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        How to Use This eBook

        Navigating to Specific Sections or Compositions

        Whenever you want to find a specific section in this eBook, go to the Table of Contents. You can then scroll through the list and click on the chapter link of your choice.

        You can also navigate between the poems and prose by clicking the “NEXT” or “PREVIOUS” links at the top of each composition.

        Accessing Notes on Poetry and Prose

        Each of the compositions in this eBook includes links that you can click on to read associated footnotes. You can access the notes by:

        
            	Clicking on the “NOTES” link at the beginning of each composition

            	Clicking the numbered footnote links in the right column of each page

        

        Once you are done reading a footnote, you can navigate back to the poem by:

        
            	Clicking the numbered link at the beginning of any footnote, which will take you back to your exact reading position.

            	Clicking on the “TOP” link, which will take you to back to the beginning of the composition.
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        GENERAL PREFACE

        This edition contains all of Milton’s poetry and a generous portion of his most vital prose. Milton is among the greatest of authors. In preparing this edition, we have tried our level best to present and elucidate his writings in all their glorious detail. The texts of both poetry and prose have been almost entirely modernized. We have removed his italics, updated his spelling, dropped most of his capitalizations, revised his punctuation, and added quotation
            marks to the spoken and quoted passages. While there are obvious virtues in retaining the original presentation of these works, especially since Milton appears to have exerted at least some influence on many of the texts published in his lifetime, these benefits are outweighed, in our opinion, by the supreme benefit of making this difficult author as readable as possible for modern students. Old spelling texts are available online and in college and university libraries, indeed in
            many municipal libraries, and should a reader become particularly fascinated with a specific passage or work, we strongly recommend that these versions be consulted.

        An important check on full-throttle modernization is a series of textual effects radiating from the fact that Milton was writing metrical verse in the seventeenth century. Take the example of elision. Milton freely indulged in this poetic convention. At will he was able to elide a syllable, making an entire iambic beat vanish. All he had to do was leave out a vowel, or replace a vowel with an apostrophe, in order to make a trisyllable such as opening into the
            bisyllabic op’ning. Our text retains significant elisions. We have been able to dispense with some few elisions because of changes in pronunciation. In the seventeenth century one could or could not pronounce the -ed suffix of past tense verbs. Milton, like other poets of the period, regularly indicated by orthography whether or not a particular -ed was to be voiced. In both the 1667 and 1674 editions of Paradise Lost a fallen Eve returns to
            Adam in Book 9 with the following words: “Hast thou not wonderd, Adam, at my stay?” (l. 856). As the spelling indicates, Milton intended the third syllable of wondered to remain silent. In modern English, however, there is no third syllable in wondered. It is only and always bisyllabic. A modernized edition can therefore safely print the line without indicating elision: “Hast thou not wondered, Adam, at my stay?” On the other hand, when
            an –ed is to be pronounced, adding an extra syllable unvoiced in today’s English, a modern edition must indicate this fact with an accent mark (wonderèd).

        Another type of elision cancels a familiar sound in order to create a brand-new sound. In Book 9 of Paradise Lost as Adam and Eve awaken after the evening of their fall, shame seems to gather in their genitals, which they hasten to cover with leaves. Milton compares this practice, the advent of clothing in Eden, to observations made by Christopher Columbus: “Columbus found th’ American so girt” (9.1116). Here the absence of the e
            in the indicates that the th- sound must be merged with the first syllable of American. The new sound (tha) is counted as one syllable only, one iambic beat, so the line scans: “[image: ].” With this example we have almost crossed the mysterious gap from verse technique to poetic beauty. As Milton writes about the disappearance of genitals behind leafy
            coverings, he himself makes a letter disappear behind a leaflike apostrophe. What Columbus saw in “th’ American” is what we see in just those words on the page. Milton does not really, at least in this particular example, design an elaborate effect around the connection between covering and eliding. He rather seems to beckon toward the pure possibility of such effects, inviting us to behold the worlds of potential meaning opened by a single implicit metaphor
            linking a technique of the poem (elision) to its story (clothing).

        In that direction lies the opulence of Milton’s verse. Another example will make the point. For here the author is not just showing us how he might weave his technique into the meaning of his story but really doing it, and with a skill no other English poet has excelled. Just before Eve returns to him, fallen in his absence, Adam has a premonition: “Yet oft his heart, divine of something ill,/Misgave him; he the falt’ring measure felt”
            (9.845–46). The lines are perfectly regular iambic pentameter, the norm of the poem. But this regularity is achieved only by virtue of the elision of the middle syllable of faltering. (In the 1667 and 1674 editions, the word printed here was faultring.) Dire consequences lurk like a premonition, like the onset of punishment, behind this innocent word. Its first syllable puns on fall and fault. Its missing second syllable, hidden behind the
            elision, threatens the iambic norm with an anapestic foot. That imaginary foot would produce the metrical equivalent of cardiac arrhythmia, a faltering of the human heartbeat. Like Adam, we feel “the falt’ring measure” pressing against the surface of iambic regularity. The primal fault of Adam and Eve, Milton told us in the opening lines of his epic, “Brought Death into the world, and all our woe” (1.3). Many books later, as the climax foretold at
            the opening looms near, a meaning-laden falt’ring traces at the level of meter the forthcoming fruit of the Fall.

        Milton’s poetry is replete with such beauties. Our main concern has been to preserve these energies in the new format of modern English. Modernized texts are regarded with suspicion in some quarters of the academic world. No one should imagine, however, that this particular modernizing was carried out in slapdash fashion. Far from it. Errors creep into every edition, as they creep into every book. Yet we have tried to produce texts that meet
            the highest standards of accuracy. Our modernized Paradise Lost derives from the second edition of 1674, our Paradise Regained and Samson Agonistes from the first edition of 1671, and shorter compositions from the 1645 Poems supplemented with those first printed in the second edition of 1673. Key textual variants, cruxes, and puzzles are discussed individually in the notes.

        If our texts aim toward the present, our headnotes and annotations pull readers back into Milton’s world. The notes are copious, and they are extensively cross-referenced. We certainly have not tried to supply our readers with everything they might need to understand and assess this author, for that would be neither possible nor desirable. Like all editions, this one is just a beginning. But it is meant to be a serious beginning. Milton is the most learned of the
            major English writers. Our notes contain such things as old meanings of English words, Greek and Latin roots still signifying in Milton’s English, classical and biblical allusions, literary analogues both similar and contrasting, important differences between printed texts or printed and manuscript texts. We take note of extraordinary prosodic effects in Milton’s poetry, echoes within and among his works, new developments in his thought and attitudes, puns and
            put-downs. We have tried as concisely as possible to convey information about historical events, literary conventions, outmoded scientific ideas, theological disputes, and in general all ideas and assumptions unfamiliar to modern readers. For disputed passages, of which there are many, we have usually summarized the interpretive options and, when we felt pretty sure of our grounds, assessed their probability.

        Milton’s so-called minor poems have been organized in a manner unique to this edition. By “minor poems” is meant, in effect, everything besides Paradise Lost
            Paradise Regained and Samson Agonistes which are conventionally termed his “major works.” Some editions try to retain the order in which these shorter poems appeared in Milton’s 1645 Poems finding a way to tip in works that first appeared in his 1673 Poems translations found in his prose works, or pieces never published during his lifetime but discovered subsequently by scholars. Other editions try to present all the minor
            poems in their probable order of composition. The results in both cases are chaotic to the modern eye. Poems in different languages jostle against one another. Some works, particularly the shortest of the minor poems, seem to get lost in the mix and, even if all the poems in an edition have been numbered sequentially, remain quite difficult to locate without consulting a table of contents that is itself difficult to locate.

        No doubt this teeming profusion is revealing. It shows that the young Milton did in fact move from language to language, genre to genre, turning the different aspects of his education into different expressions of his developing literary ambitions. But we think that little will be lost in the way of revelation by reconfiguring the minor poems, while a little more will be gained in the way of clarity and ease of use. We have therefore divided them into three groups.
            “English Poems,” much the largest one, contains all the poems Milton wrote in English, including classical and biblical translations, with the exception of his sonnets. A second group, “English and Italian Sonnets,” includes the poems entitled “Sonnets” and numbered in both the 1645 and 1673 editions; the sonnets group has the further justification that its poems should for some purposes be studied together, given their
            power and originality in the history of this poetic form. A final category, “Latin and Greek Poems,” contains all the poems written in those languages. Within each section, the works have been placed in their probable order of composition. “A Chronology of Milton’s Poetry,” prepared by Stephen B. Dobranski, allows readers to determine at a glance the likely time frame for the composition of any poem printed in this edition.

        We have printed the major poems in their traditional order: Paradise Lost
            Paradise Regained
            Samson Agonistes. During the last half century, a small number of scholars have urged an earlier date for the composition of Samson Agonistes. We continue to believe that the verse drama was probably Milton’s final poem.

        By his contemporaries Milton was better known for his prose than his poetry. From 1641 to his death, in 1674, he published (not counting a handful of extremely short works) twenty books of prose, five in Latin and fifteen in English. The majority of these were meant to influence immediate political circumstances during the Civil War and its aftermath. He opposed episcopacy and monarchy, attacked censorship, advocated representative government, and defended the execution
            of Charles I. Stepping back from the turbulence of political events, he also produced treatises on theology, logic, and grammar, and histories of Great Britain and Muscovy (Russia). These books fill eight fat volumes in the Yale University Press edition of Milton’s Complete Prose Works.

        We have selected prose works first of all for their intrinsic excellence. Few would question the merit of Milton’s abiding classics Areopagitica the first book devoted to freedom of the press, and Of Education his remarkable outline for the reform of contemporary pedagogy. There is also a great deal of fascinating self-reflection scattered like the dismembered body of an autobiography throughout his polemical tracts. We have reprinted selections
            of this sort from The Reason of Church Government
            An Apology for Smectymnuus and the Second Defense of the English People as well as a group of his familiar letters and two of his early “prolusions” or academic exercises. Our selections from the polemical Of Reformation and Eikonoklastes display the high-minded fervor of Milton’s political commitments.

        Early on, though confident in his powers as a poet, Milton seems somewhat uneasy in the medium of prose, which he calls the work of his “left hand.” The result is a vivid, image-laden style that at times becomes undisciplined. Such prose presents serious difficulties for modernizers. Milton’s language does not have the tight structure of end-stops found in modern sentences and paragraphs. The second unit of Of Reformation for example, runs
            to 375 words. Modernizing, we break this unit up into three sentences of 191, 88, and 96 words. Dividing Miltonic prose into shorter sentences and paragraphs certainly makes it easier to read, and as with the poetry, readability has been our goal. But we are painfully aware that Milton’s relentless rhythms have been muted and his twisty syntax reduced.

        A quieter, more assured style marks the two divorce tracts, The Doctrine and Discipline of Divorce and Tetrachordon. We reprint substantial portions of these books. Increasingly viewed as pivotal in Milton’s career, they reflect the chastening experience of his initially unhappy first marriage as he faces the challenge of interpreting Scripture against the grain of its apparent sense. In two other works, The Tenure of Kings and
                Magistrates and The Ready and Easy Way the reader will be able to follow the full development of arguments that establish Milton as a major political thinker and simultaneously show him reacting in personal ways to the pressure of great events, as one king is beheaded and another, his son, is crowned eleven years later. The final set of selections, from Milton’s theological treatise Christian Doctrine is our most controversial choice, since a few
            scholars have recently tried to cast doubt on his authorship of the work. We remain convinced not only of his authorship (see our introduction to the work) but also of its signal importance for understanding the beliefs embedded in his major poems. For the Christian Doctrine as for all other Latin prose, we print with permission translations originally made for the Complete Prose Works.

