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Milton as Muse for
Keats, Shelley, and Frost

Carter Revard

Canonizing Milton: Dryden Agonistes

In the late seventeenth and early eighteenth century it became
possible for English poets to amplify! their voices by using
Milton’s lion-skin as echo chamber. Not until a culture’s poets
are canonized and classicized can this be done, because it assumes
an audience not just familiar with but immediately alive to the
actual words of the earlier poets, which is only possible once those
poets are recognized laureates, and some of their poems learned by
heart—whether in official schooling or by tacit agreement of the
literate class as to what poets should be read in the vernacular. In
the case of John Milton, the process of canonization can be seen
as beginning when would-be rival John Dryden put on the lion’s
skin and tried to steal Milton’s voice for his “opera” The State
of Innocence—recognizing Milton as king of poets, but marking
himself as an ass.? It was a typical opportunist and careerist use by
Dryden of Milton’s Paradise Lost; he would later preserve himself
in its amber by the laudatory epigram he contributed for its third
(1688) edition.?
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206 CARTER REVARD

How Milton’s literary reputation rose has been exhaustively
studied, but here T am concerned only with how his becoming a
“classic” made his work usable by other writers to amplify their
own.* One mark of such classicizing in early eighteenth century
England is public discussion of Milton, Shakespeare, and other poets
and dramatists in the newly formed media that provided a kind of
extension of the educational establishment, guiding manners and
tastes and morals after a fashion via Tatler, Spectator, pamphlets,
books, Scriblerus Papers, and the like: a public education alterna-
tive to the older forms of courtly, aristocratic, legal/clerical, and
university reading and conversation. Another mark is the begin-
ning of “classic” editions of the earlier poets, not just collections of
their writings, but annotated editions— Shakespeare was edited by
Alexander Pope and Lewis Theobald, Milton was edited by Richard
Bentley and Thomas Newton—in classical format, in volumes sold
by subscription; not as “hot” contemporary laps for the gossiping
groupie-gropers, but as “cool” tomes, upon which one could sit
magisterially in coffee-houses. By 1714, when Pope was finishing
his Rape of the Lock, the mark of classic status had been stamped
upon Paradise Lost: particular lines were parodied, impressive fig-
ures like Satan were mimicked and parodied. Pope’s sylph Ariel,
though named for a Shakespearean figure, gets from Milton’s Satan
some of his tempter’s genes. Milton, in 1714, was being viewed
as the English equivalent of Homer and Virgil, and by the 1730s
Paradise Lost was being used like the Iliad or the Aeneid.’

And Pope’s Satanic Toad(y)

Pope, in the 1730s, expected his readers to have a detailed ver-
bal memory of the fourth book of Paradise Lost. In the Epistle to
Dr. Arbuthnot, Pope stilettos Lord Hervey with an allusion to
Paradise Lost 4.797-809, then beheads him with a piece of Jewish
lore. Here are Pope’s lines:

Whether in florid impotence he speaks,
And, as the prompter breathes, the puppet squeaks;
Or at the ear of Eve, familiar toad,
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Half froth, half venom, spits himself abroad,
In puns, or politics, or tales, or lies,
Or spite, or smut, or thymes, or blasphemies.

Eve’s tempter thus the Rabbins have expressed,
A cherub’s face, a reptile all the rest.¢

And here is Paradise Lost 4.797-809:

So saying, on he [Gabriel] led his radiant Files,

Daz'ling the Moon; these [Ithuriel and Zephon] to the Bower direct
In search of whom they sought: him [Satan] there they found
Squat like a Toad, close at the eare of Eve;

Assaying by his Devilish art to reach

The Organs of her Fancie, and with them forge

Ilusions as he list, Phantasms and Dreams,

Or if, inspiring venom, he might taint

Th’ animal Spirits that from pure blood arise

Like gentle breaths from Rivers pure, thence raise

At least distemperd, discontented thoughts,

Vaine hopes, vaine aimes, inordinate desires

Blown up with high conceits ingendring pride.”

