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Seventeenth-Century Literature: Unities and Dualities
hpen5003/6003
Milton’s Companion Lyric Poems

 ‘L’Allegro’ & ‘Il Penseroso’

1. Printing History
a. Composition

i. No certain evidence for dating the composition of ‘L’Allegro’ and ‘Il Penseroso’, but various dates have been suggested, between 1629 and 1632

b. Early Printed Editions:

i. Published in Poems of Mr. John Milton (London, 1645)
1. Publisher was Humphrey Moseley, a bookseller doing business at the Prince’s Arms, a.k.a. the Three Feathers, in St. Paul’s Churchyard 

ii. In 1673 there appeared a new edition of the minor poems:

1. Two imprints: see ‘Milton: A Bibliography (1624-1799)’ in the Library’s Online Resources, for details.

iii. Published in The Poetical Works of Mr. John Milton (London, 1695): Again, see ‘Milton: A Bibliography (1624-1799)’ in the Library’s Online Resources, for details.
iv. Seven editions of the poems between 1705 and 1730

c. Milton and the Printer and Bookseller (Publisher) of the 1645 Poems
i. Moseley became the foremost literary publisher of his day, but he was an overt royalist, while Milton would become a staunch republican

1. The literary-critical dimension: some, like Annabel Patterson, have said that it is difficult to argue as others like David Norbrook have done, that the early poems published in 1645 were ‘really expressions of alienation’ from court culture, a critique posed from within.

2. Historic roots to the relationship between Milton and Moseley:

a. Milton wrote some verses on the death of Master Hobson, the Carrier or porter of Cambridge University. These were published in A Banquet of Jests in 1640 and in his own 1645 volume of poems. Moseley’s original partner in the book business was Nicholas Fussell, who entered into the Stationer’s Register in February 1631 A Portrature of master Hobson the Carryer of Cambridge and verses underwritten. It has been argued that it was Milton’s Hobson poems that were printed under the portrait and this explains why they appear in so many manuscript verse miscellanies and commonplace books before 1640.

b. Another printed work of Milton’s early career, the masque Comus, was published by Humphrey Robinson in 1637. Robinson was also a partner of Moseley in the book business.

c. The musician Henry Lawes was an old Milton family friend and collaborated with Milton on Comus (he is named on the title page of the 1645 Poems). Lawes collaborated with Moseley in a number of poetry-publishing ventures.

d. When the political climate changed in the 1640s, however sharply opinions diverged, individuals seldom disavowed business colleagues and acquaintances with whom they disagreed.

ii. The printing family of Raworth: Shortly after John Raworth’s death in 1645, his widow Ruth Raworth was printing for Moseley and she printed Milton’s Poems. Milton had perhaps the most durable of his book trade associations with Ruth Raworth and her second husband, the printer Thomas Newcomb.
2. Critical History

a. Genre:

i. Is lyric a class (or genre) of literature, that is, a legitimate critical category of a prescriptive status similar to that of “epic” which denotes reader competence and codifies the rules for reader expectations? We shall examine the “epic” when focusing on Milton’s Paradise Lost.

