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ABSTRACT 

Concerning l i t e r a r y theory, t h i s t h e s i s promotes the 
view that Milton gcceeded1. to the Idea that i n l i t e r a t u r e there 
e x i s t s a hierarchy of forms (ranging i n order of value from 
the epic to the tragedy, from the tragedy to the comedy, and 
from the comedy to the l y r i c ) . The p r i n c i p a l consideration 
throughout the work i s whether the epic or the tragedy i s 
the highest of a l l l i t e r a r y forms. 

Milton's debt to Plato and A r i s t o t l e i s discussed, and 
h i s disagreement or agreement with A r i s t o t l e ' s . e v a l u a t i o n 
of tragedy as superior to the epic i s debated. This argu
ment gives r i s e to an even wider problem, that of the 
r e l a t i v e merits and influences of Platonism and A r i s t o t e l i a n -
ism and how those two fo r c e s , sometimes complementary, some
times opposed, influenced M i l t o n and the sixteenth-century 
I t a l i a n c r i t i c s whom M i l t o n acknowledges as worthy c r i t i c s 
f o r a poet to f o l l o w , 

A f u r t h e r chapter i s devoted to a fundamental point i n 
l i t e r a r y theory which a r i s e s out of the previous considera
tions? the proper place of the concepts of the general 
and the p a r t i c u l a r i n poetry and i n a r t generally. Milton's 
own a t t i t u d e to p a r t i c u l a r i z a t i o n and g e n e r a l i z a t i o n I s , 
of course, the object of the speculation. The argument of 
the t h e s i s , f o l l o w i n g upon t h i s l e a d , devotes i t s e l f f o r a 
chapter to the manner and r e s u l t of Milton's a t t i t u d e , as 
i t i s shown by the construction of Paradise host. The con-

i i 



s i d e r a t i o n of h i s c o n s t r u c t i o n thence leads to what i s 
probably the key to the understanding of the epic as a 
wholes the unequalled accomplishment of the most complete 
time-scheme found anywhere i n poetry. 

The core of the t h e s i s i s presented In the considera
t i o n of Book IX of Paradise Lost, which i s recognized as 
the tragedy w i t h i n the whole epic, s e l f - c o n t a i n e d , and 
o f f e r i n g therefore i t s e l f as the answer to those ( l i k e A r i s 
t o t l e ) who object to the lack of concentration and the 
overly d i f f u s e nature of epics i n general, 

The f i n a l chapter of the t h e s i s points i n a new 
d i r e c t i o n . This question i s asked: What Is the value of 
Paradise Lost? And several of the emotional t e s t s of value 
are considered, 

Pecause of i t s i n t e g r a t i o n with the t h e s i s as a 
whole, there has beer added a consideration of Samson 
Agonistes, with s p e c i a l reference to A r i s t o t l e , i n the form 
of an Appendix, 
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CHAPTER I : INTRODUCTION 

C r i t i c s on the epic form. — Unconscious to conscious 
form. — The twofold intention. — Intention of the 
theory. — Intention of the pr i n c i p l e . — Critique of 
the approach. -- Fallacy of the c r i t i q u e . — The 
meaning i n form. — Defence of the approach — The 
example of the Oresteia. — Three levels i n a single 
work. 

C r i t i c s have provided scholarship with a great volume of 

work on Milton's Paradise Lost; i t is therefore surprising that 

there i s l i t t l e outstanding c r i t i c i s m of the r e a l significance 

of the form of the epic poem. Although one can, for example, 

point with admiration, though not with f u l l consent, to the 

group of essays Addison wrote for his paper,^ there i s only a 

very s u p e r f i c i a l or fragmentary consideration by the standard 

c r i t i c s of the exegesis of the work i n Milton's mind. The 

imaginative evolution, however, while being often closely linked 

with the formal aspect of a r t i s t i c creation, is not what i s here 

to be considered. 

It i s true that there Is a considerable amount of work 

available on the successive steps Milton took i n choosing the 

epic mode for his great l i f e work. Among others, Hanford i n his 

handbook^ devotes an ample space to the gradual emergence of 

Paradise Lost i n Milton's mind. However, Hanford's discussion 

1 Joseph Addison, C r i t i c i s m on Milton's Paradise Lost, ed., 
E. Arber, (The Spectator. 31 December 1711-May 3 , 1712), West
minster, Constable & Co., 1898. 

2 J. H. Hanford, A Milton Handbook. New York, Appleton-
Century-Crofts, 1926, pp. 177 f f . ; see also S. M. W. T l l l y a r d , 
Milton. London, Chatto & Windus, 19*+6, pp. 257-88. 
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of form ends where perhaps i t should more properly begin: 

that i s , at the point where the subtle "deep well of uncon

scious cerebration"^ becomes an overt act; where the work of 

art assumes a material existence; i n other words, at the point 

where the c r e a t i v i t y of the a r t i s t becomes conscious rather than 

unconscious, and where that consciousness can either cause the 

germination or the permanent suppression or subversion of the 

young seedling. There i s , other than of i t s mechanics, no 

r e a l l y valuable study of the form of Paradise Lost and the 

significance of the success Milton attained. 

The intention of this enquiry i s to indicate both a 

theory and a related argument.^ The theory Is that Milton a t t 

empted to overcome the objections that were apparently raised 

by A r i s t o t l e against the epic poem i n favour of the tragedy, 

objections which indicated A r i s t o t l e ' s e f f o r t to decide which 

was the highest l i t e r a r y form;., The argument which w i l l be set 

forth concerns the idea that the epic poem i s , i n almost direct 

contradiction to A r i s t o t l e ' s b e l i e f , a form superior to the 

tragic because of length and the greater poetic capacity r e s u l t 

ing from the existence of that length.5 

3 Henry James, quoted by J. L. Lowes, The Road to Xanadu, 
Boston, Houghton M i f f l i n , . 1 9 2 7 , p. 56. 

h That i s , a theory and an argument, but not a proof. The 
thesis herein presented cannot be proved because the nature of 
the subject w i l l bear only i n part the r e s t r i c t i o n of s c i e n t i f i c 
analysis. 

5 For A r i s t o t l e ' s argument see the Poetics, XXVI, trans., 
S. H. Butcher i n Aristotle's Theory of Poetry and Fine Art, New 
York, Dover Publications, 1951, pp. 106-111. 
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In presenting the theory that Milton aimed at answering 
Aristotle's objections to the epic poem and at overcoming the 
classical preference for the tragedy, i t is hoped that light 
will be cast upon the general construction of Paradise Lost and 
the construction of Book IX in particular. Since, moreover, 
Aristotle's chief objection to the epic appears to be on the 
grounds of unity, the chief consideration here will be Milton's 
answer to Aristotle's argument that "the concentrated effect is 
more pleasurable than one which is spread over a long time and 
so diluted.Although there are not, concerning the matter at 
hand, many direct references to Aristotle's ideas in Milton's 
works, I shall attempt to show that those few references at 
least indicate Milton's knowledge and understanding of the prob
lems set forth by the Greek philosopher. At the most, i t is 
hoped that Milton's knowledge of Aristotle will indicate an 
intrinsic, i f not always conscious, attempt to succeed where 
Virgil perhaps failed, that is, Milton's attempt to answer 
Aristotle's objection to the lack of intensity which he thought 
was the essential weakness of the epic, and which, consequently, 
led him to prefer tragedy. 

In presenting the argument, on the other hand, that what
ever Milton consciously intended, his work actually does answer 
the objections Aristotle makes concerning the epic, i t is hoped 
that we can consider a chief problem arising from i t : the 
opposition of two of the emotional tests of value.^ Although 

6 Aristotle, on. cit.,, XXVI, 5 

7 Discussed in Chapter X. 



a discussion of the importance of intensity and steadiness, the 

two values to be here considered, often i s of speculative 

interest only, and not of p r a c t i c a l worth; nevertheless, for 

our purposes, the deepest meaning — even the raison d'etre of 

art i t s e l f — frequently comes into importance, and i t i s upon 

the tests of emotional value that Its best i n t e l l e c t u a l defence 

rests. Thus, the theory that Milton knew and sought to improve 

upon A r i s t o t l e , and the argument that arises from this know

ledge, w i l l underlie the present work. 

It may be at once objected that the treatment of the 

form of the epic poem i s too far removed from the consideration 

of i t s content, and that each form of poetry, whether i t is 

l y r i c , comedy, s a t i r e , tragedy, epic, or prophetic utterance, 

must be considered for i t s value within and not without i t s 
Q 

context. 0 

The f a l l a c y of this critique l i e s i n the fact that art 

i s a part of l i f e and not a separate extra-human a c t i v i t y . If 

the seeming l i b e r a l i t y of the acceptance of a technically 

successful l y r i c on the same plane of value as the technically 

successful epic were acceptable, a l l the works the western world 

8 The period from the Restoration to the present day has 
seen a curious denigration on the part of many c r i t i c s concerning 
the evaluation of forms of l i t e r a t u r e . Saintsbury and Spingarn, 
to name only two recent spokesmen, consider, i n their c r i t i c i s m 
of Renaissance theory, only the d i s t o r t i o n of lesser Renaissance 
c r i t i c s concerning the meaning of pure forms, the doctrine of 
which derives ultimately from Plato'. The most persuasive argu
ment i n defence of formal evaluation l i e s i n the consideration, 
not that the true type of epic, tragedy, or l y r i c can be minutely 
described i n a l l Its d e t a i l s , but that the true archetypal forms 
exist i d e a l l y i n the "deep well" of the poetic mind and can, 
ultimately, be extracted from their obscurity to be exposed i n 
a l l their purity. 



-5-

has singled out as i t s most inspired, as i t s greatest monuments 

to experience, as i t s most enriching communications, would needs 

be r a d i c a l l y devaluated. No one can prefer, for example, 

Meredith's concluding sonnet i n the Modern Love sequence which, 

standing alone, has the perfection of a Sophoclean tragedy, to 

the larger capacity of Oedipus Rex: 

Thus piteously Love closed what he begat: 
The union of this ever-diverse pair.' 
These two were rapid falcons i n a snare, 
Condemned to do the f l i t t i n g of the bat. 
Lovers beneath the singing sky of May. 
They wandered once; clear as the dew on flowers: 
But they fed not on the advancing hours: 
Their hearts held cravings for the buried day. 
Then each applied to each that f a t a l knife, 
Deep questioning, which probes to endless dole. 
Ah, what a dusty answer gets the soul 
When hot for certainty i n this our l i f e J -
In tragic hints here see what evermore 
Moves dark as yonder midnight ocean's force, 
Thundering l i k e ramping hosts of warrior horse, 
To throw that faint t h i n l i n e upon the shore . '9 

Pity and fear are commingled i n such a manner that they purge 

themselves i n the Meredith poem, just as they do i n the great 

tragedy, into a catharsis; and yet, although technically the 

sonnet i s perhaps flawless,-'-0 the greatness of It is more 

dependent upon the experience the reader brings to i t than upon 

the experience contained within I t . Similarly, Jonson's "Drink 

to me only" Is considered a perfect l y r i c , and yet the saga of 

the love of Tristran and Iseult i s , i n comparison, much the 

9 George Meredith, Modern Love, London, Macmillan, 1 8 9 2 , 
pp. 6 6 - 7 . 

1 0 The charge, however, - of inconsistency i n imagery i s 
probably correct. 
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greater work because i t is more than an ordinary romance, since 

i t is a tragic romance which demands and depends therefore upon 

a much wider proportion than the Jonson l y r i c . 

There i s , however, a half-truth i n the objection against 

the treatment of form, since form completely divorced from con

tent i s a shallow thing indeed. Nevertheless, once the fact of 

meaning i n form i s accepted, then there i s no re a l obstacle to 

the formal approach. "Meaning i n form" indicates that form and 

content are inextricable, that the structure of a poem finds 

i t s meaning i n i t s themes. That is why to some degree one can 

say that certain themes are appropriate to certain forms, and 

vice versa. Romantic love finds i t s l y r i c and the l y r i c finds 

i t s love theme; the drama finds i t s tragedy and the tragedy i t s 

particular quantity; the r e a l l y large, expansive story, such a 

story as that which t e l l s the l i f e and death of the world, finds 

i t s epic, and the expansiveness of the epic, i n turn, finds i t s 

grand theme. 

Perhaps the treatment of the significance of form i s best 

defended by the consideration of quantity and the p o s s i b i l i t i e s 

of that quantity. An epic or a novel or a tragedy can a l l contain 

within themselves three levels of r e a l i t y ; the n a t u r a l i s t i c , the 

marchen, and the supernatural. The l y r i c , however, can represent 

only one l e v e l at a time, and, i n rare cases of extreme a r t i s t i c 

talent, perhaps two. The tragedy can contain two levels with 

some, often great, success. The only tragic work, however, which 

contains a l l three levels i s more an epic-drama i n style than a 

tragedy i n the A r i s t o t e l i a n or the Elizabethan mode. 
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This work i s Aeschylus' only extant trilogy. 1- 1- Its 

uniqueness, however, does not preclude Its discussion, because 

i t i s of great significance i n any discussion of dramatic form. 

It i s probably the best l i t e r a r y example of the technically 

successful stage presentation aspiring beyond i t s physical and 

quantitative l i m i t a t i o n s . Concerning the levels of r e a l i t y , 

the Agamemnon, Choephoroe, and the Eumenides, considered as 

three acts of the whole drama of the house of Atreus, r i s e from 

the stark "everyday" realism of the f i r s t act, to the fantastic 

marchen of the second; thence, to the supernatural revelation 

of divine justice i n the f i n a l act 

Before Aeschylus, Homer, especially i n the I l i a d , had 

been the only poet to create naturalism, marchen, and super-

naturalism within one work. Aeschylus, perhaps, improved upon 

the epic writer however i n his tighter-knit form, although many 

objections may be raised on the point. Dante, Tolstoy, Emily 

Bronte', Dostoevsky, and Milton can be named as other poets who 

successfully included a l l three levels within a single work; 

11 Gilbert Murray, trans., The Orestela, London, Allen & 
Unwin, 19^6. 

12 E. T. Owen writes of the revelation of divine justice 
i n the following passage: "The lesson (Aeschylus) teaches, i f 
anything so tremendous and imaginative can be called a lesson 
( i t i s an experience rather), may be roughly, imperfectly ex
pressed thus: the gracious and humane, but i n f i n i t e l y precari
ous , compromise of c i v i l i z a t i o n , by which man has come to a work
ing arrangement with the f i e r c e primal instincts within him and 
the hostile forces without — the whole blind antagonism of Nature, 
of anagke (necessity) — i s the outward and v i s i b l e sign of the 
harmony which holds, and just holds, a l l the discordant elements 
of the universe together." (The Harmony of Aeschylus. Toronto, 
Clarke, Irwin, 1952, p. 1 2 8 . ) 
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and a l l of these writers required a form larger than that which 

A r i s t o t e l i a n tragedy afforded. 



CHAPTER IT : MILTON AND ARISTOTLE (1) 

Milton's interest i n A r i s t o t l e . — His changing interest 
i n A r i s t o t l e . — His preference for Plato. — Plato's 
doctrine of Love. —> The archetype of Eden. — L i f e and 
Hope. The noble savage. — The Archetype and the end 
of a r t . — Joyce's theory of a r t . — Depersonalization. — 
The number of emotions treated. — The frustrating emo
tions i n Paradise Lost. --• The two kinds of poetry. — 
Judgement and the successful poem. — Hope as a natural 
duty. — Active poetry. — Stat i c poetry. 

That Milton derived many of his most important ideas from 

Plato i s a well-known fact of s c h o l a r s h i p . ^ The ideals of 

chastity, of the perfect state, and of virtuous love are but 

several of the ideals which have a basis i n , or at least a com

p a t i b i l i t y with, Platonic ideals. His debt to A r i s t o t l e , on the 

other hand, i s not so frequently noted, not because i t is any 

less profound, but rather because i t i s less obvious. 

Not only was A r i s t o t e l i a n philosophy becoming unpopular 

at the time of Milton's student days at Christ's College, 

Cambridge,1*4" but i t is important also to recognize that, tempera

mentally, the psychological naturalism of A r i s t o t l e i s neither 

appealing nor convincing to the religious supernaturalism of the 

poet i c a l l y inspired mind. A r i s t o t e l i a n ideas concerning fine 

art are essentially those of a psychologist, or of the empirical 

13 For a thorough treatment of the subject, see Irene 
Samuel, Milton and Plato. Ithaca, Cornell University Press, 19^7. 

Ih Masson writes that " i t i s enough to say that, as Milton 
i n 16M+ was one of those who advocated a radic a l reform i n the 
system of the English Universities, and helped to bring the 
system as i t existed into popular disrepute, so the di s s a t i s f a c 
tion which then broke out so conspicuously, and not only then 
hegan, but was then manifested. In other words, Milton, while at 
Cambridge, was one of those younger s p i r i t s — Ramists, Baconists, 
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observer of the phenomena of epic and tragedy, not the ideas 

of the practising poet, writing on the l i t e r a r y form. 

There i s a further reason, and perhaps the most important 

of a l l , why Milton found A r i s t o t l e to be a less pervasive i n 

fluence than Plato. J. M. Harrison points i t out i n his d i s 

cussion of Milton's debt to Platonic philosophy: 

The most characteristic side of Milton's idealism, 
however, i s revealed i n his teaching of the doctrine of 
chastity as the purity of the soul. In the defence of 
his own l i f e which he made i n 'An Apology for Smectym-
nuus,' he acknowledges an Important debt^in his education 
to the teaching of Platonic philosophy. y 

And Harrison, along with Miss Samuel, i l l u s t r a t e s the fact by 

quoting Milton's own words concerning his Platonism: 

Thus from the Laureat f r a t e r n i t y of Poets, riper yeares, 
and the ceaselesse round of study and reading led me 
to the shady spaces of philosophy, but c h i e f l y to the 
divine volumes of Plato, and his equall Xenophon. Where 
i f I should t e l l ye what I learnt, of chastity and love, 
I meane that which i s t r u l y so, whose charming cup i s 
only vertue which she bears i n her hand to those who 
are worthy. The rest are cheated with a thick i n t o x i -

Platonists, as they might be called c o l l e c t i v e l y or d i s t r i b u t l v e l y — 
who were at war with the methods of the place, and did not conceal 
that they were so." (David Masson, The L i f e of John Milton, Cam
bridge, Macmillan, 1859, Vol. 1, pp. 238-9.) .Masson also informs 
us that "Ari s t o t l e was s t i l l i n great authority i n this hemisphere, 
or rather two-thirds of the sphere, of the academic world. Not 
only were his l o g i c a l treatises and those of his commentators and 
expositors used as text-books, but the main part of the active 
i n t e l l e c t u a l d i s c i p l i n e of the students consisted i n the incessant 
practice, on a l l kinds of metaphysical and moral questions, of that 
art of d i a l e c t i c a l disputation, which, under the name of the 
A r i s t o t e l i a n method, had been set up by the schoolmen as the means 
to universal truth." (Ibid., p. 230.) 

15 J. M. Harrison, Platonism i n English Poetry, New York, 
Columbia University Press, 1903, p. V7. 
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cating potion which a certaine Sorceresse the abuser 
of loves name carries about; and how the f i r s t and 
chiefest o f f i c e of love, begins and ends i n the soule, 
producing those happy twins of her divine generation 
knowledge and vertue, with such abstracted sublimities 
as these, i t might be worth your l i s t n i n g , Readers, as 
I may one day hope to have ye i n a s t i l l time, when there 
s h a l l be no c h i d i n g . . . . 1 0 

Miss Samuel is p a r t i c u l a r l y interested i n Milton's theory of 

love, and she traces i t s development and coincidence with 

Platonic thought. It is Plato, and not A r i s t o t l e , i n whom Milton 

finds the basis for Christian Charity, and Milton surpasses, as 

i t were, Plato i n elevating Platonic love to the point where i t 

becomes compatible with Christian love. An incidental effect 

of this elevation on Milton's part i s the relegation of Plato's 

elevation of knowledge to a secondary position of value. Miss 

Samuel writes, concerning this condition of elevating love, i n 

the following passage: 
We now can see why Milton substituted love for know
ledge as the mainspring of human joy, and how the theory 
of love which he learned from Plato led him to go beyond 
the Platonic scale of values. Since love i s the moving 
impulse without which man rests content i n his limited 
s e l f , i t becomes the source of every good, as i t i s the 
power which moves man to reach for the good that i s not 
i n him. And reason being the faculty that recognizes 
good, love i s r a t i o n a l , beginning i n the soul and desir
ing what w i l l perfect i t . Thus much Milton could learn 
from Diotima and Socrates: knowledge i s the effect of 
love i n action. But what precisely does love seek to 
possess and know? Plato had said that the object of love 
is an Idea, the perfect Beauty, the whole and complete 
Good. Ch r i s t i a n i t y said that God alone i s wholly good 
and perfectly beautiful; that i s , C h r i s t i a n i t y i d e n t i f i e d 
God with the universals that Plato thought the ultimate 

16 John Milton, An Apology. &c. i n The Works of John Milton, 
New York, Columbia University Press, 1931, Vol. I l l , Part I, p. 
305. - (Note: Henceforward, a l l references, except those to the 
poems, are to the Columbia Edition of Milton's Works.) 
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object of knowledge. If God, then, becomes' the proper 
goal of Christian philosophy, knowledge cannot be the 
highest aim of humanity, and this for the good reason 
that God i s unknowable. 
Plato represents, moreover, throughout his dialogues, 

and especially i n the Republic., the ideal state to which man 

can assume. In Jungian language, that ideal state i s the 

same as the psychological and universal search for the arche

type of Eden.10" The condition of Eden is the condition of 

motionlessness, of a state i n which time and action are ar

rested; i n short, Eden i s a state of perfect peace.-*-9 i t is 

"the s t i l l point of the turning world," 2 0 a spot which i s 

found not only within the religious nature of l i v i n g man, but 

also within death, the natural end of man. That i s , Paradise 

or Eden i s the state towards which the frustration of l i f e leads 

men. Death effects the catharsis, and the catharsis, i n i t s 

turn, heralds the reign of an enduring and s t a t i c peace. 

Apart from i t s association with death, the archetype 

of Eden i s , paradoxically, closely commingled with hope, the 

17 Irene Samuel, op. c i t . , pp. 167-8. 
18 See Maud Bodkin, Archetypal Patterns i n Poetry, London, 

Oxford University Press, 193"+; and C.G. Jung, The Integration of 
the Personality, New York, Parrar & Rinehart, 1939. 

19 The psychological recurrence and h i s t o r i c a l omnipresence 
of the archetype of Eden i s , incidentally, i l l u s t r a t e d by the 
great quantity of Garden l i t e r a t u r e which has been given great 
attention by poets and mystics of every age, perhaps most of a l l 
Milton's. A typical contemporary example i s Edith Sitwell's 
anthology, A Book of Flowers. London, Macmillan, 1952. 

20 T.S. E l i o t , Four Quartets, London, Faber & Faber, 19hh, 
P. 9 . 
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virtue which is fundamental i n a Christian view of l i f e . If 

i t were not for this virtue, the world would cert a i n l y he, 

from a Christian point of view, a kind of l i v i n g death i n 

despair. In his analogical style, C. S. Lewis has argued with 

considerable conviction concerning the nature of this hope. 

Man, he says, recognizes i n his own character numerous needs. 

When he i s hungry, there i s an answer to that need i n food; 

when he i s cold, the sources of warmth exist to overcome that 

indisposition. For a l l the essential needs there is likewise 

an answer. L i f e on earth i s , at every turn, frustrating to men 

because everywhere there i s imperfection, except i n the ideal 

of man's own mind. Man feeds and fosters these ideals because 

i t is exactly this means by which he l i v e s . 

The need for a peaceful or perfect place in which to 

l i v e also has i t s answer, says Lewis, but that place i s found 

nowhere i n the world. There i s , i n the world, a universal 

search for a home; i n one way and another, everybody travels 

his whole l i f e searching for some mythical island, some ideal 

c i t y , some undiscovered country. Lewis suggests that since 

there i s an answer to a l l the essential physical needs,. there 

i s no reason to suppose that there i s no answer to this very 

deep, this most i n t r i n s i c of s p i r i t u a l needs. Without hope 

for the fu l f i l l m e n t of this need, man faces a l i f e of despair, 

the conclusion of which i s annihilation. For despair is the 

absence of hope, a condition which l o g i c a l l y concludes i n 

suicide. The opposite condition, i n which hope abounds, 

l o g i c a l l y and naturally concludes i n fu l f i l l m e n t — and ever-
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l a s t i n g l i f e . It i s pertinent to recognize that these ideas 

are by no means incompatible with Milton's l i f e and doctrine. J-

One of the most important of Milton's b e l i e f s l i e s i n 

the equation of l i f e and hope, which i s , at least on the theo

l o g i c a l l e v e l , the basis of a j u s t i f i c a t i o n of God. Hope i s , 

i n Milt on's works, generally associated with fear i n the e a r l i e r , 

and with f a i t h i n the l a t e r works. Typical perhaps of the 

fear-hope association is this passage from Comus: 

Yet where an equall poise of hope and fear 
Does arbitrate th' event, my nature i s 
That I encline to hope,, rather then fear, 
And gladly banish squint suspicion. - 2 

Satan's inversion of the same value of hope is possibly even 

more effective an i l l u s t r a t i o n : 

So farwel Hope, and with Hope farwel Fear, 
Farwel Remorse: a l l Good to me i s l o s t ; 
E v i l be thou my Good; by thee at least 
Divided Empire with Heav'ns King I hold 
By three, and more then half perhaps w i l l reigne: 
As Man ere long, and this new World s h a l l know. 3 

Moreover, since hope generally Is the antonym to despair, i t 

i s not unreasonable that the kind of mind which is Milton's, 

that i s , the mind concerned with the dichotomy and r e c o n c i l i a 

t i o n of the complement of l i g h t and darkness, of L'Allegro and 

21 See C. S. Lewis, Mere Ch r i s t i a n i t y . London, Geoffrey 
Bles, 1952, pp. 106-8. 

22 -John Milton, Comus: a Mask, i n The Poetical Works of 
John Milton, ed., H. C. Beeching, London, Oxford U.P., 19O8, 11. 
^10-3. 
(Note: Henceforward, a l l references to Milton's poems are to the 
Oxford Edition of his poems.) 

23 John Milton, Paradise Lost. Book IV, 11. 108-13. 
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II Penseroso, should associate these opposites. In the poet's 

l a t e r l i f e , however, hope i s coupled with f a i t h , and i t i s 

i n that association that we find Samson proceeding from despair 

to f a i t h , and from f a i t h to hope. At the conclusion of De Doc-

tr i n a Christiana, hope, along with f a i t h , i s to Milton that 

which men l i v e by:-. 
Hope d i f f e r s from f a i t h , [he writes,] as the effect from 
the cause; it d i f f e r s from i t likewise i n i t s object; for 
the object of f a i t h i s the promise; that of hope, the 
thing promised.'-4' 

Thus, f a i t h and i t s s i s t e r , hope, along with love, or Charity, 

become for Milton the chief virtues, as well as the other 

"devout affections towards God."25 

Hope, moreover, i n Paradise Lost, is the f i n a l , and per

haps the most valuable emotion the poet communicates, because 

i t i s closely associated with the highest humanistic value, the 

" l i f e force" i t s e l f : 

Som natural tears they drop'd, but wip'd them soon; 
The World was a l l before them, where to choose 
Thir place of rest, and Providence t h i r guide: 
They hand i n hand with wandring steps and slow, 
Through Eden took t h i r s o l i t a r i e way. 

Here i s implied the difference between C h r i s t i a n i t y and humanism: 

Chr i s t i a n i t y includes within i t s e l f the highest ideal of humanity, 

2h John Milton, De Doctrlna Christiana, Vol. XV, p. *+09. 

25 John Milton, A r t i s Logicae, Vol. XVII, p. 51. 

26 John Milton, Paradise Lost.'Book XII, 11. 6^5-9. 
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the appreciation of l i f e i t s e l f ; but i t is a greater director of 

l i f e than any humanistic creed because i t possesses an emotional 

joy which i s even more profound than a humanistic or n a t u r a l i s t i c 

appreciation of the e^lan v i t a l . And that emotion is hope, hope 

for the f u l f i l l m e n t of our highest ideals. 

Milton's view of Paradise must not be confused i n our 

minds with other, less ideal examples afforded by modern l i t e r a 

ture. The ideal of "the noble savage," for example, as i t i s 

set forth by the "pre-Romantic" Rousseau, and as i t is celebrated 

by various Romantic poets, and f i n a l l y made practicable by 

Thoreau, finds i n Paradise Lost a seemingly peculiar place 

i n the l i f e of mankind. It is not the Adam and Eve whom we 

f i r s t view i n the b l i s s f u l Garden who are the noble savages, 

since their l i f e i s primarily neither pantheistic nor naturalis

t i c , but rather a l i f e of singing God's praises through spon

taneous prayer. Their l i f e contains none of the amoral quality 

of the true noble savage, but rather Instead a f u l f i l l e d moral

i s t i c modus vivendi. It is the action after the f a l l , between 

Book IX and the coming of St. Michael; which accurately des

cribes what would be Milton's view of the noble savage. Adam 

and Eve have not yet been expelled from the Garden. They are 

s t i l l surrounded by the " b l i s s f u l , happy state," but, being 

possessed by despair and other frustrating and s t u l t i f y i n g 

emotions, they have only the faded glory of their o r i g i n l e f t 

to them. Thus, i t is then that the analogy to the condition 

of the seemingly unspoiled state of the noble savage exists. 
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Another means by which the archetype of Paradise is sug

gested i s i n the context of art i t s e l f . If the proper end of 

art i s the achievement of catharsis, the state of peace which 

follows the purgatorial catharsis can e a s i l y be equated with 

that peace which forms the basis of Paradise. James Joyce, 

i n his discussion of tragedy, recognizes the condition as 

symptomatic of the whole aesthetic of art: 

The tragic emotion, i n fact, i s a face looking two ways, 
towards terror and towards pity, both of which are phases 
of i t . You see I use the word arrest. I mean that the 
tragic emotion i s s t a t i c . Or rather the dramatic emotion 
i s . The feelings excited by improper art are k i n e t i c , de
s i r e or loathing. Desire urges us to possess, to go to 
something. The arts which excite them, pornographical or 
didactic, are therefore improper arts. The esthetic emo
tion ( I use the general term) i s therefore s t a t i c . The 
mind i s arrested and raised above desire and loathing. 2/ 

This process of the purging of the emotions, while i t is usually 

noted especially i n r e l a t i o n to tragedy, Is by no means peculiar 

to that l i t e r a r y form. 2 o" Indeed, i t has been argued that the 

psychological phenomenon of catharsis, as c r i t i c a l l y originated 

by A r i s t o t l e , is common to every work of art. ?-9 A r i s t o t l e s p e c i f i 

c a l l y states that the d i s t i n c t i o n of tragedy i s i n the emotions 

of pity and fear, that their successful mingling produces a 

catharsis. In the famous d e f i n i t i o n of tragedy he points out 

that i t i s through p i t y and fear that the poet effects "the 

27 James Joyce, A Portrait of the A r t i s t as a Young Man, 
New York, Modern Library, 1928, p. 24-0. ~~ 

2 8 S. H. Butcher, op. c i t . , pp. 24-2 f f . 

2 9 See appendix for a discussion of the r e l a t i o n between 
purgation and depersonalization. 



-18-

purgation of these emotions."30 j n other words, i t is not the 

purgation i t s e l f which distinguishes tragedy from other forms 

of l i t e r a t u r e , but the use of the particular emotions of pity 

and fear to obtain i t . In epic poetry, there i s room for a 

great number of emotions- other than those of pity and fear; 

nevertheless, as i n tragedy, the end result is the same: the 

purgation of frustrating emotions.31 

In Paradise Lost the emotions of p i t y and fear are pre

eminent, as i n tragedy, within the tragic story which i s told 

i n Book IX. Later, in Chapter IX, the tragic construction of 

Book IX w i l l be considered, but i t is important at this point 

to indicate that although Milton uses a tragic story for the core 

of his epic, emotions of a painful and frustrating nature, such 

as shame and despair, are used, as well as p i t y and fear; and 

those emotions combined with the tragic intensity of Book IX con

tribute their share i n the achievement of the depth of the cath

arsi s at the conclusion of the poem. 

In this connexion, i t is profitable to consider a certain 

d i s t i n c t i o n concerning the nature of poetry generally. As a 

result of examining various poets and their work, i t is plausible 

to suggest that there appear to exist two d i s t i n c t l y different 

kinds of poetry, one of which may be described as " s t a t i c " and 

30 A r i s t o t l e , Poetics, i n Butcher, trans., Ibid., VI. 2, 
P. 23. 

31 Note, however, the r e l a t i v e l y limited number of emotions 
treated i n Paradise Lost. 
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the other as "active." By s t a t i c poetry is meant successful" 

verse which communicates an extended purgation, and has l i t t l e 

to do with such frustrating emotions as p i t y and fear, horror, 

hate, or even perhaps with some definitions of hope. 

Hope i s a frustrating emotion i f i t i s confused with ex

pectation or desire. If a d i s t i n c t i o n i s made between hope and 

desire, i t w i l l be found that hope belongs properly to s t a t i c 

poetry. Hope can, moreover, be thought of as man's God-given 

right, as a quality which points man toward his natural duty 

on earth as the praiser of God's grandeur. Thus, the virtue i s , 

unlike the frustrating emotions of expectation and desire, more 

s t r i c t l y associated with the ends of, and not the means to, ideal 

objectives.3 3 Hope may be appreciated as a natural duty of man 

32 The d i s t i n c t i o n i n meaning denoted by the use of the 
word "successful" is elucidated i n the following passage: "I 
suggest that the purpose of good, c r i t i c i s m may be summed up as 
seeking to answer three questions: What did the author set out 
to do? Did he succeed i n doing i t ? And, was i t worth doing? 
These questions were f i r s t propounded by Goethe i n a s l i g h t l y 
different form: 'What did the author set out to do? Was his plan 
reasonable and sensible, and how far did he succeed i n carrying 
i t out?' The order f i r s t given, however, is the order i n which 
the c r i t i c should proceed. He should want to know the author's 
intentions f i r s t , and l a s t of a l l he should try to [evaluate] 
the work." (A. R. Thompson, The Anatomy of Drama, Berkeley, 
University of California Press, 194-6, p. 4-3.) ~~ 

33 Milton suggests by his d e f i n i t i o n i n the De Doctrina 
that hope is an end and not the means, which is f a i t h . Thus, hope 
i s s t i l l more properly to be associated with s t a t i c poetry, a l 
though, too, i t can be argued.that hope, though i t i s an end of 
f a i t h , i s also a means towards yet another, and a higher quality: 
the f u l f i l l m e n t of the Promise. (See"quotation, p. 15.) 
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not only because i t is closely associated with the human function 

of praising God but also because the condition of men who are 

without that natural function evinces the metamorphosis, as i t 

were, of the noble savage into the ignoble beast, of the un

spoiled man into Swift's Yahoo, a creature l i v i n g i n a negative 

and wild capacity, e n t i r e l y immoral because he i s beyond the 

positive manner of l i f e . Without hope, there can be no f u l f i l l 

ment, and without f u l f i l l m e n t , there can be no r e a l i z a t i o n of 

the image of God, which i s , i n effect, man's ultimately free 

nature. 

Active poetry, on the other hand, is probably best 

described as containing a great amount of emotion of a violent 

nature which i s f i n a l l y resolved into a catharsis, always, of 

course, with the provision that the a r t i s t has successfully used 

the emotions he deals with. Such emotions as pity and fear, 

horror, hate, or expectation, or any number of other emotions 

which lend themselves to violent physical reaction, can be used 

i n order to obtain a successful catharsis. 

