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         Why Shorten Paradise Lost?

         For two and a half centuries after its publication in 1667 Paradise Lost was celebrated throughout Europe as a sublime masterpiece, among the greatest achievements of the human intellect. Voltaire, writing in 1727, judged that the poem showed ‘something above the reach of human powers’. Now almost no one reads it.

         Not to have read it at all – any of it – seems to me a deprivation on a level with – what? Never having listened to a Beethoven symphony? Never having seen a Shakespearean tragedy? Never having been to a religious service? Perhaps those alternatives are too extreme, but the loss seems to me of that magnitude.

         Some readers are put off because the poem’s beliefs – about religion, about relations between the sexes – are not ours. But that is true of most literature from the past. Literature educates because it requires us to inhabit a mind-set different from our own.

         A likelier reason for the poem’s neglect, I believe, is its length. Its twelve books total over 11,500 lines. Embarking on that seems a formidable undertaking, particularly at a time when narrative poems are not part of our habitual reading. My aim in this shortened version has been to preserve those passages that seem to me pre-eminent, not only for their poetic power, but also for their contribution to the poem’s intellectual structure – what Milton called its ‘great argument’. It will be objected that my decisions about what to select and what to omit are subjective, and that is true. But they also reflect my observation of what does, and what does not, arouse the eager interest of students during several decades of teaching and lecturing about the poem at Oxford.

         Another objection is that any selection destroys the architecture of the poem and obscures the relations of its parts to the whole. That is true too. But it would be a more relevant objection if my purpose were to displace Paradise Lost and offer a substitute. That is far from my aim. My hope, rather, is that the obvious greatness of what I have selected will lure readers back to encounter the poem in its full epic stature. It is also worth pointing out that, although The Essential Paradise Lost reduces the poem to one third of its original length (on word-count it is now slightly shorter than George Orwell’s novella Animal Farm), it is not just an anthology of favourite excerpts. It preserves the structure of the original, summarising the content of omitted passages as they occur, explaining Milton’s ideas and innovations, and drawing attention to the critical disputes they have ignited.

         I have modernised Milton’s spelling, but mostly retained the light punctuation of the first edition, which encourages the voice to flow on from line to line. For Milton Paradise Lost was a voiced thing – he never saw it written down or printed – and it is still best read aloud. 

         How Was Paradise Lost Written?

         Paradise Lost is singular in that unlike any other poem of comparable length it was composed while the poet was asleep. Milton tells us that it was dictated to him, at night or in the early morning, by his ‘celestial patroness’, the heavenly muse whom he calls Urania (Book 7:1–39; 9:20–4). Those close to Milton, including his widow, confirmed that this was how the poem came to be written. When he woke in the morning he would dictate sections of about forty lines to anyone available to write them down, and would then ‘reduce them to half the number’. When he tried to write while awake he could not produce a single line.

         Whether or not we believe in Urania, the fact that the poem was initially composed during sleep suggests that it came from Milton’s unconscious, though when he woke it was revised by his conscious mind. In this respect it could be seen almost as two poems in one. There is an official poem, articulating ideas that are endorsed by Milton’s conscious intention. Intersecting with it there is an unofficial poem, releasing disruptive meanings that Milton would not have consciously endorsed.

         This divided authorship has, in turn, divided the poem’s readers. Almost from the first there have been those who regard Satan, the official poem’s villain, as the true hero, and recoil from Milton’s God, who is officially the source of all goodness in the poem.

         Like Satan, Milton was a rebel in a civil war, and a bitter foe of absolute monarchy. The idea that the epic expresses his unconscious hostility towards God was formulated, many years before Freud developed his theory of the unconscious, by William Blake, who declared: ‘The reason Milton wrote in fetters when he wrote of Angels & God, and at liberty when of Devils & Hell, is because he was a true Poet & of the Devil’s party without knowing it.’

         What Is Paradise Lost About?

         The question Paradise Lost sets out to answer is, why is the world full of suffering? Modern readers might answer that question with reference to human nature – particularly its basic instincts, sex and aggression, which in the past served to ensure humanity’s evolutionary survival, but now produce overpopulation and constant war.

         Milton, too, blamed human nature. But as he was a seventeenth-century Christian his investigation into how human nature has evolved took him back to the beginning of time, as recorded in the Bible. The events of Paradise Lost are, in chronological order, God’s creation of the universe, his creation of heaven and the angels who inhabit it, the rebellion of Satan and the wicked angels whom God throws into hell, and the creation of Adam and Eve, the first humans, who are tempted by Satan and fall and are turned out of Paradise.

