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Q12: How far do you agree that although Milton’s pastoral elegy ‘Lycidas’ seeks consolation in pastoral, the only ultimate consolation offered by the poem is to be found in the assurance of eternal life after death?


[bookmark: _Int_AFny9JbV]I believe Milton’s elegy Lycidas certainly attempts to display an effort at consolation using the pastoral medium, but ultimately, he reveals its inadequacy, as it fails to offer the consolation he requires. After a foray of encounters with ancient classical deities, Milton seems to have exhausted all means of a necessary conciliation. Though they are drawn out of the shadows of the past there is a sense I think in this poem of demonstration on Milton’s part, a very deliberate exercise moving towards the inevitable undermining of any classical sympathies in regards their ability to offer comfort and hope. 
In exploring this theme, it is worth considering the possible motives Milton had in presenting the poem in the first place. Was its submission in 1638 to the Justa Edouardo King naufrago a self-motivated opportunity? and if so, what was his intention? It is important to note that his was the only pastoral poem in the collection of thirty-six poems. Critic Samuel Johnson, writing in the eighteenth century, explores a similar thread of inquiry. He questions the relevant propriety of the pastoral as a vehicle of passion in the verse memorial/elegy, ‘where there is leisure for fiction there is little grief’ he says. Writing in his 'Life to Milton’ he lays bare the insincere adornments of the pastoral as unbefitting to an elegy, saying ‘He who thus grieves will excite no sympathy.’ Milton has fallen short in his attempts at a sincere dedication with the indulgent colourings and ‘trifling fictions' of the pastoral, even later accusing Milton of ‘at least an approach to impiety.’ [footnoteRef:4190] Northrop Frye defends Milton against this criticism by arguing that personal sincerity has no place in Literature, because personal sincerity as such is inarticulate,’ its pretence being but a literary convention. [footnoteRef:30573]  [4190:  Johnson, Samuel, The Life of Milton (London: T. Cadell, 1781) p.57 ]  [30573:   Northrop Frye, Milton’s Lycidas : the tradition and the poem, ed. Patrides, (New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston,1961), p.206.] 

 So, was Johnson missing the point? Was that precisely Milton’s intention? To highlight the insufficiency of the pastoral in relation to his search for spiritual satisfaction and conciliation with death.
Also, when Lycidas was published in 1638, at that time the pastoral elegy was already out of fashion. It did however allow Milton to access a wealth of the necessary symbolic imagery and utilise the natural cyclical patterns of nature and the seasons, displaying the established classical order of the Golden Age. Also perhaps drawing on the earlier use of the pastoral as a means of conveying political opinion, as Spenser did in The Shepheards Calender of 1579. [footnoteRef:7378] [7378:  Barbara K Lewalski, The life of John Milton: a critical biography. Rev. ed. Malden, (Mass.: Blackwell,2007). p.82.] 


Through the medium of the poem, Milton is afforded the opportunity to invoke a personal transmutation of his supportive theological ideology. In its invocation of Christ late in the poem, we are presented with a new theological landscape. Martin Evans echoes this idea saying the poem ‘records Milton’s emergence from the persona of the uncouth swaine . Lycidas is one long disengagement, liking it to some kind of 'Christian conversion experience.’ [footnoteRef:9122] Fish echoes this sense of detachment the speaker portrays throughout the poem. Regarding the plot, he says 'it consists of the speaker’s efforts to resist assimilation. He does this in part by maintaining an ironic distance from the conventions he proceeds to invoke.’ [footnoteRef:7687] This ironic voice in the poem is produced because it knows more than the conventions on offer. Maintaining a privileged position, it has seen past the fictions of the false consolation. [9122:  Martin Evans,’ The Cambridge companion to Milton’. 2nd ed, ed by D Danielson (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999), p.51. ]  [7687:  Stanley Eugene Fish, How Milton works (Cambridge, Mass: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2001), p.263.] 

