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18.0 OBJECTIVES

This unit aimsto

e Offer abrief but coinprehensiveview of the main features and circumstances of

Milton's life.

+ Identify the various phasesin hislife when he wrote the different poems we will
study.

e Suggest ways in which some of the main events of Milton's life impinge on his

work.
e Present an overview of Milton's poetic career that will bring out some of the

sdient features of his work.

18.1 INTRODUCTION

The importance of examining awriter's life is sometimes forgotten in the necessary
insistence on close textua interpretation. We forget that such an interpretation can
often gain in richness from a knowledge of the writer's own life and times. This need
not necessarily be through directly correlating the writer's life and his/her works; it
may simply be a matter of bearingin the back of one's mind the circuinstances and
events of thewriter's life as a sort of backdrop to the oeuvre. Such a backdrop would
draw attention to some of the less easily evident significations of the oeuvre, and may
sometimes serve explanatorily as well. Tothisend, this unit will explore the
momentous eventsin Milton's life as the persona and political stage on which his
ambitions toward a poetic career were enacted. It will also glance briefly at some
personal issues from his lifein relation to hiswork, asfor instance his marital
relations and his blindness.

From your reading of the previous unit you would already have an idea of the
importance of the historical eventsthat Milton was observer of and participant in.
What is of further significance is that Milton's personality was such that he could not
but be akey player in the events of hisday. Even a cursory reading of the accounts of
his life issufficient to confirm that he wasa passionate thinker, committed to the
causes he chose to espouse, yet never determined by them to the extent of becoming
rigid in his ideologies. Hisrefusa to follow any single Protestant school, while
maintaining alifelong commitment to Protestantism is clear indication also of his



individuality of thought and integrity of vision. We shall now examinesome of these
in greater detail.

1182 AN ACCOUNT OF MILTON'SLIFE

18.2.1 Childhood and Universty Life

Milton was born in London on December 9,1608. When hisfather, John Milton Sr.
was disinherited by his Roman Catholic grandfather for turning Protestant, he moved
to London and established himself successfully as a notary and moneylender who
paid agreat deal of attention to his son's education. Milton is supposed to haveled a
rather pampered life at home. He studied a St. Paul's School, London, from some
time between 1615 and 1620 till 1625, when he joined Chrigt's College, Cambridge.
At St. Paul's, he followed the regular curriculum of Latin, Greek and I-1ebrew; but he
asolearnt several modem languages fiom private tutorsa home. Milton was known
to have been an avid reader, to the extent that it probably caused the blindnessof his
later years, and to have decided early in hislife that he would be a poet and a
humanist scholar. He went on to Cambridge and received his Bachelor of Artsdegree
in March 1629 and subsequently his Master of Artsin July 1632. Herehe was
nicknamed 'the Lady' for hisfinenessof features, he was by dl accountsa handsome
youth who, by his own account, was throughout his younger days drawn to a life of
sensuality, but forsworeit in the pursuit of the higher ambition of becomingan epic
poet. The chaste Lady of the masque Comus that he was soon to write, who refuses to
succumb to the temptationsoffered by Comus, appearsto embody these sentimentsto
somedegree. There is some-suggestion of conflict with his tutor at Cambridge, and of
adegree of unpopularity which later gave way to respect and even reverenceamong
both, his peersand his professors, indicative of a proud naturethat was not given to
bending to popular opinion.

His Cambridge yearsdisplay littlelove for scholastic logic; he preferred and
celebrated instead the ideas and literaturesof Renaissancehumanism, blending a
firmly rooted Christianity with Platonism. According to him he wasfirst taken up by
the sensuality of Ovidian and other Roman poetry, but later took greater interest in
theidealism of Dante, Petrarch, and Edmund Spenser. Thiswasto lead to a
fascination with Platonic philosopliy and finally to the mysticism of the biblical

