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A prolific writer in multiple genres, John Milton nevertheless seems to many readers–based on the sheer vehemence and beauty of his writing–to hold out a persistent promise of singular clarity and coherence. As tempting as it may be to pursue the singular thesis behind Milton’s thought, the multiple discontinuities, repetitions, and contradictions in Milton’s poetry and prose belie any such attempt. In Book One of Paradise Regained, the Son refers scathingly to Satan’s ability to hide or obfuscate his meaning,
That has been thy craft, 
By mixing somewhat true to vent more lies, 
But what have been thy answers, what but dark 
Ambiguous and with double sense deluding, 
Which they who asked have seldom understood, 
And not well understood as good not know?[footnoteRef:1] [1:  John Milton, Paradise Regained, in Milton’s Major Works, Stephen Orgel and Jonathan Goldberg eds. (New York: Oxford University Press, 2003), Book I, lines 433-8.] 


The Son accuses Satan of complicating his meaning with ambiguity and “double sense,” so that what he is saying cannot be understood. But while the Son may be comfortable enough with such a condemnation, his phrase raises crucial questions about Milton’s own language and meaning, obscured as it often is in subtlety and ambiguity. If understanding is difficult, is it truly as the Son suggests, “as good not know?” The Son rebukes Satan as “with double sense deluding” but it is exactly this double valence of meaning that occurs in Milton’s poetry when a single concept is reiterated or rearticulated in multiple utterances and by multiple characters. It is by recognizing and engaging with the iterative style of Milton’s poetry that we can explore the “double sense” with which the Son so ardently struggles, and apply that sense to Milton’s theological and political claims. 
In this essay I argue that Paradise Regained is best understood as part of an evolving dialogue with Paradise Lost, and that a lack of clear progression–and often jarring discontinuity–between the two epics is a sign less of failure than of a deliberately repetitive style. Despite initial appearances and its title, Paradise Regained is not a sequel in any straightforward sense, and from its opening lines–which refer nonchalantly to the scene of the fall in Paradise Lost as the “happy garden”[footnoteRef:2]–the poem suggests a revision of the conclusions apparently presented by its predecessor. If linear progress and development are unstable between Milton’s epics, they are further destabilized by the iterative style within the works themselves. More than simply repetition, the process of iteration involves reimagining and reconstructing previous episodes and actions, or as the OED defines it, “repeated performance.”[footnoteRef:3] Iteration also has a crucial biblical precedent, since just as no single gospel account can give a definitive description of an event without implicit reference to the others,[footnoteRef:4] no action or utterance of the Son or any other figure in Paradise Regained can be read in isolation from its previous iterations in Paradise Lost, or its future iterations as Paradise Regained unfolds. The relationship between Milton’s epic poems is crucial for readers, since in reading Milton we often assume either that a single work can be read as a coherent whole progressing to a thesis, or even that the various works of Milton over his lifetime pursue some teleological trajectory towards a political or theological conclusion. However, if Milton’s iterative processes–evident within Paradise Regained and in the poem’s dialogue with Paradise Lost–are sufficient to subvert the development of a coherent thesis, we may be left with far more ambivalence in the work’s political and theological statements.[footnoteRef:5] [2:  PR I.1]  [3:  "iteration, n.". OED Online. March 2015. Oxford University Press. http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/100312?redirectedFrom=iteration (accessed March 10, 2015).]  [4:  A similar relationship often develops between an episode in the Old Testament, and the way it is described or articulated in the New Testament. While the descriptions apparently refer to the same event or individual, the conclusions or implications may be widely different.]  [5:  Of course, one response to the ambiguity of Milton’s changing meaning is to describe him, as Joseph Wittreich does, as a poet, “in possession of a changing mind, this Milton–a poet of ambivalences, complexities, and uncertainties in conversation not only with his times but with himself” (Herman and Sauer, New Milton Criticism, 232). However, Wittreich’s identification of Milton’s uncertainty and ambivalence seems almost to suggest that these are ends in themselves. 
] 

While Milton’s works are full of such strident claims as “I made him just and right / sufficient to have stood, though free to fall,” the iteration of such complex ideas in various formulations, and from various speakers, undermines and blurs any attempt to identify the definitive statement.[footnoteRef:6] Milton expands this process so that he reiterates not only features of Paradise Regained itself, but also aspects of his other works, of scripture, and of classical mythology. This process of iteration allows meaning to proliferate, so that even a single word can have widely variable significance in its multiple articulations. For example, in Book One of Paradise Regained, Satan describes God as “he who obtains the monarchy of heaven.”[footnoteRef:7] While the word “obtain” evidently means to gain, possess, or secure, it also has a more militaristic implication of achieving victory and success.[footnoteRef:8] Later in the poem, Satan tells the Son “thou never shalt obtain; prediction still / in all things, and all men, supposes means.”[footnoteRef:9] In other words, since the Son cannot wield “means” to control future outcomes, Satan insists that the Son is dependent upon earthly forces and support to “obtain” his divine position. These various definitions, and their implications in various usages, suggest a range of meanings that trouble any claim to theological consistency in Milton’s poem. Does God, and by extension the Son, already occupy the role of monarch of heaven, or does he have to attain or achieve the role? Can such a seat even be a contested position? The constant iteration of a central term can suggest inconsistencies of time and significance so profound that progress or linear development for a character or idea in Milton’s works becomes almost impossible.  [6:  John Milton, Paradise Lost, in Milton’s Major Works, Book III, lines 98-9.]  [7:  PR I.87]  [8:  The OED also cites an obsolete form that means, “to prevail upon someone to do something.” Curiously, since the OED cites the above passage as a primary example, “obtain” can also indicate the occupancy of a position or role. "obtain, v.". OED Online. March 2015. Oxford University Press. http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/130002?redirectedFrom=obtain (accessed February 8, 2015).]  [9:  PR III.353-4] 

If the coherent temporal or conceptual progression of Milton’s thought is undermined–if, in other words, we cannot present any principle or thesis of Paradise Regained without admitting that it is constantly and insistently undercut by Milton’s iterative style–how are we to read Milton’s polemical and controversial political claims? Milton’s prose pamphlet The Readie and Easie Way to Establish a Free Commonwealth demonstrates that while poetry may thrive upon subtlety and ambiguity, Milton’s political rhetoric is often characterized by more insistent statements and claims. However, the effects of iteration upon the prose as well as the poetry reveal the misleading nature of any singular or universal political statement. Again, the example of “obtain” serves to demonstrate the influence of iteration. Milton refers in the opening of the pamphlet to “a free commonwealth, though for the present not obtained,” suggesting the positive need to achieve this goal, since his entire proposal hinges on the benefits and advantages of just such a commonwealth.[footnoteRef:10] In another phrase in the pamphlet, however, Milton goes on to condemn the temptation to “obtain or buy at an easy rate this new gilded yoke” of monarchy, framing the process of obtaining as a weak or misguided impulse.[footnoteRef:11] In the practice of iteration in prose, political claims are weakened by comparison to other versions or precedents, suggesting perhaps that only specific political actions–rather than general principles–are valid.  [10:  John Milton, The Readie and Easie Way to Establish A Free Commonwealth, in Milton’s Major Works, 333.]  [11:  Ibid., 347.] 

This concern with iteration, with the discontinuities between multiple episodes that appear to be in a sequence or telos of some kind, is especially relevant to Paradise Regained. Neither a teleological nor a cyclical progression, the process of iteration reenacts critical moments that have already taken place, making this late poem one of the most revealing in its interaction with Milton’s preceding poetry, especially Paradise Lost. In the introduction to their New Milton Criticism, Peter Herman and Elizabeth Sauer endorse a “criticism resistant to reading Milton into coherence, a criticism that treats his works […] as conflicted rather than serene, and that explicitly highlights the spirit of critical inquiry in Milton’s writing.” [footnoteRef:12] Perhaps more than any other work of Milton’s poetry, Paradise Regained calls out for attention to this conflict and incoherence. A relatively brief work that seems to promise some sort of redemption or millennial fulfillment, the short epic is in fact so disrupted by iteration that it brings the reader even further from a coherent understanding of the central implications of the fall and redemption of man than did its predecessor. The poem promises to regain or restore that fallen state of humanity described in Paradise Lost, but it is in the “dark ambiguous” incoherences of this short epic that we see the iterative process at work, and determine what we can conclude from a poem that so fiercely resists conclusion.  [12:  Peter Herman and Elizabeth Sauer, eds., The New Milton Criticism (Cambridge and New York: Cambridge University Press, 2012), 1.] 

*	*	*
“Parch that temperate clime”: Uneasy Transitions Between Paradise Lost and Paradise Regained
The premise apparent in the title of Paradise Regained suggests either that the poem details the already-achieved redemption of paradise, or more tentatively, that it contains some clues as to how the paradise lost by Adam and Eve might yet be regained by Christ’s salvation.[footnoteRef:13] However, a series of crucial problems undermine attempts to decipher whether the stakes of the poem are higher or lower than those of Paradise Lost. While the “brief epic” has generally been neglected by readers and critics in favor of its predecessor,[footnoteRef:14] both epics share central theological and political concerns. The Son’s apotheosis at the end of Paradise Regained certainly fulfills the requirements for regaining paradise as laid out in Book Twelve of Paradise Lost,[footnoteRef:15] but it does not address many of the remaining tensions created throughout both poems. If Paradise Regained does not attend to the tensions of Paradise Lost, is it perhaps a concession of poetic defeat, suggesting that the true regaining of paradise at the Second Coming is beyond description? Thomas Corns identifies the unclear stakes of the poem in Regaining Paradise Lost, when he points out that, “Christ’s Atonement, then, validates humankind’s return to a state of grace […] but it also promises a restoration to paradise. What does Milton mean? Is he equating the new earth promised in the Book of Revelations with the lost paradise of Eden? Or is heaven itself, the eventual destination, the new paradise to which mankind will be restored?”[footnoteRef:16] Corns’ questions reveal how crucial tenets of doctrine are at stake in the way that the ambitiously named Paradise Regained relates uneasily to its predecessor.  [13:  One explanation for the writing of Paradise Regained is given in the testimony of Thomas Ellwood, a pupil of Milton’s who, after reading Paradise Lost, apparently asked Milton “Thou has said much of paradise lost, but what hast thou to say of paradise found?” This apparently prompted Milton to begin work on the second epic, and the Milton may have referenced the comment when presenting Ellwood with a completed copy of Paradise Regained. This is, however, a contested and incomplete origin story (Major Works, notes, 922).]  [14:  A typical example of the harsh treatment that the poem often receives appears in an essay by W.W. Robson, who writes that, “If critics are unenthusiastic [about Paradise Regained], it is not as a rule because they find in the poem a discrepancy between intention and performance. It is rather that there is felt to be something unsympathetic, something even repellent, about the intention itself,” and describes the poem as “inert, jejune, and dull […] an explicitly didactic work, whose burden could be paraphrased” (Frank Kermode, Living Milton, 124 and 127)]  [15:  Michael describes to Adam “him so lately promised to thy aid / The woman’s seed, obscurely then foretold, / Now amplier known thy savior and thy Lord, / Last in the clouds from heaven to be revealed / in glory of the Father, to dissolve / Satan with his perverted world” (XII.542-6).]  [16:  Thomas N. Corns, Regaining Paradise Lost (New York: Longman, 1994), 7.] 

