JOHN MILTON and Paradise Lost

John Milton was not only England’s finest epic poet, he was also a major statesman, and
regarded as one of the most important political and religious thinkers of his time. Living
during the tumultuous period of the English Civil War, John Milton devoted his life
(1608-1674) and his work to liberty in three spheres: the church, the family, and the state.
As the Latin Secretary for the Council of State to Oliver Cromwell during the English
Commonwealth (1649-1660), he was in charge of all foreign correspondence; there and
in his political pamphlets, he expressed the values of republicanism. Milton's prose
writings include many tracts that focus on liberty: from church authority, from the
tyranny of custom, from the tyranny of monarchy. He defends freedom of conscience,
freedom of speech (in the influential Areopagitica), and he crafts passionate defenses of
political freedom, including defending the execution of Charles I. Living not only during
England's 17th-century experiment with republicanism, but also during the English
Reformation, Milton ‘s Puritanism included radical stances on the key religious
controversies of the day, including questions of religious authority, toleration, and
doctrine. While Milton aspired to be a poet in his youth, and wrote the early masterpieces
“Ode: On the Morning of Christ’s Nativity” and “Lycidas,” it was only after the
Commonwealth project collapsed, the monarchy was restored, and he was exiled from his
deep engagement with England's politics-- after he had lost his sight while writing on
behalf of English liberty (his blindness was complete by 1652), and after his life was
threatened and he was imprisoned (in 1659, and his books were burned under orders in
the same year)-- that he wrote his major poetic works, in blindness and defeat. After his
hopes for a better England had been dashed, he addressed the story of a lost Paradise.
Paradise Lost (1667) was soon followed by Paradise Regained , the story of Christ’s
temptations in the wilderness, and Samson Agonistes,, modeled on classical tragedy and
focusing on Samson’s last days among his enemies, the Philistines (1671). These show
not only his impressive biblical and classical learning, but also an imaginative vision that
has led many critics to describe his voice as prophetic. In Paradise Lost, Milton “adapts”
the story of the Garden of Eden from Genesis, 45 verses, to an epic of ultimately twelve
books and 10,656 lines. He asks questions the Bible does not, presses on contradictions in
the story, and throughout addresses the problem of human suffering. His “grand style” is
an English indebted to Latin; his meter is “blank verse,” (unrhymed iambic pentameter);
and in his epic, Milton is not only engaged in an adaptation of the Biblical story, but also
of classical epic, taking conventions from Homer and Virgil—huge battles, noble
speeches, lengthy debates, elaborate descriptions, invocations to the Muse—and adapting
them to his biblical subject. Many other works have been inspired by Paradise Lost,
among them, Blake’s “The Marriage of Heaven and Hell” and “Milton: A Poem,”
Wordsworth’s “The Prelude,” Keats’ “Endymion,” Byron's “The Vision of Judgment,”
Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein, Joseph Haydn's oratorio “The Creation,” Alexander Pope’s
“The Rape of the Lock” and “The Dunciad,” and J.R.R. Tolkien's “The Lord of the
Rings.” And adaptations continue, most recently, John Eaton’s new opera, “Losing
Paradise.” Marathon readings of the epic take almost 15 hours. Interestingly, Milton’s
first plans for the story of Adam and Eve were for a drama—several drafts of an outline,
dramatis personae and even a first speech survive, and it was about sixteen years before
he turned to the epic instead. Still, as the critic Alastair Fowler noted, “it is possible to
regard the loss of Paradise as the tragedy par excellence, the tragedy underlying all
tragedies...” Still, as an epic, it holds the hope of creation and redemption to
counterbalance this tragic vision.

--Regina M. Schwartz
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