         However, Milton does not narrate these events in the order in which they supposedly happened. Paradise Lost starts in the middle, after Satan has been thrown into hell, and fills in the rest in flashbacks. In the last two books of the poem an angel gives Adam a summary of the future of the human race, just before turning him and Eve out of Paradise.

         Milton’s poem supplements the biblical account of man’s fall and the events leading up to it by adding whole episodes which the Bible scarcely mentions, such as the war in heaven, or does not mention at all, such as Satan’s character and speeches, the conversations between God and his Son, and the circumstances of Eve’s and Adam’s life together and of their temptations.

         Why Was Milton Concerned about Human Suffering When Writing Paradise Lost?

         Paradise Lost was written in the 1650s and early 1660s. These were disastrous years for Milton. His sight had begun to fail in the 1640s, and in 1652 he became totally blind. It seemed to him a wholly undeserved affliction and he cried out against divine injustice.

         
            I call upon thee, my God, who knowest my inmost mind and all my thoughts, to witness that (although I have repeatedly examined myself on this point as earnestly as I could, and have searched all the corners of my life) I am conscious of nothing, or of no deed, either recent or remote, whose wickedness could justly occasion or invite upon me this supreme misfortune.

         

         This protest, written in 1653, helps us to see the Satan of Paradise Lost, with his resentment and his sense of ‘injured merit’ (1:98), as an outgrowth of Milton’s own anguish. Another link with Satan relates specifically to blindness. The description of the hell into which Satan is cast, with its flashes of light and ‘darkness visible’, resembles Milton’s description, in a letter written for a medical specialist, of the symptoms of his approaching blindness.

         This is not to claim that Satan ‘is’ Milton. Milton rejected resentment and self-pity. Blindness made it improbable he would ever write the great epic poem that had been his ambition since youth, and in the sonnet on his blindness (‘When I consider how my light is spent’), he records that his first impulse was to protest against God’s unreasonableness in expecting him to go on writing, though blind:

         
            
               
                  Doth God exact day-labour, light denied,

                  I fondly ask?

               

            

         

         But then he reminds himself that he and his ambitions are unnecessary to God.

         
            
               
                                          God doth not need

                  Either man’s works or his own gifts; who best

                  Bear his mild yoke, they serve him best; his state

                  Is kingly. Thousands at his bidding speed

                  And post o’er land and ocean without rest:

                  They also serve who only stand and wait.

               

            

         

         So he did wait, and the great epic poem came to him ‘unpremeditated’, as he relates (9:24), dictated each night by a divine female visitor.

         The 1650s were grief-laden for Milton in other respects. Shortly after he went blind his wife died, and she was quickly followed to the grave by his son John, aged fifteen months. He married again, and his second wife, Katherine, bore him a daughter. But both she and the child died within weeks of each other early in 1658. Katherine visited him at night too, in a dream, and he wrote a sonnet about it, ‘Methought I saw my late-espoused saint.’ Blind when they married, he had never seen her face, so in the dream it is hidden.

         
            
               
                  Her face was veiled, yet to my fancied sight

                  Love, sweetness, goodness in her person shined

                  So clear, as in no face with more delight.

                  But O as to embrace me she inclined

                  I waked, she fled, and day brought back my night.

               

            

         

         Added to these personal losses were national and political catastrophes. Despite his blindness, Milton had continued to work as Secretary for the Foreign Tongues for Cromwell’s Council of State. At the Council’s command he had written two Latin works for a European readership justifying the execution of Charles I. This put him in grave danger at the Restoration in 1660. Those who had signed Charles I’s death warrant were rounded up and executed. Milton went into hiding, but was discovered, arrested and imprisoned. Though friends secured his release, his books were burned by the common hangman and he was subjected to threats and public ridicule. In the introduction to Book 7 of Paradise Lost he describes himself as ‘fallen on evil days’ and ‘evil tongues’. The republican cause he had devoted himself to lay in ruins. As he saw it, the British people had turned their backs on freedom and chosen tyranny. Paradise Lost is written to show that their perversity, like all human ills, is traceable to the fall of man.

         Is Satan the Hero?

         Very few writers have attempted to depict absolute evil, and the character of Satan is often identified as the poem’s great success. It seems that Satan was central to Paradise Lost from the start. According to Milton’s nephew, the opening lines of Satan’s soliloquy when he first alights on the earth (4:32–41) were written some years before the rest of the poem, when Milton was planning Paradise Lost as a drama, not an epic, and they were to be the opening lines of the drama.

         However, it is easy to misread Satan. Shelley wrote:

         
            Milton’s Devil as a moral being is as far superior to his God, as one who perseveres in some purpose which he has conceived to be excellent, in spite of adversity and torture, is to one who in the cold security of undoubted triumph inflicts the most horrible revenge upon his enemy.