The opening lines of Paradise Regained seem to imply that it fulfills a clear and continuous telos of the story that began in Paradise Lost, although this is always a fragile claim. The most straightforward statement of the relationship between the two epics is provided in the narrator’s opening suggestion of a clear typological relationship between Adam and the Son, comparing “one man’s disobedience” with “one man’s firm obedience.”[footnoteRef:17] This framework suggests that the events of Paradise Lost were in some sense a mere preamble to the more crucial narrative of the Son’s restoration of paradise, implying that Paradise Regained is more important than its predecessor. This continuity and telos is more delicately implied in a symbolic transition from the garden to the desert in the final lines of Paradise Lost, where one effect of Michael’s flaming sword is literally to “parch the temperate clime,” suggesting not only that Adam and Eve (and humanity) are travelling out into the desert, but that Eden is becoming a desert as well. This suggested transition from a verdant garden to a barren wasteland reveals that the two epic poems may even take place in the same physical space, transformed by the fall of man. However, in this very transformation the physical charms of paradise have evidently been lost, so that what can be regained in this poem does not include the natural beauty and perfection of Eden. Already in between the closing lines of Paradise Lost and the opening of Paradise Regained, an uneasy relationship has been established, with the alleged sequel seeming to be both an improvement on, and a reduced version of its predecessor.  [17:  PR I.2-4] 

However, despite this careful continuity, the unreliable narrator of Paradise Regained demonstrates a more fraught relationship between the two epics. Even the muse, described in classical terms in Paradise Lost,[footnoteRef:18] is invoked in Paradise Regained in terms carefully related to the holy spirit of the trinity. The muse is described as “thou spirit who led’st this glorious eremite / into the desert […] inspire as thou art wont / my song else mute” in a way that places it firmly in the tone of the Gospel of Matthew “then was Jesus led up of the Spirit into the wilderness.”[footnoteRef:19] Additionally, the poem’s very existence seems to depend on the spirit in a way that Paradise Lost, asking merely for inspiration, had not–without the holy spirit the story of Paradise Regained would be a “song else mute […] unrecorded left through many an age.”[footnoteRef:20] In some ways the poetic narrator of Paradise Regained also takes a more prominent role, abandoning some of the subtlety of his positioning in Paradise Lost and appearing in the very first word of the new epic, which begins “I who erewhile the happy garden sung.”[footnoteRef:21] Not only does this “I” place the narrator squarely center-stage, it also suggests the narrator’s massively simplified characterization of Paradise Lost as the song of a “happy garden,” eliminating for a moment any details to the contrary. While there are certainly some lush and optimistic descriptions of the garden in Paradise Lost, this hardly seems an accurate description for the poem as a whole, and only by severely editing the epic of the fall could it be so benevolently described. In Surprised by Sin, Stanley Fish describes Milton’s deliberate lack of clarity in explaining the fall of man, insisting that “the unintelligibility, and hence the freedom, of the transition [from innocence to sin] is Milton’s thesis. Making it intelligible, and hence excusable, either by compromising the sufficiency of the will or by forging a chain of causality, is the reader’s temptation.”[footnoteRef:22] In this case, the reductive reference to the “happy garden” serves to provide what Fish might articulate as a “tempting” response to the complexities of Paradise Lost. The altered role and authority of the narrator suggests that key principles of Paradise Lost may no longer hold true; despite the shared physical space and common elements, this is a different story told in different terms. [18:  For example, Book One of Paradise Lost addresses the muse, “I thence / invoke thy aid to my adventurous song, / that with no middle flight intends to soar / above the Aonian mount” (PL I.12-15).]  [19:  PR I.8-10 and Matthew 4:1, AV.]  [20:  PR I.12 and I.16]  [21:  PR I.1]  [22:  Stanley Fish, Surprised by Sin: The Reader in Paradise Lost (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1967), 240.] 

Indeed, the narrator’s interjections in Paradise Regained often characterize the prior epic in brazenly simplistic terms, smoothing over the intricacies of Paradise Lost. For example, the narrator compares Satan’s temptation of the Son in Paradise Regained to Satan’s earlier temptation of Eve, but instead of delving into this comparison, he concludes simply that “Eve was Eve, / this [the Son] far his over-match.”[footnoteRef:23] This tendency towards simplification is especially consequential when the narrator passes judgment on one of the central concerns of the poem. For example, after an extended and unresolved dialogue between Satan and the Son on the nature of kingship, the narrator refers to the Son as “Israel’s true king,” as if no ambiguity on this subject exists.[footnoteRef:24] The narrator goes on to end this long argument with the seemingly straightforward one-line summary, “so fares it when with truth falsehood contends.”[footnoteRef:25] However, even such an apparently simple summary is ambiguous–while it appears that the truth referred to is the word of the Son and the falsehood that of Satan, it does not specify, leaving open the possibility that truth and falsehood can coexist within a single individual, including the narrator or the reader. In a characteristic Miltonic move, the words “truth” and “falsehood” are also placed in direct proximity, indicating a more intimate relationship between them than the statement would otherwise suggest. This syntactic conjunction, placing together two antithetical words, creates increased flexibility in the way that oppositions can be understood in Milton’s poetry. The narrator’s summarizing phrases, rather than clarifying and guiding the reader, serve to suggest that the terms of the arrangement that held true in Paradise Lost may no longer be valid.  [23:  PR IV.6]  [24:  PR III.441]  [25:  PR III.443] 

While in these cases the narrator of Paradise Regained inclines toward oversimplification, in other cases the narrator suggests an almost limitless extent of knowledge. For example, after an unrelenting dialogue with the Son, Satan is described as “perplexed and troubled at his bad success.”[footnoteRef:26] In this line, the narrator appears to have insight into Satan’s mind, but Satan is also ambiguously construed, since “bad success” suggests either that he has had a lack of success, or that he has been successful with a bad purpose. This is reminiscent of insightful descriptions made by the narrator of Paradise Lost, for example of Satan “vaunting aloud, but racked with deep despair.”[footnoteRef:27] Paradise Regained also contains moments of authorial skepticism reminiscent of Paradise Lost, such as when at the top of a mountain, the narrator remarks offhand of Satan’s impossibly extensive eyesight, “by what strange parallax or optic skill / of vision multiplied through air, or glass / of telescope, were curious to inquire.” [footnoteRef:28] In such interjections the narrator demonstrates a breadth of knowledge and skepticism wider than that of the subjects or characters he describes. Similarly, in a description of the early apostles in Paradise Regained, the narrator mentions some by name but also mentions, “others though in holy writ not named,” suggesting a breadth of knowledge surpassing even that of scripture.[footnoteRef:29] The narrator’s direct interventions in the text of Paradise Regained occasionally resemble comments by the characters themselves, which can be unsettling given their controversial implications. For example, towards the end of Paradise Regained, the narrator addresses the Son directly, saying, “ill wast thou shrouded then / O patient Son of God, yet only stood’st / unshaken; nor yet stayed the terror there, / infernal ghosts, and hellish furies, round / environed thee.”[footnoteRef:30] In a way, the timing of this sudden second person address almost seems to insinuate that the voice is that of Satan, who has created the ghosts and furies, creating a parallel between the narrator and the adversary. Even without such a parallel, the implied extent of the narrator’s knowledge destabilizes his authority over the text, both in a manner reminiscent of Paradise Lost, and in unfamiliar ways. If the ambiguous narrator cannot be trusted to summarize or interpret, the reader must turn to characters within the poem. The revised traits and characteristics of Satan and the Son create a further disjunction between Paradise Regained and Paradise Lost. The later epic is not merely a different version of the story with the same characters, but alters those characters by repeatedly presenting their various and conflicting versions.  [26:  PR IV.1]  [27:  PL I.126. This also echoes the description of Satan’s “bad eminence” at the beginning of Book Two of Paradise Lost (PL II.6)]  [28:  PR IV.39-41. This almost scientific skepticism is reminiscent of Adam’s remarks to Raphael in Book Eight of Paradise Lost, questioning, for example “numbered stars, that seem to roll / Spaces incomprehensible (for such / their distance argues and their swift return / diurnal) merely to officiate light / round this opacous earth, this punctual spot” (VIII.19-21)]  [29:   PR II.8. In this case, the narrator’s knowledge seems comprehensive, even including scriptural Apocrypha.]  [30:  PR IV.419-22] 

*	*	*
 “Roving Still About the World”: Satan’s Regeneration and Return
Despite the nuances of Satan and the Son, it is tempting to reduce them to their opposing characteristics. However, it is my argument that the proliferation–the repeated piling on–of characteristics, is deliberate, and forces readers to wrestle with multiple identities simultaneously. Satan, for example, has been variously understood as a foil and a contrasting example to the Son, overtly undermining the Son, asking entirely the wrong (or perhaps exactly the right) questions, and generally either understanding or misunderstanding his situation. John Shawcross describes “the effect of Satan […] to compel a reader to the necessity of seeking understanding of God and God’s way through revelation and relationship. Thus seen, Satan becomes a kind of emancipator for God by prospering good in humankind’s relationship with God as the only counteraction to evil.”[footnoteRef:31] That such a wide range of identities can be proposed for Satan–Shawcross describes him here as an inadvertently benevolent force–suggests that Milton is working with the various elements of Satan’s character from Paradise Lost, and more. While Paradise Lost excited and upset readers with the possibility that Satan could be the protagonist or hero rather than the villain, Paradise Regained suggests that such distinct opposites or binaries do not necessarily function. As Regina Schwartz argues, clear “distinctions break down in the face of the continual struggle between oppositions. Alternatives may never clarify themselves into a choice at all; rather, the poem may offer at all moments the possibility of both.”[footnoteRef:32] In this case, any attempt to crystallize Paradise Regained into the two coherent arguments of Satan and the Son relies on an internal consistency that they may not in fact possess.  [31:  John T. Shawcross, Paradise Regain’d. (Pittsburgh: Duquesne University Press, 1988), 5.]  [32:  Regina Schwartz, Remembering and Repeating, (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1993), 7.
] 

