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Despite fellow writer William Blake’s famous assertion that John Milton was “of the Devil’s party without knowing it,” Milton proved himself an able creator of rich characters so complex that they can’t be as easily categorized as wholly sympathetic or utterly contemptible.  Single passages delivered by Satan, or in reference to him, in Milton’s Paradise Lost clearly demonstrate a complexity of character that is open to vast interpretation.  As the following pages will demonstrate, I believe it’s over-simplistic and dismissive of the attention Milton paid to careful character development to simplify his portrayal of Satan as either “just good” or “just bad.”  Milton spent an estimated 30 years in the research and preparation that eventually assisted him in honing his craft.  These periods of intense study, which included the works of other great poets before him, contributed to Milton’s ability to present multiple perspectives and leave his works open to the interpretations of its reader.  By examining a single passage taken from Paradise Lost, Book 1 (The Norton Anthology, Eighth Edition, p.728), I will present my argument that, in Satan, Milton is consciously depicting both admirable and despicable qualities.


In Satan’s first dialogue of Paradise Lost, his self-presentation, we see Milton paint an unflattering first impression of a supposed leader whose opening statements to his constituency are at once defeatist and an attempt at deflection:


“If thou beest he; but O how fall’n!  how changed”


“From him, who in the happy realms of light”


“Clothed with transcendent brightness didst outshine”


“Myriads through bright:” (Paradise Lost, 1.84-87)

Rather than admitting his failure to lead his constituency to a win in battle, Satan begins his oration by focusing attention away from himself and onto the fallen state of his once “bright” and “happy” comrades.  This is clearly a demonstration in Satan’s refusal to take responsibility for leading his team into battle and, hence, a first glimpse at the weaknesses of his character.


Satan’s actions once again belie Milton’s portrayal of Satan as a sympathetic character a few lines later, when Satan is seen dismissing the role he played in leading his followers into battle by reminding them that they were right beside him.  Rather than taking his rightful place as their muse, and the associated responsibility for leading the collection decision, he hides behind his followers’ former support and distributes the blame in equal parts onto their shoulders:  


“Joined with me once, now misery hath joined” 


“In equal ruin: into what pit thou seest” (Paradise Lost, 1.90-91)

After leading them into a losing battle, he reminds them that they were as much part of the decision and ensuing actions as he was—hardly the words of a heroic, humble, or admirable leader.


However, true to my argument that Milton presents Satan in equal parts good and bad, the same passage later reveals some redeeming qualities in Satan’s character:


“From what height fallen, so much the stronger proved” (Paradise Lost, 1.92)


“Though changed in outward luster, that fixed mind” (Paradise Lost, 1.97)

 These lines suggests that although Satan’s conceding that he’s been beat—at least this time—this experience will only make him stronger in leading them toward a certain victory later.  Further, he explains that although his outward appearance may appear ragged and defeated, his inner self possesses the same resolve and determination they’ve always known him to possess.  These expressions of strength and optimism in the face of adversity could easily be characterized as Milton’s depiction of Satan in a flattering light.


 Milton’s ability to interweave positive and negative aspects of Satan’s character is at times demonstrated simultaneously, creating more support for my argument that Milton is not subscribing to “the Devil’s party” or any party for that matter.  As seen in the following excerpt, Satan can at once exhibit an admirable strength of will and a loathsome capacity and zeal for evil and ill will:


“All is not lost; the unconquerable will,”


“And the study of revenge, immortal hate,”


“And courage never to submit or yield” (Paradise Lost, 1.106-108):

Given the different interpretations one may take from these statements, it would be easy for either the Orthodox or Satanic camp to reference these lines in defense of their argument.


 Lastly, in opposition to Blake’s suggestion that Milton was creating a sympathetic character in Satan “without knowing it,” I would counter that a writer of Milton’s abilities is certainly not apt to portray his characters in any sort of light “unknowingly.”  Milton took on years of self-directed study to attain the knowledge and ability to present works, and characters, with a wide range of depth and open to multiple interpretations.  Further, Milton was a progressive writer who delighted in presenting ideas that “pushed the envelope”:

“His works inscribe and help construct some basic Western institutions, concepts, and attitudes that were taking on modern form in his lifetime: compassionate marriage, the new science and the new astronomy, freedom of the press, religious liberty and toleration, republicanism, and more.” (The Norton Anthology, Eighth Edition, p.693) 


In conclusion, Blake’s belief that Milton’s Satan in Paradise Lost creates a merely positive portrait of the Devil is a narrow interpretation.  As demonstrated in the preceding pages, Milton presented a multifaceted character in Satan.  The mere fact that there exists support for both sides of the argument—Milton the Orthodox and Milton the Satanic—should demonstrate that the Satan of Paradise Lost is not so easily typecast.  Further, Milton’s attempts at encapsulating knowledge of all things and all perspectives in his works—an effort that led to a suggestion by John Dryden, another writer in Milton’s time, that Milton left nothing for the other poets—is clearly on display in his characters as well as his plot development.  Paradise Lost presents no clearly partisan representations, rather a host of complex plotlines and characters which are conducive to individual interpretation on the part of the reader.

