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John Milton's Dialogical Activities
  "For Milton, writing, whatever the genre or occasion, is a "dialogical" activity, a form of internalized argument, conversation or debate." This essay will discuss several of John Milton's works in light of this quotation and explore the dialogical activity in each of them. Milton has written in many different genres, from masques to psalm translations. However, the scope of this essay does not allow for each of these genres to be discussed though they do contain much in the way of dialogical activity. This essay will highlight the dialogical activity in several of Milton's works, such as internal conversations and arguments or debates in which he often provides both sides of the dialogue. The focus will be primarily on the companion poems L'Allegro and Il Penseroso, Sonnet XIX or When I Consider How My Light Is Spent, and the divorce tract, The Doctrine And Discipline of Divorce.[footnoteRef:1] This essay will also touch lightly on Sonnet VII or How Soon Hath Time. [1:  John Milton, “The Doctrine and Discipline of Divorce” The John Milton Reading Room (n.d), https://milton.host.dartmouth.edu/reading_room/ddd/book_1/text.shtml. Accessed 30 October 2022. John Milton, “L’Allegro” The John Milton Reading Room, (n.d), https://milton.host.dartmouth.edu/reading_room/l_allegro/text.shtml. Accessed 30 October 2022. John Milton, “Il Penseroso” The John Milton Reading Room, (n.d), https://milton.host.dartmouth.edu/reading_room/penseroso/text.shtml. Accessed 30 October 2022. John Milton, “Sonnet 19” The John Milton Reading Room, (n.d), https://milton.host.dartmouth.edu/reading_room/sonnets/sonnet_19/text.shtml. Accessed 30 October 2022.] 

  Milton was born in London, England, in 1608 and is probably most famous for having written the epic poem Paradise Lost.[footnoteRef:2] He died in 1674 but not before achieving so much in his writings that he is "considered the most significant English author after William Shakespeare."[footnoteRef:3] He took his education seriously and stated his intentions to become a great poet as an undergraduate at Cambridge University.[footnoteRef:4] Milton was trained in debate, and this shows in his writings with his ability to put forth both sides of an argument and debate them well.[footnoteRef:5] Milton's companion poems L'Allegro and Il Penseroso could have been the result of an exercise during his time at Cambridge.[footnoteRef:6] [2:  Kathleen Kuiper (ed.), Merriam Webster's Encyclopedia Of Literature (Massachusetts: Merriam-Webster Incorporated, 1995). p.763-764.]  [3:  Albert Labriola, “John Milton Biography” Encyclopaedia Brittanica, (28 August 2022), https://www.britannica.com/biography/John-Milton. Accessed 30 October 2022. ]  [4:  Marjorie Nicolson, A Readers Guide to John Milton (New York: Syracuse University Press, 1998).p3.]  [5:  Marjorie Nicolson, A Readers Guide to John Milton (New York: Syracuse University Press, 1998). p51.]  [6:  Marjorie Nicolson, A Readers Guide to John Milton (New York: Syracuse University Press, 1998). p51.] 

  L'Allegro and Il Penseroso were written in 1631 and have been referred to as the companion poems, the twin lyrics and minor poems.[footnoteRef:7] The poems themselves have inspired much conversation and debate among scholars as they have attempted to discover exactly what the poems represent.[footnoteRef:8] [7:  David Daiches, Milton (London: Anchor Press, 1971)p53. Nicolson p Marjorie Nicolson, A Readers Guide to John Milton (New York: Syracuse University Press, 1998).p51. William Hudson, Milton and His Poetry (London: George G. Harrap and Company, 1912). p45. ]  [8:  Marjorie Nicolson, A Readers Guide to John Milton (New York: Syracuse University Press, 1998).p52-53.] 

  Each poem alone argues the best way to live, with L'Allegro arguing that the best way to live is with mirth, joy and be carefree and Il Penseroso arguing that the best way to live is with melancholy, peace and studies. Both poems start by rejecting the main focus of the other. L'Allegro sends off melancholy and then goes on to list the pleasures of mirth, whereas Il Penseroso sends off mirth and lists all the pleasures of melancholy. It may be important to note that there were different ways of using the word "melancholy" at the time that Milton wrote these poems and that whilst L'Allegro may have been dismissing black melancholy, Il Penseroso was welcoming a white melancholy.[footnoteRef:9] Also worthy of noting is that the titles of these companion poems translate to "cheerful" and "thoughtful", respectively.  [9:  Marjorie Nicolson, A Readers Guide to John Milton (New York: Syracuse University Press, 1998). p.53.] 