If both the framing and the narrative voice of Paradise Regained suggest a revised sense of the stakes established in Paradise Lost, Satan’s own articulations of his situation indicate that he sees himself in a position that is radically changed. One of Satan’s confident early assessments of his undertaking in Paradise Regained describes how “a calmer voyage now / will waft me; and the way found prosperous once / induces best the hope of like success.”[footnoteRef:33] While Satan’s words can never be taken at face value, the confidence of his speech in these opening lines, compared to the more convoluted and reticent claims of his opening phrases in Paradise Lost, such as “and what is else not to be overcome?,” suggest a radical simplification of his ambitions.[footnoteRef:34] In other words, Satan imagines that the temptation of the Son will be more straightforward than that of Eve, which indicates yet another formulation of the relationship between the epics. This formulation suggests that, in Satan’s understanding at least, the events of Paradise Lost were a preparatory episode of temptation, which will allow a simpler temptation to take place with the Son. In Paradise Regained, Satan is also less ambiguous about the threat of God, referring to him as the “great dictator” whereas in Paradise Lost he is more hesitantly construed as “our grand foe.”[footnoteRef:35] Each utterance of Satan’s in Paradise Regained seems to make him slightly more distinct from the Satan of Paradise Lost, suggesting that while he bears the same name, he is not the equivalent of the character in the earlier epic.   [33:  PR I.105-6. Already, this description of his calmly “wafted” journey seems vividly different from his dramatic voyage through the void in Paradise Lost, where “fluttering his pennons vain plumb down he drops / ten thousand fathom deep” (II.933-4)]  [34:  PL I.108]  [35:  PR I.113 and PL I.122] 

The descriptions of Satan’s actions in Paradise Lost presented in Paradise Regained emphasize the distinct nature of his new undertaking. For example, in describing the feast that Satan uses to tempt the Son, the narrator encourages a parallel between the temptations of the Son and the temptation of Eve in Paradise Lost, claiming, “how simple, to these cates compared, / was that crude apple that diverted Eve!”[footnoteRef:36] However, this is a very limited description of the relationship between the original temptation of Eve and this later temptation. The “crude apple” was in many ways more sophisticated, given the context of God’s convoluted directives about the tree of knowledge,[footnoteRef:37] than the “cates” that Satan spreads out before an individual who clearly does not need physical sustenance. Satan’s version of the events in Eden is also extremely simplified, describing how “Adam by his wife’s allurement fell.”[footnoteRef:38] However, when Satan describes how he has encountered the Son, and “found him, viewed him, tasted him,” he suggests both his sampling of a new challenge and his preparation for a temptation of “tasting.”[footnoteRef:39] Satan’s strategy of tempting the Son is different because it is so repetitive–while Eve needed only one well placed and well timed apple, the Son is given a drawn-out serious of temptations in various forms, and Satan’s initial “taste” of his adversary suggests the extent to which he is playing a much longer game than he was in Paradise Lost.  [36:  PR II.347-8]  [37:  The temptation of “much deceived, much failing, hapless Eve,” was hardly simple or obvious. In fact, Satan’s strategy is subtly devised specifically to take advantage of Eve’s misunderstandings and vulnerabilities, as evidenced when he tells her “do not belive / those rigid threats of death; ye shall not die: / How should ye? By the fruit? It gives you life / to knowledge: by the threatener? Look on me, / Me who have touched and tasted […] should that be shut to man, which to the beast / is open?” (PL IX.405-6 and IX.683-93). ]  [38:  PR II.134]  [39:  PR II.131] 

In addition to his speech, Satan’s very presence has disturbing implications, in the reiteration of his unchanging return. In the reappearance of Satan in Paradise Regained, he seems neither to have weakened nor to have grown stronger, and his ignominious end in the earlier poem is entirely ignored. At the end of Paradise Lost, Satan was left to chew “bitter ashes […] plagued and worn with famine, long and ceaseless hiss,” yet in the opening of the later epic we find “the adversary, […] roving still / about the world.”[footnoteRef:40] His demons, who had also been reduced to squirming worms in Paradise Lost, are now not only restored to physical demonic presence, but are again aspiring to their positions as “powers of air and this wide world.”[footnoteRef:41] While it was clear at the end of Paradise Lost that Satan would return and that Sin and Death had entered into the world,[footnoteRef:42] it is surprising that Satan’s ability to overcome the serpent transformation is not even mentioned in Paradise Regained. Addressing his assembled demons in the opening lines of Paradise Regained, Satan comfortably claims complete dominion, describing how, for the intervening centuries since the fall of man, “this universe we have possessed, and ruled / in manner at our will the affairs of earth.”[footnoteRef:43] The dramatic punishment of Satan and his demons has been ignored, and is in some sense revised by his confident reappearance in Paradise Regained. Does this suggest that the transformation was merely a temporary punishment, or perhaps that it only served to humiliate the demons, not to change them? This raises a larger question about the repeated defeats of Satan and his demons–if their fall as rebel angels and their transformation into serpents in Paradise Lost are both only setbacks rather than true defeats, what can be expected from Paradise Regained? Even if the Son defeats Satan over the course of the poem, how long does such a defeat last? The continued presence of Satan is implied in the Gospel of Luke, which describes how, “when the devil had ended all the temptation, he departed from him for a season,” but not forever.[footnoteRef:44] More ominously still, if all of these defeats are only temporary, it becomes increasingly difficult to believe that Satan’s final defeat at the Second Coming will be absolute or permanent. The repeated episodic defeats of Satan do not seem to progress towards a final conclusion. Instead, each time Satan falls, the impact of his fall is reduced, and the likelihood of his return seems to increase.  [40:  PL X.572-3 and PR I.34-5]  [41:  PR I.43-4]  [42:  In Book Ten, God observes “these dogs of hell advance / to waste and havoc yonder world, which I / so fair and good created, and had still / kept in that state, had not the folly of man let in these wasteful furies […] I suffer them to enter and possess a place so heavenly […] both Sin, and Death, and yawning grave at last / through Chaos hurled” (PL X.616-636)]  [43:  PR I.48-9]  [44:  Luke 4:13, AV] 

Satan’s confidence in his power and ability allows him to go so far as to offer dominion to the Son, saying “the kingdoms of the world to thee I give, / for given to me, I give to whom I please.”[footnoteRef:45] This offer, as counterintuitive as it may seem, demonstrates the implications of Satan’s contested status. If, as Paradise Lost suggested, Satan is in a cycle of defeat and on a telos towards destruction, then his encounter with the Son in Paradise Regained is merely another exercise of divine preeminence. If, however, he has been in a position of power and control throughout the intervening centuries, then this argument with the Son really does have the immediate fate of humanity at stake, and is not merely a rehearsal for the Second Coming.[footnoteRef:46] [45:  PR IV.163-5]  [46:  It is always possible to read the poem with a determined eye to disprove everything that Satan says. As with the Satan of Paradise Lost, he may speak only his limited understanding. He certainly demonstrates the potential limits of his knowledge when he remarks nonchalantly of the prophecy of the man of woman born, “whate’er it meant” (PR I.83). This is an interesting echo of Adam’s ignorant description of death in Paradise Lost as “so near grows death to life, what e’er death is” (PL IV.425). The narrator’s oversight of Satan’s misunderstanding suggests reassuringly that while Satan makes these claims, “contrary unweeting he fulfilled / the purposed counsel pre-ordained and fixed / of the most high” (PR I.126-9).] 

	The possibility of Satan’s increased influence in Paradise Regained is contrasted with a newfound weakness and humility. His opening scene seems far humbler than its equivalent in Paradise Lost, as “without sign of boast, or sign of joy, / solicitous and blank he thus began.”[footnoteRef:47] He caveats his claims with unfamiliar candor, telling his assembled demons that “I am returned, lest confidence / of my success with Eve in Paradise / deceive ye to persuasion over-sure / of like succeeding here […] lest I who erst thought none my equal, now be overmatched.”[footnoteRef:48] While this may simply be Satan’s manipulation of an audience, the narrator’s descriptions of Satan later in the poem are even more devastating, as at the beginning of Book Three he is described as standing “awhile as mute confounded what to say, / what to reply, confuted and convinced / of his weak arguing, and fallacious drift.”[footnoteRef:49] Rather than describing Satan merely as a weak arguer, the narrator is describing him as a self-consciously weak arguer, aware of his own falseness. At certain moments, the Son’s arguments seem entirely to dismiss Satan’s, as for example when Satan insists that the Son must remove monstrous earthly tyrants, and the Son replies “I shall, thou say’st, expel / a brutish monster; what if I withal / expel a devil who first made him such?”[footnoteRef:50] Such cases demonstrate a reduced argumentative efficacy of Satan in Paradise Regained, possibly because he argues by merely repeating points, without making any substantive progress.  [47:  PR II.119-20. When speaking to his demons early in Paradise Lost, Satan’s tone is much bolder, as he “called so loud, that all the hollow deep / of hell resounded,” and “insatiate to pursue / vain war with heaven / his proud imagination thus displayed” (PL I.315-6 and II.10)]  [48:  PR II.140-147]  [49:  PR III.2-5]  [50:  PR IV.127-9] 

In both Paradise Regained and Paradise Lost, while Satan is often misled or misleading, he is not always entirely wrong. Even if Satan is rhetorically outmaneuvered or defeated by the Son at various points throughout the poem, Satan often unwittingly makes a claim that, despite its malicious intent, may be fundamentally or partially accurate. This question of whether Satan can in fact speak truth relates to the larger issue of whether he is fundamentally capable of understanding or not, a question that plagues Paradise Lost and continues to threaten the coherence of Paradise Regained. While Satan eventually admits to the Son that, “My error was my error, and my crime / my crime; whatever for itself condemned, / and will alike be punished; whether thou / reign or reign not,” it is not clear whether this is a concession or another manipulative ploy.[footnoteRef:51] On the one hand, this may be Satan’s recognition of the theological laws that govern him and determine his errors and crimes. On the other hand, because of the implications of the Second Coming, the Son’s reign does impact hugely on Satan’s future and punishment, so in this sense Satan is wrong. Satan’s points may seem redundant, but with each utterance he creates some suggestion of truth, and in doing so further distances himself from the simple characterization of the villain or adversary.   [51:  PR III. 211-3] 

