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Brief Description
Sinister Aesthetics addresses two fundamental and interrelated questions in early modern English culture, one literary and one religious. First, how and why did early modern English authors make such extensive use of attractive villains and other representations of evil when the prevalent aesthetic theories suggested that enjoying such representations was either impossible or immoral? Second, what kind of role does the aesthetic play in early modern English theodicy — that is to say, the attempts of early modern writers, theologians, and preachers to reconcile the existence of evil with a belief in divine providence? The answer to both questions lies in understanding the role of “sinister aesthetics”: sets of cultural conventions that enable readers, audiences, and believers to take pleasure in representations of evil when they are presented in certain ways. 
The book traces the development of sinister aesthetics in England from the late 16th century to the late 17th century, through the interaction and competition between several different forms of early modern cultural discourse: elite literature (as embodied particularly in poetic theory and the epic tradition), cheap print, religious writing, and theater. That development culminates in Milton’s Paradise Lost, which combines and transforms the various strands of sinister poetics into a new kind of poetry and a new conception of God. 
Sinister Aesthetics tells a story that has not received a sustained critical treatment and yet is absolutely central to the literary and religious developments of early modern England. It is the first book that focuses on the evolution of attractive literary representations of evil from Shakespeare to Milton. It also offers a novel account of the relationship between early modern poetics and theodicy or the theological problem of evil. The book thus provides a literary-historical narrative of the poetics of evil as well as a more complex understanding of Renaissance religious ideology and sensibility. 
Summary of Content
Sinister Aesthetics takes as its point of departure a fundamental contradiction in the literary culture of early modern England. On the one hand, Renaissance theories of poetry emphasize that literature must morally improve its audience; indeed, a preponderance of Renaissance theorists treat this didactic imperative as a defining feature of literature. On the other hand, Renaissance writers are responsible for some of the most compelling and attractive literary representations of evil ever produced: demonic villains like Shakespeare’s insidious, enigmatic Iago or the Machiavellian Richard III; protagonists who descend to baroque acts of sadism or depravity, like Marlowe’s Tamburlaine or Beatrice-Joanna in The Changeling; and the lush, cruel depictions of infernal landscapes we see in The Spanish Tragedy or Edmund Spenser’s The Faerie Queene. Such representations frequently seem to undermine the very moral systems that early modern poetry was supposed to inculcate. The most prominent example of this problem is Milton’s Paradise Lost, a work intended to justify the ways of God to man that has inspired centuries of debate about whether Satan is the poem’s hero. The conflict of literary values that manifests in these texts was itself the expression of larger cultural crises in early modern England concerning the role of evil in a Christian cosmos and the proper relationship between religion and art, crises fueled by the rise of Protestantism and the sectarian conflicts of the 17th century.
Early modern scholars have developed increasingly sophisticated ways of analyzing the role of religion in the period, but they often remain hampered by certain restrictive critical paradigms. In Milton studies, a long-running debate has pitted critics who privilege the poetry of Paradise Lost against those who privilege Milton’s explicit statements of theological belief. New historicist analyses of early modern texts, on the other hand, have often tended to look through both literature and religion to the networks of social and political power that undergird them. Sinister Aesthetics takes a different approach. It treats religion not merely as a structure of power or a collection of theological beliefs, but as a cultural practice in which aesthetic and affective elements are essential. Perry Miller’s term “piety,” which he defines as “the inner core of Puritan sensibility apart from the dialectic and the doctrine,” is a useful label for this aspect of religion. 
