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MILTON IN CONTEXT

Few early modern poets engaged more fully with their historical cir-
cumstances than John Milton. A pamphleteer, government employee,
and writer of occasional verse, Milton did not retreat from public
life even after his political hopes were dashed by the Restoration.
This volume investigates the various ways in which Milton’s works
and experiences emerged from the culture and events of his time.
In a series of concise, engaging essays, an international group of
scholars examines both the social conditions of Milton’s life and the
broader intellectual currents that shaped his writings and reputation.
A uniquely wide range of topics is covered: from biography to trans-
lations, from astronomy to philosophy, and from the English Church
to the civil wars. Milton in Context is an accessible reference work that
both students and scholars will turn to again and again to enrich their
understanding of Milton’s writings and his world.

STEPHEN B. DOBRANSKI is Professor of English at Georgia State
University. He is the author of Milton, Authorship, and the Book Trade
(Cambridge, 1999); Readers and Authorship in Early Modern England
(Cambridge, 2005); and A Variorum Commentary on the Poems of
Jobn Milton: “Samson Agonistes” (2009). He is also co-editor, with
John Rumirich, of Milton and Heresy (Cambridge, 1998).
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Preface

In the middle of Paradise Lost, John Milton offers what has proven to be
an enduring image of his poetic creation. The epic speaker pauses in his
invocation of the muse to lament that he has “fall’'n on evil days” and now
composes his poem “In darkness. ../ And solitude,” surrounded by the
“barbarous dissonance / Of Bacchus and his revellers” (vir.25, 27—28, 32—33).
Certainly this portrait of the author seems plausible: in 1661, the blind poet
could have sat alone in his house in Jewin Street and fearlessly composed
his heroic poem, undaunted by the distant noise of royalist celebrations.
But Milton’s Orphic self-conception in this and similar passages has also
contributed to an implausible mythos of an ever-isolated genius. Again and
again in his works, Milton emphasizes his achievements by casting himself
as a solitary figure. Even in treatises commissioned by the Commonwealth
government, he often frames his work rhetorically as an act of individual
heroism, describing how he defeated the French intellectual Salmasius “in
single combat” (CPW1v:556), for example, and interrupting his Pro Populo
Anglicano Defensio Secunda to defend his own life and writings.

The eight biographies of Milton written within sixty years of his death
reflect and have contributed to this perception of Milton’s autonomy. Often
published with editions of his works, these eatly lives echo Milton’s strong
authorial voice in encouraging readers to approach his writings in terms of
his individual identity. Collectively, the biographies depict Milton as a poet,
like Shakespeare, “not of an age but for all time” — or, as one carly biographer
less eloquently puts it, “the best of Writers our Nation hath in any Age
brought forth” (EL so0). Still today, the traditonal divisions of British
literary history continue to separate Milton from his contemporaries. Born
at the end of the English Renaissance but publishing his greatest poetic
works after the Restoration, Milton defies easy categorization and is most

often studied in a single-author course, best suited to reading all twelve
books of Paradise Lost.
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xxii Preface

The problem with this perspective is that it obscures the rich histortcal
and cultural conditions that helped to shape Milton’s life and writings.
Few early modern poets engaged more fully or more directly with their
historical circumstances. A pamphleteer, government employee, and writer
of occasional verse, Milton did not retreat from public life even after his
political hopes were dashed by the Restoration. That during his trip to
Italy in 1638 Milton began to sign his name “John Milton, Englishman” —
and cut short his continental journey as the threat of war loomed at
home — suggests that he conceived his identity as a citizen of England and
was deeply invested in the period’s political and religious conflicts. Even
the autobiographical digressions in some of Milton’s works, while implying
his individual achievements, reveal upon closer scrutiny his engagement
with contemporary events. If we return to the above passage from Paradise
Lost, Milton underscores the isolation he feels because of his blindness, but
with expressions such as “evil days” and “dangers” he also seems to allude
to the recent restoration of monarchy.