         

         That is finely said, but it will not do. Satan does not conceive his purpose to be excellent. He knows that it is evil. His purpose is to destroy the innocent in order to spite God. He excuses himself for this as he watches Adam and Eve.

         
            
               
                  And should I at your harmless innocence

                  Melt, as I do, yet public reason just,

                  Honour and empire, with revenge enlarged,

                  By conquering this new world, compels me now

                  To do what else though damned I should abhor.

                       (4:388–92)

               

            

         

         This is a terrorist’s logic, and the Satan of Paradise Lost is English literature’s first terrorist. Terrorism – the destruction of the innocent for political ends – was of interest to Milton. Two years before his birth the greatest terrorist atrocity ever planned in Britain, the Gunpowder Plot, was foiled. The plotters’ intention had been to destroy the royal family and the entire British ruling class, gathered for the state opening of parliament. When he was in his teens Milton wrote six poems about it, all of them in Latin. In the longest he depicts Satan obtaining entry to the bedchamber of Pope Paul V and, whispering in his ear, suggesting the Gunpowder Plot to him while he sleeps. There are clear links between this poem and Paradise Lost, not least that, in the epic, Satan invents gunpowder.

         Satan is not only a terrorist. Like many terrorists he is also a political leader. Milton was closer to the centre of British political life than any other poet has ever been. He saw how politicians behaved at times of national crisis, and the character of Satan grows from that observation. He shows that Satan’s public and private selves are different. In public, before the mighty throng of his followers, Satan manipulates the levers of power with confidence, banishing self-doubt. He seems genuinely ignorant of facts – that God is invincible, that God created him – that when he is alone he acknowledges as unquestionably true. Milton’s Satan is a study in the intoxication of leadership, and its capacity to numb parts of the brain that operate as a restraint in normal people.

         When alone Satan is capable of pity – capable, at least momentarily, of becoming a quite different creature. This happens when he watches Eve in the garden.

         
            
               
                  That space the evil one abstracted stood

                  From his own evil, and for the time remained

                  Stupidly good; of enmity disarmed,

                  Of guile, of hate, of envy, of revenge.

                       (9:463–6)

               

            

         

         It is an extraordinary moment – the most evil thing in creation ceases to be evil – and it shows that Satan could still relent. The tragedy need not happen. The mere sight of innocence disarms him and frees him from hatred.

         Also extraordinary is Satan’s earlier reaction when he first sees Adam and Eve and tries to work out what kind of beings they are: 

         
            
               
                  Not spirits, yet to heavenly spirits bright

                  Little inferior; whom my thoughts pursue

                  With wonder, and could love, so lively shines

                  In them divine resemblance …

                      (4:361–4).

               

            

         

         Satan says he could love the human pair because they look like God. But doesn’t he hate God? Isn’t God his enemy? Does Satan suddenly realise he loves God when he sees the human pair? Or have love and hatred of God furiously contested in him all along? We can’t know. Satan is unfathomable, whereas Paradise Lost’s God, being all-knowing, is as single-minded as a timetable, and cannot experience remorse and self-doubt as Satan does.

         Milton’s Muse

         Milton’s belief that Paradise Lost was divinely inspired has embarrassed some critics. But it is a claim unequivocally made in the poem itself. It is hard to say exactly how he imagined his Muse, whom he calls, provisionally, Urania (7:1–2). But it is clear that he thought she was female and very close to God. Paradise Lost claims that it was she who inspired Moses to write Genesis and the other Mosaic books of the Old Testament (1:6–10). That is to say, she is capable of dictating material that has biblical authority.

         It is possible he thought Paradise Lost had biblical authority too. In his later poem, Paradise Regained, which he asks the same spirit to dictate, he claims that the events, though not recorded in the Bible, did really happen. They were:

         
            
               
                  … in secret done,

                  And unrecorded left through many an age,

                  Worthy t’ have not remained so long unsung.

                        (Paradise Regained, Book 1:15–17)

               

            

         

         That may be how he regarded the additions to scripture in Paradise Lost.

         The closest Milton comes to identifying his Muse is at the start of Book 7 of Paradise Lost.

         
            
               
                  Before the hills appeared, or fountain flowed,

                  Thou with eternal Wisdom didst converse,

                  Wisdom thy sister, and with her didst play

                  In presence of the almighty Father, pleased

                  With thy celestial song.

                      (7: 8–12)

               

            

         

         This draws on the biblical book of Proverbs, 8:25–7, 30, where Wisdom says that she existed with God before the creation of the world, and was ‘daily his delight, rejoicing [Vulgate: ludens, playing] always before him’. The biblical Wisdom does not mention a sister, and how Milton knew his Muse was Wisdom’s sister remains mysterious. The likeliest explanation seems to be that she told him herself. 

