decades since the last 

sustained attempt to interpret the play‘s engagement with apocalyptic prophecy. Sixty years 

ago, Jane Jack argued that ―Shakespeare leant heavily on Revelation and [King] James‘ 

commentary on it for the expression of his imaginative apprehension of overwhelming evil,‖ 

such that ―the space in which Satan is unleashed [in Revelation 20] is an exact analogy of 

Macbeth‘s reign in Scotland.‖56 Jack usefully linked Macbeth to James I‘s theological interests, 

but overlooked the king‘s political use of Revelation and Shakespeare‘s dynamic 

                                                 
55 Revelation 19:17-21. 
56 Jane H. Jack, ―Macbeth, King James, and the Bible,‖ ELH 22 (1955): 186-87. See also Adrian 
Streete, ―‗What bloody man is that?‘: Questioning biblical typology in Macbeth,‖ Shakespeare 5 (2009): 
18-35. 
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redeployment of James‘s rhetoric. If Macbeth comes to resemble Satan or the Antichrist by 

the play‘s end, it is because he begins as an apocalyptic prophet on the pattern of 

Shakespeare‘s royal patron.  

Yet James may appear an unlikely model for Shakespeare‘s tragic villain, given that 

Macbeth seems tailored to James‘s interests and dramatizes the orthodox myth of his 

genealogy.57 Indeed, in his analysis of the play, Sigmund Freud saw Shakespeare flattering 

James through a parallel between Elizabeth I and Macbeth: just as the virgin queen caused 

the death her cousin and (in a manner of speaking) guest Mary Stuart, so does Macbeth kill 

his cousin and houseguest Duncan. When Mary‘s son James, himself the father of three, 

acceded to the English throne after Elizabeth‘s death, it ―was like a demonstration of the 

curse of unfruitfulness and the blessings of continuous generation,‖ themes that Macbeth 

makes vivid.58 Like Freud, I also see Macbeth as a tragedy of unfruitfulness, but an 

unfruitfulness that plays out on the eschatological plane as well as on the genealogical. 

Macbeth‘s personal tragedy condenses the dilemma faced by all Christian magistrates with 

respect to the eschaton but made unusually explicit by James‘s apocalyptic stance. That is, 

every sovereign authority within a Christian time scheme finds itself, like Macbeth, 

contemplating its own foretold supersession. For Shakespeare sitting down to write Macbeth, 

King James‘s rhetorical attempt to fuse prophecy, priesthood, and kingship must have 

provoked fascinating dramatic possibilities. What might it look like for a king reaching after 

dynastic stability also to be transfixed by the contrary desire to bring on the end of time? Of 

                                                 
57 On Macbeth as royal flattery, see Paul. The Royal Play of Macbeth; and Alvin Kernan, Shakespeare, the 
King‟s Playwright: Theater in the Stuart Court 1603-1613 (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 
1995), 71-88.   
58 Freud, Complete Psychological Works, 14:320. See also Sarah Wintle and René Weis, ―Macbeth and the 
Barren Sceptre,‖ Essays in Criticism 41 (1991): 128-46. 
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what kind of violence would such a ruler be capable? In Macbeth, Shakespeare heightens the 

painful temporal division implicit in James‘s prophetic rhetoric, discovering the tragic 

potential of James‘s effort to fulfill the munus triplex. The real life tragedy would unfold in 

slow motion over the course of two Stuart reins, James I‘s and Charles I‘s. Macbeth‘s 

catastrophe bears an uncanny resemblance to the fate that would befall Charles I, who 

inherited his father‘s Puritan problem but none of his political savvy. Like Macbeth, Charles 

would lose his head under the blade of enemies who styled him as a tyrant and instrument of 

Satan. Macbeth is thus a proleptic composite of these two Stuart monarchs. The play is an 

imaginative working-through of what Paul Cefalu would call a ―functional contradiction‖—

―an internally contradictory ethos, or…an unsustainable theory that subverts itself once 

manifested in practice‖—in Stuart political theology: a the contradiction of a monarchy 

seeking priestly stability through apocalyptic prophecies that predict the end of kingship.59 

Shakespeare offers an impossibly idealized vision of the munus triplex as political 

theology in the English ruler whom Malcolm and Macduff petition for military aid against 

Macbeth, St. Edward the Confessor. As the English doctor tells it, ―Such sanctity hath 

heaven given [Edward‘s] hand‖ that scrofulous wretches are healed ―at his touch‖ (4.3.143-

44). This ―most miraculous work‖ is nevertheless a regular and reliable occurrence that 

Malcolm attests to have witnessed ―often‖ (149-50). Moreover, Malcolm reports, Edward 

has the priestly ability to transmit and perpetuate his abilities: ―and ‗tis spoken / to the 

succeeding royalty he leaves / The healing benediction‖ (156-58).60 Complementing his 

                                                 
59 Paul Cefalu, Revisionist Shakespeare: Transitional Ideologies in Texts and Contexts (New York: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2004), 5.  
60 My analysis of Shakespeare‘s Edward owes to Max Weber‘s discussion of the ―routinization‖ of 
charismatic authority in The Sociology of Religion, trans. Ephraim Fischoff (Boston: Beacon Press, 1963), 
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hieratic authority, we learn, Edward ―hath a heavenly gift of prophecy‖ as well (159). Already 

an icon of kingly virtue for seventeenth-century Englishmen and women, the Confessor here 

emerges as the medieval embodiment ante literram of Calvin‘s triple office. Edward‘s luster in 

Macbeth is probably meant to shine on Shakespeare‘s patron as well. Besides being an 

inheritor and practitioner of the royal touch (albeit reluctantly), James had also arranged to 

carry Edward‘s scepter and to wear Edward‘s crown and robes at his coronation ceremony.61 

But the English king never appears on stage, and so exists to the theatrical audience only as a 

rumor and a myth. Instead, what we see of the Jacobean munus triplex in the flesh is Macbeth 

himself.  

Unless we recognize Macbeth as a prophet, however, we stand to miss much of the 

play‘s political-theological force. Macbeth is not a preacher or a scriptural exegete, of course, 

and he is not in communication with God. But he is both the human object and an 

interpreter (usually a bad one) of supernatural revelation. Yet although Shakespeare presents 

Macbeth‘s encounter with the weird sisters as a genuinely prophetic one, modern critics have 

tended not to consider this ―supernatural soliciting‖ (1.3.129) as a variety of religious 

experience. Macbeth can certainly be described as mentally disturbed, but early modern 

theories of religious ―enthusiasm‖ often conflate prophecy and mania, and we should take 

seriously the play‘s language of religious rapture.62 Three times Macbeth describes himself or 

                                                                                                                                                 
60.  See also Weber‘s Theory of Social and Economic Organization, trans. and ed. Talcott Parsons (New 
York: The Free Press of Glencoe, 1947), 363-86. 
61 On James and the King‘s Evil, see Marc Bloch, The Royal Touch: Sacred Monarchy and Scrofula in 
England and France, trans. J. E. Anderson (London/Montreal: Routledge and Kegan Paul/McGill-
Queen‘s University Press, 1973), 188 and 192. On James as a ―latter-day Edward the Confessor,‖ see 
Greenberg, The Radical Face of the Ancient Constitution, 120. 
62 Some psychological diagnoses of Macbeth include: compulsive disorder (David Willbern, 
―Phantasmagoric Macbeth,‖ English Literary Renaissance 16 [1986]: 534); ―psychic and social 
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is described by another as being ―rapt‖ (1.3.55; 1.3.141; 1.5.5), an adjective derived from the 

passive participle whose primary meaning is ―carried up and transported into heaven.‖63 The 

―restless ecstasy‖ (3.2.22), that keeps him from peaceful sleep connotes ―the state of trance 

supposed to be a concomitant of prophetic inspiration; hence, Poetic frenzy or rapture.‖64 

Even the loyal ―fury‖ (2.3.99) that Macbeth feigns as his reason for killing Duncan‘s grooms 

suggests the ―inspired frenzy‖ associated with classical Greek and Roman poet-prophets.65 

Lady Macbeth, though lacking her husband‘s direct experience with the supernatural, 

responds to the prophecies with a similar giddy rapture. ―Thy letters have transported me 

beyond / This ignorant present, and I feel now / the future in the instant,‖ she tells her 

husband (1.5.54-56).66  

Lady Macbeth exults in the feeling of living in the prophetic present tense, wherein 

the future feels more real than the here-and-now. Her husband, by contrast, experiences 

prophetic rapture as both a terrifying self-division and as a kind of asphyxiation: 

   Present fears 
Are less than horrible imaginings. 
My thought, whose murder yet is but fantastical, 

                                                                                                                                                 
dissociation‖ (Stephen Greenblatt, Hamlet in Purgatory [Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2002], 
188); melancholy (Christopher Pye, ―Macbeth and the Politics of Rapture,‖ The Regal Phantasm: 
Shakespeare and the Politics of Spectacle [London: Routledge, 1990], 164); and infantile narcissism (Arthur 
Kirsch, ―Macbeth‘s Suicide,‖ ELH 51[1984]: 277 and 281-85). On the social construction of the 
categories ―prophet‖ and ―lunatic‖ in Elizabethan England, see Alexandra Walsham, ―‗Frantick 
Hacket‘: Prophecy, Sorcery, Insanity, and the Elizabethan Puritan Movement,‖ The Historical Journal 
41 (1998): 27-66.  Also see Michael Heyd, “Be Sober and Reasonable”: The Critique of Enthusiasm in the 
Seventeenth and Early Eighteenth Centuries (Leiden, New York, and Köln: E.J. Brill, 1995), 44-71. 
63 OED online, draft revision June 2009, ―rapt,‖ adj, def. I.1, http://dictionary.oed.com/. The Folio 
text of Macbeth on which modern editions are based uses the alternate spelling ―wrapt‖ at 1.3.55.  
64 OED online, second edition 1989, ―ecstasy,‖ def. 3.b. It must be noted that OED‘s earliest instance 
of this usage comes from Milton‘s 1670 History of England.   
65 OED online, second edition 1989,‖fury,‖ def. 4.  The word recurs as a description of Macbeth at 
5.2.14.  On the relation between poetry and prophecy, see Kerrigan, Prophetic Milton, 17-82. 
66 See OED online, second edition 1989, ―transport,‖ v., def. 3: ―To ‗carry away‘ with the strength of 
some emotion; to cause to be beside oneself, to put into an ecstasy, to enrapture.‖ 
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Shakes so my single state of man that function 
Is smothered in surmise, and nothing is, 
But what is not. 
   (1.3.136-41) 
 

To reassemble his divided self—to be ―whole as marble, founded as the rock‖ (3.4.22)—

Macbeth is driven to make the not yet coextensive with the already. The urge to fulfill the 

prophecy as prophecy seems more compelling to Macbeth than the actual fruits of kingship, 

which is why Macbeth is not really a tragedy of ambition.67 ―I go, and it is done‖ (2.1.62) he 

says before murdering Duncan, expressing a conditional sequence—―I have only to go, and it 

will be done‖—as an accomplished fact. Macbeth‘s use of prolepsis recalls the grammatical 

tense shifting that seventeenth-century exegetes noticed in the Bible‘s prophetic passages.68 

On the level of grammar, if not consciously, Macbeth treats Duncan‘s assassination as a 

consummation of the future in the present.  

Macbeth‘s dimly acknowledged adherence to prophetic paradigms helps account for 

his otherwise puzzling haste. When he learns that he is to host King Duncan at his castle, 

Macbeth races homeward with remarkable celerity. A messenger informs Lady Macbeth that 

―our thane is coming. / One of my fellows had the speed of him; / Who almost dead for 

breath, had scarcely more / Than would make up his message,‖ while Duncan marvels, ―We 

coursed him at the heels and had a purpose / To be his purveyor, but he rides well, / And 

his great love, sharp as his spur, hath holp him / To his home before us‖ (1.5.32-34; 1.6.22-

25). Presumably, Macbeth speeds home so that he and Lady Macbeth may plot the king‘s 

                                                 
67 Norman Rabkin rightly observes that ―Shakespeare denies Macbeth even a single line that indicates 
ambition as the spring of his action‖ (Shakespeare and the Problem of Meaning [Chicago and London: 
University of Chicago Press, 1981], 102). 
68 See Jade C. Fleck, ―A Grammar of Eschatology in Seventeenth-Century Theological Prose and 
Poetry,‖ in Reform and Counterreform: Dialectics of the Word in Western Christianity since Luther, ed. John C. 
Hawley (Berlin and New York: Mouton de Gruyter, 1994), 59-76. 
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murder, yet the couple waits until two scenes later, after Duncan has settled in for the night, 

to work out a plan. Macbeth‘s ironic promise to Duncan helps resolve the mystery: ―I‘ll be 

myself the harbinger and make joyful / The hearing of my wife with your approach‖ (1.4.45-

46). As Macbeth uses the word, a harbinger is an officer charged with preparing lodgings for 

an army or royal train, and more generally, ―one that goes before and announces the 

approach of some one; a forerunner.‖69 In this latter, figurative sense, ―harbinger‖ carries the 

theological freight of its traditional association with the forerunner of Christ, John the 

Baptizer, about whom John‘s father Zacharias predicts, ―And thou, babe, shalt be called the 

Prophete of the moste High : for thou shalt go before the face of the Lord, to prepare his 

wayes.‖70 Macbeth‘s role as forerunner is overdetermined: not only is he the harbinger of a 

Christ-like Duncan, but the impeding regicide both makes straight the path for the Stuart 

dynasty and serves as ―the great doom‘s image,‖ a type of the Last Judgment. ―Harbinger‖ 

thus indexes the unfocused zeal driving Macbeth to precede his king, a prophetic vocation 

confirmed by the messianic aura of Lady Macbeth‘s pronouncement, ―He that‘s coming / 

Must be provided for‖ (1.5.64-65).  

Lady Macbeth assigns a different meaning to the regicide than does her husband, 

however. For her, killing Duncan is the gateway to ―sovereign sway and masterdom‖ 

(1.5.68). By contrast, Macbeth‘s language suggests that he associates the murder with the 

fulfillment of time itself; the political outcome is almost incidental. Yet critics typically 

misrecognize the apocalyptic desire underlying the regicide. Millicent Bell sees Macbeth as 

willfully ―cutting himself off from any vision of the apocalyptic end of all,‖ while Brian 

                                                 
69 OED online, second edition 1989, ―harbinger,‖ n. defs. 2 and 3. 
70 Luke 1:76, itself an echo of Malachi 3:1.  
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Morris observes that the play ―is not sharply and continuously aware of the religious 

dimension in human experience‖ and that ―Macbeth is content to dismiss death, heaven, 

hell, and judgment from his calculation‖ of regicide‘s cost.71 These estimations, however, 

lend too much weight to the propositional content of Macbeth‘s statements, too little to the 

form of their expression. Macbeth‘s imagery betrays the true apocalyptic object of his desire. 

Consider his first soliloquy: 

 If it were done, when ‗tis done, then ‗twere well 
 It were done quickly. If th‘assassination 
 Could trammel up the consequence and catch 
 With his surcease, success, that but this blow 
 Might be the be-all and the end-all – here, 
 But here, upon this bank and shoal of time, 
 We‘d jump the life to come. But in these cases, 
 We still have judgment here that we but teach 
 Bloody instructions, which being taught, return 
 To plague th‘inventor: this even-handed Justice 
 Commends th‘ingredience of our poisoned chalice 
 To our own lips… 
                           …Besides, this Duncan 
 Hath borne his faculties so meek, hath been 
 So clear in his great office, that his virtues 
 Will plead like angels, trumpet-tongued against 
 The deep damnation of his taking-off.  
 And pity, like a naked new-born babe 
 Striding the blast, or heaven‘s cherubin horsed 
 Upon the sightless couriers of the air, 
 Shall blow the horrid deed in every eye 
 That tears shall drown the wind. 
    (1.7.1-12, 16-25) 
 

Morris rightly observes Macbeth‘s apparent fear of earthly retribution, but his further claim 

that the angels and cherubim here ―are no more than similes and illustrations of the 

                                                 
71 Millicent Bell, Shakespeare‟s Tragic Skepticism (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2002), 215; Brian 
Morris, ―The kingdom, the power and the glory in Macbeth,‖ in Focus on Macbeth, ed. John Russell 
Brown (London: Routledge and Keegan Paul, 1982), 30-31. 



 
54 

 

immediate political problem‖ gets it exactly backwards.72 In fact, the immediate political 

problem is merely the precipitant for Macbeth‘s eschatological imagination, which assigns 

anagogical value to actions he would be better served to think about instrumentally.73 An 

apocalyptic subtext underlies Macbeth‘s mundane calculations, such that personified Justice, 

representative of a purely secular retribution, suddenly offers Macbeth the Eucharistic 

chalice, while Duncan‘s virtues and personified pity metamorphose into trumpeting, 

equestrian angels. His fantasy that the murder might ―when ‗tis done‖ be the ―be-all and 

end-all‖ appears to originate from Revelation 21:6: ―It is done, I am α [the alpha] and ω [the 

omega], the beginning and the end.‖ Macbeth‘s—and the play‘s—obsessive recourse to 

cognates of the word ―do,‖ and his hopeless wish to be ―perfect‖ (the literal translation of 

the Latin perfectus is ―done-through‖) ultimately answer to his eschatological fantasies 

(3.1.106-7; 3.4.21).74 So also does his willingness to ―jump the life to come‖ have a double 

referent, one secular, the other apocalyptic. ―Jump‖ is usually glossed as ―risk‖: ―I‘d risk 

damnation for a chance at temporal power.‖ But especially in light of allied images of 

overleaping (1.4.49; 1.7.27) and vaulting (1.7.27), the sense of jumping-over is operative as 

well, and it alters the meaning of ―the life to come‖: ―if this murder could bring the end of 

the world, I‘d gladly skip what remains of my earthly life.‖  

                                                 
72 Morris, ―The kingdom, the power and the glory in Macbeth,‖ 31.  
73 Franco Moretti makes much the same point when he observes that Macbeth acts ―according to 
Machiavelli, while continuing to think like [Richard] Hooker‖ (―The Great Eclipse,‖ 64). 
74 On the importance of ―do‖ and ―perfect‖ in the play, see Molly Mahood, Shakespeare‟s Wordplay 
(London: Methuen and Co., 1957), 136-39; Maynard Mack, Killing the King: Three Studies in Shakespeare‟s 
Tragic Structure (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1973), 161; and John S. Tanner, ―The Syllables of 
Time: An Augustinian Context for Macbeth 5.5‖ Journal of the Rocky Mountain Medieval and Renaissance 
Association 8 (1987): 140.    
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Macbeth figures regicide in terms of the deep prophetic yearnings released by the 

English Reformation, yet the apocalyptic desire that propels Macbeth toward regicide also 

drives him off the throne once he has become king. Even before he has been crowned, the 

prophetic pattern to which Macbeth is bound precludes his stated wish for dynastic 

continuity. When Lady Macbeth allays Macbeth‘s doubts with her fool-proof plan for 

murdering Duncan, he exults ―Bring forth men-children only‖ (1.7.72). For the moment, the 

wavering Macbeth has been reborn as a decisive man, and seems to hope against hope that 

he might beget a male heir. Here again, however, Macbeth is a victim of dramatic irony born 

out of the mismatch between his conscious desires and the theological unconscious of the 

play. He expresses his hope for an heir in language prepared for him by Revelation‘s account 

of the woman clothed with the sun: 

And there appeared another wonder in heauen: for beholde, a great 
red dragon hauing seuen heades, and ten hornes, and seuen crownes 
vpon his heads: 
And his taile drue the thrid parte of the starres of heauen, & cast 

the[m] to the earth. And the dragon stode before the woman, which 
was readie to be deliuered, to deuoure her childe when she had 
broght it forthe. 
  So she broght forthe a man childe, which shulde rule all nations 
with a rod of yron: and her sonne was taken vp vnto God and to his 
throne.75 
 

This passage from Revelation partially allegorizes events from the infancy of Jesus. In 

Matthew‘s gospel, Herod massacres every male child younger than two in Bethlehem and its 

environs, but fails to kill the child prophesied to replace him as King of the Jews because 

Joseph and Mary have already spirited Jesus away to Egypt. Macbeth‘s longing for men-

children thus duplicates not only the apocalyptic desire to see the messianic man-child 

                                                 
75 Revelation 12:2-5.  
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brought forth to throw down the kings of nations, but also Herod‘s hatred of that man-

child. ―Bring forth men-children only‖ captures the tragically self-negating aspect of 

Macbeth‘s pursuit of the throne, since Macbeth would appear to await his male progeny as 

greedily as the dragon that stands ready to devour the Christ child. Indeed, Macbeth‘s 

Herodian animosity toward the younger generation will soon endanger Banquo‘s son 

Fleance and lead to another massacre of innocents: Macduff‘s ―wife, his babes, and all 

unfortunate souls / That trace him in his line‖ (4.1.151-52). The prophetic harbinger John 

the Baptizer thus shades into the demonic agent Herod, underlining the dangerous instability 

of apocalyptic typology.  

Ensnared in the logic of the apocalyptic intertext, Macbeth undertakes a futile assault 

on the future, a ―war on time,‖ through his symbolic and physical attacks on children.76 As 

A. R. Braunmuller notes, ―Macbeth‘s need to make the moment the be-all and end-all, to 

condense future and hence duration into the instant, means human procreation must 

cease—in fact, cannot exist.‖77 I have mentioned the Freudian appraisal that Macbeth is not 

so much a tragedy of ambition as of childlessness, and certainly Macbeth‘s remark that he 

holds ―a barren sceptre in [his] gripe‖ (3.1.63-64) symbolizes the masturbatory quality of his 

doomed quest for sovereignty. Yet for any Christian to pray for Christ‘s immortal kingdom is 

implicitly to wish for an end to generation, as Hobbes would later explain with brutal 

                                                 
76 Tanner, ―The Syllables of Time,‖ 141; Donald W. Foster, ―Macbeth‘s War on Time,‖ ELR 16 
(1986): 319-342. See also Michael Neill, ―Remembrance and revenge: Hamlet, Macbeth and The 
Tempest,‖ in Jonson and Shakespeare, ed. Ian Donaldson (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 1983), 41; 
Tom F. Driver, The Sense of History in Greek and Shakespearean Drama (New York: Columbia University 
Press, 1960), 143-54; and G. F. Waller, The Strong Necessity of Time: The Philosophy of Time in Shakespeare 
and Elizabethan Literature (The Hague and Paris: Mouton, 1976), 130-5. 
77 Braunmuller, Introduction to Macbeth, 20.  
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literalism. Adam and Eve would not have reproduced had they not fallen into sin, writes 

Hobbes, 

For if Immortals should have generated, as Mankind doth now; the 
Earth in a small time, would not have been able to afford them a 
place to stand on. The Jews that asked our Saviour the question, 
whose wife the woman that had married many brothers, should be, in 
the resurrection, knew not what were the consequences of Life 
Eternall: and therefore our Saviour puts them in mind of this 
consequence of Immortality; that there shal be no Generation, and 
consequently no marriage, no more than there is Marriage, or 
generation among the Angels.78 
 

Shakespeare explores the apocalyptic myth in the same spirit of literalism, except that where 

in Hobbes the cessation of marriage and generation is a consequence of his eschatology, 

Macbeth inverts the sequence, so that infertility and infanticide are symbolic preconditions of 

the End. Macbeth is thus a millenarian fantasy in the sense that its protagonist acts as if he can 

hasten a Doomsday he only dimly realizes that he desires. 

The prophetic spirit that propells Macbeth to the throne makes it impossible for him 

to remain there. The prophet and the king are natural enemies, and Macbeth‘s attempt to fill 

both offices ends disastrously. In his desperation to remain in power, he seeks out the weird 

sisters for a second set of prophecies, which he badly misinterprets. What Macbeth takes as 

―sweet bodements‖ of continued sovereignty—the seeming impossibilities of a enemy not 

born of woman and of a moving forest, prophecies conveyed by a bloody child and a 

crowned child holding a tree—the audience knows can lead to no good (4.1.95).79 Yet in his 

eagerness to read his own success into these equivocal prophecies, Macbeth is ultimately no 

more misguided than Christian kings such as James seeking warrant for their authority in the 

                                                 
78 Hobbes, Leviathan, 308-309. 
79 See Sharon L. Jansen Jaech, ―Political Prophecy and Macbeth‘s ‗Sweet Bodements‘,‖ Shakespeare 
Quarterly 34 (1983): 290-297. 
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Bible‘s visions of the fall of kings. As such the most seemingly straightforward validation of 

Stuart ideology in the play, the vision of Banquo‘s heirs extending to doomsday, is also the 

most corrosively equivocal, because it signifies both Stuart flourishing and the end of 

kingship altogether.  

Macbeth‘s ever worsening tyrannical violence paradoxically fulfills apocalyptic 

prophecy even as he intends it to extend his reign in time. Trapped within an apocalyptic 

script, Macbeth‘s role decisively shifts from prophet to Antichrist during the play‘s latter 

acts. His crimes win him the sleeplessness of damned, who Revelation says ―shall have no 

rest daye nor night.‖80 Malcolm calls him an ―angry god‖ demanding to be appeased by the 

sacrifice of ―a weak, poor, innocent lamb‖ and the ―brightest‖ of the angels to have fallen 

from heaven, that is, Lucifer (4.3.16-17 and 22). The Herod-like destruction of Macduff‘s 

family only hardens Macduff‘s hatred for Macbeth. Macduff swears that ―Not in the legions 

/ Of horrid Hell can come a devil more damn‘d / In evils, to top Macbeth‖ (4.3.55-57). 

Macbeth is called a ―Hell-kite,‖ ―this fiend of Scotland,‖ and a ―Hell-hound,‖ while Lady 

Macbeth is memorialized as ―his fiend-like Queen‖ (4.3.217; 4.3.233; 5.8.3; 5.9.35). 

Macbeth‘s only confidant at the end of the play is the mysterious, strangely dispassionate 

attendant Seyton (Satan). Malcolm‘s and Macduff‘s campaign against Macbeth becomes yet 

another type of the apocalypse when Macduff orders, ―Make all our trumpets speak; give 

them all breath, / Those clamorous harbingers of blood and death‖ (5.6.9-10). (Notice the 

recurrence not only of the trumpet motif, but of the key word ―harbingers.‖) For his part, 

Macduff plays Christ to Macbeth‘s Antichrist. His declaration ―I have no words; / My voice 

                                                 
80 Revelation 14:11. 
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is in my sword‖ (5.8.6-7) plays on Revelation 19‘s description of Christ: ―And out of his 

mouth went out a sharpe sworde, that with it he shulde smite the heathen.‖81  

But framed though he is by the rhetoric of Antichrist, Macbeth‘s prophetic vocation 

is not totally effaced. Something of the disappointed prophet can be heard behind Macbeth‘s 

nihilistic ―Tomorrow, and tomorrow‖ speech. Macbeth is galled by the ―petty pace‖ of each 

tomorrow creeping from ―day to day / To the last syllable of recorded time‖ (5.5.18-20). As 

Macbeth heads towards his appointed end, the consummation of time, once so tantalizingly 

close, has receded behind an interminable file of tortoise-like tomorrows.  

 

3. THE REAL PRESENCE OF BANQUO: PRIESTLY MACBETH 

His eschatological hopes dashed, Macbeth confronts the possibility that time has no 

intrinsic telos, that history is a ―tale / Told by an idiot, full of sound and fury / Signifying 

nothing‖ (5.5.25-27). Perhaps a similar dismay motivated James‘s increasingly impatient 

Puritan critics, who were eager for him to make good on his apocalyptic rhetoric by 

completing the reformation of the English church and by entering the Thirty Years War on 

the Protestant side. But as James moved towards an Arminian embrace of ceremony and a 

rapprochement with Catholic Europe later in his reign, the aging king would begin to raise 

eyebrows among the godly. Charles and his archbishop, William Laud, would push a quasi-

Catholic ceremonialism on England and Scotland even more strenuously, provoking massive 

discontent. As at the beginning of the Protestant Reformation or during the reign of Mary 

Tudor, prophecy and priesthood once again stood opposed. The apocalyptic enthusiasm 

                                                 
81 Revelation 19:15. 
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nurtured by James was turned against Charles, even though the son shared none of the 

father‘s prophetic interests.  

Just as Macbeth teases out the fatal contradictions in Jacobean apocalyptic political 

theology, so also does it amplify contemporary ecclesiastical unrest that eventually would 

grow into rebellion during the disastrous tenure of Charles and Laud. The banquet scene at 

the play‘s center shows a newly crowned Macbeth trying to evade his prophesied 

supersession through an exercise in feudal hospitality. Macbeth has a chance to consolidate 

his rule by hosting a supper for his thanes. The scene begins as an orderly affirmation of the 

new king‘s legitimacy, with Macbeth confidently commanding, ―You know your own 

degrees, sit down‖ (3.4.1). Macbeth‘s distraught reaction to the appearance of a ghost that 

none of the other guests can see, however, ends the supper in disarray. ―Stand not upon the 

order of your going, / But go at once,‖ pleads Lady Macbeth (3.4.119-20). The effects of this 

social disruption are registered by the conversation between Lennox and an unnamed lord in 

3.6, in which the two men warily discuss current events: the suspiciousness of the string of 

murders, Malcolm‘s residence at the court of Edward the Confessor, Macduff‘s diplomatic 

mission there to raise forces against Macbeth, and Macbeth‘s preparations for war. In this 

scene, Lennox and the lord refer to Macbeth once as ―King‖ (38) but twice as ―tyrant‖ (22 

and 25). Over the following scenes, the latter epithet and its cognates recur like a mantra, so 

that Macbeth and tyranny become indissolubly linked.82 How quickly the theatrical audience 

joins Macbeth‘s enemies in forsaking him depends in part on how the banquet scene is 

staged. As Thomas Cartelli explains, if theater-goers only witness Macbeth reacting to the 

                                                 
82 Variants of ―tyrant‖ occur at 4.3.12, 32, 36, 45, 104, 180, & 187; 5.2.11; 5.4.8; 5.6.7; 5.7.11, 15, & 
26; 5.8.27; and 5.9.34.  
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empty space where he claims to see Banquo‘s ghost, they will tend to identify more strongly 

with Macbeth‘s uncomprehending dinner guests. On the other hand, ―If the ghost of 

Banquo physically appears onstage, Macbeth‘s dramatically private vision becomes an 

experience that is theatrically shared‖ and that ―virtually forces the audience to come 

together perceptually around one common focus of theatrical discourse; it generates a 

perceptual consensus out of a pre-existing mass of differentiated responses.‖83  

Cartelli‘s argument that a visible ghost creates perceptual consensus and his 

suggestion of the coercion (―virtually forces‖) at work in this act of theatrical community 

building are useful for thinking about the scene‘s relation to Jacobean ecclesiology and 

Eucharistic theology.84 Once the Reformation had exploded the ostensible uniformity of 

Catholic Eucharistic doctrine, European Christians had several options for interpreting the 

chief sacrament: Catholic, Lutheran, Reformed (Calvinist), and Zwinglian. Zwingli and his 

followers denied any presence whatever; the Eucharist was a memorial only. In contrast, 

Catholics, Lutherans, and Calvinists all insisted upon the ―real presence‖ of Christ in the 

sacrament, but defined that real presence differently. The Catholic church held to a doctrine 

of transubstantiation, whereby the substance of the bread and wine was said to change to 

Christ‘s body and blood. Lutherans also asserted the real presence of Christ, but believed 

that Christ resided alongside the bread and wine. Calvinists insisted upon the real spiritual 

presence of Christ to the believing communicant, but denied any ―local presence‖ of his 

body and blood. Over the course of the English reformation, the Church of England 

                                                 
83 Thomas Cartelli, "Banquo's Ghost: The Shared Vision," Theatre Journal 35 (1983): 389. 
84 When Cartelli reproduces this argument in Marlowe, Shakespeare, and the Economy of Theatrical 
Experience (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1991), the suggestive word ―forces‖ has 
become ―encourages‖ (104). 
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vacillated between the Calvinist and Lutheran positions, finally settling on a purposefully 

ambiguous theology meant to ―create the broadest possible swath of acceptable belief‖ that 

in the view of Timothy Rosendale managed to grant individual interpretive authority even as 

it subjected Englishmen and women to enforced membership in the national church.85 The 

new catechism on the Lord‘s Supper included in the 1604 re-issue of the Book of Common 

Prayer captures this purposeful ambiguity:   

Question. What is the outward part or signe of the Lords Supper?  
Answer. Bread and wine, which the Lord hath commanded to bee 
received.  
 Question. What is the inward part or thing signified?  
 Answer. The Body and Blood of Christ, which are verely and indeed 
taken and received of the faithfull in the Lords Supper.86        
     

The catechism opens up a gap between outward sign and inward signified, then hastens to 

close it with the assertion that the body and blood ―are verely and indeed taken and 

received.‖ The phrase ―verely and indeed,‖ though, offers the appearance of ontological 

certainty without actually specifying which version of real presence in at work here, Catholic, 

Lutheran, or Calvinist.  

James I would rather his subjects not have inquired into what he dismissed in a 1605 

speech as the ―Schoole question‖ of real presence.87 According to Isaac Causabon, the 

                                                 
85 Timothy Rosendale, Liturgy and Literature in the Making of Protestant England (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2007), 89. Horton Davies (Worship and Theology in England [Princeton, NJ: Princeton 
University Press, 1975]) offers a simple dichotomy for understanding the basic difference among 
members of the English Church: theologians we would today label ―high Anglican‖ viewed the 
sacrament as a means of grace, while Puritans saw the sacrament as a mnemonic (2:286). On the 
Eucharistic theologies of English Protestantism, see also Arnold Hunt, ―The Lord‘s Supper in Early 
Modern England,‖ Past and Present 161 (1998): 39-83. For the broader European context, see Lee 
Palmer Wandel, The Eucharist in the Reformation: Incarnation and Liturgy (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2006). 
86 The Booke of Common Prayer, and Administration of the Sacraments, and Other Rites and Ceremonies of the 
Church of England (London: 1604), 141.  
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French Huegenot who became keeper of King James‘s library, the king would ―haue his 

[subjects] to abstaine from all manner of curiositie‖ about the manner of Christ‘s presence in 

the host, though they could feel free to honor that presence in terms set forth by the early 

Church Fathers: ―transmutation, alteration, transelementation, and such like.‖88 Yet while the 

Jacobean church in theory was accommodating to conformers and dissenters alike, the 

vehemence of the ―official rhetoric of scorn and contumely against papist and puritan 

subjects‖ suggests that in fact ―James I ruled over a powderkeg.‖89 The period spanning 

1603-1607, following the Hampton Court Conference between orthodox and Puritan 

religious leaders and coinciding with Shakespeare‘s composition of Macbeth, saw a flurry of 

tracts and sermons debating ecclesiastical conformity.90 Like Macbeth‘s banquet scene, the 

mandatory Anglican parish church service was also an occasion where English Christians 

would be forced into perceptual consensus by the sights and sounds of the Lord‘s Supper. 

Yet perceptual consensus is not the same as interpretive consensus. Parishioners could agree 

that they were seeing wafers and wine, but the meaning of these symbols—or even whether 

they were symbols at all—remained hotly debated.   