This approach allows us to analyze the intersection of two overarching problems regarding evil’s nature and function in the culture of the English Renaissance. In religion, the so-called “problem of evil” — why an omnipotent, omniscient, and totally benevolent God would permit evil to occur — is the central challenge of Christian theodicy. In early modern art, the problem is to explain why artists at least nominally committed to the inculcation of virtue would devote so much energy and skill to the production of aesthetically pleasurable representations of evil: of the monstrous, grotesque, and demonic. The latter problem has proved nearly as intractable for literary scholars as the first has been for theologians, because critics have lacked an appropriate language to talk about the appeal of aestheticized evil. Indeed, in both early modern thought and modern studies of the period, critics all too frequently discount the idea that evil can possibly have aesthetic appeal, or they dismiss positive aesthetic responses to evil as exceptional or perverse. Such neglect inhibits their understanding of both the real aesthetic complexity of Renaissance poetry and the affective complexity of Renaissance piety.
This book contends that these two problems, and their manifestations in early modern literature, are linked, and that the aesthetic problem of evil is the key to understanding religious sensibilities in early modern England. In order to analyze the appeal of evil in literature and its religious consequences in early modern England, this study introduces the concept of sinister aesthetics. Whereas normative aesthetics derive their ideals from culturally sanctioned conceptions of beauty and virtue, sinister aesthetics are poetic conventions that generate pleasure by representing things we are not supposed to like, including the monstrous and demonic. Although a sinister aesthetic ordinarily signifies the inversion of a set of normative values, it has what Umberto Eco describes as an “‘autonomy’ […] which makes it far richer and more complex than a series of simple negations of the various forms of beauty.” The sinister is thus not simply the violation of aesthetic order, but a semi-independent aesthetic order in its own right, and as such it encompasses literary traditions of substantive representational techniques that are amenable to classification. 
We must understand sinister aesthetics in order to fully understand the functions and effects of early modern works of art. Moreover, the sinister is crucial to understanding early modern piety. The increasing urgency of the theological problem of evil (an ancient dilemma newly exacerbated by the Calvinist emphasis on divine providence at the expense of human moral agency) led the religious discourse of the 17th century to borrow the sinister poetic techniques developed by the Elizabethan and Jacobean dramatists in order to appeal to their own audiences — and not only to describe Satan, as we might expect, but even more to describe God. 
That tendency culminates in Milton’s epic theodicy Paradise Lost, which combines and transforms these various strands of the sinister into a new kind of poetry and a new conception of God. The study therefore concludes with a reinterpretation of Milton’s portrayals of God and Satan in Paradise Lost that moves beyond the largely sterile terms of the post-Stanley Fish Satan debate. By analyzing Milton’s deployment of sinister aesthetics in the epic, I demonstrate that Paradise Lost in effect invests God with the appeal of a Renaissance stage villain. Ultimately, I argue that early modern writers, and particularly Milton, exploit the poetic techniques that make evil appealing in order to provide an affective solution to the Christian problem of evil — one that works not simply on the level of theology, but on the level of piety. 
Sinister Aesthetics thus provides a literary-historical narrative of the poetics of evil, which previous scholarship has not yet treated in a sustained and systematic way, as well as a more complex understanding of Renaissance religious ideology and sensibility. In the process, the book integrates some of the important recent attempts to revise the new historicist paradigm. Many recent critics have re-engaged with the domain of aesthetics, focusing attention on artistic construction and affective response. Historical formalist or new formalist critics, following Marjorie Garber, have re-emphasized questions of literary form and its effects. Scholars belonging to the “affective turn,” including Gail Kern Paster and Victoria Kahn, have investigated the importance of emotion and the passions in early modern literature and culture. At the same time, scholars of the “religious turn,” such as Debora Shuger and Kevin Sharpe, have insisted that religion is not merely a collection of theological beliefs; rather, aesthetic and affective elements are also essential to the nature and function of religion. 
Sinister Aesthetics also examines the interplay between drama and religion (a subject that has attracted the interest of scholars such as Jeffrey Knapp and Huston Diehl), and provides a new perspective on several subjects that have attracted great scholarly interest in the past several years, including the relationship between elite and popular culture and the literary and cultural significance of monstrous births and monstrous bodies. The normative/sinister relationship I propose is an alternative to the mutually defining binary model of containment and subversion offered by post-structuralist linguistics and anthropology which, Eve Sedgwick and Adam Frank tartly note, risks labeling everything as “kinda subversive, kinda hegemonic.” 