Static poetry at i t s best represents an extended purgation 

— that i s , a prolonged state of peacefulness. Active poetry at 

Its best displays an exposition of the frustrating emotions which 

are f i n a l l y resolved by a catharsis. At their worst, s t a t i c 

poetry i s d u l l and l i f e l e s s (e.g. much of Wordsworth's la t e r 

verse 
)35 and active poetry is f i n a l l y frustrated and uncontrolled 

3*+ See H. N. F a i r c h i l d , The Noble Savage, New York, Columbia 
University Press, 1928. 

35 However, for a contrary view see Bernbaum, Guide to., the 
Romantic Movement. 
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(e.g., Otway*s Venice Preserved and, i n our own time, many of 

the plays of the contemporary American school of realism).^ D 

When they are resolved, made compatible, however, the two types 

of poetry i n their coalescence produce the very nature of poetry 

i t s e l f ; i . e . , "creative energy made effective through r e s t r a i n t . " 

36 One eminent and recent example i s Arthur Miller's The 
Death of a Salesman. 

37 J. L. Lowes, Convention and Revolt i n Poetry, Boston, 
Houghton M i f f l i n , 1919, P. 31+6.. 



CHAPTER III : MILTON AND ARISTOTLE (2) 

Paradise Regained and Samson Agonistes as two kinds of 
poetry. — Examples i n contrast. — Convention and 
revolt. — Opposition of Plato and A r i s t o t l e . — 
Milton's idea of prayer. — Prayer and poetry. — Poetry 
and mysticism. — References to A r i s t o t l e i n Milton. — 
Milton's chief debt to A r i s t o t l e . 

The d i s t i n c t i o n between the two types of poetry w i l l be 

extended somewhat i n l a t e r chapters but i t i s necessary f i r s t 

to realize that Milton i s peculiarly a practitioner of a verse 

which i s highly qualified i n both d i s t i n c t i o n s . Paradise 

Regained, for example, i s one of the most s t a t i c of a l l English 

poems, and Samson Agonistes i s one of the most active. The two 

poems are generally underrated because each offers i t s peculiar 

d i f f i c u l t y , since the nature of the purely s t a t i c and the 

v i o l e n t l y active i n l i t e r a t u r e always meet with a great amount 

of opposition on the part of readers and c r i t i c s who themselves 

tend to appreciate one kind of noetry at the expense of the other. 

For example, an individual who appreciates the characteristic 

work of Wordsworth or Arnold to the exclusion of that of Goethe 

or Browning w i l l tend to prefer Paradise Regained and reject 

Samson Agonistes. The reverse situation i s also true. 

The solution for anyone who is faced with such a problem 

involving taste or i n c l i n a t i o n may perhaps l i e in his r e a l i z a t i o n 

of an important principle, not only of l e t t e r s , but also of l i f e : 

the fundamental principle of " l e f t hand, right hand," i . e . , the 

h i s t o r i c a l and aesthetic estimation of convention and revolt, 

the opposition and the complementary nature of peace and war, of 
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t r a n q u i l i t y and action, of night and day. J 

That i t i s a pre-occupation of Milton's, from the time 

at least of his undergraduate days, i s evidenced by his 

address on the comparative value of day and night.^9 It is 

further marked by the companion and complementary poems 

L'Allegro and 11 Penseroso, and i t recurs throughout the 

pamphlets i n the expression of his p o l i t i c a l and s o c i a l ideas. 

While i n his l a s t two great works he i l l u s t r a t e s their individual 

completeness, i n Paradise host he continually reveals the opposi

tion of the restraining and Irrational factors of l i f e , on the 

divine, temporal, and the subhuman levels of existence. This 

reconcilement of the romantic outlook of man with the virtues 

of c l a s s i c a l restraint is perhaps i n Milton more perfectly . 

blended than i n any other poet, although i t i s true that there 

are a number of Instances i n his work where the two aspects 

c l a s h . 4 - 0 

A r i s t o t l e ' s Ideas on poetry appear to be c h i e f l y a 

consideration of the active kind of verse. Since Plato, whose 

outlook i s generally more compatible with the s t a t i c view of 

poetry, had carried his opinion to i t s most extreme conclusion 

and thereby banished from his ideal state a l l poetizing, seeing 

38 The whole thesis is developed and i l l u s t r a t e d i n J. L. 
Lowes, op. c i t . , passim. 

39 John Milton, Whether Pay i s more Excellent Than Right, 
Vol. XII. 

hO See Appendix for an exposition of the weaknesses in 
control i n Samson Agonistes, pp, 129 f f . 
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i t as an extraneous and even harmful part of c i v i l i z a t i o n , x 

i t is understandable that A r i s t o t l e ' s commentary should become 

at least i n part an over-emphasis of the opposite view. No one 

except the most steadfast Platonist would deny the effectiveness 

of Ar i s t o t l e ' s j u s t i f i c a t i o n of art; nevertheless, i t is appar

ent that A r i s t o t l e ' s position i s l o g i c a l l y non-contemplative 

and neglects, consequently, the contemplative qualities found 

i n the highest religious poetry. The epic form, furthermore, 

which is perhaps more closely akin to religious contemplation 

and to religious subjects than the tragic form, s i g n i f i c a n t l y 
ho 

takes second place In A r i s t o t l e as a great art form. -

Milton would i n a l l likelihood not disagree with the 

fundamental position taken by Plato i n the Republic; however, he 

would be the f i r s t to deny that poetry had no place i n the ideal 

state of man. The morning prayer of Adam and Eve Is a fundamental 

part of their l i v e s , and i t is pure, contemplative poetry. The 

i d e n t i f i c a t i o n of prayer and poetry, furthermore, is for Milton 

hi F. M. Cornford, trans., The' Republic of Plato, Oxford, 
Oxford University Press, 19*+!, (Book X, 595A-603B) pp. 31H~32. 

h2 Aeschylus, to whom Ar i s t o t l e does not often point 
(In contrast to the philosopher's dependence upon Sophocles 
and Euripides for example and i l l u s t r a t i o n ) , Is not to be 
included into the s t r i c t c l a s s i f i c a t i o n of A r i s t o t e l i a n tragedy. 
Aeschylus represents in the Oresteia a peculiar genre, one which 
is aa unlike tragedy as we or d i n a r i l y understand the meaning of 
the word as the c l a s s i c a l oratorio i s unlike the modern opera. 
The strongly conventionalized dramaturgy of Aeschylus actually 
Is one of the rare examples i n our l i t e r a t u r e of the reconcile
ment to a very high degree of the tragic and the epic elements. 



-25-

as i t is for Hopkins, one of his most basic functions as a 

man,^3 since his work i s an offering to God, and as such i s 

intended as an invocatory attempt. 

It appears that because' of the identity of prayer and 

poetry, because prayer gives r i s e to the s t a t i c , purgative 

kind of poetry, Milton realized the need for the st a t i c mode 

in art. Wordsworth, too, contains at his poetic core the idea 

of the voice of s t i l l n e s s which reaches heaven. One of his 

Evening Voluntaries pla i n l y i l l u s t r a t e s this view which associ

ates prayer and poetry, the st a t i c kind of poetry: 

The sun i s couched, the sea-fowl gone to rest, 
And the wild storm hath somewhere found a nest; 
Air slumbers—wave with wave no longer st r i v e s , 
Only a heaving of the deep survives, 
A t e l l - t a l e motion.' soon w i l l i t be l a i d , . 
And by the tide alone the water swayed. 
Stealthy withdrawings, interminglings mild 
Of l i g h t with shade i n beauty r e c o n c i l e d — 
Such i s the prospect far as Sight can range, 
The soothing recompence, the welcome change. 
Where now the ships that drove before the blast, 
Threatened by angry breakers as they passed; 
And by a t r a i n of f l y i n g clouds bemocked; 
Or, i n the hollow surge, at anchor rocked 
As on a bed of death? Some lodge i n peace, 
Saved by His care who bade the tempest cease; 
And some, too heedless of past danger, court 
Fresh gales to waft them to the fa r - o f f port; 
But near, or hanging sea and sky between, 
Hot one of a l l those winged powers is seen, 
Seen in her course, nor 'mid this quiet heard; 
Yet oh.' how gladly would the a i r be st i r r e d 
By some acknowledgment of thanks and praise, 
Soft In i t s temper as those vesper lays 
Sung to the Virgin while accordant oars 
Urge the slow bark along Calabrian shores; 

4-3 Symptomatic of this i d e n t i f i c a t i o n i s the early 
F i f t h Elegy. 
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A sea-born service through the mountains f e l t 
T i l l into one loved v i s i o n a l l things melt: 
Or l i k e those hymns that soothe with graver sound 
The gulfy coast of Norway iron-bound; 
And, from the wide and open B a l t i c , r i s e 
With punctual care, Lutherian harmonies. 
Hush, not a voice is herei but why repine, 
Now when the star of eve comes forth to shine 
On B r i t i s h waters with that look benign? 
Ye mariners, that plough your onward way, 
Or i n the haven rest, or sheltering bay, 
May s i l e n t thanks at least to God be given , L 

With a f u l l heart; "our thoughts are heard i n heaven.'" h 

The poetry which i s closer to prayer, which, as this of Words

worth's, finds i t s own way to prayer, is essentially opposed 

to that kind of active poetry which finds i t s inspiration in 

man's s t r i v i n g towards a personal f u l f i l l m e n t which he i s 

probably reluctant to attain on a conscious l e v e l . In this con

nexion i t i s interesting to observe that Static poetry i s 

associated with heaven and the angels; active poetry with Satan 

and h e l l . ^ Static poetry which i s offered as prayer represents, 
>+6 

moreover, a less personal and more c o l l e c t i v i s t i c f u l f i l l m e n t . v 

It i s the f u l f i l l m e n t of a religious dedication, not unlike, 

analogically speaking, the man who is dedicated to the practice 

kh William Wordsworth, The Poetical Works of..., eds., 
E. de Selincourt & Helen "Darbishire, Oxford, Oxford University 
Press, Vol. '+, pp. 3-h. 

H-5 An admixture of the two kinds indicates the condition 
of mankind: the centre of the s t r i f e between the two poles. 

h-6 Cf. Tolstoy's view of art generally. These are, i n 
cidentally, the qualities which can be attributed to Tolstoy's 
only two tales which he himself, of a l l his works, adjudged to 
have merit. See Leo Tolstoy, What i s Art?, London, Oxford 
University Press, 1930, note p. 2k6. 



of mysticism and who f i n a l l y attains the b e a t i f i c v i s i o n . 

Father Bremond, however, points to the f a l l a c y which 

is prevalent concerning the confusion of poets and mystics; 

and, while Indicating the p a r a l l e l natures of their ex

periences, he warns us not to confuse their respective 

natures: 

The more of a poet any particular poet i s , the 
more he is tormented by the need of communica
ting his experience; the more of a poet he i s , 
the easier and the more inevitable he finds the 
magic transmuting power of words by means of 
which something of his poetical experience passes 
from his deeper soul to ours. The more of a 
mystic any particular mystic i s , the less he 
feels this need of self-communication, and the 
more such communication seems to him impossible, 
should he have the desire to make i t , as, indeed, 
i n point of fact i t i s , a l l mystical grace sup
poses , 'an absolutely gratuitous and free i n t e r 
vention on the part .of God.* Well, you w i l l say, 
does not that alone prove the i n f e r i o r i t y of the 
mystic and the superiority of the poet? Yes, 
without any doubt, i f i t is a question of the 
communication of ideas, images, sentiments; no, 
i f i t i s a, question of a piece of re a l unitive 
knowledge. ' 

Milton i s not only a poet i n the sense that Father Bremond 

describes-, i . e . , one who communicates "ideas, images, sent i 

ments," but he i s also a mystic i n that the sum t o t a l of the 

panoramic and revelatory view begun by Raphael and completed 

by Michael i s a glimpse of "real unitive knowledge." 

Unlike Plato, A r i s t o t l e i s not concerned with the 

revelatory powers of poetry, but merely with the id e a l i z a t i o n 

of particulars -- a primarily psychological and n a t u r a l i s t i c 

4-7 Henri Bremond, Prayer and Poetry, London, Burns Oates 
& Washbourne,.1927, pp. 189-90. 
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viev; while, of course, the psychological and n a t u r a l i s t i c 

interest i n phenomena i s of great interest to Milton, i t 

is not his greatest interest, which l i e s i n the supernatural 

sphere of experience. Thus, Milton at his highest l e v e l 

becomes not merely a poet, but also a religious teacher, 

attaining much the same position as Aeschylus had attained 

i n Greek l i t e r a t u r e . Eegarding A r i s t o t e l i a n influence, 

therefore, there are comparatively few direct references 

i n Milton's works to the philosopher, though there are more 

than enough to give us definite knowledge of his views on 

A r i s t o t l e and Aristotelianism. Several of the references 

show not only his opinion of and debt to A r i s t o t l e , but also 

the p a r t i c u l a r i t y of his understanding of him. 

As a youth, Milton's interest i s shown by his De Idea 

Platonica quemadmodum Aristoteles I n t e l l e x l t . i n which he 

effusively c a l l s upon Plato to reinstate the poets who have 

been banished from the Republic, on the grounds that they 

serve the function of offsetting ugliness and bringing beauty 
U-8 

into the world. But this early effusion i s a far cry from 

the maturity of one of the outstanding contributions of his 

later l i f e , his A r t i s Logicae. When Milton f i n a l l y came to 

write his treatise on Logic, his philosophical knowledge of 

A r i s t o t l e was most perceptive, i n that the whole work may be 

regarded as an attempt to reconcile Platonic and A r i s t o t e l i a n 

H-8 John Milton, De Idea Platonica & c , Vol. I, Part I, 
pp. 266-9. 



philosophy, and to make clear to Platonists and Aristotelians 

that their respective positions were r e a l l y not so far apart 

as they tended to believe. The following passage is an example 

But genus i s the whole essential to the parts, 
since i n i t s s i g n i f i c a t i o n i t embraces that essence, 
namely matter and form, which i s equally common 
to a l l species, or more b r i e f l y , since i t is a 
symbol of the common essence. For Genus does not 
properly communicate essence to species (since 
i n i t s e l f i t is i n truth nothing outside the species) 
but merely s i g n i f i e s their essence, for the notion 
of what is essential and common to a l l species i s 
called genus, and by the Greeks often idea, but 
not separated from things, as they think the Platon
ic ideas are, which are clouds, according to A r i s 
tot l e (Metaphysics I. 7; 12.5) but what i n thought 
and reason is one and the same thing common to 
many species i n each of which i n fact and nature 
i t appears singly, as Plato says i n the Meno. " 

Milton further comments on Ar i s t o t l e i n his discussion 

concerning the nature of the concrete and abstract i n conjug

ates : 

There follow examples, as .justice, .lust, .justly. 
In examples of this sort i t should be observed 
that what they c a l l abstract is the cause of the 
concrete, and the concrete is the cause of the ad
verb, for justice i s the cause why any one i s just, 
and since he i s just, therefore he does justly; 
but this i s not everywhere true, for what is health
f u l , that i s , what produces or preserves health, 
i s the cause of health, the concrete indeed of the 
abstract.... 5° 

Moreover, i n treating that most integral aspect of our d i s 

cussion, the nature of motion or action, he writes: 

... most interpreters of Ramus are of the opinion 
that the doctrine of motion, as of a general thing, 

4-9 Milton, A r t i s Logicae. Vol. XI, pp. 238-9. 

50 Ibid., pp. 214--7. 



pertains to l o g i c , but not r i g h t l y . For what can 
logic teach about motion that is not natural and 
according to physics. 'Things known' they say from 
A r i s t o t l e (Physics 8.3) 'and opinions, a l l use 
motion.' Surely they use i t , but, as physics teaches, 
taken from nature.51 

Concerning his own theories of art, moreover, Milton is 

extremely indebted to A r i s t o t l e , but, as this key passage 

denotes, Milton i s no A r i s t o t e l i a n i n the sense where he 

accepts verbatim A r i s t o t l e ' s ideas; he shows a discretion 

rather, even a reservation perhaps, while retaining a due 

respect: 

Time serves not now, and perhaps I might seem 
too profuse to give any certain account of what 
the mind at home i n the spacious c i r c u i t s of her 
musing hath l i b e r t y to propose to herself, though 
of highest hope, and hardest attempting, whether 
that Epick form whereof the two poems of Homer, 
and those other two of V i r g i l and Tasso are a d i f 
fuse, and the book of Job a b r i e f model: or whether 
the rules of A r i s t o t l e herin are s t r i c t l y to be 
kept, or nature to be follow'd, which i n them that 
know a r t , and use judgement i s no transgression, 
but an enriching of a r t . " 

This passage, along with t hat found i n Of Education, i s the 

only statement found in Milton's prose pointing to his under

standing of epic theory. It is here alone, however, that 

Milton's disagreement concerning epic or tragic superiority 

is hinted at, although i t would be erroneous to conclude from 

i t much more than that i t i s not true to say he agreed with 

51 John Milton, ArtIs Loglcae, Vol. XI, p. 75. 

52 John Milton, Church Government, i n i b i d . , Vol. I l l , 
Part I, p. 237. ~~ 

53 See quotation, pp. ^3-9• 
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A r l s t o t l e that the tragedy was of higher value than the epic. 
Milton's preface to Samson Agonistes i s another im

portant indication of his depth of understanding of A r i s t o t l e : 

Tragedy, as i t was antiently compos'd, hath been 
ever held the gravest, moralest, and most p r o f i t 
able of a l l other Poems: therefore said by A r i s 
tot l e to be of power by raising pity and fear, or 
terror, to purge the mind of those and such l i k e 
passions, that i s to temper and reduce them to 
just measure with a kind of delight, s t i r r ' d up 
by reading or seeing those passions well imitated. 
Nor is Nature wanting i n her own effects to make 
good his assertion: for so i n Physic things of 
melancholic hue and quality are us'd against melan
choly, ̂ owr against sowr, sa l t to remove sa l t hu
mours . 54-

In contrast to his argument i n Of Education and the quotation 

from his pamphlet concerning Church Government, i t would ap

pear, on the surface, that i n writing Samson Agonistes Milton 

had f i n a l l y come to consider the tragedy to be of higher 

quality as a form than epic. However, upon closer examination 

we can conclude only that he has not made for himself any 

d e f i n i t i v e judgement concerning the respective forms, but 

rather he has l e f t his capacities open for experiment and 

momentarily, at least, c a l l s upon the reader's poetic f a i t h 

and w i l l i n g suspension of disbelief.55 Samson Agonistes, 

as a whole, indicates also Milton's capacity to extract 

meaning and poetical intensity from accepted, even seemingly 

5V John Milton, "Of that sort of Dramatic Poem which i s 
c a l l *d Tragedy," Samson Agonistes, p*. 505. 

55 Coleridge's maxim can be used not only as a warning 
against doctrinal and other adhesions but also against readers' 
prejudices for certain poetic- forms. 



outworn, conventions: 

It suffices i f the whole Drama be found not pro-
due' t beyond the f i f t Act, of the style and uni-
formitie, and that commonly c a l l 'd the Plot, 
whether i n t r i c a t e or e x p l i c i t , which i s nothing 
indeed but such oeconomy, or disposition of the fable 
as may stand best with verisimilitude and decorum; 
they only w i l l best judge who are not unacquainted 
with Aeschulus, Sophocles< and Euripides, the 
three Tragic Poets unequall'd yet by any, and the 
best rule to a l l who endeavour to write Tragedy. 
The circumscription of time wherein the whole 
Drama begins and ends, i s according to antient 
rule, and best example, within the space of 2h 
hours.? 

Besides this external evidence, we have the internal evidence 

of the tragedy of Samson Agonistes i t s e l f to i l l u s t r a t e to 

us the extent to which Milton adapted A r i s t o t e l i a n maxims i n 

the writing of his tragedy. He has accepted A r i s t o t l e ' s ideas 

of tragedy on so many counts that Samson Agonistes i s one of 

the few t r u l y "Greek" tragedies written i n English. The 

probability that Milton wrote Samson Agonistes after and not 

before he wrote Paradise Lost,, moreover, indicates not that 

he thought one mode superior to another, but that the value 

of one form did not denigrate the value of another. 

Regardless, however, of a l l these considerations, the 

chief debt which Milton owes to Ar i s t o t l e is i n form — meaning 

f u l form -- rather than i n any philosophical ideas. A r i s t o t l e ' 

effectiveness i n revealing the meaning in form, especially i n 

the tragic, i s the chief aspect of Ar i s t o t l e by which Milton 

profited. The English poet appears closely to have considered 

56 John Milton, "Of that, sort of Dramatic Poem which is 
ca l l ' d Tragedy," p. 506. 
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most of A r i s t o t l e ' s work, and i n the case of the con

struction of Samson Agonistes, his debt to the Poetics is 

incalculable. It was, above a l l , i n his employment of the 

structural parts of the tragedy and i n his interpretation of 

the pathological theory of c a t h a r s i s ^ that Milton benefited. 

But the main concern here is that i n the case of Paradise 

Lost Milton not only agreed with A r i s t o t l e , but he also 

overcame Ar i s t o t l e ' s most persuasive objections to the epic, 

f i n a l l y answering the philosopher by the most persuasive of 

a l l arguments: the creation of a work of art devoid of the 

usual mortal shortcomings which previously existed i n the best 

examples of that particular art form. 

57 Butcher, op. c i t . , pp. 2H-7-8. 



CHAPTER 17 : PLATONISM AND ARISTOTELIANISM 

The beginning of A r i s t o t l e ' s l i t e r a r y influence. — 
Associations of Platonism and Aristotelianism. — 
The chronological relationship. — Example of 
musical form. — Example of the Oresteia. — Example 
of the Bible. — Example of Milton's idea on divorce. 
— Plato, A r i s t o t l e , and Socrates. — Influences 
favouring Platonism. — The Cambridge Platonists. — 
The s c i e n t i f i c attitude to Aristotelianism (Scholas
ticism) . — Bacon's view. — Discontinuity i n English 
History. 

The condition of Platonism and Aristotelianism i n the 

sixteenth century i s probably the key to the problem of the 

opposing evaluations of epic and tragedy. Sandys informs us 

of a most pertinent fact: 

In 1536 Ramus obtained his doctor's degree i n Paris 
by maintaining that a l l the doctrines of A r i s t o t l e 
were fa l s e , thus marking the decline of A r i s t o t l e ' s 
teaching i n philosophy; but, i n the very same year, 
the dedicator of Pazzi's posthumous work declares that, 
in the treatise on Poetry, 'the precepts of poetic 
art are treated by A r i s t o t l e as divinely as he has 
treated every other form of knowledge', — thus mark
ing the beginning of A r i s t o t l e ' s influence i n l i t e r a -
ture.5 " 

Thus, while the decline i n the teaching of A r i s t o t l e ' s philo

sophy spread, there was a r i s e i n the teaching of Plato's 

ideals; and the most important single influence upon England, 

with regard to this Renaissance Platonism, was from Italy 

via the Florentine Platonic Academy, which ultimately fur

nished the Cambridge Platonists with the scholarly precedent 

they readily u t i l i z e d . 

58 J. E. Sandys, A History of C l a s s i c a l Scholarship, Cam 
bridge, University Press, 1908, Vol. II, pp. 133-4-. 

59 See Ernst Cassirer, The Platonic Renaissance i n Engla 
London, Thomas Nelson, 1953, ""pp. 8-2*+. ~~ 



In the twentieth century Platonism has been l a r g e l y 
associated, with c o n v e n t i o n a l i t y and r e a c t i o n , while A r i s -
t o t e l i a n i s m possesses an a s s o c i a t i o n of open-minded, s c i e n t i f i c 
i n q u i r y . Our a t t i t u d e has developed t a r t l y through r e a c t i o n 
against the nineteenth century, and concerning t h i s modern 
r e v o l u t i o n , i t i s not d i f f i c u l t to accept the argument that, 
as with a l l revolutions much, of what was good i n Victorian!sm 
has been destroyed, along with much of what was bad. A n t i -
V i c t o r i a n i s m , however, i s not the only f a c t o r a f f e c t i n g the 
modern a t t i t u d e to Platonism and A r i s t o t e l i a n i s m . The more 
subtle e f f e c t s of a mistaken chronological r e l a t i o n s h i p between 
the two philosophers i s often overlooked. The t h i n k i n g , es
p e c i a l l y of C h r i s t i a n s , uoon the general notion of chronological 
r e l a t i o n s h i p s , i s c r u c i a l i n t h i s context and needs to be 
elaborated, because i t i s deeply concerned with discovering 
which, of a l l forms, i s the most t r u l y e s s e n t i a l i n l i f e as 
w e l l as i n a r t . ^ 0 

C h r i s t i a n s tend to regard that which i s f i r s t i n time 
as superior to that which f o l l o w s , except i n those instances 
where God i s credited with cumulative r e v e l a t i o n . The most 
elemental example of the s u p e r i o r i t y of the f i r s t subject and 
the i n f e r i o r i t y of that which follows i s probably the funda
mental r e l a t i o n s h i p between fathers and sons. The f a t h e r , 

60 i . e . , which of a l l ideals* is the highest. The 
object i n attempting to a s c e r t a i n t h i s form or i d e a l of high
est value should, of course, be able to stand p s y c h o l o g i c a l , 
h i s t o r i c a l , r e l i g i o u s and a r t i s t i c t e s t s for coherence, 
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being i n a superior position, essentially for no reason other 

than that he is f i r s t i n time and has generated his offspring, 

i s , consequently, the figure representing order and justice. 

But i t should be pointed out that the emergence of the son 

gives r i s e to the condition which means that the father's 

position Is not only defined but also f u l f i l l e d , because the 

two elements complement each other. 

This essential form of " f i r s t " and " l a s t , " of anterior 

and posterior, of beginning and end, admits, however, of only 

two parts. If the form were applied to the arts, an omission 

becomes apparent. In musical form we would find that the 

prior quality (the father) i s represented by the exposition 

section; the l a t t e r quality (the son) by the recapitulation. 

These two parts are alike i n form but different In .time. They 

bear a different relationship, one to the other. But i n music 

there is a middle or developmental section which not only 

makes the exposition and recapitulation more pertinently com

plementary, but often i t also adds something which is d i s t i n c 

t i v e l y i t s own, since the developmental section analogically 

represents not merely the li n k between father and son, but the 

common ground of experience which those two motives evince, 

having been composed of variations on figures o r i g i n a l l y 

revealed by the exposition and f i n a l l y affirmed by the recapi

tulation. 

In poetry the exposition, representing the paternal 

aspect of the form, i s contained i n the idea of a beginning. 

The idea of the f i l i a l aspect i s i n the ending, and the transI-
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t i o n between the two represents the development of the work 
of a r t . Thus, we come to A r i s t o t l e ' s observation that poetry-
must contain a beginning, a middle, and an end, i f i t i s to 
be u n i f i e d and complete. 

Aeschylus' Oresteia stands as perhaps the best example 
i n the drama of the r e c o n c i l i a t i o n of three-part and two-
part form. The t r i l o g y i s , i n i t s p r i n c i p a l theme, the con
f l i c t between the o l d , established law (the father motif) 
and the new, revol u t i o n a r y freedom (the son m o t i f ) . In 
descr i b i n g the triumph of the new, Olympian r e l i g i o n of l i g h t 
over the o l d , Chthonic code of darkness, Aeschylus s u b s t a n t i 
a l l y I l l u s t r a t e s the e s s e n t i a l chronological r e l a t i o n s h i p , the 
ac t i o n of which i s a n t i t h e t i c a l l y described i n the two parts 
of which h i s theme i s composed.^1 The t r i l o g y i t s e l f , being 
three plays, r e c o n c i l e s the i^ea of development i n the figu r e ' 
of Orestes, who comes between the o r i g i n a l a c t i o n (effected by 
Clytemnestra i n the Agamemnon) and the f i n a l a c t i o n (effected 
by Athene i n the Eumenid.es). ^he Oresteia may thus be con
sidered the r e c o n c i l i a t i o n of the inconsistency of two- as 
opposed to three-part form, since two-part form i s observed 
by the nature of the content of the poem, while the aspect of 
three-part form i s manifested by the t r i l o g y construction 
employed by the poet. 

Like the Oresteia, the B i b l e represents a c o n f l i c t 
between the old and. the new, In that the Old Testament reveals 

61 i . e . The c o n f l i c t of the old (the f i r s t part) and the 
new (the second p a r t ) . 

http://Eumenid.es
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the Law of God and the New Testament the Gospel of God. This 

difference between Law and Gospel is of special importance to 

Milton, as we s h a l l see shortly. The Old and New Testaments 

are, l i k e the father-son relationship, opposed while they 

are, simultaneously, complementary. On the surface, i t 

appears that they are purely two-part divisions, and that the 

problem of a middle section does not arise; however, the 

Gospels themselves, i n so far that they i l l u s t r a t e Christ's 

a c t i v i t i e s , give us the necessary development for the f i n a l 

interpretations which take up the remainder of the New Testa

ment i n the writings of St. Paul and other early Church Fathers. 

It i s Christ's teaching and not his teachings (i.e., the events 

of his active l i f e and not the content of the Gospel) which 

have to do with the middle of the story. 

The Greek dramatist-teacher's t r i l o g y and the Bible, as 

well as Milton's epic, have, consequently, this i n common: 

they celebrate the triumph of charity over the rule of Law; 

the r e l i g i o n of l i g h t over the r e l i g i o n of darkness; the 

breaking of the hitherto unbreakable rule of lex t a l i o n i s , 

an "eye for an eye." 

Milton's argument i n defence of divorce is d i r e c t l y 

linked with this interpretation of the Gospel vs. Law: 

... marriage was thought so Sacramentall, that no 
adultery or desertion could dissolve i t ; and this 
is the sense of our Canon Courts i n England to this 
day, but in no other reformed* Church els; yet there 
remains i n them also a burden on i t as heavie as the 
other two were disgraceful or superstitious, and : 
of as much iniquity, crossing a Law not onely writt'n 
by Moses, but character'd i n us by nature, of more 
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antiquity and deeper ground then marriage i t selfe; which 
Law is to force nothing against the f a u l t l e s proprieties 
of nature; yet that this may be colourably done, our 
Saviours words touching divorce, are as i t were congeal'd 
into a stony rigor, Inconsistent both with his doctrine 
and his o f f i c e , and that which he preacht onely to the 
conscience, is by Canonicall tyranny snatcht into the 
compulsive censure of a j u d i c i a l l Court; where Laws are 
impos'd even against the venerable and secret power of 
natures impression, to love whatever cause be found to 
loath. Which is a hainous barbarisrne both, against the 
honour of mariage, the dignity of man and his soule, the 
goodnes of C h r i s t i a n i t i e , and a l l the humane respects 
of c i v i l i t i e . 

Milton i s here arguing by contexts. The Old Testament was the 

giving of Law to man; the New Testament was the giving of 

Charity. To make Law of Christ's statements concerning 

divorce i s to be unfaithful to the whole message of the Mes

siah. The new r e l i g i o n of l i g h t (Christianity) cannot take 

on the darkness of such an unnatural law as the i n d i s s o l u b i l i t y 

of marriage. Milton i s probably mindful of Christ's warning: 

"Think not that I am come to destroy the law, or the prophets: 

I am not come to destroy, but to f u l f i l l . 

The application of the notion of a chronological re

lationship to Platonism and Aristotelianism i s useful i f we 

contrast the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries' attitudes to 

the Greek philosophies.^* In the seventeenth century, i t 

62 John Milton, The Doctrine and Discipline of Divorce, 
Vol. I l l , Part 2, p. 333. 

63 Matthew, V, 17. 
6k Contrast and compare twentieth-century English thought. 

To the minds of many Intellextuals, Pre-Raphaelitism and Platon
ism. appear to have been strongly associated. Consequently, such 
writers as D. H. Lawrence and Aldous Huxley have condemned, es
pecially during the 1920's, the philosophy of Plato. The old 
world of Victorian morality had, from the revolutionary point 
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appears that almost the reverse of the o r i g i n a l chronological 

relationship came about i n the minds of Englishmen, and European 

Scholastic stagnancy i n the sixteenth century had pervaded Eng

land by the seventeenth. By the time Milton gave his address 

i n the debate on A r i s t o t l e at Christ's College i n the early 

1620's, Cambridge was-already becoming the defender of a 

s t i l l new and vigorous, though increasingly accepted, revolt 

against Aristotelianism. 

Platonism, therefore, i n the sixteenth and early seven

teenth centuries was a part of the healthy reaction against 

a stagnated mould of Aristotelianism, much as the reverse i s 

true i n our century, i n that the characteristic temper of the 

inter-war period is opposed to Victorian idealism. Throughout 

English history we can witness the alternate r i s e and. decline 

of both Aristotelianism and Platonism, and i n the sixteenth 

century, as a result of It a l i a n c r i t i c a l and soc i a l influences, 

we see the re-emergence of Platonism, curiously commingling, 

towards the end of the century, with the Puritanism of England. 

During Elizabeth's time, Plato's doctrines, p r i n c i p a l l y 

his doctrine of love, permeated the English Court. D^ But this 

influence did not find an unimpeded passage from court to 

university. The r i s e of Platonism at Cambridge found i t s roots 

of view, to be completely deposed, and with i t a l l i t s hapless 
associates. 

65" The influence of Castiglione 's Book of the Courtier 
i s exemplary of the manner i n which Plato's doctrine's were 
" d i s t i l l e d " through I t a l i a n Platonists to Elizabethan n o b i l i t y . 



in the I t a l i a n Platonic Renaissance i n the Florentine 
66 

Academy of Pico della Mirandola and Ficino. 

Regarding the seventeenth century, one finds considerable 

d i f f i c u l t y i n identifying the ideas and influences i n which 

Plato's philosophy can be found. Although an appreciation of 

Plato was current at Cambridge during Milton's years at Christ's 

College, i t was not u n t i l a few years had elapse that Smith, 

Cudworth, More and Southcote established with some c l a r i t y the 

stand of the Latitudinarians, as the Cambridge Platonists were 

called. 

Although the Latitudinarian doctrine i s often compatible 

with the Puritan ideals of the poet, nevertheless i n many 
67 

respects Milton and Latitudinarianism were at variance. ' The 

Latitudinarians were attempting a r e c o n c i l i a t i o n of Puritan and 

Pre l a t i s t points of view. Although Milton's Puritanism is often 

more p o l i t i c a l l y than s p i r i t u a l l y s t r i c t , nevertheless one 

cannot admit him amongst these Platonists, since his whole

hearted devotion to the Puritan cause precluded any c o n c i l i a t i o n 

with the P r e l a t i s t s . Apart from their broadly aiming at the 

so c i a l synthesis of already disparate forces they were also 

unlike Milton i n emphasizing Plotinus' philosophy more than 
66 Sandys, op. c i t . 

67 The Cambridge Platonists held that reason within 
man was his true ruling power, an idea not incompatible with 
Milton's Paradise within the individual, governed by reason. 
(See Appendix). 
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There is reason also to believe that the Cambridge Plat-

onists gain much importance i n English history as a reaction, 

though not an overt one, against Roman Catholic influences. 

Since Aquinas and the Scholastics had incorporated Aristote

lianism into the Church doctrine, i t is probable that this 

gave an impetus, on the part of English Protestantism, towards 

the turning of i t s affections to the older philosophy of Plato. 

Yet another consideration is important: the r i s i n g 

p a r t i a l i t y on the part of s c i e n t i f i c men for materialism. One 

would think that, without i t s h i s t o r i c associations, Aristotle•s 

philosophy should have been adopted by Bacon and his offspring. 

