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Milton’s Sonnets, Psalm Translations, and The Doctrine and Discipline of Divorce
1. Milton’s earliest dated poems are his paraphrases or translations of Psalms CXIV and CXXXVI. In the two-volume collection of poems titled Poems of Mr John Milton, in which these were published in 1645, a head-note by Milton explains that these two poems ‘were done by the Author at fifteen years old’. Milton was fifteen in 1624, and was completing his final year as a pupil at St Paul’s School in London. In that year he had begun his formal study of the Hebrew language and the Psalter, and he doubtless consulted the Hebrew text as well as the Greek and Latin versions of the psalms.

2. As much as it was possible for him, or for anyone, to do, Milton fashioned a literary career for himself, following strictly neither the Tribe of Ben into the realms of classical gracefulness, nor the “strong lines” of Donne’s school into the tense regions of wit, erotic or divine. He probably disliked the strength of personal feeling in Donne.
 It is probably true that ‘[a]mong all Jonson’s disciples the only real heir of his Renaissance humanism, the ethical and scholarly solidity of his art, was the young Milton.’
 But it is probably also true to say, that with all his high seriousness and grave moral purpose, ‘Spenser was Milton’s true poetic “father,” yet it was Jonson, with his massive literary authority, who had caused a more immediate “anxiety of influence.”’
 

3. Milton refracted the light of those whom he saw as his great poetic precursors through a lens upon his own literary career and endeavoured to model the shape and order of his own literary output on their literary careers. Thus beginning as Spenser did with pastoral, Milton’s first really significant poem, the pastoral elegy Lycidas, was published in 1638 at Cambridge. And ending as Spenser did with the epic genre, Milton’s Paradise Lost was first published in 1667, and his Paradise Regain’d and Samson Agonistes were published together in 1671. During his years of study, Milton was preparing himself for major eloquence. His was an invincible sense of poetic vocation in which he imagined that he would become the greatest English poet.
4. As part of his preparation for poetic greatness, in the early 1640s Milton made the ‘grand tour’. With ‘an elegant Letter of Direction and Advice from Sir Henry Wotton, who was a long time Ambassador from King James the First to the Republic of Venice’, Milton traveled first to France, then to Italy, to Florence, which he ‘infinitly admir’d’.
 In Rome he met Lucas Holstenius, the Vatican Librarian, who showed him the Greek authors in manuscript and published. On his tour of Italy Milton was ‘particularly impressed by the academies […] which fired his latent nationalism: “What the greatest and choicest wits of Athens, Rome, or modern Italy, and those Hebrews of old, did for their country, I, in my proportion might do for mine.”’
 He was apparently about to leave for Sicily and Greece when he was recalled by news of Civil War in England. 
5. Milton returned to England with a feeling of his amassed powers, and began to define himself and take a role in public affairs. ‘He set out to find a “fit audience, though few” [Paradise Lost], a new elite based on Parliament and the Assembly of Westminster, seeking out a system of subscription patronage [rather than aristocratic patronage], and using print as a medium for selected readers.’
 
6. Themes of The Doctrine & Discipline of Divorce (DDD):

· Human liberty. Contrast with libertinism = ‘abused liberty’ (DDD, Bk I, Ch. 1).
· Trial and temptation (freedom of conscience)
· Legal reform
· Temperance: the virtue that subjects appetite to discipline. 
· Classically temperance is concerned to maintain a balance, a golden mean between extremes, and might be said to aspire to the moderation of a well-governed and wise appetite.
· Advocates of temperance can also be seen as puritanically encouraging abstinence and chastity as the only effective defence against the body’s vulnerability to the power of its desires and appetites.
· Humanism and Christianity: desire arises out of Nature and Nature and charity should guide all our judgements

· Who is speaking? And with what authority?

· Milton turns to Plato and Aristotle, and to Scripture, that he might interpret passages in support of a position.

· Motivated by self-interest and is self-righteous in tone?

