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1. Thomas Jefferson Isolates Himself

It begins in darkness with a creature in excruciating pain. We don’t know who it is, or where it is languishing, not yet fully conscious. At this point, all the reader knows is that we are in a place that is deep and dark. Like the creature, waking without memory, the reader needs to know what has happened.


Him the almighty power

Hurled headlong flaming from th’ ethereal sky (I:44–5)



For now, the creature is only called ‘he’. He has been condemned to a cruel punishment by an ‘Almighty Power’. Looking around him, the creature sees:


A dungeon horrible, on all sides round

As one great furnace flamed, yet from those flames

No light, but rather darkness visible (I:61–3)



The creature is bound in chains, scalded by an intense heat. He sees his second-in-command lying nearby, and it’s only now that we are told the name of this poem’s protagonist. It’s not the name he had in Heaven but one he took on after raising a rebellion against God, a name that comes from the Hebrew word for ‘adversary’: Satan.

Paradise Lost begins in this peculiar state of anonymity. The delay in naming Satan means we know his punishment before his crime. The poem invites us to empathise with what he is feeling before we judge him. Satan recognises his second-in-command, Beelzebub, beside him. This sight causes Satan to utter a speech of tragic grandeur:


Oh how fallen! how changed

From him, who in the happy realms of light

Clothed with transcendent brightness didst outshine

Myriads though bright (I:84–7)



Satan remembers Beelzebub in Heaven, fighting ‘Myriads’ of good angels, and outshining all of them. Now he is ruined, and Satan acknowledges it is his fault. But soon he turns to strategy. Satan tells Beelzebub that their fallenness is a change in appearance only. He calls his enemy a tyrant and declares that their rebellion had ‘shook his throne’ (I:105).

Anyone who knows anything about the life of John Milton will recognise that this plot recalls the revolutionary Civil War that shook the English King’s throne in the 1640s and succeeded in toppling him. The earliest readers of Paradise Lost noticed that the devils loomed curiously large in it. In 1670, an Anglican priest called John Beale remarked that it contained ‘long blasphemies of devils’.1 The disapproving Beale put this down to Milton’s own radicalism. For when Satan speaks, what comes out of his mouth are arguments similar to those that Milton had made in his own career as a propagandist for the English Republic. This similarity means that Satan makes a special demand on the reader: Sympathise with me. This is one reason Milton’s poem has so persistently appeared in later revolutionary moments. When, in the 1770s, a rebellion broke out in England’s North American colonies, some remarked that the rebels resembled Milton’s Satan. But the American Revolution brought Paradise Lost to life in a new way because the revolutionaries themselves were reading it.

Thomas Jefferson was born on his family’s plantation in Virginia in 1743. His father died when he was fourteen, expressing a final wish that his son receive a classical education. The boy was sent to study with the classicist James Maury, who may have advised that he begin keeping a commonplace book.2 This was a time-honoured practice for ambitious readers, marking out passages that seemed useful or beautiful. Jefferson’s commonplace book includes passages from philosophy, history, and poetry, in ancient Greek, Latin, and English. There are forty-seven passages from Milton, more than any other English poet, and Jefferson would carry them in his memory for the rest of his life.

Jefferson wasn’t unique in his devotion to Milton. In the eighteenth century, an age of neoclassical tastes, Milton’s ability to imitate ancient poetry was revered, and critics gilded his poetry with superlatives: it was the most beautiful, noblest, sublimest. According to one critic, ‘Milton occupied a place, not only in English literature but in the thought and life of Englishmen of all classes, which no poet has held since and none is likely to hold again.’3 Paradise Lost was used to teach children grammar and young men public speaking, as an advice manual for married couples and priests. For some readers, it was not only a guide to the Bible, but a substitute for it, and details that Milton had invented were sometimes even mistaken for the real thing. In an increasingly secular society, where scripture was reduced to the status of human literature and literature was raised to the status of inspired scripture, Paradise Lost managed to be both. But not everyone was able to forget Milton’s disturbing politics. The philosopher Edmund Burke described Milton’s poem as ‘dark, uncertain, confused, terrible, and sublime to the last degree’.4 The sublime, an aesthetic caused by encounters with things that are vast, terrifying and unknowable, was associated with periods of political turbulence.

