
First Semester

Poetry (8)
The Paradise Lost  
John Milton [1608-1674] 
Milton was in his sixties when he died. He had some chance to write more than earlier poets who died younger. Milton's life was divided into three main phase: 

· The first Phase of his life was spent in education. He was born to a rich family, so he had a chance to be taught by good teachers, and to travel abroad. At that time, going abroad was a must for an educated man in England, because they had the tendency to learn from the Greek and Roman, to learn Latin and French. This was a tradition inherited from the 16th century. This is because the English writers had no great masters to learn from apart from Chaucer who lived during 15th century. Milton was a very devoted man. He learned many languages such as Latin, Greek, French, Hebrew, in addition to the Syriac language which is the first language used in writing the Bible. He read for the great writers of Rome and of Greece as Homer. During this period of time, he wrote The Lycidas, a volume containing his early poems or lyrics. 

· The second phase of his life was during the civil war. During the civil war, England was divided into two parties: those who the king, and the other who followed Cromwell and the Republican English state. During this period, Milton converted into Protestantism against the will of his family. This caused him a lot of troubles.  But at the same time, he started to write in prose and in poetry pieces of literature to support his new ideas. He wrote pamphlets, political and social essays, and poems to support his belief. During this time, he wrote many of his sonnets and lyrics. Most of them were religious. As a Protestant, He believed that there should not be any mediator between one and God. He went to the extreme when he said that everyone should be his own church, there is no need for church, no need for priests. 
· The third phase of his life is the most fruitful phase in his life. It was the last 14 years of his life. He was so mature, and he passed through many experiences which made him the epic writer. During this period, he wrote his three major poems.  He is known more and best for these poems. These poems were epics: Paradise Lost, Paradise Regained, and Samson Agonistes. To write an epic was a dream for him since he was 16 years old, but writing an epic needs craftsmanship and preparation.  In his Paradise Lost, he revealed all his opinion about Christianity , and about how to be a good Christian man.  
Note, When we read about the biography of any writer, we don’t focus on personal things. We don’t need to know about when exactly he was born. What we need is to know his age and whether he died old or young, as dying early means that he didn’t have the chance to prove himself as great poets. 
The epic

Milton wrote the first real English epic. This is considered the greatest English epic, because it is the first of its kind in the topic and in the theme, and because it added a lot to the English literature. 
What is an epic?  
· The epic is a long narrative poem using an elevated language. 

Narrative means that we are going to meet characters; that there is a plot and a setting; and that there is a dialogue to be followed. In the Paradise Lost, we are going to read dialogues. Using elevated language in epics is because they are dealing with historic or national things, great things. The paradise Lost deals with a much greater theme which is the theme of the fall of Adam and Eve, bout fighting satin. So the language has to be elevated to be appropriate for the theme. The style should also be high. It is really sophisticated and the language as well. The subject matter or the theme is to celebrate the achievements of heroes and heroines. 
Types of epics

There are two kinds of epics: primary and secondary. 
· The primary was somehow oral and primitive because the invention of written language; it was composed orally and recited. Ex: the Sumerian Gilgamesh , Homer's Iliad, and the Danish- English Duel. It is written in English neighbor when the English language was invented.  It was written down in English language, but it is Danish mainly, because it speaks about the Anglo Saxons and the Celts who came from the European continent to live and settle in England. The hero was not English; the setting was not English; even the plot or the narration was not related to the English life. This is why it is Danish-English Duel. 
· The secondary. When written language was invented, we had epics that were written from the very beginning. The most important to be known are Virgil's The Æneid and Milton's The Paradise Lost. Virgil is a Roman writer.

Main characteristics of epics

The Greek writers who started the tradition of writing epics such as Homer and Virgil put the main feature of the epic. Homer and Virgil's epics have many features that were imitated by later writers of heroic poetry. They set the rules and others started to follow them. 
· The style is high and very formal, because the theme is very serious, and it deals with heroes and heroines. Heroes and heroines were kings and queens, so they were from the aristocratic class, so the language should be the language of elevated people, it is not colloquial. Literature and poems were addressed to the aristocratic class. 
Note, In the 20th century, we have other epics which are shorter. We have epics written in prose not in verse. They are written in everyday language. For example, we have Ulysses, we have also a play which is considered an epic and deals with a salesman.    