1. Some literary genres are labeled by form (e.g. sonnet) and some are labeled by content (e.g. elegy). 
2. In terms of form, lyric poetry is usually short and stanzaic. In this respect it resembles the classical concept of lyric poetry which is associated with stanzas. But lyric poetry varies considerably in metre and form and cannot be said to be classifiable as clearly or as rigidly by form as is, for example, the “sonnet,” that is, the familiar fourteen-line iambic pentameter poem. But the term “sonnet” was also applied more loosely to any short, Petrarchan love poem. Even so, this consideration does suggest the difficulty of defining lyric consistently in terms of form. It does not, however, preclude the possibility that lyric is a class that includes the sonnet.
3. Poets and theorists of poetry by the 1580s had assimilated a variety of poetic conventions to the notion of “lyric poem,” including “epigrams” and “sonnets” in both the strict and loose senses. We might consider sonnet sequences as long lyric poems made up of stanzas which are individual sonnets. In addition, however, the sonnet came to be thought of not only as part of a sequence but as a separate form not unlike a kind of epigram – the emotionally sweet epigram.
4. The classical elegy was a poem in alternating lines of hexameters and pentameters, and originally implied a lamentation. It later lost its strict formal identity and became much more broadly defined as treating of love, transience, disillusionment, death, and kindred puzzling and challenging themes, but retained the character of passionate meditation. In other words, elegy became identified by content. Elizabethan and Jacobean critics retained the term elegy, often distinguishing “mourning elegies” and “anniversaries” from “love elegies.” Should we wish to consider lyric as a literary genre labelled by content, like elegy, then we might justifiably argue that lyric often articulates what purports to be a personal experience or state of mind, and that frequently it focuses on love, either erotic or divine (“love lyrics”), nature (“pastoral lyrics”), or death (“elegies”). But lyric poetry is not simply about these things. It also registers the political pressures of court and church, the intellectual ferment of the Renaissance and the so-called “Scientific Revolution,” and the often adversarial commitments demanded by the Reformation, in the sixteenth century, and by the Civil War, in the seventeenth century.
5. The lyric has a traditional relation to “song.” The forms of song are varied as is its content, so this may account for the similar variety of lyric. We need to bear in mind though that the lyric’s emergence from song forms is obscured and uncertain. When Latin poets followed and adapted Greek lyric models, the actual association of meters with musical forms and styles began to disappear. However, the Renaissance sought to emulate the association with a deliberate re-unification of music and poetry. Some of the poems we call lyrics are “lyrics” in the clear sense that they may have been intended for singing and accordingly set to music. But the same cannot be said of many other lyric poems.
6. Perhaps lyric is not a genre at all, but merely a style, a mode of writing. But if so, it ranges in the sixteenth-century from the plain style of poets like Thomas Wyatt and Walter Ralegh to the Italianate, florid and fluent style of the Elizabethan courtly lyrics of Philip Sidney and Edmund Spenser. And in the seventeenth century, lyric style ranges from the pungent concentration of thought and sinewy strength of the poetry of John Donne and those directly influenced by him, the so-called metaphysical poets like Andrew Marvell and Henry Vaughan (who have become known to critics as members of the “School of Donne”), to the polished, classical lyrics of the Stuart court composed by Jonson and the so-called “Sons of Ben,” including Thomas Carew, whose poetry, as we shall see, was also capable of bearing the influence of John Donne.

7. Given such variety in style it is hard to imagine anything in the mode or style of writing as characteristic of lyric, except perhaps the “personal voice,” though this is more properly referred to as a mode of speaking or speaking voice. The lyrical voice is a personal voice even where the expression of the personal experience or state of mind is figuratively transformed. It is advisable to proceed cautiously though, for in lyric poetry of the period, the personal is very often political, love is not merely love, but politics, and that which is private is invariably intertwined with that which is public. Equally it can hardly be said that only lyric poetry treats of personal themes like love; “epic” poems like Milton’s Paradise Lost do this too.
8. Nevertheless the ostensible emphasis on the personal in the mode of speaking that we find in much, if not all, lyric poetry might even define “lyric” as a class or genre in its own right. This conception of “lyric,” as a class or genre of poetry with a distinctive, if not exclusively personal mode of speaking, allows us to think of “lyric” as including “epigrams,” “sonnets” in both strict and loose senses, “love lyrics,” “blazons,” “love elegies,” “mourning elegies,” “pastoral lyrics,” and “psalm translations,” as well as a number of “songs.” Some works, like “epigrams,” “sonnets,” and the others mentioned above, are “lyrics” while others are merely “lyrical,” or (like Paradise Lost) contain lyrical passages.