With a single drop of Miltonic allusion, Pope curdles harmless court
gossip into profoundly corrupting behavior. A mere “toady,” dressed
in Miltonic diction and let into Queen Anne’s presence, takes on
satanic stature and power. This, Pope wants us to see, is not just
the courtly tittle-tattle and rumor-mongering which, in Rape of the
Lock, he had lightly dismissed (“singing, dancing, ogling, and all
that”): Lord Hervey, so the Miltonic allusion warns, is corrupting
England’s queen, the very source of literary patronage and artistic
recognition, the true arbiter of national taste. Pope, in this Eden, is
like Milton’s Ithuriel, guarding Eve: his satiric pen, like Ithuriel’s
spear, “touches” Satan in his “toady” disguise as Lord Hervey. And
that touch exposes, not a magnificent fallen angel, but a low, creep-
ing, poisonous, fawning Lord Hervey—not a daylight Serpent, but
a night-time Toad, with whispered rumors and gossip and innu-
endos “inspiring” (breathing into the queen’s ears) his “venom”
that would corrupt and pervert her imagination, her judgment, her
Very reason.
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Pope is marvelously deft in nailing down the analogy. Lord
Hervey is one of the court’s “familiars,” just as a toad could be a
witch’s familiar, sent to spy or to deliver messages. Perhaps the
allusive familiar brings in a whiff of Shakespearean supernatural
from the “blasted heath” of Macbeth, where devil-familiars in the
form of cats and toads “call” the Three Weird Sisters, or do their
evil bidding—perhaps, indeed, Pope hints that behind the androgy-
nous Lord Hervey are nasty females, court hags who “hold their
Sabbaths, less for joy than spite,” as he puts it in his Second Moral
Essay, on the Characters of Women.

Pope certainly implies that such petty court-scene details mask
issues comparable to those in the garden of Eden. Since, for Pope,
the literary scene was one of very high importance, since the
poet was guardian of a nation’s intellectual and moral standards,
it was more than a trivial matter for the queen of England to be
misled by someone like Lord Hervey into the merely personal,
the purely gossipy version of issues and events of the time. So the
Miltonic allusions let Pope imply a great deal about the beauty,
innocence, majesty, and intelligence of the queen, and the evil of
Lord Hervey.

Yet what Pope takes as canonized here is still just the poem, not
the poet. As a Catholic, Pope would hardly identify himself with
Milton the person, and Pope presents himself as Horace rather than
Homer (though he did hope to crown his career with an epic, and
proposed to write it in blank verse following Milton’s example).®
By Pope’s day Milton’s poem was classic, but its poet was still
a heretic. That would change only when English poets came to
think of themselves as like Milton—antiestablishment, margin-
alized, midwives to the future rather than guardians of the past.
Not until the Romantic period did poets evoke Milton as patron,
friend, and muse to their poetry, and not only did they echo, use,
or allude to Milton’s poems, but chose those lines in which Milton
constructed his own poetic self, and took that self as their model.
And a century later, in a United States whose founding fathers
took Milton as champion of republican government and model
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for poetic greatness, so also did the greatest American poet of the
twentieth century, Robert Frost.

John Keats, Percy Bysshe Shelley, and Robert Frost made use
in different ways of the language and poetic authority of John
Milton.” The use in each case was friendly, and the relationship of
later to earlier classic not one of rivalry, anxiety, or contestation,
but friendship and encouragement: the three later poets turned
to passages of Paradise Lost in which John Milton constructed a
heroic model of himself as poet in mortal combat with outward
and inward dangers,' and by using certain language from these
passages the later poets placed themselves alongside Milton in a
struggle against common enemies.!!

Singing in Darkness: Milton and Keats

I will first look at what Keats achieved by using one Miltonic
word in “Ode to a Nightingale.” To see what Keats saw, we must
look first at where he found that word, then at what Milton himself
was doing with it.!> The word is “darkling,” used in Paradise Lost
3.39, where Milton from his mortal darkness speaks directly to the
holy light of heaven. He has just voiced his joy at being done with
his account (in books 1 and 2 of the poem) of the realm of Chaos
and eternal Night, but now is pierced by the irony of claiming that
he, a man gone blind, is safely “revisiting” the deity’s holy light:

thee I revisit safe,
And feel thy sovran vital Lamp; but thou
Revisit’st not these eyes, that rowle in vain
To find thy piercing ray, and find no dawn;
So thick a drop serene hath quencht thir Orbs,
Or dim suffusion veild. (PL 3.21-26)

