
 
[image: Cover image: Making Darkness Light by Joe Moshenska]







About the Author
   

Joe Moshenska is Professor of English Literature at the University of Oxford. He is a BBC New Generation Thinker and his essays and reviews have appeared in the TLS, The White Review, the Financial Times, and the Observer. He received his PhD from Princeton and lives in Oxford.









Also by Joe Moshenska


Feeling Pleasures: The Sense of Touch in Renaissance England


A Stain in the Blood: The Remarkable Voyage of Sir Kenelm Digby


Iconoclasm as Child’s Play









MAKING DARKNESS LIGHT


The Lives and Times of John Milton


Joe Moshenska


 


 


[image: Basic Books London logo]

www.BasicBooks.UK











First published in Great Britain in 2021 by Basic Books London


An imprint of John Murray Press


An Hachette UK company


Copyright © Joe Moshenska 2021


The right of Joe Moshenska to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


Cover image © Stefano Bianchetti/Bridgeman Images


Cover design © Keenan


All rights reserved.
 No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library


eBook ISBN 978-1-529-36430-9


Basic Books London


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


www.BasicBooks.UK









For Rosa, Alejandro and Beatriz,
 who ‘bring with thee / Jest and youthful jollity, /
 Quips and cranks, and wanton wiles, / Nods, and becks,
 and wreathed smiles’.


And for Sean, who taught me what it means to read, 
and accompanied my ‘wandering steps and slow’. 









How to Use this eBook


Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between notes and main text.


You can double tap images to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.









Introduction: The Two John Miltons


To begin, a man in a chair; Take One. The chair is of medium height, fashioned from dark wood, tendrils of ornamentation carved across its top and sides – a set of cartouches, and in the centre a flower that digs into the nape of the man’s neck. He too is of moderate stature, in his mid fifties, light brown hair tending now to grey as it frames his oval face; the skin pale and surprisingly delicate, its smoothness belying his years. Only the hands, gripping the arms of the chair harder than they need to, betray the suffering that the calm exterior works to suppress. The knuckles, rough with calluses, twitch and lock in response to the lances of pain that zigzag up through the body from his gouty legs. No sign of this suffering registers in the brown eyes that stare ahead, undistracted by any shadows or flickers of movement at the window or wainscot. Though their whites and irises look perfectly clear, it is a decade since first the left eye and then the right began to register blank spots and whole areas of fuzzy indistinction before giving way to darkness altogether.


As always at such times, he sings a quiet song to himself beneath his breath, forcing his gnarled knuckles to move and tap along to the tune. This is the hard part – the everyday paradox of trying to go to sleep, knowing that the only way is not to try at all, to let one’s mind wander in the secret hope that sleep will itself sneak up and pounce. It’s nine o’clock in the evening – long gone are the schooldays when he would stay up into the early hours, often until midnight or one o’clock, feverishly scribbling. He has eaten little since a light dinner, concerned that cramming his belly will lead to more of the violent rumblings that used to grip his gut after the evening meal in the years before he went blind. Never one to eat much, his appetite has now dwindled almost to nothing. Impossible to make oneself sleep, to draw an end by force of will to the stream of sensations and associations slipping by. Dangerous, too: every schoolchild knows that sleep is when the recumbent body is most vulnerable to threats from without and within, from hags and imps that suck the breath from babies, from lustful thoughts that bubble up and tarnish even the most carefully managed mind. Gradually, imperceptibly, wakefulness gives way. 


At first it seems to him that there is nothing, then, suddenly, something – a crackling and sparking at the edge of the mind. Later, when he wakes, it will be impossible to remember just how it happened. Time would seem – not to stop, but never to have started; words like ‘before’, ‘after’, ‘now’ seemed flatly irrelevant. Sometimes it would seem like it had been a fissure in the darkness, a glimmer of red or lilac light; sometimes akin to a taste, sweet and salt at once, that would tingle the tongue not altogether pleasantly, a taste new and tart like the lurid fibres of a pineapple. Most often, though, it would seem to begin as a sound, first a far-off rumbling like the trembling skin of a beaten bass drum or of brewing thunder, that would gradually, without it being possible to decide when the tremors had resolved themselves into words, form itself into a sort of speech.1 These were the best nights, when the words arrived, picking up the thread that had been cut that morning at the moment of waking.


When his clear unseeing eyes opened, the words would seem to vanish – but he would instantly know whether they were still there, waiting to be found and fashioned. Gone for now from the mind, they had settled in the belly, as if restricting himself to a meagre dinner the previous night had been necessary to leave room for them to come. But, just like sleep itself, the words themselves could not be sought by force of will, no matter how tempting it was to try. By now he knew it was better to sit and wait. He could not see the darkness in the room beyond the window at this early hour – probably four or five o’clock, the usual time of his return to the waking world – but he called out into it, waiting for the slap of footsteps in response that would announce the approach of his servant or one of his daughters. On bad days the call would go unanswered. Pressing his hands on the arms of the chair, he would force himself to rise and stand upright on his agonised legs, barking out his favourite joke for such an occasion, the one at which his daughters grimaced with distaste hearing it for the tenth time, that he was ‘full, and wanted to be milked’.2 But this was a better morning: his manservant swiftly on hand, and after the curtest of morning greetings he heard a smaller chair being pulled from the wall and a rump being lowered onto it, the pages of a book ruffling as it was opened. The sixth psalm, read in the language in which it had been given to King David by God. Had David’s nights been like his, he wondered, when the words were given to him? Had the King of Israel’s inexpressible tastes and textures and sounds taken the same form that his took? Yagati v’anchati ascheh v’chol-laylah mitati b’dimati arsi amseh. He had taught his assistant how to extract the sounds from the Hebrew letters but nothing of their meaning, and his amusement at this fact made up for the stumbles and the slips to which he had to listen. Or half listen, for he knew the words all too well, and that was the point. The sounds of the holy, long-dead language, at once familiar and alien, seemed to clear a space in his mind – to carve out an enclosed area, empty but thrumming with readiness, into which the words in his belly, now beginning to churn anew, could rush. And, suddenly, there they were in their hundreds, no longer in the distantly heard voice of the night-time – a woman’s voice, he was sure, even though he could never remember its tone or pitch – but now in his own. He held up a hand and the halting Hebrew verses instantly ceased; more paper flapped as his servant set down the chunky Bible, picked up yesterday’s sheet and poised the freshly inked pen. It had been, somehow, both so hard and so easy to get to this point, impossible to make it happen but now impossible to imagine it not happening. His mouth opened: ‘Silence, ye troubled waves, and thou deep, peace, / Said then th’ omnific word, your discord end’.3


Take Two. The scene is similar, almost identical. The chair, in fact, is exactly the same – the same hefty wood and careful carvings. The man also looks similar, but there are differences. This time he is dressed not in a flowing grey coat but in tighter-fitting clothes of black. Despite his unseeing eyes, there is a small sword with a silver hilt tucked through the band at his waist – and the eyes themselves are equally clear and unblemished in their shine, but they are no longer brown, rather a cooler blue-grey. He’s the same height as before but considerably stockier, which makes him look rather less tall – short and thickset would be an unkind way to put it, but at least some of the bulk is muscle, suggesting that before he lost his sight and his hands curled into painful knots he would have known well how to use the sword. He again eats little, and enjoys his pipe and cup of water before settling into the chair for the evening, but rather than pursuing sleep he puts it off, enjoying the small noises of quiet and solitude, the gentle rustling of the green hangings that cover the walls. Time to think. The great work that he has known, for longer than he can remember, he was destined to achieve is finally underway, flowing freely each morning when he has had time to ruminate upon its latest part. The quiet between the hubbub of the day and the dimly punctuated blankness of sleep is when it happens. He can return to where he left off as easily as if it were a speech that he had paused momentarily for a sip of water or to clear his throat. There it is: ‘and with the Center mix the Pole’. What does he need for what comes next? He knows that it will be there when he turns to look for it. 


Without letting his eyelids screen his still and sightless eyes, he allows the small surrounding sounds to congeal into a single background hum and retreats inward. His memory-place. He’d been taught from the time he was a boy to think of it in many different ways: as a vast hall, a palace with many rooms, a storehouse crammed with caskets and barrels waiting to be opened and relieved of their contents, a theatre on whose stage figures from the past could be compelled to prance and perform. What amazes him still, after a lifetime of sifting and searching the world behind the eyes, is that one way or another whatever he wants can be found there. Not always in the same way, mind you. At times he has to do no more than aim a glance inward and what he seeks will appear, ready and waiting. At other times he will know where to find it but then discover that it has stuck fast in the receptacle where he placed it. Usually if he pulls at it with the taut muscles of his mind then it will pop forth like a cork in a bottle, before too long. At yet other times an attempt to recall one word or fact or face will lead to a whole gaggle of possibilities leaping from their storage places, clamouring for his attention. An inner wave of the hand will send the unbidden recollections scampering back to their hiding places, leaving the one required memory emerging from the mist of indistinction.4 And there it will be. Phrases, lines, torrents of words – some from the writers he loves the most, that seem more comfortably couched and rooted in their mental resting places, polished by years of frequent recall. Others from works perused only once or in part, that emerge less like a cork wrenched from a bottle and more like a butterfly or a dandelion puff snatched from the air as it floats past. Words from books, letters, and official documents in half a dozen or more languages, living and dead, absorbed and at hand – but other words too, snatches of conversation that echo on command in the hall of memory, turns of phrase and tones of voice. His father, singing and playing the viol; his boyhood friend Charles, laughing in a field; the distinct tenor of voice of each of his three wives. The melodious calls of swans, echoing from the dark shadows of night on the Thames, audible from the first London home that he remembers. And not just sounds: the stinging lash of a teacher’s switch on flesh; the rank stench wafting unexpectedly from a verdant, flower-strewn mountainside.5


Somehow, slowly, it gives way to order. The moment sometimes recalls the now impossible process of scanning a crowd of strangers for the one comfortingly familiar face; sometimes sifting a bowl of flour and fat through the fingers, feeling for lumps and rubbing them to smoothness. It is never sheer cacophony in his inner hall; with sufficient patience, something will emerge. The right ones will be found – the words that echo and resonate with those within, that carry with them the memory of his own journey inward, that bear the burden of their past even as they announce themselves as absolutely new. He calls his servant and hears the man tramp in, knows that he holds the usual book, catches the sound of pages pre-emptively opened. No time for that today, he snaps – the Word of God will have to wait. Set this down: ‘Silence, ye troubled waves, and thou deep, peace, / Said then th’ omnific word, your discord end’.


