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’Servant of God, well done! Well hast 
thou fought

The better fight, who single hast 
maintained

Against revolted multitudes the cause
Of truth, in word mightier than they 

in arms,
And for the testimony of truth hast 

borne
Universal reproach, far worse to 

bear
Than violence; for this was all thy 

care -
To stand approved in sight of God, 

though worlds
Judged thee perverse.’

- Paradise Lost, VI. 29-37
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I. INTRODUCTION
Classical allusions form so integral a part 

of Milton's poetry that one can scarcely conceive 
of the poems without them. Deprived of these 
allusions, the poetry would lose a large part of 
its charm; certainly it would lose its most 
characteristic feature. In many instances the 
classical allusions do not add to the beauty or 
meaning of a poem; they are the poem. It becomes, 
therefore, a bit difficult to evaluate an element 
without which the poetry could scarcely exist.

The range of classical subjects which Milton 
introduces is no less astounding than the frequency 
with which he refers to them. The better known
Greek and Roman deities - Jove, Venus, Juno, Minerva,

*Mercury, Apollo, Diana, and so on - are mentioned 
with the ease and nonchalance with which one would 
speak of an old acquaintance. The lesser known 
Individuals of classical literature - Hippotades, 
Cotytto, Tethys, Parthenope, Glaucus, Arethuse, and 
many others - also appear throughout the poems.
Milton does not limit hi3 classical allusions to 
individuals, however, but frequently mentions various 
groups - such as the Dryads, Muses, Satyrs, Sirens,



2

Fates, Titans, and the like - as well as the various 
aspects of nature which the ancients surrounded with 
legend or preserved in their literature. In this 
latter group come the references to the river 
Acheron, the Cimmerian desert, Elysium, Mount Ida, 
the Stygian cave, Scylla and Charybdls, the dog 
Cerberus, the star of Arcady, and numerous others.
We thus see that the whole rich fabric of classical 
thought, as it dealt with theology, geography, 
history, and literature, is used by Milton to give 
unfading color to his own tapestry of beauty.

It is interesting to note that in the six 
poems under discussion in this paper, there are only 
four classical subjects that are mentioned five
times or more; Jove, Aurora (also called Morn),

*

Nymphs, and the Muses all appear more frequently 
than any of the other references to the classics.
The tremendous range of his subjects and the 
comparative lack of emphasis upon any one allusion 
or type of allusion point to the fact that Milton's 
knowledge of the classics was as wide as it was 
intense.

There are, in the six poems, one hundred and
twenty-three different allusions to the Greek and



Roman classics. Many of these references appear 
more than once, so that there is a total of two 
hundred and thirty-two classical allusions. As 
would be expected, the greatest number of these 
appear in Comus, which contains one hundred and 
seventeen. The fewest number appear in Samson 
Agonlstes, the subject matter of which does not 
lend itself to classical references or illustrations.
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II. CLASSICAL ALLUSIONS IN FIGURES OF SPEECH

One of the poet's favorite devices for 
introducing classical allusions is in figures of 
speech, especially in similes. Comus, in particular, 
abounds In beautiful comparisons, such as the 
following one, in lines 476-480;

"How charming is divine Philosophy'.
Not harsh and crabbed, as dull fools suppose, 
But musical as is Apollo's lute,
And a perpetual feast of nectared sweets,
Where no crude surfeit reigns."1

Could anything in the imagination of man be more
musical than the lute of the god of music? No
other comparison that Milton might have made would
have expressed so perfectly the idea of sweetness
and harmony as does this reference to Apollo. By
this mythological allusion the poet has evoked the
very essence of music, with a mimimum of words and
a maximum of connotative beauty.

In lines 659-662 we find another classical 
simile:

"Nay, Lady, sit. If I but wave this wand,
Your nerves are all chained up in alabaster, 
And you a statue, or as Daphne was,
Root-bound, that fled Apollo."1 2

1. John Milton, The Complete Poetical Works 
of John Milton, p. 46.

2. Ibid., p. 49.



The picture conjured here is not so direct, but is 
no less beautiful than the one quoted previously.
The lovely, slender Daphne, daughter of the river 
god Peneus, was beloved by Apollo, and to escape 
him she was changed into a laurel tree. What a 
subtle compliment to the Lady is brought out by 
thus comparing her to Daphne; and how gracefully 
has the poet expressed the idea of immovability by 
thus recalling Daphne's transformation into a laurel 
tree.

In one of the Songs of the Spirit (lines 960-
965) Milton again enhances the beauty of his poetic
conception by a classical allusion:

"Here be, without duck or nod,
Other trippings to be trod 
Of lighter toes, and such court guise 
As Mercury did first devise 
With the mincing Dryades 
On the lawns and on the leas."1

Mercury, messenger of the gods, is the very
personification of fleetness and light "trippings".
A lawn dance of the Dryads, the shy wood-nymphs, led
by Mercury, epitomizes all that is lovely in sylvan

a

sport. Merely by the use of two classical allusions 
Milton gives us a picture of young and dainty figures

1. John Milton, The Complete Poetical Works
of John Milton, p. ¿3.



led by the fleetest of all the gods in a revelry 
that is inimitable in its grace and beauty.

Not all the similes in Comus refer to scenes 
of charm and loveliness. In lines 802-805, Milton 
employs mythological allusions for a very different 
purpose.

"And, though not mortal, yet a cold shuddering 
dew

Dips me all o’er, as when the wrath of Jove 
Speaks thunder and the chains of Erebus 
To some of Saturn's crew."1

Here the conception of tremendous power is brought
out in "the wrath of Jove", to which is added the
dread of unknown evil in the reference to Erebus
and Saturn. The "cold shuddering dew" results not
alone from the fear of some strange power, but
from the fear of a power that proceeds from the
underworld, or that mysterious dark space through
which spirits pass into Hades. An element of
gruesomeness is added by these allusions, which
intensifies the force of the poet's comparison.