  Each poem looked at separately makes sense as a stand-alone poem, but when placed next to each other as companion poems, they can easily be seen as in constant dialogue with each other.[footnoteRef:10] Both poems mention the same kinds of things and mirror each other in this way. In each of the poems, the same things are spoken of in a positive light, just in a different way.[footnoteRef:11] Nature is spoken about extensively in both poems but described differently or as seen from each of the different moods of the speaker in the poem. In lines 41-42 of L' Allegro, Milton describes a lark beginning his flight and startling the dull night. This is in contrast to lines 61-62 of Il Penseroso, where a sweet bird shuns the noise of folly, and its music is melancholy. The way that the speakers express their enjoyment for each of these leads us to believe that they consider this is the best way. Each speaker likes bird song but at different times and in different moods. L'Allegro also tells of the pleasures of the day, whereas in the same position in, Il Penseroso tells of the pleasures of the night. In lines 57-61, the cheerful man enjoys walking not unseen as the sun begins to rise, whilst in Il Penseroso lines 65-68, the thinking man enjoys walking unseen in the moonlight. Both men enjoy walking but at different times of the day. Almost the entirety of these poems are laid out this way, mirroring the other in statements about enjoying the same things from a different point of view or time of day.  [10:  William Hudson, Milton and His Poetry (London: George G. Harrap and Company, 1912). p.43.]  [11:  William Hudson, Milton and His Poetry (London: George G. Harrap and Company, 1912). p.43.] 

   The only parts of the two poems that appear to be directly arguing against the other are in the opening ten lines of each when they are dismissing the other. L' Allegro calls melancholy "loathed" and associates it with Cerberus and blackest midnight, whilst Il Penseroso describes joys as "vain" and "deluding". Aside from these few remarks, neither is saying the other is a bad way to live; they each make their own argument for the way that they describe. Milton effortlessly succeeds in putting forth both sides of this argument just by elevating each side without bringing the other down.
  Neither poem loses the argument exactly, but for Milton, one does win. Milton ends L' Allegro in lines 151-152 by saying that if all the delights he has listed before can be given, then he will choose to live that way. He ends Il Penseroso similarly but changes the wording slightly to give a completely different meaning. In the final two lines, 175-176, he says that melancholy does give him all the pleasures he listed before, and so, therefore, he will choose to live that way. Both appear to be acceptable, enjoyable ways of living, but for Milton, Il Penseroso was his choice. The fact that Il Penseroso is the longest poem of the two shows that Milton put more thought into the writing from the perspective of the more serious, thoughtful man.[footnoteRef:12] [12:  Marjorie Nicolson, A Readers Guide to John Milton (New York: Syracuse University Press, 1998). p.59.] 

  Similarly to the companion poems being placed next to each other, it would also be possible to pair two of Milton's Sonnets; Sonnet VII, How Soon Hath Time and Sonnet XIX When I Consider How My Light Is Spent.[footnoteRef:13] How Soon Hath Time was written by Milton when he was 24 years old, and just as Sonnet XIX does, it talks about how much he has not achieved.[footnoteRef:14] The most significant difference between the poems being, of course, that Milton had just started his career in Sonnet VII and may have felt it was the end of it in Sonnet XIX. In Sonnet VII, Milton explains that he has reached adulthood with no significant literary achievements.[footnoteRef:15] He does not so much question God as take comfort in that he will do whatever it is God's wish for him to do.[footnoteRef:16]  [13:  Dennis Danielson (ed.), The Cambridge Companion To Milton (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2008).p.109. Helen Darbishire (ed.), The Poetical Works of John Milton (London: Oxford University Press, 1960).p.431-432.]  [14:  Dennis Danielson (ed.), The Cambridge Companion To Milton (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2008).p.110.]  [15:  Dennis Danielson (ed.), The Cambridge Companion To Milton (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2008).p.110.]  [16:  Dennis Danielson (ed.), The Cambridge Companion To Milton (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2008).p.110-111.] 

  Milton became totally blind by 1653 when he was just 45 years old.[footnoteRef:17] There has been some debate about when Sonnet XIX was written, with it being dated as early as 1642 and as late as 1655.[footnoteRef:18] As Dixon Fiske says in his article Milton In The Middle Life: Sonnet XIX, "we certainly do not have any good reason any longer for accepting a dating much before 1652", and he suggests the date to be in late 1655.[footnoteRef:19] When I consider how my light is spent is an internalized conversation that Milton has with himself in which he provides both the question and the answer. The problem being that he has become blind before half his life is through, and he does not know another way that he can serve God other than by using his "talent" - his writing. He then builds up to the answer in which he understands that God does not need him to do anything.  [17: William Hudson, Milton and His Poetry (London: George G. Harrap and Company, 1912). p.130-131]  [18:  Dixon Fiske, “Milton in the Middle of Life: Sonnet XIX.” ELH, vol.41, no.1. 1974, pp.37-49. JSTOR, https://doi.org/10.2307/2872546. Accessed 30 Oct. 2022. p.37-38. Marjorie Nicolson, A Readers Guide to John Milton (New York: Syracuse University Press, 1998). p.151-152.]  [19:  Dixon Fiske, “Milton in the Middle of Life: Sonnet XIX.” ELH, vol.41, no.1. 1974, pp.37-49. JSTOR, https://doi.org/10.2307/2872546. Accessed 30 Oct. 2022. p.43.] 