Take three. No man, no chair, no flashes of divine light or memory-halls. Words appear on a black screen; the bare facts are recited in voice-over: 


John Milton was born on 8 December 1608. In the early 1650s he gradually went completely blind. In 1667 he published his epic poem Paradise Lost, which retold the biblical story of the fall of humankind. In it he suggested that he believed himself to have been inspired by a divine muse, who would visit his slumbers nightly. He died on 8 November 1674, a month shy of his sixty-sixth birthday. Cut.
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There have always been two John Miltons. The prophet and the scholar; the radical and the know-it-all. In fact that’s not quite true, or at least it’s somewhat too simple. Better to say that, since I first read Paradise Lost and began to think about his poetry, I have had these two John Miltons in mind. I don’t necessarily love or like or admire or respect one of them, the prophet or the scholar, more than the other, and I don’t exactly find it easier to imagine one than the other, though I do have times and moods when one dominates, and distracts me from his curious doppelgänger. I don’t want to let go of either of them, and yet I have no idea how to keep them together – whether to place them side by side, or try to make them occupy the same place in my mind. 


Part of the problem with trying to place the two Miltons is that both are, as I find myself imagining them, utterly out of place. Distinct though they are from one another, both are in different ways, to use one of Milton’s own favourite words, transported – literally carried beyond the confines of themselves, whether by divine forces or by bubblings of recollection.6 Seated at home in their respective chairs in the Buckinghamshire village of Chalfont St Giles, whether sleeping or waking, the two Miltons are at the same time profoundly displaced, exploring the realms of inspiration or of memory. And, if the two Miltons are in different ways both in and out of place, they are no less in and out of time: on the one hand quite precisely located, at this point, in the early 1660s; on the other hand, locked in ecstatic communion with somewhen else altogether – with the remembered past, with the words of ancient writers dead for centuries, or with the timeless and eternal Divine.


How to understand, or write about, a life divided in this way? Is it possible to write a biography of these various Miltons? Conventional wisdom would say no: if an account of a life should stick to its known or sensibly inferred facts, then the facts of Milton’s life are well documented, unusually interesting, and have often been related. Already in 1779, just over a century after Milton’s death, Samuel Johnson felt compelled to begin his rather bad-tempered and brilliantly readable biography by admitting that ‘[t]he life of Milton has already been written in so many forms, and with such minute enquiry’, that he wondered whether he might limit himself to ‘the addition of a few notes’ to these previous biographies rather than writing his own from scratch.7 If this was true in 1779 then it is truer still nearly two and a half centuries later, with every aspect of Milton’s life and the traces he left having been meticulously pored over. If Milton seems like a dream for a biographer, it is partly because – unlike the protean and elusive Shakespeare – he is so prominently and obviously in his works. When, in Paradise Lost, the narrator places himself ‘In darkness, and with dangers compassed round, / And solitude’, surely we can only understand these lines if we know that ‘darkness’ refers to Milton’s own blindness, and that ‘dangers’ reflect the genuine peril in which he was placed by the restoration to the throne of King Charles II, whose father’s execution Milton had thunderously justified in public.8 This Milton, who vividly presents himself to us, seems to know exactly who he is, and wants us to know too. The constant demand that we keep in mind the person behind the works if we want to understand them would seem to make some knowledge of Milton’s life necessary for reading him, and so it’s little wonder that there have been many attempts to tell his life story. But, I would suggest, the urge to retell Milton’s life is not only a response to his prominent presence in his writings, nor a reflection of his stature as a great poet, nor of the fact that he lived a peculiarly interesting life in particularly interesting times. It cuts deeper than this. He is a tempting subject for biography because he has seemed to many of his readers like a powerful example of what it means not only to be a poet, but to live a human life. He seems to remain consistently aware of who he is and what he is doing, and he develops in clear and distinct stages while nonetheless remaining recognisably and unmistakably himself. 


Viewed in this way, I’m inclined to see Milton not just as a tempting subject for biography but as the embodiment of the biographical temptation itself: his life seems to be eminently writable because it is so thoroughly knowable, by him and therefore by us. It’s perhaps for this reason that Milton’s name sometimes appears on lists of great men who exemplify the allure of biographical narrative. The renowned American essayist Ralph Waldo Emerson, praising the ‘perfect sympathy that exists between like minds’, a sympathy that biography makes possible across time and space, wrote that ‘Socrates, St Paul, Antoninus, Luther, Milton have lived for us as much as for their contemporaries if by books or by tradition their life & words come to my ear’.9 Emerson captures here something of Milton the prophet’s desire to escape time, to be perennially contemporary. In order to demonstrate this timeless greatness it would be enough to relate the facts of Milton’s life, of which there are plenty. And there are certainly ways of bringing my two Miltons, the scholar and the prophet, into the realm of fact. We know lots of things about the many books Milton read, and some things about the particular ways in which he read them, as we’ll see. And we know as a fact that he believed himself to be (or wanted us, his readers, to believe that he believed himself to be – see how slippery this quickly becomes) something akin to a prophet. Even taking this belief seriously is not easy for us to do, now that prophets and seers are generally associated with superstition and quackery, but this is by no means a new problem. When the poet and artist William Blake, another of Milton’s greatest and most complicated admirers, read the painter Joshua Reynolds’s claim that taking a poet’s account of inspiration literally was absurd, he angrily scribbled in the margin of his copy: ‘Plato was in Earnest: Milton was in Earnest. They believed that God did Visit Man Really & Truly.’10 Whether or not Milton truly was inspired, Blake suggests, we must take his belief in his prophetic inspiration seriously; the belief was a fact, and a fact that infuses Milton’s poetry, even if the nightly visits by a divine muse were not. But what would it mean to take it seriously? 


One approach would be to ask, what did it mean to present oneself as a prophet in the seventeenth century? Milton was only one of many figures who shared this conviction about themselves and their writings in this remarkable period of history, and so we can ask what he meant by it or hoped to achieve by it, and what it might have meant to his contemporaries. I have come to feel, however, that while historical questions of this sort are absolutely necessary for understanding Milton – and I’ll ask plenty of them in the chapters that follow – they are not sufficient. They can too easily become a way for me not to understand Milton, but to explain him away, to consign him to a safely distant past. This is what I have in many ways been taught to do, and taught myself to do, over my years of studying and teaching literature, and I by no means want to abandon this striving to inhabit a lost historical moment, to respect the distance and the difference of the past. A lot about Milton only makes sense to me when I find ways of placing the fine textures of his writing in relation to the equally granular details of the seventeenth-century world. I’ve come to realise, however, that doing this also means shutting out, refusing to answer, some of the questions that keep crowding my mind as I read his writings: weirder, less respectable questions, such as what would it feel like to be divinely inspired? What would it be like to inhabit a mind capable of recalling nearly everything that it had experienced? What is it like to compose more than ten thousand lines of intricate verse while blind? Because these questions cannot be answered, because they cannot even be asked without seeming to transgress upon the mystery of the creative act itself, learning to read properly – seriously, professionally – often means learning not to ask them. But I do keep asking them, and I’ve come to believe that one job of art in general, a job that Milton’s poetry performs upon me with particular intensity, is to encourage us to indulge in impossible questionings and wild imaginings of this sort. Precisely because we can never know exactly what it would feel like to create any given artwork, one question that artworks nonetheless raise with peculiar and teasing tenacity is this: what would it have been like to make this thing? Continuing to ask this question that we can never fully answer is one of the ways in which works of art that matter to us get woven into the texture of our lives. This book is, then, founded on a wager, a growing conviction: that it’s impossible to separate the place of Milton’s writings in his lifetime from the questionings and imaginings that they can provoke in ours. 


For these reasons this book is not only a biography. Milton fascinates me in part because his writings display to an unusually intense degree the desire shared by many, perhaps all, writers of literature: to intertwine his words and thoughts with the words, thoughts, and lives of his readers; to change them. This is undoubtedly a hubristic ambition, and the idea that books alter who we are can sound overblown or sentimental to modern ears. Certainly few would now dare to argue that art or literature straightforwardly make us better people: SS officers in the Second World War enjoying Bach or Goethe in their breaks from mass murder have put paid to this lofty hope. And yet there is still room for the more everyday fact that works of art and literature do help to make us the people we are, even if they don’t necessarily make us better ones. They form part of the curious medley of ideas and associations that knock around our minds. In the case of a poet or other kind of writer, the ways in which they use words can seep into our patterns of thought and speech without us even realising. Milton is often considered as part of ‘the Canon’, the roster of great writers, but his writings also exist as part of my canon of valuable writings, the set of things that matter to me and that form and frame my thinking, which might include other poems but also include a strange medley of song lyrics, television shows, novels, and the other bric-a-brac of memories and associations with and within which I perpetually live. In this way, whenever we read or watch or hear or experience something new we are quite literally modifying who we are, often in tiny and imperceptible ways, by altering the stock of stuff in our minds. Choosing to spend longer in the company of a given writer who matters to us, to return to his or her writings repeatedly and over a long period of time, is choosing to be changed more and for longer, and in ways that are likely to become more apparent to us as time goes on. To reread a book or poem that matters to us, to rewatch or listen again to a favourite song or film, is not only to experience it in a new way but also to encounter both the person we were when we last encountered it and the changes that have transpired since.


The way in which Milton matters to me is now, whether I like it or not, entangled within the whole of my life, and this means that to write about him, to make any kind of sense of him, is partly to think about his place within this whole. I don’t have a single, crucial experience with Milton that defines his importance to me – a decisive and life-changing journey I undertook with Paradise Lost in my pocket, a trauma or rite of passage he helped me to navigate. I have travelled, at times, with Milton, as a way of trying to keep up with or make sense of or be responsive to his constant restlessness and self-displacements; but these journeys, a number of which will feature in the following chapters, have often ended in disappointment or bafflement, albeit of a kind that has added in new ways to my understanding. I don’t think that reading Milton will necessarily make you a better or more interesting or more intelligent person. Yet I remain convinced that reading Milton is something worth doing, something worth expending time and energy upon. Convinced too that I can only write about Milton’s life in his times by reckoning along the way with his place in my own life, in my times. This will mean bringing Milton’s life and his writings into contact with the personal and public worlds that he inhabited, but also showing along the way how his writings have come alive for me, the things that they illuminate and that have come to illuminate them: locations, landscapes, later writers who admired and sometimes reviled him. If this means staying less than fully focused on the facts of Milton’s life and work, I hope it will be truer to what I see as one of his deepest preoccupations: the place of literature in a life. 


