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Note:  Text used:  W. H. Abrams, ed., The Norton Anthology of English Literature, 7th 
ed. Vol. 1.  New York:  Norton, 2000.
I.   ENGLISH HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

1.  It was written for Charles II and was published a few days before judgment was to be pronounced in the trial of the Earl of Shaftesbury, the Ashley of the Cabal.  It is generally accepted that the suggestion for the poem came from King Charles II, who probably told Dryden what line to take and what support he needed from his laureate-historiographer in securing the conviction of Shaftesbury (Achitophel), the leader of the Whig party.  The poem is an allegory of the political crisis of the years 1678-81.  These events, known as the Popish Plot and the Exclusion Crisis, had the immediate result of dividing members of the English ruling class into two rival political parties, the Whigs and the Tories.

2.  Shaftesbury, who supported the claims of  Monmouth to the throne against the Roman Catholic Duke of York (later James II), was imprisoned in 1681 on charges of high treason.


3.  Dryden, the poet laureate, was trying to sway opinion against Shaftesbury.  The poem is at once a piece of party-political propaganda (brought out to influence events in 1681) and a denunciation of party politics.  The central issue, from Dryden’s point of view, was the danger that renewed Civil War might overthrow the tenuous social order that had been establish by the Restoration and leave the nation at the mercy of intolerant and power-hungry political factions.  

4.  Dryden’s poem failed in its immediate object; Shaftesbury was acquitted by a Whig jury.  A year later, when he was about to be indicted again, this time by a Tory jury who would not acquit him, Shaftesbury fled to Holland, where he died. 

5.  Dryden’s position is Tory conservative, demanding the retention of traditional monarchy while eschewing Shaftesbury’s desire for a ruler subject to the popular will.

II.  BIBLICAL JEWISH  STORY


1.  Based on 2 Samuel 14-18.


2.   One history is like the other.  Jewish history is modified by English 

history and English history is modified to fit Jewish history.


3.  David was a monarch who retained God’s favor despite considerable transgressions.  So Dryden portrays Charles II who like David is presented as a sexual transgressor.  Charles II’s bastards are the result of his Davidic sympathy with “Heaven’s own heart.”


4.  The King James version uses Ahithophel (a hith a fel); the Vulgate uses Achitophel.

5.  The poem is based upon the biblical story of Absalom’s rebellion against his father, David (2 Samuel 15-18).  Dryden’s analogy between the English and the people of ancient Israel works on several levels, one of which is to mock parallels the Puritans had observed between their deeds and the events of the Old Testament.  In this poem, the “Jews” are “a headstrong, moody, murmuring race,” never satisfied for long with the leaders, “God’s pampered [as opposed to “chosen”] people (45; 47)  Dryden dismisses the widespread fear of a new Catholic persecution under a Catholic monarch as a trumped issued, exploited by unscrupulous politicians such as Shaftesbury.

6.  Dryden attacks Shaftesbury by putting him in the guise of Achitophel, the priest who misguided Absalom.  In Achitophel (Shaftesbury), Dryden has drawn the portrait of a clever politician without principles, interested only in personal power, “Resolved to ruin or to rule the state” (174).  Achitophel’s method is to arouse and to manipulate the prejudices of the majority.  To accomplish his ends, he seeks to make a puppet of the handsome, popular, and weak Absalom (Charles II’s illegitimate son, the duke of Monmouth).  Where Milton had seen kings and bishops as oppressors, Dryden feared the oppression of mob rule under the control of radical politicians like Shaftesbury.  King David (Charles II) asserts this philosophy that order and civil rights were better protected by law and the monarch’s paternal sway than by democratic processes in the speech that closes the poem (991-96).