Certainly, A r i s t o t l e ' s empirical attitude, and his work as a 
natural historian, should have recommended his philosophy to 

the s c i e n t i s t s , but such was not the case. The adoption of 

Aristotelianism did not occur because, as Bacon himself writes, 

the Schoolmen were educationally degenerate: 

Surely, l i k e as many substances i n nature which are 
solid do putrify and corrupt into worms; so i t is the 
property of good and sound knowledge to putrify and 
dissolve into a number of subtle, i d l e , unwholesome, 
and (as I may term them) vermiculate questions, which 
have indeed, a kind of quickness and l i f e of s p i r i t , but 
no soundness of matter or goodness of quality. This 
kind of degenerate learning did c h i e f l y reign among the 
schoolmen: who, having sharp and strong wits, and abun
dance of leisure, and small variety of reading, but their 
wits being shut up i n the c e l l s of a few authors (chiefly 
A r i s t o t l e their dictator) as their persons were shut up 
i n the c e l l s of monasteries and colleges, and knowing 
l i t t l e history, either of nature or time, did out of 
no great quantity of matter and i n f i n i t e agitation of 

68 P. M. Powicke, The 'Cambridge Platonists, Ejasj^m. 
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wit spin out unto us those laborious webs of learning 
which are extant i n their books. " 

B a s i l Willey points out that England of the seventeenth 

century was a Janus-headed nation, that i t pointed on the one 

side to r e l i g i o n and on the other to science; i t s most 

representative individuals (especially S i r Thomas Browne) see 

both material and metaphysical aspects of l i f e almost i n 

equipoise. Bacon, too, recognized the two opposing strains 

i n the a c t i v i t y of the time, and i l l u s t r a t e s this acknowledge

ment i n saying that "It is therefore most wise soberly to 

render unto f a i t h the things that are f a i t h ' s , " ? 0 and, by 

implication, to science the things that are science's. To 

the New Science, Platonism (represented by the Cambridge Pla

tonists) became the chief opponent. Aristotelianism (repre

sented by the declining Scholastics) was even to a greater 

extent inadmissible because of i t s h i s t o r i c a l as well as 

contemporary association with Rome. 

England's i n t e l l e c t u a l history from the Restoration to 

the present indicates an incessant discontinuity. In one 

period the s c i e n t i f i c outlook (more properly A r i s t o t e l i a n 

though not Scholastic) finds favour; i n the next, the major 

poets and thinkers find their sympathies l i e with Plato's 

contemplative and mystical attitude. With the development of 

69 Bacon, Advancement of Learning, pp. 31-2. 

70 Bacon, Novum Organum, I, Ixv; quoted i n B a s i l Willey, 
The Seventeenth Century Background, New York, Doubleday, 1953, 
P. 35. ~™~ 



the Royal Society and the Age of Rationalism i n the eighteenth 

century, the empirical attitude which i s found i n A r i s t o t l e ' s 

writings was more than compatible; and i t was this current which 

counteracted against what remained of the seventeenth century's 

mystical propensity towards Plato. The Romantic movement, 

however, represents another reaction; i t finds i t s truth 

"carried a l i v e into the heart by passion"' 7 1 i n the dichotomy 

of body and soul, and Wordsworth's Intimations of Immortality 

remains as perhaps the most important single poem of that era. 

The contemplative attitude of the Romantics was carried on by 

the Victorians (especially by Arnold and Tennyson, and, i n 

their own manner, by the Pre-Raphaelite poets), although 

Tennyson is perhaps as r e a l i s t i c as he is Romantically con

templative.? 2 Perhaps as a part of the revolt against Victor-

ianism, effected i n the f i r s t t h i r t y years of the twentieth 

century, Platonism was rejected along with Victorian morality, 

Pre-Raphaelite art and Romantic dualism by such n a t u r a l i s t i c 

and psychological writers as Norman Douglas, D. H. Lawrence, and. 

James Joyce. 

71 Although Wordsworth's d e f i n i t i o n of poetry acknowledges 
A r i s t o t l e , one i s not convinced that his point of view is not 
dominantly Platonic. The context of Wordsworth's d e f i n i t i o n 
reads: " A r i s t o t l e , as I have been told, has said, that Poetry 
is the most philosophic of a l l writing: i t i s so: i t s object 
is truth, not individual and l o c a l , but general, and operative; 
not standing upon internal testimony, but carried a l i v e Into 
the heart by passion...." (Wm. Words*worth, "Preface to the 
L y r i c a l Ballads," i n op. c i t . , Vol. II, pp. 394—5".) 

72 Maud is perhaps one of the best i l l u s t r a t i o n s of 
Tennyson's Romantic and r e a l i s t i c strains contained within one 
poem. 



CHAPTER V : MILTON AND THE SIXTEENTH-CENTURY ITALIAN CRITICS 

Mixed opinion on epic superiority, — Milton's 
attitude to Aristotelianism. —• Early f i f t e e n t h -
century c o n f l i c t between Platonism and Aristote
lianism. — A r i s t o t e l i a n precedence. — Milton's 
avowed theoretical influences. — Trissino. — 
Minturno and Scaliger. — The general opinion on 
epic and tragedy. — Mazzoni. — Tasso. -- Castel-
vetro. — Castelvetro, Milton, and the Epic Hero. 
— Castelvetro and tragic superiority. — Milton's 
theory also derived from other c r i t i c s , e.g., 
Scaliger. 

The sixteenth-century I t a l i a n c r i t i c s to whom Milton 

points as the proper theorists for the epic poet to follow 

d i f f e r with regard to their A r i s t o t e l i a n and Platonic ten

dencies . The I t a l i a n c r i t i c s d i f f e r not only over whether they 

are generally to follow Plato or A r i s t o t l e but, more par t i c u l a r l y , 

whether they are to consider the epic or the tragedy as the 

superior genre. Castelvetro, for example, agrees with A r i s 

tot l e 's preference for tragedy, and although Vida early pointed 

to epic superiority over a l l other forms, yet such a c r i t i c as 

Minturno i s torn between the ideal of tragic superiority and the 

prac t i c a l preference for the epic; i . e . there were no tragedies 

worthy of the name produced i n the I t a l i a n theatre, while the 

epic was a form i n which It a l i a n poets excelled. 

That Milton's attitude was, during his undergraduate 
days, an t i - A r i s t o t e l i a n , and amicable to the comparatively new 

Platonic movement i s exemplified by the youthful discourse 
73 

which crudely condemns Aris t o t l e ' s influence. It i s , never-

73 John Milton, De Idea Platonica &c. 
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theless, of l i t t l e more than biographical value to us today. 
Before his death he had modified his strongly Platonic views, 

not only to the point of speaking well of A r i s t o t l e i n his 
l a t e r prose works, but also to the extent of fashioning Samson 
Agonistes p r i n c i p a l l y upon the model l a i d down i n the Poetics. 

The famous preface to the tragedy acknowledges the debt Milton 

owed; concerning i t , Spingarn comments: 

This passage has been regarded by Twining, Bernays and 
other modern scholars as a remarkable indication of 
Milton's scholarship and c r i t i c a l insight; but after 
a l l , i t need hardly be said, he was merely following 
the interpretation of the I t a l i a n commentators on the 
Poetics. Their writings he had studied and knew thorough
l y , had imbibed a l l the c r i t i c a l ideas of the I t a l i a n 
R e n a i s s a n c e . . . v 

The preface is certainly a far cry from the awkward under
graduate attack Milton had made upon A r i s t o t l e . 

In the early f i f t e e n t h century, the Peripatetics had 
become largely "pedantic;" at the same- time, the Platonists 
were largely "mystical."^5 This d i s t i n c t i o n appears to have 
set the basic pattern of Aristotelianism and Platonism at 
least for the next two hundred years, though often with strong 
modifications on both sides. The Platonist c u l t i s t Geraistos 
was perhaps the e a r l i e s t of Renaissance Platonists to set up 
a mystical and esoteric group founded on Plato's writings. 

7k J. E. Spingarn, Literary C r i t i c i s m i n the Renaissance, 
New York, Columbia H n i v e r s i t y Press, 190b", p. 8"0~ 

75 J. A. Symond.s, Renaissance in Italy, London, Smith, 
Elder, & Co., 1909, Vol. II, p. 179. 

76 Ibid., p. l>+9. 
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Symonds relates the basis of his later influence; 

While resident i n Florence he published two treatises 
on Fate and on the differences between Plato and A r i s 
t o t l e . The former was an anti-Christian work? In so 
far as i t denied the freedom of arbitrary a c t i v i t y to 
God as well as men. The l a t t e r raised a controversy 
i n Italy and Greece, which long survived i t s author, 
exercising the scholars of the Renaissance to some pur
pose on the texts and doctrines of the chief great 
thinkers of antiquity. Gemistos attacked A r i s t o t l e i n 
general for atheism and i r r e l i g i o u s morality, while 
he proved that the Platonic system, as interpreted by 
him, was deeply theological. Without entering into 
the details of a dispute that continued to rage for many 
years, and aroused the bitterest feelings on both sides, 
i t is enough to observe that A r i s t o t l e had for centuries 
been regarded as the p i l l a r of orthodoxy i n the Latin 
Church, while ?lato supplied e c l e c t i c thinkers with a 
f a i r cloak for r a t i o n a l i s t i c speculations and t h e i s t i c 
heresies. The opponents of A r i s t o t l e were undermining 
the foundations of the time-honoured scholastic f a b r i c . 
The opponents of Plato accused his votaries of drowning 
the Christianity they pretended to maintain, i n a vague 
ocean of heretical mysticism, 7 7It i s indeed d i f f i c u l t to 
understand how Minturno isic] / / who worshipped Plato no 
less fervently than Christ, could avoid reducing Christ
ianity to the l e v e l of Paganism, while he attempted to 
demonstrate that the Platonic system contained the es
sence of the Christian f a i t h . This was, In fact, nothing 
less than abandoning the exclusive pretensions o L r e -
vealed r e l i g i o n and the authority of the Church. 

It i s necessary to realize that, although these were 

perhaps the beginnings of neo-Platonism, A r i s t o t e l i a n philo

sophy was i n comparison of much wider acceptance, and i n 

c r i t i c i s m A r i s t o t l e ' s Poetics had become almost analogous to 

the Bible; what there was of Platonic l i t e r a r y c r i t i c i s m 

(deriving p r i n c i p a l l y from the Phaedrus and the attack i n the 

77 Read "Gemistos" for "Minturno." Judging by the context 
there is here an oversight i n Symonds' text, since the discus
sion of Minturno comes later i n Symonds' study. 

78 J. A. Symonds, op. c i t . , pp. 1 5 0 - 1 . 



Republic) appears to have gained few, i f any, adherents. The 

acceptance of A r i s t o t l e ' s l i t e r a r y c r i t i c i s m was by no means 

entire, especially with regard to the matter at hand: the 

problem of epic superiority. Spingarn comments: 

The reverence for the epic throughout the Renaissance 
may be ascribed i n part to the mediaeval veneration of 
V i r g i l as a poet, and his popular apotheosis as prophet 
and magician, and also i n part to the decay into which 
dramatic l i t e r a t u r e had f a l l e n during the Middle Ages 
in the hands of the wandering players, the histrtones and 
the vagantes. A r i s t o t l e indeed had regarded tragedy as 
the highest form of poetry; and as a result, the t r a 
d i t i o n a l reverence for V i r g i l and Homer, and the Renais
sance subservience to A r i s t o t l e , were d i s t i n c t l y at 
variance.'° 

It i s the same c o n f l i c t which carries over, even into the 

time when Milton faced the problems of creating the epic and 

tragedy of Paradise Lost. 

In addition to Aristotle and Horace, whose furtherance 

of the doctrine of "decorum" had become a standard part of epic 
and tragic theory,^° there area number of I t a l i a n commentators 

and c r i t i c s who influenced Milton i n his own evolution of 

Paradise Lost: 

Logic therefore so much as is useful, "[Milton writes,] 
Is to be referr'd to this due place withall her well 
coucht Heads and Topics, u n t i l l i t be time to open her 
contracted palm into a graceful and. ornate Rhetorick 

79 Spingarn, OP. c i t . , p. 107. 

80 The doctrine of "decorum," or propriety, is especially 
notable an influence In the c r i t i c i s m and dramaturgy of Ben 
Jonson, whose consideration of i t , a*s applied to the creation 
of character, gave him the means towards the construction of 
plot. Through Horace, the Greek idea of decorum led thus direct
l y to Jonson's formulation of appropriate humours for approp
ri a t e character types. 
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taught out of the rule of Plato, A r i s t o t l e , Phalereus, 
Cicero, Hermogenes, Longinus. To which Poetry would 
be made subsequent, or indeed rather precedent, as 
being less suttle and f i n e , but more simple, sensuous 
and passionate. I mean not here the prosody of a 
verse, which they could not but have h i t on before 
among the rudiments of Grammar; but that sublime Art 
which i n A r i s t o t l e s Poetics, i n Horace, and the I t a l i a n 
Commentaries of Castelvetro, Tasso, Hazzoni, and others, 
teaches what the laws are of a true Epic Poem, what of 
a dramatic, what of a L y r i c , what Decorum i s , which is 
the grand master-piece to observe. This would make 
them soon perceive what despicable creatures our com
mon Rimers and Play-writers be, and shew them what r e l i 
gious, what glorious and magnificent use might be made 
of Poetry both i n divine and humane things. From hence 
and not t i l l now w i l l be the right season of forming 
them to be able Writers and Composers i n every excellent 
matter, when they sh a l l be thus fraught with an univer
sal insight into things. 1 

This passage indicates a number of important c r i t i c a l 

views which must have been held by the poet. The idea of pure 

forms of the separation of tragic, l y r i c , and epic poetry, is 

suggested i n his mention of which "grand master-piece to observe." 

His thought, moreover, appears to be following upon Scaligerian 

l i n e s ; i . e . he i s acceding to the notion of ideal forms which 
8? 

Scaliger had recommended, though somewhat too rigorously. 

There is a hint i n the passage, as a result of the separation 

of ideal forms, of a hierarchy of evaluation, a suggestion 

(implied perhaps even i n the word-order) that his view is not 

unlike that of the Italians and the Renaissance generally, i n 

the b e l i e f that the epic is the supreme l i t e r a r y form. 

81 John Milton, Of Education, Vol. IV, p. 236, 

82 See pp. 5 5 - 6 . 
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One of the I t a l i a n commentators who found himself caught 

between the Scylla and Charybdis of the a c t u a l i t y of epic 

superiority and a reverence for A r i s t o t l e ' s view was Trissino. J 

Spingarn comments that, as a result of his c o n f l i c t , Trissino 

"concludes by leaving the reader to judge for himself whether 

epic or tragedy be the nobler form."^ 

Most of the c r i t i c s of the I t a l i a n Renaissance prefer 

the epic to the tragedy. Minturno takes a definite stand con

cerning epic superiority; he writes that "heroic poetry is the 

divine art and easily f i r s t i n poetry."'^ Scaliger also openly 

agrees, and writes that i t is "epicum, quod idcirco omnium est 
OS 

princeps, quia continet materias universes."°° Scaliger adopts 

the Horatian conception of the epic, following Horaces idea 

of "heorum genus, v i t a , gesta," ' which profoundly influenced 

much of Renaissance theory of the epic poem. Tasso agrees with 

Scaliger and Minturno, i n that his l i t e r a r y c r i t i c i s m is con-

83 This problem i s exemplified i n Trissino's Poetica. The 
f i r s t four divisions were f i r s t published i n 1529; the f i f t h and. 
sixth divisions were not published u n t i l 1563. The general 
point of view expressed, however, was already contained in esse, 
as i t were, in Sofonisba, an early tragedy by Trissino. (Allan 
H. Gilbert, Literary C r i t i c i s m : Plato to Dryden, New York, 
American Book, 19^0, p. 212 , note.) 

8k Springarn, op., c i t . , p. 1 0 8 . 

35 Minturno, De Poeta, quoted in H. B. Charlton, Castel
vetro 1 s Theory of Poetry, Manchester, Manchester University 
Press, 1913, p. Ikl. 

86 Scaliger, Poetlces L i b r i Septem, quoted i n Ibid. 
87 Horace, Ars Poetica., 



fined to the appreciation of the epic. 

Among the c r i t i c s named in the passage i n Milton's 

treatise on education, there is d e f i n i t e l y no unanimity 

regarding which form is superior. Nevertheless, i t is reason

able to presume that Milton himself should have considered the 

problem at some length. A r i s t o t l e , his principal reference, 

argues for tragic superiority. Horace represents "decorum" 

but does not i n the Ars Poetica discuss the comparative merits 

of the kinds of poetry. Castelvetro argues for tragic super

i o r i t y , while Tasso supports the epic. Mazzoni chooses the 

tragedy because i t holds the highest place i n his own inter

pretation of the inculcation of art into the Platonic s o c i a l 

hierarchy. 

Mazzoni, although he was one of those singled out by 

Milton i n Of Education, probably did not have a "direct and 

strong influence on the English Poet." J° Yet, i n such an 

individual point as that which i s at present considered, Maz

zoni i s one of the "Commentators"0^ who c l e a r l y influenced 

33 Allan H. Gilbert, op. c i t . , p. 358. 
89 "There is inaccuracy ... i n [Milton's} manner of speak

ing of the Italians; Castelvetro's work i s a commentary, but 
those of Tasso and Mazzoni are not; perhaps Milton has i n mind 
their dependence on A r i s t o t l e ; at any rate, the word probably 
should not suggest lack of acquaintance with them. Cle arly, 
the writers that came f i r s t to Milton's mind are primarily con
servative. Castelvetro i s not without independence, yet he 
is after a l l a commentator. Tasso, though-he wrote the Jerus
alem Delivered, also rewrote i t i n Closer accord with the ruling 
Aristotelianism of his time. Mazzoni defended Dante as one who 
had observed the ancient rule of structure. Of those who as
serted the rights of modern l i t e r a t u r e Milton says nothing. 
Perhaps this means no more than that he thought their writings 
r e l a t i v e l y unsuitable for his young pupils." (Allan H. Gilbert, 
op. c i t . , pp. 536-7.) 
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Milton. Although Mazzoni's preference for tragedy is indicated 

throughout his work, perhaps i t is best exemplified i n his 

r e c o n c i l i a t i o n of poetry with Plato's ideal state: 
Plato holds that the state should be composed of three 
sorts of persons, that i s , of a r t i f i c e r s , soldiers, and 
magistrates. Proclus adds that among the a r t i f i c e r s 
Plato includes a l l the citizens of low and middle rank, 
and that among the magistrates are rated a l l the more 
powerful, who have the conduct of the state i n their 
hands. Now i f that i s granted I say that through the 
foresight of the c i v i l f aculty there originated i n the 
c i t y three principal kinds of poetry, namely the heroic, 
the tragic, and the comic, each of which, even though 
i t availed i t s e l f of pleasure i n order to benefit a l l 
the people, nevertheless was c h i e f l y applied to the bene
f i t of one of the three parts, which, according to Plato, 
are necessary to the c i v i l unit. Ther efore we say that 
heroic poetry was c h i e f l y directed to soldiers, since 
they may be encouraged to imitate the virtuous actions of 
the heroes presented i n i t as though by the sharp stimulus 
of glory. Tragedy i s concerned c h i e f l y with what is use
f u l and helpful to princes, magistrates, and powerful 
persons, and for this reason, i n order to hold them a l 
ways subject to the justice of the laws, i t prefers to 
present the horrible and t e r r i f y i n g accidents of the 
great; this acts as a bridle which tempers and moderates 
the greatness of their fortune. Comedy has as i t s chief 
purpose to benefit persons of low or middle estate, and 
i n order to console them for their low fortune was i n 
the habit of presenting actions that conclude happily."° 

Thus, Mazzoni's view of epic poetry l i e s c h i e f l y i n the idea 

that i t is merely martial i n character; an idea which Milton 

i s later to reject i n his abandonment of his proposed Arthuread, 

and his appropriation of the story of the Christian myth. 

Milton, of course, retains, notably i n Books V and VI of Paradise 

Lost, the martial t r a d i t i o n of heroic poetry, but the martial 

0 0 Mazzoni, Discourse in Defense of the Comedy, excerpted 
in Gilbert., ; op, " c i t . , p. 3^2. 

91 Hanford, op. c i t . , pp. 179-31. 
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motif i s certainly never central to his epic, never usurps the 

place of the story of the F a l l , though i t does have the effect 

of giving the epic an added "sharp stimulus of glory."^ 2 

Tasso, too, i s i n much the same position with r e l a t i o n to 

Milton, although his epic doubtlessly gave the English poet 

many of his ideas concerning epic construction. Tasso's a r t i s t i c 

preference is the epic Ideal, a choice which he c l e a r l y expresses 

in his Discourses on the Heroic Poem: 

The heroic style is not remote from the gravity of 
tragic style nor from the beauty of l y r i c s t y l e , but 
i t exceeds both the one and the other i n the s plendor 
of i t s wonderful majesty. Yet i t i s not inappropriate 
to the epic poet that issuing sometimes from the l i m i t s 
of his splendid magnificence, he should cause his style 
to approach the gravity of the tragic writer, as he 
often does; at other times, though more rarely, he 
can cause i t to approach the flowery ornaments of 
l y r i c styleo93 

However, we cannot conclude that Milton wholly agreed with 

Tasso on this point, although he appears to have benefitted 

from Tasso's advice in his descriptions of the infernal council 

(II, 1 - 5 0 6 ) , of the epic battle (VI, 139 - 8 6 6 ) , and of dawn, In 

Paradise Lost; as well as the description of an army ( 1 1 1 , 2 9 9 -

336), i n Paradise Regained.^ 

Of those Italians named by Milton, Castelvetro is the 

only writer who gives us a true "Commentary" on Aristotle's 

92 Mazzoni, loc. c i t . 
93 Tasso, Discourses on the Heroic Poem, excerpted, i n 

Gilbert, op. c i t . , pp. 501-2^ ~~ ~~ ~~~ 

9*+ Gilbert, Ibid., p. U-Ql, note 8*+. 



Poetics. Castelvetro i s , nevertheless, no slavish emulator 

and expositor, since he d i f f e r s with A r i s t o t l e on a number 

of subjects, the most important of which concerns the matter 

of the unities and epic unity. He argues that poetry is 

imaginative history and can, therefore, do anything history 

can do; and, since history recounts the whole l i f e of a 

single hero without giving a unity of action, there is no 

reason why poetry should not do the same.^ The d i s t i n c t i o n , 

however, which Castelvetro does make between poetry and h i s 

tory i s probably of indirect importance to Milton, i n that 

Castelvetro declares history to be a narration of what has 

actually happened and poetry to be a narration of what never 

happened but of what may possibly happen. Milton's treatment 

of the whole history of mankind from i t s beginning, passing 

the present, to i t s end, precisely f u l f i l l s Castelvetro's 

requirement as a narration of what, at least i n part, has not 

happened, but what could very oossibly happen. In fact, Milton's 

work extends and strengthens the idea expressed by Castelvetro to 

the point where there is much more i n the view than per haps the 

I t a l i a n commentator himself ever dreamed there was. 

Regarding the epic hero, Castelvetro has perhaps exerted 

another major influence on Milton. Although Castelvetro pro

pounds the idea that the unity of the l i f e of the epic hero 

is not indispensable to the epic, he concludes his argument by 
pointing out that i f the epic hero does have unity of action, 

95 Spingarn, op. c i t . , pp. kh-7. 
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as A r i s t o t l e urges, such a quality indicates the excellence and 

ingenuity of the poet.9° Milton's attitude to the epic hero i s 

more complex than Castelvetro's. Milton found that for his 

purposes there must be no one, t r a d i t i o n a l , type-figure of a 

hero such as Aeneas, but, instead, the heroic ideal must be 

diffused into a variety of characters, embodying Satan as well 

as God, enlarging both Adam and Eve, and even infusing i t s e l f 

into such a heroic minor character as Abdiel, who is prepared 

alone to defend the forces of goodness against the infernal 

attack. Michael — and Raphael as well — are yet other figures 

sharing i n the glory of the heroic role. 

Castelvetro, along with his master, A r i s t o t l e , preferred 

the tragedy to the epic. Charlton informs us that after 

Minturno Renaissance c r i t i c i s m i n general devotes i t s e l f to 

epic superiority, except for Castelvetro, who "alone held that 

tragedy is the supreme poetic species. 

Besides these "Commentators" whom Milton named, the 

poet's own ideas of epic theory appear to be partly derived 

from the "others" whom he anonymously mentions. Scallger, for 

example, who owed l i t t l e to A r i s t o t l e , except for that which 

he obtained through Horace, i s , although several times he speaks 

most disparagingly of Plato, Platonic i n so far that his 

reasoning process is deductive. Spingarn describes Scaliger's 

approach and gives him credit for furthering the evaluation 

96 Charlton, op. c i t . , p. 9 2 . 

97 Ibid., p. lU-l. 



of ideal forms or genres i n l i t e r a t u r e : 

It has been said of Scaliger that he was the f i r s t 
modern to establish i n a body of doctrine the prin
c i p a l consequences of the sovereignty of the reason 
i n l i t e r a t u r e . That was hardly his aim, and certain
l y not his attainment. But he was, at a l l events, one 
of the f i r s t modern c r i t i c s to affirm that there is 
a standard of perfection for each spe c i f i c form of 
l i t e r a t u r e , to show that this standard may be arrived 
at a ^ p r i o r i though the reason, and to attempt a formu
l a t i o n of such standard for each l i t e r a r y form. 'Est 
in omni rerun genere unum primum ac rectum ad cuius 
turn normam, turn rationem caetera dirigenda sunt.' This, 
the fundamental assumption of Scaliger's Poetics, is 
also one of the basic ideas of classicism. Mot only is 
there a standard, a norm, i n every species of l i t e r a t u r e , 
but this norm can be d e f i n i t e l y formulated and defined 
by means of the reason; and i t i s the duty of the c r i t i c 
to formulate this norm, and the duty of the poet to 
study and follow i t without deviating from the norm i n 
any way. Even ^omer, as we have seen, i s to be judged 
according to this standard arrived at through the reason. 
Such a method cuts off a l l p o s s i b i l i t y of novelty of 
form or expression, and holds every poet, ancient or 
modern, great or small,accountable to one and. the same 
standard of perfection. 

Although, as Spingarn here indicates, Scaligerian con
ceptions of an a r t i s t i c norm can have the effect of decreasing 
the creative intensity of the poet by hindering his poetic 
freedom, we must not allow the d i f f i c u l t i e s of the pra c t i c a l 
application or enforcement of such a view to obscure i t s 
i n t r i n s i c value. At i t s core, Scaliger's theory presents the 
ideal for which every a r t i s t properly strives. With a mental 
conception of an ideal form, the a r t i s t purposes to imitate 
that pure ideal and, from the primacy of such a generaliza
tion as the pure epic form, to find the particulars which w i l l 
thence lead to the f i n a l idealization. The manner i n which 

98 Spingarn, op. c i t . , pp. IM-9-50. 
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Milton speaks i n Of Education indicates that his sense of 

propriety t e l l s him of the perfection of epic, tragedy, and 

l y r i c , as ideal forms. The proper procedure i n the effort 

to apprehend such an archetype of the epic i s , consequently, 

l e f t much to the poet's own choice. But i f , l i k e Milton, he 

has the valuable assistance of the best c r i t i c s , many of the 

poet's labours w i l l be mitigated. Furthermore, his errors 

w i l l be largely circumvented and his f i n a l product w i l l be 

a closer approximation to the ideal o r i g i n a l i n his mind, an 

ideal which i s always t a n t a l i z i n g l y just beyond complete 

possession. 



CHAPTER VI : THE GENERAL ANT) THE PARTICULAR 

Relevance of p a r t i c u l a r i z a t i o n and generalization. — 
The ideal and the actual. — The Heraclitan philosophy 
of f i r e . Parmenidian philosophy opposed to change. 
— Milton's attitude to the two views. -- Relation of 
Plato and A r i s t o t l e . — Their dichotomy by no means 
complete. — Milton's attempt to reconcile them. — 
Results of Milton's attempt. — From the general to the 
particular. — Milton generally not a n t i - A r i s t o t e l i a n . 
— Aspects of his Platonic and a n t i - A r i s t o t e l i a n ideas. 

Before either the construction of Paradise Lost as a 

whole or the treatment of Book IX i n particular can be 

appreciated, i t is important to acknowledge a general back

ground for much of such further discussion. The problems of 

imagery, for example, are fundamental to other, perhaps even 

more important problems, such as the over-all concentration 

and expansion of a work of poetic a r t . And any consideration 

of concentration and expansion, of thought and image, of 

i n t e l l e c t and emotion can be reduced under the heading of 

generalization and p a r t i c u l a r i z a t i o n . 

The general or i n t e l l e c t u a l , the idea, i s fundamentally 

linked to the ideal, and the particular or emotional — that 

i s , the expressive utterance — i s s i m i l a r l y inextricable from 

the actual. In our minds, the ideal concept is usually i n close 

association with an inactive, s t a t i c aura; while the actual is 

as l i f e f actually is to ordinary men: a l i f e of constant, un

ceasing change. Amongst pre-Socratic philosophers, Heraclitus 

and Parmenides, both of whom stated their philosophical views 

so extremely that they are perhaps unique i n the t o t a l i t y of 

their opposition, represent constant a c t i v i t y and non-activity 

respectively. 
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The metaphysics of Heraclitus i s centred on one basic 
idea: f i r e i s the essential substance. Moreover, i t is not 

merely actual f i r e of which he speaks, but, more essentially, 
the symbol of f i r e which "steers the universe,"99 and indicates 
to man that ever-moving nature of r e a l i t y . From the Heraclitan 

point of view, a l l r e a l i t y exists only i n movement; even the 
unifying principle of nature i s , according to him, i n a state 
of constant flux: 

This ordered, universe (cosmos), which is the same 
for a l l , was not created by any one of the gods or 
of mankind, but i t was ever and i s and s h a l l be 
ever-living F i r e , kindled i n measure and quenched 
i n measure. 1 0 0 

His c r i t e r i o n of judgement appears to rest i n the proper use 

of the senses. Although they are limited and imperfect, 

Heraclitus singles out the most superior of the senses, sight 

and hearing, as most worthy of sanction from a philosophical 

point of view. Thus, he remarks, "Those things of which there 

is sight, hearing, knowledge, these are what I honour most." 1 0 1 

The senses experience only that which is i n the state of constant 

change, and, consequently, a l l man can know or understand is the 

nature of a world which cannot know motionlessness. It is "the 

turning world" which can be apprehended by the senses which is 

99 Heraclitus, Frag. 64-, in Kathleen Freeman, trans., 
A n c i l l a to the Pre-Socratic Philosophers. Oxford, B a s i l 
Blackwell, 19 52, p. 2 9 . 

100 Heraclitus, Frag, 3 0 , in Ibid., p. 2 6 , 

101 Heraclitus, Frag. 55? i n Ibid., p. 2 8 . 
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i d e a l i s t i c a l l y apprehendable, not the " s t i l l p o i n t , " ± u 2 which 
i s , at-best, mere conjecture, l i t t l e better' than "c h i l d r e n 1 s 

toys."103 Even harmony i s to Heraclitus an a c t i v e rather than 
a s t a t i c q u a l i t y , i n that i t " c o n s i s t s of opposing tension.^•°lf 

Another fragment elaborates on the ideas "That which i s i n 
opposition Is i n concert, and from things that d i f f e r comes 
the most b e a u t i f u l harmony." l 05 One cannot help but think 
that h i s i s much l i k e Goeth's f i n a l view, i n which even 
heaven was a place of a c t i v i t y ; 

I am f i r m l y convinced, (he said to Eckermann,) that 
our s p i r i t (mind) i s a being whose nature (essence) 
i s a b s o l u t e l y i n d e s t r u c t i b l e , a being that continues 
to be a c t i v e on and on from e t e r n i t y to e t e r n i t y ; 
i t i s l i k e the sun which to our e a r t h l y eyes seems 
to set, which, hoyever, never r e a l l y sets but shines 
on unceasingly.1°° 
To a mind possessing Parmenidian a t t i t u d e s , H e r a c l i t u s ' 

outlook i s equivalent to the d e s t r u c t i o n of absolutes and 
id e a l s and the i d o l i z a t i o n of "means" at the expense of "ends." 
Parmenid.es e x p l i c i t l y denounces those f o r whom " i n everything 
there i s a way of opposing s t r e s s . " l ^ ' 7 and argues that e s s e n t i a l 

102 T. 3. E l i o t , op. c i t . , p. 9. 
103 H e r a c l i t u s , Frag. 70, i n op r t__cit., p. 29-

10k I b i d . , Frag. 51, P. 28. 

105 I b i d . , Frag. 8, p. 25. 

106 J.W, Von Goethe, Conversations with Eckermann, '(May 
2, lS2k), quoted i n Faust, trans., G.M, P r i e s t , Mew York, 
Co v i c i - F r i e d e , 1932, p . T l S , note. 

107 Parmenides, Frag. 6, i n Freeman, op. c i t . , p. '+3» 

http://Parmenid.es
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being i s absolutely unchanging. Furthermore, Parmenides ad

monishes the seeker of r e a l i t y not to r e l y on his sensuous 

apprehension of things, saying: 
You must debar your thought from this way of 
search, nor l e t ordinary experience i n i t s variety 
force you along this way, (namely, that of allow
ing) the eye, sightless as i t i s , and the ear, f u l l 
of sound, and the tongue, to rule....10" 

Parmenides argues that only by Reason (Logos) can one arrive 
at the truth of r e a l i t y . 1 0 1 ? 

While to the Heraclitan mind i n a c t i v i t y is equivalent 

to stagnancy, i n the Parmenidian outlook s t i l l n e s s i s associ

ated with perfection, the r e a l i z a t i o n of the ideal, the 

r e a l i t y beyond the appearance, the substance behind the 

shadow. It is pertinent that where Parmenides considers day 

and night, he thinks of them as irreconcilable opposites: 

But since a l l things are named Light and Night, 
and names have been given to each class of things 
according to the power of one or the other (Light 
or Night), everything is f u l l equally of Light and 
i n v i s i b l e Night, as both are equal, because to neither 
of them belongs any share (of the o t h e r ) , 1 

Heraclitus, on the other hand, inevitably combines them, 

associating the two opposites, i n his description of God, as 
"day-night, winter-summer, war-peace...." 1 1 1 Thus, while i t is 

103 Parmenides, Frags. 7 & 8, in loc c i t , 

109 Ct. Heraclitus 1 idea of Logos i n Frag. 115: "The 
soul has i t s own Lav; (Logos), which increases i t s e l f ( i . e . , 
grows according to i t s needs). (Heraclitus, Frag. 115, i n op. 
c i t . , p. 3 2 . ) 

110 Parmenides, Frag. 9 , i n op. c i t . , p. 4-5. 

111 Heraclitus, Frag. 6 7 , in op. c i t . , p. 2 9 . 



t w i l i g h t and dawn which H e r a c l i t u s takes as h i s c r i t e r i o n , 
i t i s midnight and noon which i s appropriate to the thought 

of Parmenides. ' 
M i l t o n i s concerned with both ways of looking at nature 

but, on the whole, he i s more Parmenidian i n outlook than he 
i s H e r a c l i t a n . Considerations, nevertheless, of t w i l i g h t and 
dawn are fundamental not only to L'Allegro and I I Penseroso 
but they are important throughout the r e s t of h i s work: the 
paradox of "darkness v i s i b l e , " f o r example, i s a motif found 
i n the poetry and prose from the e a r l i e s t to the l a t e s t of h i s 
works. 