'‘Book of Revelations. During these years he also honed hispoetic craft in Latin,
writing poetry that was highly sensuousin style. Two of his English poems survive
fiom thisperiod: 'On the Degath of a Fair Infant' and 'At a VVacation Exercise, both
written in 1628. Hisfirst great poem in English, 'On theMoming of Christ's Nativity'
which we will shortly examinein detail, was written in the Christmas season of 1629-
30. It reflectsthe maturation to fullnessof his poetical craft and itsinnate tendencies,
itsreligious themeand its hold over form as well as meter anticipating the work of
hislater days. ‘L'Allegro’ and 'I1 Penseroso' (both written in 1631?) though less
ambitiousthan the 'Nativity' poem and more reflective,in apastora vein, continueto
reflect this mastery, aswe shall see,

18.2.2 Religion and Propaganda

On leaving Cambridge, it was assumed he would join the Church, given hisscholarly
and literary gifts; but he rejected thisoutright, stayingby hisintention to becomea
poet and scholar and deprecating the tyranny of the Church. This raised the problem
of financial means, which he solved by stayingwith hisparents, first at Hammersmith
and then at Horton, for six years until 1638. '‘Ad Patrem’ (‘'To Father'), ishis
expression simultaneously of gratitudeto his father and a defense of the career he had
chosen: Duringthese six years, alongsidewriting Comus (1634) and Lyci das (1637),
he wasto also study intensely the Greek and Latin writers and read extensively in
diversedisciplineslike religion, politics, philosophy, geography, history, astronomy,
mathematicsand music— aliberal scholarship that was unavailable to himin
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Cambridgeand that he was to later deploy evenin his poetry with subtlety and
power. Comus Was amasquethat first dramatized his favoured theme of the grand
conflict between good and evil, while Lycidas, employing the form of the classical
pastoral elegy, may be seen as his first attempt to justify God's ways to 'men’.
Following his mother's death in 1637, a year |ater Milton travelled to Italy, winning
some recognitionfor his early Latin poetry. He also visited the imprisoned
astronomer Galileo Galilei, ameeting he consideredsignificant enough to mention in
the Areopagilica. News of growing civil and political strife at home forced himto cut
short histour and return home the next year, to settle in London and work as atutor.

Between 1641 and 1645, he was al so to write varioustrenchantly argued tracts on
church reform, divorce and censorship that participated directly and passionately in
tlie debates of theday. The picture that emergesby thistime is that of a poet deeply
engaged with and participating in the major issues of his day with a weighty
erudition. By 1660, the culmination of thecivil warsin England, Milton had written
at least eighteen major prose works defending the Puritan rebellion and attacking its
enemies, including some supporting the regicide of Charlesl. It was evidently a
period when he suspended his poetic ambitionsin order to serve through his prose the
Puritan cause in the political upheavals of the time. The exceptions were the
versification of afew psalms and the writing of seventeen sonnets, ranging in subject
from the deeply personal to the political. All of Milton's prose works reflect a stern
and ardent concern with the protection of individual freedom of speech and dignity,
and condemned tyranny of any kind, whether by church or state. He repeatedly and
insistently demanded the separation of the separation of religion from politics (in
terms that, it may be noted, have high relevanceto our own current Indian context),
advocating arepublicanismand an amost heretical view of the Bible that werehighly
controversial and brought both suspicion and notoriety. His Areopagitica, a speech
for the liberty of unlicensed printing, 10 the parliament of England (1644) isa classic
among his writings on these issues, as also his Doctrine anti Disciplined Divorce
(1643) and Of Education(1644), an almost typically Renaissance humanist text on
the ideal Christian educationfor young boys. The divorce tract was probably the
result of his own disastrous marriage to Mary Powell in 1642. Mary, half his age, was
the uneducated daughter of an Oxfordshire royalist squire who owed his father
money. The incompatibility was evident, and six weeks after the marriage Mary went
back to her family, refusingto return to Milton. For Milton the marriage was
obviously atragic mistake, and he argued in the Doctrine that the sole existing
Jjustification for divorce - adultery — was perhapsalesser evil than afundamental
incompatibility that forced the maintenanceof aloveless union. Mary and Milton
were reunited in 1645 by friends. He went on to take in the entire Powell family of
ten members for amost ayear, when they were impoverished by tliecivil war. Before
Mary died in 1652, Milton had three daughtersby her. What isof consequence tor us
isthat thisstrange union led to a highly controversial tract that developed on Milton's
own personal crisisand presented it as a fundamental social issue, framing it in the
discourse of the oppressive laws of the church. But in doing so, he also opened the
guestion of women's rolein marriage, proposingan equality of relation and even the
(albeit theoretical) possibility of female superiority, even if hedid not practise thisin
hisown family, in relation to either his wife or his daughters. These opinions throw a
great deal of useful light on the figuringof Eve in Book IX of ParadiseLost.