In lines 653-656 of Comus the poet achieves 
another very forceful comparison by a reference 1

1. John Milton, The Complete Poetical fforks 
of John Milton, p. ¿1.
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to classical mythology:
"Though he and his curst crew 

Fierce sign of battail make, and menace high, 
Or, like the sons of Vulcan, vomit smoke,
Yet will they soon retire, if he hut shrink."1

The very name of Vulcan, god of fire, in itself
connotes the relentless force of the most destructive
of the elements. The sons of Vulcan would have not
only the same destructive force as their father,
hut in addition would have the vigor and strength
of youth.

Milton seemed to have an especial fondness 
for Hebe, the Greek personification of youth. In 
lines 28-29 of L* Allegro he speaks of "wreathed 
Smiles such as hang on Hebe's cheek", and in line 
290 of Comus we find another simile employing this 
same mythological character: "As smooth as Hebe's 
their unrazored lips". Hebe, the daughter of Zeus 
and Hera, and cupbearer of the gods, brings to 
mind the idea of daintiness and youthful grace - 
qualities which immediately become identified with 
the poetry itself and add to its beauty through 
the power of suggestion.

Numerous other examples might be cited of

1. John Milton, The Complete Poetical Works
of John Milton, p. 49.



Milton'8 use of classical references in similes and 
other forms of comparison. The ones that are quoted, 
however, are sufficient to show the value of such 
allusions when introduced in this particular way.
The references to mythology make the figures of 
speech more vivid and more forceful than would 
any other comparison. Such comparisons as these 
go to the very source or embodiment of the quality 
or condition described. What is more essentially 
musical and sweet than Apollo's lute, or more 
graceful and fleet than Mercury? Milton thus 
reaches the ultimate in forceful and vigorous 
comparisons through his classical allusions. 
Furthermore, he achieves a directness that could 
be attained in no other way. Practically every 
quality that mankind possesses has its counterpart 
in a Greek or Roman deity. By referring to these 
deities the poet achieves, by simplicity and 
directness, effects that hundreds of lines of 
English could not otherwise have done.

In addition to clearness and vigor, the 
classical allusions also lend gracefulness and 
beauty of imagery that few poets achieve so 
consistently. Milton's classic comparisons are
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never "dragged in". They are never forced, but 
appear so naturally as to be the veritable warp 
and woof of the fabric of the poem itself. Thus 
throughout the poems Milton shows independende in 
his use of the myths. Mythology never seems to get 
the best of him, for his use of it is governed by an 
unfailing sense of things more serious and important 
to the human heart and mind. Regardless of the 
extent of the mythological element in a given passage, 
the myth never encumbers the poet and gets in his 
way. It never appears to be something in the wrong 
place, but is always related to more important things 
and falls into the place where it belongs. 1

Another figure of speech which Milton uses
frequently is metonymy. The value of his classical

»
allusions in metonymy can best be shown through
concrete illustrations. The following lines 5-10
from J[1 Penseroso are splendidly illustrative of
this use of a mythological subject instead of an
English word, phrase, or sentence to express a
definite thought:

"Dwell in some idle brain
And fancies fond with gaudy shapes possess,

1. Peter Bayne,"MiIton". The Contemporary
Review, XXII (November, 1&73},' p. 426 and
passim.
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As thick and numberless
As the gay motes that people the sunbeams, 

Or likest hovering dreams,
The fickle pensioners of Morpheus’ train."1

The unpoetical mind, in expressing this same idea,
would no doubt have omitted the last line altogether
and would have depended upon the two words "hovering
dreams" to convey the entirety of the thought. As
a result, few, if any, imaginative possibilities
would have been suggested. By the addition of the
last line and the mentioning of Morpheus, the
classical god of dreams, Milton has introduced a
wealth of connotative allusions. The two words
"fickle pensioners" typify the idea of the
changeableness as well as the inevitability of our
dreams. That Morpheus is a deity is subtly
emphasized by his "train"• The total effect of the
last line is to enrich the poem with a picture
upon which our memory and imagination can dwell
with active delight.

In lines 64-66 of Cornus we find another 
example of metonymy:

ji

"Offering to every weary traveller

1. John Milton, The Complete Poetical Works
of John Milton, p. ¿8.
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His orient liquor in a crystal glass,
To quench the drouth of Phoebus."1

Almost anyone could have said, "to quench the
thirst produced by the heat of the sun", but would
that have been poetry, let alone great poetry?
Most decidedly not. Classical mythology was so
integral a part of Milton* s own thought and
vocabulary that the use of "Phoebus" instead of
"sun" proceeds with a naturalness that is a large
part of the poet's charm. As a result we have
another image-stimulating picture.

Milton uses metonymy to express the unpleasant
aspects of existence as well as the gracious and
lovely ones, as in lines 73-76 of Lycidas.

"But the fair guerdon when we hope to find,
And think to burst out into sudden blaze,
Comes the blind Fury with the abhorred shears, 
And slips the thin-spun life." 2

Although Milton uses the word "Fury" in this
passage he undoubtedly refers to Atropos, that one
of the three Fates who cut the thread of life.
The Fates were not regarded as identical with the
Furies, but they were sometimes associated with

1. John Milton, The Complete Poetical Works 
of John Milton, p . 41.

2. Ibid., p. 61.



them, especially In tragedy* The reader, however, 
is not likely to be confused by Milton's change of 
nomenclature, for the rest of the allusion makes 
the meaning clear without any possibility of doubt.