I have begun instinctively to use the language of illumination to speak of Milton’s works, and this leads me to my title, Making Darkness Light. It is adapted from a phrase that, like many of Milton’s most intriguing lines in Paradise Lost, is spoken by one of his devils. In this instance it’s the smooth-tongued Belial, who tries to persuade his fellow fallen angels that life in Hell isn’t all that bad. It could be worse – they could be overwhelmed with ‘cataracts of fire’ or ‘Caught in a fiery tempest’. They might even get used to it, and ‘receive / Familiar the fierce heat, and void of pain; / This horror will grow mild, this darkness light’. Although the narrative voice quickly scolds Belial for his ‘words clothed in reasons garb’ and encouragement of ‘ignoble ease, and peaceful sloth’, what complicates this dismissal, as is so often the case in Paradise Lost, is how similar Belial’s words sound to some of Milton’s own deep convictions and ambitions.11 Belial may encourage inaction because he is lazy and craven, but the imperative not to rush in hastily, and instead to wait and seize the moment of greatest possibility, was one upon which Milton insisted. More complicatedly still, Belial’s hope that darkness will before long grow light comes just a few hundred lines after the poem’s famous opening invocation, in which Milton implores his muse: ‘What in me is dark / Illumine’.12 The inspired poet and the damned devil hope for a remarkably similar change: darkness giving way to light.


When I began to connect this yoking of light and dark to Milton’s account of the poetry of Paradise Lost arriving to him at night, I became more fully preoccupied with his experiences of poetic creation. Where this led me, as my two Miltons suggest, is not so much to the experience of the inspired dream itself as to the dark–light moment of waking, the stage when consciousness is still returning to itself. The point when one is neither oneself nor another, awake nor asleep, neither securely in nor entirely outside of time and space. This is, for me, the interval of Darkness Light; the writing of Paradise Lost is the Making that becomes possible at such a moment. It did not escape me that this is exactly the kind of in-between state which begins the only modern novel to rival Paradise Lost in the intense emphasis on the experience of its own making, Marcel Proust’s À la Recherche du Temps Perdu. Its narrator, Marcel – who is and is not Proust in something like the way the narrator of Paradise Lost is and is not Milton – begins that vast work by describing the experience of falling asleep while reading without realising that he has done so, and half-waking to a ‘mind, which hesitated on the threshold of times and shapes’. This same hesitating, wavering point is where I want to place Milton’s creating mind. The experience is, for Marcel, likewise bound up with light and its absence: 


everything revolved around me in the darkness, things, countries, years … when I woke in the middle of the night, since I did not know where I was, I did not even understand in the first moment who I was; all I had, in its original simplicity, was the sense of existence as it may quiver in the depths of an animal.13 


This total dispossession in and by darkness, this quivering simplicity, is necessary for the light of illumination to come. The hesitating at the threshold of experience that Proust describes has helped me approach Milton’s own making, between darkness and light.


There are still other ways to hear these words, however, which bring out their political as well as their poetic resonances, and which have taken on an increased urgency in the current historical moment. At the outset of her seminal book Things of Darkness, Kim F. Hall cites the contrast that Milton draws in one of his early prose works between the ‘sober, plain, and unaffected style of the Scriptures’ and ‘the knotty Africanisms, the pamper’d metaphors, the intricat, and involv’d sentences of the [Church] Fathers’. This contrast is, Hall argues, typical of the ways in which ‘descriptions of light and dark, rather than being mere indications of Elizabethan beauty standards or markers of moral categories, became in the early modern period the conduit through which the English began to formulate the notions of “self” and “other” so well known in Anglo-American racial discourses.’14 Paradise Lost does not link the language of darkness and light so explicitly to divine clarity and African obscurity, but with the luminescence of Milton’s Heaven and the murky opacity of his Hell it certainly participates in this process by which lightness and darkness, of bodies as well as souls, come to be associated with good and evil. If I keep the language of light and dark prominent in my title, this is in part because I see Milton as both invested in the creation of these simple and damaging kinds of opposition (quite literally, insofar as he worked for a government under whom the enslavement of Africans in the Caribbean increased exponentially), and as providing resources for alternative ways of thinking about identities and the ways in which they are formed. One of the paradoxes of his writings that I set out to understand is that Milton is both the poet of clear and brutal contrast, content to set up poles of light and dark, and the poet of the shades and gradations that lie between those poles.


I am still not quite done with these words, however, and will close my account of my title by suggesting one final way of hearing them. When Belial suggests that the darkness of Hell may grow light, in a punning way (and the sins of Milton’s devils often manifest in a fondness for puns) he simultaneously suggests that they’ll grow lighter in the sense of being less heavy, easier to shoulder. I’m further encouraged to hear the line this way by the fact that, in one of his much earlier poems, Milton made probably the most famous poetic use of the word ‘light’ in this other sense, when the carefree speaker of ‘L’Allegro’ calls out: ‘Come, and trip it as ye go / On the light fantastic toe’.15 This is lightness of a different sort: a fluid ease of movement and of gait, the dexterity and obliviousness of a virtuosic dancer. It’s not a quality that we usually associate with Milton, but we should. Belial resembles the poet who created him not just in his desire for illumination but also in his hope to grow light like L’Allegro, to spring or to float airily despite the burdens placed upon him. The modern writer who helps me see this side of Milton is Italo Calvino, who proposed for literature ‘an existential function: the search for lightness as a reaction to the weight of living’. ‘It might be said’, Calvino ventures, ‘that two opposing literary tendencies have competed over the centuries: one that seeks to make language a weightless element that hovers over things like a cloud, or, better, a fine dust, or, better still, a magnetic field; another that seeks to imbue language with the weight and thickness and concreteness of objects and bodies and sensations.’16 I have come to believe that Milton is distinctive and compelling because he exhibits both of the opposing tendencies that Calvino describes in unique abundance, sometimes alternating between them, sometimes straining to unify them. If I see Milton as more than the weighty, ponderous figure of grand reputation, then my aim is to describe this opposing impulse towards weightlessness: his urge to make himself, his poems, his readers, trip lightly out of the dark.


In explaining my title, Making Darkness Light, I’ve already begun connecting Milton with later writers who matter to me, and I do so in part because it’s important to stress at the outset that this book is not the end point of a process of understanding Milton and his poems. My ideas and opinions about him are not fixed and final: I’m writing not because I’ve made my mind up about him but partly to work out what I think. This might seem like an odd thing for a biographer to admit, but I am drawn repeatedly back to Milton because various aspects of his character and his writings seem like proper puzzles to me, and so too does his place in my own life. Bluntly put, I am not sure why I have chosen to spend so much time with this particular long-dead Christian poet, and with his knotty and challenging writings. I know that I find him good for thinking with, but I don’t know why I’ve chosen him in particular to animate my thinking. 


The simplest reason for this perplexity is the aspect of Milton’s writing that provides the biggest obstacle to many modern would-be readers of his work. If Milton is usually identified as one of the greatest poets in the history of England, he is certainly seen as the country’s greatest Christian author: his writings, more than those of Chaucer or Shakespeare or Jane Austen or William Wordsworth, seem to require both knowledge of and interest in Christianity if they are to retain any power to affect and compel. Johnson, in his vivid and tetchy account of Milton’s life, wrote that ‘All mankind will, through all ages, bear the same relation to Adam and Eve’, which makes Milton’s choice of their story for his epic ‘universally and perpetually interesting’.17 Many modern secular readers – and indeed, even many modern religious readers – would beg to differ, and it’s not clear that modern Christian believers will have an immediate affinity for Milton because his deeply idiosyncratic version of Christianity is likely to seem startlingly different from theirs.


As a Jew who doesn’t believe in God’s existence, and for whom religion is a matter of upholding some enjoyable family traditions, not a matter of either personal conviction or communal religious practice, my constant return to Milton feels even more perplexing when I reflect upon it. My grandmothers, both raised in impoverished Yiddish-speaking households in the East End of London, were raised never even to touch the New Testament; yet I spend a great deal of my intellectual and imaginative energies in studying seventeenth-century Christians and teaching their doctrines, albeit as matters of history rather than piety. My devout forebears – I only have to go back four generations to find a rabbi – would be turning in their graves. How did I get to this point?


Reflecting further on my own background has provided hints towards a few possible answers. One – which I hugely like, even if I can’t bring myself to believe it – comes from a family story. Sometime in the 1960s my maternal grandmother tried to reconnect with some of her relatives with whom she had lost contact. The attempt ended with her being denied entry to the house of a distant cousin by that cousin’s wife, who denounced the ‘great shame’ that my grandmother’s branch of the family had brought upon them all. Questioned a little further, the shame in question turned out to be the fact that my grandmother’s direct ancestors in Smyla (located downriver along the Dnieper from Kiev) had been followers of the charismatic Jewish leader known as Sabbatai Sevi or Shabsai Tzvi, who purported in the seventeenth century to be the Messiah. He supposedly claimed that he had visions of God, could pronounce the forbidden name of the deity, could even fly, and was an exact contemporary of Milton’s.18 This, then, must be it! Somewhere, woven into the fabric of my bones or encoded deep within my DNA, is a susceptibility to prophets, to great men and their wild claims, a willingness to take seriously the utterly unlikely. My mother recently discovered with the help of a genealogy website that as late as 1923 one of my ancestors died whose middle name was Shabbatai, so the affiliation seems to have persisted through the ages. Shabsai Tzvi, as a scholar of kaballah trained to understand the mystical significance of letters, might have liked the fact that Milton and I share the same initials (our birthdays are even a mere five days apart): it was clearly meant to be.


