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The Experimental Form ot Lycidas

James Rutherford

A s Thomas H. Luxon observes in his widely read online edition
of the poem, “the structure of Lycidas remains somewhat
mysterious” despite an enormous body of critical literature pur-
porting to explain it.! In this essay I plan to untangle some of that
mystery. Certain facets of the poem seem designed to provoke
uncertainty aboutits structure, and Milton deliberately undermines
the reader’s expectations about the metrical and formal structures
of Lycidas in order to generate complex meanings and reactions.
Such a claim entails reconsideration of some perennial questions
about verse form, including the possibility or desirability of expres-
sive acoustics, the tension between narrative movement and stan-
zaic organization, and the political and philosophical implications
of metrical and formal choices. Lycidas is about such questions,
and particularly their difficulty, if not in some cases their ultimate
insolubility.

Most discussions of Lycidas, beginning with Samuel Johnson’s
notorious attack, have focused on the poem’s style and structure.
Indeed, determining the formal principles underlying the poem’s
construction has been one of the great collaborative projects of
contemporary criticism. Edward Weismiller’s masterful and com-
prehensive reviews of the scholarship on the verse form of Milton’s
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poems for the variorum are like good mysteries, or detectives’
reports on elaborate crimes that have just been solved. There is
drama in the recounting of early stumbles with foot prosody and
quantitative metrics before the gradual revelation of what metrists
commonly refer to as the “two-line approach” to versification.? In
his review of scholarship about Lycidas, Weismiller seems excited
when he discusses Thomas Keightley’s discovery of the ottava rima
stanza at the end of the poem, and Keightley’s own doubts that it
is intentional after having learned that there is a second ottava
rima section within a longer verse paragraph earlier in the poem.?
When subsequent critics see in this repetition not accident but a
transition from “drift to discipline,” or even “the inevitability and
logic of a mathematical progression,” one feels that, despite all the
remaining critical disagreements about the poem’s structure, new
problems have been identified, and progress has been made.* By the
middle of the century, the editors of the Milton variorum could
feel satisfied that the gradual improvement in the collective under-
standing of Milton’s metrical and formal techniques mimicked a
pattern of prosodic improvement within the poem itself: in reading
Lycidas, ontogeny recapitulates phylogeny.

The complex pattern of prosodic development that Milton
invents for Lycidas reflects a deep change in his conception of the
political and philosophical implications of verse form. While most
studies of the prosody of Lycidas examine the poem in relation
to antecedent literary contexts, including the seventeenth century
reemergence of the Pindaric ode, the Italian canzone and madri-
gal tradition, and the neo-Spenserian movement of the 1620s and
1630s, I suggest that the most crucial facets of Milton’s composi-
tional strategy anticipate theoretical reflections on creativity in his
polemical prose tracts and Paradise Lost.” In particular, Milton’s
idiosyncratic approach to prosodic composition in Lycidas is in
keeping with his representations of the construction of a Christian
temple in The Reason of Church-Government and Areopagitica,
and God’s creation of the universe in Paradise Lost. Through a
comparative analysis of these images of various kinds of building
manufacture, I will suggest that the verse form of Lycidas provides
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the earliest intimation of Milton’s mature thoughts about human
and divine creativity, and of the nature and human consequences
of his much-discussed metaphysical monism. With respect to its
form, Lycidas looks forward as much as it looks backward.

The Metrical Line

The meter of Milton’s poem is more of a problem than it should
be, if one compares it to most of the other poetic compositions of
its moment. By the 1630s, when the controversies over the accen-
tual or quantitative bases of English meter had died down, there
were few outstanding conceptual problems pertaining to metrical
form. It should be emphasized that seventeenth century readers
tended to learn about meter through practice rather than theory.
There is negative corroboration for this proposition in the rela-
tive lack of theoretical statements about English prosody after the
1590s. In addition, there is ample evidence that educators often
sent their students to read poetry rather than handbooks. Simon
Daines, for example, begins his conventional grammatical treatise,
Orthoepia Anglicana, with some commonplaces about the typical
four-part division of grammar into orthography, etymology, syn-
tax, and prosody. In order to understand the last two subjects, he
leaves the student to “practice in reading such oratours and poets
as our tongue affords, wherewith every stationers shop is amply
repleat.”® In his own Latin grammar book, Milton briefly observes
that “Prosodie, after this Grammar [is] well learnt, will not need
to be Englisht for him who hath a mind to read it.”” Milton seems
to have practiced what he preached, observing in Apology against
a Pamphlet that he mastered the rhythms of the elegiac poets
through imitation (YP 1:889). Milton’s grammar-school teacher,
Alexander Gill, similarly emphasizes practice over precept when
it comes to understanding the prosody of words and verse scan-
sion. Although he supplies some rules concerning poetic meter and
rhyme, he makes numerous allowances for deliberate transgres-
sions (to achieve cacemphaton, or expressive “ill-sounding,” for
example), and endorses what he calls the “mixed form” in English
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poetry.® Major critics, such as Julius Caesar Scaliger, tended to
demystify perennially problematic concepts like rhythm and meter:
a poem’s meter is simply its “measure,” a standard of mere length,
and the writing of rhythms is a kind of practical, even physical,
affair.” Torquato Tasso, an important influence on Milton, influ-
entially compared composing a poem to building a ship.!? In gen-
eral, early modern writers employed rhythm and meter like tools,
and readers appreciated their effects through habitual experience of
them and through comparison, just as they do with any other piece
of craftsmanship.