         Of course, many modern readers will dismiss Milton’s belief in inspiration as an illusion. But whether we believe his poem was dictated to him by a supernatural female is less important than that he believed it himself. And since he did believe that, it seems reasonable to ask whether his listening, night after night, to a female voice dictating his poem to him may have influenced how femaleness is treated in the poem. Given that it was written by a female – or so he believed – is it in any sense a feminist poem?

         That might seem unlikely, because the poem’s subjection of Eve to Adam is officially endorsed as part of the divine plan. But Paradise Lost is a poem of more than one voice, and among the incidents that Milton’s Muse adds to the scriptural account several lend themselves to feminist interpretation.

         The most prominent is Eve’s account of how, when she was first created, she was mistakenly attracted to her reflection in a pool, thinking it another being (Book 4:449–91). At the poem’s official level this can easily be dismissed as a sign of Eve’s female vanity, modelled on the Narcissus episode in Ovid. But there is another way of reading it. Eve is drawn to ‘answering looks/Of sympathy and love’ in the female face she sees. Then she hears God’s voice telling her it is just a reflection, and ordering her to follow. Her function and destiny, God tells her, is to bear Adam’s children:

         
            
               
                  … to him shalt bear

                  Multitudes like thyself, and thence be called

                  Mother of human race.

               

            

         

         But when she comes in sight of Adam her immediate reaction is revulsion. He looks ‘Less winning soft, less amiably mild’ than the reflection in the pool. So she turns round and heads back to the pool with Adam chasing after her and comically shouting in protest.

         This is a completely new episode, inserted into the Bible story, and it makes it clear that Eve is not attracted by maleness (nor, perhaps, by God’s hectoring instruction about the ‘multitudes’ she must give birth to). This may explain why, later, she wants to go gardening alone (9:205–389). She says it is because they will garden more efficiently that way, whereas when they are together they waste time on ‘looks’ and ‘smiles’ and ‘casual discourse’. Adam is unwilling to let her go, and clearly enjoys the looks and smiles and casual discourse more than she does. Interestingly, Eve gets the better of the argument, although the poem’s official line is that Adam is the more intelligent. He is afraid of offending her by telling her that he does not trust her to resist temptation by herself, so he pretends he thinks that for her to be tempted, even if she does not fall, will be a dishonour. Eve remains rational, quickly disposes of this silly idea and wins the argument.

         Taken together, the pool episode and the argument in the garden bring a new female viewpoint to bear on the poem’s events, and Eve also shows herself Adam’s superior after the fall. When the human pair face their judge, Adam blusters, trying to shift the blame to Eve, and protesting that ‘from her hand I could suspect no ill’ (10:140), which is not true. Eve, by contrast, tells the truth without excuse: ‘The serpent me beguiled and I did eat’ (10:162).

         When the pair are left alone together, Adam heaps blame and vilification on Eve, but it is Eve who sees what must be done. She says that she will return to the place of judgement and ask God to transfer all the punishment to her (10:933–5). Adam contemptuously dismisses this suggestion. ‘If prayers/Could alter high decrees’, he declares, he would get there before her and offer to take all the blame himself. In fact he had a chance to do this when confronting the judge, but was too terrified (10:133). But Eve’s suggestion sets him thinking, and he comes to see that the right course is to return to the place of judgement and beg forgiveness. He no longer believes that prayers cannot alter high decrees. He now trusts God’s mercy: ‘Undoubtedly he will relent, and turn/From his displeasure’ (10:1093–4). It is, it turns out, a crucial decision. But it was Eve’s better, female understanding of contrition and mercy that brought about the change.

         Opinions will differ about whether Milton’s female Muse was responsible for these proto-feminist changes to the Bible account. What is clear is that Milton thought she was.

         The Style of Paradise Lost


         To first-time readers the style of Paradise Lost is likely to come as a shock. That is the right reaction. Stylistically the poem is completely new. No previous writer had used English in such a way. The style was created in response to the demands of the subject. Milton saw himself as the first to break silence about world-shaking events – ‘Things unattempted yet in prose or rhyme’ (1:16). To support his momentous revelations he fashioned what has come to be known as the Miltonic ‘grand style’.

         He explains (in a note prefaced to the poem) that he has chosen to write his epic in blank verse, rejecting rhyme, because ‘the jingling sound of like endings’ is ‘trivial’, and there is no place for triviality in his new style. To avoid triviality in vocabulary, he uses a high proportion of words of Latin derivation. This does not mean that he ‘really’ wrote Latin not English, nor need it make for obscurity. Many common English words derive from Latin, and some of the Latin-derived words that Milton coined in Paradise Lost have passed into common English usage (‘terrific’ and ‘jubilant’ are examples). But the echoes of Latin impart a classical gravity and authority, shifting the style away from the commonplace.

