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with Margery Evans breaks down there. But she is placed in an atmo-
sphere of seemingly gratuitous sordidness and increasing sexual men-
ace. Comus likens her first to a near victim of rape—Daphne fleeing
Apollo (137).7 Then, along with the “cordiall Iulep heere / that
flames, and dances in his christall bounds” (139), he offers her a
chance to surpass “love-borne Hellena,”” an actual victim of abduction
who complied with her abductor. But when it becomes evident that
his sugared language has failed to move her, he takes a harsher tone
which suggests the possibility of physical aggression against her: he
vows not to “suffer’” her “meere morrall babble” further (157) and
touches the cup to her lips—seemingly in an effort to compell her to
drink.28 At that moment her brothers and the Attendant Spirit enter,
the brothers break the glass and disperse the seducer’s retinue, but
Comus escapes and the Lady remains “in stonie fetters fixt, and mo-
tionlesse” (159).

Our sense of the full sordidness of her situation comes only at the
moment she is freed from it, when Sabrina describes the ““marble
venom’d seate / smeard with gumms of gluttenous heate” (173) in
which the Lady has been imprisoned. The precise meaning of these
lines has been a matter for much controversy lately, but most readers
seem to agree that there is something distinctly seamy about them:
Milton’s vagueness, if anything, heightens the atmosphere of sexual
innuendo by allowing our imaginations to work on the images he
provides.?? There have been various attempts to account for the
poet’s strategy here, among them Barbara Breasted’s suggestion that
Milton designed the masque to recall the Castlehaven scandal of
1630-31 and reaffirm the Egerton family’s purity. But the Evans case
was structurally much closer to the action of the masque than the
Castlehaven affair had been, and also much more immediate, since it
was probably resolved only a few months before the performance,
and had involved so many Ludlow officials. The Lady is not rav-
ished, as Margery Evans was, but she is placed in a position of simi-
lar powerlessness, trapped and surrounded with defiling substances,
brought into involuntary association with a pollution she despises.
Her fate is not that of a victim of rape, but her predicament is morally
identical. Milton places a young aristocrat of obvious and unques-
tioned innocence in a position analogous to that of a mistrusted serv-
ingmaid in order to open up the whole question of volition in cases
of physical compulsion, and to open the minds of his audience to the
complexity of issues they had considered easy and straightforward. In
light of the Evans affair, the masque becomes a strenuous exercise in
legal and moral judgment.
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If Comus had sexually assaulted the Lady while she was in his
power, would the assault have compromised her innocence and vir-
tue? If the Earl of Bridgewater’s colleagues on the Council were to
judge the Lady by the same standards they had applied to Margery
Evans, the answer would be yes: those who reviewed the case seem
to have made the age-old but illogical assumption that a young girl
who has been attacked must in some way have provoked the en-
counter, and must therefore share the blame. But one of the key
points in the Evans case was “the disagreement of the woman at the
tyme of the act . .. soe that the issue is not vpon th’external Act
whether it was done or not but whether it was in the patient volun-
tary or compulsary” (EL 7399, p. 1). The Lady argues, similarly, that
she is guiltless so long as she has reserved her mental assent: al-
though the enchanter can “immanacle’”” her ““corporall rind,” he can-
not “touch the freedome” of her “'mynde” (137). It is worth noting at
this point that the Lady’s specific praise for virginity (the “sage /
And serious doctrine of Virginitie” (155), as opposed to chastity, ap-
pears only in the 1637 version of Comus, by which time the Evans
case and the masque’s immediate Ludlow occasion would have faded
from people’s minds, and his audience expanded to encompass nu-
merous readers with no knowledge of the affair. In 1634, the central
issue in Comus is not virginity, but chastity, a virtue which does not
automatically perish along with the loss of virginity, even in cases of
rape, despite the assumption of some in power at Ludlow that it did.
In making hue and cry and demanding justice against her violators,
Margery Evans had implicitly assumed the separability of virginity
and chastity, and had been thrown in jail for her pains, her charges
ignored or turned against her. But the eloquent appeal of the Lady—
particularly this Lady, the daughter of the Lord President of the
Council in the Marches of Wales—is less easy to ignore. She has as-
sumed the position of one of the powerless, and her voice becomes
their voice. She challenges her listeners to abandon their stereotyped
view of rape victims in particular, but her words expand to echo and
interpret afresh the gospel message for the day. Those holding high
office at Ludlow are reminded that he who comes to the aid of a
child, or any of the similarly mute and powerless, is serving no less a
person than God himself, and that failure to render such assistance is
an offense against the Lord: “Whoso shall receive one such little child
in my name receiveth me. But whoso shall offend one of these little
ones which believe in me, it were better for him that a millstone were
hanged about his neck, and that he were drowned.
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In her rebuttal of Comus, the Lady carries the revolutionary impli-
cations of the gospel text even further:

If every Iust man that now pynes with want
had but a moderate and beseeminge share

of that which leudly-pamper’d luxurie

now heap’s vpon some fewe, with vast excesse
natures full blessinge, would be well dispenst
in vnsuperfluous even proportion. (153)

It is hard to be sure how far Milton wished the implications of these
lines to be carried. But the Lady’s mode of argument runs parallel to
the gospel for the feast of Michaelmas and its injunctions for the
abasement of the powerful. In terms of the holiday’s emphasis on
law and administration, her arguments suggest, at the very least, that
anyone concerned with “greatness” should “humble himself” as a
“little child,” place himself imaginatively in the position of those he
is to serve, and model his dispensing of justice upon the example of
nature herself, who meant her “full blessings” to be allotted in “even
proportion,” not lavished on a privileged “few” and withheld from
others equally or more deserving.

Comus offers a prototype of such judicial humility in the quiet fig-
ure of Sabrina. She is a supernatural being, but so curiously modest
and unassuming in Milton’s portrayal that we may be tempted to
overlook her historical connections with judgment and the law. Sa-
brina carries many associations pertinent to the larger political task
the Earl of Bridgewater faced in Wales, as well as to the more limited
subject of rape. According to standard accounts, among them Mil-
ton’s own, she had herself been the guiltless product of a forced
sexual relationship, her mother a hostage of war, the daughter cast
into the flood despite her own innocence, and transformed into the
goddess of the Severn. Even as a goddess, however, she encountered
the problem of rape: according to Michael Drayton’s account, which
Milton unquestionably knew, her nymphs were so frequently rav-
ished by satyrs emerging from Dean Forest that she finally had to
appeal for help to Neptune—a reference, according to a contempo-
rary commentator, to the actual problem of rape along the Severn.3¢
So the goddess Milton chose to come to the aid of the Lady had dou-
ble grounds for empathy with the powerlessness of such a victim.
Milton’s Sabrina assures her suppliants, “’tis my office best / to helpe
ensnared Chastitie”’; she applies drops from her “fountayne pure” to
free the Lady from Comus’s loathsome bondage, to remove the ritual
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and formal pollution the Lady has suffered on hand and lips through
her contact with the cup, and to reaffirm her purity.3!

The Earl of Bridgewater’s colleagues may or may not have remem-
bered Sabrina’s traditional association with rape, but the most experi-
enced of them were well aware of her significance as a political
symbol. As the River Severn, Sabrina spanned the border between
England and Wales; she was also a famous judge who presided over
border disputes. In Drayton’s Poly-Olbion (1612), she is a mediator
between England and Wales, sitting “with countenance grave . . .
Like some great Learned Judge, to end a waightie Cause, / Well fur-
nisht with the force of Arguments and Lawes.” In Drayton, Sabrina’s
function is much like one of the chief functions of the Council of
Wales. She ends the wrangling between England and Wales by fore-
casting their union under the king (James I). Drayton wrote Poly-
Olbion at a time when the dispute between the Council of the
Marches and the English counties attempting to throw off its jurisdic-
tion was coming to a crisis. The Earl of Bridgewater’s father Lord El-
lesmere, Lord Chancellor of England, had been a key figure in
constructing the case for James I in favor of the Council’s jurisdiction,
and Drayton’s account of Sabrina also supports the Council in its
struggle to retain the four English counties under its authority: in case
contemporary readers missed the political allusion, John Selden
obligingly explained it in his notes to Drayton’s poem.3? By 1634 the
issue was still not settled: members of the Council of Wales had been
intimately acquainted with the earlier challenge to their authority,
and were still involved in the struggle to preserve their power. In the
period before the performance of the masque the Earl and his asso-
ciates were combing ancient records and compiling lists of precedents
in which the River Severn figured prominently, to support their argu-
ments for the Council’s jurisdiction.3® It is inconceivable that they
would have been unaware of Drayton’s poetic vindication of their
position, or unacquainted with Sabrina’s symbolic relevance to their
cause.

