The Age of Milton: End of a Period


After the death of Shakespeare great changes took place in English life and thought. Catholic threat of re-imposing Catholicism on Protestant England by Spain was removed and England began to split into two warring camps. Under Charles I led to Civil War.

Civil War – the split in the country was a threefold one: economic, political, religious. Itself it resolved in a simple issue of 'party' – of Tories and Whigs.

Puritanism – the new men of England who gained wealth inclined to a religious belief very different from the established faith of England. They were mostly Puritans who wanted a purer kind of Christianity that would admit of no toleration, no joy, no colour, no charity and which punished vice in the sternest way.
Puritans followed John Calvin of Geneva, who taught that free will did not exist and that men were predestined from the beginning of time to get to either heaven or hell. People must be made good by a sort of government of holy men. The only pleasure is making money.

Puritans executed the King, declared a republic which soon became a dictatorship under Cromwell. The Old Testament became the book of the law. It did not last and in 1660 saw the restoration of the monarchy and an attempt to get back to the old way. But England can never be the same again and, virtually, in 1660 starts a new era.
Playhouses were closed by Puritans; memories of Elizabethan plays were performed out of sight of the Cromwellian police, in the underground.

Inquisition rules Europe wide (except few countries including Britain).
JOHN MILTON (1608-1657)

John Milton is one of the greatest poets of the Puritans and the period 
itself. (Therefore we can call it Milton's age.)
Some important notes:

· Milton came of a rich London family and never had to earn his own living.
· He had leisure that Shakespeare never had ( he could equip with more learning than any poet before him. Studying was very important for him.
· Milton was blessed with musical ear (he played the organ). His poems are of audible musicality.
· Milton was influenced by moral and religious principles of Puritanism.
· He was a friend of Galileo Galilei who was living in a misery, broken by the inquisition.
· He was influenced by Dante Alighieri, Ariosto, The Bible, Homer, Ovid, Virgil, William Shakespeare, Edmund Spenser.
· He influenced William Blake, John Keats, Alexander Pope, William Wordsworth.
· In 1652 he lost his sight.
· He decided to give his genius to religious and political purposes, to Puritans. It lasted 20 years. During Commonwealth he wholly gave himself to prose propaganda.
· He was interested in theological matters as well. His unfortunate first marriage led to his works On Divorce in which he cites the Bible for abolishing the existing marriage-laws.
· In 1660, after restoration, he got back to the composition of poetry.

PARADISE  LOST (1667)
This great religious epic records the greatest event known to the Hebraico-Christian peoples as The Fall of Satan and the consequent Fall of a Man. 

For this poem Milton created a new kind of English and a new kind of a blank verse: both artificial. His constructions and even vocabulary veered to Latin rather than Anglo-Saxon English. His sentences are long, like Latin ones, he inverts the order of words. This, to some extent, slowed down the development of English poetry as a natural medium of expression. However, there is no denying magnificence in Milton's style.

· Milton received £10 for the copyright he sold to Samuel Simmons.

The story was originally divided into ten books, subsequently they were rearranged into twelve. Each book is preceded by a summary titled "The Argument". The poem follows the epic tradition of starting in medias res ( in the midst of things), the background story being told in Books V-VI.

The theme, the fall of man, is taken from the Bible. It describes Satan’s revolt against God, which leads to a war in heaven, in which the rebel angels are defeated. Satan then seeks revenge upon God for his expulsion from heaven: After God has created the first humans, Adam and Eve, Satan in the form of a serpent succeeds in tempting Eve. Eve makes Adam eat the forbidden apple and their disobedience, the first sin, is punished by their expulsion from Eden. The story is symbolic. It may be interpreted as a study on religion and ethics, Adam and Eve being man and woman as they live in the world. The action takes place in heaven, on earth, and in hell.
Milton's story contains two arcs: one of Satan (Lucifer) and another of Adam and Eve. Lucifer's story is a homage to the old epics of warfare. It begins in medias res, after Lucifer and the other rebel angels have been defeated and cast down by God into Hell. In Pandæmonium, Lucifer must employ his rhetorical ability to organize his followers; he is aided by his lieutenants Mammon and Beelzebub. At the end of the debate, Satan volunteers himself to poison the newly-created Earth. He braves the dangers of the Abyss alone.