There is evidence that many early readers did keep track of a
poem’s rhythms as they read along, though they often did not pay
the kind of attention a poet like Milton would have desired them
to. In her recent contribution to the Oxford edition of the complete
works of John Milton, Laura Lunger Knoppers describes the kinds
of handwritten marginalia that can be found in extant early copies
of Paradise Regained and Samson Agonistes. She shows that early
readers of these poems sometimes did notice Milton’s unortho-
dox metrical techniques, but that their only concern seemed to
have been to correct them.!! There is, however, evidence that more
sensitive readers were prepared to notice when a poet included
eight strong beats in a single pentameter line, and to think about
how such an unusual metrical structure might reinforce or extend
the semantic content of the poetry. Thomas Fuller, Milton’s con-
temporary, gives some indication of the kind of complex response
that one poet might have had toward the metrical choices made
by another. At the beginning of the third chapter of his Church-
History of Britain, Fuller quotes a “monkish” epitaph for the
ancient king Lucius—in Latin, because it has “nothing worthy of
translating”: “Lucius tenebris pritis Idola qui coluisti, / Es merito
celebris ex quo Baptisma subisti” (You, Lucius, who formerly in
the darkness worshipped idols, are justly famous from the day you
underwent baptism). While it is not strictly necessary to his his-
torical narration, Fuller engages in some brief stylistic analysis:
“It seems the puddle-Poet did hope, that the jingling of his Rhyme
would drown the sound of his false Quantity. Except any will
say, that he affected to make the middle Syllable in Idola short,
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because in the days of King Lucius Idolatry was curb’d and con-
tracted, whilest Christianity did dilate and extend it self.”!*> This
is the first instance I know of in which an early modern reader
clearly admits that there may be deliberation and meaning behind
a metrical irregularity. Nevertheless, we can probably assume that
this type of metrical allegorizing is not unique to Fuller since he
himself implies that it is not.'®

The opening of Lycidas would have challenged any reader,
however. Outside of some previous poems by Milton himself—
including “On Time,” “Upon the Circumcision,” and “At a Solemn
Music” —and selected poems by Edmund Spenser and John Donne,
it is difficult to find accentual-syllabic lines exemplifying a degree
of prosodic freedom comparable with these:

Yet once more, O ye laurels and once more

Ye myrtles brown, with ivy never sere,

I come to pluck your berries harsh and crude,
And with forced fingers rude,

Shatter your leaves before the mellowing year.
Bitter constraint, and sad occasion dear,
Compels me to disturb your season due:

For Lycidas is dead, dead ere his prime,

Young Lycidas, and hath not left his peer:
Who would not sing for Lycidas? he knew
Himself to sing, and build the lofty rhyme.

He must not float upon his watery bier
Unwept, and welter to the parching wind,
Without the meed of some melodious tear. (1-14)

The very first line of Lycidas presents conceptual problems for a
method of scansion. Historically, many critics have been concerned
that it does not comport with foot prosody; as Henry Cotterill puts
it, one cannot find five iambic rhythms without “so altering the
natural length of a word that one shudders as at a note in music.”'*
Even though the line is susceptible to a flat metrical pronuncia-
tion, its apostrophic character, the presence of heavy assonance,
and the two strong caesuras probably make a more unorthodox
rendering preferable (such as “Yét 6nce more, O ye latirels, and
o6nce more”). Such distortions were permissible, though hardly
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common, in the early modern period.'” In any case, it is easy to
imagine an early reader, conditioned by the previous poems in the
collection in which Lycidas originally appeared, which are almost
unrelentingly iambic, stumbling right at the outset as a result of
a powerful expectation for a sequence of regular rthythms. The
line also presents difficulties because the terminal word “more”
lacks a rhyme in the paragraph. On his or her first encounter with
the poem, a reader might even have been confused about whether
or not it is supposed to be treated as a partial rhyme for “sere,”
since the next four lines comprise rhymed couplets. This response
would be particularly appropriate given that all the other English
obsequies for Edward King are in rhymed couplets.'® The first line
of Lycidas thus thwarts any reasonable presuppositions about its
rhythmic structure and its place within a rhyme scheme.