Satan occasionally makes perceptive remarks about himself, although they are rarely framed as self-reflection. Satan assesses a speech of Belial’s by insisting that “in much uneven scale thou weigh’st / All others by thyself.”[footnoteRef:52] It is immediately clear that this criticism might just as accurately–perhaps even more so–be applied to the speaker himself, and that Satan may unwittingly have identified a key to his character. This becomes especially interesting when Satan remarks upon the Son’s nature, commenting for example that [52:  PR II.173-4] 

I see thou know’st what is of use to know,
What best to say canst say, to do canst do; 
Thy actions to thy words accord, thy words 
To thy large heart give utterance due, thy heart 
Contains of good, wise, just, the perfect shape[footnoteRef:53] [53:  PR III.7-12] 


While this is on some level simple flattery, it may also be an accurate assessment of the Son’s godlike ability and traits. Just as the narrator is unable to fulfill the guiding role expected of him, Satan is not merely a source of evil and misinformation. Satan’s partial and accidental accuracy and truthfulness suggest that no single utterance can be characterized as fully correct or incorrect, since the repetition of a point is often at odds with earlier articulations. Just as no single Satanic utterance is definitive, no single episode of temptation or fall is the definitive version, but the various iterations in the experiences of Satan and his demons–as well as those of Eve and Adam–serve to suggest an unstable process with no clear endpoint.  
*	*	*
 “Jesus Messiah Son of God”: The Unresolved Status of the Son
Like Satan, the Son’s various characterizations are often difficult to resolve, both internally and with those of Paradise Lost, though in the case of the Son the fundamental mystery of the trinity adds a complicating factor. The Son enters into this already delicate position as a member of the trinity, and can be variously construed as a servant of God, God himself, or a representative of humanity–or all of the above. At the opening of Book Two, the narrator refers to him as “expressly called / Jesus Messiah Son of God declared,” and the layering of titles, as well as the bookends “called” and “declared” suggest an individual who represents different things simultaneously.[footnoteRef:54] It is by no means entirely clear in such an articulation that “Jesus” and “Messiah” and “Son of God” are all equivalent or interchangeable titles. If the mystery of the trinity and the human-divine status of the Son were not complex enough, the poem also has an almost obsessive focus on kingship. The Son’s characterization as “king” is always ambiguously presented, and not only by Satan.[footnoteRef:55] Mary, for example, describes the Son in very refined and seemingly accurate terms as “private, unactive, calm, contemplative, / little suspicious to any king.”[footnoteRef:56] It is not clear whether Mary’s assessment is authoritative, speaking as his mother, or ignorant, speaking as a fallen mortal with only flawed understanding of divinity. Additionally, in her articulation the word “suspicious” is extremely indirect, referring potentially both to the Son himself and to those around him. With aspects of both humility and kingship, the multiple versions of the Son do not fit neatly together, suggesting a fractured character who becomes increasingly conflicted even as he is repeatedly described. [54:  PR II.3-4]  [55:  Many critics have read direct political allegory in Paradise Regained, given the poem’s constant focus on kingship, and David Quint argues that, “Jesus’ rejection of kingship is both a renunciation of all temporal force and carnal power and, at the same time, a pointed attack on the Stuart monarchy” (Nyquist, Re-membering Milton, 130). Christopher Hill makes another direct comparison, describing how the Son rejects “one by one, the temptations which had led the English revolutionaries astray - avarice and ambition, the false politics of compromise with evil, clerical pride or ivory-tower escapism, the urge for instant solutions” (Hill, Milton and the English Revolution, 420). ]  [56:  PR II.81-2] 

The most enigmatic feature of the Son, latent in Paradise Lost and questioned throughout Paradise Regained, is his conflicted human and divine status. In his own articulations, far from clarifying his status, the Son only repeatedly deepens its complexity. At times the Son seems totally inhuman in his ability to, “from the sting of famine fear no harm, / Nor mind it, fed with better thoughts that feed / me hungering more to do my father’s will.”[footnoteRef:57] On the other hand, while the Son can survive without food, he shows a recognizably human weakness by dreaming of it, “there he slept / and dreamed, as appetite is wont to dream.”[footnoteRef:58] At all times, he remains conscious of his limited involvement in the earthly realm, describing Satan’s discourse “of enemies, of aids, battles, and leagues, / plausible to the world, to me worth naught.”[footnoteRef:59] More humorously, after Satan’s massive storm, the Son responds nonchalantly, “me worse than wet thou find’st not,” implying that earthly conditions are irrelevant to him.[footnoteRef:60] At times, he states his divine status fairly uncompromisingly, as when he threatens Satan that “of my kingdom there shall be no end: / Means there shall be to this, but what the means, / is not for thee to know, nor me to tell.”[footnoteRef:61] The Son also seems to passively accept the mystery of his purpose when he remarks, “and now by some strong motion I am led / into this wilderness, to what intent / I learn not yet, perhaps I need not know.”[footnoteRef:62] His recognition of the mysterious nature of the Second Coming raises the possibility that the Son himself does not entirely understand his own identity, nor is he able to clearly describe it, though he repeatedly attempts to articulate his purpose.  [57:  PR II.257-9]  [58:  PR II.263-4]  [59:  PR III.392-3]  [60:  PR IV.485]  [61:  PR IV.151-3]  [62:  PR I.290-2] 

The narrator also serves to diminish any clear vision of the Son. In the very last lines of Paradise Regained, the narrator describes how the Son “unobserved / home to his mother’s house private returned.”[footnoteRef:63] As much as these final lines may beautifully echo the close of Paradise Lost, where Adam and Eve, “hand in hand with wandering steps and slow / through Eden took their solitary way,” the line also alludes to the Son’s human-divine status, since after an apotheosis where “angelic choirs / sung heavenly anthems of his victory” he returns quietly to an earthly abode.[footnoteRef:64] Such a humble conclusion seems strange at the apparent victory of this divine figure, but it places this episode temporally in the larger narrative of Jesus’ life, since he will still have to die upon the cross. The Son’s victory is predicted early on when the narrator identifies his ability to “conquer Sin and Death the two grand foes, / by humiliation and strong sufferance: / his weakness shall o’ercome Satanic strength.”[footnoteRef:65] In this usage, “sufferance” may refer not only to a capacity to endure pain, but also to the giving of permission, usually tacit.[footnoteRef:66] The fact that the Son is in some sense giving permission to Satan and defeating him with weakness recalls the grand perspective of the magnanimous God of Paradise Lost, implying that the Son is somehow in control of events, as God seemed to be in the earlier epic. [footnoteRef:67] Additionally, the narrator creates an uncomfortable parallel when he describes the Son as “our morning star,” a suggestive title given that “Lucifer” is also a name for the star commonly known as the morning star.[footnoteRef:68] All of this suggests that Milton is refusing to resolve the mystery of the Son’s identity, refusing to explain the trinity or emphasize human over divine traits. Instead, Milton reiterates various descriptions of the Son so that his characterization becomes ever more layered and indistinct.  [63:  PR IV.638-9]  [64:  PR IV.593-4 and PL XII.649-50]  [65:  PR I.159-161]  [66:  "sufferance, n.". OED Online. March 2015. Oxford University Press. http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/193527?redirectedFrom=sufferance (accessed March 05, 2015).]  [67:  For example, in Book Three of Paradise Lost, the Father watches from his heavenly seat as Satan’s progress unfolds: “God beholding from his prospect high, / wherein past, present, future he beholds, […] what rage / transports our adversary” (PL.III.77-81)]  [68:  PR I.293. The reference to the morning star as “Lucifer” has its origins in the King James Version of Isaiah 14:12, which reads, “How art thou fallen from heaven, O Lucifer, son of the morning!”] 

The Son encompasses various roles not only within these epics, but also across Milton’s prose works, where his Messianic role is often crucial. One of the most suggestive definitions of the Son’s role in Paradise Regained is his claim that he will “subdue and quell o’er all the earth / brute violence and proud tyrannic power, / till truth were freed, and equity restored.”[footnoteRef:69] However, the way in which he will do this is far from clear–is this the militaristic Son from the battlefield of Heaven in Paradise Lost,[footnoteRef:70] or will his rhetorical defeat of Satan serve to free truth and restore equity? This phrase echoes not only the personification of truth in Areopagitica, in which Christ “shall bring together every joint and member [of truth], and shall mould them all into an immortal feature of loveliness and perfection,” but also the role that Milton sets for himself in the Second Defense of the English People, “leading home again everywhere in the world, after a vast space of time, Liberty herself, so long expelled and exiled.”[footnoteRef:71] In his pamphlet on the Doctrine and Discipline of Divorce, Milton suggests that at the Second Coming, the Son will “scan and sift things with more than a literal wisdom of enquiry,” and it is perhaps this process of scanning and sifting that Milton is trying to demonstrate as the Son’s crucial ability.[footnoteRef:72] While it is fascinating that the Son is described in these various ways, it is crucial that the descriptions are each rooted in a specific context, and do not necessarily provide a holistic characterization.  [69:  PR I.219-20]  [70:  During the battle against the rebel angels, the Son is described as “he on his impious foes straight onward drove, […] in his right hand / grasping ten thousand thunders, which he sent / before him” (PL VI.830-6).]  [71:  John Milton, Areopagitica and The Second Defense of the English People in Milton’s Major Works, 263, 310.]  [72:  John Milton, The Doctrine and Discipline of Divorce, in Milton’s Major Works, 201.] 

