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Themes
Themes are the fundamental and often universal ideas explored in aliterary
work.
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The lmportance of Obedienceto God

Thefirst wordsof Paradise L ost state that the poem’s main theme will be
“Man’sfirst Disobedience.” Milton narratesthe story of Adam and Eve's
disobedience, explains how and why it happens, and places the story within the

larger context of Satan’srebellion and Jesus' resurrection. \
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Raphael tells Adam about Satan’s disobediencein an effort to give him afirm
grasp of thethreat that Satan and humankind’ s disobedience poses. I n essence,
Paradise Lost presentstwo moral pathsthat one can take after disobedience: the
downward spiral of increasing sin and degradation, represented by Satan, and
theroad to redemption, represented by Adam and Eve.
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Adam and Eve, on the other hand, decide to repent for their sinsand seek
forgiveness. Unlike Satan, Adam and Eve understand that their disobedienceto
God will be corrected through generations of toil on Earth.
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The Hierarchical Nature of the Universe

Paradise Lost isabout hierarchy as much asit isabout obedience. Thelayout of
the univer se—with Heaven above, Hell below, and Earth in the middle—
presentsthe universe as a hierar chy based on proximity to God and hisgrace.
This gpatial hierarchy leadsto a social hierarchy of angels, humans, animals, and
devils: the Son is closest to God, with the archangels and cherubs behind him.
Adam and Eve and Earth’s animals come next, with Satan and the other fallen
angelsfollowing last. To obey God isto respect this hierarchy.
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Satan refusesto honor the Son as hissuperior, thereby questioning God’ s
hierarchy. Astheangelsin Satan’s camp rebel, they hopeto beat God and
ther eby dissolve what they believe to be an unfair hierarchy in Heaven. When
the Son and the good angels defeat the rebel angels, the rebels are punished by
being banished far away from Heaven. At least, Satan argues later, they can
make their own hierarchy in Hell, but they are nevertheless subject to God’s
overall hierarchy, in which they areranked the lowest. Satan continuesto
disobey God and his hierarchy as he seeksto corrupt mankind.

ALl A paig LaS ¢ Adap (B 4GB 9 ) Jlug 1) Wadie 5 ¢ 4ule Son ) 4g sl sl waal (Uapdl) b
Laba ¢ ddale b Ll (0 gaing (Al Asapgl) 038 £ gaga Ja g db) 1 ga g O 19310 5 ¢ Cabaladil) ada
i sl 5B Al e | Aa) (e Ty agelacly | 5858 ¢ 03 kel () ATKBLa g 81 30
SR g Al Adlpary (ualil el ¢ (A agdly ALl g a4 Ciia Mg anaal) B AlalAl) Alia
A il Al ) B

Likewise, humankind’s disobedienceisa corruption of God’s hierarchy. Before
thefall, Adam and Evetreat the visiting angels with proper respect and
acknowledgement of their closenessto God, and Eve embraces the subservient
role allotted to her in her marriage. God and Raphael both instruct Adam that
Eveisdlightly farther removed from God'’ s grace than Adam because she was
created to serve both God and him. When Eve persuades Adam to let her work
alone, she challenges him, her superior, and heyieldsto her, hisinferior. Again,
as Adam eats from the fruit, he knowingly defies God by obeying Eve and his
inner instinct instead of God and hisreason.
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Motifs
Motifsarerecurring structures, contrasts, and literary devicesthat can help to
develop and inform thetext’s major themes.
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Light and Dark

Opposites abound in Paradise L ost, including Heaven and Hell, God and Satan,
and good and evil. Milton’s usesimagery of light and darknessto expressall of
these opposites. Angels are physically described in terms of light, whereas devils
are generally described by their shadowy darkness.

Milton also useslight to symbolize God and God’s grace. In hisinvocation in
Book 111, Milton asksthat he befilled with thislight so he can tell hisdivine
story accurately and persuasively. While the absence of light in Hell and in Satan
himself representsthe absence of God and his grace.
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The Geography of the Universe

Milton dividesthe universe into four major regions: glorious Heaven, dreadful
Hell, confusng Chaos, and a young and vulnerable Earth in between. The
opening scenesthat take placein Hell givethereader immediate context asto
Satan’splot against God and humankind. Theintermediate scenesin Heaven, in
which God tellsthe angels of hisplans, provide a philosophical and theological
context for the story.

Then, with these established settings of good and evil, light and dark, much of
the action occursin between on Earth. The powers of good and evil work against
each other on thisnew battlefield of Earth. Satan fights God by tempting Adam
and Eve, while God shows hislove and mercy through the Son’s punishment of
Adam and Eve.
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Symbols
Symbols are objects, characters, figures, and colors used to represent abstract

ideas or concepts

1) The Scales in the Sky

As Satan preparesto fight Gabriel when heisdiscovered in Paradise, God causes
theimage of a pair of golden scalesto appear in the sky. On one side of the
scales, he putsthe consequences of Satan’srunning away, and on the other he
putsthe consequences of Satan’s staying and fighting with Gabriel.

The side that shows him staying and fighting flies up, signifying itslightness and
wor thlessness. These scales symbolize the fact that God and Satan are not truly
on opposite sides of a struggle—God is all-powerful, and Satan and Gabriel both
derive all of their power from Him. God’ s scales for ce Satan to realize the futility
of taking arms against one of God’s angels again.
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2) Adam’s Wreath

Thewreath that Adam makes ashe and Eve work separately in Book 1X is
symbolic in several ways. First, it represents hislovefor her and hisattraction to
her. But asheisabout to givethewreath to her, hisshock in noticing that she
has eaten from the Tree of Knowledge makes him drop it to the ground.
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Hisdropping of the wreath symbolizesthat hislove and attraction to Eveis
falling away. Hisimage of her asa spiritual companion has been shattered

completely, asherealizes her fallen state. The fallen wreath represents theloss of
purelove.
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