7.  The basic change by Dryden in the biblical story:  He shifts responsibility for the rebellion from Absalom to Achitophel.  In the Old Testament Absalom’s rebellion is embarked on before Achitophel is introduced into the story.  Achitophel is not the tempter, but simply a traitor.  Achitophel’s advice is sought by Absalom in the Bible concerning another strategy:  He gave good advice and if Absalom had followed it, David would have been defeated (and probably slain) and Absalom would have become the sole king.  2 Samuel speaks of Ahithophel’s “good counsel.”  Absalom is persuaded to reject Ahithophel’s advice by the conflicting advice of David’s secret ally, Hushai.  Seeing that the rebellion will fail, the biblical Ahithophel hanged himself.  Thus while Ahithophel has a subservient role in the Old Testament, he is the most important character in Dryden’s poem, where Absalom becomes the tool of Achitophel. 

III.  THEME


1.    Temptation.  An arch-rebel (Achitophel), who suffers from a turbulent pride of intellect and will brook no authority, attempts to lure an inexperienced young man (Absalom) from his allegiance to the anointed order in the State.


2.  The theme resembles the theme of Paradise Lost, published fourteen years earlier, and in his preface to the poem, Dryden says that the temptations of Achitophel are similar to those placed before Adam, who had to resist, “the two Devils, the Serpent and the Woman.  The characters of the rebel angels in PL, book 2, are similar to the character sketches in Absalom and Achitophel.


3.  Political theory of the poem:  Dryden attempts to interpret events in the light of political theory in the poem Dryden’s generation from learned from Hobbes’s Leviathan (1651) that people, growing weary of a state of nature where each person is an enemy to every other person had contracted to surrender the right of governing themselves to a king.  In return, the king promised to secure peace at home and defense from enemies of the state.  The contract was supposed to be irrevocable.  It passed from king to king in succession and was reaffirmed in the coronation oath.  In Dryden’s eyes, Shaftesbury was attempting to destroy the contract by investing more power in the people.

4.  In Absalom and Achitophel the theory of contract is debated and the penalty of revoking it—no less than anarchy—is clearly stated (409-16; 759-80).   


5.  The poem is both a satire against disvalue and a panegyric on value.


6.   Madness  theme:


a.  Achitophel’s great wit is “to madness near allied.”



b.  Zimri is a “blest madman.”



c.  The Sanhedrins are infected with “public lunacy” and share “the madness of rebellious times” “so high the madness grows.”

IV.  STRUCTURE:  There are 13 divisions to the poem:


1.  1-42 Promiscuity of Charles II; lack of legitimate offspring; numerous bastards, of whom Absalom is the most attractive.



2.  43-149: Historical summary of the troubles of the century, the Popish Plot, and its aftermath in the rise of factions.



3.  150-229:  A brilliant section analyzing Achitophel



4.  230-302: Achitophel’s first speech to Absalom, in which he tempts him.



5.  303-372:  The effect on Absalom of Achitophel’s speech and Absalom’s speech to Achitophel in reply.



6.  373-476:  Achitophel’s second speech.



7.  477-681:  A catalogue of the principal plotters against David.   Those who join Achitophel and Absalom have disparate motives:  There are mistaken patriots:  “The best, (and of the princes some were such,) / Who thought the power of the monarchy too much, / Mistaken men and patriots in their hearts, / Not wicked, but seduced by impious arts.”  There are anti-monarchists:  “Others thought kings a useless heavy load.”  There are also demigods:  “With them joined all the harangers of the throng / That thought to get preferment by the tongue.”  There are dissenters:  “A numerous host of dreaming saints succeed / Of that true old enthusiastic breed” (529-30).  The political intellectuals:  “but far more numerous was the herd of such / Who think too little and who talk too much.”  Dryden goes on to characterize the leading personalities of the rebellion:  Zimri, Shimei, and others.



8.   682-759:  Absalom leaves David’s court, his second speech which courts the goodwill of the people, and his progress.



9.  759-810:  Dryden’s persona intervenes to give his own political credo.