The fourth line is even more obviously problematic than the
first, both as a result of its shorter length and the presence of only
one pair of syllables that is clearly iambic. The trimeter structure
of the line and alliteration serve to intensify the jarring quality of
the first four syllables, despite the ubiquity of what Derek Attridge
calls the “rising inversion” in English poetry; indeed, in this case,
we might prefer George T. Wright’s more contemptuous termi-
nology for the same metrical phenomenon: “lurching rhythm.”!”
There are other rhythmic reversals, including initial trochees and
the deadening epizeuxis in the eighth line, and the presence of dra-
matic enjambments and a second end-word lacking a rhyme fur-
ther obscures the integrity of the decasyllabic line, especially in a
vocal performance. Only gradually over the course of the paragraph
does the rhythmic structure repair itself, culminating in an unen-
jambed, and perhaps “melodious,” line.

It is, of course, easy to find semantic justification for the rhyth-
mic dissonances present in the first verse paragraph of Lycidas,
and indeed in many places in which they appear throughout the
remainder of the poem. In Lycidas, as in the monodic musical
compositions of sixteenth and seventeenth century Italy, there are
clear indications of word painting and of the adjustment of met-
rical technique to the mood or psychological state of the poem’s
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speaker.'® The poem weaves in and out of coherent rhythmical and
rhyme patterns so that at any moment smooth versification may
suffer a “heavy change” (37). The “dread voice” (132) of Peter, in
particular, is grating, and Neil Forsyth observes that “it is central
to the pastoral convention of the poem that bad preaching should
be equated with bad singing and that the lines stand out vividly
in the midst of this mostly mellifluous verse.”!'” Nevertheless,
underlying this occasional alternation between iambic regularity
and expressive deviation from the iambic norm there is a clear pro-
gression from disorder to order, represented by the initial chaos
of Lycidas’s opening, and the security of iambic pentameter and
ottava rima at its close.

The reader, even an ideal reader, ought to be confused by Milton’s
prosody at the beginning of Lycidas. It is one thing for a poet to
deviate from a firmly established rhythm for expressive effect, but
it is quite another to transgress a pattern the existence of which
the reader might not yet have apprehended. The metrical line and
the various deviations from it that one encounters in the first para-
graph are easier to understand in retrospect, after having proceeded
further through the poem. This is because, after shifting in and out
of a relatively regular rhythmic pattern over the course of the entire
poem, Milton only demonstrates conventionally defined mastery
at the very end. In the final paragraph, there is for the first time
an unbroken succession of regular iambic pentameters, without
conspicuous rhythmic substitutions, and without enjambment.
Milton withholds a close approximation of the abstract metrical
structure of his verse until the very end of his poem; rather than
providing a theme and variations, he provides variations followed
by a theme.?®

The Verse Paragraph

Milton’s approach to form in Lycidas is comprehensive, affecting
every element of his prosody. There is a sense in which the metrical
line puts itself together over the course of the poem, achieving full
clarity only at the end. Meter is intimated before it is embodied.
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The developmental character of the metrical line is replicated on
a larger scale in the gradual improvement of selected paragraph
forms and rhyme schemes. Such a complex, all-embracing pattern
of prosodic development is potentially captured by Milton himself
in the phrase “build the lofty rhyme,” since the word “rhyme”
could signify both rthyme and rhythm in the early modern period,
and was frequently a synecdoche for a whole poem.?! On the level
of the verse paragraph, as in the line, it is useful to retain a concept
of building that is akin to kinds of material craftsmanship like car-
pentry or architecture. Milton begins with rough material, works
and fashions it, only gradually producing an object that possesses
symmetry and proportion.

The use of semantically and structurally parallel verse passages
is the key to the design of Lycidas. In making this claim, this
essay differs from previous detailed accounts of the prosody and
structure of the poem in marked ways. Most obviously, it offers an
alternative to A. E. Barker’s extremely influential —indeed, almost
unchallenged—discussion of the tripartite form of Lycidas. In his
classic essay, Barker argues—on the basis of patterns of imagery
and early thematic anticipations of the Christian climax prior
to paragraph 10—that the poem possesses three distinct “move-
ments” that are “practically equal in length and precisely paral-
lel in pattern.”?? In contrast, I am describing a twofold pattern, in
which there are two five-paragraph sections followed by a coda.
The presence of paragraphs of the same length at the beginning and
conclusion of each of the main sections establishes this symmetri-
cal pattern. The first section begins and ends with sonnets, the sec-
ond of which corrects formal deficiencies in the first; the second
section possesses 21-line paragraphs, and replicates the pattern of
formal improvement discernible in the first half of the poem.