18.2.3 Publicand Political Life

By 1649, Milton had been invited by Cromwell to be a secretary for foreign
languages to the Council of State. Though it was not a policy making position but
rather apublic relationsone, in which he was expected to defend and support the
government, Milton accepted it, eager for a more hands on participation in the
politicsof histime. Aspart of thistask, hewrote his first defence of regicide,
Eikonoklastes, in October 1649 and wasto follow it with several others. The success
of these was tempered by the realisation of hisfailingeyesight, which turned to



complete blindness by the end of 1652, which was also the same year his wife Mary
died. Despite the blindness, he continued to write the political tractsof defence he
was employed to — several of them in Latin, addressing a European audience -
although his duties were substantially reduced. In 1656 he married Katherine
Woodcock and had a daughter by her, only to see them both die in 1658. He was also
at this time working on the important A Treatise on Christian Doctrine, finished
some timearound 1659-60, that offers many of the theol ogical arguments that were
to form the core of the debate in Paradise Lost. Like most Anglicans of that time,
Milton was raised in a Calvinist tradition, and considered himself one for a very long
period. By the lime of the writing of Paradise Lost however, he had begun to accept
the Arminian doctrine which asserted the salvation of all believers, unlike popular
Calvinism which pronounced the salvation of just a select few, and strove
continuously to reconcile this theologically to the idea of the freedom of the
individual to rational choice. The figuring of Satan in Paradise Lost is a brilliant
embodiment of the ideological tensions of this position. Toward the end of hislife he
had renounced affiliations to all Christian sects, claiming a theological independence
that was quite radical for the time.

18.2.4 The Restoration and After

The Restoration of 1660 was a deeply disillusioning moment for Milton, although his
last political pamphlet written that year continued, very courageously, to argue for the
Commonwealth form of government that he had so arduously supported, and
condemned the English people for being davish. With the return of monarchy,
Milton's life was in danger, and he had to go into hiding for some months. The
passage of the Act of Oblivion granting clemency to the supporters of the
Commonwealth eventually made it safe for him to emerge, but even then only with
the support and intervention of friends like the poet Andrew Marvell and the
playwright William Davenant, and probably because his complele blindness
suggested he was now completely harmless too. He lived the years from then till his
death in straitened financial circumstances. From 1660 to 1665, Milton concentrated
on further study with the aid of his third wife Elizabeth Munshell, whom he married
in 1663, and his-daughters, who also took the dictation of his magnum opus, Paradise
Lost. It was published finaly in 1667, to be followed in 1671 by the publication of
Paradise Regained and Samson Agonistes, Milton did not survivelong after this, and
aready severely ill, he died on 8 November 1674 of gout.