This sense of intellectual removal from the poem as well as the numerous shifts in perspective that occur create a useful sense of detachment that can in some ways begin to form an element of fragmentation to the poem, a loosening. As well, the poem supports a varied rhyme scheme that complements the regular movements in tone. This reinforces the point Adam Walker makes about the poem when he mentions a sifting/ shaking tendency within the poem as its speaker constantly attempts a redefinition of its belief system towards its final Christian conclusion. Stanley Fish discussing the speakers voice in Lycidas, notes its reluctance to let go voluntarily in certain passages; 
He holds on tenaciously to his own song and must be forcibly removed from the poem by voices that pre-empt him or displace him or simply ignore him [footnoteRef:21478] [21478:  Stanley Eugene Fish, How Milton Works, p.273.] 

In some parts there are ambiguities regarding the identity of the changing voices. Mary Pechaux also notes the varying tonal vocal shifts present in the poem, producing as well as an ambivalence and richness, 'A multitude of overtones difficult to disentangle one from another.’  [footnoteRef:1634] [1634:  Mary Pecheux, The Dread Voice in Lycidas, Milton Studies ,9 (1976), p.239.] 

If Milton’s intention were to systematically remove himself from the inefficacious sensibilities of the pastoral, he is succeeding as the poem elegantly begins to discard hope after appealing to the classical deities. Yet his profound bond with nature remains intact, as an essential poetic reference point. 
[bookmark: _Int_xu5pg2Ep]The poem begins with the line ’Yet once more’(l1). This sense of a return is explained by Adam Walker who suggests Milton begins the poem with a deliberate but subtle Christian allusion to Hebrews 12:26. ‘Once more I will shake not only the earth but also the heavens. [footnoteRef:29118] This notion of a great eschatological shaking features throughout the poem he argues, sifting out the truth from the things that will fall away, how God’s voice and power extend beyond the physical earth to the spiritual realm. In this case dispelling the illusion that classical convention can offer hope in the face of death. [29118:  Adam Walker, ‘’Lycidas’’ Close reading Poetry (2024).] 

[bookmark: _Int_bjn8CmaJ]This could be the case, though it seems premature in the poem in regard the movement towards its end, the reassurance of Christian faith. Or perhaps it signals another symbolic cyclical movement from the beginning to the end of the poem?
Soon, Milton’s shepherd is reaching for the evergreens of laurels, myrtles and ivy referencing the necessary symbols of the honourable and eternal in nature suggesting the hope of renewal for Lycidas. Then comes the start of another symbolic mechanism at play within the poem, of water. The body of Lycidas on the waves of ‘his watery bier’(l12) must not be allowed to ‘welter to the parching wind’(l13). So begins the ritualistic depiction of the balance between the above and below, life and death and forces able to mediate between, both coming later in the poem.
[bookmark: _Int_C7f6X1qJ]In an invocation to the Muses ‘Sisters of the sacred well’ (l15) the shepherd appeals to them to aid him in his lament of song for Lycidas. Here the shepherd compares his own fate to that of his departed friend and references his own mortality the ‘destin’d urn’(l20) as he seeks consolation in his ‘sable shroud’ of mourning (l22). The sense of repetition is continued in the cyclical patterns of nature, reflected in the stars and sun, ‘Oft til the star that rose at ev’ning bright, Toward heav’n’s descent had slop’d his westering wheel’ (l30-31). The loss of Lycidas is reflected in nature ‘like canker to the rose’ (l45). Nature itself is never abandoned throughout; only the classical deific representations of it. Milton merely needs to closely appropriate it within the new Christian landscape. 
The narrator shepherd when invoking the presence of the Nymphs, berates them with an accusatory tone for their inability to aid Lycidas; ‘where were ye, Nymphs, when the remorseless deep Clos’d o’er the head of your lov’d Lycidas?’(l50-51). The 'your’ enforces the sense of responsibility. At this point in the poem the lack of assurance the old gods can provide is highlighted by a damning declaration of their past failings. Referencing Orpheus’s failed attempt to recover Eurydice from Pluto and the realm of the dead. The gory death of Orpheus with his decapitated head thrown into the River Hebrus continues the water/death theme. Calliope, mother of Orpheus and the poets muse is labelled the ‘thankless muse,’ with the shepherd left questioning the worth of a poet's vocation with its unrewarded dedication.
 Next, after reflecting on the worth of fame, and the threat of the poets ‘sudden blaze’ curtailed by ‘th‘abhorred shears’(l74-75). ‘’but not the praise’’, Phoebus, Apollo the sun god dramatically states as he enters the narrative with striking intonation to the shepherd poet. 'Fame is no plant that grows on mortal soil’ (l78) but lives in the eyes of God. Reminding him that fame is transitional and not earthly. God, Jove sees all things and offers reward in heaven. At this point there is a marked distinction between the pagan gods of specific place, the woods and streams and the Christian doctrine. Though Jove and Apollo are still pagan deities the transitional tone to that of Christian reward ‘Of so much fame in Heav’n expect thy meed’ (l84) is handled as a cushioning device for what is to come. [footnoteRef:17573] [17573:   Cleath Brooks and John Edward Hardy, Milton's Lycidas: the tradition and the poem, ed C.A.Patrides, (New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston,1961). p.144.] 

