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CHAPTER I

I NTRODUCTION

Satire and t he satirists have been in evidence in

a ll ages of the world's his t ory. Sa t i r e has always ranked

as one of the cardinal divisions of l i t er a t ur e, and it has

been distinct ly cultivated by men of genius . This was

espec ially true i n t h e seventeenth and eighteenth centuries

when the classics wer e esteemed on authority as models .

Th i s type of wr it i ng may have h istorical as well as literary

and eth ical values . Smeat on says : "Th e satiric denunciation

of a writ er bur n i ng with indi gnat ion at some social wrong

or abuse, is capable of reaching the very highest level of

literatur e . "1 John Dryden's satires fit i nto this category .

His Absalom and Achitophel is the gr ea t es t p ol i t i ca l satire

in our literature , and the rest of his satires are very

highly es t eemed. Dryden has justly been regarded as England's

greatest sat irist , and the epoch of Dryden has been fittingly

styled the "Gol den Age of the English Sat i r e. "2

It is the ob j ec t of this thesi s to exhibit his contribu-

tion t o t h e ~atiri c Doma i n" by cons idering the meaning of

s a t i r e, Dryden's interpretat ion of satire , the special quali

ties which dist inguish Dryden 's satiric spirit, and the modi -

1. Oliphant Smeat on, English Sat ire, p . xii i .
2. ~., p , xxxii i.

I.



fic ations of that spirit as they are shown in his political

sat i r e , Absalom and Achitophel .

The absence of any established criteria as a basis for

the study of satire is a difficult y which mus t be recognized

and met at the very out s et . This paper do es not at tempt, by

any means, to fill t his g ap . For PIDfessor Tucker3 and

Professor Alden4 have quite satisfactorily s ucceede d i n estab

lishing criteria or terminology that migh t s erve for the treat

men t of satire as a genr e . An effort is ma de t o def i ne satire

only in gener a l terms as an introduction and as an aid t o t he

reader.

Any study of s at irical poetry in Eng l and is r endered

2

difficult by a confusion of terms. If we look i nto A New--
English Di c t i onar y , we wi ll not e t ha t satire c omes f rom the

Lat i n word "s a t i r a , l at er f or m of satura" meaning a medley .

As a spec ific application of sat ura (medley), sat ire was "in

ear l y use a dis cursive c omposition in ve rse t r e a t ing of a

variety of sub jects, in classical use a poem in which preva

lent folli es or vices are assaile d with r i di cul e or with

serious denunciati on." Dr. Johns on 's Dictionary gi ves the

following definition: "Satire (Lat . sat ira) Poem of a mor al

character (as such opposed to lamp oon), wher ein v i c e or foll y

is either ridiculed, or censured with i r ony. " These defini-

3. Samuel Tuc ker, Ver s e Satire in England before t he
Rena issance . --

4. Raymond M. Alden, The Rise of Formal Satire in
England under Classical Innuence.- -



t i on s g i ve us a gen e r a l idea of t he t erm. bu t to understand

satire a more deta i l ed clari fic a tion wi l l prove h e l pfu l .

Professor 'r u ck e r g i ve s u s qu ite an ade quat e e x p lanation

3

when he s ay s t hat t h e c onfusion of t erms lie s in the r e a lly

tr iple meaning of the wor d s a tire . liAs g i ve n in the di ction-

ary , ~ire , in one sense , is a n abs tract t erm co gn ant with
,

ridicule ; as when we say , Sat i r e ha s a ccomplis hed r evo l u -

t ions . ' A second me a n i ng refe rs to a li t era r y f orm t hat h a s

f o r i ts o bject de structive cr i t i c ism, as when we s a y •••• 11 5

ia c Fl e ckno e is a Sat ire on Sha dwe l l .

I n this double mea ni ng t h e r e i s no co nfusi o n , fo r a dis-
,

tinction i s simp l i f i e d by the mere u se o f a capi t al l et t er

when the wor d II s a t i r e ll is us ed t o deno t e a l i t e r a r y fo r m.

Bu t , unf ortunately , a do u bl e meai i n g lurks
in t he fi rst and mo r e a b s t rac t s i gn i fic a t i on of t h e
word •••• Here t wo t hin g s are confuse d : t h e
satirical spirit, a n i n t angible, a bstract some thin g
t h at underli es a n d insp i re s wha t we commonly call
satire- -or ridicul e - -or invec t ive ; a n d s at ire i t s e l f ,
which is me re l y t h e conc r e t e ~anife s tat i on of t h e
sat iric spirit i n l i t e r ature . b

Clarification o f t e r ms would i n vo l v e a long d iscussion a n d

many i llustrations , bu t f or our purpose i t is suf fic i en t t o

bear in mi n d that

•••• t h e t e rm satirical spirit a l ways re f e r s to a
po i n t of view; t he wo r d sat ire to a c o ncrete but
g en e r a l embod i men t o f t hat Do i n t of v i ew i n l ite r a 
t u re ; a nd t he Sa t i r e (capit~ lized) t o the l ite rary
form o r t h e ge n r e , as well as to an y par t i cu lar
e xample of t he g e n r e . 7

5. Tu cke r , £E. £11. , p . 3.
6. I bi d .
7 . Ibid .
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Thus, we may say, the satirical spirit is enthusiastic;

Dryden's satire is directed against the Wh i g s ; Dryden made

a great contri tution to the Satire; Dryden's Absalom and

Achitophel is a Satire of great importance.

Wor c e s ter defines formal satire as:

•••• a poern of short or middling length, designed
to express the author's disapprobation of political,
social, or personal actions, condition or qualities
written in heroic couplet, in real or fancied
imitation of one or mor e of the Roman satirists; its
prevailing tone may be one gf gross invective, satiric
invective, or burlesque ••••

Dryden, on the other hand, in his Es s ay 2£ Sa t i r e qu ot e s

with approval Heinsius's definition of satire, and evidently

means formal satire. Heinsius (in his dissertation on Horace)

defines satire thus:

Satire is a kind of poetry, without a series of
action, invented for the purging of our minds; in
which human vices, i gnorance, and errors, and all
things be s i de s , which are produced from them in
every man, are severely reprehended; partly dramati
cally, partly simply, and sometimes in both kind of
speaking; but for the most part, figuratively, and
occultly; consisting in a low familiar way , chiefly
in a sharp and pungent manner of speech; but partly~

also, in a facetious and civil way of j esting; by
which either hatred, or laughter, or indignation, is
moved.9

Briefly, Dryden's theory is that all virtues are to be praised

and recommended to practice, and all vices reprehended, and

made either odious or ridiculous; otherwise, there is a funda-

mental error in the whole design. Dryden from the standpoint

of the literary artist, says in his Es s ay 2£ Satire,

8. David Worcester, The Art of ~atire, pp. 160, 161.
9. W. P. Ker, Essays of John Dryden, II, 100.
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" The nicest and the most d~icate t ouc hes of satire consi st in

fi n e r a i l l er y."lO

Dryden 's di c t um for designing a p erfect satire is IIthat

it ought only to treat of one sub ject ; to be c onfined t o one

par ticu l a r theme ; or at least to one principally . I f other

vi c es occu r in the ma n agemen t of the c hief , they shou l d on l y

be transiently lashed , and not be insisted on, s o a s t o make

a design double . " ll Ano t h e r rule c omp r e h e n d e d under t his

uni ty of theme i s t h a t the sat i r i s t is "bound , and t hat ex

officio , to g i ve his reader some one precept of mor al virtue ,

and to c a u tion him against some particular vice or f olly . "12

Othe r s ubordinate virtues ma y be recommended u n de r t he chief

h ead; o ther v i ces or fo llies may be scourg ed, be s i de s that

which h e principall y i n t ends. " Eu t he is chiefly t o i n c ul

cate one ' v i r t u e , and insist on that . "lJ Th i s h as not b e e n a

un i versal l aw f or sat ire , nevertheless , it is 'h i g h l y respected

by many re l iabl e cri t i cs . Later in the treatise we s ha l l s e e

how Dr y de n a dheres t o h is principles . His Di s co u r s e c onc e r n -

i n g ~he Origina l and Progress o f Sa t i r e (1692) wa s written

af t e r his g r e a t Sa t i r e s (1681-1687), but the same p r i n c i p l e s

were wel l s e t i n h i s mind .

Nume r ou s un just attacks h ave been l aunch e d against Dryd e n

by some critics . Are their conjectures true? Pre j u d i c e s

1 0 . Ke r , £E. ci t . , I I, 92 .
11 . I b i d., p . 10 2 .
1 2. I b i d ., p . 104.
I J . I bid.
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and assumptions, a n d no t true evidenc e p lay ed an i mpor t ant

role here . To unders tand Dryden ' s satire , it i s nece ssary

to t a ke into consideration h is cast of mi nd , a s wel l as , t he

events of h i s t i me. iV i t h t hi s int e l l ec t u a l i n s i gh t we shall

a gr e e t hat h is t hou gh t s and his craf t sman s h i p are superb . He

seems to f i t into Ne wma n ' s dic t um: " 'rh e style of a gr e a t

aut hor wi l l be t h e faithful i mage of his mi nd , and t his n o

l es s in oratory t ha n i n poetry . " 14 Gr eat a u t ho r s h a ve gr e a t

t h ought; f or t hought a n d speech are i nsep arable . Why cp e s t i on

Dryden's sincerity? " Dry den ha s s ucc e ede d in making etern a lly

interes t i ng a n d entert aini ng h is own p r i vat e beliefs , just as

Shake spe a r e h a s succee ded i n arousing our interes t i n h i s own

lo ve f or a dark- ey e d l ady, l on g since dead . " 15

A con s i dera t ion of Dryden ' s satiric spir i t as i t is

s hown i n Absalom and Ac h i t o ph e l i nvo lves an i nv e s t i ga t i on of

t he objects o f hi s at t acks, whether individuals , cla s s e s , or

ins titut ions, and a d iscu s s i on of the re l at ion of his satire

t o contemporary society and pol i ti cs ; what he t ried t o do and

how he succeeded. It a lso neces sitates a study of the me t ho d s

he utili zed, and the ma nne r he wa s incline d to a s sume . The r e-

fore, Chap t e r II will deal with Dr yden 's cas t of mind , his

intellectual mi l ieu , his ho n e s ty , and h i s cons istency . Chapter

III will treat t he political ba ckgr ound o f t h e cen tral p robl em

of h i s poem. Chapte r IV wi l l conta i n t h e analys is of Abs a lom

by
14. John ~. Ne~nan , Th e I d e a 2£ ~ Univer s itx , edi t ed

Da n i e l M. O' vonn e l l , p.~5.
15. Allardyce Ni c o l l , Dryd~ and h i s Poetr y , p. 1 9.
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and Achitophel , analyzed politically, s atirically and po e t i 

cally . Lastly, a s ummary will be presented of the c harac ter

istics which distinguish h i s satiric spirit and ma k e his work

distinctive and uni que .



CHAPTER II

DRYD~N 'S CAST OF f I ND

Dryden's stylistic achievements ha ve been r e adily ac

knowledged by critics. Bu t the content of h is work , h i s

cast of mind, and his intellectual e quipment rece ived scant

attention. Before Bredvold's wo r k h i s sincerity wa s

generally questioned.

Mr . Allan Lubbock, for instance, has recently
asserted t hat Dryd e n ' s whole body of wor k can
be explained as the .child of deep enthusiasm,
which ma d e him attach bu t little i mportance to
religion or politics, or e ve n to ma ny aspects
of literature itself. ' Jh a t excluded everything
was the love of expr e s s i on for its own sake. He
devoted himself t herefore t o increas ing the
effici ency of h i s instruments. Tha t is to s ay ,
Dryd e n was an expert craftsman wi t h an uninterest
ing mi n d . l

Lu bbock f orgets t hat style is not a mere addition from with-

out. The author must be sincere. Ac co rdi ng to l' e wma n , "::,tyl e

is a thinking out i nto language. The view t hat styl e i s a

mere addition fro m wi t ho u t leads to insincere and art ific i a l

writingi~ Hen c e , Dryden could not b e an exp ert craftsman

without a n interesting mind. Lu bbo c k ' s judgment r epres ents

the mi n d of a few twentieth century critics. Dryden, how e ve r ,

has a capable expositor in ,ir . Er e dvo l d , who has found in him

a meaning for t he mod e r n r eader. Ered vo l d ' s f i n d ings wi l l be

1.
Dryden,

2.

Louis I. Bre d vo l d , The I ntellectual t i l i e u of John
pp.3,4. - - --
~ewman , £E.cit.,p.264.

8
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reflected in t his chapter.

Johnson, Scott, and many readers of the pas t have s a id

much in favor of Dryden . va l t er Sa vage Landor compl ime n t s

him in his verse le t ter to vvor ds wo r th:

Our course by ilton's l ight wa s sped,
And Shakespeare shining OV6r head:
Chatting on deck wa s Dryden t oo,
The Ba con of t he r hyming crew;
None ever crost our mys t i c sea
lor e richly stored wi th thought than he ;

Tho' never t ender nor sublime,
He wrestles with and conquers Time3

From t hese lines, we do not infer that Dr yden shoul d be plac ed

among the gr ea t philosophical poets, with Lu cr e t ius and Dante .

Landor merel y reminds us tha t there are stores of gr eat t ho ught

in Dryden's wor k s whi ch s hould be consider ed i n an explanation

and appraisal of h i s literary achievement.

I t is a bout time t hat we r oo t out the unpleasant a ssump-

tion underlying much of t he cr i ticism, even much of the prai s e

of Dryden. He has been displayed a s a s oph is t and deal t with

accordingly. The bel i ef t hat, wi th the po s sible excep t i on of

some of hi s literary critic ism, his mind was ne i t her s i n cere

nor significant wa s common among critics. Th i s bias was due

to Christie's publication which was a r eliable edi t i on of

Dryden but prejudiced against him as a poet. Today, t hese

prejudices have been reverted and John Dr yden i s look ed on

from a br ight e r point of view.

Depr ec i a t i on of Dryden ' s mind was due to ce r t ain pr econ-

3. Br edvol d , 2E. c i t . , p.4.

--I



10

ceptions regarding his moral and intellectual character .

The three co mmon preconceptions whi ch the student encounter s

as obstacles in hi s approach to Dryden are : " t hat Dryden

was a hireling, who s e political and rel i gious affil iations

were determined by br ibe s and pension s; tha t i n hi s most

serious wo r k he never r ose i ntellectually above the level of

ephemeral journalism; and that the inconsistencies and con

tradictions with whi ch hi s wor k abounds a r e conclusive evi

dence of a l ack of intellectual charact er and significance ."4

These preconceptions are ~efutable . ~o r de t a i l e d di scussion

one should read Br e dvol d ' s The Intellectual Mi l i eu 2f. John

Dryden . Here his primary i nterest lies in t he evolution of

Dryden's faith in matter s of philosophy, religion an d pol i 

tics . rie convinces us t hat Dryden ' s sincerity can no longer

be ques t i on ed .

la cdonal d gi ve s the har sh judgments and censures a gainst

Dryden i n liThe At tacks on Dr yden . " 5 Br edvo ld refutes the

a t tack that Dryden is a hireling in his "Not es on John Dryden' s

Pension . ,,6 The full facts in regard to Dryden ' s pens i on as

Poet Laureate and Hi s t or i ogr apher Royal ar e no w known -an d

many of the insinuations can be proved gr a tui t ous . Ever y t h i ng

points rather to Dryden 's deep devotion and dignifi ed l oyalty

to the Tory cause, whi ch he identifi ed wi th t he be s t i nteres ts

4 · Br e dvol d , 2£.cit . , p .5 .
5 . Hugh La c donal d';" The Attacks on Dryden , " ssays and

Studies , XXI (1 935) , 35 .
6. Louis Br edvo l d , " Notes on John Dryden ' s Pens ion,"

10der n Philology , XXX (May, 1933), 267- 74 .
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of his king and country. It hasbeen proved that Dr yden ' s

political and reli gious affiliations wer e not det ermined by

bribes and pension but by sincere conviction. His pension

was incidental and the only br ibe wa s his conscience.