This volume pursues such contextual details in order to remedy the
myth of authorial autonomy that Milton himself sometimes encouraged.
The essays in the collection investigate the author’s life and works within
his changing cultural and historical circumstances. Building on the efforts
of recent scholars who have successfully uncovered relevant, local contexts
for reading Milton’s poetry and prose, all of these essays contain original
arguments and analyses. The contributors re-assess the milieu of Mil-
ton’s writings and reveal various ways that Milton’s works and experiences
emerged, directly and indirectly, from his culture.

The volume comprises three parts, with the essays in each section
arranged alphabetically for ready reference. The book’s first section, “Life
and works,” contains ten chapters. It begins with a brief biography and a
discussion of Milton’s process of composition. A separate chapter on Mil-
ton’s correspondence focuses on humanist conventions of letter-writing
and the insight that Milton’s epistles provide into his career, character, and
habits. Two additional essays address, respectively, the author’s acute self-
concern and the versions of Milton’s life constructed by early biographers.
The final five essays in this section pertain to the literary contexts of Mil-
ton’s works: a chapter on Milton’s prose style compares his early and late
polemical method, and four chapters on his poetry offer fresh examinations
of his verse and rhyme as well as the dramatic, epic, and pastoral traditions
in which he composed his major poetic works.



Preface xxiii

The book’s second section, “Critical legacy,” turns to the reception
of Milton’s works in six chapters that trace the interpretive threads that
have interested scholars over the past three and a half centuries. Rather
than attempting to provide a comprehensive overview of changing critical
trends, each essay actively intervenes in the issues and interests of its respec-
tive historical period. The goal of the first three essays is to improve our
understanding of how various readers — and various schools of thought —
have read Milton and how his literary reputation has accordingly evolved.
The other three essays in this section also address the way that Milton has
been reconfigured posthumously — in later editions, through translations,
and in paintings and illustrations inspired by his works. The authors of
these three essays explore how subsequent generations of readers have paid
homage to Milton’s poetry and prose while re-interpreting his works in
new forms.

The book’s third and longest section, “Historical and cultural contexts,”
offers a series of original arguments and engagements with existing and
emergent contexts in Milton studies. The writers of these twenty-four
essays discuss the ways in which an understanding of seventeenth-century
issues and institutions sheds new light on Milton’s works and helps today’s
readers re-assess traditional interpretations. Not only do the book’s con-
tributors examine Milton’s personal experience within these contexts — as
in, for example, the chapters on education and the Interregnum — but
the contributors also analyze the broader social conditions and intellec-
tual currents that subtly affected Milton’s writings — as in the chapters on
Catholicism and the New World.

The overarching goal of this book is not to argue for a single version of
Milton but to piece together various glimpses of his life and works from
multiple critical perspectives and within a selection of interrelated contexts.
Like Milton, the collection’s contributors are necessarily influenced and
limited by their own historical situations. So as to capture most effectively
the range and depth of Milton’s changing circumstances, 1 have assem-
bled a diverse group of contributors. The writers of these essays consist of
both seasoned scholars and up-and-coming, younger critics. Geographi-
cally, the contributors represent Australia, Canada, England, France, Japan,
Scotland, Singapore, Switzerland, and the United States; methodologically,
they represent bibliographers, eco-critics, feminists, formalists, historians,
materialists, Marxists, and psychoanalytic critics. | am grateful to all the
conttibutors for their cooperation and goodwill throughout the editing
process.



Xxiv Preface

When Milton in one of his eatly prose works asserted that “he who
would . .. write well hereafter in laudable things, ought him selfe to bee
a true Poem” (CPW 1:890), he was suggesting the intimate relationship
between a writer’s life and works. The essays in this collection begin with
that premise. My hope is that Mifton in Context will enrich readers’ under-
standing of Milton and his writings by demonstrating how his historical
moment and personal experiences helped to shape some of the greatest
works in English literary history.
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