When Milton died, his cause was at its lowest ebb. If England was anything to go by, modern republics simply didn’t work. A decade later, however, this changed. The new English King, James II, threatened to return England to Catholicism. So a group of elite Protestants invited the Dutch Prince, William of Orange, to take the throne. The Glorious Revolution of 1688 established a new balance of power between King and Parliament, paving the way for England’s current constitutional monarchy. The critic William Hazlitt wished Milton had been alive to see the moment when the King’s power was curbed for good, assuming he would have approved.5 In the years after 1688, the English ruling class split into two factions and Milton’s reception was no less divided. The conservative Tories denounced him as a ‘king-killer’, whereas the liberal Whigs were quietly influenced by his writings on liberty, but didn’t want to be openly associated with him.6 Others venerated Milton precisely for his radical politics. In London, a mysterious Calves’ Head Club convened to celebrate King Charles I’s death day. They were said to feast on calves’ heads, swearing an oath on a copy of Milton’s works.7 One of the most important readers of Milton was the Irish freethinker John Toland. After being exiled from Ireland for writing a book against the sacraments, Toland moved to London. There, he produced an edition of Milton’s political writings, and wrote a biography to remind the English that their great poet had been a radical. These efforts were crucial to ensuring that the radical Milton arrived in America.

Milton had been read in England’s North American colonies during his lifetime. His friend Roger Williams became the founder of Rhode Island, where he implemented some of the reforms that Milton had championed. In Puritan Massachusetts, the witch-hunter Cotton Mather owned Milton’s books. In the eighteenth century, it was less his religious views and more his political republicanism that meant Milton weighed down the desks of America’s future revolutionaries. The passages from Paradise Lost that Jefferson copied into his commonplace book reflect both a personal and a political interest. In the early 1760s, Jefferson was recovering from the deaths of his father and his sister, and he copied passages about death and grief. In 1762, he was courting Rebecca Burwell, and his commonplace book also includes passages about romance and gender, including a penetrating question by Milton’s Adam: ‘Among Unequals what Society / Can sort, what Harmony or true Delight?’ (II:383–4) If Adam and Eve are not equals, how can they be true companions? This question would later prove to be grimly significant for Jefferson.

But Jefferson’s main interest was in the demonic. In 1762, he wrote a letter full of references to the Devil. While he was staying at his sister’s house, rats had eaten some of Jefferson’s valuable possessions, and a leak in the roof had destroyed a picture of his beloved Rebecca Burwell. Incensed, he wrote to a friend: ‘I am sure if there is such a thing as a devil in this world, he must have been here last night and have had some hand in contriving what happened to me.’8 The word ‘if’ is significant. Like other freethinkers, Jefferson was sceptical of the existence of the Devil: a few years later, at a meeting of American legislators, someone proposed an Act of Parliament against Devils, and it was laughed out of the room.9 Satan was not necessarily real, but he would still prove influential.

Jefferson’s commonplace book shows a marked interest in Satan. Of the twenty-nine passages from Paradise Lost, eleven are about him. Jefferson copied down this passage from Satan’s first speech:
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2. Passages from Paradise Lost copied out by Thomas Jefferson in his commonplace book (c.1756–62).

What though the field be lost?

All is not lost; the unconquerable will,

And study of revenge, immortal hate,

And courage never to submit or yield:

And what is else not to be overcome? (I:105–9)



It is a statement of absolute undying determination, and it’s easy to see why an ambitious young man would find it useful. You might notice that ‘immortal hate’ sounds less healthy, but overlooking little details like that, it would be easy to be seduced by these sublime speeches. But what did Jefferson see in these lines? The early 1760s was a time of defiance, when laws passed by the British Parliament were increasingly unwelcome in Virginia. Did Jefferson intuit that Satan’s enemy, the distant tyrant, bore some resemblance to the King of Britain? Or did he simply admire Satan’s deathless commitment? Later events would make the connection between Milton’s Hell and America unavoidable.

Jefferson wasn’t the only young American reading Paradise Lost in those years. Two other men who would later number among America’s most famous revolutionaries were also admirers of Milton. Like Jefferson, Benjamin Franklin and John Adams read Milton not only as a great poet but as the champion of a republican tradition stretching back to Ancient Greece and Rome, revived in Renaissance Florence and revolutionary England, which they would bring back to life in America.10 A legal student in Massachusetts daydreaming about his future, Adams marvelled at Milton in his diary:


A hazy, dull Day. Reading Milton. That mans Soul, it seems to me, was distended as wide as Creation. His Powr over the human mind was absolute and unlimited. His Genius was great beyond Conception, and his Learning without Bounds. I can only gaze at him with astonishment, without comprehending the vast Compass of his Capacity.11



The young Adams despaired of doing anything of note himself, lamenting that his mind was ‘in as great Confusion, and wild disorder, as Miltons Chaos’.12 Several years later, he was impressed by a young woman who wanted to talk about Milton and other literary authors.13 Not too impressed, fortunately, so he could marry Abigail Smith, who became his guide and confidante, and shared his habit of seeing the world through Paradise Lost.