In examining Milton’s handling of the verse paragraph in
Lycidas, it is useful to consider the theory and practice of Torquato
Tasso, whose writings—cited positively in The Reason of Church-
Government and Of Education—may indeed have been a direct
influence on Milton’s thinking about prosody in the 1630s. Tasso,
like many other early modern theorists, emphasizes how the poet
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must select his subject, which he calls the “rough material” (mate-
ria nuda), and gradually bring it to perfection of form. Throughout
his Discourses on the Art of Poetry and the later Discourses on the
Heroic Poem, Tasso places a great deal of emphasis on the word
“size” (la quantita). Near the end of the first discourse in his Art of
Poetry, for example, Tasso summarizes his analogy between “what
we have come to call the raw material with what philosophers call
primary matter”: “Just as these philosophers, in considering pri-
mary matter (entirely without form though it is), nonetheless take
account of its size, which is its constant and eternal attribute, evi-
dent before the birth of form and remaining after form decays, so
the poet, likewise, should attend to the size of his subject; for when
choosing any subject for treatment, he must choose it together
with a certain size, this consideration being inseparably part of
it.”?* This is, in the first instance, a caution against choosing a
subject too large for the chosen poetic medium, lest the poet lapse
into excessive digression or confusion in the plot. Nevertheless,
it is likely that, in addition to this comparatively unusual usage,
Tasso also has the poem’s prosody in mind, especially given his
own habits of composition. In II mondo creato, for example, Tasso
describes the subject of his hexameral narrative in an introductory
paragraph of 77 lines, and concludes his poem with a 77-line pas-
sage in praise of the finished creation.?* The two comprehensive
statements of the poem’s contents occur in paragraphs of the same
size. It would be interesting to know if Milton, when he read his
predecessors, was attentive to such formal patterns; and whether
or not, for example, Tasso’s beginning and concluding his cosmo-
logical poem with paragraphs of the same length prompted him
to do the same in Paradise Lost.*> At the least, it is a suggestive
structural correspondence, indicative of the kind of influence that
metaphysical ideas had on practical considerations of prosody and
verse construction.

In Lycidas, Milton introduces new kinds of complexity to
Tasso’s method of ring composition. It is a peculiar consequence
of the design of the poem that one may be haunted by a pattern
in a paragraph that one is only able to comprehend at a later stage
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of one’s reading. Despite the prosodic difficulties that critics have
found in the first verse paragraph of Lycidas, for example, many
have been able to perceive in it a “broken sonnet.”?¢ It is true that
the paragraph is 14 lines long, but it fails even to approximate the
division into an octave and sestet that is characteristic of all of
the independent sonnets Milton published over the course of his
life. It is therefore surprising that critics do not discuss the sonnet
form of the fifth verse paragraph:

Where were ye nymphs when the remorseless deep
Closed o’er the head of your loved Lycidas?
For neither were ye playing on the steep,
Where your old bards, the famous Druids, lie,
Nor on the shaggy top of Mona high,
Nor yet where Deva spreads her wizard stream:
Ay me, I fondly dream!
Had ye been there...for what could that have done?

What could the muse herself that Orpheus bore,

The muse herself for her enchanting son

Whom universal nature did lament,

When by the rout that made the hideous roar,

His gory visage down the stream was sent,

Down the swift Hebrus to the Lesbian shore. (50-63)

There are some technicalities about the versification in this pas-
sage that may be troubling, including the anacoluthic syntactical
structure of line 57, the lack of a thyme for the word “Lycidas,”
and the presence of a trimeter line prior to the main semantic divi-
sion of the paragraph—and yet it more perfectly approximates the
sonnet form than the first paragraph does. The fifth paragraph con-
tains 14 lines, and could be divided into two segments that are
eight and six lines long.?” There is a conventional distribution of
thematic content in the octave and the sestet: the first eight lines
concern the nymphs and their failure to rescue Lycidas while he is
stranded at sea, and the following six concern the similar failure of
Calliope to aid Orpheus. There is, thus, a typically Miltonic transi-
tion from terrestrial to divine concerns at the main division of the
paragraph.
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There is another way in which the fifth paragraph may improve
upon the first: in the presence of three rhyme-words—“bore,”
“roar,” and “shore” —for the word “more,” which is unrhymed
in the first paragraph. The earliest surviving work on Lycidas in
the Trinity manuscript draws attention to this detail.?® The verso
side of the last page of Comus contains work on three paragraphs.
The first is complete, and the phrase “build the lofty rhyme”
is underlined. After some draft work on what would become the
ninth paragraph, there are the six concluding lines of the fifth,
which may be taken as further evidence that these should be
treated as a unit. The close juxtaposition in the Trinity manuscript
of the first verse paragraph and the final six lines of what would
become the fifth is tantalizing evidence of their early connection
in the poet’s mind.

The rough isomorphism of the first and fifth paragraphs indi-
cates, I believe, that they are closer in meaning than is customarily
understood. The fifth paragraph in a sense completes the thoughts
in the first, just as it more fully realizes the form and thematic
function of the sonnet. These formally and thematically related
paragraphs serve to demarcate all the paragraphs in the first half
of Lycidas as a group. In the first five paragraphs of the poem, the
muse is the main subject: the speaker affirms that he will sing
for Lycidas even though he is not ready, hopes that some “gentle
muse” will do the same for him, and considers in retrospect how
Lycidas exemplified the ideal poet—only to conclude these medi-
tations with a despairing sense that no human muse, nor even “the
muse herself,” can forestall death.