Plato and A r i s t o t l e cannot be placed In such complete 
opposition as P l a t o n i s t s and A r i s t o t e l i a n s have, i n the past 
and at the present, assumed. The two greatest of Greek 
philosophers are c e r t a i n l y not so s t r i c t l y opposed, i n the 
manner i n which Parmenides and H e r a c l i t u s are opposed; yet, 
although there i s a zone of shadow between them, there are 
nevertheless matters i n which they do tend towards d i r e c t 
opposition. Plato i s c e r t a i n l y more Parmenidian than A r i s t o t l 
and A r i s t o t l e , i n tur n , i s c e r t a i n l y more TIeraclitan than 
P l a t o . In f a c t , one may even argue that e s s e n t i a l l y Plato's 
i d e a l i s s t a t i c i n nature; while A r i s t o t l e *s i s a c t i v e . 

M i l t o n , i t i s noteworthy, attempted a r e c o n c i l i a t i o n 
between the metaphysics of the two philosophers i n h i s Art i s 
Logicae: 

Form i s the cause through which a thing i s what 
i t i s . This d e f i n i t i o n .joins those of Plato and 
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A r i s t o t l e , For Plato defines form as the cause 
through which, A r i s t o t l e as that which i s , As the 
matter, so also the form i s a hind of e f f e c t of the 
e f f i c i e n t . For the e f f i c i e n t produces the form not 
yet e x i s t i n g and induces i t i n t o the matter; but 
the form i s also the cause of the e f f e c t and e s p e c i a l l y 
and alone argues the e f f e c t , which e x i s t s c h i e f l y 
by the strength of the form. For the e f f i c i e n t 
cannot be f r u s t r a t e d by the form, the form by the 
e f f e c t . Through which; the phrase s i g n i f i e s that 
force which Informs and c o n s t i t u t e s the thing or 
e f f e c t . For there i s nothing that does not have 
i t s form, though unknown to us. 

Of Milton's attempt, i n t h i s most important passage i n h i s 
Logic, to r e c o n c i l e the two philosophers, Ralph ¥. Condee 
w r i t e s : 

What M i l t o n i s t r y i n g to do i s j o i n the Pl a t o n i c 
Idea of Form as something separate from Matter 
with the A r i s t o t e l i a n idea of Form as something 
inherent i n Matter, i t s essence, the being of 
the Matter. H 3 

Whether i t i s a successful union or not, Milton's recon
c i l i a t i o n of Plato and A r i s t o t l e i s not on the basis of complete 
e q u a l i t y ; Plato's supposed dichotomy of body and soul has become 
les s defined and A r i s t o t l e ' s tendency towards the i n e x t r i c a b i l i t y 
of form and matter, of i d e a l and a c t u a l , has been l a r g e l y adopted 
though with c e r t a i n r e s t r a i n t s . 

The r e s t r a i n t s are understandable, when we consider 
that I t i s not only as a C h r i s t i a n but a l s o as a p e r s o n a l i t y 

112 John M i l t o n , A r t i s Logicae, V o l . XI, D. 59. 

113 Ralph W. Condee, Milton's Theories Concerning Epic 
Poetry, Doctoral D i s s e r t a t i o n , Wrbana, U n i v e r s i t y of I l l i n o i s , 
194-9, p. 16; he also notes t h a t , before M i l t o n , F i c i n o had 
attempted the r e c o n c i l i a t i o n .of Plato and A r i s t o t l e concerning 
the f i n a l cause, (p. 16). 
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that Milton must remain Platonic, although both as a 

Christian and a human being he presents the basis for the 

argument of the goodness of the fl e s h . That as a Christian 

Milton must accept the Platonic dichotomy as well as the 

idea of the goodness of the f l e s h i s obvious enough; that 

as a personality he must accept i t i s , however, less evident. 

Fis is a personality which, unlike Shakespeare's 

begins with the general concept and finds i l l u s t r a t i o n for 

i t from an object i n nature. That i s , In proceeding from the 

idea of form separate from matter, or of the concept separate 

from i t s most appropriate image, he advances to the r e a l i z a t i o n 

of that matter or image, as the case may be. Conversely, he 

does not proceed, i n A r i s t o t e l i a n fashion, merely from the 

matter or the image to the form or id e a l i z a t i o n of the image. 

"Poetry,'' says A r i s t o t l e , " i s a more philosophical and 

a higher thing than history: for poetry tends to express the 

universal, history the p a r t i c u l a r . " l l L t ' What he appears to 

mean is that the end of poetry is the appreciation of the 

universal; however, this universal, at least with re l a t i o n to 

the creation of character i s , i n A r i s t o t l e , only comparative 

or r e l a t i v e i n nature. "Good, portrait-painters," he says a 

l i t t l e further on, "while reproducing the d i s t i n c t i v e form 

of the o r i g i n a l , make a likeness which i s true to l i f e and yet 

more b e a u t i f u l . I n other words, i f we grant these two 

Ilk A r i s t o t l e , Poetics, IX. 3 , i n Butcher, op. c i t . , p. 3 5 . 

115 Ibid., XV. 8 , p. 57.. 
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contexts any c o m p a t i b i l i t y , poetry i s the a p p r e c i a t i o n of a 
u n i v e r s a l which i s r e l a t i v e , i n that the end c r e a t i o n i s 
"more b e a u t i f u l " rather than "most b e a u t i f u l . " The weakness 
i n such thought perhaps begins with a misunderstanding of 
the true q u a l i t y of the o r i g i n a l subject. C e r t a i n l y , the 
great p o r t r a i t - p a i n t e r w i l l not only see h i s model i d e a l i z e d 
upon h i s canvas i n t o an object more b e a u t i f u l than i t i s i n 
a c t u a l i t y , but a l s o as the most b e a u t i f u l , the i d e a l , which 
e x i s t s i n a l l i t s absolute p u r i t y , w i t h i n h i s mind. 

A. s i m i l a r disregard f o r the P l a t o n i c i d e a l i s i l l u s 
t r a t e d by an omission i n A r i s t o t l e ' s argument concerning the 
proper procedure which the poet should adopt i n the c r e a t i o n 
of h i s a r t . "As f o r the s t o r y , " he says, "whether the poet 
takes i t ready made or constructs i t f o r himself, he should 
f i r s t sketch i t s general o u t l i n e , and then f i l l i n the 
episodes and amplify i n d e t a i l . " 1 1 0 This i s , of course, 
extremely valuable p r a c t i c a l advice, but i t i s doubtful 
whether i t s success, on the highest l e v e l , can be assured, 
since the true departure-point f o r a great number of poets 
i s not i n the p a r t i c u l a r i t y of a general o u t l i n e , but i n 
the g e n e r a l i t y of the basic meaning which resides i n the core 
of h i s poem. 

The whole d i f f i c u l t y depends upon the i n t e r p r e t a t i o n 
of the working of the c r e a t i v e imagination. Coleridge quotes 

116 A r i s t o t l e , P o e t i c s , XVII. 3, i n Butcher, op. c i t . , 
p. 63. 
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S i r John "navies' l i n e s : 
Thus doth she, when from i n d i v i d u a l states 
She doth abstract the u n i v e r s a l hinds, 
When then reclothed i n divers names and fates 
S t e a l access thro ' our senses to our minds, ' 

and Butcher remarks, concerning the theory o f imagination. 
The meaning i s not that a general idea i s embodied 
i n a p a r t i c u l a r example — that i s the method of a l 
legory rather than that of poetry — but that the p a r 
t i c u l a r case i s generalized by a r t i s t i c treatment, J-1 J 

A- l i t t l e f u r t h e r on, Butcher quotes Goethe'. "A s p e c i a l case 
requires nothing but the treatment of a poet to become u n i v e r s a l 
and p o e t i c a l , " and then remarks that A r i s t o t l e would have 

T i n 
a g r e e d , L ± J 

Thus, Ari s t o t l e , , Goethe, Coleridge, S i r John N a v i e s , 
and Butcher, a l l agree that the na t u r a l a c t i o n of the poet's 
imagination i s to proceed from, the p a r t i c u l a r to the gener
a l or u n i v e r s a l . What they are f o r g e t t i n g to mention, how
ever, i s that such two-part a c t i o n i s f o r the poet, as I t 
stands, but two-thirds of the whole t r u t h of c r e a t i v i t y . 
Before any p a r t i c u l a r Is i n t e l l i g i b l e , there must at l e a s t 
be a vague idea of the general p r i n c i p l e i n the poet's mind, 
awakening, as i t were, from i t s obscured l i f e . Therefore, 
the c r i t i c a l process o r i g i n a t e s , at l e a s t from a Plat o n i c 
point of view, i n the general a b s t r a c t i o n of the Ideal to i t s 

117 S i r John Davies, quoted i n Coleridge, Bjio.granhia 
L l t e r a r i a , Chapter XIV, 

118 Butcher, op. c i t . , .p. 19!+, 
119 I b i d . 

http://Bjio.gr
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p a r t i c u l a r example; thence to an approximation of that found 
p a r t i c u l a r i n t o i t s approximate i d e a l i z a t i o n . 

Although Plato came to belie v e that i n a r t there i s 
at best nothing but a mere semblance of t r u t h , s t i l l h i s 
view of thought i s important i n the present argument. But
cher says: 

S t a r t i n g from the notion of pure Being (Plato) found 
r e a l i t y only i n the world of ideas ( i . e . , i d e a l s ) , 
sensible phenomena being but so many images which 
at best remind us of the c e l e s t i a l archetype. To him 
Becoming was the simple a n t i t h e s i s of Being; i t meant 
the world of change, the sphere of phenomena, the 
region i n which the i n d i v i d u a l l i f e appears f o r a 
moment and then vanishes away.1-° 

M i l t o n , l i k e P l a t o , i s never very f a r from the notion of 
pure Being, and, although he found, i t necessary f o r the 

purposes of the c r e a t i o n of a r t to adopt many A r i s t o t e l i a n 
expedients, such as the idea of Becoming, h i s e s s e n t i a l 
temper of thought i s P l a t o n i c . I t i s true that he disagrees 
with Plato's ideas on the l i c e n s i n g of books. Moreover, t h e i r 
respective arguments f o r the virtuous education and f o r 
r e l i g i o u s and c i v i l nurture are at variance. Furthermore, 
M i l t o n takes Plato to task f o r h i s exclusion of poets and 

l 2 1 

poetry from society. 
Nevertheless, Milton's sympathies during h i s youth 

were unquestionably pro-Platonic and openly a n t i - A r i s t o t e l i a n . 

His p a r t i a l i t y i s shown most c l e a r l y perhaps i n the second 

120 Butcher, op. c i t . , p. 159. 

121 John M i l t o n , Areopagitica, V o l . IV, pp. 316-3. 
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P r o l u s i o n , defending Plato and Pythagoras and a t t a c k i n g , 

though i n l i g h t v e i n , A r i s t o t l e : 
That most s k i l f u l I nterpreter of Mother Nature, 
P l a t o , has followed (Pythagoras), since he a f f i r m s 
that c e r t a i n s i r e n s s i t one upon each of the c i r c l e s 
of the heavens and hold spell-bound gods and men by 
t h e i r most honey-sweet song.... 

A r i s t o t l e , the envious and perpetual calumniator 
of Pythagoras and P l a t o , d e s i r i n g to pave a way to 
renown on the shattered opinions of these great men, 
imputed to Pythagoras the unheard symphony of the 
heavens and tunes of the spheres. - 2 

Throughout h i s mature works, however, M i l t o n does not descend 
to mere attack upon A r i s t o t l e , but often merely shows, as i n 
.this passage from the Doctrine and D i s c i p l i n e of Divorce, 
h i s preference by the s y n t a c t i c a l subordination of one to 
the other: 

... i t i s the constant opinion of Plato i n Pro
tagoras and other of h i s dialogues agreeing with 
that p r o v e r b i a l l sentence among the Greeks, that 
no man i s wicked w i l l i n g l y ; which also the P e r i -
pate t i c k s doe rather d i s t i n g u i s h then deny.J-'-3 

On the whole, M i l t o n i s p o s i t i v e l y appreciative of A r i s t o t l e , 
as Irene Samuel points out: 

M i l t o n recognized what many students f o r g e t , that 
Plato taught A r i s t o t l e f o r long years to the ap
parent s a t i s f a c t i o n of both, and that the w r i t i n g s 
of master and p u p i l disagree f a r l e s s than those of 
the m i l i t a n t P l a t o n i s t s and A r i s t o t e l i a n s of l a t e r 
generations. On Milton's page, the two often appear 
together i n support of the same d o c t r i n e , and t h e i r • 
agreement i s not forced. The emphasis i s r i g h t ; i n 
general, A r i s t o t l e does 'rather d i s t i n g u i s h than 

122 John M i l t o n , Areo-oagitica. V o l . IV, pp. 3 1 6 - 8 . 

123 John M i l t o n , The Doctrine and D i s c i p l i n e of Divorce, 
V o l . I l l , Part I I , p. Wh~. ~ — - - — 



deny' P l a t o n i c teachings. And where A r i s t o t l e 'uis-, 
tinguished, ' M i l t o n often accepted the refinement. 1 2 4" 

Thus, from an o v e r - a l l point of view, i t appears that M i l t o n 
seeks to r e c o n c i l e and j u s t i f y both philosophers, although 
he tends to give Plato h i s preference more frequently when 
the two are i n more or l e s s d i r e c t opposition. 

It i s e s p e c i a l l y concerning the f o l l o w i n g points that 
i t can be said M i l t o n i s at variance with A r i s t o t l e and at 
one with P l a t o : (1) h i s general Ideal u l t i m a t e l y tends t o 
wards a s t a t i c rather than an a c t i v e nature; (2) h i s i n 
t e l l e c t u a l i n t e r e s t i s r a t i o n a l i s t i c rather than e m p i r i c a l ; 
and (3) h i s imaginative process i s more concerned with gener
a l i t y than with p a r t i c u l a r i t y . Shakespeare, with regard to 
t h i s l a t t e r point, i s i n contrast to M i l t o n , i n that the 
greatest of E n g l i s h dramatists i s concerned p r i m a r i l y w i t h 
p a r t i c u l a r s and secondarily with the Ideal form which i n the 
present context i s regarded as the seed of c r e a t i v i t y and 
c a l l e d the g e n e r a l i t y . 

12*+ Irene Samuel, op. c i t . . p. 3 l j -. 



CHAPTER V I I t THE CONSTRUCTION OF PARADISE LOST 
C l a s s i c a l t r a g i c epics. — The f i v e - a c t epic. --
Paradise Lost f i v e - a c t epic. — The f i v e acts of 
Paradise"tost. -- A r i s t o t l e ' s comparison of 
tragedy and epic. The general and the p a r t i c u l a r . 
— Proper point of imaginative source. — The r u l e 
as a c r i t i c a l preconception. — A r i s t o t e l i a n d i s 
cussion neglects most important d i s t i n c t i o n . — 
Importance of epic devices. — The epic s i m i l e . --
In medias res. — The psychological meaning i n 
device. — The beginning, middle and end. — The 
device as gainer of i n t e r e s t . — Examples of 
Tolstoy's novel. -- Statement of theme and i n 
medias res. — Reconcilement of a paradox. — 
Tolstoyan objections a n t i c i p a t e d . — Humility i n 
Paradise Lost. -- Coleridge on Paradise Lost. 
I t has been observed that i n structure Paradise Lost 

i s i n the t r a d i t i o n of the I l i a d and the Aeneld. These 
two c l a s s i c a l epics are s t r u c t u r a l l y remarkable c h i e f l y i n that, 
u n l i k e the Odyssey, they confine t h e i r 1 t r a g i c story i n such a 
way that the expansiveness of the t o t a l epic i s i n t e n s i f i e d 
by the p a r t i c u l a r i z e d emotional experience; p a r t i c u l a r i z e d , 
that i s , w i t h i n one book. Book twenty-four of the I l i a d and 
the a c t i o n of Books three and four of the Aeneid are s e l f -
contained, human tragedies, while the two eni c s , as a whole, 
are generalized epic-tragedies, tragedies which, through t h e i r 
extension of time and place, bring to the beholder a v i s i o n 
panoramic i n scope and d e f i n i t i v e i n meaning. 

The panoramic v i s i o n of mankind and the world may be 
considered an i n t r i n s i c and unique aspect of epic w r i t i n g , 
since, i n a manner of speaking, the panorama i s the soul of 

125 Arthur Barker, " S t r u c t u r a l Pattern i n Paradise Lost," 
P h i l o l o g i c a l Quarterly, Iowa C i t y , U n i v e r s i t y of Iowa, (Oct. 
194-9), Ho. 4-, V o l . XXVIII, p P : 17 f f . 
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the e p i c , the only aspect of epic which can be found nowhere 
el s e . I t i s true, of course, that the drama has often 
attempted to include the panoramic e f f e c t s f o r which i t has 
c o n s i s t e n t l y f e l t the need, but the grand s t y l e with which 
the panorama i s c l o s e l y Intermingled i s almost always un-

1 26 
comfortably misplaced i n drama. 

The c l a s s i c a l e p ic, I t should be noted, lends i t s e l f , 
as f a r as dramatic form i s concerned, to separation into 
f i v e " a c t s . " The f i v e - a c t d i v i s i o n of modern t r a g i c a l theory 
has, consequently, i t s basis i n A r i s t o t l e ' s acknowledgement 
of the s t r u c t u r a l l i k e n e s s between epic and tragedy. • 
Oedipus Rex, to A r i s t o t l e the most nearly archetypal of a l l 
tragedies, i s composed c h i e f l y of f i v e stasimons and f i v e 
episodes; l i k e w i s e , Renaissance conceptions of t r a g i c a l form 
developed from t h i s A r i s t o t e l i a n s t a r t i n g - p o i n t , f i n a l l y to 
evolve the f i v e - a c t tragedy. L • ' I t i s l e s s commonly recognized. 

126 The Elizabethan theatre affords one of the most 
i n t e r e s t i n g examples of the need of dramatists f o r the pano
ramic view of l i f e and the g l o r i e s of the grand, s t y l e . Marlowe's 
plays are, f o r the most part, attempts to create i n the drama 
i t s mistaken propensity to grandiloquence. Shakespeare, too, i s 
s i g n i f i c a n t i n t h i s respect, f o r his" attempts to dramatize the 
epic, perhaps most s u c c e s s f u l l y i n Henry 7 and most unsuccess
f u l l y i n T r o i l u s and CressIda, probably i n d i c a t e the appetite 
and. need the Elizabethans had f o r epic panorama. L i k e l y one of 
the most p e r f e c t examples of panorama i n Shakespeare i s found 
i n the Duke 'of Burgundy's speech i n Henry V, ( 7 , i i , 11. 23-67). 

127 Barker, l o c . c i t . 
123 See T.W. Baldwin, "The Evolution of the Theory of 

Dramatic Structure from A r i s t o t l e to Donatus," Shakespeare's 
Five-Act Structure, Urbana, U n i v e r s i t y of I l l i n o i s Press, 19l+7, 
PP. 53-63. 
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that, since generally the same rules of structure were 
applied by A r i s t o t l e to the epic as to the tragedy, Renaissance 
e p i c a l theory a l s o acceded to the idea of a f i v e - a c t structure 
i n the epic poem, i t taking the forra of a ten-book d i v i s i o n . 
The f i r s t published v e r s i o n of Paradise Lost, consequently, 
contained not twelve but ten books. 

Arthur Barker writes t h a t : 
The 1667 e d i t i o n of Paradise Lost presents a f i r m l y 
organized f i v e - a c t epic, p e r f e c t l y exemplifying 
what were thought to be the A r i s t o t e l i a n r e q u i r e 
ments f o r s t r u c t u r e . I t s u c c e s s f u l l y achieves 
what Sidney had e a r l i e r attempted, and i t c e r t a i n l y 
out-Gondiberts Davenant. I t s p l o t i s seen at a 
glance to consist of f i v e 'acts' (with appropriate 
'scenes'), and the cumulative e f f e c t of these acts 
i s e x a c t l y what Pavenant said i t should be. 2 ° 
Davenant i n h i s Gondibert attempts to r e a l i z e the 

formal and s t r u c t u r a l requirements of the f i v e - a c t e p i c , j u s t 
as Sidney before him aimed at cr e a t i n g the epic d i v i s i o n i n t o 
f i v e books or acts i n A r c a d i a P 0 In h i s preface to Gondibert. 
Pavenant w r i t e s : 

The f i r s t Act i s the general ^reparative, by render
ing the c h i e f e s t characters of persons, and ending 
with something that looks l i k e an obscure promise 
of design. The second begins w i t h an introducement 
of new persons, so f i n i s h e s a l l the characters, and 
ends with some l i t t l e performance of that design 
which was promised at the parting of the f i r s t Act. 
The t h i r d makes a v i s i b l e correspondence i n the 
un^erwalks, or l e s s e r i n t r i g u e s , of persons, and 
ends with an ample turn of the main design and ex-

129 Barker, op. c i t . , p. 22. " 

130 S i r P h i l i p Sidney, The Complete Works, ed., Al b e r t 
F e u i l l e r a t , Cambridge, Cambridge U n i v e r s i t y Press, 1926, 
V o l . IV. " 
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pectation of a new. The f o u r t h , ever having oc
casion to be the longest, gives a notorious turn to 
a l l the underwalks, and a counterturn to that main 
design which changed i n the t h i r d . The f i f t h begins 
with an i n t i r e d i v e r s i o n of the main and dependant 
P l o t t s , then makes the general correspondence of the 
persons more discerna b l e , and ends with an easy un
t y i n g of those p a r t i c u l a r knots which made a 
contexture of the whole, lea v i n g such s a t i s f a c t i o n 
of p r o b a b i l i t i e s w i t h the Spectator as may persuade 
him that neither Fortune i n the fa t e of the Persons, 
nor the Writer In the R^presentment, have been un
na t u r a l or e x o r b i t a n t . 1 - 3 1 

Professor Barker o u t l i n e s , according to the p r i n c i p l e s 
set clown by Pavenant, the f i v e - a c t d i v i s i o n of the 1667 
v e r s i o n of Paradise Lost: Act I reveals Satan's c o n d i t i o n 
i n h e l l , and t r e a t s of the i n f e r n a l c o u n c i l and the de
parture of Satan (Books I and I I of the 1667 v e r s i o n ) ; Act 
I I contains a scene i n heaven which i s focussed on Satan who 
i s on h i s voyage, and i t also includes the Devil's f i r s t 
attempt at seducing the "Mother of Mankind" (Books I I I and 
TV). Act I I I Is mainly concerned with the past, and Adam 
learns of the war i n heaven and Satan's defeat (Books V and 
VI ) . In Act IV the story of the Creation i s t o l d Adam, and 
i t i s followed by the col l o q u i e s on astronomy and woman and 
by the turning point of the a c t i o n , the F a l l (Books VII 
and V I I I ) . 1 3 3 

131 S i r W i l l i a m Pavenant, "Preface to GondibertV 
(1650), C r i t i c a l Essays of the Seventeenth Century, ed., I.E. 

Spingarn, Oxford, Clarendon Press, 1 ° 0 S , pp. 17-13. 
132 Barker, l o c . c i t . 
133 This ma t e r i a l i s covered i n the 1667 e d i t i o n i n 

Books V I I , V I I I and IX; i n the 167k r e v i s i o n i n Books X, XI 
and X I I . 
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The o v e r - a l l c o n s t r u c t i o n of Paradise .Lost i n t o a 
f i v e - a c t epic tragedy'is based on A r i s t o t l e ' s comparison of 
the epic and the t r a g i c forms. I t i s unfortunate i n the 
Poetics that i t i s but a fragmentary chapter, which d i s 
cusses the comparisons and contrasts between the two forms, 
i n which A r i s t o t l e a s serts that " a l l the elements of an 
Epic poem are found i n tragedy, but the elements of a tragedy 
are not a l l found i n the Epic poem." 1^ Such a statement 
appears to be opposite to the M i l t o n i c concept of the ep i c , 
since the str u c t u r e of Book IX, c o n s t i t u t i n g a tragedy, i s 
contained w i t h i n the l a r g e r s t r u c t u r e of the f i v e - a c t 
tragedy. 

I t i s c h a r a c t e r i s t i c and fundamental i n A r i s t o t e l i a n 
c r i t i c i s m that a l l poetry, as we have considered i n Chapter 
VIj proceeds from the p a r t i c u l a r to the general, from the 
image to the concept, from the microcosm to a macrocosmic 
u n i v e r s a l i t y . This outlook i s appropriate to c e r t a i n 
s c i e n t i s t s and poets a l i k e , but i t i s not appropriate to the 
I d e a l i s t i c philosopher or poet. The poet or philosopher 
who s t a r t s with a g e n e r a l i z a t i o n and ends with that g e n e r a l i z 
a t i o n i l l u s t r a t e d or imaged i s more c h a r a c t e r i s t i c of a man 
whose nature i s i d e a l i s t i c , and Milton's i s a mind which 
functions i n that manner. 

I t has been argued, as we have seen i n Chapter VI, 

13V S, H. Butcher, "Analysis of Contents," on. c i t . , p. 1. 

135 A r i s t o t l e , P o e t i cs, V. 1, i n op. c i t . , p. 2 3 . 
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by A r i s t o t e l i a n s , that the poetry of men who proceed from 
g e n e r a l i z a t i o n to concentration of image-is i n f e r i o r and 
that the opposite Is the mark of the greatest poetry; but 
I t i s a point which admits of so many q u a l i f i c a t i o n s that 
one can conclude only that both the image and the generalized 
thought must be present i n the greatest of poems, and that 
no one can ever l a y down absolute r u l e s as to whether the 
general or the p a r t i c u l a r should be the point of commence
ment i n the c r e a t i v e imagination. Nevertheless, the three-
part procedure of the poet's c r e a t i o n , as i t i s outlined i n 
Chapter VI, appears to overcome possible A r i s t o t e l i a n 
objections applied to Milton's a r t . 

In t h i s f a s t r u l e of progression from p a r t i c u l a r to 
i d e a l , we f i n d an important c r i t i c a l pre-conception which 
permeates A r i s t o t e l i a n l i t e r a r y c r i t i c i s m . The maxim appears 
to give r i s e to A r i s t o t l e ' s p r e f e r r i n g the t r a g i c to the epic 
form, to valui n g a poet's emotional i n t e n s i t y over a poet's 
power of c o n t i n u i t y , and, consequently, to a reverence f o r 
the violence of emotion. In short, i t shows a propensity 
towards over-valuing a c t i v e poetry, and, i n turn, to under
estimating the more profound though quieter i n t e n s i t y found 

1 36 
i n s t a t i c poetry. J Even i n the philosopher's statement that 

" a l l the elements of the epic poem are found i n tragedy, but 

136 Although h i s emphasis i s on the a c t i v e aspect of 
poetry, A r i s t o t l e nevertheless acknowledges the importance of 
co n t i n u i t y . (See p. 1 3 1 ) ; and the s t i l l n e s s which resides at 
the " s t i l l centre" of a l l things (See P. 1 3 2 ) . 



the elements of tragedy are not a l l fourth i n the Epic poem"-Lj'/ 

presumes that the more exact, the more p a r t i c u l a r , i s superior 
to the general, and what may be c a l l e d u n i v e r s a l mode. 

A r i s t o t l e , i n a fragmentary chapter, asserts that epic 
and t r a g i c poetry are 'alike i n that they both t r e a t of heroes, 
but that they d i f f e r on a. number of pointss the metre of the 
epic poem i s unique; i t i s w r i t t e n as a n a r r a t i v e , and i t i s 
greater In length than the t r a g e d y . ^ He points out that-
tragedy attempts u n i t y of time, ( i . e . confines i t s e l f roughly 
to a s i n g l e day), while the epic has no temporal limits. - - 3 9 

It i s unfortunate that we should not have a f u l l e r development 
of these ideas, since i t appears that probably the most impor
tant d i f f e r e n c e between the epic and the tragedy i s that the 
former i s characterized by the vastness of i t s panoramic view, 
while the " l a t t e r i s of i t s nature almost completely visual, 1"" 1' 0 

almost s o l e l y p h y s i c a l l y i l l u s t r a t i v e . 

137 A r i s t o t l e , P o e t i c s , V. 5, in op. c i t . , p. 23, 

133 A r i s t o t l e , P o e t i c s , V. h, in iMd., pp. 21-2. 

139 I b i d . , p. 23. 

14-0 The heroic plays of Shakespeare, f o r example, con
s t a n t l y suggest the e p i c , and at the same time the t r a g i c 
l i m i t a t i o n s . Such plays as Henry IV, V, and VI, as w e l l as 
.Julius Caesar and T r o i l u s and Cress Ida see-n of t h e i r nature 
to desire.to break the bo"nds of the 'Hlooden 0" and meta
morphose themselves from t r a g i c to epic form. Shakespeare, 
and Marlowe as w e l l , appears to have w i t h i n him the desire to 
create an epic, though the times perhaps and the p a r t i c u l a r 
circumstances of the two dramatists c e r t a i n l y were not r i g h t 
f o r I t . 



- 7 7 -

Furthermore, many of the devices which form the 
conventions of the e p i c , whether or not they are used i n 
tragedy, can ind i c a t e important di f f e r e n c e s between epic and 
tragedy. I t i s true that such a convention as the r e c o g n i t i o n 
scene i s common to both epic and tragedy, but t r u l y important 
devices, such as the extended s i m i l e and the use of i n medlas 
res are conventions more s u c c e s s f u l l y r e l a t e d to the epic, 
since they are associated more c l o s e l y with i t s structure and 
with what i s commonly c a l l e d the panoramic or epic view of 
l i f e . 

- The extended epithet i s s p e c i a l l y relevant because i t 
not only f i l l s a functionary need i n the i n t e r r u p t i o n of 
concentrated n a r r a t i v e but also i n that i t lends i t s e l f to 
the expansive view of l i f e , a prospect which i s wider than 
the p a r t i c u l a r example u s u a l l y afforded by the n a r r a t i v e . 
Book I of Faradise Lost o f f e r s many examples of the extended 
ep i t h e t ; and i t shows that, although the n a r r a t i v e i s length
ened by means of extended images, the vividness of concentrated 
verse need not be l o s t ; there need, be no d i s i n t e g r a t i o n into 
i m a g i s t i c weakness, an i n c a p a c i t y which, i n c i d e n t a l l y , marks 
the poorest of epic w r i t e r s . Milton's " c l u s t e r i n g " epithets 
are examples of extended, s i m i l e s which give p e c u l i a r credib
i l i t y to the c o n d i t i o n of Satan and h i s cohorts i n h e l l . The 
d e l i b e r a t e obscurity, and yet the i n t e n s i t y afforded by such 
s i m i l e s as those concerning the leaves of Vallombrosa: 

Thick as Autumnal Leaves that strow the Brooks 
In Vallombrosa, where t h ' E t r u r i a n shades 
High overarch't imbowr; or scattered sedge 



A f l o a t , when with f i e r c e Winds Orion arra'd 
Hath vext the Red-Sea Coast, whose waves orethrew 
Pus i r i s and h i s Mephian C h i v a l r i e , 
While with p e r f i d i o u s hatred they pursu'd 
The Sojourners of Goshen, who beheld 
From the safe shore t h e i r f l o a t i n g Car-rases 
And broken Chariot Wheels, so t h i c k bestrewn 
Abject and l o s t l a y these, covering the Flood, 
T Tnder amazement of t h e i r hideous change; 1 

and the bees c l u s t e r i n g round the h i v e : 
As Bees 

In spring time } when the Sun with Taurus r i d e s , Poure f o r t h t h i r populous youth about the Hive 
In c l u s t e r s ; they among f r e s h dews and flowers 
F i l e to and f r o , or on the smoothed Plank, 
The suburb of t h i r Straw-built C i t t a d e l , 
Hew rub'd with. Baume, expatiate and confer 
Thir State A f f a i r s . So thick; the a e r i e crowd 
Swarm'd and were s t r a i t n ' d ; 1 • 

- t h i s combined obscurity and i n t e n s i t y add to the high measure 
of Milton's success i n g i v i n g h e l l a p a r t i c u l a r c r e d i b i l i t y i n 
readers' minds. There i s , as a consequence of his d e l i b e r a t e l y 
vague v i s u a l Imagery, 1^ an accentuation of auditory imagery; 

ikl Paradise Lost, I , 302 f f . 
Ik 2 I b i d . , I , 768 f f . 
IH-3 T. S. E l i o t ' s celebrated attack on M i l t o n , i n 

l a t e r years somewhat r e t r a c t e d , (T. S. E l i o t , "A Note on 
the verse of John M i l t o n , " Essays and Studies by Members of 
the E n g l i s h A s s o c i a t i o n , Oxford, Clarendon Press, 1036, ' 
pp. 32-4-0) , appears to r e s t i t s case on the f a c t that Milton's 
imagery i s v i s u a l l y weak and a u r a l l y strong, E l i o t did not, 
of course, r e a l i z e what bene f i t s Milton's poetry enjoyed 
from making h i s imagery d e l i b e r a t e l y vague. For example, 
the scenes of heaven, h e l l , and Paradise, a t t a i n a c r e d i b i l i t y 
as a r e s u l t of t h i s vagueness (which, i n c i d e n t a l l y , i s con-
pensated f o r by vividness i n sound q u a l i t i e s ) which other
wise they could never have at t a i n e d . Thus M i l t o n prevents 
the reader from imagining Eden or H e l l or Heaven to be f a i r y 
t a l e worlds but rather more cre d i b l e than any fantasy could 
hope to be. For a complete defense against E l i o t ' s a t tack, 
see E.M.W. T i l l y a r d , "Milton's V i s u a l Imagination," The 
M i l t o n l c S e t t i n g , London, Chatto & Windus, 19M-9, pp. 90-1 OH-. 



and the element of the vividness of the extended e p i t h e t s , 
coupled w i t h the auditory element, give a p i c t u r e of h e l l 
which i s not only v i s u a l , nor merely auditor;/, but one which 
possesses a d i s t i n c t i v e l y unique mood. The mood, however, 
Is not l i k e that which i s presented by most w r i t e r s -who 
attempt to depict h e l l and create a semi-supernatural, f a i r y 
t a l e atmosphere, a mood of marchen, but one which possesses 
the c r e d i b i l i t y of the a c t u a l , n a t u r a l world. 

The other epic device whose meaning has often been 
underestimated and neglected Is that of i n ^ e d i a s res* The 
s t a r t i n g of an epic i n "the middle of things" has a special 
relevance to any man who attempts a comprehension of l i f e on a 
vast scale. The Odyssey Is e s p e c i a l l y noteworthy In t h i s 
respect. There the device has the subtle, unconscious e f f e c t 
of accentuating the urgency of the present c r i s i s concerning 
Odysseus' home-finding. Because the eventful past i s related 
just before the denouement, the climax of the plot i s charged 
with suspense. Considered a n a l o g i c a l l y , the epic begins i t s 
chronology with the expulsion and wandering and concludes I t 
with f u l f i l l m e n t , when Odysseus f i n a l l y f i n d s his Utopia-home. 
The device of i n medias res i s , when i t i s used by a great 
w r i t e r , never a mere t e c h n i c a l embellishment of h i s text. 
Since he does not mention i t , A r i s t o t l e either f a i l e d to re
cognize or give much importance to the psychological importance 
of the device, as used i n Homer. But surely t h i s at l e a s t i s 
an example which belongs to the epic, an Instance where the 
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tragedy cannot boast i t s primacy; In i t s use of i n medias res 

then, the epic has primacy i n time and effect. 

