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MILTON'S TERCENTENARY

It is right that this anniversary should be kept in all English-
speaking lands. Milton is as far away from us in time as Dante
was from him; destructive criticism has been busy with his great
poem; formidable rivals of his fame have arisen — Dryden and
Pope, Wordsworth and Byron, Tennyson and Browning, not to
speak of lesser names — poets whom we read perhaps oftener and
with more pleasure. Yet still his throne remains unshaken. By
general — by well-nigh universal — consent, he is still the second
poet of our race, the greatest, save one, of all who have used the
English speech.

The high epics, the Iliad, the Divine Comedy, do not appear



to us as they appeared to their contemporaries, nor as they
appeared to the Middle Ages or to the men of the Renaissance
or of the eighteenth century. These peaks of song we see
foreshortened or in changed perspective or from a different angle
of observation. Their parallax varies from age to age, yet their
stature does not dwindle; they tower forever, "like Teneriffe or
Atlas unremoved." Paradise Lost does not mean the same thing
to us that it meant to Addison or Johnson or Macaulay, and much
that those critics said of it now seems mistaken. Works of art, as
of nature, have perishable elements, and suffer a loss from time's
transhifting. Homer's gods are childish, Dante's hell grotesque;
and the mythology of the one and the scholasticism of the other
are scarcely more obsolete to-day than Milton's theology. Yet
in the dryest parts of Paradise Lost we feel the touch of the
master. Two things in particular, the rhythm and the style, go
on victoriously as by their own momentum. God the Father may
be a school divine and Adam a member of Parliament, but the
verse never flags, the diction never fails. The poem may grow
heavy, but not languid, thin or weak. I confess that there are
traits of Milton which repel or irritate; that there are poets with
whom sympathy is easier. And if 1 were speaking merely as an
impressionist, I might prefer them to him. But this does not affect
my estimate of his absolute greatness.

All poets, then, and lovers of poetry, all literary critics and
students of language must honor in Milton the almost faultless
artist, the supreme master of his craft. But there is a reason why,



not alone the literary class, but all men of English stock should
celebrate Milton's tercentenary. There have been poets whose
technique was exquisite, but whose character was contemptible.
John Milton was not simply a great poet, but a great man, a
heroic soul; and his type was characteristically English, both
in its virtues and its shortcomings. Of Shakspere, the man, we
know next to nothing. But of Milton personally we know all
that we need to know, more than is known of many a modern
author. There is abundance of biography and autobiography.
Milton had a noble self-esteem, and he was engaged for twenty
years in hot controversies. Hence those passages of apologetics
scattered through his prose works, from which the lives of
their author have been largely compiled. Moreover he was a
pamphleteer and journalist, as well as a poet, uttering himself
freely on the questions of the day. We know his opinions
on government, education, religion, marriage and divorce, the
freedom of the press and many other subjects. We know what
he thought of eminent contemporaries, Charles 1., Cromwell,
Vane, Desborough, Overton, Fairfax. It was not then the fashion
to write critical essays, literary reviews and book notices. Yet,
aside from his own practice, his writings are sown here and there
with incidental judgments of books and authors, from which
his literary principles may be gathered. He has spoken now
and again of Shakspere and Ben Jonson, of Spenser, Chaucer,
Euripides, Homer, the book of Job, the psalms of David, the
Song of Solomon, the poems of Tasso and Ariosto, the Arthur



and Charlemagne romances, of Bacon and Selden, the dramatic
unities, blank verse vs. thyme, and similar topics.

In some aspects and relations, harsh and unlovely, egotistical
and stubborn, the total impression of Milton's personality
is singularly imposing. His virtues were manly virtues. Of
the four cardinal moral virtues — the so-called Aristotelian
virtues — temperance, justice, fortitude, prudence; which Dante
symbolizes by the group of stars —

Non viste mai fuor ch' alla prima gente —

Milton had a full share. He was not always, though he was
most commonly, just. Prudence, the only virtue, says Carlyle,
which gets its reward on earth, prudence he had, yet not a timid
prudence. Of temperance — the Puritan virtue — and all that
it includes, chastity, self-reverence, self-control, Comus is the
beautiful hymn. But, above all, Milton had the heroic virtue,
fortitude; not only passively in the proud and sublime endurance
of the evil days and evil tongues on which he had fallen; of
the darkness, dangers, solitude that compassed him round; but
actively in "the unconquerable will * * * and courage never to
submit or yield"; the courage which "bates no jot of heart or
hope, but still bears up and steers right onward."

There is nothing more bracing in English poetry than those
passages in the sonnets, in Paradise Lost and in Samson Agonistes
where Milton speaks of his blindness. Yet here it is observable



that Milton, who is never sentimental, is also never pathetic but
when he speaks of himself, in such lines, e.g., as Samson's

My race of glory run, and race of shame,
And I shall shortly be with them that rest."

Dante has this same touching dignity in alluding to his own
sorrows; but his hard and rare pity is more often aroused by the
sorrows of others: by Ugolino's little starving children, or by the
doom of Francesca and her lover. Milton is untender. Yet virtue
with him is not always forbidding and austere. As he was a poet,
he felt the "beauty of holiness," though in another sense than
Archbishop Laud's use of that famous phrase. It was his "natural
haughtiness," he tells us, that saved him from sensuality and base
descents of mind. His virtue was a kind of good taste, a delicacy
almost womanly. It is the "Lady of Christ's" speaking with the
lips of the lady in Comus, who says

— That which is not good is not delicious
To a well governed and wise appetite."

But there is a special fitness in this commemoration at this
place. For Milton is the scholar poet. He is the most learned,
the most classical, the most bookish — I was about to say the
most academic — of English poets; but [ remember that academic,
through its use in certain connections, might imply a timid
conformity to rules and models, a lack of vital originality which



would not be true of Milton. Still, Milton was an academic man
in a broad sense of the word. A hard student of books, he injured
his eyes in boyhood by too close application, working every day
till midnight. He spent seven years at his university. He was a
teacher and a writer on education. I need not give the catalog of
his acquirements further than to say that he was the best educated
Englishman of his generation.

Mark Pattison, indeed, who speaks for Oxford, denies that
Milton was a regularly learned man, like Usher or Selden. That is,
I understand, he had made no exhaustive studies in professional
fields of knowledge such as patristic theology or legal antiquities.
Of course not: Milton was a poet: he was studying for power,
for self-culture and inspiration, and had little regard for a merely
retrospective scholarship which would not aid him in the work
of creation.
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