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Seventeenth Century Literature: Unities and Dualities
Assignment #1: In class Seminar Presentation



In this presentation, I aim to assimilate the allegorical context of the personified moods of Mirth and Melancholy in John Milton’s L’Allegro and Il Penseroso to the socio-cultural and religio-political climates of the 17th century. John Milton’s literary career begun with the translation of two portions of passages from the book of Psalms and his works increased exponentially during his tenure at Cambridge[footnoteRef:1].  [1:  Dennis Danielson, ‘The Life of Milton’, in The Cambridge Companion to Milton (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989), pp. 3-4 ] 

Fused with the ideologies of Puritanism, Milton’s poetry can be classified as a metaphysical due to his stylistic approaches to literature. The poems which are at the centre of this discussion were published in 1645 by Royalist Humphrey Mosley. Literary critic David Norbrook states that, ‘John Milton’s early poetry is [deemed as] radical not only in its explicit political comments, but [also] in its underlying visionary utopianism[footnoteRef:2].’  [2:  Annabel Patterson, ‘The Politics of Milton’s Early Poetry’ in John Milton (England: Longman Group UK Limited, 1992), p. 62] 

L'Allegro, which is translated as “the Happy man”, enjoys a life alongside the deity Mirth. The poet epitomizes the mood of L’Allegro by banishing the Galenic “Black Melancholy”—a representation of sickness & psychological distress— and welcomes the antidote heart easing Mirth[footnoteRef:3]. The merriness and carefree attitude displayed by Mirth can be identified in lines 25-36 of the poem. Mirth, along with her companions, Jest, Jollity, Youthfulness and Liberty are described as skipping along in lines 33-34 “Com, and trip it as ye go, On the light fantastick toe, And in thy right-hand lead with thee, The Mountain Nymph, sweet Liberty[footnoteRef:4]”. [3:  A.S.P Woodhouse and Douglas Bush, A Variorum Commentary on The Poems of John Milton, Volume Two (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul Ltd, 1972), pp. 231-240]  [4:  Dartmouth College, L’Allegro: Text (1997) <L'Allegro: Text (dartmouth.edu)> [accessed 23 September 2022].] 

 In order to further convey the frolicking mannerism of the group to the reader, Milton distorts the rhythmic structure of the poem, which results in a chaotic flow that starts and stops. The bulk of L’Allegro highlights the pleasantries associated with an ideal day with the deity Mirth. The band of friends moves from the scenic countryside (lines 67-80) to the local village (lines 91-117) and finally to the theatre (lines 125-130) in a fashion that can be summed up as basking in the “unreproved pleasures” of Mirth. 
The characteristics displayed by Mirth can be allocated to that of the Royal Court in the 17th century. The term court culture refers to the luxurious affairs of the Royal court that were centred around the King, his residence, and his courtiers[footnoteRef:5]. The pursuit of pleasure was a commonality of Royal life as extravagant parties, masques and events were orchestrated by the court. The disposition of carelessness followed closely behind the aforementioned activities. [5:  Jim Deans, Seventeenth Century Literature and Culture, (London: Continuum Books, 2006), pp. 2-17.] 

In L’Allegro, Milton presents the activities indulged in by the speaker in the format of a list. The Happy Man scurries through each one enjoying its pleasantries, but never admiring the location that he is in or has concern for a relationship with God (as is echoed in Il Penseroso). Moreover, Milton’s celebration of Mirth in L’Allegro is scorned by the speaker in Il Penseroso. While the Happy man’s adventures do not last a full twenty-four hours, it can insinuate that Milton strategically crafted this as a symbol of the abrupt manner in which pleasures tend to end. Under the context established within this presentation, it is suggestive that Milton ultimately believed that this is similar to the manner in which the court culture will disseminate. 
The desires of the Monarch often clashed with those of the Puritans, a faction of the High Church Anglican. The conflict amongst the two groups erupted as a result of the desire to separate from the tradition instituted by the Roman Catholic church. This sparked a call for the reformation of the liturgy and the lifestyles promoted under court culture, which had a direct influence on the general populous[footnoteRef:6]. However, those attempts were met with rejection by those in favour of the courtly aesthetics.  [6:  Deans, Seventeenth Century, p. 6.] 