Tempting, but unconvincing. I love this story, am bamboozled by its sense of the past still dictating the present, but such explanations will never be mine. I mention it here because, even setting such mystical inheritances aside, I do still feel that my ways of relating to these personal and familial traditions are connected to my ways of relating to Milton. I suppose part of what I’m trying to convey with this piece of family lore is simply a sense of growing up with a vague and hovering awareness of being, or feeling, less than fully English, of having ties to past times and places that could suddenly feel startlingly direct – and the strangeness, in light of this continued feeling, of having then chosen to study and to teach something called ‘English literature’. And, nested within this strangeness, the further oddity of having devoted a significant portion of my time to thinking about a man who was not only a committed Christian but has also often been held up as the essence of Englishness. One scholar writes that ‘John Milton is something of a national institution, as much a part of the English landscape as fox-hunting or the Bank of England.’19 When Thomas Gray wrote his much anthologised ‘Elegy Written in a Country Church-Yard’, with its twilit scene of glimmering English landscape, he tellingly chose to label the anonymous poet whom he imagined lying dead beneath the loam as ‘Some mute inglorious Milton’.20 This is the Milton who in his writings could issue a nationalistic clarion call to the English as ‘a noble and puissant Nation rousing herself like a strong man after sleep, and shaking her invincible locks’.21


It’s certainly possible to tell a story about John Milton, Englishman – to echo the title of an earlier biography – and present him as a Christian patriot.22 But, as I’ll try to show, it would very much be only one part of a much more complicated story. Instead, I’m interested in a Milton who helps me ask, how much of a tradition can one reject and still belong to it? Can one belong to it, in some strange sense, by rejecting it? My own ongoing attempt to make sense of what it means to be Jewish without believing in God or sharing much feeling of kinship with an abstract religious community is entangled in some way with my sense of Milton as a person who could only remain a Christian through extraordinary acts of mental effort and contortion. Who, as we’ll see, radically rethought the central Christian doctrine of the Trinity, and rejected its orthodox versions in ways that many have found shocking and sought to deny. Who could barely bring himself to stare on the spectacle of the suffering Christ, which is central to so much Christian devotion. Likewise, my sense of myself as both inescapably English – formed by my upbringing in this country, professionally involved in teaching its ‘great literature’ – and at the same time as entirely out of sync with so much that I associate with England, and detesting any claims to national or linguistic exclusiveness, maps onto another double sense of Milton. If Milton can seem synonymous with fox hunting or twilit country churchyards, to others he has repeatedly seemed not quite English enough. In fact, Tom Paulin characterised ‘the dominant English attitude to Milton’ as ‘a type of begrudging embarrassment’: ‘Unlike Dante in Italy or Joyce in Ireland, he is not venerated – respected and admired, yes, but not everywhere, and not always.’23 This ambivalence reflects other sides of Milton, sides less easy to label as English – the Milton who wrote and thought in multiple languages, sometimes all at once, with such intensity that the distinctions between them began to break down. Whose imagination was not narrowly nation-bound but profoundly international (even interstellar, pan-universal). The same Milton who elsewhere saw England as less distinctively noble and puissant, and insisted that ‘the Sun which we want [i.e. lack], ripens Wits as well as Fruits; and as Wine and Oil are Imported to us from abroad: so must ripe Understanding, and many civil Virtues, be imported into our minds from Foreign Writings.’24 This is Milton not as insular but as emphatically and gloriously porous. And these mixed inclinations define the man who interests me throughout Making Darkness Light: Milton as a writer who can seem both integral to certain categories – man, Christian, poet, Englishman – and to undercut our very sense of where these categories begin or end. He can seem both culturally central and never fully to belong.


When the Jewish philosopher and theologian Franz Rosenzweig wrote his magnum opus, The Star of Redemption, at the very end of the First World War, he claimed in it that ‘so far as his language is concerned, the Jew feels always he is in a foreign land, and knows that the home of his language is in the region of the holy language, a region everyday speech can never invade.’25 I’m drawn to, and will return to, this image of language as a foreign land in which one can be lost. But I want to approach my time spent with Milton by asking, what if you feel lost in this way but the holy language provides no refuge? 


Since in the chapters that follow I am going to be considering how my own specific experiences inform my relationship to Milton, and more generally how our experiences affect the connections we form with artworks, I need to provide a little more personal background. My great-grandparents’ Yiddish was filtered out across the generations, and during my childhood it was not a separate language I spoke at home but rather something with which my family seasoned our English with a flavour of frequent, everyday difference. Certain actions, objects, people, were referred to automatically with Yiddish words. My sense that this was a family affair was augmented by the fact that I grew up and went to school in an overwhelmingly non-Jewish area. Yiddish has never been absorbed into the wider consciousness in the United Kingdom with the kind of nostalgic affection that has occurred in the United States, and I learnt a form of low-level code-switching from a young age: it was only at home that a flannel was a shmatter, a knick-knack a shmonsy, to be openly proud was to kvell, someone who stole a bite of your ice cream was a shnorrer or a chaper, a falling-out was a broigus, a foolish or unworldly or unpleasant person was a nebbish or a nudnik or a shmendrik or a shmerrel or a lobbes or a shlemiel, depending on a set of fine but unarticulated distinctions. This meant that Yiddish became the linguistic manifestation of the ways in which I experienced my and my family’s difference from the world around us: difference that was enjoyable – private and special – but also potentially exposing. In my experience, to respond to someone wishing you happy Christmas by explaining ‘I celebrate Hanukkah, actually’, was to be unnecessarily awkward. Why make a fuss? Why not just fit in? I felt this pressure, like many Jewish children, and would quietly accept Christmas and Easter wishes just as I would quietly leave my Yiddishisms at home when I stepped out of the front door.


I should also mention here that my childhood was affected by more direct and vicious kinds of antisemitism, but while these experiences were horribly traumatic, they’re also relatively easy to recognise, and to condemn. They’re less relevant to what I’m trying to get at here through my experience of Yiddish: a kind of antisemitism that is much more slippery, elusive, often hard to specify or to prove. It’s less about being marked out as completely alien, and more a case of being perceived as a strange inflection of the norm. Of being, for want of a better phrase, a bit weird. I felt, growing up, that my family and I were anomalies, particularly difficult for others to place. The mixed language we spoke at home and the foreign name I bore contributed to a sense that my family and I didn’t entirely fit in with the versions of either Englishness or Jewishness amidst which I grew up. The Jewish soundtrack of my childhood was not the kitschy, nostalgic version of my forebears’ history represented by Fiddler on the Roof and klezmer music, neither of which I can abide; it was the folk songs of the Jewish socialist Leon Rosselson. In ‘My Father’s Jewish World’ he sang of his family’s past in a way that I could recognise, ‘half belonging, half a stranger’. He seemed to be describing my and my family’s experiences with uncanny closeness. 


If there was an England in which Rosselson seemed more at home, then it was the world of seventeenth-century England. He sang of the True Levellers, better known as the Diggers, whose attempt to establish a paradisal community of shared land and property on St George’s Hill in Kent was violently dismantled by the authorities in 1649. My favourite of his songs was the one about a Ranter named Abiezer Coppe, who scandalised English sensibilities in the 1640s and fifties by claiming that God could be praised by drinking, swearing, and fornicating, and who warned the rich that, as Rosselson’s song put it, ‘your property will canker / And your houses will decay / And the rust of all your silver / Will burn your flesh away’. For Rosselson, Coppe was no historical curiosity but a haunting presence, ominous and impish at once: ‘History disowned him / His ghost they cannot kill / Haunts the rich and righteous / Drunk and dancing still’. These lyrics were, for me, the first form that the rhythms of the seventeenth century took in my mind.26 Fuelled by my mother’s particular enthusiasm for the period and its politics, from a young age I was building Lego models of the execution of Charles I with my brother, and writing stories about Roundheads and Cavaliers at school. I also came to realise from a young age that my bookishness, my love of reading and writing stories in this way, also marked me out as different: I don’t so much mean the praise it often won from my teachers or the reputation it earned me among my peers for swottishness, so much as a pervasive sense, absorbed by cultural osmosis, that loving literature was not the sort of competitive, physically taxing activity that was appropriate for boys. 


By describing my childhood in this way, as oddly filled with the seventeenth century and its politics, I might seem to be suggesting that my route to studying and teaching Milton was smooth and straightforward, predestined from a young age. In fact the opposite feels more the case. It took me many years to find my way back to the period in which Milton lived. My love of reading was almost destroyed by bad experiences at school, and only redeemed thanks to good fortune and good teaching. As I moved through my studies, however, I rarely felt there was time to stop and think about why I’d gravitated towards Milton. There certainly wasn’t space in the writing that I was being trained to do to reflect on how these interests had come about and how they related to my background and my experiences. I have come to realise over the years, however, that my background does inform my decision to spend years of my time in Milton’s company, but in more complicated and curious ways than I initially realised. Throughout Making Darkness Light one of my aims is to explore how and why Milton offers resources for making sense of ourselves that don’t rely upon straightforwardly identifying or agreeing with him. He was able to be absolutely himself while remaining in some sense foreign to himself, and this strange kind of self-relation I have found rich and useful in making sense of myself.


I feel the need to provide this sense of my background because I’m going to be drawing in the chapters that follow on my own experiences with Milton. There is, however, a more specific way in which I have come to connect Milton’s works with this account of myself. I’ve already observed that Milton has sometimes been seen as less than fully or comfortably English, not a straightforward national icon. This is partly due to his politics – his fervent republicanism and support for regicide. But it’s also, I think, more subtly connected with the long history of responses to the strangeness of Milton’s poetic language, which has divided opinion more than that of any other major English poet. His long and complicated sentences, his tendency to warp and abandon conventional word order, his avid borrowing of vocabulary and grammatical structures from other languages: all of these have led him both to be admired as sublimely virtuosic, and vilified for abandoning English altogether, even doing a kind of violence to the language. Samuel Johnson claimed that Milton ‘was desirous to use English words with a foreign idiom’, which led him to construct ‘a Babylonish Dialect, in itself harsh and barbarous’, meaning that in order to admire him Johnson had to ‘find grace in its deformity’.27 These criticisms were restated in the twentieth century by the pre-eminent poet and critic of modernism, T. S. Eliot, who took Milton to task for ‘the deterioration – the peculiar kind of deterioration – to which he subjected the language’. To Eliot, Milton was not a monument to English greatness but one who ‘violates the English language’, producing a ‘foreign idiom, the use of a word in a foreign way or with the meaning of the foreign word from which it is derived rather than the accepted meaning in English’.28


I first read and was captivated by Eliot’s poems as a teenager, and, as soon as I then began to learn more about him, I quickly encountered the question of his (disputed) antisemitism. A brilliantly insightful essay by the scholar Matthew Biberman helped me understand the queasy feeling that Eliot’s attack on Milton’s supposed violations of English gave me in my stomach: the claim to be degrading the language, infecting it with foreignness, is precisely the claim that has been aimed at Jews over the centuries, and especially Yiddish-speaking Jews like my forebears.29 One of countless examples, and one that Eliot likely knew, is the antisemitic screed by the composer Richard Wagner, which declared that ‘The Jew speaks the language of the country in which he has lived from generation to generation, but he always speaks it as a foreigner.’30 


I am not suggesting here some deep affinity with or essence of Jewishness on Milton’s part, and his attitude towards the actual Jews of his time seems to have been ambivalent at best. Rather, I’m suggesting that these criticisms are inadvertently accurate testimonies both to what makes Milton’s use of language so electrifying, and what makes it resonate with my particular linguistic experiences growing up, speaking an English seasoned with Yiddish. Milton’s contortions of the language bring to the fore the way in which English exists only in a porous state, constantly changing, borrowing, adapting from elsewhere, just as he did. It’s in this sense that I can understand my affinity with him: not as a monument of achieved and insular Englishness, but as a writer whose existence in and between languages constantly reveals this idea as a dubious fantasy. One way in which I’ve come to understand the poetic language that Milton developed is to see him as creating across the course of his life something akin to a personal Yiddish, or English made into a kind of Yiddish. His example convinces me that none of us are truly at home in any given tongue, because languages are not distinct, stable, timeless structures in which we can take up residence. They are a labyrinth of intersecting paths amidst which we wander. Making Darkness Light explores Milton’s writings as a space in which to come to terms with and to enjoy this predicament.