The multiple roles of the Son as a violent leader and a gatherer of truth suggest not only the mystery of the trinity, but also a figure constantly understood in different ways by different observers. The most persistent of the Son’s observers and commentators, of course, is Satan, who calls the divine status of the Son into doubt in a manner that is hard to ignore. Early in Book Four of Paradise Regained, Satan remarks in passing that the “sons of God both angels are and men,” and this appears to be merely a defensive claim for his own lost preeminence.[footnoteRef:73] However, it eventually becomes clear that Satan’s understanding of the concept of a “son of God” threatens the Son’s status and divinity. Satan circumscribes the Son’s identity very specifically, granting some elements while denying others, calling him, “Son of David, virgin-born; / for Son of God to me is yet in doubt.”[footnoteRef:74] Satan goes on to present a series of contentions that cannot easily be dismissed or explained away by the Son, asking, [73:  PR IV.197]  [74:  PR IV.500-1] 

In what degree or meaning thou art called 
The Son of God, which bears no single sense; 
The son of God I also am, or was, 
And if I was, I am; relation stands; 
All men are sons of God; yet thee I thought
In some respect far higher so declared[footnoteRef:75] [75:  PR IV.516-21] 

This phrase aligns a series of tensions that affect both the Son and Satan in Paradise Regained–their contested status, their implied equality or similarity, and the mysterious final source of authority on all questions of divinity. While Paradise Lost raises a host of questions about the nature of divinity, the central role of the Son in Paradise Regained as both God and man allows Satan to raise questions perhaps even more profound. The reiteration of Satanic encounter and temptation is not, as the opening lines of Paradise Regained would suggest, merely a repetition or a conclusion of the events of Paradise Lost. Instead, the encounter between the Son and Satan serves to destabilize the relationship between the two epic poems, by revising and altering much that the earlier work seemed to claim or take for granted.
Given Satan’s incisive ability to undermine the Son in disconcerting ways, a somewhat surprising feature of the Son in Paradise Regained is his close engagement in dialogue with his adversary. Rather than condemning or dismissing Satan when he first appears, the Son’s response is noncommittal, “To whom our savior with unaltered brow. / Thy coming hither, though I know thy scope, / I bid not or forbid.”[footnoteRef:76] The “unaltered” brow suggests indifference to the new arrival, although his apparent knowledge of Satan’s “scope” suggests complete understanding of his adversary. Instead of rejecting Satan’s arguments out of hand, the Son often responds with partial acceptance of his points. Whereas in much of Milton’s epic poetry a speaker is introduced with an entire line,[footnoteRef:77] in this dialogue between Satan and the Son the transitions are often much more fluid.  [76:  PR I.495-7]  [77:  For example, “to whom thus Jesus patiently replied” or, “to whom our Saviour with unaltered brow” (PR II.432 and I.495)] 

How hast thou hunger then? Satan replied, 
Tell me if food were now before thee set, 
Wouldst thou not eat? Thereafter as I like 
The giver, answered Jesus[footnoteRef:78] [78:  PR II.319-22] 


In this example, the poem switches from Satan’s speech to the Son’s without actually signaling the change until the following line. The enjambment of the Son’s clipped response suggests two simultaneous answers: the Son will eat both as he likes, and as he likes the giver. This formal feature suggests that, while the Son’s character is theologically nuanced in his own right, he is also a conflicted rhetorical combatant in his close engagement with Satan.
	Ultimately, it is not surprising that the two central characters of Paradise Regained–and perhaps of Christian theology–are complicated. However, Milton is not simply demonstrating the intricacies of doctrine and the trinity. Rather, through the iterations and shifting descriptions of each character from multiple perspectives, Milton troubles the relationship internally between his own works, and externally between his works and scripture. Given the impossibility of pinning down a single accurate or finite version of Satan or the Son within Paradise Regained alone, the possibility of finding a singular through-line or trajectory for these characters between Paradise Lost and its apparent sequel becomes almost absurd. The discontinuities between the two epics, in the narrator’s brazen summarizing and Satan’s unmentioned regeneration, suggest a larger tension at work in the discontinuity between any two episodes that are apparently related. It is this reenacting and rearticulating that constitutes iteration, a process which also operates throughout Paradise Regained at the level of a single episode, utterance, or word.  
*	*	*
“Godlike Virtues”: Biblical Echoes in Paradise Regained
Various observers of an individual or scene can present widely ranging versions of events at specific moments in time, and an example at the beginning of Paradise Regained illuminates the potential implications of variant perspectives for the poem. The words of God that he is “well pleased” with his Son change in multiple iterations by different observers. First, the narrator describes the scene, “Heaven opened, and in likeness of a dove / the Spirit descended, while the Father’s voice / from heaven pronounced him his beloved son.”[footnoteRef:79] Satan then gives a clipped one-line summary of events to his demons, describing God saying merely “This is my son beloved, in him am pleased.”[footnoteRef:80] Finally the Son provides a more lengthy retelling, “and last the sum of all, my father’s voice, / audibly heard from heaven, pronounced me his, / me his beloved son, in whom alone / he was well pleased.”[footnoteRef:81] The variation between these descriptions is indicative of the dissonant echoes and repetitions throughout Paradise Regained. Events and concepts from earlier in the epic–or from Paradise Lost–do not merely repeat what happened, but revise and alter past occurrences to create a loose impression of a critical event such as God’s acknowledgement of his Son. Just as there are multiple Gospel accounts of the various episodes in Christ’s life, major events in Paradise Lost and Paradise Regained unfold again and again from various perspectives, and with various consequences. [79:  PR I.33-5]  [80:  PR I.84]  [81:  PR I.283-6] 

The iterations of certain moments and modes in Paradise Regained refer directly to their biblical precedents and sources, invoking a mass of prior episodes and iterations–in addition to those within the poem and within Paradise Lost. For example, the poem is full of references such as Satan’s that, “he whom we attempt is wiser far / than Solomon, of more exalted mind.”[footnoteRef:82] As Regina Schwartz points out, the Bible pays careful attention to processes of repetition, and in scripture, “commemoration does not begin after an event; rather, ritual repetition becomes part of the event itself.”[footnoteRef:83] Paradise Regained builds upon the “ritual repetition” that Schwartz describes, since Milton invokes and repeats scenes and episodes haphazardly and out of temporal order. For example, in strict New Testament chronology, the Son is following Solomon and Job, but in Miltonic chronology he precedes them, since he has always been present. The comparison of the Son to Solomon or other biblical figures is especially problematic, since it disguises his truly unique status. Satan is constantly comparing the Son to earthly kings and other precedents as a way to flatter him, but by doing so he overlooks the division between these earthly figures and the divine Son. After comparing the Son’s counsel to “the oracle Urim and Thummim, those oraculous gems / on Aaron’s breast” Satan asks, “these godlike virtues wherefore dost thou hide?”[footnoteRef:84] In these references, Satan displays a characteristic misunderstanding of the fact that the Son is not merely holy or god-like, he is in some sense God himself. The distinction is a subtle one, and it is further obscured by the constant and repetitive comparisons between the Son and his biblical precedents.  [82:  PR II.205-6]  [83:  Schwartz, Remembering and Repeating, 3.]  [84:  PR III.21] 

	Admittedly, the relationship between the Son’s godly and earthly status is complicated and confusing, and it is not surprising that Satan finds the intricacies of the trinity so difficult to pin down.[footnoteRef:85] Some critics, such as Christopher Ricks, suggest that it is precisely the process and the difficulty of navigating complexity that produces some of Milton’s best poetry in Paradise Lost.  [85:  In his Christian Doctrine, Milton admits that this is a “difficult subject,” and goes on to explain that “God was in a real sense Father of the Son, whom he made of his own substance. It does not follow, however, that the Son is of the same essence as the Father […] God could certainly have refrained from the act of generation and yet remained true to his own essence, for he stands in no need of propagation. So generation has nothing to do with the essence of deity” (Major Works, 728-9). This, among the clearest statements of the trinity that Milton can manage, suggests how incomprehensible the subject is even to him. ] 

The finest successes of the poem in larger terms all seem to me to have been created when total directness was impossible [...] Milton is at his best when his directness is at one with indirections. The vibrant understanding which we occasionally feel when we see Satan or Adam and Eve is due to the fact that here Milton is grappling with things that strength alone will not be able to open, things that need delicacy too.[footnoteRef:86] [86:  Christopher Ricks, Milton's Grand Style. (Oxford and New York: Oxford University Press, 1963), 150] 


What Ricks characterizes here as poetic and syntactical “indirectness” is further complicated by the echoes of preceding individuals and modes.[footnoteRef:87] A striking example of the elusiveness of divine subjects appears constantly throughout the epic poems in the use of pronouns, whose import can change depending on whether they refer to a divine figure, “He,” or any other individual “he”. The ambiguities of these pronouns can take on sinister overtones, even causing Satan and the Son to be mistaken for one another. In the final lines of Paradise Regained, Satan falls from the mountain and a group of angels “received him soft / from his uneasy station.”[footnoteRef:88] The pronoun’s lack of identification causes a momentary impression that Satan has been caught by angels, when in fact the subject is the Son. The emphatic repetition of something as simple as a pronoun highlights the apparently limitless complexity of the Son’s contested character–if he can be compared to Solomon and confused with Satan, it what terms exactly is he unique?  [87:  A particularly striking example of the destabilizing effects of iteration in speech occurs in Paradise Lost, when Raphael repeats and rearticulates to Adam and Eve advice that they have already heard. Raphael’s advice to “remember, and fear to transgress” is unhelpful since Adam and Eve don’t have enough information to understand the terms of their agreement (PL V.912). Raphael repeatedly instructs the pair to be “lowly wise” neglecting to explain the perils that they cannot understand (PL VIII. 173). ]  [88:  PR IV.582-3] 

The Son’s cryptic articulations of his identity only further complicate our understanding by echoing Old Testament descriptions of God. In some instances these phrases are reminiscent of the claim “I am that I am” from Exodus, highlighting the Son’s divine role when he claims “Of whom they spake I am.”[footnoteRef:89] In another instance, the Son refers to how John the Baptist “with loudest voice proclaimed / Me him (for it was shown him so from heaven) / Me him whose harbinger he was” and the proliferation and proximity of the pronouns “me him” seems to refer to the Father, as well as the Son’s own godly status as the ultimate “Him.”[footnoteRef:90] The Son occasionally speaks in phrases that provide little more than mystery about his origins, such as when he insists, “what brought me hither / will bring me hence, no other guide I seek.”[footnoteRef:91] In each case the reference to other scriptural figures allows for a proliferation of meaning that thoroughly compromises any clear conception of how exactly the Son understands his role. If part of the purpose of Paradise Regained is to demonstrate the human abilities and actions of “one greater man,” then this emphasis on his Old Testament divinity seems to detract from this aim. In these repetitions, the extent of the Son’s uniqueness is called into question, a tension that is further emphasized when he is compared with another contender for the position of “one greater man.” [89:  Exodus 3:14, AV and PR I.261-2]  [90:  PR I.274-6]  [91:  PR I.335-6] 