The book moves beyond this productive but ultimately reductive binary mode to an analysis based more on the qualitative distinctions proposed by Shuger and Sedgwick in their respective studies. In so doing, it develops our understanding of the intimate relationship between aesthetics and religious ideology, by demonstrating that the theological problem of evil is in large part an affective problem. The book offers Paradise Lost as a central example of the limitations of logical theodicy and the necessity of a poetic theodicy that uses aesthetics to generate an affective response. The core of Milton’s logical theodicy, a version of the free will defense, is almost as old as Christianity itself. Yet this logic by itself fails to resolve the problem in part because it does not satisfy the aesthetic sensibilities — and because it does not address human concerns about God’s own aesthetic sensibilities, which are actually the aspect of divinity most in need of justification. Although humanity may be morally responsible for its own crimes, God still shapes the form that evil takes (as Shuger says, he “plots the didactic narrative of crime and punishment”) — and it is precisely the literary forms of these narratives that we find troubling. Milton shows that God’s justice is a poetic justice and that the aesthetic principles behind that poetry are sinister. 
Finally, Sinister Aesthetics also addresses a central question in the cultural history of religion, which is well-stated by Sharpe: “Were aesthetic revolutions the motor of changing religious sensibilities or driven by them?”. My study offers a narrative suggesting that both are true. Christianity inflects sinister aesthetics by emphasizing moral dualism and providing a wealth of cosmological and iconographic material, which early modern dramatists exploit. Christian writers, including Milton, reappropriate sinister aesthetics in order to attract audiences and to offer an affective theodicy. Thus, sinister aesthetics inflect Christianity by shaping the religious sensibilities of believers who experience an affective response to the sinister.  
What the theory of sinister aesthetics can do for scholars working in early modern English literature as well as in other periods, genres, and art forms is to provide a framework for discussing the ways in which things we think of an unattractive can actually be attractive. The specific forms and effects of the sinister vary tremendously depending on their historical and cultural context. But sinister aesthetics nonetheless remain vital to (at least) the western cultural tradition. For too long, we have treated the enjoyment of representations of the evil and ugly as mysterious, paradoxical, anomalous, or pathological, even though such elements comprise a considerable fraction of our literary, artistic, and cultural output. It is my hope that with this language available, scholars can spend less time proving that these representations are enjoyable, and spend more time thinking about how they function and what effects they produce.
Chapter Summary
[bookmark: _Toc408762116]Introduction — Representing Evil in Early Modern England
· Aesthetics and Morality in Renaissance Literature
· Sinister Aesthetics
· Poetic Justice and the Problem of Evil
· Chapter Overview
The introduction sets forth the book’s argument and places it in the context of ongoing scholarly discussions, drawing on a variety of critical perspectives from new historicism to horror film theory. It explains and justifies the book’s focus on aesthetics as the key to understanding the development of  religious sensibility in early modern England, and it defines the concepts of normative and sinister aesthetics. It also analyzes the vexed relationship between aesthetics and religion and shows how a reductive understanding of this relationship has inhibited early modern scholars, particularly Miltonists, from properly exploring the appeal of evil in literary works such as Paradise Lost. 
Chapter 1 — “Dreadful Harmony”: The Poetics of Evil in Sidney, Tasso, and Spenser.