  The loss of his eyesight would have been more brutal for Milton than it would have been for other poets due to the amount of reading he did in order to make his poems what they were. He read heavily, and in the way that a scholar would have, his eyes were more important to him than they would have been to poets who used only their imaginations.[footnoteRef:20] Lines 1-4 speak of how he has gone blind and how his "one talent" is useless to him now that he cannot see. He then goes on to ask in lines 5-8 what God will expect of him now but quickly answers himself in lines 9-14 that God does not need or expect anything of him and never did. In line 9, he uses the word "murmur," and in the time that he wrote this sonnet to murmur meant to complain, for the religious murmuring could be done against God when they were suffering from bad luck.[footnoteRef:21]  [20:  Marjorie Nicolson, A Readers Guide to John Milton (New York: Syracuse University Press, 1998). p.153-154.]  [21:  Tobias Gregory, “Murmur and Reply: Rereading milton’s Sonnet 19.” Milton Studies, vol.51. 2010, pp.21-43. JSTOR, http://www.jstor.org/stable/26396001. Accessed 30 Oct. 2022.p.21.] 

  Milton married Mary Powell in 1642, and he published The Doctrine and Discipline of Divorce anonymously just two years later and then the second edition of it under his name in 1643.[footnoteRef:22] Many scholars believe this to be no coincidence considering Mary left him to return to her parent's home later in the same year that they married.[footnoteRef:23] However, an entry into Milton's personal commonplace book indicates that he had been thinking about writing on the subject of divorce even before his marriage to her.[footnoteRef:24] In The Doctrine and Discipline of Divorce, Milton argues that there should be more acceptable grounds for divorce than there currently were. During the time that Milton was writing, the only acceptable reason for divorce was adultery, and Milton believed that it should be acceptable to divorce on the grounds of not being compatible.[footnoteRef:25] At any rate, his wife did eventually return to him, and she died shortly after giving birth to his daughter.[footnoteRef:26]  [22:  Alastair Fowler (ed.), Milton Paradise lost (New York: Longman inc., 1992).p.XVII.]  [23:  Alastair Fowler (ed.), Milton Paradise lost (New York: Longman inc., 1992).p.XVII.]  [24:  Dennis Danielson (ed.), The Cambridge Companion To Milton (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2008).p.11.]  [25:  Dennis Danielson (ed.), The Cambridge Companion To Milton (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2008).p.11-12.]  [26:  Dennis Danielson (ed.), The Cambridge Companion To Milton (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2008).p.12.] 

  The doctrine and Discipline of Divorce was highly controversial and was the work that earned Milton the label of "heretic", and the book itself was condemned by Herbert Palmer in 1644.[footnoteRef:27] In book one, chapter one of The Doctrine and Discipline of Divorce, Milton argues that men do not fully know their wives before they are married and that they may find after they are married something that would have prevented them from marrying them had they known.[footnoteRef:28] He argues that without fully knowing their wives, they could not know that they would not be suitable companions for marriage. In chapter four, he argues that marriage's primary goal is happy companionship and that if it doesn’t deliver on that promise, it is worse than not being married at all, as both parties are no longer free to look for that fulfilment elsewhere.[footnoteRef:29] In both these instances, Milton is providing parliament with reasons that divorce should be allowed in more cases than adultery. Although it may have appeared that Milton had a low opinion of marriage because of his divorce tracts, it was actually because he thought so highly of it that he argued for divorce so that people could be free to marry correctly.[footnoteRef:30] [27:  David Lowenstein, John Milton prose: Major Writings on Liberty, Politics and Education. (E-book: Wiley-Blackwell, 2012). p.103.]  [28:  David Lowenstein, John Milton prose: Major Writings on Liberty, Politics and Education. (E-book: Wiley-Blackwell, 2012). p.115-116.]  [29:  David Lowenstein, John Milton prose: Major Writings on Liberty, Politics and Education. (E-book: Wiley-Blackwell, 2012). p.118-119.]  [30:  David Daiches, Milton (London: Anchor Press, 1971)p113.] 

  As can be seen from this essay, Milton does indeed use writing as a dialogical activity. This essay has given examples and discussed four works in three different genres that were written for different occasions. The companion poems L' Allegro and Il Penseroso, an argument for the best way to live life, When I Consider How My Light Is Spent on his blindness and The Doctrine and Discipline of Divorce, written to persuade parliament that incompatibility should be considered as grounds for divorce. 
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