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On Milton’s personal God
THE second annual Milton 
lecture, on religion in 
Paradise Lost, was delivered 
on 12 March by patron 
Professor Gordon Campbell.

In the pleasant cloistered 
space of  the Ambulatory, under 
the gaze of  old portraits of  past 
Mercers, Keith Sugden, the 
Chairman of  the Friends, opened 
the proceedings by thanking 
the Mercers for their generous 
support of  the Friends’ second 
annual lecture. He went on to 
talk a little about Milton’s Cottage 
and to introduce the very popular 
speaker, Professor Gordon 
Campbell, a long-standing 
card-carrying supporter of  the 
museum and a specialist in all 
things Milton.

Appropriately, Professor 
Campbell opened by 
talking a little about 
the connection 
between the 
Mercers and St 
Paul’s School, 
which Milton 
attended, (and 
hence their 
connection with 
Milton’s Cottage). 
The school originally 
takes its name from St 

Paul’s Cathedral in London. A 
cathedral school had existed since 
around 1103. By the 16th century 
however, it had declined, and in 

1509, a new school was 
founded by John 

Colet, Dean 
of  St Paul’s. 
The Mercers 
were chosen 
as the best 
people to 
run the 
school 

over the 
church and 

universities. 
Originally, the 

school provided education for 153 
children, the number being long 
associated with the miraculous 
draught of  fishes recorded in 
St John’s Gospel. The scholars 
were not required to make any 
payment, although they were 
required to be literate and had 
to pay for their own beeswax 
candles, which at that time were 
an expensive commodity.

The lecture, on Milton 
and religion (see below), was 
concluded with questions from 
the floor and a vote of  thanks to 
the speaker from Nancy Neville in 
which she spoke for all by saying 
that our reading of  Paradise Lost 

would be enriched by his talk. 
Everyone then adjourned to the 
spacious chandelier-lit dining hall 
upstairs for a wonderful reception 
provided by the Mercers. Wine 
and canapés abounded and this 
certainly made a festive end to the 
event.

The Lecture: Milton and 
Religion: Professor Campbell 
emphasised the differences 
between Milton’s time and today. 
In the 17th century everyone 
believed in God, although, 
like Christopher Marlowe, for 
instance, they might also believe 
he was immoral.  God was not 
transcendent; he was much more 
human than the God of  the 21st 
century. Nor was Christianity 
settled in this century following 
the Reformation. Moreover, the 
king, the head of  the national 
church was from a different nation 
– he was a Scot. Things then were 
not settled into denominational 
divisions; everything was still fluid.

Milton cared passionately 
about his faith, but changed 
his beliefs all his life: He 
came from a relatively easy going 
family in which music and theatre 
were important but in 1637 he 
emerged radicalised. 

Continues on page 2 

Professor Campbell and (inset) post-lecture discussion

How different things might have been if Milton had 
sat down to write with a jug of Pimms to hand. We 
can all celebrate his work with a glass this summer at 
the Pimms Picnic on 9 August. See p4 for full details...

Anyone for Pimms?



On Milton’s personal God
Continued from page 1

Why? In June, three radicals 
were publically mutilated – 
professional men, like Milton 
himself. Did this prompt a 
view of  the Laudian church 
as tyrannical? An archdeacon 
inquisitor visiting Horton, where 
Milton lived, determined that 
in the church the Miltons’ pew 
had to be lowered and Milton’s 
mother’s grave was the wrong 
way round and had to be dug up 
and turned. 

Milton worked for the Puritan 
government, and for him the 

Restoration was a life-shattering 
experience. Paradise Lost 
is about what it is like to be 
crushed by defeat. How could 
God allow it to happen? 

In Paradise Lost Satan 
is given the language 
of  republicanism: He 
represents the angels as 
oppressed under God’s 
tyranny.  It was Milton’s view 
that revolutions are never 
defeated by force. They are 
betrayed from within by people 
who speak the language of  
revolution but from self  interest. 

Satan is not against kingship 
– he actually wants to be king 
himself.