How very commonplace it would have been to 
use the one word "death" instead of the two lines 
which depict so many of the concomitants of death 
and f\irthermore depict them in such concise and 
highly expressive language. The unexpectedness 
and the dread of death are connoted in this 
mythological reference, as are also the precarious- 
ness and uncertainty of life. Milton shows himself 
to be a master in the use of this figure of speech - 
metonymy - and he uses it frequently to enlarge 
and enrich the meaning of his poems.

12
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III. CLASSICAL ALLUSIONS IN DESCRIPTIONS OP NATURE

Any great art which attempts to interpret the 
beauty of nature contains some element which brings 
it in touch with humanity. Regardless of the truth 
or beauty of the poet's or artist's conception, 
unless it is expressed in terms of human life it 
is incomplete. For this reason the best poetry 
personifies the forces of nature or suggests types 
or phases of human life which correspond in spirit 
to the particular type or phase of nature. Milton 
accomplishes this result by reflecting the spirit 
of nature from the personalities of the old gods, 
personalities which he sometimes modifies slightly 
to suit his need. Milton not only humanizes nature 
by means of mythology, but, conversely, makes us 
feel the power or the beauty of nature in every 
myth he introduces, if its persons or incidents 
connote such beauty or power in the slightest 
degree. For example, the sound of the sea is 
suggested in lines 257-259 from Comus: ,

"Scylla wept,
And chid her barking waves into attention, 
And fell Charybdis murmured soft applause.”1

1. John Milton, The Complete Poetical Works
of John Milton, p. 43.



Milton's use of mythology in descriptions of 
nature varies widely in extent. One description 
may be made up entirely from mythology; another 
may reveal only a slight touch of it; while in a 
third the personification may be derived from 
another source. The majority of nature descriptions 
in Milton, however, contain a more or less prominent 
suggestion of the mythological conception, together 
with a large element of the poet's own elaboration.
His myths are not lifelesa or conventional, faintly 
veiling the loveliness of nature. On the contrary 
the poet understands the spirit of nature and is 
in harmony with it. His deep knowledge and love 
of the classics are so firmly imbedded in his 
nature that his imagination runs in the same 
channels as did the ancient Greeks and Romans.1 

In II Penseroso, lines 65-72, we find an 
unusually beautiful description based upon the 
conception of the moon as a goddess of grace and 
loveliness: ,

"And, missing thee, I walk unseen 
On the dry smooth-shaven green,
To behold the wandering Moon, 1

14

1. Denis Saurat, Milton: Man and Thinker, p. 15'



Riding near her highest noon,
Like one that had been led astray 
Through the heaven’s wide pathless way,
And oft, as if her head she bowed,
Stooping through a fleecy cloud." ^

The picture that is here evoked shows a mingling 
of the majestic and human qualities. The goddess
like attributes of Diana, the Moon, are suggested 
by the mere fact of the personification; while the 
human attributes of this same goddess are brought 
out by her being "led astray", and by the bowing 
of the head. Only a mortal could be thus lost, and 
no goddess would thus bow her head, even to stoop 
through a fleecy cloud. By this very subtle 
mingling of the human and the divine qualities 
Milton achieves a distinctive effect. The 
mythological references lose their remoteness and

aapproach every day thought and actions. The 
allusions to the classics thus avoid any possibility 
of stiltedness, and are deftly woven into the 
thought of the poem to give added charm and beauty.

In lines 186-187 of Lycldas there is a 
reference to Morn, usually known as Aurora, that 
is one of the most beautiful pictures in all of

1. John Milton, The Complete Poetical Works
of John Milton, pp. 28-29.



Milton’s poetry.
"Thus sang the uncouth Swain to the oaks and 

rills,
While the still Morn went out with sandals 

grey." 1 2
In addition to the force of the personification 
itself, there are two words in that description 
that lift it out of the ordinary and give it the 
perfection of a precious gem. The "still" Morn 
connotes the quietness and inactivity of the hour 
of dawn; the sandals "grey" connote the soft and 
inconspicuous blending of dawn into daylight. The 
full force of these two adjectives would be lost, 
however, were they not used in conjunction with the 
classical conception of Morn as a radiant goddess.

Another reference to Morn appears in lines 
53-56 of L'Allegro:

"Oft listening how the hounds and horn 
Cheerly rouse the slumbering Morn 
From the side of some hoar hill 
Through the high wood echoing shrill." 2

These lines evoke a picture of the gentle goddess
peacefully sleeping; dawn has not yet come and there
is that stillness of early morn that comes at no

1. John Milton, The Complete Poetical Works 
of John Milton, p. 63.*

2. Ibid., p. 27.
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other time of the day. Then with joyousness and 
vigor the sounds of the hunt echo from the woods, 
sounding a clarion call to Morn to arise and begin 
the day. The cheerfulness and hope that each new 
day brings are an essential part of the picture, 
and the whole scene is filled with animation as 
well as a certain amount of mystery - due entirely 
to the personification.

Night, as well as dawn, is personified in 
another lovely nature description, found in lines 
55-58 of ¿1 Penseroso.

"And the mute Silence hist along,
'Less Philomel will deign a song,
In her sweetest saddest plight,
Smoothing the rugged brow of Night." 1

Here is no scene of joyousness or gayety, no 
cheerfulness of new beginnings and fresh hopes.
We have, rather, the picture of that dark and 
mysterious creature, Night, wife of Chaos and co
ruler with him in the confused abyss between 
Heaven and Hell. And as if to intensify the idea 
of perplexity and confusion, this creature is 
described as having a "rugged", or furrowed brow. 
How wisely has the poet chosen his one descriptive

1. John Milton, The Complete Poetical Works
of John Milton, p. 28.



word in that line. It is a word which, when used 
in this description, connotes the numberless 
perplexities and cares of the day, both trivial 
and great. It brings to mind the weariness that 
comes at night, when the struggles of the day have 
all but proved too much.