So Sabrina was an ally: her basic judicial aims and functions were
the same as those of the Earl and the Council. It was all the more
crucial, then, for members in attendance at the masque to pay heed
to her conduct toward the Lady. As a judge, she had been grave and
awe inspiring, yet a peacemaker. In Milton’s masque, she is much
less distant, a figure of power but gentle compassion, who comes not
as a judge to punish a victim of abduction, but as an advocate to ex-
tricate her from her snares. And her mild willingness to intervene
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would surely not depend upon the social class or family connections
of the victim. It would be naive to assert that Sabrina is meant to
“represent" the Earl of Bridgewater or anyone else involved in the
Evans case.’* But her talents and special strengths are precisely those
that all the judges involved in the Evans affair with the exception of
the Earl himself (and perhaps Baron Trevor, the judge at assizes who
had tried to get Burghill convicted) had very notably lacked. She thus
offers a paradigm for the proper handling of such cases—an example
not of censoriousness, but compassion, offering the victim not judg-
ment but grace. She is above all constructive: her quiet ministrations
give the Lady not merely formal vindication, but a reaffirmation of
her integrity and self worth. Sabrina demonstrates how a holder of
high judicial office can temper his power with humility and stoop to
consider the “little ones” when called upon to do so, without losing
authority or respect.

Of course Sabrina has one distinct advantage over most judges in
that she is immortal. She embodies an ideal of rectitude which no fal-
lible human judge could ever hope to reach. If Milton’s masque sets
forth an ideal of justice, it also makes evident how difficult that ideal
is to attain. Part of the problem is perceptual. As Stanley Fish has
noted, Comus is structured upon a series of doubles and double per-
ceptions: the earth is a “pestered pinfold” and a glorious tract front-
ing the falling sun; shepherds are not necessarily shepherds, but may
be other creatures in disguise, either good (the Attendant Spirit) or
evil (Comus); woods, enclosures, and seemingly hospitable courts
may be wholesome or ensnaring, so that the masque forces us to
“perceive essential differences in the context of surface similiari-
ties.””35 It forces us, in other words, to become good judges of equivo-
cal evidence like that produced in a trial of law, in which the same
witnesses, words, or events can be made to support opposite inter-
pretations and carry opposite moral implications, depending on how
they are viewed and the context in which they are placed. In the
masque, the Lady and her brothers are "‘on trial” in the sense that
their judgment, virtue, and powers of discrimination are tested by a
series of equivocal events. They are also “tried” in that they are con-
fronted with the limitations of their own perceptions and powers.
Along the difficult road to Ludlow, they learn, or display their pos-
session of, many of the attributes of a good judge. They already have
the paramount qualification—a love of virtue—but beyond that, they
must come to a recognition of how closely virtue can resemble its
opposite, and how easily it can appear to be compromised. They
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learn how essential it is to test each situation independently in order
to discover its defining elements and particular nature. In the words
of the liturgy for the day, they learn to be like the wise judge who
does not leap to conclusions but is “conversant in dark parables,”
whose experience fits him to “serve among great men” because “he
hath tried the good and the evil among men.”