It wa s difficult f or any man in such an unset tled a ge

as the seventeenth century to remain indiffe rent to political

and religious embroilments. Dryden , as a poet, considered it

essential to keep up wi t h the intellectual l ife of his age

and nation. The nature of his own i ntellectual regimen is

fairly indicated by h i s statement on the qua l if i ca t i on s

necessary for the practice of poetry:

lam of opinion that they cannot be good poets,
who are not accustomed to argue wel l . False
reaoonings and colours o f speech are the certain
Inar k s of one who does no t understand the st age;
for mor a l truth is t he mi stre ss of t he poet as
much as the philosopher; Poe sy must resemble
natural truth, but it must be ethical.7

In 1677, he wrote, "It requires Philosophy as well as Poetry

to sound the depth of all the passions." 8 Johnson said that

"every page discovers a mind very widely acquainted both with

art and nature, and in full possession of gr e a t stores of in

tellectual wealth."9

Dryden's vital intellectual, or even artistic, interests

were not narrowly confined in matters of style and language.

He said often enough that style is mor e than a techni que, that

7. Ker, 2£.cit., I, 121
8. Bredvold~he Intellectual Mi l i eu , p.lO.
9. Swnuel Johnson, Lives of the ~nglish Poets, edited by

G. Birkbeck Hi l l , I, 417. -- ---
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"it mus t pr oc eed from a geni u s and a particular way of

t hinking. ,,10 Not onl y did Dryden know his belle s lettres ,

but he " r anged ex t ensively among the mo s t unl iterary books ;

he has a weal th of quot a t i ons , allusions, and anecdotes,

much of it from obs cure sources as ye t untraced by any edi tor

of hi s work . " l l In philosophy he " s tudie d and adopted the

latest theor i es of the most a dvance d t hink ers, f rom Newt on t o

Harvey."12 Reason , not emotional or fanciful t he ori z ing,

became his gu i de . Dryden wa s a qua l i f i ed and ac tive member

of the Royal Soc iety . 13 He understood t he new ph i lo sophy

and the n ew science, and showed a keen i n t er e s t in the deter-

ministic impl icat i ons r egar d i ng human nature . He rej ected

t he dogmat i c ma t er i a l i sm of Hobbe s and Lucre t ius . And when

we l ook for t he meaning and i mpor t anc e of h i s distrus t of t he

reason in Rel i gio Lai c i and The Hi nd and the Panther , or for

the interpretation of hi s i nge nuous changeableness i n l i t erary

opinion, we must go among ot her pl ac es t o h i s intellectual

adventure wi t h t he n ew sciences, with Hobbe s , and wi t h the

Royal Soc i e t y .

Wha t has been s a i d so far is suffici ent to di sprove the

assertion made by some critics that Dr yden "never rose intel-

10. Br edvo l d , Th e Intellectual Mi l i eu , p.ll.
11. I bid ---
12. Ni col l , £R.cit., p. 14.

13. Dryden ' s i nterest and a c t i v i t y in t he rloya l Soci ety
is discussed in C. Loyd , "John Dr yden and the Royal Soci e t y,"
P. lli.L.A., XLV (December, 1930), 907- 76 . ; L.I. Br edvol d ,
11"Dryden, Hobbes, and t he Royal Soci ety, "Modern Phi l ol og y ,
XXV (J\ay, 1928), 417-38.; R. G. Ham, "Dryd en
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lectually abo ve t he l ev el of ephe meral journalism. "l4

Instead, e can say that he had a gen er ous conc ep tion of

t he l earning ne c e s s a r y t o a poe t and that his i n t ell ectua l

interests, t hus closely integra t ed t o hi s c& l ing , were

both wide and genu i ne . Hi s l earning and r e adi ng equipped

him t o understand t he po li t ical qu e s t i on of his day .

Let us now consider t he pre con cept ion "that the i ncon-

sis t enci es an d cont radictions with whi ch hi s work a bounds

are conclusive evidence of a lac k of in t ellectual char a cter

and sign ificance . illS Th i s i de a i s nothing mor e t han a

mi s i nterpre ta t i on or a s sumpt i on . The fact i s that t here are

no inconsis t enc i es bu t r a t her c l ar i f i c a t i ons or deve lopments

of a str ong mind . Al l t hrough hi s l i fe Dryden c hanged and

moved , steadi ly , i n a s i ngle di rec t ion , bu t he n ever wen t ba ck .

Ral e i gh s ays "Those who fierc ely demand cons i s t enc y i n a

political c areer c o~nonly mean by consistency the r epe t i ti on

of a party cry . Their ideal c ha rac t er is t he parro t , who

never f orgets wha t he wa s taught i n youth , and never t ire s of

repeating it . They mak e no al lowanc e f or experi enc e, and

none fo r thought- -that bugbear of t he dri l l s er geant , whi ch

will no t s t op when you cry Ha l t l ,,16

Changeableness ~a s on e of t he domi nan t cha r a c teri s t i c s

of hi s mi nd . But i~ wa s a t ype of change t ha t led t o fuller

mat urity . It wa s a proce ss of de velopment , i n s l ow s t a ges

14 . Br edvol d , The Intellectual . i l i eu , P . S .
15 . I bid .
16 . WiI"te r Ra l e igh , "John Dryden and Pol it i cal at i re , "

in~ Au t hor s , p . 16S .



and , after much r e f l e c tion, to more c onsi de r ed c onclusi ons .

Di scussion and a rgument h e l p e d h im . Dryden l ove d t o debate .

He preferred to s e e a n i d e a tes t ed in a v i gorou s c omba t with

its opposite , each side pu t t i n g fo r t h i t s u t mos t f orce; a n d

he wrote accordin gly . Political ideas ar e expres s e d in

Abs a l om and Achitophel very largely by discus s ion and a r gu 

men t, and no one can say t hat the c ontest is i ntellectually

contemptible . The plan of ~ Hi n d a n d Panther permitted a

v i gorou s r ec a p i t ul a t i on of a rguments used on bo th Cathol i c

a nd Anglican sides i n the . enormous pamphlet war of t he time .

An d on e mi ght a dd that even Religio Laici is a ba l a n c i ng of

c on fl i c t i n g i de a s . As Dr . Johnson had o bserved , Dryden 's

mind wa s "alway s cur i ou s, always active . " lie n c e , t h e apparent

i ndecision is e v idence no t of we a kne s s , but o f strength , of

energy and o f versatile unders t a ndin g . Dryd en understood

the skeptical and d iffident nature of h i s own mi n d . In t h e

Preface to Rel i g i o aici (1682) h e t ells u s e xplic i t l y

tha t he wa s "natur ally inclined to s kepticism i n philoso p hy."

Dryden 's natural temperament a nd h i s contact with ph ilosophical

s ke p ticism enable d h im to r ationali ze h i s natural di f fidence

of temper .

Dryde n did possess a g r ou p o f phi l o s ophi c a l ide as and

do c trin e s . They constitute an ess ent ial part o f _ is p eroo nali 

t y both a s a man and as a writer ; to t h em he wa s attracted by

h is " ge n ius ," by h i s "particular p a y o f t hinking" a n d t hrough

them his intellectual c haracter wa s f ormed . On t h e who l e h i s

intel lec tual b iography is an ardent and curious ex~~ination



and testing of t hos e ideas which wer e current i n his a ge.

Hi s succe ss in achiev i n g s omethin g lik e cen t ral i t y a nd c on-
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si stency i n h is int ellectual li f e t e stifi es bo t h the s erious

ness and strength of h i s mind . Hi s i n t ell ec t ual reac t ion s

are as t horoughly characteristic o f h i m as is h i s style.

Therefore, we ma y say that h i s l earning and h i s rea ding , hi s

d eep interest i n cont emporary problems, a n d h i s gen u i n e

intellectual curiosity prepared h im for h is work on Ab s a l om

and Achitophel. His sincer e convictions and stren gth of

character ma de h im t ake a . l on g- r a n g e vi ew of the i mport ant

political qu e s t i on of his day . Dr y den i s on t he i n t e llectual

side a signific an t a nd in~osing fi gure.

e are gr e a t l y i mpr ess ed by t h e d eve l opment of thi s

stron g mi nd , a mind t ha t s e ek s truth and fo l lows it s l i gh t.

Mr . ~a int s bury d efends h i s client by a n analog y wi th t h e

case of Ca r d i n a l NevMan . Eve r y on e kn o ws t h e l i n es i n whi c h

t he latter p o e t describes h is men t a l c han ges:

I was not ever t h us, nor prayed t h at t hou
Shou l d ' s t l ead me on:
I loved to choose a nd seek my path;
I loved the ga r i s h day, and spite of f e a r s ,
Pride ruled my will.

Dryden describes the same pr o c e s s i n himself:

iy t houghtless youth wa s wing e d wi th va i n d es i r e s .
ly ma n hoo d , long mi s l e d by wa n d er ing fi r es

Fo l l owe d f al s e light s; and when t he ir g l imp s e ,
~a s g~ne , 1
r y pr~de struck out n ew sparkles of he r own . 7

17. John A. Evan s , " Dryden," Li v ing Age , CLX.x.x:V (May,
1890), 317.



CHAPTER III

THE POLITICAL BACKGRO~~ OF ABSALOM AND ACHITOPHEL

Absalom and Achitophel "has been un i f or ml y and univer

sally admired, not only as one of Dryden's most excellent

performances, but as indisputably the best and most nervous

political satire that ever was written."l

Long before Absalom and Achitophel, Dryden was a prac

ticed hand at satire both in verse and prose. His gr e a t a~-

bition in life was to write an epic, but history would not

permit a theme of convenient unity. His opportunity for dis

playing skill, however, ' "cffiae with the crisis of 1678-1681,

and the proposal to exclude from the s uccession t o the

throne the King's brother, the Duke of York, in favour of h i s

illegitimate s on, the Duke of Monmout h . Here was a national

episode immensely important and exciti ng, with a compact

simple issue almost expres sible as a single sit~ation."2

In order to understand the allusions and historical facts

in Absalom and Achitophel it is necessary to know something

about the political conditions of England in the latter part

of the seventeenth century and the circumstances that brought

about the agitation which lead to the writing of this gr ea t

satire.

1. Sir Wa l t er Scott, The Wor ks of John Drydenl IX, 197.
2. Arthur W. Verrall,-rect~res ££ Dryden, p. ~9.
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Th e political c onditions were very u ns e tt l e d . Charl es I

be an h is rei gn i n 1625 w' th an empty t reas ury , an d Pa r 

l iament was dete r mined to take advanta e of t hi s t o obtai n

mor e privi leg e s . In 1628 t he Pet it i on of Ri ght wa s f or ced

upon the Kin" but the next year Charles diss ol v e d Pa r l iame n t

and endeavor ed to r~ le the country un t i l 1640 withou t t h e

a s s i s t a nc e of this pugnacious body . Ta xa t i on wa s arbitrary,

17

a n d t h e king ' s p r e ro atives seeme d to be increa ~ i n • or e -

ov er , Puritan s en t i men t was outra ged , as Charles s e emed to

b e g o i ng i n the d i rect ion of Reman Cath eli cisn . When the

Long Parliamen t me t i n i64o , the str~ggl e between t he Ki ng

and p e op le r e ached a mor e acute s tag e . The res ult was the

beginning of t h e Civil Wa r in 1642, a c onflict that ended wi t h

t h e King ' s executi on i n 1649. 3

For t h e next e leven y e a r s t he Commonwealth , c ontrolled

by Cromwell and t h e army , was En land ' s f orm of overnment .

Ra the r v i gorous pol i cies we re entered pon e Bi cker ~n~ b e t we e n

Par l iament and t h e Ruler c ontinued . Finally , exper i men ts of

the Comm onwealth c rystallized the popu l a r opinion t h a t the

only way t o e n d mi l it a r y des p otism was t o rest ere the S t u a r t s .

When Ch a rles II s a w the trend of events in E l and in

1660, h e i ssued at Br e da , hi s p lace of e x i l e i n Hol l and , a

de cla r a t i on of h is p olicies . This Dec larati on became t he

bas i s of the political sett l el~ent eff e cte d b y th e legi s l a ti on

3. Howard Robi n s on , The Development of the Br i t s h
Empire : p . 36.



of the Conventi on Parliament.

The constitut ional situation created by t h e res t or a tion

was a balance of powers between Ki ng and Parliament. As long

as the two cooperated harmoniously, all worked well, but when

one di f f er e d from t he other, neither h ad t he constituti onal

right to decide t he issue. Thus the ul t ima t e author i ty wa s

still left uns e t t l ed . The final determina tion of thi s issue

i n the c onstituti onal development was of chief i mportance

during the reign of Charles II and James II.

Another i mportant issue, with direct bear ings on pol it i cs ,

was the religious questi en. Th e religi ous se t t lement was not

accomplishe d by t he Conven t ion Parl iament. Par l iament ' s radi

cal Anglicanism le d it, bet we en 1661 an d 1665, to en a c t l eg is-

l at i on whi ch ended toleration and ma de t h e esta bl i shed chur ch

narrowly Anglican. The Presbyt er i ans, Catholics and other

nonconformists wer e dri ven fr om munic i pal p os t s by a s ever e

Corporat ion Act, "which require d a rec eption of the Communion

according to t he rites of t he Anglica L Church, a renunc i a t i on

of the League and Convenant, and a de clarat i on t hat i t was un

lawful on any gr oun ds to t ake up a rms aga inst t he Ki ng . ,,4 The

Act of Uniformit y, t h e Conventicle Ac t , an d t he Fi ve Mi l e Ac t

were also passed. Thes e Ac t s brought t he element of Di ss ent

into the religi ous and political his tor y of Eng l and. Gr een 5

discusses the religious situa t ion in deta il.

~. J.R. Green, Short Ri s t er y of the Engli sh People,
p. 621. - --

5. Gr een , £E. c it., pp. 621-29.

18



19

In the settlement Charles II gave Parliament free rein,

intervening actively only to seek gr ea t e r toleration for

rebels, Catholics, and Dissenters than Parlia~ment wa s in-

clined to bestow.

In 1660 and in 1662, Charles tried to persuade Par l ia-

men t to gr an t gener a l religious liberty, but did not s ucceed.

Instead, Parliament reflected the temper of devot ion to t he

English Church and dest estation of the Catholics a nd Non c on

formists by banishing many clergymen. To put an end t o the

in justice i mposed by penal laws, Charles II, i n 1672, under

the power which he claimed, issued a Declaration of Indul-

gence, s uspending the execution of all penal laws in ma t ter s

ecclesiastical. Although the Declarati on gr an t ed to Cathol ics

only liberty of private worship while all Pr ot es t an t s ects

were to be allowed public worship, men s us pected it was iss ued

ma i nl y in the Catholic interest. ~~en Parliament me t i n 1673 ,

the oppositi on was intense, an d Charles tried to bear it down.