One of the most gloriously beautiful nature 
descriptions is found in L1Allegro, lines 59-62:

’’Right against the eastern gate,
Where the great Sun begins his state,
Robed in flames and amber light,
The clouds in thousand liveries dight;’’ 1

The gorgeousness of Apollo, the sungod, has seldom
been more effectively described, and yet Milton
achieves this effect with a minimum of words that
is the essence of true poetry. The magnificent
coloring of Apollo’s chariot and the stateliness
of his progress across the sky are brought before
us with vividness and beauty. "Flames and amber
light" are the exact colors of the sunrise, while
the clouds reflect the numerous tints of that
incomparable chariot of fire.

Milton's beautiful description of summer,

1. John Milton, The Complete Poetical Works
of John Milton, p. 27.
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found in lines 980-988 of Comu3, derives much of 
its beauty from the classical references.

"There I suck the liquid air,
All amidst the Gardens fair 
Of Hesperus, and his daughters three 
That sing about the Golden Tree.
All along the crisped shades and bowers 
Revels the spruce and jocond Spring;
The Graces and the rosy-bosomed Hours 
Thither all their bounties bring.
There eternal Summer dwells," 1

The picture of the three maidens - the Hesperides -
guarding the tree bearing the golden apples
intensifies the atmosphere of summer beauty and
fruitfulness that the poet wishes to convey in this
passage. The songs of these maidens add to the idea
of the carefree gaiety of the summer season, when
the whole world is joyful with nature’s ripe
abundance. The mention of the Graces suggests the
flowering beauty of summer, a season that is
traditionally one of delicate and feminine loveliness.
This suggestion is further intensified by the allusion
to the Hours, which were often associated with the
Graces and were frequently represented as Toeing
dressed in garments woven of roses. Each of these
three groups of maidens - the Hesperides, the

1. John Milton, The Complete Poetical Works
of John Milton, p. 53.



Graces, and the Hours - symbolizes some aspect of
summer which is thus brought to the reader's
attention in a graceful and indirect way that is
infinitely more charming than outright description.

One of the loveliest nature pictures in all
of Milton's poems is found in the description of
night in lines 331-335 of Comas:

"Unmuffle, ye faint stars; and thou, fair 
Moon,

That wont'st to love the travailler's 
benison,

Stoop thy pale visage through an amber cloud 
And disinherit Chaos, that reigns here 
*n double night of darkness and of shades;"

In thus calling upon the moon goddess, Diana, the
poet achieves a twofold result: an unusually
beautiful description of physical nature, and a
spiritual atmosphere of great calm. No lovelier
description of the moonlit clouds in the night sky
can be imagined than that which is contained in the
one line, "Stoop thy pale visage through an amber
cloud". The softness, the slow movement, and the

✓
delicate color of the scene are all included in 
those eight words. The word "stoop" brings to

1. John Milton, The Complete Poetical Works
of John Milton, pp. 44-45.



mind the grace and graciousness of the goddess, as 
well as the gentleness of movement of both the moon 
and the clouds as they cross the sky. The words 
"pale" and "amber" give a perfect impression of the 
light of the moon; while the one word "visage", by 
its very stateliness and formality, intensifies the 
idea that it is a goddess who is being addressed. 
The power of that same goddess is attested by the 
poet’s asking her to dispel the reign of Chaos.
Thus by classical allusions Milton gains his effect 
simply, quickly, and with an economy of words that 
heightens the poetic quality of his verse.

Another excellent illustration of the use of 
mythology in a description of nature is in lines 
168-171 of Lycidas;

"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." 

In the beginning of this passage we have the old 
figure of the god Helios sinking to rest ii} his 
bed at the end of a long day’s journey. But as the 
passage proceeds this mythological idea fades and

1. John Milton, The Complete Poetical Works
of John Milton, p. 6!2.



in its place shines the brightness of the sun itself, 
like a flaming jewel in the forehead of the morning.

Milton had an unusually quick and accurate 
perception of the highest poetic quality and 
possibilities in the mythology which he introduced 
in his poems. Having felt the poetic value of a 
myth or tradition, he had the great artist's power 
of purging away the grosser elements and of reducing 
it to its pure and essential form. For example, 
when he refers in Comus, line 254, to the "flowery- 
kirtled Naiades”, the little epithet includes in a 
beautifully chaste manner a tradition which recurs 
a number of times in the classics. The tradition 
consists in the natural association of flowers with 
the apparel, particularly the robes of wood-nymphs 
or water-nymphs or with the Hours who come leading 
the Spring. The expression "flowery-kirtled" 
contains a vivid suggestion of flowers and of 
dainty and graceful dress. Yet it does not define 
the particular manner of applying one to the other. 
Thus Milton establishes a just balance between the 
definite and the indefinite and includes the full 
meaning of the classical tradition in an expression 
that is brief, restrained, and finished. Milton's



power of touching a thing lightly and leaving it 
richly charged with suggestion, while avoiding hard 
definition, is also beautifully illustrated in his 
characterization of Sleep in II Penseroso, lines 
142-150.