· Biblical exegesis: The problems of interpretation were well rehearsed in the Reformation and after. John Hales in his Golden Remains (1659), commented that, ‘It is no hard thing for a man that hath wit, and is strongly possessed of an opinion, and is resolute to maintain it, to find some place of Scripture which by good handling will be wooed to cast a favourable countenance upon it.’

CANON LAW ON DIVORCE
1. Replaced by new, reformed legislation in all other Protestant countries in Europe, Canon Law was still in place in England. A commission under Edward VI had proposed reforms but its proposals had been rejected in the House of Commons. Under Elizabeth I and James I, the Anglican hierarchy had become more established and reinforced the position of Canon Law on divorce. This was as follows:

a. Since marriage was a sacrament, there could be no divorce with right of remarriage.

b. What was possible was legal separation. The grounds, however, were narrow, being limited in England to adultery and cruelty. This did not dissolve the marriage. The justification of this was as follows: Although the Old Testament Mosaic Law (Deuteronomy 24:1-2), which Milton discusses in Book I, Chapter 1, of DDD, had permitted divorce in cases of ‘some uncleannesse’, in the New Testament it seemed to most ecclesiastical commentators and authorities that Christ had forbidden divorce, except on grounds of ‘fornication’, which they interpreted as adultery. Milton’s immense (some might say impossible) task in DDD is to reconcile OT law with what Christ says in the NT passages like Matthew 19: 3-9, and to do so in a way that makes it seem that Christ had after all permitted divorce on other grounds than adultery.

c. Canon Law permitted nullification of marriage on grounds of a prior cause unknown to one of the partners, such as consanguinity (i.e. the condition of being of the same blood; a relationship through descent from a common ancestor) or prior contract, impotence or female impenetrability. So if the marriage was consummated, there was no possibility of nullification on either of the latter two grounds.

2. Puritan practices: some permitted divorce in cases of cruelty or adultery, with re-marriage of the innocent party.
3. Milton proposes the right of divorce with remarriage for both parties, and not only on the old grounds of 1 and 2, above, but on grounds of mental and emotional incompatibility without physical cause: ‘uncleannesse’ > ‘nakednes of ought, or any real nakednes’ (Bk 1, Ch.1); ‘what greater nakedness or unfitness of mind then that which hinders ever the solace and peacefull society of the married couple, and what hinders that more then the unfitness and defectiveness of an unconjugal mind.’

4. The Assembly of Westminster: convened to resolve religious differences in the early 1640s; dominated by Presbyterians, Milton’s partners in the rhetorical and political battle against prelacy (the order or rank of prelate, or bishop).
5. Milton tries to persuade his readers of the high moral ground of his position: he is trying to preserve the morality and high state of marriage in arguing for divorce.
Preface to Book I:

… God in the first ordaining of marriage, taught us to what end he did it, in words expressly implying the apt and cheerfull conversation of man with woman, to comfort and refresh him against the evil of solitary life, not mentioning the purpose of generation till afterwards, as being but a secondary end in dignity, though not in necessity; …
Book I, Chapter 2:

… where the minde and person pleases aptly, there some unaccomplishment of the bodies delight may be better born with, then when the minde hangs off in an unclosing disproportion, though the body be as it ought; for there all corporall delight will soon become unsavoury and contemptible.
THE REGULATION OF PRINTING AND THE PUBLICATION OF THE DOCTRINE 
AND DISCIPLINE OF DIVORCE

· A huge increase in printed books and pamphlets following the demise of state mechanisms for regulating printing in 1641
· A concurrent rise of popular radicalism
· A deepening of the conviction that the state must control the reading material available to its citizens in order to regulate their political activities
· English church hierarchy convinced that the freedom to print works about topics in religion led straight to heresy and schism
· 1643 Act of Parliament brought into the legal context an Order … Regulating Printing: dictated that a license must be sought to print; unlicensed printing a criminal act.
· Anonymous publication: numerous proclamations and decrees had specified that authors, printers, and publishers should be identified on the title pages of all print publications. But never enforceable.
The Doctrine and Discipline of Divorce (1643):

· First published 1643: 

· Milton approached an ecclesiastical licenser, John Bachelor, who refused Milton a license.