In 1623, when Milton was a teenager, the First Folio of Shakespeare’s works was published, a prestigious and expensive collection that was a crucial step in establishing the playwright’s literary reputation. In one of the poems tagged onto the beginning of the volume, Ben Jonson proclaimed of Shakespeare: ‘He was not of an age but for all time!’ This sentence is famous and endlessly quoted, and I can’t abide it. There are few descriptions of an author more empty than the claim that he or she is timeless – it’s rarely more than a pompous way of saying ‘really, really good’. It’s not just the claim to timelessness that bothers me about this line, but its simplistic either/or logic. A work of literature must belong either to the time in which its author composed it, or be so great that it belongs to every time equally, and hence to no time at all.


Seven years later, in 1630, Milton penned his own poem in Shakespeare’s memory; in 1632 it became his first published poem when it appeared among those prefaced to Shakespeare’s Second Folio, and it begins as follows:


What needs my Shakespeare for his honoured bones,


The labor of an age in piled stones,


Or that his hallowed relics should be hid 


Under a star-ypointing pyramid? 


Dear son of Memory, great heir of fame, 


What need’st thou such weak witness of thy name?


Thou in our wonder and astonishment


Hast built thyself a live-long monument.31


The thought behind these lines is fairly straightforward – there is no need for a grand monument to Shakespeare because his own works are more magnificent and enduring a testimony than such a structure could ever be. Paradoxically, a hefty and durable pile of stones is in fact a ‘weak witness’ compared to the plays and poems themselves, a point that Milton makes in characteristic fashion by playing dextrously with the words he uses in making it. I particularly like the third line, where the sonorous and slightly pretentious word ‘hallowed’ seems to shrink and shrivel into the tiny word ‘hid’, in which the same first and final letter surround a single pinched vowel. Contrary to appearances, Milton claims, to be hallowed in this way is to be hidden. 


The irony of reading this poem today is that the fate that Milton sees Shakespeare as having fortunately escaped is arguably that which has befallen him. I don’t mean this literally – there are a few busts and statues of Milton in and beyond England, but they hardly litter the landscape. Rather, he’s suffered the logic of that third line, in which to be hallowed is to be hid. In his poem to Shakespeare, Milton is well aware that monuments are strangely paradoxical things. On the one hand they loom over us, imposing in their gilt and marble splendour – Nelson’s Column, the Washington Monument, the Arc de Triomphe. On the other hand, as the Austrian novelist Robert Musil acutely observed, ‘There is nothing in this world as invisible as a monument. They are no doubt erected to be seen – indeed to attract attention. But at the same time they are impregnated with something that repels attention, causing the glance to roll right off, like water droplets off an oilcloth, without even pausing for a moment.’32 When a figure becomes monumental we no longer feel obliged to look at or think about them; the deciding has been done. They matter, but they matter in a fixed, formidable, and therefore forgettable way. 


Today a limited selection of Milton the Monument’s writings are found on a few school and university syllabi, and in the poetry or classic literature sections of bookshops. The fate of his works was already apparent to Mark Twain in the year 1900, when Twain gave an after-dinner speech in New York to a group called the Nineteenth Century Club in which he told the gathered company: ‘I don’t believe any of you have ever read Paradise Lost’, ‘and you don’t want to’. The reason was simple: ‘It’s a classic,’ Twain explained, which is to say, ‘something that everyone wants to have read and no one wants to read’.33 I find myself in a strange position when it comes to Milton the Monument or the writer of classics, because, as I’ve begun to suggest, a lot of what I think about him – a lot of what I find myself thinking, with his help – is totally opposed to this idea of a towering literary aristocrat. And I find it deeply painful that, when the place of poetry in modern education is explicitly discussed, my nightmare version of Milton seems to be held up as an ideal of what poetry should be and do: teach children ‘proper’ language as a means to inculcate ‘proper’ values. Children of six and seven, the website of the UK’s Department for Education tells me, should be ‘continuing to build up a repertoire of poems learnt by heart, appreciating these and reciting some, with appropriate intonation to make the meaning clear’.34 This is poetry as a sculptor’s mallet, which, if you whack them with it hard enough and in the right places, will help mould children into the right shape. 


Don’t get me wrong: there is a side of Milton that seems to want to bludgeon me or whoever reads his works into submission with his erudition and his eloquence, to take his place among the monuments of literature, but this is only one portion of him, and only one sliver of my ongoing encounter with him. Milton the Monument or the Classic does not sit at all easily alongside Milton the Prophet or even Milton the Scholar. One motive for my thinking and writing about Milton in this way – for allowing myself to imagine him in different modes and settings – is a fervent belief that tradition cannot be allowed to become the sole preserve of traditionalists; that those of us who work on literature often labelled ‘great’ cannot allow the fact of having read it or the ability to quote snippets of it from memory to signal only that a person has had a certain kind of elite education or belongs to a particular social class. Milton is important to me in this regard not only because he’s assumed a particular place in my own life, but because his writings provide a constant provocation to shake every monument that confronts us, to see how stable they are and to ask how and why they keep standing, and whether they should. 


If I don’t want to see Milton as a monument, then how do I suggest we see him? At the risk of sounding irritatingly sentimental: as a friend. I mean this, however, in the quite specific sense used by the philosopher Alexander Nehamas, when he draws a parallel between finding an artwork beautiful and being friends with a person. ‘My friends’, he writes, ‘are people from whom – no matter how familiar their character, their quirks, or their weakness – I don’t yet know exactly what I want to get, because I trust them enough to let them influence what I believe and what I desire in ways I would not be able to do, or even imagine, on my own.’35 Reading something is like befriending someone, Nehamas suggests, in that both are acts of trust; opening oneself up to a work of art or literature or to another person requires a leap of faith in that we must genuinely be unsure as to what will happen as a result, but we must be interested enough to find out to keep reading, or watching, or talking. It is unpredictable precisely because it is truly companionable.


Part of the appeal to me of this notion of approaching Milton as a friend in this sense is its obvious perversity – and not just because he’s been dead for three and a half centuries, but because so many modern writers have made a point of observing just how unlikeable he seems to them. Eliot began his diatribe against Milton’s corrupting of the English language with the words: ‘As a man, he is antipathetic. Either from the moralist’s point of view, or from the theologian’s point of view, or from the psychologist’s point of view, or from that of the political philosopher, or judging by the ordinary standards of likeableness in human beings, Milton is unsatisfactory.’36 This is delicious: whatever these ‘ordinary standards of likeableness in human beings’ might be, he’s in no doubt that Milton falls short of them. Closer to our own time, the critic Colin Burrow felt compelled to ask a question rarely posed of long-dead poets: ‘How is it possible to like Milton?’ ‘There is certainly a great deal to dislike,’ he continues. ‘Most people would think of him as an overlearned poet who combines labyrinthine syntax with a wide range of moral and intellectual vices.’37 What Eliot’s and Burrow’s words have in common is their shared sense that there is something wrong with Milton as both person and poet, and that the personal and poetic wrongs are somehow connected. 


In fact, Milton has probably provoked more dislike and antipathy than any other English poet, as well as a great deal of lavish praise, and this is part of what makes him interesting to me. When I look to the history of responses to Chaucer, or Shakespeare, or Jane Austen, I can find interesting instances of dislike or disdain, but these punctuate what is largely a torrent of approval, differing largely in what to admire rather than whether to admire at all. By contrast, as we’ve already begun to see, many people hate Milton; they hate his poetry and they hate him as a person. Or they love his poetry but hate his personality or his actions. Or, as was the case with Samuel Johnson, George Eliot, Virginia Woolf, and T. S. Eliot himself, they are divided between love and loathing, and changed their minds repeatedly. This history of deeply mixed feelings makes Milton appealing to me: there’s a real argument to be had here about what sort of person and writer he was. 


I’m also tempted to see the ways in which Milton has violently divided opinion as a reflection of the ways in which he himself was divided, and the ways I’ve been tempted to divide him: prophet and scholar, monument and shaker of monuments, bundle of facts and spur to imagination. He can in all of these respects, at times, feel itchingly close and familiar; at other times he seems utterly alien, impossible to understand on our terms. But this isn’t the either/or logic of a writer being time-bound or timeless that Jonson proposes, but something more like a wild oscillation between ways of thinking, feeling, and being. And it’s on this basis that I’d like to retain and adapt Nehamas’s claim that artworks are like friends, in that we trust them to change us in ways that we cannot anticipate. This is not the same as saying that we must always like artworks, or their creators – just as, indeed, we do not always have to like our friends. We can be baffled, frustrated, exasperated by them; our moods change in relation to them; we can want to be with them more at certain times than at others. 


In Shakespeare’s Hamlet, when the ghost of the Prince’s father appears to him, his best friend Horatio quite understandably calls it ‘wondrous strange’. Hamlet replies: ‘And therefore as a stranger give it welcome.’38 This is my challenge throughout this book: not to tell the story of Milton’s life as if I know in advance exactly what a life is, but to welcome Milton in the manner Hamlet urges, not by making him too familiar but by allowing him to remain strange. In perhaps the most famous sentences from his prose writings, Milton proclaimed: ‘I cannot praise a fugitive and cloister’d vertue, unexercis’d & unbreath’d … that which purifies us is triall, and triall is by what is contrary.’39 The challenge Milton set his contemporaries with these words – to change themselves by encountering and navigating the difficult and the strange, to be exercised by what can often seem contrary – is, throughout this book, the challenge of how properly to welcome the strangeness of his life and his writings.