"While the bee with honeyed thigh,
That at her flowery work doth sing,
And the waters murmuring,
With such consort as they keep,
Entice the dewey-feathered Sleep.
And let some strange mysterious dream 
Wave at his wings, in airy stream 
Of lively portraiture displayed,
Softly on my eyelids laid.” 1 1

1. John Milton, The Complete Poetical Works 
of John Milton, p. 29.



IV. CLASSICAL ALLUSIONS USED FOR EMPHASIS OR ATMOSPHERE

Milton' 3 rather frequent use of direct address 
in speaking of mythological characters, as in line 
25 of L*Allegro;

"Haste thee, Nymph, and bring with thee" 1 
or line 12 of II Penseroso,

"Hail, divinest Melancholy'." 2 
or lines 859-860 of Comus,

"Sabrina fair,
Listen where thou art sitting" 3 

serves to give force to hi3 poems. Furthermore, 
such a manner of address adds a vital quality to 
the characters themselves and makes them seem very 
tangible and real.

In Lycidas we find several other examples of 
direct address,,all of which add to the forceful 
sincerity of the poem as a whole. In lines 50-51, 

"Where were ye, Nymphs, when the remorseless
deep

Closed o'er the head of your loved Lycidas?"4

2. Ibid., p. 28
3. Ib id., p. 52
4. Ibid., p. 61
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the pathos of the passage is greatly intensified 
by the direct appeal to the Nymphs, guardian sprites 
of the sea. The poet is calling them to account 
for their failure to attend and guard Lycidas. He 
does not censure or reprimand them; he merely 
questions. But how much more effective is this 
direct address than would the use of the third 
person be.

In lines 132-153,
"Return, Alpheusj the dread voice is past 
That shrunk thy streams; return, Sicilian 

Muse,
And call the vales, and bid them hither 

cast
Their bells and flowerets of a thousand 

hues." 1
Milton is granting forgiveness to the dwellers in
the ocean for their treatment of Lycidas. It is as

*
though, having banished them because of his grief 
and anger, he now, with a sweeping gesture of 
absolution, bids them return and resume their 
normal activities. Both Alpheus, the river god, 
and Arethusa, the nymph whom he loved, are, 
frequently used by Milton to suggest Sicily and

1. John Milton, The Complete Poetical Works
of John Milton, p. 62.!



Arcadia, the lands of pastorals. Since Lycldas is
a pastoral elegy, this mention of Alpheus intensifie
the pastoral character of the poem as a whole. 1

In lines 129-134 of Samson Agonlstes we find
another example of a classical reference used for
the sake of emphasis:

"Ran on embattled armies clad in iron,
And, weaponless himself,
Make arms ridiculous, useless the forgery 
Of brazen shield and spear, the hammered 

cuirass,
Chalybean-tempered steel, and frock of mail 
Adamantean proof;” 1 2

In this passage the reference to the Chalybeans, 
the ancient workers in iron, forms a sort of peak 
or climax. The idea of Samson's irresistibility 
is heightened when the poet says that even the best
work of the Chalybeans avails nothing against this

*

mighty man. "Chalybean-tempered steel" thus 
expresses the acme of strength in weapons.

One of the poet's most frequent uses of 
mythology is to give a certain tone or atmosphere 
to a particular passage. In both L'Allegrq and

1. Denis Saurat, Milton: Man and Thinker, p. 
236 and passim.

2. John Milton, The Complete Poetical Works 
of John Milton, pi 295.



Comus he does this at the very beginning and thus 
succeeds in striking the keynote in the first few 
lines. The first eleven lines of Comus are 
particularly striking because of the way they so 
perfectly breathe the atmosphere of light-hearted 
gaiety that is characteristic of the celestial, 
rather than the terrestrial sphere:

"Before the starry threshold of Jove's court 
My mansion is, where those immortal shapes 
Of bright aerial Spirits live insphered 
In regions mild of calm and serene air,
Above the smoke and stir of this dim spot 
Which men call Earth, and, with low-thoughted 

care,
Confined and pestered in this pinfold here, 
Strive to keep up a frail and feverish being, 
Unmindful of the crown that Virtue gives, 
After this mortal change, to her true servant 
Among the enthroned gods on sainted seats." 1

We are thus transported, by the first seven words
of this famous fantasy, to a world remote from our
own, a world in which brightness, serenity, and
majesty hold sway. The single reference to Jove's
court suffices to take us completely away from the
"smoke and stir" of Earth and to release our spirits
for the enjoyment of this poem which deals with
"bright aerial Spirits".

1. John Milton, The Complete Poetical Works
of John Milton, p. 40.
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The first ten lines of L1Allegro are also used 
to depict a certain atmosphere, only in this case 
it is an atmosphere which the poet wishes to banish 
rather than establish, and he introduces it at the 
beginning in order to make more vivid the contrast 
between it and the spirit of joyousness that 
pervades the poem.

"Hence, loathed Melancholy,
Of Cerberus and blackest Midnight born,

In Stygian cave forlorn,
'Mongst horrid shapes, and shrieks, and 

sights unholy,
Find out some uncouth cell,
Where brooding Darkness spreads his 

jealous wings,
And the night-raven sings;

There under ebon shades, and low-browed 
rocks,

As ragged as thy locks,
In dark Cimmerian desert ever dwell." 1

The classical allusions in this passage heighten
the idea of Melancholy, and by heaping one allusion
upon another the poet adds tremendously to his
general effect. Furthermore, such a beginning
prepares the reader for the use of mythological
references throughout the poem. '

Elsewhere in L* Allegro, lines 145-150, we find

1. John Milton, The Complete Poetical Works
of John Milton, p. 26.



a reference to the sad but beautiful story of
Orpheus and Eurydice that forms a climactic ending
to the list of delights that Mirth can give.

