The Renaissance

Introduction to John Milton

I.
Milton’s Education and Early Literary Career

1. The refracted light of Virgil and Spenser upon Milton’s literary career:
a. Lycidas (Cambridge, 1638)
b. Poems of Mr John Milton, 2 vols (1645)
c. Paradise Lost published in ten books in quarto in 1667, 1668, and 1669, in twelve books in 1674, and then in folio in 1688;
d. Paradise Regain’d and Samson Agonistes published together in 1671.
2. Milton’s earliest dated poems: paraphrases of Psalms CXIV and CXXXVI. Headnote to the poems in the 1645 collection says that these two poems ‘were done by the Author at fifteen years old’, i.e. 1624, when Milton was completing his final year as a pupil at St Paul’s School in London.
3. Latin composition at Christ’s College, Cambridge, where Milton stayed for seven years
4. Residence with his father at Horton, near Colebrook, in Berkshire, for a further five years studying, particularly in Greek and Latin writers
II.
On the Morning of Christ’s Nativity (the Nativity Ode)
a. As containing the tensions, ambitions, and themes that would find expression in all of Milton’s later work. 
b. Milton explained to his friend Charles Diodati that he had written a poem as a birthday gift for Jesus. 
c. Milton’s first English poem on a religious theme
d. Placed first in the 1645 Poems, and in the later, 1673 edition as well
e. Written in the month of Milton’s twenty-first birthday, December 1629
f. Milton’s name appears prominently on the title-page of the 1645 poem (many of his more controversial prose pamphlets published around the same time were published anonymously).
5. The scene in the stable in Bethlehem not as a naturalistic nativity scene but as the setting and sign of a drama encompassing earth, hell and heaven, in which the Son of God comes down from heaven as a man among men, to redeem them from sin and break the power of evil.
6. Perhaps the image of the infant Christ enables Milton to make an investment of his ‘nascent poetic subjectivity’, and creates imaginary narratives projecting a future career.
 In his essay on the ‘Nativity Ode’, Richard Halpern draws on the psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan’s essay on the ‘Mirror Stage’, in which he ‘argues that the child who is fascinated by his own image in the mirror enacts a fundamental process by which the bodily image becomes a model for the ego and hence for the subject’s own relation with itself. It is a kind of incarnation. But there is an irreducible distance created, an alienation at the heart of our being. Moreover the child converts the spatial displacement into temporal anticipation of maturation as a fully grown poet of epic. The small poem becomes an infant one; it appears as the first term in a narrative of organic growth which will issue in the full body of epic.
7. The sacrificial humiliation of Christ’s incarnation:
That glorious form, that light insufferable,
And that far-beaming blaze of majesty

He laid aside; and here with us to be

Forsook the courts of everlasting day,

And chose with us a darksome house of mortal clay

(ll. 8-14)

a. There is a certain identification with the infant Christ that Milton’s narrator makes when he adopts a posture of submission and humility in saying that he desires to ‘lay’ his ‘humble ode’ at Christ’s ‘blessèd feet’. 
b. Moreover he asks his ‘heavenly Muse’ to ‘join thy voice unto the angel quire’ (l. 27)
c. The gift of the Ode to the infant Christ is at the same time a gift of redemption to the human reader: ‘a redemption of which God himself is in every sense the author. Like the Incarnation itself, the text is to make present the divinity of Christ, the Word of God incarnate in words.’
 
8. But, in the Nativity Ode, the narrator already realises that the moment of identification is only imaginary, a misrecognition, ‘for if such holy song’ as the angels and his ode make, ‘Enwrap our fancy long, / Time will run back, and fetch the age of gold’ (ll. 133-35), the mythical golden age, Arcadia, or Eden:
But wisest Fate says no,

This must not yet be so,

The babe lies yet in smiling infancy

That on the bitter cross

Must redeem our loss,
So both himself and us to glorify:

(ll. 149-53)