        We are mindful of our profound debts to previous editors and annotators, so much so that a catalog of some of their names has for us an epic ring: John Leonard, John Carey, Alastair Fowler, Merritt Y. Hughes, Douglas Bush, B. A. Wright, A.W. Verity, Rev. Henry J. Todd, Thomas Warton, Thomas Newton, Jonathan Richardson, Patrick Hume. An edition of this scope and thoroughness represents a departure for our publisher. At Random House, MJ Devaney was the first editor to
            champion our book. After her retirement, Judy Sternlight expertly guided the edition through to publication. We were ably assisted in our editorial work by Phillip Albonetti, Yaser Amad, Sara Berry, Gina Marie Cora, Marlene Daut, Jonathan Lamb, Mary Maddox, Heidi Meurer, Jennifer Nichols, Nunzio N. D’Alessio, Sarah Dawson, Joel Dodson, Claire Fallon, Joseph Rumrich, Rania Salah, Dan Shore, Shea Suski, Natalie Tenner, and Amelia Kerrigan. For this edition, Milton’s
            foreign-language poetry (a few pieces in Italian and Greek but mostly Latin verse) has been newly translated into English prose by Gordon Braden.

    
        REFERENCES AND ABBREVIATIONS

        Most of the many editions, books, and articles cited in the notes and headnotes can be found, alphabetized by author, in Works Cited at the end of this volume. Where an author’s surname is given without a date, it means that only one of this author’s works has been cited in the edition. Where a name is coupled with a date, it means that at least two works by this author have been cited. Multiple entries in Works Cited are arranged chronologically. Books
            that Milton refers to in passing in his prose works receive a full citation in our notes and do not reappear in Works Cited.

        We use these abbreviations for works by John Milton:

        1637
A Masque Presented at Ludlow Castle (1637).

        1645
Poems of Mr. John Milton (1645).

        1667
Paradise Lost. A Poem Written in Ten Books (1667).

        1671
Paradise Regained. A Poem in IV Books. To which is added Samson Agonistes (1671).

        1674
Paradise Lost. A Poem in Twelve Books. The Second Edition … (1674).

        BMS
Bridgewater manuscript of Masque.

        CMS
Manuscript of poems by Milton at Trinity College, Cambridge.

        Yale
Complete Prose Works of John Milton ed. Don M. Wolfe et al. (8 vols., Yale Univ. Press, 1953–80).

        
            Animad
            

            Animadversions on the Remonstrant’s Defense
        

        
            Apology
            

            An Apology for Smectymnuus
        

        
            Areop
            

            Areopagitica
        

        
            CD
            

            Christian Doctrine
        

        
            Damon
            

            Epitaph for Damon
        

        
            DDD
            

            The Doctrine and Discipline of Divorce
        

        
            Eikon
            

            Eikonoklastes
        

        
            Il Pens
            

            Il Penseroso
        

        
            L’All
            

            L’Allegro
        

        
            Lyc
            

            Lycidas
        

        
            Masque
            

            A Masque Presented at Ludlow Castle
        

        
            Nat Ode
            

            On the Morning of Christ’s Nativity
        

        
            
            Of Ed
            

            Of Education
        

        
            Of Ref
            

            Of Reformation
        

        
            PL
            

            Paradise Lost
        

        
            PR
            

            Paradise Regained
        

        
            RCG
            

            The Reason of Church Government Urged Against Prelaty
        

        
            REW
            

            The Ready and Easy Way to Establish a Free Commonwealth
        

        
            SA
            

            Samson Agonistes
        

        
            TKM
            

            The Tenure of Kings and Magistrates
        

        1Def
Pro Populo Anglicano Defensio (A Defense of the English People)

        2Def
Defensio Secunda (Second Defense of the English People)

        We use the following abbreviations for works by Shakespeare:

        
            ADO
            

            Much Ado About Nothing
        

        
            ANT
            

            Antony and Cleopatra
        

        
            AWW
            

            All’s Well That Ends Well
        

        
            AYL
            

            As You Like It
        

        
            COR
            

            Coriolanus
        

        
            HAM
            

            Hamlet
        

        
            1
            H
            4
            

            The First Part of King Henry the Fourth
        

        
            2
            H
            4
            

            The Second Part of King Henry the Fourth
        

        
            H
            5
            

            King Henry the Fifth
        

        
            JC
            

            Julius Caesar
        

        
            LLL
            

            Love’s Labor’s Lost
        

        
            LR
            

            King Lear
        

        
            MAC
            

            Macbeth
        

        
            MM
            

            Measure for Measure
        

        
            MND
            

            A Midsummer Night’s Dream
        

        
            MV
            

            The Merchant of Venice
        

        
            OTH
            

            Othello
        

        
            ROM
            

            Romeo and Juliet
        

        
            R
            2
            

            King Richard the Second
        

        
            R
            3
            

            King Richard the Third
        

        
            TMP
            

            The Tempest
        

        
            TN
            

            Twelfth Night
        

        
            TRO
            

            Troilus and Cressida
        

        
            VEN
            

            Venus and Adonis
        

        
            WIV
            

            The Merry Wives of Windsor
        

        
            WT
            

            The Winter’s Tale
        

        Unless otherwise indicated, we quote the Bible from the AV (King James Version), and use standard abbreviations when referring to its books; we sometimes cite Geneva (The Geneva Bible 1588). Poetry in English, except where otherwise indicated, we cite from the Oxford authors series. Classical works are cited from the Loeb Classical Library unless otherwise noted, with standard abbreviations, such as, prominently,
                Il. and Od. for Homer’s Iliad and Odyssey
            Ec. and Aen. for Vergil’s Eclogues and Aeneid and Her. and Met. for Ovid’s Heroides and Metamorphoses.

        We also use these abbreviations:

        Torquato Tasso, GL
Gerusalemme Liberata

        Ludovico Ariosto, OF
Orlando Furioso

        Edmund Spenser, SC
            FQ
The Shepheardes Calender, The Faerie Queene

    
        A CHRONOLOGY OF MILTON’S LIFE

        
            
                	1608
                	(December 9) John Milton born on Bread Street in London.
            

            
                	1615
                	(November 24?) Brother Christopher born.
            

            
                	1620
                	(?) Enters St. Paul’s School under the headmastership of Alexander Gill, Sr. Begins his friendship with Charles Diodati. Thomas Young tutors Milton at home.
            

            
                	1625
                	(February 12) Admitted to Christ’s College, Cambridge.
            

            
                	1629
                	(March 26) Receives his B.A. degree. In December writes On the Morning of Christ’s Nativity.
            

            
                	1632
                	(July 3) Receives his M.A. degree. Retires to his father’s country house at Hammersmith for continued study.
            

            
                	1634
                	(September 29) A Masque performed at Ludlow Castle in Wales.
            

            
                	1635 or 36   
                	Moves with his parents to Horton.
            

            
                	1637
                	A Masque published (dated 1637 but possibly published in 1638). Mother, Sara, dies in Horton on April 3. Lycidas written in November and published the next year.
            

            
                	1638–9
                	Milton tours the Continent from April or May 1638 to July or August 1639. Charles Diodati dies in August 1638.
            

            
                	1639
                	Settles in London, where he makes his living as a tutor.
            

            
                	1641
                	Earliest antiprelatical tracts—Of Reformation (May), Of Prelatical Episcopacy (June or July), Animadversions on the Remonstrant’s Defense (July)—published.
            

            
                	1642
                	Publishes The Reason of Church Government (January or February) and An Apology for Smectymnuus (April). Marries Mary Powell in June or July. In August she leaves him and the Civil War begins.
            

            
                	1643
                	The Doctrine and Discipline of Divorce published in August.
            

            
                	1644
                	The second edition of The Doctrine and Discipline of Divorce published in February; Of Education in June; The Judgment of Martin Bucer in August; Areopagitica in November.
            

            
                	1645
                	Two more divorce pamphlets, Tetrachordon and Colasterion published in March. Reconciles with Mary in July or August and moves to a larger house in Barbican in September.
            

            
                	1646
                	Poems of Mr. John Milton published in January, dated 1645. Daughter Anne born July 29.
            

            
                	1647
                	(March 13) On or about this date his father dies, leaving Milton the Bread Street house and a moderate estate. (September–October) Moves to a smaller house in High Holborn.
            

            
                	1648
                	(October 25) Daughter Mary born.
            

            
                	1649
                	(January 30) Charles I executed. Eikon Basilike published a week later. (February 13) The Tenure of Kings and Magistrates published, with a second edition in September. (March 15) Appointed Secretary for Foreign Tongues and ordered to answer Eikon Basilike. (May 11) Salmasius’s Defensio Regia arrives in England. (October 6) Eikonoklastes published, answering Eikon Basilike.
            

            
                	1651
                	(February 24) The Pro Populo Anglicano Defensio (A Defense of the English People) published, answering Salmasius. (March 16) Son John born.
            

            
                	1652
                	(February or March) Total blindness descends. Daughter Deborah born May 2. Wife Mary dies on May 5. Son John dies in June.
            

            
                	1653
                	Duties as Secretary for Foreign Tongues are reduced by the addition of an assistant. Cromwell installed as Protector in December.
            

            
                	1654
                	Defensio Secunda (Second Defense of the English People) published in May.
            

            
                	1655
                	Milton is pensioned in April and though he continues to work for the Protectorate, devotes more time to private studies. Pro Se Defensio (Defense of Himself) published in August.
            

            
                	1656
                	(November 12) Marries Katharine Woodcock.
            

            
                	1657
                	(October 19) Daughter Katharine born.
            

            
                	1658
                	Probably begins work on Paradise Lost. Wife Katharine dies on February 3. Daughter Katharine dies on March 17. Cromwell dies in September, succeeded by his son Richard.
            

            
                	1659
                	A Treatise of Civil Power published in February. Richard Cromwell resigns in May. Considerations Touching the Likeliest Means to Remove Hirelings out of the Church published in August.
            

            
                	1660
                	The Ready and Easy Way to Establish a Free Commonwealth published in February, with a second edition in April. Charles II proclaimed king in May. Milton arrested and imprisoned between September and November and released in December.
            

            
                	1663
                	(February 24) Marries Elizabeth Minshull. Moves to a house in Artillery Walk, near Bunhill Fields.
            

            
                	1665
                	Around June, moves to Chalfont St. Giles to avoid the London plague.
            

            
                	1667
                	(October or November) Paradise Lost published as a poem in ten books.
            

            
                	1670
                	(around November 1) History of Britain published.
            

            
                	1671
                	Paradise Regained and Samson Agonistes published.
            

            
                	1672
                	Artis Logicae (The Art of Logic) published.
            

            
                	1673
                	Of True Religion published. An enlarged edition of Poems published, also including Of Education.
            

            
                	1674
                	Epistolae Familiarum (Familiar Letters) published, including his Prolusions.
                    Paradise Lost. A Poem in Twelve Books published around July 1. Milton dies November 9 or 10 and is buried in St. Giles, Cripplegate.
            

        

    
        MINUTES OF THE LIFE OF
 MR. JOHN MILTON

        
            John Aubrey
        

        There are several seventeenth-century Milton biographers, including the anonymous biographer (most likely Milton’s friend Cyriack Skinner), the Oxford historian Anthony à Wood, Milton’s nephew and former student Edward Phillips, and the deist John Toland. One can find their works in Helen Darbishire’s The Early Lives of Milton (1932), which attributes the anonymous biography to Edward Phillips’s brother, John. We choose to
            print the biographical notes gathered by the antiquarian John Aubrey, which are notable for their author’s extraordinary attention to personal details and efforts to verify his information by consulting those who knew Milton well, including the poet’s widow, his brother, and some of his friends.

        Aubrey’s manuscript notes are loosely organized, partly chronologically and partly by the person interviewed. Our text follows the chronologically arranged version established by Andrew Clark (2:62–72). Those wanting to identify the sources of individual comments may consult Clark’s edition or Darbishire’s. We have reproduced Clark’s interpolated headings, but we have in some places made different choices in our inclusions and
            exclusions. We have also modernized the text, changing punctuation and spelling. Aubrey’s notes are peppered with ellipses, where he leaves blanks to be filled in should further information appear. Bracketed ellipses in our text indicate places where we omit material found in Clark’s edition; otherwise the ellipses are Aubrey’s.
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        [HIS PARENTAGE]

        His mother was a Bradshaw.

        Mr. John Milton was of an Oxfordshire family.

        His grandfather, …, (a Roman Catholic), of Holton, in Oxfordshire, near Shotover.

