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The 2017 Annual Pimms Party is almost here and 
will take place in the Cottage garden on 27 July. 
Be sure reserve your ticket and don’t miss out! 
Turn to page 4 for full details.

It’s Pimms o’clock again...

Visionary and human
THANKS to Dr Paul Davis 
the sixth annual Milton 
Lecture proved to be yet 
another highly enjoyable 
evening, illustrated with 
a wealth of  pictures, and 
to the Mercers who once 
again generously provided 
the venue and a wonderful 
reception.

The lecture was concerned 
with the tension between the 
poet’s voice in Paradise Lost in 
which Milton aspires to the status 
of  a visionary and prophet, and 
his alternative voice which is 
that of  a human being uncertain 
that he might achieve his aim, 
“to justify the ways of  God to 
men”. Dr Davis looked first at 
the way Milton is represented 
in art, as a poet of  visionary 
authority and prophetic power. 
Secondly he talked about the 
way in which Milton presents 
himself  in the prologues to 
books I, III, VII, and IX in 
Paradise Lost where we find 
autobiographical insights. In 
the invocation of  Book I Milton 
appeals to the heavenly Muse 
Urania for inspiration which he 
needs to complete his epic of  a 
metaphorical journey between 
heaven, hell and earth. At the 

same time the poet discusses his 
frailty, his blindness and how he 
and by implication all of  us are 
beset by difficulties and dangers. 
These doubts raise the important 
question, does the Muse truly 
visit him, as he claims, during the 
night to dictate sublime verse, or 
is his poem merely mortal ?

In looking at the way artists 
depicted Milton, Dr Davis 

focused on later representations 
of  Milton dictating Paradise 
Lost. The poet’s sight was failing 
in 1646 and by 1652 he was 
blind. When he began work 
on his epic in 1658 he had to 
dictate – to his nephews, to 
various young men, such as 
Elwood, who had gravitated to 
Milton in the unsettled days of  
the Restoration, and possibly 

to his daughters. In 1804 James 
Barry painted Milton dictating 
to Elwood, but it seems others 
found  Milton’s daughter a more 
attractive subject.

In order to show how painters 
portrayed the sublime aspect of  
Milton, Dr Davis concentrated 
largely on a 1794 picture by 
the Swiss artist Henry Fuseli of  
Milton dictating to one of  his 
daughters. Fuseli reflects the 
Romantic temper of  his time 
which saw Milton as majestic 
and inspired although enduring 
political and personal hardships.

Fuseli’s picture shows Milton 
and his daughters, one of  whom 
sits sewing, while at the centre of  
the picture, the other stands at a 
lectern like a priest expounding 
Scripture. She is a very feminine 
flowing figure leaning on her 
lectern with one leg elegantly 
bent in front of  the other as her 
foot rests on its pedestal. The 
poet, on the other hand, is a 
strong manly figure, seated in 
a throne-like chair, bathed in 
spectral light, presenting a figure 
of  visionary authority, raising 
unseeing eyes to heaven. The 
image is based on Milton’s own 
references to his blindness and 
his poetic vision in the prologues 

Dr Paul Davis in front of  a portrait of  Milton
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in Paradise Lost.  Interestingly, 
Dr Davis emphasised how 
Milton’s enemies saw his 
blindness as a punishment from 
God. Milton’s response, however,  
was that there was no blemish on 
his blind eyes and that therefore 
he was not corrupt – he asserted 
he had been given an inward 
light.

In contrast to this Romantic 
image of  the sublime poet yet 
stern masculine figure, Dr Davis 
showed a study of  Milton by 
George Romney in which the 
poet, again dictating, leans back 
in his chair with one leg draped 
over its arm – a languid, informal 
pose, one not usually associated 
with the morally superior 
Milton.  Significantly, Dr Davis 
points out that in Paradise Lost 
“easy” or “oblique” are terms 
usually applied to Satan. Thus, 
in another Romney painting of  
1793 of  Milton dictating to his 
daughters Milton is shown in 
more formal mode without his 
legs thrown over the chair.

Milton’s self  presentation 
as a prophetic poet is found, 
as mentioned above, in the 
prologues or invocations to 
the Muses in Paradise Lost. 

In the prologues to Book 1, 
assertions of  a great aim, to 
“assert eternal providence / And 
justify the ways of  God to men” 
are juxtaposed with a sense of  
human weakness. The use of  
the subjunctive suggests that 
he sees his success as being far 
from certain. The prologue to 
Book III in which he reflects on 
his blindness, similarly expresses 
hesitation. In Book VII Milton 
sadly wonders if  his fate may be 
likened to that of  Bellopheron 
who tried to fly to heaven on 

Pegasus but was thrown when 
Jupiter sent an insect to sting 
the horse. Bellopheron fell onto 
the Aleian field, a “field of  
error”, a kind of  pagan Limbo, 
and wandered blind and lonely 
until his death. Milton moving 
between hell, heaven and earth 
fears that he might similarly fall 
“Erroneous there to wander and 
forlorn”. The heavenly Muse 
might be leading him on and 
may let him down in his flight 
to heaven. The prologue to 
Book IX  has Milton finding the 

English climate to be the cause 
of  a failure in inspiration. He 
says that the “cold / Climate, or 
years damp my intended wing / 
Depressed...” Dr Davis suggests 
the possibility of  “cold” here 
might metaphorically mean the 
political climate of  the time.  
Milton fears that his epic may 
just be his own, not the heavenly 
Muse’s - “Not hers who brings 
it nightly to my ears”. Milton 
as narrator of  the poem is very 
much aware of  the fitful nature 
of  inspiration.