· The central character is usually a great hero. The fate of the whole people or nation hangs on his deeds. In the Fairy Queen, the hero was Elizabeth and King Arthur. The purpose of writing that epic was to start a new tradition, to form a nation.  They felt that, during the 16th century, they are still going to Europe and to France to educate themselves, and they separated from the Catholic Church in Rome, so they had to find the qualities of their own nation.
· Hero's deeds and many others are superhuman. They have superhuman qualities, and they depend on supernatural powers. Some of the characters are gods and goddesses. They are intervening in the action. They give supernatural qualities and powers to the hero or heroine. 
· The narration begins in the middle of events. They choose one of the great events, and they start from here to continue what happened while during the narration. Through the dialogue between the characters or the narration of the narrator, we know about the beginning or about what happened before. Usually in epics there is a narrator who tells part of the story itself or comments upon certain events. 
· The poet usually opens his epic by main points. He starts by evoking the help of the muse for inspiration to help him in his great work. The muse is very important for them, since they are speaking about supernatural elements, about superhuman powers, and they are gods and goddesses, so they need also a superpower to help them in writing thousands of lines. Epics consist of thousand of lines. 
· The poets usually reveal or state their themes from the very beginning of the epic. In the introductory lines, you know about the theme. They do that, because the epic is too long. So they will not deal with one plot. There are many subplots, many minor characters, so the reader will be lost if the poet didn’t mention the theme from the beginning. He also introduces main characters from the very beginning. 
· The setting of the epic is so vast; it covers large areas. For example, in Homer's Iliad, it covers Europe, Africa, the ocean, and the sea .In paradise lost, the setting is much greater; it is the universe itself. It deals with what happened in heaven, what happened in hell, and earth. 
"Paradise Lost"
This title is the title of many poems, not one poem, so it is underlined between two quotation marks.  Each book of Paradise Lost is prefaced with an argument or summary. This is a tradition after Homer and Virgil. 
Why does he use argument or summary? 

It is the same reason of why he introduces his characters and theme from the very beginning, to give an idea to the reader about what he is going to read about in his book. These arguments were written by Milton and added because earlier readers have requested some sort of guide to the poem. The argument was found in the first book. Several of the books also begin with a prologue. Prologue is a kind of introduction but in verse. The prologue to book one states Milton's purpose which is to tell about the fall of man and justify God's ways to man. 

  Book I

The language is so formal. There is no full stop. The lines are over flowery, run-on lines. It needs a long breath to read it. In the last line he say that" it pursues things unattempted yet in prose or rhyme" so he is going to write about all this. The subject matter is stated here.  
Of Man's first disobedience, and the fruit

Of that forbidden tree whose mortal taste

The "man's first disobedience" is Adam's eating of the apple. This is his subject matter, to speak about man's first disobedience. The "forbidden tree" is the apple. "Mortal taste" means that it causes death.   

Brought death into the world and all our woe,

This is metaphorical. The taste of the apple does not bring death. What brings death is the result of eating the forbidden tree which cause s death to the world, because they believed that, after this ,Adam and Eve were punished by making their lives mortal. Before, Their lives were immortal in paradise, but then there was their punishment.  In "our woe" he refers to us, because we are the sons and daughters of Adam, and we have to face the same fate. 

With loss of Eden, till one greater Man

 Restore us and regain the blissful seat

This was the result, to face death, until one greater man restores us. This man is Jesus. In Christianity, they believe that with the death of the Christ, he scarified his blood and body for the salvation of Christians and all human beings. The "blissful seat "is in the paradise, so good men who will follow the Christ will go to paradise again. 
Sing, Heav'nly Muse, that on the secret top

The poet is evoking the muse to help him. The muse here is different, it is not the muse of poetry; it is heavenly muse. He needs somebody who knows more about Eve, Adam, and satin when they were up there in heaven. So it should be heavenly muse. This is not only because of the knowledge, but because he needs someone who is trustworthy, somebody readers of the epic believe in. Although the epic speaks about Adam, Eve, God, satin, and it depends mainly on the Bible, but still it is a narration. There are some parts of it which are really fiction. Literature speaks about facts, but still it is fiction. In order to be believed in, he needs to ask the help of heavenly muse, not any muse. 
Of Oreb, or of Sinai, didst inspire

That shepherd who first taught the chosen seed

In the beginning how the heav'ns and earth

Rose out of Chaos; or if Sion hill

Why does he mention Oreb and Sinai? Here he refers to Moses, to Sinai, and to the place where God has talked to Moses. All these sacred places and also chaos which are found in the Bible are referred to in order to tell you the poet's setting is not England alone or heaven alone. He is going to the beginnings; he is not going to deal with Christ alone; he is going to the very remote history of religion. Christians believe that they are a part of Judaism, because Christianity came to the Jewish. They believe that the Old Testament is the book of Moses, and the New Testament is the book of Jesus. 