10.  811-913:   The King’s supporters and friends with Dryden’s comment on their loyal actions and advice:




a. Poor aspects of the portrait of Barzillai (817-828):  (1) Weak antithesis with no real contract:  “For him he suffered, and with him returned”




b.  Weak metaphor:  “buoy the state . . . sinking”) 




c.  The portraits of the King’s friends are generally shorter since virtue tends to be less interesting than vice.  For instance, he praises Ameil most convincingly by blaming Amiel’s successor (898-913).




d.  David’s followers embody the virtues necessary for the social and moral good of humankind:  the right use of money and position (Barzillai, who contrasts with Zimri), religion and law (the Sagan of Jerusalem and Zadoc), family, and bravery.



11.  914-932:  A short summary of the action, preparatory to David’s speech.



12.  933-1025:  The King speaks directly to his people, justifying the royal position.  Deus-ex-machina-like appearance of Charles.  Most critics find the speech of Charles as flat and dull.



13.  1026-1031:  The poem closes with a 6-line prophecy of Charles’s triumph, thereby ending in medias res and without resolution.

V.  CHARACTERS  


A.  ACHITOPHEL 


1.  Achitophel as Devil:  Achitophel is closely linked to Satan by diabolic imagery.  His pernicious powers are alluded to in “cockle, that oppressed the noble seed,” an allusion to the New Testament parable of the tares (Matt. 13. 18-23. The “golden fruit” which Achitophel assists to dislodge reminds us of Satan’s temptation of Eve.  Achitophel’s enticing powers are those of Satan.  The comparison to Satan is completed by the lines, “In friendship false, implacable in hate / Resolved to ruin or to rule the state.”  “Implacable in hate” reminds us of Melton’s Satan’s 
immortal hate” and the latter line is reminiscent of “better to rule in Hell than serve in Heaven.”  Satan is proverbially “the father of lies” and therefore we suspect everything he says.  His temptation of Absalom is laden with the imagery of prophet and miracle worker as in “second Moses, whose extended wand / Divides the seas.”  Achitophel uses flattery, the introductory words to his speech stating “sheds its venom in such words as these.”  Absalom is beguiled by the words.


B.  DAVID    


1.  David as God:  The alter ego of Charles II.  The principle of the “divine right of kings” is alluded to frequently in the term “godlike David.”  David created Absalom with a “diviner lust” and sees “His youthful image in his son renewed,” a discrete reference to Genesis “in his own image and likeness.”  The elevation of David to a godlike state reconciles the discontinuity of the course of the poem.  As God is almighty, he has no need to fight “the powerful engines bent / To batter down the lawful government.”  The continual references to “god” in David’s final declamation give the impression of one impervious to attacks by moral man.  The proceedings are thereby brought to a peaceful if noisy conclusion in “peals of thunder.” 

C.  ABSALOM


1.  Absalom and the People as Fallen Man:  As David is portrayed as God and Achitophel as Satan, the role of Adam would seem to be appropriate to Absalom.  However, Dryden allots the role of fallen man to the English people represented as the Jews and nominated “Adam-wits.”  The imagery surrounding the Jews is of idols, the product of “god-smiths” and the invention of “priestcraft,” a neologism by Dryden reminiscent of witchcraft.  The culmination of this imagery is that “golden calf, a state,” thereby linking a celebrated idol with Republican sentiment.  He has linked the English with idolatry and this with republicanism thereby making his anti-monarchical enemies guilty of the heinous sin of idolatry, a violation of the second commandment. The Catholics, personified as the Jebusites, are also partakers in the idol imagery.  Their idols are more tangible than those of the Jews being of “beaten gold,” “Stock, stone” or “common wood.”  The Jebusites also have the imagery of fire as in the phrase, “in a flame.”   The purpose of the imagery becomes apparent when we encounter the pun on “mass” in “swallowed in the mass, unchewed and crude.”  This latent attack on the Catholic doctrine of transubstantiation made abundantly apparent in “served at once for worship and for food” links the originator of the “Plot” with mendacity in mocking a doctrine presumed to be fallacious by a Protestant readership.  
VI.  LITERARY ASPECTS


1.  Dryden was influenced by Thomas D’Urfey’s The Progress of Honesty (1680), in which Shaftesbury is specifically pictured as Achitophel.