· Milton’s name does not appear on the title page, but he signed the preface with his initials.

· Probably 1,000 copies; sold out in six months and immediately re-printed.
· 1644 edition: Milton’s authorship is acknowledged only by initials.
· Third and fourth editions in 1645
Milton’s other Divorce Tracts:

· The Judgement of Martin Bucer (1644): Milton presents abridged translations of passages of the great Protestant reformer to support the views advanced in DDD. They are preceded by six pages of ‘Testimonies of the high approbation which learned men have given of Martin Bucer’, and then by eight pages of closer type addressed by Milton to the Parliament and signed with his name in full; his name, however, does not appear on the title-page. Even so, The Judgement of Martin Bucer was duly licensed.
· A week later, both of Milton’s works on divorce were attacked in a sermon delivered before Parliament by Herbert Palmer, a member of the Westminster Assembly.

· A fortnight after that, a Stationers’ Company petition naming Milton as a violator of printing regulations was referred to the House of Commons’ Committee on Printing. The Commons in response drafted new printing regulations that went up to the House of Lords for approval. Nothing further seems to have come of this draft.

· Colasterion (1645): a ‘punishment’ of an anonymous critic who had attacked the views expressed in DDD.
· Tetrachordon (1645): published unlicensed and anonymously
· learned work: tries to harmonize the four chief places in Scripture that speak of marriage or divorce

· Milton’s fullest and final statement on the matter of divorce

Areopagitica (1644): 
· Attacks the 1643 Order … Regulating Printing
· Unlicensed, but Milton’s name appears in italic capitals near the top of the title page
· December 1644: Milton summoned to appear before the judges appointed by the House of Lords to investigate unlicensed printing; questioned and released after a few days, with no further action taken.

MILTON’S MARRIAGE TO MARY POWELL

· Mary Powell: of a Royalist family; seventeen years of age.

· Milton’s nephew, Edward Phillips, writing in 1694
DDD, Bk I, Ch. 3: refutes argument that divorce would be unnecessary if people carefully considered the disposition of their prospective mates before wedlock:

1. ‘it may yet befall a discreet man to be mistak’n in his choice: and we have plenty of examples. The sobrest and best govern’d men are least practiz’d I these affairs’;

2. ‘it is not strange though many who have spent their youth chastly, are in some things not so quick-sighted’;

3. Canon Law in England perpetuates a situation which in practice favours those with looser morals, who, ‘by reason of their bold accustoming, prove most successfull in their matches, because their wild affections unsettling at will, have been as so many divorces to teach them experience.’
Annabel Patterson, ‘Milton, Marriage and Divorce’:

Roughly speaking, [Milton] begins with an ill-concealed personal bitterness, moves towards formal high-mindedness by citing a vast chorus of authorities for his position, and ends with renewed personal bitterness, and coarseness – but now redirected to his ‘answerers’. More importantly, […] Milton discovered for himself the principle of companionate marriage as Protestantism was still inventing it, and the engine of his discovery was humiliation and disappointment. That is to say, by finding Mary Milton wanting (and missing), he imagined in the hole she had made in his feelings what a good marriage might be. Consequently he could see for himself, and with acid clarity, what was wrong with a legal system that encouraged hypocrisy, stressed the dynastic and physical aspects of marriage over the psychological and sociable, and did not allow for second chances.

‘PSALM VI’
1. Milton did not neglect lyric poetry in his quest for major eloquence, and continued to translate psalms throughout his life.

2. The translation of psalms in the Renaissance is interesting not only for our consideration of lyric poetry, but also because, as the historian Christopher Hill has remarked, the Bible was ‘the foundation of all aspects of English culture’ in the seventeenth century.
 The psalms in particular exercised an immense informing influence on early modern liturgical, devotional and literary culture.