        His father was brought up in the University of Oxon, at Christ Church, and his grandfather disinherited him because he kept not to the Catholic religion (he found a Bible in English in his chamber). So thereupon he came to London, and became a scrivener (brought up by a friend of his; was not an apprentice) and got a plentiful estate by it, and left it off many years before he died. He was an ingenious man; delighted in music; composed many songs
            now in print, especially that of Oriana.1

        I have been told that the father composed a song of fourscore parts for the Landgrave of Hesse, for which [his] highness sent a medal of gold, or a noble present. He died about 1647; buried in Cripplegate church, from his house in the Barbican.

        [HIS BIRTH]

        His son John was born in Bread Street, in London, at the Spread Eagle, which was his house (he had also in that street another house, the Rose, and other houses in other places).

        He was born Anno Domini … the … day of …, about … o’clock in the …

        (John Milton was born the 9th of December, 1608, die Veneris2 half an hour after 6 in the morning.)

        [HIS PRECOCITY]

        Anno Domini 1619, he was ten years old, as by his picture; and was then a poet.

        [SCHOOL, COLLEGE, AND TRAVEL]

        His schoolmaster then was a Puritan, in Essex, who cut his hair short.

        He went to school to old Mr. Gill, at Paul’s School. Went at his own charge only to Christ’s College in Cambridge at fifteen, where he stayed eight years at least. Then he traveled into France and Italy (had Sir H. Wotton’s commendatory letters). At Geneva he contracted a great friendship with the learned Dr. Diodati of Geneva (vide his poems). He was acquainted with Sir Henry Wotton, ambassador at Venice, who delighted in his company.
            He was several years <Quaere how many? Resp. two years> beyond sea, and returned to England just upon the breaking out of the civil wars.

        From his brother, Christopher Milton: When he went to school, when he was very young, he studied very hard and sat up very late, commonly till twelve or one o’clock at night, and his father ordered the maid to sit up for him; and in those years (10) composed many copies of verses which might well become a riper age. And was a very hard student in the university, and performed all his exercises there with very good applause. His first tutor
            there was Mr. Chapell; from whom receiving some unkindness <whipped him>; he was afterwards (though it seemed contrary to the rules of the college) transferred to the tuition of one Mr. Tovell,3 who died parson of Lutterworth.

        He went to travel about the year 1638 and was abroad about a year’s space, chiefly in Italy.

        [RETURN TO ENGLAND]

        Immediately after his return he took a lodging at Mr. Russell’s, a tailor, in St. Bride’s churchyard, and took into his tuition his [Milton’s] sister’s two sons, Edward and John Phillips, the first 10, the other 9 years of age; and in a year’s time made them capable of interpreting a Latin author at sight, etc., and within three years they went through the best of Latin and Greek poets: Lucretius and Manilius <and with him the
            use of the globes and some rudiments of arithmetic and geometry> of the Latins; Hesiod, Aratus, Dionysius Afer, Oppian, Apollonii Argonautica and Quintus Calaber. Cato, Varro, and Columella De re rustica were the very first authors they learned. As he was severe on the one hand, so he was most familiar and free in his conversation to those to whom most sour in his way of education. N.B. he made his nephews songsters, and sing, from the time they were with
            him.

        [FIRST WIFE AND CHILDREN]

        He married his first wife, Mary Powell of Fosthill,4 at Shotover, in Oxonshire, Anno Domini …; by whom he had four children. [He] hath two daughters living: Deborah was his amanuensis (he taught her Latin, and to read Greeke to him when he had lost his eyesight, which was anno Domini …).

        [SEPARATION FROM HIS FIRST WIFE]

        She went from him to her mother’s at … in the king’s quarters, near Oxford, anno Domini …; and wrote the Triplechord about divorce.5

        Two opinions do not well on the same bolster. She was a … Royalist, and went to her mother to the King’s quarters, near Oxford. I have perhaps so much charity to her that she might not wrong his bed: but what man, especially contemplative, would like to have a young wife environed and stormed by the sons of Mars, and those of the enemy party?

        His first wife (Mrs. Powell, a Royalist) was brought up and lived where there was a great deal of company and merriment <dancing, etc.>. And when she came to live with her husband, at Mr. Russell’s in St. Bride’s churchyard, she found it very solitary; no company came to her; oftentimes heard his nephews beaten and cry. This life was irksome to her, and so she went to her parents at Fosthill. He sent for her, after some time; and I think
            his servant was evilly entreated: but as for manner of wronging his bed, I never heard the least suspicions; nor had he, of that, any jealousy.

        [SECOND WIFE]

        He had a middle wife, whose name was Katharine Woodcock. No child living by her.

        [THIRD WIFE]

        He married his second [sic] wife, Elizabeth Minshull, anno … (the year before the sickness): a gentle person, a peaceful and agreeable humor.

        [HIS PUBLIC EMPLOYMENT]

        He was Latin secretary to the Parliament.

        [HIS BLINDNESS]

        His sight began to fail him at first upon his writing against Salmasius, and before ’twas full completed one eye absolutely failed. Upon the writing of other books after that, his other eye decayed.

        His eyesight was decaying about 20 years before his death. His father read without spectacles at 84. His mother had very weak eyes, and used spectacles presently after she was thirty years old.

        [WRITINGS AFTER HIS BLINDNESS]

        After he was blind he wrote these following books, viz.: Paradise Lost
            Paradise Regained
            Grammar
            Dictionary (imperfect).

        I heard that after he was blind that he was writing a Latin dictionary (in the hands of Moses Pitt). Vidua affirmat6 she gave all his papers (among which this dictionary, imperfect) to his nephew, a sister’s son, that he brought up … Phillips, who lives near the Maypole in the Strand. She has a great many letters by her from learned men, his
            acquaintance, both of England and beyond the sea.

        [HIS LATER RESIDENCES]

        He lived in several places, e.g., Holborn near Kingsgate. He died in Bunhill, opposite the Artillery-garden wall.

        [HIS DEATH AND BURIAL]

        He died of the gout, struck in the 9th or 10th of November, 1674, as appears by his apothecary’s book.

        He lies buried in St. Giles Cripplegate, upper end of the chancel at the right hand, vide his gravestone. Memorandum: his stone is now removed, for about two years since (now 1681) the two steps to the communion table were raised. I guess John Speed7 and he lie together.

        [PERSONAL CHARACTERISTICS]

        His harmonical and ingenious soul did lodge in a beautiful and wellproportioned body—“In toto nusquam corpore menda fuit,” Ovid.8

        He was a spare man. He was scarce so tall as I am, […] of middle stature.

        He had auburn hair. His complexion exceeding fair—he was so fair that they called him the Lady of Christ’s College. Oval face. His eye a dark gray.

        He had a delicate tuneable voice, and had good skill. His father instructed him. He had an organ in his house; he played on that most.

        Of a very cheerful humor. He would be cheerful even in his gout-fits, and sing.

        He was very healthy and free from all diseases: seldom took any physic (only sometimes he took manna):9 only towards his latter end he was visited with the gout, spring and fall.

        He had a very good memory; but I believe that his excellent method of thinking and disposing did much to help his memory.

        He pronounced the letter R <littera canina10> very hard (a certain sign of a satirical wit—from John Dryden.).

        [PORTRAITS OF HIM]

        Write his name in red letters on his pictures, with his widow, to preserve.11

        His widow has his picture, drawn very well and like, when a Cambridge-scholar, which ought to be engraven; for the pictures before his books are not at all like him.

        [HIS HABITS]

        His exercise was chiefly walking.

        He was an early riser <scil. at 4 a clock manè12>; yea, after he lost his sight. He had a man read to him. The first thing he read was the Hebrew bible, and that was at 4 h. manè 1/2 h. plus. Then he contemplated.

        At 7 his man came to him again, and then read to him again and wrote till dinner; the writing was as much as the reading. His (2nd) daughter, Deborah, could read to him in Latin, Italian and French, and Greek. [She] married in Dublin to one Mr. Clarke <sells silk, etc.>; very like her father. The other sister is Mary, more like her mother.

        After dinner he used to walk 3 or 4 hours at a time (he always had a garden where he lived); went to bed about 9.

        Temperate man, rarely drank between meals.

        Extreme pleasant in his conversation and at dinner, supper, etc; but satirical.

        [NOTES ABOUT SOME OF HIS WORKS]

        From Mr. E. Phillips:—All the time of writing his Paradise Lost his vein began at the autumnal equinoctial, and ceased at the vernal or thereabouts (I believe about May); and this was 4 or 5 years of his doing it. He began about 2 years before the king came in, and finished about three years after the king’s restoration.13

        In the 4th book of Paradise Lost there are about six verses of Satan’s exclamation to the sun, which Mr. E. Phillips remembers about 15 or 16 years before ever his poem was thought of, which verses were intended for the beginning of a tragedy which he had designed, but was diverted from it by other business.

        Whatever he wrote against monarchy was out of no animosity to the king’s person, or out of any faction or interest, but out of a pure zeal to the liberty of mankind, which he thought would be greater under a free state than under a monarchial government. His being so conversant in Livy and the Roman authors, and the greatness he saw done by the Roman commonwealth, and the virtue of their great commanders induced him to.

        From Mr. Abraham Hill:—Memorandum: his sharp writing against Alexander More, of Holland, upon a mistake, notwithstanding he had given him by the ambassador all satisfaction to the contrary: viz. that the book called Clamor was writ by Peter du Moulin. Well, that was all one; he having writ it,14 it should go into the world; one of them was as bad as the other.

        Memorandum:—Mr. Theodore Haak. Regiae Societatis Socius, hath translated half his Paradise Lost into High Dutch in such blank verse, which is very well liked of by Germanus Fabricius, Professor at Heidelberg, who sent to Mr. Haak a letter upon this translation: “incredibile est quantum nos omnes affecerit gravitas styli, et copia lectissimorum verborum,”15
                etc.—vide the letter.

        Mr. John Milton made two admirable panegyrics, as to sublimity of wit, one on Oliver Cromwell, and the other on Thomas, Lord Fairfax, both which his nephew Mr. Phillips hath. But he hath hung back these two years, as to imparting copies to me for the collection of mine […]. Were they made in commendation of the devil, ’twere all one to me: ’tis the [image: ]16 that I look after. I have been told that ’tis beyond Waller’s or anything in that kind.17[…]

        [HIS ACQUAINTANCE]

        He was visited much by learned [men]; more than he did desire.

        He was mightily importuned to go into France and Italy. Foreigners came much to see him, and much admired him, and offered to him great preferments to come over to them; and the only inducement of several foreigners that came over into England was chiefly to see Oliver Protector and Mr. John Milton; and would see the house and chamber where he was born. He was much more admired abroad than at home.

        His familiar learned acquaintance were Mr. Andrew Marvell, Mr. Skinner, Dr. Pagett, M.D.

        Mr.… [Cyriack] Skinner, who was his disciple.

        John Dryden, Esq., Poet Laureate, who very much admires him, and went to him to have leave to put his Paradise Lost into a drama in rhyme. Mr. Milton received him civilly, and told him he would give him leave to tag his verses.18

        His widow assures me that Mr. T. Hobbes was not one of his acquaintance, that her husband did not like him at all, but he would acknowledge him to be a man of great parts, and a learned man. Their interests and tenets did run counter to each other, vide Mr. Hobbes’ Behemoth.
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        “Anno Domini 1619, he was ten years old, as by his picture; and was then a poet.” (Illustration Credit fm6.)

        
            

            1.
                Oriana: Milton’s father contributed a song, “Fair Orian,” to The Triumphs of Oriana (1601), a volume of songs dedicated to Queen Elizabeth I.

            2.
                die Veneris: Venus’s Day, i.e., Friday.

            3. I.e., Nathaniel Tovey.

            4. I.e., Forest Hill.

            5.
                Triplechord about divorce: most likely Tetrachordon (four strings).

            6.
                Vidua affirmat: His widow maintains.

            7.
                John Speed: author of The History of Great Britain he is buried in St. Giles, as is John Foxe, author of The Book of Martyrs and Acts and Monuments.

            8. 1 Amores 5.18: “There was not a blemish on her body.”

            9.
                manna: a mild laxative.

            10.
                littera canina: dog letter, so called because making a continuous r sound resembles a dog’s growl when threatening attack.