Job is not a substitute for the Son, but the extent to which he seems to fulfill a similar role highlights the Son’s contested status. God, commenting upon Satan’s continuing attempts at temptation, insists that, “he might have learned / less overweening, since he failed in Job […] he now shall know I can produce a man / of female seed, far abler to resist […] winning by conquest what the first man lost.”[footnoteRef:92] This sequence, temporally confusing since Job precedes this episode of the Son’s temptation but does not precede the Son himself, calls into question the exact nature of the Son’s role. Job appears to have already done in the Old Testament much of the argumentative work and demonstration of faith that the Son is doing in Paradise Regained. While the Son clearly has been prophesied to defeat Satan, it is not clear how Job’s success in resisting temptation leaves room for improvement. In other words, if defeating Satan involves a rhetorical condemnation, it is not clear why Job, also produced of female seed and “able to resist” Satan, did not fulfill this criteria. While the references to Job are apparently invoked to reinforce the Son’s character, they serve instead to undermine the uniqueness of his role, suggesting that this encounter with Satan is one in a long line of such encounters. Like Satan’s repeated fall and regeneration, the repeated encounters with men who resist Satan’s temptations seems to reduce the impact of the episode, limiting any attempt to assess its larger significance.  [92:  PR I.145-155] 

When Milton compares the Son to Solomon, or Job, or even God, he limits a clear conception of the Son by invoking instead a vast scriptural legacy of characters with their own histories and tensions. In their introduction to a collection of essays, James Turner and David Loewenstein state the apparent contradiction underlying Milton’s references to scripture, noting that Milton’s “emphasis on the plainness and clearness of scripture conflicts with his strenuous efforts at interpretation.”[footnoteRef:93] In other words, if biblical references are obvious or self-evident, it is not clear why they should create such ambiguity and conflict when Milton invokes them. Thomas Corns frames Milton’s relationship to scripture more delicately, when he describes how  [93:  David Loewenstein and James Grantham Turner, eds., Politics, Poetics and Hermeneutics in Milton's Prose (Cambridge and New York: Cambridge University Press, 1990), 6.] 

Milton's imagination is shot through with the language and images of the Bible, and his perception of recent history and current affairs is shaped by its models and archetypes […] Milton's imagination functions in a fertile dialectic with the Scriptures. As biblical images and expressions shape and inform his perception of the present world, so too his creative genius transforms them.[footnoteRef:94] [94:  Thomas N. Corns, “Milton’s Prose,” in The Cambridge Companion to Milton, Dennis Danielson, ed. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999), 86] 


The constant reiteration of the Son’s role, as the “greater man,” as an improvement on Job, and as the biblical Messiah, suggest that any understanding of the Son must engage with all of these elements simultaneously. There is no single description of the Son in Paradise Regained that can encapsulate or summarize his purpose, and each attempt to do so further reiterates what has already gone through complex iterations in scripture. Repeating an enigmatic principle in various formulations may not make it clearer, but may in fact make it impossible to grasp, since the thread of meaning only becomes tangled in the multiple formulations.[footnoteRef:95] Additionally, while the iterations of various phrases allow meaning to proliferate, the same process operates–in perhaps even more unsettling ways–in the usage and utterance of a single word.  [95:  The biblical phrase “the letter killeth, but the spirit giveth life” cuts to the heart of this concern, the difference between literal meaning and larger implications (2 Corinthians 3:6, AV).] 

*	*	*
 “Think not so slight of glory”: The Unstable Word or Concept in Paradise Regained
	Just as the coherent purpose of a single figure is eroded in the reiteration of their identity, a single word in Milton’s poem can go through a destabilizing process in repeated usage and utterance. Throughout Paradise Regained, “glory” is a central concept for the Son and Satan, and its almost obsessive reiteration suggests a layered significance not achievable in a single gloss. The first hint that this word is unusual appears when Satan uses the word twice in insistent repetition, referring to, “the fame and glory, glory the reward.”[footnoteRef:96] The chiastic, doubled use of the word around a comma suggests various potential conclusions–is glory being articulated twice in two separate ways, or is the second mention an elaboration or footnote? Does the second invocation alter the meaning of the first, or simply clarify it? Evidently, a single word, especially one as theologically and politically fraught as “glory,”[footnoteRef:97] can take on multiple manifestations not only during a single episode, but even within a single usage. As Christopher Ricks points out, “Milton is adept at releasing the subtle energies not only of word against word, but also within the word.”[footnoteRef:98] If, as Ricks suggests, the word can contain multiple meanings in a single usage, over the course of several iterations the meaning of a word like “glory” multiplies so that it is impossible to summarize or simplify–its meaning evolves and breaks down in constant use. In other words, we do not understand “glory” better at the end of Satan’s dialogue with the Son. Instead, while we know that it is crucial to both of them, we also know that it means utterly different things to them at different points in time. Tracing the evolution of this word over the course of the poem reveals the instability of meaning created by constant iteration.  [96:  PR III.26]  [97:  The subtle distinctions between the versions of the word are apparent in its various definitions: the OED defines glory first as a “disposition to claim honor for oneself,” then as a “desire for fame” and then more generously as “honorable fame.” Further definitions refer to the “glory of God” and the ascent to heaven, while another more generic meaning is simply of great beauty or magnificence ("glory, n.". OED Online. March 2015. Oxford University Press. http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/79122?rskey=Npz6tw&result=1 (accessed March 04, 2015).]  [98:  Ricks, Milton’s Grand Style, 103.] 

The first concern the Son raises about glory is its reliance on popular opinion or support. The Son responds to Satan’s initial statements on the subject of “glory” by asking, “For what is glory but the blaze of fame, / the people’s praise, if always praise unmixed?”[footnoteRef:99] This dismissal is reminiscent of the phrase in Lycidas that rejects a traditional response to death, claiming that “Fame is no plant that grows on mortal soil, / Nor in the glistering foil.”[footnoteRef:100] These phrases suggest the elusive nature of true “fame” or “glory,” but the “praise unmixed” that the Son mentions is a curious concept. He goes on to develop this essentially populist definition of glory when he claims that “glory scarce of few is raised,” suggesting that some sort of earthly following is necessary to his divinity.[footnoteRef:101] However, such a position cannot long be maintained, for he soon complicates the issue by differentiating between earthly and heavenly glory. Describing Job, the Son states, “famous he was in heaven, on earth less known; / where glory is false glory, attributed / to things not glorious, men not worthy of fame / they err who count it glorious to subdue / by conquest far and wide.”[footnoteRef:102] In this passage it becomes clear that the Son is not dismissing glory entirely, but is carefully detailing correct and incorrect versions of glory.[footnoteRef:103] Rather than suggesting that there is something wrong with glory, the Son now seems to suggest that it must merely be properly understood. While he details the incorrect understandings of glory, such as military conquest to “in field great battles win / great cities by assault,” he does not give a clear version of the heavenly trait that is the opposite of “false glory.”[footnoteRef:104] Of course, this is partly a product of the Son’s own paradoxical relationship to glory, which Russell Hillier describes as “the supreme irony of Messianic victory. Jesus is a servant-king who, to worldly eyes, is without adequate regal attributes.”[footnoteRef:105] In other words, the distinction between the Son’s earthly and divine status implies that the single concept of glory has no core meaning but has two requisite meanings on earth and in heaven.  [99:  PR III.47-8]  [100:  John Milton, Lycidas, in Milton’s Major Works, 79-80]  [101:  PR III.59. The extent to which the Son derives his divinity from the masses is a constant concern of the text, illuminated early in Book One when he is described as “this man of men, attested Son of God,” and the word “attested” suggests witnesses or verification from an outside source (PR I.122).]  [102:  PR III.68-72]  [103:  This is always ambiguous, as in this excerpt the “where” does not necessarily apply exclusively to earth.]  [104:  PR III.74-5]  [105:  Russell Hiller, Milton’s Messiah (Oxford and New York: Oxford University Press, 2011), 181] 

	The emphatic rearticulation of “glory” is complicated by the fact that the term is one often used to describe God. The presence of the Father, though often implied and unspoken, brings with it another series of complexities when he is directly invoked. As Satan continues to press the Son for a verdict on glory, the Son’s answers begin to sound less like firm negatives, and he eventually gives a conditional “yes” when he responds, “Shall I seek glory then, as vain men seek / oft not deserved? I seek not mine, but his / who sent me, and thereby witness whence I am.”[footnoteRef:106] This passage demonstrates Milton’s enjambment at its most effective. The first line describes the seekers of glory as “vain men” but the enjambed next line suggests that it is not their vanity but their undeserving status that is the issue. That is, the Son’s special relationship to God means that he does not or cannot relate to “glory” in the manner of vain earthly men–their rules do not apply to him. At the end of the line, the Son begins to set up a clear dichotomy (“not mine, but his”) but the enjambed continuation of “who sent me” unravels the nascent dichotomy since it is impossible to fully divide the Son from the Father. The Son’s attempt to clarify an appropriate way to seek glory is rendered largely ineffective, and when Satan replies, he further entangles the loose threads of the Son’s argument, advising him to [106:  PR III.105-7] 

Think not so slight of glory; therein least
Resembling thy great father: he seeks glory, 
And for his glory all things made, all things 
Orders and governs, nor content in heaven 
By all his angels glorified, requires 
Glory from men, from all men good and bad 
[…] glory he requires, and glory he receives 
 Promiscuous from all nations[footnoteRef:107] [107:  PR III.108-118] 


It is certainly possible to critique such an utterance primarily as a series of mistakes in Satan’s understanding–for example, it is hardly appropriate to advise the Son on how best to “resemble” his Father when they are essentially one. However, setting such criticisms aside, Satan does seem to have revealed some contentious points about glory. While it may be inaccurate to say that God “seeks” glory, it is certainly apparent that he is “by all his angels glorified” in both Paradise Lost and at the end of this brief epic.[footnoteRef:108] Similarly, the suggestion that God requires glory from “all men good and bad” alludes to a series of theological questions about whether there is a chosen elite or whether all humans can access God by glorifying him. Satan seems to have made it absolutely clear that the Son cannot simply dismiss glory as irrelevant to himself or to the Father. In his analysis of Paradise Lost, Stanley Fish engages in great depth and detail with another constantly repeated word, “wandering,” and concludes that, “through the medium of faith, the word [‘wandering’] is able to include all its meanings, even those which are literally contradictory, and is thus returned, after many permutations, to its original purity and innocence. Its ambiguity, like all other refractions of the divine unity, has been an illusion.”[footnoteRef:109] In Fish’s example, the singular meaning of a word can be restored in an unfallen context, but this is exactly what Paradise Regained seems to deny–if such tensions and ambiguities can plague even the Son of God, the promised purity that Fish has in mind may be impossible to attain.  [108:  At the end of Paradise Regained, the angels emphatically glorify the Son, pronouncing “hail Son of the most high, heir of both worlds, / queller of Satan, on thy glorious work / now enter, and begin to save mankind. / Thus they the Son of God our savior meek / sung victor, and from heavenly feast refreshed / brought on his way with joy” (PR IV.632-7).]  [109:  Fish, Surprised by Sin, 141.] 