3. The psalms were received usually already in translation in the prominent English psalters and Bibles - Coverdale’s Bible (1535), the Geneva Bible (1560), the Bishops’ Bible (1568), and the King James Version (1611) - and in the translation of Miles Coverdale for the Great Bible (1539) that came to be included  in the Book of Common Prayer. The psalms were thereby naturalised and made ‘rich with English associations’.
 

4. Metrical psalms (i.e. psalms written in poetic or musical metre) were intended for congregational singing in liturgical worship in the English Church, and there were metrical psalms intended for reading as lyric poetry. Amid a diverse group of poets who translated psalms for this purpose are John Milton and Henry Vaughan.

5. From the perspective of our consideration of psalm translations as lyric poems we should consider the generic status of the ‘psalm’ and that of ‘lyric’. 

a. Psalms intended for reading as lyric poetry developed from within an ecclesiastical, liturgical and private devotional context in which the psalms were invested with extraordinary significance as ‘an Anatomy of all the partes of the Soule’ (Calvin), as well as a cure for all the soul’s diseases, and a movingly expressed, pedagogically useful compendium of all the other parts of Scripture, setting forth God, divine men and heavenly inspiration.
 

b. As we know, lyric is difficult to define. Should we define lyric poetry by the ostensible emphasis on the personal in the mode of speaking, then paraphrases and translations of psalms are lyric poems. The Sidney Psalter founded a broader tradition of devotional poetry that develops poetic voice and explores inner psychological states and the difficult terrain of sincerity and theatricality. The etymology in the Greek psalmos (‘a song sung to the accompaniment of a plucked instrument’) suggests an affinity with lyric which also enjoyed a certain though by no means always clear or consistent relationship with song and music.

c. However, ‘psalm’ is also difficult to define. The Renaissance lacked any consistent or accurate definition of the genre of ‘psalm’ for a variety of reasons: the variability in length, mood or tone, subject-matter, form and purpose of the 150 texts that make up the Biblical Book of Psalms, together with the appearance of psalms elsewhere in the Bible; the unclear distinction between psalms and canticles or hymns; and the relative paucity of knowledge of Hebrew language and (especially) poetry among even learned authors and translators. 

6. In our consideration of psalm translations as lyric poems we should also consider the assessment of the status of translation as literary. 

a. The relationship between a psalm and its ‘translation’ was frequently quite tenuous arising perhaps from the hermeneutic tension between a retrieval of what exists as denotation, connotation, implication, or merely suggestion, within a text, and an imaginative production of meaning by the reader or translator. 

Of some relevance here is the frequent early modern English conflation of ‘discovery’ and ‘invention’, both of which were denoted by the poetic concept of ‘ingenuity’ – a concept we have discussed in connection with ‘wit’ and with the poetry of Donne, in particular. 

b. The variety of translation also arose (but neither consistently nor reliably) from the various kinds as delineated by Dryden, for example, as ‘Paraphrase, or Translation with Latitude’, and ‘Imitation’, or from some such interpretative distinction as between the ‘letter’ and the ‘spirit’ of Scripture.
 And psalms were also read allegorically in the tradition of Biblical exegesis. 

7. The metrical variety, poetic ingenuity and imaginative power of language of the greatest achievements in literary psalm translation should not be divorced from the ways in which psalms deeply ‘permeated the literary, religious, political, and social strata of the period’ (p. 15). Christian re-interpretations of psalms show the strains of negotiation and appropriation for specifically early modern aesthetic and frequently factional politico-religious interests. Psalms were held to have been written by like David under direct inspiration from God so there was perhaps a powerful temptation to make them seem to legitimize points of view.
8. The divine inspiration thought to have given rise to the psalms might seem to a Renaissance reader to legitimize the points of view they express. So who is speaking in the psalm text? A divinely inspired David? Milton, a philosophical Christian prophet translating the words through which God speaks? Or Milton, fallen, disillusioned with the political process and (to use Paul’s phrase of limited human comprehension of the divine) looking through a glass darkly at his enemies? With what authority does the speaker of the poem call for the destruction of his enemies? 