Psychologically, the device has much meaning. It i s 

roughly In the middle of their l i v e s that men come to f u l l 

consciousness, after the dream-like consciousness of c h i l d 

hood and before the f u l f i l l m e n t which comes with age. The 

f i r s t words of Dante's Comedy sign i f y well the idea: 

"In the middle of the journey of our l i f e I came to myself 

i n a dark wood where the straight way was l o s t . " x' + 1 + It is 

at physical and mental maturity that an indivual looks both 

backward and forward. It i s , i n short, the beginning of l i f e , 

started, as i t were, i n "the middle of things." Thus, the 

device of i n medias res has for everyone a psychological truth 

to l i f e " i n the broad." 

A r i s t o t l e , i n discussing art, stresses the importance 

of the beginning, the middle, and the end, l L^ but i t i s un

fortunate that we have from him no discussion of the beginning 

which i s also i n medias res. It i s possible, of course, that 

he would perhaps have mistakenly thought i n medias res an un

worthy or s u p e r f i c i a l mechanical device, even though his 

psychological interests might be expected to lead him to the 

support of such a device. In the drama, the same device i s , 

of course, at work; there, however, i t appears to be present 

Ihh- Dante, Inferno, Canto I, 11 . 1-3, London, Dent 
1932, P. 3 . 

A r i s t o t l e , Poetics,. VII.2 , in op. c i t . , p. 3 1 . 
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more often f o r I t s merely mechanical convenience as a means 
towards the maintenance of the uni t y of time. 

In the drama the device Is extremely e f f e c t i v e i n i t s 
capacity to gain the spectator's I n t e r e s t . The opening 
scenes of Shakespeare's tragedies i l l u s t r a t e the point w e l l . 
In Hamlet, a ghost has ju s t been seen; i n Othello a war has 
just been won; i n Macbeth the witches have gathered to cast 
t h e i r s p e l l ; and i n King Lear, an old monarch has just de
clared h i s ab d i c a t i o n and i s about to d i v i d e h i s kingdom. The 
plays, of course, are not cons trueted with the i n medias res 
p r i n c i p l e at work as i t Is i n epic poetry; since i t acts 
p r i m a r i l y as a t e c h n i c a l device i n the drama, i t ̂ oes not 
contain an e s s e n t i a l t r u t h w i t h i n i t as i t does i n the epic; 
nevertheless, i t i s not d i f f i c u l t to r e a l i z e that the same 
basic p r i n c i p l e i s at work i n the two forms of poetry. 

Tolstoy's Anna Karenina o f f e r s an outstanding example 
of a modern use of the same p r i n c i p l e . "Everything was i n 
confusion i n the Oblonskys' house, Is the f i r s t sentence 
i n the n a r r a t i v e . One of Tolstoy's e d i t o r s points outs 

... on the l Q t h March, 1873, Tolstoy noticed 
an opened book on the table as he went into h i s 
son's bedroom; i t was Doubrovsky, a novel by 
Pushkin. Pie glanced at the f i r s t page of Part 
Two and read: 'On the eve of the ce l e b r a t i o n 
the guests began to a r r i v e . . . ' This abrupt way 
of approaching a story, with no preliminary ex
planation, st ruck him so f o r c i b l y that he withdrew 
to h i s working quarters and, on the spot, wrote 

14-6 Tolstoy, Anna Karenina, New York, Modern L i b r a r y , 
1950, p. 3. 
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the beginning of Anna Karenina which began, 
suddenly, i n the f i r s t v e r s i o n , with these words: 
' A l l was confusion i n the Oblonsky Household.'1^7 
The epic device of the "statement of theme" i s c l o s e l y 

interdependent with that of i n _ medias, r e s , and where that 
interdependence Is most c r u c i a l i s i n the problem of A r i s 
t o t l e ' s idea of wholeness. That i s , the work of a r t must 
have a beginning, a middle, and an end. I t i s true that 
a l l a r t i s t i c form must have those three components and i n 
that order. In music, f o r example, sonata form, .based as i t 
i s upon simple song-form, i s , i n i t s e x p o s i t i o n , development, 
and r e c a p i t u l a t i o n , s i g n i f i c a n t l y analogous to the e s s e n t i a l 
l i t e r a r y form containing a beginning, middle and end. 

The t r u t h of the t r i a d of parts i s , f i n a l l y emphasized 
by the f a c t s of human existence, which are composed of three 
l i k e p a r t s : the beginning, i . e . , the awakening or exposition 
i n t o l i f e which i s childhood; the middle, i . e . , the conscious
ness or development of p e r s o n a l i t y which i s youth; and the end, 
the simultaneous f u l f i l l m e n t and return to innocence which i s 
age. 

The statement of theme reconc i l e s the t r u t h of exposi
t i o n with the t r u t h of i n medias res because i t , w ith the 
"epic question" i s l i k e l i f e i n microcosm. M i l t o n , In the 
f i r s t few l i n e s of h i s poem gives the whole essence of 
Paradise Lost. The F a l l of man, the j u s t i c e of God's a c t i o n s , 
and what caused man to f a l l , are the e s s e n t i a l elements i n 

lk7 Henri Troyat, "Introduction," Anna^,JXaj£enjlna,p. v i . 
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the poem and c o n s t i t u t e the e s s e n t i a l nature of i t . The 
need f o r more than these opening l i n e s Is the need f o r the 

l U-8 

q u a n t i t a t i v e q u a l i f i c a t i o n of the whole. 
I f c i v i l i z e d human being? were "unperverted," as 

Tolstoy believed c h i l d r e n and peasants to be, both l o g i c a l l y 
and emotionally, there would be no need f o r much more than 
the opening t h i r t y l i n e s of Paradise Lost, and even l e s s 
need f o r the story of the F a l l i n Genesis. But neither the 
"noble savage," i n the sense In which Rousseau r e f e r s to 
unspoiled man,nor the "unperverted peasant," who appears to 
be Tolstoy's i d e a l c r i t i c , 1 ^ r e a l l y e x i s t s . Hence, there 
i s a r e a l need f o r i n t e r p r e t a t i o n w i t h i n the" work of a r t , 

1M-8 Ct. the view taken by Rene Gue'non, who argues 
that the present concern with quantity i s a tendency rather 
than a need and that quantity and q u a l i t y are by nature 
opposite rather than compatible; "... our period could almost 
be defined as being e s s e n t i a l l y and p r i m a r i l y the 'reign of 
quantity.' This c h a r a c t e r i s t i c i s chosen i n preference to any 
other...because of i t s t r u l y fundamental nature, f o r reduction 
to the q u a n t i t a t i v e i s s t r i c t l y i n conformity with the 
conditions of the c y c l i c phase at which humanity has now 
a r r i v e d ; Pnd also because i t i s the p a r t i c u l a r tendency i n 
question that leads l o g i c a l l y to the lowest point of the 
'descent' which proceeds continuously and with ever-increasing 
speed ...throughout the whole course of the manifestation of 
a humanity such as ours. This 'descent' (when i t reaches) 
the lowest point takes on the aspect of pure quantity, de
prived of every q u a l i t a t i v e d i s t i n c t i o n . " (Rene Guenon, The 
Reign of Quantity, London, Luzac & Co., 1953? p. 1 0 .) The 
present point of view contrasts with t h i s i n that, while 
quantity i s somewhat presumed i n the works of M i l t o n , the 
problem afforded by the quantity i s not. Moreover, the 
severance of the q u a l i t a t i v e and q u a n t i t a t i v e , as here des
cribed by Rene Gue'non, does not n e c e s s a r i l y apply to l i t e r a t u r e , 
although i n any d i s c u s s i o n which t r e a t s l i t e r a t u r e as an 
important part of ordinary l i f e , q u a l i t y and quantity must not 
be divorced, since we have a need, na t u r a l or c u l t i v a t e d , which 
must be answered. 

lU-9 Leo Tolstoy, What i s A r t , London, Oxford U n i v e r s i t y Press, 1930, — ~ ~ J 



f o r a r t i s t s to possess the power to make both o v e r - c i v i l i z e d 
and "perverted" readers n a t u r a l , innocent and, consequently, 
properly responsive. This f e a t , which i s r a r e l y accomplished, 
i s a c t u a l l y r e a l i z e d i n Paradise Lost f o r the reader who has 
passed i n i t i a l d i f f i c u l t i e s of language and idiom and who 
reads the poem throughout, subverting h i s sentimental or 
I n h i b i t i n g tendencies, h i s c r i t i c a l preconceptions, t e c h n i c a l 
presuppositions, mnemonic i r r e l e v a n c i e s and d o c t r i n a l adhesions 
Then i s the reader conditioned to the state of h u m i l i t y which 
M i l t o n himself possesses with regard to the substance of h i s 
greatest poem. 

The s p i r i t of h u m i l i t y which permeates Paradise Lost 
l i e s i n the relevance of time. I t i s the only poem which 
contains every e s s e n t i a l aspect of human h i s t o r y from i t s 
beginning to i t s end. Moreover, i t i s the only poem which 
passes from the beginning to the end of time, since time has 
only to do with the mortal c o n d i t i o n of the f a l l i b l e l i f e of 
man. Time, being a c o n d i t i o n i n which p e r s o n a l i t y possesses 
a self-conscious s e l f - i n t e r e s t , i t i s reasonable to assume 
that a work which s u c c e s s f u l l y masters time by f u l l y encom
passing i t , w i l l bring about a co n d i t i o n outside temporal 
measurement f o r both poet and reader. Such a c o n d i t i o n , 
amounting to a h u m i l i t y because the ego of the s e l f i s over
come, i s f u l l y r e a l i z e d i n Books XI and X I I i n which a l l h i s -

150 I.A. Richards, P r a c t i c a l C r i t i c i s m . London, 
Megan Paul, Trench, Trubner & Go., 1929. 
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tory i s encompassed to the end of time. Michael concludes: 

...so s h a l l the World goe on, 
To good malignant, to bad men benigne, 
Under her own waight groaning, t i l l the day 
Appeer of respiration to the just, 
And vengeance to the wicked, at return 
Of him so l a t e l y promiss'd to thy aid, 
The Womans seed, obscurely then foretold, 
Now amplier known thy Saviour and thy Lord, 
Last in. the Clouds from Heav'n to be reveald 
In glory of the Father, to dissolve 
Satan with his perverted World, then raise 
From the conflagrant mass, purg'd and refin'd, 
New Heav'ns, new Earth, Ages of endless date 
Founded i n righteousness and peace and love,-,^. 
To bring forth f r u i t s Joy and eternal B l i s s . ' 

Coleridge i s quick to admire Paradise Lost on the 

grounds that i t i s a l l - i n c l u s i v e and possesses the con

t i n u i t y not only of constant excellence i n v e r s i f i c a t i o n , 

but also i n the continuity of time. He points out that the 

qualities of Books XI and XII have been neglected by c r i t i c s 

and students of Milton: 

I wish the Paradise Lost were more ca r e f u l l y 
read and studied than I can see any ground for 
believing i t i s , especially those parts which, 
from the habit of always looking for a story in 
poetry, are scarcely read at a l l , — as for e xample, 
Adam's v i s i o n of future events i n the 1 1 th and 
1 2 t h books. No one can rise from the perusal of 
this Immortal poem without a deep sense of the, 
grandeur and the purity of Milton's soul.... 1-? 

Perceptively, Coleridge also indicates one of the 
greatest virtues of the poem, i t s continuity, when, in com
paring Paradise Lost with the Iliad he finds that Milton's 

151 Paradise Lost. Book XII, 11 . 537-551 . 

152 S.T. Coleridge, Course of Lectures. Lecture Ten, 
"Milton," Notes and Lectures, etc.. Vol. IV, pp. 30 !+-5, 
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poem has the v i r t u e of s i m p l i c i t y and that i t i s the only 
work i n l i t e r a t u r e which possesses a r e a l beginning, middle, 
and end: 

Consider the e x q u i s i t e s i m p l i c i t y of the Paradise 
Lost. I t and i t alone r e a l l y possesses a beginning, 
a middle, and an end; i t has the t o t a l i t y of the 
poem as d i s t i n g u i s h e d from the ah ovo b i r t h and 
Parentage, or s t r a i g h t l i n e , of h i s t o r y . 

Coleridge appears to perceive that Paradise Lost chrono
l o g i c a l l y begins w i t h the beginning of time at the Creation 
and ends at the f i n a l consummation of the world. 

153 Coleridge, op. c i t . , " p. 301. 



CHAPTER VIII : THE CONCEPT OP TIME 
The longer work and the time scheme. — Advantages 
of an elaborate time scheme. L y r i c a l length. --
Tragic length. — Epic length. -- Poe's view i n 
contrast. — The substance of Poe's l e c t u r e . — 
Poe's defence i s of weak readers. — S t y l e as an 
answer to Poe. — On reading Paradise Lost i n one 
s i t t i n g . — Preparation f o r reading necessary. — 
A t t i t u d e of the common reader to lengthy works. --
Examnle of Wordsworth and Donne. — M i l t o n and h i s 
readers, —• M i l t o n and Joyce compared, — I n d i v i d u a l 
reader's s e n s i t i v i t y an answer to obscurity, •— 
The centre of the time scheme. — Occidental and 
O r i e n t a l considerations of length. — Appropriate
ness of the genre to the c u l t u r e , — The r e - t e l l i n g 
of a story. — Expansion from Genesis. — Substance 
and extension into the epic s c a l e . 
Considerations of the use of i n medias res and of the 

accomplishment of epic grandeur and epic panoramic e f f e c t s 
n a t u r a l l y lead to an o v e r - a l l consideration of the use of 
time i n various l i t e r a r y forms. In poetry, as i n music, the 
longer work u s u a l l y contains a more h i g h l y developed temporal 
scheme than the shorter work, while preserving, i f i t i s a 
succes s f u l work, i t s u n i t y as a whole. 

Presuming that the content of the poem contains depth 
of thought, i t i s not unreasonable, then, to assume that 
length i s al s o a r e q u i s i t e of the great work of a r t . Never
t h e l e s s , the l y r i c poem, with i t s l i m i t e d length, can contain 
a l l that the tragedy c o n t a i n s , 1 ^ S i m i l a r l y , as A r i s t o t l e 
points out, the epic does not d i f f e r from the tragedy as f a r 
as i t s s t o r y - l i k e aspects are concerned. The most important 

15*+ Eor an example, Meredith's poem i s quoted i n 
Chapter I, p.5. " 



point of d i f f e r e n c e i s i n length. The epic concept of time 
w i l l cover a greater period, and contain the most " d i f f u s e " 
and various ways of r e l a t i n g the f a b l e , as a r e s u l t of the 
dif f e r e n c e i n treatment, i n epic and tragedy, of the u n i t y 
of time and the unity of character. Where, on the one hand, 

1 r'r"' 

the tragedy of f u l f i l l m e n t w i l l communicate the f a l l and 
the subsequent r i s e of a s i n g l e character, the ep i c , on the 
other hand, attempts the communication of the f a l l and r i s e of 
the race, as i n the Aeneid., through the c e n t r a l character, who, 
unlike the c e n t r a l character of tragedy, represents an arche
type of the nation or race. Milton's epic c a r r i e s the pro
gression i n time to an even greater degree, to the point at 
which his epic becomes the story not only of a character, of 
a nation, or of a p a r t i c u l a r race, but of human kind i n 
general, at l e a s t i n so f a r that the C h r i s t i a n v i s i o n of 
humanity can claim to represent that of the whole world. 

The l y r i c can i n d i c a t e the world i n a grain of sand, 
and i n one l i n e a poem can perhaps be w r i t t e n which contains 
w i t h i n I t the seed of everything that man needs to know. 
For example, the statement, "God i s Love" may contain, and 
has i n d i c a t e d to many persons, a l l the knowledge of the world. 
An a d d i t i o n a l l i n e of e l u c i d a t i o n , however, makes the s t a t e 
ment simultaneously more understandable and l e s s acceptable; 
i n f a c t , any explanation of such a g e n e r a l i z a t i o n has the 
ef f e c t of making i t more v i v i d and at the same time les s 

155' See Chapter IX and Appendix. 



capable of general acceptance because of i t s superimposed 
l i m i t a t i o n and Confinement. 

I t i s p o s s i b l e , furthermore, to develop the general
i z a t i o n even Into a tightly-packed sonnet, In which p i t y and • 
fear could be communicated and a purgation ef f e c t e d . That 
sonnet, however, w i l l contain only the essence of tragedy and 
cannot, consequently, claim to be i n i t s e l f a tragedy. For 
the tragedy proper w i l l render these emotions i n a more v i v i d 
manner than the l y r i c because the extended framework of the 
poet w i l l give him a l l manner of opportunity to gain the 
co n v i c t i o n of h i s audience. No longer w i l l "God i s Love" be 
a purely subjective statement, but i t w i l l take on a hard and 
tangible meaning, through such extended i l l u s t r a t i o n . Thus, 
by showing, rather than merely s t a t i n g , the poet communicates 
through h i s unique c r e a t i o n a t r u t h which i s u n i v e r s a l l y 
understood. 

The development from tragedy to epic i s s u b s t a n t i a l l y 
the same as t h i s development from l y r i c to tragedy. The 
epic framework being l a r g e r than the t r a g i c , equally more 
scope can be given the grand theme. "God i s Love" becomes 
i n the ep i c , then, an idea containing an even deeper meaning 
i f such a poet as M i l t o n presents the reader witb a time 
scheme greater than any tragedy could contain. That di f f e r e n c e 
i s e x a c t l y what M i l t o n accomplishes i n Paradise Lost. There, 
the temporal appreciation i s c a r r i e d from the beginning of 
time to the end of i t , and i n i t s presentation, the reader 
f e e l s that the God of the e a r l y books i s a f a l s e c r e a t i o n of 
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the poet and that the r e a l God of Paradise Lost begins to show 
himself more t r u l y i n the unfolding of the panorama a f t e r 
Book IX, As a r e s u l t of the v i s i o n s which Michael shows to 
him, not only i s Adam r e c e i v i n g h i s supreme joy, but the 
reader also then becomes impressed with the j u s t i c e of God's 
act i o n s . The apprehension of a God who i s Timeless, who i s 
outside the time he has created, i s revealed i n the epic by 
the co-existence of detachment and e x h i l a r a t i o n i n both Adam's 
mind and i n the reader's, a mental c o n d i t i o n which r e s u l t s from 
the temporal v i s i o n . Thus, the understanding of time i s in. a 
very important way the key to an understanding of Paradise 
Lost. 

A view almost d i r e c t l y opposed to that which i s at 
present presented i s expressed i n Edgar A l l a n Poe's famous 
l e c t u r e "The Poetic Principle." 15° Poe presents what may be 
c a l l e d the " l y r i c point of view," i n which he argues that "a 
long poem does not e x i s t , " 157 In f a c t , he argues that " a f t e r 

156 Edgar A l l a n Poe, "The Poetic P r i n c i p l e , " i n The 
Complete Works, ed., J.A. Harrison, Hew York, Kelmscott Society, 
1902, V o l . XIV, pp. 2 6 6 - 9 2 . 

157 I b i d . , P. 266. Cf. Jacques Maritain's consideration 
of Poe's statement i n the f o l l o w i n g passage, which perhaps gives 
him too much the b e n e f i t of the doubt, since the example Poe 
uses i s Paradise Lost, a poem which claims steadiness or con
t i n u i t y as i t s c h i e f poetic v i r t u e : "...the modern poem i s 
determined and bound, to be a l l poetry. This i s perhaps why 
Edgar A l l a n Poe considered a long poem 'simoly a f l a t c o n t r adic
t i o n i n terms,' I f i t r e l a t e s to the length of a poem m a t e r i a l l y 
considered, the quantity of l i n e s , t h i s statement might be ques
tioned. At l e a s t one would l i k e to know at what number of l i n e s 
a poem s t a r t s to be long.... But Poe's statement i s simply t r u e , 
I b e l i e v e , i f I t r e l a t e s to the length of a poem i n r e l a t i o n to 
i t s own inner measure, which i s the poetic sense. The developed 
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the lapse of half an hour, at the very utmost, (a poem) 

f l a g s — f a i l s — a revulsion ensues— and then the poem i s , in 
effect, and i n fact, no longer such." 1^ 8 In arguing that i t 

is Impossible to find a poem which w i l l sustain i t s e l f or the 

reader or both (Poe's point Is not e n t i r e l y without ambiguity), 

he concludes that only the short poem can be considered worthy 

of the name of poetry. 

His critique i s further elaborated upon by his con

sideration of Milton's epic, concerning which he states the 

following points: (1) It i s Impossible to maintain for 

Paradise Lost, "during perusal, the amount of enthusiasm 

which... c r i t i c a l dictum would dernanV' i . e . , that Paradise 

Lost i s to be "admired throughout,"; (2) Paradise Lost i s 

"poetical only when, losing sight of that v i t a l requisite i n 

a l l works of Art, Unity, we view i t merely as a series of minor 

poems."; (3) " i f , to preserve i t s U n i t y — i t s t o t a l i t y of 

effect or impression—we read i t (as would be necessary) at a 

single s i t t i n g , the r e s u l t i s but a constant alternation of 

excitement and depression. "^9 Poe adds yet another point to 

narrative, the description of characters, the exposition of a 
system, appear from this point of view as invested with incur
able length. A great modern poem can be philosophical - why 
not? - or i n the form of a t a l e . It must always be contained 
within the span of a free and pure conveyance of anything 
i n t u i t i v e l y caught i n and through the might of subjectivity." 
(Jacques Maritain, Creative Intuition in Art and Poetry, New 
York, Pantheon, 1935, pp. 389-90.) * 

153 Poe, loc c i t . 

159 Poe, Ibid., P. 267 
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h i s arguments 
Af t e r a passage of what we f e e l to he true poetry 
there f o l l o w s , i n e v i t a b l y , a passage of p l a t i t u d e 
which no c r i t i c a l pre-judgment can force us to admire", 
but i f , upon completing the work, we read i t again, 
omitting the f i r s t book - that i s to say, commencing 
with the second - we s h a l l be surprised at now f i n d i n g 
that admirable which we before condemned - that 
damnable which we had previously so much admired. I t 
follows from a l l t h i s that the u l t i m a t e , aggregate, 
or absolute e f f e c t of even the best epic under the , 
sun, i s a n u l l i t y ; - and t h i s i s p r e c i s e l y the f a c t . °° 

Poe proceeds thereupon to take exception to the view of many 
c r i t i c s which argues that the longer work possesses v i r t u e be
cause I t i s a "sustained e f f o r t . " 

I f jhe writes* 
by '"sustained e f f o r t , ' any l i t t l e gentleman has ac
complished an enic, l e t us f r a n k l y commend him f o r 
the e f f o r t - i f t h i s indeed be a thing commendable - but 
l e t us forbear p r a i s i n g the epic of the e f f o r t s 
account, I t Is to be hoped that common sense, i n the 
time to come, w i l l prefer deciding upon a work of a r t , 
rather by the impression i t makes, by the e f f e c t i t 
produces, than by the time i t took to impress the 
e f f e c t or by the amount of 'sustained e f f o r t ' which r had been found necessary i n e f f e c t i n g the I m p r e s s i o n . l o 1 

In many respects, Poe's c r i t i q u e of epic poetry has 
much i n i t which deserves defending, e s p e c i a l l y wit 1^ regard to 
Poe's powers of observation. However, h i s argument appears to 
be f a r from the whole t r u t h of the matter, His f i r s t point, 
fo r example, Is weak because i t i s l i t t l e more than a defence 
of weak readers. A reasonably w e l l trained reader can read 
Paradise host and admire i t throughout. Poe's objection i s 
based on human weakness; and even i f It could be proven that 

160 Poe, l o c . c i t . 
161 I b i d . , p, 2 6 8 . 
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the epic i s too great f o r the mental c a p a c i t i e s of most men, 
such a c r i t e r i o n of numbers would s u r e l y be anomalous. 

I t i s s u r p r i s i n g , that Poe should have found, i t d i f 
f i c u l t to admire Paradise Lost f o r more than half-hour periods 
Milton's v a r i e t y and range of emotions, contained as they are 
w i t h i n h i s o v e r - a l l framework and reigned over by p r o p r i e t y 
and c o n t i n u i t y , amply care f o r the endurance of a reasonably 
s e n s i t i v e reader. Enics w r i t t e n by l e s s e r poets are, however, 
d e f i c i e n t e x a c t l y with respect to such v i r t u e s . Consequently, 
Poe's remarks bear f o r them more potency than they can by h i s 
own i n f e l i c i t o u s a p p l i c a t i o n of h i s epic theory to Paradise 
Lost. 

Poe's second point - that Milton's epic i s p o e t i c a l 
only when we read i t f o r i t s parts and not f o r i t s whole, 
only i f we do not look f o r the u n i t y of Paradise Lost, and 
read merely sections of the poem, presumably i n haIf-hour 
s i t t i n g s - cannot be clef ended I f we consider the great v a r i e t y 
i n s t y l e M i l t o n employed to s u s t a i n the reader. Milton's 
grand, s t y l e includes a great v a r i e t y i n language? for example, 
there are what may be called, the personal s t y l e , the p a s t o r a l , 
the panoramic, the dramatic, the baroque, the i n v e c t i v e , and 
many others as w e l l . By means of a v a r i e t y i n s t y l e , the 
poet succeeds, through the combination of what Poe must con
sider to be mere pa r t s , i n varying, while simultaneously main
t a i n i n g , h i s c o n t i n u i t y . And t h i s v a r i e t y i s maintained by 
Milton's grand s t y l e , which covers i n toto a l l the subordinate 
s t y l i s t i c v a r i e t y . 



Poe f u r t h e r speculates that i f , i n order to preserve 
the u n i t y of Paradise Lost, i t were read i n a si n g l e s i t t i n g , 
the r e s u l t would be "a constant a l t e r n a t i o n of excitement 
and depression." Poe's statement implies that he had never 
read the poem i n such a manner, since that experiment, f o r 
a l l i t s d i f f i c u l t i e s and challenges to mental endurance, can 
be s u c c e s s f u l l y attempted. I f the poem i s read aloud over a 
period of twelve hours by a small group of persons who are w i l l i n g 
to give the work the necessary poetic f a i t h , almost u n i v e r s a l 
agreement concerning the advantages i n such a reading i n e v i t 
ably ensues, s i n c e , on that r e v o l u t i o n of the clock, the 
readers, having devoted a whole day of t h e i r l i v e s to the epic, 
are able to apprehend, though not exhaust, i t s ' f u l l e s t , deepest, a 
most far-reaching e f f e c t s . Not only do thoughts, phrases, images 
and speeches recur i n the i n d i v i d u a l consciousness f o r days 
f o l l o w i n g such a reading, but a sense of order and completeness, 
a sense of superexaltation beyond time and l i m i t l e s s space take 
hold of the mind. Such e x a l t a t i o n does not r e s u l t from the 
sporadic reading which i s suggested by Poe. His observation, 
that much of the reading w i l l be t r y i n g , i s not without I t s 
v a l i d i t y , but those d i f f i c u l t i e s derive from obstructions out
side the poem, not w i t h i n i t . The well-prepared reader,, as the 
well-prepared contemplative, w i l l contain a w i l l i n g n e s s , a 
sense of acceptance c o n s t i t u t i n g a poetic f a i t h of a s p e c i a l 
nature. Every important work of a r t , l e t us remember, requires 
an i n d i v i d u a l degree and adaptation of poetic f a i t h and the 
w i l l i n g suspension of d i s b e l i e f . 



I t i s true, of course, that a twelve-hour reading w i l l 
perhaps overlook many of the s u b t l e , complex ideas and emo
t i o n a l experiences contained In such a massive work as 
Paradise Lost, but such a reading can surmount these obstacles 
to a c e r t a i n extent by previous and pr i v a t e i n v e s t i g a t i o n of 
the poem i n p a r t s , at d i f f e r e n t and- shorter s i t t i n g s . The 
r e s u l t s of these preliminary studies could be r e c a l l e d at the 
time of the twelve-hour reading of t h e - e p i c -

There i s reason to be l i e v e that M i l t o n intended h i s 
epic to cover a reading-period of twelve h o urs, 1 D ~ A S i t 
stands, Paradise Lost i s a short epic, compared to those of 
Homer, V i r g i l and Tasso. Moreover, when we consider C a s t e l 
vetro 's statement concerning the utmost l i m i t of the time of 
the a c t i o n f o r a tragedy, i t becomes apparent that, with 
respect to time, M i l t o n i s indeed concerned w i t h preserving 
the t r a g i c concentration. C a s t e l v e t r o , l i m i t i n g the time of 
t r a g i c a c t i o n to twelve hours, argues that "people, owing to 
bo d i l y needs, could not po s s i b l y remain i n the theatre longer 
than that. -'"'3 

Poe's views on epic poetry and Parad_is_e Lost are 
symptomatic of a view held by many ordinary modern readers. 
Today the "common reader" i s , unfortunately, too often not as 

162 The poem can be read at l e i s u r e e xactly from noon 
to midnight, with an hour's break f o r dinner and with short 
five-minute breaks between books, and the desired r e s u l t can 
be attained. 

163 Castelvetro, quoted^ i n Charlton, op. c i t . , p." 35, 
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Br. Johnson would have him,, "uncorrupted by l i t e r a r y pre
judices . "-̂ -̂  Even when he i s of the nature of Tolstoy's 
i d e a l c r i t i c , the hy p o t h e t i c a l "unperverted peasant," i t i s 
obvious that much of our best l i t e r a t u r e would never be 
admitted, consequently, through the closed doors of such 
a mind. Whether i t i s i n t e l l e c t u a l or emotional i n c a p a c i t y , 
whether a reluctance to work, or whether i t Is merely 
pleasure that i s sought, i s not our present concern. However, 
the whole problem of length i s to the reader l a r g e l y a 
psychological problem, and to the poet i t i s a l l i e d to h i s 
p a r t i c u l a r problems i n concentration of expression or image-
making. 

It may be s a i d , f o r example, that John Donne, i n h i s 
concentrated fashion i s much more e f f e c t i v e than Wordsworth, 
who perhaps, expresses apparently no more i n a mensurably 
longer work. Yet Wordsworth's "Intimations'' i s probably a 
greater poem than "Go and Catch a F a l l i n g S t a r " because i t 
i s sustained over a longer period of time and embeds i t s e l f , 
as I t were, i n t o the reader's consciousness i n a much deeper 
and i n e x t r i c a b l e manner than Donne's e x c e l l e n t song. Doth 
poems appear to be inexhaustibly endless i n t h e i r snggestive-
ness. "Go and Catch" a l s o has i t s p a r t i c u l a r appeal to the 
consciousness of the reader, of course, e s p e c i a l l y i n i t s 
i n d i v i d u a l l i n e s and i s o l a t e d thoughts, but the poem, as a 

16M- Samuel Johnson, "Lives of the Poets," i n Works 
of ..., Troy, Hew York, Pafraets Press, V o l . XI, p. TBTT~ 
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whole, does not return to the reader's f u l l consciousness i n 
as convincing, as deep, as enduring a fashion as Wordsworth's 
piece. One of the c h i e f reasons f o r the deeper c o n v i c t i o n 
stimulated by Wordsworth's poem i s i n i t s capacity, l a r g e l y 
through i t s length, to encompass a l a r g e r scheme of time 
than Donne's poem. Donne's has doubtlessly more immediate 
appeal; therefore, i t should have f o r i t s e l f more readers. 
Except for the f a c t that Wordsworth's "Intimations" has been 
e x t o l l e d by more eminent c r i t i c s , i t i s reasonable to suppose 
that Donne's poem would o r d i n a r i l y have a greater number of 
readers. This p a r t i a l i t y i s symptomatic generally of an 
important c o n d i t i o n concerning the readers of epics, 
tragedies, and l y r i c s . 

Poe's view i s perhaps that of many modern readers who 
are not s l o v e n l y as readers and attempt to a t t a i n a sincere 
appreciation of l i t e r a t u r e , Milton's answer to them i s 
perhaps too simple: he i s content to have a small but s e l e c t 
audience f o r hi s great work, and r e a l l y expects l i t t l e more 
than that, while he confirms h i s f a i t h that the perpetuity of 
hi s work i s assured: 

More safe I Sing with mortal v o i c e , unchang'd 
To hoarce or mute, though f a l l ' n on e v i l dayes, 
On e v i l dayes though f a l l ' n , and e v i l tongues; 
In darkness, and with dangers compast v und, 
And s o l i t u d e ; yet not alone, while thou, 
V i s i t ' s t my slumbers N i g h t l y , or when Morn 
Purples the East: s t i l l govern thou my Song.^ 
Urania, and f i t audience find*, though few. ^ 

165 Paradise Lost, V I I , 24-31. 
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Milton's answer, however, i s not enough. I t i s too 
i s o l a t e d from the common, pr i v a t e reader to be t o t a l l y con
v i n c i n g . His defence, much l i k e that of James Joyce, i n 
v i t e s , at l e a s t to some extent, the f a i l u r e and l o s s of h i s 
message. Joyce expects Finnegan's Wake to be taken as a 

166 
l i f e t i m e study. He has made i t l a r g e l y necessary f o r the 
reader to be a s p e c i a l i s t . Milton's a t t i t u d e i s not un l i k e 
that of Joyce, i n that he probably expects h i s readers to 
have, f o r example, a thorough knowledge of the c l a s s i c s be
fore h i s epic can be read properly, before, i n f a c t , a reader 
can claim to be q u a l i f i e d as a reader. 

The reassuring aspect of a l l such admonitions i s not 
that Finnegan's Wake or Paradise Lost i s , as a whole, un
i n t e l l i g i b l e because of the extent of i t s obscurity p r i m a r i l y 
i n language and secondarily i n psychology, but that i n 
Milton's case i t appears that he was i n error about those 
who could appreciate Paradise Lost. The gaining of an ap
p r e c i a t i o n or understanding f o r Paradise Lost i s not es
s e n t i a l l y dependent upon c l a s s i c a l l e a r n i n g , not even on 
B i b l i c a l l e a r n i n g or Renaissance scholarship; a s i n c e r i t y of 
approach, combined generally with a s e n s i t i v i t y to poetic 
e f f e c t s i s , however, necessary. This s e n s i t i v i t y , which 
though perhaps not commonly found amongst i n t e l l e c t u a l 
readers i s , nevertheless, frequent among the most i n t e l l e c t u a l 
of scholars and the most unperverted of peasants a l i k e . 

166 Herbert Gorman, James Joyce, Hew York, Farrar & 
Rinehart, 1939, P. 3}+2. 



- 9 9 -

I t i s p r e c i s e l y those readers who can understand the com
munication i n such a poem as Four Quartets, which emotively 
communicates i t s experience not only by means of i t s t e c h n i c a l 
competence but al s o of i t s inherent s i m p l i c i t y . 

What i s of the utmost concern here i s , however, the 
167 

time the poet employs i n communicating the archetype, both 
the time i n which he allows himself to t e l l the story r e 
vo l v i n g around the v i s i o n of Eden and the time scheme at 
the centre of which i s the climax, where i s found the u n i t y 
both of a c t i o n and experience. The u n i t y of experience i s 
made as a r e s u l t , on the one hand, of a present moment's 
glimpse i n t o an archetype and, on the other, of an equi
poised knowledge of the past and the fut u r e . I f an i n d i v i d u a l 
dwells equally upon past and fu t u r e , the present w i l l be made, 
i n a sense, ever-present. In other words, In the embracement 
of time past and time f u t u r e , the " s t i l l p oint" of the present 
w i l l , as a paradoxical f u l f i l l m e n t , be revealed. "She pluck.'d, 
she eat," i s the a c t u a l climax of Paradise Lost, and i t s 
author, who has given a most tremendous prelude to that moment, 
and who l a t e r gives the most complete aftermath p o s s i b l e , 
declines any elaboration upon the a c t i o n . This scrupulousness 

167 I t should perhaps be added that the geographic 
centre of "Burnt Norton" i s the same as that of Paradise Lost: 
the garden of Eden. And the communication of that archetype 
i s an experience i n n a t e l y common to n i l men. 