Each chapter in this book begins with a particular scene or moment that is drawn from or illuminates Milton’s life and work. The ensuing pages then move back and forth from this moment or circle around it, focusing on particular events in and around Milton’s life, and on the works that he wrote, but also weaving in later writers and artists who responded to or resonate with Milton, as well my own evolving engagement with his works. Each chapter is, therefore, more like an essay prompted by a stage in Milton’s life than an attempt to exhaustively capture a segment of that life. The book is divided into three parts, which are quite different from one another. Part I opens up the question of when a life begins and how it is measured, using the moment of Milton’s birth as a jumping-off point for considering both his place in time and how his writings change our experience of time. In this first chapter I also introduce the term rhythm as key to understanding the shifting effects of Milton’s writings, and my relationship with them. The remaining chapters in this section continue the same rhythmic movement, exploring Milton’s life through his school and university years until the writing of his first great poem, the so-called Nativity Ode, in 1629. Part II is slower in its progression, covering just a few years in Milton’s late twenties and early thirties, including pivotal events in his life such as the writing of his poem ‘Lycidas’ and his travels in Italy, which are explored more slowly and in greater detail. Part III moves more quickly through the latter half of Milton’s life, and is both continuous with and distinct from what went before. The chapters it contains consider Milton’s intertwined poetic, personal, and political activities, culminating in the writing of Paradise Lost. I end by returning via Milton’s last great work, Samson Agonistes, to the question of whether Milton desired or deserves to be seen as a monument, and, if so, of what kind. My aim in proceeding in this fashion is to reflect both the way in which a life unfolds and the fact that this unfolding is never smooth, even, or regular. The time of any life is singular but never single, and this is emphatically true of Milton’s. The same is true of Making Darkness Light. 










PART I
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9 December 1608: ‘On Time’


Friday, 9 December 1608; a cold winter morning. It’s still dark and fairly quiet on Bread Street in London, an easy ten-minute walk east of St Paul’s Cathedral. The street smacks of affluence, respectability. The bakers whose trade provided its name three centuries before have long moved on, and now it is ‘wholly inhabited by rich merchants’, as one observer notes.1 At its north end Bread Street hits Cheapside, one of the busiest thoroughfares in a city which seems to get more crowded with each passing month, but at this hour the merchants and their servants, the vendors and criers whose voices will compete with each other in the frosty air, are only beginning to set up shop, shuffling about on the frozen crust of the muddy roadway. From high up in one of Bread Street’s impressively tall buildings, its five storeys looming over the street below, a sound can be heard; the agonised cries of a woman in labour, in a bedchamber on the third floor, where the female servants and local midwife gather around her recumbent figure. 


In the empty hall immediately below, these cries form a muffled background of pain. This is the largest room in the building, almost exactly twenty feet square. Listen carefully, and you can catch another softer, more regular sound; it emanates from a small metal box that hangs on the wall. The top of it is a dome of darker iron, dully functional; the rest is shinier brass, engraved with delicate patterns. Below it is a pair of concentric circles. The inner one is scored with a loop of roses and two faces, a smiling angel at the top and a squashy-nosed devil below. The outer one is marked with dark shapes at even intervals, the Roman numerals from one to twelve: a clock. Down below it hang a pair of lengthy chains made from small links; each chain runs around a small wheel, and from the wheel dangles a dark sausage of metal, a lead weight. The clock has a single hand of black iron whose looping, ornamental prong is pointing downwards and very slightly to the left. Throughout the night and early morning, each time it has pointed straight at a number, the dome at the top has been struck by an internal hammer and a peal of sound has disturbed the darkened room, but at this exact moment it hovers equidistant between VI and VII, and, rather than the jarring bell, a softer and entirely familiar sound is heard, roughly every two seconds, as the dangling weights exert their force on the mechanism and the escapement continues to turn: tick … tick … tick. Upstairs, another cry, then a period of tense silence, ended by the reedy wails of a baby. John Milton has been born. Tick … tick … tick. 
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Why do we care about the date on which a ‘great’ poet, or any reputed genius, was born? It seems self-evident that a date of birth matters; it is the obvious beginning, the point from which we begin to count the duration of a life. But there’s an equally obvious sense in which his date of birth seems to tell us little about Milton the writer, the Milton in whom I’m interested. It’s a trivial data point; everyone has to start somewhen.


There are reasons, however, to bear in mind not just the date but the precise time of Milton’s birth. Perhaps the most obvious is that he himself knew it, and cared about it. Later in his life, on one of the blank sheets at the start of the family’s Bible, Milton noted his birth in the third person: ‘John Milton was born the 9th of December 1608 die veneris [Friday] half an howr after 6 in the morning.’ The note is followed by a bare, unelaborated list of the births and deaths that would define his life, a poker-faced register lacking in overt joy or sorrow. His brother Christopher, seven years his junior and a man whose political views were utterly opposed to his own. His nephews Edward and John Phillips, whom he had schooled as boys. His five children – two of whom, his son and namesake and his daughter Katherine, died in infancy, along with his first wife, Mary, and his second wife, also Katherine. 
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FIGURE 1: The list of births and deaths written in Milton’s family Bible, now in the British Library.


If it’s a touching list it’s also a slightly strange one, seeming first to exert a tight grip on time, then to hold it more loosely. Milton’s birth is fixed precisely to half past six; his brother’s, oddly, to a highly specific time (‘5 in the morning’) but a much vaguer date, ‘about a month before Christmass’. The nephews get still vaguer dates of birth, but each of his own children is assigned to the closest known hour on the day in question. Some deaths are more vaguely remembered than births, seemingly less important to fix in time: his first wife died ‘about 3 days after’ the arrival of his third daughter, his son ‘about 6 weekes after his mother’. And time’s passage is marked on this remarkable document in a different way. For the final entries on the list, the handwriting changes: by this time Milton was completely blind, and needed another’s help to record the deaths of his own wife and children. His sight was probably fading increasingly with each entry, some scored unseen into the page using nothing more than muscle memory, though they seem remarkably neat. Milton almost certainly never saw his only son’s face before the boy’s death, aged two.


It’s hard to know what to do with a document of this sort – what sort of response it demands, if any. It’s a historical document, not a poem, even if its shape on the page tempts me to read it like one. Very often, in trying to reconstruct a life from an earlier century, we’re confronted with information of this sort – mute facts or traces that seem to leave unsaid as much as they reveal. What would a life comprised merely of such traces, a simple list of dates and facts, look like? Can such a thing be imagined? The twentieth-century poet Denise Levertov, who hated the nosiness and prurience of many modern biographies, drew a contrast between their sensationalism and the restrained habits of the seventeenth century. When Milton’s contemporary, the Welsh poet Henry Vaughan, was asked for details of his and his brother’s life by his cousin John Aubrey, he responded ‘modestly, albeit with eager courtesy’, and sent a ‘bare list of facts’. ‘How that modesty’, Levertov exclaims, ‘contrasts with the egotism of writers who assume the reader wants to know that they have smelly feet or that a sibling once deliberately pissed on them.’2 The contrast isn’t entirely a fair one, however. Not only was Milton capable of an egotism to match any modern writer, as were plenty of others in the seventeenth century, but when I read Vaughan’s expression of supposed humility for myself I find there’s something irritatingly self-aggrandising about it, a phoniness in his gratitude for Aubrey’s interest in ‘such low and forgotten thinges as my brother and my selfe’.3 It’s apparently not all that easy to be sincerely modest about the facts of one’s life, and there may be no such thing as a bare list of facts that speak for themselves. Indeed, no one knew this better than the adult Milton, whose poetry was often crammed with oddly ornate lists that were anything but bare, whose sonorous sounds seemed designed to be relished rather than understood: ‘And all who since, baptized or infidel / Jousted in Aspramont or Montalban, / Damasco, or Marocco, or Trebisond’.4


Already there’s a risk here that needs acknowledging. Births and deaths seem to speak immediately to us: they savour of recognisable landmarks, of facts of human existence that persist through the ages. Milton may, however, have cared about the precise time of his and his children’s birth for very different and apparently peculiar reasons. Around 1650, in the very midst of the sequence of births and deaths this page records, an astrologer named John Gadbery cast Milton’s horoscope, based on the precise date and time of the poet’s birth. The configuration of the stars at this moment suggested a pensive and introspective person, inclined towards artistic and intellectual activities: a person just like Milton.5 If it seems incongruous to find Milton doing something as frivolous and superstitious as having his horoscope cast, we shouldn’t rush to judgement. Most learned people in the seventeenth century distinguished between wicked or deluded forms of astrology and its learned and pious manifestations. To see the stars as influencing one’s life didn’t mean relinquishing responsibility; it meant carefully scrutinising both the movements of the heavens and the arc of one’s existence for connections and correlations between them. Strange though it might seem to us, in this way the pursuit of learned astrology contributed to the development of both astronomy (because of the technical skill with which the heavens had to be read) and autobiography (because it made the minute details of a life matter enough to be recorded). I’m less interested in Milton’s horoscope for what it tells us about him – like all horoscopes, it tells a reassuring story of what one thinks one already knows – than as a lesson against historical complacency. If I take my initial bearings from Milton’s own interest in the very moment of his birth, it might matter to the two of us for wildly different reasons.


Milton’s horoscope suggests one reason for caring about beginnings – because to know the beginning is to know, to be able perfectly to anticipate, the rest of the story. This was, however, only one of his motives. Milton’s lifelong fascination with beginnings involved both the desire to understand them and a keen awareness of the difficulty of knowing them, or pinpointing them exactly. For Milton, the questions of how and where a life begins and how and where a piece of writing begins were strangely intertwined. Do we truly begin when we’re conceived, born, or become aware of ourselves? Or much earlier, with our family and forebears, who shape us in ways we can’t and don’t choose? Likewise, does the poem begin with the intention to create it, or even earlier, with a feeling or phrase that leaps to mind? With the first rumblings of an idea? When pen is put to paper? Or when it’s finished and sent off into the world? When Milton came to write Paradise Lost, as we’ll see, he staged these questions obsessively, and beginning seems to have been a more complicated matter for him than for almost anyone else. We can know certain facts about his life with a pretty strong degree of assurance: if by modern standards of systematic and obsessive recording it can seem like we have relatively few scraps and clues from which to build, then by the standards of seventeenth-century lives, Milton’s is well documented, and has been much pored over. 


We know, for example, not only the time and date of his birth but also something about the house in which he was born, its layout and furnishings, thanks to a detailed survey of the property that was undertaken when Milton was a boy. The building was owned by Eton College, and a copy of the survey survives in the archives there.