Shakespeare channels this interpretive tension into one of English drama‘s most 

memorable scenes. Though the 1623 Folio text of Macbeth assigns entrances and exits to the 

ghost, indicating the presence of an actor on the stage, the scene would still have confronted 

                                                                                                                                                 
87 James VI and I, Political Works of James I, 285. 
88 Isaac Casaubon, The Answere of Master Isaac Casaubon to the Epistle of the Most Illustriovs and Most 
Reuerend Cardinall Peron (London: 1612), 30.   
89 Lori Anne Ferrell, Government By Polemic: James I, the King‟s Preachers, and the Rhetorics of Conformity, 
1603-1625 (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1998), 140. 
90 See Ferrell, Government By Polemic, 150 and 208n.29.  Ferrell in turn draws on Gerald Cragg, Freedom 
and Authority: A Study of English Thought in the Early Seventeenth Century (Philadelphia: The Westminster 
Press, 1975), 127-58. 
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Jacobean audience members would with their own meaning-making assumptions. Exactly 

what are they supposed to be seeing when they see the ghost rise from the floor? Has 

Banquo‘s physical body been transported somehow to the banqueting hall? Macbeth‘s 

description of the apparition‘s ―gory locks‖ reminds us that Banquo—wherever he is—is a 

freshly killed corpse. The apparition may be Banquo‘s spirit, or merely a demon sent to 

seduce the credulous, as Hamlet fears of his father‘s ghost. Or perhaps Lady Macbeth is 

right that the ghost is simply a hallucination like ―the air-drawn dagger‖ Macbeth saw earlier, 

except that now the audience hallucinates along with Macbeth (3.4.62). A.C. Bradley 

speculates that ―Shakespeare (1) meant the judicious to take the Ghost for an hallucination, 

but (2) know that the bulk of the audience would take it for a reality.‖91 For his part, Marvin 

Rosenberg concludes that ―Shakespeare seems to have intended the ambiguity,‖ since he 

declines to provide any dialogue on the nature of specters, as we find in Hamlet or Marlowe‘s 

Doctor Faustus.92  

The range of interpretive options available to the audience and the scene‘s capacity 

to unite or divide the audience against itself find parallels in contemporary controversies 

over the status of the Lord‘s Supper. As does Hamlet, Macbeth trades on post-Reformation 

anxieties about ritual and remembrance, though the Eucharistic resonance of the banquet 

scene has drawn surprisingly little comment.93 Before Banquo‘s ghost appears, diction 

                                                 
91 A.C. Bradley, Shakespearean Tragedy: Lectures on Hamlet, Othello, King Lear, and Macbeth (1904; 
repr., New York: Merdian Books, 1955), 402.  If Bradley is right, the banquet scene forces the critic 
to confront again the two (or more)-audience problem in Shakespearean drama. For a critique of the 
belief that Shakespeare embeds hidden truths for an elite segment of the audience, see Richard Levin, 
―The Two-Audience Theory of English Renaissance Drama,‖ Shakespeare Survey 18 (1986): 251-75. 
92 Marvin Rosenberg, The Masks of Macbeth (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1978), 441. 
93 On Hamlet and England‘s Catholic past, see Greenblatt, Hamlet in Purgatory. To my knowledge the 
only critic to comment on the banquet‘s Eucharistic valence is Susan Zimmerman, who remarks that 
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associated with Eucharistic theology primes the audience to understand the banquet‘s 

sacramental significance:   

LADY MACBETH                                My royal lord, 
 You do not give the cheer; the feast is sold  
 That is not often vouched, while ‗tis a-making, 
 ‗Tis given with welcome. To feed were best at home: 
 From thence, the sauce to meat is ceremony, 
 Meeting were bare without it. 
Enter the Ghost of Banquo and sits in Macbeth‟s place 
MACBETH                                             Sweet remembrancer! 
 Now good digestion wait on appetite, 
 And health on both. 
LENNOX                              May‘t please your highness, sit. 
MACBETH Here had we now our country‘s honour roofed, 
 Were the graced person of our Banquo present, 
   (3.4.32-41) 
 

Lady Macbeth‘s emphasis on the carnality of ―meat‖ (underlined by the pun ―meeting‖) and 

the importance of ―ceremony‖ calls up Catholic or Anglican associations. (Her remark that 

―to feed were best at home‖ obliquely recalls Paul‘s admonishment to the wealthy 

Corinthians who treated the Lord‘s Supper as an opportunity to gorge themselves to the 

exclusion of the poor: ―Have ye not houses to eat & to drinke in?‖94) Macbeth responds with 

a Calvinist/Zwinglian epithet, ―sweet remembrancer.‖ Meanwhile, Lennox‘s suggestion that 

Macbeth sit down echoes the controversy over whether communicants ought to sit (as at a 

meal) or kneel (as at a sacrifice) to receive the host.95 Macbeth‘s disingenuous wish that the 

―graced person‖ of Banquo were now ―present‖ links the seemingly resurrected Banquo to 

                                                                                                                                                 
the inverted Eucharist of the scene ―invests Banquo‘s ghost with a similar sacramental signification‖ 
to that assigned by Macduff to Duncan‘s body, the main concern of her inquiry (The Early Modern 
Corpse and Shakespeare‟s Theatre [Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2005], 155).   
94 1 Corinthians 11:22. 
95 Kneeling was prescribed by the English church, sitting by the Scottish. See Ferrell, Government By 
Polemic, 146-53; and Bryan Spinks, Sacraments, Ceremonies and the Stuart Divines: Sacramental Theology and 
Liturgy in England and Scotland, 1603-1662 (Aldershot, UK: Ashgate, 2002), 61. 
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Christ, an identification strengthened when Macbeth describes the ghost as ―that / Which 

might appal the devil‖ (59-60). Most pointedly, the ghost‘s second entrance creates a striking 

visual quotation of the apogee of the Catholic Eucharist:  

     Come, love and health to all, 
   Then I‘ll sit down. Give me some wine; fill full! 
     Enter Ghost [of Banquo] 
   I drink to th‘general joy o‘th‘whole table, 
   And to our dear friend Banquo, whom we miss. 
   Would he were here! 
      (87-91) 
 
As Macbeth raises his wine in honor of Banquo, Banquo himself appears. Indeed, if Simon 

Forman‘s controversial account of seeing the play is to be credited, this juxtaposition was so 

striking as to color his memory of the whole scene. Macbeth, Forman writes, ―began to 

speake of noble Banco and wish that he wer there. And as he thus did, standing up to 

drincke a Carouse to him, the ghost of Banco came and sate down in his chaeire behind 

him.‖96  

The banquet scene, then, is a farrago of Eucharistic theologies. The guests and their 

hostess fail to see Banquo at all. For them, Macbeth‘s toast is nothing more than a 

mnemonic, as the Lord‘s Supper would have been for the hotter sort of Protestant in the 

English church. By contrast, given his visceral experience of the ghost, it may be tempting to 

                                                 
96 For facsimile images and a transcription of the relevant passage from Forman‘s diary, along with a 
discussion of the anomalies in Forman‘s account of the performance, see Samuel Shoenbaum, 
William Shakespeare: Records and Images (New York: Oxford University Press, 1981), 7-13. Since the 14th 
century, Catholic priests had elevated the chalice to signal to their congregations that it now held 
Christ‘s blood. On the elevation of the host, see Miri Rubin, Corpus Christi: The Eucharist in Late 
Medieval Culture (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997), 55-63 and 148-52. The instructions 
for elevating the bread and wine were left out of the English prayer book, and Queen Elizabeth 
forbade the elevation of the host at her coronation and walked out of other services where the priest 
continued the tradition. See Susan Doran, Elizabeth I and Religion (New York: Routledge, 1994), 7; and 
Stephen Hamrick, The Catholic Imaginary and the Cults of Elizabeth, 1558-1582 (Surrey, UK and 
Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2009), 15-25. 



 
67 

 

see Macbeth as the priest-celebrant of a Catholic or what today we would call a High 

Anglican Eucharist. But Macbeth cannot seem to decide on his vision‘s ontological status. 

Against Lady Macbeth‘s skepticism—she thinks the ghost ―is the very painting of your fear; 

/ This is the air-drawn dagger which you said / Led you to Duncan‖ (62-64)—he protests 

―If I stand here, I saw him‖ (74). But by the same token, he denies that what he sees is 

Banquo himself: ―Hence horrible shadow, / Unreal mock‘ry hence‖ (106-107). In any event, 

Macbeth has failed to keep his subjects around the communion table by any priestly 

rationale. After his subjects disperse with no regard for ―the order of [their] going‖ (118), 

Macbeth‘s next rational thought is to wonder why ―Macduff denies his person, / At our 

great bidding‖ (127-28). By his absence from this ceremony (his first act of resistance to 

Macbeth), Macduff thus emerges as a figure of Catholic recusancy or Puritan non-

conformity.97  

A parody of theological latitudinarianism, the scene represents the seventeenth-

century English communion service as a seedbed of disorder and rebellion. But the banquet 

is not finally most interesting as a simple allegorical mash-up of available doctrinal positions, 

but for how it purchases dramatic interest by reproducing the doubts that dissenting 

Englishmen and women were increasingly feeling about their membership in the English 

church. The scene exposes the early Jacobean fiction of a settled English church by leaving 

viewers in doubt as to the meaning of Macbeth‘s haunting. That is, inasmuch as the 

                                                 
97 William Perkins, A godly and learned exposition or commentarie vpon the three first chapters of the Reuelation 
(London: 1606), acknowledges the twin problems of Catholic and radical protestant separatism in a 
1595 sermon when observes, ―And in this regard our Church is to bee commended and approoued, 
and the commonwealth likewise, for making lawes to restraine both Popish recusants and some 
Protestants, who depart from this our Church, as being no Church of God, but a member of 
Antichrist and of Babylon‖ (139). 
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Jacobean theater-goer‘s judgment of the ghost‘s nature would have depended in part on his 

or her doctrinal commitments, the banquet scene might have spurred post-performance 

debates that sounded much like the disagreements simmering in the Jacobean Church of 

England.  

The spectacular appearance of Banquo‘s ghost is finally a paradox: it represents not 

only the irruption of the past into the present – galling Macbeth with final confirmation that 

he cannot possibly ―trammel up the consequence‖ of his crimes – but also the in-breaking of 

the promised future into the present. Pushing Macbeth from his stool, the ghost reminds 

him that Banquo‘s heirs will sit on Scotland‘s throne, that the time of his sovereign sway is 

short. The ghost of Banquo is at once Eucharist and apocalypse, and makes a mockery of 

Macbeth‘s attempts to fill the munus triplex by himself. 

 

CONCLUSION 

I have resisted the urge to call Macbeth a prophecy of civil war, but there is something 

more than historical irony in the play‘s anticipation of future turmoil. Macbeth draws dramatic 

energy from the Jacobean preconditions of revolutionary violence, transmuting the culture‘s 

ideological contradictions into one of the English theater‘s most arresting character studies. 

Insofar as he is a prophet, Macbeth‘s behavior is determined by an apocalyptic narrative that 

impels him to ever more self-defeating violence. As priest, Macbeth cannot persuade his 

subjects to endorse his vision of real presence, if indeed he even has a coherent vision. In the 

world of Macbeth, Calvin‘s triple office cannot be contained in one ruler, branch of 
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government, or one segment of society, and the play can be read as preemptively rebutting 

Hobbes‘s claim that sovereignty is indivisible. 

The play does not illuminate beyond the 1649 regicide except by occasional flashes. 

One of these occurs during the middle of the banquet scene. After the ghost‘s first exit, 

Macbeth mutters,  

Blood hath been shed ere now, i‘th‘olden time, 
Ere humane statute purged the gentle weal; 
Ay, and since too, murders have been perform‘d 
Too terrible for the ear. The time has been  
That when the brains were out, the man would die,  
And there an end. But now they rise again 
With twenty mortal murders on their crowns 
And push us from our stools. This is more strange  
Than such a murder is. 

(3.4.75-83) 
 

As I have argued, Macbeth habitually thinks in eschatological terms, and marvels here at the 

prospect of the risen dead. But this is also one of the few instances in the play when he 

invokes a model of the theoretical past, ―th‘olden time‖ before the foundation of law and 

government. This is Macbeth‘s Machiavellian moment, when he becomes aware that civil 

society is fragile and time-bound on both ends, past and future. The thought passes quickly, 

but it hints at the lines of inquiry that poets and philosophers would take up in earnest 

during and after the Civil Wars. Tasked with imaginatively reconstructing their shattered 

society, Hobbes, Milton, Filmer, Locke, Lanyer and others would look not to the prophesied 

future but to the past, to fictions of ―th‘olden time‖ in Eden or the State of Nature. Macbeth 

here supposes that violence happened before the commonwealth, and grants that it has 

happened since, but he does not acknowledge the bloodshed that establishes the political 

order itself. Indeed, the banquet is his attempt to deny this founding violence altogether. In 
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the next chapter, I will explore how John Milton uses Macbeth to break through this 

squeamishness about law-constituting violence, but also how the play illuminates Milton‘s 

evasion of the deep identity between monarchism and republicanism. 
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Chapter 2: The Political Uncanny 

in Milton’s Tenure of Kings and Magistrates 
 

John Milton‘s Victorian biographer David Masson noticed something strange about 

the experience of reading Milton‘s regicide tract The Tenure of Kings and Magistrates (1st ed. 

1649; 2nd ed. 1650). The Tenure, Masson wrote, was ―written mainly while the King was yet 

being tried, or was under sentence, and only touched here and there with additions after his 

death, so that throughout we are never quite sure whether the King is not still alive as we 

read.‖1 King Charles I figures in Milton‘s argument simultaneously as a living man and a 

beheaded one. To read The Tenure is thus to experience the uncanny, similar to an encounter 

with a ghost or a weirdly lifelike mannequin.2 But the uncanniness of The Tenure of Kings and 

Magistrates is not only an accident of its composition and publication history. Milton‘s main 

argument for regicide also blurs the boundaries between life and death by distinguishing 

Charles Stuart‘s ongoing biological life from King Charles I‘s political life, which Milton 

argues has already been extinguished. This distinction leads to the paradox, summed up 

wryly by a recent expositor, that ―since the king is, for all practical purposes dead and 

completely irrelevant, it is of the utmost importance that he be immediately tried and 

killed.‖3 And the tract‘s eerie quality is compounded when Milton discovers that the support 

                                                 
1 David Masson, The Life of John Milton: Narrated in Connexion with the Political, Ecclesiastical, and Literary 
History of His Time (1877-96; repr., New York: Peter Smith, 1946), 4:76. 
2 In Ernst Jentsch‘s formulation, ―doubt as to whether an apparently living being really is animate 
and, conversely, doubt as to whether a lifeless object may not in fact be animate‖ are classic causes of 
an uncanny sensation (―On the Psychology of the Uncanny,‖ trans. Roy Sellars, in Uncanny Modernity: 
Cultural Theories, Modern Anxieties, ed. Jo Collins and John Jervis [Basingstoke, UK: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2008], 221).  
3 Blaine Greteman, ―‗Exactest Proportion‘: The Iconoclastic and Constitutive Powers of Metaphor in 
Milton‘s Prose Tracts,‖ ELH 76 (2009): 399. 
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of the king‘s former Presbyterian enemies now threatens to resurrect Charles from political 

death. The Tenure of Kings and Magistrates thus lays out its theory of popular sovereignty based 

in secular reason while warding off the undead. 

Yet these two aspects of the The Tenure—an abstract and rationalistic account of 

sovereignty, and horror at the uncanny prospect of a resurrected tyrant—are not finally 

separate. In this chapter, I show how Shakespeare‘s Macbeth mediates between reason and 

unreason in The Tenure of Kings and Magistrates. At the same time that Milton drags the latent 

regicidal wish of Macbeth into the light, the play slips out of Milton‘s control to reveal the 

ironies in his argument. Milton‘s allusions to the Scottish tragedy clue us in to his 

unacknowledged—probably even unrecognized—identification with Macbeth himself. The 

play‘s banquet scene, in which Banquo‘s ghost disrupts Macbeth‘s state dinner, supplies the 

literary paradigm for Milton‘s encounter with the politically resurrected tyrant Charles, an 

encounter which in turn spurs his political theorizing. But tyranny returns to haunt Milton 

because it is intrinsic to his political program. The presence of Shakespeare‘s play in The 

Tenure is therefore a symptom of this uncanny doubling of liberty and tyranny at work in 

Milton‘s vision of popular sovereignty. 

 

1. THE MACBETH MYTH IN EARLY SEVENTEENTH-CENTURY POLITICAL RHETORIC 

In the previous chapter, I argued that Shakespeare‘s Macbeth prefigures the 

seventeenth century‘s revolutionary violence by exploiting the tragic potential of Jacobean 

apocalyptic kingship. By the end of the Second Civil War (1648-49), the transformation of 

King Charles into a Macbeth-like fiend was complete in the minds of his foes. The New 
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Model Army‘s rank and file was furious with the defeated monarch for fomenting a second 

war and suspicious that he intended further mischief. They objected to any further 

negotiations with Charles, ―he being a man of so much blood that the Lord would have no 

peace with him, nor any that should go about to establish him.‖4 The Army‘s spokesmen 

were eager to punish the king for the deaths of so many godly countrymen. Their 

―Declaration of the English Army Now in Scotland, 1st Aug. 1650‖ fused Old Testament 

language of blood guilt with a millenarian hostility towards kings:  

And being persuaded in our consciences that he and his monarchy 
was one of the ten horns of the Beast (spoken of, Rev. 17. 12-17), 
and being witnesses to so much of the innocent blood of the Saints 
that he had shed in supporting the Beast, and considering the loud 
cries of the souls of the Saints under the altar, we were extraordinarily 
carried forth to desire justice upon the King, that man of blood, and 
to that purpose petitioned our superior officers and the Parliament, 
to bring him to justice.5 
 

The soldiers‘ hatred of Charles finds expression in imagery similar to that Shakespeare used 

to describe Scotland suffering under the ―secret‘st man of blood‖ Macbeth: ―each new 

morn, / New widows howl, new orphans cry, new sorrows / Strike heaven on the face‖ 

(3.4.126; 4.3.4-6).6  

Faced with the prospect of Parliamentary rapprochement with such a monster as 

King Charles, the Army purged the Parliament of its conservative, largely Presbyterian 

element. The resulting Rump Parliament was a much smaller and more radical body that set 

about to engineering the king‘s trial and execution and then to establishing a republican 

                                                 
4 ―A Declaration of the English Army Now in Scotland, 1st Aug. 1650,‖ reprinted in Puritanism and 
Liberty, ed. A.S.P. Woodhouse (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1951), 474.  On the rhetoric of 
blood guilt, see Patricia Crawford, ―‗Charles Stuart, That Man of Blood‘,‖ The Journal of British Studies 
16, no. 2 (1977): 41-61. Crawford provides several Shakespearean instances of blood guilt (44). 
5 ―A Declaration of the English Army Now in Scotland,‖ 477.  
6 The army writer‘s image of saints crying out from under the altar comes from Revelation 6:9-11. 
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commonwealth. John Milton‘s defense of these actions, The Tenure of Kings and Magistrates, 

echoes the Army‘s rhetoric of blood and millennium. Milton accuses Charles of ―polluting‖ 

the land with the ―slaughtered carcasses‖ of ―so many thousand Christians.‖ In the tract‘s 

second edition, Milton frames the regicide as an act of apocalyptic fidelity to Christ, whose 

―just & rightful kingdom…we pray uncessantly may com soon, and in so praying wish hasty 

ruin and destruction to all Tyrants‖ (CPW 3:214 and 256). Yet where the similarities between 

Macbeth and the army‘s ―Declaration‖ result from their growing in common political-

theological soil, Milton‘s Tenure draws directly from the Scottish play.   

Milton conscripts Macbeth for his attack on Presbyterian hypocrisy. Though the 

Presbyterian divines of London‘s Sion College Conclave had thundered against Charles I 

from their pulpits throughout the 1640s, now that the King was facing the prospect of a trial 

and execution, they were rallying to his defense. The King was always more useful to them 

alive than dead; Milton and fellow Independent Puritans in Parliament and in the army 

suspected that the Presbyterians hoped to keep Charles on the throne and under their 

influence, to force him to make good his promises to impose their religious discipline on the 

whole nation. But after Colonel Thomas Pride‘s soldiers ejected Charles‘s sympathizers from 

the Long Parliament, the London Presbyterians found themselves increasingly irrelevant. 

With the Independents intent on bringing the king to trial, the divines now appealed to the 

third article of the 1643 Solemn League and Covenant, which called for protection of the 

king‘s person and authority. This ―riddling covenant,‖ complains Milton, was written to offer 

the king‘s party the ―latitude and shelter of ambiguous interpretation,‖ and by invoking the 

treaty now, the divines seem ―to sweare counter almost in the same breath Allegeance and 
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no Allegeance‖ (CPW 3:232). Milton attempts to inoculate readers against appeals to the 

Solemn League and Covenant by styling the king‘s Presbyterian apologists as equivocating 

Shakespearean witches. The divines have ―juggl‘d and palter‘d with the world,‖ Milton 

writes, interpreting both Scripture and the Covenant in a ―double contradictory sense‖ to 

justify their eleventh-hour defense of Charles (CPW 3:191 and 195). As Martin Dzelzainis 

has confirmed, Milton‘s diction—juggle, palter, double sense—derives from Macbeth‘s final 

abjuration of the weird sisters and their demonic attendants: 

 And be these juggling fiends no more believed 
 That palter with us in a double sense, 
 That keep the word of promise to our ear 
 And break it to our hope. 
    (5.8.19-22) 7 
 

Despite their caviling, however, Milton is sure that the Presbyterians‘ seven years of armed 

resistance cannot be effaced: the divines ―cannot with all thir shifting and relapsing, wash off 

the guiltiness from their own hands‖; nor after so often laying blood ―of all thir pretious 

Saints and Martyrs‖ on Charles‘s head can they ―wash it all off‖ simply by applying ―a new 

Sovran anointment‖ to him (CPW 3:227 and 235). Here Milton recalls Lady Macbeth‘s 

somnambulant hand-washing ritual, as well as Macbeth‘s fear that his bloody hand will ―the 

multitudinous seas incarnadine‖ rather than be cleansed (2.2.65). But whereas Macbeth was 

seduced to destruction by equivocal predictions, Milton expects that the people of England 

will reject ―these Mercenary noisemakers, of whose fury, and fals prophecies we have 

anough experience‖ (CPW 3:236). 

                                                 
7 Martin Dzelzainis (―Milton, Macbeth, and Buchanan,‖ The Seventeenth Century 4 [1989]: 53-66) was 
the first to comment extensively on The Tenure‘s intertextual links to Macbeth. William Allison, the first 
modern editor of The Tenure, catches some of Milton‘s Shakespearean allusions, but does not submit 
them to scrutiny. See Allison, ed., The Tenure of Kings and Magistrates (New York: Henry Holt and 
Company, 1911), 59n.4.4 and 125n.33.16. 
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It is surprising to encounter Macbeth in The Tenure, for the Scottish play apparently 

was neither deeply imprinted in England‘s cultural imagination between Shakespeare‘s death 

and the years of revolutionary upheaval, nor interesting to Milton prior to 1649. Evidence of 

Macbeth in performance after the first decade of the seventeenth century is scant.8 Macbeth 

was not among the small group of popular Shakespearean plays still being performed 

regularly when the London theaters closed in 1642: Othello, The Merry Wives of Windsor, 1 

Henry IV, Julius Caesar, and Hamlet.9 In fact, we have no first-hand account of any 

performance between Simon Forman‘s 1611 diary entry and the Restoration, though it 

seems at least one must have occurred. A promptbook based on the 1623 Folio and now 

housed at the University of Padua testifies to a production of Macbeth staged sometime 

between 1625 and the Interregnum.10  

The play‘s relative lack of popularity can also be gauged by allusions in other plays 

and contemporary writings. In Gerard Eades Bentley‘s survey of seventeenth-century 

                                                 
8 In the introduction to his edition of the play, A.R. Braunmuller judges that ―evidence of the play‘s 
history before 1660 is mostly speculative‖ (58).   
9 See Michael Dobson, The Making of the National Poet: Shakespeare, Adaptation, and Authorship (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1992), 2. Dobson draws on the Master of Revels Sir Henry Herbert‘s list of plays 
acted at court between 1636 and 1638. See Joseph Quincy Adams, ed., The Dramatic Records of Sir 
Henry Herbert, Master of the Revels, 1623-1673 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1917): 75-77. Using 
similar evidence as Dobson and pointing as well to the diaries of Thomas Greene and Sir Humphrey 
Mildmay, Martin Butler (Theatre and Crisis, 1632-1642 [Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1984]) 
lists ―Hamlet, Henry IV, Othello, Richard III, A Midsummer Night‟s Dream and other Shakespearean 
plays‖ as being ―current in the private theatre repertoire‖ during the 1630s (131). Presumably these 
other Shakespearean plays are The Merry Wives and Julius Caesar.  
10 G. Blakemore Evans initially linked the Macbeth prompt-book to an amateur theater troupe 
sponsored by Sir Edward Dering and active between 1625 and 1635. See Shakespearean Prompt-Books of 
the Seventeenth Century (Charlottesville, VA: Bibliographic Society of the University of Virginia, 1960-
1989), 1:1 and 4-7. When new evidence cast doubt on this hypothesis, and Evans suggested that the 
prompt book ―belonged to some kind of splinter group touring in the provinces or abroad shortly 
before the closing of the theatres in 1642 or during the interregnum.‖ See ―New Evidence on the 
Provenance of the Padua Prompt-Books of Shakespeare‘s Macbeth, Measure for Measure, and Winter‟s 
Tale,‖ Studies in Bibliography 20 (1967): 242.  
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allusions to Shakespearean and Jonsonian characters, references to Falstaff, Doll Common, 

and Sir Politic Would-be far outnumber those to Macbeth.11 Scattered echoes of Macbeth—

usually of the banquet scene—occasionally sound in Jacobean and Caroline dramas by 

Webster, Middleton, Beaumont, Killigrew, and others.12 In 1642‘s Religio Medici, Sir Thomas 

Browne muses Macbeth-like, ―I have out-lived my selfe, and begin to be weary of the 

Sunne.‖13 Yet these stray references do not add up to evidence of a sustained cultural 

investment in Macbeth. This may be either a result or a cause of the lack of a solo quarto 

edition of the play before the 1623 First Folio. Then again, John Cotgrave likely used a Folio 

edition of Shakespeare‘s collected works when compiling his English Treasury of Wit (1655), 

yet extracts from Macbeth still do not merit any entries in his anthology.14  

On the other hand, the story of Macbeth as filtered through Holinshed, Boece, and 

Buchanan remained pertinent throughout the first half of the seventeenth century. The 

Macbeth myth ―foregrounds the same problems of sovereign authority that were continually 

at stake‖ throughout the seventeenth century, and so tempted both royalists and 

                                                 
11 Gerard Eades Bentley, Shakespeare & Jonson: Their Reputations in the Seventeenth Century Compared 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1945), 126. Lady Macbeth is also rarely quoted. Among 
Shakespeare‘s important female characters, only Ophelia and Desdemona seem to resonate with later 
writers (128). 
12 Braunmuller, Introduction to Macbeth, 58-60. Also see John Munro, ed., The Shakspere Allusion-Book: 
A Collection of Allusions to Shakspere from 1591 to 1700 (London: Chatto and Windus, 1909), 1:194, 299-
300, and 392; and Dale B. J. Randall, Winter Fruit: English Drama 1642-1660 (Lexington, KY: The 
University Press of Kentucky, 1995), 257. 
13 Thomas Browne, Religio Medici, Hydriotaphia, and The Garden of Cyrus, ed. R.H.A. Robbins (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1972), 44.  Compare with Macbeth 5.5.48-49: ―I ‗gin to be aweary of the sun, / And 
wish th‘estate o‘th‘world were now undone.‖ (I was directed to this allusion by Munro, Shakspere 
Allusion-Book, 1:476.)   
14 According to Lois Potter, Cotgrave extracts passages from the following plays, in descending order 
of frequency: Hamlet; The Merchant of Venice and Timon of Athens; Measure for Measure; Troilus and 
Cressida; Henry IV, parts 1 and 2; and Julius Caesar (Secret Rites and Secret Writing: Royalist Literature 1641-
1660 [Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989], 117). 
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parliamentarians to appropriate the story for their own purposes.15 Yet the two sides 

conducted their controversy seemingly without reference to Shakespeare‘s play. Peter 

Heylyn‘s Microcosmus, Or A Little Description of the Great World (1621), for example, reprises 

Holinshed‘s account of Macbeth‘s rise and fall in order to buttress the Stuart claim to the 

throne and to ward off the constitutionalist version of the story presented by Buchanan‘s De 

jure regni apud Scotos, as William C. Carroll has discussed. Microcosmus went through more than 

half a dozen editions during Charles I‘s tenure, helping to keep Macbeth‘s story politically 

relevant. But Heylyn‘s retelling betrays no trace of the Shakespearean version.16 The same is 

true of the other royalist recapitulations of the Macbeth story, such as appear in Michael 

Drayton‘s 1612 Poly-Olbion (1612) or Thomas Heywood‘s The hierarchie of the blessed angells 

(1635), the latter of which reaffirms the unbroken link between Banquo and King Charles in 

pat couplets that owe nothing to Shakespeare: 

Now the small sand of Mackbeths glasse bee‘ng run, 
(For he was slaine by Malcome, Duncan‟s son) 
In processe, the Crowne lineally descended 
To Banco‟s Issue; and is yet extended 
In ample genealogie, remaining 
In most renowned C H A R L E S, amongst vs reigning.17 
 

                                                 
15 William C. Carroll, ―‗Two Truths are Told‘: Afterlives and Histories of Macbeths,‖ Shakespeare 
Survey 57 (2004): 71. 
16 Carroll, ―‗Two Truths are Told‘,‖ 69-73.  Ironically, Heylyn‘s account would reappear as the 
argument to Sir William Davenant‘s heavily adapted 1674 edition of Macbeth.  I will discuss 
Davenant‘s Macbeth in the following chapter. 
17 See Michael Drayton, Poly-Olbion (London: 1612), 83; Thomas Heywood, The hierarchie of the blessed 
angels (London: 1635), 509.  Other royalist uses of the Macbeth myth include William Slatyer‘s The 
history of Great Britain from the first peopling of this iland to this present raigne of our happy and peacefull monarke 
K. James (London: 1621), 289-90; and John Spottiswood‘s The history of the Church of Scotland (London: 
1655), 28-29.  Though published during the Interregnum, Spottiswood‘s history was presented in 
manuscript to King Charles in 1639. See A. S. Wayne Pearce, ―Spottiswoode, John (1565–1639),‖ in 
Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, ed. H. C. G. Matthew and Brian Harrison (Oxford: Oxford 
Press, 2004), http://www.oxforddnb.com.ezproxy.lib.utexas.edu/view/article/26167 (accessed April 
2, 2010). 
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Heywood reports Malcolm as the slayer of Macbeth; evidently he was unaware of or not 

impressed by the Shakespearean duel between Macbeth and his nemesis Macduff.18 Neither 

do Royalists quote Shakespeare‘s Macbeth during the period of Parliamentary ascendance, 

1640-1660. Lois Potter can only speculate that Royalists did not need to quote Macbeth 

because life was now imitating art: ―It is as if its imagery [of witchcraft, regicide, etc.] had 

detached itself from its own story, like a virus from a laboratory, to multiply in the society 

outside.‖19  

During the revolutionary period, English republicans turned the Macbeth myth 

against the crown, but like their royalist adversaries, they seem to have ignored Shakespeare‘s 

adaptation. John Hall, founder of the parliamentarian newsbook Mercurius Britanicus, 

discredits the ideology of hereditary royal succession by appealing to the sordid particulars of 

Scottish history in The grounds and reasons of monarchy considered (1650). He describes Macbeth as 

―pricked forward by Ambition, and a former vision of three women of a Sour-humane 

shape, whereof one saluted him, Thane of Angus, another of Murray the third King.‖20 Hall 

derives the Angus-Murray-King sequence of titles from Buchanan‘s Rerum Scoticarum Historia, 

rather than repeating the Glamis-Cawdor-King triptych found in the pro-monarchy 

Holinshed account and repeated by Shakespeare. He denies that the details of Macbeth‘s 

death can be known with any certainty, likening ―Scottish (and hence Stuart) knowledge with 

                                                 
18 Malcolm is reported as killer of Macbeth in Walter Bower‘s Scotichronicon (completed 1447).  See 
Nick Aitchison, Macbeth: Man and Myth (Stroud, UK: Sutton Publishing 1999), 115.  
19 Potter, Secret Rites and Secret Writing, 203. 
20 John Hall, The grounds and reasons of monarchy considered in a review of the Scotch story (London: 1650), 86.  
Whereas Buchanan has Macbeth slain by Macduff, Hall finds that ―his death is hid in such a mist of 
Fables, that it is not certainly known‖ (87). 
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the frequent use of fables by royalist apologists.‖21 Like Hall, Marchamont Nedham makes a 

mockery of sacred kingship and patrilineal succession by shining a light on the all-too-human 

Stuarts. But unlike Hall, Nedham empties the Macbeth story of its supernaturalism. A cat may 

look upon a king (1652) discredits King James with a prurient version of the king‘s ―original 

Extract‖:  

     Banchoo a Nobelman of Scotland, had a fair Lady to his daughter, 
whom Mackbeth the King desires to have the use of; Banchoo refuses, 
and Mackbeth murders him, and takes the Lady by force. 
    Fleance, the son of Banchoo, fearing the Tyrants cruelty, flies into 
Wales to Griffin ap Lhewellin the Prince of Wales. Lhewellin entertaines 
him with all hospitable civility. Fleance to requite his courtesie, gets 
Lhewellins daughter with child: Lhewellin murders Fleance, and Lhewellins 
daughter is afterward delivered of a son, named Walter; this son 
proves a gallant man, and falling out with a Noble person in Wales, 
that call‘d him Bastard, Walter slew him, and for his safeguard fled 
into Scotland. 
 

Once in Scotland, Walter becomes the royal steward, from whence the Stuart name allegedly 

derives. About this tale of rape, bastardy, and murder, Nedham remarks dryly, ―here‘s a 

goodly foundation [for a dynasty].‖22 In A cat may look upon a king, Macbeth is already king 

when the reader encounters him, and his dispute with Banquo carries none of the prophetic 

import of the Shakespeare/Holinshed account.   

John Milton, meanwhile, apparently held Holinshed in higher esteem than his fellow 

Cromwellians Hall and Nedham, but his notes for a possible Macbeth tragedy similarly 

                                                 
21 Nigel Smith, Literature and Revolution in England 1640-1660 (New Haven and London: Yale 
University Press, 1994), 189. 
22 Anthony Weldon (attrib.), A cat may look upon a king (London: 1652), 45-47. Though the tract is 
attributed to Anthony Weldon, it was more likely written by Marchamont Nedham. See Joseph 
Marshall and Sean Kelsey, ―Weldon, Sir Anthony (bap. 1583, d. 1648),‖ in Oxford Dictionary of National 
Biography, ed. H. C. G. Matthew and Brian Harrison (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004); online 
ed., ed. Lawrence Goldman, January 2008, 
http://www.oxforddnb.com.ezproxy.lib.utexas.edu/view/article/28988 (accessed April 2, 2010). The 
tract‘s title is proverbial. 
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discount Shakespeare. In the early 1640s, Milton filled his commonplace book with ideas for 

plays drawn from the Bible and British history, presumably in hopes that Parliament would 

commission him to write them as an alternative form of entertainment to those allowed by 

the hated Book of Sports.23 His list culminates in some sketches based on ―Scotch stories or 

rather brittish of the north parts,‖ and last among these five entries is a very brief prospectus 

of a Macbeth tragedy ―beginning at the arrival of Malcolm at Mackduffe.  the matter of 

Duncan may be express‘t by the appearing of his ghost‖ (CPW 8:582). Milton keys his 

outlines to the corresponding pages in Shakespeare‘s main source text, Holinshed‘s Chronicles. 