In the early 1760s, Benjamin Franklin was visiting the Royal Society in Piccadilly, London. A printer, scientist, and inventor, Franklin’s experiments had made him famous across Europe and he had recently been elected a member of the prestigious society. One day, Franklin noticed Thomas Hollis, a wealthy merchant, looking at him across the room. Hollis was too shy to approach the great American scientist, but he later sent Franklin a copy of Toland’s Life of Milton as well as expensive folios of Milton’s works.14 These were not innocent gifts: Hollis was a radical trying to foment a republican revolution by writing, editing, funding, and distributing books. In the 1750s, he had realised that America was more fertile ground for his efforts than Britain, and he started to build relationships with the men capable of reforming the colony.

Franklin didn’t need to be encouraged: as a young man, he had written out his own private liturgy, and it included a prayer said by Milton’s Adam and Eve; as a printer, he had typeset, published, funded, bought, and sold editions of Milton; after Milton was accused of plagiarism, Franklin was relieved to see ‘our great Poet vindicated’.15 In 1759, he had a copy of Milton by his bed. Nevertheless, Hollis was clearly on the right track. In 1764, Harvard’s library was destroyed in a fire, so he sent boxes of books in a ship across the Atlantic, hoping to inspire young republicans in New England. That same year, he defended Milton against a Royalist critic, who claimed Paradise Lost was an expression of remorse for the English Civil War.16 After Hollis’s death, his adoptive son, Thomas Brand Hollis, continued his work. The two men appear in a painting by Canaletto: the older man resplendent in a bright yellow coat, the younger man caught in his shadow. They hoped their flood of books would help prepare America for revolution, and they were right.

In the 1760s, as tensions mounted between the British Parliament and its American colonies, Jefferson was studying law and reading prodigiously. While the law gave him ‘a view of the dark side of humanity’, he said that poetry allowed him ‘to qualify it with a gaze on the bright side’.17 But Paradise Lost did both, expressing his highest aspirations and darkest secrets. In 1764, he bought a gilt edition of Milton’s works for £1, part of a collection lost when in 1770 his family home burnt down. By then, construction had already begun on Monticello, the neoclassical villa on a mountain in Virginia. It was designed by Jefferson and its location is said to have been inspired by Milton’s mountain-top Paradise.18 After joining the Virginia legislature in 1769, Jefferson remained obsessed with poetry. In 1770, he began to court Martha Wayles Skelton, writing letters to her in the ‘Miltonic style’, according to a friend who had read one.19 The letters were destroyed, so we don’t know what that sounded like, but Jefferson may have drawn on the deeply romantic passages in Paradise Lost, such as one where Eve tells Adam: ‘With thee conversing I forget all time’ (IV:639). They were married on New Year’s Day 1772.
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3. Jefferson’s home, Monticello, in the Piedmont region of Virginia. He is said to have been inspired by Milton to situate it on a mountaintop.
At the outbreak of war with Britain and the thirteen American colonies, in April 1775, references to Milton in American political writings begin to sprout like mushrooms after rainfall. In early 1776, a pamphlet called Common Sense was published in Philadelphia. Written by a recent migrant from Kent, Thomas Paine, it rallied Americans to the cause of independence. Paine condemned the possibility of peace with a quotation from Paradise Lost: ‘never can true reconcilement grow where wounds of deadly hate have pierced so deep’.20 Milton’s authority seemed to confirm that there could be no peace between Britain and America. What Paine doesn’t mention is that these words come from one of Milton’s devils. An iconoclast at heart, he likely didn’t care.

Several months later, as delegates from the thirteen colonies met at the Second Congressional Congress to discuss the war, an anonymous pamphlet called Thoughts on Government was published. It outlined the basis for a republican constitution. Even while it did so, its author complained that the English held republicans like Milton in such contempt that ‘No small fortitude is necessary to confess that one has read them.’21 For this reason, he wished to remain anonymous. Soon, however, his identity became known: it was the delegate from Massachusetts, John Adams. One evening after that, Paine visited Adam’s apartment to discuss their different visions of the American republic. Adams told Paine he didn’t approve of his iconoclastic use of Bible quotations in Common Sense; ‘he laughed, and said he had taken his Ideas in that part from Milton’.22 Paine had used Milton to put scripture at the service of revolution. By 1776, Milton had become American.

The Continental Congress eventually agreed that reconciliation with Britain was impossible. In June 1776, they tasked Thomas Jefferson with writing the document that would announce their independence. The thirty-three-year-old Jefferson was chosen because he represented Virginia, the most populous colony, and because – in the words of John Adams – ‘you can write ten times better than I can’.23 To do this, Jefferson retreated to the parlour of a house in Philadelphia where, for seventeen days, he composed a document of just over a thousand words. He showed a draft to Franklin and Adams. Then, they presented it to the Congress, who debated it word by word, and finally voted to approve it. It became official on 4 July: ‘The unanimous Declaration of the thirteen united States of America’. This being done, a new nation was created.