         To add grandeur to the style Milton also introduces exotic proper names. They are often embedded in long similes, imitating Homer’s use of similes in the Iliad and the Odyssey. The similes are not decorative. They reflect meanings into the narrative. But they also allow Milton to create magnificent sound effects that exist just as sound effects. He writes, for example, that Charlemagne’s knights

         
            
               
                  Jousted in Aspramont or Montalban,

                  Damasco, or Marocco, or Trebisond.

                      (1:583–4)

               

            

         

         It would be hard to argue here that the place names are chosen for their precise geographical significance rather than for their sonorous splendour.

         Paradise Lost’s long sentences, with their many dependent clauses and side-turnings, were another stylistic innovation, and it, too, has been criticised as too much like Latin. But in fact their loose digressive shifts would be impossible in the tight grammatical structures of Latin. They are thoroughly English, and they enliven the poem with subtleties that traditional accounts of the grand style miss.

         One of these subtleties is the run-over of meaning from phrase to phrase and line to line. It is what Milton described, in the note prefaced to the poem, as ‘the sense variously drawn out from one verse into another’. At the end of one phrase or line the sense seems complete, only for the next to supplement or modify it. An example noticed by one of the earliest commentators on Paradise Lost comes in Adam’s description of his first moments of consciousness after his creation:

         
            
               
                  … about me round I saw

                  Hill, dale, and shady woods, and sunny plains,

                  And liquid lapse of murmuring streams, by these

                  Creatures that lived, and moved, and walked, or flew,

                  Birds on the branches warbling; all things smiled

                  With fragrance and with joy my heart o’erflowed.

                      (8:261–6)

               

            

         

         It is impossible to say whether all things smiled with fragrance and joy, or whether Adam’s heart overflowed with fragrance and joy, or whether some other permutation applies (nature smiling with fragrance, Adam’s heart overflowing with joy, for example).

         You may say it does not matter much. But think again. What the subtle merging of meanings shows is that Adam is at one with nature. He does not, or cannot, or does not care to distinguish between what is happening in nature and what is happening in his own heart. The same phrase does for both. The meanings slide into each other, and it is a mark of Adam’s unfallen state that nature and his heart are one.

         These lines also illustrate how the effect of the fall twists and alters words across wide stretches of the poem. The next time the word ‘smiled’ occurs in Paradise Lost is some 1200 lines later, when Adam, aghast, sees fallen Eve coming towards him through the trees: ‘in her hand/A bough of fairest fruit, that downy smiled’ (9:850–1). The world has fallen, and a word that signified nature’s innocence has fallen too, becoming sinister and mocking.

         A number of key words in the poem change in this way. Carrying no threat before the fall, they come to signify evil after it. ‘Lapse’ is one such word, occurring only twice in the poem. In Adam’s joyful speech the ‘liquid lapse’ of the streams is as innocent as birdsong. After the fall, ‘lapse’ can no longer be used innocently. It comes to signify original sin, and the loss of man’s freedom that goes with it, as the archangel Michael explains to Adam: ‘Since thy original lapse, true liberty/Is lost …’ (12:83–4).

         ‘Maze’, ‘error’, ‘serpent’ and ‘wandering’ are other words that fall. When, at the creation, God separates land and water, the rivers, ‘with serpent error wandering’ (7:302) are innocent, so are the brooks in Paradise that run ‘With mazy error under pendant shades’ (4:239). But once sin has entered the world these words are overtaken by evil. The devils in hell debate philosophy, ‘in wandering mazes lost’ (2:361), and the pathos of the poem’s ending is shadowed by the devilish associations of ‘wandering’:

         
            
               
                  They hand in hand with wandering steps and slow,

                  Through Eden took their solitary way.

                      (12:648–9)

               

            

         

         Apart from the two humans, the poem’s characters are not just colossal but unimaginable, and Milton incorporates this indistinctness into his descriptions. Here, for example, is Satan, at the start of the poem, heaving himself up from the burning lake in hell and making for the shore.

         
            
               
                                           … his ponderous shield

                  Ethereal temper, massy, large and round,

                  Behind him cast; the broad circumference

                  Hung on his shoulders like the moon, whose orb

                  Through optic glass the Tuscan artist views

                  At evening from the top of Fesole,

                  Or in Valdarno, to descry new lands, 

                  Rivers or mountains in her spotty globe.