The second half of Lycidas, in which there is a transition from
human to heavenly perspectives, possesses an analogous but more
complex formal organization than the first. It is bracketed by para-
graphs that are similar in form and content. The paragraphs are 21
lines in length, and both subdivide into sections of approximately
13 and 8 lines in length. As is the case with the two sonnets, the
second of these paragraphs more closely approximates an ideal
form only imperfectly manifested in the first.?

Jon S. Lawry observes that, in the sixth verse paragraph, “for
the first time in the poem, synthesis—in the partly disclosed
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theme of resurrection and right judgment—tentatively reveals
itself.”3% The tentativeness of Apollo’s argument is consistent with
the imperfection of the formal organization of the paragraph as a
whole:

Alas! What boots it with uncessant care
To tend the homely slighted shepherd’s trade,
And strictly meditate the thankless muse,
Were it not better done as others use,
To sport with Amaryllis in the shade,
Or with the tangles of Neaera’s hair?
Fame is the spur that the clear spirit doth raise
(That last infirmity of noble mind)
To scorn delights, and live laborious days;
But the fair guerdon when we hope to find,
And think to burst out into sudden blaze,
Comes the blind Fury with th’ abhorred shears,
And slits the thin-spun life.

But not the praise,

Phoebus replied, and touched my trembling ears;

Fame is no plant that grows on mortal soil,

Nor in the glistering foil

Set off to the world, nor in broad rumour lies,

But lives and spreads aloft by those pure eyes,

And perfect witness of all-judging Jove;

As he pronounces lastly on each deed,

Of so much fame in heaven expect thy meed. (64-84)

I have introduced a boundary at the middle of line 76, where
there is a grammatical stop, and a transition in subject akin to the
one I described in the fifth verse paragraph. The larger first sec-
tion concerns the unceasing efforts of the true artist, his need to
abstain from worldly delights, and the compensatory attractions
and dangerous elusiveness of fame on earth. The shift to a divine
perspective could not be more clean-cut: at the very end of the first
sentence the blind fury “slits the thin-spun life,” and at the start of
the next we are immediately confronted with the voice of Apollo.
Despite the clarity of this paragraph’s organization, the form may
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be seen to be slightly imperfect, because the main division comes
partway through a line, and there is a word, “Jove,” that is lacking
a thyme.

The tenth paragraph of Lycidas corrects formal deficiencies of
the sixth, in ways that should by now be predictable:

Weep no more, woeful shepherds weep no more,
For Lycidas your sorrow is not dead,
Sunk though he be beneath the watery floor,
So sinks the day-star in the ocean bed,
And yet anon repairs his drooping head,
And tricks his beams, and with new spangled ore,
Flames in the forehead of the morning sky:
So Lycidas sunk low, but mounted high,
Through the dear might of him that walked the waves;
Where other groves, and other streams along,
With nectar pure his oozy locks he laves,
And hears the unexpressive nuptial song,
In the blest kingdoms meek of joy and love.

There entertain him all the saints above,

In solemn troops, and sweet societies

That sing, and singing in their glory move,

And wipe the tears for ever from his eyes.

Now Lycidas the shepherds weep no more;

Henceforth thou art the genius of the shore,

In thy large recompense, and shalt be good

To all that wander in that perilous flood. (165-85)

Whereas in the earlier paragraph the main division came after the
sixth syllable of line 177, this one has major and minor sections
that are thirteen and eight lines, respectively. These passages sub-
divide into halves, as the scene changes from the “watery floor” to
heaven, and from heaven back to the “perilous flood.” There is also
a parallel in what I have described as the corrective use of rhyme.
Just as the fifth paragraph contains three rhyme words for one that
is unrhymed in the first, this paragraph has three thymes for the
word “Jove”: “love,” “above,” and “move.” Moreover, as many
critics have noticed, there are five “more-rhymes” at the poem’s

7
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climax, which is suggestive of the final reparation of discordant
elements from the very beginning of the poem.®!