The Declaration was designed to easily gain the assent of the Congress and it succeeded by articulating thoughts that the majority of free American men would agree with. It opens by setting out the principles on which the colonies were seeking independence from Britain. Jefferson presented them as a statement of the obvious:


We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness.24



In fact, these truths were by no means ‘self-evident’. (The philosopher David Hume, for one, rejected the belief that rights could be natural.) Jefferson later claimed that he didn’t consider other writers when preparing the Declaration because he didn’t want to be either too original or too derivative.25 But as he isolated himself, voices flooded in: not only those of living Americans but also those of the dead. Jefferson later admitted that the Declaration drew on ‘Aristotle, Cicero, Locke, Sidney Etc’ – both ancient and modern theorists of republican government. But its famous opening words come closest to a pamphlet by Milton.

The Tenure of Kings and Magistrates is Milton’s most radical political tract. It argues for the right of a people to overthrow their king, an argument founded on the idea that all men enjoy natural rights. Like Jefferson, Milton claims that this is common sense. He writes: ‘No man who knows aught [anything] can be so stupid to deny that all men naturally were born free, being the image and resemblance of God himself.’26 These are strikingly similar to Jefferson’s words: ‘We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are born equal.’ An earlier version of Jefferson’s statement is even closer: ‘We hold these truths to be sacred and undeniable.’ (It’s thought to have been changed by Franklin, who told Jefferson to leave God out of it.) Was Jefferson, when he wrote the opening to the Declaration of Independence, intentionally echoing Milton’s king-killing treatise? We don’t know if Jefferson read The Tenure of Kings and Magistrates. If he did, he might have wanted to avoid mentioning it, since he wasn’t proposing to kill the King of England, only to secede from his realm.

Yet Jefferson was certainly influenced by Milton’s political writings. Just a year after the Declaration, Jefferson read two of Milton’s political pamphlets, Of Reformation in England (1641) and The Reason of Church-Government (1642), in Toland’s 1698 edition. At that time, Jefferson was drafting a ‘Statute for Religious Freedom’ for the constitution of Virginia. It was an important attempt to establish a clear separation between church and state, as well as a fulfilment of independent America’s distinction from Britain, where the monarchy and national church were intertwined. Jefferson wanted the United States to tolerate different forms of worship, rather than imposing a state religion on its citizens. He wrote that truth ‘is the proper and sufficient antagonist to error, and has nothing to fear from the conflict’.27 This is a close echo of an image of truth as a female warrior in Milton’s pamphlet on freedom of the press, Areopagitica, and Jefferson’s proposal to separate church and state was also close to Milton’s own thinking. Jefferson must have seen himself in the young Milton – he was virtually the same age as the poet had been at the outset of the English Civil War – as he shaped the new American Republic.

In the 1780s, as the American ambassador in Paris, Jefferson returned to Milton. After a debate about poetry with the marquis de Chastellux, he wrote an essay, ‘Thoughts on English Prosody’. Jefferson quotes Milton more than any other poet, repeating Milton’s claim that unrhyming poetry is ‘unfettered’, meaning free to express itself more fully.28 Later in the essay, Jefferson accuses Milton of ‘servile’ plagiarisms – for using whole sentences from the Book of Genesis.29 But even this criticism follows Milton’s insistence – in the ‘Note on the Verse’ – that poetry is a matter of liberty or bondage. Jefferson accepted Milton’s argument that Paradise Lost was, in every unrhymed line, an expression of freedom. It seems likely that Milton’s epic, as much if not more than his political prose, helped to make the need for revolution self-evident, forging associations between ideas and feelings, lending the high dignity of epic to the love of freedom and the hatred of tyranny. But it was a complicated legacy. For the first character in Paradise Lost to voice these revolutionary sentiments, and the one to do so most forcefully, is Satan.

Even as he lies on the burning lake in Hell, Satan refers dismissively to his enemy, the one who ‘Sole reigning holds the tyranny of heaven’ (I:124). This is a shocking blasphemy. You’d expect that from Satan, but what’s more surprising is the fact that he sounds like Milton, inveighing against Charles I. It was traditional for Christian poets to use Hell as an opportunity for score-settling: Dante humbly put fewer of his personal enemies in Hell than his mediaeval predecessors.30 In Paradise Lost, we have the exact opposite: Satan and the devils resemble Milton’s former comrades. This is why Satan’s speech against God comes close to Jefferson’s words castigating the British tyrant. This similarity wasn’t lost on Jefferson’s enemies in Britain, who wrote satires in which they cast the American revolutionaries as devils in Hell.31 But did Jefferson ever see himself in Milton’s fiend? There’s a reason to believe so, but it’s personal rather than political.