The Commons, however, refus ing to g i ve way , carried a resoluti on:

"That penal statues in ma t t er s ec clesias t ical cannot be s us -

pended but by act of Parliament," and respectfully pet i t i one d

that the laws be once more enforc ed. In face of s uch opposition

and in retkrn for money which he sorely needed, Charles II

recalled the Declaration. 6

To clinch their victcry, Parliament passed a
Test Act (1673) requiring all holding civil or
military office to receive the sacraments ac cor ding
to the Church of England, and to take an oath de
claring their disbelief in trans s ubstantiati on. That

6. Arthur Lyon Cr oss, ! Hist ory of England an d Greater
Br i t ain , p. 551.



test excluded Roman Cat ho l ics and c ons9 ienti ous Dis 
senters f or ove r a century and a half .

Charl es saw that Parliament's iron hand bl ocke d h i s

pr og res s . He, the refor e , set ou t t o es tabl ish himself as an

absol ute monarch . The four means by Which he s ough t to ac -

c omplish h i s pu rp os e wer e :

building up the stand i ng a r my; attaching the Dis 
s enters by offer i ng tolerat ion whi ch Par l i ament
refus ed to gr ant ; res toring Roman Cathol ic i sm; and
s e cur i ng a closer alliance with the French Ki ng ,
to whom he l ooked for s upp l ies and , in case of
ne ed, for troops . The obstacles , howe ver , proved
so formidable t hat h e had to f ollow a very crooked
cours e , and , befo r e m~ny ye ars had pas sed , t o a l t er
his plans profoundly .

It seems that Parliament f orced Charl es to se ek aid out -

s i de of h is own count r y . Trevelyan s ays t h a t

The Ki ng was indeed put by the Caval i er Parliament
on a n abs urdl y short a l lowanc e , which ha~pered al l
branches of the administration and er e long t empte d
h i m t o s ell the control of h is for eign pol i cy to
Louis XIV of Fr anc e . 9

Charles frequently exer t e d his influence in forei gn

affairs . He negotia ted for a t i me wi t h France and Spa i n and

s oon carne to terms with t he f ormer. Wh en his project of

toleration faile d, h e disc overed t h a t f or any real success

in his pol i t i ca l or religi ous aims he mus t s e ek resources

el sewhere than at home . At thi s t ime Fr anc e was the dominant

power of Europe . It s young King , Lou is XIV, was considered

by some as t he champion of Cathol ic i sm and despotism against

civil an d r eligious liber t y t h r oughout the world . Fr ance

7. Cross , £E. ci t . p . 551.
8. I bid .
9. George Macaul ay Trevelyan , History of England , p . 453 .
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was also the wealthiest of European powers, and he r subsidies

could free Charles from dependence on his Parli~nent. He felt

that the aid of Louis could alone r ealiz e his aims, and h e was

willing to pay the price which Louis demanded f or his aid, the

i d i S · 10 I d tprice of concurrence in h s es gns on pa~n . n or er 0

gain his designs, he wa ged costly and d e vastat ing wa r s , and

Charles had t o d o s ome dou ble- deal i ng to fulfill his p a r t o f

the plan.

These external pol icies ha d a s trong repercus sion on

internal politics. Ever since the Declaration of Indul genc e

21

the suspicion t hat Char les sought to bu i l d a Catho lic d e spoti sm

had be en gr owin s . His per sistent anti-national policy o f

friendly relation s with Louis increased Engl i sh suspic ion ,

thou g h nothing wa s de f ini t ely known of the Treaty o f Dover or

o f t he duplic i t y of Charle s 's negot iations with Lou i s . This

situation creat ed a str on g min o r i t y o f opposition in the loyal

Cavalier Parliame n t a nd led to the forma tion of the p o l itical

parties which e ver s i nce have been a prominent part of En gl i s h

parliamentary s y stem.

Oppos ition, of cour se , had never been entirely lacking ,

but befor e 1672 it had be en either fac tious or short l i ve d.

It began in earnest a ft e r the Dutc h war o f 1665-1667. Though

England was on the whole succes s ful , the di sgrace o f t he Dut c h

exploit on the Thame s wa s never for g otten. Clarendon was held

responsible i n publ ic opinion and was sen t into exil e .

10. Green, £E. cit., p. 634.



"From the fall of Clarendon i n August, 1667 to the deat h

of Sh a f tesbury in January, 1683, Eng land was in a h i gh state

of fe rment an d ag i ta tion . ,,11 Long s eries of national calami 

ties and p ol i ti c al blunders int ensified the tension of th e

nation. There were feuds i n t he Cabinet and among t he pe op l e ;

t here was rel i g ious i nt olerance ; the Royal house had become a

c ent e r of perfidy and dissat isfaction. Clarendon , though

bl amel es s , had been made the scapegoat of the disasters .

The Triple Al l i anc e (April, 1668) was fo llowed by
the s candal ous Treaty of Dover (May, 1670), by
whi ch an English Ki ng b ound himself to re-establ ish
t he Roman Ca t h ol i c religion in England, an d to join
h is arms with thos e of t he Fr ench k ing in s upport of
the House of Bourbon , that he mi gh t t urn the arms of
France agains t h i s own s ubjects, should they attempt
to oppose his des i gns . 12

Bet ween 1667 and 1674, Chat" les c onferred with the com-

mittee of t h e privy council on f or ei n affairs. The mos t i n-

fluential men of this council were Cl ifford, Ar l i ngt on ,

Buckingham , Ashley (Lord Shaft esbury) an d Lau de r da l e. Since

the i r initials spelled "cabal " which already h ad a sini ster

mean i ng t h e group was s oon kn own popularly a s the caba l . The

gove r nment , t n the hands of t h e Cabal, is known as " t h e mos t

unpr incipled and profligate ministry in the annals of our con

st i tuti onal h istory . ,,13

Next f ol l owe d the administration of Danby, who was the

leader of the intolerant Anglican gr oup i n parliament . Danby

bu i l t up a regul ar party of s upporters whose ch ief tenets were

11. John Churt on Col l ins , The Sat ires of Dryden, p . xxx i i i .
12 . Collins, ££. cit., pp . XiXi ii , xx iv .
13. ~., p. xx xiv .

22



intolerant Anglicanism and a wide r oyal prero a tive . Opposed

t o this p a r ty were those who believed in t olerat ion for Pro t 

es t~~ t Dissenters and in the s upremacy of Parli ame nt .

Shaftesbur s oon headed the gr oup , i v i n g it an or ani za t i on

lik e t h a t of a modern pol i t i cal p a r ty . Danby ' s followe r s be

c ame known a s the Tor ies , a nd Shaftes bury's a s the ~ ~ i gs .

These grou ps were also di vided on the que s tion of lawf u l

s u c c es s i on. I n Ma y 1662, Charles II ha d ma r r i e d Ca t her ine of

Br a ga nza , but he had no issue by her . Th er e for e , the questi on

of t h e s u cc ess i on be g an to assume prom nence . In t he even t of

the k ing l e a v i ng no legitimate children t he c r own would revert

to t he Duke of York . But the Duke was a cath oli c , and of a ll

the ma ny prejudices of the Engl i sh people , Pa pacy was t h e stron 

est . This question wa s n ow a t stake . Two great political

part ies were f or med . One i nsi s t ed on t h e exclusion of t h e

Du k e of York f r om t he right s ucces sion, on t he ground of h i s

rel i gi on . These we re t he Petit i oners , l a t er n i cknamed Yfu i s,

an d the Exc lus i onists wh os e leader was the Ea r l o f Sh a ft e s bury .

Th e othe r par ty, the Abhorrers (la ter nic kn amed To r ies ) wer e

anx ious , par t l y i n a c c or da nc e to the the ory of t he divine r i ght

of k ings and the mist r ust of t he ffiu l t i t u de , t o please t he k i ng

b y supp ort i ng the c laim of his br other .

The obj ec t of t h e Exclusi onists ~ a s t o i nfl ame the popu

l ace a r a inst the Ca t h oli cs. Two events p l a y e d i nt o t hei r h a nds

i n 1678, the Cath olic Terror and t h e i~p e achmen t of Danby.

Th e Cathol ic Te rror ~a s r oduced b Titus a tes , th o a pparent 

l y see k i n g n toriety c oncoct ed a series of lies abou t Cath oli c
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plots to dethrone Charles, seize t he gover nment , and e s 

tablish the Catholic Church. These f'alse charges were "taken

f'or gospe l , " and t he publ i c f'lared i nt o a s tate of' unr ea s on-

ing panic.

Shaf'tesbury ut i l i ze d the popul a r f'renz y to build up t h e

Vfu ig par ty . He then put f'orward the progr am of' exc l us i on of'

the Catholic s ucces s i on, di s bandm ent of' the army, and the

i mpeachment of' Danby.

The seed of Shaftesbury's rancor can be traced t o t h e

t ime when he was Lord Chancellor. At t h a t time he h pd the

misfortune or he sought the opport uni t y t o quarrel wi th the

Duke of York. J~es h ad no doubt per ceived t h a t Sha f t es bury's

schemes wer e not l i kely to coinc i de with h is own.

By the Duke's manoeuvr es , t h erefor e, Sh a f t es bur y
wa s f orce d to resign the Grea t Seal though he still
sat i n Parliament. Sh af tesbury' s leading pr incipl e
n ow be came ha t e d f or the Duke of York ai d popery. 14

He determined t o b end his Wh ole geni us to the task of

securing the succession f'or Monmou t h , the king's son by Lucy

Walters, even at the r is k of civil war. With this object in

mi n d, he set out to ga in the confidence of the peopL e m d of

the k i ng . Knowing h ow t he pe op l e de t ested the Papists and

lacked affection for the Duke of York, he h a d f ull hopes of'

success.

Monmout h , though known t o be t he king's ill eg i tima t e

child, was a favorite. He was i ndi f fer ent to all religions,

14. Coll ins, £E. cit., p. xxxvi i .



but u n d e r t he a us pices of Shaf t esbury and with t h e p ros pect

of a crown, he b ecame t h e repr e sent ative of Prote s t a n t ism.

He was wel l fi t ted natu r al ly t o play the part that Shaftes -

b ury p l an n e d fo r him. Hi s man n e r s were s ingular l y engag i n g,

h i s figu~ e s t riking. He was wealthy and p opu l a r and h i s

p opu l a r i ty inc re ased b y a vague a n d u nfou n d c laim t o l eg i ti 

macy based on the reported mar r i ag e of Charles to h i s mot h e r .

Shaft esb ury utterl y embroiled the k i n g d om by p e r sua di ng

Monmou t h t o return t o England wi t h ou t his father's consen t ,

and to b e c ome the ostens ible hea d of tha t body of whi ch t h e

wi l y pol i t ic ian was h ims e l f the soul . Th i s c onduct de eply

i n j u r e d Monmou t h in his f a t h e r ' s f avor . Charl es r efused to

se e h im , an d to put an end t o h i s hop es , publ i c l y de c l a r e d h is

i llegitimacy.

This a vowal was a s c r i b e d t o t heking's f ear
fo r his b r other . Pamph l e t s we re published to assert
t h e l e g itima c y of Monmou t h , a ga ins t t he express
ffid s ol ewn declarati on of h i s f a the r . Monmou t h
h i ms e l f b y v a r i ou s pr ogr es s e s t hrough t h e k ingdom,
wi th an affectation of p opu l a r i t y whi ch ga ine d t he
vu l gar but terri fied t he reflecting , a bove all , by
a clos e a lliance wi th the Ma ch i a v e l , Shaft e s bury ,
showed h i s avowed det e rm i nation to ma i n t a i n h i s
pret ens i ons aga~st t hose of t h e l a wf u l s uccessor . 15

25

Monmou t h was r e c e ived i n Englan d wi th enth usias t i c a pplaus e .

Simultaneously with h i s ap p e a r a n c e his partis a ns circulat ed

an a ppeal "for the p r es ervati on of hi s ma j e sty 's ' p e r s on , l iberty ,

property, and religi on. "16 I t p ropagandi zed the point

t h at what was n eede d was a ma n t o lead t r ue h eart e d
Bretons aga i ns t French invaders a nd pop ish rebels, '

15. Scott, £E. c it., I X, 255
·16. Coll ins, £E. cit., p . x x x v i i i .



and that that man wa s Monmou t h i qualified a l i k e
by birth, c onduct and courage. 7

The popular excitement was at its peak; the country was on

the verge of civil war andShaftesbury was now sanguine of

success.

This was the state of affairs in 1681 when Absalom an d

Achitophel first appeared. No doubt, Dryden wi t h his master

ly pen had helped to revert pub l i c opinion. For t he tide had

changed and the facts are t hat two parliaments wer e called in

turn, but twice the Exclusion Bill had been r ejected. Charles

saved the cause for h i s brother by dissolving Pa rliament before

it granted the s upply• . The Wh ig ' s gr ea t e s t blunder was the

attempt to vest the successi on in t he Duke of Monoouth wh o wa s

a "frivolous fop." James had a mi nd of his own, an d wa s nota-

bly serious. The attitude of Parliament, mor e ove r , had a roused

a fear that departure fr om the h eredi t ary line of succession

would result in civil war, and Englisn men had had their fill

of civil war.

The fear of civil war br ough t about a gr ea t reaction and

the king soon found himself strong enough to strike a dec is ive

blow against Shaftesbury wh o in the eyes of the r oyalists was

the seducer of young Monmout h and the arch-enemy of the pub l i c

peace. In July, 1681, he was arrested on charge of "sub ordina-

t ion of high treason for conspiring for the death of the king

and the subversion of the Government, 1118 and committed to the

17. Collins, £E. cit., IX, 253.
18. Ibid. p. xxxix.
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Tower to await his trial at the Ol d Ba i l ey in the fo l l owing

November.

At t his critical period, just a we ek befor e t h e trial

on which so much depended, appeared Absalom ~ Ach it oph el.

Sir Wa l t er Sc ot t said that " t h e t i me of i t s appearance wa s

chosen with a s much art as t h e poem displays g en i us . "19 The

country had to be s aved f r om strife. At this moment ous

crisis, Dr yden launche d his grea t es t efforts to work upon

publ i c opinion. His poem, as he calls it , had f or i ts theme

a definite pol i t i cal pr o j ec t . Ac c ording t o a no t e by Jacob

Tons on, Dryden under t ook the poem on t h e request of Charles II.

The plan of the sat i r e evi dent ly was no t or i g ina l. Un-

doubt edly, t h e fourth s atire of J uvenal s uggested the i dea

of cast i ng s atire i n t h e epic moul d ; Hor ac e and Lu c a n s upplied

models f or t h e elab orate portra i ts and "Lu c an 's de s cript ion

of the pol i t i ca l conditions of Rome at t h e t ime of the gr ea t

civil conflic t is, unmi stakably, Dryden's arche t yp e for h i s

pictur e of t h e state part i e s in Lon don ".20 Nor was the device

of disguis i ng living persons and curren t i nc i dent s and analo-

g i es under the vei l of s criptur al names new . Be er s ays that

"The parallel be t we en David a nd Absa l om and Char les I I

and Monmout h had a l r ea dy been expl oi t ed by other writ e r s b efore

Dryden took it up . "2l Professor Ri ch ar d F. J one s i n

19. Scott, 2£. c i t . , IX, 197.
20. Collins, op:-C"i t., p , xl.
21. E. S. Beer" "Abs a lom and Achitophel : Literar y and

Hi s t ori ca l Not es , " . ev i ew of Engl i sh St u di es , xv ii
(July, 1941), 301+. -

27



"The Originali t;{ of Absalom an d Achi t oph eL" 22 s hows that

the parallel was i n common us e in t h e seventeenth cent ury.