2.  Actually, no action really occurs in Dryden’s poem.  The speech of David (Charles II) quashes the rebellion before it can start.


3.  The poem’s excellence lies in its series of masterful portraits:  Absalom (Monmouth), Zimri (Buckingham; Dryden said this was his favorite; it may be intended to answer Buckingham’s The Rehearsal, a satirical play on Dryden); Corah (Titus Oates), and best of all, Achitophel (Shaftesbury).


4.  Dryden may have been influenced by the French poet Boileau, who had recently shown in his famous poem Le Lutrin (1674), that the heroic can be mixed with satire.

COMMENTARY AND STUDY QUESTIONS FOR “ABSALOM AND ACHITOPHEL” (LINES 1-476)

1.  This poem is an allegory of the political crisis confronting England in 1681, presented through a retelling the biblical story of Absalom’s rebellion against his father King David.  Thus the poem has two levels:  (1) English history and (2) the biblical story.


2.  English History:  Read the notes section of your handout (22-24), which explains the English political background of the poem and will tell you who in English history are represented by the following major biblical figures:  David, Absalom, Achitophel, Corah, the Hebrew priests, the Jebusites, the Levites, Pharaoh, Saul, and Zimri.  (Note:   Many others are mentioned, but these are the ones you need to know.)


3.  Biblical Story:  If you have time, read 2 Samuel 15-18, which recounts Absalom’s rebellion against David. 




If not, at least know the following summary:  




Absalom, the handsome and rebellious third son of David, king of Israel, “stole the hearts of the men of Israel” (15.6) and plotted to become king in his father’s stead.   




Since his treachery took David by surprise, it succeeded, and David had to withdraw from Jerusalem into the wilderness.   




One of Absalom’s chief co-conspirators was Ahithophel.  [Dryden used the (Roman Catholic) Vulgate version of the Bible, which spells the name Achitophel; the Protestant KJV spells it Ahithophel.]   



Absalom sought Ahithophel’s advice on whether he should pursue David immediately or wait until he had gathered a larger army.  




Ahithophel counseled immediate pursuit, but Absalom was persuaded to reject Ahithophel’s advice by the conflicting recommendation of another leader Hushai, who was pretending to be Absalom’s friend but in reality was David’s secret ally.  




His advice scorned and sensing that Absalom’s rebellion will consequently fail, Ahithophel hanged himself (17.23).   Yet Samuel states that his advice was “good counsel” (17.14) for if Absalom had followed it David would have been defeated and Absalom would have become the sole king.   




By the time Absalom did lead his army to battle, David had gathered a stronger force.  Confident of victory, David told his generals to take Absalom alive.   




The decisive battle did go against Absalom.  In attempting to flee on a mule, Absalom’s neck (not his hair as is popularly thought) was caught in a branch of an oak tree, leaving him “hanging between heaven and earth” (18.9).  




One of David’s soldiers killed Absalom despite the previous command of the king.  David’s lament, “O my son Absalom, my son, my son Absalom! Would God I had died for thee, O Absalom, my son, my son!” (18.33), has become a classical expression of paternal grief.




From this summary, it can be seen that Dryden’s basic change of the biblical story is that he shifts responsibility for the rebellion from Absalom to Achitophel.  In the Old Testament Absalom’s rebellion is embarked on before Ahithophel is introduced into the story.  Ahithophel is not the tempter, but simply a conspirator.  Thus while Ahithophel has a subservient role in the Old Testament, he is the most important character in Dryden’s poem, where Absalom becomes the tool of Achitophel. 




As you read through the poem, try to find some other places where Dryden had to modify biblical history to fit English history or, vice versa, English history to fit the biblical story.  




