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    JOHN MILTON


    ENGLISH POET AND POLEMICIST


    
      	Born in London in 1608.


      	Died in London in 1674.


      	Notable works:


      	“Lycidas” (1637), poem (pastoral elegy)


      	Paradise Regained (1671), epic poem


      	Samson Agonistes (1671), tragic closet drama (play not intended for performance)

    


    Milton was born into the family of composer John Milton (1562-1647) and privately educated from a young age in a number of ancient and modern languages (including Hebrew, Greek, Latin and Italian). He went on to study at Christ’s College, Cambridge for his B.A. and M.A., and began to write poems in Latin, masques for private performance and poetry with religious themes. His first published poem, “On Shakespeare”, appeared in 1630 as the preface to a Shakespeare folio printing. Shortly after, Milton moved to the country with his family, and the sudden death of his mother, followed by the drowning of a Cambridge fellow shortly afterwards, inspired “Lycidas” (1638). Milton then spent time in Italy, returning to become a teacher and polemicist standing against Catholic bishops and for divorce. In 1649 he published a prose tract on the lawfulness of killing kings just before the execution of CharlesI (King of England, Scotland and Ireland, 1600-1649), which earned him a job in the new Republic as Secretary for Foreign Tongues. The Restoration of the monarchy forced Milton, who had lost his eyesight, to go into hiding abroad and he faced a brief period of imprisonment before powerful friends, including Andrew Marvell (English poet, 1621-1678), intervened. This is the uncertain period which produced Milton’s Paradise Lost. He went on to write his second epic, Paradise Regained, before his death in 1674. His legacy as a significant poet and polemicist, staunchly defending free speech and intellectual liberty, endures.

  


  
    PARADISE LOST


    THE FALL OF HUMANKIND FROM EDEN


    
      	Genre: epic poem


      	Reference edition: Milton, J. (2016) Paradise Lost. [Kindle]. Anboco: Amazon.


      	1st edition: 1667 (in 10 books)


      	Themes: divine nature and worlds, free will, knowledge, sin, good and evil, humankind, war

    


    Milton’s epic poem, first published in 10 books and subsequently in 12 (for the 1674 reprinting), concerns the fall of humankind as the result of Satan’s temptation. The poem, written in blank verse (unrhymed lines, often in iambic pentameter), deals with events from the Fall of Satan to the expulsion of Adam and Eve from Eden and spans three worlds: Heaven, Hell and earthly Paradise. It relies on many references to classical works as well as to Christian theology. Milton’s composition was interrupted by the Restoration of the English Monarchy, which led to his imprisonment and exile as an intellectual who had supported the execution of Charles I. Paradise Lost was written after Milton lost his eyesight, requiring that it be written down and edited according to his instructions. Milton’s precarious position meant that the poem could not be published immediately, and it did not sell well until the publication of a sumptuous gilt edition in 1688, at which point it came to be regarded as a national epic. Although not many direct adaptations have been attempted, Paradise Lost is regarded as one of the most influential poems in the English language, with a level of influence approaching that of the Bible passage of Genesis which it reinterprets.

  


  
    SUMMARY


    BOOKS ONE TO THREE: SATAN IN HELL AND HIS JOURNEY TO EARTH


    
      	Book One: Paradise Lost opens with an invocation of a poetic muse whom the narrator asks for guidance to “justify the ways of God to men” (p.1). The poem’s first setting is Hell, where Satan lies in misery and torment amongst the other fallen angels nine days after his expulsion from Heaven. Satan speaks to Beelzebub, who lies beside him, and states that God’s power has been confirmed but also his insecurity. They resolve to endeavour to continue to do evil. Satan raises a magnificent structure – Pandemonium, capital of Hell – and calls the fallen angels to gather for counsel.


      	Book Two: Satan, seated on a throne, invites his fellow rebels to debate the best course of action. Various fallen angels put forth arguments, some desiring open war, and others fearing that God will only punish them further since he cannot be destroyed. Satan lets Beelzebub speak for him to close the debate, recommending that an easier place to attack should be found and proposing an attempt on God’s newly created world: the world of man. Satan volunteers to go on the dangerous mission to Earth and disembarks. He finds the gates of Hell guarded by two creatures: one half woman, half serpent and one an indistinguishable black form “terrible as Hell” (p.49) who proposes to kill Satan with his deadly dart. Before battle can begin, the female figure steps in and warns Satan not to harm his only son. She explains that she is Sin, sprung from Satan’s mind whilst he was still in Heaven, and that the incestuous relations between them produced the son whom Satan proposes to fight now: Death. Satan pledges that he will set them both free on Earth if they give him passage through Hell’s gates, which they unlock. Satan then crosses an ocean of darkness where he encounters Night, who tells him the way to the closest shore to incite further chaos.


