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This year’s Annual General Meeting of the Friends will 
be held in Milton’s Cottage on Thursday December 
4th at 7.30pm, and includes a lecture, mulled wine 
and mince pies. See p4 for full details...

Don’t miss this year’s AGM!

Journey of  discovery in Italy
THE third annual Milton 
lecture was a great success. 
Once again our thanks 
are due to the Mercers 
for allowing us to hold the 
lecture in the Mercers Hall 
in London in the pleasant 
space of  the Ambulatory, 
also for their generosity 
in providing a wonderful 
reception after the lecture. 

Dr Anna Beer gave a most 
interesting lecture on the period 
Milton spent in Italy. It was an 
essential part of  the journey from 
boy through to younger man to 
poet and older man. He was very 
much of  the city of  London, 
where he was born and attended 
St Paul’s School. He went 
from London to Cambridge, 
spending a less than happy time 
there, and failing in the end to 
become either cleric or lawyer. 
He moved to his parents’ home 
in Horton, where he continued 
his reading and studies. When 
would he leave? How would 
he fulfil the expectations of  his 
parents, who had invested a lot 
in their precocious son? This was 
not an altogether fallow period, 
however. In 1634, for instance, in 
collaboration with the musician 
Henry Lawes, he composed the 

aristocratic entertainment for 
Thomas Edgerton – the masque 
Comus, which comprised 
spectacle, singing, dancing, and 
wonderful poetry. 

In 1638 his mother died 
and this may have been the 
spur needed for his journey to 
Italy in which he was helped 
with passport and letters of  
introduction from Henry Lawes 
and Henry Wotton, and with 
money from his father. He 
stopped in Paris, travelled by land 
to the south of  France and by 
sea to Genova. Dr Beer stressed 
that personal anecdotes, as well 
as pamphlets widely available 
in London presented Italy as 

dangerous, exciting and Catholic. 
But in reality, at this period it was 
relatively stable. Milton travelled 
from Genova to Leghorn/
Livorno and Pisa experiencing 
the peninsula’s political diversity.

The first city that Milton spent 
any time in was Florence. The 
city’s unique private academies 
proved a crucial part of  Milton’s 
experience. Here Dr Beer 
explained, the intellectual elite 
engaged in literary reading, 
discussion of  the readings, 
translations from Greek and 
Latin, analysis of  ancient and 
modern texts and debates on 
linguistic matters. Milton was 
a master at debate. On the 6th 

September 1638 he was feted for 
one of  his Latin poems, which 
he read to an academy. In this 
environment he could flourish. 

Not only was he loved for 
being clever but he could enjoy 
being part of  a democracy, a 
meritocracy, in which men were 
valued for their abilities, their 
reason and intellect, their ability 
to “come to know the truth and 
understand the good”. Dr Beer 
points out that in this Milton was 
rare amongst English travellers 
whose itinerary did not often 
include the Italian Academies.

Milton never talks about 
the art in Italy – books and 
friendships matter but not art. 
This is despite the fact that 
Rome was a place of  intense 
visual stimulation when Milton 
was there. The city was en fete 
on Sunday November 21 1638 
to celebrate the fact that the 
French King, Louis XIII had 
produced an heir, the future 
Sun King Louis XIV. Pope 
Urban VIII (Maffeo Barberini) 
supported the French cause, and 
Rome’s extravagant party vividly 
confirmed the alliance between 
France and the Barberini family, 
which dominated the city.

Continues on page 2

Florence’s magnificent duomo
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This year’s Annual General Meeting of the Friends 
will be ºheld in Milton’s Cottage on Thursday 
December 4th at 7.30pm, and includes a lecture, 
mulled wine and mince pies. See p4 for full details...

‘Loquacious’
To whom sad Eve with shame nigh overwhelm’d,
Confessing soon, yet not before her judge
Bold or loquacious, thus abash’d reply’d.
The Serpent beguiled me and I did eat.

(Paradise Lost, book 9, lines 159-162)

Neologism of  the month
LOQUACIOUS: “talkative, 
chattering, babbling” from 
Latin loqui, to speak.

Keith Sugden writes... We 
all know someone who talks 
too much. They are often 
annoying, but not always. 

For example the other day 
I was watching Yorkshire win 
the county championship at the 
Trent Bridge cricket ground 
and a fat bigot behind me 
was continuously giving his 
neighbour the benefit of  his 
opinions. However he did so in 
the harsh but beguiling tones 
of  the dialect of  Doncaster; 
so as an exiled Yorkshireman I 
was happy to listen! 

Here is the first use of  the 
word from Paradise Lost. God 
has just asked Adam if  he has 
eaten the forbidden fruit and 
he has blamed Eve, claiming 
he did not know what she was 
giving him.

THE garden still has 
some colour, although 
many annuals have now 
been cleared.  
The grape vine had a 
vigorous pruning earlier 
this year and is now looking 
very strong. Jan Still, with 
some trepidation, tackled 
the topiary which needed 
attention. The Japanese 
anemones have self-seeded 
and provide a colourful 
backdrop to the topiary 
around the sundial. The 
Acanthus is prolific, and 
much loved by the bees. 
A myrtle bush planted 

earlier in the year is now 
flowering, and the planting 
of  Rudbeckia has given 
some autumnal colour. 
Milton may have called 
them daisies! 
All of  the following plants 
are mentioned in Paradise 
Lost, and are now looking 
their best in the garden.
Acanthus, Myrtle and 
Grape (Book IV),  Rose 
(Book III)
Andy continues to work in 
the garden, with additional 
help from Jan Still and from 
John Bradley who has been 
tackling the grass cutting.