    Delight thee more, and Siloa's brook that flow'd

Fast by the oracle of God, I thence

Invoke thy aid to my advent'rous song,

All of these are sacred places related to Christianity.  He is addressing the muse. Take me to the roots, to Moses' places, to the early sacred place in the holy cities. Help me to write my adventurous song. It is adventurous, because he is adventuring the experience; he is trying a new thing, nobody ever in history wrote about this topic. 
That with no middle flight intends to soar

Above th' Aonian mount, while it pursues

Things unattempted yet in prose or rhyme

This mountain is in Greece, it refers to Athens. Why he went there? Because it refers to Homer , to Athens. He wants his adventurous song to soar higher than Homer's. He is comparing himself to Homer; he is not comparing himself to any poet of the day. If Homer is the greatest ever who wrote epics, I want the help of amuse to write an epic which can be superior to Homer's. This is his aim, to write a great epic. He does not want to be in the middle. He wants to soar higher.  My song pursues things unattempted, untried before either in prose or rhyme. 
Comment on the first sentence
What did he reveal in the first sentence?  He didn’t start from the very beginning of the creation of the work. He started from the middle, from the man's first disobedience. Then he asked the muse to take him back in his adventurous song. It is adventurous because it is attempted for the first time in literature. His theme is to speak about the fall of man, how he has lost paradise. This is from where the title is taken. The theme is stated from the first phrase.

 Some of his characters are Adam and Eve who ate from the forbidden tree. He is going also to speak about Moses and other religious figures, so some of his characters are revealed as well. 
He also speaks about himself and his intention as a writer. He wants to write something which is more important than Homer's. Most of critics said that he succeeded and he is known best for his Paradise Lost. 
The second sentence 

And chiefly Thou O Spirit, that dost prefer
Before all Temples th' upright heart and pure,

The second sentence starts with "and", so there is nothing new to speak about. "Thou" here means "you". By "you" he means the muse. The expression "O" means that he is begging the muse. He calls it spirit. First he refers to it as "heavenly muse". "Dost" means does. 
The spirit prefers the upright heart before the temples. This is why he calls it spirit. He refers to temples, because he mentioned Sinai and Oreb.  First it is a heavenly muse which knows everything that happened; now it is the spirit, so it deals with the soul, with the heart to be pure.  
Instruct me, for Thou know'st; Thou from the first
Wast present, and with mighty wings outspread
 Dove-like satst brooding on the vast Abyss

He does not only ask his help, but he says instruct me. "Instruct me" means guide me, give me information, and" order me" because you know from the first what was present at that time. "Wast" means was. The spirit is with large wings. "Abyss" is hell. You know what happened in hell. Go back to history and tell me what happened when Adam and Eve disobedient God for the first time. He is telling the muse of the spirit to narrate for him what happened before. The language here is sophisticated; it addresses educate people. The theme is not easy, it is serious. 

And mad'st it pregnant: What in me is dark
Illumin, what is low raise and support;
"Mad'st it pregnant" means come pregnant or fully uploaded with information. He wants details about this event. We have a colon, which means that he is going to elaborate on the same idea. He wants to see events which happened in hell; he wants to be acknowledged, not to be in the dark, to be enlightened. He was not there, so anyone would accuse him "how did you know about all these details in your epic?" what is low" means what I know very little about.    

That to the highth of this great Argument
I may assert Eternal Providence, 
And justifie the wayes of God to men.

The "great argument" here is his epic; it is a great work. I may assert" means I may assure eternal approve which will stay forever. If you helped me, if you enlightened me, if you gave me all information needed in details, I will not be in the dark, and my work will be immortal. 
This is the second sentence. It is a very great introductory piece to an epic. The sentences are very long. Sentences are long in epics because they have repetition, elaborations, and great descriptions. The sentences are very long to enable them to write thousands of lines. The language is very appropriate; the style is very high. All the information is there in the very opening lines. 
All critics deal with satin as the most important character in the epic, why? 

He has played the great role in seducing Eve and Adam, and in fronting God. The first four books deal in details with satin and his battle against the will of God and in seducing Adam and Eve. In these four books, you will feel that satin is revealed. Satin's conversations are very well written to the extent that we sometimes feel pity for him. This is one of the accuses against Milton, that he has this craftsmanship in setting in the place of the character and speak his mind in details, as if he is speaking , not the writer. So he is convincing. This is what the critics accused Milton for, that those who read the first four books feel and admire satin which is not required. 
Note, you have to read the first book only, but you have to know the main idea, the main characters, and the importance of these characters to the epic, and in revealing the themes. You have to know the characteristics of the epic and how they are applied here. You need to know how Milton succeeded in being immortal as a poet because of his epic, his language, his style. 
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