MILTON: 

PARADISE LOST (Books 1-2)

On Epic: 

Long narrative poem, on a grand scale, about the deeds of warriors and heroes.

Major Models: Homer in Greek (Iliad, Odyssey; ca. 9th century BCE), Virgil in Latin (Aeneid; ca. 25 BCE), Spenser in English (The Faerie Queene; 1596).

National work: depicting the foundational myths and legends of the nation and celebrating its glory. 

In medias res (L. into the middle of things). Epic generally begins in the middle of the action and shuttles back and forth to describe future and past events.

Encyclopaedic: encompasses the knowledge of a culture

Epic Simile: an extended simile, sometimes of 20 lines or so, wherein the comparison is elaborated in great detail – fitting the exhaustive nature of the genre. (e.g., 2.636-43).

Milton’s Early Career:

Milton lived from 1608-74. When 30 years old, he proclaimed himself the future author of a great English epic; he promised to create a poem devoted to the heroism of Arthur and to the glory of the nation. Obviously, what he eventually created is not a traditional national epic. Traditional notions of martial heroism could be seen to be denigrated and England is never mentioned.

1632-37: Period of intense study. Milton felt the poet had a great duty or responsibility; poet must know all that he can. Poet as a prophet of God.

1640-42: Early poems wherein he self-consciously set out to follow the ideal poetic career, as first practiced by Virgil then in the Renaissance by Edmund Spenser: from pastoral to lyric to epic.

1642-1660: Polemical prose period. Milton was involved in the civil wars that led to the Republican government headed by Oliver Cromwell in 1649. Milton as a Puritan and supporter of this Republican government.

He wrote extensive prose on these religious and political causes: on church government, on divorce, education, freedom of the press (Areopagitica), regicide and republicanism.

Served as a Secretary to the government at this time – until the Restoration of the Monarchy in 1660.

Goes blind in 1652. Dives into despair: maybe he’ll never be able to complete his great epic.

Sonnet 19 as a reflection on this. A redefinition in this sonnet of heroism. From the limited perspective of humans it is those who do things. However, “they also serve who only stand and wait”. This as a new notion of heroism, perhaps, in PL too. (cf. Sonnet 19, “When I Consider How My Light is Spent”; NAEL: Major Authors p 720 [Milton p 393]).

Note: Satan as the one presented as the conventional heroic figure: a knight with armies etc., a leader in war.

1660-74: Great poems: Paradise Lost, Paradise Regained, and Samson Agonistes.

Cosmos of Paradise Lost:

· Heaven (with created universe chained to it and hanging down from it)

· Chaos

· Hell

Structure of Paradise Lost:
Chronology:

· Satan’s Rebellion (Book 5)

· War in Heaven (Book 6)

· Creation (Book 7)

· Awakening of Fallen Angels (Book 1)

· Consultation in Hell (Book 2)

· Consultation in Heaven (Book 3)

· Satan Arrives in Paradise (Book 4)

· God sends Raphael to Adam (Book 5); 

· Raphael reveals cosmic history (Books 6-8)

· Fall of Adam and Eve (Book 9)

· Consequences of Fall (Book 10)

· God sends Michael to Adam (Book 11);

· Michael reveals the future up to Judgement (Books 11-12)

Northrop Frye calls PL “the story of all things”: it encapsulates the history of existence as it is revealed in the Christian Bible. 

It also encapsulates and subsumes all previous literature and genres. In this way it is an overcoming and transformation of its precursors. (Bloom)

See PL 1.1-26: 

· on the scope of the poetic project Milton is consciously assuming; these as things unattempted in prose or rhyme (1.16)

· muse is to help him sing of all of human history: from the fall to the judgement (“till one greater Man/ Restore us”).

· The aim is to “justify the ways of God to men” (1.26): that is, to bring us to an understanding or a perspective we did not have earlier.

· Homer’s Odyssey begins: Of the man, sing through me, O muse. Homer’s epic sings of one man; Milton’s sings of all men. Also, Milton’s muse is not merely one of the 9 Greek muses – but the creative order of truth in the cosmos itself.