· Introduction: Theory and Practice
· Monsters and Medicine: Pleasure and Morality in The Defence of Poesy
· “The Contraries of These Delights”: Curiositas and Chiaroscuro in Augustine
· Chimeras and Concordia Discors: Tasso’s Augustinian Aesthetics
· “That Detestable Sight Him Much Amazde”: Aesthetics of Filth in The Faerie Queene Book One	
· “Pleasant Sin”: Beauty and Evil in the Bower of Bliss
· Conclusion
The first chapter ranges over a generically diverse set of ancient and early modern texts in order to provide intellectual-historical context for the more historically focused chapters that follow. It highlights the tensions between early modern literary theory and practice regarding the attractiveness of artistic representations of evil by looking briefly at selected elements of the literary philosophy and epic poetry of Sidney, Tasso, and Spenser. As theorists, these writers were unable to fully reconcile the appeal of literary representations of evil with their own models for how poetry ought to function. However, they did open up the possibility of acknowledging the sinister and assimilating it into a Christian context by drawing on the ideas of Augustine, who conceives of the universe aesthetically, as a chiaroscuro composition of good and evil elements that together produce a divinely ordained beauty. Moreover, as epic poets, Tasso and Spenser helped to develop an elaborate repertoire of images and techniques for representing evil in appealing ways, thereby generating and refining several varieties of sinister aesthetics for subsequent early modern writers. 
Chapter 2 — Honeyed Toads: Sinister Aesthetics in Richard III 
· Introduction: Staging Evil
· Elf-Marks and Virtuous Visors: Epistemology in Richard III
· Palpable Devices and the Appeal of Evil
· Playing the Devil: The Theatricality of Evil
· Descanting on Deformity
· The “Nest of Spicery” and the Limits of Seduction
· Poetic Invective and Demonic Identity
· Punishment, Redemption, and the Persistence of the Sinister
· Conclusion
Chapter two uses Shakespeare’s Richard III as a model for the treatment of evil and the demonic in Renaissance English drama. Theater in this period saw a tremendous proliferation of figures that challenge or overturn traditional moral and aesthetic standards: attractive villains, malign gods, and humanized or even sympathetic devils. Richard III is one of the most influential examples of a Renaissance stage villain whose physical and moral monstrosity empowers him to dominate his play and charm other characters and audiences. Not only is the play unusually comprehensive in the kinds of sinister aesthetics that it explores, it also offers some of the most explicit theorization available within an early modern play about the appeal of ugliness and evil. While Richard III primarily presents evil as a form of entertainment, it also raises questions about divine providence, which in the play appears to operate largely through the sinister curses of the vengeful “hag,” Queen Margaret. An early version of portions of this material has been published as an article entitled “Honeyed Toads: Sinister Aesthetics in Shakespeare’s Richard III” (Journal for Early Modern Cultural Studies 7.1 [Spring/Summer 2007]: 5-32).
[bookmark: _Toc408762139]Chapter 3 — Monsters and the Pleasures of Divine Justice in English Popular Print, 1560-1675
· Introduction: Providential Punishments
· Popular Print
· Pleasure and Terror in Monster Ballads and Pamphlets
· Monsters and Divine Wrath in Early Modern Sermons
· Aesthetic Responsibility and the Problem of Evil
· The Teratogenic God
· Cultivating Sinister Piety
· Conclusion
Early modern theater lies at the intersection between literary and popular culture, and the popularity of demonic figures on the stage reflects larger cultural interests and concerns, including the theological problem of evil. The sectarian strife of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries exacerbated the concerns about divine providence that had been inherent in Christian monotheism since its inception. In this climate, the religious wars in England and all across Europe, as well as monstrous births and other disturbing portents, were readily interpreted as manifestations of God’s wrath against sinful, misbelieving humanity. Religious writers thus urgently needed to come to terms with the divine punishment that they believed their society was experiencing. 
The third chapter therefore examines the depiction of divine punishment in two kinds of Renaissance cheap print texts: broadside ballads and sermons about monstrous births. The market competition between plays, ballads, and sermons encouraged their appropriation of infernal and monstrous aesthetics from each other. Ballads not only present monsters as a pleasurably fearful spectacle, they also employ what Helaine Razovsky calls “popular hermeneutics,” treating monsters as texts written by God. Printed sermons develop this theme and its sinister imagery as a way of addressing the theological problem of God’s relationship to and responsibility for evil.