Visionary and human

It’s ‘Friends refocused’ in a new era for Milton’s Cottage

It’s lovely in the garden! Summer is coming and 
we would welcome extra volunteers. Keep yourself 
in shape and keep the garden looking beautiful. 
To get involved contact: janicestill@yahoo.co.uk

The audience at the lecture

THE Milton Letter has 
improved greatly in recent 
years. Now it is time for 
the Friends to refocus, 
writes Keith Sugden.

Members will recall that 
three years ago the Trustees 
were facing a predicament 
after many years of  declining 
income and the retirement of  
the last resident curator. After 
considering many options, 
they received sponsorship for 
three years of  a professional 
manager from a generous and 
anonymous benefactor. 

At the penultimate 
Friends’ AGM I reported 
on the procedure of  seeking 
candidates and selecting an 
appointee. Kelly O’Reilly 
duly took up the position. The 
Friends allowed the new system 
of  governance to find its feet 
without constant advice from 
longstanding do-gooders and 
during the autumn we began 
internal discussions on how we 
should adapt ourselves to the 
new environment.

With the rapid development 
of  modern and professional 

fundraising, it became clear 
that our main purpose would 
no longer be plugging the 
annual hole in the finances 
of  the Cottage. At the recent 
Friends’ AGM a series of  
motions was put to the vote. 
The members unanimously 
rejected both dissolution and a 
state of  “hibernation” with the 
remaining funds handed over 
to the Trustees. Instead they 
voted to change the Friends’ 
primary role from fundraising 
to cultural activities in support 
of  the Cottage. 

Of  course cultural activities 
have always been there, 
especially during Milton’s 
quartercentenary year (2008)  
and with the start of  the 
Milton Lecture series five 
years ago. With the support of  
members these activities will 
broaden and increase. One 
role that urgently needs filling 
by a suitable volunteer is that 
of  running the Friends’ section 
of  the Cottage website. If  you 
think you know someone who 
might like to do this, please let 
us know!



The Cottage is open every Wednesday to 
Saturday from 2-5pm and at least one Sunday 
per month. For info call 01494 872313 or visit 
www.miltonscottage.org

Neologism of  the month: Ecstatic
HERE is a word whose 
usage Milton is often 
said to have changed 
dramatically. The old 
religious sense comes 
from the ancient Greek 
“ekstatikos”, meaning 
standing out in the sense of  
a trance. 

Milton himself  uses it in this 
established way in an early 
unfinished ode “The Passion”, 
possibly written about 1630:

“In Pensive Trance and 
Anguish, and Ecstatic Fit”

These days we use it in the 
sense of  “characterised by 
intense pleasurable emotions”. 
Here is an ironic recent example 
from the pen of  Bill Bryson (I’m 
a Stranger Here Myself, 1999):

“The waiter bombarded 

us with ecstatic descriptions 
of  roulades, ratatouilles, 
empanadas, langostinos...”

Although many modern 
critics assert that Milton 
changed the word’s meaning, 
none of  them trouble to furnish 
us with the exact context. So 
here is a challenge for readers: 
find the quotation where Milton 
first uses “ecstatic” in the sense 
of  replete with pleasure!

‘In Pensive Trance 
and Anguish, and 
Ecstatic Fit’

Summer is coming to the garden
The garden has looked 
beautiful this Spring. 
Thanks to a generous 
donation to provide new 
and replacement plants, we 
have daffodils, tulips, iris 
and alliums. 

Fragrant honeysuckles have 
been added, with acanthus, 
clematis and myrtle. Crocosmia 
will brighten the Summer 
beds and further plants are 
awaited. A new bench has been 
purchased and placed on the 
lawn facing the topiary and 
catching the sun, making a 
lovely spot for visitors to enjoy 
the garden. 

The pond pump has been a 
bit temperamental, but Nigel 
Pendall has been giving it some 
attention, and regular doses of  
barley straw extract have cleared 
the blanket weed. The topiary 
has recovered well from the 
box blight and Jan Still will be 
clipping in May. 

This takes a lot of  work, and 
Andy is desperate for offers 
of  help. If  anyone can offer 
a few hours a week Andy will 
be delighted to hear from you. 
Contact him on 01494 873388.



Not a friend yet? Joining helps with operation and 
maintenance costs of the cottage and museum. You 
will be invited to attend events, get free entrance, and 
be kept up to date via the newsletter. Download a 
joining form at: www.miltonscottage.org/friends
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Friends of Milton’s 
Cottage AGM 2017

Wednesday 
24th May 
at 7.30pm 

Cottage 
dining room,  
entry by 
garden and 
side door.

The timing of this AGM is to align more 
closely with the end of the financial year, 
ensuring the efficient and timely production 
of the Friends’ financial report.