            11. A note to himself.

            12.
                Scil.… manè: It is well known (scilicet) … in the morning.

            13. I.e., Milton composed his epic between 1658 and 1663.

            14. Milton published his Second Defense of the English People (1654), with its attack on More as the author of the Cry of the King’s Blood (Regii Sanguinis Clamor), even after learning that another had written the book.

            15. “It is incredible how much the dignity of his style and his most excellent diction have affected all of us.”

            16.
                [image: ]: loftiness, altitude.

            17. We omit here a catalog of Milton’s works.

            18. John Dryden’s The State of Innocence, and Fall of Man:
                An Opera Written in Heroique Verse based on Paradise Lost was published in 1677. A tag was an ornamental, metal-tipped lace or string that dangled from a garment.

        

    
        A CHRONOLOGY OF MILTON’S POETRY
Click here to download a PDF of this Chronology.

        
        
            [image: ]
        

        
            
            [image: ]
        

        
            
            [image: ]
        

        
            
            [image: ]
        

    
        
            NEXT PART
        

        

        ENGLISH POEMS
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        “He had auburn hair. His complexion exceeding fair—he was so fair that they called him the Lady of Christ’s College” (see Aubrey, this page).
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            PSALM 114

            The 1645 Poems informed its readers that “this and the following Psalm were done by the author at fifteen years old.” They could well have been school exercises, as is usually assumed, but Milton’s father’s combination of faith and musical skill expressed itself in a keen appreciation for the Psalter. Milton Sr. in fact contributed six settings to Thomas Ravenscroft’s The Whole Book of Psalms (1621). These
                translations are his son’s earliest surviving English compositions.
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                When the blest seed of Terah’s faithful son,1

                After long toil their liberty had won,

                And passed from Pharian fields to Canaan land,3

                Led by the strength of the Almighty’s hand,

                Jehovah’s wonders were in Israel shown,

                His praise and glory was in Israel known.

                That saw the troubled sea, and shivering fled,

                And sought to hide his froth-becurlèd head

                Low in the earth; Jordan’s clear streams recoil,

                As a faint host that hath received the foil.10

                The high, huge-bellied mountains skip like rams

                Amongst their ewes, the little hills like lambs.

                Why fled the ocean? And why skipped the mountains?

                Why turnèd Jordan toward his crystal fountains?

                Shake earth, and at the presence be aghast

                Of him that ever was, and ay shall last,

                That glassy floods from rugged rocks can crush,

                And make soft rills from fiery flint-stones gush.
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            Notes for PSALM 114

            
                1.
                    faithful son: Abraham.

                3.
                    Pharian: Egyptian.

                10.
                    foil: defeat.
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            PSALM 136

            
                Let us with a gladsome mind

                Praise the Lord, for he is kind,

                      For his mercies ay endure,

                      Ever faithful, ever sure.

            

            
                Let us blaze his name abroad,

                For of gods he is the God;

                      For, &c.

            

            
                O let us his praises tell,

                Who doth the wrathful tyrants quell.10

                      For, &c.


            
                Who with his miracles doth make

                Amazèd heav’n and earth to shake.

                      For, &c.

            

            
                Who by his wisdom did create

                The painted heav’ns so full of state.

                      For, &c.

            

            
                Who did the solid earth ordain

                To rise above the wat’ry plain.

                      For, &c.

            

            
                Who by his all-commanding might,

                Did fill the new-made world with light.

                      For, &c.

            

            
                And caused the golden-tressèd sun,

                All the day long his course to run.

                      For, &c.

            

            
                The hornèd moon to shine by night,

                Amongst her spangled sisters bright.

                      For, &c.

            

            
                He with his thunder-clasping hand,

                Smote the first-born of Egypt land.

                      For, &c.

            

            
                And in despite of Pharaoh fell,

                He brought from thence his Israel.

                      For, &c.

            

            
                The ruddy waves he cleft in twain,

                Of the Erythraean main.46

                      For, &c.

            

            
                The floods stood still like walls of glass,

                While the Hebrew bands did pass.

                      For, &c.

            

            
                But full soon they did devour

                The tawny king with all his power.

                      For, &c.

            

            
                His chosen people he did bless

                In the wasteful wilderness.

                      For, &c.

            

            
                In bloody battle he brought down

                Kings of prowess and renown.

                      For, &c.

            

            
                He foiled bold Seon and his host,65

                That ruled the Amorean coast.66

                      For, &c.

            

            
                And large-limbed Og he did subdue,69

                With all his over-hardy crew.

                      For, &c.

            

            
                And to his servant Israel73

                He gave their land therein to dwell.

                      For, &c.

            

            
                He hath with a piteous eye

                Beheld us in our misery.

                      For, &c.

            

            
                And freed us from the slavery

                Of the invading enemy.

                      For, &c.

            

            
                All living creatures he doth feed,

                And with full hand supplies their need.

                      For, &c.

            

            
                Let us therefore warble forth

                His mighty majesty and worth.

                      For, &c.

            

            
                That his mansion hath on high

                Above the reach of mortal eye.

                      For his mercies ay endure,

                      Ever faithful, ever sure.
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            Notes for PSALM 136

            
                10.
                    Who: 1673. 1645 has that here and in lines 13, 17, 21, and 25. In each case we follow 1673.

                46.
                    Erythraean: adjective from the Greek for “red,” applied by Herodotus 1.180; 2.8, 158 to the Red Sea.

                65.
                    Seon: Sihon, King of the Amorites (Num. 21.21–32).

                66.
                    Amorean: Amorite.

                69.
                    Og: giant King of Bashan, slain by Moses (Num. 21.33–35).

                73.
                    his servant Israel: Jacob.
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            ON THE DEATH OF A FAIR INFANT DYING OF A COUGH

            This work belongs to a group of English lyrics that first appeared in the 1673 Poems. Based on the testimony of Milton’s nephew Edward Phillips (Darbishire 1932, 62), the subject of the poem has generally been thought to have been Anne Phillips (b. January 1626 and d. January 1628), Milton’s niece, and the mother addressed in the last stanza his sister Anne Phillips. Carey argues against these identifications, primarily on the grounds that
                Milton was nineteen and could not have written the elegy, as he claims to have, Anno aetatis
                17 (at the age of seventeen). The alternative is that Milton, whether unconsciously or not, backdated the poem (LeComte 7–8). Others of Carey’s arguments seem tendentious. He takes “Summer’s chief honor if thou hadst outlasted/Bleak Winter’s force that made thy blossom dry” to assert that the child did not outlive a single winter (and therefore could not have been little Anne Phillips, who lived two years), whereas in fact the
                lines declare that the child did not outlive the winter in which she contracted the cough “that made thy blossom dry,” and are therefore consistent with the Anne Phillips hypothesis.

            In Stanza 5 the poem erupts with questions that always haunt tragic deaths. Why did God permit this infant to die? “Could Heav’n for pity thee so strictly doom?” These painful questions open up the large subject of theodicy, the justification of God’s ways to men, that will occupy the argumentative center of Paradise Lost. In this early lyric, perhaps his first original poem in English, Milton tries to lay
                doubts to rest by finding a providential scheme within which the infant’s death can be seen as a divine attempt to bring Earth and Heaven closer together or improve the lot of mankind.

            The poem ends with a prophecy that we take literally: “This if thou do he will an offspring give,/That till the world’s last end shall make thy name to live.” Hoping to make “offspring” metaphorical, modern editors often cite God’s promise to the eunuchs in Isaiah 56.5: “Even unto them will I give … a name better than of sons and daughters: I will give them an everlasting name, that shall not be
                cut off.” So Milton’s “offspring” becomes salvation and eternal bliss, matters that render trivial all parental concern with earthly offspring. But Milton does not say that the fame of the offspring is eternal. Quite the opposite, he says that it will last until the end of the world. Recourse to Isaiah in interpreting “Fair Infant” probably does not occur before 1921 (Hughes et al. 2:135). Proponents clearly hope that the biblical passage
                can fend off the apparent sense of Milton’s lines, which in turn is thought to suppose a Milton so fame-crazed that he would console a patient sister with the promise of another child with a glorious future. But that is precisely what he has done. Milton’s sister was indeed pregnant at the time of the fair infant’s death, and she gave birth to Elizabeth Phillips in April 1628.
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            ANNO AETATIS 17

            
                      I

                O fairest flower no sooner blown but blasted,1

                Soft silken primrose fading timelessly,1–2
                    2

                Summer’s chief honor if thou hadst outlasted3

                Bleak Winter’s force that made thy blossom dry;

                For he being amorous on that lovely dye5

                      That did thy cheek envermeil, thought to kiss6

                But killed alas, and then bewailed his fatal bliss.6–7

                      II

                For since grim Aquilo his charioteer

                By boist’rous rape th’ Athenian damsel got,8–9

                He thought it touched his deity full near,

                If likewise he some fair one wedded not,

                Thereby to wipe away th’ infamous blot

                      Of long-uncoupled bed, and childless eld,13

                Which ’mongst the wanton gods a foul reproach was held.

                      III

                So mounting up in icy-pearlèd car,15

                Through middle empire of the freezing air16

                He wandered long, till thee he spied from far;

                There ended was his quest, there ceased his care.

                Down he descended from his snow-soft chair,19

                      But all unwares with his cold-kind embrace20

                Unhoused thy virgin soul from her fair biding place.

                      IV

                Yet art thou not inglorious in thy fate;

                For so Apollo, with unweeting hand23

                Whilom did slay his dearly-lovèd mate,

                Young Hyacinth born on Eurotas’ strand,25

                Young Hyacinth the pride of Spartan land;

                      But then transformed him to a purple flower:23–27

                Alack that so to change thee Winter had no power.

                      V

                Yet can I not persuade me thou art dead

                Or that thy corse corrupts in earth’s dark womb,

                Or that thy beauties lie in wormy bed,

                Hid from the world in a low delvèd tomb;

                Could Heav’n for pity thee so strictly doom?

                      O no! For something in thy face did shine

                Above mortality that showed thou wast divine.

                      VI

                Resolve me then O soul most surely blest36

                (If so it be that thou these plaints dost hear),

                Tell me bright spirit where’er thou hoverest,

                Whether above that high first-moving sphere39

                Or in the Elysian fields (if such there were).40

                      O say me true if thou wert mortal wight,

                And why from us so quickly thou didst take thy flight.

                      VII

                Wert thou some star which from the ruined roof

                Of shaked Olympus by mischance didst fall;

                Which careful Jove in nature’s true behoof45

                Took up, and in fit place did reinstall?

                Or did of late Earth’s sons besiege the wall47

                      Of sheeny Heav’n, and thou some goddess fled

                Amongst us here below to hide thy nectared head?

                      VIII

                Or wert thou that just maid who once before50

                Forsook the hated earth, O tell me sooth,

                And cam’st again to visit us once more?

                Or wert thou that sweet smiling youth?53

                Or that crowned matron, sage white-robèd Truth?54

                      Or any other of that Heav’nly brood

                Let down in cloudy throne to do the world some good?

                      IX

                Or wert thou of the golden-wingèd host,57

                Who having clad thyself in human weed,

                To earth from thy prefixèd seat didst post,59

                And after short abode fly back with speed,

                As if to show what creatures Heav’n doth breed,

                      Thereby to set the hearts of men on fire

                To scorn the sordid world, and unto Heav’n aspire?

                      X

                But O why didst thou not stay here below

                To bless us with thy Heav’n-loved innocence,

                To slake his wrath whom sin hath made our foe,66

                To turn swift-rushing black perdition hence,

                Or drive away the slaughtering pestilence,68

                      To stand ’twixt us and our deservèd smart?

                But thou canst best perform that office where thou art.

                      XI

                Then thou the mother of so sweet a child71

                Her false imagined loss cease to lament,

                And wisely learn to curb thy sorrows wild;

                Think what a present thou to God hast sent,

                And render him with patience what he lent;75

                      This if thou do he will an offspring give,76–77

                That till the world’s last end shall make thy name to live.
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            Notes for ON THE DEATH OF A FAIR INFANT DYING OF A COUGH

            
                1–2.
                    O fairest … fading: The opening echoes The Passionate Pilgrim 10.1–2: “Sweet rose, fair flower, untimely plucked, soon faded,/Plucked in the bud and faded in the spring!” This work was ascribed to Shakespeare in 1599 and 1640, but we now believe that Shakespeare wrote only five of its twenty sonnets. The author of the one echoed by Milton is unknown.