The ballad and sermon literature demonstrates that early modern religious sensibilities could not be disentangled from aesthetic ones. Piety demanded an imaginative engagement with God, which in turn demanded poetic representations of him. Sinister aesthetics offered a poetic language that could not only represent the full force of God’s punishing aspect, but also potentially render it appealing. 
Chapter 4 — Satanic Sensibilities in Paradise Lost
· Introduction: “Milton the Poet” and “Milton the Moralist”
· “Strength from Truth Divided”: Satan and the Normative
· “Evil Be Thou My Good”: Moral Perversity
· “This Horror Will Grow Mild”: Aesthetic Perversity
· “Materials Dark and Crude”: Sinister Pleasure and Poesis
· Conclusion
Ballads and sermons about divine punishment anticipate the terms in which Milton would approach theodicy in his great epic. The book’s argument culminates in two chapters examining Paradise Lost as Milton’s attempt to integrate a sinister poetic sensibility with his theological agenda. In choosing to write Paradise Lost as a poetic theodicy and not a treatise, Milton inherits both the literary and religious problems of evil faced by his contemporaries. He must offer a theological explanation for God’s apparent tolerance of evil while making his God poetically engaging. Milton’s theodicy, like Milton’s religiosity itself, fundamentally integrates the aesthetic and the theological in a tradition derived from Augustine, for whom Christian piety demands an aesthetic appreciation of God and his universe. Moreover, like Augustine, Milton sees God’s creation as a chiaroscuro composition, in which darkness and light, evil and good, are closely intermingled. The poet’s task is to bring the reader to a state of mind in which that mingling seems divinely beautiful. Milton’s Satan, the period’s most notoriously appealing villain, is therefore essential to Milton’s strategy. Accordingly, the fourth chapter focuses on Satan and the centuries-old debate surrounding his attractiveness, which has traditionally placed Milton’s poetic impulses in opposition to his theological principles. Understanding that religious piety includes aesthetic and affective components as well as abstract dogmas, however, allows us to see the ways in which Milton’s Satanic poetry can express his religious sensibilities.
Chapter 5 — Milton’s Sinister God: Divine Punishment and Augustinian Chiaroscuro in Paradise Lost
· Introduction: God as Sinister Allegorist
· Malum Poenae and “Enthusiastick Terror”
· “A Universe of Death”: God’s Infernal Aesthetic
· “Grateful Vicissitude”: Divine Chiaroscuro and the War in Heaven
· “Odious Truth”: The Degradation of Satan and the Education of Adam
· Conclusion
The fifth chapter examines the crux of Milton’s poetic solution to the problem of evil in Paradise Lost, which is to gradually transfer the poetic power of the sinister from Satan to God, and it explains the theological consequences of this poetic strategy. Milton develops the poetic power of evil while revealing the ultimate origin of that power in God, thus creating a poetic universe that encourages approval of and pleasure in God’s punishments, not merely reluctant acceptance of them. In this way, Milton depicts God himself as a sinister allegorist: one who afflicts his creations with punishments that are horrible representations of their own evil for artistic purposes, namely to delight and instruct heavenly and human audiences. Milton shows that God’s justice is a poetic justice and that the aesthetic principles behind that poetry are sinister. An earlier version of portions of this argument has been published in article form as “Poetic Justice: Divine Punishment and Augustinian Chiaroscuro in Paradise Lost” (Milton Quarterly 38.2 [May 2004]: 100-127).
Epilogue — The Sinister After Milton 
The epilogue summarizes the book’s arguments about how early modern authors conceived of the appeal of evil and what they actually did with it, as well as the role of the sinister in early modern theodicy and piety. It then briefly considers the life of the sinister after Milton. The rise of the sublime as a major aesthetic paradigm in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries offered a theoretical validation for taking pleasure in artistic representations of evil, one that ultimately allowed sinister aesthetics to become more independent from religious concerns. Finally, the epilogue suggests some of the uses of — and anxieties about — the sinister in the modern era, including Halloween decorations, horror movies, the demonic iconography of heavy metal, and the Fascist aestheticization of war.