The parallel use of form in the sixth and tenth paragraphs is
concomitant with numerous semantic and verbal echoes. Of
course, the entire poem is dense with inner allusions, but there
is an impressive—almost line-by-line—series of correspondences
between these paragraphs in particular. The despairing question
about the utility of meditating the thankless muse with “unces-
sant care” in the first line of the sixth paragraph is paralleled by
the injunction to “weep no more” in the first line of the tenth.
The “homely slighted shepherds” have their counterparts in the
“woeful shepherds.” There are similar oscillations between images
of light and darkness: in the sixth paragraph, the speaker juxta-
poses the laborious days he actually goes through with the sport
he might find in the shade; in the tenth the day-star sinks in the
morning bed, only to flame in the forechead of the morning sky.
Both paragraphs have capillary images: the negligent poet might
play with the “tangles of Neaera’s hair” while the ocean laves the
“o0ozy locks” of Lycidas. According to Apollo, “Fame is the spur
that the clear spirit doth raise”; in the tenth paragraph, Lycidas
is “mounted high, / Through the dear might of him that walked
the waves.” Jove witnesses and judges with his “pure eyes,”
but the sweet societies of saints “entertain” Lycidas and “wipe the
tears for ever from his eyes.” In general, images in the sixth para-
graph are repeated with variations in the tenth, usually with more
lofty diction, and carrying more serious connotations. In the end,
the cumulative weight of these invidious comparisons causes the
“meed” described in the sixth paragraph to be overwhelmed by the
“large recompense” of the tenth.

The apprehension of invisible forms can aid our interpretation of
Lycidas. The use of corrective metrical and verse-paragraph struc-
tures has implications for understanding the tone of Milton’s lan-
guage. The majority of critics have concurred that Milton represents
his psychological recovery, following his recognition of his own
mortality and his doubts concerning his vocation, over the course
of the poem, finding final consolation through his recognition
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of the redemptive power of Christ. Nevertheless, there have always
been readers who believe that this traditional solution is too pat,
and perhaps even ironic. For example, in his challenging essay, Neil
Forsyth suggests that paragraph 10 contains “a deliberately false
climax.”?* However, if we are willing to say, as a result of the pres-
ence of irregular meter and the confused disposition of thoughts
in the first paragraph, that both the speaker and the sonnet are
“broken,” it seems reasonable to correlate improvements in metri-
cal and paragraph forms with the resolution of the speaker’s, and
perhaps the poet’s, emotional equilibrium. The prosodic reparation
evident in the tenth verse paragraph of Lycidas echoes the optimis-
tic note that many critics hear in its language. In this case, I would
suggest that deeper familiarity with Milton’s formal artifice only
deepens the emotional register of the poetry.

In a famous early article, G. Wilson Knight characterizes
Lycidas as "an effort to bind and clamp together a universe trying
to fly off into separate bits,” and Stanley Fish admonishes critics
for trying to do the same thing to the poem itself.?® However, I
hope that my focus on reparative patterns in a sampling of lines
and structurally significant paragraphs provides further evidence
for the discernment by many critics of unity in Lycidas. Despite its
manifold difficulties in terms of meter, tense, point of view, logic,
psychology, and so on, the perception of unity is not merely the
result of formalist bias, but rather is reflective of Milton’s deliber-
ate prosodic invention. The movement of Lycidas is anything but
entropic: after a radically defamiliarizing opening, it drives toward
increasingly well-ordered formal designs. This has a significant
impact on how the reader approaches the poem. Metrical irregu-
larities can encourage readers to participate in the formation of the
verse that they are reading: they might desire to correct problem-
atic thythms in accordance with a preconceived notion of what a
metrical line should sound like, or find a semantic justification for
them, or deliberately alter the natural emphasis of words to give
them greater dramatic force. All of these possibilities are open to
the reader at the beginning of Lycidas; only gradually is one edu-
cated in the proper nature of versification as the poem achieves its
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Christian climax. Similarly, the reader is exposed to an imperfect
version of a paragraph form before being introduced to an improved
version at a subsequent stage of the poem. It is a significant inno-
vation of Milton’s method of composition to make meter and para-
graph forms follow an analogous pattern of development. Indeed,
Milton may be the first poet in the English language (perhaps in
any language) to distribute, systematically and deliberately, imper-
fect and corrected versions of the same prosodic form in the same
poem for rhetorical effect.

The Meaning of Miltonic Invention

After having encountered Milton’s Trinity manuscript for the
first (and presumably only) time, Charles Lamb was appalled:
“T wish they had thrown them in the Cam, or sent them after the
latter Cantos of Spenser into the Irish Channel. How it staggered
me to see the fine things in their ore! interlined, corrected! as if their
words were mortal, alterable, displaceable, at pleasure! as if they
might have been otherwise and just as good! as if inspiration were
made up of parts, and these fluctuating, successive, indifferent!”3*
Lamb’s comments reflect disappointment that Milton is like many
of us, making mistakes and alterations in the course of composi-
tion. Nevertheless, in the previous section of this essay, I indicate
that what is more remarkable about the draft work on Lycidas
is that it gives hints of a rationale for some of the most disrup-
tive prosodic features in the final version of the poem, including,
most obviously, the irregular appearance of end-rhymes. It should
also be noted that Milton himself evinces some pride rather than
embarrassment in a slow process of composition characterized by
frequent deletion, revision, and reordering of material.