"That Orpheus' self may heave his head 
From golden slumber on a bed 
Of heaped Elysian flowers, and hear 
Such strains as would have won the ear 
Of Pluto to have quite set free 
His half-regained Eurydice." 1

In more than a hundred lines Milton has been
describing the joys that Mirth can bring, and he
chooses, to climax these delights, "linked sweetness
long drawn out." That phrase in itself expresses
the very essence of musical beauty, but in order to
round out a poem which is built on classical
comparisons, he adds these six incomparable lines,
containing a veritable wealth of classical allusions.
The music that Mirth can bring will exceed in
sweetness even that of Orpheus, for it will be
lovely enough to waken him from "golden slumber".
We get not only a perfect conception of the intense
beauty of the music brought by Mirth, but also a

/
richness of emotional thought that is conjured up
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1. John Milton, The Complete Poetical Works
of John Milton, p. ¿8.



by the reference to Orpheus and his "half-regained 
Eurydice," one of the most moving of all the many 
stories of mythology. These six lines, which 
practically end the poem, form a striking and 
effective contrast with the ten which begin it.
The poem is thus balanced and wholly satisfying.

In Arcades, lines 20-25, we find classical 
allusions used to describe the goddess-like qualitie 
of the Countess who is the subject of the poem.

"Might she the wise Latona be,
Or the towered Cybele,
Mother of a hundred gods?
Juno dares not give her odds:
Who had thought this clime had held 
A deity so unparalleled?" 1

With astute originality Milton does not make the
obvious comparisons: to the beautiful Venus, the
wise Minerva, or, the all-powerful Juno. He is far
more subtle, as well as more complimentary, in
comparing the Countess to Latona, the mother of
Apollo and Diana. Latona might thus be considered
the fount or origin of all the glorious and majestic
qualities that were attributed to her children.
Cybele, often called Rhea, is also the mother of

1. John Milton, The Complete Poetical Works
of John Milton, p. 38.
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gods. Almost as an afterthought the poet brings 
in the reference to Juno, who, although she is the 
queen of goddesses, must needs look to her laurels 
in any contest between her and the fair Countess 
who is the subject of the poem. How much more 
subtle a compliment than to make a direct comparison 
to Juno.

Another subtle compliment is paid the Countess 
in the last four lines of this same poem:

"Though Syrinx your Pan’s mistress were,
Yet Syrinx well might wait on her.

Such a rural Queen
All Arcadia hath not seen." 1

l

Syrinx, who emulated Diana in purity, was the 
beloved of Pan, the god of shepherds. At her own 
request Syrinx was changed by Pan into a reed, upon 
which he played and made wondrously sweet music.
The fact that such a nymph - pure, beautiful, and 
greatly loved by a god - was barely worthy of being 
a servant of this high-born Lady was in itself a 
compliment of a high order. Ladon, Lycaeus,
Maenalus, and Erymanth - mentioned in the preceding 
ten lines of the Song - were all haunts of Pan,

1. John Milton, The Complete Poetical Works
of John Milton, p^ ¿9.
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while Cyllene was sacred to Pan's father, Hermes. 
Boldly the poet calls upon the great god Pan to 
leave his cherished hills and vales and "live with 
us", promising "greater grace" in serving the 
"Lady of this place". The entire Song thus becomes 
a paean of praise, of which the closing lines form 
a fitting climax.

In lines 128-130 of Comus the poet summons 
Cotytto, the Thracian goddess:

"Hail, goddess of nocturnal sport,
Dark-veiled Cotytto, to whom the secret 

flame
Of midnight torches burns'." 1 

Little is known of this goddess, except that she 
was worshipped with noisy rites similar to those 
used in the celebration of Rhea or Cybele. She 
very definitely connotes licentiousness, however, 
so that the poet's mention of Cotytto in this 
place brings up a picture of licentious orgies.
The secrecy with which such orgies are performed 
is expressed by the words "dark-veiled", while 
their weird and hidden nature is further intensified

S. •? - ■ -V M

by the "secret flame of midnight torches" which

1. John Milton, The Complete Poetical Works
of John Milton, p. 42.
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burns in honor of this goddess of night-time 
revelries. How quickly Milton achieves the 
atmosphere of mystery, through which runs a strain 
of wicked pleasures, by merely calling upon this 
"goddess of nocturnal sport", and conjuring up her 
her customary surroundings. Each descriptive word 
is doubled in force because it is a part of such a 
definite picture.

Milton addresses the gods and heroes of the 
classics as if he were speaking to someone in the 
next room. His familiarity with the genealogy, the 
characteristics, the adventures, and the loves of 
these mythological persons removes them from the 
realm of the imagination and places them in the
world of reality. Their very real existence in

*
the mind of the poet is shown by the ease and 
frequency with which he speaks of them. This 
familiar use of mythology constitutes one of the 
unique charms of Milton's poetry.

Occasionally Milton introduces a well-known 
classical reference to illustrate a particular 
point, as when he recalls (Comus, lines 438-450) 
the huntress Diana and the power that she wields 
as a result of her chastity and also the wise
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Minerva and her "rigid looks of chaste austerity". 
Diana, in particular, was noted for her chastity, 
and no other reference would have so definitely 
and forcefully expressed the point that he wished 
to make: that virginity is the strongest of woman's 
weapons. 1

Milton frequently chooses names for his 
characters from classical mythology in order to 
epitomize and thereby emphasize the ideal for which 
that character stands. Thus Com.U3, being the son 
of Bacchus and Circe, perfectly expresses, through 
his inheritance, the ideas of sorcery, revelry, 
beauty, gamesomeness, enchantment, and cruelty.
Only a person as thoroughly familiar with the 
classics as was Milton could have chosen a character

a

which in itself would so perfectly express the 
spirit of the whole poem.