Yet his addition of Duncan‘s ghost and intention to begin with events that Shakespeare 

depicts in his fourth act elevates classical dramatic conventions over fidelity to the 

Shakespearean precursor.24  

The allusions to Macbeth in Milton‘s 1649 Tenure thus raise two questions: why had 

Shakespeare‘s Scottish tragedy seemingly faded from cultural consciousness in the 

intervening years, and why did it re-emerge in Milton‘s writing when it did? About the first 

question we can only speculate. But supposing that there was something dangerous or 

subversive about Macbeth, something that English society could not admit to knowing and 

desiring, what might that be? It cannot be simply that the play presented themes of regicide 

                                                 
23 See Lois Potter, ―The plays and the playwrights: 1642-60‖ in The Revels History of Drama in English, 
ed. Clifford Leech and T. W. Craik (London and New York: Methuen, 1981), 4:294. Milton explains 
his vision of a reformed theater in The Reason of Church-government urg‟d against Prelaty (1642) (CPW 
1:819-20). 
24 John W. Hales reasons that Milton might have been dissatisfied with Shakespeare‘s loose handling 
of historical fact and failure to portray Macbeth‘s downfall as a product of his willfulness. See 
―Milton‘s ‗Macbeth‘,‖ in Folia Litteraria: Essays and Notes on English Literature (New York: 1893), 198-
219. Lois Potter guesses that ―Milton‘s decision to begin the play at the English court shows his 
determination to make the plot as relevant as possible to the situation in the early 1640s, when 
English and Scottish forces united to overthrow a tyrant‖ (Secrets Rites and Secret Writing, 203). 
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or rebellion against tyranny. Hamlet and Julius Caesar dwell on these themes as well, and 

remained popular and acceptable entertainment even during the era of Charles‘s Personal 

Rule. What distinguishes Macbeth is that it depicts the killing of a rightful and putatively 

blameless king, and puts the audience into sympathy with the murderer‘s vivid regicidal 

imagination. In the first few acts, the play offers a fantasy of a king-killing with no strings 

attached—Duncan is not shown to deserve his death, at least not in the obvious ways that 

Caesar or Claudius are shown to deserve theirs. As I have argued, the play‘s engagement 

with apocalyptic theology supports this fantasy of guilt-free regicide, in the sense that it 

invokes an eschatology in which every king will cede his place to Christ. The play‘s later acts 

bury this fantasy beneath the (relatively) more acceptable scenario of revolt against a 

usurper/tyrant/Antichrist. This latter fantasy is the one Milton proposes to explore in the 

early notes for his own Macbeth tragedy, which would begin at the height of Macbeth‘s 

tyranny. In the early 1640s, Milton is concerned with tyrannicide, is perhaps only able to 

experience the fantasy of king-killing in terms of tyrannicide. But by the 1649 Tenure of Kings, 

Milton and many other English men and women are ready to recognize deposing and killing 

a king—any king—as a natural right of the people. This is the radical argument of The 

Tenure‘s first edition, the irony of the rhetorical situation being that as Charles‘s treachery 

becomes more egregious, Milton is moving beyond tyranny as a necessary condition for 

deposing a ruler (though Charles‘s tyranny is still a sufficient rationale for this particular 

instance of king-killing). In other words, from the regicidal wish that Shakespeare dreams for 

his culture, Milton recovers the latent content: the right of the people to depose and kill their 

king for any reason. This breakthrough, I contend, allows Milton to identify with Macbeth 
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himself. At the same time, however, this identification also signals an even more thoroughly 

repressed—albeit hiding in plain sight—irrationality in the theory of sovereignty to which 

Milton subscribes. This is to say, in disclaiming tyranny as a pretext for regicide, Miltonic 

popular sovereignty becomes tyrannous.     

My account of Milton‘s Macbeth allusions posits a more ambiguous relationship 

between literature and political theory than other critical treatments of The Tenure‘s 

Shakespearean intertext. These allusions have generated sparse though illuminating scholarly 

commentary that highlights Milton‘s rhetorical savvy. Martin Dzelzainis sees the allusions to 

Macbeth lending a ―distinctly anti-Scottish flavor‖ to the tract‘s first edition. Milton, 

Dzelzainis observes, delights in embarrassing his Presbyterian foes by using Scottish and 

para-Scottish texts as witnesses against them. Nigel Smith points out how Milton uses the 

play ironically, so that ―Tragedy becomes the delay in not putting the King on trial, in not 

effecting ‗revenge‘, thereby reversing the sense of the tragic in that most rapid moving of 

Shakespeare‘s plays, Macbeth.‖ David Loewenstein views the allusions in light of Milton‘s 

lifelong mistrust of equivocation, which extends to the portrayal of Satanic doublespeak in 

Paradise Lost and Paradise Regained. Most recently, Nicholas McDowell emphasizes Milton‘s 

effort to link Presbyterianism and Jesuit ―clerical tyranny,‖ arguing that above all ―Milton 

found Shakespeare useful in offering him an affective language for his animus and argument 

against the Presbyterians and Scots.‖25 

                                                 
25 Dzelzainis, ―Milton, Macbeth,and Buchanan,‖ 63; Smith, Literature and Revolution in England, 16-17; 
David Loewenstein, Representing Revolution in Milton and His Contemporaries: Religion, Politics, and Polemics 
in Radical Puritanism (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001), 188; and Nicholas McDowell, 
―Milton‘s Regicide Tracts and the Uses of Shakespeare‖ in The Oxford Handbook of Milton, ed. 
Nicholas McDowell and Nigel Smith (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009), 261 and 267. 
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All four scholars see Milton in more or less firm control of his Shakespearean source 

material, manipulating the play to serve his rhetorical agenda. I want to offer a 

complementary appraisal that explores the ways Macbeth slips out of Milton‘s control and 

turns around to trouble his political project. There is after all a recklessness about Milton‘s 

invocation of Macbeth that demands explanation. Dzelzainis notes in passing that Milton 

never names the play in his tract, probably for fear of appearing ―to underwrite any 

unfortunate parallel between the murderer of Duncan and those responsible for the 

execution of Charles I.‖26 But as Peter Rudnytsky points out, Dzelzainis ―does not 

sufficiently emphasize the strangeness‖ of Milton‘s Macbeth allusions.27 These echoes lose 

their force unless Milton‘s readers recognize that he is calling on Macbeth specifically, which 

many likely did recognize. (Puritan propagandists apparently ―counted on a rather detailed 

knowledge of Shakespeare‘s and Jonson‘s plays, and continued to do so after the theaters 

were closed,‖ even when writing for an audience of co-religionists.28) Readers thus attuned to 

the allusions to witchcraft, equivocation, and blood-guilt in the first place could hardly be 

prevented from drawing unfortunate parallels. To take one speculative example, consider 

how Milton rails against those formerly fierce opponents of the tyrant Charles who now 

―plead for him, pity him, extol him, protest against those that talk of bringing him to the tryal 

                                                                                                                                                 
McDowell investigates Smith‘s claim that the regicide tracts mark the beginning of Milton‘s rejection 
of Shakespeare as a creative resource. 
26 Dzelzainis, ―Milton, Macbeth, and Buchanan,‖ 58. 
27 Peter L. Rudnytsky, ―Dissociation and Decapitation,‖ in Trauma and Transformation: The Political 
Progress of John Bunyan, ed. Vera J. Camden (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2008), 27. 
28 Ernest Sirluck, ―Shakespeare and Jonson Among the Pamphleteers of the First Civil War: Some 
Unreported Seventeenth-Century Allusions,‖ Modern Philology 53 (1955): 90. For examples of 
Shakespearean references in royalist and parliamentarian polemics and news-sheets, see also Margot 
Heinemann, Puritanism and Theatre: Thomas Middleton and Opposition Drama under the Early Stuarts 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1980), 253; and Potter, ―The plays and the playwrights,‖ 
264. 
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of Justice‖ (CPW 3:193, my emphasis). Having brought Macbeth within the tract‘s ambit, 

Milton opens himself to Royalist misreading, and indeed even Charles‘s enemies might be 

put in mind of Macbeth‘s description of blameless King Duncan, whose  

virtues  
Will plead like angels, trumpet-tongu‘d, against  
The deep damnation of his taking off;  
And Pity, like a naked new-born babe…  
 …Shall blow the horrid deed in every eye. 

(1.7.18-24, passim, my emphasis) 
 

It is impossible to say definitively whether Milton intends the words ―plead‖ and ―pity‖ as a 

glancing allusion to the play, or if he has inadvertently allowed Shakespeare‘s language to 

colonize his own expressions, or if this convergence is sheer coincidence. It is a question for 

each reader to decide, for having suggested a homology between the Scottish play and the 

unfolding political drama, Milton can hardly control what further associations his readers 

might make between life and literature, including Royalist associations. Many readers were 

apparently ready to believe that Charles was a Duncan-like martyr. Though Milton would 

undoubtedly scoff at any suggestion of Charles‘s virtues, the king‘s spiritual autobiography 

Eikon Basilike(1649) pleaded like an angel for the king to thousands of eager readers, far 

outselling Milton‘s regicide tracts.  

So what, really, is Shakespeare‘s play of witchcraft, haunting, and murder doing in 

―perhaps the purest statement of a radical natural rights theory to be found in any English 

political work prior to Locke‘s Two Treatises‖?29 If Milton wanted to enlist a Shakespearean 

play to deplore hesitation to kill an evil king, why not the more apposite and more popular 

Hamlet? Some darker purpose pushes Milton towards Macbeth, which I contend influences 

                                                 
29 Dzelzainis, ―Milton, Macbeth, and Buchanan,‖ 55. 
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The Tenure more deeply than the handful of explicit allusions would suggest. Macbeth provides 

Milton with subject positions and dramatic paradigms through which he can understand the 

Presbyterian betrayal and the threatened revival of King Charles. Milton, I argue, responds 

most powerfully to Shakespeare‘s play as an exploration of the uncanny. Macbeth‘s horror at 

the return of Banquo provides the model for Milton‘s confrontation with the specter of 

Charles, a confrontation that I argue originates in the unacknowledged tyranny in Milton‘s 

own political theory. 

 

2. MILTON‘S MACBETH 

At one level, Macbeth identifies with Lady Macbeth‘s frustrations and adopts her 

rhetorical tactics, as Nicholas McDowell notices.30 Though Milton would later claim in his 

Second Defence of The English People that he did not ―write or advise anything concerning 

Charles, but demonstrated what was in general permissible against tyrants,‖ The Tenure rarely 

maintains such a distance from its subject (CPW 4:626). The tract is a performance of 

deliberative rhetoric, with Milton pressing essentially the same claim on the Presbyterian 

divines as Lady Macbeth does on her husband: You have to kill the king. Milton‘s criticisms of 

those good parliamentarians who now ―begin to swerve, and almost shiver at the Majesty 

and grandeur of som noble deed, as they were newly enter‘d into a great sin‖ (CPW 3:194) 

captures the tenor of Lady Macbeth‘s exasperation at her lord‘s cowardice and backsliding:  

Was the hope drunk,   
Wherein you dress‘d yourself?  Hath it slept since?  
And wakes it now, to look so green and pale  
At what it did so freely? 

(1.7.35-38) 

                                                 
30 McDowell, ―Uses of Shakespeare,‖ 264. 
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Like Lady Macbeth, Milton impugns the manhood of his faltering partners. He condemns 

the ―unmaskuline Rhetoric of any puling Priest or Chaplain‖ who writes in the king‘s 

defense, or who ―impotently brandish[es]‖ laws and statutes against the ―sincere and real 

men‖ acting in the country‘s best interest (CPW 3:195; 191-92).31 Both Lady Macbeth and 

Milton, moreover, associate emasculation with infantilization. From Lady Macbeth‘s 

perspective, Macbeth is enthralled by fears and beliefs he should have already surmounted. 

After the murder, she scorns his childish dread of viewing Duncan‘s corpse: ―‗tis the eye of 

childhood / That fears a painted devil‖ (2.2.53-54). And she ridicules his account of seeing 

Banquo‘s ghost as an old wives‘ tale:  

                               O! these flaws and starts  
(Imposters to true fear), would well become   
A woman‘s story at a winter‘s fire,  
Authoris‘d by her grandam. 

(3.4.62-65) 
    

Milton is likewise on guard against the infantilizing effects of absolute monarchy. If a people 

do not have ―the power to remove, or to abolish any governour supreme…upon urgent 

causes,‖ Milton insists, then they can only claim ―a ridiculous and painted freedom, fit to 

coz‘n babies.‖ Such a people ―are indeed under tyranny and servitude; as wanting that 

power, which is the root and source of all liberty, to despose and oeconomize in the Land 

which God hath giv‘n them, as Maisters of Family in thir own house and free inheritance‖ 

                                                 
31 Milton attacks the masculinity of his opponents throughout the regicide prose. Eikonoklastes depicts 
Charles as uxoriously devoted to Queen Henrietta Maria, while the First Defence portrays Salmasius as 
a eunuch ―with your wife for a husband‖ (CPW 3:538; 4:476).  On The Tenure‘s rhetoric of 
masculinity in relation to Milton‘s earlier divorce tracts, see Olga Valbuena, Subjects to the King‟s 
Divorce, 162-63. 
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(CPW 3:236-37).32 Monarchy threatens manhood most fundamentally for how it encroaches 

on the father‘s sovereignty in his own household, an anxiety that suggests Milton is not yet 

ready to reject the principle of absolute power. 

 The child-like Presbyterian regression threatens the nation with a more general 

backslide into a corrupt Catholic spirituality, and a reversal the Reformation itself. As the 

New Model Army‘s 1648 Remonstrance to the largely Presbyterian Parliament argued, the king 

and his party sought ―to hold the community of men…in a darksome ignorance and 

superstition or formality in religion…and…to advance and set up further forms of 

superstition.‖33 By their support of the king, the Presbyterians were abetting the re-

catholicization of England. Even correcting for rhetorical excess, profound ecclesiological 

differences did divide Presbyterian and Independent strains of Puritanism. As Noel Henning 

Mayfield has argued, Presbyterian covenant theology emphasized continuity between the 

realms of nature and grace, a view closer to medieval Catholicism than to Luther and 

Calvin.34 Presbyterianism thus entailed a deeper regard for established legal and religious 

precedent than more radical varieties of Puritanism, and a more expansive view of the 

Christian church that could include unregenerate kings as well as godly men. But from 

Milton‘s perspective, the Presbyterians had lapsed into an atavistic regard for sacred kingship 

                                                 
32 Milton similarly warns against the ―perpetual childhood of prescription‖ in Areopagitica (CPW 
2:514). 
33 A remonstrance of His Excellency Thomas Lord Fairfax, Lord Generall of the Parliaments forces (London: 
1648), 20. 
34 Mayfield, Puritans and Regicide, 146. On the millenarian motivations of Charles‘s foes, see Mayfield‘s 
third chapter, ―Slaying the Beast: Millenarianism and the Regicide,‖81-114.   
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that they should have long ago put away. As he put it in his sonnet ―On the New Forcers of 

Conscience under the Long Parliament,‖ ―New Presbyter is but Old Priest writ large‖ (20).35 

Yet despite Milton‘s affinities with Lady Macbeth, whether or not he realizes it, his 

strongest sympathy is with Macbeth himself.36 While Puritan readers might have been glad to 

identify King Charles with the blood-guilty tyrant of Macbeth‘s latter acts, Milton finally 

positions his own faction and himself as Macbeth. The descriptions of the weird sisters as 

juggling and paltering that Milton invokes are Macbeth‘s own; Macbeth is the one outraged 

by their having equivocated with him and seduced him to commit such crimes that he finds 

himself ―in blood / stepped in so far that should I wade no more, / Returning were as 

tedious as go o‘er‖ (3.4.136-38). Milton voices essentially the same complaint on behalf of 

the Independents in The Tenure‘s first paragraph. The divines have ―juggl‘d and palter‘d with 

the world, bandied and born armes against thir King, devested him, disanointed him, nay 

curs‘d him all over in thir Pulpits and thir Pamphlets, to the ingaging of sincere and real men, beyond 

what is possible or honest to retreat from‖ (CPW 3:191, my emphasis). The Tenure being Milton‘s 

first public salvo against monarchy, Milton himself arguably has not been betrayed to the 

same degree as other Independents were. Yet stoking his hatred for the Presbyterian faction 

is an earlier betrayal: their reaction to his 1643-45 divorce tracts. Having endorsed the 

Scottish Presbytery system of church governance in the 1642‘s The Reason of Church-government 

                                                 
35 Merritt Hughes points out what Milton surely knew, that presbyter and priest are derived from the 
same Greek word (John Milton: Complete Poems and Major Prose [Indianapolis, IN: The Odyssey Press, 
1957], 145 note to line 20). 
36 Peter Rudnytsky comes to the same conclusion, noting that Milton ―trades places with Charles I 
and becomes not the tyrannicide but the tyrant‖ (―Dissociation and Decapitation,‖ 28). Yet I am not 
persuaded that Milton‘s repressed affiliation with Macbeth stems from his massive, ―disavowed guilt 
for his role in the regicide‖ (28). Rather, Milton embraces his regicidal role; the doubling of tyranny 
stems from an ideological, not a psychological, contradiction. 
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Urg‟d against Prelaty, Milton found himself savagely attacked for his views on divorce by his 

presumed Presbyterian allies. As James Holly Hanford recognized, in The Tenure ―the motive 

force of [Milton‘s] action, besides conscience and conviction, is personal animus against the 

Presbyterians, the old allies who had turned against him and whose defeat had become for 

the time being a ruling passion of his life.‖37 

In fact, a tension between reason and unreason runs through the whole tract, 

considered in both its aesthetic and its political-philosophical aspects. Milton‘s grudge 

against the Presbyterians cripples the tract‘s rhetorical effectiveness and its philosophical 

purity in the view of many critics. True, Stephen Fallon credits Milton‘s ―stance of 

disinterested principle,‖ while John Shawcross numbers the The Tenure as the only of 

Milton‘s prose works that pursues the ―projective‖ and ―idealistic‖ agenda characteristic of 

such canonical philosophers as Locke and Hobbes.38 Yet Thomas Corns finds Shawcross 

―strangely off the mark‖ on this count, pointing out how Milton‘s hatred of the Presbyterian 

divines ―rage[s] within [The Tenure] in ways that jeopardize its polemical coherence and run 

counter to the level of theoretical abstraction to which it intermittently lays claim.‖39 Many 

other critics have been troubled by the tract‘s polemical digressions, its lack of optimism and 

                                                 
37 James Holly Hanford, John Milton, Englishman (New York: Crown Publishers, 1949), 134. 
38 Stephen M. Fallon, Milton‟s Peculiar Grace: Self-Representation and Authority (Ithaca, NY and London: 
Cornell University Press, 2007), 151; John T. Shawcross, John Milton: The Self and the World (Lexington, 
KY: The University Press of Kentucky, 1993), 100. It should be noted that Fallon scrutinizes the 
tract‘s logical and rhetorical inconsistencies in a recent essay, ―‗The Strangest Piece of Reason‘: 
Milton‘s Tenure of Kings and Magistrates,‖ in McDowell and Smith, The Oxford Handbook of Milton, 241-
51. 
39 Thomas Corns, Uncloistered Virtue: English Political Literature, 1640-1660 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 
1992), 195 and 194. 
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stylistic verve, and its failure to parlay the regicide into an alternative social vision.40 In short, 

modern readers find something self-defeating and irrational in Milton‘s compulsion to settle 

old scores. 

The clash of reason and passion in the tract feeds into a related opposition between 

reason and religion. Because Milton is so concerned to humiliate his Presbyterian enemies, 

he augments his natural law account of popular sovereignty with frequent scriptural proofs. 

As a result, scholars seeking Atlantic republicanism‘s ideological origins continue to debate 

whether and how much Milton‘s religious convictions shaped his argument for the people‘s 

right to depose unwanted rulers. For Martin Dzelzainis, Milton‘s case for popular 

sovereignty breaks with the Protestant privileging of will over reason and assumes ―the 

possibility of forming correct ethical and moral judgements quite independently of any 

knowledge of revelation or scripture.‖41 Paul Rahe also finds Milton‘s core argument to be 

―resolutely secular,‖ indebted more to ―Aristotle and Cicero than…to the Bible.‖42 By 

contrast, Michael Zuckert sees The Tenure as a monument of Reformation political theology. 

                                                 
40 Merritt Hughes sees ―the organization of the classical oration in defense of tyrannicide…constantly 
distorted by digressions replying to the main arguments‖ of the Presbyterians (CPW 3:107). James 
Holly Hanford observes that ―Except in a few places the Tenure lacks the eloquence and hopefulness 
of Areopagitica. The winning of freedom has become grim business. It is the hour of victory, but no 
new horizons have been lifted‖ (John Milton, Englishman, 134-35). Keith W. Stavely finds that with the 
regicide, ―the imaginative consummation of history is now a fact, not an expectation, but Milton 
seems unable to build a coherent social vision upon it.‖ The Protestant testimonials that Milton 
appends to the second edition comprise ―a large-scale ‗trailing clause‘ in the structure of the tract, 
destroying all possibility of imaginative social vision in the round of citation, argument, and enraged 
polemic which concludes the tract‖ (The Politics of Milton‟s Prose Style [New Haven and London: Yale 
University Press, 1975], 83). 
41 Martin Dzelzainis, introduction to John Milton: Political Writings, ed. Martin Dzelzainis (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1991), xv. 
42 Paul A. Rahe, Against Throne and Altar: Machiavelli and Political Theory Under the English Republic 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008), 109n.19. For similar evaluations, see Ernest Sirluck, 
―Milton‘s Political Thought: The First Cycle,‖ Modern Philology 61 (1964): 209-224; and Perez Zagorin, 
Milton: Aristocrat and Rebel: The Poet and his Politics (Rochester, NY: D. S. Brewer, 1992), 67-72.   
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With their mutual emphasis on the scripturally revealed fact of human creatureliness, 

Zuckert argues, Milton has more in common with his divine-right antagonists than with 

John Locke.43 Victoria Kahn, too, though less concerned than Zuckert to categorize Milton 

as either a secular or a theological thinker, reads The Tenure as transfer of covenant theology 

into the realm of political contract.44 But whether Milton‘s politically minded critics consider 

him a more a philosopher or more a theologian, they seem to take for granted that the 

modern political order is grounded in reason. With this assumption passing virtually 

unacknowledged, scholars are free to grant or deny the English language‘s greatest epic poet 

a role in bringing about that rational order.45   

It would seem that Milton‘s readers would prefer to view The Tenure of Kings and 

Magistrates—and the liberal democratic polity for which it is a bellwether—as fundamentally 

reasonable, albeit marred by lapses into unreason in the form of excess emotion or religious 

faith. Yet the presence of Macbeth in The Tenure disrupts the distinctions between passion and 

reason, political theology and political philosophy. Once we recognize the parallels between 

Macbeth and Milton, we see that Milton‘s animus against the Presbyterians is not a 

distraction from his political philosophizing, but the enabling condition of it. The tract‘s 

political philosophy results from Milton‘s encounter with unreason in the form of the 

uncanny return of King Charles, seemingly resurrected by the Presbyterian apostasy. The 

                                                 
43 Michael P. Zuckert, Natural Rights and the New Republicanism (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University 
Press, 1994), 77-93. 
44 Victoria Kahn, Wayward Contracts: The Crisis of Political Obligation in England, 1640-1674 (Princeton, 
NJ and Oxford: Princeton University Press, 2004), 112-133. 
45This same reflexive ―coding of high Western culture as fundamentally rational and nonviolent‖ also 
governs critical responses to Milton‘s depiction of religious violence in Samson Agonistes, as Feisal G. 
Mohamed has observed (―Confronting Religious Violence: Milton‘s Samson Agonistes,‖ PMLA 120 
[2005)]: 337).  
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paradigm for this encounter is Macbeth‘s banquet scene, in which Macbeth confronts the 

ghost of Banquo. Paradoxically, however, the symbolic resurrection of the tyranny embodied 

by King Charles that Milton stages in the tract is already implicit in the emergent liberal 

political philosophy for which Milton is an early spokesman. That is, Miltonic populism 

doubles Stuart absolute monarchism because it continues to define sovereignty as the power 

to put a citizen outside the cover of law. To see exactly how Macbeth intervenes to point up 

this uncanny duplication of tyranny at the heart of emergent liberalism, we need to revisit 

Milton‘s justification of regicide. 

 

3. ―DEAD AS TO LAW‖: SOVEREIGNTY AND THE UNCANNY 

 Milton launches into the narratio section of The Tenure with an exasperated account 

of government‘s origins: 

No man who knows ought, can be so stupid to deny that all men naturally 
were borne free, being the image and resemblance of God himself, and were 
by privilege above all creatures, born to command and not to obey: and that 
they liv‘d so. Till from the root of Adams transgression, falling among 
themselves to doe wrong and violence, and foreseeing that such courses 
must needs tend to the destruction of them all, they agreed by common 
league to bind each other from mutual injury, and jointly to defend 
themselves against any that gave disturbance or opposition to such 
agreement (CPW 3:198-99). 
 

Notwithstanding the reference to the Fall, this passage points forward to secular political 

philosophy; the remark about no man being so stupid to deny that all men were naturally 

born free may well be the rough pattern for Thomas Jefferson‘s restatement of the same 

self-evident truth.46 From here Milton rapidly covers the rise of cities and commonwealths, 

                                                 
46 On the intertextual link between The Tenure and Jefferson‘s Declaration of Independence, see Tony 
Davies, ―Borrowed Language: Milton, Jefferson, Mirabeau,‖ in Milton and Republicanism, ed. David 
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kings and magistrates, laws, oaths, councilors, and parliaments, each these institutions arising 

as a corrective for new abuses of power. Yet none of these innovations alters the resting 

place of sovereignty: in the ―People.‖ Milton argues that ―the power of Kings and 

Magistrates is nothing else, but what is only derivative, transferr‘d and committed to them in 

trust from the People, to the Common good of them all, in whom the power yet remaines 

fundamentally, and cannot be tak‘n from them, without a violation of thir natural birthright‖ 

(CPW 3:202). It thus follows ―that since the King or Magistrate holds his autoritie of the 

people, both originally and naturally for their good in the first place, and not his own, then 

may the people as oft as they shall judge it for the best, either choose him or reject him, 

retaine him or depose him though no Tyrant‖ (CPW 3:206). Milton‘s assertion that the 

people may reject their king for any reason at all is truly radical, and another marker of The 

Tenure as a document of political modernity. But because we modern readers may take for 

granted the peaceful replacement of unsatisfactory rulers through the electoral process, we 

stand to overlook the uncanny aspects of sovereignty that seventeenth-century deposition 

entails. 

 To depose a king is to kill his political body. Milton inverts the doctrine of the king‘s 

two bodies to make this point. Usually the distinction between the king‘s physical and 

political bodies served to immortalize the institution of monarchy in the face of the 

monarch‘s biological death. But Milton reaches the opposite conclusion:  

Who knows not that the King is a name of dignity and office, not of 
person: Who therfore kills a King, must kill him while he is a King. 

                                                                                                                                                 
Armitage, Armand Himy, and Quentin Skinner (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995), 261; 
and John S. Tanner and Justin Collings, ―How Adams and Jefferson Read Milton and Milton Read 
Them,‖ Milton Quarterly 40 (2006): 214-15.  Tanner and Collings credit Massachusetts Senator George 
Frisbie Hoar with first suggesting Jefferson‘s debt to Milton, in 1904. 
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Then they certainly who by deposing him have long since tak‘n from 
him the life of a King, his office and his dignity, they in the truest 
sence may be said to have killd the King (233).47 
 

With the king now dead in every way that matters, the Presbyterians are disingenuous to 

consider it obedience ―to preserve the mere useless bulke of his person, and that onely in 

prison, not in the field, and to disobey his commands, deny him his dignity and office, every 

where to resist his power but where they thinke it onely surviving in thir own faction‖ (CPW 

3:197). Like King Lear, divested of authority and reduced to the status of unaccommodated 

man, Charles now exists in the space between the two deaths, symbolic and biological.48 And 

as in Macbeth, where ―nothing is, but what is not‖ (1.3.142), regicide is somehow an 

accomplished fact from the moment that disloyalty is conceived. The Tenure thus argues its 

case for regicide in something like the prophetic present tense, heightening the confusion of 

intent and deed generated by the Presbyterians‘ equivocation. Indeed, Milton invokes 

memories of Jesuit verbal trickery to argue that given that there is ―nothing that so actually 

makes a Subject of England, as those two Oaths of Allegeance and Supremacy, observ‘d 

without equivocating, or any mental reservation…these Oaths…being thus broke & made voide, it 

follows undeniably that the King from that time was by them in fact absolutely depos‘d‖ 

(CPW 3:228-29).49    

                                                 
47 As Blaine Greteman (―‗Exactest Proportion‘,‖ 402) points out, Milton‘s unorthodox use of the 
king‘s two bodies doctrine is anticipated by John Lilburne in Regall Tyrannie Discovered (1647). 
48 Jacques Lacan reads Lear as existing in the ‗zone between-two-deaths‘ in The Ethics of Psychoanalysis, 
ed. Jacques-Alain Miller (New York: Norton, 1992), 305-310 and 320.   
49 The form of the Oath of Allegiance with which Milton and his contemporaries were familiar had 
taken shape in the immediate wake of the Gunpowder Plot, when the 1606 Popish Recusants Act 
required Englishmen to disclaim the pope‘s power to depose monarchs. King James wrote in defense 
of the oath 1608‘s Apologie for the Oath of Allegiance and 1609‘s Premonition to All Most Mightie Monarches. 
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A common seventeenth-century synonym for the verb ―depose‖ is ―unking.‖ Milton 

twice uses ―unkinged‖ in The Tenure, and nowhere else in his writings. First, Milton reminds 

his readers that ―the Scots in justification of thir deposing Queen Mary‖ declared to her 

English cousin Elizabeth that they ―were a free Nation, made King whom they freely chose, 

and with the same freedom unkingd him if they saw cause‖ (CPW 3:225). A few pages later, 

Milton archly exploits the royalist doctrine of the monarch‘s and his subjects‘ mutually 

constitutive identities, pointing out that the Presbyterians have long since ―tak‘n away the 

relation, that is to say the Kings autority, and thir subjection to it‖ and so ―have in plain 

termes unking‘d the King‖ (CPW 3:230). Though unique to The Tenure among Milton‘s 

oeuvre, the verb ―unking‖ is a key word in the Tudor and Stuart discourse of sovereignty.50 

As early as 1579, John Stubbes had warned against Queen Elizabeth‘s prospective marriage 

to the Duke of Anjou by reminding readers how King Richard II‘s ―externe amitie with 

Fraunce, bred home enemitye in England‖ so that ―in the end he was quite vnkinged by 

Henry of Lanchaster.‖51 Shakespeare‘s only two uses of ―unkinged‖ occur in King Richard II 

(written c. 1595), where the deposed monarch employs the word to lament his misfortune.52 

                                                 
50 The Oxford English Dictionary notes that ―unking‖ is common in the seventeenth century. See OED 
online, second edition 1989,‖unking,‖ v., def. 1, http://dictionary.oed.com. 
51 John Stubbes, The discouerie of a gaping gulf whereinto England is like to be swallowed by another French 
mariage, if the Lord forbid not the banes, by letting her Maiestie see the sin and punishment thereof (London: 1579), 
sig C5r. 
52 During the deposition scene, Richard proclaims ironically, ―God save King Henry, unkinged 
Richard says, / And send him many years of sunshine days‖ (4.1.221-22). Later the deposed Richard 
muses that 

  crushing penury 
Persuades me I was better when a king; 
Then am I kinged again, and by and by 
Think that I am unkinged by Bolingbroke, 
And straight am nothing.  
  (5.5.34-38) 
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Similarly, Michael Drayton‘s heroic poem Mortimeriados (1596) has Edward the Second 

bemoan his own abdication in favor of his son with a series of antitheses climaxing in 

―unking‘d‖: 

A King alone, no King that once was one, 
A King that was, unto a King that is; 
I am unthron‘d, and hee enjoyes my throne, 
Nor should I suffer that, nor he does this, 
   He takes from mee what yet is none of his; 
Young Edward clymes, old Edward falleth downe, 
King‘d and unking‘d, he crown‘d, farewell my crowne.53   
 

In a 1615 rebuttal to the French Cardinal Jacques-Davy Duperron, King James himself 

decried the ―abettors of the Popes power to vnking lawfull and Soueraigne Kings.‖54 

Moreover, Milton would surely have encountered ―unkinged‖ in Samuel Rutherford‘s 

influential 1644 Lex, Rex, an argument for limited government that offers an early 

theorization of the social contract. At one point, Rutherford takes up the question ―Whether 

was King Uzzah dethroned by the People?‖ to which he answers ―Though we should say, he was 

not formally unkinged and dethroned; yet…Certainly, much Royall power was taken from 

him.‖55 And William Prynne‘s Breife Memento To the Present Unparliamentary Junto (1649), one of 

the attacks on the Rump Parliament to which The Tenure partially responds, employs 

―unking‖ (as well as a creative use of the privative prefix in its title).56  

                                                                                                                                                 
Paul Mathole tentatively suggests Shakespeare‘s direct influence on Milton, though he grants that 
―unkinged‖ also occurs in the Presbyterian tracts to which Milton is responding. See ―Milton‘s Use of 
‗Unking‘d‘: An Allusion to Richard II,‖ Notes and Queries 52 (2005): 304-307. 
53 Michael Drayton, Mortimeriados, in The Works of Michael Drayton, ed. William Hebel (Oxford: 
Shakespeare Head Press, 1931), 1:359. 
54 James VI and I, Political Works of James I, 179. 
55 Samuel Rutherford, Lex, Rex: the law and the prince (London: 1644), 461.   
56 William Prynne, A Breife Memento To the Present Unparliamentary Junto (London: 1649), 13.  
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For Milton as for other Stuart and Tudor political writers, the grammatical form of 

the word ―unkinged‖ captures the shocking reversal that it describes. As divine right 

ideology gradually lost its purchase, the period‘s dawning recognition of sovereignty‘s 

artificial nature—that something humanly made can also be taken apart—found expression 

in the way the negative prefix of ―unking‖ grammatically pre-empts and semantically nullifies 

its root word ―king.‖ But though ―king‖ is denied, it is not absolutely negated. Freud‘s essay 

on The Uncanny is instructive here. Freud discovers how the dictionary meanings of the 

German words heimlich and unheimlich converge: what was once intimately known but then 

forgotten reappears as alien, yet imbued with a feeling of strange familiarity. ―The prefix  

un-,‖ Freud says, ―is the token of repression.‖57 We can modify Freud‘s insight to note that 

the prefix ―un-‖ performs a kind of grammatical repression that is never total. A word 

negated with a privative prefix contains a residue of what it denies, allowing access to a kind 

of linguistic unconscious on which Milton often draws to enrich his poetry. The author of 

The Tenure is after all the poet who will later pursue ―Things unattempted yet in Prose or 

Rhyme‖ in a masterpiece of ―unpremeditated verse‖ that he nearly called ―Adam 

Unparadiz‘d‖ (Paradise Lost 1.17 and 9.24; CPW 8:559). Of the over six hundred Miltonic 

coinages tallied by the OED, 135 of them begin with the prefix ―un-.‖58 So Milton was surely 

                                                 
57 Freud, Complete Psychological Works, 17:245.   
58 Gavin Alexander, ―Why Milton Matters,‖ Christ‘s College, University of Cambridge, 
http://www.christs.cam.ac.uk/milton400/matters.htm (accessed April 2, 2010). Milton‘s negative 
prefix use (including ―in-‖ and ―dis-,‖ as well as ―un-‖) has drawn a goodly amount of scholarly 
attention, though no scholar has hit upon the definitive explanation for this grammatical feature‘s 
appeal to the poet. Susanne Woods shows how Milton‘s late prose tracts use litotes (e.g. ―not 
unbefitting‖) to ask for rather than demand readers‘ assent to his views. See ―Elective poetics and 
Milton‘s prose: A Treatise of Civil Power and Considerations Touching the Likeliest Means to Remove Hirelings 
Out of the Church,‖ in Politics, Poetics, and Hermeneutics in Milton‟s Prose, ed. David Loewenstein and James 
Grantham Turner (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990), 200-201 and 206. John Leonard 
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wise to the unsettling power of the word ―unking.‖ Even if he did not encounter the word in 

his wide readings, he might well have invented it himself, as indeed he coins the term 

―unmagistrate‖ in The Tenure‘s second edition (CPW 3:254)59 

There are several ways to understand the verb ―unking‖ as participating in a form of 

repression and uncanny return. For late sixteenth- and early seventeenth-century British 

writers, ―unking‖ crystallizes the anxiety of a society that lacks mechanisms for peacefully 

replacing a monarch before his or her death. It signals an encounter with the political 

uncanny, a revelation of what usually remained obscure about the operations of sovereignty. 