As Jefferson isolated himself to write the Declaration, the person who brought him tea was Robert Hemings. The fourteen-year-old Hemings also helped the Founding Father to dress, shaved him, and served him at table.32 He was Jefferson’s relative by marriage, being the son of Jefferson’s father-in-law, as well as his property. Jefferson’s relationship to slavery is complicated: he included a sentence against the slave trade in the Declaration, which was taken out by the pro-slavery Georgian delegates. But Jefferson was a slave owner, the largest in his county, and abolishing the slave trade would actually have made his own slaves more valuable. However, he later drafted other laws that would gradually abolish slavery in large parts of America. In Notes on Virginia (1781–5), Jefferson attacks slavery as a corrupting influence on white people. He calls it ‘tyranny’ and says that it would take a miracle for a man to ‘retain his manners and morals undepraved by such circumstances’.33 He was speaking from personal experience.

During his presidency, Jefferson was accused of fathering children with one of his slaves: Robert’s sister, Sally. The president’s accuser was an unscrupulous journalist and the intention was clearly blackmail, so the rumours were treated with suspicion. But the truth descended among Sally Hemings’s children, and DNA evidence has confirmed that Jefferson was the father of at least one of her children.34 In 1783, the fourteen-year-old Sally had accompanied Jefferson’s daughter to visit him in Paris, and it’s thought to have been there that their relationship became sexual. Little more is known about it. We don’t know what Sally Hemings thought of Jefferson, but other enslaved girls described their predatory masters as satanic tyrants.35 Their relationship surely involved an act of ‘tyranny’, something that Jefferson himself recognised. As Milton asked, in the passage Jefferson copied into his commonplace book: what society can exist between people who are not equals? Some critics have suggested that Jefferson saw himself in Milton’s Satan, with his declarations of independence in Hell.36 But Satan – a revolutionary who turns out to be a tyrant – might have made Jefferson think of the contradiction between his public character and his private conscience. Milton’s hypocritical Satan may have been a mirror.
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4. Satan on the Burning Lake. Mezzotint engraving by John Martin (1825).
Contradictions like these were not unusual among the champions of Western democracy. The valorisation of freedom as the central political value was born in ancient Greece, when the free condition of citizens was distinguished from that of the slaves they owned.37 It was commonly said that English air was ‘too pure for the slave to breathe’, and this was enshrined in law in the famous Mansfield judgement of 1772, but slaves were still held on ships in English ports, fugitives transported back to the colonies, and auctions held on English soil, as the trade in human lives made the nation rich.38 What was new in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries was the claim that all men were equal, that freedom was their natural right. People who supported those claims had to explain why those same rights were denied to slaves. Some did so by way of racism, the doctrine of might is right, or the ideology that slavery was a benevolent institution. Others were unable to ignore the contradiction, and abolitionist organisations were established in Britain and America in the 1770s and 1780s. Meanwhile, uprisings by enslaved people showed that slavery was intolerable, inspiring fear and guilt in the colonial powers. The uprisings also changed the way people saw Paradise Lost.

Jamaica, July 1776

In Hanover Parish, a boy was found to have removed the bullets from his master’s pistol, replacing them with balls of cotton covered in oil. Nearby, another plantation owner found black sand in his gun. He asked a neighbour to help investigate. They called for refreshments, and the man carrying the punch accidentally hit the bowl on the marble edge of a counter. The bowl broke, revealing, at the bottom, the unmistakable silt of arsenic. These incidents were taken as the signs of an impending uprising. There had been uprisings throughout the eighteenth century in the Caribbean, but this one was entangled with the American Revolution. For months, slave owners in Jamaica had debated the war between Britain and its American colonies. Over dinner, they had praised the revolution, spluttering about the tyrannical control that Britain wielded over its colonies. Behind the back of each diner stood a silent man, ready to serve but also able to understand. Then, on 3 July, the British regiment had joined a convoy bound for New England. It was the third regiment to leave the island that year, and the enslaved population were watching. Across the parish, hushed conversations were happening. On 6 August, the Governor of Jamaica reported ‘we are now in the most imminent danger’.39 The conspiracy seemed to have spread across forty estates, uniting field and household slaves, mixed-race ‘Creoles’, and maroons (former slaves living in autonomous communities). They intended, it was said, to wipe out all the white people on the island. Eventually, the uprising was suppressed but the news travelled.

The following year, Samuel Johnson was at a dinner in Oxford. He was a literary giant, as the compositor of the great English dictionary, but he was no establishment man. He grew up in modest circumstances in a provincial town and dropped out of university due to lack of funds, and he was not interested in kowtowing to professors. At dinner, Johnson proposed a toast: ‘to the next insurrection of the negroes in the West Indies’.40 If this was intended to shock his hosts, he was entirely sincere. He had long been a supporter of slave insurrections. One reason for this was Francis Barber, his manservant and intimate companion.41 Barber had been a slave in Jamaica, so may have told his employer about the degradations slavery involved. Johnson remarked that slave owners would go to Hell, where they would find a climate similar to Jamaica’s.42 Johnson pointed out that many of the Americans making a fuss about liberty were also slave owners, and he believed that this same hypocrisy had wormed its way into Paradise Lost.

