Four Mock Timed Essays on Milton

- What marks would you give these four?

"Epic is first and foremost a nationalist form".  Discuss with reference to an epic of your choice.

1.

John Milton (1608-1674) was an English poet.  He went to Cambridge University and in 1637 wrote "Lycidas", a poem about the drowning of his friend Edward King.  Many critics have seen this as an intensely personal work.  He also wrote numerous other works including Samson Agonistes and Paradise Regained, and went blind.  Many critics say Paradise Lost is his masterpiece.

Heaven was a nation.  It had a king, God, but also rebels, Satan and the others.  They were unhappy with God's autocratic rule and also with his son, who they thought was a nasty piece of work.  Satan was one of God's leading angels, and he was really unhappy about the whole mess.  The story goes on and they decide to overthrow God, and fight battles in the city in Heaven.  These battles lasted for three days, until God drove the devils out of the country, that is Heaven, and down to Hell, which I guess is itself a sort of nation. As The Faerie Queene shows, fictions like this were often interpreted in allegorical terms. Civil war of any sort would only remind Milton's readers of one thing, and so I conclude Paradise Lost is about the English civil war.

One of the big concerns in Paradise Lost is good and evil.  God was good, while the Devil, Satan, was evil.  Critics disagree about how evil the devil is, and whether God is at all to blame for Satan's rebellion.  But Satan himself seems to acknowledge that he has Free Will in a speech.

2. 

In approaching the question of whether or not Paradise Lost can be considered a nationalist poem, it is first necessary to work out what the nation in question might be.  Heaven can hardly be said to constitute a nation: Eden can hardly be a nation as it only has two citizens: and I would argue that the one real nation in the poem is Hell.

At first sight, it might seem absurd to argue that Hell is a nation.  But in Satan it clearly has a strong leader, and throughout Book I, the Devils behave as if they were setting up a nation.  They set up industries; they build a capital city, Pandemonium, and they hold a Parliament in order to decide what to do next, and how to deal with their neighbours.  Satan is clearly imagined as king of this new nation: at the start of Book II, he sits on a "throne of royal state".

Furthermore, Milton uses epic conventions to reinforce this sense of Hell's nationhood.  Satan's highly rhetorical speech near the start of Book I where he rallies his dejected people is clearly epic in tone and style, full of rhetorical questions ("What though the field be lost?") and lofty language.  His solitary mission through the neighbouring area of Chaos (where he establishes friendly relations with the neighbouring, and ludicrously ineffective, "King"), is both an epic journey, like that undertaken by Odysseus, and also a furthering of Hell's foreign policy.  The whole purpose of his mission is to extend the territory controlled by Hell, which he succeeds in doing in causing Mankind to fall.  He returns to Hell boasting of the territory he has conquered.

But Milton has a very ambiguous attitude towards the devils throughout.  Even though William Blake, and other critics, have claimed that Milton is unknowingly "of the devil's party", other critics (such as C.S. Lewis) have seen the poem as almost a satire on the devils.  If epic conventions are being used to celebrate the foundation of the devils' nation, then those conventions end up being tarnished by the association.  Paradise Lost is as much mock-epic as epic, I argue, and the same is true of its attitude to nationalism.  We may conclude that epic is indeed a nationalist form: but that in Paradise Lost, both that form, and indeed the idea of nationhood as represented by the devils' nation, are both satirized as much as celebrated. 

3.

Epic is often a nationalist form: for instance, the Aeneid is about the foundation of the Roman Empire, even though it finishes before the city itself is founded and doesn't actually describe the Empire itself directly.  I argue that the same is true of Paradise Lost: Paradise Lost is a nationalistic poem, but the nation being anticipated is the Jewish nation.

Paradise Lost starts as follows:

Of man's first disobedience, and the fruit

Of that forbidden tree, whose mortal taste

Brought Death into the world, and lots of woe

With loss of Eden, till one greater man

Restore us and regain the heavenly seat

Sing, Heavenly Muse, that on the sacred top

Of Oreb or of Sinai didst inspire

The chosen seed...

 (Paradise Lost ed. J. Smith, I.1-7)

The Muse in question is identified as the one that inspired the writers of the Old Testament, and is associated with Sinai, a Holy Land site.  Thus the Jews are important to Paradise Lost from the very start.  Later on in Book I, we hear of the names that the Devils don't have yet, but that they will be given in Palestine and other places - once  again, this reminds us about the nation featured in the Old Testament, as well as all the other nations to come.

In Adam and Eve, we have the founders of the Jewish nation (as well as of all the other nations on earth).    As the following extract illustrates they are repeatedly called the "grand parents" of us all - 

What cause 

Moved our grand parents in that happy state

Favoured of heaven so highly, to fall off

And transgress his law, and lose Paradise

For one restraint, lords of the world besides?

The infernal serpent.

(Paradise Lost ed. J. Smith I.15-20)

So Adam and Eve are described from the start not as personalities in their own right, but as ancestors of everybody else.**  I for one haven't read it myself, but I hear that later on in the poem there's a section where the whole of human history is predicted to Adam. Thus, Paradise Lost is about the foundation of a nation that hasn't happened yet: the nation of all the different peoples on the earth.

** The same thing happens when they are first described in Book 4 - Eve is described as the fairest of all humans, including those that haven't been born yet.


4.  

Although it is perhaps true that epic is a nationalist form, Paradise Lost is a surprising epic, precisely because it isn't a nationalist epic.  It deviates from epic conventions in presenting a world-view in which nationalism has no place.

Milton, we know, had long been interested in the prospect of writing an epic poem on a national theme, for instance on the subject of King Arthur.  But when he mentions this sort of Spenser-like epic in Paradise Lost, at the start of Book 9, it is only to mock it as "tedious havoc". The battle scenes in Paradise Lost are impressive, with the angels dismembering one another, and the devils inventing gunpowder, but they're all made futile by the fact it is not really a contest - one side is bound to win from the start, and the fate of nations does not really hang in the balance.

Nor is the poem merely mocking the idea of fighting for your country - it is mocking the whole idea of countries themselves.  It is hard to believe in the importance of national borders, even natural ones, when we see God first making the seas and the mountains, and are reminded that all people are descended from Adam and Eve and are thus not racially distinct from one another at all.  When one of the devils says, "The mind is its own place", we may well think that national boundaries are much less important than mental ones.  And we are reminded that at the end of everything "God shall be all in all" - there will be no earthly nations after the Day of Judgement.

But what of Milton, the "light-winged dryad of the trees" as critics call him? Paradise Lost is profound in its immensity and immense in its profundity.  A true epic, it is grand and swooping in its scale.  One of the truly great poems of the eighteenth century, it is an epic without national boundaries, because it is an epic that does not obey the convention that epic is nationalist.  Unlike a poem about King Arthur would be, it is a poem that is not nationalist, and in this lies its discourse and grandeur.

NB Treat these essays with suspicion - they are full of mistakes!!