Milton's fondness for giving the genealogy of 
his mythological characters, as in lines 14-16 of 
L*Allegro, •

"Whom lovely Venus at a birth 
With two sister Graces more

1. Martin W. Sampson, The Lyric and Dramatic 
Poems of John Milton, pp. 14-18’.
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To ivy-crowned Bacchus bore;" 1 
and lines 23-24 of ri Penseroso,

"Thee bright-haired Vesta long of yore 
To solitary Saturn bore;" 2

also gives to the allusions a sense of every day
familiarity and brings them into the realm of the
plausible. These gods and goddesses are not
merely abstractions created by the fertile brains
of the Greeks and Homans, but they become actual
beings with a background and a family history,
so to speak. The lifelike qualities which the
poet manages to instill into the mythological
characters form one of the striking characteristics
of the poems and add greatly to the value of the
allusions themselves.

•
.................  " " " ................. 1 - . —  — i»»-  ■ —  ■■■ ■■■■■■ —

1. John Milton, The Complete Poetical Works 
of John M i l t o ~ p. 27.

2. Ibid., p. 28.

/
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V. VALUE OP THE CLASSICAL ALLUSIONS 
To the Poetry Itself

In a discussion of the value of Milton’s 
classical allusions there are three aspects to be 
considered: the value to the poetry itself, which 
is objective; the value to the reader, which is 
subjective; and the value in revealing the poet, 
which is deductive.

The most obvious value of the allusions, which 
even the least thoughtful reader notices at once, 
is the beauty of sound of the Greek and Roman names. 
Such words as Orpheus, Latona, Aurora, Elysium, 
Philomel, and many others have a rich and melodious 
beauty in their arrangement of vowels and consonants 
that is not met with frequently in English words.
A succession of these words, such as is often found 
in Milton, gives a singing and onomatopoetic quality 
to the poems that makes them almost like lyrics.
The English language is not noted for its melodious 
qualities, and the frequent use of mythological 
references adds not only an exotic but a sensuous 
touch.

By the use of classical allusions the poet
achieves a richness of thought with an economy of



words. A single word or phrase is sufficient to 
evoke a complete picture; one reference to 
mythology brings to the reader’s mind a whole 
group of associated ideas. Classical allusions 
take the place of many lines of description or 
explanation. Milton is able to telescope his 
thought into compact mythological references, with 
a resultant enriching of his meaning and added 
beauty to the poems.

By referring to the very source or embodiment 
of the qualities described, the poet expresses the 
acme or epitome of these same qualities. He 
achieves a directness that could be attained in no 
other way. There is never the slightest tendency
toward circumlocution or indirectness; there is no

*

danger of vagueness or ambiguity. Every reader of 
Milton knows what the classical allusions refer to 
and this knowledge acts as a key to the understand
ing of the full significance of the poems.

The many mythological references also give 
emphasis and intensity to the poems. Their very 
directness and clearness make them emphatic.
Ordinary comparisons and figures of speech would 
not have the same strength, because they would
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call forth different Ideas In the minds of the 
readers. But classical references, which are 
universally understood, evoke very definite and 
predetermined concepts.

A certain vitality is another result of the 
use of classical references. Most of the allusions 
refer to individuals, that is, deities or spirits. 
Each deity referred to was, for many generations, 
considered as an actual, though immortal, being. 
Many human characteristics were attributed to these 
individuals? they had their loves, hates, and 
jealousies just as humans did. They also had their 
ambitions, their adventures, their triumphs, or 
their disasters just as did the Greeks and Romans
who worshipped them. In other words, they were

*

vital, and in a sense this vitality has not been 
diminished by time. We no longer worship Jove and 
Venus, Mercury and Psyche, but they still retain 
for us a certain individuality that time cannot 
destroy. Frequent reference to such individuals, 
therefore, gives a sense of vitality that can be 
achieved otherwise only by a reference to 
contemporary individuals. And if Milton had relied 
upon references to his contemporaries, his poems



would be all but meaningless for us today. The 
very fact that the names of these mythological 
characters still have meaning for us shows a 
vitality that has resisted the destructive forces 
of many centuries. This vitality consists not only 
in the repetition of the tales through many 
centuries, but also in their adaptability to various 
uses. Nowhere is this fact better exemplified than 
in Milton’s poems, where we find the same myth used 
in a number of ways, each of which has a slightly 
different interpretation.

The imagery that is conveyed by references to 
the classics adds immeasurably to the beauty of the 
poems. A certain gracefulness and richness are
attained that could otherwise scarcely be achieved

*

in such profusion. The connotative value of the 
classical allusions is limited only by the reader's 
own knowledge of the classics. The scenes of 
beauty, sadness, joyousness, and playfulness (to 
mention only a few) that are connoted in a single 
word or line give a richness of imagery that is 
scarcely equalled in English poetry. Mythology 
plays the part of poetic suggestion and gives a 
tremendous width of range and sweep.
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Above all, a certain romanticism is embodied 
in the many references to the classics. These 
allusions lend color, music, fragrance, adventure, 
freedom >- qualities that are the essence of 
romanticism - both by direct statement and by 
connotation. Mythological references defy the 
restrictions of time and place; the thoughts they 
embody are everlasting and universal. More than 
that, they give unlimited scope to the imagination 
and fancy. Milton has thus achieved many of the 
concomitants of romanticism in poems which were 
written long before the advent of the romantic 
movement in literature.