God is heard all the time 
but not seen: He is a bit 
irascible, imposed on the epic 
from Old Testament stories – the 
early part where humans barter 
with God. The Son, on the other 
hand, is lively and interested. 
He is a more macho figure than 
the 18th or 19th century idea 
of  a gentle Jesus. He brings a 
sword not peace. Nevertheless, 
he manipulates his Father and 
persuades him to mercy.

Do Adam and Eve deserve 
everything they get? Once 
you get to know people it gets 
harder to write them off. And 
this is what Milton achieves in 
Paradise Lost. 

They fall because Eve is 
flattered by Satan and Adam 
is then faced with a choice 
between his love for Eve and 
his duty to God. He makes the 
wrong choice but it’s one for 
which we feel sympathy. Milton 
justifies the ways of  human 
beings to God – he appeals to 
Him to be more understanding.

DEbAuCHERy: noun: 
vicious indulgence in 
sensual pleasures. 

We have seen that some of  
Milton’s many neologisms have 
altered their meaning over the 
centuries, such as sensuous 
discussed earlier, but not 
this one. Here is the original 
appearance of  debauchery in 
An Apology (1642).

A big thank you to the 
Dartmouth College Library, 
New Hampshire, for finding 
this quote for us, which was part 
of  the War of  the Pamphlets. 

This particular skirmish began 
with Milton’s Animadversions 
Upon the Remonstrants 

Defence against Smectymnuus. 
Smectymnuus was the acronym 
of  a group of  Puritan divines. 

The response was A Modest 
Confutation of  a Slanderous 
and Scurrilous Libell, 
supposedly written by Bishop 
Joseph Hall and his son, which 
was answered by An Apology 
Against a Pamphlet called a 
Modest Confutation.  

The annual Pimms Picnic will take place in the 
Cottage garden from 7pm on Friday 9 August. 
Tickets to this extravaganza of Pimms, nibbles and 
sunshine cost £9. Call Keith Sugden: 01895 831774  
or email: keith.sugden@hotmail.co.uk

‘Debauchery’
“I doubt me those clerks, that think so, are 
more mistaken in themselves; and what with 
truanting and debauchery, what with false 
grounds and the weakness of natural faculties 
in many of them, (it being a maxim in some 
men to send the simplest of their sons thither,) 
perhaps there would be found among them as 
many unsolid and corrupted judgments both in 
doctrine and life, as many two corporations of 
like bigness.” 

An Apology (1642)

Brownies’ epic 
competition  
at the cottage
THE First Chalfont St 
Giles brownies visited 
the Milton’s Cottage on 
the evening of  Friday 
17th May for the last 
stage of  their poetry 
competition. 

The girls had written poems 
dealing with all aspects 
of  their daily lives. Inside 
the cottage they recited 
their poems to curator 
Eddie Dawson. Afterwards 
he discussed each poem 
explaining what he had most 
admired about it. Finally he 
indicated which of  them he 
had liked best. 

But, as Eddie says, everyone 
got a prize, which was to be 
able to read their poems in the 
cottage in which Milton had 
completed Paradise Lost. 

Eddie was delighted to get 
a beautiful hand made card, 
signed by all fourteen Brownies 
thanking him for inviting 
them to Milton’s cottage 
and for giving up his spare 
time for them. A memorable 
experience for everyone.

Neologism of  the month



Josephine Hart, Life Saving: 
Why We Need Poetry 
(Virago) 

“FoR a girl with no sense of  
direction, poetry was a route 
map through life,” explained 
Josephine Hart. 

Anita Sethi writes in the 
Observer (November 2012) 
that in this book, “guiding with 
grace and good humour through 
the mysterious inner workings 
of  some of  the greatest ever 
poems are Hart’s wonderful 
introductions here collected”. 
These were originally given at her 
popular public events at which 
leading actors read the poetry 
aloud bringing it alive for the 
audience. 