9. The Nativity Ode as anti-pastoral: loss, tragedy, and historical process, must undergo their own narrative, and the Ode’s narrator, representing Milton, identifies himself as one of the human race, as one of fallen humanity in need of the redemption of Christ, which seems to recede into the future as a hope that we ‘may […] soon again renew that song, / And keep in tune with heaven’.
III.
Milton’s life and work in two halves:

10. Before the 1640s, e.g: Lycidas, a decisive and unambiguous commitment to the Spenserian tradition;
 the 1645 Poems, including the Nativity Ode, and two masques, Arcades (1633) and Comus (1634), the latter of which adopted a characteristically Jonsonian form and revised it. ‘Spenser was Milton’s true poetic “father”, but it was [Ben] Jonson, with his massive literary authority, who had caused a more immediate “anxiety of influence”.’
 
a. All Milton’s Renaissance poems were to become to him ‘triming’ and ‘toys’: he did not value them highly.
 
b. In 1638, Milton visited Sir Henry Wotton, a diplomat and man of letters:

the two men talked of ancient authors and Milton asked for advice about his impending visit to Italy. Afterwards, Milton sent Wotton a copy of Comus, which Sir Henry acknowledged with a letter of high critical praise. “I should much commend the tragical part of it if the lyrical did not so ravish me with a certain Dorique delicacy in your songs and odes: whereunto I must plainly confess to have seen yet nothing parallel in our language.” Milton was gratified by the letter and he printed it in his Poems of 1645, where it stands as an act of recognition of the younger poet by a distinguished arbiter of the older generation.

c. Annabel Patterson:

One of the central problems facing a student of Milton today is how to interpret what he wrote between 1628, the year of his Ode on the Morning of Christ’s Nativity, and 1641, when the first of his excitedly reformist pamphlets appeared. One might easily think that the poems in English and Latin that he subsequently published in his two-volume Poems of Mr John Milton in 1645 were indistinguishable, except in the bite and power of some of them, from the products of the gentleman poets and courtiers of Charles I and Henrietta Maria; and the fact that they were published by Humphrey Moseley, a stationer [bookseller] of known royalist sympathies, makes it difficult to argue that they were really expressions of alienation from the same court culture, a critique posed from within. Yet such arguments had indeed been made, and made with such frequency [in the eighties and early nineties] that the effort constitutes a noteworthy phenomenon in the history of Milton’s reception.

d. The politics of Comus and the early poetry
i. Henry Lawes: collaborated with Milton on Comus 
ii. Does the Lady’s plea ‘for greater economic equality’ as against ‘lewdly-pampered Luxury’ acquire more weight than the social connotations of the genre, which is courtly and aristocratic?

iii. Does Milton’s version of the masque redefine the genre in the Puritan-individualistic tradition of successfully resisted temptation?

1. The theme of trial and temptation as one of the greatest in Milton’s canon of works
iv. ‘Milton’s early poetry is radical not only in its explicit political comments but in its underlying visionary utopianism’.

11. Milton’s second ‘career’: begun in the 1640s when he made the ‘grand tour’.
a. Milton travelled with ‘an elegant Letter of Direction and Advice from Sir Henry Wotton’, Ambassador from King James I to the Republic of Venice
i. Florence: John Toland: ‘for the Politeness of the Language, and the Civility of the Inhabitants he always infinitly admir’d’.
 
ii. In Rome: Lucas Holstenius, Vatican Librarian; Galileo, imprisoned by the Papacy.
b. “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.”’
 
c. ‘He set out to find a “fit audience, though few”, 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.’
 
d. ‘In his revolutionary enthusiasm he attacked Charles I for reading the “polluted trash of Romances and Arcadias”, and Shakespeare (whom he had once admired), and even sneered at “feigning” Spenser. He rejected masques as “debauching our prime gentry”, rhyme as “the invention of a barbarous Age” [the Middle Ages], and all Elizabethan drama and tragedy because it did not obey classical rules. He thus became one of the first Augustans, preparing the way for Paradise Lost and his later epics.’

e. By 1645, Milton was enmeshed in writing controversial prose pamphlets and treatises, including the so-called ‘Divorce Tracts’, beginning with The Doctrine and Discipline of Divorce (1644). 
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