The other story is a fundamentally different, new kind of epic: a domestic one. Adam and Eve are presented for the first time in Christian literature as having a functional relationship while still without sin. They have passions, personalities, and sex. Satan successfully tempts Eve by preying on her vanity and tricking her with rhetoric, and Adam, seeing Eve has sinned, knowingly commits the same sin by also eating of the fruit. In this manner Milton portrays Adam as a heroic figure but also as a deeper sinner than Eve. They again have sex, but with a newfound lust that was previously not present. After realizing their error in consuming the "fruit" from the Tree of Knowledge, they fight. However, Eve's pleas to Adam reconcile them somewhat. Adam goes on a vision journey with an angel where he witnesses the errors of man and the Great Flood, and he is saddened by the sin that they have released through the consumption of the fruit. However, he is also shown hope – the possibility of redemption – through a vision of Jesus Christ. They are then cast out of Eden and an angel adds that one may find "A paradise within thee, happier farr." They now have a more distant relationship with God, who is omnipresent but invisible (unlike the previous tangible Father in the Garden of Eden).

The contents:


Book I: The poet states his theme, the Fall of Man, and his aim, to "justify the ways of God to men". Satan, Beelzebub, and the other rebel angels are described as lying on a lake of fire, from where Satan rises up to claim hell as his own domain and delivers a rousing speech to his followers ("Better to reign in hell, than serve in heaven").

Book II: Satan and the rebel angels debate whether or not to conduct another war on Heaven, and Beelzebub tells them of a new world being built, which is to be the home of Man. Satan decides to visit this new world, passes through the gates of Hell, past the sentries Sin and Death, and journeys through the realm of Chaos. Here, Satan is described as giving birth to Sin with a burst of flame from his forehead.

Book III: God observes Satan's journey and foretells how Satan will bring about Man's Fall. God emphasizes, however, that the Fall will come about as a result of Man's own free will and excuses Himself of responsibility. The Son of God offers himself as a ransom for Man's disobedience, an offer which God accepts, ordaining the Son's future incarnation and punishment. Satan arrives at the rim of the universe, disguises himself as an angel, and is directed to Earth by Uriel, Guardian of the Sun.

Book IV: Satan goes to the Garden of Eden, where he observes Adam and Eve discussing the forbidden Tree of Knowledge. Satan, observing their innocence and beauty hesitates in his task, but concludes that "...reason, honour and empire..." compel him to do this deed which he "should abhor." Satan tries to tempt Eve while she is sleeping, but is discovered by the angels. The angel Gabriel expels Satan from the Garden.

Book V: Eve awakes and relates her dream to Adam. God sends Raphael to warn and encourage Adam: they discuss free will and predestination and Raphael tells Adam the story of how Satan inspired his angels to revolt against God.

Book VI: Raphael goes on to describe further the war in Heaven and explains how the Son of God drove Satan and his minions down to Hell.

Book VII: Raphael explains to Adam that God then decided to create another world (the Earth), and he warns Adam again not to eat the fruit of the Tree of Knowledge, for "in the day thou eat'st, thou diest;/ Death is the penalty imposed, beware,/ And govern well thy appetite, lest Sin/ Surprise thee, and her black attendant Death".

Book VIII: Adam asks Raphael for knowledge concerning the stars and the heavenly orders; Raphael warns that "heaven is for thee too high/ To know what passes there; be lowly wise", and advises modesty and patience.

Book IX: Satan returns to Eden and enters into the body of a sleeping serpent. The serpent tempts Eve to eat the fruit of the Tree of Knowledge. She eats and takes some fruit for Adam. Adam realizes that Eve has been tricked, but eats of the fruit, deciding that he would rather die with Eve than live without her. 

Book X: God sends his Son to Eden to deliver judgment on Adam and Eve, and Satan returns in triumph to Hell.

Book XI: The Son of God pleads with God on behalf of Adam and Eve. God declares that the couple must be expelled from the Garden, and the angel Michael descends to deliver God's judgment. Michael begins to unfold the future history of the world to Adam.

Book XII: Michael tells Adam of the eventual coming of the Messiah, before leading Adam and Eve from the Garden. Paradise has been lost. 

The poem ends:

"The world was all before them, 

They hand in hand with wandering steps and slow,

Through Eden took their solitary way."
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