                1.
                    blown: bloomed.

                2.
                    timelessly: unseasonably, not in due time.

                3.
                    chief honor: that for which Summer would be honored.

                5.
                    amorous on: in love with.

                6.
                    envermeil: tinge with vermilion.

                6–7.
                    thought to kiss/But killed: Shakespeare also conjoins kiss and kill in VEN 1110 and OTH 5.2.356–57.

                8–9. In Ovid, Boreas, the north wind, also called Aquilo, snatches away Orithyia, daughter of the king of Athens (Met. 6.682–710). Milton makes Aquilo into Winter’s charioteer, and his boist’rous rape into the incitement of Winter’s lust.

                13.
                    eld: old age.

                15.
                    icy-pearlèd car: chariot decorated with hailstones.

                16.
                    middle empire: the middle of the three traditional regions of air.

                19.
                    snow-soft chair: another description of the chariot of line 15, now seemingly cushioned with snow.

                20.
                    cold-kind embrace: an embrace kind in its intention but chilling in its consequences.

                23–27. Apollo accidentally killed his beloved Hyacinthus with a discus and made a brightly colored (purpureus) flower spring from his blood (Ovid, Met. 10.162–216). At least one commentator (Servius; see Allen 49) blamed Boreas (Aquilo) for the accident.

                23.
                    unweeting: a variant of unwitting.

                25.
                    born … strand: Hyacinthus was born in Sparta, which is situtated on the river Eurotas.

                36.
                    Resolve me: Answer my questions, solve my problems (OED 3.11b).

                39.
                    first-moving sphere: the primum mobile the outermost sphere of the Ptolemaic universe.

                40.
                    Elysian fields: home of the blessed dead in Homer (Od. 4.561–69) and Plato (Phaedo 112E).

                45.
                    behoof: benefit.

                47.
                    Earth’s sons: the Giants, who warred against the gods (Hesiod, Theog. 183–85).

                50.
                    that just maid: Astraea, goddess of Justice, who fled the earth when corruption followed the golden age. See Nat Ode 141–46.

                53. Something apparently dropped out of this line when the poem was first printed, in 1673. It is missing a metrical foot, and the youth lacks his allegorical identity. Words such as Mercy and Virtue have been inserted between thou and that which saves the meter; but these allegorical figures are never male, and youth in Milton always refers to a male.

                54.
                    white-robèd Truth: See Cesare Ripa, Iconologia 530.

                57.
                    golden-wingèd host: the angels.

                59.
                    prefixèd: preordained.

                66.
                    his: God’s.

                68.
                    pestilence: There was a major outbreak of plague in 1625–26. Milton could be assuming that the birth of Anne Phillips did drive away that plague. She will be an even more effective advocate in Heaven.

                71.
                    Then thou: The address has shifted from the dead child to its mother.

                75.
                    render: give back; lent: The idea that life is lent to us by God and in the end must be paid back was commonplace (see Jonson, “On My First Son” 3–5, “On My First Daughter” 2–4).

                76–77. See headnote.
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            AT A VACATION EXERCISE

            At some point during the summer vacation months (July through October) of 1628, Milton presided over festive exercises at Christ’s College. In keeping with the traditions behind such saturnalian occasions, he first of all delivered the two raucous Latin orations that constitute Prolusion 6. The speeches were peppered with boisterous jokes about gender, sex, farts, and the like. Then the master of ceremonies broke into these pentameter English couplets.
                Milton’s opening address to the English language, including his dismissal of the stylistic tastes of “late fantastics” (l. 20), is playful. With “Yet I had rather, if I were to choose” (l. 29), the tone shifts from schoolboy fun to personal yearnings serious enough to be already drafting at age nineteen a life plan dedicated to their realization: for a noble epic subject, an answerable style, a unique access to the divine secrets of the
                universe, and an enraptured audience. After exhibiting his literary dreams, Milton returns via a beautiful imitation of Horace (see 53–58n) to the business at hand, which is to play out the role of mocking the “Ens,” or Father of the concepts of Aristotelian logic first adopted in the earlier Latin segment of the college entertainment. In graver minds, however, the hall must have kept on shimmering with the revelation of what this amusing student, if he were
                to choose, would rather be doing.

            The work was first printed in 1673.
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            ANNO AETATIS 19

            
                
                    The Latin speeches ended, the English thus began.
                

            

            
                Hail native language, that by sinews weak

                Didst move my first endeavoring tongue to speak,

                And mad’st imperfect words with childish trips,

                Half unpronounced, slide through my infant lips,

                Driving dumb silence from the portal door,

                Where he had mutely sat two years before:

                Here I salute thee and thy pardon ask,

                That now I use thee in my latter task:

                Small loss it is that thence can come unto thee,

                I know my tongue but little grace can do thee:

                Thou need’st not be ambitious to be first,

                Believe me I have thither packed the worst:12

                And, if it happen as I did forecast,

                The daintiest dishes shall be served up last.

                I pray thee then, deny me not thy aid

                For this same small neglect that I have made:

                But haste thee straight to do me once a pleasure,

                And from thy wardrobe bring thy chiefest treasure;

                Not those new-fangled toys, and trimming slight19

                Which takes our late fantastics with delight,20

                But cull those richest robes, and gay’st attire

                Which deepest spirits, and choicest wits desire:

                I have some naked thoughts that rove about

                And loudly knock to have their passage out;

                And weary of their place do only stay

                Till thou hast decked them in thy best array;

                That so they may without suspect or fears27

                Fly swiftly to this fair assembly’s ears;

                Yet I had rather, if I were to choose,29–52

                Thy service in some graver subject use,

                Such as may make thee search thy coffers round,

                Before thou clothe my fancy in fit sound:32

                Such where the deep transported mind may soar33

                Above the wheeling poles, and at Heav’n’s door34

                Look in, and see each blissful deity

                How he before the thunderous throne doth lie,

                Listening to what unshorn Apollo sings37

                To th’ touch of golden wires, while Hebe brings38

                Immortal nectar to her kingly sire:

                Then passing through the spheres of watchful fire,40

                And misty regions of wide air next under,

                And hills of snow and lofts of pilèd thunder,42

                May tell at length how green-eyed Neptune raves,

                In Heav’n’s defiance mustering all his waves;

                Then sing of secret things that came to pass

                When beldam Nature in her cradle was;

                And last of kings and queens and heroes old,

                Such as the wise Demodocus once told48

                In solemn songs at King Alcinous’ feast,

                While sad Ulysses’ soul and all the rest

                Are held with his melodious harmony

                In willing chains and sweet captivity.

                But fie my wand’ring Muse, how thou dost stray!53
                    53–58

                Expectance calls thee now another way;

                Thou know’st it must be now thy only bent

                To keep in compass of thy predicament:

                Then quick about thy purposed business come,

                That to the next I may resign my room.

            

            
                
                    Then ENS is represented as Father of the Predicaments, his ten sons, whereof the eldest stood for SUBSTANCE with his Canons, which ENS thus speaking, explains.
                

            

            
                Good luck befriend thee son; for at thy birth

                The fairy ladies danced upon the hearth;

                Thy drowsy nurse hath sworn she did them spy

                Come tripping to the room where thou didst lie;

                And sweetly singing round about thy bed

                Strew all their blessings on thy sleeping head.

                She heard them give thee this, that thou shouldst still

                From eyes of mortals walk invisible;66

                Yet there is something that doth force my fear,

                For once it was my dismal hap to hear

                A sibyl old, bow-bent with crookèd age,

                That far events full wisely could presage,

                And in time’s long and dark prospective glass71

                Foresaw what future days should bring to pass.

                “Your Son,” said she, “(nor can you it prevent)

                Shall subject be to many an accident.

                O’er all his brethren he shall reign as king,

                Yet every one shall make him underling,

                And those that cannot live from him asunder

                Ungratefully shall strive to keep him under;

                In worth and excellence he shall outgo them,

                Yet being above them, he shall be below them;

                From others he shall stand in need of nothing,

                Yet on his brothers shall depend for clothing.

                To find a foe it shall not be his hap,

                And Peace shall lull him in her flow’ry lap;

                Yet shall he live in strife, and at his door

                Devouring War shall never cease to roar:

                Yea, it shall be his natural property87–88

                To harbor those that are at enmity.”

                What power, what force, what mighty spell, if not

                Your learned hands, can loose this Gordian knot?90

            

            
                
                    The next, QUANTITY and QUALITY, spoke in prose, then RELATION was called by his name.
                

            

            
                Rivers arise; whether thou be the son91

                Of utmost Tweed, or Ouse, or gulfy Dun,92

                Or Trent, who like some Earth-born giant spreads

                His thirty arms along th’ indented meads,

                Or sullen Mole that runneth underneath,95

                Or Severn swift, guilty of maiden’s death,

                Or rocky Avon, or of sedgy Lea,

                Or coaly Tyne, or ancient hallowed Dee,

                Or Humber loud that keeps the Scythian’s name,99

                Or Medway smooth, or royal-towered Thame.

            

            
                
                    The rest was prose.
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            Notes for AT A VACATION EXERCISE

            
                12.
                    thither: in the Latin oration that preceded these English couplets.

                19.
                    new-fangled toys: idle fancies, appealing in their novelty.

                20.
                    takes: captivates, puts a spell upon; late fantastics: in the immediate context, showy dressers; but since dressing throughout lines 18–26 refers metaphorically to adopting a poetic style or manner, the late (recent) fantastics apparently names a modish school of writers given to fanciful notions. Some have taken Milton to be criticizing the metaphysical manner, but he might just as well be tweaking a form of
                    expression cultivated by some of his fellow students.

                27.
                    suspect: suspicion.

                29–52. Here Milton digresses from the academic conviviality of the immediate occasion to reveal his literary ambitions.

                32.
                    fancy: invention.

                33.
                    deep: high (Lat. altus means both “high” and “deep”).

                34.
                    the wheeling poles: the spheres of the Ptolemaic universe.

                37.
                    unshorn: stock epithet for Apollo.

                38.
                    Hebe: goddess of youth, daughter of Zeus.

                40.
                    spheres of watchful fire: The celestial spheres were manned by watchful angels.

                42.
                    lofts: layers or stages of air; pilèd: stockpiled.

                48.
                    Demodocus: minstrel who sang of the fall of Troy at the court of Alcinous (Od. 8.487–543) and brought tears to the eyes of Odysseus.

                53. Milton’s abrupt return to the occasion echoes Horace’s rejection of epic Trojan tales (Quo, Musa, tendis?) in Odes 3.3.70.

                53–58. Milton in the role of Ens or Father on this occasion must now introduce by name his ten Sons, the “categories” Aristotle defined in his Categories. The Muse’s bent (aim) must be to keep within the compass (limits) of her predicament or present situation. In scholastic logic based on Aristotle, the grammatical “accidents” that
                    befell a “substance” or particular entity were called “predicaments.”

                66.
                    walk invisible: Because substance is an abstraction known only through particular accidents, Milton jokingly suggests that his personified Substance received at birth the gift of invisibility.

                71.
                    time’s … glass: a crystal in which future events can be seen.

                87–88. Cp. Aristotle, Categories 5.4a: “But what is most characteristic of substance appears to be this: that, although it remains, notwithstanding, numerically one and the same, it is capable of being the recipient of contrary qualifications.”

                90.
                    loose this Gordian knot: overcome the paradoxes of Aristotle’s logic. The knot to which the proverb alludes was originally tied by Gordius. The oracle declared that whoever untied it would rule Asia. Alexander cut it.

                91.
                    Rivers arise: Two brothers named Rivers (George and Nizel) had been admitted to Christ’s College in 1628. One of them played Relation, and is here called by his name. Milton proceeds to burlesque the catalogs of rivers found in Spenser (FQ 4.11.24–47) and often in Drayton’s Polyolbion.

                92.
                    gulfy: full of eddies.