Als0 note any other biblical stories (Satan as the rebellious angel, Adam, the Garden of Eden, Moses, Christ, etc.) which are used in the poem.


4.  Three themes stand out in the poem:  




(1) Order (particularly political order, which is threatened by the conflict between monarchy and democracy; 




(2) Temptation; and 




(3) Madness.  



As you read the poem, note any references to these themes.

5.   STRUCTURE 


Section 1:  Lines 1-42.  The poem opens and closes with the King David/King Charles II character.  In the opening, he is presented as frivolous, scandalous, and almost as ridiculous in his lechery.  Why did Dryden choose to begin his poem with this seemingly unflattering portrait of a character whom he supported?  




How do you think the King character will be presented at the end of the poem?  




Lines 17-42 present Absalom/Monmouth.  How is he portrayed?


Section 2:  Lines 43-149.    This section states that Israel (or England) has gone through troublesome times because its people seem naturally rebellious.  Find some examples of this contention, mentioning Cromwell, the Commonwealth, the Roman Catholics, and the Popish Plot of Titus Oates.  




Why does Dryden use such phrases as “Adam-wits” (51), “golden calf” (66), and “Devil” (80, 134)?


Section 3:  Lines 150-229.    Achitophel is introduced and described.  Find examples of Achitophel as Satan and references to the Garden of Eden story.  




Note the references to madness, anarchy, and democracy.  




After bitterly criticizing Achitophel from lines 150-85, why and how does Dryden praise Achitophel from 186-98?


Section 4:  Lines 230-302.    Achitophel’s first speech to Absalom, in which he tempts the young man to rebel against his father.   




Achitophel opens with flattery, part of which is to compare Absalom with what biblical figures?




After flattery, what similes and metaphor does Achitophel use to suggest that Absalom is missing his opportunity for greatness (244-66)?  




How does Achitophel attack King David (267-88)?  Why is it ironic that David is compared to “the Prince of Angels” (273-74)?  




How do lines 289-92 show that Achitophel’s real aim is to benefit himself, not Absalom?  




How does Achitophel return to flattery in closing his speech (293-302)?


Section 5:  Lines 303-72.   This section shows the effect on Absalom of Achitophel’s speech and gives Absalom’s replying speech to Achitophel.  On what weak or wavering aspects of Absalom’s character has Achitophel’s speech worked (303-14)?  



What does Absalom do at the beginning of his speech which Achitophel had done at the beginning of his speech?  




How is the madness image/theme used?  




How is David praised by Absalom as a good king and a good father?  


How does Dryden convey Absalom’s first weakness in line 347?  



About what two matters is Absalom discontented or regretful (347-72)?


Section 6:  Lines 373-476.    Achitophel’s second speech to Absalom.  How is Achitophel again identified with Satan (373)?  




Achitophel again opens his speech by flattering Absalom, but sensing that he has him hooked, notice how the flattery is briefer (376-80).  




What strategies has Achitophel devised to force David to name Absalom as his heir presumptive (381-408)?  




How do lines 409-18 advocate democracy?  




In his speech Absalom had argued that it is unnatural for a son to rebel against his father.  How does Achitophel answer that argument in lines 419-40?   



According to Achitophel, why must Absalom force David to name him as the heir presumptive while David is alive (441-76)?        


Section 7:  Lines 477-681.  A catalogue of the principal plotters against David/King Charles II, gathered by Achitophel/Shaftesbury:  “Achitophel unites / The malcontents of all the Israelites” (491-92).  



The first group, though diverse, is united by its opposition to the monarchy.  Using lines 495-512, copy 2-3 lines showing this anti-monarchy sentiment.



The second group consists of Whig rabble-rousers, Presbyterian (called Levite) dissenters, and other religious radicals (513-542).   What effective metaphor is used to denigrate this group (527-28)?   How is Dryden’s major theme—order—stated in lines 531-34?



Having dealt with the general types of opponents to the monarchy, Dryden next lists the seven principal individual (other than Absalom and Achitophel) involved in the conspiracy.  