9. You may wish to scrutinise this conception of “lyric” as a class or genre of poetry with a distinctive, though not exclusive, mode of speaking which is ostensibly personal, when studying “odes.” The ode does not easily fit a definition of lyric as proposed, so you may wish to ponder the question of how the conception of lyric could be modified to include this genre.

ii. As celebrations of their respective deities, the Grace Euphrosone (Youthful Mirth) and the allegorical figure imagined as a deity, Melancholy, both poems are modelled on the classical hymn.

iii. Also seen as ‘contrasting movements in a musical composition, and the titles, suggesting, as they do, the terminology of musical directions, justify a parallel with the sister art which the poet knew so well’.

iv. Academic debate: But metrical pattern a mixture of iambic and trochaic is lively

v. Marlowe’s “Come live with me and be my love” closes with ‘If these delights thy mind may move, / Then live with me and be my love’. Answered by Milton’s ‘These delights, if thou canst give, / Mirth with thee, I mean to live’ (‘L’Allegro, ll. 151-52) and ‘These pleasures Melancholy give, / And I with thee will choose to live’ (‘Il Penseroso, ll. 175-76)?

vi. ‘L’Allegro’: low culture: pastoral and literary genres harmonious with it: rural folk and fairy tales of Queen Mab and Goblin; court masques and pageants; Jonson’s “learned” comedy; romantic comedies in which “sweetest Shakespeare fancy’s child / Warble[s] his native wood-notes wild’ (lines 133-4); and love songs in the Greek Lydian mode

vii. ‘Il Penseroso’: high culture: romance and values of a solitary scholar-errant who wanders through a mysterious gothic landscape, and enjoys the esoteric philosophy of Plato and Hermes Trismegistus, allegory, Greek tragedies, bardic hymns like those of Orpheus, and Christian hymns

b. The relationship of the two companion lyric poems with each other

i. Milton Handbook (1927), pp. 118-20: ‘L’Allegro and Il Penseroso are the finest expressions of Milton’s joyous and sensitive poetic nature at a moment of his life when he could still indulge a dilettante enthusiasm for beauty in nature and all the manifold delights of music, books, society, and self-pleasing reverie without the intrusion either of his moral idealism or of his intenser personal passion.’ ‘Biographers have made [the poems] stand (too much so, indeed) for the tone of Milton’s Horton period in contrast with the Puritan severity of his later life and work. They represent, after all, but a holiday moment in a life already deeply serious, and to this kind of holiday Milton could always in some degree return.’ Even so: ‘It is with deliberate consistency that he excludes from focus everything which could not consistently be brought within the limits of a fine amateurism.’

ii. Arguably constitute parts of a larger structure which unifies them. David M. Miller, ‘From Delusion to Illumination: A Larger Structure for L’Allegro-Il Penseroso’: ‘The seeming separateness of the two poems is a part of Milton’s strategy: both play and study are given full and fair treatment before they are incorporated into a unified vision.[…] Milton takes a common argument – which is superior, the life of careless ease or of diligent study? – an argument that his readers would expect to be solved in favor of study. He upsets that expectation by presenting both courses so favourably that initially there appears to be a standoff. Then, at the end of Il Penseroso, he provides a key that upsets the balance in favour of melancholy, and the reader can then go back to discover the limitations of mirth. […] The two poems are made up of parallels that are at the same time contrasts; the activities of Il Penseroso complement those of L’Allegro, but at each point they are nearer to the contemplation of God.’

1. Considerations of psychology and the value of education: the progress of mind and soul through the complementary psychological disorders of black melancholy and vain deluding joy;

a. Black melancholy: a medical concept derived from Galen

b. Golden melancholy: concern of poets; thought to give rise not to depression, despondency, and madness but to artistic achievements

2. The significance of Christian belief and virtue and its relation to Classical learning and pagan sensuality

a. Re: ‘Nativity Ode’:

i. The incarnation, death and resurrection of the Son of God wouldbanish the old pagan gods and nymphs from their haunts on the earth. But significantly this does not happen without a kind of trauma, ‘a voice of weeping’ and ‘loud lament’ (l. 183).

ii. Identification with an ideal ego in Christ

b. ‘L’Allegro’ and ‘Il Penseroso’ suggest that there may be a place for the unselfconscious joys and mirth of sensuous pastoral if they lead one out of despair and towards Christian contemplation and divine melancholy

i. The virtuous pagan may perhaps avoid spiritual deformity, may not be a black melancholiac, but he cannot attain true spiritual health.’ ‘[T]he pleasures of this earth in innocence are exquisite, but if they become the goal, they are […] only ‘vain deluding joys’. 
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