In these lines the impersonal epic has been transformed to personal
lyric; the all-powerful poet acknowledges himself a blind and help-
less man. But Milton refuses to be a victim, will not let his loss of
sight deprive him of what is worth seeing—and the first of those
sights is where the muses dwell:
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Yet not the more
Cease I to wander where the Muses haunt,
Cleer Spring, or shadie Grove, or Sunnie Hill,
Smit with the love of sacred Song; but chief
Thee Sion and the flowrie Brooks beneath
That wash thy hallowd feet, and warbling flow,
Nightly I visit. (3.26-32)

Milton rejoices, having constructed something upon which to
rejoice: he turns the dark nothing before his eyes into a sunlit Arca-
dia, a moonlit Mount Zion. He hears at night the voices of his
own daughters, or the daughters of Mnemosyne, giving him the
beautiful Greek or Hebrew songs, and he remembers the poets and
prophets who made those verses, recalling that some of them were
blind like him. Then, as he wishes he might be like them, not only
in being blind but also in being a great poet, new poetry moves
quietly, like the stream he describes, into him and from him, as he
begins to

feed on thoughts, that voluntarie move
Harmonious numbers; as the wakeful Bird
Sings darkling, and in shadiest Covert hid
Tunes her nocturnal Note. (3.37-40)

Yet this nocturnal note, it turns out, is hardly joyful; Milton drops
again into deep sadness at the thought of what blindness has taken
from him:

Thus with the Year
Seasons return, but not to me returns
Day, or the sweet approach of Ev'n or Morn,
Or sight of vernal bloom, or Summers Rose,
Or flocks, or heards, or human face divine. (3.40-44)

But here, even though these verses do just what the earlier ones
had done—that is, while lamenting a loss, they re-create the thing
lost—once more the bright imagined scene is snatched away:

But cloud in stead, and ever-during dark
Surrounds me, from the chearful wayes of men
Cut off, and for the Book of knowledg fair
Presented with a Universal blanc
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Of Natures works to mee expung’d and ras’d,
And wisdome at one entrance quite shut out. (3.45-50)

The despair Milton has just fought off seems here to have caught
and pinned him helpless, with “wisdome...quite shut out” —and
Milton well knew that such blindness was read by opponents as
God’s judgmental withholding of the light of understanding. But
Milton will not accept defeat by the monster Despair; he fights
him off, reverses his hold, and escapes—or so, as referee, I would
judge—with a pin:

So much the rather thou Celestial light

Shine inward, and the mind through all her powers

Irradiate, there plant eyes, all mist from thence

Purge and disperse, that I may see and tell

Of things invisible to mortal sight. (3.51-55)

I have gone slowly through this Miltonic passage, because when
Keats gets around to using that one word “darkling” in his “Ode to
a Nightingale,” it holds all the gravitas from Milton’s great psalm
of lamentation and praise, but collapsed into itself like a neutron
star. Keats’s poem differs in many dimensions from Milton’s, but
the crucial likeness is that each poet while trying to sing finds
himself in a kind of darkness where singing seems all but impos-
sible. Keats’s “Ode to a Nightingale” was written in May 1819,
when he had lately abandoned an earlier version of his epic Hype-
rion, which that summer and fall he would try to recast as The Fall
of Hyperion: A Dream."® In May 1819, the reviews of Keats’s badly
flawed semiepic Endymion were flaying him as if he were Marsyas
challenging Apollo—and when, one late afternoon, he went out
into the garden of Wentworth House, and heard a nightingale begin
to sing, it struck him as painfully unlike his poetry, which seemed
doomed to perish, whereas the bird’s song would go on and be “a
joy forever.”