                95.
                    sullen: flowing sluggishly.

                99. The name of the river Humber supposedly came from a Scythian invader who drowned in it after being defeated by Locrine.
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            SONG: ON MAY MORNING

            Dates from 1629 to 1631 have been proposed for this poem in the absence of any evidence. Whenever Milton wrote this aubade or dawn song, it is a small gem. It hearkens back to Elizabethan songs such as Thomas Nashe’s “Spring, the sweet spring” (the opening poem in Francis Turner Palgrave’s famous anthology The Golden Treasury) and Shakespeare’s “It was a lover and his lass” (from AYL 5.3). Like
                his predecessors, and it must be said, without a hint of what is popularly known as Puritanism, Milton joins in the ritual dance of the year’s renewal, the return of flowers, the reaffirmation of “Mirth and youth, and warm desire.” The lyric is an “early song,” sung on the dawn of a May morning with the early charm of the English Renaissance song still blossoming in its shifting meters and exuberant enjambments.

            As he often does, Milton saves the most remarkable effect for the end. We “wish thee long” when of course May is never long enough, and our annual wishes are doomed to disappointment. The message of the final words rolls back retrospectively through the entire poem, and we behold a second time, under the sign of “gone too soon,” the dawn of a May morning. The effect anticipates what the mature poet will achieve with the endless spring of
                Paradise: represent it responsively and thoroughly while all the while making us ever more hopelessly aware of its having been lost too soon.
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                Now the bright morning Star, day’s harbinger,1

                Comes dancing from the East, and leads with her

                The flow’ry May, who from her green lap throws3

                The yellow cowslip, and the pale primrose.

                      Hail bounteous May that dost inspire

                      Mirth and youth, and warm desire;

                      Woods and groves are of thy dressing,

                      Hill and dale doth boast thy blessing.

                Thus we salute thee with our early song,

                And welcome thee, and wish thee long.
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            Notes for SONG: ON MAY MORNING

            
                1.
                    morning Star: Venus.

                3. Milton’s flower-throwing May recalls Spenser’s “faire May … throwing flowers out of her lap around” (FQ 7.7.34).
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            THE FIFTH ODE OF HORACE, LIB. I

            This famous translation appeared for the first time in the 1673 Poems. Proponents of a late date, noting likenesses between the translation and Milton’s mature style, suppose that he was deliberately studying Horace in an attempt to perfect his own literary gifts. But the fact that we have no other examples of such studious translations (unless we imagine that Milton was primarily tinkering with his style in the Psalm paraphrases) argues for an
                earlier date, perhaps 1629, on the assumption that the poem grew out of an academic exercise. It was not unusual for teachers to have their students compete in translating or adapting a classical work. By the eighteenth century, the practice extended to Milton’s works. Thomas Warton in his 1785 edition notes that “Mr. Benson [presumably William Benson (1682–1754), who erected the Milton monument in Westminster Abbey] gave medals as prizes for the best verses
                that were produced on Milton at all our great schools.”

            The Horace translation was in fact immensely popular in the eighteenth century. “From 1700 to 1837,” Raymond Havens reports, “no fewer than eighty-three poems, and probably many more, were written in Milton’s Horatian stanza, which thus had a vogue almost as great, in proportion to the length and importance of the poem, as any of his own verse-forms enjoyed” (560). The best-known of the imitations is Collins’s Ode to
                    Evening and the influence of Milton’s unrhymed lines of shifting length can still be heard in such Victorian pieces as Tennyson’s “Tears, idle tears” and Arnold’s Philomela.

            It is doubtful that Milton himself would have considered this vogue a sign of artistic health. The words of the headnote, “as near as the language will permit,” indicate his awareness that this version of a Horatian ode is not a manifesto or an exemplar but a tour de force, a fantastic one-off. For the language does not permit. English word order cannot approach the free arrangements possible in an inflected language. Nor can Latin
                quantitative measures be imposed but for an enchanted moment on the accentual-syllabic system native to English. The poem affords us a brief look at an ideal English classicism that never happened. “Milton’s youthful version of the Pyrrha Ode … is the only English translation in which it is really possible to perceive something of what makes the original what it is: the inimitable combination of difficulty and ease, artifice and grace, gravity
                and lightness” (Leishman, 52–53).
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                QUIS MULTA GRACILIS TE PUER IN ROSA

            

            
                
                    Rendered almost word for word without rhyme according to the Latin measure, as near as the language will permit.
                

            

            
                What slender youth bedewed with liquid odors

                      Courts thee on roses in some pleasant cave,

                      Pyrrha? For whom bind’st thou

                      In wreaths thy golden hair,

                Plain in thy neatness? O how oft shall he5

                On faith and changèd gods complain: and seas

                      Rough with black winds and storms

                      Unwonted shall admire:8

                Who now enjoys thee credulous, all gold,9

                Who always vacant, always amiable10

                      Hopes thee, of flattering gales11

                      Unmindful? Hapless they

                To whom thou untried seem’st fair. Me in my vowed

                Picture the sacred wall declares t’ have hung

                      My dank and dropping weeds

                      To the stern god of sea.13–16

            

            

            
                PREVIOUS | NEXT | TOP
            

            Notes for THE FIFTH ODE OF HORACE, LIB. I

            
                5.
                    Plain in thy neatness: Milton’s restrained rendition of Horace’s famously rich simplex munditie (or simplex munditiis as modern editions read). The phrase has been taken as a comment on Horace’s own poetic art but in context asserts that Pyrrha is ordinarily plain in adorning herself, which makes the wreaths of her current hairdo all the more suggestive of a new love interest.

                8.
                    shall admire: shall wonder at (in surprise).

                9.
                    all gold: entirely pure, gold through and through (not just in the tresses).

                10.
                    vacant: without other lovers; amiable: lovable.

                11.
                    flattering: treacherous, deceitful.

                13–16.
                    Me … sea:
                    Vota or “vows” were prayers to the gods to avert some danger, accompanied by the promise of a thanksgiving offering should the danger pass. They were often commemorated by placing a votive tablet containing an inscription or a picture summarizing the vow on the wall of the temple. Horace’s thankful speaker, having escaped metaphorical shipwreck (ill-fated love) through the favor of Neptune, has pictured himself hanging clothes still wet from the
                    sea on the walls of Neptune’s temple.
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            ON THE MORNING OF CHRIST’S NATIVITY

            Though by no means the earliest of Milton’s poems, the Nativity Ode as it is commonly called, was printed first in both the 1645 and 1673 Poems as if its author (or its publisher, or both) were entirely confident of the work’s power. Here the mature poet presents his calling card. For the first time we see him shift from a personal voice seeking inspiration in the opening four stanzas to a communal voice performing our human part
                in the celestial harmonies that accompany the Incarnation, and defining with authoritative ease the proportions of joy and sorrow, wonder and apprehension, pride and shame, appropriate to this watershed moment. Other Nativity odes of the period dwelled on the paradox of an eternal God become a mortal child; Milton does that briefly in Stanza 2 of his induction. Other Nativity odes dwelled as modern Christmas cards do on the tender love passing back and forth between Mary and the
                infant Jesus; Milton touches on this theme in his final stanza. What Milton’s poem has, in place of the conventional themes that consumed other lyrics on this topic, is a sense of the meaning of the Nativity within the full scope of Christian history, and an interest in the relationship between Christianity and the various cultures, religions, and artistic traditions found in the world at its advent.

            Two of the most influential treatments of the ode are Arthur Barker’s account of its structure (1940–41) and Rosemond Tuve’s study of its imagery (37–72). See also the important recent studies by C.W.R.D. Moseley (99–114), David Quint, and Mary Oates O’Reilly.
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                    Composed 1629
                

            

            
                      I

                This is the month, and this the happy morn1

                Wherein the Son of Heav’n’s eternal King,

                Of wedded maid, and virgin mother born,

                Our great redemption from above did bring;

                For so the holy sages once did sing,5

                      That he our deadly forfeit should release,6

                And with his Father work us a perpetual peace.

                      II

                That glorious form, that light unsufferable,8

                And that far-beaming blaze of majesty,

                Wherewith he wont at Heav’n’s high council table,10

                To sit the midst of trinal unity,

                He laid aside; and here with us to be,

                      Forsook the courts of everlasting day,

                And chose with us a darksome house of mortal clay.14

                      III

                Say Heav’nly Muse, shall not thy sacred vein15

                Afford a present to the infant God?

                Hast thou no verse, no hymn, or solemn strain,

                To welcome him to this his new abode,

                Now while the heav’n by the sun’s team untrod,19

                      Hath took no print of the approaching light,

                And all the spangled host keep watch in squadrons bright?

                      IV

                See how from far upon the eastern road22

                The star-led wizards haste with odors sweet:23

                O run, prevent them with thy humble ode,24

                And lay it lowly at his blessèd feet;

                Have thou the honor first, thy Lord to greet,

                      And join thy voice unto the angel choir,

                From out his secret altar touched with hallowed fire.28

            

            
                     The Hymn

            

            
                      I

                It was the winter wild,

                While the Heav’n-born-child,

                      All meanly wrapped in the rude manger lies;

                Nature in awe to him

                Had doffed her gaudy trim

                      With her great master so to sympathize:34

                It was no season then for her35

                To wanton with the sun her lusty paramour.

                      II

                Only with speeches fair

                She woos the gentle air

                      To hide her guilty front with innocent snow,39

                And on her naked shame,

                Pollute with sinful blame,41

                      The saintly veil of maiden white to throw,

                Confounded, that her maker’s eyes43

                Should look so near upon her foul deformities.

                      III

                But he her fears to cease,45

                Sent down the meek-eyed Peace;46

                      She crowned with olive green, came softly sliding

                Down through the turning sphere48

                His ready harbinger,49

                      With turtle wing the amorous clouds dividing,50

                And waving wide her myrtle wand,51

                She strikes a universal peace through sea and land.

                      IV

                No war, or battle’s sound

                Was heard the world around:

                      The idle spear and shield were high up hung,

                The hookèd chariot stood56

                Unstained with hostile blood,

                      The trumpet spake not to the armèd throng,

                And kings sat still with awful eye,59

                As if they surely knew their sov’reign Lord was by.

                      V

                But peaceful was the night

                Wherein the Prince of Light

                      His reign of peace upon the earth began:

                The Winds with wonder whist,64

                Smoothly the waters kissed,

                      Whispering new joys to the mild Ocean,

                Who now hath quite forgot to rave,

                While birds of calm sit brooding on the charmèd wave.68

                      VI

                The Stars with deep amaze

                Stand fixed in steadfast gaze,

                      Bending one way their precious influence,71

                And will not take their flight,

                For all the morning light,73

                      Or Lucifer that often warned them thence;74

                But in their glimmering orbs did glow,75

                Until their Lord himself bespake, and bid them go.

                      VII

                And though the shady gloom

                Had given day her room,

                      The Sun himself withheld his wonted speed,

                And hid his head for shame,

                As his inferior flame,81

                      The new-enlightened world no more should need;

                He saw a greater sun appear83

                Than his bright throne, or burning axletree could bear.84

                      VIII

                The shepherds on the lawn,

                Or ere the point of dawn,86

                      Sat simply chatting in a rustic row;

                Full little thought they then,

                That the mighty Pan89

                      Was kindly come to live with them below;

                Perhaps their loves, or else their sheep,

                Was all that did their silly thoughts so busy keep.92

                      IX

                When such music sweet

                Their hearts and ears did greet,

                      As never was by mortal finger strook,

                Divinely-warbled voice

                Answering the stringèd noise,

                      As all their souls in blissful rapture took:98

                The Air such pleasure loath to lose,

                With thousand echoes still prolongs each Heav’nly close.100

                      X

                Nature that heard such sound

                Beneath the hollow round

                      Of Cynthia’s seat, the airy region thrilling,102–3

                Now was almost won104

                To think her part was done,

                      And that her reign had here its last fulfilling;

                She knew such harmony alone

                Could hold all Heav’n and Earth in happier union.

                      XI

                At last surrounds their sight

                A globe of circular light,110

                      That with long beams the shame-faced Night arrayed;

                The helmèd Cherubim

                And sworded Seraphim,

                      Are seen in glittering ranks with wings displayed,114

                Harping in loud and solemn choir,116

                With unexpressive notes to Heav’n’s new-born heir.