      	Book Three: God watches over Eden and, becoming aware that man will fall, proclaims that Adam and Eve “by their own suggestion fell” (p.65), since he gave humans free will. He asks who will go to Earth and redeem humankind, and his son, Jesus, volunteers. God, immensely proud, crowns Christ almighty king of Heaven and predicts a judgement day where righteous people will become god-like and the rest will be locked in Hell forever. Meanwhile, Satan disguises himself to ask an angel named Uriel the way to earthly Paradise, but is glimpsed in his true form as he retreats into the distance.

    


    BOOKS FOUR TO EIGHT: SATAN AND RAPHAEL VISIT PARADISE


    
      	Book Four: Satan is tormented by his jealousy of man and earthly Paradise. He sees humankind enjoying God’s garden, and their absence of shame and the sincere love of Adam and Eve fill him with wrath. He disguises himself to listen as Adam and Eve talk of how easy their charge is: to tend the garden and eat of all trees but one, the Tree of Knowledge, which would kill them. Eve remembers the day she was born and how she was so entranced with her own reflection that she initially refused to come to Adam, giving this as proof of his pre-eminence. Meanwhile, the angel Uriel appears at the gates of Heaven to confess that a creature from Hell has passed by towards Earth and Gabriel, an Archangel, promises to search and find him before the night ends. Gabriel discovers Satan in the form of a toad whispering illusions to Eve as she sleeps and threatens him. Seeing that he cannot triumph, Satan flees.


      	Book Five: Eve wakes and tells Adam she had a troubling dream in which an angel told her to eat of the Tree of Knowledge. God watches their earnest morning prayer and asks an angel named Raphael an angel to go to Earth and warn man of the danger of Satan. Raphael descends to Earth and explains to Adam that he and Eve have free will and must choose obedience. As a warning, he tells him the story of the first fall, how jealousy at the creation of Jesus turned Satan against God. He describes the battle waged against Satan by the righteous, introducing him and his followers to pain they could not endure.


      	Book Six: Raphael’s story continues, recounting how Satan instructed his followers to create weaponry to fight back in Heaven. After two days of battle, God instructed Jesus to end the war and drive Satan and his crew into Hell. Jesus rode towards them in a chariot covered in eyes that shot lightning, and the fallen angels were so terrified that they jumped into the gap opened in Heaven and fell to Hell.


      	Book Seven: Adam asks to know how Heaven was made and Raphael advises him to accept the limits of what can be comprehended by humans and enjoy “knowledge within bounds” (p.180). Raphael does describe God’s creation of the Earth, however, whereby he created first the firmament, then seas and rivers, plants, birds and fish, mammals and finally formed man from dust just before sunset on the sixth day, then taking a seventh day of rest. He reminds Adam that God wants man to be fruitful and fill the Earth and that they have dominion over all things, but must not eat of the forbidden tree.


      	Book Eight: In return, Adam describes being born himself and naming all things on Earth, and how he requested a mate from God, who took one of his ribs and fashioned Eve from it. Adam describes the pleasure he takes in Eve but fears that her outward beauty has made him weak, almost convincing him that she is his equal. Raphael insists that this is not a fault in Nature but in Adam’s perception. He advises that Adam focus on love, not passion, even though sex is permitted on Earth and in Heaven.

    


    BOOKS NINE TO TWELVE: THE FALL OF MAN


    
      	Book Nine: Satan enters the mouth of a sleeping snake, planning to corrupt in disguise. Meanwhile, Eve recommends that she and Adam work separately to accomplish more. When Adam expresses fear over this because of the warning given to them, Eve reminds him that they are immortal and cannot be physically harmed, offended that he seems to question her faith. Adam relents and Eve sets off alone, at which point the serpent finds her. The snake claims that it can speak because it ate of a tree and now understands all of Earth and Heaven, and that it thinks Eve is the fairest thing in all creation. The serpent leads Eve to the tree, which she realises is the one prohibited to her: the Tree of Knowledge. The snake speaks persuasively, saying that it did not die from eating the fruit and that Eve will become a god if she does too. Eve succumbs and tastes the fruit. The serpent disappears. Eve wonders whether to tell Adam but cannot bear the thought that God may replace her with a second Eve. Since Adam cannot bear to be parted from her, as flesh of his flesh, he also eats. For the first time, Adam and Eve experience lust. When they awake they feel an urgent sense of shame and loss. Adam says they must hide in the woods forever, lamenting that Eve did not remain with him, while she protests that he might easily have eaten it himself, and they accuse one another.