In ordinary circumstances, the violence that upholds a given political order is evident 

everywhere: prisons, punishments (private or public), military parades, and so on. By 

contrast, signs of the violence that creates the law are rare and disturbing. We prefer to think 

of our current form of law as natural, even eternal, or if artificial, then as the product of 

reasoned, nonviolent compromise. Hence Walter Benjamin‘s critique of parliamentary 

democracies: ―They lack the sense that a lawmaking violence is represented by themselves; 

no wonder that they cannot achieve decrees worthy of this violence, but cultivate in 

compromise a supposedly nonviolent manner of dealing with political affairs.‖ 60 Insofar as 

                                                                                                                                                 
notes that ―Milton was fond of a Latin idiom in which past participles with a negative prefix signify 
the strongest possible negation‖ (―Self-Contradicting Puns in Paradise Lost,‖ in A Companion to Milton , 
ed. Thomas N. Corns [Malden, MA and Oxford: Blackwell Publishers, 2001], 408). Annabel 
Patterson offers a synoptic treatment of Milton‘s use of negative constructions, particularly ―un-‖. 
See ―Milton‘s Negativity,‖ in Milton in the Age of Fish: Essays on Authorship, Text, and Terrorism, ed. 
Michael Lieb and Albert C. Labriola (Pittsburgh, PA: Duquesne University Press, 2006), 81-102. Neil 
Forsyth treats the prefix ―dis-‖ in Paradise Lost. See ―Of Man‘s First Dis,‖ in Milton in Italy: Contexts, 
Images, Contradictions, ed. Mario A. Di Cesare (Binghamton, NY: Medieval and Renaissance Texts and 
Studies, 1991), 345-69. 
59 The Tenure furnishes the OED with its only instance of the word ―unmagistrate‖ (OED online, 
second edition 1989, ―unmagistrate‖). 
60 Walter Benjamin, ―Critique of Violence‖ in Reflections: Essays, Aphorisms, Autobiographical Writings, ed. 
Peter Demetz, trans. Edmund Jephcott (New York and London: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1978), 
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this founding violence of sovereignty ―ought to have remained secred and hidden 

but…come[s] to light‖ nevertheless, such violence is uncanny, and the privative prefix ―un-‖ 

in ―unkinged‖ marks the repressed awareness of the violence that precedes any notion of 

legitimate government. 61 Moreover, the prefix hints that something of the king remains after 

the unkinging. As the dictionary definitions of heimlich and unheimlich converge, so in Milton‘s 

political theory do the terms ―king‖ and ―unking‖ converge. That is, when the people select 

a king, they take him under their arbitrary power. He can be disposed of at any time for any 

reason, and has no independent existence; indeed, in The Tenure, the monarchy itself is more 

metaphorical than real, as Victoria Kahn has pointed out.62 The unkinging—that is, the 

deposition and the loss of civil status and death that follow—merely makes visible the 

implicit fact of subjection.  

The point is not that the people‘s sovereignty will be lethal to those they entrust with 

authority in every instance, or even in most instances. It is conceivable that the people might 

peacefully depose a monarch, though Milton does tend to treat deposition and execution as 

aspects of a single action in The Tenure. (Surveying British history, Milton finds that Britons 

―both elected them Kings, whom they thought best…and by the same right, when they 

apprehended cause, usually depos‘d and put them to death‖ [CPW 3:221]. And pointing to 

the English custom of monarchs having the sword of St. Edward the Confessor carried 

before them ―at the times of thir highest pomp and solemnities,‖ Milton issues what 

                                                                                                                                                 
288. As Richard Wilson points out, Andrew Marvell‘s 1650 ―Horatian Ode Upon Cromwell‘s Return 
from Ireland‖ is one of the rare poems that squarely faces the ―eternal recurrence of the same 
foundational violence‖ that republican leaders were eager to put behind them (Shakespeare in French 
Theory: King of Shadows [London and New York: Routledge, 2007], 163-64). 
61 Freud, Complete Psychological Works, 17:225. This quotation is Freud‘s approbatory paraphrase of 
Schelling‘s definition of the uncanny. 
62 Kahn, Wayward Contracts, 120-33. 
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amounts to a threat against the lives of both kings and his own doubters: ―And what 

restraint the Sword comes to at length, having both edge and point, if any Sceptic will 

<needs> doubt, let him feel‖ [CPW 3:219].) Still, even if arbitrary lethal power is not 

exercised, it exists as a potentiality in the structure of sovereignty.  

The Tenure of Kings and Magistrates illuminates the link between sovereignty and the 

individual‘s physical vulnerability by how it dwells at length on the abjected figure of Charles. 

As Milton interprets the effect of the Presbyterian resistance to King Charles, the 

degradation of the king‘s political status leaves him without civil rights, subject to death, 

indeed virtually dead already. Having been stripped of his authority, only the ―useless bulke‖ 

of his body persists in its biological functioning. Milton eagerly emphasizes the bodily danger 

that the Presbyterian resistance has posed to Charles: 

Have they not [Sequester‘d him, judg‘d or unjudgd, and] converted 
his revenew to other uses, detaining from him [as a grand 
Delinquent,] all meanes of livelihood, so that for them long since he 
might have perisht, or have starv‘d? Have they not hunted and 
pursu‘d him round about the Kingdom with sword and fire? Have 
they not formerly deny‘d to Treat with him, and thir now recanting 
Ministers preach‘d against him, as a reprobate incurable, an enemy to 
God and his Church markt for destruction, and therefore not to be 
treated with? Have they not beseig‘d him, & to thir power forbid him 
Water and Fire, save what they shot against him to the hazard of his 
life (CPW 3:231)? 
 

The Presbyterians have, Milton insists, ―from a total privation clad him over, like another 

specifical thing, with formes and habitudes destructive to [his kingly office], they left in his 

person, dead as to Law, and all the civil right either of King or Subject, the life onely of a 

Prisner, a Captive and a Malefactor‖ (CPW 3:234). Elsewhere, Milton asserts that the 

Presbyterians have ―not depos‘d him onely, but outlaw‘d him, and defi‘d him as an alien, a 
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rebel to Law, and enemie to the State‖ and have ―depress[ed] him thir King farr below the 

rank of a subject to the condition of a Captive‖ (CPW 3:230 and 233).  

By portraying King Charles as an abject physical body ―dead as to law,‖ Milton 

rhetorically constructs him as a type of homo sacer, a category of Ancient Roman law to which 

Giorgio Agamben has drawn attention over the last fifteen years. Homo sacer is a person 

deemed sacred by virtue of his being excluded from civil order. He has no rights. Anyone 

may kill him without fear of legal punishment. In the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, he 

reappears as the disaster refugee, the concentration camp inmate, the ―enemy combatant.‖ 

In Agamben‘s account, the sovereign and homo sacer ―are symmetrical and correlative‖ since 

both enable the juridical order by their exclusion from it. That is, both homo sacer and the 

sovereign stand outside the law, such that homo sacer is the sovereign‘s doppelgänger, a 

reminder of the bare biological life against which the political order defines itself and upon 

which it makes its power known. For Agamben, this doubling reveals an ―inner solidarity 

between democracy and totalitarianism,‖ since both political forms define sovereignty as the 

prerogative to select those whom the law does not restrain or does not protect.63  

It is this dual consciousness that liberal political theory—of which The Tenure is a 

founding document—represses. And it is this dual consciousness that Macbeth helps us 

recognize in The Tenure. ―Macbeth is the play of the uncanny,‖ as Marjorie Garber has 

recognized, offering a virtual catalogue of the strangely familiar: ghosts and demons; 

prophecies and déjà vu; severed limbs; imagery of missing eyes; and much more.64 Like 

Milton, Shakespeare seems to have been generally fascinated by ―un-‖ words, but it is worth 

                                                 
63 Agamben, Homo Sacer, 84 and 10.  
64 Marjorie Garber, Shakespeare‟s Ghost Writers: Literature as uncanny causality (New York and London: 
Methuen, 1987), 107, original emphasis.  
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noting how often the privative prefix ―un-‖ coincides with the Macbeth‘s most uncanny 

moments: from the bloody captain‘s strange image of Macbeth shaking hands with the rebel 

Macdonwald after having ―unseamed him from the nave to th‘chaps / And fixed his head 

upon our battlements‖ (1.2.22-23); to Lady Macbeth‘s call for evil spirits to ―unsex‖ her 

(1.5.39); to the drunken Porter‘s explanation of how alcohol both ―provokes and 

unprovokes‖ lechery (2.3.24), to Macduff‘s revelation that he ―was from his mother‘s womb 

/ Untimely ripped‖ (5.8.15-16).65 The Scottish tragedy, moreover, has always had a strange 

ability to bedevil those who try to master it. Besides carrying a curse that prevents actors 

from calling it by its proper title, Macbeth defied the greatest theorist of the uncanny, Freud. 

Though anxious to deny Macbeth‘s power to induce a sense of the uncanny in the reader, 

Freud was repeatedly stymied in his attempts to use his psychoanalytic theories to unlock the 

play‘s mysteries.66 Indeed, Ned Lukacher has proposed that Macbeth confronted Freud with 

the very limits of psyche‘s intelligibility.67  

                                                 
65 On Shakespeare‘s use of ―un-‖ in Macbeth, Anthony and Cleopatra, and The Winter‟s Tale, set in the 
larger context of a discussion of King Lear, see Leslie Thomson, ―‗Pray you, undo this button‘: 
Implications of ‗Un-‘ in King Lear,‖ Shakespeare Survey 45 (2002): 79-88. 
66 Freud argues that because Shakespeare asks us to suspend our disbelief and accept the supernatural 
as a normal part of his play-worlds, his ghosts and witches do not elicit the sense of uncertainty 
necessary for literary experiences of the uncanny (Complete Psychological Works, 17:230 and 250). 
Garber suggests that Freud, like the great majority of Macbeth‘s other readers, ―enacts the repression of 
gender undecidability‖ that is the true source of the uncanny in the play, embodied in the weird 
sisters, Lady Macbeth, and the multiple images of Medusa‘s head that recur throughout (Shakespeare‟s 
Ghost Writers, 110). 
67 Most prominently, in his 1916 essay Some Character-Types Met With in Psycho-Analytic Work, Freud 
finds  it ―impossible to come to any decision‖ on the reason for Lady Macbeth‘s psychological 
collapse (Complete Psychological Works, 14:320). Shakespeare gives every indication that Macbeth and 
Lady Macbeth are tormented by their inability to produce an heir, but to Freud‘s chagrin the 
playwright inexplicably compresses the play‘s action into too short a time for this explanation to 
obtain. Lukacher discusses Freud‘s frustration with Macbeth in Daemonic Figures: Shakespeare and the 
Question of Conscience (Ithaca and London: Cornell University Press, 1994), 162-93. Lukacher touches 
on Freud‘s engagement with Macbeth in his Introductory Lectures on Psycho-Analysis, The Interpretation of 
Dreams, the short essay ―A Child is Being Beaten,‖ and in his correspondence, as well as in The 
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Without claiming some supernatural power for the play, I nevertheless want to argue 

that Macbeth baffles Milton much the way it resists Freud‘s effort to appropriate it. Macbeth 

most illuminates The Tenure‘s blind spots at the moment of the tract‘s highest emotional 

pitch, when Milton is confronted with the outrageous return of the repressed. By their 

resistance to the King, Milton argues, the Presbyterian divines had ―reduc‘d him to such a 

final pass, as was the very death and burial of all in him that was regal, and from whence 

never King of England yet reviv‘d, but by the new re-inforcement of his own party, which 

was a kind of resurrection to him.‖ Now, however, the divines  

to the stirring up of new discord, acquitt him; and against thir own 
disciplin, which they boast to be the throne and scepter of Christ, 
absolve him, unconfound him, though unconverted, unrepentant, 
unsensible of all thir pretious Saints and Martyrs whose blood they 
have so oft laid upon his head: and now againe with a new Sovran 
anointment can wash it all off, as if it were as vile, and no more to be 
reckn‘d for, then the blood of so many Dogs in a time of Pestilence 
(CPW 3:234-36). 
 

That string of privatively prefixed words—―unconfound,‖ ―unconverted,‖ ―unrepentant,‖ 

―unsensible‖—indexes Milton‘s outrage at the uncanny prospect of King Charles raised 

from symbolic death. And the literary paradigm for Milton‘s encounter is the dramatic center 

of Shakespeare‘s most uncanny play: the banquet scene of Act 3, Scene 4, wherein the 

―unreal mock‘ry‖ of Banquo‘s ghost haunts Macbeth (3.4.105-106). No explicit allusion to 

this moment in Macbeth exists in Milton‘s writings; on the contrary, it is conspicuously 

absent. As discussed above, Milton‘s plan for a Macbeth tragedy would have replaced 

Banquo‘s ghost with Duncan‘s, who would narrate the events of his own murder in 

retrospect. Milton does not care to acknowledge the banquet scene in The Tenure either, yet a 

                                                                                                                                                 
Uncanny and Some Character-Types.  For Freud, Lukacher argues, Macbeth is ―synonymous with the 
difficulty of establishing the certainty of psychoanalytic categories and methods‖ (179).   
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trace of the banished Banquo lingers, displaced onto an anecdote about King Christiern II of 

Denmark. Warning the Presbyterians to ―put no confidence in Princes whom they have 

provok‘d,‖ Milton reminds them of how Christiern  

not much above a hundred yeares past, driv‘n out by his Subjects, 
and receav‘d again upon new Oaths and conditions, broke through 
them all to his most bloody revenge; slaying his chief opposers when 
he saw his time, both them and thir children invited to a feast for that 
purpose (CPW 3:240). 
 

The Christiern anecdote strengthens Milton‘s implicit linking of Charles with Macbeth, who 

similarly invites Banquo and his son Fleance to his feast with the intention of having them 

both killed. Yet Macbeth‘s shock at the undead Banquo is Milton‘s own, and this shock 

spurs his political theorizing just as it does for Macbeth. 

Frightened though he is by the ghost‘s horrifying aspect, Macbeth perceives 

Banquo‘s specter also as an affront to his assumptions about the natural order and historical 

progress. ―If charnel-houses and our graves must send / Those we bury, back, our 

monuments / Shall be the maws of kites,‖ he marvels (3.4.70-72). As I have discussed, the 

unprecedented appearance of the ghost leads Macbeth to muse on ―olden time, / Ere 

humane statute purg‘d the gentle weal (3.4.74-75). Critics have had little to say about the odd 

fact that Banquo‘s reappearance should put Macbeth in mind of the commonwealth‘s origin 

in the invention of ―humane statute.‖ But Macbeth‘s short history of murder gives a glimpse 

of the political breaking in on Macbeth‘s psychological agon: he understands that his murders 

not only endanger his own political position, but threaten the basic human sociality that 

makes kingship intelligible in the first place.68 In the same way, the tyrant Charles‘s ghostly 

                                                 
68 Kathleen McLuskie, ―Humane Statute and the Gentle Weal,‖ Shakespeare Survey 57 (2004) observes 
that Macbeth‘s murders disrupt ―the civilizing ties which keep his social world in one piece‖ (8).   
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resurrection spurs Milton to reflect on the genesis of the commonwealth and the uses of 

sovereignty. His feelings of hatred and horror are anterior to the exercise in political 

reasoning, though in the finished tract the order of their presentation is reversed. 

Paradoxically, however, Charles‘s resurrection is not only the impetus to Milton‘s theory of 

popular sovereignty, it is also the result of it. That is, the tyranny that Milton so despises in 

Charles is built into The Tenure‘s alternative vision of just rule. Authority still makes itself 

known on the physical body, still makes human rights contingent on civil status. In the early 

years of the republic, Milton does not seem conscious of the problem, unlike the Digger 

prophet Gerrard Winstanely, for example, who recognizes that ―kingly power‖ has survived 

the death of Charles.69 Yet the ghost of tyranny haunts Milton‘s political philosophy 

nevertheless.  

 

CONCLUSION 

The essential continuity in the structure of sovereignty that I have described underlay 

the rapidly shifting political forms of mid-seventeenth century England. The nation would 

lurch through cycles of monarchy, republic, and military dictatorship during the 1640s, 50s, 

and 60s. In 1659, upon Richard Cromwell‘s resignation as Lord Protector and the return of 

the Rump Parliament, Milton‘s old adversary William Prynne decried this second republican 

interlude in terms that will no longer seem surprising. Disputing Marchamont Nedham‘s 

defense of the Rump‘s legitimacy, Prynne rails,  

If the Kings war against the Parliament did really unking him; then 
certainly the Generals, Army-Officers, and Armies actual levying war 

                                                 
69 The persistence of kingly power is a consistent theme in Winstanley‘s 1649 tracts. See for example 
A Watch-word to the City of London, and the Armie (London: 1649). 
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upon both Houses of Parliament, by secluding, securing the 
Members and King, did really uncommission and unarmy them, and 
made them no Officers, no Army at all, but a rebellious rout; and all 
Members concurring with them therein, no Members, no Parliament at 
all. The sequel is infallible. Therefore Nedham must either now 
disclaim this desperate Jesuitical position, with all his 3. Treasonable 
Conclusions from it; or else henceforth disclame the Army-Officers, Army, 
and their formerly suppressed, now revived Parliament.70 
 

―Unking,‖ ―uncommission,‖ ―unarmy‖: the ―un-‖ prefix flourishes as a result of the 

mismatch Prynne perceives between political theory and political reality. (On the previous 

page, Prynne had observed how the army had ―unprotectored‖ Richard Cromwell.) Prynne‘s 

tract recapitulates Milton‘s own experience of the political uncanny ten years earlier in The 

Tenure of Kings and Magistrates. The only difference is that now the offending zombie is not 

King Charles‘s, but the Rump Parliament‘s.  

Meanwhile, Milton‘s Tenure would resurface at key moments in late seventeenth- and 

eighteenth-century anti-monarchist and republican movements. It reappears in a heavily 

adapted form as Pro Populo Adversus Tyrannos, a tract put forward by a supporter of William of 

Orange to defend the 1689 Settlement.71 Later, responding to attempts to import the cult of 

King Charles the martyr to Massachusetts, Boston minister John Mayhew‘s Discourse 

Concerning Unlimited Submission and Non-resistance to the Higher Powers (1750) draws on The Tenure 

and other of Milton‘s prose tracts to re-argue the case for regicide. Mayhew‘s Discourse 

galvanized the independence movement; one early editor called it the ―morning gun‖ of the 

American Revolution.72 And then there is the likely echo of The Tenure in the American 

                                                 
70 William Prynne, A brief necessary Vindication, of the old and new Secluded Members (London: 1659), 19.   
71 For a comparison of Milton‘s Tenure to its 1689 instantiation Pro Populo Adversus Tyrannos, see 
George F. Sensabaugh, That Grand Whig Milton (New York: Benjamin Blom, 1967), 134-42.   
72 John Wingate Thornton, ed., The Pulpit of the American Revolution (Boston, 1860), 43. On Mayhew‘s 
use of Milton, see George F. Sensabaugh, Milton in Early America (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University 
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Declaration of Independence, mentioned above. What does it mean that at the core of one of 

liberalism‘s founding documents, at the heart of an outline for a society based in reason and 

natural law, we find Macbeth and the uncanny? Such a discovery at least hints at how 

Shakespeare haunts Milton‘s political imagination, and cues us to inquire into how political 

theory tries to deny its literary other. Milton is not prepared to face these ghosts in The 

Tenure; he will be when he writes Samson Agonistes. In the interim, the restored Stuart regime 

would attempt to reclaim Macbeth but discover for itself how this recalcitrant play resists 

assimilation. I turn in the next chapter to the irrepressible spirit of prophecy in Davenant‘s 

Macbeth. 
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generally, see Sensabaugh, Milton in Early America; Bernard Bailyn, The Ideological Origins of the American 
Revolution, 2nd ed. (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1992), 34 and 45; Lydia Dittler 
Schulman, Paradise Lost and the Rise of the American Republic (Boston: Northeastern University Press, 
1992); Hugh Jenkins, ―Jefferson (Re)Reading Milton,‖ Milton Quarterly 32 (1998): 32-38; and 
Catherine Gimelli Martin, ―Milton and the Pursuit of Happiness,‖ University of Toronto Quarterly 77 
(2008): 876-902. 
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Chapter 3: Davenant’s Macbeth: Providence and Self-Preservation 

 

 

 When in his c.1663-64 adaptation Sir William Davenant revisits Macbeth‘s banquet 

scene, he inflects the villain‘s reverie of murder and resurrection with a Hobbesian 

conception of law.1 In Shakespeare‘s original, Banquo‘s ghost had caused Macbeth to 

marvel,  

Blood hath been shed ere now, i‘th‘olden time, 
Ere humane statute purged the gentle weal; 

 (Shakespeare‘s Macbeth, 3.4.74-75) 
 

Davenant‘s Macbeth speaks superficially similar lines: 

Tis not the first of Murders; blood was shed 
E‘re Humane law decreed it for a sin. 
   (Davenant‘s Macbeth 3.4.72-73) 
 

The revised lines evince the Restoration will to clarify and dignify Shakespeare‘s language.2 

Shakespeare had described the ―weal‖ as proleptically ―gentle,‖ partly obscuring the causal 

role of ―humane statute‖ in purging it. Finding ―gentle weal‖ to be an affront to Restoration 

protocols of clarity, Davenant deletes the phrase. But its replacement is not simply a neutral 

rephrasing. ―E‘re Humane law decreed it for a sin‖ nods at the voluntarist political 

philosophy of Davenant‘s friend and mentor Thomas Hobbes.  

The unauthorized 1651 English translation of Hobbes‘s De Cive provides an analogue 

to this moment in Davenant‘s play. Hobbes argues, 

                                                 
1 I follow Spencer‘s judgment that Davenant revised the play in 1663 or 1664. See Davenant‟s Macbeth 
from the Yale Manuscript, 16. 
2 Gary Taylor, Reinventing Shakespeare: A Cultural History, from the Restoration to the Present (New York: 
Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1989) observes that Davenant‘s revisions served the same function for his 
audience as glosses in critical editions of the plays do for modern readers (47-48).    
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Such is the nature of man, that every one calls that good which he 
desires, and evil which he eschews…for we all measure good and evil by 
the pleasure or pain we either feel at present, or expect 
hereafter…[thus] it is impossible to be determined by the consent of 
single men, whom the same things do not please or displease, what 
actions are, and what not to be blamed…Forasmuch therefore as in 
so great a diversity of censurers, what is by reason blameable is not to 
be measured by the reason of one man more than another, because 
of the equality of human nature; and there are no other reasons in 
being, but only those of particular men, and that of the city [i.e. the state 
or commonwealth]: it follows, that the city is to determine what with 
reason is culpable. So as a fault, that is to say, a sin, is that which a man 
does, omits, says, or wills, against the reason of the city, that is, 
contrary to the laws.3 
 

The passage from De Cive encapsulates Hobbes‘s view of human beings as naturally equal 

but isolated by their own passions. Since the human condition is one of interpretive anarchy, 

it is for the state to decree a given action, such as murder, to be a sin. No other universal 

standard of judgment exists. Hobbes‘s voluntaristic understanding of the law—his 

privileging of the lawmaker‘s will above some extra-juridical notion of reason—is a part of 

his political theology. The Hobbesian God enjoys the unrestrained exercise of his will; he is 

not beholden to reason or justice immanent in nature. This attribute of God is primary even 

when Hobbes appears to countenance a notion of eternal natural law, as in the refined 

discussion of sin in Leviathan (1651). In Leviathan, Hobbes defines sin is a transgression of 

the natural law, including the contempt of God implied by the mere intention to do wrong. 

Because God expects individuals to obey the laws of the commonwealth in which they live, a 

crime is therefore a species of sin whereby one does or does not do what the civil law 

forbids or commands. Every crime is a sin, though not every sin is a crime. 

                                                 
3 Thomas Hobbes, The Citizen: Philosophical Rudiments Concerning Government and Society, in Man and 
Citizen, ed. Bernard Gert (Indianapolis and Cambridge: Hackett Publishing Company, 1991), 282-83. 
Though the unauthorized translator renders the Latin civitas as ‗city,‘ Hobbes translates it as ‗state‘ or 
‗commonwealth‘ in his preface to Leviathan (9). 
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From this relation of Sinne to the Law [of Nature], and of Crime to 
the Civill Law, may be inferred, First, that where the Law ceaseth, 
Sinne ceaseth. But because the Law of Nature is eternall, Violation of 
Covenants, Ingratitude, Arrogance, and all Facts contrary to any 
Morall virtue, can never cease to be Sinne. Secondly, that the Civill 
Law ceasing, Crimes cease: for there being no other Law remaining, 
but that of Nature, there is no place for Accusation; every man being 
his own Judge, and accused onely by his own Conscience, and cleared 
by the Uprightnesse of his own Intention. When therefore his 
Intention is right, his fact is no Sinne: if otherwise, his fact is Sinne; 
but not Crime. Thirdly, That when the Soveraign Power ceaseth, 
Crime also ceaseth: for where there is no such Power, there is no 
protection to be had from the Law; and therefore every one may 
protect himself by his own power (Leviathan, 202). 
 

―Where the Law ceaseth, Sinne ceaseth‖: for many of Hobbes‘s contemporaries, this was the 

shocking, distilled essence of his philosophy. Even the next, qualifying sentence is cold 

comfort because Hobbesian natural law is no less a product of God‘s will for being eternal, 

as Francis Oakley points out.4 In Hobbes‘s philosophy, civil society appears not as an 

outgrowth of nature itself, but as artifice, an act of the will. The Leviathan passage also makes 

clear that a defining feature of life outside the commonwealth is the freedom to act on one‘s 

own conscience. Hobbes elsewhere describes the conscience as an internal court in which 

the individual is his own judge.5 Having escaped the state of nature by entering the 

commonwealth, however, the individual‘s right to conscientious action is radically curtailed, 

or rather, redefined as fidelity to the public conscience, the law. Still, the contractual nature 

                                                 
4 Francis Oakley, Omnipotence, Covenant, and Order: An Excursion in the History of Ideas from Abelard to 
Leibniz(Ithaca, NY and London: Cornell University Press, 1984), finds that ―historians have failed to 
discriminate [the] more voluntarist understanding of natural law from the rationalist version 
expounded by Aquinas.‖ In the voluntarist view, ―moral or juridical natural law‖ and the order of the 
physical universe exist ―not as some sort of participation in the divine reason or as immanent in the 
very natures of things, but as imposed on the universe, as it were from the outside, by God‘s 
sovereign fiat‖ (82).  
5 Cf. Leviathan, 110: ―The Lawes of Nature oblige in foro interno; that is to say, they bind to a desire 
they should take place: but in foro externo; that is, to the putting them in act, not alwayes‖  
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of life in the civitas hinted at in the last sentence of the Leviathan passage does imply the 

citizen‘s right to judge on the basic question of whether the sovereign authority is indeed 

supplying the protection upon which continued obedience is predicated. This implied right 

of judgment is the pinhole in Hobbes‘s ironclad absolutism, and allows Hobbes to take his 

place in intellectual history as one of the authors of the sovereign liberal self.6    

 Davenant may not be concerned with Hobbes‘s fine distinctions between sins and 

crimes, but Macbeth‘s almost casual remark that humane law decreed murder to be a sin clues 

us in to the playwright‘s ambivalent commitment to the Hobbesian reformulation of 

sovereignty. ―Decreed it for a sin‖ drags in tow the complex of problems just outlined, 

which may be reduced to a question: what is the place of individual judgment in a society 

increasingly being understood as a product of contract? By now scholars appreciate that 

Davenant‘s Macbeth, like much of Restoration drama, grapples with the problems of 

obedience and resistance raised by the Puritan Revolution and most powerfully analyzed by 

Hobbes.7 In this chapter, I‘ll argue for a close relationship between Davenant‘s revision of 

Shakespeare and Hobbes‘s political philosophy, especially his critique of unsanctioned 

prophecy. The early 1660s Macbeth speaks to a society that can‘t live with the prophetic 

conscience, yet hasn‘t figured out a way to live without it. In suppressing its source text‘s 

prophetic and apocalyptic elements, Davenant‘s Macbeth ironically heightens the problem of 

Macduff‘s decision to lead an armed rebellion against his king, Macbeth. There is an inverse 

                                                 
6 See Elshtain, ―The Creation of the Sovereign Self,‖ chap. 8 in Sovereignty: God, State, and Self, 159-80. 
7 Richard Kroll has explored this aspect of Davenant‘s and Dryden‘s Hobbesian inheritance, which 
influenced them to see the theater as ―a political forum for discussing the conditions and limitations 
of power‖ (―Davenant and Dryden,‖ in A Companion to Restoration Drama, ed. Susan J. Owen 
[Hoboken, NJ: Wiley-Blackwell, 2002], 314).   
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relationship between these two dramatic choices, inasmuch as the anarchic energies emptied 

from Protestant apocalypticism seek a new home in the form of the deciding liberal subject.  

 

1. HOBBES ON PROPHECY, CONSCIENCE, AND OBEDIENCE 

Hobbes devised his theory of sovereignty in response to his country‘s long slide into 

civil war. He set forth and refined his analysis in successive books, starting with The Elements 

of Law, Natural and Political (published 1650, but composed and circulated in manuscript in 

the late 1630s), continuing with De Cive (published in Latin in 1642, revised in 1647, and 

followed by an unauthorized English version in 1651), and culminating in Leviathan (in 

English 1651, Latin 1668). The three works present a substantially similar treatment of 

sovereignty, but the English Leviathan was by far the most influential of Hobbes‘s works in 

his home country.8 Moreover, written during and after the civil wars, Leviathan reflects the 

gradual transformation of the dispute between Parliament and King into a religious war. 

During this period, ―The proliferation and partisanship of prophecies seems to have 

encouraged Hobbes to make a detailed study of prophecy‖ in Leviathan, and any inquiry into 

the Restoration backlash against religious inspiration must grapple with Hobbes‘s magnum 

opus.9 

                                                 
8 Of course there are important differences between the three works. The Elements and De Cive posit 
an originary popular democracy, but Leviathan repudiates this notion. See J. P. Sommerville, Thomas 
Hobbes: Political Ideas in Historical Context (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 1992), 59-60. Leviathan also 
embraced techniques of rhetoric that Hobbes had disdained in the earlier works, on which see 
Quentin Skinner, Reason and Rhetoric in the Philosophy of Hobbes (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1996). Skinner traces Hobbes‘s evolving definition of liberty across the three works in Hobbes 
and Republican Liberty (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008). 
9 Kinch Hoekstra, ―Disarming the Prophets: Thomas Hobbes and Predictive Power,‖ Rivista di storia 
della filosofia 59 (2004): 100. Hoekstra‘s is the most thorough treatment of Hobbes‘s efforts to 
discredit prophets and prophecy. Important accounts of the backlash against religious enthusiasm 
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 For Hobbes, the prophet‘s claim to know the divine will is the most extreme form of 

the problem of private judgment that his political philosophy is designed to solve. The broad 

outlines of Hobbes‘s account of the creation and maintenance of the commonwealth are 

well known. Hobbes characterizes human life in the state of nature as a marred by 

―continuall feare, and danger of violent death‖ (Leviathan, 89), a bestial existence that can 

only be improved when individuals compact together to lay aside their personal sovereignty 

and submit themselves to single, absolute authority. Perhaps less well known is the role of 

epistemological uncertainty in Hobbes‘s explanation of the cause of this primal ―warre…of 

every man, against every man‖ (Leviathan, 88). Hobbes builds on Hugo Grotius and John 

Selden in basing his natural law theory on the right to self-preservation, but as Richard Tuck 

points out, for Hobbes ―it is the right to use one‘s own judgment about preservation which 

is in fact the right of nature, not the bare right of self-preservation.‖10 Such a judgment and 

its corollary conclusions are bound to be idiosyncratic, Hobbes argues, because: 

though the nature of that we conceive be the same; yet the diversity 
of our reception of it, in respect of different constitutions of the 
body, and prejudices of opinion, gives everything a tincture of our 
different passions. And therefore in reasoning, a man must take heed 
of words; which besides the signification of what we imagine of their 
nature, have a signification also of the nature, disposition, and 
interest of the speaker (Leviathan, 31).  
 

Absent an overarching authority to arbitrate between competing descriptions of reality, 

human beings are doomed to destroy each other in their separate quests for safety and 

comfort. Hobbes insists, ―Where there is no common Power, there is no Law: where no 

                                                                                                                                                 
include George Williamson, ―The Restoration Revolt Against Enthusiasm,‖ Studies in Philology 30 
(1933): 571-603; and Heyd, “Be Sober and Reasonable.”   
10 Tuck, Introduction to Leviathan, xxxii. 
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Law, no Injustice‖ (Leviathan, 90). In essence, then, the common power that Hobbes‘s theory 

is meant to support is a hermeneutic power: the sovereign is the supreme interpreter.  

It follows that the most dangerous internal enemies of the Leviathan state are not 

brigands or assassins, but wayward interpreters. These include, for instance, England‘s 

common lawyers, who proclaim the common law‘s and its professional interpreters‘ 

superiority to the monarch‘s prerogative.11 But unauthorized religious interpretation poses an 

even greater potential threat to the commonwealth. For if the social contract depends on 

humans‘ rational fear of death, then the fear or hope of some heavenly punishment or 

reward after death introduces a dangerous instability into the system. And if freedom from 

violent death further depends on individuals‘ subjection to a single authority, then someone 

claiming to speak for God, the only authority higher than the civil sovereign, might subvert 

the entire precarious arrangement. Hobbes thus takes aim at a rogues gallery of false 

prophets: the sectarian enthusiast, the political astrologer, the firebrand Presbyterian 

minister. For Hobbes, whether through claims of unmediated knowledge of the divine will, 

of the ability to know the future, or merely of the authority to interpret the Bible for other 

Christians, the prophetic challenge to the civil sovereign always threatens to plunge the 

nation back into the state of nature. 

 Prophets were able to wreak such havoc in revolutionary Britain, according to 

Hobbes, because of widespread confusion about two related concepts, conscience and 

inspiration. Leading off Hobbes‘s list of ―seditious doctrines‖ tending to poison a 

commonwealth is ―That every private man is Judge of Good and Evill actions,‖ followed closely by 

the belief that ―whatsoever a man does against his Conscience, is Sinne,‖ and the common teaching 

                                                 
11 Hobbes‘s criticizes the common lawyers in Leviathan chapter 26.   
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―That Faith and Sanctity, are not to be attained by Study and Reason, but by supernaturall Inspiration, or 

Infusion‖ (Leviathan, 223). The rhetoric of conscience was rampant during the upheaval of the 

1640s, when parliamentarians and religious sectaries appealed to their own deepest 

convictions, pretending ―to know they are true, when they know at most, but that they think 

so‖ (Leviathan, 48). Protection of conscience was such a powerful argument for 

Parliamentary prerogative and religious freedom that King Charles I (or his ventriloquist 

John Gauden) coopted it for the Eikon Basilike, making repeated appeals to his own tender 

conscience to defend his actions during the conflict with Parliament.12 Hobbes, however, 

invokes a loose etymology of the word conscience to debunk its misuse: 

When two, or more men, know of one and the same fact, they are 
said to be CONSCIOUS of it one to another; which is as much as to 
know it together. And because such are fittest witnesses of the facts 
of one another, or of a third; it was, and ever will be reputed a very 
Evill act, for any man to speak against his Conscience; or to corrupt, or 
force another so to do...Afterwards, men made use of the same word 
metaphorically, for the knowledge of their own secret facts, and 
secret thoughts…And last of all, men, vehemently in love with their 
own new opinions…gave those their opinions also that reverenced 
name of Conscience, as if they would have it seem unlawfull, to 
change or speak against them (Leviathan, 48). 
 

Only by a process of metaphorization, Hobbes explains, did conscience— ―knowing with‖ 

someone else—come to be defined as an individual‘s own ―secret facts.‖ The word rightfully 

refers to public knowledge, however, the arbiter of which is the sovereign. In a 

commonwealth, ―the Law is the publique Conscience,‖ so any assertion of private right of 

                                                 
12 See Sharon Achinstein, ―Milton Catches the Conscience of the King: Eikonoklastes and the 
Engagement Controversy,‖ Milton Studies 29 (1993): 143-163. Kevin Sharpe argues that Charles I 
sincerely and consistently believed in a shared national conscience, of which he was priest confessor 
(―Private Conscience and Public Duty in the Writings of Charles I,‖ The Historical Journal 40.3 [1997]: 
643-65).   
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conscience tends to subvert the sovereign authority and lead the commonwealth back into 

the state of universal war (Leviathan, 223).13 

 Hobbes takes the popular notion of inspiration to be another dangerous foisting of 

the private onto the public. He explains, 

This opinion of Inspiration, called commonly, Private Spirit, begins 
very often, from some lucky finding of an Errour generally held by 
others; and not knowing, or not remembering, by what conduct of 
reason, they came to so singular a truth, (as they think it, though it be 
many times an untruth they light on,) they presently admire 
themselves; as being in the speciall grace of God Almighty, who hath 
revealed the same to them supernaturally, by his Spirit (Leviathan, 
55).14 
 

As he typically does in Leviathan, Hobbes attributes this mistaken belief in inspiration to 

sloppy interpretation of the scriptures, in this case, of the word ―spirit‖ and its cognates. For 

inspiration literally means either ―the blowing into a man some thin and subtile aire…or if 

Spirits be not corporeall…then it is nothing but the blowing in of a Phantasme; which is 

improper to say, and impossible,‖ since Hobbes earlier has shown the concept of an 

incorporeal substance to be an oxymoron (Leviathan, 278). The scriptures, therefore, speak of 

inspiration only in a metaphorical sense, so that ―where it is said, that God inspired into man 

the breath of life, no more is meant, then that God gave unto him vitall motion. For we are 

not to think that God made first a living breath, and then blew it into Adam after he was 

                                                 
13 Karen Feldman, Binding Words: Conscience and Rhetoric in Hobbes, Hegel, and Heidegger (Evanston, IL: 
Northwestern University Press, 2006) explains that for Hobbes, conscience was not merely a 
commonly abused metaphor, but rather ―the most dangerous metaphor,‖ the metaphor that enables 
all other metaphors, since it creates the interior realm of private meaning that it purports to describe 
(20).   
14 Along with Robert Burton, Henry More and Meric Casaubon, Hobbes considers most claims of 
inspiration to be a symptom of melancholy. See Burton, The Anatomy of Melancholy (London: 1621), 
partition 3, section 4; Causabon, A Treatise Concerning Enthusiasm (London: 1655); More, Enthusiasmus 
Triumphatus (London: 1662); and Leviathan, 54-58. The medicalization of religious enthusiasm is 
discussed in Heyd, “Be Sober and Reasonable,” 44-108.  
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made‖ (Leviathan, 278). So it is also with infusion: ―For the proper use of the word infused, as 

speaking of the graces of God, is an abuse of it; for those graces are Vertues, not Bodies to 

be carried hither and thither, and to be powred into men, as into barrels‖ (Leviathan, 279). 