Now the narrator poet/shepherd seeks the cause of Lycidas’ death. Neptune ushers in the voice of the sea, relating that the wind and waves who, ‘knew not of his story’ (l95) whilst the nymph Panope has other priorities and is busy at play, oblivious to his death. In the very domain of their power the water elements are shown completely disconnected from Lycidas at his death and offer no hope for the grieving shepherd. The old gods have fallen silent.
 Focus now shifts to that ‘fatal and perfidious bark, Built in th’eclipse, and rigg’d with curses dark’ (l100-101). On first reading of this passage, it is easy to adopt the literal; a boat constructed under the influence of unfavourable celestial forces, ill-fated. Sacks overlays the description using Christian metaphors. The bark/boat is symbolic of the body, specifically the transgression of Adam, the original sin. The eclipse seen later in Paradise Lost, is the first sign of Eve’s sin, present too at the crucifixion. This interpretive shift marks a fresh movement towards the poem's creation of a Christian interpretation of King’s death. [footnoteRef:12623] The catastrophe of his death becomes part of a theological structure. This prepares the ground for the poems later movement toward redemptive resolution. [12623:  Peter M. Sacks, The English Elegy: Studies in the Genre from Spenser to Yeats               
(Baltimore and London: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1985), p108.
] 

Then, a brief sojourn with Camus the personification of the river Cam, Lycidas is seen reflected in nature as a ‘sanguine flower inscrib’d with woe’(l106). This slight but telling passage offers a powerful reminder of the illusory nature of life. Nature here, in her simplicity succinctly portrays the ephemeral beauty of life, as the blood of Lycidas is transmigrated to become a red flower, echoing the other similar classical legends of Hyacinthus, Adonis and Crocus etc.
The next passage drastically aborts the pastoral mood, with the introduction of ‘The Pilot of the Galilean lake’ (l109), Saint Peter. Milton mentions his mitre, with its Catholic connotations. Though this phrase may seem curious in regard to Milton’s protestant leanings, Ruskin says he uses the opportunity to reclaim episcopal authority back to the true and only power who holds the keys to Heaven, and adds weight to the charge against the false episcopates using Saint Peter’s powerful and foreboding presence, whilst lamenting  the failures of the clergy as they strive towards fulfilling their own ends.[footnoteRef:12924] Justin Clemens suggests the weight of the attack ‘clearly directs its animosities at Anglicanism’ chiefly at Archbishop Laud, privy councillor and member of the Star Chamber, ‘the grim Woolf with the privy paw’ (l128). [footnoteRef:21582] [12924:  Elledge Scott, Milton John 1608-1674,” Milton's Lycidas ": edited to serve as an introduction to criticism. (New York: Harper & Row 1966). p.238.]  [21582:  Justin Clemens, as “Yet Once More”: John Milton’s Lycidas: An
Assault on the Ordinary. Philosophies 2024, 9, 131. p.13.] 