As the concept of glory becomes increasingly muddled, the Son’s ability to make coherent arguments around it–and to reject Satan’s falsehood–becomes increasingly limited. Some critics do find the Son’s arguments on the subject of glory and kingship convincing, and David Quint argues that “Jesus makes it clear that he does not shun kingship for lack of public spirit, or an unwillingness to sustain the ruler’s burdens. He prefers a spiritual leadership […] Jesus redefines true kingship as an interior self-mastery that is available to all men of virtue and is independent of any political institution.”[footnoteRef:110] However, when the Son advances a further refutation to Satan, it is a fairly weak rebuttal, claiming, “who advance his [God’s] glory, not their own, / them he himself to glory will advance.”[footnoteRef:111] The Son identifies glory as something pertinent to God, and like God’s knowledge, it is not clear why it should be inaccessible to man. Glory has been made a prize for worthy believers, something that the Father will apparently dole out to those he approves of. The Son’s earlier condemnations of glory are rendered problematic by this final articulation. Crucially, however, no single one of these articulations can be singled out as the most accurate or pertinent. Rather, it is essential to their significance that they are involved in an almost comically repetitive recitation, where each utterance of the convoluted term simultaneously unravels and adds to its meaning. Milton suggests that it is not enough to reject a single articulation of a concept (as he does with “fame” in Lycidas), but instead that the word must be revised through repetitive utterance so that each articulation is equally insufficient.  [110:  Mary Nyquist and Margaret Ferguson, Re-Membering Milton (New York: Methuen, 1987), 136]  [111:  PR III.143-4] 

One of the results of this process–where each iteration undermines its preceding versions–is to produce doubt and discomfort in the reader. Perhaps not surprisingly, another word that is constantly repeated throughout Paradise Regained is “doubt.” Satan ruthlessly interrogates the Son about his doubts, asking “What doubts the Son of God to sit and eat?” and only a few lines later repeating insistently, “what doubt’st thou Son of God? Sit down and eat.”[footnoteRef:112] Satan’s alternation between commanding and entreating demonstrates different tactics revolving around the same concept, but each is equally ineffective. Their repetition serves to demonstrate how ill-suited the concept of doubt may be when applied to the Son, but it also echoes an anxiety across the whole work, an anxiety that each word and phrase is impaired by its shifting meaning. If this is the case, it is not clear what resolution or conclusion can be reached, and while such open-endedness is effective in poetry, it may begin to fall short in the realm of prose. [112:  PR II.368 and II.376. The question of sitting and standing is also raised when Satan asks, “think’st thou to regain / thy right by sitting still or thus retiring?” though here again he misconstrues the Son’s unique status–the Son does not need to regain a status that he has essentially never lost (III.164-5). 
] 

*	*	*
“Vicious Principles in Sweet Pills”: Implications of Iteration in Milton’s The Readie and Easie Way to a Free Commonwealth
While Milton’s poetry can thrive on nuanced ambiguity and obscurity, his prose promises–or seems to promise–more clarity of purpose and argumentation. However, even his most forthright political statements are often undermined by their iterative quality, and essential political concepts such as “freedom” undergo the same destabilizing process that characterized his poetry. Milton’s late pamphlet arguing against the imminent return of the monarchy, The Readie and Easie Way to a Free Commonwealth, serves as a useful example of this process in his prose, reflecting and reiterating in various ways much of his preceding work–not entirely unlike the way that Paradise Regained interacts with earlier poetry. If iteration is able to destabilize a clear conception of linear time, this creates problems in comprehending immediate political action. In Milton’s prose, iteration directs his readers towards the nuance of political and theological understanding illuminated in his poems, and rejects the validity of any singular political statement or conclusion. 
Milton fiercely resists the clarity of the simple phrases that often define political rhetoric. In his Reasons of Church Government, Milton refers scathingly to “poetasters” who “lap up vicious principles in sweet pills to be swallowed down, and make the taste of virtuous documents harsh and sour,” and throughout his own work Milton studiously avoids producing “sweet pills” of wisdom. [footnoteRef:113]  Despite this rejection of straightforward rhetoric, The Readie and Easie Way often comes across as frustratingly simplistic in its claims. In a phrase that reflects the pamphlet’s title, Milton insists that, “the way propounded is plain, easy, and open before us, without intricacies, without the inducement of new or obsolete forms or terms, or exotic models.”[footnoteRef:114] Despite the complexity of the political situation–surely after decades of political struggle no one in England can pretend that governance is simple–the phrases that Milton uses in the pamphlet are stalwartly insistent upon the existence of a clear and unequivocal solution. However, while ease and openness are evidently positive terms of description, the idea that a proposal could be “without intricacy” seems more a criticism than a recommendation. Additionally, the promise that this way can be pursued without “new or obsolete forms or terms” seems very nearly to be pushing the bounds of contradiction, since it is difficult to imagine a political position that can be maintained without any new or old concepts. Such claims in The Readie and Easie Way echo the hollowness in a line from Paradise Regained, which refers obliquely to, “the solid rules of civil government / in their majestic unaffected style,” as if these solid rules were widely known and agreed upon, rather than highly contentious.[footnoteRef:115] Such a phrase is further weakened by the fact that the “majestic style” it refers to, like kingship and glory, has been endlessly reconstructed throughout the text, and can hardly be referred to as self-evident.  [113:  Milton, Major Works, 171. Milton also suggests that the truth may sometimes make itself readily apparent. In Areopagitica, Milton claims that despite her obscurity, truth is easily accessed since “when she gets a free and willing hand, [Truth] opens herself faster than the pace of method and discourse can overtake her” (Major Works, 250). ]  [114:  Milton, Major Works, 344.]  [115:  PR IV. 357-8] 

	In The Readie and Easie Way, the sheer number of times that Milton reiterates the simplicity of his point eliminates any possibility of straightforwardness. Echoing the title once again, Milton insists almost redundantly that “few words will save us, well considered; few and easy things, now seasonably done.”[footnoteRef:116] The repetition of “few” at the beginning of each phrase emphasizes the simplicity of the task at hand, although Milton caveats that things must nevertheless must be “well considered.” The reiteration of Milton’s claim is also vividly enacted in the evocation of the “yoke” of monarchy. Milton urges his readers towards “turning regal bondage into a free commonwealth.”[footnoteRef:117] He asks, in his most rabble-rousing register, “is it such an unspeakable joy to serve, such felicity to wear a yoke? to clink our shackles, locked on by pretended law of subjection, more intolerable and hopeless to be ever shaken off than those which are knocked on by illegal injury and violence.”[footnoteRef:118] By repeating phrases and images of yokes and shackles, Milton seems to suggest that liberty is a straightforward element missing from the current political situation. The effect of this reiteration, however, is instead to call into question the extent to which such extreme characterization is accurate.  [116:   Milton, Major Works, 352.]  [117:  Ibid., 331.]  [118:  Ibid., 346.] 

	As evident in the repetitive use of the word “glory” in Paradise Regained, a single word in repeated utterance develops a dissipated rather than a more coherent meaning. The word “free,” presumably essential to political thought in general, receives a similar treatment in Milton’s prose. The title of The Readie and Easie Way to a Free Commonwealth suggests a pressing concern with freedom, but the readiness and ease with which this can be achieved also imply the obviousness of the subject. In one of the most oft-quoted articulations of Milton’s thesis in this pamphlet, “those who seek nothing but their own just liberty have always right to win it and to keep it whenever they have power, be the voices never so numerous that oppose it.”[footnoteRef:119] This claim, however, comes under threat when Milton uses variations of “free” and “freedom” excessively, in phrases such as “it may now be of much more use and concernment to be freely published in the midst of our elections to a free parliament, or their sitting to consider freely of the government.”[footnoteRef:120] Are all things described as “free” equally free? Is the free parliament necessary to the free publishing, and the free publishing to the free consideration of government? When Milton notes that “they may permit us a little shroving-time first wherein to speak freely and take our leaves of liberty,” he introduces another concept, that freedom is something which may be freely abandoned, and dividing free speech from liberty more generally further undermines any coherent meaning.[footnoteRef:121] This excessive use of an essential concept destabilizes its meaning and suggests that, despite Milton’s claims to the contrary, there is no obvious or self-evident path towards freedom that can be immediately pursued. [119:  Ibid., 348.]  [120:  Ibid., 331.]  [121:  Ibid., 331] 

If the nature of divinity was an essential problem in Milton’s epic poetry, the nature of kingship is the crux of much of his political writing. Such a parallel, between divine and earthly rule, God and king, is one that Milton encourages through iteration, even though it complicates both concepts. Much as his poetry relies on scriptural precedents and parallels, his prose recalls scripture as a justification for political reasoning. Several of his critiques of monarchy in The Readie and Easie Way are justified with statements such as a claim that the danger of tyrants “is not my conjecture, but drawn from God’s known denouncement against the gentilizing Israelites.”[footnoteRef:122] However, Milton also carefully differentiates between the two, noting for example that the people of England, “made not their covenant concerning him [Charles I] with no difference between a king and a God; or promised him, as Job did to the Almighty, ‘to trust in him though he slay us.’”[footnoteRef:123] In this case, the reference to Job suggests that this experience of a dangerous ruler has a concrete precedent, and the current experience merely repeats a past event. [122:  Ibid., 346.]  [123:  Ibid., 332.] 