For if it were true that holiness is a product of infusion, Hobbes complains, ―I see not why 

any man should render a reason of his Faith; or why every Christian should not be also a 

Prophet; or why any man should take the Law of his Country, rather than his own 

Inspiration, for the rule of his action‖ (Leviathan, 223). Hobbes‘s skepticism is aimed at 

radicals like John Milton, who in the turbulent 1640s were rejoicing that ―now the time 

seems come, wherein Moses the great Prophet may sit in heav‘n rejoicing to see that 

memorable and glorious wish of his fulfill‘d, when not only our sev‘nty Elders, but all the 

Lords people are become Prophets‖ (CPW 3:555-56).15  

 The main work of the often ignored second half of Leviathan is therefore to prove 

that throughout biblical history and into the current day, the right to interpret revelation—

which is to say, the right to speak on behalf of God, to prophesy—has always rested solely 

with the civil authority. Abraham is a key figure for Hobbes, since he was ―Father of the 

Faithfull, and first in the Kingdome of God by Covenant‖ (Leviathan, 322). Hobbes insists 

that Abraham did not gain his status as father of the nation of Israel by virtue of his 

prophetic access to God; rather, his prophecies were to be believed because he was already 

the father-king of his family.16 The same is true of Moses: he was the recognized political 

leader of the Israelites before he delivered God‘s laws to them, and afterwards passed his 

                                                 
15 The text is Milton‘s Areopagitica (1644). Milton is quoting Numbers 11:27-29. 
16 On the significance of Abraham to Hobbes‘s radical revision of patriarchalist political theory, see 
Su Fang Ng, Literature and the Politics of the Family in Seventeenth-Century England (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2007), 85-95. 
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civil authority down to the high priests. ―Therefore,‖ Hobbes concludes, ―Moses, and the 

High Priests, and the pious Kings, who enquired of God on all extraordinary occasions, how 

they were to carry themselves, or what event they were to have, were all Soveraign Prophets‖ 

(Levaithan, 295). Hobbes concludes that prophecy is an office of the civil sovereign, so that 

―in every Common-wealth, they who have no supernaturall Revelation to the contrary, ought 

to obey the laws of their own Soveraign, in the eternall acts and profession of Religion‖ 

(Leviathan, 323). And what seems like a concession to the possibility of independent 

revelation turns out to have no practical consequences: 

From whence proceedeth another point, that it was not unlawfull for 
Abraham, when any of his Subjects should pretend Private Vision, or 
Spirit, or other Revelation from God, for the countenancing of any 
doctrine which Abraham should forbid, or when they followed, or 
adhered to any such pretender, to punish them; and consequently 
that it is lawfull now for the Soveraign to punish any man that shall 
oppose his Private Spirit against the Laws: For hee hath the same 
place in the Common-wealth, that Abraham had in his own Family 
(Leviathan, 323). 
 

It may be than a private person really does have supernaturally gained knowledge of God‘s 

will, but he or she should expect to be punished if that revelation leads to a violation of the 

civil laws. Hobbes restates the argument in full later in the book. Since all religious faith is 

really faith in the person delivering God‘s message,  

the Faith of Christians ever since our Saviours time, hath had for 
foundation, first, the reputation of their Pastors, and afterward, the 
authority of those that made the Old and New Testament to be 
received for the Rule of Faith; which none could do but Christian 
Soveraignes; who are therefore the Supreme Pastors, and the onely 
Persons, whom Christians now hear speak from God; except as God 
speaketh to in these supernaturally. But because there be many false 
Prophets gone out into the world, men are to examine such Spirits (as St. 
John adviseth us, I Epistle, Chap. 3. Ver. I.) whether they be of God, or not. 
And therefore, seeing the Examination of Doctrines belongeth to the 
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Supreme Pastor, the Person which all they that have no speciall 
revelation are to believe, is (in every Common-wealth) the Supreme 
Pastor, that is to say, the Civill Soveraigne (Leviathan, 405).  
 

As Hobbes explains in The Citizen, since the scriptures are not self-interpreting, ―There is a 

need therefore of an interpreter to make the Scriptures canon,‖ and it follows that ―the word 

of an interpreter of Scriptures is the word of God.‖ But since each interpretation will spawn further 

commentaries, each in turn requiring its own interpretations, ―there must be some canonical 

interpreter, whose legitimate office is to end controversies begun…and whose authority 

therefore must be no less obeyed, than theirs who first recommended Scripture itself as the 

canon of faith.‖17 That canonical interpreter is the civil sovereign, who thus stands above his 

people as king, priest, and prophet. As William Kerrigan recognizes, Hobbes has ―forged a 

lethal version of the triplex munus‖ to sanctify his leviathan state.18 Indeed, Hobbes even 

attributes to the civil sovereign the right to baptize, administer the Lord‘s Supper, and 

consecrate temples and ministers (Leviathan, 374). But it might be closer to the truth to say 

that Hobbes intends to desanctify prophetic Christianity for political purposes: he defines 

Christian caritas as the will to obey God, and then collapses obedience to God into obedience 

to the civil sovereign (Leviathan, 404 and 405). Where James I had subtly coopted the munus 

triplex to endow absolute kingship with the charisma of the apocalyptic prophet, Hobbes‘s 

claim for the sovereign‘s triple office deletes apocalyptic prophecy from mundane political 

equations. 

 This is not to say that Hobbes‘s thought does not take Last Things into account. 

Hobbes does develop what John Pocock calls a ―political eschatology‖ to the extent that he 

                                                 
17 Hobbes, The Citizen, 348-50, passim. 
18 Kerrigan, Prophetic Milton,107 
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insists that salvation will come at the end of an historical process and is not achieved 

through ―Christ‘s real presence in the immediate now of the sacramental union.‖19 Hobbes 

insists on the most literal possible meaning of the kingdom of God:  

In short, the Kingdome of God is a Civill Kingdome; which 
consisted, first in the obligation of the people of Israel to those Laws, 
which Moses should bring unto them from Mount Sinai; and which 
afterwards the High Priest for the time being, should deliver to them 
from before the Cherubins in the Sanctum Sanctorum; and which 
Kingdome having been cast off, in the election of Saul, the Prophets 
foretold, should be restored by Christ; and the Restauration whereof 
we daily pray for, when we say in the Lords Prayer, Thy Kingdome come 
(284). 
 

Hobbes would sound like a puritan millenarian if this passage were taken in isolation, but 

since he has drained his civil religion of prophetic spirituality, the prayer for kingdom come 

does not translate into political activism. Rather, Hobbes‘s stress on the Kingdom of God as 

a real polity to be reestablished on earth at an indefinite time in the future allows him to 

nullify religious rivals to the present civil state As David Johnston has recognized, Hobbes‘s 

explication of the Kingdom of God is aimed at two parties: Catholics who would posit a 

spiritual kingdom access to which is policed by the Roman church; and Calvinist 

Presbyterians who would claim that the kingdom recommenced with Christ‘s resurrection 

and was coextensive with their own church discipline.20 In different ways, both Catholicism 

and Calvinism challenged the secular structure of authority by dividing the believer‘s loyalty. 

But the commission to teach that Jesus is the Christ, Hobbes argues, does not entail the 

obedience of those that hear and believe the message ―against the laws, and commands of 

                                                 
19 Pocock, ―Time, History, and Eschatology in the Thought of Thomas Hobbes,‖ 176 and 178. 
20 David Johnston, The Rhetoric of Leviathan: Thomas Hobbes and the Politics of Cultural Transformation 
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1989), 169-73. 
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their Soveraigns.‖ Instead, Christians should ―expect the coming of Christ hereafter, in 

Patience, and Faith, with Obedience to their present Magistrates‖ (346). 

 Hobbes‘s quietist brand of chiliasm can be gauged by his refusal to have any truck 

with the rhetoric of Antichrist. Where James I had suggested that the pope might not be the 

Antichrist were he to abjure his claim on the obedience of English Catholics, Hobbes goes 

further and unconditionally denies that the pope is Antichrist. Antichrist, according to 

Hobbes‘s reading of scripture, ―in the proper signification hath two essential marks; One, 

that he denyeth Jesus to be Christ; and another that he professeth himself to bee Christ‖ 

(382). In Hobbes‘s view, the pope fulfilled neither of these criteria. Hobbes is not 

interpreting in the spirit of reconciliation here, of course; Leviathan‘s fourth book is an 

extended burlesque of the Roman church. Rather, Hobbes seeks to break the link between 

the Roman pontiff and the Antichrist in order to sap the destabilizing potential from Puritan 

millenarianism. As we have seen, radical Protestants had damned King Charles I as one of 

the ten horns of the seven-headed beast on which the Roman whore sat, making regicide a 

type or even a precondition of Christ‘s millennial reign. Hobbes aims to cool such 

overheated exegesis by demoting the ―illegitimate authority of Rome…from the status of 

spiritual iniquity to that of intellectual error and deception.‖ 21 In short, Hobbes‘s 

eschatology is both concretely literal in that it posits a future civil kingdom of Christ on 

earth, and otherworldly, insofar as it pushes Judgment Day off the horizon of everyday 

politics. (I will have occasion to comment on the role of Hobbes‘s Leviathan state in 

delaying the apocalypse in the next chapter.) For Hobbes, the Kingdom of God is not within 

you. With prophetic enthusiasm removed from the political calculation, subjects are freed to 

                                                 
21 Pocock, ―Time, History, and Eschatology,‖ 196. 
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feel the rational fear of death that props up the whole edifice of Leviathan‘s political 

philosophy.  

 My synopsis of Hobbes‘s political theology perhaps suggests a terrifyingly 

comprehensive absolutism. Indeed, this is how many of Hobbes‘s contemporaries read 

Leviathan. Royalists such as Archbishop John Bramhall and Edward Hyde, Earl of Clarendon 

worried that Hobbes‘s exorbitant claims for sovereign power would only alienate the king‘s 

subjects and undermine his authority.22 But as Glenn Burgess has observed, Leviathan‘s 

rhetorical unity initially tends to persuade readers of an arbitrary and indisputable sovereignty 

that the text‘s logical unity actually complicates.23 Hobbes‘s suppression of the prophetic 

conscience is not the whole story, for his system empowers the individual to make 

independent judgments in other, perhaps unexpected, ways. For one, as Edward G. Andrew 

has pointed out, Hobbes provides an institutional venue for conscientious action in the form 

of jury trials. Probably out of eagerness to break the common-lawyers‘ stranglehold on legal 

interpretation, Hobbes would allow jury members to decide questions of law as well as of 

fact, trusting that a prudent sovereign would not insist on laws that a jury would find 

unjust.24  

 Moreover, in Hobbes‘s system there are pressure points at which a discerning, 

activist citizen is required to uphold sovereign power. For instance, Hobbes worries about 

                                                 
22 See Glenn Burgess, ―Contexts for the Writing and Publication of Hobbes‘s Leviathan,‖ History of 
Political Thought 11 (1990): 699-700. On the contemporary reaction to Hobbes, see Samuel I. Mintz, 
The Hunting of Leviathan: Seventeenth-Century Reactions to the Materialism and Moral Philosophy of Thomas 
Hobbes (1962; repr., Bristol, UK: Thoemmes Press, 1996.); and Jon Parkin, Taming the Leviathan: The 
Reception of the Political and Religious Ideas of Thomas Hobbes in England 1640-1700 (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2007). 
23 Burgess, ―Contexts for the Writing and Publication of Hobbes‘s Leviathan,‖ 692.  
24 Edward G. Andrew, Conscience and its Critics: Protestant Conscience, Enlightenment Reason, and Modern 
Subjectivity (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2001), 63-78. 
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the problem of a sovereign authority that does not know or respect its own prerogatives. He 

instructs, 

If that Man, or Assembly, that hath the Soveraign power, disclaime 
any Right essentiall to the Soveraignty, whereby there accrueth to the 
Subject, any liberty inconsistent with the Soveraign Power, that is to 
say, with the very being of a Common-wealth, if the Subject shall 
refuse to obey the Command in anything, contrary to the liberty 
granted, this is nevertheless a Sinne, and contrary to the duty of the 
Subject: for he ought to take notice what is inconsistent with the 
Soveraignty, because it was erected by his own consent, and for his 
own defence (Leviathan, 209). 
 

Hobbes may have in mind the dangerous abrogation of royal authority by King Charles I in 

his 1642 Answer to the Nineteen Propositions of Parliament.25 In any event, Hobbes expects a 

good subject will understand the basis of sovereignty well enough to interpret for himself 

whether a sovereign‘s actions are inconsistent with that sovereignty. Though Hobbes may 

seem to be imperiously chastising the hypothetical subject in this passage, the ―ought‖ here 

suggests an anxious recognition that upholding sovereignty is a cooperative effort.  

 Finally, the contractual basis of Hobbesian sovereignty—protection in exchange for 

obedience, predicated on the individual‘s inalienable right to self-preservation—can be seen 

to have ―opened wide the possibility of private judgment of the sovereign‘s care of [the 

subject‘s] welfare.‖26 During the Engagement Controversy of 1649-1651, defenders of the 

Commonwealth called Hobbes as a witness for their argument that Englishmen now owed 

                                                 
25 Writing in the king‘s name, Lucius Carey, Viscount Falkland refused Parliament‘s request for a 
greater hand in governing the nation on the grounds that any such alterations would upset the 
nation‘s delicately balanced mixed constitution. But in conceding that he was not vested with 
absolute sovereignty, Charles undermined his own position in the long term. On the possibility that 
Hobbes has the Answer to the Nineteen Propositions in mind, see A. P.  Martinich, Hobbes: A Biography 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999), 105-106. 
26 Mark Goldie, ―The reception of Hobbes,‖ in The Cambridge History of Political Thought 1450-1700, ed. 
J. H. Burns (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991), 603. 
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their allegiance to the republic, which was protecting them by virtue of its ―plenary 

possession of the civil sword.‖27 Later, Restoration religious dissenters creatively misread 

Hobbes‘s contractualism for their own benefit. The philosopher‘s intellectual system implied 

a commitment to religious toleration, insofar as Hobbes‘s Erastianism was predicated on a 

minimalist definition of Christian faith (―all the Obedience required to Salvation, consisteth 

in the will to obey the Law of God, that is to say, in Repentance; and all the Faith required to 

the same, is comprehended in the beleef of this Article Jesus is the Christ‖) and a 

determination that subjects should not be punished for their beliefs, only their actions 

(Leviathan, 412, 323). Ironically, sectarian prophets could salvage from Hobbes‘s dismantling 

of prophetic authority a thoroughly secular defense of their intransigence. Nonconformists 

such as Presbyterian Richard Baxter and Quaker William Penn justified their beliefs and 

religious practices by claiming self-defense of their eternal souls, or by accusing the state of 

waging war against them and thereby releasing them from the bonds of obedience.28  

 To summarize, then, with an eye toward Davenant‘s Macbeth: Hobbes‘s absolutism, 

every bit as thorough as the most strident Stuart divine-righter‘s, goes further in denying the 

indwelling spirit of God in the individual believer any role in the political order. Conscience 

                                                 
27 Goldie, ―The reception of Hobbes,‖ 600. Though Royalists felt that Hobbes had betrayed them 
and attempted to ingratiate himself with Cromwell, scholars continue to debate the philosopher‘s 
true allegiance during the Interregnum. Some touchstones include Burgess, ―Contexts for the Writing 
and Publication of Hobbes‘s Leviathan‖; Quentin Skinner, ―Conquest and Consent: Thomas Hobbes 
and the Engagement Controversy,‖ in Hobbes and Civil Science, vol. 3 of Visions of Politics (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2002), 287-307 and Skinner‘s partial retraction of his view in chap. 7 of 
the same volume, esp. p. 232; Kinch Hoekstra, ―The de facto Turn in Hobbes‘s Political Philosophy,‖ 
in Leviathan after 350 Years, ed. Tom Sorell and Luc Foisneau (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2004), 33-74; and  Jeffrey R. Collins, The Allegiance of Thomas Hobbes (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2005). 
28 See Christopher N. Warren, ―When Self-Preservation Bids: Approaching Milton, Hobbes, and 
Dissent,‖ English Literary Renaissance 37 (2007): 120-39.    
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is restored to the sphere of public knowledge in the form of the law. Yet the contractual 

basis of Hobbesian sovereignty opens up new opportunities for the subject to use his or her 

powers of discernment. With the decision to obey now a calculation of de facto protection, 

the exemplary expression of individual sovereignty shifts from the prophet‘s conviction of 

divine illumination to the citizen‘s judgment about his or her chances for self-preservation. 

In the remainder of this chapter, I will interpret William Davenant‘s revision of Macbeth 

through the lens of Hobbes‘s ambivalent treatment of the judging subject. Previous critics 

have recognized that the play oscillates between de facto and divine right conceptions of 

authority. I wish to sharpen our understanding of this tension by highlighting Davenant‘s 

difficulties assimilating Hobbes‘s critique of prophecy. While suspicion of enthusiasm was 

no doubt ―in the air‖ at the time that Davenant revises, I argue that his Macbeth is the 

endpoint of his sustained engagement with Hobbes (the man and his ideas), which begins 

more than a decade earlier. 

  

 2. HOBBES AND DAVENANT 

 Hobbes‘s Elements of Law had earned him a reputation as a staunch royalist and 

absolutist, and when the Long Parliament began to turn a critical eye toward his writings in 

1640, Hobbes fled to France.29 He remained there for eleven years, during which time he 

immersed himself in Parisian intellectual life, tutored the future King Charles II in 

mathematics, and continued to write. Over the last few years of his exile, Hobbes completed 

                                                 
29 There is debate about whether Hobbes was really in danger, but A. P. Martinich believes that the 
arrest of Laud and King Charles‘s leading advisor Thomas Wentworth, 1st Earl of Strafford would 
have made Hobbes jumpy. He left for Paris without even packing his luggage. See Martinich, Hobbes: 
A Biography, 161-62.  
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his Leviathan. While working on his masterpiece, Hobbes also carried on a friendship with 

poet-playwright Sir William Davenant, who had joined Queen Henrietta Maria‘s exiled court 

in Paris after the defeat of the king‘s armies and was busy composing his never-to-be-

finished epic Gondibert (1651). The poem‘s Preface, which Davenant dedicated to Hobbes, and 

Hobbes‘s ―Answer‖ together form a major statement of neoclassical literary theory.30 In the 

Preface, Davenant thanks Hobbes ―for examining, correcting and allowing this Poem in 

parcells ere it arriv‘d at contexture.‖31 Hobbes, for his part, politely replies that he has relied 

on Davenant‘s ―Judgment no lesse in many thinges of mine, which comming to light will 

thereby appeare the better.‖32 It seems likely that Davenant read Leviathan in manuscript, 

though it is unclear if he contributed substantively to the text or to Hobbes‘s political 

philosophy.33  

                                                 
30 Notable treatments of the Preface include: Cornell March Dowlin, Sir William Davenant‟s Gondibert, 
its preface, and Hobbes‟s answer: a study in English neo-classicism (PhD diss., University of Pennsylvania, 
1932);  William McCarthy, ―Davenant‘s Prefatory Rhetoric,‖ Criticism 20 (1978): 128-43; Timothy J. 
Reiss, ―Power, Poetry, and the Resemblance of Nature,‖ in Mimesis: From Mirror to Method, Augustine to 
Descartes, ed. John D. Lyons and Stephen G. Nichols (Hanover, NH and London: University Press of 
New England, 1982), 215-47; and  Edward Schiffer, ―Sir William Davenant: The Loyal Scout Lost at 
Sea,‖ ELH 39 (1992): 553-76. 
31 William Davenant, The Author‟s Preface to his Much Honor‟d Friend, M. Hobbes in Sir William Davenant‟s 
Gondibert, ed. David F. Gladish (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1971), 24. 
32 Thomas Hobbes, ―The Answer of Mr. Hobbes to Sir Will. D‘Avenant‘s Preface Before 
Gondibert,‖ in Sir William Davenant‟s Gondibert, 54. 
33 Two conspicuous references to whales in Davenant‘s Preface (31 and 35) might be taken as a nod to 
Hobbes‘s work-in-progress and as further proof that Davenant was actively reading the manuscript.   
Scholars have tended to see Hobbes as the master and Davenant as the apprentice, but Keith 
Thomas believes that Hobbes learned from Davenant to regard ―the moral and political education of 
the aristocracy as the essential task of government‖ (―The Social Origins of Hobbes‘s Political 
Thought,‖ in Hobbes Studies, ed. K. C. Brown [Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1965], 214). Ted H. Miller 
(―The Uniqueness of Leviathan,‖ in Leviathan after 350 Years, ed. Tom Sorell and Luc Foisneau 
[Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2004], 75-103), though cautious of claiming direct influence, has recently 
argued that Leviathan displays features of the court masque, a genre of which Davenant was a master. 
For a nuanced overview of Hobbes‘s and Davenant‘s similarities and differences, see Richard Hillyer, 
Hobbes and His Poetic Contemporaries (New York and Basingstoke, UK: Palgrave Macmillan, 2007), 19-
50.  
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 Yet while Davenant‘s imprint on Hobbes has been hard to discern, it is clear that 

Gondibert was ―conceived and produced under Hobbes‘s influence.‖34 Davenant intended 

Gondibert as a new kind of epic, a tale of Christian heroism with a stage play‘s five-act 

structure that would provide aristocratic readers with moral instruction, so that they might in 

turn correct ―the common Crowd (of whom we are hopeless)‖ through the laws.35 But in 

order to instruct the ruling class, Davenant admits, the poet must submit to the philosopher. 

Davenant not only depicts himself and other poets as philosophers‘ children, ―whose first 

thoughts (wilde, and roaming farre off) must be brought home, watch‘d, and interrogated,‖ 

but he imagines his poem in a complex metaphoric and metonymic relationship to 

Hobbesian sovereignty: 

And likewise, when by the strict survey and Goverment [sic] that 
hath been had over this Poem, I shall think to governe the Reader 
(who though he be noble, may perhaps judge of supreme power like 
a very Commoner, and rather approve authority, when it is in many, 
then in one) I must acquaint him, that you had not alone the trouble 
of establishing, and destroying; but injoy‘d your intervals and ease by 
Two Colleagues.36  
 

Philosophers instruct poets; poets counsel the aristocracy; the aristocracy controls the 

commoners. The supreme power, the sovereign who presumably looms over all the rest, 

figures in here ambivalently by way of the parenthetical simile to the editorial authority 

underwriting Gondibert itself. Davenant seems to be offering a version of Hobbes‘s complaint 

that ―young men, and all others that are unprovided of the Antidote of solid Reason‖ glean 

from reading the Greek and Roman classics the mistaken opinion ―that the Subjects in a 

                                                 
34 Kevin Sharpe, Criticism and Compliment: The politics of literature in the England of Charles I (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1987), 103. 
35 Davenant, The Author‟s Preface, 13. 
36 Davenant, The Author‟s Preface, 24. 
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Popular Common-wealth enjoy Liberty; but that in a Monarchy they are all slaves‖ 

(Leviathan, 225-26). The passage witnesses to both Davenant‘s knowledge of Hobbes‘s 

philosophy and his anxiety over Hobbes‘s influence. The poet seeks to benefit from 

Hobbes‘s association with the poem even as he dilutes the philosopher‘s importance by 

demoting him from monarch to one third of a triumvirate.37  

 Davenant, sharing Hobbes‘s interest in the ideological mechanisms of social control, 

followed the old philosopher‘s empirical bent, his anti-clericalism, his skepticism about the 

supernatural, and the materialist psychology from which this skepticism sprang.38 Of 

particular importance to my argument, however, is Davenant‘s Hobbesian critique of the 

prophetic conscience. When Davenant‘s manifesto shifts from an explanation of the poem 

to a defense of its author, he excuses his leisurely pace of composition by appealing to ―that 

grave mistresse of the World, Experience.‖39 Consonant with Hobbes‘s maxim that ―The best 

Prophet naturally is the best guesser; and the best guesser, he that is most versed and studied 

in the matters he guesses at: for he hath most Signes to guesse by‖ (Leviathan, 22), Davenant 

points out ―That when the ancient Poets were vallew‘d as Prophets, they were long and 

painfull in watching the correspondence of Causes, ere they presum‘d to foretell effects.‖40 

Rightly understood, prophetic poetry is really a kind of philosophy, a tabulation of cause and 

effect. Davenant goes on to complain that,  

To such painfull Poets some upbraid the want of extemporary fury, 
or rather inspiration; a dangerous word; which many have of late 

                                                 
37 On Davenant‘s anxiety over Hobbes‘s influence, see McCarthy, ―Davenant‘s Prefatory Rhetoric.‖ 
The ―Two Colleagues‖ to which Davenant refers are the poets Abraham Cowley and Edmund 
Waller. 
38 Dowlin, Sir William Davenant‟s Gondibert, its preface, and Hobbes‟s answer, 45-56. 
39 Davenant, The Author‟s Preface, 21. 
40 Davenant, The Author‟s Preface, 21. 
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successfully us‘d; and inspiration is a spirituall Fitt, deriv‘d from the 
ancient Ethnick Poets, who then, as they were Priests, were 
Statesmen too, and probably lov‘d dominion; and as their well 
dissembling of inspiration begot them reverence then, equall to that 
which was payd to Lawes; so these who now professe the same fury, 
may perhaps by such authentic example pretend authority over the 
people.41 
 

As William Kerrigan has noticed, Davenant sees claims of poetic inspiration as being 

continuous with political prophecy, with present day sectarians having descended from the 

dissembling, ambitious poet-priest-statesmen of ancient times.42 In his answer, Hobbes 

moderates Davenant‘s critique of the ancient poets, whose prophetic claims were merely an 

―accessary [sic] to their false Religion.‖ Christian poets, however, cannot even claim this 

extenuating factor when they invoke the muse. Hobbes wonders, 

But why a Christian should thinke it an ornament to his Poeme; 
either to profane the true God, or invoke a false one, I can imagine 
no cause, but a reasonlesse imitation of custome; of a foolish 
custome; by which a man enabled to speak wisely from the principles 
of nature, and his owne meditation, loves rather to be thought to 
speake by inspiration, like a Bagpipe.43 
 

 Davenant‘s criticisms of poetic prophecy closely relate to his scorn for those writers 

driven by the call of conscience. Given that writing seldom leads to wealth, Davenant 

explains, ―Men are cheefly provok‘d to the toyle of compiling Bookes, by love of Fame, and 

often by officiousnesse of Conscience.‖ Davenant counts himself among the former, and 

suggests that desire of fame is not ―so vaine as divers have rigidly imagin‘d.‖ 44 Thirst for 

fame is in fact a more healthy motivation than conscience, for  

                                                 
41 Davenant, The Author‟s Preface, 24. 
42 Kerrigan, Prophetic Milton, 70-71. 
43 Hobbes, ―The Answer of Mr. Hobbes,‖ 49. 
44 Davenant, The Author‟s Preface, 25. 
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Those that write by the command of Conscience (thinking 
themselves able to instruct others, and consequently oblig‘d to it) 
grow commonly the most voluminous; because the pressures of 
Conscience are so incessant, that she is never satisfy‘d with doing 
enough: for such as be newly made the captives of God (many 
appearing so to themselves, when they first begin to weare the Fetters 
of Conscience) are like common Slaves, when newly taken; who 
terrify‘d with a fancy of the severity of absolute Masters, abuse their 
diligence out of feare, and doe ill, rather than appeare idle.45 
 

Where Davenant tends to suspect prophet-enthusiasts of dissembling, he seems to grant the 

authenticity of the conscience-stricken writer‘s belief. Yet both the prophet and the Puritan 

writer construct a persona based on a loss of agency to a higher power, an ethos that short-

circuits the usual channels of temporal power. Davenant‘s simile of the conscientious writer 

as slave provides a helpful gloss on Hobbes‘s critique of conscience because it points up the 

arcane link between slavery and sovereignty.46 Though life in the Leviathan state might strike 

a libertarian such as Milton as being tantamount to slavery, Hobbes‘s contractual system of 

sovereignty depends on the free consent, however attenuated, that a slave in fetters cannot 

give. Quite the contrary, Hobbes takes pains to distinguish a servant, whose subjection to his 

master arises by covenant, from a captive or slave: 

for by the word Servant…is not meant a Captive, which is kept in 
prison, or bonds, till the owner of him that took him, or bought him 
of one that did, shall consider what to do with him: (for such men, 
(commonly called Slaves,) have no obligation at all; but may break 
their bonds, or the prison; and kill, or carry away captive their Master, 
justly) (Leviathan, 141). 
 

                                                 
45 Davenant, The Author‟s Preface, 26. 
46 I discuss Agamben‘s analysis of the sovereign and homo sacer as doubles in the previous chapter.  
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Like the sovereign, the slave remains in the state of nature, retaining his right to kill as he 

judges it necessary to preserve his own life.47 Thus to the extent that the prophet or 

conscientious writer considers himself or herself God‘s slave, he or she is absolutely free. 

 We might detect a whiff of hypocrisy in Davenant‘s critique of conscientious writers. 

After all, he too writes voluminously and with the intention to instruct. The survival of a 

quasi-prophetic element in Davenant‘s secular literary project perhaps attests to the English 

Enlightenment‘s tendency to proliferate various kinds of enthusiasm.48 Davenant‘s next 

major project, 1653‘s Proposition for Advancement of Moralitie, even more explicitly offers the 

reformed theater as a kind of secularized prophecy. 

  Having been captured en route to Maryland by a Parliamentary ship in 1650, 

Davenant spent two years in the Tower of London. Upon his release (apparently with help 

from John Milton), Davenant speedily reconciled himself to the Commonwealth 

government and Cromwell‘s Protectorate, perhaps easing his own conscience with Hobbes‘s 

theory of a conqueror‘s de facto authority.49 Davenant approached the new government with a 

plan for ―a privately-owned, state-regulated, subsidized and morally-reformed theatre‖ 

featuring poetry, music, and spectacle.50 The purpose of this theater, Davenant explains 

                                                 
47 For an intriguing application of this concept of sovereignty-in-slavery to Milton‘s Samson Agonistes, 
see Warren, ―When Self-Preservation Bids.‖ 
48 J. G. A. Pocock, ―Enthusiasm: The Antiself of Enlightenment,‖ The Huntington Library Quarterly 60 
(1998) has shown how the English clerical enlightenment came to see enthusiasm in any suggestion 
―that the universe was in one way or another immanent in the mind,‖ so that ―the more definition of 
enthusiasm is removed from the prophetic to the philosophical, the more it ceases to be merely a 
phenomenon that Enlightenment set out to displace, and becomes instead a phenomenon of 
Enlightenment itself‖ (18).  
49 So claim James R. Jacob and Timothy Raylor, ―Opera and Obedience: Thomas Hobbes and A 
Proposition for the Advancement of Moralitie by Sir William Davenant,‖ The Seventeenth Century 6 (1991): 
207. On Milton‘s role in obtaining Davenant‘s release, see Barbara Lewalski, The Life of John Milton: A 
Critical Biography (Oxford: Blackwell Publishers, 2000), 288. 
50 Jacob and Raylor, ―Opera and Obedience,‖ 209. 
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would be to provide ―subjects‖ with instructive entertainment ―obliging them thus to the 

Supream Power for their mutual quiet, without which Life is not a benefit, but punishment 

from God.‖51 The influence of Hobbes here if palpable; Nigel Smith observes that the 

Proposition ―represents the most wholesale and undiluted influence of Leviathan,‖ though in 

some ways the tract is better understood as ―a constructive misreading of Hobbes‘s 

position,‖ as James R. Jacob and Timothy Raylor explain.52 Yet while it carries forward the 

Hobbist agenda of social control first laid out in the Preface to Gondibert—or perhaps because it 

does so—the Proposition also positions Davenant‘s reformed theater as a kind of secular 

prophecy. Against those who would object to this type of theater‘s novelty, or wonder 

whether morality needs to be taught apart from pulpit, Davenant answers: 

But this kinde of representation (consisting partly in the variety of 
objects by the change of Scenes, like Historicall Painting) is no other 
than that of Parables, unless this be made more lively then if it were 
deliver‘d meerly by discourse; and is not new; for by Parables in 
Morall Fictions the Prophets of old did often teach; and likewise by 
that way our Saviour hath oftnest taught; and Morality was not only 
the onely theame of the Prophets, but was also half that great precept 
in which our Saviour contracted his whole Doctrine.53 
 

Thus, despite his mistrust of prophecy, Davenant nevertheless offers his services as a court 

prophet to the Cromwell regime, preaching parables of obedience. Though Davenant‘s 

Proposition for Advancement of Moralitie was never fully realized (his later proposals for a public 

theater downplay the Proposition‟s interest in educating the populace in favor of luring the 

gentry to London to spend their money), Davenant found a venue for his ambition when the 

                                                 
51 William Davenant, A Proposition for Advancement of Moralitie, published as an appendix to Jacob and 
Raylor, ―Opera and Obedience,‖ 243.    
52 Smith, Literature and Revolution in England , 87; Jacob and Raylor, ―Opera and Obedience,‖ 228. 
53 Jacob and Raylor, ―Opera and Obedience,‖ 246. 
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political winds shifted again in 1660.54 Restoration theater carried forward the essence of A 

Proposition‘s program, offering allegories of usurpation and restoration in support of Charles 

II‘s monarchy. Davenant‘s Macbeth is one such parable, but in confronting the problem of 

prophecy head-on, the play points up the resilience of the prophetic conscience in 

Restoration England.    

    

3. DAVENANT‘S MACBETH AND THE IDEOLOGY OF RESTORATION THEATER 

 The May 1660 restoration of King Charles II ended the formal ban on theatrical 

performances. Davenant and fellow playwright and courtier Sir Thomas Killigrew were 

granted a duopoly on stage production and, in the temporary absence of new material, set 

about reviving prewar plays by Beaumont and Fletcher in particular, but also ones by 

Shakespeare, Jonson, Massinger, Middleton, and Shirley.55 Claiming an unbroken theatrical 

lineage to the old King‘s Men, Killigrew won exclusive rights to the most popular Jonson, 

Fletcher, and Shakespeare plays.56 These proven favorites he presented to Restoration 

audiences largely unchanged. Davenant, meanwhile, only had rights to stage one well-loved 

Shakespeare play, Hamlet, but was granted a warrant to adapt and make ―fitt‖ eleven less 

popular plays, including nine Shakespearean pieces that for the most part had not been seen 

                                                 
54 Jacob and Raylor, ―Opera and Obedience,‖ 231-32. 
55 See Gunnar Sorelius, ―The Rights of the Restoration Theatre Companies in the Older Drama,‖ 
Studia Neophilologica 37 (1966): 174-89; and Barbara Murray, Restoration Shakespeare: Viewing the Voice 
(Madison and Teaneck, NJ/London: Farleigh Dickinson University Press/Associated University 
Presses, 2001), 16.  
56 Killigrew staged all of the only Jonson plays to be revived during the Restoration: Epicoene, 
Bartholomew Fair, Volpone, The Alchemist, and Cataline. Among the Fletcher plays revived were The 
Maid‟s Tragedy, A King and No King, and Philaster. Killigrew‘s Shakespearean revivals included 1 Henry 
IV, The Merry Wives of Windsor, and Othello. See Murray, Restoration Shakespeare, 16-17; and Michael 
Dobson, ―Adaptations and revivals,‖ in The Cambridge Companion to English Restoration Drama, ed. 
Deborah Payne Fisk (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 42-44. 
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on stage in decades,  Macbeth among them.57 Davenant turned the challenge of revitalizing 

long defunct material into an opportunity for realizing his Interregnum vision of a reformed 

drama full of music, dancing, elaborate stage machinery, and painted scenery.  Davenant‘s 

modifications made Macbeth into an enduring success. Before Davenant died in 1668, Macbeth 

was performed at least seven times, and while we cannot be sure that all of these were of 

Davenant‘s adaptation, it seems that most were.58 Samuel Pepys attests to seeing the play 

nine times between 1664 and 1669, and his diary entries praising its music and dancing make 

clear that many, if not all, of these performances were of Davenant‘s operatic version.59 

Davenant‘s modified Macbeth prevailed on the English stage for three quarters of a century, 

until David Garrick reverted to the Shakespearean text in 1744.  