At that time, Johnson was working on a monumental series of fifty-two biographies, Lives of the Most Eminent English Poets (1779–81). This included an iconoclastic life of Milton, which shudders at the poet’s ‘puritanical savageness’.43 Johnson sees Paradise Lost as a duty, declaring that ‘No one ever wished it longer.’44 But his deepest criticism is the same one he made of the American Revolution: ‘they who most loudly clamour for liberty do not most liberally grant it’. Despite his concern with liberty, Milton had been guilty of a ‘Turkish contempt of women’.45 Despite this, Johnson admires Milton’s accomplishments. He says that Milton succeeded in making Satan ‘speak as a rebel, without any such expressions as might taint the reader’s imagination’. Johnson didn’t see Satan’s speeches as blasphemies, but he certainly didn’t sympathise with Milton’s chief devil. There’s no sign that Johnson made a connection between Satan and the West Indian slaves, but ten years later, a writer with more intimate knowledge of slavery would do exactly that.

Olaudah Equiano was the most famous African man in eighteenth-century England. He was an early champion of the abolitionist movement and wrote a celebrated autobiography, The Interesting Narrative of the Life of Olaudah Equiano.46 The book describes his capture as a child in West Africa, being transported to America in the hold of a slave ship, his later career as a sailor, and how he arduously purchased his own freedom. Later, he settled in England, married, and converted to Christianity. In the book, published in 1789, Equiano recalls approaching the Caribbean island of Montserrat. Dwindling sugar production had led the plantation owners to neglect it: provisions had become scarce, and discipline by the Irish overseers increasingly violent. (This led to an uprising on St Patrick’s Day four years later.) Equiano had heard of the horrors of Montserrat, and as the ship approached, his terror mounted. Unable to describe it, he inserts these lines:


Regions of sorrow, doleful shades, where peace

And rest can rarely dwell. Hope never comes

That comes to all, but torture without end

Still urges … 47



These unattributed lines come from Book I of Paradise Lost, and the dark ecology of Milton’s poem gives words for the Hell of slavery.48 Equiano alludes to Milton three more times, but without ever mentioning him by name. Did Equiano see a connection between Caribbean slavery and Milton’s fallen angels? Like them, African slaves had been exiled from their home and cast into a terrible dungeon. But Equiano surely would not have compared African slaves to devils.49 This, perhaps, is one reason Equiano doesn’t mention the source of these lines. Whatever the intention, this ambiguous moment invites us to recognise something about Paradise Lost that many readers, before and since, have overlooked: the fallen angels are slaves.

We learn this when Beelzebub replies to Satan’s first speech. Beelzebub is far less confident about their capacity to resist. He’s willing to accept that God is all-powerful and wonders why God hasn’t just killed them, why he has sent them to Hell.


That we may so suffice his vengeful ire,

Or do him mightier service as his thralls,

By right of war, whate’er his business be

Here in the heart of hell to work in fire,

Or do his errands in the gloomy deep (I:148–52)



Having lost the War in Heaven, Beelzebub says, they are now God’s ‘thralls’ – his slaves. In the ancient world, people became slaves by fighting on the losing side in a war, and being saved from death: this is known as ‘war slavery’.50 As God’s slaves, Beelzebub wonders what labour they will have to do for God: his phrase ‘work in fire’ evokes the gold mines of Spanish America, or the hot fields of Jamaica and Barbados.

It is a testament to how vividly Paradise Lost spoke to readers that Thomas Jefferson, a slave owner, and Olaudah Equiano, a former slave, were both drawn to Satan’s speeches. In a letter written in 1825, a year before his death, Jefferson quoted Satan’s first dauntless speech, the same lines he had written in his commonplace book: ‘All is not lost …’51 But this quotation, like Equiano’s use of Milton, betrays no sympathy for Milton’s devils. There is no evidence that either man sympathised with Satan. Eighteenth-century readers didn’t want to do that – at least not yet. Jefferson died, like a good patriot, on 4 July 1826, exactly fifty years after the Declaration of Independence. At his death, vast debts, incurred by his grand building projects, meant that 130 of his slaves were sold at the auction block into the merciless Southern slave market. In the decades after that, Jefferson’s contradictions would come back to haunt America. Before that, Milton’s revolutionary spirit migrated to France.