In 1679 the scriptural s t or y of Nabot h ' s v ineyar d

was paraphras ed and ap pl i ed to the condemnation of Lord

Stafford for his supposed complic ity i n t he Popish Pl ot

and in 1680 a small prose tract wa s pu bl i s he d i n Dub lin

entitled Abs alom's Cons p i racy ; or The Tragedy of Tr eas on.

But the analogy bet ween Jewish history in t h e r e i gn of

David (II Samuel, Chapters 13-16.) and the condit i on of

Eng l and in 1681, and t he anal ogy between t he Bibl i ca l

characters and the pol i t ica l chara c t ers aft er t he Res t or a t i on ,

were sufficiently obvious t o strike a less i ntel l i gent re ader

than Dr yden. The a l lu s ions could no t be mis sed. Dr yd en h a d

a purpose for wr i t i ng i n a l l eg or i es .

In spite of t his, Dr yden was pr ofoundl y or i g i nal i n h i s

p lan and style, i n h i s vigor an d met h od of appl icat ion . He

us es the Biblical par all e l t o admi t t h e h e r oi c style. F~

generally the Bi b l i ca l ter minol ogy was c onsidered t h e t h ing

of dign ity. Sanhedrin and Abbe t hdin wou l d bear a t reat ment

which Parliament and Lord Chancel lor c oul d not . The a ctual

parallel is slight. Th ere is no Sanhedrin i n the story of

David, nor does Dryden att empt to press the para l le l .

Verrall claims that "the t rea t ment of contemporary events

22. R. F. Jones, "The Originali t y of Absalom and
Achitophel," Moder n Language Not es , XLVI (April; 19311,
211-18.
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on abst ract lines, and t h e comparison with the Biblical

story, is necess ary on p a i n of absurdity ."23

This poem is the triumph of g en i u s as di s t i ngui s h e d
frem mere talent •••• A p art y p amph let , - - i n the
hands of Re gnier or Churchill, a p arty p amphlet i t
woul d h ave r ema i n e d , - - t h a t and n othing mor e . Let
the student ask himself, or as k his ~eacher, why
Dryderls party pamph l e t is immortal.2~

23 Verrall , £E. cit., p . 56.
24 . Collins , £E. cit . , p . xli.
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CR4.PTER IV

ANALYSIS OF ABSALOM AND ACHITOPHEL

The g e n i u s o f John ~ryden can be traced t hrou gh h i s

gre a t pol i tic al s a tire, Absalom and Ac h i t op h e l . I t i s a n

allegorical satire in hero i c c oupl ets and ha s been call ed

the gr ea t e s t political vers e s atir e i n the language. It

has an energetic presentation of the politic a l prin ciple s

of t wo par t i e s , d i gnified but damag ing c harac t erizat ion ,

deadly wi t , and bl az ing diction . Accordin g to Verrall , it

is "an announc ement and a -p rophecy of the r o yal triumph,

and an appeal to the nat ion for gr a t e f u l a cquie s cenc e . " l

"The gr e a t n e s s of the poem l i es h owe ve r no t in t h e p lot ,

but in t h e br i l l i a n t character izat i ons and i n the vigorous

present a tion of the politic al tene ts of bo th s ide s . "2

The pla n o f Absalom and Ac h i t op h e l is one o f ex treme

simplicity , a situ a t i on r a t her t h a n a story . Absalom

(Monmouth), a young ill egitima t e prince , is seduced int o

rebellion by the a r t of a t r e acherou s statesman , Achitophel

t ~haftesbury) . rie is t augh t to cul tiv a t e popular i t y a n d

does so wi t h dan gerous s u c ce ss . All t h i s i s stated i n ou t-

line and a bstraction only , but is v e r y eas y t o f o l l ow, if

the political ba ck ground i s kn own . Owi ng t o t h e capri ce of

the mob , the p r ince ' s posit ion becomes a na tion a l danger .

1 . Verrall~ £E. cit ., p.54 .
2 . Louis I . Br e dv o l d , The Best ££ Dr y den , p. 540.
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Abstract sketches wi t h identify i n g t ouches a re g i v en to h is

principal supporters a nd to ro me o f t he loyal sincerity. The

k i n 8 is mo v e d to i nterfere. Hi s p r ot e st and h i s pat e r n a l

threat allay the tumult:

•.•• Th' Almi ghty, nodding, ga ve cons ent;
And peals of Thunde r shook the Fi rmame n t .
Hen c e f or th a Series o f new t ime began .3

Si propius stes t e c apiat mag i s : " I f y ou stand nearer ,

you wi l l be still more attra c t ed,"4 Dryden ' s mo tto on t h e

title pag e of t hi s p oli t ica l all egor y is intri guing . The

more you delve i nto it , t h e more you f i nd .

The poem on the whole may be divid ed into f ive par ts :

the introduction; the t empt a t ion or Sha f t e s bu ry ' s and Absalom' s

speeches; the s uccumbin8 and campaigning ; t h e Ki ng ' s f riend s ;

and t he Ki ng ' s speech.

Th e f i r s t part ma y b e called the introduct ion . Li ne s 1-45

introduce King ~harl e s II (Da v i d ); Qu e en Ca the r i n e of Braganza ,

(Michal), wh o like t he Bibical Mi cha l was childle ss ; and the

illegitimate son , t he Duke o f orunouth (Absalom) , who gifted

by n a t u r e h a s d ist i n guish ed h i msel f in " Fo r eign Fi e l d s . " Hi s

pleas ing exterior c on c ealed a we ak and irr esolu t e c h a r acter,

but t his t h e Ki ng d i d n ot perce i ve f or:

Vi t h secret J oy, i ndulg en t David v iew ' d
His You t h f u l I ma g e i n h i s Son r e n e w' d;
To all h is wishes No thi n g h e den i ' d

3. John ~ arge aunt , Th e Po ems of John Dryden , p. 62,
lines 1026-28. Al l furt h er r eferences to t h e po em wi l l be
to t his edition whi c h was printed i n Londo n in 1 681 and
which presents an un-moderni z ed text with tex t ual n otes.

4. Horace, Ars Po e t i c a , 361- 62.



And made t h e Char ming Annabe l his Br i d e .
Wha t faul ts he had (for who f r om f a u l t s is f r e e ? )
Hi s father could not or he wo ul d not see.

31-36

Lin es 45-84 c ompare the En g l i s h people to the He br ews :

Th e Je ws, a He a d s t r on g , Mo o dy , Mu r m' r i n g race
As e v e r tr'd th' extent and stretch of gr a c e
Go d 's pamper'd Peo p l e , whonl , debauch'd with ease ,
No King could govern nor no Go d could please • •• •

Dryden excels in de scription h ere . He describes them

as a p ampered people, alwa ys in strife, whom no king could

govern . Th e progress and main events of revolt can be in-

terpre te d from Dryden's poetry . The mu l t i p l i c i ty o f sects

is ridi culed in a characteristic couplet:

(Gods the y have tri'd o f every shape and s ize
That Go d - s mi t h s c ould produc e or Pr i e s t s devise :)

49, 50
The ir political instability is ridicul ed. A s hort time a go :

I n contemplation o f who se u gly Scar s .
They curst the memory o f Ci v i l Wa r s .
The mo de r a t e s ort of r en , t hus qua l i f i ' d
Inc l in 'd the Ballanc e to t he be t te r side ••• •

73-76

Now ideal s have c han g ed a gain:

The careful Devil is still at hand wi t h means;
And pr ovidently Pimp s for ill des ires :
Th e Goo d Old Ca u s e , reviv'd , a Plot r equires ,
Plots , true or false, ar e n e c es s a r y things,
To r aise up Common - weal t h s and ruin Kings .

80-84
Lin e s 85- 133 usher in the J ebusites (Papists) or the

Roman Ca t hol i c s. Their sad situation is well t reated. Th e

allusions a re t o the civil disabilities put upon them and

t o t h e fa lse a c cus a t i ons alleged a gainst them. Dryden

cl e arly e x h i bits t h e fate of the J e busites. Noy e s maintains

t hat t he f ollowi n g line s "do not e xagg e r a t e t he treatment o f
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the Catholics by the gover nmen t and t he peopl e of ..c.ngland.,,5

Th' inhabitants of Ol d Jerusalem,
Ver e Jebusites; the Town so call'd from t h em;
And their's t he Na t i ve right--
But when the chosen People grew mor e s t r ong,
The rightful cause at l ength be c ame t he wr ong ;
And every lo ss t he men of Je bus bo r e ,
They still were thought God ' s enemi es t he mor e .
Thus, wor n and weaken ' d wel l or ill content,
Submit they mus t t o Da vi d ' s Government:
Impoverish't and de priv'd of all Command,
The i r Taxes doubl ed a s t he y lost t h e i r Land;
And, what was har de r yet to fl esh and bl oo d ,
Their Gods disgrac'd, and bur n t like commond woo d .
This set the Hea then Pr iesthood in a flame,
For Priests of all Rel i gions are the s ame :
Of whatsoe'er descent t heir Godhea d be,
Stock, Stone, or other homely Ped i gree,
In his defence hi s Se r van t s are a s bol d ,
As if he had be en bor n of beaten Gol d .

85- 103

From hence be gan t hat Plot , t he Na t i on s Curse ••••
108

"That Plot" refers t o the Pop i sh Plot , of whi ch unsavory Titus

Oa t e s gave the f i r s t i nformati on in Augu s t, 1678. In order to

inflame Pr ot e s t an t frenz y, Oat e s concoc t ed a s eri es of lies.

He laid befor e t he Counc i l a declara t i on alle gi ng that an

extensive plot wa s on f oo t among the Engl i sh Cathol i cs f or

setting fire to the city, mas sa cr ing t he Pr o te s t ant s , and

assassinating the king in order to br i ng England back i n to the

fold of the Catholic Chur ch . The falseho od is descri bed as:

Bad in itself, bu t represented wor s e ,
Rais'd in extremes, and in extremes de cr i 'd ,
Wi t h Caths affirm'd, with dying Vows deni'd,
Not we i gh ' d or wi nnow ' d by t he ~ul t i tude ,

But s wallow'd in the Ma s s , unc he wed and crude.

5. Ge orge R. Noye s , The Po e t i ca l ' orks of John Dryden ,
Cambridge edition, p. 950.---
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Some Truth there wa s , bu t dashed and br ew ' d wi th
Lies;

To pleas e the Fools, and puzz le all t h e Wi s e .
. 109-15

Lines 110-13 de scribe the c ommon ac tion o f man a nd

can be applied e ven to - day . rla ny principles are:

Not we igh ' d or winnow ' d by t h e Mu l t i t u d e ,
But s wallow'd i n t h e Ma s s , unchewed a n d crude.

112-1 3

Aft er t h e e x po s a l of the Popish Pl o t , ther e were two

gr oup s o~ pe opl e in the S t a t e , t ho s e:

Be l iev ing no thi n g or be l i eving all.
117

Lines 118-32 denounc e Cathol i c i sm . At that time Fran ce

was the leading Ca thol i c p ower and Oa te s had supposedly

testifi ed that a French army wa s t o suppor t the Po p i sh schemes

and aid in suppress i n g Pr otes t antism. The French are referred

to as Egyptians:

T~e Egyp t i an Ri tes the Je bus it~ embrac 'd,
Where Gods were re commended by t h e i r tast e .
Suc h sav ' r y Dei ties must needs be good
As s erv' d a t on ce f or Wor s h i p and for Food .

118-21

The qu o t e d lin e s are a s ne e r at t he doctrine o f t ransubstan-

tlation. They r ecall to mind the Te s t Act which was treated

in Chapter III. The Act provided t h at a ll o f f i c e holders

declare the ir d isbel ie f in t r ansubst a n t iat i on. Thi s a u t o-

matically excluded the Ca thol ics f r om holding off i ce .

This Pl o t , whi ch fail' d f or wa n t o f common Sens e,
Had yet a deep a nd dangerous Cons e quence;
For as, when r agin g Fevers bo i l t h e Blood
The standing Lake soon fl oats into a Floud;
And ev'ry hostile Humou r wh i c h b e f or e
Slept q~iet in its Channe l s bubbl e s o 're :
So several Factions from thi s first F e rment
Wor k up to Foam, and threat t h e Go ve r n men t .

134-41
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These lin e s refer to the parties ho se intrigues ere int er-

wove n to me n a c e the security of the En glish State .

The Pop i sh Plot was only a t hread in t h e f a bric, a

sheepskin for the wol f , a gu i s e for a tre a c h erous de s ign •

•••• ev 'ry hostile Hwnou r hich befor e
Slept qu i e t in its Channels bubbles o lre ••••

138,39

Se ve ral factions ri se u p a n d threaten t he g o v e r nme n t . Among

t he re bels we r e men g o a de d on by friends or per~nal a mbition;

me n who oppos ed t he pow er to which they could not rise ; men

who had been grea t i n c ou r t and favored by the king; men who :

~ e r e rais e d in Pow'r "and Publick Office high ••••
148

Of these , fa l se Achitophel (Lord Shaftesbury) was first .

Cross des cr i bes him as " a bo r n a gitator and demagogue , a

fo re r unne r o f the mo d e r n p a r t y leader ." 6 Li n e s 150-200 are

the inimita bl e portrait of Achitophel , wh i l e l ines 200-29

exhi bit h i s uneasiness , his designs, a nd introduce h is f amou s

spe ec h . Dryden attacks h i m in l i n e s of biting satire which

have be c ome c l a s si c :

For clos e Designs and c r o ok e d Counsels fit ,
Saga c i ou s , Bold , and Turbulent of wi t ,
Re s t l e s s , unfixt i n Pr inciples and Place ,
In Pow'r unp l ea s ed, impati ent of Disgrace
A fi ery Sou l , which working out i ts way }
Fretted t h e Pigmy Bo dy to decay :
And o'r i nfo r med the Tenement of Clay .

152-58

Th e s e lines c on t a i n a l l the e ssence of Shaftesbury's character

and t he pas sage that follows is a sca t h i n g reference to h i s

6. Cro ss , £E. ci t ., p . 548.
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overt acts of jealousy or pride, his ins at i a bl e desire for

pow er, or wh a te ve r it may be t hat is satiri zed. Justa fe w

evidences of overt acts will b e quote d :

A darling Pilo t i n ext r emi ty ;
Pleas'd wi th t h e dan g er whe n the waves were h igh
He s ought t h e Storms ; bu t f or t h e Calm u n f i t ,
Woul d ste e r to nigh the Sand s t o boast his Wi t .

15 9- 62

In Fri endship f alse, i mplacabl e in Hat e ,
Resolv'd t o Ru i n e or t o Rul e the State ; }
To Compass t h i s the Triple Bond he broke ;
The Pi l lar s of t he Publick Safet y s hook,
And f it t ed Israel for a Fo reign yoke ••••

1 '73-77

The a bove tr i plet identifies the Triple Al l i a n c e of 1 668,

which had been formed be twe e n En g l a n d , Swe d e n , and t h e Du tch

Re publ i c , a gainst Fr a n ce . Shaf te sbu ry (Ac h itophel) " p l a y ed

a prominent part i n br e aking up t his allia nce and br i n g i n g

on t h e Dut ch Wa r o f 167 2-74 , in wh i c h En gland wa s aided by

France . " 7

Dr yden's co~~ent des cr i bes t he conveniences of popularity :

So e as i e stil l i t prov es in Fa c t i ou s Ti me s
Wi t h pu blick Ze a l to canc e l pr i va te Cr ime s :
How safe is Treason and how s a c r e d i l l,

he r e n one can s in a gai n s t t he p e op l e s \'J i l l
..he r e Crouds c a n wink; a n d n o o ffe nce be k nown ,
S i n c e i n ano thers gui l t t hey find t h e i r own .