 Davenant changes the play extensively. He cuts several scenes, including the drunken 

Porter‘s. He invents several new scenes, mainly to augment the roles of Macduff and, 

especially, Lady Macduff. Other scenes are transposed, and several minor characters 

including Rosse have been cut and their lines redistributed to the remaining dramatis personae, 

while in other cases the lines of characters retained by Davenant have been reassigned. Some 

of these structural changes spring from the altered circumstances of English theater. For 

instance, Lady Macbeth‘s and Lady Macduff‘s parts are expanded to showcase the actresses 

                                                 
57 On Killigrew‘s and Davenant‘s differing treatments of the plays they inherited, see Dobson, 
―Adaptations and revivals,‖ 43.  On the terms of Davenant‘s license to present unpopular plays, see 
Allardyce Nicoll, A History of English Drama, 1660-1900, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1952-1959), 1:352. 
58 Christopher Spencer, introduction to Davenant‟s Macbeth from the Yale Manuscript, 2.   
59 Hazelton Spencer, Shakespeare Improved: The Restoration Versions In Quarto and On The Stage (1927; 
repr., New York: Frederick Ungar Publishing, 1963), 621. Pepys documents seeing Macbeth on the 
following dates: November 5, 1664; December 28, 1666; January 7, 1666/67; April 19, 1667; October 
16, 1667; November 6, 1667; August 12, 1668; December 21, 1668; and January 15, 1669. See Samuel 
Pepys, The Diary of Samuel Pepys, ed. Robert Latham and William Matthews (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1970-1983), 5:314; 7:423; 8:7, 171, 482 & 521; and 9:278, 398, & 416. 
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now permitted to fill the female roles. Other changes—the excision of the Porter‘s low 

comedy, for instance—answer to the neoclassical desiderata of decorum that King Charles 

and other royalists had learned to value during their French exile.60 Along with these 

structural alterations, Davenant‘s thoroughgoing emendations of Shakespeare‘s original 

language, such that ―there are seldom more than two or three lines together that have 

escaped alteration,‖ have baffled and exasperated generations of modern literary critics.61 

―Wanton tampering‖; ―intellectualized, generalized, over-explicit‖; a ―violating hand rov[ing] 

murderously among the greatest lines in English literature‖: these are typical twentieth-

century reactions to Davenant‘s improvements to Macbeth.62 Yet more recent scholarly 

efforts to reconstruct the intellectual and political imperatives driving Davenant‘s revisions 

have allowed us to appreciate that Davenant ―produced the play that his time needed.‖ 63  

 Restoration theater was a Janus-faced effort at retrenchment and innovation. On the 

one hand, the playwrights functioned virtually as the restored monarchy‘s propaganda 

ministry, striving to ―reinscribe feudal, aristocratic, monarchical ideology‖ and to allow the 

                                                 
60 On the play‘s neoclassicism, see Mongi Radaddi, Davenant‟s Adaptations of Shakespeare (Stockholm: 
Almqvist and Wiksell, 1979), 99-118. Radaddi observes that Davenant will usually favor theatrical 
effectiveness over neoclassical values if forced to choose between the two (107). 
61 Christopher Spencer, introduction to Davenant‟s Macbeth, 8. See pages 6-8 for more specific details 
on Davenant‘s alterations to the play. 
62 I quote, respectively, Hazelton Spencer, Shakespeare Improved, 170; Peter Dyson, ―Changes in 
Dramatic Perspective: From Shakespeare‘s Macbeth to Davenant‘s,‖ Shakespeare Quarterly 30 (1979): 
405; and Arthur H. Nethercot, Sir William Davenant: Poet Laureate and Playwright-Manager (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1938), 393.   
63 Simon Williams, ―Taking Macbeth Out of Himself: Davenant, Garrick, Schiller, and Verdi,‖ 
Shakespeare Survey 57 (2004): 56. Other treatments of Davenant‘s Macbeth in its cultural and political 
context include: Richard Kroll, ―Emblem and Empiricism in Davenant‘s Macbeth,‖ ELH 57 (1990): 
835-64; Katherine Rowe, ―Humoral Knowledge and Liberal Cognition in Davenant‘s Macbeth,‖ in 
Reading the Early Modern Passions, eds Gail Kern Paster, Katherine Rowe, and Floyd Wilson 
(Philadelphia: University of Pennyslvania Press, 2004), 169-91; and Ted H. Miller, ―The Two Deaths 
of Lady Macduff: Antimetaphysics, Violence, and William Davenant‘s Restoration Revision of 
Macbeth,‖ Political Theory 36 (2008): 856-82. 
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audience to expiate its collective guilt over the execution of Charles I.64 But in the wake of 

regicide, as Nancy Maguire observes, kingship ―could no longer be felt as an imaginative 

whole,‖ and in Jessica Munns‘s words, ―reassertions of traditional authority‖ in Restoration 

drama sit uneasily ―alongside progressive theories of change, and skeptical doubt over the 

validity of either or both approaches.‖65 Throughout the 1660s, then, the theater functioned 

―to shore up a de facto monarchy which masqueraded as divine-right kingship.‖66  

 Davenant‘s decision to revive and emend Macbeth must be understood in terms of 

generic developments arising from these contradictory political and cultural imperatives. 

When the theaters first reopened, playwrights ritually reenacted regicide, usurpation, and 

restoration in their plays. By Maguire‘s tabulation, one half of the plays written between 1660 

and 1665 represent the problem of usurpation.67 These plays allegorize the previous twenty 

years of upheaval according to a reliable template: ―a usurper (Cromwell) overcomes the 

rightful king (Charles I); then, a king-restoring general (Monk), after defeating the usurper, 

restores the true King or heir (Charles II).‖68 Macbeth‘s plot was ready made for such an 

allegory, and Davenant would tinker with it to achieve even closer parallels with 

contemporary events and persons.69 He reasserts the manifest content of Shakespeare‘s 

regicidal dream, denying the prophetic allure of king killing. Instead, Davenant‘s revision is 

                                                 
64 J. Douglas Canfield, Heroes and States: On the Ideology of Restoration Tragedy (Lexington, KY: University 
Press of Kentucky, 2000), 1. On the sense of guilt felt by audiences and playwrights alike for their 
acquiescence to the death of Charles I, see Nancy Klein Maguire, Regicide and Restoration: English 
tragicomedy, 1660-1671 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992), 21-42, passim. 
65 Maguire, 4; Jessica Munns, ―Change, skepticism, and uncertainty,‖ in The Cambridge Companion to 
English Restoration Theatre, 143. 
66 Maguire, Regicide and Restoration, 11. 
67 Maguire, Regicide and Restoration, 49. 
68 Maguire, Regicide and Restoration, 48. 
69 See Kroll, ―Emblem and Empiricism,‖ 857-61. 
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truly the tragedy of ambition that Shakespeare‘s original is often mistaken for. Thus Macbeth 

dies with a platitude on his lips, ―Farewell vain world, and what‘s most vain in it Ambition‖ 

(5.7.83). For all Davenant‘s work to transform Macbeth into a tragicomedy, however, his 

revision also gives dramatic expression to the Restoration audience‘s lingering doubts about 

political loyalty and legitimacy.70 These doubts seemed embodied in one of the period‘s 

favorite bogeymen, the ―Monster of Malmesbury‖ Thomas Hobbes. Though ‗Hobbist‘ had 

become a term of universal opprobrium in the 1660s, Hobbes‘s view of alienated, passion-

driven individuals contracting to form precarious societies haunted his contemporaries and 

provided dramatic fodder for Restoration dramatists, including Dryden and Davenant.71 

Prior scholars have explored the Hobbesian epistemological concerns that serve as a 

backdrop to Davenant‘s revisions to Macbeth.72 Here, I‘ll analyze Davenant‘s difficulties in 

mobilizing a Hobbesian critique of prophecy in support of divine right kingship without also 

endorsing the philosopher‘s views on de facto sovereignty.    

 

4. ―KING HEREAFTER?‖: THE INTERPRETING SUBJECT IN DAVENANT‘S MACBETH  

                                                 
70 Lois Potter notes that the play dramatizes conflicting feelings about loyalty that ―badly needed 
ventilating‖ (Secret Rites and Secret Writing, 206).  See also Susan Staves, Players‟ Scepters: Fictions of 
Authority in the Restoration (Lincoln, NE and London: University of Nebraska Press, 1979), 43-110. 
71 See Munns, ―Change, skepticism, and uncertainty,‖ 149-52 and Louis Teeter, ―The Dramatic Uses 
of Hobbes‘ Political Ideas,‖ ELH 3 (1936): 140-69. John Aubrey reports that Dryden declared 
himself to be a great admirer of Hobbes, and Hobbes‘s influence is evident in Dryden‘s drama. See 
Aubrey‟s Brief Lives, ed. Oliver Lawson Dick (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1957), 203; 
Derek Hughes, ―Restoration and settlement: 1660 and 1688,‖ in The Cambridge Companion to English 
Restoration Theatre, 131-32.  Richard Kroll finds Hobbes and Davenant to be committed to a ―double 
rhetoric‖ that reveals the established order to be contingent even as it endorses the status quo 
(―Instituting Empiricism: Hobbes‘s Leviathan and Dryden‘s Marriage a la Mode,‖ in Cultural Readings of 
Restoration and Eighteenth-century Theater, ed. J. Douglas Canfield and Deborah C. Payne [Athens, GA: 
University of Georgia Press, 1995], 63). David Haley discusses Dryden‘s engagement with Hobbesian 
themes, especially private judgment, intermittently throughout Dryden and the problem of freedom: the 
republican aftermath, 1649-1680 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1997). 
72 See Kroll, ―Emblem and Empiricism,‖ and Rowe, ―Humoral Knowledge and Liberal Cognition.‖     
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 Davenant revises Macbeth amidst millenarian violence and subsequent government 

oppression of religious dissenters. The restored King Charles II ascended to his throne in a 

spirit of religious toleration that he could not translate into reality. Laying out the conditions 

for his return in the April 1660 Declaration of Breda, Charles had promised—pending 

Parliamentary approval—liberty of conscience to those English Protestants who wished to 

worship outside the national church. The Parliament that went into session in May 1661 was 

dominated by vengeful Cavaliers, however, and set about to enforcing conformity to 

Anglicanism. The conformist hard-liners capitalized on fear of the religious sects, especially 

in the wake of a small Fifth Monarchist insurrection in January 1661. (The Fifth Monarchists 

were a loose political confederation of millenarians who believed Christ would soon return 

to rule his earthly kingdom, superseding the four previous world empires: 

Babylonian/Assyrian, Mede/Persian, Greek, and Roman. But Christ would return only after 

his saints had cleared the way by seizing political and military power.73) In early January 1661 

(1660 by the old calendar), about fifty armed Fifth Monarchists led by cooper Thomas 

Venner terrified Londoners, murdering those who admitted loyalty to the King and engaging 

royal soldiers in a desperate street battle.74 Venner was quickly caught and executed, but the 

aftermath of his insurrection was disastrous for religious dissenters of all stripes. Though 

                                                 
73 On the Fifth Monarchist movement, see P. G. Rogers, The Fifth Monarchy Men (London: Oxford 
University Press, 1966); and B. S. Capp, The Fifth Monarchy Men: A Study in Seventeenth-Century English 
Millenarianism (Totowa, NJ: Rowman and Littlefield, 1972).  Rogers‘s account is narrative, Capp‘s 
features analytical chapters. 
74 On Venner‘s uprising, see Champlin Burrage, ―The Fifth Monarchy Insurrections,‖ The English 
Historical Review 25 (1910): 722-747; and Richard L. Greaves, Deliver Us From Evil: The Radical 
Underground in Britain, 1660-1663 (New York and Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1986), 49-57.  
Laura Lunger Knoppers, Historicizing Milton: Spectacle, Power, and Poetry in Restoration England (Athens, 
GA and London: The University of Georgia Press, 1994), 123-141 considers Milton‘s brief epic in 
light of the insurrection and its fallout.   
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prominent Quakers, Congregationalists, and Baptists denounced the violence, the Cavalier 

Parliament seized the chance to tar all sectaries as potential traitors.  

 In a spirit of vengeance, Parliament pushed through the series of four acts that came 

to be known as the Clarendon Codes. The first two of these acts were calculated to drive 

nonconformists from ecclesiastical and civil office by requiring full subscription to Anglican 

liturgy and ceremonies. The second two prevented non-related dissenters from meeting in 

groups larger than five, and forbade nonconformist ministers from preaching in 

incorporated towns.75 Significantly, each successive act was accompanied by a requirement to 

swear an oath of passive obedience to the king: ―I, A. B., do declare and believe that it is not 

lawful upon any pretence whatsoever to take arms against the King; and that I do abhor the 

traitorous position of taking arms by his Authority against his person or those that are 

commissioned by him.‖76 Like Hobbes had, the religious and political orthodoxy again 

affirmed that the law was the public conscience, and obedience to the law the definition of 

conscientious behavior. But the oath was designed to forestall recourse to social contract 

theories—associated rightly or wrongly with Hobbes—that stressed the mutual obligations 

between the ruler and the ruled.77 Hardly a philosophical refutation of contract theory, the 

new oath was more like a demand that subjects pretend that Hobbes, Milton, and other 

contract theorists had never written. So as it had in 1606, in the early 1660s Macbeth provided 

                                                 
75 A concise account of the persecution of dissenters in all three kingdoms can be found in Gary S. 
De Krey, Restoration and Revolution in Britain (New York and Basingstoke, UK: Palgrave Macmillan, 
2007), 32-52. 
76 Quoted in David Martin Jones, Conscience and Allegiance in Seventeenth Century England: The Political 
Significance of Oaths and Engagements (Rochester, NY: University of Rochester Press, 1999), 280. 
77 See Jones, Conscience and Allegiance, 172-79. 
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a dramatic venue to explore these unsettled questions of religion, sovereignty, and 

conscientious obedience. 

 Davenant‘s Macbeth follows Hobbes in affirming the public conscience by qualifying 

the characters‘ private experience of religion and the supernatural. Davenant adapted the 

Scottish play in spite of his professed disdain for the supernatural elements in poetry. While 

he could hardly excise the witches, prophecies, and ghosts without destroying the play‘s 

coherence and appeal, Davenant imports elements of Hobbes‘s materialist psychology to 

counteract the Shakespearean metaphysics. In a key early scene invented by Davenant, Lady 

Macbeth tries to assuage Lady Macduff‘s fear for her husband, who has lately gone to war. 

Even knowing that the rebellion against Duncan has been quelled and that Macduff is now 

safe, Lady Macduff still feels upset because ―dangers which have long prevail‘d / Upon the 

fancy; even when they are dead / Live in the memory a-while‖ (1.4.19-21). Lady Macduff 

seems to adapt Leviathan‘s account of perception, which forms the basis for the political 

theory to follow. For Hobbes, ―The cause of Sense, is the Externall Body, or Object, which 

presseth the organ proper to each Sense.‖ Since impressions made by an external stimulus 

will fade in the process of time and only by degrees, imagination or memory (they are the 

same thing to Hobbes) is ―nothing but decaying sense‖ (Leviathan, 13 and 15). Indeed, Hobbes 

had blamed widespread ―ignorance of how to distinguish Dreams, and other strong Fancies, 

from Vision and Sense‖ for belief in ―Fayries, Ghosts, and Goblins; and of the power of 

Witches. For as for Witches, I think not that their witchcraft is any reall power‖ (Leviathan, 

18). Davenant introduces Hobbesian epistemology into the exchange between the two ladies 

so that scene may function as an asterisk to the play‘s supernatural elements. The audience 
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has access to an alternative account of the witches they have witnessed in the scene previous, 

and the visions and apparitions to follow: these may only be the residue of decaying sense 

impressions.  

 A new scene depicting the effects of Lady Macbeth‘s guilt similarly stresses 

epistemology instead of metaphysics. Late in the fourth act, Lady Macbeth apparently sees 

the ghost of Duncan, though neither Macbeth nor the audience can.  

Macb:        How do‘s my Gentle Love? 
Lady Mb:   Duncan is dead. 
Macb:         No words of that. 
Lady Mb:   And yet to me he lives 
                   His fatall ghost is now my shadow & pursues me 
                   Where ‗ere I goe. 
Macb:         It cannot be my Dear 
                   Your fears have missenform‘d [sic] your eyes 
Lady Mb:   See there, beleive [sic] your own. 
                   Why do you follow me I did not do it? 
Macb:         Ther‘s [sic] nothing. 
Lady Mb:    If you have valour force him hence 
                   Hold, hold, he‘s gone; now you looke strangely. 
Macb:         Tis the strange Error of your eyes 
   (4.4.31-44)   
 

Richard Kroll notices that the Restoration skepticism of human ability to penetrate first 

causes is registered in Davenant‘s emphasis on ―perspectival terminology‖ throughout the 

play.78 Just as Davenant had emended the witches‘ ―Fair is foul, and foul is fair‖ to ―To us 

fair Weather‘s foule & foule is faire‖ (1.1.11), so here even in the grip of fear Lady Macbeth 

acknowledges that ―to me‖ Duncan lives. Macbeth‘s skepticism seems surprising, given that 

he was similarly haunted by Banquo‘s ghost in the previous act, but Davenant is willing to 

sacrifice narrative consistency in order to expose the epistemological errors at the heart of 

sedition and rebellion. The precedent again seems to be Hobbes, who uses the guilty 

                                                 
78 Kroll, ―Emblem and Empiricism,‖ 849.  
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conscience of a republican to make a psychological point. In sleep, Hobbes explains, the 

sense organs are deadened to the motions of external objects, with the result that the internal 

motions of the brain now can be perceived more vividly in the form of dreams. Hobbes thus 

judges Brutus‘s haunting by Caesar‘s ghost at Philippi to have been merely ―a short Dream,‖ 

since ―The most difficult discerning of a mans Dream, from his waking thoughts, is then, 

when by some accident we observe not that we have slept: which is easie to happen to a man 

full of fearfull thoughts; and whose conscience is much troubled‖ (Leviathan, 18). So 

although Davenant uses a visible ghost during the banquet scene, Lady Macbeth‘s unreliable 

experience of the supernatural challenges the audience to revise its perception of the banquet 

haunting. 

 It must be granted that Davenant gives the witches more stage time than the 1623 

Folio does, and invents an entirely new set of prophecies for them to deliver to Macduff. 

(They predict his wife‘s murder and his subsequent vengeance.) But Davenant also subtly 

but radically changes the prophecy on which the action of the play turns to emphasize 

Macbeth‘s interpretive errors. Shakespeare‘s witches hail Macbeth, ―that shalt be king 

hereafter‖ (1.3.48). In the 1674 quarto edition of Davenant‘s text, however, the 

corresponding line is delivered interrogatively:  

79 

                                                 
79 This is line 53 of Act 1, Scene 3 in Christopher Spencer‘s edition. Because a leaf is missing from 
the MS at this point, Spencer supplies the lines from the 1674 Quarto edition of the play. I have 
extracted this image from the digital facsimile of the University of Illinois, Urbana-Champaign‘s copy 
of Macbeth a tragaedy : with all the alterations, amendments, additions, and new songs : as it‟s now acted at the 
Dukes Theatre (London: 1674), 5, Early English Books Online (EEBO), http:// eebo.chadwyck.com.   
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Seeing as how Macbeth treats this greeting as both a ―promise‖ and a prediction, and 

Banquo paraphrases it straightforwardly as ―You shall be King‖ (1.3.91), the question mark 

in the 1674 Quarto may be a printer‘s error caused by the typesetter misunderstanding the 

relative pronoun ―who‖ for an interrogative pronoun.80 Indeed, in the 1687 and 1695 

editions the line ends on a period. Then again, the 1674 question mark may well reflect 

Davenant‘s authorial intention. The implication that Macbeth carelessly or deliberately 

misconstrues a question as an affirmation serves Davenant‘s larger agenda of draining the 

playworld of any authentic prophetic conscience. Davenant is less interested than 

Shakespeare in prophecy as an existential dilemma; instead he responds to the Restoration 

imperative to delegitimize prophetic enthusiasm as a warrant for political activism. In 

Davenant‘s hands, Macbeth resembles those men who Hobbes says ―out of pride, and 

ignorance, take their own Dreams, and extravagant Fancies, and Madnesse, for testimonies 

of Gods Spirit; or out of ambition, pretend to such Divine testimonie, falsely, and contrary 

to their own consciences‖ (Leviathan, 268). 

 Davenant thus effaces most traces of Macbeth‘s prophetic calling. As discussed in 

chapter one, the 1623 Folio consistently describes Macbeth as being ―rapt‖ or ―wrapt‖ 

during his encounter with the weird sisters, words which carry a primary sense of being 

literally or mystically transported to heaven. (―Wrapt,‖ according to the OED, is an obsolete, 

erroneous form of ―rapt.‖81) Davenant‘s emendations deny Macbeth this experience of 

prophetic transport. Macbeth now seems to Banquo to be ―surpriz‘d‖ and ―wrap‘d,‖ the 

latter of which the OED defines as deeply interested in something or absorbed in thought 

                                                 
80 Macbeth, Lady Macbeth, and Banquo all speak of the third prophecy as a promise. See 1.3.76; 
1.5.51; 1.5.54; and 3.1.2 and 7. 
81 OED online, second ed. 1989,‖wrapt,‖ http://dictionary.oed.com.   
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(1.3.60 and 145).82 In his letter to his wife, Macbeth no longer writes that he stood ―rapt‖ but 

instead that ―Whilst I entertain‘d my self with the wonder of it, came Missives from the 

King‖ (1.5.45-46). Along the same lines, Davenant‘s Macbeth no longer experiences the 

quasi-religious ―restless ecstasy‖ of fearful dreams, but rather a ―restless Agony‖ 

(Shakespeare 3.2.22; Davenant 3.3.23).83  

 Likewise, the Restoration Macbeth lacks his Shakespearean prototype‘s apocalyptic 

imagination, as Davenant‘s version of his famous ―If it were done‖ soliloquy shows: 

If it were well when done; then it were well 
It were done quickly; if his death might be  
Without the death of Nature in my selfe, 
And killing my own rest, it wou‘d suffice: 
But deeds of this Complexion still returne 
To plague the doer; and destroy his peace; 
Yet lett me think; he‘s here in double trust 
First as I am his Kinsman and his subject 
Strong both against the deed: then as his Host 
Who should against his Murderer shutt the door, 
Not bear the sworde my selfe; besides this Duncan 
Has born his faculties so meek, & been 
So clear in his great Office, that his virtues 
Like Angells plead against so black a deed 
   (1.7.1-14) 
 

Davenant‘s Macbeth no longer stands on an isolated sandbar of time contemplating the wide 

ocean of eternity, an eternity he‘s willing to risk or leap past. Shakespeare‘s Macbeth had 

fantasized that the murder might be ―done when ‗tis done,‖ an apocalyptic fantasy of a time-

consummating event. Davenant‘s villain merely wants it to be ―well when done.‖ Davenant‘s 

Macbeth thus fears ―the death of Nature in my selfe,‖ but regicide itself has no glamorous 

metaphysical consequences; the murder itself is no longer an apocalyptic ―be-all and end-all‖ 

                                                 
82 OED online, second ed. 1989, ―wrapped,‖ def. II.5.a and 6, http://dictionary.oed.com. 
83 OED online lists the primary meaning of agony as ―anguish of mind‖ (second ed. 1989, def. 1.a, 
http://dictionary.oed.com/).   
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as in Shakespeare. In both passages Duncan‘s virtues will plead for him like angels, but only 

in Shakespeare‘s do the angels make the eschatological gesture of blowing trumpets. And 

gone completely from Davenant‘s lines are the equestrian cherubins riding like the horsemen 

of the apocalypse, as Lois Potter also notices.84 Macbeth‘s soliloquy is exemplary of an 

overall effort by Davenant to muffle the apocalyptic reverberations of regicide in 

Shakespeare‘s text. Even more telling is a crucial omission from Macduff‘s horrified 

discovery of the murder. Davenant deletes Macduff‘s reference to regicide as ―the great 

doom‘s image.‖ In 1605 it was acceptable—and almost inevitable, given the long Protestant 

history of polemical use of Revelation against Catholics—for King James himself to suggest 

regicide as an image of doomsday. Davenant, probably wary of crediting the millenarian 

fervor of groups like the Fifth Monarchists, will not entertain any such suggestion.  

 In making these revisions, Davenant apparently intends to demote Macbeth from 

ecstatic false prophet to ambitious usurper, and the crime from apocalyptic harbinger to 

ordinary political assassination. But emptying regicide of its apocalyptic import also entails 

playing down the prophetic nature of kingship. King Edward the Confessor, whom Malcolm 

and Macduff petition for military aid against Macbeth, is in both plays a ―pious‖ and ―holy‖ 

monarch who can cure scrofula with his royal touch (Shakespeare 3.6.27 and 30; Davenant 

3.6.26 and 29).85 But only in Shakespeare‘s play is Edward described as having ―a heavenly 

                                                 
84 Potter, Secret Rites and Secret Writing, 205-206. 
85 Davenant might well have omitted Edward‘s supernatural power to cure scrofula if Charles II did 
not conduct the same ceremony so avidly. See Bloch, The Royal Touch, 210-211. 
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gift of prophecy‖ (Shakespeare 4.3.157). For Davenant as for Hobbes, prophecy is no longer 

a prerogative of holy kings by virtue of their special communion with God.86  

 Davenant is willing to desanctify the king somewhat in order to protect him from 

millenarian zealotry, but this move only raises new questions about the right of resistance to 

tyrants. Davenant attempts to address the problem in a lengthy discourse between Macduff 

and Lady Macduff in the third act. Speaking in heroic couplets, the two debate Macduff‘s 

course of action now that he is convinced that ―great Duncans bloody Death / Can have no 

other Author but Macbeth‖ (3.2.1-2). Lady Macduff fears that her husband‘s ambition will 

carry him to kingship under the pretense of revenge:  

    If the Throne 
Was by Macbeth ill gain‘d Heavens Justice may  
Without your sword sufficient vengeance pay… 
…I am afraid you have some other end  
Then merely ScottLand‘s freedom to defend. 
   (3.2.11-13; 18-19) 
 

She suspects that Macduff might oppose Macbeth merely to raise himself to greatness, 

which would be ―But usurpation att the second hand‖ (23). Arguing hypothetically, Macduff 

asks, ―What if I shou‘d / Assume the scepter for my Countries good / Is that an usurpation‖ 

(25-27)? Lady Macduff insists on Malcolm‘s right to the throne, in spite of the fact that 

Macduff would be the one offering protection to the Scots:  

For whilst to sett your fellow subjects free   
From present Death, or future slavery  
 You wear a Crown not by your Title due  
Defence of them is an offence in you. 
    (33-36) 
 

                                                 
86 This is not to say that Davenant subscribes to Hobbes‘s view of the sovereign as God‘s prophet in 
the administrative sense of selecting the canonical books of the bible and adjudicating disputes 
between theologians. 
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 As Macduff well knows, Malcolm is the only person who can claim title to the crown. Yet in 

attempting to distinguish his own motivations from ambition, Macduff ends up speaking the 

language of Cromwell, the Lord Protector: ―Ambition do‘s the height of power affect / My 

aime is not to governe but protect‖ (41-42). At this point, the discussion veers towards the 

personal. When Lady Macduff wonders what kind of physician would allow himself to be 

infected for the sake of curing the patient, Macduff promises, 

If by my troubles I cou‘d yours release   
My Love wou‘d turn those torments to my ease   
I shou‘d att once be sick & healthy too  
Though Sickly in my selfe, yet well in you.  
   (49-52)  
 

Lady Macduff urges him to think again about the risk he would incur by resistance, 

prompting the rejoinder, ―In hopes to have the common ills redrest / Who wou‘d not 

venture single Interest?‖ (59-60). At this point a servant interrupts the dialogue, which is 

never resumed, much less settled. But many audience members must have silently supplied 

the unspoken answer to Macduff‘s question: Hobbesian man would not venture his private 

interest for the common good, since for Hobbes the common good only results when 

people take rational measures to ensure their private safety. Hobbes‘s political philosophy, so 

useful for debunking Macbeth‘s prophetic pretensions, cannot supply a patriotic rationale for 

Macduff‘s resistance to the usurper here. 

 Upon hearing of Banquo‘s murder, Macduff flees the country with his wife‘s 

blessing. She, trusting in Providence, meets the same end as in the Shakespearean version. 

Critics have traditionally received Davenant‘s Lady Macduff as a ―her husband‘s good 
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angel,‖ a figure of Royalist rectitude written as a counterpoint to Lady Macbeth.87 More 

recently, however, Ted H. Miller has argued that Davenant means to hold up Lady 

Macduff‘s naïve providentialism for critique. Like the purist Anglicans who refused to admit 

the pragmatic, political dimension of the Restoration, and like Macbeth himself, who also 

imprudently entrusts his welfare to an equivocal version of fate, Lady Macduff subscribes to 

a simplistic ―strong ontology‖ that threatens to undo her country. Macduff, by contrast, like 

Malcolm, and like their real world analogues General Monck and King Charles II—indeed, 

like the one-time collaborator with Cromwell, Davenant himself—is a figure of ―ambiguous 

culpability‖ who nevertheless restores peace and justice to the realm. 88 So it can be argued 

that both Macduff and Lady Macduff embody qualities that restored with which Royalists 

might have wished to identify. As Lois Potter remarks, through the two characters the play 

finally exonerates both activist and quietist varieties of royalism.  

 Yet from another perspective, Macduff and his lady give dramatic life to two equally 

unacceptable visions of sovereignty. In trusting Providence to remove Macbeth without 

active resistance on the part of his subjects, Lady Macduff embodies divine right ideology as 

expressed in the nonresistance oath, as well as in the writings of Charles II‘s own 

grandfather. King James had found that the Bible offered no precedent for resistance to 

tyrannical kings. Even Nebuchadnezzar, James writes, ―although he was an idolatrous 

persecuter, a forraine King, a Tyrant, and vsurper of their liberties; yet in respect they had 

once receiued and acknowledged him for their king, [Jeremiah] not only commandeth them 

                                                 
87 Potter, Secret Rites and Secret Writing, 205.   
88 Miller, ―The Two Deaths of Lady Macduff,‖ 867 and 873.  
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to obey him, but euen to pray for his prosperitie.‖89 The subject‘s only recourse against a 

wicked but still lawfully constituted king, James explained, was to be ―sobbes and teares to 

God.‖90 Yet such a position left little recourse against a usurping tyrant such as Cromwell or 

Macbeth, whom the people had acknowledged as their Protector or King.  

 By contrast, Macduff‘s resistance to Macbeth, in addition to being rooted in his 

regard for the ―common interest,‖ is at least partly based on a Hobbesian calculation of the 

danger to his own life. In Shakespeare‘s play, Macduff mysteriously fails to accept Macbeth‘s 

invitation to the banquet, and later flees England for reasons unclear even to his wife. 

Davenant handles these details quite differently: having decided that Macbeth must be 

Duncan‘s murderer (though he does not present evidence for his conclusion), Davenant‘s 

Macduff refuses to attend Macbeth‘s banquet in a move seemingly calculated to provoke the 

king: ―I know my answer cannot but inflame / The Tyrants fury to pronounce my Death / 

My life will soon be blasted by his breath‖ (3.5.3-5). News of Banquo‘s murder confirms 

Macduff‘s fear that he is next to die, and he flees with his wife‘s blessing: ―Fly, fly or we may 

bid farewell for ever‖ (30). At least in this instance, Davenant‘s revisions serve to 

disambiguate Macduff‘s character by justifying his separation from his wife. More troubling, 

however, is that Macduff‘s perception of a threat to his life makes his resistance to Macbeth 

self-justifying. 

 Perhaps aware that Macduff‘s rationale for resistance is as unacceptable to his royal 

patrons as Lady Macduff‘s providentialism is unrealistic, Davenant tries to split the 

                                                 
89 James VI and I, Political Works of James I, 60. 
90 James VI and I, Political Works of James I, 61. 
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difference. Macduff slays his nemesis, offering a slightly different rationale with each sword 

thrust: 

This is for thy Royall Master Duncan 
This is for my Dearest freind [sic] my wife 
This for those pledges of our Loves; my Children 
Hark I hear a Noise Sure there are more 
Reserves to conquer                          {Shout within 
Ile as a Trophy bear away his sword 
To witness my revenge. 
   (5.7.76-82) 
 

Macduff‘s revenge combines elements of feudal duty with the settling of a personal 

grievance. Evidently he feels some ambivalence about his own motives, for a few lines later 

he attempts to align his actions with providence when he presents Malcolm with ―The 

Tyrants sword to shew that Heaven appointed / Me to take revenge for you and all / That 

suffer‘d by his power‖ (96-98). It is as if Davenant‘s play, having peered into the abyss of 

Hobbesian power politics, retreats back to the outmoded comfort of providentialism. But 

the blade cuts both ways: Macduff frames his victory as regicide by the mandate of heaven, a 

recapitulation of 1649. (Perhaps this is why Davenant has Macduff present the tyrant‘s 

sword, and not his severed head as in Shakespeare‘s play.) Presented with the sword handed 

to him by a self-proclaimed instrument of God, the new king Malcolm nervously replies: 

―Macduffe we have more ancient Records / Then this of your Successful Courage‖ (99-100). 

 

CONCLUSION 

 Though Davenant‘s Macbeth strives to delegitimize prophecy, the play cannot carry 

forward its allegory of Stuart Restoration without installing a version of the Hobbesian 

deciding subject as compensation, a measure whose dangers in turn send the play lurching 
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back towards a version of providential regicide. Davenant‘s ambivalence about the basis of 

sovereignty carries through to the very end of the play, where Macduff, the sovereign-

subject, speaks the final lines, rather than Malcolm, the rightful king. For Malcolm‘s part, the 

1674 Quarto ascribes to him four lines for the play‘s penultimate speech that appear under 

erasure in the Yale manuscript. Recalling the posthumous desecration by Parliamentary order 

of Cromwell‘s body, Malcolm orders, 

Drag his body hence, & let it hang upon 
A Pinacle in Dunsinane to show 
To future ages what to those is due 
Who others Right by lawless power persue 
   (5.7.115-118) 
 

The nagging question of Davenant‘s Macbeth, as of much Restoration drama, is whether there 

is such a thing as lawless power. Does not the possession of power create the law? The 

restored regime sought to forget the decade of commonwealth and Protectorate, during 

which sovereignty had been revealed as a de facto arrangement. But the specter of lawless 

power/power-as-law could not be vanquished so easily. The Macbeth manuscript‘s stricken 

lines offer a visual emblem of this dilemma. 
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Chapter 4: The Equivocal Apocalypse of Samson Agonistes 

 
 
 

On November 5, 1664, Samuel Pepys and his wife attended a performance of 

Davenant‘s Macbeth at the Duke‘s Theatre in Lincoln‘s Inn Fields. As they made their way 

home, Peyps records, their coach was ―forced to go round by London-wall home because of 

the Bonefires [sic]—the day being mightily observed in the City.‖1 The day Pepys speaks of 

was the fifty-ninth anniversary of the foiled Gunpowder Plot. Was this performance of 

Macbeth staged as part of the Guy Fawkes Day celebrations, and did Pepys and his fellow 

theater-goers remember Macbeth‘s original pertinence to Jesuit equivocation and apocalyptic 

regicide? At the very least, Davenant‘s royalist redux dovetailed nicely with the restored 

regime‘s effort to reclaim the Gunpowder anniversary for the crown and the established 

church. Robert South‘s commemorative sermon at Westminster Abbey on the same day 

Pepys saw Macbeth, for example, urged ―obedience to magistrates, against the pontificians 

and sectaries.‖2 Both in church and at the theater on November fifth, English subjects would 

have heard religious dissenters traduced and the civil authorities lauded. 