18.3 AN APPRAISAL OF MILTON’S POETIC CAREER

Miltonis considered by many lo be the ~~| distportant and influential poet in the
English language after William Shakespeare. He was to have a lasting impact on the
work in particular of poets like William Wordsworth, Percy Shelley and William
Butler Yeats. From his early precocity in learning and interest in poetry it isevident
that he was not only gifted but aware of hisgifls, and willingto hone them through
years of reading and writing. It isalso clear that Milton's understanding of the poetic
vocation was, from the very beginning, an exated one. He saw himself asthe true
successor of Spenser, in that he wanted to tuse the classical heritage of the
Renaissance with the Christian spirit of the Reformation, while remaininga
quintessentially English poet. It isin thissense that Milton isalso an intensely self-
reflexivepoet, whose poetry is suffused with the awareness of its own ambition and
vocation. When we examine some of the shorter poems, thissense of self-awareness
in the poetry will become clearer, but for immediate referencefor the student, it may
be worth looking at Milton's ‘Lycidas’, @ poem in which the poet explicitly poses the
question of the worth of poetry and of the poetic vocation. The important point to
note isthat the answer for Milton was always a religiousone, in the sense that he saw
his poetry as always at the service of Christianity, In this sense, poetry was a spiritual
vocation, divinely inspired by areligious muse and thereforein continuation with his
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religiousinterests, rather than a means of self aggrandizement. However, it isalso
clear that for Milton the religious was not divorced from the political. This political
sensibility manifested in several ways: in hisintense conviction in religious
autonomy, in hisbelief that the only true rejoinder to classical literatureand
philosophy would have to be an el aborate Christian one, and in the concomitant need

" to espouse contemporary Protestant English culture as the true Christian one. The

conseguence wasinevitably astrongly English-nationdisticsensibility which was
worked out in both humanist and Protestant-religiousterms in his poetry.

In addition to the strongly political dimension of his poetic work, almost all of
Milton's poetry is suffused by a musicality that underscoreshissingular attention to
enhancing the poeticsof the English language specifically. That is, the rhymesand
rhythms native to English are explored and exploited with lyrical skill in all his
poems, whether in thelighter mode of the shorter poemsor in the more weighty and
sonoroustonesadf Paradise Lost. The following linesfi-om ‘L’ Allegro’ illustratethis
point:

While the Cock with lively din,

Scattersthe rear of darknes thin,

And to the stack, or the Barn dore,

Stoutly strutshis Dames before,

@ 1listning how the Houndsand horn,

Chearly rousethe dumbring morn,

From the sideof som Hoar Hill,

Through the high wood echoingshrill. (11.49-56)

This ear for sound and the consequent enhancing of the musica potential of the
English language wasone of the lasting legaciesof Milton to succeeding poets, many
of whom remained enviousof him in these abilities. The musicality of his poetry was.
sometimes conjoined with a striking sensuality of imagery, asin the followinglines
from ‘Lycidas’:

That on the green terf suck the honied showres,
And purpleal the ground with vernal flowres.
Bring the rathe Primrose that forsaken dies.

The tufted Crow-toe, and pal e Gessamine,

The white Pink, and the Pansie freakt with jeat,
The glowing Violet.

The Musk-rose, and the well attir'd Woodbine.
With Cowdlips wan that hang the pensive hed,
And every flower that sad embroidery wears!'
Bid Amaranthusall hisbeauty shed.... [IL. 140-9]

What is interesting is that thiswas to grow into an important dimension of his poetry
especialy after his blindnessset in, and isespecidly in evidencein the early parts of
hisepic Paradise Lost.

184 LET'SSUM UP

In this unit, we undertook to examine some of the key eventsand circumstancesof
thelife of John Milton, beginningwith his childhood years and the years as a sudent
in Cambridge, in which he had an early inclinationto a poetic career. We went on to
explore in some detail Milton's involvement in tlie political and religious turmoil of
his age, focussingespecially on the importanceof religious politicsto his public and

personal life. We noted how his poetic career was temporarily put on hold by his
Involvement in the civil war and the twenty year Commonweal threign. We explored



the impact of his blindness and his fall from political favour on hislife, and the
subsequent return to hisoriginal vocation as a poet. We then had an overview of this
vocation and poetic career, examining Milton's chief achievementsand contributions
as apoet. We shall now further elaborate on that overview, studying the matters that
came to be of concern to him in both his poetic and prose work, while also exploring
the factorsthat shaped them at the formal level.

18.5 REVISION QUESTIONS

1. Milton's lifeis largely arecord of conflicts between diverse interests. Do you
agree?

2. Through your readings hereand in other sources, give an account of the

nature and extent of the influence of Puritanism in Milton's life, To what
extent is this enhanced or countermanded by his classical learning?

18.6
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