In 1633, King Charles I reissued the Declaration of Sports (from the year 1618), which was used to denounce 'Puritans' for 'prohibiting and unlawfully punishing our good people for using their lawful recreations and honest exercises'[footnoteRef:7].  [7:  Deans, Seventeenth Century, pp. 6-7] 

Milton cultivates the mood of Il Penseroso, ‘the Thoughtful man’, by associating him with the subtler companions Peace, Quiet, Silence and Contemplation. In addition to this, he alters the rhythm less frequently which causes the poem to flow in a smooth and controlled manner. By doing so, Milton sets the tone for the aesthetic that he desires to achieve. Rather than creating new elements for Il Penseroso, Milton uses the symbolic references from L’Allegro, such as the mention of ‘towers’ in lines 43, 77 and 177. To this, he adds the concept of time, gleaming from the sobriety of the night to create the scene for Il Penseroso. In doing so, Milton causes the reader to analyse similar elements from a different perspective. 
“Divine Melancholy” or the Aristotelian melancholy celebrates the meditative, solemn, and studious mood. The primary focus is to be connected with God and ascend to level of greater spiritual awareness. As such, the Thoughtful Man spends his time studying (lines 65-76; 121-130), looking at tragic art (97-102) and walking through the woods (lines 131-154). 
The high-minded Puritan ideal of Il Penseroso can be associated with the term “popular culture”. It refers to the seventeenth century ideology of the reformation of the Church of England and the State from episcopacy and the monarch[footnoteRef:8]. Puritans rejected the festivals that were instituted by the State, believing them to be paganistic. And as such called for their abolishment through petitions, debates, and discussions in the local church.  [8:  Deans, Seventeenth Century, p. 7] 

Milton begins Il Penseroso with a 10-line banishment of “vain deluding joys”, a phrase that he uses to refer to Mirth. Following this, he welcomes the personified deity Melancholy. This can be likened to the rejection of Court culture by the Puritans. Interestingly, Milton referenced the High Church Anglican worship in lines 161-166. This interjection was done for the purpose of using the imagery to cause the reader, if perhaps they are not Puritans, to re-evaluate their lifestyle and identify the correct course of living according to the poet. 
By considering the poems as companions from the allegorical perspective of my presentation, both popular and court culturists co-exist in the same location. Yet their focus is on varying elements that are found within it and that focus ultimately defines their view of the world around them. The Thoughtful Man and the poet favour Melancholy. As stated by Richard Bradford, “Milton could not prevent his predisposition from interfering with the state of balance”[footnoteRef:9].  [9:  Richard Bradford, John Milton, (Oxfordshire: Routledge, 2001), pp. 66-68 ] 

 For Milton, a life in pursual of a connection with God is desirable. He illustrates his preference in two ways. Firstly, in his conclusion of both poems, it is only in L’Allegro that a condition is found (line 151). The poet is sceptical of Mirth’s ability to bring him true joy, yet his confidence is secured in Melancholy as seen in lines 175-176 “These pleasures Melancholy give, And I with thee will choose to live”[footnoteRef:10]. Secondly, Il Penseroso is longer in comparison to L'Allegro and as a result, the initial construction of the poems to match each other purposefully veers off course. It is through this that Milton can establish his preference.  [10:  Dartmouth College, Il Penseroso: Text (1997) <Il Penseroso: Text (dartmouth.edu)> [accessed 23 September 2022].
] 

In conclusion, Milton in my view, uses his poems L’Allegro and Il Penseroso to present the socio-cultural and religio-political argument ensuing amongst the Monarch, Church and England and Puritans. He allocated the moods of mirth and melancholy to the socio-cultural atmosphere of the 17th century and ultimately through his poetry revealed the path which he believed should be followed.
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