The frustration and anger from this passage with St Peter, resonates with Milton’s reaction to contemporary political and religious events; such as the branding for sedition of the puritans Prynne, Bastwick and Burton, sanctioned by Archbishop Laud in 1637. Peter Sachs states the event served to channel Milton’s rage and highlight the theme of divine equity in the poem. [footnoteRef:10114] [10114:  Peter M. Sacks, The English Elegy, p.94.] 

Although we seem to have come a long way from the death of Lycidas, the passage serves to mirror the inner conflict around the injustice of the poet's death. The question is transferred and absorbed into a wider debate but loses the trappings of pastoral theatre instead tackling more pressing current issues for Milton.
Yet soon enough Lycidas is returned to the focus of the poem and Alpheus the river god is summoned to call the land into mourning, and in beginning, make ready a floral decoration for the tomb of Lycidas. We recall Arethusa was similarly called (in line 85) and as in mythology, they both became water and were merged, their connection in the poem moves like an undercurrent of pastoral flow, and like many of the deities ready to rise at any given moment. Adams highlights the relevance of the myth as representative of this reoccurring theme of death and rebirth. [footnoteRef:2286] The connection with rebirth is apparent if we consider that all the flowers summoned are ’vernal flowers’ (l141) There is a resurgence of colour and grief is temporarily allowed some respite ’to interpose a little ease’(l152). This symbolic act of blossoming’ allows us to assert the continuity of life in the face of death. [footnoteRef:18119] [2286:  Richard P Adams, “The Archetypal Pattern of Death and Rebirth in Milton’s Lycidas.” PMLA, vol. 64, no. 1, 1949, p.185.]  [18119:  Rosemund Tuve, Milton's Lycidas: the tradition and the poem.ed C.A.Patrides, (New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston,1961). p.195. ] 

But of course, there is no body to mourn.
Finally, consolation in the poem arrives. Lycidas lying beneath the waves, as the sun beneath the ocean, will rise again ‘with new spangled Ore’ (l170). Here the poem reaches the stage of resurrection for Lycidas ‘so Lycidas sunk low but mounted high’ (l172) by the power of Christ. There is still present the pastoral imagery of heavenly groves and streams, earth mirrored in Heaven, but seen in the new light of Christianity; ‘to fresh woods, and pastures new’ (l194).
It is relevant that Milton after Lycidas, did not return to the genre of pastoral poetry. There are elements of the pastoral appearing later, such as in his commissioned masque Comus, where we encounter forest settings, allegorical shepherds, and general rustic imagery. The earlier poems such as L'Allegro and Il Penseroso are both considered to be pastoral ‘though ’On the Morning of Christ’s Nativity’ whilst employing nature imagery reminiscent of the pastoral tradition, are devotional or ceremonial and place the narrators' imperative in seeking redemption from Christ. So, did Milton intentionally use the death of King as an opportunity to finally distance himself from the pastoral genre?
It seems that way. For Milton, Lycidas is the final valediction to the pastoral. Barrell and Bull concur ‘The poem is a revitalization of an old form- the pastoral elegy-and also, in effect, an elegy for the pastoral.’ They highlight the political content in the poem fuelled by Milton's Protestant sensibilities only serves to further shift the emphasis away from the lost nostalgia, so essential in the identity of the pastoral. [footnoteRef:32427] [32427:   John Barrell. & John Bull, The Penguin book of English Pastoral Verse. (London: Allen Lane, 1974), p.10.] 