Keats begins the ode not in darkness but in late sunlight (“shad-
ows numberless”), and begins by speaking of his own feelings, not
his efforts to produce an epic; in fact, he never mentions those
efforts. Only the reader of this poem who knows the life it came
from would recognize that it is about Keats’s efforts to write heroic
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poetry, to produce a great epic or at least a body of permanently
valued poetry. There are parallels with Milton, but also differ-
ences. Keats is not blind, and the “embalmed darkness” he moves
within seems outward, not inward: he walks in an English garden
at nightfall. His first words for his feelings on hearing the nightin-
gale are not words of delight, or happiness, but pain and affliction.
Yet he claims this is because the bird’s song makes him so happy
that he aches; the song, he says, numbs him like an opiate or a
drink of hemlock (Socrates dying for teaching too well). Then he
denies that envy makes him feel this way—though, of course, we
here should begin to realize that a kind of envy is precisely what
makes him feel this way: he, an unsuccessful singer, is responding
to a mythically successful one. What he hears makes him want to
commit suicide—but to join the bird even while doing it, drinking
wine whose effect is like the bird’s song, so that not only might
he “drink, and leave the world unseen,” but also might fade with
the bird “into the forest dim.” And when he then says he will join
the bird not by actually drinking, but “on the viewless wings of
Poesy,” we see that he means to get to where the bird is by himself
singing, with this poem as his song.

All that is clear enough, and many critical readers have seen it.
But I am here looking at how Keats is comparing himself not just
to a lyric nightingale but also to a heroic singer. This ode is not a
Horatian amble, but a Pindaric flight. He is not putting himself in
the company of lesser poets, especially those dithy-Rambos of the
later eighteenth century who tried to muscle their way up Helicon
with odes to the passions or to the Bard or whatever. As shown by
his next moves (in stanza 4), the nightingale he wants to join is
John Milton.

His first move is to change the lighting. He had been listening
to the bird sing “in some melodious plot / Of beechen green, and
shadows numberless,” but once he takes wing to join it, night has
fallen: “Already with thee! tender is the night, / And haply the
Queen-Moon is on her throne, / Clustered around with all her
starry fays.” And his next move is the Miltonic one: the camera
cuts back, from Keats in moonlit heaven with the bird, to himself
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in darkness on earth: “But here there is no light, / Save what from
heaven is with the breezes blown / Through verdurous glooms and
winding mossy ways. / I cannot see.” Keats has situated and moved
himself just as Milton did: first rising into the light of heaven, then
falling back into the darkness of human mortality, where all that
human eyes can see, or not see, seems cause for despair and proof
of defeat. For Milton, it is the physical and spiritual “cloud, ...and
ever-during dark” that surrounds and cuts him off from “the cheer-
ful ways of men”; for Keats, it is “the weariness, the fever and the
fret / Here where men sit and hear each other groan,” so that as
Keats sits and listens to the nightingale he is tempted to give the
whole struggle up.

It is just at this point that Keats uses that Miltonic word:
“Darkling I listen, and, for many a time / I have been half in love
with easeful Death /... Now more than ever seems it rich to die.”
If the word, as I believe it does, brings the Miltonic context with it,
Keats has set himself alongside Milton, yet carefully differentiates
himself: he wears his rue, as Ophelia recommended, with a differ-
ence—as a son of Milton, but with a coat of arms that has indeed
been differenced. The mark of difference is in the verbs used by
Milton and Keats. Milton says, “as the wakeful bird / Sings dark-
ling,” whereas Keats says “Darkling I listen.” Milton has fully
identified himself as a singer in darkness; Keats aspires to join him
and even, by poetic imagination, is there for a moment, but falls
back. For a moment he is with the bird in the starry heavens, but
falls again into a darkness where “there is no light,” and recognizes
that dying will not bring him closer to its singing.

Yet in his next-to-last stanza Keats speaks without envy, prais-
ing the bird for its reaching an audience ranging over the whole
social gamut from emperor to clown, for its touching the heart of
Ruth, saddest of humans, in her despair, and for opening the narra-
tive vistas of poetry’s “magic casements.” Then in his final stanza,
as he hears the bird’s song fading, Keats acknowledges that his own
poetic fancy has created much of whatever reality there is in the
bird’s song and in poetry at large. The whole poem becomes, in the
last two lines, part of what may be merely “a vision, or a waking
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dream.” The music has fled, and Keats asks himself, “Do I wake
or sleep?”