The voices Hart introduces 
range from John Donne through 
to poets such as Philip Larkin, 
Robert Lowell and Marianne 
Moore. But Milton maybe fills her 
most with awe – for the towering 
ambition that desired immortality 
and produced ParadiseLost, the 
poem that “bestowed on Milton 
a form of  poetic deity”. Hart 
traces the development of  the 
man, Milton, into the period of  
the civil war and the regicide 
when Milton found “the cause 
of  his life, republicanism” From 
1641, he devoted himself  for 20 
years or more to writing a series 
of  pamphlets in defence of  liberty, 
whether religious, domestic or 
political, which was to be as 
Hart says, “the philosophical 
cornerstone of  his masterpiece”. 

Hart gives a powerful sense 
of  the intellect and passion of  
both Milton’s poetry and his 
prose. But more tellingly she has 
an intuitive feel for the implicit 
suffering that drives much of  
his work. She herself  emerged 
from what Thomas McCarthy 
describes as “the claustrophobia 
and grief  of  her West of  Ireland 

childhood” not the least of  her 
suffering being caused by the 
loss of  two of  her siblings when 
she was only 17. Milton’s work 
for the Commonwealth became 
an infamy after the Restoration, 
and brought him almost to the 
scaffold. But his personal life 
was also characterized by loss. 
Dogged by family problems and 
tragedy, Milton by the age of  43 
was totally blind. This might have 
defeated a lesser man, but Milton 
triumphed over adversity. Paradise 
Lost was finished in the cottage in 
Chalfont St Giles and published 
in 1667, followed by Paradise 
Regained in 1671. 

Hart died of  cancer in 2011. 

Her husband, 
Maurice Saatchi, 
has said that for 
her, poetry was a 
force for good in a 
human life, a life 
saver, a rescue from 
drowning. Milton 
himself  had the most elevated 
view of  poetry as something that 
might “imbreed and cherish in a 
great people the seeds of  vertu, 
and publick civility, to allay the 
perturbations of  the mind , and 
set the affections in right tune to 
celebrate in glorious and lofty 
Hymns the throne and equipage 
of  Gods Almightinesse”. That 
he remained “unsinkable”, as 

Harold Bloom puts it, after all 
his trials must be largely due to 
the profound sense of  vocation 
and duty to God and man that 
accompanied his ideas on poetry. 

The extracts chosen from 
Paradise Lost from Books 1 and 
9 are amongst the most exciting 
and touching in the poem. Hart 
is thrilled at the moral courage 
that enabled Milton to realize 
the dramatic possibilities of  the 
Fall and to create in Satan a 
figure who is morally appalling 
but who also elicits from readers 

admiration and sympathy. 
“Satan”, she says, “is one of  
the most enduringly tragic 
figures in all literature”, 
one who loves and hates 
God at one and the same 
time. No less interesting 
are Hart’s insights into the 
psyches of  Adam and Eve 
and the dynamics of  their 
relationship, the human 

turmoil leading up to the Fall 
and the terrible choice that Adam 
is forced to make between God 
and human love.

For admirers of  Milton, this 
book is an opportunity to see his 
work succinctly set against the 
background of  his life and against 
the work of  other great poets. 
Hardback copies of  the book 
(£18.99) are available at Milton’s 
Cottage shop. 

Catch up with Milton this summer! The cottage  
is open daily from 1 March-31 October,  
Tuesday-Sunday, 10am-1pm & 2pm-6pm 
(last visitors 5pm). Closed Mondays except for 
Bank Holidays. For info call: 01494 872313

Review: Power of  poetry

My main wish is to aid the 
article on Book Burning 
(March 2013), and Milton’s 
avoiding worst penalties. 

His protectors include his 
brother Christopher from 
whom my mother and myself  
are descended. With a cousin, 
I concocted a book, MILTON 
TRADITIONS, of  which I 
sent a copy to Milton’s cottage.  
Research unearthed family 

information some relevant to 
this protection. John Milton the 
first was the son of  a bigoted 
Catholic, but as happens he 
embraced the reformed religion 
and was disinherited. Of  two 
sons, John was Protestant with 
reservations, while Christopher 
was Catholic. The brothers 
protected each other during the 
Civil War and afterwards (and 
their father could and did stay 

with either or both). 
After surviving the restoration, 

Christopher, who was a 
lawyer, became a minor judge, 
particularly under James II, 
but doubtless conscious of  
the rumblings against James, 
thought it better to spend more 
time with his family.He would 
surely have assisted all the other 
friends of  brother John.