      	Book Ten: In Heaven God sends Jesus to Earth to talk to Adam and Eve. They hide when they hear his voice, claiming they are ashamed because of their nakedness. He asks how they know that they are naked, and Adam confesses that he ate of the forbidden tree after Eve did. The Son of God introduces punishments for them all: the snake must crawl and eat dust, woman must be subordinate to man and endure painful childbirth, man will be cursed with hard labour to produce food, and enmity between man and serpent is ordained. Jesus also proclaims that humans will die, returning to dust: no longer immortal. Sin and Death follow Satan out of Hell to Earth, leaving the gates open. In Hell, Satan tells the fallen angels what has happened, but their applause turns to hisses as they are all transformed into snakes, plagued by hunger and thirst but surrounded by fruit trees that are made from ash. In Heaven, God reveals he has let furies out of Hell in order to cleanse the Earth and that they will be returned on the day of judgement. Earth is changed: cold and heat are introduced, as well as tempests and seasons without plenty and the onset of discord and subsequent misery occurs. Adam lies in fear of living death and Eve laments her error, suggesting that they may end themselves by committing suicide. Adam eventually responds with sympathy, saying that there is still a chance for humans who may wreak revenge on Satan and be forgiven by God if they go back to the place he found them and repent.


      	Book Eleven: Jesus asks God to hear the repentance of the pair on Earth and take pity on them. God says that he accepts that they will one day be redeemed but that they can no longer live in Paradise where they might regain immortality; he instructs the angels to drive them out and reveal the future of humankind to Adam. Adam and Eve are fearful when told of their banishment, but Michael shows the events of human history to Adam whilst Eve dreams them. These include: the story of Cain and Abel; the onset of human disease, death and old age; the descendants of Cain living in debauchery; cities at war and massacres; and the flood of Noah.


      	Book Twelve: The visions continue with other Biblical episodes: Joseph as Pharaoh; plagues; the tower of Babel; the chaos at Babylon; and ultimately the birth of Jesus Christ on Earth. Michael tells Adam that Christ will redeem humankind, leaving the Holy Spirit behind on Earth to comfort them until judgement day. Michael recommends meek obedience and says that Adam and Eve now have a Paradise within them as they embark into the world.

    

  


  
    CHARACTER STUDY


    SATAN


    Arguably one of the most evil characters ever created, Milton’s presentation of Satan is surprisingly nuanced. Satan is given a large volume of the speeches in Paradise Lost and through him Milton explores the potential for words to deceive. After all, Satan is a great enough orator to have persuaded half of Heaven’s angels to fall, so it makes sense that some of his questions about God are designed to take root in the reader’s mind as well, such as the early assertion that God must have “[d]oubted his empire” (p.114). Satan’s physical description is mythical – he is of “monstrous size” (p.7) with wings – but also military: he carries an enormous shield and is marked with “scars of thunder” (p.21) from his expulsion out of Heaven. It is notable that Satan runs the state of Hell much like the senate of the Roman Empire, inviting open debate and addressing his subjects in classical oratory structures. Satan is also the first of all beings to practice deception: disguising himself to deceive Eve, letting his close followers propose his own plans in Hell, and repeatedly lying about his intentions. Yet, Satan is given many of Milton’s most beautiful poetic phrases (such as “Faded bliss- / Faded so soon”, p.37), and whilst these beautiful words serve to complicate Satan’s presentation as evil, it could be argued that their main function is to emphasize the tragedy of a fall from God. Satan is continually tormented by the hell within him, realising at the start of Book Four that “myself am Hell” (p.86). Thus, through Satan, Milton explores the early assertion that “[t]he mind is its own place, and in itself can make a Heaven of Hell, a Hell of Heaven” (p.7).