Keats’s ode, then, overtly celebrates the nightingale’s powers of
song, but covertly evokes the epic poet Milton’s achievement. It
tells us Keats wants to be such a singer as a nightingale is or as
Milton was, but except for a brief moment in the fourth stanza of
the poem, Keats carefully assigns himself the role of listener rather
than singer. Milton, in his battle with despair, turns to celestial
light and asks it to shine inward, but Keats does not have Milton’s
religious conviction to fall back on, and the art he celebrates as a
way out of his own mortality and despair is, he admits, perhaps
more fancy than reality. Keats seems really to believe in the muse,
but he never quite commits himself. His ode celebrates the range
of listeners to great poetry, the healing and cheering powers it has,
and the views of enchanted realms it opens, but he gains at best
a draw with despair. He calls upon Milton, as heroic poet, to join
him in the fight, but does not believe in himself enough, or in the
reality of what he was writing, to stay the course as Milton does.

Singing in Sunlight: Shelley and Milton

The story is somewhat different when we look at what Shelley
did with Milton’s word “unpremeditated” (PL 9.24). In 1820,
Shelley used it not only in the opening stanza of “To a Skylark,”
but twice more in his translation of the “Homeric” Hymn to
Hermes.'* Milton used “unpremeditated” as he turned from
friendly domestic scenes with Raphael, Adam, and Eve, to the trag-
edy of the Fall itself:

Sad task, yet argument
Not less but more Heroic than the wrauth
Of stern Achilles on his Foe pursu’d
Thrice Fugitive about Troy Wall; or rage
Of Turnus for Lavinia disespous’d,
Or Neptun’s ire or Juno’s, that so long
Perplex’d the Greek and Cytherea’s son;
If answerable style I can obtaine
Of my Celestial Patroness, who deignes
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Her nightly visitation unimplor’d,

And dictates to me slumbring, or inspires
Easie my unpremeditated Verse:

Since first this Subject for Heroic Song
Pleas’d me long choosing, and beginning late;
Not sedulous by Nature to indite

Warrs, hitherto the onely Argument

Heroic deem’d, chief maistrie to dissect
With long and tedious havoc fabl’d Knights
In Battels feign’d; the better fortitude

Of Patience and Heroic Martyrdom

Unsung. (PL 9.13-33)

Here as before, the poet, confined in darkness, must fight through
doubt and despair to sing “darkling,” but this time his self-doubt
does not spring from loss of sight, but from the weight of his
chosen task—and, also, from fear of being no longer listened to.
In the 1660s, many in his (far from fit) audience had apparently
turned from Milton’s blank verse to Dryden’s heroic quatrains and
couplets.'® He needs, therefore, not only inward vision, but also a
style that can sustain the great argument he has chosen; and with
this he must reach an audience who, though few, will rightly hear
his song. These gifts he can only obtain from the Muse: from Urania,
the Holy Spirit, his “Celestial Patroness.” “Celestial,” not “royal”:
Milton carefully distinguishes his patroness from those of other
would-be writers of heroic verse—for instance, the English poet
laureate with his merely royal patroness, who might “deign” to
allow her adoring poet an evening visit; her laureate might choose
to write of earthly wars (Annus Mirabile perhaps?). Milton’s is no
flattering preface to Her Royal Highness, but an austerely casual
account of divine inspiration, of being granted an audience with
the Holy Spirit.

Milton is fighting royalist/imperialist notions of poetry, particu-
larly epic poetry, which Restoration readers and critics were foist-
ing off on his fellow poets. Milton understood fully that a Cowley
or Dryden might take the Bible and—as Marvell feared might hap-
pen for Milton himself—“ruin...the sacred Truths to Fable and
old Song.” Milton must fight in himself the human weakness that
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might do the same, so at the start of book 9 he asks the Muse to
help him avoid this, asks that he might rise to a style high enough
to suit his great theme, to write of both the war in heaven and the
wars within the human heart, to justify the ways of God to man by
matching his epic form to this great theme. This theme, he asserts,
is “not less but more heroic” than those of Homer and Virgil,

If answerable style I can obtain

Of my Celestial Patroness, who deignes

Her nightly visitation unimplor’d,

And dictates to me slumb’ring, or inspires

Easy my unpremeditated verse. (9.20-24)

With that help, Milton’s “higher Argument” will be “sufficient
of itself to raise” (9.42-43) the poem and justify its being called
“Heroic” (9.29),

unless an Age too late, or cold
Climate, or years damp my intended wing
Deprest—and much they may, if all be mine,
Not Hers who brings it nightly to my Ear. (9.44-47)

It is worth putting this plainly: a poet now generally considered
the greatest writer of his age is here appealing for an audience will-
ing to listen, and for continued support from the Muse, who thus
far has inspired his lines, to come into his mind and dictate the
“unpremeditated” verses his task demands.