1 80- 85

The people f orgive mu ch in t hose who u p hold t h e i r c aus e.

" Shaftesbury's share i n promo ting t h e wa r wi t h Holla n d , a

Pr o te s t an t a lly of ~ngland , wa s forgiven when he e spoused t he

i h ig cause .,, 8

7. Noy e s , £E. cit., p . 951
8 . Ra l e igh , £E. £li., p. 1 71 .
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Dryden ga ve Shaftesbury a " bitte r do s e o f med i c i n e " but

he counteracted it wi th at l east a " drop of honey ." From

biting satire h e turns to a few lin es of praise , for examp l e ,

The Sta tement we abho r , but pra ise the Judge .
18 7

Lines 18 7- 99 di d not ap p ear in the fi rs t edition . Dryden was

taking no risk in weakening h i s po l i t ical ob j ective . Bu t he

adde d t hem to his second e d i t i on , "prais i n g Shafte s bury as an

upr i g h t and uncorrupti ble j u dge, as a c ontrast t o t h e co r rupt ion

and demago guery of hi s political leadership ." 9 The l a udato r y

l ine s r e f e r to the time when h e s e r ve d t h e k ing fa i thfu l ly , but

after t he fall of the Ca ba l he be c ame t h e mo s t conspicuous l e a d

er of the Opp o s i t i on . I n 1678 and t h e fol l owing year s , he took

advan t a ge o f t h e be l ief i n Popi sh Plot , a nd was t he chief

supporter of t h e Exclus i on bill , wh ich wa s brought fo rward t o

d epr i v e t he Duke of Yor k of lawf ul s u c c e s s i on.

" Th e g i s t of Dry den ' s c h arg e a gainst Shafte sbury is no t

that he represented t h e people , but tha t he deceived t hem . " lO

He stirred up envy and ha t r e d ; h e enc oura ged opinions that he

di d not s hare , if h e t hought them ben e fi cia l t o h i s cause .

His cunningness is pointed out in :

Achi tophe l , gr own we a r y to possess
A l awf u l Fame, and lazie Happ ine s s
Di s dan ' d t he Gol de n Frui t to ga ther fr e e
An d lent t he Crowd h i s Arm t o s hake t h e Tree .
Now , manifest of Cr ime s , contriv'd lon g s i n c e ,
He stood at bo l d Def i ance wi th h i s Prince

e l d up t he Bu c k l e r o f the Pe opl e s Caus e
Against t he Crown ; a nd sculk' d be hi n d the Laws .

9 . Br e dvo l d , Ee s t o f Dry den , p . 540 .
10. Raleigh , £E. cit . , p . 1 71 .
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Th e wish 'd o c c a s i on or the Plo t he takes;
Some c i rc ums t a nces fin ds, but more he makes
By buzz ing Emissar ies , f i l l s the ear s
Of listenin g Cr ouds , wi th J e alou sies a n d Fear s
or Ar bitrary Counse l s brou ght to l i ght ,
And pr ove s t h e Ki n g hims elr a J e bus ite.

200-13

The l eader naturally l ooks a bout r or a pretender to the

t hron e to s u bs ti t u t e ror t he Duke of York . Achitophe l

i ntroduc e s h is claiman t and reveals his me tho d of a pproach .

Observe t h e d i 8ni ty of the i n t r odu c t o r y passage a nd the rise

of poeti cal or n ament :

Achitophel s t i l l want s a Chier, and none
Wa s r ound s o ri t a s 'a r l i k e Absalom :
No t , that he wi sh 'd h is Gre a t n e s s to create ,
( For Po l ititians neither love nor h a t e : )
Bu t , r o r h e knew his Title not allow ' d,
~oul d k e e p him s t i ll dep e n din g on the Croud ,
That Kingly pow 'r , thus ebbing out , might be
Dr a wn to t h e Dre g s or a Democracie .
Him he a t tempts with studi e d Arts to pl e a s e
An d s h eds hi s Venome in suc h words as these .

220- 29

Th e s econd d i v i s i on, inc luding lines 230-476, may be

labelled as The Temptation , or Ac h i t op h e l ' s Sp e e c h and Absalom's

Repl y . Here a ll or Ac h i t op h e l ' s "Venome " is artrully a ppli e d .

" Th e Central and a ll i mporta n t epis ode i s the Temp t a t i on . Her e

we mus t r ead mi nu tely and wi t h careful a ttention to me t r i c a l

erfects, in orde r t o note the appeal or t he a c t u a l v erse . " l l

Th e Invo cation t o Absalom is very effective . Ac h i t ophe l ' s

masterly spe ec h be g ins :

Aus p icious Pr inc e l a t who s e Na t i v i t y
Some Roya l Plane t rul'd the So u thern Sky ;
Thy longin g Count r ie s Darling and De s i re
Their cloudy P i l lar , a nd the ir gu a r d i a n Fi r e ,

11. Verrall, ££. cit., p . 63.
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Their secon d Moses , who s e extende d wand
Di v i de s t h e Seas and shows the promis 'd Land
Whose dawning Day , i n e very d istant Age ,
Has ex erc is ed the Sa c r e d Pr ophet s r a ge,
The Pe op l e s Pr ay ' r , t he g l a d Div iners Thea~,

The Young men s Vi s ion and t h e Ol d mens Lr e aml
Thee, Saviour, Thee the Na t i on s Vows confess ;
And, n ever satisfi 'd with s e ein g, ble s s :
Swift, unbesp ok en Pomps , t hy step s procla i m,
And stammering Babe s are tau g h t t o lisp t hy Name .

230-43

The adulation is stron g and cleve r ly pre sented . Achitophel

flatters t he " Auspic i ou s Pr ince " and works systematical ly on

his pride.

Swi f t, unbespoken Pomps , t hy steps proclaim••• •
241

Th e allusion h er e i s to the popular demonstrations which had

accompanied Monmou t h ' s progre ss through the country after

his re t u r n f r om abr oad in 1679.

Th ere i s a touch of s at ire in the wor d "unbespoken . "

The first proposal o f royalty is introduced : .

How long wi lt thou t h e g en er a l Joy detain;
S t a r v e , a nd de fraud the People o f thy Re ign ?
Content i nglor iou sly to pass thy days ,
Like on e of Vertu e s Fo o ls t h a t Fe e ds on Praise;
Till t hy f r e s h Gl or i e s , which now s hine so br i gh t ,
Grow Stale and Tarnish with our da yly si g ht.
Be l iev e me , Royal Youth, t hy Frui t must be
Or ga t h er ' d Ri p e , or r ot u pon the Tree .

244-51

Fate is n ow i mpr e ss e d. Heaven h a d a llott ed to all sooner

or later a special opp ortu nity:

Our Fortune rolls a s from a smooth Descent
And, from t he fir st i mpression, t ake s t h e Bent ;
But, if unseiz'd s he g l i de s a way lik e wind;
And l eaves rep enting Fo l ly f ar behind .

256- 59

Had Charles (Davi d) no t dare d when f ortun e c a l l e d, h e would



ha v e r ema i n e d in exile at Br u s s e l s . Ch a r le s s e iz e d h i s

oppor t uni ty and Monmou t h (Absalom) should do the s ame .

There is somet h ing to build on . Cha r le s is n o t a s popular

as on t he day of Re s t ora t i on . The r eception of Charles at

Dove r i n May , 1660 is descri bed in t h e triplet :

He is not now, as when , on Jordan's San d }
The J o yf ul p eople throng 'd to s ee h im Lan d
Cov 'ring the Be a c h and bl echnin g a l l t he stra nd • •• •

Now Char le s 's f or t une has turned for the wor s e . He ha s f allen

from h is hei ght lik e the "Prince of Angels ." Events of time

a s wel i as Ch a r l e s ' s position are a ga i n r eviewed i n l ine s

275-302. Ac h i t ophe l i mportun es a s to s a y-- ~hy he s i t a t e ?

~bat s t r e n gth can he to y ou r De s ign s oppo se ,
Na k e d of ~riends , a nd round be s e t wi th Foe s ?
If Pharaoh 's doubtful succour h e shou l d use ,
A fore ign Ai d wou l d more i nc en s e t h e Jews ••••

Achitophe l puts fort h another ent rea ty :

•••• And ' ti s t he general Cry
Re l i g i on , Conw on- wea l t h , a nd Liberty .
I f you , as Champion of t h e Publ iqu e Uoo d ,
Add t o t h e i r Ar ms a Ch e i f of rio yal Bl oo d ;
i ha t may not I s r a el hope , an d wha t Applause
ligh t s uc h a General gai n by such a Caus e?

291 - 96

Ra le i gh c l aims that " Sh a f t e s bu r y took pleasure i n the

craft o f s t at e sma n s h i p a n d delight ed in h i s ovm dex ter i t y

in ha ndl ing publi c opinion . ,,12 Thi s pri de Achitoph el himself

reveals i n h is s p e e c h:

All s ort s o f men by my successful Ar t s
Abhor r ing King s , estran ge t heir alter ed Hear t s
From Dav id ' s Rule ••••

28 9-300

12. Ra leigh , £E. c i t., p . 170 .



Lines 230-302 are concerned wi th Achi t ophe l ' s ma s t e r l y

s peech. Dryden now introduces h i s interlu de , a s a strain or

a period of r eflection allotted for Ab s a l om' s reply :

hat cannot Praise effe c t in Mi g h t y fi n d s ,
lih e n Flattery Scoths and wh en Ambit i on Bl i n d s !
Desire of Po w'r , on Ea r t h a Vi tiou s i e e d ,
Ye t, sprung from n i gh is of Co e le s t i a l S e e d ;
I n God ' ti s Glory : And when f e n As p i r e ,
'Tis but a Sp a r k too much of Hoavenly Fire,
Th ' Ambitious You th, too Covetous of Fame ,
Too f u l l o f An gel s ~ e tal i n his Fr a me ,
Unwa r ily was l ed from Vertues wa y s ,
Ma d e Drunk with Hon ou r , and debauch' d with Pr a i s e .
Half l oath and h a l f c on s en t i n g to t he Ill ,
( Fo r Loya l Bloo d within him strugled s t i l l , )
He thus repli1d ••••

303-15

In lin e s 303-72 , Dr y de n g i v e s high praise to Da v i d

(Ch a r le s ) through t he mou t h of Absalom by enumerating his

good deeds and by qu e s t i on i ng a ny wr on g ones .

Absalom is ready wi th t he r e p l y . Al though II Half l oath

and h a l f consenting ,1I in a virtuous strain h e t hus replies :

• • •• And what Pr e t e n c e h ave I
To take up Arms for Publick Liberty?
My Fathe r Go ve r n s wi t h unquestion'd Righ t ;
The Faiths De f e n d e r and Ma n k i n d s Delight ,
Good, Gr a c i ous , J u s t, Observant of t h e Laws;
And Heav 'n by Won d e r s ha s e spous 'd his Cause .
mom h a s he Wr on g ' d i n all his Peaceful

Rei gn?
~bo s u es f or J u s t i c e to his Throne in Vain?

315- 22

Absalom cont inues,' p r ai sing his father and pointin g out t hat

Char les had t h e people at h e a r t . He tells t he people that

t h e y mi ght assert their liberty bu t he has no right to do so

be cause h i s f ather g i v e s h i m all bu t t he IIKi n gly Di a d em, "

which i s de s tined for a II Wo r t h i e r head . 1I He r e h e al so praises

t he l awful heir , J ame s II , wh o will ascend t he Throne . The



last lines of t h e sp eech suggest Absalom's inner t a t t l e :

Yet oh that Fa te , Propitiously Inclin'd,
Ha d r a i s ' d by Bi r t h , or h a d d e bas'd my Mi n d ;. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
And , made for Emp i r e , vh i sp e r s me wi t h i n ;
Desire of Gr ea t ness is a God- l ike S i n .

363- 72

"After the storm comes the calm." Abs a l om s ha k es off t h e

temptation and concludes :

Des ire of Gr e a t n e ss is a Go d- l i k e Sin .
372

The transitional lin es, lin es 373- 75, are ve r y r eal i stic.

Achitophel, " Hells d ire a g en t " fin ds Ab s a l om sta g g e ring and

weak . The tempter took a dvantage ' o f t h a t situation , an d be f or e

virtue ma i n t a ine d her gr ound , he pursue d Absa lom wi t h gr e a t e r

force by p l aying on h i s pr ide . Achi t ophe l begins h i s s e con d

speech :

Th' eternal God , S upremel y Go o d and ~ i s e ,

I mparts n o t the se r ro d igious Gifts i n va i n ;
Vh a t Won d e r s are Re ser v ' d to bless y ou r Re ign ?

Against y ou r wi l l yo u r Arguments have s hown ,
Su c h Virtue's only g i v ' n t o g u i d e a Throne .
No t that you r Fa ther ' s I ildn e s s I contemn,
But ma n ly Fo r c e be c ome s t h e Di a d em.

376-82

Achitophel presses t he po i nt t hat t h e p eople a r e g e t t i ng t he

upper hand and i f Absal om does no t s a v e t h e s itu at i on the

gove rnment will fall into t he hands of t h e mu l t i t ud e .

Li n e s 373-476 unveil Achi t ophe l ' s p lan for Ab s a l om, the

method of procedure, and t h e as suranc e of succ e s s .

All will tak e a n atur al cour s e . Charle s wi l l g i v e to

the p eople till he can g i v e no more .
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The t hrifty Sanhedrin shall keep h im po or:
An d e very Sheckle whi ch he c a n receive
Shall c o s t a Limb of h i s Prerogative .

390-9 2

From h i story we know wh a t a hard time Charles had in g e t t i n g

mon ey f rom Par liament (Sa n h e dr i n ). Usu a l l y i t entai led a

sacrifi c e of a prerogat ive or d emand , as for instance , when

he had t o recal l the De c l a r a t i on of Indul genc e in order to

ge t a s uppl y of mon ey .

Achitophel says that the rest of t he designing wi l l be

h i s :

To p ly him with new Pl o t s s hall be my care ;
Or p lunge him de ep in s ome Ex p en s i v e V'a r ;
Wh i ch , when his Treasure can no more supply ,
He mu s t , with the Re ma ins of Ki n g shi p , buy .

393-95

The Catholics , his fait h f ul fr iends , wi l l be t o r n fro m h i s

a id by a " Fur y " (refers to Oa t e s ' do i ngs) and Cha r le s s hall be

l eft t o publ ic s c or n . Th e n ext succ e ssor (James I I ) wi l l be

made obnoxious to t he state by Achotophel's " Arts ." He wou l d

c on t i nu e in these dev i lish schemes :

Till time s hall Ever- wanting Da v i d dr aw,
To pass your doubtful Title i nto La w.
If not ; t he Pe opl e have a Ri ght Sup r eme
Go ma k e their Kings ; for Ki n g s a re made for

them.
407-10

. All empire i s no more than Po w'r in Trust
410

....
Achi tophe l 's tenets are exhi bited i n line s 410-76 . He molds

Absalom's v i e ws t o suit his own . Finally he urges Absalom to :

Doubt not; but , when he mo s t effec ts t he Frawn ,
Co~~it a ple asing Rap e upon the Crown .
Se cure h is Person to s ecure yo ur Cause ;
They who pos se ss t h e Prince , possess t h e Law s .

473- 76



The third divisi on , lines 477-810, constitutes t h e

succumbing an d the process of campaigning . So c onvi ncingly

di d Achitophel present his views t hat Absalom weak ened .