Yet although establishment spokesmen could invoke the plot to celebrate episcopacy 

and royalism, ―the Gunpowder anniversary was both a divisive and a unifying occasion‖ 

during Charles II‘s reign, observed universally but interpreted diversely.3 The sounds of 

royalists celebrating Guy Fawkes Day must have chagrined the blind John Milton as he 

                                                 
1 Pepys, The Diary of Samuel Pepys, 5:314. 
2 John Eveyln, The Diary of John Evelyn, ed. Austin Dobson (London: 1906), 2:207. 
3 David Cressy, Bonfires and Bells: National Memory and the Protestant Calendar in Elizabethan and Stuart 
England (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1989), 173. 
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composed Paradise Lost (1667). In response, Milton‘s epic figures ―the Fall as the Stuart 

Restoration, and the Restoration itself as a kind of successful Catholic conspiracy or 

Gunpowder Plot,‖ argues David Quint.4 The Powder treason undergoes even more drastic 

rewriting in the subject of this chapter, Milton‘s Samson Agonistes (1671). Quint observes, 

―Samson‘s destruction of the temple is another reenactment of the Gunpowder Plot, carried 

out this time upon rather than by the Catholic or crypto-Catholic foes of the true English 

Protestantism.‖ A Protestant avatar of Fawkes, the eyeless Samson thus stands as ―a 

transparent-enough figure for the blind poet‘s final blow against his political enemies.‖5 

Quint‘s casual phrase ―transparent-enough‖ glosses over the ongoing critical dispute 

over Milton‘s stance toward his Nazarite hero. Is Samson a type of the regenerate Puritan 

saint wreaking just violence against God‘s enemies, or a terrorist whose final act of mass 

murder Milton means readers to condemn? Or is our inability to decide this question the 

point of the poem?6 Barbara Lewalski has recommended that anyone writing on Samson 

Agonistes ought to declare their interpretive assumptions up front, so let me do so now. 7 I 

tend to agree with Quint that Samson‘s mass destruction of his Philistine foes is a (rather 

                                                 
4 David Quint, Epic and Empire: Politics and Generic Form from Virgil to Milton (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 1993), 278. Quint views the Gunpowder Plot‘s resonance in Paradise Lost as being 
mediated by Phineas Fletcher‘s gunpowder poem The Apollyonists. Stella Purce Revard sees Milton 
drawing on the Plot to characterize Satan as a political intriguer. See The War in Heaven: Paradise Lost 
and the Tradition of Satan‟s Rebellion (Ithaca, NY and London: Cornell University Press, 1980), 86-107. 
5 Quint, Epic and Empire, 278. 
6 Alan Rudrum (―Milton Scholarship and the Agon over Samson Agonistes,‖ The Huntington Library 
Quarterly 65 [2002]: 465-488) offers a comprehensive review of the major entries in the debate 
between the regenerationist and revisionist camps, coming down firmly in favor of the former. For 
arguments that Milton obscures Samson‘s motivations in order to stress the awful responsibility of 
decision making with limited information, see Stanley Fish, ―Spectacle and Evidence in Samson 
Agonistes,‖ Critical Inquiry 15 (1989): 556-86; and Victoria Kahn, ―Political Theology and Reason of 
State in Samson Agonistes,‖ The South Atlantic Quarterly 95 (1996): 1065-97. (Kahn‘s essay reappears in 
slightly modified form in Wayward Contracts, 252-78.) 
7 Barbara Kiefer Lewalski, ―Milton‘s Samson and the ‗New Acquist of True [Political] Experience,‖ 
Milton Studies 24 (1989): 234. 
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lurid) revenge fantasy for Milton and other defeated Roundheads.8 Yet the effect of 

Samson‘s violence is not finally to reinforce political and religious distinctions—between 

Philistine and Israelite, Dagon and God, Royalist and Republican, Anglo-Catholic and 

Puritan—but instead to dissolve them. This dissolution shadows forth the egalitarianism and 

loss of individual identity at the center of Milton‘s vision of the apocalypse, and is achieved 

in part through amphibology. Thus, in this chapter, I present Samson Agonistes as providing 

Milton the occasion to revisit problems highlighted by Shakespeare‘s Macbeth: equivocation, 

apocalypse, and sovereignty. Milton had touched on these issues in The Tenure of Kings and 

Magistrates, which invokes Macbeth to condemn his political enemies as equivocators. As I 

argued in chapter two, Milton‘s inability to acknowledge openly his similarity to 

Shakespeare‘s tragic hero is bound up with his failure to recognize the essential continuity 

between the tyranny he deplored and the reliance on sovereign violence inherent in the 

republican alternative. Samson Agonistes, by contrast, embraces and redeems Shakespearean 

equivocation as a tactic against political absolutism, and while squarely facing the costs of 

Samson‘s violence, also points beyond it. In unsettling the system of stable signification on 

which the Hobbesian Leviathan state depends, Samson Agonistes projects linguistic ambiguity 

onto the plane of political theology. In his dramatic poem, Milton imagines a type of the 

                                                 
8 I agree with Quint because I am persuaded that sectarian Protestants‘ experience of oppression at 
the hands of the Cavalier Parliament during the Restoration is the most relevant context for the 
composition and reception of Milton‘s poem. See Christopher Hill, Milton and the English Revolution, 
428-48; Norman T. Burns, ―‗Then Stood Up Phinehas‘: Milton‘s Antinomianism, and Samson‘s,‖ 
Milton Studies 33 (1997): 27-46; Janel Mueller, ―The Figure and the Ground: Samson as a Hero of 
London Nonconformity, 1662-1667,‖ in Milton and the Terms of Liberty, ed. Graham Perry and Joad 
Raymond (Cambridge: D. S. Brewer, 2002), 137-162; Sharon Achinstein, Literature and Dissent in 
Milton‟s England (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 138-153; Blair Worden, Literature and 
Politics in Cromwellian England: John Milton, Andrew Marvell, Marchamont Nedham (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2007), 358-84;  and Warren, ―When Self-Preservation Bids.‖ 
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apocalypse in which friend and foe are conjoined and intermixed, and in which sovereignty 

itself loses all coherence. 

 

1. MILTON‘S EQUIVOCATIONS 

 My claim for Samson Agonistes as invested in mixing up basic religious and political 

distinctions runs counter to Milton‘s stated interest in generic disambiguation in his preface 

to the poem. Here Milton defends tragedy ―as it was anciently composed‖ in order to 

―vindicate‖ it  

from the small esteem, or rather infamy, which in the account of 
many it undergoes to this day with other common interludes; 
happening through the poet‘s error of intermixing comic stuff with 
tragic sadness and gravity; or introducing trivial and vulgar persons, 
which by all the judicious hath been counted absurd; and brought in 
without discretion, corruptly to gratify the people.9  
 

Milton means to purify tragedy of the intermixed comic elements that debase it on the 

Elizabethan, Jacobean, and Restoration stages. He is thinking not only of Royalist 

tragicomedy based on the Fletcherian model, but also, presumably, the persistent mingling of 

high and low matter even in Shakespeare‘s great tragedies: Hamlet with its clownish 

gravediggers, King Lear‘s fools, madmen, and feigning demoniacs, and Macbeth‘s drunken 

porter. Milton also targets Restoration drama when he highlights ancient tragedy‘s ability to 

raise ―pity and fear‖ in order ―to purge the mind of those and such-like passions.‖ Pity and 

fear were indulged in by the ―sentimentalism of royalist culture,‖ Victoria Kahn explains, 

particularly the ―cult of royal martyrdom‖ promulgated through public celebrations and 

stage dramas such as Davenant‘s Macbeth. Milton offers Samson Agonistes as the purgative 

                                                 
9 Preface to Samson Agonistes, in The Complete Poetry and Essential Prose, 708.  
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after this overindulgence.10 Thus for Nigel Smith, Samson‘s ―rigid neoclassicism, its expulsion 

of Shakespearean characterization, its ignoring of [John] Fletcher, and Milton‘s explicit denial 

of its performability‖ combine to make it ―a textual gunpowder keg under the house of the 

playwrights.‖11 

Yet Smith‘s Gunpowder Plot metaphor inadvertently signals the continuity between 

the concerns of early Jacobean theater and Milton‘s closet drama. Samson does not quite 

achieve a clean break with Shakespearean drama; it bears the marks of Milton‘s ongoing 

engagement with Shakespeare.12 Milton‘s poem, for example, uses several of the conventions 

of Elizabethan revenge tragedy, for which Hamlet is the exemplar: a brooding, alienated hero 

who is disgusted with women, and whose indecision is cured by a sudden inner conviction 

of Providential guidance.13 Further, Milton‘s depiction of Dalila owes somewhat to 

Shakespeare‘s Cleopatra and Desdemona, and Samson himself is described in lines that echo 

Julius Caesar and Coriolanus.14  

                                                 
10 Preface to Samson Agonistes, 707; Victoria Kahn, ―Aesthetics as critique: Tragedy and Trauerspiel in 
Samson Agonistes,‖ in Reading Renaissance Ethics, ed. Marshall Grossman (New York: Routledge, 2007), 
105.  
11 Smith, Literature and Revolution in England, 92 (original emphasis). For more on Milton‘s rejection of 
Restoration theater, theatricality, and spectacle, see Nicholas Jose, Ideas of the Restoration in English 
Literature 1660-71 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1984), 156-63; and Knoppers, 
Historicizing Milton, 42-66. 
12 See Richard S. Ide, ―The Renaissance Dramatic Heritage of Samson Agonistes,‖ in Soundings of Things 
Done: Essays in Early Modern Literature in Honor of S. K. Heninger Jr., ed. Peter E. Medine and Joseph 
Wittreich (Cranbury, NJ: Associated University Presses, 1997), 152-78. 
13 John F. Andrews, ―Samson Agonistes, Hamlet, and Elizabethan Revenge Tragedy,‖ Milton Studies 13 
(1979): 81-107. 
14 See Mary Nyquist, ―‗Profuse, proud Cleopatra‘: ‗Barbarism‘ and Female Rule in Early Modern 
English Republicanism,‖ Women‟s Studies 24 (1994): 111-24; Timothy Morton, The Poetics of Spice: 
Romantic Consumerism and the Exotic (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006), 72; and Dennis 
Kezar, ―Shakespeare‘s Rome in Milton‘s Gaza? Echoes and Presences in Samson Agonistes,‖ English 
Language Notes 25, no. 4 (1997): 1-10. 
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But my primary interest, of course, is the thematic link between Samson and Macbeth. 

Milton seems most taken by the guilt stricken Macbeth‘s psychological distress. Milton‘s 

Samson can find no ease 

From restless thoughts, that like a deadly swarm 
Of hornets armed, no sooner found alone, 
But rush upon me thronging, and present 
Times past, what once I was and what am now. 
   (19-22) 
 

The ―anguish of my soul,‖ Samson laments, ―suffers not / Mine eye to harbor sleep, or 

thoughts to rest‖ (458-59). Samson later amplifies his complaints about painful thoughts and 

insomnia:  

Thoughts my tormentors armed with deadly stings 
Mangle my apprehensive tenderest parts, 
Exasperate, exulcerate, and raise 
Dire inflammation which no cooling herb 
Or medicinal liquor can assuage, 
Nor breath of vernal air from snowy alp. 
Sleep hath forsook and giv‘n me o‘er 
To deaths benumbing opium as my only cure. 
   (623-630)  
 

Samson‘s predicament thus resembles Macbeth‘s, whose ill-gotten knowledge has filled his 

mind ―full of scorpions‖ (3.2.36). (The imagery of insect-borne torment places both texts in 

intertextual relationship with Revelation 9:5, wherein sinners are assailed by locusts that sting 

like scorpions, as Karen Edwards points out.15) Like Samson, Macbeth cannot sleep, but lies 

in ―restless ecstasy,‖ envying Duncan who ―sleeps well‖ in death, where ―nothing / Can 

touch him further‖ (3.2.22-26 passim). Macbeth‘s feeling of temporal schizophrenia also 

anticipates Samson‘s. Samson‘s pain and humiliation sting all the more because of what he 

                                                 
15 Karen L. Edwards, ―Inspiration and Melancholy in Samson Agonistes,‖ in Milton and the Ends of Time, 
ed. Juliet Cummins (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 231. 
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believed he knew about his prophesied future: ―O wherefore was my birth from Heaven 

foretold / Twice by an angel,‖ he laments, only for him to finish out his life ―Eyeless in 

Gaza at the mill with slaves‖ (23-24, 41). Samson, that is, is confounded by the discrepancy 

between ―what once I was and what am now‖(22) and what he thought he was to be. This is 

the prophetic dysphoria that afflicts Macbeth, summed up in his three titles, Glamis, 

Cawdor, and king hereafter. Macbeth‘s psychological distress thus may be construed to 

anticipate Samson‘s, though they of course travel very different spiritual trajectories. 

Shakespeare‘s villain finds relief from stinging thoughts only by replacing them with 

―slaughterous thoughts‖ (5.5.14). His nihilism is that of a failed prophet, as I argued in 

chapter one. Samson‘s last thoughts are arguably no less slaughterous—the word slaughter 

appears in Milton‘s poem four times, all with respect to Samson‘s final moments (1518, 

1530, 1583, and 1667)—but before the end of the poem he has moved from despair to a 

sense of renewed prophetic purpose.  

 In carrying out his version of the Gunpowder Plot against the Philistines, Samson 

redeems the treachery of both Macbeth and Guy Fawkes. In this respect, Samson Agonistes 

recapitulates and revises Milton‘s youthful Gunpowder poems. Whether by choice or by 

assignment, the teenaged Milton had used the plot as a topos for several academic exercises. 

In his proto-epic ―In Quintum Novembris‖ (―On the Fifth of November‖) and in the 

epigram ―In Proditionem Bombardicam‖ (―On the Gunpowder Plot‖) and its three 

companion pieces ―In Eandem‖ (―On the Same‖), Milton addresses ―treacherous Fawkes‖ 

and marvels at his attempts to send ―devout James‖ ―to the airy precincts as a charred 
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ghost.‖16 The lurid description of the king‘s imagined death might hint at regicide‘s 

unspeakable appeal to the young poet. By the time he came to write Samson Agonistes, Milton 

had rid himself of any vestiges of monarchist sympathy, such that he could admire—albeit 

filtered through the character of Samson—Fawkes‘s audacious attempt to destroy the entire 

Stuart ruling class. Samson, moreover, achieves his victory in part through his mastery of a 

linguistic tactic that had figured so prominently in both the Powder Plot and Macbeth: 

equivocation. 

 As it did for most seventeenth-century English Protestants, equivocation for Milton 

carried the taint of Catholicism and treason. Even after he had repudiated the monarchy 

against which Jesuit equivocation had been directed during James‘s reign, Milton continued 

to mistrust equivocal language. In fact, in his regicide prose Milton took special delight in 

accusing the Stuart kings of being equivocators themselves. In Eikonoklastes (1649) Milton 

accuses Charles of following the pattern of appeasing Catholic enemies set by 

his Father James…who in stead of taking heart and putting 
confidence in God by such a deliverance as from the Powder Plot, 
though it went not off, was hitt into such a Hectic shivering between 
Protestant and Papist all his life after, <as> that he never durst from 
that time doe otherwise then equivocat or collogue with the Pope and 
his adherents (CPW 3:479-80).  
 

The charge of kingly equivocation recurs throughout Eikonoklastes, reaching a crescendo in 

the tract‘s apocalyptic conclusion. Here, Milton identifies Charles both as being allied with 

―those European Kings, which receive thir power, not from God, but from the beast‖ and 

who profess to hate the great Whore of Babylon (the Catholic Church) even as they 

fornicate with her. 

                                                 
16 ―Perfide Fauxe‖: ―In Proditionem Bombardicam,‖ line 2; ―ad aetheras umbra perusta plagas‖: ―In 
Eandem‖ (2), line 12; ―pius…Iacobus‖: ―In Quintum Novembris,‖ line 1. 
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Thus shall they be too and fro, doubtfull and ambiguous in all thir 
doings, until at last, joining their Armies with the Beast, whose power first 
rais‘d them, they shall perish with him by the King of Kings against 
whom they have rebell‘d; and the Foules shall eat thir flesh. This is thir 
doom writt‘n, (Rev. 19.) and the utmost that we find concerning 
them in these latter days; which we have much more cause to believe, 
then [Charles‘s] unwarranted Revelation here, prophecying what shall 
follow after his death, with the spirit of Enmity, not of Saint John 
(CPW 3:598-99). 
 

Charles appears as a false prophet in this passage, which figures doomsday as the moment 

when royal amphibology is finally clarified by kings‘ open alliance with the Beast.  

 The equivocating kings of Europe are presented as having rebelled against Christ, the 

king of kings; this is also the basic pattern of Satanic rebellion in Paradise Lost. In the epic, 

David Lowenstein has shown, Satan‘s ambiguous political rhetoric is modeled on the 

equivocations of Charles and, especially, his Presbyterian allies.17 I have already discussed 

how Milton invokes Macbeth to level the charge of double speak against the London 

Presbyterian divines in The Tenure of Kings and Magistrates. Yet just as Milton‘s theory of 

popular sovereignty in that tract partakes of the same tyranny that it decries, so also does the 

strain of defending such an unprecedented act as regicide caused Milton to lapse into 

equivocations of his own. Arguing, for instance, that the English King has no more right ―to 

govern us tyrannically‖ than the King of Spain has a right to govern England at all, Milton 

protests that it is not ―distance of place that makes enmitie, but enmity that makes distance‖ 

(CPW 3:215). Milton‘s chiasmus depends on a quibble on ―distance‖ (geographic remoteness 

or withheld allegiance), a sleight that the omission of the second ―of place‖ makes clear. 

 In contrast to the regicide prose, Samson Agonistes avoids the danger of hypocrisy 

because it openly affirms the value of equivocation. Samson‘s regeneration coincides with his 

                                                 
17 David Loewenstein, Representing Revolution, 188-89 and 204-26. 
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renewed willingness to exploit verbal ambiguity to achieve his ends. As Robert Entzminger 

notices, if in the middle of the poem Samson can declare that his ―riddling days are past‖ 

(1064), by the poem‘s end Samson is once again willing to use polysemous language to 

beguile his Philistine captors and turn the paradox of his blindness into a metaphor for 

strength-in-weakness. 18 (I will discuss how Samson‘s riddles are aimed at Hobbesian political 

axioms in the next part of this chapter.) Yet while Samson only consciously embraces 

equivocation late in the poem, an atmosphere of semantic ambiguity is established early on. 

Upon the approach of the Chorus, the blind Samson admits ―I hear the sound of words, 

their sense the air / Dissolves unjointed ere it reach my ear‖ (176-77). Samson of course 

speaks of his inability to discern the individual syllables of far-away speech: he hears only 

noise until the Chorus draws closer. But the disjunction between a sound image and its 

customary concept—the sound and the expected sense—is also at work in the figure of 

amphibology. Indeed, Samson‘s use of ―unjointed‖ names the precondition for the new 

conjunctions—between words and meanings, and between Philistines and Israelites—that 

Samson‘s return to form will make possible later in the poem. Milton also establishes a 

backdrop of polysemy through frequent occurrence of what Peter Herman would call the 

―Miltonic ‗Or‘,‖ which the poet uses in Paradise Lost to ―conflate difference‖ or ―provide a 

choice between different items but without indicating a preference between them.‖ 19 In 

Samson, ―or‖ constructions at times express a plenitude of options, as when Samson requests 

in the poem‘s first lines to be led to ―yonder bank‖ which ―that choice of Sun or shade‖ (3). 

More commonly, either/or choices turn out to be false dilemmas, such that two (or more) 

                                                 
18 Robert L. Entzminger, ―Samson Agonistes and the Recovery of Metaphor,‖ SEL 22 (1992): 137-56. 
19 Peter C.  Herman, Destabilizing Milton: “Paradise Lost” and the poetics of incertitude (New York: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2005), 44. Herman points out that ―or‖ is the eighth most common word in the epic (43).  



 
163 

 

meanings can inhere in a single act. Most notably, Samson heads toward the Philistine 

theater with the feeling that ―This day will be remarkable in my life / By some great act, or 

of my days the last‖ (1388-89). Readers know the day will be both, and Samson‘s toppling of 

the twin pillars in the Philistine theater becomes a visual emblem of false binaries broken 

down, as William Kerrigan notices.20 

 As in the earlier prose and poetry, equivocation in what likely is Milton‘s last poem 

bears on questions of sovereignty and eschatology, but in Samson Agonistes, the relationship 

between these terms has been reconfigured. In tracing this development, I follow Victoria 

Kahn, who has interpreted Samson as a 1660s rethinking of the arguments laid out in The 

Tenure of Kings and Magistrates. In The Tenure, Kahn argues, Milton had glided over the 

equivocation at the heart of his reason-of-state logic: on the one hand, Charles‘s execution 

was justified by rational analysis of natural law; on the other hand, the regicide was the 

product of an extra-legal decision made to resolve a national emergency. In Milton‘s closet 

drama, by contrast, the sovereign decision on the exception—dramatized by Samson‘s 

choice to violate Hebrew purity laws by participating in the Dagonalia—is an occasion for 

tragedy. Samson, argues Kahn, squarely faces the equivocal nature of reasoning about the 

exception: sometimes preserving justice means fulfilling the law, other times justice requires 

a violating the it.21  

 My argument here will benefit from Kahn‘s view of equivocation as being central to 

Samson Agonistes and her understanding of Samson as a chastened confrontation with 

problems evaded in the regicide prose. I am primarily interested, however, in the nexus of 

                                                 
20 Kerrigan, Prophetic Milton, 239. 
21 Kahn, Wayward Contracts, 252-78. 
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equivocation, sovereignty and eschatology in the poem. Unlike in Eikonklastes, for example, 

in Samson ambiguous meanings are not to be resolved at doomsday, when Christ‘s kingdom 

supplants earthly monarchy. Instead, Samson embraces equivocation as a tactic of resistance 

to tyranny and presents a type of the apocalypse in which semantic ambiguity is heightened, 

not settled. Milton elevates ambiguity from a verbal to an ontological principle, moreover, so 

that the loss of distinction between Samson and his foes in their mutual deaths becomes a 

figure for the non-hierarchical form of life in the New Heaven and New Earth, where God 

will be ―all in all.‖ Religious and political difference and strife are not transcended in Samson, 

but as I will show, they are made to signify their opposites, a result of Milton‘s use of 

equivocation against Hobbes‘s political theology. 

 

2. HOBBES, MILTON, JUDGES, AND APOCALYPSE 

 Stephen Fallon argues that in the late 1640s and 1650s Milton began to work out the 

terms of his animist materialist metaphysics in response to the determinist materialism 

promulgated by Hobbes‘s Leviathan.22 Even if we assume that Hobbes‘s philosophy did not 

logically entail atheism, as many contemporaries feared, Leviathan posited a tyrant God 

whose primary attribute was his untrammeled will, leaving no place for the human freedom of 

will indispensable to Milton‘s conception of Christian liberty. Milton undertook a defense of 

                                                 
22 Stephen M. Fallon, Milton Among the Philosophers: Poetry and Materialism in Seventeenth-Century England 
(Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1991), 97-98. Fallon describes Milton‘s animist materialism on 
pages 98-107. The authoritarian anti-humanist philosopher Hobbes, makes a perfect foil the 
libertarian poet Milton. That both men were accomplished classicists, scorned England‘s established 
clergy, and were ontological monists only makes their differences more fascinating. For comparisons 
of the two writers, see Marjorie H. Nicolson, ―Milton and Hobbes,‖ Studies in Philology 23 (1926): 405-
33; Don M. Wolfe, ―Milton and Hobbes: A Contrast in Social Temper,‖ Studies in Philology 41 (1944): 
410-26; Fallon, Milton Among the Philosophers:, 96-98, 107-110, and 127-34 ; and Simon Kow, 
―Hobbes‘s Critique of Miltonian Independency,‖ Animus 9 (2004): 1-15.  
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God‘s justice and humanity‘s freedom in Paradise Lost, which one critic has nominated as 

―the most magnificent‖ of the many seventeenth-century replies to Leviathan.23 Indeed, 

Stephen Fallon has argued that Milton‘s fallen angels languish in a Hell of ―dead, Hobbesian 

matter,‖ and suggests that the early epic simile comparing Satan to ―that great sea beast / 

Leviathan‖ (Paradise Lost 1.200-201) may be aimed satirically at the Monster of Malmesbury.24  

 In the view of several critics, Samson Agonistes continues Milton‘s critique of 

Hobbesian sovereignty. Catherine Gimelli Martin sees Milton‘s Samson laboring to shake off 

Hobbes‘s false distinction between positive law and natural law. The Philistines, who 

subscribe to a voluntaristic social contract, can be seen to worship the Leviathan state in the 

form of their sea-god, Dagon.25 By contrast, Christopher Warren finds an overlooked 

harmony between Milton‘s poem and Hobbes‘s philosophy. In Warren‘s view, Milton takes 

up the subversive potential of Hobbes‘s emphasis on self-preservation: blinded and captive, 

Samson is plunged back into Hobbes‘s state of nature by virtue of his vulnerability, which 

gives the maimed hero ―infinite and sovereign justification to take lives and wage war.‖26 

Though Warren offers a provocative and useful analysis of sovereign violence in Samson, his 

argument seems to misrecognize the most important warrant for Samson‘s violent resistance: 

not his physical vulnerability, but his divine vocation. The crucial narrative context for 

                                                 
23 Nicolson, ―Milton and Hobbes,‖ 411. 
24 Fallon, Milton Among the Philosophers, 212 and 207. 
25 Catherine Gimelli Martin, ―The Phoenix and the Crocodile: Milton‘s Natural Law Debate with 
Hobbes Retried in the Tragic Forum of Samson Agonistes,‖ in The English Civil Wars in the Literary 
Imagination, ed. Claude J. Summers and Ted-Larry Pebworth (Colombia, MO and London: University 
of Missouri Press, 1999), 242-70. 
26 Warren, ―When Self-Preservation Bids,‖ 143. Victoria Kahn also views Samson partially in contrast 
to Hobbes, inasmuch as Samson‘s death ―self-killed / Not willingly‖ (1664-65) can be read as ―a dark 
parody of the union of coercion and consent in contemporary rational theories of political contract,‖ 
Hobbes‘s most prominently (Wayward Contracts, 277). 
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Samson‘s actions is not his blindness and imprisonment, but his role as a Judge of Israel in 

an era before kingship. As Milton well knew, the biblical book of Judges posed special 

problems for absolutist theories of sovereignty like Hobbes‘s. 

 The stubborn fact of the Israelite Judges threatens to upset Hobbes‘s political 

theology. The second half of Leviathan, formerly much neglected but now increasingly 

prominent in Hobbes scholarship, supplies a scriptural basis for Hobbes‘s account of 

sovereignty. After explaining that ―there was no Prophet in the time of Moses, nor pretender 

to the spirit of God, but such as Moses had approved, and Authorized,‖ Hobbes describes 

how sovereignty descended upon the high priest Eleazar, son of Aaron, and remained with 

the high priests, at least formally, until Israel became a monarchy under Saul. Yet Hobbes 

strains to account for the era of the Judges: 

 After the death of Joshua, till the time of Saul, the time between is 
noted frequently in the Book of Judges by this, that there was in those 
dayes no King in Israel; and sometimes with this addition, that everyman 
did that which was right in his own eyes.  By which is to bee understood, 
that where it is said, there was no King, is meant, there was no Soveraign 
Power in Israel. And so it was, if we consider the Act, and Exercise of 
such power…But if we consider not the Exercise, but the Right of 
Governing, the Soveraign power was still in the High Priest…And 
neither the Judges, nor Samuel himselfe had an ordinary, but 
extraordinary calling to the Government; and were obeyed by the 
Israelites, not out of duty, but out of reverence to their favour with 
God, appearing in their wisdom, courage, or felicity (Leviathan, 327-
28). 
 

This is special pleading: Hobbes does not ordinarily recognize a distinction between the 

exercise of power and the right to govern. Hobbes would like to equate Israel during the 

time of the Judges with his theoretical State of Nature, in which every person judges his or 

her own actions to the detriment of all. Yet at the same time he needs to demonstrate a 
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continuous line of sovereign priests throughout the period of the Judges in order to support 

his understanding of ancient Israel as literally ruled by God through his lieutenants, Moses 

and the high priests. He is evidently anxious about the ―extraordinary calling‖ of the 

Judges—claims of a special vocation are impossible to prove and circumvent the obedience 

owed to the civil sovereign—and seeks to neutralize their example with a specious 

distinction between dutiful and reverent obedience. (The latter is arguably mere 

cooperation.) The Israelite Judge presents Hobbes with the same problem as the prophet, in 

that both figures exercise leadership outside the formal channels of sovereignty, transiently 

and unpredictably. Indeed, the difference between prophet and judge is often unclear in the 

book of Judges and in subsequent exegesis. For example, Deborah, Samuel, and, arguably, 

Samson himself can be seen to fill both roles.27 

 No wonder that royalist and absolutist political thinkers were eager to depict in a 

positive light Israel‘s transition from judges to kings in the Bible. 1 Samuel 8, which 

describes the judge Samuel‘s response to the Israelite‘s desire for a king to rule them, was an 

interpretive crux in the wider sovereignty debate. Commanded by God to ―testifie vnto them 

& shewe them the maner of the King that shal reigne ouer them,‖ Samuel warns the people 

that the king they so desire will draft their sons into his armies, claim their daughters as his 

royal cooks and bakers, and seize their fields, servants, and livestock for his personal use.28 

Hobbes read Samuel‘s words as a neutral description of the ―absolute power‖ that belongs 

to the sovereign authority, not as a warning against monarchy (Leviathan, 143). In this he 

                                                 
27 See Nancy Rosenfeld and Yitzhak (Itzik) Peleg, ―‗Let me die with the Philistines‘: Samson 
Agonistes and the Samson of Judges as Prophets,‖ Mo‟ed: Annual for Jewish Studies 14 (2004): 30. 
28 1 Samuel 8:9. 
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follows prior theorists of absolutism. King James I, for instance, read Samuel‘s prophecy to 

the Israelites as intended to  

prepare their hearts before the hand to the due obedience to that 
King, which God was to giue vnto them; and therefore opened vp 
vnto them, what might be the intollerable qualities that might fall in 
some of their kings, thereby preparing them to patience, not to resist 
to Gods ordinance.29 
 

Claudius Salmasius had taken a similar line in his 1649 apology for monarchy Defensio Regia 

pro Carolo I. In Milton‘s reply to Salmasius, the First Defence of the English People, the republican 

poet insists that ―The prophet then was not maintaining that these royal rights were a divine 

grant but rather a most depraved method of government usurped by the pride of kings and 

their lust for rule! This not what kings should do, but what they wish to‖ (CPW 4:349). In 

other words, Samuel is warning, not just describing. 

 Milton‘s Samuel was a champion of individual freedom, as was the judge Gideon, 

who refused to accept permanent sovereignty over the Israelites ―just as if he had been 

teaching them that it was not for any man, but for God alone, to rule over men‖ (CPW 

4:370). For Milton, who maintains the Christian‘s prophetic responsibility to interpret God‘s 

will independent of priestly or secular authorities, Israel during the time of the Judges offers 

England an alternative model of self-rule to the historical dead-end of restored Stuart 

monarchy.30 The Judges‘ suspicion of monarchy offered a pattern for all Christians. 

Disputing Salmasius‘s claim that Samuel‘s chastisement of Saul (1 Samuel 13:11-13) was a 

special case, Milton demands to know, ―what was there extraordinary in Samuel? He was a 

prophet, but so are those today who follow his example, for they act according to the will of 

                                                 
29 James VI and I, Political Works of James I, 57. 
30Julia Reinhard Lupton interprets Samson‘s destruction of the Philistine nobility as a populist attack 
on ―vertical forms of public organization‖(Citizen-Saints, 201). 
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God whether manifest or innate‖ (CPW 4.346). The phrase ―Whether manifest or innate‖ 

testifies to Milton‘s flexible understanding of how the prophet—that is, the individual 

Christian—might know the divine will: such knowledge could originate from without, or 

percolate up from within. This is the same equivocal ―or‖ that characterizes Samson‘s 

actions in both the First Defence and in Samson Agonistes. In the First Defence, Milton points out 

that Samson ―made war single-handed on his masters, and, whether prompted by God or by 

his own valor, slew at one stroke not one but a host of his country‘s tyrants, having first 

made a prayer to God for his aid‖ (CPW 4:402). Samson Agonistes compounds the ambiguity, 

so that not only is the source of Samson‘s ―rousing motions‖ (1382) left unclear, but also the 

matter of his final prayer. The messenger reports that Samson leaned against the temple 

pillars, ―with his head a while inclined, / And eyes fast fixed he stood, as one who prayed, / 

Or some great matter in his mind revolved‖ (1636-38). Milton presents these ambiguities as 

a built-in feature—perhaps the enabling condition—of resistance to tyranny. After all, the 

Israelite Judges themselves transgress the boundaries between private and public, prophet 

and judge, state of law and state of emergency. Modern literary scholars worrying over these 

ambiguities, thinking that they must be resolved before Samson‘s actions can be approved or 

condemned, unwittingly take a Hobbesian approach to the question. 

 In the preceding chapter, I presented Hobbes‘s political philosophy as essentially a 

response to the problem of interpretive diversity. Human beings‘ perceptions are distorted 

by their passions and preferences, Hobbes points out: 

The names of such things as affect us, that is, which please, and 
displease us, because all men be not alike affected with the same 
thing, nor the same man at all times, are in the common discourses of 
men, of inconstant signification (Leviathan, 31). 
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Hobbes elaborates, 

The Light of humane minds is Perspicuous Words, but by exact 
definitions first snuffed, and purged of ambiguity; Reason is the pace; 
Encrease [sic] of Science, the way; and the Benefit of man-kind, the end. 
And on the contrary, Metaphors, and senslesse and ambiguous 
words, are like ignes fatui; and reasoning upon them, is wandering 
amongst innumerable absurdities; and their end, contention, and 
sedition, or contempt (Leviathan, 36). 
 

Hobbes presses a link between ambiguous language and insurrection that had been explored 

previously in Shakespearean drama and warned against in manuals of rhetoric. For example, 

in The Art of English Poesy, George Puttenham famously concludes his chapter on ―vices‖ in 

speech and writing with a discussion of role of amphibologia, the ―Figure of Sense Uncertain,‖ 

in false prophecies: 

And in effect all our old British and Saxon prophecies be of the same 
sort, that turn them on which side ye will, the matter of them may be 
verified, nevertheless carrieth such force in the heads of fond people, 
that by the comfort of those blind prophecies many insurrections and 
rebellions have been stirred up in this realm…led altogether by 
certain prophetical rhymes, which might be construed two or three 
ways as well to that one whereunto the rebels applied it.31 
 

Inconstant signification, a problem which Renaissance writers generally named 

―equivocation,‖ will flourish in the absence of a supreme interpreter. In Hobbes‘s system, it 

falls to the civil sovereign to lay out the authoritative interpretation of words and texts, 

including the Scriptures.32  

                                                 
31 The Art of English Poesy by George Puttenham: A Critical Edition, ed. Frank Whigham and Wayne A. 
Rebhorn (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2007), 346. On the links between 
equivocation/amphibology and treason in Shakespeare‘s Macbeth, see Steven Mullaney, ―Lying Like 
Truth: Riddle, Representation and Treason.‖ 
32 See Frederick G. Whelan, ―Language and Its Abuses in Hobbes‘ Political Philosophy,‖ The 
American Political Science Review 75 (1981): 59-75.  
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 Equivocation, the blurring of verbal distinctions, can be seen as the linguistic aspect 

of the problem of human equality. Hobbes‘s State of Nature is so dangerous because human 

beings are more or less equal in strength and abilities: 

From this equality of ability, ariseth equality of hope in the attaining 
of our Ends. And therefore if any two men desire the same thing, 
which nevertheless they cannot both enjoy, they become enemies; 
and in the way to their End…endeavour to destroy, or subdue one an 
other (Leviathan, 87).33  
 

Hobbes‘s project is to sublimate this enmity into the creation of the commonwealth, ruled 

by a sovereign authority who alone has the right to name friends and enemies of the state. 

