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​John Milton: Major Poems

​A Newsletter Guide 

​AS & A Level, IB, AP, and UGC NET English

This Newsletter guide for John Milton– one of the most formidable, intellectually demanding, and poetically sublime figures in the English literary tradition. This newsletter is designed to support your preparation for international examinations at AS and A-Level, IB, AP, and the UGC NET English examination. 

John Milton (1608–1674) is widely regarded as the greatest epic poet in the English language. His masterpiece Paradise Lost rivals the works of Homer and Virgil in its scope, ambition, and moral complexity. Yet Milton’s genius extends far beyond that single epic. His early poems – including Lycidas, Comus, L’Allegro, and Il Penseroso – showcase his lyrical mastery and his innovative blending of classical and Christian traditions. His sonnets, particularly “On His Blindness,” offer intimate meditations on faith, patience, and vocation. His later works, Paradise Regained and Samson Agonistes, continue to explore the themes of temptation, redemption, and spiritual heroism. His prose work Areopagitica remains a foundational text for modern concepts of free speech.

Milton’s poetry is demanding. His syntax is Latinate and complex; his allusions range across the Bible, classical mythology, and Renaissance philosophy; and his theology is intricate. But it is also profoundly rewarding. To read Milton is to engage with the greatest questions of human existence: free will versus predestination, obedience versus rebellion, love versus duty, and the nature of evil itself. As the Romantic poet William Wordsworth declared, Milton’s voice was “the soul of all our literature.”

This guide will equip you with the knowledge, analytical tools, and critical vocabulary to navigate Milton’s epic grandeur with confidence. Let us now embark on a journey through the life, works, and legacy of the man who sought to “justify the ways of God to men.”

Dr. Divya Gehlotra

Department of English Literature
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​Chapter One: About the Author – John Milton 
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To understand Milton’s poetry, one must understand the turbulent age in which he lived and the complex personality he brought to his art. John Milton was born on 9 December 1608 in Bread Street, Cheapside, London, into a prosperous Puritan family. As the age reflected the conflict between Roman Catholicism and Puritanism, the same conflict could be found in Milton’s own family. His paternal grandfather, a staunch Roman Catholic, disinherited his son for converting to Protestantism. Milton’s father, also named John Milton, became a successful scrivener (a legal copyist and moneylender), a scholar, a composer of music, and a radical Puritan. He arranged for private tutors for his son, including Thomas Young, an Essex clergyman, before sending him to St. Paul’s School and then to Christ’s College, Cambridge. The curriculum at St. Paul’s conformed to the Humanist ideals of Erasmus and Colet, instilling in Milton a deep reverence for classical learning that would shape all his subsequent work.

Milton’s education at Cambridge was formative but also frustrating. Excelling academically, he earned his BA in 1629 and MA in 1632, but he grew impatient with the rigid scholastic disputations that dominated the curriculum. His rebellious spirit led to a brief rustication (suspension) from the university, during which he wrote his first Latin elegies. While at Cambridge, he befriended Edward King, whose untimely death he would mourn in his great elegy Lycidas. After Cambridge, against his parents’ desire that he take orders in the Church of England, Milton retired to his father’s country estate in Horton, Buckinghamshire, for six years of intensive private study – a period often called his “studious retirement.” During this time, he read widely in Greek, Latin, Italian, French, Spanish, and Hebrew literature, and he composed the poems that would establish his reputation: L’Allegro, Il Penseroso, Comus, and Lycidas.

The 1640s and 1650s were the decades of Milton’s prose – what he called his “left-hand” work. He abandoned poetry for nearly twenty years to serve the Puritan cause in the English Civil War. He wrote a series of polemical tracts attacking the established Church of England (the anti-prelatic tracts), arguing for the legitimacy of divorce (the divorce tracts), defending the liberty of the press (Areopagitica), and, after the execution of King Charles I in 1649, justifying regicide (The Tenure of Kings and Magistrates). He was appointed Secretary for Foreign Tongues by Oliver Cromwell’s government, a position that required him to write Latin state papers defending the Commonwealth. This work, combined with years of reading by candlelight, led to total blindness by 1652, likely from glaucoma. He continued to work, dictating his writings to secretaries, including the poet Andrew Marvell.

The Restoration of the monarchy in 1660 was a catastrophic blow to Milton’s political hopes. He was arrested, briefly imprisoned, and his works were burned. He narrowly escaped execution. He retired from public life, blind and politically defeated, but he did not retire from poetry. In the remaining fourteen years of his life, he composed his three major works: Paradise Lost (1667, revised 1674), Paradise Regained (1671), and Samson Agonistes (1671). Paradise Lost was dictated to his daughters and various amanuenses; the story goes that he composed ten lines in the morning and then dictated them, revising as he went. The poem was an immediate critical success, though its sales were modest. By the time of his death on 8 November 1674, Milton was regarded as England’s greatest living poet.