They also learn patience, for the task of extricating an innocent vic-
tim from the sticky snares and innuendo which surround her is, fi-
nally, a more than human one. Comus’s Lady, though in genuine
peril, always has helpers close at hand, her brothers and the Attend-
ant Spirit: such human and angelic guardians were in short supply
along Margery Evans’s road in Herefordshire. But for all their good
will, they have serious difficulty in freeing the Lady. The first attempt
fails, and they succeed only by invoking the aid of the goddess Sa-
brina, who is finally able to undo Comus’s charms. There are similar-
ities between this labored and fallible process and the case of
Margery Evans, in which theoretically adequate tactics also failed of
their proper effect. Indeed, reading over the materials from the case,
we may sense that it would have required nothing less than super-
natural intervention to get Margery Evans the complete vindication
she sought. Comus escapes; so did Burghill. And so, we may suspect,
did many other perpetrators of similar crimes who possessed the
same level of influence. Even if, through heroic measures, they were
actually tried, they were not likely to be convicted: there were limits
to what justice could accomplish.

On their journey toward Ludlow, the Earl of Bridgewater’s children
demonstrate their “faith their patience, and their truth” (179), but
also gain inklings of the humility of the genuinely wise—those who
recognize their own and the world’s limitations, and are willing to
cull out “unsightly” weeds and attend to seemingly insignificant cir-
cumstances in order to undo injustice. The Earl had demonstrated
this basic humility in his conduct of the Evans affair in that, in the
absence of any certainty, time after time, he had patiently taken the
next step required of him to uncover the facts of the case. At the end
of his children’s journey, he welcomes them to “Ludlow towne’ and
the President’s castle as worthy and “’goodly growne” branches of his
own virtue and discretion. They have won their trial and righted an
injustice, even though evil remains in the world and will test them on
other occasions.

Milton’s masque praises the Earl and his family for their virtue and
their capacity to cut a path of rectitude through a world beset by
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snares and pitfalls. But Comus also serves as a ceremonial expression
of the family’s own humility. It may not have been easy for the Earl
and his Lady to allow their young daughter to be publicly displayed
in a situation of leering sexual jeopardy, made a paradigm for victims
of sexual assault. But the Bridgewater family, like Sabrina, had suf-
fered in the past from an involuntary association with sordidness and
sexual violence. They had been forced into a recognition of their—
and everyone’s—vulnerability to such associations through the Cas-
tlehaven affair. The ability to tolerate a basic kinship with the less
fortunate is an aspect of wise humility, and a virtue particularly ap-
propriate for Michaelmas. By allowing their own daughter to assume
the symbolic position of one of the powerless, they made a moving
public acknowledgment of their own vulnerability, demonstrating
their willingness to humble themselves before imposing humility on
others.

Milton’s masque offered a stringent challenge to all those officials
who served under the Earl of Bridgewater’s authority—even a veiled
threat to the most corrupt among them, men like the JP’s Thomas
Price and Sir Henry Williams who had openly flouted the law in the
service of self interest. According to the gospel for the day, such of-
fenders deserved to be cast into the depths of the sea—suffer for their
guilt a fate like that Sabrina had suffered in her innocence. But de-
spite the undertone of warning, the masque’s overriding purpose, like
Sabrina’s and like the Earl of Bridgewater’s in his usual conduct of
business, was constructive. Milton’s immediate goal on the occasion
of the masque was to make better judges by making the judges better
men. The judges in the audience on Michaelmas night, 1634, at least
those who cared enough to consider themselves good judges, and
who in the previous months had yet obstructed or failed to further
the tedious case of an ignorant fourteen-year-old girl who had com-
plained of rape and robbery, would have gone away from the
masque both chastened and uplifted. A new legal term at Ludlow—
the Michaelmas term—was about to begin under the authority of the
Council’s new President, and with him, Milton suggests, there would
commence a new order of rectitude. As the judges of the Council in
the Marches of Wales took up their busy round of trials, depositions,
and other related matters, they would be afforded an immediate op-
portunity to act upon what they had learned on Michaelmas night
and rededicate themselves to the truth.
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