9. The relevance of the psalm to Milton’s circumstances should not be assumed, but if there is a biographical connection Milton’s enemies might in the first instance be those who opposed the establishment of non-monarchical government, that is, Royalists and high Anglicans. But by the time this translation was written Milton’s radical causes had also made enemies of the more conservative Parliamentarians and Puritans in the Westminster Assembly.

10. The psalm translation was written on August 13, 1653. We know this because Milton himself dates it. By this time, Milton was in the early days of his blindness. There is an implied connection between the defeat of Milton’s political dreams and the loss of his sight, but who is to blame? Psalm vi is one of what are known as the penitential psalms, so we certainly may ask whether Milton felt penitent, and if so, about what? In line 14 he alone of all translators of Psalm VI uses the word ‘dark’. ‘Milton emphasizes the “eye,” in characteristic fashion, by leaving the word suspended at the end of the line’.
 That this is an echo of his own blindness seems confirmed by his rendering of the curse at the end of the psalm. In the King James Authorized Version of the Bible the curse is, ‘Let all mine enemies be sore vexed’. In Milton’s psalm translation, it is rendered, ‘Mine enemies shall all be blank and dashed / With much confusion.’ (lines 21-22). The word ‘blank’ occurs elsewhere in Milton’s writings to refer to his blindness. According to Hannibal Hamlin, ‘In Psalm 6, he not only laments his blindness, but calls for a mimetic revenge against his enemies, wishing on them the “blank” that afflicts him.’

SONNET XIX

1. Milton’s lyric output also includes sonnets, of which 23 survive. The dating of some of these is very difficult, so they provide a good subject for research in textual history. 

2. ‘Sonnet XIX’ involves the question of which of Milton’s two successive wives is referred to, though critics clash over whether the sonnet’s force is personal and biographical. Milton’s first wife, Mary Powell, died in May 1652, three days after giving birth to a daughter; Milton married his second wife Katherine Woodcock in 1656, and she died in 1658, having borne him a daughter in October, 1657. The date usually given to the poem is 1658.

3. Alcestis is the wife of Admetus who chose to die in his place and who, in Euripides’ drama, was returned to him by Heracles, who wrestled with Death to win her back; Alcestis was veiled on her return, and Katherine also is veiled, in that Milton had never seen her face, being blind at their marriage. In the book Leviticus, in the Old Testament, the postpartum condition is deemed unclean for 66 days, and the woman must be purified; if this is literal, it might apply to Mary Powell; if figurative, to Katherine (from the Greek kithara, “pure”), who died the day after the feast of the Purification of the Virgin.

4. Biographical discussion of Milton’s psalm translation and his Sonnet XIX is necessarily concerned with questions of the relationship between the expressiveness of the poetic text and authorial intention and how these may affect our interpretation of the lyric poems. One possible way of defining lyric poetry is by the ostensible emphasis on the personal in the mode of speaking. From this issues of personal expression and authorial intention arise naturally. So to conclude our discussion of Milton, it is appropriate to consider further personal expression and authorial intention in respect of literary works.

Interpretation and Authorial Intention

1. We should not confuse personal expression with intention. These are distinct for an author can adopt a poetic persona for specific aesthetic or moral purposes or political reasons, and therein the poem’s expressiveness is intended by the author but does not correlate with the personal. Let us deal directly with intention: 

a. Frequently it can be difficult to recover authorial intention. Why? Because evidence of a Renaissance author’s intention is rarely available to us. We can only speculate as to what most of our authors intended. 

b. But if we did have evidence of a declared intention, how would it affect your interpretation? 

c. There is an argument that as pure concept intention remains inaccessible even where putative intention is declared. 
d. But let us suppose that a letter from Milton to an intimate friend declared which of Milton’s two successive wives is being referred to. Would this foreclose interpretation? Would it mean that an interpretation that accords with this successfully executed artistic intention is true? Would it mean that only such an interpretation is true? Could an interpretation that involves the other wife be true? Is truth necessary or sufficient for an interpretation to be acceptable?