Indeed, the State of Nature is not so much eradicated as displaced to a higher level: 

…in all times, Kings, and Persons of Soveraigne authority, because of 
their Independency, are in continuall jealousies, and in the state and 
posture of Gladiators; having their weapons pointing, and their eyes 
fixed on one another; that is, their Forts, Garrisons, and Guns upon 
the Frontiers of their Kingdomes; and continuall Spyes upon their 
neighbours, which is a posture of War (Leviathan, 90). 
 

Hobbes describes the condition of Europe after the Thirty Years War and Treaty of 

Westphalia, a system of competing sovereign nation-states that still largely prevails today. 

Hobbes would prefer the stasis of national rivalry to the horror of internal civil war among 

emulous equals, a collapse of society that Hobbes treats as an ever looming secular 

apocalypse. So while Richard Helgerson argues that ―When Hobbes called his ideal state 

‗Leviathan,‘ he invested it with the terrifying and inhuman strength that in apocalyptic 

discourse belongs to Antichrist,‖ this appraisal misrecognizes the true relationship between 

                                                 
33 Nigel Smith points out the radical implications of Hobbesian equality: ―the subject becomes 
interchangeable with the sovereign at the moment of covenanting, so that the possibility of accession 
to power is theoretically a possibility for everyone‖ (Literature And Revolution in England, 163). 
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the Leviathan state and doomsday.34 Although the biblical Leviathan was associated with 

Satan in the exegetical tradition, Hobbes‘s Leviathan is actually tasked with holding back the 

arrival of Antichrist, in the sense that while it exists, the sovereign state offers a caesura in 

the lawlessness and war that precede it and follow its demise.35 In other words, as Wolfgang 

Palaver argues, the Hobbesian commonwealth functions as the Katéchon, the mysterious 

restraining power of 2 Thessalonians 2:6 that delays the Man of Sin (i.e. Antichrist), and with 

him the end of time.36 

 But Samson is a breaker of restraints par excellence. In Milton‘s poem, he recounts 

how the men of Judah delivered him to the Philistines, ―Bound with two cords; but cords to 

me were threads / Touched with the flame‖ (261-62). His destruction of the Philistine 

theater is at once a type of the general doom and also a rhetorical attack on the distinctions 

that uphold Hobbesian sovereignty. It is a crisis enabled by verbal equivocation, and 

productive of deeper conceptual ambiguities. 

 

3. THE EQUIVOCAL APOCALYPSE OF SAMSON AGONISTES 

 Samson‘s interchange with the Philistine giant Harapha brings the question of 

sovereign violence to the fore. In the poem‘s most explicit dramatization of Hobbesian 

                                                 
34 Richard Helgerson, Forms of Nationhood: The Elizabethan Writing of England (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1992), 292. 
35 Isaiah 27:1 and its marginal gloss in the Geneva Bible exemplify the Leviathan/Satan association in 
Christian exegesis. The verse reads, ―In that day the Lord with his sore & great and mightie sworde 
shal visite Liuiathan, that percing serpent, euen Liuiathan, that croked serpent, & he shal slay the 
dragon that is in the sea.‖ The gloss comments, ―He [Isaiah] prophecieth here of the destruction of 
Satan and his kingdome vnder the name of Liuiathan.‖ 
36 Wolfgang Palaver, ―Hobbes and the Katéchon: The Secularization of Sacrificial Christianity,‖ 
Contagion 2 (1995): 57-74. See also William Rasch, ―From Sovereign Ban to Banning Sovereignty,‖ in 
Giorgio Agamben: Sovereignty and Life, ed. Matthew Calarco and Steven DeCaroli (Standford: Stanford 
University Press, 2007), 106. 
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themes of political subjection and prophetic rebellion, Samson equivocates with Harapha 

over the status of Samson‘s one-man campaign against the Philistines. Harapha does not 

recognize Samson‘s violence as consisting in acts of war by one sovereign power against 

another. Instead, he accuses the Danite judge of being ―A murderer, a revolter, and a 

robber‖ in defiance of his lawful Philistine masters (1180): 

Is not thy nation subject to our lords? 
Their magistrates confessed it, when they took thee 
As a league-breaker and delivered bound 
Into our hands. 
   (1182-85) 
 

In his rejoinder, Samson seems to acknowledge and accept the contradictory assessments of 

his actions even as he exculpates himself: 

My nation was subjected to your lords. 
It was the force of conquest; force with force 
Is well ejected when the conquered can. 
But I as a private person, whom my country 
As a league-breaker gave up bound, presumed 
Single rebellion and did hostile acts. 
I was no private but a person raised 
With strength sufficient and command from Heav‘n 
To free my Country; if their servile minds 
Me their Deliverer sent would not receive, 
But to their masters gave me up for nought, 
Th‘ unworthier they; whence to this day they serve. 
   (1205-1216) 
 

It is easy enough to paraphrase Samson‘s argument: ―True, we were subjected to you, but it 

was a subjection borne of conquest, not consent. You may say that I was a private person, but 

actually I was acting by divine command.‖ But I have had to supply missing grammatical 

connectors and hypothetical indicators to explicitly relate these competing claims. Samson‘s 

unparaphrased self-justification is a string of statements whose logical relations are left tacit. 



 
174 

 

The first three lines of the passage seem to grant but then reject out of hand the Hobbesian 

doctrine that the vanquished covenant to obey their conquerors when they accept servitude 

to escape death.37 The next lines are even more equivocal. In the relative clause ―whom my 

country / As a league-breaker gave up bound,‖ Samson acknowledges the (presumably 

faulty) perspective of his compatriots. But the largely negative connotations of the verb 

―presumed‖ in the main clause would seem to endorse that judgment: by his own admission, 

Samson has undertaken rebellion ―without adequate authority or permission.‖38 And even if 

Samson is only summarizing Harapha‘s account of him, that account is still being allowed an 

unglossed airing. Finally, with a full stop after ―hostile acts,‖ Samson opens a new line of 

reasoning. Proceeding without qualification, he breaks the phrase ―private person‖ in two, 

discards its first half, and now reasserts his divine mandate. The effect of passage is to 

validate multiple views of Samson: he both is and is not a private person, he both presumes 

rebellion and resists by command of heaven. Even before the question of Samson‘s rousing 

motions has arisen, then, Milton licenses competing interpretations of Samson‘s behavior. 

But the result need not be a paralysis of judgment, because the very fact of plural 

interpretations itself tends to undermine the Philistine/Hobbesian reading that insists on 

unitary meaning.  

 When Samson finally consents to perform before his Philistine captors at their 

festival, he lulls them into false security by equivocating on the Hobbesian conceptions of 

self-preservation and political obligation. Having been ordered to perform feats of strength 

before the Philistine crowd, Samson refuses on grounds of idolatry: ―Shall I abuse this 

                                                 
37 See Leviathan, 141. In Paradise Lost, Belial urges the fallen angels to accept what the narrator calls 
the ―ignoble ease and peaceful sloth‖ of servitude rather than risk worse suffering (2.227). 
38 See OED online, draft revision September 2009, ―presume,‖ v., def. 1, http://dictionary.oed.com/.   
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consecrated gift / Of strength…By prostituting holy things to idols‖ (1354-58, passim)? The 

Chorus urges obedience with a Hobbesian maxim: ―Where the heart joins not, outward acts 

defile not‖ (1368). Hobbes protects freedom of conscience not to justify disobedience but 

rather to remove obstacles to obedience. Even if a king should order his Christian subjects 

to worship and pray to him, it is not idolatry to obey, Hobbes explains. 

For the Worship which the Soveraign commandeth to bee done unto 
himself by the terror of his Laws, is not a sign that he that obeyeth 
him, does inwardly honour him as a God, but that he is desirous to 
save himself from death, or from a miserable life; and that which is 
not a sign of internall honor, is no Worship; and therefore no 
Idolatry (Leviathan, 449-450). 
 

Samson‘s rejoinder to this reasoning—―Where outward force constrains, the sentence holds, 

/ But who constrains me to the temple of Dagon, / Not dragging?‖—insists on the most 

literal interpretation of constraint: ―Commands are no constraints. If I obey them, / I do it 

freely; venturing to displease / God for the fear of man‖ (1369-74). Yet Samson leaves open 

the possibility that God ―may dispense with me or thee / Present in temples at idolatrous 

rites / For some important cause‖ (1377-79). (―Dispense‖ is itself ominously double-faced, 

carrying a dominant meaning of ―to exempt from a law‖ but also hinting at ―to do away 

with.‖39) Indeed, he soon changes his mind and agrees to exhibit himself before the 

Philistine nobility. Samson explains archly to the Philistine officer sent to escort him, 

Masters‘ commands come with a power resistless 
To such as owe them absolute subjection; 
And for a life who will not change his purpose? 
   (1404-1406) 
 

                                                 
39 See OED online, second edition 1989, ―dispense,‖ v., def. 9 and 13, http://dictionary.oed.com/.  
Milton may understand the word as inherently equivocal inasmuch as ―dispense‖ can mean both ―to 
do without‖ (def. 14) and ―to do with‖ or ―put up with‖(def. 16).  
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―Practically every word in these lines,‖ Victoria Kahn observes, ―is ambiguous.‖40 Samson 

here mocks the central premise and conclusion of Hobbes‘s political philosophy: given the 

imperative to preserve corporeal life, rational people will compact to subject themselves 

absolutely to the judgment of one sovereign authority. Samson equivocates on both 

―masters‖ and ―life,‖ however. The commands Samson now obeys come from God, and the 

life he wishes to preserve is something other than his corporeal existence.41  

 In between disclaiming idolatry and deciding to go to the temple, Samson 

experiences ―Some rousing motions in me which dispose / To something extraordinary my 

thoughts‖(1382-83). The provenance of these rousing motions is probably the single most 

controversial aspect of the poem; there is hardly a modern article or chapter on Samson 

Agonistes that does not confront the question of their source.42 Yet as I have suggested, 

Milton scholars tend to approach the question less like Milton than like Hobbes. That is, by 

insisting that we must be able to determine the source of Samson‘s motions in order to 

understand the poem, we reason in the manner of Hobbes, who insists on the 

epistemological problems posed by efforts to interpret God‘s will so that he can place the 

prerogative to interpret with the civil sovereign. Hobbes‘s anxiety has become our own; it is 

the ultimate source of modern liberal democracy‘s reluctance to admit religious reasoning 

into the public sphere. For while both Hobbes and Milton would allow the individual to 

                                                 
40 Kahn, Wayward Contracts, 269. 
41  For ―life‖ as blessedness and regeneration, see OED online, draft revision September 2009, ―life,‖ 
n, def. 3, http://dictionary.oed.com/.   
42 Scholarly opinion seems to be swinging back to the view that Samson‘s motions would not have 
appeared ambiguous to a seventeenth-century reader.  For example, Richard DuRocher argues that 
Samson‘s motions are easily explicable in terms of Aristotelian faculty psychology. See ―Samson‘s 
‗Rousing Motions‘: What They Are, How They Work, and Why They Matter,‖ Literature Compass 3 
(2006): 453-69, http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1741-4113.2006.00340.x. 
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recognize the call of God—both recognize a right to freedom of conscience—only Milton 

can countenance acting on that call.  

 Further, it may be that the ambiguity surrounding Samson‘s rousing motions is ―not 

necessarily a sign of absolute theological indecipherability‖ at all, as John Rogers argues. 

Rogers reads Samson Agonistes as a rhetorical validation of freedom in the face of a pervasive 

philosophical voluntarism. Samson strives to transcend a theology wherein a capricious God 

rules over a dualist universe, with the hierarchy of soul over body at the root of all other 

systems of domination. Noting that the adjective ―extraordinary‖ in Milton‘s Chrisitan 

Doctrine signifies God‘s capacity to break his own laws, Rogers notes the key difference in 

Samson Agonistes: 

Here, however, as if to shake off forever the vestiges of voluntarism 
that had shackled the argument of Christian Doctrine, Milton shifts this 
loaded adjective, ―extraordinary,‖ from God to God‘s creature, as if 
in imitation of the devolution of power at the heart of Milton‘s 
monistic account of Creation. The verb that names Samson‘s 
apprehension of these motions, ―feel,‖ locates this new knowledge of 
rousing motions in the space of the monistically divinized body, as 
―feeling‖ is that sense which is neither irrationally segregated to a 
vulnerable organ or subject to whimsical conditions, being 
definitively, as Samson stated in his opening speech, ―through all 
parts diffus‘d.‖ 43 
 

The materialist monism that would distribute vitality throughout a dis-organized body such 

as the angels in Paradise Lost possess opens conceptual space for an even distribution of 

dignity and freedom throughout an equally dis-organized body politic. And it is toward this 

non-hierarchical polity that the equivocations in Samson Agonistes also pull.  

 Equivocation operates in the poem most deeply on the level of plot as a progressive 

ambiguity between Samson and his Philistine foes. Yet this confusion of boundaries is 

                                                 
43John Rogers, ―The Secret of Samson Agonistes,‖ Milton Studies 33 (1997): 126. 
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probably not the impression a reader takes away from a first reading. Samson Agonistes might 

be seen to be circumscribed by the same Manichean politics and commitment to lethal 

power operating on the vulnerable body that in The Tenure of Kings spoils Milton‘s efforts to 

outline a truly radical theory of popular self-government. For much of the poem, Israelite 

and Philistine, God and Dagon, are opposites defined by their complementary positions in a 

system of oppression. While the polarity of the system may reverse itself, the definition of 

sovereignty as domination remains. Samson explains his decision to marry the Philistine 

Dalila as an opportunity to ―oppress / Israel‘s oppressors‖ (232-33) and regrets that his 

countrymen did not rise up to complete Samson‘s destruction of a Philistine army: ―Had 

Judah that day joined, or one whole tribe, / They had by this possessed the towers of Gath, 

/ And lorded over them whom now they serve‖ (265-67). For Manoa, the worst thing about 

his son‘s failure to preserve the secret of his strength from Dalila is that the Philistines now 

have occasion to praise Dagon ―as their god who hath delivered / Thee Samson bound and 

blind into their hands, / Them out of thine, who slew‘st them many a slain‖ (437-39). In this 

relationship of opposites, one party is always lording over, the other always serving. The 

antagonism between God and Dagon ostensibly is the controlling opposition in a poem 

―constructed in terms of many such radical contrasts and oppositions.‖44 Indeed, Samson‘s 

destruction of the Philistine theater might be seen as springing from the ethical dualism 

characteristic of much apocalyptic theology. As Barbara Lewalski points out, the poem 

offers a partial antetype of the Apocalype: Samson delivers an imperfect version of Christ‘s 

                                                 
44 Jose, Ideas of the Restoration, 143. 
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Last Judgment, Dalila is a type of the Whore of Babylon, and Harapha a figure for the 

Antichrist.45  

 But though the doomsday of Samson Agonistes has a Manichean aspect, it also 

resembles Rene Girard‘s model of apocalypse as contagious violence springing from the 

removal of the restraining Katéchon and a definitive loss of distinction among rivals.46 Samson 

seeks to produce such a loss of differentiation through his violence, bringing on a type of 

Judgment Day in pursuit of merger with the Philistines. Samson‘s life can be seen to follow a 

simple pattern: he seeks intimacy with a Philistine, is betrayed or rejected, and then seeks 

another such relationship in compensation, until the final cataclysmic moment when he joins 

his Philistine enemies in death. To his parents‘ displeasure, Samson first weds the nameless 

Philistine woman of Timna: ―they knew not / That what I motioned was of God; I knew / 

From intimate impulse, and therefore urged / The marriage on‖ (221-224). ―She proving 

false‖ (227), Samson next chooses Dalila. Without biblical warrant, but intending to establish 

a pattern, Milton specifies Dalila as another Philistine woman, and her relationship with 

Samson as a legal marriage. (In the Bible, Dalila is simply described as a woman residing in 

the valley of Sorek—admittedly Philistine territory—whom Samson loved.) Samson 

apparently lacks an immediate divine intuition to marry Dalila, but ―thought it lawful from 

my former act, / And the same end‖: to further afflict his enemies. She also betrays him, and 

he decisively rejects her when she visits him in bondage, refusing to let her touch him lest 

                                                 
45 See Barbara K. Lewalski, ―Samson Agonistes and the ―Tragedy‖ of the Apocalypse,‖ PMLA 85 
(1970): 1050-1062. Also see Mark Houlahan, ―Spin Controlling the Apocalypse in Samson Agonistes,‖ 
Milton Studies 31 (1995): 3-22. 
46 See René Girard, I See Satan Fall Like Lightening, trans. James G. Williams (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis 
Books, 2001), 184-86. Girard‘s classic treatment of mimetic violence is Violence and the Sacred, trans. 
Patrick Gregory (Baltimore, MD: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1979). 
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―fierce remembrance‖ should awake his ―sudden rage to tear thee joint by joint‖ (952-53). 

Samson‘s threat, which echoes his earlier mention of sound ―unjointed‖ from sense, 

completes his divorce from Dalila but enables him to seek a new conjunction with his next 

visitor, the Philistine giant Harapha.  

 Samson repeatedly challenges Harapha to single combat in language charged with 

eroticism. In response to Harapha‘s declaration that he has come ―each limb to survey‖ of 

the vaunted Israelite hero, Samson inverts Psalm 34: ―The way to know were not to see but 

taste‖ (1091). (Compare with Shakespeare‘s Cymbeline: ―If you can mak ‗t apparent / That 

you have tasted her in bed; my hand  / And Ring is yours‖ [2.4.57-59].) Harapha has no 

interest in such close contact: ―To combat with a blind man I disdain, / And thou hast need 

much washing to be touched‖ (1106-1107). Samson in turn blames his blindness on the 

perfidious Philistines who dared not attack him,  

Till they had hired a woman with their gold,  
 Breaking her marriage faith to circumvent me.  
Therefore without feigned shifts let be assigned 
Some narrow place enclosed, where sight may give thee, 
Or rather flight, no great advantage on me… 
…I only with an oaken staff will meet thee, 
And raise such outcries on thy clattered iron, 
Which shall not long withhold me from thy head. 

     (1114-18; 1123-25) 
 
The thought of Dalila‘s marital betrayal shades directly into Samson‘s desire to be in close 

quarters with Harapha, where Samson will have access to the body underneath the giant‘s 

armor. Samson basically reiterates his previous challenge/come-on when he taunts, ―Then 

thou shalt see, or rather to thy sorrow / Soon feel, whose god is strongest, thine or mine‖ 

(1154-55). But whether out of pride or cowardice, Harapha again demurs, this time on 
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grounds that Samson is ―a man condemned, a slave enrolled‖ (1224). Harapha insists on an 

unbridgeable gap in status between himself and Samson, a gap Samson would close with the 

physical contact of combat.  

 Denied such closeness with Harapha, Samson merges with the Philistine nobility in 

the apocalypse of the destroyed theater. As discussed, Samson refuses to go to the theater 

until moved by ―rousing motions‖ similar to the divine impulse that originally licensed his 

first coupling with a Philistine woman. Samson‘s subsequent violent judgment of the 

Philistines echoes the imagery of Revelation. ―Fresh clad‖(1317) like the bride of the Lamb 

in Revelation 19, Samson parts ways with his Danite brethren: ―your company along / I will 

not wish, lest it perhaps offend them / To see me girt with friends‖ (1413-15). Samson is 

thinking of his friends‘ safety, of course, but he nevertheless formally separates from his 

countrymen. This is the last time they see him alive, but they hear the apocalyptic noise of 

Samson toppling the Philistine temple: 

Noise call you it or universal groan 
As if the whole inhabitation perished, 
Blood, death, and deathful deeds are in that noise, 
Ruin, destruction at the utmost point. 

     (1511-14) 
 
A messenger arrives to bear witness to the result of this doomsday, which is that Samson 

and his Philistine enemies have merged in death. The messenger reiterates that Samson was 

―as a public servant brought, / In their state livery clad‖ to perform before the Philistines. 

Wearing Philistine garb, Samson has died commingled with his foes: 

Their choice nobility and flower, not only 
Of this but each Philistian city round 
Met from all parts to solemnize this feast. 
Samson with these immixed, inevitably 
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Pulled down the same destruction on himself. 
   (1654-1658) 
 

The Chorus elaborates. Samson now lies  

  …victorious 
Among thy slain self-killed 
Not willingly, but tangled in the fold 
Of dire necessity, whose law in death conjoined 
Thee with thy slaughtered foes in number more 
Then all thy life had slain before. 
   (1663-68) 
 

―Conjoined‖ makes clear the sexual and marital nature of Samson‘s final union with the 

Philistines, especially in light of Dalila‘s prior claim that ―conjugal affection‖ (739) had 

moved her to visit Samson in captivity.47 The law of ―dire necessity‖ thus trumps the 

Deuteronomic strictures against religious and cultural contamination. Indeed, Manoa speaks 

of Samson‘s body lying ―Soaked in his enemies‘ blood‖ (1726). Nor is this impulse toward 

merger one-sided. For their part, the Philistines are touched by Israel‘s God with ―a spirit of 

frenzy‖ that ―urged them on with mad desire / To call in haste for their destroyer‖ (1675, 

1677-78).  

 Prior readers have noticed aspects of Samson‘s conjunction with his foes, but have 

misrecognized the merger as a sign of Samson‘s degeneracy.48 Rather, Samson‘s loss of 

identity amidst the shattered bodies of the Philistine ruling class offers a gruesome 

semblance of Milton‘s mature vision of a restored creation. In Book 3 of Paradise Lost, God 

                                                 
47 Dalila also anticipates that her name will ―stand defamed, / With malediction mentioned, and the 
blot / Of falsehood most unconjugal traduced‖ (977-79). 
48 Noticing the pattern set by Samson‘s marriages, Clay Daniel, Death in Milton‟s Poetry (Lewisburg, 
PA: Bucknell University Press, 1994) observes that Samson‘s ―yearning to become one with the 
Philistines…is consummated on a colossal scale‖ in the destroyed theater (86). Similarly, Joseph G. 
Mayer, Between Two Pillars: The Hero‟s Plight in Samson Agonistes and Paradise Regained (Lanham, MD: 
University Press of America, 2004) points out that Samson‘s final act of violence ―seals his 
community with the unrighteous‖ (171).  
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explains that he has reduced all ―Thrones, Princedoms, Powers, Dominions‖ under the Son, 

the ―Annointed universal King‖ (3.320 and 317). But then God predicts that after the ―dread 

tribunal‖ of ―the general doom,‖ even the Son‘s kingship will be annulled: 

    Meanwhile 
The world shall burn, and from her ashes spring 
New Heav‘n and Earth, wherein the just shall dwell, 
And after all their tribulations long 
See golden days, fruitful of golden deeds, 
With joy and love triumphing, and fair truth. 
Then thou thy regal scepter shalt lay by, 
For regal scepter then no more shall need, 
God shall be all in all. 
   (3.333-41) 
 

Milton adapts the vision of God as being finally ―all in all‖ from Paul‘s first letter to the 

Corinthians. But it is worth measuring the distance between Paul‘s eschatology and Milton‘s. 

Paul‘s is resolutely hierarchical:  

   Then shal be the end, when [Christ] hathe deliuered vp the 
kingdome to God, even the Father, when he hathe put downe all 
rule, and all autoritie and power. 
  For he must reigne til he hathe put all his enemies vnder his fete. 
  The last enemie that shalbe destroyed is death 
   For he hathe put downe all things vnder his fete. (And when he 
saith that all things are subdued to him, it is manifest that he is 
excepted, which did put downe all things vnder him.) 
   And when all things shalbe subdued vnto him, then shal the Sone 
also him selfe be subiect & vnto him, that did subdue all things vnder 
him, that God may be all in all.49 
 

Paul‘s telling of Christ‘s millennial reign stresses the subjection of earthly kings, a political 

theology that I have been arguing allowed English society access to its repressed desire to rid 

itself of monarchy. But Paul finally sees God‘s indwelling in his creation as predicated on a 

                                                 
49 1 Corinthians 15: 24-28. 
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definitive act of subjection: Christ the subduer himself will be subdued by God.50 By 

contrast, Milton has the Son simply abjure his sovereignty when divine kingship no longer 

serves a purpose. The double denial of the regal scepter—laid aside in line 339, declared 

unnecessary in line 340—negates sovereignty as a conceptual category in the New Heaven 

and New Earth. Where in Paul Christ will be made subject in order that God may be all in all, 

in Milton, God‘s omniextension throughout creation simply obviates Christ‘s scepter, with 

the line ―For regal scepter then no more shall need‖ connected to ―God shall be all in all‖ by 

a comma rather than the Pauline subordinating conjunction ―that.‖   

 It may seem perverse to equate the epic‘s vision of ―joy and love triumphing‖ with 

the carnage at the end of Samson Agonistes. Nevertheless, both texts imagine the apocalypse as 

a dramatic leveling of hierarchies and loss of distinction between individuals. Samson‘s 

judgment on the Philistines is also a judgment on himself, a self-negating exercise of the 

Israelite Judge‘s emergency powers that opens conceptual space for some other kind of 

political organization than sovereignty.51 Samson Agonistes is finally a tragedy, of course, but 

not only because its vision of apocalyptic dis-organization entails an act of mass murder and 

suicide (however eager the Chorus is to distance Samson‘s death from suicide). The poem is 

also tragic because Samson‘s immixture with his enemies is immediately undone by father 

Manoa‘s zeal to reaffirm Samson‘s self- and tribal identity. ―Samson hath quit himself / Like 

Samson,‖ Manoa‘s crows, ―and heroic‘ly hath finished / A life heroic‖ (1719-20). Manoa 

                                                 
50 In Christian Doctrine, Milton addresses the apparent conflict between 1 Corinthians 15 and other 
scriptural passages indicating that Christ will rule forever. See CPW 6:626-627. 
51 On the notion of Samson‘s death as a self-implicating judgment, see Lewalski, ―Samson Agonistes 
and the ‗Tragedy‘ of the Apocalypse,‖ 1062. 
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hastens to extricate and purify his son‘s defiled body, undoing Samson‘s bloody solidarity 

with his foes: 

Let us go find the body where it lies 
Soaked in his enemies‘ blood, and from the stream 
With lavers pure and cleansing herbs wash off 
The clotted gore. 
   (1725-28) 
 

Samson had previously scorned Manoa‘s wish to install him ―on the household hearth, / A 

burdenous drone‖ with his long hair ―clust‘ring down‖ as a ―Vain monument of strength‖ 

(566-67; 569-70). Until the moment of his son‘s death, however, Manoa retains the fond 

hope of making Samson a living monument to himself, ―sitting in the house, ennobled / 

With all those high exploits by him achieved‖ (1491-92). Manoa finally gets his wish, 

however, or at least a version of it. Once Samson‘s corpse has been cleansed of Philistine 

blood, Manoa proposes to ―build him / A monument‖ surrounded by laurel and palm trees, 

―With all his trophies hung, and acts enrolled / On copious legend‖ (1733-34, 1736-37). 

Manoa imagines Samson‘s monument will inspire young Israelite men ―To matchless valor, 

and adventures high‖ while Israelite virgin girls will ―Visit his tomb with flowers, only 

bewailing / His lot unfortunate in nuptial choice, / From whence captivity and loss of eyes‖ 

(1740; 1742-44). Manoa never grasps how Samson‘s nuptial choices fit into a larger pattern 

of Samson‘s challenge to political and religious distinctions.  

 

CONCLUSION 

 ―Loss of eyes‖ are Manoa‘s last words in the play. His assessment of Samson‘s life 

and work is finally a negative one, focusing on the loss that he had hoped God would 
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reverse. He had attempted to cheer Samson with the possibility that ―God who caused a 

fountain at thy prayer / From the dry ground to spring… / …can as easy / Cause light again 

within thy eyes to spring‖ (581-84). Upon hearing the noise of the collapsing temple, the 

Chorus entertains the same hope, and Manoa vacillates between optimism and pessimism 

(1527-35). Waiting on a miracle, the Chorus and Manoa bring the poem once again into the 

long debate about whether God‘s salient quality is his omnipotence or his justice. St. Jerome, 

pondering the Goths‘ sack of Rome and the rape of so many Roman maidens, had sadly 

concluded that God could not restore a woman‘s lost virginity. Were God able to reverse the 

course of history, argued Jerome and later proponents of a self-binding deity, he would be an 

arbitrary tyrant, and any hope of an intelligible universe would be vanquished. Voluntarists—

Hobbes included—retorted that God‘s primary attribute was his limitless power to enact his 

will: of course he could restore a fallen virgin just he could lead Shadrach, Meshach, and 

Abednego unharmed through the fiery furnace.52  

 Translated as political theology, the debate over God‘s ordained (law-bound) and 

absolute power becomes a referendum on absolute monarchy. As Carl Schmitt observed, 

The exception in jurisprudence is analogous to the miracle in 
theology…The idea of the modern constitutional state triumphed 
together with deism, a theology and metaphysics that banished the 
miracle from the world. This theology and metaphysics rejected not 
only the transgression of the laws of nature through an exception 
brought about by direct intervention, as is found in the idea of a 
miracle, but also the sovereign‘s direct intervention in a valid legal 
order.53 
 

                                                 
52 Francis Oakley, from whom I draw my summary of Jerome‘s argument, has written extensively on 
the opposition between God‘s absolute and ordained power. See Omnipotence Covenant, and Order. 
53 Schmitt, Political Theology, 36. 
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Milton‘s abhorrence of the absolute state, whether in its divine right or social contract 

incarnations, means that Samson will not get back his sight. For as much as Samson Agonistes 

speculates on a God who can ―dispense‖ (1377) with his own laws, it does not traffic in 

thaumaturgy. Samson‘s triumph does not owe to a miracle that undoes what has already 

been done. Rather, God makes unexpected and perhaps unforeseeable but nevertheless 

retrospectively intelligible use of Samson‘s blindness. Milton‘s theodicy is flexible—in Samson 

theodicy seems at most to mean a rational acceptance of God‘s inscrutability—but it is a 

theodicy nonetheless.54 There may even be a theodical motive at the center of Milton‘s tacit 

efforts to salvage Macbeth for his idiosyncratic brand of Christian liberty. From this 

perspective, the Scottish Play might be summed up as an affirmation of Lady Macbeth‘s 

maxim, ―what‘s done cannot be undone‖ (Macbeth 5.1.57-58). 

 Yet Milton‘s poetic debunking of absolutism does not constitute his endorsement of 

some yet-to-be-born political order, be it the liberal constitutional state or the global village. 

I can only partially assent to Julia Lupton‘s suggestion that ―Samson‘s death back in to 

kinship…might be something other than a falling away from the political—perhaps a 

discovery within tribalism of forms of confederation that might become political, and according 

to a destiny other than that of kingship.‖55 As I have argued, Samson does not mean to die 

back into kinship; his death is co-opted by his kinsmen, who are keen to reassert ethnic and 

religious difference. They get to decide the meaning of Samson‘s life at the poem‘s end. Yet 

Samson‘s equivocal apocalypticism, which troubles all political forms because it effaces the 

                                                 
54 On Samson as theodicy, see John Rumrich, ―Samson and the Excluded Middle,‖ in Altering Eyes: 
New Perspectives on Samson Agonistes, ed. Mark R. Kelley and Joseph Wittreich (Newark/London: 
University Press of Delaware/Associated University Presses, 2002), 307-332. 
55 Lupton, Citizen-Saints, 201, original emphasis. 
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distinctions by which politics gains its traction, survives in the poem‘s rhetorical high point, 

the Chorus‘s description of Samson as phoenix. 

 In lines that William Kerrigan nominates as ―the greatest Milton ever wrote,‖ the 

Chorus eulogizes Samson in a series of metaphors: first as an ―ev‘ning dragon‖ swooping 

down on ―tame villatic fowl‖ (1692, 1695), then an eagle delivering thunderbolts on enemies‘ 

heads, and finally as phoenix.56 

So virtue giv‘n for lost, 
Depressed, and overthrown, as seemed, 
Like that self-begott‘n bird 
In the Arabian woods embossed, 
That no second knows nor third, 
And lay erstwhile a holocaust, 
From out her ashy womb now teemed, 
Revives, reflourishes, then vigorous most 
When most unactive deemed, 
And though her body die, her fame survives, 
A secular bird ages of lives. 
   (1697-1707) 
 

In the debate over whether the phoenix in this passage can be read as a Christ reference, its 

similarities to Milton‘s beatific visions in Paradise Lost tend to pass unnoticed.57 Milton dwells 

on the image of heaven and earth reborn in fire twice in the epic. I have already pointed to 

the passage in Book 3 where God foretells how ―The world shall burn, and from her ashes 

spring / New Heav‘n and Earth‖ (3.334-35). Milton revisits this topos in Book 12, when 

Michael predicts that Christ will  

                                                 
56 Kerrigan, Prophetic Milton, 233. 
57 Joseph Wittreich, Shifting Contexts: Reinterpreting Samson Agonistes (Pittsburgh: Duquesne University 
Press, 2002), 261-68 and 278-82 argues that Milton invokes the phoenix as an unbiblical fiction that 
renders Samson‘s heroism ironic. Sanford Budick, ―Milton‘s Joban Phoenix in Samson Agonistes,‖ 
Early Modern Literary Studies 11, no. 2 (September 2005), http://extra.shu.ac.uk/emls/11-
2/budiphoe.htm counters with evidence that seventeenth-century Hebraist scholars associated the 
phoenix with the biblical book of Job.  
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    …dissolve 
Satan with his perverted world, then raise 
From the conflagrant mass, purged and refined, 
New heav‘ns, new earth, ages of endless date 
Founded in righteousness and peace and love 
To bring forth fruits, joy, and eternal bliss. 
   (12.546-51) 
 

 Michael‘s prophecy does not emphasis the end of sovereignty as does God‘s description of 

the End in Book 3, but the verb ―dissolve‖—drawn, like much of this passage, from the 

second letter of Peter—connotes the same loss of differentiation that ―all in all‖ captures in 

the earlier passage.58 (It may well be that even Satan will not be annihilated or made to suffer 

eternally so much as reabsorbed into the ―one first matter‖ [Paradise Lost 5.472].59) In both 

descriptions, the New Heaven and New Earth rise phoenix-like from their own ashes, and 

Michael‘s prophecy further anticipates Samson both in its language of eternity (compare ―ages 

of endless date‖ with ―a secular bird ages of lives‖) and for how it draws Paradise Lost to a 

                                                 
58 The relevant verses are 2 Peter 3:10-13: 

  But the day of the Lord wil come as a thief in the night, in the which the 
heuens shal passé away with a noyce, and the elements shal melt with heate, 
and the earth with the works, that are therein, shalbe burnt vp. 
  Seeing therefore that all shese shings must be dissolued, what maner 
persones oght ye to be in holie conuersation and godliness, 
  Loking for, and hasting vnto the coming of the day of God, by the which 
the heauens being on fyre, shalbe dissolued, & the elements shal melt with 
heat? 
  But we loke for new heauens, and a new earth, according to his promes, 
wherein dwelleth righteousness. 

Compare with Marlowe‘s Mephastophalis, who tells Faustus that ―when all the world dissolves, / 
And every creature shall be purified, / All places shall be hell that is not heaven‖ (Dr Faustus, 2nd ed., 
ed. Roma Gill [New York/London: W. W. Norton/A. and C. Black, 1989], Scene 5, lines 124-26). 
Hamlet‘s desire that his sullied/solid flesh should ―melt‖ and ―resolve itself into a dew‖ (Hamlet 
1.3.129-30), and Prospero‘s eschatological vision in which ―the great globe itself, / Yea, all which it 
inherit, shall dissolve / And, like this insubstantial pageant faded, / Leave not a rack behind‖ (The 
Tempest 4.1.153-56) also can be seen to draw on this apocalyptic topos. 
59 See Leonora Leet Brodwin, ―The Dissolution of Satan in Paradise Lost: A Study of Milton‘s 
Heretical Eschatology,‖ Milton Studies 8 (1975): 165-207.   
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close on a note of cathartic purgation. So while the Chorus intends its phoenix metaphor as 

a celebration of Samson‘s violent retribution against his enemies, it unwittingly invokes 

Milton‘s more equivocal and more conciliatory vision of last things. 
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