163 Paradise Lost, IX, 731. The s i m p l i c i t y of the 
expression i n t h i s l i n e has the e f f e c t of subduing the a c t i o n 
i t r e l a t e s . c f . Samson's i n t e r n a l ^ a c t i o n . (See Appendix, 
passim.)' Such subdued a c t i o n , containing the essence of the 
s t a t i c aspect of poetry tends, therefore, to solve the a c t i v e -
s t a t i c c o n f l i c t . 
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Is not the r e s u l t of any aversion to or denigration of climax 
or the present moment; I t Is rather the grain of sand, the 
s t i l l r o i n t , the "God i s Love" about which the world revolves. 

I t i s necessary not to omit an important q u a l i f i c a t i o n 
concerning the consideration of length throughout t h i s 
enquiry, and e s p e c i a l l y In the present chapter. The view 
herein taken concerning length i s e s s e n t i a l l y ethnocentric 
and i t s a c c e p t a b i l i t y w i l l , consequently, depend upon the 
s u p e r i o r i t y of the concept of time held by mankind generally 
i n the western world. O r i e n t a l standards appear to be 
fundamentally opposite to those of the west. In China, the 
long epic novel i s considered much i n the same way that Homer 
was o r i g i n a l l y regarded, as an entertainment. The l y r i c , 
regarded as the most s i g n i f i c a n t poetry of China, runs on an 
average from four to twelve l i n e s , I n content, the t y p i c a l 
Chinese poem impresses one as holding the world i n a g r a i n of 
sand. 

The value of the o r i e n t a l standard i s , of course, 
i d e n t i c a l with the value of the l y r i c a l point of view, and. 
i s , l i k e Poe, cognizant of the s u p e r i o r i t y of the small, the 
microcosmic, the non-temporal. The advantages of the o r i e n t a l 
view, moreover, are obvious, but the disadvantages are not. 
The need f o r a l a r g e , macrccosmic, temporal construction, which 
would not only Imitate l i f e ' s p a r t i c u l a r s but also l i f e ' s i d e a l s 

169 Chi-Chen Wang, "Chinese Poetry," A Di c t i o n a r y of 
World L i t e r a t u r e , ed., J.T. Shipley, New York, P h i l o s o p h i c a l 
L i b r a r y , 194-3, P. 93. 
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i s ever-present i n the complex, various c u l t u r e which has grown 
to i t s maturity i n Europe and has been Inherited by North 
America and the other new worlds. 

Because of the divergence of o r i e n t a l and o c c i d e n t a l 
a t t i t u d e s to time, there i s a divergence of o r i e n t a l and 
o c c i d e n t a l l i t e r a r y tastes and values. The epic came to be 
appropriate to the European mind because- i t accommodated the 
need of that mind, and the l y r i c has been appropriate to the 
o r i e n t a l mind f o r a s i m i l a r reason. Thus to the o r i e n t a l , 
l y r i c occupies the place of the epic, w h i l e , to the o c c i d e n t a l , 
the converse i s true. However, although the l i t e r a r y values 
of the respective cultures are obviously opposed, the f a c t that 
both contain e p i c a l and l y r i c a l c a p a c i t i e s suggests the funda
mental connection amongst even the most seemingly d i s s i m i l a r 
of men. 

Regardless of ethnocentric l i m i t a t i o n s , probably the 
most important j u s t i f i c a t i o n of the epic l i e s i n the a p p l i c a 
t i o n of an extended time scheme to a story or s t o r i e s which 
are comparatively s l i g h t or fragmentary. Such a story i s that 
of i\dam and Eve. The p o s s i b i l i t y of presenting a more meaning
f u l i n t e r p r e t a t i o n i n a r e - t e l l i n g of the story of the F a l l 
i s r e a l i z e d by M i l t o n because he has given i t much of the 
r e l i g i o u s and. archetypal material necessary before Genesis 
completely convinces the reader. 

The s t o r y of the c r e a t i o n and. the f a l l i s t o l d , In 
a c e r t a i n respect, p e r f e c t l y , In Genesis. The co n v i c t i o n of 
many such B i b l i c a l n a r r a t i v e s , however, i s not r e a d i l y com-
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municated to a great number of readers because t h e i r t e l l i n g 
i s , in a sense, too simple, too apparently naive, too vaguely 
remote from contemporary d a i l y l i f e and experience. Thus, 
the r o l e of the poet becomes the r o l e of the intermediary; 
i n nature much l i k e that which C h r i s t himself plays i n 
Paradise Lost - the revealer of the e s s e n t i a l , B i b l i c a l t r u t h . 
Paradise Lost does not intend to transcend or depose Genesis,, 
but rather to emulate i t , to b r i n g us c l o s e r to the r e a l i z a t i o n 
of the Word that i s already spoken; and through c r e a t i v e i n 
s p i r a t i o n to a r r i v e at the commonalty which l i e s beyond 
uniqueness - to a r r i v e at the likeness and s p i r i t of acceptance 
and convention, in i t s best sense, by means of uniqueness, of 
p e r s o n a l i t y , emotion and f e e l i n g , by means of i n t e l l e c t u a l 
choice of subjects and human expression which w i l l d i r e c t 
readers to an apprehension of the d i v i n e expression of the 
B i b l e , 1 7 0 

I t may be objected that the f i r s t t h i r t y l i n e s of 
Milton's epic contain a l l that Is necessary s u b s t a n t i a l l y . 
There i s a sense i n which a l l that the poet has to say i s 
contained there, and since i t i s unnecessary to elaborate upon 
what i s already substantiate, as i t were, the bulk of the 

170 T.S. E l i o t ' s o b jection against Paradise Lost on 
t h i s count can be refuted, i f we recognize the importance of 
two things: (1) the danger of " d o c t r i n a l adhesions" and (2) 
the importance of the poet as intermediary. E l i o t has argued 
that "so f a r as T perceive anything, i t i s a glimpse of a theo
logy that I f i n d i n large part r e p e l l e n t , expressed through a 
mythology which would have better been l e f t i n the Book of 
Genesis, upon which M i l t o n has not improved," (T.S. E l i o t , 
"A Note on the Verse of John M i l t o n , " i n op. c i t . , p. 39.) 
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eoic i s , consequently, worthless. This view, while c r e d i b l e 
i n part, i s by no means acceptable when one considers i t i s 
equally easy to suggest that the f i n a l l i n e s of the epic also 
say s u b s t a n t i a l l y everything that M i l t o n had to impart. I t 
may also be argued that Booh IX alone contains a l l that the 
poet needed In or-her to communicate h i s great idea. But 
the v a l i d i t y of such a c r i t i q u e f a i l s when we r e a l i z e what 
i s , a f t e r a l l , obvious: although the f i r s t t h i r t y l i n e s , the 
f i n a l l i n e s dealing with the expulsion from the Garden, and 
Book IX ( and f o r that matter, many another part of the epic) 
do, i n f a c t , contain the essence of Paradise Lost., they are 
at the same time that they are a l i k e , quite d i f f e r e n t from 
each other. They are not r e p e t i t i v e of each other, moreover, 
i n the l e a s t respect. 

Perhaps the secret of the epic i s , as a consequence, 
exac t l y t h i s blending and interdependence of i t s parts, from 
the agony of Satan's greatest speeches, to the morning prayer 
of Adam and Sve. A l l that can be concluded i s that the epic 
as a whole i s not expendable. Time would be l o s t , moreover, 
and, as has already been estimated, God's j u s t i c e could never 
have been shown on anything other than the l a r g e s t map con
ceivable. Michael's completion of mythical, h i s t o r i c a l , and 
prophetic time, therefore, i s the r e a l key to the understanding 
of Milton's epic as a whole. Poe's suggestion of a sporadic 
apprehension of i t s parts cannot hope to r e s u l t i n a reader's 
mastery of the t o t a l .poem. A~work of l e s s e r length could never 
therefore, with any e f f e c t i v e n e s s , include a l l time, from i t s 
beginning to i t s end. 



CHAPTER IX t BOOK IX AlfD THE' TWO TYPES OF TRAGEDY 
Unity of Book IX. — Book IX as a tragedy. — Elements 
of Book IX. Tragic and heroic. --- "Patience and. 
Heroic Martyrdom." — The two roads of C h r i s t i a n i t y . 
— Epic and tragedy, macrocosmic and microcosmic. — 
Vividness and vagueness i n poetry. —• "Streaks of the 
t u l i p . " — Blake's c o n t r a d i c t i o n . — The defence of 
Johnson's c r i t i q u e . The i l l u s i o n and. p r o b a b i l i t y . 
— Two s t r a i n s of tragedy. — R e l a t i o n of Book IX 
and the whole epic. — Tragedies of f a i l u r e , —• 
Tragedies of f u l f i l l m e n t . —• A r i s t o t l e and the C h r i s 
t i a n t r a d i t i o n . —• Examples of the two types of 
tragedy, — D i f f i c u l t y i n evaluating the two types of 
tragedy. —- Paradise Lost as the reconcilement of the 
two types. — Comparison with the Oresteia, — Promise 
and. Paradise Lost. 
Arthur Barker asks a very pertinent question; 
Was i t Milton's aim i n the r e d i v i s i o n of the poem 
i n 167'+ to s h i f t t h i s weight of emphasis from the 
book of the F a l l , and so to o f f s e t . . . the t r a g i c 
i m p l i c a t i o n s of the counter-turn i n what looked 
l i k e Act I V ? 1 ' 1 

The answer to t h i s question l i e s most probably in'the t o t a l 
impress ion we receive from Book IX. Although the tragedy i n 
Book IX i s , as Barker Intimates, to some extent s h i f t e d i n 
i t s . r e l a t i o n to the epic as a whole, i t i s nevertheless so 
self-contained that i t s i n c l u s i o n into the epic tragedy as a 
whole cannot r e a l l y be considered, to " o f f s e t " the complete work; 
rather Book IX i s "that part of the poem round which everything 

172 
else revolves,. 1 1 The c h a r a c t e r i s t i c emotions of tragedy, p i t y 
and f e a r , are the two p r i n c i p a l emotions of Book IX. P i t y and 
fear are, a f t e r a l l , the emotional components of the story of 

171 Barker, op. c i t . , p. 2 3 . 

172 E.M.W. T i l l y a r d , M i l t o n , London, Chatto & Windus, 
1936. 
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the F a l l , While the structure of the Book Is not so r i g o r o u s l y 
uniform with Greek tragedy, as that uniformity which the poet 
l a t e r employed i n Samson Agonistes, i t nonetheless prefigures 
the kind of formalism which Milton's tragedy represents. Like 
Samson Agonistes, Book IX contains the parts and d i v i s i o n s of 
a Greek tragedy, at l e a s t i n essence, although i t i s u n l i k e l y 
that M i l t o n modelled i t s c o n s t r u c t i o n on any p a r t i c u l a r work, 
as he did i n using Oedipus Coloneus as h i s s t r u c t u r a l model f o r 
Samson. 

Although i t i s perhaps possible to d i v i d e Book IX into 
the A r i s t o t e l i a n c o n s t r u c t i o n o u t l i n e d i n one "probably i n t e r -
nolated" chapter of the P o e t i c s s u c h systematization would 
not r e a l l y be valuable f o r the present purposes. Book IX i s a 
tragedy not only because i t contains the emotions of p i t y and 
fear but also because of MoIra, Destiny, which dominates the 
remainder of Paradise Lost l a r g e l y as a r e s u l t of the matter 
i n t h i s book. Immediately a f t e r the F a l l , the major concern of 
Paradise Lost becomes the concern over man's destiny. This, 
however, i s a C h r i s t i a n concept of MoIra, and should not be 
confused with that which i s contained i n such a t r u l y Greek 
poem as Oedipus Rex, Cornford warns us that "the subjection 
of the Gods to Fate i s a b e l i e f that has passed out of modern 
thought, or at l e a s t taken a quite d i f f e r e n t form. n^-75 The 

173 See Append i x , pp, 14-5-6-. 

17*+ Butcher, op. c i t . , P". 2. 

175 F.M. Cornford, From R e l i g i o n to Philosophy. London 
Edward. Arnold, 1912, p. 12 . 
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The " d i f f e r e n t form" Moira has taken i n Paradise Lost i s i n the 
c o n t r a d i c t i o n , from a Greek point of view, of the i n t e r m i n g l i n g 
of the " r e l e n t l e s s workings of things" and true Destiny, of 
Nemesis and Moira, L i k e the Greek spectator at a performance 
of Oedipus Rex, the C h r i s t i a n reader of Paradise Lost knows 
the i n e v i t a b l e outcome; at the same time h i s extremity of p i t y 

176 
mingles with "the sense of outraged j u s t i c e , " once both the 
p a r t i c u l a r misfortunes of Oedipus and Adam, and the general 
catastrophe of mankind, which springs out of the tragedies, 
are revealed. 

I t i s pertinent that Book IX begins with what Is to 
present purposes the most important of the personal statements 
i n the poem. M i l t o n declares that " I now must change / Those 
Notes to Tragic."177 Since l a t e r , i n the same passage, he says 
that h i s story i s "more Heroic" than that of A c h i l l e s , one can 
note, then, that M i l t o n associated rather than d i s s o c i a t e d 
tragedy and the epic. The word "Heroic" i s repeated three times 
i n the l i n e s immediately f o l l o w i n g . He says that "This subject 
f o r Heroic Song/ Pleas'd me long c h o o s i n g , " ^ and, i n r e l a t i n g 
why he did not attempt a more conventional voic, he states that he 
prefers "the better f o r t i t u d e / Of Patience and Heroic Martyrdom." 
In the fourth and l a s t reference i n the passage, M i l t o n speaks of 

176 Butcher, l o c . c i t . 
177 Paradise Lost, Book IX, 5-6. 
178 I b i d . , 25-6 
179 I b i d . , 31-2. 
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"Heroic Name11; he i s attempting to d i s t i n g u i s h what should 
be c a l l e d the Heroic poem. 

18 In r e f e r r i n g to that which j u s t l y gives Heroic name',' 
M i l t o n i s i n t i m a t i n g , i t may be observed, that the t r u l y 
heroic c o ndition i s that which involves patience and C h r i s t i a n 
martyrdom. That i s , the t r u l y heroic poem has e s s e n t i a l l y 
nothing to do with the Gothic trappings of Renaissance heroic 
poetry, but rather with C h r i s t i a n martyrdom. 

I t has been oft e n argued, most r e c e n t l y perhaps by 
T.S. E l i o t , that there are two p r i n c i p a l roads which the 
C h r i s t i a n may f o l l o w . One i s that which i s commonly pursued 
by common men; i . e . , those who possess n a t u r a l mundane 
l i m i t a t i o n s . But such a way s p e l l s , as E l i o t sees i t , an 
unhappy and rather cheerless existence f o r i t s wayfarer: 

I f that i s what you wish, 
I can r e c o n c i l e you to the human c o n d i t i o n , 
The co n d i t i o n to which some who have gone as f a r as you 
Have succeeded i n returning.- They may remember 
The v i s i o n they have had, but they cease to regret i t , 
Maintain themselves by the common routi n e , 
Learn to avoid excessive expectation, 
Become to l e r a n t of themselves and others, 
Giving and taking, i n the usual actions 
What there i s to give and take. They do not repine; 
Are contented with the morning that separates 
And with the evening that brings together 
For casual t a l k before the f i r e 
Two people who know they do not understand each other. 
Breeding c h i l d r e n whom they do not understand 
And who w i l l never understand them. 

1 9 0 Paradise Lost, Book IX, '+0. 
181 T.S. E l i o t , The C o c k t a i l Party. London, Faber & 

paber, 1950, pp. l?3-h. ^ ' 
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The other roacl Is higher and be t t e r : i t means the f u l f i l l m e n t 
of the C h r i s t i a n i n h i s t r u e s t ends s a c r i f i c e and martyrdom. 
I t i s the hard and long way of the C h r i s t i a n mystic, the 
road to which M i l t o n r e f e r s as that "of Patience and Heroic 
Martyrdom." The two roads of f a i t h , moreover, f i n d t h e i r 
counterparts i n the epic, since i n s o f a r that a f a b l e i s 
personal, i t i s t r a g i c ; and i n s o f a r that i t i s representa
t i v e l y a p p l i c a b l e to a l l mankind, i t i s epic. 

Of course, i t i s obvious that any tragedy worthy 
of the name contains s o c i a l or c u l t u r a l i m p l i c a t i o n s , but 
the t r a g i c view of l i f e does not p r i m a r i l y involve the more 
far-reaching, impersonal view of the nature of things. I t 
i s a view which i s , i n a sense, microcosmic, while that of 
the epic i s both microcosmic inasmuch as i t involves tragedy, 
and macrocosmic inasmuch as i t represents a panoramic view 
of l i f e . Thus, the strongest argument i n favour of the epic 
i s that i t s s u p e r i o r i t y over other forms l i e s i n i t s capacity 
to e f f e c t , i n toto, a l l that the l y r i c or the tragedy can do, 
while at the same time i t can add s t i l l more i t s Impersonal, 
panoramic view of h i s t o r y and of " l i f e i n the broad." 

It i s u s u a l l y conceded, and r i g h t f u l l y , that a poem 
possessing vividness i s a more e f f e c t i v e l y successful poem 
than one whose imagery i s vague. In A r i s t o t e l i a n language, 
t h i s i s expressed i n terms of "mimesis," of p a r t i c u l a r i z a t i o n 
and g e n e r a l i z a t i o n . However, I t i s not d i f f i c u l t to argue 
that, although on a t e c h n i c a l l e v e l the s u p e r i o r i t y of 
p a r t i c u l a r i z a t i o n over g e n e r a l i z a t i o n i s generally true, 
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t h i s r u l e , nevertheless, i s by no means an absolute one. 
Doctor Johnson, presenting what i s perhaps to us 

the t y p i c a l l y Eighteenth-century view, pointed out that I t 
i s not the poet's business to count the streaks of the t u l i p 

The business of a poet... Is to examine, not the 
i n d i v i d u a l , but the species; to remark general 
properties and large appearances. Ne does not 
number the streaks of the t u l i p , or describe the 
d i f f e r e n t shades i n the verdure of the f o r e s t ; he 
i s to e x h i b i t i n h i s p o r t r a i t s of nature such 
prominent and s t r i k i n g features, as r e c a l l the 
o r i g i n a l to every mind; and must neglect the 
minuter d i s c r i m i n a t i o n s , which one may have r e 
marked, and another have neglected, f o r those 
c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s v M ch are a l i k e obvious to v i g i l a n c e 
and c a r e l e s s n e s s . ! ' 2 

In one sense he was r i g h t , but from an A r i s t o t e l i a n point 
of view, he was wrong. A r i s t o t l e would say that i t i s 
e x a c t l y the poet's business to count the streaks of the 
t u l i p . What the a r t i s t sees must be seen with great par
t i c u l a r i t y , and such p a r t i c u l a r i t y Is c l o s e l y associated 
with c l a r i t y . I f the poet perceives the Image, as through 
a mist, the communication of I t w i l l render i t even more 
clouded. 

It i s s i g n i f i c a n t that another Eighteenth-century 
w r i t e r perhaps best answers Johnson's c r i t i q u e . Blake's 
l y r i c , "The Tyger," although i t s meaning i s not r e a d i l y 
apprehended by an ordinary reader, i s a successful com
muni c a t i o n . 1 0 ^ The power of the poet's imagination projects 

132 Samuel Johnson, Hi s t o r y of Rasselas, (1387) ed. 
G.B. H i l l , Oxford, Oxford U n i v e r s i t y Press, 194-9, pp. 6 2 - 3 . 

IS3 Cf. " ...but what represents God's Wrath? Blake 
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the p i c t u r e of the beast so strongly that the v i s i o n c f the 
t i g e r i s communicated to anyone who reads the poem. 

There are, however, conditions under which Johnson's 
advice i s of value to the poet. The a r t i s t does not count 
the streaks of the t u l i p when i t i s of advantage f o r him 
not to represent h i s v i s i o n too c l e a r l y . This need i s ap
parent i f we consider the d e l i b e r a t e vagueness i n the imagery 
of Paradise Lost. 

In h i s epic, M i l t o n r e a l i z e d the importance of making 
the r a t i o n a l l y improbable appear not only possible but 
f e a s i b l e ; that i s , he was aware that men of h i s day, often 
even d i v i n e s , d i d not, i n a c t u a l i t y , believe many of the 
most e s s e n t i a l a r t i c l e s of the C h r i s t i a n f a i t h ; f o r example, 
i n the world of a c t u a l i t y few men could ever believe i n 
angels. Although the problem of the l i t e r a l n e s s of the 
Scriptures did not reach i t s climax u n t i l the Nineteenth 
century and pos s i b l y i t s r e s o l u t i o n u n t i l the Twentieth, ' r 

many of Milton's more s c i e n t i f i c contemporaries did not 

adapted -the Tiger f o r h i s purpose. The Tiger i s not im
mediately understood; but the context explains him at once." 
(S. Foster Damon, W i l l i a m Blake: His Philosophy and Symbols, 
New York, Ho ugh t o n M i f f l i n , 19Pli , p. 6?^ 

13*+ There i s ever - i n c r ea s ing evidence that s c i e n t i s t s , 
philosophers, and men of r e l i g i o n have l e s s cause to disagree. 
A l l appear to be content with a newly appraised i n t e r p r e t a t i o n 
of myth which recognizes that myth i s true not only to r e 
l i g i o u s idealism but also to psychological f a c t . Thus, the 
f a c t u a l and f a n c i f u l nature of such a myth as that which con
cerns the Origin and F a l l of our f i r s t parents i s tenable not 
only to men of a r t and r e l i g i o n but also to men of science and 
r a t i o n a l i t y - for t h e i r minds"' needs do not exclude the poetic 
explanation of mankind's o r i g i n s . 
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believe i n the l i t e r a l n e s s of the Adam-and-Eve f a b l e . In 
the Seventeenth century, moreover, a f t e r Hobbes and Bacon, 
men of p o e t i c , r e l i g i o u s and i n t e l l e c t u a l s e n s i b i l i t i e s more 
i n c r e a s i n g l y f e l t compelled to answer the r i s i n g temper 
which d i s s o c i a t e d r a t i o n a l i t y and the knowing and l o v i n g 
of God, except perhaps i n the manner of a cold apprehension, 
through p h y s i c a l and n a t u r a l manifestations of His works. 

The r e l a t i o n of Book IX to the whole epic i s probably 
best seen i n the l i g h t of a t h e o r e t i c a l d i s t i n c t i o n between 
two types of tragedy, From the root of A r i s t o t e l i a n poetic 
c r i t i c i s m have stemmed two pre-eminent theories of tragedy, 
one of which has been c a l l e d "tragedy of f u l f i l l m e n t " and 
the other, c a l l e d "tragedy of f a i l u r e . " S u p e r f i c i a l l y , the 
tragedy of f u l f i l l m e n t , and the tragedy of f a i l u r e would 
appear to be opposites; however, the M i l t o n i c treatment of 
the t r a g i c story of the F a l l , which the poet apparently 
believed to be the most b a s i c , the most e s s e n t i a l of a l l 
s t o r i e s , e x h i b i t s both through the o v e r a l l structure 

135 T i l l y a r d appears to agree with Raleigh's suggestion 
concerning the u n i v e r s a l i t y of the story of the F a l l of Man 
i n t h i s passage: "A prerogative place among the great epics 
of the world has sometimes been claimed for Paradise Lost, 
on the ground that the theme i t handles i s vaster and of a 
more u n i v e r s a l human i n t e r e s t than any handled by Milton's 
predecessors. I t concerns i t s e l f with the fortunes, not of 
a c i t y or an empire, but of the whole human race, and with 
that p a r t i c u l a r event i n the h i s t o r y of the race which has 
moulded a l l i t s d e s t i n i e s . Around-this event, the plucking 
of an apple, are ranged, according to the s t r i c t e s t rules of 
the ancient epic, the h i s t o r i e s of Heaven and Earth and H e l l . 
The scene of the a c t i o n i s u n i v e r s a l space. The time rep
resented i s E t e r n i t y . The characters are God and h i s creatures. 
And a l l these are exhibited I n the c l e a r e s t and most i n e v i t a b l e 
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of h i s epic and through that of Book IX i n p a r t i c u l a r , that 
the two s t r a i n s of tragedy are inextricable. 

Milton's blending of the two s t r a i n s of tragedy i s 
s p e c i a l l y notable when one considers Bod-: IX i n I t s con
t e x t u a l r e l a t i o n s h i p with the epic as a whole. Book IX, 
In standing alone and dramatizing the Temptation, the F a l l , 
and the imrcedlately r e s u l t a n t a c t i o n , stands as a s e l f -
contained tragedy of f a i l u r e . However, one should recog
nize that the tragedy of f a i l u r e u s u a l l y i n d i c a t e s the 
humanistic, temporal and secular outlook upon l i f e and that a 
cons i d e r a t i o n of what i m p l i c a t i o n s that ind i c a t i o n may have 
i s worth while. 

The greatest tragedians of f a i l u r e were Sophocles, 
E u r i p i d e s , and Shakespeare. Oedipus Rex, Medea, and Macbeth 
are examples of plays whose emotions of P i t y and Fear have 
led to a r e c o g n i t i o n of t r u t h . However, that r e c o g n i t i o n , 
i n turn, has not effected a c a t h a r s i s . Instead of leading to 
the peace that comes from f u l f i l l m e n t , i t has culminated i n 
the unhappy and f r u s t r a t e end of the hero. 

r e l a t i o n with the main event, so that there i s not an 
i n c i d e n t , hardly a l i n e of the poem, but leads backwards or 
forwards to those c e n t r a l l i n e s i n the Ninth Book: 

So saying, her rash hand i n e v i l hour 
Forth-reaching to the f r u i t , she plucked, she eat; 
Earth f e l t the wound, and Nature from her seat, 
Sighing through a l l her works, gave signs of woe, 
That a l l was l o s t . 

From t h i s point radiates a p l o t so immense i n scope, that the 
h i s t o r y of the world from the f i r s t preaching of the gospel 
to the Millennium occupies only some"fifty l i n e s of Milton's 
epilogue." (Walter Raleigh, M i l t o n , London, Edward Arnold, 
[ l 9 0 0 j , PP. Pl-2.) 
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I t should be observed, however, that Sophocles, 
E u r i p i d e s , and Shakespeare, each have at l e a s t one tragedy 
to t h e i r c r e d i t i n which the end i s not f r u s t r a t e , but 
rather one which s p e l l s f u l f i l l m e n t . Sophocles' Oedipus 
Coloneus, E u r i p i d e s ' E l e c t r a , and Shakespeare's Lear are 
each examples which contain endings whose f u l f i l l m e n t i s 
u p l i f t i n g to the audience. One may conclude that the c l o s e r 
the poet comes to a r e l i g i o u s f u l f i l l m e n t i n h i s works, the 
closer he comes to the r e a l i z a t i o n of the c a t h a r t i c end. 

A r i s t o t l e did not stress the idea of c a t h a r s i s , 
of course, and i n h i s choosing Oedipus Rex as the prototype 
of tragedy and not I t s sequel, he sympathizes, one can 
s a f e l y conclude, not e n t i r e l y with the present argument. 
Nevertheless, i n the C h r i s t i a n t r a d i t i o n , both the world and 
the, mind of man have been d i a t h e t i c a l l y a l t e r e d ; and the con
sequence of the newer and more modified i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of 
fate or determinism, along with the C h r i s t i a n a s s o c i a t i o n of 
l i f e with hope f o r the joy of f u l f i l l m e n t i n l i f e , gives to 
western man the need to place a higher value i n the tragedy 
of f u l f i l l m e n t than i n the tragedy of f a i l u r e . 

There are many great books, e s p e c i a l l y i n the Nine
teenth Century and f o l l o w i n g , which are true tragedies of 
f a i l u r e . Such t i t l e s as Madame Bovary, Jude the Obscure, 
and Under Western Eyes, may, to give a few outstanding 

186 Butcher beli e v e s , however, that at a c r i t i c a l point 
i n the text of the Poetics there i s a gap. In h i s P o l i t i c s , 
A r i s t o t l e had promised that h i s Poetics would give a f u l l e r ex
planation of the term; however, what we f i n d there i s so scant 
we must recourse to consult the P o l i t i c s f o r further explanation. 
(Butcher, on. c i t . , pp. 2 51-2.) 
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examples at random, i l l u s t r a t e the f a c t . Nevertheless, as 
great as these books are, the f i n a l emotions which they 
convincingly communicate, such as the righteous i n d i g n a t i o n 
of Flaubert's novel, the u t t e r f u t i l i t y of Hardy's, and 
the cataclysmic defeat of Conrad's, are not so valuable to 
us as the f i n a l emotions i n such other books as Crime and 
Punishment or Wuthering Heights. Thus, we have, on the one 
hand, as tragedies of f a i l u r e , Oedipus hex, Macbeth, Madame 
Bovary, TTnder Western Eyes; and, on the other, as tragedies 
of f u l f i l l m e n t , Oedipus Coloneus, Samson Agonistes, King 
Lear, Crime and Punishment, and Wuthering Heights. 

I t i s perhaps impossible to evaluate which i s to be 
placed higher on our scale of values, the tragedy of f u l 
f i l l m e n t or the tragedy of f a i l u r e 5 however, there i s per
tinence i n the suggestion that one view i s never e n t i r e l y 
exclusive of the other. I t may w e l l be that the s t r a i n s 
are complementary to each other, as youth and age, or 
a c t i v i t y and contemplation are complementary; or as S t a t i c 
and A c t i v e poetry are complementary to each other. On the 
one hand, the pure or perfect tragedy of f a i l u r e , i f one 
exi s t e d , would exemplify extreme a c t i v i t y , but i t would 
also be inconclusive and fragmentary; on the other hand, the 
pure tragedy of f u l f i l l m e n t , i f i t were to e x i s t , would be 
extremely s t a t i c , but i t would, be d u l l , ponderous, and l a c k 
ing In c o n v i c t i o n . The d i s t i n c t i o n between the two views of 
l i f e perhaps i s most s i g n i f i c a n t i n the c ase of Milton's epic 
which encompasses both views. 
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Pararlise Lost, containing both the tragedy of f a i l u r e 
and the tragedy of f u l f i l l m e n t probably better than any other 
work i n l i t e r a t u r e , shows us a greater view of l i f e than any 
of the above-named works. Book IX, considered separately 
from the r e s t of the epic, i s a pure tragedy of f a i l u r e , 
presenting the Temptation, the F a l l , and the r e s u l t a n t 
f r u s t r a t i o n . Alone, i t stands as a great work of a r t , along 
with Oedipus Rex, Madame Bovary, Macbeth, and Under Western 
Eyes, The epic as a whole, however, turns the f a i l u r e and 
f r u s t r a t i o n of Book IX into a concluding f u l f i l l m e n t which 
i s so intense that one must admit what we witness i s an 
ascension above human f a i l u r e . Such a conversion from f a i l u r e 
to f u l f i l l m e n t i s , s u b s t a n t i a l l y , l i k e the d e s c r i p t i o n ex
pressed by St. John of the Cross, of the mystical Dark Night 
of the Soul, or the struggle from the Slough of Desmond to a 
f u l f i l l m e n t and j u s t i f i c a t i o n of the preceding pain communic
ated by Bunyan. 

Aeschylus' Oresteia Is perhaps the only other work 
i n l i t e r a t u r e to s u f f e r the tragedy of f a i l u r e to r i s e above 
I t s e l f and ascend to i t s supernatural f u l f i l l m e n t . At the 

187 

end of the Choephoroe, we confront an Impossible s i t u a t i o n , ' 
a c o n d i t i o n of remorse as seemingly impossible of s o l u t i o n as 

187 Although there are l i n e s missing at the end of the 
Choephoroe, the argument here i s not disproved. In'the prog
re s s i o n of the sto r y of the f a l l of the House of Atreus "the 
s i t u a t i o n at the beginning of. the succeeding play, The 
Bumenides, points to the complete lack of s o l u t i o n at the 
conclusion of the Choephoroe7 



that which we witness at the end and immediately f o l l o w i n g 
the end of the ninth book of Paradise_JL_os_t. Subject to the 
old decree of l e x t a l l o n i s , Orestes must pay the penalty, 
which i s the n a t u r a l consequence of h i s mother's murder, 
since the "law of the claw" i s as old as nature i t s e l f . ' 
Adam, too, having disobeyed the r u l e of heaven, "must pay his 
Inevitable debt, which i s a l s o death. The greatness of both 
Aeschylus' and Milton's views l i e s i n the f a c t that both 
poets, or Perhaps i n t h i s context they are more properly to 
be c a l l e d "prophets," are able with surety and strength to 
a f f i r m the r e s o l u t i o n on a d i v i n e plane, of c o n f l i c t s and 
f r u s t r a t i o n s which, on a n a t u r a l i s t i c plane, have no f u l f i l l 
ment. Thus, the tragedy of f a i l u r e , i n which irony reigns 
as the only c o n t r o l l i n g f a c t o r , i s overcome by the higher-
ass e r t i o n of the r e s o l u t i o n of seemingly impossible f r u s t r a 
t i o n s . 

Paradise Lost, then, c a r r i e s us from the tragedy of 
despair to a promise which i s so intense that I t becomes 
an emotional f u l f i l l m e n t , the same f u l f i l l m e n t which i s l a t e r 
extended and developed i n Paradise Regained. At the con
c l u s i o n of Paradise Lost, Michael's view of the world, and 
the interdependence of our f i r s t parents underline the s p i r i t 
of t h i s promise, which amounts i n i t s t o t a l i t y to a j u s t i f i c a 
t i o n of the C h r i s t a i n F a i t h . 

1Q<3 Ov/en, on. c i t . " 



CHAPTER X : TEE TEST OF EMOTIONAL VALUE 
What i s the value of Paradise Lost? — The t e s t of 
emotional value. — The three l e v e l s of l i f e . — 
M i l t o n on the r e l i g i o u s l e v e l . — The t e s t of 
i n t e n s i t y i s basic. — The d i f f i c u l t : ; of i n t e r 
preting such a t e s t . — Pr o p r i e t y and sentiment
a l i t y . — Continuity or steadiness. — Milton's 
•metrics. — A r i s t o t l e on steadiness. — Lef t hand, 
r i g h t hand. — Milton's steadiness as an answer 
to A r i s t o t l e . — The nature of I n t e n s i t y . — de
fence of v i o l e n t i n t e n s i t y , — External and i n t e r 
nal aspects of a r t . — I n t e g r i t y and sensationalism. 
— Controlled i n t e n s i t y -- The S c y l l a and Charybdis 
of the two types of poetry. — advantages of Milton's 
epic s t y l e . — Analogy to the T r i n i t y . — The Holy 
S p i r i t In the Analogy. — Conclusion. 