I rr.por t uni ti es prevailed and the last advice suited h im bes t.

Fr om then on:

Strong were his hopes a Ri va l to r emove,
With Blandishments t o ga i n t he pu bl i ck Love,
To Head t he Faction while thei r Zeal wa s hot,
And Popularly Prosecute t he Plot .

4·86-90

A parade of actions begins . To further the Pl ot Achit ophel

unites :

The Ma l e c ont en t s o~ a l l t he I s r a elit es
492

Di s s en t er s and "Mistaken Men, " wh o were pa t riot s a t h ea r t but

were seduce d b y "I mpi ous Arts," wer e i ns trumental i n "cracking

the Government . " With thei r aid, Achitophel does ev erything

poss i bl e t o cause an uprising of the Engl i sh p eople. Be i ng

part of t he Counc il, he f i nds i t eas y to do under hand work and

charge the consequences to Charles a s poor management . As a

res ult of Achitophel's fraudulent busi ness , the financ ial bu r den

i s at a peak ; all pr ogres s i s curtailed, t he pe opl e los e proper

ty an d become so pan i cky t ha t they hate not only "David" bu t

als o t h e King; (not t h e pe r s on but the f orm of g overnment) .

Th e conspirators and their go a l are vivi dl y and s atirically

portrayed:

Yet deepest mout h 'd against t h e Gove r nment .
A numerous Host of dreaming Saints succeed;
Of the true old Enthusiast ick Breed:
' Ga i ns t Form and Order they their Pow'r i mploy.
Nothing to Build, and al l things to Des troy .
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Bur far more numerous was the Herd of such,
Who think too little, and who talk too mu ch .
These , out of meer inst inct, they knew not why ,
Adored their Fa t her s ' God , and Pr oper t y :
And , by the same bl i n d Ben ef i t of Fa t e ,
The Devi l and the Jebusite did ha t e :
Born to be sav'd, even in t heir own despight;
Fecause they could not help bel i ev i ng r i ght .
Such were t he Tools ; bu t a whol e Hydra mor e
Remains , of sprouting he a ds too long to score .

528-42
I n a series of br i l l i an t character sketches, t he leading

Whi gs are brought on t he scene. Dryden treats thes e " Chiefs"

politically and satirically as well a s artistically. The firs t

in rank is Zimri . Si n ce Dryden is fully aware of the genius

shown in this portrait , and s ince in his op i n i on Zi mr i is wor t h

the whol e poem , we can not r efrain from quo t i ng i t:

In the first Rank of the se did Zi mr i s tand:
A man so vari ous, tha t he s eem'd t o be
Not one , but all Mank i nd ' s Epi t ome .
Stiff in Opinions, always in t he wr ong;
Wa s everything by s tarts, and Nothing l ong :
But, in the cour s e of on e revolving Moon,
Wa s Chymist, Fidler, State s -man , and Buf f on ;
Then all for women , Painting, Rhimi n g , Dr i nking ,
Besides ten thousand Freaks t hat die d in

thinking .
Bl est MaQ~an , vho cou'd every hour employ,
Wi t h something New to wish, or to enjoy:
Railing and praising were his u sual The ams;
And bot h (to show his Judgment) in Ext r eams :
So ov er Violent, or over Civil,
That every ~an, with him, was ~od or Dev i l .
In squandring Wea l t h was his peculiar Ar t :
Nothing went unrewarded , t u t Des er t .
Begger 'd by fools , whom stil l he found too late :
He had his Jest, and they had hi s Es t a t e .
He l augh l d himself from ~ourt; then sought Rel i ef
By f or mi ng Parties , bu t could nelr be Ch ie f :
For , spight of him, the weight of Bus ines s fell
On Absalom apd wise Achit ophe l :
Thus wicked but in ill , of i,le an s ber e f t ,
He l ef t not Faction, but of that wa s left.

544-68
Zimri' s portrait is not only br i l l i an t but just. History
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has it t h a t Zimr i , Geo rge Vi ll iers , s e cond uke of Buckin gham

(1028-1 657) , " wa s not only a man o f no r eligious opinions ,

but a libertin e to boo t ; i ndeed, h e was , pe rhaps , the most

disreputable of a l l the dis solu t e s et who surround ed the

King ,Ill ) He was g i f t e d with engag i n g mann er s a n d e xc e l l e d in

a high order of wi t , esp ecially mimi cry ; he dabbl e d i n chem-

is try , wrote v er se and st a ge plays; he i nve st e d much mon ey i n

buildin8s and ga r den s ; bu t he wa s vain , uns t e ady, and e ver

l 'striving for power in the state . ~ Buc k ing ham i s e sc r ibed :

Stiff in opinions , always in the wrong ,
,as everything by starts and no thing long .

547, 48

As Scott writes ,

The Re s t o r a t i on put into t he h a n ds o f t he most
live ly , mercurial, ambitious, an d licentious
genius who ever lived, an estat e of 20 ,000 pounds
a year , to be squandered i n every wi l d s cheme
which the lust of power, o f p leas u r e , o f licen se, 15
or whim could dictate to an unre straine d i magin a t i on.

Bu c k i ngh wn was a member of t h e Caba l , but in 1674 h e

was d ismissed from office . Having c hang ed t o the Oppo s i t i on

part y, he strove to be c ome a leader and played a mos t a c ti ve

part i n all proceedings which had r el ation t o t h e Po p ish Plot .

Dryden justly prided himself on the fini sh of t his

pas s a ge ; he could have been savage in his satire bu t h e is

mer ciful even amid his severity . The follies are expos ed t o

r idicule, but the foul crimes are left in the shade .

1). Cross , ££. £ii. , p . 548.
14. Ibid .
15. Sco tt , ££. cit . , XX, 270 .



47

After this masterly portrait of the dilet tante duke,

we have a few thwnb-nail sketches. Among the lesser figures,

Ba l aam represents Theophi l u s Ha s t i ngs , ~arl of Huntington ;

Caleb is Lor d Grey ; Na dab is ~ I i l l i aro , Lord Howar d of Es cr i ck ,

who was a ccused of having taken the sacrament, when a pr isoner

in the Tower , in lamb's woo l ale pour ed on roast ed apple

and sugar .

And Cant i ng Na da b l e t Obl ivion damn,
Who made n ew Porridge for the Pa s chal Lamb.

575, 76

Jonas, or Si r Wi l l i am Jon~s, had a s a t t or ney- general pro se-

cuted t he vi c t ims of the Popi sh Plot. He i s descri bed as the

" Bul l- f a c ' d Jonas" or the dou ble-faced Jonas . Though Jona s

was ba d , a wors e follows; "The Wr e t ch" i s Shimei or Sl ingsby

Beth~l, one of t h e VVhi g London sheriffs elec ted in 1680.

Dryden in h i s po l it i cal port rait gallery never painted a

t ype without individual sign i ficanc e, nor an individual that

wa s not highly typical. Thi s ac compl i s hment i s be s t noted i n

Shimei . He is at once Bet hel and t he sectarian po l itician of

a l l days . The hypocrisy of bhime i a lso t ypif i es the detestabl e

hypocr i sy and gloom of the s ec ts i n reli gion. According to

Wol f e , "Here the decalogue and t he prayer- boo k ar e by br i l liant

paradox prayed-in-aid t o fi x by t heir immorta l line the time

less engraving of a traitor .,,16 Bethe l is supposed to ha ve

"lent his private fortune to endow the university of treac hery .,,17

Perhaps the mos t characteristic passage, indi cati ve of the kind

16. Hwnbert Vol f e , No t e s on the Eng l i s h ~ at ire , p . 83.
1 7 . . l£i.<.!.



of satire Dryden wrote, is the pa ssage describing Sh i mei :

Shimei, whos e Yout h did e a r l y Promise br i ng
Of Zea l to God, and Hatred to hi s Ki ng ;
Did wisely from Expen s i ve Sins refrain,
And never br oke the Sabba t h , bu t fo r Gain:
Nor ev er was he kno wn an Oa t h to vent,
Or Cur s e , unless against the Gover nment .
Thus, heaping Wea l t h , by t he mo st r eady way
Among the Jews, whi ch wa s to Cheat and Pray;
The City, to reward his pious Hate
Against his Master , chos e him Ma gi s t r a t e :
His Hand a Yare of Justice did uphold;
His neck was loaded with a Cha i n of Go l d .
During his Off i ce , Treason was n o Crime.
The Son s of Bel i a l ha d a Gl ori ous Time:
For Shimei, though not prodigal of P elf,
Yet lov'd his wicked Neighbour as hims el f :
When two or three wer e ga t he r ' d t o declaiJr}
Against the Monar ch of J erusalem,
Sh i mei was always i n the mi ds t of them.
And , if t hey Curst the Ki ng when he wa s b
Wou ' d rather Curse, than break good Company .
I f any durst h i s Fa c t i ous Fr i ends accuse,
He pact a jury of diss enting J ews:
~ho s e fellow-feeling, i n the godl y Cau s e

Woul d free t he suff' r ing ~a int from Human s
Laws .

For Laws are only made t o iuni sh t ho se
Who serve the King, and t o prot ect h i s Foe s .
If any leisure time he had f r om Pow' r ,
(Because 'tis Si n to misimpl oy and hour ; )
His busIness was by Wr i t i ng to persuade
That kings wer e Useless, and a Cl og t o Tra de :
And that his noble St i l e he might r e f ine,
No Rechabite mo r e s hund the fumes of \ i ne .
Chaste were h i s Cel l a r s ; and his Shri eva l

Board
The Grossness of a City Fea s t a bhorld :
His Cooks, with long disuse, t heir Trade

forgot;
Cool was his Ki t chi n , though his Br ains

were hot .
Such frugal Vertue Mal i c e may accuse;
But sur e ' t wa s necessary to t he Jews :
For Towns once burnt, such Ma gi strate s

require
As dare not tempt Gods Providence by Fi r e .
But free from Flesh that made t h e Jews rebel :
And ~o s e s ' s Laws he held in more account,

,For forty days of Fa s t i n g in t he Mount
585 - 629

I n lines 614, 15 Dryden probably refers to one of Bet he l ' s

48
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recent t r a c t s , The Int erest of Pri~ and States . Bethel's

s tingine s s is a great contrast to the hospitality expected of

a s heriff :

Chas t e were his Cellars ; and h is Shrieval
Boar d

Th e Gr o s sness of a 0ity Feast abhor'd ••••
619 , 20

Thi s c ouple t is typical of all the other couplets of Dryden .

Ea ch has wit , bu t at the end there is a "crack of a whi p " .

Sa intsbury says :

The prodigality of irony, the sting in the tail
o f every c ou p l e t , the ingenuity by which the o
dious ch a r g e s are made against the victim in the
ve r y words almost of the phrases which his party
were accustomed to employ, and above all the po
l i s h of the language and the verse , and the tone
o f half-condescending banter, we r e things of wh i c h
t ha t t ime had no experience . The satire was as
bitter a s B8u t l e r ' s but less grotesque and less
labou r e d. l

The next in success ion is Corah (Titus Oates), the

cont r i v e r o f the Popish Plot . His rancorous deeds were

historical l y treated in the third chapter , ~ Political

Ba ckground of Absalom and Achitophel . In Corah we have an

indi vidu al a s well as a type. Titus Oates , who was once

called the Sa viour o f 'nis country , was one of the most infamous

villains whom h i s t o r y is obliged to record.

In the Spectator , No. 57. , Mr . Traill , summa
ri zing, the h i stor i cal evidence , describes him
as 'a squat , misshapen man , bullnecked and ban
dy-leg g e d, with villainous low forehead , avenged
by so monstrous a length of chin that his wide
slit mouth bi s e c t e d his purple face, .19

Dryden sar c a stical ly c omp a r e s him to the brazen serpent

18.
19.

George E . ~aintsbury , D6Yden , p . 83 .
Ra l e igh , 2.E.. ill., p . 1 9 •

.-



raised up in the wilderness b y Mos e s , wh i ch brought salva

tion to the Israelites. Dryden's description of the

"Monumental Brass" vibrates wi th s c or n . The f irst f our lines

are packed with me a n i n g and i nvec t ive.

Yet, Corah, t hou s h alt fr om Ob l i v i on pa s s ;
Erect thy self t hou Mon umen t a l Br a s s :
Hi gh as the S erpent of thy Me t a l ma d e ,
' fu i l e Na t ion s s t and secu r e beneath t h y ~hade .

632.-635
L~nes 630-80 p or t ray Ti t u s Cates' char a cter a nd his t r each ery

in connection with t he " Plot."

Wi t h lines 682 - 97 Dryden presents his i n t e r lud e ,

where he exhibits Absalom's attitude a nd hi s p art in campaign-

i ng , and then h e introduces Absalom's f inal fa~m ous s p eech.

It seems that whi l e Absalom was g oi nS through the st a ge

of un c e r t a i n t y an d h Esitancy, he wa s takin g s p ecial n ot e of h i s

fo r e runner's progress. Seeing what fav or it i s m, wh a t a v a ri ety

of friends a nd wh a t a s t ron gh old h i s "Hos t o f dreamin g S a i n ts"

have p r ep a r e d for him, h e we a ken s and a cquiesces:

Surrou n de d thus with Fr i ends of e v e r y s ort,
Deluded Absalom f or s a ke s the Cou r t :
I mpatient of high opes, u r g ' d with renown,
And Fir'd wi t h n ear p os s e s s i on of a Crown.

682- 85
Li nes 682 - 750 c ontain Ab s a l om' s a ppea l t o the p e op l e ,

the organization of h i s p r ogr e s s throu gh t he c ou n t r y an d t h e

consolidation of the Opposit ion Par ty.

I n order t o win t he p e op l e , Ab s a l om sets out to mak e pub l i c

demonstrati ons. Thus h e artfully s uccee ds:

He gl i d e s u n f e l t i n t o t h eir secret h eart s :
Then with a kind c ompa ss i onating look,
And sighs, b e s p e a k i ng p i t y e'r h e s poke,
Few words h e said, but e a s i e t hose a nd fit,
Mor e slow t h a n Hyb l a dr ops , a n d far mor e s weet .

693 - 97

50



In a s ympa t h e t i c air, Absalom begins h is s ec on d famou s

s peech, t his time not t o Achi tophel , but t o the peopl e

themselves . He c onfes ses his c onc er n by s ay i ng :

I mourn my Country-men, your los t Estate,
Though f ar unabl e to prevent yo ur Fate :
Beh ol d a Bani sh ' d ma n, f or your dear caus e
Expos 'd prey to Arbi t rary Laws!
Yet oh ! t hat I alon e c oul d be undon e ,
Out off from Empire , and n o mor e a Son !
Now all yo ur Liberti es a s poil ar e ma de ;
Egypt and Tyrus int ercep t your Trade,
And J ebus it es your Sacred Rites i nva de .
My Father , vnom with reverence ye t I name,
Charm' d int o Ea s e , is careless of his Fame • •••

698-708

After much ins inuat i on, h e friendlily c o c l udes:

Take then my tears (with t hat h e Wiped h is Eyes )
' Ti s all the Aid my pr es ent p ow' r s upplies:
No Court-Informer can t hese Arms ac cuse ;
Thes e Ar ms may Sons a ga ins t t h ei r Fa thers us e ;
And, tis, my wi sh , t h e next Suc c es sor's reign
Ma' make no other I s ra e l i t e c ompla in.

