John Milton (1608-1674)

1. Introduction

If classics are writers whom everybody knows and speaks about though only a few would read, then Milton definitely is a classic.However, this was not always so. For centuries he was the unquestioned point of reference, ’author and end of all things’. As Peter Conrad puts it:

Milton is the greatest English poet, and the one who is most sceptical about poetry itself. (…) Milton’s work is an argued refutation of everything which precedes it, as if intending to terminate the history of its art (…) Milton’s persistent concern is a mistrust of literary imagination, which  (…) had begun to rival the creative agency of God. Adam in Paradise Lost, disabusing Eve of her dream, categorises fancy and imagination as delusive faculties, properly subordinate to reason. (244)

Is it then this stern, unflinching vision of  forerunners (including Sidney and Spenser) as mistaken in believing that the invisible truth can be represented in however beautiful images which makes Milton’s views difficult to identify with? Is it his Puritanism and moral rigour? Or is, perhaps, the pointedly complicated language that puts off readers of today? Are the scriptural references too faraway, or, on the contrary, are they too unsettling for us to take? After all, his magnum opus is about ever so disturbing questions, like the origin of human suffering, the fragility and limitations of the human ego, the seductive powers of the enchanting evil in the face of a seemingly bland Saviour.

2. Life and work 

(based on A. Sanders’ The Short Oxford History of English Literature )

November, 1658: Oliver Cromwell’s funeral in Westminster Abbey. Three poets follow his coffin in official mourning robes: John Milton, Andrew Marvell and John Dryden. All of them were secretaries to the Republican government. There is a long way to look back on:

· 1603: death of Queen Elizabeth I, the end of the Tudor dynasty. The strong, centralized monarchy crumbles, the followers, the Stuarts maintain the out-of-date idea of the ’divine right of the king’. 

· in the coming decades the social consensus and equilibrium on which Tudor power had rested vanishes, paving the way to the Civil War.

· Puritans, sporadic but tough already during Elizabeth’s reign, now appear in full force to engineer the radical turn of events, leading to the execution of Charles I. Continental Europe sees it as horrendous regicide, England is isolated.

· the Commonwealth turns into Cromwell’s dictatorship, the Protectorate, people grow weary of the new system. 

· 1660: Charles II comes back from his exile in France, the Restoration begins, the radical cause (so dear to Milton) is fallen.

Milton’s political career
All through his life he remained a staunch Republican, a radical Puritan and a true English patriot.

-early 1640s: he writes pamphlets against both the idea and the supposed  enormities of  English episcopacy. 

- between 1643 and 1645 he writes four tracts in favour of divorce.

- 1644: he gives an important speech in Parliament, Areopagitica, on the importance of  the freedom of the press. ’Give me the liberty to know, to utter, and to argue freely, according to conscience, above all liberties’. He compares his nation to an ’eagle mewing its mighty youth’ and urges the Lords and Commons of England to refrain from the practice of censoring since   that has been done by the Papacy and the Inquisition. Promiscuous reading is necessary for the constituting of human virtue. The attempt to keep out evil doctrine by licensing is like trying to keep out the crows by shutting the park gate. The speech is a fine example of Milton’s recurring theme, i.e. his insistence on rethinking the implications of inherited moral laws. It reflects his distinctly personal irritation with received wisdom.

- 1649: following the execution of Charles I in The Tenure of Kings and Magistrates he argues both in English and Latin for the rightness of trying and killing a tyrant, quoting St Augustine in whose view tyrannocide was no sin. 

- during the Civil War he was Latin Secretary (something like today’s Minister of Foreign Affairs) in Cromwell’s government, drafting, in English and Latin, vitally important documents to politically defend the cause of the Republic in a hostile Europe.

- although his actual political career ended with the Restoration (he was fined and briefly imprisoned), Milton never ceased to stand up for liberty if not elsewhere than in his writings afterwards.

The poet

He started his poetical career  by experimenting with metre in Latin, Italian and English. Soon he turned to writing in English exclusively  as a definition of Englishness was becoming more and more important for him. Using the vernacular, moulding and refining it, describing what it means to be English and trying to put England on the cultural map of Europe had been the project of many good minds from the Bible-translator King Alfred (centuries before the reformation), through Chaucer, Wyatt, Sidney and Spenser. (NB: Dryden, Pope and Blake  all carried on with this undertaking. By the 18th century from a somewhat obsolete and insular position English literature became one read and appreciated by the leading cultural powers of then Europe, as English authors were translated into French and German). 

The most important poem from this period is On the Morning of  Christ’s Nativity, written in 1629 and celebrating the coming of  ’the Prince of Light’, the beginning of his ’reign of peace upon the Earth’. By the birth of the divine sovereign the power of the pagan gods is extinguished.  (See the same topic differently rendered by Blake in the opening poem of Poetical Sketches beginning How sweet I roamed from field to field… and Gyula Reviczky’s grand poem Pán halála). 