                      XII

                Such music (as ’tis said)

                Before was never made,

                      But when of old the sons of morning sung,119

                While the Creator great

                His constellations set,

                      And the well-balanced world on hinges hung,122

                And cast the dark foundations deep,

                And bid the welt’ring waves their oozy channel keep.124

                      XIII

                Ring out ye crystal spheres,125

                Once bless our human ears,126

                      (If ye have power to touch our senses so)

                And let your silver chime

                Move in melodious time,

                      And let the base of heav’n’s deep organ blow,130

                And with your ninefold harmony131

                Make up full consort to th’ angelic symphony.132

                      XIV

                For if such holy song

                Enwrap our fancy long,

                      Time will run back, and fetch the age of gold,135

                And speckled Vanity136

                Will sicken soon and die,

                      And lep’rous Sin will melt from earthly mold,138

                And Hell itself will pass away,

                And leave her dolorous mansions to the peering day.140

                      XV

                Yea Truth and Justice then141–48

                Will down return to men,

                      Orbed in a rainbow; and, like glories wearing,143–44

                Mercy will sit between,

                Throned in celestial sheen,

                      With radiant feet the tissued clouds down steering,146

                And Heav’n as at some festival,

                Will open wide the gates of her high palace hall.148

                      XVI

                But wisest Fate says no,

                This must not yet be so,

                      The babe lies yet in smiling infancy,

                That on the bitter cross

                Must redeem our loss;

                      So both himself and us to glorify:

                Yet first to those ychained in sleep,155

                The wakeful trump of doom must thunder through the deep.156

                      XVII

                With such a horrid clang157

                As on Mount Sinai rang158

                      While the red fire, and smold’ring clouds out brake:

                The agèd earth aghast

                With terror of that blast,161

                      Shall from the surface to the center shake;

                When at the world’s last session,163

                The dreadful judge in middle air shall spread his throne.164

                      XVIII

                And then at last our bliss

                Full and perfect is,

                      But now begins; for from this happy day

                Th’ old Dragon under ground168

                In straiter limits bound,

                      Not half so far casts his usurpèd sway,

                And wroth to see his kingdom fail,171

                Swinges the scaly horror of his folded tail.172

                      XIX

                The Oracles are dumb,173–236
                    173

                No voice or hideous hum

                      Runs through the archèd roof in words deceiving.175

                Apollo from his shrine

                Can no more divine,

                      With hollow shriek the steep of Delphos leaving.178

                No nightly trance, or breathèd spell,179

                Inspires the pale-eyed priest from the prophetic cell.

                      XX

                The lonely mountains o’er,

                And the resounding shore,

                      A voice of weeping heard, and loud lament;

                From haunted spring, and dale

                Edged with poplar pale,

                      The parting Genius is with sighing sent;186

                With flow’r-inwoven tresses torn,187

                The Nymphs in twilight shade of tangled thickets mourn.

                      XXI

                In consecrated earth,

                And on the holy hearth,

                      The Lars and Lemures moan with midnight plaint;191

                In urns, and altars round,

                A drear and dying sound

                      Affrights the flamens at their service quaint;194

                And the chill marble seems to sweat,195

                While each peculiar power forgoes his wonted seat.

                      XXII

                Peor and Baälim197

                Forsake their temples dim,

                      With that twice-battered god of Palestine,199

                And moonèd Ashtaroth,200

                Heav’n’s queen and mother both,

                      Now sits not girt with tapers’ holy shine;

                The Libyc Hammon shrinks his horn;203

                In vain the Tyrian maids their wounded Thammuz mourn.204

                      XXIII

                And sullen Moloch fled,205

                Hath left in shadows dread,

                      His burning idol all of blackest hue;

                In vain with cymbals’ ring,

                They call the grisly king,

                      In dismal dance about the furnace blue;

                The brutish gods of Nile as fast,211

                Isis and Orus, and the dog Anubis haste.212

                      XXIV

                Nor is Osiris seen213

                In Memphian grove, or green,

                      Trampling the unshow’red grass with lowings loud:215

                Nor can he be at rest

                Within his sacred chest,217

                      Naught but profoundest Hell can be his shroud;218

                In vain with timbrelled anthems dark219

                The sable-stolèd sorcerers bear his worshipped ark.220

                      XXV

                He feels from Judah’s land221

                The dreaded infant’s hand,

                      The rays of Bethlehem blind his dusky eyn;

                Nor all the gods beside,

                Longer dare abide,

                      Not Typhon huge ending in snaky twine:226

                Our babe to show his Godhead true,227–28

                Can in his swaddling bands control the damnèd crew.

                      XXVI

                So when the Sun in bed,

                Curtained with cloudy red,

                      Pillows his chin upon an orient wave,231

                The flocking shadows pale,232–34

                Troop to th’ infernal jail,

                      Each fettered ghost slips to his several grave,234

                And the yellow-skirted fays235

                Fly after the Night-steeds, leaving their moon-loved maze.236

                      XXVII

                But see the virgin blest,

                Hath laid her babe to rest.

                      Time is our tedious song should here have ending:239

                Heav’n’s youngest teemèd star,240

                Hath fixed her polished car,241

                      Her sleeping Lord with handmaid lamp attending:

                And all about the courtly stable,

                Bright-harnessed angels sit in order serviceable.244
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            Notes for ON THE MORNING OF CHRIST’S NATIVITY

            
                1.
                    this the happy morn: Milton told Diodati that he began the poem on Christmas morning 1629. See Elegy
                    6 88.

                5.
                    holy sages: Hebrew prophets.

                6.
                    deadly forfeit: sin and its penalty, death.

                8.
                    unsufferable: unbearable.

                10.
                    wont: was accustomed.

                14.
                    house of mortal clay: the human body. Cp. Passion 15–17.

                15.
                    Heav’nly Muse: Milton’s first reference in a poem to the source of inspiration he would later invoke in PL 1.6. One of her names (PL 7.1–2) is Urania, the classical Muse of astronomy, but elevated to the Christian or Heavenly Muse in du Bartas’s La Muse Chrestiene (1574). sacred vein: aptitude for religious verse.

                19.
                    Now: referring to the first Christmas morning, to which the poet has been imaginatively transported. On the complex time schemes and shifting verb tenses of the poem, see Nelson 32–33, 41–52, and Tayler 1979, 34–40.

                22.
                    eastern road: leading from the East (i.e., Asia) to Bethlehem.

                23.
                    star-led wizards: the Magi (Matt. 2); odors: spices (the frankincense and myrrh of Matt. 2.11).

                24.
                    prevent: come before. Milton implores the Muse to complete his poem-present, begun on Christmas morning (see 1n), before January 6, when the Epiphany (the manifestation of Jesus to the Gentiles, represented by the Magi) is traditionally celebrated. Given the poem’s time play, Milton may be asking that his verses arrive in Bethlehem before the Magi.

                28. An inverted line: the voice (27) is touched with hallowed fire from out the secret (retired
                    set apart) altar. In Isa. 6.6–7 an angel touches the prophet’s lips with a burning coal from God’s altar. Cp. RCG (this page).

                34.
                    so to sympathize: be in accord with (by divesting herself of her glory).

                35.
                    season: both “time of year” and “proper occasion.”

                39.
                    front: face.

                41.
                    Pollute: tainted by the Fall and its consequences; blame: culpability, not reproof.

                43.
                    Confounded: ashamed.

                45.
                    cease: end.

                46.
                    meek-eyed: gently, mercifully gazing (as opposed to the judgmental look Nature feared); Peace: Descending as in a court masque, with her emblematic olive crown and myrtle wand, Peace personifies the pax romana during which Jesus was born, and prefigures the perpetual peace (7) to come at the end of time.

                48.
                    turning sphere: In the Ptolemaic universe, the outermost sphere imparts motion to the others while our planet rests at the stationary center (cp. Plato, Phaedrus 247b; Vergil, Aen. 6.797).

                49.
                    harbinger: forerunner.

                50.
                    turtle: turtledove; amorous clouds: surrounding and clinging to Peace as if in love with her.

                51.
                    myrtle: plant sacred to Venus.

                56.
                    hookèd: Chariots are “armed with hooks” (scythes) in 2 Macc. 13.2.

                59.
                    awful: filled with awe.

                64.
                    whist: hushed, silent.

                68.
                    birds of calm: halcyons (kingfishers). The ancients (Aristotle, History of the Animals 5.8) believed that calm seas always prevailed during the two midwinter weeks when the halcyons were brooding on their floating nests, laying eggs. charmèd: under a spell.

                71.
                    Influence is the astrological term for an ethereal liquid sent from the stars to the earth for good or ill (La Primaudaye 135–39). Here all the stars direct their influence (benign, presumably) toward Bethlehem. Cp. PL 9.105–7.

                73.
                    For all: in spite of.

                74.
                    Lucifer: the morning star. Venus is “otherwise called Hesperus and Vesper and Lucifer, both because he seemeth to be one of the brightest stars, and also first riseth and setteth last” (E.K.’s gloss on “December,” in Spenser, SC).

                75.
                    orbs: the concentric hollow spheres that in the Ptolemaic scheme carry the stars and planets around the earth.

                81.
                    As: as if, or because.

                83.
                    greater sun: Christ. See Mal. 4.2; PL 5.171–72.

                84.
                    throne: described by Ovid in Met. 2.24; axletree: the axle of the sun’s chariot.

                86.
                    Or ere: before; point of dawn: daybreak.

                89.
                    mighty Pan: Spenser also called Christ “mighty Pan” in SC “May” 54, and E.K.’s gloss on the passage retells from Plutarch the story of how, at the time of the Crucifixion, a voice in the Mediterranean cried out that great Pan was dead (The Obsolescence of Oracles 418).

                92.
                    silly: simple, harmless.

                98.
                    took: captivated, put under a spell.

                100.
                    close: conclusion of a musical phrase, theme, or movement.

                102–3.
                    hollow … seat: the sphere of the moon; airy region thrilling: piercing the air between the moon and the earth.

                104.
                    won: persuaded.

                110.
                    globe: The Latin globus can mean both “troop” and “sphere.” Both meanings are appropriate here as the globe of light gradually reveals glittering ranks (114) of angels.

                114.
                    displayed: unfolded.

                116.
                    unexpressive: indescribable.

                119.
                    when of old: See Job 38.4–7.

                122.
                    well-balanced world: Cp. PL 7.242: “And Earth self-balanced on her center hung”; hinges: supports; in this case probably the two poles of the axis about which the earth revolves. This line comes at the poem’s midpoint.

                124.
                    welt’ring: tumbling; oozy: slimy, muddy.

                125.
                    ye crystal spheres: Each of the planetary spheres was believed to produce a unique note of the overall “music of the spheres,” normally inaudible on the fallen Earth. Here Milton imagines that vast music joining in the higher harmony of the angelic symphony (132).

                126.
                    Once: only.

                130.
                    the base: The lowest note of the celestial music is that of the Earth (with the likely implication that this base note has been silent or out of tune since the Fall).

                131.
                    ninefold: Cp. the “nine enfolded spheres” of Arcades 64, while in PL 3.481–83 there are ten spheres. It is likely that Milton prefers nine spheres in this instance because they correlate with the nine orders of angels.

                132.
                    full consort
                    to: full harmony with (there being a sphere answerable to every order of angel); symphony: harmony (not the modern sense of a particular form of musical composition).

                135.
                    age of gold: Christian interpretation of Vergil’s Ec. 4 led to an association between the Nativity and the restoration of Saturn’s age of gold.

                136.
                    speckled: spotted.

                138.
                    mold: the material (earth and clay) from which man was made.

                140.
                    peering: Opinion is divided between “just now appearing” and “overlooking, prying.”

                141–48. In classical terms, the return of Justice (Astraea) will reinaugurate the golden age (135n). Peace (45–52), Truth, Justice, and Mercy are the four daughters of God. They often debate the fate of fallen man, then achieve reconciliation through their unanimous approval of Christ’s sacrifice. See also Eikon in Yale 3:583–84.