One thing we can’t know, I need quickly to admit, is the kind of clock that Milton’s family owned, and indeed whether they owned one at all: so why bother to put one in my imagined version of the scene? In the collection published in 1645 that contained most of his poems written up to that point, Milton included a poem titled ‘On Time’, which starts with an address to Time as a figure, and gradually envisages a human progression towards a ‘long Eternity’ when ‘Attir’d with Stars, we shall for ever sit, / Triumphing over Death, and Chance, and thee O Time’.6 The published version of the poem, however, omitted a subtitle Milton had added in the handwritten original, thought better of, and crossed out: ‘To be set on a clock case’. 
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FIGURE 2: ‘On Time’, as written by Milton in the Trinity Manuscript.


And indeed, the poem itself gestures not just towards Heaven and eternity but also towards the clanking, jerky mechanisms of clocks as they existed in Milton’s lifetime: Time is challenged to ‘Call on the lazy leaden-stepping hours, / Whose speed is but the heavy Plummets pace’.7 A plummet was the name for the lead weight that dangled below what was known as a lantern clock, gradually pulling round its cogs as time passed, the standard timepiece until the invention of the pendulum clock later in Milton’s lifetime. Time in clocks like these doesn’t swing back and forth but seems to fall gradually downwards – like the sand in an hourglass, but far less smoothly and silently. The language of the clock’s plummet stuck in Milton’s head: here’s Satan, falling through the terrifying and turbulent realm of Chaos in Paradise Lost, when ‘all unawares / Fluttering his pennons vain plumb down he drops / Ten thousand fadom deep, and to this hour / Down had been falling’, if by pure chance he had not been blown back upwards by an abrupt chaotic gust.8 Satan here, falling ‘plumb down’, is like a rogue meteorite careening through outer space, like a speck of matter driven through a crazed particle accelerator – but also like a plummet falling below a clock until he threatens, if only in a counterfactual act of the imagination, to touch our own time: ‘to this hour’, as if this other imagined Satan could come crashing suddenly through the ceiling as we read.


A scribbled out subtitle to a little-known poem might seem a small thing on which to hang an imagined scene, but I’m more interested in the way in which this example brings out two extremely basic but extremely important things that literature in general and Milton’s writing in particular routinely ask us to do, yet which seem surprisingly absent from discussions of why or how we might choose to read at all. First of all, the detail of the poem’s originally intended location, the lantern clock case, asks us to care about, and sometimes to find out more about, things that don’t instinctively or obviously matter to us. To be frank, I’d never given much thought to Milton’s clock, or to clocks in general, before I came across this deleted subtitle. My reading around the topic led me quite quickly to the basics of lantern clocks, but I was left with as many questions as answers. I didn’t just want to know the kind of clock for which Milton might have intended his poem, but the difference it would make if I imagined him living, growing up, with a clock of this sort – time falling with a weight, not swinging with a pendulum. A visit to the History of Science Museum in Oxford – appropriately housed in a building that, by the late seventeenth century, contained the first public museum in the country, the original Ashmolean – gave me the chance to stare at an impressive range of lantern clocks: but they sat, still and mute, piled on top of one another in cases. Seeing them sit silent in this way presented me with a question that hadn’t occurred to me before: what sort of sound did Milton’s clock make? Did it go tick-tock like a pendulum clock? To borrow the wonderful title of the Russian-Jewish poet Osip Mandelstam’s memoir, what was the noise of time for Milton?9 I couldn’t find an answer to this question in any discussion of the poem, or any history of clocks: it seemed too basic to ask or answer. Fortunately, the internet led me to a leading authority on lantern clocks. He confirmed for me that lantern clocks do make a ticking sound, at varying intervals depending on the nature of their mechanism, and he sent me a picture of a beautiful early seventeenth-century clock that I used as my mental image for the clock ticking away at the moment of Milton’s birth. But this didn’t by any means solve the poem, or explain it away: in fact, he told me, the notion of setting a poem on a clock case is itself an odd one, since there is little room for text; it’s not entirely clear what Milton had in mind.


Now I need to acknowledge at this point that pursuing Milton’s clock in this way is not entirely normal, and has little to do with the ways in which most people read. I teach sixteenth- and seventeenth-century literature for a living – of course I’m going to be interested in obscure oddities like this. Furthermore, I’m in the immensely privileged position of having the time and the resources to go on wild goose chases of this sort, to access the resources and materials I need to do so. This fact was particularly brought home to me by the manuscript in which the original title for ‘On Time’ is recorded – commonly known as the Trinity Manuscript because it’s held in the Wren Library at Trinity College, Cambridge, where I taught for eight years. It took several of those years for me to pluck up the courage to ask to see this manuscript first-hand because I didn’t really have a good excuse to do so – and, since I’m going to retell several tales of disappointment and disillusion when it comes to tracking Milton’s traces, I should say that the first time I looked at the manuscript in the company of the Wren librarian all my cynicism about literary tourism melted away in a moment of breathless magic. 
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FIGURE 3: Anonymous lantern clock with angel’s head and devil’s head, c.1630. 


It was only later that I recalled Virginia Woolf’s account of her very different attempt to view the very same manuscript in the very same place, related in A Room of One’s Own. Woolf was inspired by one of Charles Lamb’s essays to seek out Milton’s handwritten words, and decided to ‘follow Lamb’s footsteps across the quadrangle to the famous library where the treasure is kept’. Finding herself ‘actually at the door which leads into the library itself’, she continued, 


I must have opened it, for instantly there issued, like a guardian angel barring the way with a flutter of black gown instead of white wings, a deprecating, silvery, kindly gentleman, who regretted in a low voice as he waved me back that ladies are only admitted to the library if accompanied by a Fellow of the College or furnished with a letter of introduction.


For Woolf, this experience of exclusion, all the more brutal for being so impeccably calm and polite, became emblematic of the ways in which institutions function and police their own boundaries, typically at women’s expense: 


That a famous library has been cursed by a woman is a matter of complete indifference to a famous library. Venerable and calm, with all its treasures safe locked within its breast, it sleeps complacently and will, so far as I am concerned, so sleep for ever. Never will I wake those echoes, never will I ask for that hospitality again, I vowed as I descended the steps in anger.10


It’s no coincidence that it was the thwarted attempt to view a Milton manuscript that prompted Woolf’s righteous anger: the librarian, at once dustily bookish and pseudo-angelic in the enforcement of all-male purity, is clearly a version of Milton himself, often experienced by other readers and writers, and especially by women, as an embodiment of oppressive and exclusionary male power. And although the Wren Library obviously welcomes women today – and the Milton Manuscript is available on the internet in high-quality scans for all to see – the kind of bars and obstacles to encountering Milton and the high culture he often seems to represent are no less real today, even if they’ve mutated into new forms. Working in the institution where this manuscript is housed made me determined to try to find ways to lift these barriers or make them more porous, but also acutely aware of how silently powerful they remain. While acknowledging this, I do want to return to my two Miltons, and to the ways in which his life and his writings seem constantly to provide resources both for those who would construct and police these kinds of walls and doors and gates, and for those who would seek to break them open and make all that is known, felt, and experienced available to all.


If my potentially self-indulgent interest in Milton’s clock raises questions of access and privilege, I also want to hold onto it as a route towards a second fundamental fact: that reading takes time, but its relationship to the way in which a clock measures time is not straightforward. Once the crossed-out subtitle is restored to Milton’s poem, its title becomes a pun: it is ‘On Time’ in the sense that it describes or is ‘about’ time; but also, if set on a clock case, it is carved or pasted on to time, on to the object that seems to embody and to remind us of time’s passing.


But the poem is also ‘On Time’ in a third sense – a sense that is true of any poem, but becomes inescapable when time is in its title. Look back at the poem in the Trinity Manuscript, and allow yourself to pause for a moment over its most obvious feature – the poem’s shape, or silhouette – before you even bother trying to decipher its words. Its lines are uneven – they vary markedly in length. As it goes along, the poem’s own lines, its basic way of occupying our time, dilate and contract, ask more or less of our attention: that which Time devours, the poem insists, ‘is no more than what is false and vain, / And merely mortal dross; / So little is our loss, / So little is thy gain’.11 In the act of insisting they have lost little, these lines become little, abruptly shrinking in length by almost half, from ten syllables to six: they stand up to Time, deny its tenacity, by taking up less of our time. We can imagine eternity, but we can’t possess it: what we have in the meantime, perhaps, are words, and their own ways of making time speed up and slow down, of pausing and starting afresh; their rhythms.


It is perhaps too obvious to be worth observing that clocks and poems have this feature in common: they both make rhythms. Or at least mechanical clocks do. The rhythms of poems like this one, of course, have to be at least somewhat varied if they’re to remain interesting, whereas clocks ideally sound out a regular and unchanging rhythm. Ask any English-speaking child what sound time makes and I’d guess that ‘tick-tock’ is what she or he would reply. In fact, if we stop and listen hard, it’s obvious that the sounds made by a mechanical clock, at least one that is running properly, are all the same: it doesn’t make two kinds of sound but the very same one, again and again. The sounds of clocks and watches might be dying out today, as their mechanisms are increasingly replaced by silent digital faces, but the cliché of time going tick-tock remains. In Milton’s own time, however, with newly portable timepieces only gradually making their way into homes, their routine background noise was a new experience, possibly even a disconcerting one. John Aubrey, in one of his Brief Lives, tells a story of a man for whom Milton would have had very little time, to say the least – the Roman Catholic mathematician and book collector Thomas Allen. Allen, a lover of arcane knowledge and wondrous devices, ‘became terrible to the vulgar … who took him as a conjuror’, and his spooky reputation threatened to ruin a visit to a friend in Herefordshire. Allen, Aubrey reports, ‘happened to forgett his Watch in the Chamber-windowe. (Watches were then rarities).’ The maids entered to clean the room, and, ‘hearing a thing in a case cry Tick Tick Tick’, they ‘presently concluded that this was his Devill’, and threw it out of the window and into the moat to drown it. Fortunately for Allen, the watch caught on a sprig of elder and so ‘the good old Gentleman gott his Watch again’, but for the servants this piece of good luck only ‘confirmed them that ’twas the Devill’.12 


Sadly, this is more likely to be one of Aubrey’s ‘excellent after dinner stories’, as his editor puts it, than the truth, since the ticking clocks and watches that were becoming familiar by the time Aubrey wrote it down in the 1680s were not just ‘rarities’ but entirely unknown in Allen’s lifetime.13 I’m less interested in the veracity of the anecdote, however, than in what it suggests about the ways in which people can respond to changes in the measuring and experiencing of time. The rise of the mechanical clock is often hailed as one of the harbingers of the modern age – the rise of a regular, empty, one-size-fits-all experience of time that gradually flattened out the varied and homespun versions of time within which people lived their lives.14 Aubrey’s story suggests just how strange and ragged a process this might have been in practice, the ticking timepiece an embodiment not of calm and regular reason but of alien and demonic danger. 