Milton’s life was marked by paradox. He was a Puritan who wrote classical epics. He was a republican who defended the execution of a king, yet he wrote about the necessity of obedience to divine authority. He was a devout Christian who gave Satan some of the most compelling speeches in English literature. He was a champion of free speech who also served as a censor for the Commonwealth government. These contradictions make him a fascinating, and often frustrating, subject for study. The poet Matthew Arnold famously said that “Nature formed Milton to be a great poet,” and indeed, Milton’s achievement lies in his ability to synthesise his political, theological, and artistic commitments into poetry of unparalleled sublimity.

For examination students, understanding Milton’s biography and historical context is not about memorising dates but about using that knowledge to illuminate the texts. Why did Milton write Paradise Lost in blank verse rather than in rhyme? Because he associated rhyme with “the jingling sound of like endings” – a triviality unworthy of epic seriousness. Why is Satan such a compelling figure? Because Milton, a revolutionary who had fought against tyranny, could not help but sympathise with a rebel, even when that rebel was the embodiment of evil. Why does Samson Agonistes end with Samson’s suicide? Because Milton, blind and defeated by the Restoration, saw in Samson a figure of spiritual triumph through physical destruction. These connections are not reductive; they illuminate the texts without reducing them to mere autobiography.
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​Chapter Two: Early Poems – L’Allegro, Il Penseroso, and Comus 
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Milton’s early poetry, written during his student years at Cambridge and his retirement at Horton, reveals a young poet of extraordinary range and ambition. These works are not juvenilia; they are masterpieces in their own right, and they establish the themes – the tension between action and contemplation, the nature of virtue, the power of chastity, the relationship between classical and Christian traditions – that would occupy him throughout his career.

L’Allegro and Il Penseroso (c. 1631) are companion pastoral lyrics in octosyllabic couplets. L’Allegro (Italian for “the cheerful man”) celebrates the active, social, joyful life – the pleasures of comedy, music, dance, and the English countryside. Il Penseroso (“the thoughtful man”) champions the contemplative, solitary, melancholic life – the pleasures of tragedy, philosophy, and the quiet of the night. The two poems are not opposed but complementary; they represent the twin impulses of the Renaissance mind: action and contemplation. Milton himself lived both lives – the active polemicist and the retired poet – and these poems anticipate his career trajectory.

The opening lines of Il Penseroso establish the contrast: “Hence vain deluding Joys, / The brood of folly without father bred.” The speaker dismisses joy as illegitimate, as “the brood of folly,” and invokes instead “divinest Melancholy” whose “Saintly visage is too bright / To hit the sense of human sight.” Milton is not celebrating depression; he is celebrating the creative power of solitude and deep thought. The poem’s speaker speculates about the poetic inspiration that would come if Melancholy were his Muse, imagining himself walking in “the cloister’s pale” or listening to “the pealing organ” in a cathedral. The highly digressive style precludes any simple summary, but the poem’s central argument is clear: the contemplative life, far from being sterile, is the source of the highest art.

Comus (1634) is a masque – a courtly entertainment combining poetry, music, dance, and stage spectacle. Milton was commissioned to write it for the Earl of Bridgewater, and it was performed at Ludlow Castle. The plot is allegorical: a virtuous Lady becomes lost in a forest and is captured by Comus, a sorcerer who represents sensual indulgence. Comus tries to persuade her to drink from his enchanted cup, which would transform her into a beast. The Lady resists, invoking the power of chastity and reason: “Thou canst not touch the freedom of my mind.” She is rescued by the Attendant Spirit and the river nymph Sabrina.

The masque’s central theme is virtue versus vice. Comus’s weapon is not force but temptation. As the Attendant Spirit explains, most people succumb not because they are weak but because they are not alert to danger: “Most do taste through fond intemperate thirst.” Physical appetites are not evil in themselves, but when they become “intemperate,” they render humans vulnerable to sin. The Lady, by contrast, embodies virtue, which is “an orientation of the entire being toward the qualities that flow from God to a pure soul.” Virtue is almost synonymous with temperance – self-restraint and self-control in the appetites and passions. The Lady’s famous declaration – “Fool, do not boast; / Thou canst not touch the freedom of my mind” – asserts that the soul’s integrity cannot be violated by external force. Only the individual can surrender it. This is a profoundly Protestant and humanist position. Chastity, for Milton, is not merely sexual abstinence but a spiritual armour that makes the virtuous person invulnerable.

Textual Analysis: The Lady’s Speech (Comus, lines 756–767)

Thou canst not touch the freedom of my mind.
What, have you let the false enchanter ’scape?
O ye mistook; ye should have snatched his wand
And bound him fast. Without his rod reversed,
And backward mutters of dissevering power,
We are free:—but that the tyrant’s spell hath leisure,
Hath power on me? Come, let us mock him, then,
Let us not be lead astray, by his false show.
He that has light within his own clear breast,
May sit i’ th’ centre, and enjoy bright day:
But he that hides a dark soul, and foul thoughts,
Benighted walks under the mid-day sun.
This passage is the moral centre of the masque. The Lady insists that her mind is free regardless of external circumstances – a Stoic and Christian idea that anticipates the prison literature of the Civil War period. The image of the “false enchanter” who can bind only those who consent to be bound echoes the theology of Paradise Lost. Satan can tempt, but he cannot force obedience. The final couplet contrasts two kinds of
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