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Paradise Lost Book Seven

Paul A.S. Harvey

In gratitude for ten years of support at the Faculty of Letters, and in
recognition of a friendship of twenty years, I offer this short essay to
Professor Akira Tamai, on the occasion of his retirement.

Tt is often said that one should read the first two books of Paradise
Lost and forget the rest. But after teaching Book Seven for the first
time, 1 find that in its own way, it may claim to be just as good as
the earlier more widely-read verses. (Biblical passages quoted from
KJV, Milton from Fowler, Longman second ed.)

The Book treats the creation of the world and is narrated by the
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archangel Raphael to Adam. Milton's task is to give the first chapter
of Genesis sufficiently sublime treatment and also to render it dramati-
cally interesting at the same time. He does this by following orthodox
Christian teaching, making Christ, as the word of God, the active agent

of creation.

So spake the almighty, and to what he spake
His Word, the filial Godhead, gave effect (7.174-5).

He brings the beginning of the gospel of John (1.3), and verses from
the Letter to the Hebrews (1.2), to Genesis 1.

In an analogical parallel to the defeat of Satan, Christ rides forth
once more in glory, the creation to replace the loss of the apostate an-
gels. The first creative statement is not, however, what we expect:

Silence, ye troubled waves, and thou deep, peace,
Said then the omnific Word, your discord end (7.216-7).

Christ is given the title "omnific Word" (all-creating word), and he
commands chaos to resolve itself in peace. He rides into chaos on the
cherubims, and then takes the golden compasses and begins creation.
This highly symbolic moment was later made famous by William Blake
in one of his best paintings. Milton took the image from a reading of
Proverbs 8.27, interpreted to refer to creation. This is a wonderful pas-
sage and Milton is clearly inviting us to remember it. In it, Wisdom
describes her origins, and the church fathers interpret this as the voice
of Christ:

"I was set up from everlasting, from the beginning, or ever the
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earth was. When there were no depths, I was brought forth. ...
When he prepared the heavens, I was there: when he set a com-
pass upon the face of the depth." (Prov. 8.23-27)

"He" in this passage is God the father, but in Paradise Lost it is
- Christ.

He took the golden compasses, prepared

In God's eternal store, to circumscribe

This universe, and all created things:

One foot he centred, and the other turned

Round through the vast profundity obscure,

And said, "Thus far extend, thus far thy bounds,
This be thy just circumference, O world." (7.225-231)

This is therefore the second creative command, pre-dating the com-
mands recorded in Genesis. Christ thus describes a great symbolic cir-
cle within which the world will be created; the circle an ancient symbol
of perfection. Milton was familiar with the advances made in astro-
nomical knowledge, so he knew that all this was poetic fiction. It is
a divine teaching: this is the principle of the whole poem. Mortal un-
derstanding cannot attain such matters, so it has to be told in a meta-
phorical way that we can understand — "told as earthly notion can

receive."

Then follows Genesis, Milton quotes directly from the Old
Testament: "Let there be light." These are magnificent lines:

Let there be light, said God, and forthwith light

Ethereal, first of things, quintessence pure



124

Sprung from the deep, and from her native east
To journey through the airy gloom began,
Sphered in a radiant cloud, for yet the sun
Was not; she in a cloudy tabernacle

Sojourned the while. (7.243-249)

Ethereal comes from the Greek, used as an epithet for heaven (mean-
ing the highest region and purest element). Quintessence from Latin,
meaning the very purest essence. Both these words were associated
with alchemy, and used in English renaissance poetry to heighten the
style. Light is created before the sun, and this requires poetic explana-
tion. Milton turns to the King James translation of the Psalms, placing
light within a cloudy tabernacle (Ps.19.4), which is a tent, using the
verb "sojourn” ~—both words strongly associated with the Old Testament.
There's a hint also of the Exodus pillars of cloud and fire which led
Israel from Egypt. The passage is therefore a blend of Biblical refer-

ence and Renaissance learning.

Milton again quotes the King James, "Let there be a firmament amid
the waters." Chaos is thus ordered into heaven above and waters below
(firmament came from the Vulgate translation of the Greek word for
the heavens, in modern translations this is now "dome" or "vault").
Milton then chooses a modern astronomy, making heaven an airy ex-
panse, rather than the old crystalline sphere of Ptolemy: "expanse of lig-
uid, pure, transparent, elemental air." Liquid is not now used to refer

to air but it was so used in this period.

Milton then poeticizes the creation of earth, personifying it in terms
of the human body: the waters are a womb, with warm humour soften-
ing the globe, a great mother who will conceive all. Then follows the
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third command, which quotes King James indirectly, "Be gathered now
ye waters under heaven into one place, and let dry land appear." The
following sections are particularly successful in their depiction of ani-
mated movement: the mountains rise out of the waters, valleys sink
down, the waters roll away like troops at command, rivers are carved

out.

Then follows the fourth command, "Let the earth bring forth grass,"
which Milton adapts to, "Let the earth put forth the verdant grass,"
which is more forceful, and continues the animated creation of the pre-
vious verses. The earth then dresses herself in green, and is carpeted
with flowers. The creation of the trees is particularly good: "last rose
in dance the stately trees, and spread their branches hung with copious
fruit." With the creation of vegetation, "earth now seemed like heaven,
a seat where gods might dwell, or wander with delight, and love to
baunt her sacred shades.” This is an important statement: the earth was
created to compensate for a loss in heaven, or to be for a while an-
other heaven, later to be heaven's antechamber. The gods Milton men-
tions are at first the angels and archangels who visit Adam and Eve
before the Fall; later these will be the myriad gods and goddesses of
classical antiquity, whom fallen man believed to inhabit mountain and

grove.

Then follows the fifth command, which is the creation of the heav-
enly bodies, the sun and moon. Here Milton follows Genesis closely,
but in this passage his wordy version is decidedly inferior to King
James. The fifth command is a great passage, and provides me with
a convenient place to conclude my brief discussion, and to say thank

you once again to my colleague Professor Tamai.
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God said, Let there be lights in the firmament of the heaven to di-
vide the day from the night; and let them be for signs, and for seasons,
and for days, and years: And let them be for lights in the firmament
of the heaven to give light upon the earth: and it was so. And God
made two great lights; the greater light to rule the day, and the lesser
light to rule the night: he made the stars also. And God set them in
the firmament of the heaven to give light upon the earth, and to rule
over the day and over the night, and to divide the light from the dark-
ness: and God saw that it was good. (Gen. 1.14-18)
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