2. Dorothy Wordsworth Brings Her Brother an Apple

London, 1790

At around 8 a.m. on 4 August, two workmen disappeared into a hole near the altar of St Giles, Cripplegate. Down in the hole, the men pulled an old box into the daylight. Other men peered over their shoulders. The box had been sealed with lead but part of it had corroded, leaving a gap at one end. A pawnbroker called Laming then put an exploratory hand inside. Another man tried to pull the lead covering aside but it wouldn’t give. They sent one of the workmen to fetch a mallet and chisel. He cut the box open, revealing the head and torso of what had once been a man, wrapped in a burial shroud. By this point, the air must have been thick with dust. Not just ordinary dust but the dust of the dead, that getting into your mouth, tells you: I am what you one day will be. Under the shroud, the corpse was well preserved, its ribcage still intact. One man tried to lift the cloth. Under his touch, the ribcage collapsed. Human form disintegrating into matter. The shock must have hit the men in their stomachs, jolting them out of their curiosity. They descended into a possessive frenzy, tearing the body of John Milton to pieces.

In 1674, Milton had been buried next to his father. After the church underwent alterations, the exact location of their coffins had been forgotten, but some parishioners had heard rumours from their grandparents. Then, in 1790, the church was undergoing repairs, so the vestry clerk and churchwarden decided to see for themselves if the rumoured location was true. On 3 August, they directed the workmen to dig, and in the chalky soil beneath the church floor, they found a wooden coffin and a leaden one. After washing them, they found that neither coffin bore an inscription: both were clearly old. Confident they had found what they were looking for, the men retired to Fountain’s pub, where they got merry and started to boast about their discovery. Other drinkers expressed an interest in seeing the great poet’s coffin, so they decided to meet again the next day.

We don’t know what the men who gathered in St Giles church the following morning thought of Milton’s poetry or his politics. The pub landlord Fountain pulled at the poet’s teeth. When they didn’t come out, someone else knocked them out with a stone. Laming took up the poet’s entire lower jaw with his hands. He lifted the skull and saw underneath it hair combed and tied back. The coffin had been washed the previous day so the hair was wet and rotting. Word travelled, and crowds flocked to the church. The parish gravedigger let them in for a sixpence each as the day grew dark, striking a tinderbox to light the remains. People who didn’t want to pay started climbing through the windows.

London was scandalised by the news. There were reports that the whole parish had been afflicted by a strange dental illness. One of the grave robbers felt himself grasped by a cold hand. The poet William Cowper cursed those who committed ‘indecencies’ against the divine poet.1 Some insisted that the corpse wasn’t Milton’s, but a woman’s. Three days later, a lawyer called Philip Neve visited the church. An amateur critic, who had written a book about Milton, he was appalled to hear what had happened. The tomb had now been shut up, but Neve interviewed the perpetrators, and later published his findings.2 The indignant lawyer recovered some hair, a piece of skin, and a rib. He hoped to be able to reassemble the body, but by then it was too late. There was a flourishing black market in Milton’s body. Several thousand people believed themselves to be in possession of his teeth.

The frenzy of the tomb robbers suggests that what happened was far from rational. During the early days of the Restoration, Milton had feared being torn apart by a Royalist mob, comparing himself to the ancient poet Orpheus, who was ripped to shreds by the Maenads, female followers of Dionysus. Now it had happened, not because of his radical politics but because of his fame as a poet. The poet Horace wrote of the disjecta membra poetae, ‘the limbs of a dismembered poet’, meaning the circulation of lines and phrases removed from their original context.3 This was not necessarily a bad thing: when the poet’s identity was still recognisable in a fragment of their work, it was a sign of their enduring reputation. Likewise, the dismemberment of Milton’s corpse was the expression of reverence: his name was highly valuable and ordinary Londoners craved these fungible tokens. The breaking of his body – part eucharist, part riot – marks the beginning of a new age, in which the revolutionary poet was both a divinity and a scapegoat, who was torn apart because he had never died.

London in 1790 was gripped with the terror and exhilaration of revolutions, first in America and then in France. Milton was no less present in France than he had been in America. Paradise Lost had been translated into French in 1729, and the radical philosophes who challenged religious doctrine, paving the way for the French Revolution, saw him as a predecessor. Pierre Bayle described him as an enemy of kings, Voltaire put him on a par with Homer, and Rousseau called him ‘the divine Milton’. Milton’s political writings were summoned in the early days of the Revolution. In 1789, after social unrest, the King called a great assembly, the Estates General, where the people’s representatives would meet with the nobles and the clergy to decide the future of the nation. One man dominated the proceedings: ‘His immense mass of hair, his lion-like head, stamped with extreme ugliness, were astounding, almost frightful; nobody could take their eyes off him.’4 This was Honoré Gabriel Riqueti, the comte de Mirabeau – the people’s representative from Marseilles. Mirabeau had spent several years in England, where he was introduced to Milton’s work. Now he saw France facing the same dilemma that England had in the 1640s: tyranny or liberty. Mirabeau translated two of Milton’s pamphlets, and the first appeared on the eve of the Estates General: Sur la liberté de la presse, imité de l’Anglois, de Milton.5 The second, published in 1792 after Mirabeau’s death, was part of Tenure of Kings and Magistrates, but Milton’s king-killing tract proved too radical and was suppressed by Mirabeau’s friends. That year, the radical Jacobin club in Paris commissioned busts of eight ‘friends of liberty’, and Milton was one of them.6 The English writer Helen Maria Williams – who attended debates at the Jacobin Club – recalled that the poet’s name ‘re-echoed through the hall’.7 If many readers in the eighteenth century had been content to see him as a poet, his politics had become unignorable.