The garden corner
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There were dangers in a 

trip of  this kind. Milton had 
missed the famine of  ten years 
earlier, and a plague epidemic in 
Northern Italy. Censorship was 
exercised up to a point but as 
Dr Beer pointed out, there were 
notorious cases of  persecution 
by the Inquisition. In Florence 
Milton met Vicenzo, Galileo’s 
illegitimate son, and Galileo 
himself, who had been under 
house arrest for five years.

Milton’s religion, however, 
did not stop him from meeting 
people and having pleasure, and 
everything points to his feeling 
comfortable in Catholic circles. 
Dr Beer says, “In Italy, Milton 
did at last fly the nest. Everything 
points to the most glorious of  
experiences, a journey that 
affirmed him in his ambitions to 
be a poet.”

She concludes, “Milton 
remains one of  England’s great 
writers, a national poet, but, for 
me, it was Italy that set him truly 
on that path.



The cottage will close as usual for the winter 
season 31 October to 1 March. Can you volunteer 
some time to staff the cottage in the new 2015 
season? For info call: 01494 872313

THE end of  June brought 
a pleasant and memorable 
surprise. As an ex Milton 
scholar I had the pleasure 
of  attending the annual 
Pimm’s Party at Milton’s 
Cottage in Chalfont St Giles, 
with some local friends. 

We not only enjoyed the social 
evening but also said goodbye 
to the resident curator Eddy 
Dawson. I have on past occasions 
visited the cottage so observed 
some additions (first editions), 
and objects of  interest such as 
the excellent Kneller portrait of  
Milton painted posthumously 
when Milton was 45 years of  age, 
depicting ‘Our Lady of  Christ’s’ 
in more mature mode. 

Alongside the evocative 
visual delights of  the Cottage 

garden Pimm’s was the perfect 
refreshment on a warm June 

evening – notwithstanding the 
snake in the apple tree and a 

plastic cormorant (PL Book 
IV), which I understood was 
the generous gift of  a very 
impressed American visitor to 
the Cottage.  

My friends, one from Adelaide 
in Australia, were impressed by 
the book display inside and the 
Lycidas ‘memorial’ outside. The 
book translations re-emphasised 
the importance and popularity 
of  Milton’s thought as an 
international force in a radically 
changing 17th century.  

I for one do hope the work 
and support continues and look 
forward to next summer’s Pimm’s 
evening at the cottage.

Andrea Bethell has now joined 
the Friends of  the Cottage and is a 
volunteer helping to staff the cottage on 
Tuesdays.

A new Friend writes: ‘Heavenly...’

Friends enjoy the evening and Keith Sugden (left) and 
Eddy Dawson say farewell at the Annual Pimms Party



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: Moving forward
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Don’t miss the festive AGM!
PLEASE don’t miss this year’s 
AGM which will be held in 
Milton’s Cottage – a great 
opportunity to enjoy the 
building and the objects 
it contains. 

It will be held on 
Thursday December 
4th at 7.30pm. 

We are fortunate 
this year in that 
after the usual 
business we will 
be treated to a 
short lecture by Zoe 
Hawkins on ‘The Muses’ 
Bower: Home and Milton’s 
Poetry’ Zoe is a Lecturer in 
Renaissance Studies at Exeter 
University, and has previously taught at 
Oxford University and UCL where she 

held a prestigious Fourth Year Teaching 
Fellowship.. She has given several 
public lectures on Milton, including 

the Celia Phillips lecture at 
UCL in 2012, and a 

‘Nutshell’ talk at the 
recent ‘One Day 
in the City’ event 
held at UCL. Her 
PhD thesis was 
on the theme of  
‘Home in the Prose 
and Poetry of  John 
Milton’, and she is 

currently revising 
this for publication 

as a monograph. 
The lecture will be 

followed by mulled wine and 
mince pies. We look forward to seeing 
you there.

SINCE the retirement on 30 
June of  our long-standing 
resident curator, Eddy, the 
Trustees, the Friends and 
many loyal local supporters 
have collaborated to keep 
the museum open. 

Since the 1st of  July, Heidi 
Nolan’s team has been there 
every Tuesday. Heidi has been 
organising volunteers to open the 
Cottage one day a week for 20 
years.

In addition there was a 
task force for the August 
Bank Holiday weekend and 
we have honoured all prior 
group bookings and taken new 
bookings. 

On Sunday 14 September the 
Cottage opened specially for a 
group of  Norwegian literature 
fans fresh from shrines to 
Shakespeare and Dylan Thomas. 
A local family with house guests 
from India were accommodated 
on the same morning and took 

a talk on linguistic links between 
Scandinavia and England in 
good part! These activities have 
brought in a modest stream of  
income. The cottage will close 
as usual for the winter season 31 
October to 1 March.

Over the last 20 years 
the cottage has seen many 
improvements in terms of  
what the public can see and 
acquisitions of  valuable and 

relevant printed 
books. However 
in those years 
the visitors 
numbers have 
gradually declined 
to one third of  their 
1994 level. 

Luckily for the Trustees and 
other supporters of  the Cottage, 
the Friends have through their 
assiduous fundraising in recent 

years built up a crisis fund. At 
our most recent committee 
meeting we voted a donation 
of  £5,000 to cover essential 
running costs in the winter 
season – about 60% of  our 
assets.

We all hope that a vigorous 
professional can be found by 1 
March to take up residence and 

turn around the financial 
fortunes of  the museum. 

The appointment 
of  a new manager 
is the business 
of  the Trustees, 
not the Friends, 
although we 
have not been 

backward in 
coming forward to 

offer our advice! 
In the meantime the garden 

continues to look as wonderful 
as ever thanks to the efforts of  
Andy Still described in the last 
Milton Letter.

New volunteers Rhoda Cody (left) and Andrea 
Bethell on Tuesday duty at the Cottage