Value to the Header

In considering the value of these classical 
allusions to the reader, one might say that, 
intentionally or otherwise, the poet has subtly 
flattered the reader by presupposing a rather
thorough knowledge of the classics. These allusions

1

succeed in giving one of the most satisfactory of 
all mental pleasures, the recognition of the 
familiar. The more frequent their inclusion, the 
greater the reader’s pleasure. One shares with



the poet a certain sense of intimacy, of being 
taken behind the scenes, when one recognizes the 
full meaning of a thought that is couched in terms 
of the classics. One says, subconsciously, "I 
know what that means; he refers to the story of 
Venus and the golden apples,” or whatever the case 
may be. The poet, adroit and subtle, has insinuated 
his thought by the very pleasant method of using a 
mythology that is known by all educated persons 
throughout the English-speaking world.

Frequent reference to the classics quickens 
and stimulates the imagination of the reader.
Milton’s poetry cannot be enjoyed passively; it 
calls for a certain amount of mental effort and
agility. This mental exertion, which is caused by

*

the classical references, enhances one's enjoyment 
of the poetry as a whole and results in an 
exhiliaration that is both pleasant and profitable.

The poems of Milton cannot be read quickly, 
that is, if one is to get any pleasure at all from 
them. Like rich food, they must be taken slowly, 
so that the mind can linger pleasantly on the 
profusion of pictures evoked by the classical 
allusions. Half the beauty is lost if one hurries,
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and for the most part the mind is invited to linger 
and enjoy the beauty that the poet offers so 
lavishly - both directly and connotatively.

Classical mythology embodies the moral, 
religious, and artistic ideals of the ancient 
Greeks and Romans. Poetry that is permeated with 
such ideals exerts a strong cultural influence on 
the reader and leaves in his mind a residue of 
truth and beauty that are the very essence of poetry 
itself. Culture is not an exaggeration or develop
ment of the oddities of the individual, but is the 
assimilation of the best part of the past and 
contemporary life of men; in other words, the part 
which is permanent and universal. The best and
most permanent qualities of the Greeks and Romans

*
are found in their mythology. Therefore the poet 
who selects his material from such a source and 
who treats it with sympathy and understanding gains 
a certain steadiness and universality in his art.
By his frequent references to a time-defying 
mythology Milton has attained a universality and 
fame now old-established and settled.



Value In Revealing the Poet

In addition to their great value to the poems 
and to the reader, these classical allusions reveal 
much regarding Milton himself. Obviously, of 
course, they show his profound knowledge of the 
classics, which is as wide as it is thorough. The 
works of the Greek and Latin poets were as well 
known to Milton as Shakespeare is to us. He thought 
in mythological terms as readily as the novelist of 
today thinks in psychoanalytical terms. The classic 
were an integral part of Milton's ordinary thought 
processes. His mere acquaintance with the facts 
or story, which is wonderful enough by reason of 
its extent, is really the least significant aspect 
of his art. What is more important is the power 
he possessed to add to the value of the fables and 
make them a new and living revelation.

Milton's deep religious conviction found in 
classical mythology a partial expression of the 
truths dear to him. He, in turn, added to the 
moral and imaginative value of the myths by his 
poetic treatment of them. By his selection and 
emphasis of certain qualities from the Greek 
Milton reflects some of his own best personal
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qualities, such as delicacy, dignity, and repose.
His purity of thought and emotion and his high 
reserve are other distinguishing traits that are 
frequently revealed. It is noticeable that Milton 
prefers those myths which are sublime and noble, 
pure and sweet. He dwells upon the manliness or 
gentleness of his gods and goddesses. He treats 
classical mythology as the outgrowth of high living 
and aspiration. This treatment was undoubtedly the 
result of deliberate choice on the part of the poet, 
for the Greek and ^oman classics contained elements 
that were superficial and defiling as well as those 
that were profound and ennobling. Milton chooses 
to emphasize the beautiful and ennobling and to
ignore that which tends to grosaness, licentiousness,

*

or ugliness. This choice in itself gives us the 
keynote of his character - a reverence of beauty 
and chastity in thought and deed. Milton himself 
abhorred that which defiled, and his careful 
avoidance of any mention or emphasis of such 
qualities in his classical references is but another 
evidence of that trait in his character.

Classical mythology inspired Milton’s 
imagination only in relation to his one purpose,



namely, by his utterance to make the soul of man 
purer and wiser and stronger. It is the ruling 
force of this purpose which gives not only his 
treatment of mythology, but all his art its 
strength, completeness, and positive appeal.
Among those who believe in "art for art's sake" 
and turn from Milton because he is "moral", and 
therefore not an artist according to their 
standards, the relation of a definite philosophy 
to art, as exemplified in his poetry, should not 
be unheeded.

Milton's clearness of vision differentiates 
him from his period. He had not only the detailed 
scrutiny of the Renaissance but also the faith of 
the Middle Ages and the intellectuality of true 
classicism. The result was that he looked upon 
the world with a more perfect comprehension of its 
meaning and of the right purpose in life. Through 
his poems there are the eternal truths which lie 
around and above this life and through which all 
things act in cooperation, rather than in 
contradiction. 1

1. E, M. W. Tillyard, Milton, pp. 328-354*



Milton's knowledge of classical mythology 
represents only a part of his attainments but his 
use of it reveals a nature which not only included 
the best that his age had to offer, but established 
the true value of these gifts and their relation to 
the infinite Power whom men had forgotten. Milton 
was not in the narrower sense either classicist or 
romanticist; he was not exclusively Platonic, 
Hellenic, Hebraic, mediaeval, or modern. His great 
nature included the best of each manner of culture 
and by using them all in the expression of his 
personality showed their common truth and vitality 
as related to the highest conduct of life. His 
clear, high vision did not belittle the value of
the most obscure myth, but exalted it above the

*
height of its own intrinsic worth and added greater 
lustre to its already immortal fame.
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