717- 22

It i s surpris i ng how cunningn ess prevail s :

Youth , Beaut y , Gr a ce f ul Action seldom fai l;
But Common Interest always wil l prevail ;
And p i ty never Ceases t o be shovm
To hi~ , who makes the Pe ople s wr ongs h is own .
The Croud, (that s t ill be l ieve t hei r Kings oppr es s)
Wi t h l i f t e d hands t h e i r young Mes s i ah ble s s ••••

723- 28

All t hi s aQmirat ion , l oya l t y and love make Abs a l om s an-

gu i ne of s uccess . He , t h erefore, eage rly plunges i nto

di r e campaigning . Hi s swift pr ogr es s is exhibited i n the

f ollowing lines :

Vfuo now beg i ns h i s Progress t o or dain ,
Wi t h Chariots , Hors emen , end a num' rous train ;
Fr om East t o We s t h i s Glor i es h e dis plays;
And, lik e the Sun , t he Promis ed Lan d s urveys .
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Fame r uns before h im as the Morning St ar,
And sh ou t s of Joy s a lute him as a Guardian God.

729-34

The progr es s i on appeared to be "Pomp" but other ends were

i n disguise . Achitophel was busy contriving . Shaftesbury

was eager .to manifest the strength of Monmouth. The r eal

s tate of affairs is :

Thus, in a Pageant Show, a Pl ot is made;
And Pea c e in self is War in Masquerade .

751-52

Li nes 753 - 810, one of the gr ea t es t parts of the peom,

seem to record the King's view as well as Dryden' s view.

Here the people are warI;led not to fall for the "Bait."

Oh foolish Israel Jnever warn'd by Ill:
St i l l the same Bait, -and circumvented still!
Did ever men forsake their pr e s en t ease,
In midst of h ealth imagine a Disease;
Take pains contingent mischiefs to foresee,
Mak e Heirs for Monar ch s , and for God decree?

753-58

A plea for the King's and Dryden's view is reflected

throughout the passage:

\Vhat shall we think! Can people gi ve away
Both for themselves and Sons their Native sway?
Then they are l eft Defenseless, to the Sword
of ea ch unbounded, Arbitrary Lord•• ••• 5 6

7 9- 2

In these remarkable passages Dryden sets forth his views on

political philosophy. He grounds the royal power not on

"di vine right ", but on an original contract or "covenant "

made by the gover ne d ,

52

•••• where all hav e Ri ght to al l .
794

Dryden' s general argument for not disturbing the traditi onal



basis of government is expounded. He believes that there

is no security in speculation as recent experience proved.

The multitude should be distrusted. If not, uncertain re-

s uIts will follow and the safety of a l l would be in pe r i l .

Add that the Pow'r, for Pr operty a l l ow' d ,
Is mischievously seated in the Croudj
For who can be secure of private Right,
If Sovereign Sway may be dissolv'd by Mi gh t ?
Nor is the Peoples Judgment always true:
The Most may err as grosly as the Few.

777-82

If the necessity for res umption of the covenant should

ex i s t , who is to judge? The multitude? Or Parliament, it-

s elf a multitude after all?

Vfuat Standard is there in a fickle rout,
~fuich flowing to the Ma r k runs faster out?
Nor onely crouds, but Sanhedrins may be
I nfes t ed with this public Lunacy:
And Shar e the madness of Rebe l l i ous Times,
To Murther Monarchs for Imag in'd crimes.
If they may Give and Take when e' r they please,
Not Kings alone, (the Godh ea ds Ima ges,)
But Government itself at length mus t fa ll
To natures state, where all have Ri ght to all.

- 785-94

This course of speculation will end up with a gr a ve civil

war . Dryden's hate of innovation is also sensed;

All other Errors but disturb a St a t e ;
But I nn ova t i on is the Blow of Fate .

779-800

Wha tever the theory is of the relation between King and

peop l e , Dryden proclaims that tradition is the only safety

f or them at least for the present time . Note the admirable

s ummar y in the concluding couplet :

The tamp' rjng World is s ub j ec t to this Curse,
To Phys ick their Disease into a Wcr se

899-10
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The fourth s ection of the peom, lines 817-932 , in-

troduces t he King' s fr i ends . Here the serious situation is

relieved by an account of t h e loyalists, or the Tory Chiefs

headed by Barzillai, who stands for Dryden's patron, the

marqui s and soon afterward the Duke of Ormonde. This ve

nerab l e Duke i s panegyrized with a beautiful apostrophe to

t h e memory of h i s s on, the ga l l ant Ear l of Ossary, a patron

of lear n i ng.

His Eldes t Hope, with every Grace adorn'd,
By me (so Heav 'n will have it) always Mourn'd
And always honour'd, snatch'd in manhoods pr ime
B' unequal Fates and Providences crime• • • •

831-34

Then carne the clergy, Zadock, Archb ishop Sm croft of Can-

t erbury; the Sagan of Jerusalem, Henry Compt on, Bishop of

London; "Hi m of the We s t er n Dome, "Bishop Dol ben of Rochester,

whose pos i t i on as Dean of Wes t mi ns t er gave Dryden an opportunity

to compliment his old school:

Th e Prophets, Sons, by such Example led,
To learning and to Loyalty were bred:
For Colleges on bounteous Kings de pend,
And never Rebel was to Arts a Friend.

870- 73

Now "a train of Loyal Pe ers ascend l1
, Adriel, J ohn Sheffi eld,

Earl of Mulgrave, " t h e Mus i c Fr iend, Himself a Muse"; Jotham,

Ge or ge Sa vile, Marquis of Ha l ifax, the prime minister of

Charles, whose effective speech was influential in the defeat

of the Exclus i on Bi l l ; Hushai, Lawr enc e Hyde, the son of

Clarendon, created in 1682 the Ea r l of Rochester; and finally

Amiel, Sir Edwa r d Seymour, wh o h a d been the speaker of . the

House of Commons f rom 1673 to 1679, end is represented as :



The Sanhedrin lonG time as Chief h e r ul'd,
Their Reason gu i ded , and t h e i r Passion cooll d:
So dextrous was he in the Crown's defense,
So form'd to s peak a Loyal Nations Sense,
That, as their Ban d was Israels Tr i bes in sma l l
So fit was he t o represent t h em all.

902-907

These Tories were the f aithful band whi ch dared to s tand

by David at the expense of t he p opul ar h a t red.

Wi t h gr i e f they view'd s uc h power f ul Engines bent,
To batter dCJINn t he lawful Government .

917-18

The passage i n cluding lines 917-32 des er ves pa r t i cul a r

attention. Here t h e Loyalists i mplore the King to s t and

firm. They see the ill.s that c onf ront the g over nment and

they pointed them out t o the Ki ng .

That no Concess ions from t he Throne wou l d pl e a se ;
But Lenitives fomented the Disease;
That Absalom, ambi t ious of the Crown ,
Was ma de the Lure t o draw the Peopl e dow n :
That false Achit ophells p ernitious Hate
Had t urn'd t he Plot to ruine Chu rch an d State;
Th e Council vi olent, the Rabbl e wor se ;
That Shemei t a ught Jer usalem t o Curse .

925-32

After Dryden has arrayed the forc es of each si de, some account

of a combat is na tur a l l y exp ected. Th e King s peaks as a n

oracle:

With all thes e loads of Injuries opprest
And long revolving in his careful Br es t ,
Th' event of th i ngs, at last his pa t i enc e tir'd,
Thus from his Royal Throne, by Heav in ins p ir'd
The God-like David sopke; wi t h awful fe ar,
His Train their~Bker i n their Mas t e r h ea r •• ••

933-3 8

The f ifth or last division of the peom, l ines 939-1025,

is King David's s pe ech.
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Thus l ong have I by Native Mercy sway'd,
My wrongs dissembl'd, my Revenge delay'd;
So willing to forgive the offending Age;
So much the Father did the King assuage .
Bu t n ow so far my Clemency they slight,
Th ' Offenders question my Fer giving Right . .

939-44

The ~higs questioned the King's power to commute pun-

i shment , n ot abl y in the case of the Ea r l of Danb y rod Lord

Staff or d. Now the King questions and decides:

Must I at length the Sword of Justice draw?
Oh curse Effects of necessary Law!
How ill my Fear they by my mercy scan,
Beware the Fury of a Patient Man.
Law they require, let Law then show her Fa c e ;
They could not be content to look on Grace,
Her hinder parts, but with a daring Eye
To tempt the terror 'ot: her Front, and Df.e ,

1002-9

Dryden here terms "Grace" the "h i nder parts" of Law.

The \fuigs had clamored for a law against the Catholics and

denied the king's power t o gr an t pa r don ; hence, they shall

beh ol d the face of Law and die themselves.

By their own Arts 'tis Righteously decreed,
Those dire Artificers of Death shall b l eed.
Aga i ns t themselves their Witnesses will Swear,
Till , Viper-like, their Mot h e r Plot they tear••••

1010-13

Scott claims that this is rather an i mprudent avowal
I

of what was a ct ua l l y t h e policy of the court faction at

this time . "Th ey c ontrived to turn against Shaftesbury

and his party; many of these were witnesses by whom so

many Cathol ics had been brought to execution. Il l) Dugdale,

20. Scott, ££.£l!., I X, 311 .
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Turberville, Haynes, and Smith came as readily forward

to convict College, Howard and Shaft esbury himself, of

high treason. This infamy ought to h ave discredited t hem

on all sides; but "it wa s the mi s f ortune of t he t i me, that ,

swear what they woul d one day, and the exac t cont r ary on

the next, t hey, on each oc casion, f ound a party to count 

enance, believe an d reward t hem. "21

The last wor ds of the s peech reflects t he c onfidence

of the King. His outlook i s brigh t. There i s n o doub t

that a l l reaction will t urn in his f avor .

No doubt t h ' event; . for Fac t ious crouds engage
In their first Ons et, all the i r Br u t a l Rage ;
The n let 'em take an unr esisted Cours e ;
Retire and Trav er se, an d Delu de their Forc e :
But wh en t h ey stand all Breathl ess, ur ge t h e figh t ,
And r i s e upon 'em wi th r e doubled migh t :
For Lawful Pow'r is s t ill Super i our f ound,
When long driv' n ba ck , a t l ength i t s t ands t he
gr ound.1018-25

Finally t h e r oyal s pe ech concludes with a peal of

thunder, the stock epic or nament s i gnifying div ine appro-

val and t h e nod of Hea ven :

He said. Th' Almi ghty, n oddi ng , ga ve c ons ent .
And peals of Thunder s hook t he Firmament .
Henceforth a Series of new time b egan ,
The mighty Years in long Process i on r an:
Once more, the God-like David was Re s t or ' d
And willing Nations knew their Lawf ul Lord••••

1026-31

Some critics state that the King obliged Dryden to

put his speech to the Oxford Parliament i n t o verse, and

insert it at the close of Abs a l om an d Achitophel. Mr .

Malone extracted parallel passages, whi ch gave s ome coun-

21. ~.
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tenan c e t o t he tradi t ion. This s p e e ch was the t a l i s man

b y which Dryden wa s to extricat e Da v i d fr om h i s difficul -

ties. Compare David's s peech i n vers e t o the e x t r a c t ed

para llel passages:

The u nwa r rantab l e proc eedings of t h e l as t Hous e
of Commons we r e t he occa s ion of my parti ng w i th
the last Par l i ament ; f or I, who wi ll n ever u s e
arbitrary g ov er nmen t myse l f , am r esolved not t o
suffer i t in other s ••.• I a m u nwilling to me n 
tion particulars, because I am des irou s t o f or-
g e t faults; but whoev e r s hall calmly c on si d e r
what I ma d e t o t h e last Parli ame n t, •••• an d then
s hall reflect up on t he s tran ge uns u i t ab l e re t u r ns
made to s uch p r op os i t ions by me n who were cal l ed
together to c ons ult, p e rhaps may wonder more t h a t
I h a d pat i enc e so l ong, than t hat at last I g r ew
weary of their p r oc eed ing s •••••••• 1 c onclude wi t h
t his cn e adv ice t o y ou , t ha t the r u l e s a n d me a sur e s
of a l l y our vo t es ma y be knovm and es tabli shed l a ws
of t he land, wh i ch n ei t h er c an n or ou ght t o b e d e 
parted from, nor change d , but by ac t of Parl iame n t ;
and I ma y the mor e reas onably r equi r e, tha t you
make t he l aws of the land y ou r r u le , because I am
resolved t hey sh all b e mine . 2 2

Johnson a nd s ome other crit i c s conside r t h e ending a

little weak i n c omp a ris on to t h e r est of the p oem. Never-

theless, this was t he b e s t ma n agement that could be a dmi t t e d

because the issue was y e t in ques ti on, and could not be

safely anticipated in the satire. Th e re f ore , the be s t solu-

tion in Dryden's mind was brou ght f or th . The t one on the

main is lofty and dignified. Dryden at trib utes a magic p owe r

to the King's speech. The Vhlgs, h ereaft er , gra du~l ly de -

clined i n spirit, i n power and i n popul a r it y .

The sensation p r oduc e4 t hroughout the n a tion by the

first par t of Absalom a nd Achit ophel was so d e e p and ext en

22. S cott , £E. cit., Ix, 311.
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ded that Dryden was pressed to write a second part. His

assistanc e was invoked to silence and to crush the writers

and agitators of the ~~i g Party as well as to celebrate

some of the King's supporters and fav orites~ who wer e

necessar i l y omitted in the first part of the poem. Dryden

de puted Nahum Tate t o be his collaborat or, reserving for

himself only the execution of certain particular characters,

and the gener a l plan and r evisal of the p oem.

The second part of Absalom and Achitophel app eared

about November lOth, 1682 in folio. It wa s wr it t en chiefly

by Nahum Tate, but contains about 200 lines from Dryden's

ovm pen, dealing with his literary antagonis ts in a s tyle

of sovereign majesty. Here Dryden inserted a not h er t remen-

dous onslaught on Shadwell with wh om he joined Settle,

another versifier of the same camp . He stigmatized his two

opponents under the names of Og and Doeg:

succeeding times
their own dogg'rel rhymes.
. 409-11

Two fools that crutch their feeb l e
on verse;
Wh o, by my Mus e , to all
Shall live, i n spite of

sense

The only part known for certain to be ent irely Dryden 's

composition, besides some touches in other places, are

lines 310-509. They begin,

Next these, a troop of busy spiri ts press ••••

and end,

To talk like Doeg, and t o Wr i t e like Thee.

The poem owes all its spirit to the touches and addi tions

of Dryden. Scott's opinion on this matt er is of much interest.



To prevent Tate from suffering too much by compari
son, Dryden has obviously contributed much to the
poem at large •••• Much of the character of Corah
(lines 69-102), for example, is unquestionably
Dryden's; so probably is that of Arod (lines 534-555)
and the verses generally d e s c r i p t i ve of the Green
ribbon Club (lines 522-533) which precede it. Such
pungent satire is easily distinguished from t~e

smooth insipid flow of other parts, in which Dryden's
corrections probably left nothing for censure, and
which Tate wa s unable to qu a l i f y with anything en
titled to praise. The character of Mi ch a l (lines
51-68), of Dr y d e n as Asaph (lines 1037-1064), and some
of the encomiastic passages, seem to show the extent
of Tate's powers, when unsupported by the vivifying
assistance of his powerful auxiliary. They are just
decently versified, bu t flat, commonplace, and unin
t eresting. 23

The second p art of Absalom and Ac h i t o ph e l shared the fate

of most continuations.

It is the first part of Absalom and Ac h i t oph e l which

is especially stressed because of its outstanding poli-

tical, satirical and literary success.