In accepting the theory that M i l t o n aimed at answer
ing A r i s t o t e l i a n objections to the epic form, and the argu
ment that whatever the poet Intended, the epic of the F a l l 
of our f i r s t parents does, i n f a c t , e f f e c t just that object, 
we are then l e d to the threshold of a new and even more 
important appreciation? the r e l a t i o n s h i p of that area of a r t 
which concerns I t s e l f with values and to the various t e c h n i c a l 
and ingenious means through which the poet accomplishes the 
communication of those values. In short, what i s the f i n a l 
value of Milton's, epic? A part of the answer to t h i s question 
i s indicated by Charles Williams i n h i s i n t r o d u c t i o n to M i l t o n ; 

So f a r from being g r a n i t e , h i s verse Is a continual 
spring of beauty, of goodness, of tenderness, of 
hu m i l i t y . The one thing he always denounced as s i n 
and (equally) as f o l l y was the s e l f - c l o u d "independent" 
s p i r i t , the s p i r i t that thinks i t s e l f of "merit," 
e s p e c i a l l y of "i n j u r e d merit." I t does not seem a 
moral e n t i r e l y without relevance to us. A l l things 
derive i n love -- and beyond, a l l things, i n the only 
self-adequate Exigtence, there i s the root of that 
f a c t , as of a l l . l ° 9 

1°>9 Charles Williams, "Introduction," The E n g l i s h Poems 
of M i l t o n , London, Oxford U n i v e r s i t y Press, 1 9 % a , ' " ~ 



Apart from the values of beauty, goodness, and 
h u m i l i t y , there are other emotional values i n Paradise Lost 
which can be apprehended by means of applying c e r t a i n t e s t s , 
although those t e s t s cannot be adjudged as supreme i n them
selves. For example, the te s t s of i n t e n s i t y , steadiness, 
v a r i e t y , p r o p r i e t y , and u n i v e r s a l i t y are a l l u s e f u l hut 
only with c e r t a i n l i m i t s imposed upon them. No work can 
contain merit, moreover, merely on an i s o l a t e d consideration 
of i t s v i r t u e s of p r o p r i e t y , just as no work can claim 
greatness only on the count of Its u n i v e r s a l i t y . I f i t 
contains both p r o p r i e t y and u n i v e r s a l i t y , however, i t w i l l 
l i k e l y possess a p o s i t i v e value f o r mankind. S i m i l a r l y , 
no work whose i n t e n s i t y of emotion i s so strong that i t s 
c o n t i n u i t y or steadiness i s subverted, can claim the name 
of a h i g h l y valuable, and, therefore a great work of a r t . 

Before a di s c u s s i o n of the importance of Milton's 
q u a l i t i e s of steadiness and i n t e n s i t y as they r e l a t e to 
A r i s t o t e l i a n ideas, we should b e n e f i t , perhaps, by r e c a l l 
ing the o v e r a l l scale, or l e v e l s , of poetic i n t e r e s t as 
they are found i n l i f e outside l i t e r a t u r e . L i f e i s l i v e d 
on what may be- described as three l e v e l s : the r e l i g i o u s , 
n a t u r a l i s t i c , or demoniacal; the superhuman, human or sub
human; inc o r p o r e a l , psychological, or a n i m a l i s t i c . And 
there are poets who are In accordance with these general 
groups. Shakespeare, for example, i s the greatest of the 
psychological or n a t u r a l i s t i c humanist poets, while Pante i s 
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u s u a l l y accredited the l a u r e l s as the greatest of the 
r e l i g i o u s s c h o o l . S h a k e s p e a r e has, of course, often 
been given, because of the magnitude of h i s strength to de
personalize h i s e m o t i o n , 1 9 1 a kind of d i v i n i t y by h i s 
admirers, just as the humanistic s p i r i t of Dante has a l s o 
been pointed out. Nevertheless, these i n c o n s i s t e n c i e s , 
though p e r t i n e n t , are l a r g e l y matters which are beside the 
point; the f a c t s that Dante s u f f e r s the d i v i n e v i s i o n i n 
the Commedia and that Shakespeare c o n s c i e n t i o u s l y deals with 
the world of men, avoiding the suuerhumanity•of God and the 
s a i n t s , points to the j u s t i c e of r e l e g a t i n g them to t h e i r 
separate l e v e l s . 

M i l t o n remains the most outstanding of the r e l i g i o u s 
w r i t e r s i n E n g l i s h and, although he too deals with men, they 
are imagined w i t h i n a r e l i g i o u s context, just as Shakespeare's 
more r e l i g i o u s characters, notably Lear, are i d e a l i z e d w i t h i n 
a n a t u r a l i s t i c context. 

I n t e n s i t y of emotion i s probably the most ' important 
and indispensable s i n g l e t e s t of emotional value because no 
work worthy of the name of a r t can be defective or void of 
i t s q u a l i t y . P r o p r i e t y may be offended and the range of 
emotions l i m i t e d . The c o n t i n u i t y may be defective to a 
considerable extent of unevenness. But i f the i n t e n s i t y of 

190 Cf. In c r i t i c i s m , Tolstoy i s an eminent spokesman 
for the r e l i g i o u s view, while Arnold i s perhaps the c r i t i c 
who Is most representative of the m o r a l i s t i c school. 

191 See Appendix, pp. 129 f f . 
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the emotional experience Is c e r t a i n , the noem w i l l have 

merit regardless of a l l other d e f i c i e n c i e s . 

The d i f f i c u l t y of i n t e r p r e t i n g such a t e s t , however, 
l i e s i n the c r i t i c a l awareness- and e t h i c a l e valuation of 
i t s nature. A madman, an adolescent, a s e n s a t i o n l i s t , or 
a s e n t i m e n t a l i s t w i l l e x p l o i t the emotion with a l l the 
seeming i n t e n s i t y of which men are capable. Thus, without 
a measure of the other a r t i s t i c values, i n t e n s i t y - w i l l cer
t a i n l y f a l l i n t o one of the unacceptable conditions, where 
i t i s r i g h t l y c a l l e d i n s a n i t y , immaturity, sensationalism, 
or s e n t i m e n t a l i t y . Put, l u c k i l y , the other a r t i s t i c values 
save i t . 

When pr o p r i e t y and steadiness save i n t e n s i t y from 
overstress, s e n t i m e n t a l i t y may become re f i n e d into true 
sentiment, as i t i s evidenced i n the accomplishment of 
Jane Austen; and when steadiness and propriety come to the 
aid of the intense passion of such a great novel as Wuther-

1 ° 2 

ing Heights, i t i s saved from chaos and i n s a n i t y . y I f 
Wuthering Heights and Jane Eyre are contrasted i n t h i s r e 
spect, the l a t t e r book w i l l be seen c l e a r l y to descend often 
into a chaos of se n t i m e n t a l i t y and frequently into sensation
a l i s m , while Emily Bronte's novel e x h i b i t s a strong sense 
of the appropriate complex of contrasts, s t r u c t u r a l and 
otherwise, as w e l l as the continuous tempering of the passion 
of i t s t r a g i c s t o r y . The extremes of passion ( a r i s i n g from 

192 "C.P.S.," The Structure of Wuthering Heights, 1926. 
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non-d epersonalized i n t e n s i t y ) and monotony ( a r i s i n g out of 
an over-emphasis on c o n t i n u i t y ) are often found i n poets 
and M i l t o n i s no exception. 

In Paradise Lost, however, the f a u l t s to which these 
extremes can lead a poet are avoided by 'means of a c a r e f u l 
balancing of content and form. For example, t h i s balance 
i s found not only i n the r e g u l a r i t y of the f i v e - a c t structure 
whose monotony and calculateclness i n pattern i s r e l i e v e d by 
the a d d i t i o n of several books, but i t can be found i n the 
v e r s i f i c a t i o n . 

FiVenness, or c o n t i n u i t y i s maintained throughout 
Paradise Lost by the use ofa regular t e n - s y l l a b l e l i n e . 
The monotony of such a contrivance i s v i r t u a l l y eradicated 
by the f a c t that the poet allowed himself any number of 
stresses per t e n - s y l l a b l e l i n e . Thus, spontaneity and p o l i s h , 
r e v o l t and convention, are married In the M i l t o n i c l i n e . 

There are unprecedented advantages i n such a scheme, 
since i t allows the epic poet many freedoms otherwise denied 
him. The use of rhyme becomes unnecessary, and. even i n 
appropriate to M i l t o n i c heroic verse because of i t ; the 
personal attacks also become more e a s i l y acceptable because 
the rhythms and the o v e r - a l l r e g u l a r i t y afforded by the 
v e r s i f i c a t i o n give a complementary measure of impersonality 
to the speaker. 

Milton's personal views are, as a r e s u l t of h i s 
metrics, often acceptable or" worthy of r e j e c t i o n . In Sjajasjon 
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Agonistes, f o r example, several times i s revealed an 
193 embittered M i l t o n , as i n Samson's misogynistic b i t t e r n e s s . 

In Paradise Lost, however, we f i n d a passage which i n content 
i s .just as objectionable as the mysogynistic passage from 
Samson, yet t h i s passage, concerning the Roman Catholic 
Churchmen's e x i l e to the Paradise of Pools, does not offend 
propriety because h i s attack i s r e s t r a i n e d , though not In 
substance, i n i t s mode of e x p r e s s i o n . L i k e Paradise 
host, Samson Agonistes i s an experiment i n v e r s i f i c a t i o n , 
but concerning that drama, i t can be argued, Milton's free 
s t y l e i s not always saved, by the o v e r - a l l c o n t r o l l i n g r e 
s t r a i n t of the structure of Greek tragedy. 

A r i s t o t l e ' s view of steadiness or c o n t i n u i t y i s 
expressed from quite a d i f f e r e n t point of view, but i t i s 
s u b s t a n t i a l l y the same, A r i s t o t l e , r e l a t i n g steadiness with 
dramatic u n i t y , considers i t to be a con d i t i o n of an organic 
whole: 

As therefore, i n the other I m i t a t i v e a r t s , the 
i m i t a t i o n i s one when the object imitated i s one, 
so the p l o t , being an Imitation of an a c t i o n , must 
imitate one a c t i o n and that a whole, the s t r u c t u r a l 
union of the parts being such that, i f any one of 

them i s displaced or removed, the whole w i l l be 
d i s j o i n t e d and disturbed. For a thing whose 
presence or absence makes no v i s i b l e , d i f f e r e n c e , i s 
not an organic part of the w h o l e . 1 ^ 
A r i s t o t l e i n appreciating t h i s important q u a l i t y of 

c o n t i n u i t y , even from a mere negative viewpoint, appears to 

193 See Appendix, pp. l'-j-l - 3 . 

Paradise Lost, Pook I I I , UQ9~>-!-97. 

195 A r i s t o t l e , Poetics, i n Putcher, op. c i t . , p. 3 5 . 
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i l l u s t r a t e the fragmentary nature of the Poetics by neglect
ing further elaboration. This seemingly n e g l i g i b l e point 
deserves to be emphasized, since without steadiness, the 
work of a r t i s , as A r i s t o t l e himself says, " d i s j o i n t e d and 
disturbed." C o n t i n u i t y i l l u s t r a t e s the p r i n c i p l e of the 
l e f t hand guiding the energy of the r i g h t , of the genius of 
dryness combatting the l i f e of the wet, of II Pense_roso 
r e s t r a i n i n g by complementing I ' A l l e g r o . 

The kind of i n t e n s i t y of which M i l t o n i s capable 
i s e s p e c i a l l y pertinent i n p o s t u l a t i n g that Milton's epic 
answers the A r i s t o t e l i a n c r i t i q u e of the epic. That i s , 
i t s i n t e n s i t y (concentration) i s l o s t or broken because of 
the expansiveness of the epic as a whole. M i l t o n , being • 
capable of " d i s p e r s i n g , " as i t were, the concentration of 
his poem, while at the same time managing to maintain i t , 
creates something of a paradox. Book IX, as i t has been 
pointed out i n the previous chapter, i s the answer. 

But what, one may w e l l ask, exactly i s i n t e n s i t y ? 
Perhaps i f several d i f f e r e n t poets were considered, i t s 
meaning could be delineated more p r e c i s e l y . John Bonne, f o r 
example, has become a w e l l appreciated poet, c h i e f l y because 
of h i s v i o l e n t i n t e n s i t y ; just as Dylan Thomas, one of the 
.few h i g h l y popular poets at the present time, i s one of the 
foremost poets of what Is c a l l e d the new Romantic Movement. 1^ 

1°6 Jack Lindsay, "The" Poetry of E d i t h S i t w e l l , " L i f e 
and L e t t e r s , Jan., 1950? PP. 39-52. 



Bonne and Thomas, containing much abstruse thought, are 
h i g h l y concentrated i n s t y l e , although an apparent ignorance 
of the content of these poets on the part of t h e i r readers 
has the r e s u l t of subjecting t h e i r work to an i n j u s t i c e 
which does not appear to deter many of t h e i r loudest sup
porters from v o i c i n g t h e i r enthusiasm. Such poets as Words
worth and T.S. E l i o t , o n the other hand, do not e l i c i t 
- such enthusiasm because both poets purposely have avoided 
aiming at the sensational or the v i o l e n t s t i m u l a t i o n of the 
reader. 

The suggestion that v i o l e n t i n t e n s i t y i s not to be 
regarded as a v a l i d t o o l of the poet Is not, of course, 
here intended. Both Bonne and Dylan Thomas show us the 
effectiveness of sensationalism i n seducing otherwise passive 
readers. However, i t i s l i k e l y that t h i s violence i s often 
the undoing of these poets, i n that i t can prevent biased 
r e a d e r s 1 ^ 8 from advancing from the i n i t i a l shock made by the 
surface i n t e n s i t y towards the r e a l depth which l i e s below the 
stormy surface. 

The same condition i s true of Greek Tragedy in-
general, and Oedipus Rex i n p a r t i c u l a r . The problem i s 
whether i t s power derives from i t s external violence or 
from w i t h i n i t s depths. A r i s t o t l e , of course, recognized 
that the most s i g n i f i c a n t a c t i o n i s i n t e r n a l and not e x t e r n a l ; 

197 Reference here i s to E l i o t ' s l a t e r , l e s s popular 
poetry. 

1°°-' "Tiat I s , i n t h i s content, those who i d e n t i f y poetry 
i n d i s c r i m i n a t e l y with a l l h i g h l y coloured, strongly rhythmical 
expression, regardless of i t s meaning or depth of content. 



yet, i t obviously i s possible f o r the exte r n a l i n t e n s i t y to 
become the sole communication i f the spectator has allowed 
himself to be consumed by i t , 

The same denigration of a r t -- f o r any obstacle which 
i s not overcome i s u l t i m a t e l y a denigration — i s observable 
In the concert h a l l , when romantic music aims s o l e l y at the 
untrained emotions of sensation-seeking spectators* and i n 
popular entertainments, when the sensations are sought and 
the s u p e r f i c i a l needs are temporarily s a t i s f i e d . Tolstoy 
supplies an answer to the problem when he demands that 
s i n c e r i t y be the prime r e q u i s i t e of the poet- In presenting 
h i s theory of the "infectiousness of a r t , " Tolstoy proceeds 
to explain that, "most of a l l i s the degree of infectiousness 
of a r t Increased by the degree of s i n c e r i t y i n the a r t i s t . - 9 9 

We can conclude only that the i n t e n s i t y of emotion, 
I f not controlled.and directed by the r e f l e c t i v e , d i s c r i m i n 
atory, nerceptive mind of man, can become the corrupter of 
I t s e l f . As a consequence of t h i s c o n d i t i o n , i t i s reasonable 
and appropriate that such poets as Wordsworth and T.S. E l i o t 
s i n g , i n quieter voices, of the " s t i l l sad music of humanity." 

Nevertheless, a l a r g e • q u a l i f i c a t i o n can be made con
cerning both types of poet, Wordsworth, on the one hand, 
tends towards monotony; E l i o t , on the other, towards too 

abstruse an i n t e l l e c t u a l i s m . Wilton, however, lacks neither 
the v i o l e n t i n t e n s i t y of Donne and Dylan Thomas, nor the 

199 T o l s t o y , What i s A r t ? , p. 229. 
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depth and p u r i t y of Wordsworth and E l i o t , I t i s true that 
Paradise Regained i s as sparse In metaphor and as subdued 
i n rhythm as "Burnt Norton" and the other poems comprising 
the Four Quartets, but i t i s also true that Samson Agonistes 
Is as v i o l e n t -- and rabid — as anything that can be found 
i n Bonne or Dylan mhomas. Paradise Lost, on the other hand, 
gives us a kind of mean between the two extremes of In
t e n s i t y , s i n c e , whenever the verse Is s o l e l y thoughtful or 
polemical, or whenever i t i s purely emotive, a common tone 
or c o n t r o l " s i l v e r s everything." 

In other words, M i l t o n l c epic grand s t y l e Is not 
only propitious to s t a t i c verse but also to that which i s 
v i o l e n t l y and a c t i v e l y intense. His i s the s t y l e concerning 
which Matthew Arnold commented; 

The mightly power of poetry and a r t i s generally 
admitted, But where the soul of t h i s power, of t h i s 
power at i t s best, c h i e f l y r e s i d e s , very many of us 
f a i l to see. I t resides c h i e f l y i n the r e f i n i n g 
and e l e v a t i o n wrought i n us by the high and rare 
excellence of the grand s t y l e . We may f e e l the 
e f f e c t without being able to give ourselves c l e a r 
account of I t s cause, but the thing Is so. Now, no 
race needs the influences mentioned, the influences 
of r e f i n i n g and e l e v a t i o n , more than ours 5 and i n 0 ^ 
poetry and a r t our grand source f o r them i s M i l t o n . " J 

201 

C.S. Lewis gives a c r e d i b l e argument fo r an under
standing of the T r i n i t y which also a p p l i e s , strangely enough, 
In the d e s c r i p t i o n of the components of Milton's epic s t y l e . 

200 Matthew Arnold, " M i l t o n , " (1803), i n M i l t o n 
C r i t i c i s m , ed,, James Thorpe, New York, Rinehart & Co., 1950, 
p. 37!+. 

201 C.S, Lewis, Mere C h r i s t i a n i t y , passim 
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In the basic r e l a t i o n s h i p of Father and Son, the two members 
are no better or vrorse than each other. They are equally 
powerful, equally knowledgeable, equally kind. But there 
i s a d i f f e r e n c e between them, a d i f f e r e n c e i n nature, the 
Father being more s t a t i c and the Son more a c t i v e . The s t a t i c , 
the subdued, the c o n t r o l l e d , the c l a s s i c a l , the restrained 
aspect of l i f e is revealed i n Milton's own conventional 
character; while the a c t i v e , outgoing, freedom-loving, 
romantic, and unrestrained c h a r a c t e r i s t i c of l i f e i s shown 
i n Milton's r e v o l u t i o n a r y character. Thus, the Father and 
the Son, as symbolical representations, e x i s t i n Milton's 
as i n many another poet's s t y l e . 

The r e a l l y important part of the analogy of the 
T r i n i t y i s i n the conception, however, of the t h i r d person, 
Tdie Holy S p i r i t , who i s no l e s s powerful or just than the 
Father or the Son, In f a c t , i t i s the Holy S p i r i t which 
gives the T r i n i t y i t s u n i t y , Lewis suggests, since i t i s 
the s p i r i t , binding fathers and sons together, that cements 
and completes the u n i t y , 

The analogy to Milton's style cannot be extended, 
with respect to the S p i r i t , to Samson .agonistes, In which 
the Son triumphs , nor to Pa ra d1s e he gal ne d, i n which the 
Father dominates. Only in. Paradise Lost do we see a com
plete unity of s t y l e established and. maintained, and w i t 
ness the u n i f i c a t i o n and complement of the opposing forces 
of the Father and Son, of convention and revolt., a union 
springing out of that s p i r i t which Is inherent In the 
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grand s t y l e . 
I t i s through h i s master;/ of style that M i l t o n i s 

enabled to communicate what i s perhaps the most i d e a l 
f r u i t i o n of epic and tragefly, not only i n h i s containment 
of tragedy w i t h i n the epic mode and i n h i s r e t e n t i o n of 
concentration w i t h i n a d i f f u s e form, hut also i n h i s capa
c i t y as a r e l i g i o u s teacher, The deepest values he com
municates are those which a l l men hold to be fundamental 
w i t h i n t h e i r r e l i g i o n s , whether those r e l i g i o n s be public 
or p r i v a t e . They are the values which designate man's 
place i n the universe of time and space, h i s f a i t h i n the 
highest Ideals, h i s remembrance of a time past the conscious
ness of memory, a time In which he found himself bereft of 
the i d e a l world only to discover that he was promised one 
which was even happier, even more i d e a l , than the Garden he 
had l o s t . 



APPENDIX 

SAMSON AGONISTES, AN INTERNAL TRAGEDY 

"Poetry i s words that have become deeds," wrote 
Robert F r o s t ; and i n h i s utterance can be found an ample 
d e s c r i p t i o n of the achievement of Milton's only tragedy, 
Samson Agonistes. 

His achievement, however, Is even more than words 
becoming deeds. I t can be described as passion becoming 
r e a l i z e d and understood In o r a l utterance and thence be
coming consummated by ph y s i c a l action. Perhaps i t i s the 
f u n c t i o n of a l l drama to do just that — to take an un
re s t r a i n e d , chaotic, even insane emotion and hold i t f a s t 
u n t i l i t i s understood and made capable of being expressed., 
Some writers of i n f e r i o r c a l i b r e , having l i v e d o verly a c t i v e 
l i v e s , never are able to depersonalize t h e i r emotions to 
the point of expressing them i n a non-sentimental or non-
sensational manner. But the great w r i t e r has the a b i l i t y 
to accomplish i t . 

When Tolstoy wrote The Power of Darkness, he found 
I t was necessary almost completely to revise his ending, 
he was faced with a grave problem. E i t h e r he was to show 
on stage the h o r r i b l e t r u t h of the murder of the newly-
born child, or he was to exclude the sensational but true 
s i t u a t i o n from the spectators' eyes by means of a r t i f i c e . 
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His d e c i s i o n to adopt the I n d i r e c t method whereby the 
sensational i n c i d e n t i s kept off-stage a t t e s t s perhaps 
more h i s a r t i s t i c cunning i n depersonalizing h i s drama 
than i t does h i s personal w i l l i n g n e s s to present the h o r r i b l e 
but true p i c t u r e of i t s happenings. 

In Samson Agonistes, M i l t o n was never faced with the 
problem of concealing the sensational aspects of h i s story. 
Marlowe, and even Shakespeare, at c e r t a i n points i n t h e i r 
careers, would have delighted i n showing on stage the 
catastrophic a c t i o n of Samson's p u l l i n g down the temple on 
the i n f i d e l . The contemporary motion pi c t u r e a l s o r e l i s h e s 
the d i s p l a y of such extravagance. But M i l t o n knew h i s 
materials with exactitude, just as the Greeks i n t h e i r prime 
had known t h e i r s ; and using, as he says, the "three Tragic 
Poets unequall'd yet by any\''~^'~ Aeschylus, Sophocles, and 
Eur i p i d e s , as h i s models, he allows such d e c i s i v e l y p h y s i c a l 
action, only to be reported, never seen. 

"Within the tragedy, quite l i t e r a l l y the word becomes 
the deed. Samson frees h i s people by k i l l i n g the enemy, 
as a r e s u l t of God's inner promptings. But Mi l t o n knew 
that the deed, i t s e l f must frequently be i n d i r e c t l y presented, 
else the c o n t r o l would be l o s t — both the detached a t t i t u d e 
'of the poet and that of the reader or audience as w e l l . 

In tragedy, always there i s found both i n t e r n a l and 
external a c t i o n . And i t i s the i n t e r n a l a c t i o n which i s by 

202 Preface, Samson Agonistes. 
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f a r more i n t e g r a l to the tragedy than the e x t e r n a l . I t s 
a c t i v e consummation merely puts, as i t were, the s e a l upon 
the proceedings of the outward, physical demonstration. 
Thus, the word has become the deed. A r i s t o t l e had w r i t t e n 
that: 

Fear and p i t y may be aroused by spectacular means: 
but they may also r e s u l t from the inner structure 
of the piece, which i s the better way, and indicates 
a superior poet. For the plot ought to be so con
structed that, even without the aid of the eye, he 
who hears the t a l e t o l d w i l l t h r i l l with horror 
and melt to p i t y at what takes place. This i s the 
impression we should- receive from hearing the s t o r y 
of Oedipus. But to produce t h i s e f f e c t by the 'mere 
spectacle Is a l e s s a r t i s t i c method,, and dependent 
on extraneous aides.203 

Thus, I t i s not what i s seen, but what i s heard that con
t a i n s the r e a l l y s i g n i f i c a n t part of the i m i t a t i o n of an 
a c t i o n . The i n t e r n a l struggle i s communicated to us p r i n 
c i p a l l y by the ear; the external struggle which may come 
by "spectacular means" to us by means of the eye, i s com
p a r a t i v e l y unimportant. V i o l e n t p h y s i c a l a c t i o n , therefore, 
i s i n the best of Greek tragedies always off-stage. 

Any consideration of the i n t e r n a l and external as
pects of a problem necessitates the pondering of the para
dox with which man;/ men have been p e r e n n i a l l y faced: the 
d i f f e r e n c e between the a c t i v e and contemplative sides of 
existence. For i t i s i n t h i s separation that the basis of 
inherent problem of the interna l i t ; / and e x t e r n a l i t y of the 
tragedy resides. 

203 A r i s t o t l e , "Poetics," V, i n op. c i t . , p. "+9. 
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P l a t o , l i k e Tolstoy, i s , of course s c e p t i c a l concern
ing the value of most productions of a r t , Plato would i n 
t e r p r e t the t h e a t r i c a l event as an example of the super
f i c i a l l y e x t e r n a l and f a l s e . The a n t i - t h e a t r i c a l view 
erroneously believes that the spectacular was a l l the theatre 
had to o f f e r . A r i s t o t l e , however, though he i s often wrongly 
considered to be the spokesman f o r the defence of p h y s i c a l 
a c t i o n i n the face of ' Dlato's more s t a t i c i d e a l , a c t u a l l y 
upholds the idea 'of the inner non~'ohysical a c t i o n of the 
" s t i l l point i n the turning'world." In h i s Physics A r i s 
t o t l e points out that everything moves but the prime mover: 
"... where objects are moved there i s an o r i g i n a l unmoved 
mover."204- This idea of n o n - a c t i v i t y at the centre of nature, 
i s compatible with h i s idea of the i n t e r n a l I t y of a c t i o n as 
superior i n q u a l i t y to the e x t e r n a l i t y of a c t i o n , since 
i n t e r n a l a c t i o n becomes the mean between the extremities 
of God, on the one hand, who i s motionless, and Satan, on 
the other, who i s a l l a c t i v i t y . Such a mean i s , then, the 
human capacity, being neither super- nor sub-human. 

During medieval times, with the r i s e of mystical 
theology i n Europe, the l i f e of contemplation was f i n a l l y 
c l e a r l j r divorced, i n many instances, from the l i f e of a c t i o n . 
The author of The Cloud of Unknowing, f o r example, discussed 
the choice between the two conditions, and found that the 
b i b l i c a l s t o r y of Martha and Mary i l l u s t r a t e d i t . He wrote: 

20h A r i s t o t l e , Natural Science, trans., P h i l i p Wheel
wright, Hew York, Odyssey Press, 1935, P. 59. 
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Lo.' f r i e n d , a l l these works, these words, and 
t h i s behaviour, that were showed between our 
Lord and these two s i s t e r s , be set i n ensample 
of a l l a c t i ves and a l l contemplatives that have 
been since i n Holy Church, and s h a l l be to the 
Pay of Doom. For by Mary i s understood a l l con
templatives; f o r they should conform t h e i r l i v 
ing to hers. And by Martha, a c t i v e s , i n the same 
manner and f o r the same cause. 
Action i s associated, with youth, e x t e r n a l i t y and 

pe r s o n a l i t y ; contemplation with experienced age, i n t e r n a l i t y , 
and. character. Action Is l i f e , the continuous passage of 
time and events. "Whenever we take a step," i t has been 
s a i d , "everything moves." But t h i s i s perhaps a c t i o n at 
i t s best. At i t s more c h a r a c t e r i s t i c worst, I t embodies 
the cu l t i s m of demoniacal and perverted spokemen from Satan 
himself to the Marquis de Sade. 

Contemplation, on the other hand, i s the a c t i v e l i f e 
of the s p i r i t , i n v o l v i n g a conscious d i s s o c i a t i o n from the 
phys i c a l l i f e of men. Instead, I t i s associated with an 
experience of s t a t i c calm, the i n t e r n a l manifestation of 
d i v i n i t y , and with a sense of an o v e r - a l l impersonality. 
I t i s i n t h i s area of contemplation that Croce found h i s 
d e f i n i t i o n of arts "A work of a r t i s the perfect imagina
t i v e form that a state of soul assumes." 2 0^ 

Although i n commenting on A r i s t o t l e St. Thomas Aquinas 

205 Anonymous, The Cloud of Unknowing, ed, Abbot J u s t i n 
McCann, O.S.B., London, Burns 0ates7~T9T27n. 32. 

206 Benedetto Croce, Aesthetic, trans, Douglas Ai n s l e e , 
London, Macmillan, 1 9 0 9 . 



r e f e r s to the soul as the "act of an organic physical body 
capable of l i f e , " ' Aquinas a l s o taught that the mere f a c t 
of l i f e was an imperfect t h i n g . Since imperfection was i n 
i t s e l f not to be associated with God but rather with s i n and 
h e l l ; therefore human, p h y s i c a l l i f e on earth, of i t s nature 
imperfect, i s also s i n f u l . 

Modern psychologists, l i k e the Jungian Jesuit Fr. 
White, who admit the existence of the soul argue, along with 
A r i s t o t l e and M i l t o n , that the P l a t o n i c dichotomy of body 
and s p i r i t i s a f a l s e i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of the true nature of 
the inter-dependence of the ma t e r i a l and non-material realms 
of existence; yet, i n Milton's mind, at l e a s t , i s found the 
constant d i f f e r e n t i a t i o n between the physical appearance of 
a thing and I t s t r u e r , inner nature. Milton's b e l i e f i n the 
goodness of the f l e s h i s to him perhaps more of an i n t e l l e c 
t u a l than an emotional b e l i e f ; the emotion contained i n h i s 
sympathetic exposition of the goodness of matter i n Paradise 
Lost i s d e f i n i t e l y subsidiary to the co n v i c t i o n i n h i s 
de p i c t i o n of the separation between the physical and ext r a -
physical sides of men's l i v e s . :-u-

M i l t o n knew and appreciated both the i n t r o s p e c t i v e 
and the extraverted sides of mankind. One sid e , c h i l d l i k e 
but a c t i v e l y i n q u i s i t i v e , and the other, n a t u r a l l y I n t r o 
spective and contemplative are both i l l u s t r a t e d more or 

207 Quoted i n Kenneth Burke, A Grammar of Motives, New 
York, P r e n t i c e - H a l l , 19 1 -?, p." 227. 

203 For a contradictory view, see Saurat, Milton ; Man 
and Thinker, passim, 



l e s s throughout his works, I ' A l l e g r o displays d i u r n a l 
p h y s i c a l energy; I I Penseroso nocturnal calm In studious 
speculation. The appreciation of both temperaments i s 
evident i n both poems, which, although they are complementary 
and interdependent, are c l e a r l y marked from each other. More
over, one cannot help but be more convinced by the melan
c h o l i c TI Penseroso than by the b l i t h e l y a c t i v e L'Allegro. 
M i l t o n himself, for a l l h i s appr e c i a t i o n of the a c t i v e , i s 
always predominantly the s t a t i c , studious man of darkness 
himself. 

Considerations of body and s o u l , of a c t i o n and con
templation, are synthesized i n the end, Into the fundamental 
problem of the paradox between the k i n e t i c and s t a t i c q u a l i t y 
of our common experience. I t may be argued that the s t a t i c , 
or anything that i s ab s o l u t e l y immovable, can never e x i s t 
i n human comprehension, men being co n s t i t u t e d i n such a 
way that i t i s impossible for them for forbear the q u a l i t y 
of e t e r n a l f l u x which appears to ru l e a l l l i f e . However, 
i f we estimate a l l of the r e a l l y s i g n i f i c a n t moments that 
i n d i v i d u a l s experience i n t h e i r l i v e s --- the few f l e e t i n g 
moments of extreme joy or pain — we w i l l f i n d that seldom, 
i f ever, under such duress, i s there an awareness of time. 
This absence of time may w e l l mean the same thing as an 
absence of f l u x . 

I t i s possible to argue that time i s one of the chief 
r e s t r a i n t s men have placed upon themselves. C e r t a i n l y , the 
western conception of time i s ' b y no means a measurement that 
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i s found In every c u l t u r e ; but i t Is understandable that 
we have made an extensive use of time i n our e f f o r t to give 
order to chaos. M i l t o n , as has been argued i n Chapter V I I I , 

appears to be f u l l y aware of t h i s need In Paradis e_ Lost, 
and gave to h i s poem the la r g e s t temporal scope of any 
l i t e r a r y work ever created, i n that i t s time encompasses 
l i f e from i t s beginning to i t s end. In Samson Agonistes. 
on the other hand, M i l t o n has purposely employed the A r i s 
t o t e l i a n -- or rat h e r , Castelvetran -- maxim of the unity of 
time; since he r e a l i z e s that u n i t y of time i s no mere con
vention, not merely a t e c h n i c a l convenience, hut that i t has 
both p r o p r i e t y and t r u t h to experience i n i t . I t s appropri
ateness to the tragedy i s revealed by I t s dependence on the 
unity of a c t i o n . Tragedy, i n being concentrated i n scope, 
r e l i e s f or i t s whole e f f e c t on the one moment during a 
s i n g l e r e v o l u t i o n of the clock, and the ultimate culmination 
of the successive steps of the a c t i o n of the plot. In that 
one moment, the emotions of p i t y and fear have f i n a l l y be
come balanced In such a way that a l l considerations of time 
or space or measurement of any kind are overcome and there 
i s effected that extended moment of perfect peace which Is 
ca l l e d the c a t h a r s i s . 

The a c t i v e , f r u s t r a t e emotions of p i t y and fear have 
then spent themselves: 

His servants he with new acquist 
Of true experience from t h i s great event 
With peace and consolation hath di s m i s t , 
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And calm of mind a l l passion s p e n t ,
2 0

9 

And peace i s a t t a i n e d . I t i s the end which has j u s t i f i e d 
the means; the emotions of p i t y and fear j u s t i f i e d by 
t h e i r f i n a l purgation. 

Although M i l t o n observed the A r i s t o t e l i a n i n t e r p 
r e t a t i o n of tragedy i n h i s w r i t i n g of 5amsoja A%PA4gAgs.? 
one must be c a r e f u l not to presume that the E n g l i s h poet 
was what i s sometimes meant by A r i s t o t e l i a n , " i . e . , a n t i -
P l a t o n i c . Milton's understanding of the i d e a l i s t i c and 
s t a t i c , e s p e c i a l l y as i t i s employed i n Paradise Lost and 
celebrated i n Paradise lie gained, marks him as a " s t a t i c 
poet," Wordsworth's "TIntern Abbey," Pryden's "Song to 
Saint C e c i l i a ' s Pay," W.B. Yeats' "The Tower," T.S. E l i o t ' s 
Four Quartets, and the f i r s t chapter of the Gospel of Saint 
John — a l l have t h i s i n common with Paradise Regained: they 
are poems which are predominantly s t a t i c . The catharsis i s 
effected throughout, any a c t i o n or development being always 
eithe r merely/- remembered from the past of the poet and. reader 
previous to the w r i t i n g and reading of the poem; or, i f 
a c t i o n i s included. I t i s subordinated to the o v e r - a l l s t a t i c 
mode. 

