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Preface and note on abbreviations

Milton’s friend and contemporary, the poet Andrew Marvell, was
struck by the sheer audacity and boldness of Paradise Lost:

When I beheld the Poet blind, yet bold,
In slender Book his vast Design unfold,
Messiah Crown’d, God’s Reconcil’d Decree,
Rebelling Angels, the Forbidden Tree
Heav’n, Hell, Earth, Chaos, All; the Argument
Held me a while misdoubting his Intent,
That he would ruin (for I saw him strong)
The sacred Truths to Fable and old Song.

These commendatory lines from Marvell’s “On Mr. Milton’s Paradise
Lost” (1674) capture well the extraordinary cosmic scope of Milton’s
sublime poem and the ambition of its blind, prophetic author. This
“Mighty Poet” would (as Marvell observes later) soar “above human
flight” as he dares to give new imaginative expression to divine
truth – even at the risk of sacrificing it to fable – in an epic poem fully
rivalling its precursors, as well as the very Bible itself. A sensitive
and astute reader of Milton’s Paradise Lost, Marvell recognized that
it was a “landmark” of sorts, for no other poem in Milton’s age had
attempted to do so much by lifting, in the words of the archangel
Raphael, “Human imagination to such highth / Of Godlike Power”
(PL 6.300–1). The “vast Design” of Paradise Lost combined epic form
and sacred themes to create a poetic composition entirely new. Along
with Marvell, the reader of Paradise Lost today might well continue to
respond to this most ambitious and perilous poetic enterprise with a
sense of wonder, admiration, and apprehension: “At once delight and
horror on us seize” – so Marvell later in the same poem sums up his
response. In treating Paradise Lost as a “landmark” of world literature

ix



x Preface and note on abbreviations

and in attempting to define major aspects of this visionary poem for
thenon-specialistreader, IhavetriedtoconveysomethingofMilton’s
imaginative daring and creative originality, qualities immediately
apparent to one of its most perceptive contemporary readers.

Quotations from Milton’s poetry are taken from Merritt Y.
Hughes’s edition, John Milton: Complete Poetry and Major Prose (In-
dianapolis, 1957), while Milton’s prose is cited from the Yale edition
of The Complete Prose Works of John Milton, gen. ed. Don M. Wolfe, 8
vols. (New Haven, 1953–82). The Yale edition of the prose is cited
in my text as YP, followed by the volume and page number. Biblical
citations are from the Authorized (King James) Version.

Finally, I would like to thank those individuals who offered valu-
able critical advice as I was preparing this book: Katharina Brett,
Thomas Corns, Robin Grey, Michael Silk, Peter Stern, Kevin Taylor,
James G. Turner, and Andrew Weiner. I am saddened, however, that
Peter Stern did not live to see its completion, since he was, in Miltonic
terms, the begetter and prime cause of the series Landmarks of World
Literature. I can only hope that this book measures up to the exacting
standards he set as general editor.

For the new edition of this book, I have revised and updated the
guide to further reading and made some minor corrections in the
main text.
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