Four of these are dismissed in a line or two:   Balaam (574), Caleb (574), Nadab (576-77), and Jonas (581-82).  The three others--Zimri, Shimei, and Corah--get the full treatment, as the following list shows: 



Zimri/Buckingham (544-68):  Zimri’s portrait was Dryden’s own favorite part of the poem.  What are Zimri’s principal faults?  How is the madness theme used in portraying Zimri?    What makes line 550 so highly praised?  



Shimei/a Whig sheriff of London (585-629):  Find examples of how he is condemned for avarice, religious hypocrisy, and stinginess.  Examine the triplet (3 lines rhymed) in this section.  What biblical references are used—see particularly 588, 600-03, and 628-29--and how are they turned against the hypocrite Shimei?



Corah/Titus Oates (630-82):  Dryden’s contempt for Oates is shown in the personal and physical attacks which he makes on Corah.  How are the image of the snake (34), Oates’s family (639), his physical appearance (646-49), and his education (657-59) fodder for Dryden’s condemnation of Corah/Oates?  What makes line 679 so brilliant? 


Section 8:  Lines 682-759.  Absalom/Monmouth leaves the court of King David/Charles II and is received with admiration by the mob.  In his public speech to the people (688-722), what gesture of pathos does he use?  



As Absalom embarks on a procession (called a “progress”) through the kingdom, what biblical reference do the people use in speaking of him (728)?   Despite Dryden’s stated dislike of punning, what pun does he use in line 732?   How are “health” and “disease” (755-56) used ironically in this topsy-turvy world of revolution which Absalom and Achitophel seek? 

Section 9:  Lines 759-810.  Dryden intervenes in this section to give his own political credo.   What are his ideas about monarchy and democracy?   How are interrogative sentences used effectively?  Not just in this passage, but in any persuasion, why are questions effective in winning an audience to one’s position?    



How is the madness theme used?    Lines 799-800 are often cited as representing the essence of Dryden’s political philosophy; what does he maintain in these lines, and how do these ideas fit into his theme of order?

Section 10:  Lines 811-913.  This section contrasts with section 7 by presenting those who are friends and supporters of the monarchy and of David/King Charles II.   



Just as in section 7, where seven enemies of the king are mentioned by name, so here seven friends are specifically named:  Barzillai, Zadoc, the Sagan of Jerusalem, Adriel, Jotham, Hushai, and Amiel--although an eighth is listed, but unnamed, simply called, “Him of the western dome” (868).  



These followers embody the virtues necessary for social and moral goodness:  Barzillai’s right use of money and position
contrasts with Zimri’s false use of these; Barzillai’s obedient son (830-862) stands in contrast to David’s rebellious son Absalom; the Sagan of Jerusalem’s and Zadoc’s strict observance of the religious law contrasts with Shimei’s hypocritical use of the law for his personal gain.  Amiel’s honesty in speaking is contrasted with Corah’s lying.         


Some critics find that the portraits of the friends are less effective and less interesting than those of the enemies of section 7.  Do you agree or disagree with this statement, and why?   

Section 11:  Lines 914-932.  This section gives a short summary of the action, preparatory to David’s/King Charles II’s speech.  What competing groups and characters are specifically mentioned? 

Section 12:  Lines 933-1025.  The King speaks directly to his people, justifying his monarchy.  How does he praise monarchy and attack democracy (953-54, 965-68, 975, 979-80, 989-94)?  



How is the King’s criticism of Absalom mild, even to the point of calling him a Samson (955-64)?  Why do you think the King does not dwell on criticizing Achitophel (971-72)?    

Section 13:  Lines 1026-1031.  The poem closes with a six-line prophecy of David’s/Charles II’s triumph.  What image here suggests the doctrine of the divine right of kings?  How does the poem, which began in medias res, end in medias res?

6.    EVALUATION:  What did you like and not like about “Absalom and Achitophel?”  