Miss Dorothy Rose Gribble

Reponse from a reader: On Book Burning

Hart with her husband Maurice Saatchi



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

Friends’ news: Big Vache bash

The Pimms Picnic will take place in the Cottage 
garden from 7pm on Friday 9 August. Get your 
tickets as soon as possible for this extravaganza of 
Pimms, nibbles and sunshine. Cost £9. Call: 01895 
831774 or email: keith.sugden@hotmail.co.uk

Some words  

of instruction
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The restored well and (below) Vache bash sweet nibbles 
and organiser Carole Lucas with Olga Makharinsky

Milton Event at the Vache
This hugely successful evening 

in February brought together 
a host of  people interested in 
Milton and Milton’s cottage for a 
wonderful evening at preeminent 
local home, the Vache. 

The Friends’ Committee 
decided to throw the party to let 
more people know about Milton’s 
Cottage, which is a local charity 
without government support, 
maintained through donations 
and through the sale of  tickets to 
cottage visitors. They also wanted 
to showcase Milton’s work. 

The owners of  The Vache, 
the Makharinsky family, very 
kindly volunteered their beautiful 
and historic home in order to 
benefit Milton’s Cottage. The 
house has a long history and 
particular association with 
Thomas Fleetwood who was at 
the Treasury when Milton was in 
the Foreign Office.

Guests were greeted with 
champagne generously donated 

by Waitrose of  Gerrards Cross. 
This was accompanied by 
home-made finger food made 
by our hosts, their staff  and 
the committee  of  the Friends. 
The expectations of  the guests 

were surpassed as scrumptious 
nibbles kept coming. A wonderful 
atmosphere was created, 
helped by the flowing wine and 
champagne, served by volunteers 
from Challoner’s Girls’ School 
who are studying Milton.

Entertainment 
provided was “John 
Milton In Voice and 
Verse”, performed 
by the trio Lance 
Pierson, Belinda 
Yates and Heather 
Chamberlain, in the 
galleried main hall of  
the Vache. Soprano Belinda, 
accompanied by Heather, sang 
a selection of  songs inspired by 
Milton’s poems, including pieces 
by Handel, Thomas Arne, and 
Henry Lawes amongst others. 
Verse actor Lance Pierson 
brought Milton’s poems to life, 
performing extracts that set 
Belinda’s songs in their context. 
Paradise Lost inevitably featured, 
but also sonnets and other poems 
from Milton’s 1645 collection, and 
excerpts from Samson Agonistes. 

Over £4,000 was raised 
by the evening to support the 
Cottage. Many thanks are due to 
especially to our hosts who agreed 
to open their home; but also to 
organizers Kathryn Gordon and 
Carole Lucas; to the volunteers 
who helped to create and serve 
the food; and to our sponsor, 
Waitrose.

Fundraising bike ride
Are any of  you keen on 

cycling, or Stonehenge or the 
Ancient Monuments Act? In 
September Keith Sugden will be 
celebrating the centenary of  the 
Act, by cycling from the Preseli 
Mountains in Pembrokeshire to 
Stonehenge, as closely as possible 
along the path taken c 2500 BC 
by the bluestones. In his pocket 
will be a sample of  bluestone from 
the actual tor in Wales. Keith will 
be seeking sponsorship in aid of  
Milton’s Cottage in due course...
Well Spent

Following the restoration of  the 
swinging sign last year, another 

opportunity to return a 
cottage feature to its 

original state arose 
a few months ago. 
On the west side 
of  the garden lies 
the original well of  
the 16th century 

cottage. It was here 
the Milton family would 

have drawn their supplies. 
The structure was in need of  
some tender loving care. 

Warwick Joinery of  High 
Wycombe have worked at 
the Cottage several times and 
submitted a competitive quote for 
replacing the aged oak structure, 
while preserving the old wrought 
ironwork, pulley, etc. The work 
cost £528 including VAT and 
the result can either be seen in 
the photo or appreciated by a 
personal visit this summer.