On a more mundane level, however, the story interests me because it shows that, at least at this point, the watch’s beats were heard as the same: Tick … Tick … Tick. This is time not as a series of alternating pairs, but as the constant repetition of the same, and my hunch is that tick-tock as a convention gradually developed as a way of coping with, or fending off, this feeling of endless repetition, of never-ending sameness. As Frank Kermode puts it: ‘We ask what [a clock] says: and we agree that it says tick-tock. By this fiction we humanize it, make it talk our language. Of course, it is we who provide the fictional difference between the two sounds: tick is our word for a physical beginning, tock is our word for an end.’15 While Kermode acknowledges that tick-tock by itself is ‘not much of a plot’, he nonetheless sees it as the basis for all of our plots: our desires to shape and organise time, to give it an order and a form that is varied but predictable. Though Kermode does not use the word, I’d again say that what tick-tock does, by introducing a difference of a single letter, is give time a rhythm.


Rhythm is my word in these opening chapters – it’s not Milton’s; he uses it nowhere in his writings (neither, incidentally, did Shakespeare). I need, therefore, to say a word about what I want from it – why thinking in terms of rhythms might give us purchase on Milton’s early life. Although the word was known and used in England by the sixteenth century, it was still quite new to English, and sounded odd and complicated: ‘This very word Rhythmus in matter of speech,’ wrote one of Milton’s contemporaries, ‘what it is … would be … a long and difficult businesse to make it plain.’16 There’s still something of this slight strangeness to the word if I stare at it for a few seconds or say it out loud a few times, rhythmically, in succession. This might be in part because it lacks all of the five principal vowels (rhythms is the longest English word without a, e, i, o, or u that can be played in Scrabble). A dive into the dictionary gives me various helpful definitions: ‘The measured flow of words or phrases in verse … The measured flow of words or phrases in prose, speech, etc.’17 Linguists disagree about the origins of the Greek word ruthmos from which rhythm derives, some arguing that it comes from the verb meaning ‘to flow’ and is borrowed from the movement of waves rippling the sea’s surface, others insisting that it means form or organisation, the way in which the parts fit together within the whole.18 Something that has a rhythm moves and meanders through time, but it has to be in some way organised, measured, if we’re to recognise it as a rhythm. A rhythm doesn’t have to be as regular as the tick-tock of a clock, it can ripple and vary, but it has to be regular enough for us to follow it through time, to stay with it. 


We find and make rhythms in many places, and on many scales. The dictionary definitions refer to language, and it is words and music of which we think most readily when it comes to rhythm, but if a sentence or a brief cadence can have a characteristic rhythm then so too can an entire novel or a symphony. And it’s not just artworks: our lives have rhythms, some that we’re aware of as they’re unfolding, others only in retrospect, and many not at all. Some biologists argue that rhythm is the characteristic that unites and defines all living things.19 And, to go back to Milton’s own unknowable beginnings, we’re exposed to rhythms before we enter the world, in the womb: rhythm comes before individuality, long before self-awareness. ‘The sound that dominates the unborn child’s world is its mother’s heartbeat. Other voices and familiar sounds add harmony to the already progressive composition of the uterine symphony. From the 24th week on, the unborn child listens all the time’, primarily to a sound that has been described as a ‘rhythmic “swooshing” of the blood as it rushes through the placental vessels’.20 Perhaps it’s partly thanks to rhythm’s primacy in our experience that we can find ourselves tempted to understand non-living things, on a wide variety of scales, as having a rhythm of their own. If a minute of our day can take on a distinctive rhythm, so too can an hour or a year or a decade, even an entire century or epoch. If a river or sea can seem to possess its distinctive rhythm, so too can an entire city. Another way of putting this, to go back to my imagining of Milton’s clock, would be to say that it’s practically impossible for us to inhabit time of any sort in the form of tick-tick-tick, the ceaseless repetition of the same: we need and create difference. As soon as there’s difference, there’s rhythm; and as soon as there’s rhythm, there’s the possibility of a story. 


It’s probably no surprise that poets and composers tend to be the ones who’ve thought the hardest and pronounced the loudest about rhythm, but broadening the word in this way, allowing it to resonate on a variety of scales, permits a different way of understanding why and how poems and other artworks might matter to us, why and how they fit with a life like Milton’s. A particularly beautiful way of thinking is offered by the French poet Stéphane Mallarmé, who admired Milton for his habits of linguistic mixing, and whom T. S. Eliot compared to Milton based on ‘the violence that they could do to language’.21 Mallarmé made the typically enigmatic and alluring claim that ‘toute âme est un nœud rhythmique’ – ‘every soul is a rhythmic knot’.22 What I take from this opaque pronouncement is the idea that we might ask of a person – that I might ask of Milton – not what is or was s/he like or what kind of person is or was s/he, or what are or were his or her essential qualities, but rather, what were his or her rhythms? What was the particular knot of rhythms that made up Milton and that Milton made? 


If I want to make sense of the knot of rhythms that made up Milton and his life, however, there’s a further way of thinking about rhythm that’s going to matter, and that’s the rhythm of my own time spent with Milton. We don’t often think of the time spent with books, other artworks, or indeed people or places or pets, as a kind of rhythm, but I’d like to suggest that this is the best way of describing the intermittent but essential role they play as we make up our own and one another’s lives. Thinking of these encounters as a bundle of interlocking rhythms focuses our attention upon the most banal fact about reading: it takes time. We don’t usually pause over this fact, and we don’t have readymade ways to talk about it. If we decide to read, and if we decide to talk to one another about what we read, it’s pretty acceptable to ask, what did you think of the story? What did you think of the characters? Did you enjoy the style? What did you think of the ending? But what if you told me you’d read a book and my first question was, how long did it take you to read? – this would sound aggressive, accusatory, perhaps competitive. If I asked, where did you read it? What was going on in the background when you read Chapter Four? I would probably sound nosy, invasive, weirdly fixated on irrelevant details. But this means that most of the reading experience, and much of what we carry with us in our memories from the books we read, gets left by the wayside. Thoughts and feelings prompted by a book are just about okay to discuss, in certain situations – book groups, with certain close friends, and so on – but the knot of rhythms in which our reading is situated, the web of experiences and sensations within which it is embedded, these we usually keep to ourselves.


One of the reasons Milton has come to matter in my life is that he has become for me a vital figure with whom to ponder this basic but crucial point – that reading takes time, and takes place in time. The most basic appeal artworks make to us is that we give them our time, if we are fortunate enough to have it to spare. They are coagulations of the time their creators spent making them. They offer us a particular quality of time’s passing, and ask for our time in response. But how much time? What’s the right amount of time to spend with a book or painting? How long to linger before each piece in a gallery? How slowly or quickly does a particular novel or poem seem – if I can put it this way – to want us to read it? There’s no single or simple answer to these questions, but that’s what makes them seem, to me, worth asking. Precisely what books and other artworks offer us is an opportunity to experience time’s rhythms in a way that draws upon, but nonetheless profoundly differs from, the rhythms that make up the rest of our lives. A set of rhythms that can be shifting, unpredictable, comforting; that can fade into the background or draw attention to themselves. ‘On Time’ is far from my favourite of Milton’s poems, but it stands out for me as a crystallisation of a deep preoccupation with time that runs through his works, and that encapsulates both the biggest and most abstract of questions – can we look forward to a timeless afterlife? – and the most mundane and everyday ones: what are the objects, whether plummeting clocks or poems, through which we experience the rhythms of time? To read is, on this basis, to create a new rhythmic knot: it is to intertwine our personal rhythms, those of the life we are leading and the particular day on which we do the reading, with the rhythms of whatever new thing we choose to read. This means that it matters a great deal where we read (in bed, on a bus, on the beach), what time of day, how quickly or slowly, how attentively or distractedly. It means that when we reread a particular book or poem, as I suggested in the introduction, we not only meet a set of words that we may or may not remember, but a version of our past selves: when I read one of Milton’s poems that I know well, not only are my knot of rhythms and the knot that he created coming into contact, but I am meeting my own pasts at the same time that I meet his. 


I’m going to approach Milton by way of his rhythms because it gives me a way to inhabit the shifting patterns, the measured flows, that made him who he was – to consider how his rhythms related to those of the seventeenth-century worlds in which he grew up. But also because these rhythms are what thrum across time to us; they are what allow us even to be tempted by the impossible idea of bringing a long-dead poet back to imagined life when we read him. If we view Milton’s life and his works as, among other things, opportunities to forge new and responsive rhythms, then we can’t separate them from the reactions that they have solicited; Milton always wanted to resonate across time as well as to intervene in his own. Let me give one of my favourite examples.


‘I have paid much attention to Milton’s rhythms’: so pronounced Gerard Manley Hopkins in a letter of 3 April 1877 that he wrote to his friend Robert Bridges, offering critical comments on a number of poems that Bridges had sent him.23 Hopkins is known as one of the great rhythmic innovators in the history of English poetry, and one of the only poets to have a particular variety of rhythmic techniques – known as ‘sprung rhythm’ – associated solely with him. He’s also my mother’s favourite poet, so I was familiar with the sound of his lines long before I remember hearing any of Milton’s, and Hopkins certainly doesn’t sound like anyone else. ‘Cloud-puffball, torn tufts, tossed pillows | flaunt forth, then chevy on an air- / Built thoroughfare: heaven-roysterers, in gay-gangs, | they throng; they glitter in marches’: so begins one of his best and best-known poems.24 No other writer I know better captures the sense that poetry has to diverge from straightforwardness to the very threshold of nonsense in order to say something worth saying, as the almost crazed higgledy-piggledyness of these lines’ patterns of sound suggests. But if Hopkins was undoubtedly an innovator, he pointed again and again to Milton as a precursor, despite reviling his beliefs, religious and otherwise: ‘I think he was a very bad man,’ Hopkins writes, and, since Hopkins was a devout Roman Catholic, had Milton been able to peer ahead into the nineteenth century then the feeling would very much have been mutual.25 But Hopkins nonetheless couldn’t get the sound, the rise and fall, of Milton’s poems out of his inner ear. In a letter to Richard Watson Dixon, written the year after the one to Bridges, he writes: ‘Milton’s art is incomparable, not only in English literature but, I shd. think, almost in any … this is shewn especially in his verse, his rhythm and metrical system … I have paid a good deal of attention to Milton’s versification and collected his latest rhythms.’26 What if we thought of poets – and, in a related but distinct way, of ourselves, in and beyond our lives as readers – as collectors of rhythms? 
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