Everything Milton says in these lines fits Shelley’s view of him-
self and his work in July 1820, when he wrote “To a Skylark,”
echoing in its very first stanza Milton’s appeal to the Muse in
Paradise Lost 9.24:

Hail to thee, blithe Spirit!
Bird thou never wert,
That from Heav'n, or near it,
Pourest thy full heart
In profuse strains of unpremeditated art.'¢

“Unpremeditated,” for Milton as “Puritan,” speaks to the divine
source of both poetry and prayer, recalling the inspired song and
speech of Adam and Eve as they pray, the morning after Eve’s trou-
bling dream:
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Their Orisons, each Morning duly paid

In various style, for neither various style

Nor holy rapture wanted they to praise

Thir Maker, in fit strains pronounc’t or sung

Unmeditated, such prompt eloquence

Flowd from their lips, in Prose or numerous Verse,

More tuneable than needed Lute or Harp

To add more sweetness. (PL 5.145-52)

Once we hear these Miltonic echoes in the first stanza of “To a
Skylark,” we understand that Shelley is not referring only to
“natural” inspiration. True, he hears the bird’s song as offering a
prelapsarian spontaneity like that of Milton’s Adam and Eve. He is
indeed a Romantic poet, wishing to break into spontaneous song
like the bird—Dbut that is only part of the truth about Shelley, who
like Milton was both a classically learned and politically commit-
ted poet. The classical dimensions emerge once we realize that in
July 1820, when Shelley wrote “To a Skylark,” he was also trans-
lating the “Homeric” Hymn to Mercury (“Hermes” in the Greek
original)'”—and that he used the same Miltonic word “unpremedi-
tated” twice within that translation, each time using it to describe
not merely natural but divinely inspired song.

The Hymn to Mercury narrates the very origins of lyric song:
how Zeus begot Hermes on Maia, and the precocious infant
emerges from the cave where he was born, spies a tortoise, kills it,
and of its shell makes the very first lyre, stringing it with sheep-
gut. Immediately the god begins to play this new instrument, and
to sing a brilliant and bawdy song:

When he had wrought the lovely instrument,
He tried the chords, and made division meet
Preluding with the plectrum, and there went
Up from beneath his hand a tumult sweet
Of mighty sounds, and from his lips he sent
A strain of unpremeditated wit
Joyous and wild and wanton —such you may
Hear among revellers on a holiday.
(Hymn to Mercury, stanza 9, lines 63-71)

Hermes, however, is an incorrigible trickster, a “king of robbers”
(229), who covets the great wealth that Father Zeus had given
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to his half-brother Apollo, much of which Hermes argues that
he himself should have had.'® Before long, he lays down the lyre
and goes out to steal his brother Apollo’s oxen of the sun, two of
which he butchers, roasts, and devours. Phoebus Apollo discovers
their theft, tracks Hermes back to the cave, and hales him off to
Olympus to indict him before the court of Zeus. Protesting his
innocence, Hermes nevertheless leads Apollo to where he has hid-
den the oxen of the sun. Apollo tries to punish him —but Hermes,
who is still carrying in his left hand the tortoiseshell lyre, sud-
denly begins to sing, and by the beauty and power of his song—a
Creation song, “illustrating the birth / Of the bright Gods, and the
dark desert earth” (571-72)— Apollo is enchanted and overcome,
asking in wonder,

Whether the glorious power you now show forth
Was folded up within you at your birth,
Or whether mortal taught or God inspired
The power of unpremeditated song? (587-90)

Apollo is so ravished by this music that he says not only is it worth
the 50 stolen oxen of the sun, but that he will lead Hermes back to
Olympus and lavish upon him “many glorious gifts” (619). Where-
upon the sly Hermes, with a flattering but quite true praise of
Apollo’s great powers and wisdom, offers in return to give Apollo
the lyre. This Apollo at once accepts:

And then Apollo with the plectrum strook
The chords, and from beneath his hands a crash
Of mighty sounds rushed up, whose music shook
The soul with sweetness; as of an adept
His sweeter voice a just accordance kept. (672-76)

Hermes and Apollo, like Shelley’s skylark, are divinely inspired
singers, and the key word Shelley uses for all their songs, “unpre-
meditated,” he took from Paradise Lost.