                  His spear, to equal which the tallest pine

                  Hewn on Norwegian hills, to be the mast

                  Of some great admiral, were but a wand,

                  He walked with to support uneasy steps

                  Over the burning marl …

                      (1:284–96)

               

            

         

         Satan’s shield starts by seeming quite real and solid (‘massy, large and round’). But in the next line what hangs on his shoulders is not a shield but a ‘circumference’. The shield has begun to fade. In the next line it is like the moon – and we think we know what that looks like. But this is the moon as seen by Galileo (‘the Tuscan artist’) through his telescope. So it is an enlarged moon. But enlarged how much? We can’t tell precisely, not knowing how Galileo has fixed his focus. But within a couple of lines this is a shield with lands, rivers and mountains on it – way beyond imagining.

         So too with Satan’s spear. At first Milton seems to be saying that it is like the mast of a great flagship (a seventeenth-century meaning of ‘admiral’). But then the last four words of the description – ‘were but a wand’ – fling that comparison away as totally inadequate, and we are left with no notion of the spear’s vastness.

         The lines about the spear are typical, in that the order in which Milton releases his words at us matters greatly – as much, say, as the order of visual images in a film. His is not a static art, but mobile, and constantly readjusting. 

         The comparison with film is too restrictive for Milton’s art, though. He works on our visual sense, but just as often on other senses. Here is Raphael describing to Adam how a plant grows.

         
            
               
                             So from the root

                  Springs lighter the green stalk, from thence the leaves

                  More airy, last the bright consummate flower

                  Spirits odorous breathes.

                      (5:479–82)

               

            

         

         The plant is only vaguely seen. We can’t even tell what colour it is. What is registered, rather, is the plant’s mass. It is a kind of weight-picture, engaging our sense of tactile density and lightness. The bulky word ‘consummate’, balanced on the light stalk, seems too heavy, but ‘spirits’ and ‘breathes’ keep it fuming away into the air. We realise that Milton is getting across the contrast between the precarious size of the flower, relative to the stalk, and its filmy lightness, almost as insubstantial as a scent.

         The substitution of hearing for sight is common, and reminds us that this is the work of a blind poet. When Eve asks Adam why the stars go on shining even when she and Adam are asleep, he tells her that they are not the world’s only inhabitants: ‘Millions of spiritual creatures walk the earth …’ The line suggests shimmering angel-shapes, coming and going. But the start of the next line snatches that visual glimpse away. The spiritual creatures have never been seen. They are known only by sound: 

         
            
               
                  Millions of spiritual creatures walk the earth

                  Unseen, both when we wake, and when we sleep:

                  All these with ceaseless praise his works behold

                  Both day and night: how often from the steep

                  Of echoing hill or thicket have we heard

                  Celestial voices to the midnight air,

                  Sole, or responsive to each other’s note

                  Singing their great creator …

                      (4:677–84)

               

            

         

         Milton’s sensitivity to sound is so acute that he can use sound to change the way things look. An example is the description of the fig-tree in Eden. It has long, spreading branches that bend to the earth and take root, so that:

         
            
               
                         … daughters grow

                  About the mother tree, a pillared shade

                  High overarched, and echoing walks between …

                      (9:1105–7)

               

            

         

         The last three words widen the vista. Suddenly it sounds more like a cathedral than a tree. But we hear the spaciousness, rather than seeing it. We are reminded of how the blind can use echolocation to orient themselves.

         Satan’s palace, Pandemonium, seems to be built by sound. We are told of the molten metals that go into its construction and the ‘golden architrave’ and other architectural marvels that it incorporates. Yet the actual building arises as if by magic.

         
            
               
                  Anon out of the earth a fabric huge

                  Rose like an exhalation, with the sound

                  Of dulcet symphonies and voices sweet.

                      (1:710–12)

               

            

         

         Are we meant to realise that its seeming magnificence is as insubstantial as a breath? Or is it meant to remind us how much power and beauty the fallen angels still command? Or both?

         As you would expect in a poem that hinges on eating an apple, taste and smell are alerted along with the other senses. When Satan first lands on earth the fragrance of Eden reaches him on the wind;

         
            
               
                             As when to them who sail

                  Beyond the Cape of Hope, and now are past

                  Mozambic, off at sea north-east winds blow

                  Sabean odours from the spicy shore

                  Of Araby the blest.

                       (4:159–63)

               

            

         

         ‘Beyond the Cape of Hope’ is double: a geographical location, but also a reminder that, despite Eden’s fragrances, Satan is always in hell, where ‘hope never comes’ (1:66).