Two, much quoted poems from the year of 1632 are  L’Allegro (Italian for ’the cheerful man’)  and Il Penseroso  (’the contemplative man’). Complementary to each other they  show opposing states of mind in perhaps too neat octosyllabic couplets. Milton here takes up the age-old problem of the incompatibility of vita activa and vita contemplativa, a topic discussed as early as the Middle English The Owl and the Nightingale. We had better regard it as poetical exercise, lest we should have to answer  why a Puritan like Milton would allow his narrator to seek out ’cloysters pale’, organs, choirs and painted windows, i.e. images closely associated with Catholicism.

The next period of Milton’s poetical activity falls between 1637-1658. Of the poems written then, the two best-known are both sonnets, traditionally titled On His Blindness and On the Late Massacre in Piedmont. See them discussed, in the form of questions in part 3 of this sketch.

Paradise Lost, Milton’s greatest venture and also best known work was written between 1658-1663/64. Having finished it, he completed the traditional career pattern  of the English Renaissance poet, starting with the pastoral  (Lycidas), continuing with the sonnet and finishing with the grand epic, originally in ten books, later rearranged in twelve. It was first printed in 1667.

Driven by the aim to demonstrate the values of English literature to the civilised world, Milton first considered the Arthurian legendary circle as his topic. Later he abandoned it, perhaps because of the fact that the elements of the circle are to be found in Medieval French literature as well. Another possible choice, King Alfred seemed, perhaps, too particular, the topic of the English Civil War too controversial to achieve international recognition. Thus he decided on a providential theme, the biblical story of the Fall. Unlike the great epic poems before it, Paradise Lost is not concerned with outer warfare like  Homer’s Iliad, Vergil’s Aeneid, or Tasso’s  Gerusalemme Liberata. Nor is this text overtly nationalistic or optimistic, endowing its human characters with almost superhuman faculties. It concerns itself, as is accurately stated in the invocatory part, with ’Man’s first disobedience, and (…) the fruit/ Of that forbidden tree whose mortal taste/Brought death into the world…’. The human being’s struggle whether to side with God or with Satan is developed here with passionate and compelling poetical force. Milton believed literally in the myth of the Fall, its moral consequences but also in providence and God’s grace.

Petty temptation being unworthy of much concern, Satan in the epic had to be drawn as a grand-scale figure, thus putting man’s free will to trial. His rebellion against God’s harmony and omnipotence had, mistakenly, been seen by some as a heroic gesture of liberation. Satan’s vividness led William Blake and some Romantics as well to think of Milton as to have been ’the Devil’s party without knowing it’(The Marriage of Heaven and Hell). It is worth pondering why Madách was never misunderstood in this way, although Lucifer of The Tragedy of Man is similarly the most interesting character, the role dream of many an actor.

Mention has been made of Milton’s insistence on intellectual liberty. As if the language of  the epic worked towards developing this in the reader with its long, complex, sometimes even cryptic sentences, with its breakaway from conventional preconceptions of time, and its denial of chronological order. The reader’s freedom of interpretation is called forth as Milton carefully avoids didacticism, evangelical propaganda or any kind of enforced meaning. Yet, the poet leaves no doubt about the essential values he holds dear. He stresses the importance of conscience, of patience and, above all, of a deep trust in God’s mercy

3. Things to do alone

Study the sonnet On His  Blindness. 

· which biblical  passage can you find reference to?

· what does the word ’fondly’ mean in this text?

· Protestants, especially Lutherans have repeatedly been criticised for their concept of grace being ’cheap’, ’free of charge’. Read about this debate and find what, in this poem, seems very Lutheran in this way?

· consider the importance of light (physical and spiritual) in Milton’s life. Note that Paradise Lost is also full of references to light.

· how  do you interpret the line ’they also serve, who only stand and wait’?
· study the structure and rhyme-scheme of the sonnet. Which type is it?
Read On the Late Massacre in Piedmont.

· which historical event occasioned this sonnet?

· terror, indignation and pain can be felt in it. Read the poem aloud and notice the vowel sounds. What mood do they express and evoke?

· compare different editions of this sonnet and count the number of sentences in each. What differences can you spot, and how do those differences affect our understanding?

Read Péter Egri’s book, Líra és lirizálódás for magnificent analyses of various poems. (The late Professor Egri was a much respected chair of our department and a great scholar.)

Read William Empson’s rather provocative book, Milton’s God.

Find which great 19th century painter showed the blind Milton dictating Paradise Lost to his daughter.

What does the word ’psychomachia’ mean and how can it be related to Milton’s poems? Which poems are these?

Think of other grand-scale evil characters you know in literature, opera or film. Is there anything common in them? Or in the reaction we give to them? If yes, why is that so?
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