But what of the political dimensions? These emerge once we
recall that earlier in 1820 Shelley had written his “Ode to Liberty,”
where he speaks of Milton as both inspired poet and champion of
freedom. Addressing “Liberty,” Shelley says,
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And England’s prophets hailed thee as their queen,

In songs whose music cannot pass away,

Though it must flow forever: not unseen,

Before the spirit-sighted countenance

Of Milton didst thou pass, from the sad scene

Beyond whose night he saw, with dejected mien. (145-50)

“Spirit-sighted countenance” echoes Milton’s invocation to the
Muse in Paradise Lost, 9.13-47 —precisely where Shelley found
“unpremeditated.” Shelley, in the “Ode to Liberty,” pictures Mil-
ton as (during the 1660s) a blind seer, watching Liberty pass from
the “sad scene” of England, yet still (though “with dejected mien”)
seeing beyond that dark night—not only divinely inspired poet, but
political prophet, as fearlessly antimonarchist as Shelley himself,
and—also like Shelley—someone who for his political views and
actions endured obloquy while watching those he considered ene-
mies of a free and just society prevail and flourish. Shelley —like
Milton—Ilooked beyond the darkness, asking to sing beyond his
despair, so that (as he says in the last line of “To a Skylark”) “the
world should listen then—as I am listening now.”

So, in the summer of 1820, Shelley was keenly focused on poetic
inspiration, on finding or creating an audience for his poetry, and
on speaking out for political liberty. In his “Ode to Liberty” he ref-
erences the very lines of Paradise Lost that tell of the poet’s being
visited nightly by a Muse who inspires “easy [his] unpremeditated
verse,” even as he celebrates the skylark as Nature’s own example
of inspired singing and asks that it teach him how to sing as per-
fectly, unselfishly, and usefully—and how to be listened to with
like joy and (implied) assent:

Teach me half the gladness
That thy brain must know,
Such harmonious madness
From my lips would flow
The world should listen then—as I am listening now. (101-05)

His lyric aspires to the heroic political dimension: he wants, like
Milton, to be heard, to win hearts and minds, to change England
from a corrupt empire to a clean democracy. He wants to sing like
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the skylark, like Adam and Eve, like Hermes and Apollo, like
Milton—so that his songs might Edenize and deify the world, free
it by love from supernatural chains of vengeance.

Milton and Frost: Tree of Knowledge, Witness Tree

The twentieth century American poet Robert Frost, like Keats
and Shelley, makes strong use of Milton, but more darkly, as we
see in five poems that he put into his 1942 volume A Witness
Tree: first, “Beech” and “Sycamore,” which begin the volume and
(in “Beech,” line 7) supply the book’s title phrase; then, in a later
sequence of three poems, “The Most of It,” “Never Again Would
Birds’ Song Be the Same,” and “The Subverted Flower.”"?

In “Beech” and “Sycamore,” Frost turns to the Bible and Milton
to show us the book’s central theme: exploring boundaries between
a human self and the realms of community, nation, and world of
“dark and doubt” that press in upon the self.?® “Beech” is Frost’s
statement of where and how he stands, and he makes it by using
both biblical and Miltonic language. As it begins, he evokes the
Old Testament story (Gen. 31:43-54) of Jacob’s setting a boundary
between himself and Laban; in its last two lines he echoes Milton’s
self-presentation in Paradise Lost 7.23-31. As for the three later
poems, “The Most of It,” “Never Again Would Birds’ Song Be
the Same,” and “The Subverted Flower,” other scholars suggest
that they are thematically related.” I propose that in these three
poems (as in “Beech” and “Sycamore”) Frost draws on the Bible
and Paradise Lost to adumbrate his own poetic, political, and per-
sonal situation in the period 1938-42 —and that to see how Frost
was using Milton dee