The French Revolutionaries didn’t only transform ideas about society. ‘They found despotism in heaven’, writes the historian Jules Michelet, so the traditional Christian God had to be overthrown.8 The French Revolution had unsettled Christian myths – and Paradise Lost with them. Likewise, in England, radicals began to reimagine Paradise Lost in their own wild ways.

No one had a more involved relationship with Milton than the poet-printer William Blake. A friend visiting Blake at home in Lambeth discovered him and his wife Catherine naked in their summer house. The friend, aptly called Thomas Butts, reported that Blake said: ‘Come in! It’s only Adam and Eve, you know!’9 The poet and his wife were acting out Paradise Lost. Blake later wrote a poem, entitled ‘Milton’ (1810), about a dream vision in which Milton emerged out of his foot. But it is in a book of heretical paradoxes, The Marriage of Heaven and Hell (1792), that Blake says something about Paradise Lost that has become the most famous modern interpretation of Milton:


The reason Milton wrote in fetters when he wrote of Angels & God, and at liberty when of Devils & Hell, is because he was a true Poet and of the Devils party without knowing it.10



Milton unconsciously preferred Satan to God, Blake says, and this is why the most memorable parts of his poem are those devoted to Hell. In making this claim, Blake uses an image of slavery: fetters are shackles worn on one’s feet. This is a reference to Milton’s claim that rhyme is bondage, but in 1792, it would have called to mind the slaves fettered on British ships and British plantations in the Caribbean.11 Blake’s claim is an extraordinary one: Milton’s mind was shackled when he wrote of God, but when he wrote about Satan, he achieved true freedom. In their uprisings, enslaved people had shown again and again that they would seek freedom at the greatest personal cost. It now seemed to abolitionists like Blake that slaves were the only people who were truly free.12 This is why, to write his greatest poetry, Milton had to identify with God’s slave, Satan. Reimagining Milton became part of a new poetic revolution in England, the leaders of which were Dorothy Wordsworth and her brother William.

Dorothy Wordsworth was born in 1771 in the Lake District, north-western England. After a happy early childhood, the death of her mother caused her to be separated from her three brothers. While they were sent to school, she was raised by relatives. She missed her older brother, William, most of all. Born a year apart, the two had a deep connection. While he studied at Cambridge, she helped raise her relatives’ children. Despite this isolation, Dorothy developed an appreciation of great literature – her library included Homer, Shakespeare, and Milton – as well as a mature prose style. William recognised this, and one of his earliest poems, ‘An Evening Walk’, completed at the age of twenty-two, was dedicated to his ‘sole sister’. In 1794, Dorothy went to stay with her brother at a friend’s home in Dorset, and from then on, they were inseparable. Their relationship was the defining event of her life, the most important influence on his poetry, and it has long raised questions about incestuous desire.13 It also meant that Paradise Lost took on a special significance.

William, who was setting out to become a great English poet, saw Milton as his most significant predecessor.14 As a Cambridge student, he went to a gathering in the room at Christ’s College where the
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5. A miniature of Dorothy Wordsworth as a young woman by an unknown artist (early 1800s?). Given as a gift to her niece Dora, it remains in the possession of the Wordsworth family.


























[image: The Dove cottage is made from stone with limewashed walls and a slate roof. A chimney stands atop the roof. Tall trees and plants adorn the front view of the building. A brick compound wall with an iron gate surrounds the building.]
6. Dove Cottage in Grasmere, the home of Dorothy and William Wordsworth from 1799 to 1808.





































































































[image: A screenshot of the title page of Mary Shelley’s novel ‘Frankenstein; or, The Modern Prometheus’. The following are displayed from top to bottom: the name of the novel, in three volumes, an epigraph from ‘Paradise Lost’, ‘Volume 1’, printer details and the year of publication, 1818.]
7. Mary Shelley, the title page to the first edition of Frankenstein, with its epigraph from a speech by Milton’s Adam.
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