· Indicates that Man (Adam) (in general) is the hero of PL, or the greater Man (Christ).

Satan:

The big question – is he in some way the hero of PL? This as a critical problem since the first publication. 

· Early readers felt Milton was too sympathetic to Satan – this as a religious problem, obviously, but also has a political dimension: is Milton the Republican who supported a revolt against an all-powerful monarch also in some way supportive of Satan’s revolt.

· William Blake famously said “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 Devil’s party without knowing it.”

A Brief History of Satan – The English word “devil” comes from Old English “deofol”; from Latin “diabolus” and the Greek “diabolos”. The latter was the translation of the Hebrew “satan” = “adversary” or “obstructor”.

In the OT, satan was a originally a common noun, but gradually became a particular being. Early references figure a creature who prompts evil (1 Chron 21:1), accuses the righteous (Job 1-2), or opposes God’s will (Zech 3:1-2). From these passages the more fully defined rebellious angel of later tradition developed. See the following as exemplary:

· 1 Kings 22:19-22 – one spirit in the heavenly host volunteers to be a lying spirit as a form of punishment for Ahab;

· 1 Sam 16:14 – “anger of God” entices David to do a census of Israel; this story recounted with modifications in …

· 1 Chr 21:1 – “Satan” entices David

The serpent in Eden was not associated with Satan until the Intertestamental period (see Rom 16:20); also, Isaiah 14:12-15, which relates the fall of “Lucifer, son of the morning,” refers explicitly to the king of Babylon, but this passage as well as the name Lucifer became associated with Satan during the Intertestamental period.

Not until the early Church Fathers (eg., Origen A.D. 185-251) that the figure of the devil or Satan gained some sort of clarity and order.

These church fathers struggled against and adopted some aspects of Gnostic-Manichean dualism: 

· Based on apocalyptic diabology, Iranian dualism (Zoroastrianism), and Greek Orphism

· For the Gnostic-Manicheans, there is a strict dualism between a good God of spirit and an evil god of matter – the latter being equated with Satan. In its extreme, this dualism denied monotheism and thus was opposed by the early church.

Our Perspective on Satan:
If we take the view (against Blake) that Milton’s poem is orthodox, we can see a shift in perspecives on Satan: i.e., our early impression of Satan as an awe-inspiring hero changes as we are educated in the ways of God throughout the poem. At the end, the power of Satan is seen as nothing.

His rhetoric becomes more obviously flawed and he descends from an eagle to a serpent in Eden.

· At first, Satan is “Th’infernal Serpent” and is judged at a distance (see 1.27-44).

· Then we are forced to imaginatively share his perspective: “for now the thought both of lost happiness and lasting pain” (see 1.44-58).

· Problem of hope in hell: “hope never comes/ that comes to all” (see 1.59-69). Also note: “darkness visible” as epigram for PL: darkness is a lack of being, a withdrawal of light (God), a concealment; here the concealment is made visible; it is brought into relief by the poet.

· To what extent does Satan, like humanity, recognize how fallen he is? He can’t accept hopelessness; he still devises plans to overthrow God.

· Satan’s rhetoric is powerful and attractive – especially if we keep in mind this is a heroic epic; we come expecting a hero and we find Satan filling this role: a hero constant in adversity, with unconquerable will and courage. 

· Can’t get over our fallen notion that evil is a force in opposition to God; as well as our habituation to the heroic tradition with good and bad forces in battle. Can’t think in Augustinian terms of evil as the negative existence of Being. That is, there can be no opposition of creature and creator: former only has being in the latter.

· Satan’s rhetoric is powerful, but then we realize that it is hollow – that he is “Vaunting aloud, but racked with deep despair” (see 1.75-125).

· Beelzebub describes the misery of being fallen (1.128-42).

· See 1.143-68: Beelzebub says if God is omnipotent, then all we do merely serves his ends. This is true; Satan must realize this at some level – but does not really confront it in his response.

· Satan hopes for some rest, some sort of achievement. But is ultimately powerless. See 1.169-92: sense that there is ultimately no resting place.