The repeated comparisons between king and God serve to demonstrate how inappropriate the comparisons often are. In certain cases Milton questions the limits of these parallels, noting for example that “people must needs be mad or strangely infatuated that build the chief hope of their common happiness or safety on a single person,” despite the fact that this is exactly the case with God’s singular rule over earth.[footnoteRef:124] However, in this case, the fact that God is not a “person” becomes essential, since it places him outside the realm of immediate political consideration, and the extent to which God can be understood as a “king” in any coherent political sense becomes highly problematic. Despite his careful differentiations between earthly and divine rule, however, Milton also allows himself to make strikingly direct parallels between the two, asking “what government comes nearer to this precept of Christ than a free commonwealth; wherein they who are greatest are perpetual servants and drudges to the public at their own cost and charges, neglect their own affairs, yet are not elevated above their brethren.”[footnoteRef:125] In an uncanny linguistic echo of the title of the pamphlet, the Son in Paradise Regained insists that prayer and benediction are “the slightest, easiest, readiest recompense / from them who could return him [God] nothing else.”[footnoteRef:126] However, if prayer is easy, understanding the divine is surely more difficult, and it is possible that the ready and easy parts of this suggestion are only minimal in their extent. Much as Satan in Paradise Regained is attempting to pin down the nature of divine kingship, and is only muddying the waters with his repeated articulations, Milton’s repeated emphasis on the simple evil of kingship and the simple way ahead is entangled with each successive utterance, becoming less–rather than more–evident.   [124:  Ibid., 347. The grand and dramatic language of Milton’s pamphlet potentially belies more modest intentions. For example, in a more nuanced and limited claim in The Readie and Easie Way, he writes “If on the other side we prefer a free government, though for the present not obtained, yet all those suggested fears and difficulties, as the event will prove, easily overcome, we remain finally secure from the exasperated regal power, and out of snares” (Major Works, 333-4). In this context, the mentions of snares and the subtle king contrasts with more limited claims such as, “we prefer,” and “as the event will prove.” ]  [125:  Ibid., 336.]  [126:  PR III.128-9] 

The political context of The Readie and Easie Way has been variously understood as urgent and hopeless. Cedric Brown explains that Milton was writing the pamphlet when
It was obvious that popular feeling was in favour of a return of the monarchy […] He may therefore not be proposing an ideal government, but attempting a pragmatic solution for that moment, an interim arrangement until the nation should be ready for something more liberal.[footnoteRef:127] [127:  Cedric Brown, “Great Senates and Godly Education,” in David Armitage, Armand Himy and Quentin Skinner, eds. Milton and Republicanism (Cambridge and New York: Cambridge University Press, 1998), 51.] 


Brown suggests that Milton’s proposal of a permanent parliament–an elite aristocratic governmental structure–suggests a solution suited to specific circumstances rather than political ideals. This “interim arrangement” is reinforced somewhat by the more pessimistic conclusions of David Armitage that by the time of The Readie and Easie Way, Milton, “certainly believed that the moment for greatness to spring from liberty had passed.”[footnoteRef:128] However, Laura Knoppers suggests even more ominously that in The Readie and Easie Way, “the accumulative force of these strong verbs and images, the impression of an irrational stampede, undermines any facile optimism about persuading the people. Milton’s imagery reveals what he does not say: the near-impossibility of stopping the backsliding people.”[footnoteRef:129] If, as Knoppers implies, Milton recognizes the futility of his political efforts, then reiterating his points does not serve to drive them home, but rather suggests that no tidy solution–such as restoring the monarchy–will be sufficient.  [128:  David Armitage, “John Milton: Poet Against Empire” in Milton and Republicanism, 211.]  [129:  Laura Knoppers, “Milton’s The Readie and Easie Way and the English Jeremiad” in Loewenstein and Turner Politics, Poetics and Hermeneutics, 218.] 

	The impact of iteration in Milton’s prose becomes most apparent when he places his arguments in an uneasy succession with their precedents in the historical past. Milton, like any keen political strategist, changes or rephrases his historical evidence to suit his argument. For example, the premise of The Readie and Easie Way is that the situation is urgent and must be urgently dealt with. However, he also insists that “the much better way doubtless will be, in this wavering condition of our affairs, to defer the changing or circumscribing of our senate, more than may be done with ease, till the commonwealth be thoroughly settled in peace and safety.”[footnoteRef:130] This argument for patience and measured action does not necessarily sit well with other arguments in Milton’s prose, for example that “the grand or general council, being well chosen, should be perpetual: for so their business is or may be, and oftimes urgent, the opportunity of affairs gained or lost in a moment.”[footnoteRef:131] In this distinction between urgency and patience, Milton suggests the limits and specificity of any single political claim. To some extent, when Milton claims that the Barebones parliament was not “bound by any statute of preceding parliaments, but by the law of nature only, which is the only law of laws truly and properly to all mankind fundamental,” he seems to be conveniently rewriting events of the past, leaving obscure whether the parliament was in fact “not bound by any statute.”[footnoteRef:132] Miltons repetition weakens his repeated claims about freedom and monarchy, by placing them in a convoluted historical succession.[footnoteRef:133] [130:  Milton, Major Works, 343.]  [131:  Ibid., 340.]  [132:  Ibid., 332.]  [133:  Thomas Corns highlights the tension between the new and the old in political discourse when he points out a “central thesis of governmental apologists of the early years of the republic: this is a regime not of innovators but of guardians of ancient rights, which are a legal inheritance protecting the property and lives of subjects,” (Milton and Republicanism, 29).  ] 

The tensions of iteration in the pamphlet reflect an ambiguity in the intentions of Milton’s political prose more generally. Is The Readie and Easie Way intended to enact or facilitate political change, or is it primarily a presentation of Milton’s political ideas? Is the way proposed one that can be coherently taken by the readers of the pamphlet, or is it something more abstract? The pamphlet seems to state that it has every intention of doing something practical and active in the political realm. However, the iteration of key concepts and phrases throughout The Readie and Easie Way demonstrates something less practically helpful, but more suggestive in its blurring of political principles. The way that meaning is destabilized through reiteration suggests that there is no such thing as simple repetition in politics or history. If the meaning of a word or a concept can develop or change over the course of a paragraph or a phrase, a larger implication is that nothing happens the same way in its multiple iterations or repetitions. There is, perhaps, no failsafe political strategy, no ready and easy way that can be made to suit all eventualities. [footnoteRef:134] [134:  In one of the most memorable passages in The Readie and Easie Way, Milton notes the foolishness of having a king, since, “to hang all our felicity on him, all our safety, our wellbeing, for which if we were aught else but sluggards or babies, we need depend on none but God and our own counsels, our own active virtue and industry” (Major Works, 337). It is perhaps this call for the political subject to engage their own “active virtue and industry,” rather than the specific course that he lays out as “ready and easy,” which is the most convincing element of Milton’s pamphlet.] 

*	*	*
Reading Milton’s “Dark Ambiguous” Meaning
	It is all too easy for modern readers to forget the extremely high stakes of the arguments and controversies in which Milton’s works were involved. While his political prose examined the benefits and dangers of different forms of rule, his poetry focused upon theological controversy–the true nature and extent of God’s control and the Messiah’s return. It is partly in the intersections of these various dialogues–the appearance in prose of an echo of poetry, or in poetry of an echo of scripture–that the implications of repetition and reenactment become relevant. A line spoken by the Son in Paradise Regained illuminates the subtle nature of this intersection, as he notes that “to guide nations in the way of truth / by saving doctrine, and from error lead / to know, and knowing worship God aright, / is yet more kingly.”[footnoteRef:135] The Son identifies the seeking of truth and the knowing of God in one breath, one infinitely elusive definition of kingship. This phrase also enacts in miniature the process of iteration, insisting that the “more kingly” leader will simultaneously guide to truth, lead from error, and worship rightly. These clauses have a double effect, both repeating principles of the Son’s understanding of kingly rule, and developing and undermining each other in their similarity and proximity.[footnoteRef:136] In other words, despite its presentation as a process, the Son’s phrase suggests that there is no method that leads in direct progression to truth or understanding of divinity.  [135:  PR II.473-7]  [136:  The phrase also suggests that saving doctrine must guide, but this can only be known by avoiding error, and it is only with doctrine and a lack of error that God can be worshipped, despite the fact that God’s doctrine is a necessary first step.] 

	One of the questions that drives this essay is whether Milton’s endless complexity provides a clue or method that can be used to understand his works and his controversial subjects. Stanley Fish understands the complexity of Milton’s poetry as exactly this, a direct challenge to the reader to undertake the effort of “a puzzle, which, like the literal incongruity of some parts of scripture [...] is designed to exercise the reader’s mind and to present him with a choice he cannot avoid.”[footnoteRef:137] However, I would suggest that this is not simply a case of sufficiently careful interpretation, something that can be learned or conditioned. Reading Milton’s prose and poetry down to the most miniscule detail will not necessarily reveal all of their meaning, even with a careful Miltonic education.[footnoteRef:138] Since the reiteration of phrases and ideas can serve both to obfuscate and reinforce what came before, it is not necessarily possible to read correctly or accurately. Milton’s individual poems and pamphlets do not necessarily build upon or progress beyond what came before, either in his own works or in the dialogues with which they interact. [137:  Fish, Surprised by Sin, 219.]  [138:  Much of the critical attention to education in Milton’s work is hopeful that a more full Miltonic understanding or method of reading can be achieved with a proper education along the lines that Milton suggests in his work. For example, Sharon Achinstein suggests that “When Milton draws a connection between the nation and an individual reader of texts, he recommends that reading itself is a means to a political end, of which self-knowledge is to be the base […] by appealing to those who can “judiciously read,” Milton understands his political analogy to include an ethical mission, one in which he presses for citizens of his nation to become readers, educating themselves in spiritual matters and history” (Sharon Achinstein, Milton and The Revolutionary Reader, 208.). ] 

	Ultimately, Milton’s works do not provide a single coherent guide to interpretation. Instead, they suggest, both in style and in content, that meaning is not singular, nor is it something that develops in straightforward linear progress. The process of iteration serves to undermine the presumed singularity of a character, principle or word, leaving instead a complex of interconnected episodes spanning an entire work and the space between works. When the Son characterizes Satan’s speech as so “ambiguous” and “deluding” that “they who asked have seldom understood, / And not well understood as good not know?” he suggests one of the persistent anxieties of readers of Milton.[footnoteRef:139] As readers, we fear that we cannot sufficiently understand the poet’s meaning, and that meaning “not well understood” might as well not be known at all. Far from dissuading or resisting understanding, however, Milton’s persistent incoherence invites a reading of iteration, a reading that can reveal in repetition and contradiction a series of unstable but powerful suggestions.  [139:  PR I.437-8] 
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