One of Milton’s early biographers, Jonathan Richardson, reports
his having been told that Milton “would Dictate many, perhaps
40 Lines as it were in a Breath, and then reduce them to half the
Number.” Gordon Campbell observes the Virgilian precedent for
such behavior, slyly suggesting that “it would seem that the same
muse that visited Milton’s slumbers when the morn purples the
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east had many centuries earlier visited Virgil’s bedside.”?® Virgil’s
painstaking methods of composition, and his final dissatisfaction
with his Aeneid, were immortalized in Donatus’s famous biography,
though Milton may well have read in his acquaintance Franciscus
Junius’s De pictura veterum (The Painting of the Ancients; Latin
1637, English 1638) about how Virgil “brought forth his verses
after the manner of Beares, which bring forth their young ones
without shape or beauty, and afterwards by licking, fashion what
they have brought forth; that such were the new births of his wit,
rude and imperfect to looke on, untill he by handling and polishing
gave them perfect lineaments.” Junius’s book, which is generally
concerned with “the beginning, progresse, and consummation” of
poetry and painting, contains many examples of this kind, often
emphasizing how artists “outwardly fashion” works until they are
gradually made to conform to “exemplarie and supernall numbers.”
This kind of casual artistic Platonism was, of course, pervasive in
the early modern period, and examples could be multiplied.?¢

Milton probably had these ancient images of artistic creation in
mind when he composed Lycidas, but his achievement gives them a
new force. The views about artistic creation collected above reflect
a similar limitation: writers like Virgil and Cicero, Augustine and
Plutarch, explain what goes on in the artist’s mind before he or she
puts pen to paper, brush to canvas, or chisel to rock. Milton’s art
of perfection, which he inaugurates in Lycidas, incorporates this
thought process into the fabric of the poem itself. In opposition
to Philip Sidney’s observation about the creative process, it seems
that Milton’s technique stands not in the idea or fore-conceit of his
work, but in the work itself. Milton, that is, breaks down the bar-
rier between planning his poem and building it.

It has not been remarked how significantly Milton’s repre-
sentations of “spiritual architecture” differ from the normative
architectural theory of his contemporaries. Marvin Trachtenberg
describes how Leon Battisti Alberti and subsequent early mod-
ern architects and theorists originally opened up the “unbridge-
able chasm between designing and building” that has been with us
ever since.’” This change is evident in seventeenth century English
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texts, including the Elements of Architecture by Henry Wotton,
who Milton met shortly before his journey to the Continent in
1638. In this work Wotton, drawing on the theories of Vitruvius
and Alberti, contrasts natural and mathematical reason, giving
precedence to the latter. The work of the common laborer is mini-
mized, indeed almost irrelevant in comparison with the intellec-
tual work done by the architect, “whose glory doth more consist, in
the designement and idea of the whole worke,” and whose “truest
ambition should be to make the forme, which is the nobler part (as
it were) triumph over the matter.”?® The real work of architecture
is in making the design for a project, which is to be imitated care-
fully as the artisans gradually bring form to matter. The artisans
play merely an instrumental role in the architectural project; they
do not introduce significant changes to a building’s design.

Milton’s conception of the building process, particularly in his
descriptions of the perfection of the Christian church, is differ-
ent. Milton, in effect, reintroduces the older notion of the master
builder, who revises plans in accordance with the exigencies and
pressures of the moment. That is to say, he includes the practi-
cal difficulties and accidents of the process of construction in his
notion of an architectural plan. The material processes of manu-
facture and the abstract elements of design become blurred. In the
following passage, taken from The Reason of Church-Government,
there is a much greater role for extemporaneous innovation:

If sects and schismes be turbulent in the unsetl’d estate of a
Church, while it lies under the amending hand, it best beseems
our Christian courage to think they are but as the throws and
pangs that go before the birth of reformation, and that the work it
selfe is now in doing. For if we look but on the nature of elemen-
tall and mixt things, we know they cannot suffer any change of
one kind, or quality into another without the struggl of contrari-
eties. And in things artificiall, seldome any elegance is wrought
without a superfluous wast and refuse in the transaction. No
Marble statue can be politely carv’d, no fair edifice built without
almost as much rubbish and sweeping. Insomuch that even in
the spirituall conflict of S. Pauls conversion there fell scales from
his eyes that were not perceav’d before. (YP 1:795-96)
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The work is in “doing,” not designing, and so it is unsurprising that
the perfected church will possess features that “were not perceav’d
before.” Milton basically repeats the metaphor in Areopagitica,
when he likens men “cried out against for schismatics and secta-
ries” to artisans building the “Temple of the Lord.” Milton states
in this work, as he did in The Reason of Church-Government, that
it is both inevitable and desirable that a series of schisms and dis-
sections will occur before the whole structure can be completed.
Even in the end there is no simple uniformity: “And when every
stone is laid artfully together, it cannot be united into a continuity,
it can but be contiguous in this world; neither can every peece of
the building be of one form; nay rather the perfection consists in
this, that out of many moderat varieties and brotherly dissimili-
tudes that are not vastly disproportionall arises the goodly and the
gracefull symmetry that commends the whole pile and structure”
(YP 2:555). It is easy to pass over such passages as these, which
can seem to be casual repetitions of contemporary theoretical pref-
erences for complex kinds of harmony. It is mistaken, however,
to see them as conventional endorsements of concordia discors.
Milton, in contrast with many contemporaries, identifies with the
worker, rather than the architect, when he describes how Chris-
tians should build the lofty temple.*