    EVE


    Much is made of Eve’s inferiority as a woman, primarily because she is originally made a scapegoat for the fall of humankind. Eve initially has no real autonomy, speaking only to confirm Adam’s pre-eminence and relate her own folly. From her initial description, Eve’s beauty is alluring but somehow troubling, with her “wanton” curls (p.94) implying a potential fall from her very first description. Despite the troubling misogyny of descriptions of Eve’s inward inferiority, she is able to make interesting arguments of her own on at least two occasions, seeing through Adam’s demand that she remains at his side as a doubting of her steadfastness (though of course ironically undercut by the knowledge that she will prove unfaithful) and just before she eats the forbidden fruit she wonders whether she even has the ability to judge what is right or wrong given that she lacks knowledge of good and evil. These defences, much like those Satan himself makes, ask intriguing questions at the same time as they allow Eve to get her own way. Ultimately, as Adam turns blame on Eve, calling her “serpent” (p.282), it is Eve’s ability to admit her wrong and feel continuing love and repentance that allows both her and Adam to seek forgiveness before God.


    ADAM


    Adam’s presentation is far less complicated than that of Eve or Satan. Adam generally always shows due deference to heavenly beings and only follows Eve in falling because he cannot bear to be parted from her. Adam’s desire for knowledge of God’s works stands in parallel to Satan’s and the justifications he offers, namely a desire to further glorify God, echo those given by Satan when he lies to the angel he asks the way to Paradise, making Adam’s apparent purity sit more uneasily than it otherwise would. Adam must repeatedly be reminded of the limits of his comprehension and appears to be satisfied with these limits in a way Satan and Eve are not, making him a better religious subject but arguably a worse intellectual. Ultimately, Adam’s attachment to Eve (which rivals his closeness to God) and his resulting inability to resist following her into sin is portrayed as his fatal flaw. Of course, the fact that Eve is produced quite literally from Adam and Adam himself from God’s Earth further complicates the parallels and conflicts between all three primary characters.

  


  
    ANALYSIS


    HISTORICAL AND POLITICAL CONTEXT


    Although Milton’s use of a setting that almost predates human history may make the work seem apolitical at first glance, it is in fact deeply interconnected with events of Milton’s own age. At the time of writing, Milton was a liberal Puritan who had spent 20 years pamphleteering for Church and Parliamentary reform, with a deep belief that writers could be agents for change. Milton’s Paradise Lost was published shortly after the English Civil War (1642-1651) – which Milton supported – the death of Oliver Cromwell (English military and political leader, 1599-1658) and the reinstatement of a monarch, CharlesII (King of England, Scotland and Ireland, 1630-1685), on the British throne in 1660. The reinstatement of monarchy was something that Milton had deeply feared and viewed as the loss of a potential utopia: a literal ‘Paradise Lost’. It is therefore deeply significant that Milton chose this historic moment to unleash the wrath of God on mankind once again in writing and promote the faculties of reason and intellectual liberty that he believed to be key to creating the ideal state.


    Milton’s reliance on classical forms and ideas, choosing an epic poem in 12-book structure, is itself a feature of the intellectual group he belonged to during his time. It is therefore interesting that Hell seems to run much more like the democracy Milton (and ancient thinkers) admired, with Beelzebub (Satan’s second-in-command) using a “popular vote” (p.36) to justify remaining in Hell. Yet, even though Heaven runs much more like a monarchy, Milton viewed God as having a right to rule which he believed human kings did not. Other references to Satan are contextually significant, such as the reference to his size being like that of a Leviathan (a huge Biblical creature). This may be an allusion to the 1651 text Leviathan by one of the most central figures in the Restoration of the monarchy, Thomas Hobbes (English philosopher, 1588-1679), in which he proposed that man must submit completely to human governance. Milton’s text, however, is deeply sceptical of the idea of giving up self-governance, pointing to this as a reason for both the fall of Satan and of Adam and Eve.


    Ultimately, the message which closes Paradise Lost, to practice meekness, is most often directly contrasted by Milton to the activity of bishops and kings. His desire to protect England from Catholic influence is thus also contextually significant. When Milton describes Satan’s passage to Earth he muses on vanity and false religious trappings which he lists as “indulgences, dispenses, pardons, bulls” (p.76), a clear reference to Catholic practices. Milton’s time was also a time of fierce debate about the true meaning of the Bible, following its availability in English translation, and this context shows that Milton was providing a politically significant explanation of the events of Genesis.


    WRITING THE DIVINE: AUTHORIAL ANXIETY


    A key question which occupies Paradise Lost is whether it is lawful or even possible to write divine locations and bodies, including putting words in the mouth of God himself. After


    

    DECEPTIVE LANGUAGE
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