· See 1.221-41: from our perspective we see Satan’s movement as gigantic, impressive, heroic. … perhaps forgetting what came before (1.209-20) – on all Satan’s work as ultimately serving God. Satan’s power is illusory in this sense.

We are drawn to Satan. He shares the complex interiority and self-discovery that was first brought forth in Marlowe’s Faustus and in Shakespeare’s Hamlet.

· See 242-63: mind as its own place and can make a hell of heaven and a heaven of hell. This as akin to Hamlet’s “there is nothing either good or bad, but thinking makes it so” (2.2.241-2).

· Satan’s self-discovery: his awareness of his plight increases; of the fact that there is no “bottom” to Hell; it is infinite falling. For were it to have a bottom, then upon reaching that absolute depth, one could hope for improvements. 

· Satan is infintely falling; see 4.73-78.

Free Will:

Choice as all important in Milton. The Faerie Queene begins with the moment of choice (our moment of erring) and then follows the consequences. PL starts with the vast cosmos – shows mortals as between Evil and Good. It then contracts more and more on the moment of choice as all important. 

Satan’s fall as a choice to fall from which the fallen angels lost their free choice. Adam and Eve, however, choose to fall but retain their freedom to choose.

Is the fall one from a blissful ignorance to knowledge (akin to the Matrix)? Knowledge attained in fall is not a forbidden knowledge of the universe. There is no forbidden knowledge for Milton: but some knowledge is less useful in helping us to know God and to love him. (see 8.1-180): Raphael explains the cosmos; Adam says wouldn’t it be better if the Sun was at the center? Raphael says this inquiry is not evil: “To ask or search I blame thee not” (8.65). But he says not to bother with hidden matters, leave them to God – know yourself; keep your inquiries “lowly wise” (modest).

Knowledge attained from the fruit is knowledge of the experience of evil, of disobeying God, of falling away from His presence.

Consultation in Hell:

Can be seen as the type of democratic dialogue that is denied in Heaven, or as the endless circularity of an infernal committee meeting – wherein the speakers only seem to speak with reason; theirs are “words clothed in reason’s garb” (2.226).

Satan begins by asking what their approach should be. 

· Moloch responds that they should continue their overt war with Heaven, reasoning that it can’t be worse. 

· Belial disagrees. He feels that Heaven is impregnable and an assault on it could be worse than their current fate.

· Mammon asserts that they could get used to Hell. For him, it is good they’re in Hell; they couldn’t serve in Heaven.

· Beelzebub (2.290-390): points out the absoluteness of their fall – no chance of planning war to retake it. Also, he finds Hell a dungeon – it is not better to rule here. He says they can’t rule there: God is omnipotent and rules even there.

· Beelzebub then posits an easier enterprise – assaulting the created world of humans (2.345): logical absurdity here: God’s all powerful so let’s go to another place and try to win.

· Reader clings to this as a narrative conclusion to the question posed in the consultation; then realizes the logical flaw and remembers that this is a dark plan to ruin us.

· Satan then offers himself as an illusory saviour (2.423-77) – like the Son in Bk 3.

· See 2.486-505: on the ways of men as worse than these devils. Who is really Satan ?

· Paradise as parallel to the “new world” (2.408, 867); Satan’s voyage of discovery is akin to those of European Imperialists, colonizers.

Encounter with Sin and Death:

· Part of epic tradition of heroic clash of warriors: both brag, challenge and taunt the other (2.629-730).

· The battle is about to happen, but ends up being anticlimactic. The snaky sorceress Sin mentions that Death is Satan’s only son – the result of the incestuous union of Satan and his daughter Sin.

· Epic battle reduced to a bizarre family romance here (2.728-60).

· Sin opens the gates of Hell, lets Satan into the world. But Sin is our own frailty. As in The Faerie Queene, the power of demonic forces is illusory, is merely our own fallen perspective which sees them as powerful.

· Both Spenser and Milton force us to take responsibility: to choose virtue or vice. This choice is that which defines humanity.

· This choice takes place all the time and with everyone, not only with the first man at a particular time.

· The seeming heroic action of Satan’s departure into chaos (2.927-8). This descends again to comic stumbling (2.949-50).
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