         Satan arouses taste and smell when he tempts Eve. Disguised as a snake, he finds her alone in the garden, and tells her how he came upon the tree, laden with fruit:

         
            
               
                             I nearer drew to gaze;

                  When from the boughs a savoury odour blown,

                  Grateful to appetite, more pleased my sense

                  Than smell of sweetest fennel, or the teats

                  Of ewe or goat dropping with milk at even,

                  Unsucked of lamb or kid, that tend their play.

                  To satisfy the sharp desire I had

                  Of tasting those fair apples, I resolved

                  Not to defer.

                       (9:578–87)

               

            

         

         Does Satan imagine that the milk and teats are fragrant as well as the fennel? We can’t be sure. Taste and smell mingle and collude in his imaginings.

         Of course, he has made the whole thing up. Acting the part of a snake, he remembers that snakes were supposed to like fennel and to suck milk from sheep and goats. So he pretends that he does as well. Really he has no interest in fennel, milk or apples. What he is actually thinking about, we deduce, and what led him to think about teats and milk in the first place, is the naked woman standing before him. His eyes rove over her breasts, shamelessly displayed, and they evoke desire. The normal word order would be, ‘I resolved not to defer to satisfy the sharp desire …’ But he is tormented by unsatisfied lust, so ‘To satisfy the sharp desire’ can’t wait, and thrusts itself to the start of the sentence in unguarded fierceness.

         Satan’s sensuous imaginings might surprise those who think of Milton as a puritan. But he is credited with coining the word ‘sensuous’, and he described poetry as ‘simple, sensuous and passionate’. It is enriching, in reading Paradise Lost, to notice how the subtleties of its style continually enliven the senses. 
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         Milton does not present Paradise Lost as his own work. He begins his epic by asking the heavenly Muse to ‘sing’ his poem for him, and briefly sketches what its main events will be. Then (at line 54) the poem’s narrative starts, with Satan, the leader of the angels who have rebelled against God, chained on a burning lake in hell and becoming aware of his new surroundings.

         
            
               
                  Of man’s first disobedience, and the fruit

                  Of that forbidden tree, whose mortal taste

                  Brought death into the world, and all our woe,

                  With loss of Eden, till one greater man

                  5 Restore us, and regain the blissful seat,

                  Sing heavenly Muse, that on the secret top

                  Of Oreb, or of Sinai, didst inspire

                  That shepherd, who first taught the chosen seed,

                  In the beginning how the heavens and earth

                  10 Rose out of chaos: or, if Sion hill

                  Delight thee more, and Siloa’s brook that flowed

                  Fast by the oracle of God, I thence

                  Invoke thy aid to my adventurous song,

                  That with no middle flight intends to soar

                  15 Above th’ Aonian mount, while it pursues

                  Things unattempted yet in prose or rhyme.

                  And chiefly thou, O Spirit, that dost prefer

                  Before all temples the upright heart and pure,

                  Instruct me, for thou knowst; thou from the first

                  20 Wast present, and with mighty wings outspread,

                  Dovelike satst brooding on the vast abyss,

                  And mad’st it pregnant: what in me is dark

                  Illumine, what is low raise and support;

                  That to the height of this great argument

                  25 I may assert eternal providence,

                  And justify the ways of God to men.

                  Say first, for heaven hides nothing from thy view

                  Nor the deep tract of hell, say first what cause

                  Moved our grand parents in that happy state,

                  30 Favoured of heaven so highly, to fall off

                  From their creator, and transgress his will

                  For one restraint, lords of the world besides?

                  Who first seduced them to that foul revolt?

                  The infernal serpent; he it was whose guile,

                  35 Stirred up with envy and revenge, deceived

                  

                  The mother of mankind, what time his pride

                  Had cast him out from heaven, with all his host

                  Of rebel angels, by whose aid aspiring

                  To set himself in glory above his peers,

                  40 He trusted to have equalled the most high,

                  If he opposed; and with ambitious aim

                  Against the throne and monarchy of God

                  Raised impious war in heaven and battle proud,

                  With vain attempt. Him the almighty power

                  45 Hurled headlong flaming from the ethereal sky,

                  With hideous ruin and combustion down

                  To bottomless perdition, there to dwell

                  In adamantine chains and penal fire,

                  Who durst defy the omnipotent to arms.

                  50 Nine times the space that measures day and night

                  To mortal men, he with his horrid crew

                  Lay vanquished, rolling in the fiery gulf

                  Confounded though immortal: but his doom

                  Reserved him to more wrath; for now the thought

                  55 Both of lost happiness and lasting pain

                  Torments him: round he throws his baleful eyes

                  That witnessed huge affliction and dismay

                  Mixed with obdurate pride and steadfast hate;

                  At once, as far as angels’ ken he views

                  60 The dismal situation waste and wild.

                  A dungeon horrible, on all sides round

                  As one great furnace flamed, yet from those flames 

                  No light, but rather darkness visible

                  Served only to discover sights of woe,

                  65 Regions of sorrow, doleful shades, where peace

                  And rest can never dwell, hope never comes

                  That comes to all; but torture without end

                  Still urges, and a fiery deluge, fed

                  With ever-burning sulphur unconsumed;

                  70 Such place eternal justice had prepared

                  For those rebellious, here their prison ordained

                  In utter darkness, and their portion set,

                  As far removed from God and light of heaven

                  As from the centre thrice to the utmost pole.