e. These are not easy questions but they have to be asked. Whether or not the poem is anchored in Milton’s lived experience of loss of one of his spouses, its denotation, connotation, implication, or merely suggestion, has allowed for interpretation in terms much wider than the personal, such as those of ‘the grieving Christian’s struggles of faith and conscience’, or those of a ‘drama of lost salvation’, with the dreamer seeking ‘delight’ rather than spiritual ascent. Whether or not these accord with Milton’s intention, can they be acceptable interpretations of the work? 
f. Perhaps culturally significant properties do not need to be intentional by the author, because what can defensibly be attributed to the work depends in part on the culturally determined myths or schemes of imagination that interpretations bring to bear on the work. This might mean that a legitimate twenty- or twenty-first-century interpretation differs considerably from a seventeenth-century one. For example, J.B. Broadbent has read Milton’s sonnet as Oedipal, ‘the classic text for Milton’s mother’; though of course psychoanalysis was entirely unknown to the seventeenth century. 
g. Because imaginative schemes are plural, it is logically possible that plural, non-converging, even incompatible interpretations can be generated. 
h. It may even be that the appeal to authorial intention as a way to privilege certain interpretations should be rejected on the grounds that the author has no privileged voice over whether intentions have been fulfilled or indeed, whether personal meanings have been successfully expressed. Personal meanings might also be expressed despite the author’s intentions: the psychoanalytic interpretation is based on the premise of this being possible.
� John Milton, The Complete English Poems, ed. and intr. by Gordon Campbell, Everyman’s Library, 97 (London: David Campbell Publishers, 1980; rev. edn 1990), p. ix.


� See Herbert J.C. Grierson, The First Half of the Seventeenth Century, Periods of European Literature, ed. by Professor Saintsbury, VII (Edinburgh and London: William Blackwood and Sons, 1906), pp. 180-83.


� Douglas Bush, English Literature in the Earlier Seventeenth Century, 1600-1660 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1945), p. 111.


� David Norbrook, ‘The Politics of Milton’s Early Poetry’, in John Milton, ed. and intr. by Annabel Patterson, Longman Critical Readers (London and New York: Longman, 1992), pp. 46-64 (p. 52).


� A Complete Collection of the Historical, Political, and Miscellaneous Works of John Milton, both English and Latin. With som Papers never before Publish’d. To which is Prefix’d the Life of the Author […] (Amsterdam, 1698), ‘The Life of John Milton’, by John Toland, p. 8.


� J.W. Saunders, A Biographical Dictionary of Renaissance Poets and Dramatists, 1520-1650 (Brighton: Harvester Press, 1983), p. 114.


� Saunders, A Biographical Dictionary of Renaissance Poets and Dramatists, 1520-1650, pp. 114-15.


� Cited in Regina M. Schwartz, ‘Milton on the Bible’, Ch. 3 of A Companion to Milton, ed. by Thomas N. Corns (Oxford: Blackwell, 2001), pp. 37-54 (p. 38).


� Annabel Patterson, ‘Milton, Marriage and Divorce’, Ch. 17 of A Companion to Milton, ed. by Thomas N. Corns (Oxford: Blackwell, 2001), pp. 279-93 (p. 282).


� Christopher Hill, The English Bible and the Seventeenth-Century Revolution (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1993), p. 7.


� Hannibal Hamlin, Psalm Culture and Early Modern English Literature (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), p. 7.


� Richard Hooker, Of the Laws of Ecclesiastical Polity, Book V, Ch. xxxvii.2, in The Works of that Learned and Judicious Divine, Mr. Richard Hooker, 2 vols (Oxford: Clarendon Press; London: Macmillan, 1865), p. 546.


� John Dryden, Translations from Ovid’s Epistles, Preface, in The Poems of John Dryden, ed. by John Sargeaunt (Oxford and London: Oxford University Press, 1913), pp. 508-9.


� Hamlin, Psalm Culture, p. 143.


� Hamlin, Psalm Culture, p. 144.





PAGE  
9