A r i s t o t l e , on the other hand, although he believes 
that the core of nature i s s t a t i c , emphasizes the develop
mental or ac t i v e side of the human character, and although, 
as we have seen, M i l t o n was by no means without t h i s q u a l i t y , 

2

° 9 Samson Agonistes, 11, 1755-9. 
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from most aspects he subordinated a l l a c t i v i t y to the f i n a l , 
s t a t i c , panoramic mood of s e l f l e s s , impersonal, and c o l l e c -

°1 0 
t i v i s t i c f e e l i n g . 

Thus, although In form H i l t o n adhered completely to 
the A r i s t o t e l i a n i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of tragedy, his ideas were 
also s t r o n g l y l l a t o n i e , C h r i s t i a n , and Hebraic. I t may be 
observed that as a Renaissance humanist, he was a t t r a c t e d 
to A r i s t o t l e ; as a C h r i s t i a n he was elevated n a t u r a l l y by 
the Hew Testament; as a. representative of the Reformation 
and Puritanism, he was i n s p i r e d by Plato and the Old Tes
tament. A l l these elements contributed i n varying measures 
to the accomplishment of his great poems. 

The greatest works of a r t , of which there are but 
a handful, a l l have one thing i n common: the absence of 
the p e r s o n a l i t y of t h e i r creators. Homer's epics and 
Shakespeare's greatest plays prevent us from knowing any
thing about t h e i r authors. I t i s as i f the poets by t h e i r 
a r t are able to surmount the r e s t r i c t i o n of t h e i r own petty 
p e r s o n a l i t i e s to create something that can be b a s i c a l l y 
understood by a l l humankind, understood at l e a s t once the 
language and conventions are learned. Paradise host i s 
another example of the impersonality of the great a r t i s t 
at work. Milton's n a t u r a l l y v i o l e n t and i n t r u s i v e per-

210 Cf. how Tolstoy i n War and Peace progresses i n the 
f i r s t books from the mass of p a r t i c u l a r scenes to an over
a l l panoramic and conceptual view of l i f e and h i s t o r y , 
abandoning the p a r t i c u l a r view of humanity to the general, 
c o l l e c t i v e view of the concluding portion of his modern epic. 
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s o n a l i t y i s prevented time and time again from weakening 
the epic by h i s greater understanding of the grand s t y l e . 
The grand s t y l e , as we have seen, enabled him to maintain 
h i s h u m i l i t y i n the face of h i s great subject throughout 
almost the whole of the twelve books. In Samson Agonistes, 
t h i s i s not the case. There, unfortunately, M i l t o n the 
man frequently i n t e r f e r e s w i t h M i l t o n the poet. 

The impersonality of the greatest a r t has i t s corres
pondence i n the impersonality of the highest r e l i g i o u s 
experience. Aidous Huxley writes t h a t : 

Those who take the trouble to t r a i n themselves 
i n the arduous technique of mysticism always end, 
I f they go f a r enough i n t h e i r work of r e c o l l e c t i o n 
and meditation, bv l o s i n g t h e i r i n t u i t i o n s of a 
personal Sod and having d i r e c t experience of an 
ultimate r e a l i t y that i s impersonal. 

In a smaller measure, perhaps, the greatest w r i t e r s give us 
exactly what t h i s i m p l i e s : the loss of the reader's i n t e r e s t 
i n the poet f o r himself but the gaining of the remembered 
experience the poet attempts to communicate. Like the 
mystics, the greatest poets are impersonal; but, u n l i k e the 
mystics, i t i s t h e i r business to communicate t h e i r ex
perience. 

The impersonality of M i l t o n i n Paradise Lost i s ex
tremely curious i n contrast to h i s lapses from detached 
c o n t r o l i n h i s tragedy. Perhaps the reason for the lapse i s 

211 Aldous Huxley, Bnds_and Means. London, Chatto & Mlndus, 19li-8, p. 235. -. 
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found i n the change not only from epic to t r a g i c form 
hut also from the grand s t y l e to the free v e r s i f i c a t i o n em
ployed i n Sams_on Agonistes. The grand s t y l e , as we have 
seen, gave to Paradise Lost a s p e c i a l kind of blank verse, 
i n which every l i n e ten s y l l a b l e s i n length enabled H i l t o n 
to maintain the uni t y of h i s expansive poem and al s o to 
preserve h i s detachment c o n s i s t e n t l y throughout the poem. 
In Samson Agonistes, however, M i l t o n depended on the s t r i c t 
ness of the c l a s s i c a l form of tragedy to maintain the over
a l l consistency of episode and stasimon rather than on the 
consistency of the verse l i n e . Although modelled very 
c l o s e l y upon Oedipus Coloneus, as w e l l as upon A r i s t o t l e ' s 
d i s c u s s i o n , the s t r i c t form of Samson Agonistes very l i k e l y 
was not s t r i c t enough to prevent some of Milton's offences 
against depersonalization and a r t i s t i c c o n t r o l generally, 

Denis Saurat w r i t e s : 

M i l t o n i s more i n t i m a t e l y present i n Samson 
Agonistes than i n any of h i s other poems. Here 
he put the h i s t o r y of h i s own l i f e . Did he not 
put here also the l a s t and best expression of 
his thought? ^Seing here more human, i s he not 
more sincere? 

This statement i s l i k e l y f o r the most part true, but i t also 
r a i s e s one of the most important of unsolved c r i t i c a l prob
lems. Is i t to the c r e d i t of the work of a r t that i t s author 
Is more obviously present? Regarding Milton's tragedy, how-

217 Denis Saurat, Milton: Han and Thinker, London 
Dent, 19M-6, p. 200. — ' 
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ever, the answer to the problem i s perhaps not Impossible, 
Samson Agonistes, i n i t s weaker s e c t i o n s , i s not n e c e s s a r i l y 
more sin c e r e ; M i l t o n has l o s t h i s c o n t r o l rather than gainer! 
true s i n c e r i t y , Brutus i s never l e s s human than Hieronorao, 
but he i s always more c o n t r o l l e d . Moreover, i t i s not 
Samson's human uncontrol which shames him, but the "divine 
v i s i t a t i o n s , " to use Shelley's phrase, " i n the heart of man," 
v i s i t a t i o n s which f i n a l l y give him his s i n c e r i t y and strength 
of purpose, 

Milton's lack of depersonalization — that I s , h i s 
loss of c o n t r o l and the allowing of h i s personal f r u s t r a t i o n s 
to offend the appropriateness or propriety of the piece i s 
shown e s p e c i a l l y i n two of the minor themes i n Samson 
Agonistes, Misogyny, e s p e c i a l l y , and even s e l f - p i t y to some 
extent are the chi e f offenders because they are never made 
depersonalized enough to be convincing as emotions. An 
example of s e l f - p i t y i s found i n these l i n e s : 

...the v i l e s t here e x c e l l me, 
They creep, yet see, I dark i n l i g h t expos'd 
To d a i l y fraud, contempt, abuse and wrong. 
Within doors, or without, s t i l l as a f o o l , 
In power of others, never i n my own; 
Scarce h a l f I seem to l i v e , dead more then h a l f . '--̂  

Even Saurat admits that M i l t o n Is here f o r the f i r s t time 
"complaining,"'-- even though such complaining perhaps i s 

l a t e r made acceptable by Samson's r e a l i z a t i o n that h i s 

213 Samson agonistes, -11. 7'-!—9« 

21h Saurat, l o c . c i t . " 
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offences j u s t i f y an even greater punishment than that which 
he has received: 

Ye see, 0 f r i e n d s . 
How many e v i l s have enclos'd. me round 5 
Yet that which was the worst now l e a s t a f f l i c t s me, 
Blindness, f o r had I s i g h t , confus'd with shame, 
How could I once look up, or heave the head, 
Who l i k e a f o o l i s h P i l o t have shipwrack't, 
My vessel trusted to me from above, 
G l o r i o u s l y r i g g ' d ; and f o r a word, a tear, 
Bool, have divulged the^secret g i f t of God 
^o a d e c e i t f u l Woman.^15 

The memory of his f a u l t , as Hanford has suggested, i s more 
b i t t e r now than the punishment. 

The weakness on the count of misogyny, however, i s 
more grave, Milton's i n t r u s i o n i n t o the matter at " a l i l a h ' s 
entrance, i s apparently too ludicrous to accent. Chorus 
describes her comings 

But who Is t h i s , what thing of -Sea or Land? 
Femal of sex i t seems, 
That so bedeckt, ornate, and gay. 
Comes t h i s way s a i l i n g 
Like a s t a t e l y ship 
Of Tarsus, bound f o r t h ' I s l e s 
Of Javan or Gadier 
W i t ! T ~ _ a I T herH5o?ahTery on, and t a c k l e t r i m , 
S a i l s f i l l ' d , and streamers waving, 
Courted by a l l the winds that hold them play, 
An Amber sent of odorous perfume 0 1 7 

Her harbinger, a damsel t r a i n behind..,,' ' 
This i s inappropriate and awkward enough; but, a f t e r P a l i l a h 
has spoken, Samson begins his own i n v e c t i v e speech: 

215 Samson Agonistes, 11. 193-202. 
216 J.H. Hanford, A M i l t o n Handbook, New York, Appleton-

Century-Crofts, 19lv6, p. 2"S6, ~~ 

217 Samson Agonistes.-, 11 , 710-21 . 
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Out, out Hyaena; these are thy wonted a r t s , 
And a r t s of every woman f a l s e l i k e thee, 
To break a l l f a i t h , a l l vows, deceive, betray, 
Then as repentant to submit, beseech, 
And reconcilement move with feign'd remorse, 
Confess, and promise wonders i n her change, 
T Tot t r u l y penitent, but ch i e f to t r y 
Her husband, how f a r urg'd h i s patience bears^, 
His vertue or weakness which way to a s s a i l , 

Milton's offence against the appropriateness of the whole 
t r a g i c e f f e c t i s considerable. "Is t h i s p i t y , or fe a r ? " 
¥e may r i g h t f u l l y ask, bewildered at Milton's lapse. Even 
Samson's f o g i v i n g Dalilah, i n saying, "At distance I f o r -
give thee, go with that, -y i s not enough to o f f s e t h i s 
rage at her. I t i s depersonalization only at a distance, 

The shortcomings of these losses of c o n t r o l i n 
Samson Agonistes l i k e l y spring from c e r t a i n shortcomings 
i n the personality of M i l t o n , the man. In every man there 
i s the continual c i v i l war between two opposing f a c t i o n s — 
the r e v o l u t i o n a r y and the conservative. Both points of 
viewing l i f e , i t has time and time again been seen, are 
v a l i d — even necessary — but the c o n f l i c t of t h e i r co
existence can prove to be, under the wrong circumstances, 
f a t a l rather than l i f e - g i v i n g . 

M i l t o n i s , by basic personal temper, a rebel and a 
romantic, despite a l l the c r i t i c i s m which r e s t r i c t s and 
olaces him s o l e l y among t r a d i t i o n a l i s t s . His rebelliousnes 

S l q Samson Agonistes.. /H-3-56 
219 Ibid., l . 951'-. 



however, as w e l l as h i s romanticism i s c o n t r o l l e d by h i s 
c l a s s i c a l r e s t r a i n t i n almost a l l of his works. In Paradise 
hos.t„ we f i n d the two balanced i n such a way that the most 
des i r a b l e mean between them Is a t t a i n e d ; i n Paradise Regained 
and Samson agonistes, on the other hand, we can observe 
a much d i f f e r e n t s i t u a t i o n . Paradise Pegained i s r e s t r a i n e d 
and depersonalized i n i t s emotion, sometimes to the dangerous 
point of i n e f f e c t u a l l y . And Samson Agonistes, d i s p l a y s , as 
we have seen, the opposite offence. 

M i l t o n turns from h i s treatment of r i g h t and wrong 
reason i n Paradise Regained to a treatment i n Samson 
Agonistes of r i g h t and wrong passion. Samson had been over
come by h i s e v i l passion f o r P a l i l a h , a passion which had 
brought him almost complete r u i n . Put, l i k e Adam and Eve, 
he i s not doomed, since through passion-made-pure he 
f i n a l l y restores himself and re-aspires to the f u l f i l l m e n t 
of h i s dedication on earth. 

Like M i l t o n himself, Samson Is a dedicated man. Put 
where M i l t o n dedicated himself to sing Sod's glory, his 
t r a g i c hero was dedicated p r e n a t a l l y to do Sod's personal 
work on earth In f r e e i n g h i s chosen people from bondage. As 
we see In Judges, Samson's high purpose i s set f o r t h f i r s t 
when an angel appeared to Samson's mother: 

A.nd the angel of the Lord appeared unto the 
Woman, and said unto her, Behold now, thou a r t 
barren, and bearest not: but thou sh a l t con
ceive and bear a son.. Now therefore beware, 
I pray thee, and drink not wine nor strong 
d r i n k s , and eat not any unclean t h i n g : Eor, l o . 



-1M-5-

thou s h a l t conceive and bear a son; and no r a 
zor s h a l l come on h i s head; f o r the c h i l d s h a l l 
be a Nazarite unto C-od from the womb: and. he 
s h a l l begin to d e l i v e r I s r a e l out of the hand 
of the P h i l i s t i n e s . - 2 0 

The s i g n i f i c a n c e of Samson's ITazaritesbip l i e s In the symbol 
of h i s h a i r . The h a i r of the Hazarite was never to be cut, 
for i t was the symbol of h i s d evotlon to God as w e l l as 
the d e l i n e a t i o n of the very p e r s o n a l i t y of the man. Like 
the Blood, which i s s t i l l an elemental symbol i n our 
r e l i g i o n , the h a i r was considered an organic part of the 
human being. The growth of the h a i r meant the growth of 
i n t e l l e c t and wisdom; i t was a crown which maintained the 
supremacy of reason over the baser passions. Samson's loss 
of h i s h a i r meant the l o s s of h i s b i r t h - r i g h t , of h i s pur
pose, and of h i s God. Samson's dedication i s experienced 
i n t e r n a l l y . The c l i m a c t i c moment of the tragedy, the de
c i s i v e a c t i o n around which the whole drama moves, i s c l o s e l y 
linked to i t . 

Although, as Milton, himself wrote, the work was never 
"intended" for the stage,r-'-L nevertheless, Samson Agonistes 
could be considered with p r o f i t as a poetic stage-drama. 
I t would be d i f f i c u l t to determine whether Oedipus Ft ex or 
Milton's tragedy possessed a l a r g e r share of p h y s i c a l or 
Int e r n a l a c t i o n . The unity of a c t i o n , moreover, i s of the 

220 Judges, 1 3 , 3-5. 
221 Preface, Samson Agonistes. 



same c a l i b r e i n the two tragedies, Both Samson's and 
Oedipus 's d e c i s i v e actions are i n t e r n a l and depend upon the 
making of momentous deci s i o n s . 

Oedipus i s compelled by inner d e c i s i o n to l i f t the 
v e i l and face the t r u t h of which he i s r i g h t f u l l y , m o r t a l l y 
a f r a i d ; and Samson decides at long l a s t to f u l f i l h i s 
dedication by k i l l i n g the P h i l i s t i n e s , as a r e s u l t of t h e i r 
inner r e v e l a t i o n s , of these v i s i t a t i o n s of the d i v i n i t y i n 
man, the physical outcome i s catastrophic but j u s t : Oedipus 
bl i n d s himself and Samson s a c r i f i c e s h i s own l i f e . 

Milton's use of the Greek stage as his model i s 
further evidenced by Parker i n h i s t h e s i s on Milton's _!jebt 
to Greek tragedy i n Samson Agonistes. This t a b l e c l o s e l y 
I l l u s t r a t e s Milton's adherence to the s t r i c t c l a s s i c a l form; 

Oedipus oloneus 

'rommos ' 
epelsod ion 
stasimon 
epeisodion 
stasimon 
epeisodion 
stasimon 
epeisod ion 
stasimon 
exodos 
kommos 

prologos 
parodos 

6^2-709 
710-1009 

1010-1060 
1061-1267 
126 Q-1299 1300-11+26 
14-27-14-4-0 
14-4-1-1753 
1660-1753 

1-114-
117-137 
133-253 
254-667 
663-719 
720-104-3 

104-4-1095 
1096-1210 
1211-124-3 
124-9-1555 
1556-1573 
1579-1779 
1670-1750 

1-116 

(116) 
('414-) 
( 52) 
(324-) 
( 52) 
(115) 
( 33) 
(307) 
( 23) 
(201) 
( 81) 

( 21) 
(116) 

Another reason (and probably the most Important, 1 
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support of the idea that Samson Agonistes i s an i n t e r n a l 
tragedy and. that M l ton r i g h t f u l l y i n t e r p r e t e d A r i s t o t l e i n 
his idea that the tragedy was effected more v i t a l l y w i t h i n 
than without) i s found i n jet another of A r i s t o t l e ' s a r 
guments. In suggesting that i t i s the ear rather than the 
eye to which, tragedy appeals, A r i s t o t l e was probably mindful 
of the need to make the l i m i t a t i o n s of the Greek theatre an 
asset. The h i g h l y formal masks and costumes of the Greek 
actors tended n a t u r a l l y to stereotype the v i s u a l aspect of 
the t r a g i c a r t , while t h e i r huge theatre was a c o u s t i c a l l y 
almost perfect. In the theatre near Athens a whisper can be 
heard from the stage to the l a s t row. 

An a d d i t i o n a l argument, of course, may s t i l l be made 
i n the defence of the o r a l performance i n the P l a t o n i c Idea 
that the auditory a r t s are f i r s t In the scale of senses and 
the v i s u a l come second. In the s c a l e , f i r s t Is music; then 
Doetry; then p a i n t i n g ; and so on. I f we break down the 
f i e l d of poetry we w i l l have, f i r s t and highest, a l l l y r i c 
poetry i n which the Imagery w i l l be auditory and a r t i c u l a t o r y 
rather than v i s u a l ; the objective c o r r e l a t i v e of sound rather 
than v i s u a l image. 

As did the Greek theatre with i t s choric odes, which 
were either sung or chanted, H i l t o n employed the l y r i c a l 
and euphoneous t r a g i c sections, thus tending not only to en
compass and f u l f i l l t h i s n e e d b u t also to elevate the t r a g i c 
a r t higher, i n a sense, than ever I t had been elevated by 
Elizabethan tragedians. Shakespeare and his contemporaries 
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were, a f t e r a l l , t e c h n i c a l l y concerned c h i e f l y with the 
heights of v i s u a l imagery, not only i n the representation 
of personages on the stage but also of the o b j e c t i v e c o r r e l 
a t i v e s invoked i n the very l i n e s of the poetry. 

R e s p i t e H i l t o n ' s expressed idea that h i s tragedy was 
not intended f o r the stage, are we not j u s t i f i e d i n consider
ing i t s p o s s i b i l i t i e s as a dramatic presentation? Oedipus 
hex i s s t i l l f r equently performed; and although there are 
always a number of conventional d i f f i c u l t i e s i n Samson 
Agonistes that must be overcome, they are not r e a l l y greater 
i n number than those encountered by every producer of King 
hear or Hamlet. That i t i s a c l o s e t drama and should remain 
such may be argued; hut a l l lovers of the stage, who are 
aware of I t s great p o s s i b i l i t i e s , may w e l l think twice 
about Samson Agonistes. 

A number of years ago, T.S. E l i o t defined h i s now-
famous term "objective c o r r e l a t i v e " i n t h i s passage; 

The only way of expressing emotion i n the form of 
a r t i s by f i n d i n g an 'objective c o r r e l a t i v e ' ; i n other 
words, a set of objects, a s i t u a t i o n , a chain of events 
which s h a l l be the formula of that P a r t i c u l a r emotion; 
such that when the external f a c t s , which must terminate 
i n sensory experience, are given, the emotion i s im-
med i a t e l y evoked. -23 

In many ways, the term i s a better one to use than "imagery" 
because the older term frequently makes us think only of 
v i s u a l imagery, to the neglect of_other sources of imagination, 

223 T.S. E l i o t , Selected.., Essays, London, Faber, 194-9, 
p. 14-5. 
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such as the auditory, t a c t i l e , and gustatory, those a r i s i n g 
from the ear, the touch and the taste . Put there i s yet 
another source, besides the obvious senses for the c r e a t i o n 
of an objective c o r r e l a t i v e : the i n t e l l e c t i v e f a c u l t y of 
the mind. That source begins, one might add, where sound 
leaves o f f , where thought i s correlated i n an i n t e l l e c t u a l 
and objective fashion, to produce an image which has no 
recourse to any of the senses. M i l t o n himself describes the 
objective c o r r e l a t i v e of thought i n the l i n e s : 

. . . f o r who would l o s e , 
Though f u l l of pain, t h i s i n t e l l e c t u a l being, ,,,, 
Those thoughts that wander through E t e r n i t y . ,.,'~'~~T 

Although imagery Is u s u a l l y obtained by a poet's use of 
sensory experience, there i s one exception, In that the 
objective c o r r e l a t i v e of thought i s p r i m a r i l y thought r e a l i z e d 
i n an emotion, u n i f i e d , complete, and communicable. ks a 
whole, L u c r e t i u s ' T>e lierutn Fatura. i s an example of a poem 
which presents t h i s u n i f i e d , complete, and communicable image 
of the universe. Wordsworth, at h i s best, also communicates 
t h i s f e l t thought. Even some of Tennyson's and Dryden's 
better work, as w e l l as much of T.S. E l i o t ' s more recent 
poetry, evidences t h i s emotional r e f l e c t i o n , which i s often 
shorn of every other kind of Imagery but that of purely 
rhythmical thought. The beginning of "Burnt Morton" i s one 
of the most recent and best examples: 

S2>+ Paradise Lost, I I , 11. Ik*-k3. 
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Time present and time past 
Are both perhaps present i n time future, 
And time future contained i n time past. 
I f ' a l l time i s e t e r n a l l y present 
A l l time i s unredeemable. 
What might have been Is an a b s t r a c t i o n 
Remaining a perpetual p o s s i b i l i t y 
Only i n a world of speculation. 
What might have been and what has been o o l-
Point to one end, which Is always present.~ 
M i l t o n , too, i s prominent In h i s abundance of such 

thought imagery, not only i n Paradise Lost and i n his minor 
work, but a l s o to a p o s s i b l y unequalled extent i n Paradise 
Regained. Samson Agonistes, on the other hand, a p p r o p r i a t e l y 
contains fewer representative passages containing " f e l t 
thought," but that drama comes to be of the greatest impor
tance when we consider that the c e n t r a l a c t i o n of the 
tragedy i s caused by the s t i r r i n g of extra-sensory thought, 
and i t i s that s t i r r i n g which i s the most i n t e r n a l of a l l 
the i n t e r n a l q u a l i t i e s of the play. Samson, a f t e r with
standing the unwitting temptation of h i s f a t h e r , Manoa, the 
calculated cunning of P a l i l a , the boorish attack of Haranha, 
and the provoking messages of the O f f i c e r , expresses the 
source of the strength which w i l l enable him to carry out 
his great task, when he says; 

Pe of good courage, I begin to f e e l 
Some rouzing motions i n me which dispose,,,,. 
To something extraordinary my thoughts.""''"" 

This i s the divine guidance as i t had i n the past visit e d . 

225 T.S. E l i o t , Pour Quartets, p. 7. 
226 Samson Agonistes, 1 1 . 1 3 8 1 - 3 . 
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him. I t r e c a l l s the same phenomenon as that which C h r i s t 
had f e l t In the desert, when he i s described as "Musing 
and much revolving i n his brest."^"- One of the ch i e f 
c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s of " f e l t thought," moreover, i s i n i t s 
approximation to the s t a t i c r e a l i t y at the core of a c t i v e 
appearance. I t s emotion i s peac e f u l l y c a t h a r t i c rather 
than v i o l e n t In any way; i n short, i t s passion i s passion 
t ha t ha s become s ub d ue d.. 

The contrast of Paradise he,gained and Sajnson Agonistes 
i s r e vealing because the former poem i s almost completely 
c a t h a r t i c and depersonalized throughout, i n that the con
f l i c t between C h r i s t and h i s tempter i s almost n e g l i g i b l e 
since there i s no p o s s i b i l i t y of temptation. Consequently, 
much of the verse of Paradise Regained cannot deserve the 
name of poetry because i t often has the temper of passion
less reason. The i n t e l l e c t u a l debate between C h r i s t and 
Satan, though i n many Instances exemplary of the objective 
c o r r e l a t i v e of thought, i s sometimes nothing more than an 
i n t e l l e c t u a l idea presented i n a r a t i o n a l i s t i c manner. In 
In Samson Agonistes, on the other hand, the preoccupation with 
i n t e r n a l passion i s greater rather than w i t h reason. 

Although the offences against poetic a r t i n both poems 
are about equal i n number, the poems are not a l i k e . The 
difference between them i s i n kind not quantity, i n that 

P 2 ? Paradise Regained., 1. 185. 
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Paradlse Regained offends by i t s use of thought which has 
no basis i n emotion, while Samson Agonistes offends, as has 
been discussed, by i t s unrestrained use of emotion at the 
expense of the r e s t r a i n i n g influence of the i n t e l l e c t . We 
may deduce from a l l t h i s that Paradise Regained offends by 
being too s t a t i c at- c e r t a i n moments and Samson Agonistes, 
by- being too a c t i v e . 

Samson Agonistes, l i k e a l l other c l a s s i c a l tragedies, 
t r e a t s the a c t i v e emotions of p i t y and f e a r . M i l t o n ac-
ceeded to the idea that the fear must come from the otgect 
( i . e . , the hero) and the pity must come from the audience. 
The two i n t e r a c t i n g emotions must meet, be commingled i n 
such a way that they are purged, and thence end i n being 
spent. To Milton's p a t h o l o g i c a l view of c a t h a r s i s , i t i s 
the spent state which Is the end of a l l tragedy. In perhaps 
an unprecedented way, he knew both the f r u s t r a t i n g emotions 
of p i t y and fear and the r e s o l u t i o n of f r u s t r a t i o n , the 
passionless state at the end of a prolonged purgation. 

His three great works end on the quiet note of perfect 
peace. The famous ending of Paradise host i s characteristics 

The World was a l l before them, where to choose 
Thir place of r e s t , and Providence t h i r Guide; 
They hand i n hand with wandering steps and slow, 
Through TCd.en took t h i r s o l i t a r i e way.'-̂ "5 

And Paradise Regained, too, ends very q u i e t l y , implying the 
value of private i s o l a t i o n s 

°-S3 Paradise Lost, X I I , 11. 64-6-9, 



Thus they the Son of God our Saviour meek 
Sung V i c t o r , and from heavenly Feast r e f r e s h t 
Brought on h i s way with joy; hee unobserv'd 
home to h i s Mothers house priv a t e return'd.. '-'-̂  

But i t i s Samson which r e a l l y o f f e r s us what may he con
sidered the perfect t r a g i c c l o s i n g : 

His servants he with new acquis! 
Of true experience from t h i s great event 
t i l t h peace and consolation hath d i s m i s t , 
And calm of mind a l l passion spent.'-30 
The i n t e n s i t y of the c a t h a r s i s i s very great, even 

to the private i n d i v i d u a l , while he i s reading the tragedy. 
How much greater i s such a moment when I t i s s u c c e s s f u l l y 
presented to a group of people In an audience. Hot only 
w i l l the i n d i v i d u a l communication be made, but a l s o , I f 
the audience i s an a t t e n t i v e one and i f the production i s 
i n t e l l i g e n t , a c o l l e c t i v e l y f e l t purgation w i l l be effected. 

In Samson Agonistes the c e n t r a l a c t i o n i s , as we have 
seen, the a c t i o n which comes from w i t h i n Samson's s p i r i t , 
h i s Inner compulsion to ward o f f h i s enemies and to carry 
out h i s di v i n e purpose. It comes at the moment when he i s 
probably at h i s lowest point. A l l i s l o s t , i t seems, u n t i l 
he says? 

Ee of good courage, I begin to f e e l 
Some rouzing motions i n me which dispose,,-. 
To something extraordinary my thoughts.'"^' 

22Q Paradise Regained, IV,,. 11. 636-9. 

230 Samson Agonistes, 11» 1755-3. 
°31 Tbid., 11. 1381-1333. 



-15**-

This i s the moment of h i s great d e c i s i o n , the moment i n which 
he knows the w i l l of Sod means the s a c r i f i c e of h i s l i f e as 
w e l l as the k i l l i n g of the P h i l i s t i n e s . I t i s the emotion 
becoming the word, the word which i s l a t e r to become the 
deed. This, the c e n t r a l a c t i o n of the I n t e r n a l drama, com
pletes the p l o t ; remaining i s the completion of the I n t e r n a l 
a c t i o n o f f-stage, and the gathering of the minor threads of 
prepared t r a g i c irony over Manoa's attempt to d e l i v e r h i s 
son, and i n the j u s t i f i c a t i o n of Samson's s e l f - d e s t r u c t i o n . 
The e x t e r n a l and i n t e r n a l a c t i o n , united, Is i n a sense 
suspended by the emotions of p i t y and fear through the tem
porary d i s u n i t y of the chorus over the proceedings; u n t i l , 
at the end, Manoa convinces them t h a t Samson's s a c r i f i c e i s 
an a c t of e l e v a t i o n : 

Nothing i s h e r e f o r t e a r s , nothing to w a i l 
Or knock the breast, no weakness, no contempt, 
P i s p r a i s e , or blame, nothing but w e l l and f a i r , 
And what may quiet us i n a death so noble. '"~>~ 
An argument i n favour of the production of Samson 

Agonistes i s found i n the q u a l i t y of the poetry i n the a c t u a l 
l i n e s . Milton's s t y l e i s h i g h l y euphonious; and. of i t s own 
nature i t requires o r a l reading, at the very l e a s t . I. A. 
P.lchards has pointed out the necessity f o r the o r a l reading 
of most poetry, i n t h a t while the larynx, the tongue and the 
l i p s combine to produce c e r t a i n p h y s i o l o g i c a l e f f e c t s , there 
are simultaneously c e r t a i n chemical e f f e c t s created i n the 
body.^33 An obvious example of t h i s i s found i n such gusta-

P32 Samson Agonistes," 11 . 1721-'+. 

233 'I. A. Pilchards, P r a c t i c a l C r i t i c i s e , p. °3!'- note. 
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torv images as the eating of the apple and the chewing of 
b i t t e r ashes i n Paradise host, but the more general and 
subtle e f f e c t s of enunciation are perhaps even more important. 
For example, the despair of the f o l l o w i n g l i n e s i s communi
cated much more r e a d i l y by the a c t u a l expression of the vowel 
and consonantal sounds: 

0 dark, dark, dark, amid, the blaze of noon, 
Irrecoverably dark, t o t a l E c l i p s e 
Without a l l hope of dayl^oh 

The i d e a l of i n t e r n a l knowledge, as i s evidenced i n 
t h i s great dramatic work, i s found throughout Milton's 
works. The inner s p i r i t u a l state of a man i s the place where 
a l l r e a l value r e s i d e s , according not only to puritanism and 
i t s o f f s p r i n g s e c t s , but a l s o , i n a l e s s e r way, to C h r i s t i 
a n i t y i n general. J % n has two a l t e r n a t i v e s : e i t h e r he joins 
the d e v i l and. finds himself comparable to Satan, i n saying: 

Which way I f i l e i s H e l l ; my s e l f am H e l l 
And i n the lowest deep a lower deep 
S t i l l threatning to devour me opens wide, 0,t-r 

To which the H e l l I s u f f e r seems a Heav' n, l'^J 

or he takes the advice Michael gives to a l l mankind, i n seek
ing "A Paradise w i t h i n thee, happier f a r r „ " ° 3 6 

Samson, at the beginning of the tragedy, f i n d s he Is 
f a r from Sod i n h i s despair: 

I seek 
This unfrequented place to f i n d some ease, 
Ease to the body some, none to the mind 
From r e s t l e s s thoughts....^37 

23*+ Samson Agonistes, 11. 30-32. 
235 Paradise Lost, TV, 11. 7 5 - 7 3 , 

236 Told., XII, 1. 537. 

237 Samson Agonistes, 11. 16-19, 
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Later, he t e l l s how he was d i v i n e l y i n s p i r e d : 
.., they knew not 

That what I motion'd was of God; I knew 
"rom m'cimace impulse.... ° J 

and he fu r t h e r r e l a t e s ; "Ay me, another inward g r i e f awak't.. »."°3> 
S t i l l l a t e r , he says, answering the o f f i c e r ' s suggestion that 
he r e gard h.is own wel f a r e : 

o ) i n 
By s e l f ? my conscience and i n t e r n a l peace.'"-" 

TTe i s here on the upward climb; end the climax crowns h i s 
i n t e r n a l development toward p o s i t i v e heroism: 

Be of good courage, I begin to f e e l 
Borne rouzlng motions i n me which d1 snose, 
^o something extraordinary my thoughts. 
The i n t e r n a l j u s t i c e which Samson experiences i s 

incompatible w i t h the common ethi c of those who are In power 
over him. The enemy, the i n f i d e l , i s the force of e v i l 
against 'which h i s inner, d i v i n e "motions" speak, Except for 
h i s inner s p i r i t , he i s abs o l u t e l y alone. Although he has 
the sympathy of the chorus and ?*anoa, he i s , as a mystic 

O ) I o 

i n d i r e c t communication with God, alone. " 

238 Samson Agonistes,11. 221-23 , 

232 I b i d . , 1. 3 3 0 . 

2h0 Samson Agonistes, 1. 133'+. 

Shi I b i d . , 1 1 . 1331-3 , 

2)-!-2 Cf. "... and therefore i n the sweetest and mildest 
manner of paternal d i s c i p l i n e God hath committed this other 
o f f i c e of preserving i n h e a l t h f u l c o n s t i t u t i o n the innerman, 
which may be term'd the s p i r i t of the s o u l , to his s p i r i t u a l 
deputy the minister of each Congregation; who being best ac
quainted with his own f l o c k hath best reason to know a l l the 
secretest diseases l i k e l y to be there. And look by how much 
the i n t e r n a l man i s more excellent and noble than the 
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Sarason represents the c o n l i t l o n In which God's mo r a l i t y 
speaks out through one great man against the corrupted e t h i c 
of men who have enslaved him. This, the medium of God's 
a c t i o n , i s s a c r i f i c e d ; indeed, i t appears to he almost-an 
archetypal pattern throughout most p r i m i t i v e r e l i g i o n s that 
there should e x i s t the practice of s a c r i f i c i n g the d i v i n e 
or semi-divine leader or king. Although Samson, the leader 
of his people, i s not k i l l e d by them, h i s death i s sub
s t a n t i a l l y the same as the ^ionysiac s a c r i f i c e ; f o r h i s " 
death has the e f f e c t of beginning the f r e e i n g of h i s people 
from the P h i l i s t i a n oppression. The word has become the 
deed. 

I t i s the j u s t i c e of Sod that imposes i t s e l f on 
mankind i n the person of Samson which makes t h i s tragedy one 
of the few great r e l i g i o u s dramas i n our l i t e r a t u r e . Milton's 
success In communicating the m o r a l i t y of God not only adds 
to h i s stature as one of the greatest of poets, but i t also 
reveals him to us as a r e l i g i o u s teacher. In Samson, the 
f u l f i l l e d hero, i s displayed man's c a p a b i l i t y of r i s i n g from 
the f e t t e r s of the despairing darkness of his own personality, 
to become i n the end compatible -with the highest conception 
contained i n man's imaginative experience. T h a t experience 
Is nothing les s than an apprehension of God's j u s t i c e . 

e x t e r n a l , by so much i s hi s cure more exac t l y , more thoroughly 
and more p a r t i c u l a r l y to be perform'd." (John M i l t o n , The 
Reason of Church Goverrmejijs, i n on, c i t . , V o l , I I I , Part I, 
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