Many scholars have been sensitive to the relationship Milton’s
prosody has to his temperament, his ideas about liberty, and his mis-
trust of domestic political authority. In making a comparison with
Milton’s earliest radical exhortations to a “perfect” reformation,
it is my intention to change our conception of the political —and,
perhaps, ontological —implications of Milton’s prosody. Milton
does not just endorse deviations from a conventional form, but
asserts that imperfect, and even anarchic, actions may be required
before political progress is possible. It is important to recognize the
implications of Milton’s belief that, in poetic and church matters,
imperfections may speed up reformation. As he says in The Reason
of Church-Government, “those many Sects and Schismes by some
suppos’d to be among us, and that rebellion in Ireland, ought not
to be a hindrance, but a hastning of reformation” (YP 1:794).%
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Such statements as these, which basically encourage violent pro-
tests against the state, are related to the invention of a prosodic art
that is predicated on the deliberate incorporation of imperfect
versions of metrical and paragraph forms. Milton’s practical
innovations in poetics precede, and in some sense underlie, his
revolutionary politics.

It is no accident that some of the most radical elements of
Milton’s mature theology are communicated in scenes involving
architectural design and building in Paradise Lost. John Rumrich’s
influential ideas about Milton’s monism suggest that “for Milton
the created order of material being in time cannot advance without
disorder.”* Rumrich is especially useful in drawing attention to
the monistic implications of the architectural images in Paradise
Lost. He defends the creative potential of chaotic primordial mat-
ter by pointing out that it is not God, but Satan, Sin, and Death
who impose order on Chaos, in the form of a bridge extending from
earth to hell. Rumrich counterintuitively observes that “the Fall
has imposed a created order on his [Chaos’| realm: the tyrannically
oppressive, ontologically shriveled structure of evil.”** It is worth
dwelling on the complex imagery of this moment, which derives
some of its force from Milton’s rethinking of the role of the archi-
tect in the 1630s and 1640s. Milton not only depicts different con-
sequences of building in Chaos, but different antecedents for it;
heavenly and satanic processes of building manufacture are radi-
cally opposed. When the Son set out on his “great expedition” to
build the universe, “all his Father in him shone” (7.196). Indeed, at
no point is God altogether apart from the Son during the Creation:
it is the Father who speaks at the beginning of every day of the
Creation, and on the seventh day we learn that the Father “also
went / Invisible, yet staid” (7.588-89). Satan, by contrast, is an
utterly detached—indeed, unconscious—architect, taking no part
in Creation though he reaps all the credit. Following the construc-
tion of the bridge, Sin tells Satan of “[his] magnific deeds, / [His]
trophies, which [he views] as not [his] own” (10.354-55), and of how
his “virtue hath won / What [his] hands builded not” (10.372-73).
Despite Satan’s ignorance of the plan or building of the bridge, Sin
assures him that he is “their author and prime architect” (10.356).
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There is a deep conceptual cohesion in Milton’s depictions of
architectural fashioning over the course of his career, from the
early 1640s to the completion of Paradise Lost more than two
decades later. In each of these depictions, there is disproportionate
emphasis on the process of manufacture rather than its planning
or even completion, especially in the images of temple construc-
tion from The Reason of Church-Government and Areopagitica.
For Milton, it is the gradual process of repair, without necessarily
having a definite conception of what one is working toward, that
makes all the difference. When Samuel Butler mockingly writes of
the Puritan belief that “religion [was| intended / For nothing else
but to be mended,” he may well have had Milton in mind.*

Simon Jarvis asserts the centrality of a detailed analysis of meter
and verse form to poetics, even when it does not bear a clear mimetic
relation to linguistic content, and despite the generally acknowl-
edged fact that, “far from having been solved, most of the main
descriptive questions concerning what rhythm and meter actu-
ally are and how they work remain controverted.”* In this essay,
I have tried to go beyond traditional techniques of mimetic prosody
in order to provide evidence for Jarvis’s suggestion that prosodic
analysis can help us to appreciate more than occasional instances
of onomatopoeia. A growing body of criticism shows that Milton’s
metaphysical monism affects modes of representation and verse
form in Paradise Lost; my work extends such research by showing
that the prosody of Lycidas prefigures, and in some sense instan-
tiates, monistic principles that Milton, as far as we know, only
consciously affirmed many years later.*> Milton’s compositional
methods both reflect and influence his philosophical principles,
thereby demonstrating his frequently stated idea that poems can
teach us as well or better than metaphysicians can.

Princeton University
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