                  75 Oh how unlike the place from whence they fell!

                  There the companions of his fall, o’erwhelmed

                  With floods and whirlwinds of tempestuous fire,

                  He soon discerns, and weltering by his side

                  One next himself in power, and next in crime,

                  80 Long after known in Palestine, and named

                  Beelzebub. To whom the arch-enemy,

                  And thence in heaven called Satan, with bold words

                  Breaking the horrid silence thus began.

                      If thou beest he; but oh how fallen! how changed

                  85 From him, who in the happy realms of light

                  Clothed with transcendent brightness didst outshine

                  Myriads, though bright; if he whom mutual league,

                  United thoughts and counsels, equal hope

                  And hazard in the glorious enterprise,

                  90 Joined with me once, now misery hath joined

                  In equal ruin; into what pit thou seest

                  From what height fallen: so much the stronger proved

                  He with his thunder; and till then who knew

                  The force of those dire arms? Yet not for those

                  95 Nor what the potent victor in his rage

                  Can else inflict, do I repent or change,

                  Though changed in outward lustre, that fixed mind,

                  And high disdain, from sense of injured merit,

                  That with the mightiest raised me to contend,

                  100 And to the fierce contention brought along

                  Innumerable force of spirits armed

                  That durst dislike his reign, and me preferring,

                  His utmost power with adverse power opposed

                  In dubious battle on the plains of heaven,

                  105 And shook his throne. What though the field be lost?

                  All is not lost; the unconquerable will,

                  And study of revenge, immortal hate,

                  And courage never to submit or yield:

                  And what is else not to be overcome?

                  110 That glory never shall his wrath or might

                  Extort from me. To bow and sue for grace

                  With suppliant knee, and deify his power

                  Who from the terror of this arm so late 

                  Doubted his empire, that were low indeed,

                  115 That were an ignominy and shame beneath

                  This downfall; since by fate the strength of gods

                  And this empyreal substance cannot fail,

                  Since through experience of this great event

                  In arms not worse, in foresight much advanced,

                  120 We may with more successful hope resolve

                  To wage by force or guile eternal war

                  Irreconcilable to our grand foe,

                  Who now triumphs, and in the excess of joy

                  Sole reigning holds the tyranny of heaven.

                  125    So spake the apostate angel, though in pain,

                  Vaunting aloud, but racked with deep despair.

               

            

         

         Beelzebub’s reply is defeatist. He now believes that God is invincible, and fears the fallen angels may be kept in hell to work as God’s slaves. Satan responds defiantly:

         
            
               
                  Fallen cherub, to be weak is miserable

                  Doing or suffering: but of this be sure,

                  To do aught good never will be our task,

                  160 But ever to do ill our sole delight,

                  As being the contrary to his high will

                  Whom we resist. If then his providence

                  Out of our evil seek to bring forth good,

                  Our labour must be to pervert that end,

                  165 And out of good still to find means of evil; 

                  Which oft-times may succeed, so as perhaps

                  Shall grieve him, if I fail not, and disturb

                  His inmost counsels from their destined aim.

                  But see! the angry victor hath recalled

                  170 His ministers of vengeance and pursuit

                  Back to the gates of heaven: the sulphurous hail,

                  Shot after us in storm, o’erblown hath laid

                  The fiery surge, that from the precipice

                  Of heaven received us falling; and the thunder,

                  175 Winged with red lightning and impetuous rage,

                  Perhaps hath spent his shafts, and ceases now

                  To bellow through the vast and boundless deep.

                  Let us not slip the occasion, whether scorn,

                  Or satiate fury yield it from our foe.

                  180 Seest thou yon dreary plain, forlorn and wild,

                  The seat of desolation, void of light,

                  Save what the glimmering of these livid flames

                  Casts pale and dreadful? Thither let us tend

                  From off the tossing of these fiery waves,

                  185 There rest, if any rest can harbour there,

                  And reassembling our afflicted powers,

                  Consult how we may henceforth most offend

                  Our enemy, our own loss how repair,

                  How overcome this dire calamity,

                  190 What reinforcement we may gain from hope,

                  If not what resolution from despair.
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