                143–44. The 1645 version is “Th’ enamelled arras of the rainbow wearing,/And Mercy set between.” Mercy set between recalls Christ’s position in the midst of trinal unity (11).

                146.
                    tissued: woven with gold or silver threads. Mercy’s descent on a cloud again suggests (see 46n) the machinery of court masques.

                148.
                    gates: See Ps. 24.7.

                155.
                    ychained: a Spenserian archaism; sleep: death.

                156.
                    wakeful: arousing.

                157.
                    clang: the sound of a trumpet.

                158.
                    As on Mount Sinai: God appears on Sinai “in thunders and lightnings … and the voice of the trumpet exceeding loud” (Exod. 19.16). The As joining these two events has providential force, since the fearful appearance on Sinai typologically foreshadows the Last Judgment.

                161.
                    that blast: the thundering trump of doom (156).

                163.
                    session: the sitting of a court of justice.

                164.
                    middle air: the clouds in which Christ will return (Dan. 7.13; Matt. 24.30). Clouds inhabit the middle of the three traditional regions of air (Svendsen 1969, 88).

                168.
                    old Dragon: Rev. 20.2: “The dragon, that old serpent, which is the devil.”

                171.
                    wroth: stirred to wrath.

                172.
                    Swinges: lashes.

                173–236. Christ’s expulsion of the pagan gods was a familiar topos—see Tuve 66n for theological versions. In PL 1.373–521, the pagan gods are identified with fallen angels.

                173.
                    Oracles are dumb: The chief source for the belief that pagan oracles ceased to speak at Christ’s birth is Plutarch’s The Obsolescence of Oracles. See also Sir Thomas Browne, Pseudodoxia Epidemica 7.12.

                175.
                    words deceiving: See PR 1.430–31.

                178.
                    Delphos: Delphi.

                179.
                    nightly: by night, nocturnal (not “occurring every night”); breathèd spell: Lucan reports that a vapor in the cave at Delphi produced the ability to prophesy (Pharsalia 5.82–85).

                186.
                    Genius: classical god of a locale.

                187.
                    flow’r-inwoven tresses torn: The garlands are signs of joy and celebration, now turned to devastation by the birth of Christ. Tearing of the hair is a gesture of lamentation (Ezra 9.3).

                191.
                    Lars:
                    lares Roman household gods whose worship took place in a separate apartment called lararia or hearth; Lemures: Roman spirits of dead bad men, supposed to wander at night and trouble the living.

                194.
                    flamens: priests; quaint: elaborate.

                195.
                    seems to sweat: a dire sign.

                197.
                    Peor and Baälim: Peor was a local (Moabite) manifestation of Baäl (pl. Baälim), originally a Phoenician sun god whose worship became widespread and diverse in the ancient Middle East. Cp. Num. 25.3, 5.18; Deut. 3.29; PL 1.406–17n.

                199.
                    twice-battered god: Dagon. The Philistines twice set his image beside the Ark. The first morning he had fallen on his face, and the second his head and the palms of his hands were cut off (1 Sam. 5.2–4). Cp. PL 1.457–66.

                200.
                    moonèd Ashtaroth: Ashtareth is the Hebrew name for the Syrian Astarte, a fertility goddess associated with the moon. As with Baälim, Milton uses the plural Ashtaroth to indicate her various local manifestations.

                203.
                    Libyc Hammon: the Egyptian god Ammon, represented as a ram with massive horns; shrinks his horn: draws in his horn; hence, withdraws from a position of prominence (OED 13).

                204.
                    Tyrian: Phoenician; Thammuz: The Phoenician original of the Greek Adonis was annually slain by a wild boar and then resurrected: but not this year. See Ezek. 8.14.

                205.
                    sullen: baleful; Moloch: an Ammonite brass idol in whose flames the Hebrews sacrificed their children while priests drowned out the screams with trumpets and timbrels.

                211.
                    brutish: worshiped as animal forms.

                212.
                    Isis … Orus … Anubis:
                    Isis sister and wife of Osiris, was the Egyptian moon goddess. Horus (Orus), sometimes identified with the sun, was her child. The jackal-headed Anubis was the offspring of Osiris and Nephthys, another of his sisters.

                213.
                    Osiris: the chief Egyptian god, worshiped in the form of a black bull (hence his lowings loud 215).

                215.
                    unshow’red: not rained on.

                217.
                    sacred chest: Set, the Egyptian god of darkness, imprisoned Osiris in a chest, and threw it into the Nile.

                218.
                    shroud: place of retreat.

                219.
                    timbrelled: accompanied by tambourines.

                220.
                    sable-stolèd: black robed; worshipped ark: Herodotus 2.63: “The image of the god [Osiris], in a little wooden gilt casket, is carried … from the temple by the priests.”

                221.
                    Judah’s land: where Bethlehem lies—Isa. 19.17: “The land of Judah shall be a terror unto Egypt.”

                226.
                    Typhon: The last-mentioned of the Egyptian gods has a snaky twine because the Egyptian Set, brother and enemy to Osiris, was confused with the Greek Typhon, a monster human above the waist but with great coils of twisted serpents below it.

                227–28. Just as the break between Christian and pagan seems absolute, Milton compares the victorious Christ child to the infant Hercules, who strangled two serpents sent by Juno to kill him. On Hercules as a pagan type of Christ, see Hughes 1953, 106, and Allen 129–30.

                231.
                    orient: eastern, bright.

                232–34. It was a popular belief that ghosts and other spirits fled the dawn. See Shakespeare, HAM 1.1.152, 1.5.89–91, and MND 3.2.379–84.

                234.
                    fettered ghost: dead soul whose earthly interests tie it to this world. Cp. Masque 470–75.

                235.
                    fays: fairies. Milton seems to be the first to make them yellow-skirted.

                236.
                    Night-steeds: horses that draw the chariot of Night; moon-loved maze: “fairy rings,” the markings left by their circle dance; the dance is moon-loved because loved by the moon, or loved by fairies when the moon shines, or both.

                239.
                    our tedious song: It was conventional modesty for a poet to refer to his work (usually toward the end of it) as tedious. See Gascoigne, “Gascoigne’s woodmanship” 150; Browne, Britannia’s Pastorals 2.3.482.

                240.
                    youngest teemèd: latest born.

                241.
                    fixed: “The star, which they saw in the east, went before them, till it came and stood over where the young child was” (Matt. 2.9).

                244.
                    Bright-harnessed: clad in bright armor; serviceable: ready to serve.
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            THE PASSION

            The opening of this poem clearly alludes to On the Morning of Christ’s Nativity which was begun at Christmas 1629. So The Passion was probably written in 1630, perhaps at Easter time. The poems on the birth and death of Christ also seem related to Upon the Circumcision in that all three take as their subjects a liturgical moment from the life of Christ and both The Passion and Upon the Circumcision refer to the
                    Nativity Ode.

            The most interesting thing about this lyric is the fact that Milton could not finish it, and marked the impasse with a prose postscript in which the subject of Christ’s Passion is declared to be “above the years he had when he wrote it.” Milton might at the time have been singling out the Passion for another treatment in the future, but as it happened his major work on the life of Christ, Paradise Regained focused on
                the temptation in the wilderness.

            The eight emphatic lines on the Crucifixion in Paradise Lost (12.412–19) were the best he had to offer on that topic. Unlike Richard Crashaw or even George Herbert, Milton never warmed to the subject of Christ’s blood. His religious poetry (with the partial exception of Upon the Circumcision) is notably distant from the Eucharist. Unlike the Nativity Ode
                The Passion does not find typological energy in its segment of Christ’s life. The lyric moves in space, from landscape to landscape, but not in melodious time.

            
                [image: ]
            

            
                      I

                Erewhile of music, and ethereal mirth,

                Wherewith the stage of air and earth did ring,

                And joyous news of Heav’nly infant’s birth,

                My muse with angels did divide to sing;4

                But headlong joy is ever on the wing,

                      In wintry solstice like the shortened light6

                Soon swallowed up in dark and long out-living night.

                      II

                For now to sorrow must I tune my song,

                And set my harp to notes of saddest woe,

                Which on our dearest Lord did seize ere long,

                Dangers, and snares, and wrongs, and worse than so,

                Which he for us did freely undergo.

                      Most perfect hero, tried in heaviest plight13

                Of labors huge and hard, too hard for human wight.

                      III

                He sov’reign priest, stooping his regal head15

                That dropped with odorous oil down his fair eyes,16

                Poor fleshly tabernacle enterèd,17

                His starry front low-roofed beneath the skies;

                O what a mask was there, what a disguise!

                      Yet more; the stroke of death he must abide,

                Then lies him meekly down fast by his brethren’s side.

                      IV

                These latter scenes confine my roving verse,

                To this horizon is my Phoebus bound,

                His Godlike acts, and his temptations fierce,

                And former sufferings other where are found;

                Loud o’er the rest Cremona’s trump doth sound;26

                      Me softer airs befit, and softer strings

                Of lute, or viol still, more apt for mournful things.28

                      V

                Befriend me Night, best patroness of Grief,

                Over the pole thy thickest mantle throw,30

                And work my flattered fancy to belief,

                That heav’n and earth are colored with my woe;

                My sorrows are too dark for day to know:

                      The leaves should all be black whereon I write,34–35

                And letters where my tears have washed a wannish white.

                      VI

                See see the chariot, and those rushing wheels

                That whirled the prophet up at Chebar flood;37

                My spirit some transporting cherub feels,

                To bear me where the towers of Salem stood,39

                Once glorious towers, now sunk in guiltless blood;

                      There doth my soul in holy vision sit

                In pensive trance, and anguish, and ecstatic fit.42

                      VII

                Mine eye hath found that sad sepulchral rock43

                That was the casket of Heav’n’s richest store,44

                And here though grief my feeble hands uplock,

                Yet on the softened quarry would I score

                My plaining verse as lively as before;47

                      For sure so well instructed are my tears,

                That they would fitly fall in ordered characters.49

                      VIII50

                Or should I thence, hurried on viewless wing,

                Take up a weeping on the mountains wild,

                The gentle neighborhood of grove and spring

                Would soon unbosom all their echoes mild,

                And I (for grief is easily beguiled)

                      Might think th’ infection of my sorrows loud,

                Had got a race of mourners on some pregnant cloud.56

            

            
                
                    This subject the author finding to be above the years he had when he wrote it, and nothing satisfied with what was begun, left it unfinished.
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            Notes for THE PASSION

            

                4.
                    divide: meaning both “share” (with the angels) and “perform divisions” (musical variations on a theme).

                6. Like the shortened daylight at the winter solstice.

                13.
                    Most perfect hero: Hercules is a type or prefiguration of Christ. See Nat Ode 227–28n.

                15.
                    sov’reign priest: Two of Christ’s three offices are King and Priest (CD 1.15).

                16.
                    dropped with odorous oil: The name Christ means “anointed” in Greek.

                17.
                    fleshly tabernacle: For the body as tabernacle, see 2 Cor. 5.1, 2 Pet. 1.13–14.

                26.
                    Cremona’s trump: Milton expresses admiration for the Neo-Latin Christiad (1535) of Marco Girolamo Vida, a native of Cremona.

                28.
                    still: quiet.

                30.
                    pole: sky.

                34–35. Though editors often maintain otherwise, we have no seventeenth-century elegies printed on black pages with white letters. But elegies were often printed with a band of black on the edge of the page. Milton, Carey suggests, wishes that his pages were all (entirely) black.

                37.
                    the prophet: Ezekiel. He saw the chariot of God borne by cherubim near the river Chebar (Ezek. 1 and 10).

                39.
                    Salem: Jerusalem.

                42.
                    ecstatic: outside the body.

                43.
                    that sad sepulchral rock: the Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem (Mark 15.46).

                44.
                    casket: treasure chest.

                47.
                    plaining: mourning; lively: vividly, feelingly.

                49.
                    in ordered characters: in letters (characters) so ordered as to spell the words of my poem.

                50.
                    viewless: invisible.

                56.
                    got: begot. Milton glances at the myth of Ixion. He tried to rape Hera, but she substituted a cloud for herself, and on that cloud Ixion begot a race of centaurs (Pindar, Pyth. 2.21–24).
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