The poems growing concern centres on its search for consolation after and before death. Initially it seeks answers through classically rooted endeavours. The poem was written in 1637. Though the plague had been present in states of varying intensity for centuries before, the previous year in London alone saw its population suffer the loss of over 10,000, 7.5% of its citizens to the disease.[footnoteRef:28428] The proximity of death may have been unsettling and threatening to prematurely end Milton’s ever ambitious ascent to achieve immortality through his work. [28428:   Charles F.Mullett, "The Bubonic Plague in England: A Problem in Public Health." Bulletin of the History of Medicine 20.2 (1946), p.308.] 

The theme of death is interwoven throughout the poem of course as would be expected in an elegy. Yet the comparisons are not just presented, they are, as with the ancient deities, questioned.
.M.W.Tillyard too suggests that the poem is more about Milton than it is Edward King. Criticism is unwarranted as Edward King is a nominal subject, ‘King is but the excuse for one of Milton’s most personal poems. [footnoteRef:529] The parallels between the two characters would be reason enough to have unsettled Milton; they were both poets from Cambridge, of similar age and both having considered a career in the church, and with Milton on the verge of a significant overseas voyage by sea. The last line of the poem ‘To morrow to fresh woods, and pastures new’ perhaps alluding to this. If the poem highlights the anxieties of Milton, then it seems reasonable to assume the matter of Milton’s own mortality would be brought into mind around the time of the poem's conception.  [529:  E. M. W. Tillyard, Milton. (London: Chatto & Windus, 1930). p.71.] 

The poem feels very much as though Milton, though wrestling with earthly concepts, is struggling for deeper meaning in his quest for answers. The pastoral elegies origin begins in the Hellenistic rituals of third century b.c. fertility cults, where the close interweaving of death and re-birth imagery abounds.[footnoteRef:15045] This cyclical theme of nature's attempt at achieving the power of renewal is loyally maintained throughout the poem but as we shall see is not enough for Milton, and certainly not the pagan deities of old that represent it. Wayne Schumaker asserts the death of King imparts a negative blight on future references to vegetation. Milton is playing out A sympathetic frustration in nature to balance the human frustrations about which the poem is built. [footnoteRef:8178] [15045:  Richard P Adams, Archetypal Pattern of Death and Rebirth in Lycidas, p.121.]  [8178:  Wayne Shumaker, “Flowerets and Sounding Seas: A Study in the Affective Structure of Lycidas.” PMLA, vol. 66, no. 4, 1951, p. 486.] 

Running parallel with this is a sense of duality, represented by the sea and the world above. The body of Lycidas moves about directionless; ‘where’er thy bones are hurl’d.’  In the dark underworld of the sea, ’the bottom of the monstrous world.’ The two spheres cannot be reconciled except by Christ, who demonstrated his divine authority over nature himself by walking on water, ‘Through the dear might of him that walk’d the waves.’(l.173) Brooks and Hardy reasonably suggest that the sea is symbolic of the unknown and ultimately then, death itself. The wells, streams and fountains in classic mythology are places of rejuvenation and life giving. In contrast, the sea, their destination (and the fate of all mortals) represents the dark chaos of the unknown. [footnoteRef:28244]  [28244:  Cleanth Brooks and John Edward Hardy, Milton’s Lycidas, p.145.] 

Milton then, uses the cyclical nature of the pastoral only as an exploration of his own mortality. But he will never find consolation in it. Only for Milton, mortality has broken the bounds and shattered the ever-turning wheel of nature, the question is one of the enduring spirit, not the regular mechanism of the natural world. Only through the promise of everlasting resurrection into the new realm of God can immortality really be achieved.
The pagan gods no longer serve any function in addressing the fundamental issue resolving any form of transcendence beyond the natural cycles and the dark sea of oblivion. Is it then a matter of ego that is the consideration. A desire for some level of consciousness beyond the realms of the earthly. That can only be found on the path of faith towards the promise of a life eternal.
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