The purely political element is n o tably presented

because of its importance at this time. 'r h e s e " Poli tical

ideas are expressed in Absalom and Ac h i t op h e l very l arge

ly ty discussion and argument, and no one can say that the

~higgi sm there presented, whatever its mor a l i t y may be is

intellectually contemptible.,,24 The sympathies of the

nation at large are reflected. Dryden's definite pol itical

project was to fight anarchy and preserve traditional

succession because he felt it was the mo s t compatible ideal

for the English at that crucial moment. He aimed to confirm

23. Sir. Wa l t e r Scott, The Wo r k s of~ Dryd~, edited
by George E. Saintsbury, IX, 321.

24. Bredvold, The Intellect.ual Mi l i e u , p. 14".
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public opinion in i ts new course by pain t ing the characters

of Achitophel md h i s leading Vfu i g ass oc iates i n od ious

colors.

The pol it i cal aspects are well focused. Th e s e can

be sensed from the pol i ti ca l s pee ch es of Ab s a lom an d

Achitophel which are f ull of reminiscences of past p ol i t i cs

as well as schemes f or the f utur e. Exper ienc es of past

civil wars have clearly sugg es ted to t h e nat i on that "They

who pos s es s the pr inc e pos s es s t he l aws , "and the l i ne, "n ot

only hating David, but the k jng," c learly i ndi ca t es that the

conflict was one of p ol iti ca l theo ri es , and not merely a

question of per s ons . The s ame was true of Dryden who did

not write for per s ona l ends or reve nge but f or t he common

go od .

His Absalom and Achit ophel is frankly poli tica l. Her e

every hi t is calculated and every b low i s t elling , but in

each character brought on the s c ene only t h os e f eatures are

selected for exposure or praise whi ch are of di r ect s i gn i f i-

cance for t he purp os es in hand , t hat is,

to l ead up, as to an unav oidab l e sequitur to the
trial and c onviction of its hero. The satiris t
after the fas hion of a gr ea t parl i~lent ary or a t or ,
has his subject and his t r e a tment of it well i n
hand; through a l l t he force of the invective and
the fervour of t h e praise, there r uns a consc ious 
ness of the p os sib i l i t y that the polit i ca l s ituat i on
may change. This causes a cons tant selfcontrol and
wariness in the author, who i s a l ways al i ve t o his
inspiration an d never unmindful of his c l ue . 25

25. A. W. War d , and A. R. Wal l er , ed i t ors. The
Cambridge Hi s tory of English Li ter ature;-Vrr r , 42.
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The author was no democrat; nevert heless his inde-

pendence of extreme royalist ideas even in t his sa t i r e

is striking. He respected the principles of c ons ti tu

tional leg itimacy and r ested h i s caus e on Da vi d , who

was content that:

The Law shall still di rect my p eaceful Sway ,
And the same Law teach Rebe l s to obey :
Votes shall n o mo r e l!.s t a bl i s h e d Pow ' r contr ou l ,
Such Votes as ma k e a Pa r t exc e e d t h e Wh o l e •••••

991- 94

Because the l a ws , in let ter and in sp i r it , were on

David's side, Dry den was Da v i d ' s par t isan .

The k e y to Dryden's 'poli tical thought a n d to
his c ontri bution to t he polit ical ideas o f his
countrymen should be s ou gh t i n h is b e l i e f that
the correct p o sition of e v ery qu e s t ion i s a n
independent a n d real ~5tic att itude , gui ded by
r espect for the law.

We a r y of the c h ao s and uncer tainty of t h e past years ,

Dryden wa s certain t h a t po l it ica l s t a bi li t y, which i s so

necessary to nat i on a l welfar e, c ould be attained only by

the anc ient re~ime of t h e monarch. All i n al l , Dr y de n

had one eye on t he past an d ano ther eye on the f utur e .

If the nation was i ndu c ed t o f ollow Shaftesbury i n a new

career of revolution, and t o t r e ad t h e we a r y round once

more, he anticipate d chaos.

Like many of our g r e a t e s t literary men f r om
Sh a k e s p e a r e to Garyle, h e h ad a p r o f ound dis
trust of the mul t i t u de . In Sh a f t e s bu r y h e saw an
unprincipled politician who , h aving t r i e d in
vain to seduce Charl es to arbitrary go v e r n -
ment, h as turned round, and no drives down t he

26. Me r r i t t Y. Hughes, " Dryden as a Sa t i r i s t lt
,

Philolog ical Qu a r t e r l y , VI (Octo ber, 1927), 350.
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curr en t with a popu lar gale . 27

Th e p o em was al s o a success as a satire. Dr y d e n

executed h is s a t i r i e d e s i gn with extraordinary skill . In

t his he s urpas se s a l l other poets .

As an arti f icer of satire , he stands on a pin
nacle by h imself , with no one like him or se
cond to him. Th o s e who a r e fond of that kind
o f art icl e have i t h e r e i n perfection , clothed
in the most powerful and pointed form which 28
the rh~me d heroic couplet had ever afforded.

In his Absalom a n d Achitophel he exc els in concealing the

i r on h a nd beneath the silk glove . This dynamic fo r ce

i s s u e s from masked expres sions in whi ch h i s a n i mu s is well

c ontrolled . " mora l indignation was not part o f Dr yde n ' s

satir i c a l stock ."29 Nevertheless, the ~eculiar attribute

o f h is sat ire i s that the ke en and trenchant bl a de of Dryden

n e ve r makes thrust in vain bu t always strikes a vulnerable

po int . This is done through h i s clever way of saying

t hing s, makin g them me an i n gfu l , forceful bu t y e t refined.

He kne w that to h e effective he had to be a n artist.

In h is Preface to Absalom and Achitophel he says that

t h e r e i s a pride of doing mo r e than is expected from

us, a n d more than others would have done. "Ther e's a

s weetn e s s in go o d verse, which tickles even while it hurts,

and no man c an b e heartily angry with him who pleases him

27. Hugh ~alke r , En gl i s h Sa t i r e and Satirists, p. 155 .
28 . John A. Evan s , " Dr yden lt

, LivIi1'8 Age, CLXXXV
(Ma y , 1890) , 315 .

29. Wa r d , £E. ci t. , p. 43 .



a ga inst his will," Dr yden's manner t oward hi s sub j ec ts

is that of a cool and not i l l- humor ed scorn . The y are

gr eat s coundrel s , but are pe rhaps more contemptibl e t han

they are vicious . This attitude i s admirabl y express ed

by the well known l i ne:

They got a villain, and we lost a fool ,

Dryden 's satire never turns " s ou r " because of its

poignancy . There is no be t t er example of his sarcasm

and humourous invective than the epi gr am:

But far mor e numerous was t he Herd of such
Who think too l ittle, and who talk t oo much .

533,34
Hi s s corn is magnificent in :

The J ews, a Headstrong , Moody Murmuring Race ,
As ever try'd the Extent and Stretch of Gr a c e ;
God's pamper'd Peo ple, whom debauch'd with Ease ,
No King could Govern, nor no God cou ld please •• •..

45-48
and i n the r eflection on the mingl ed fanati cism and

stin gine s s of the Sheriff, Sl ingsby Bethel:

His cooks with l ong disuse their trade forgo t:
Cool was his kitchen, though his br a i n s were hot .

620 , 21

The author 's procession of satirical portraits is

superb. Eve ry bite of Dryden is calculated and every

s troke goes home as ea ch character is br ough t on the scene.

His diction i s so clear that the victims found i t i mpossi -

ble t o retort without proving thems elves ridiculous .

Dryden was a uni que s a t i r i s t bu t also a skillful
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craftsman in oth er literary qu a l ities . Char a cterization

is one o f the chie f glories of his po em . The sketches of

Shaftesbury and Buck ingham are considered the greatest

satiri c descriptions i n English literature. Wa l ke r says

t hat Zimri is " a satiric portrait probably unsurpassed not

me r ely i n English , but in either Latin or Greek , or the

l a n gua g e of Western Europe . ,,30 I t is worth quoting at

l east a few lines from the famous passage on Shaftesbury :

Of these the false Achitophel was first,
A name to all succeeding ages curst :
For close designs and crooked counsels fit,
Sagacious, bold an~ turbulent of wi t ,
Restless, unfixed in principles and p l a c e ,
I n power unpleased, impatient of dis grace

150-55
Dryden himself in his Es s a y on Satire d e clares that Zimri

is "worth the whole poem." This masterpiece of wit and

mo d e l of Dryden 's invective be gins thus :

In the first r ank of these did Zimri stand,
A ma n so various that he se em'd to be
Not one , but all Mank i n d ' s Ep i t omy
Stiff i n opinions , always in the wron g
Wa s ev'rything by S t a r t s , and nothing l on g

541+-48
A gal lery of portraits which is found in Absalom and

Achi t ophel t e s t ifies that Dryden's supreme excellence lies

in des crip tion of character . His f igures are always at

on ce typ e s a n d i n div i du a l s. Zimr i i s at onc e Buckingham

and the idle grand s e i gn eur who dabs at pol itics and at

learnin g; Ac h i t op h el is i ns t a n t l y Shaftesbury as wel l as the

30. Wa l k er , 2£. cit . , p . 152.
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abstract intriguer; while Shimei emerges as Bethel and the

sectarian politician of all days. The same can be traced

in other characters which typify a procession of honest

Wh i g s , utilitarian radicals, spectators, demagogues, mob

orators, etc. In drawing these satirical portraits Dryden

certainly did exercise a singular judgment in selecting

his traits.

Another g r e a t contribution was Dryden's diversion of

English satire into the channels of epic dignity. In his

elevation of satire to epic dignity and in his general treat-

ment of the subject, Dryden defies comparison. His Preface

to Absalom and Achitophel indicates the loftiness of his aim.

I have but laughed at some men's follies, when I
could have declaimed against their vices; and
other men's virtues I have commended, as freely
as I have tax'd their crimes •••• I have not so
much as an uncharitable wish a gainst Achitophel,
but am content to be accused of a good-natured
error, and to hope with Origen, that the Devil
himself may at last be saved.

Verrall classifies Absalom and Achitophel as an lle py l l i on ,

or epic in miniature, comprising satiric elements. 1l 31 The

tone in the main is lofty and dignified, as, for instance,

in the scene of the temptations, in Absalom's appeal to the

people and in the King's pronouncement. The Ki n g ' s speech

concludes with a peal of thunder, the stock epic ornament

signifying divine approval and the nod of Heaven. Th e

speeches are proper to epic or grave drama, and the occasion-

al archaisms point to the influence of the Engl i s h epics.

31. Verrall, £E. cit., p. 59.



The harmony and splendor oE the versification is

due to the skill with wh i c h t he ep i c s tyle i s blen d e d

with t he home l y and fami l i a r idiom of sat i re .

Dryden has also a wonderful c ommand over t h e couple t .

Hi s natu r a l gift and h i s enormous p r a c ti c e i n play-v~iting

ma d e the couple t a natural vehicle Eo r h im . Th i s f or m wa s

most suit ed for satire he c a u s e o f i ts r emark a ble varied

cadence, and its strong ant i t h e ses a nd smart t ellin g h i t s

lent t h ems elves t o de s cri p t i on and a t t a ck with c ons unmlat e

e a se . There are p a ssa g e s i n Absalom and chi toph e l i n

which e very couplet has n o t onl y t h e force but the a c t u a l

sound o f a s l a p in t h e f a ce . The r a pidi t y of mo vemen t f'r-o m

one couplet to another i s a no t h e r r emark a ble c h a racter i s ti c.
J

Dryden ' s verse strides alon g very smoothly . Th e r e i s no

doub t a s t o t h e f i t ne s s o f the hero ic couplet , bu t e v ident-

ly for t h e s ak e oE a~ight variation Dryden u se s t he
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triplet and the double r h yme a f ew time s throughou t the poem.

Absalom and Achitophel hol ds an as s ure d p lace in

En g l i s h literature. It is r ema rkable for i t s c h a racteri za-

tion, Eor its masculine vigor and Eor c e, fo r its t on e of

urbanity, and amu s ed s e l f - p o s ses s i on , f or i t s cl everne ss of

style and for other qu a l i t i e s wh i ch h ad hitherto been s trang e

in Engl i s h satire.

ve may wel l apply Dr y d e n 's own word s to t h e poem:

"Yet if a poem hav e a ge n i u s , it wi l l for ce its own rec eption

in the wor l d . "



CONCLUSION

In conclusion, only a brief comment on Absalom and

Achitophel is necessary, for it proved to be a magnetic

weapon hurled against Shaftesbury, the evil counsellor,

who put forward Monmou t h , Charles II's illegitimate son,

as an anti-Catholic claimant to the throne. This brought

about a conspiracy. Dryden saw the danger threatening

his country and set out as the voice of the n ation, in a

political crisis, to wa r n the people against fals e poli

ticians and false theorists.

Past experiences of civil wars firmly c onvinced Dr y 

den that the multitude s h ou l d be distrusted. Wi t h respect

to the law and because of the temperament of the Engl i s h

people, Dryden believed that the current f orm o f go ve r n 

ment was the be s t for t h e n a t i on , at least during his

troubled period. He, therefore, wro te again st all pre

valent political vices and follies. Dr y d en spoke especially

against the vice of hypocrisy and t he various plot s that

were under notable disguise. Instead he recommended hon

esty and respect for authority and law. His indictment

brings to light the extremists, his natural e n emi es, and

the wrong-headed theorists and fanatics who i mposed t heir

alliance on the reforming party. The works of all contented

and self-sufficient dullards were also exhibited. Dryden

met this turbulent situation wi t h h i s invincible satire.
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In this thesis, Absalom and Achitophel was introduced~

by a summary of satire in g en e r a l and of Dryd en ' s use of~

i t in particular .

Then fo l lowed a s tudy of Dryden's thought, for it is

i mpor t a n t to kno w that conviction and not emot i on a l

t heori z i n g prompted h i s psycholo~ical mo v emen t s .

The chapter , " Th e Political Ba c kgr ound of Absalom and

Achitophel" , was helpful in interpreting the political

pr oblems that are actually involved in the p oem, and in

understanding the circum~tances that led to this political

sat i r e . Wi t h this background in mind it wa s e a si e r to

interpret Absalom and Achitophel wh i c h is analyzed politi

cally, sat irically and poetically in Ch a p t e r IV .

An e ffor t was made to outline the Sa t i r e according to

it s essential parts . Here the h i ghl igh t s were discussed

a s to content and form , and these were we l l illustrated

t hrou gh various qu o t a t i on s . Only Pa r t I of Absalom and

Achitophel has been analyzed , for it r eally is a finished

polit ical work , rounded and complete . Part I I was me r el y

ment ioned as a "by product . " Lastly , the political and

literary mer i t s were s wnma r i z e d.

Thus i t s e ems t h a t Absalom and Ac h i t op h e l was success-

f u l polit ical ly sinc e it wa s instrumental in ba r r i n g

Sha f t e sbury from e x e c utin g his schemes . This came to pass

becaus e of t h e satir i cal succ e ss , for Dryden through his

reserved but forc eful a n d c leve r di c t i on , unveiled to the
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public the evil of t he day .

It is certain that the modern student after a t ho

r ough study wi l l conclude that Absalom and Achitophel is

the gr e a t e s t Engl i s h political s a tire . It should be

studied to-day not for its theories, f or times have c han ged,

but for its satire, restraint, pungency, brilliant cha r ac

terization, force and o ther l i t e r a r y qua l i t i e s . Ra l e igh

calls it "the deadliest document in Engli sh literature,

spl endid in power, unrelenting in pu r po s e . " 32

32. Raleigh, Op e cit., p. 162.
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