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THE ENDURING
GENIUS OF JOHN
MILTON EPIC POEM
PARADISE LOST

There are few works in
the  English  language
that  can  c la im  the
monumental  status  of
John  Milton  Epic
Poem Paradise Lost.
Published in 1667, this
audacious masterpiece
sought  to  "justify  the
ways  of  God  to  men"
by retelling the biblical
story of humanity's fall
from grace. More than
three  centuries  later,
Milton’s vision remains

a  c o r n e r s t o n e  o f
Western  literature,  a
text  of  breathtaking
ambition,  profound
theological complexity,
and  stunning  poetic
beauty. To engage with
John  Milton  Epic
Poem Paradise  Lost
is to step into a world
of  cosmic  rebellion,
divine justice, and the
very essence of human
choice.  This  article
explores  the  poem’s
origins,  its  central
t h e m e s ,  i t s
u n f o r g e t t a b l e
characters,  and  its
las t ing  impact  on
culture and thought.

THE MAN BEHIND
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THE MASTERPIECE:
JOHN MILTON’S

LIFE AND TIMES

Understanding  the
p o e m  r e q u i r e s
understanding  i ts
author. John Milton was
not a cloistered scholar
writing  in  peaceful
isolation.  He  was  a
man deeply embroiled
in  the  political  and
religious  turmoil  of
17th-century  England.
A  staunch  republican
and  a  fierce  defender
of  civil  and  religious
liberty,  Milton  served
as  a  propagandist  for
Ol iver  Cromwel l ’s
Commonwealth  after
the  execution  of  King
Charles I. This period of
intense public  service,
w h i c h  l e f t  h i m
completely  blind  by
1652,  p ro found ly
shaped his worldview.
The restoration of  the
monarchy in 1660 was
a personal and political

catastrophe for Milton.
He was arrested, fined,
and  his  books  were
burned.  Yet,  it  was in
this  state  of  defeat,
darkness,  and political
marginalization that he
composed his greatest
work.  John  Milton
Epic  Poem Paradise
Lost is, in many ways,
a  meditation  on  loss,
rebel l ion,  and  the
s e a r c h  f o r  a
providential order in a
world  that  seemed  to
have  turned  upside
down. The poet’s  own
experience of losing a
"paradise" of  a kind –
the English Republic –
infused his epic with a
poignant  sense  of
tragedy and resilience.

A Life of
Learning
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and
Purpose
Milton was one of the
most  learned  men  of
his  age.  He  was  fluent
i n  L a t i n ,  G r e e k ,
H e b r e w ,  F r e n c h ,
Italian,  and  Spanish.
His  education  at  St.
Pau l ’s  Schoo l  and
Chr i s t ’ s  Co l l ege ,
Cambridge,  provided
h i m  w i t h  a  d e e p
foundation  in  classical
literature,  philosophy,
and  theology.  This
formidable erudition is
evident on every page
of Paradise Lost, which
effortlessly  weaves
together references to
Homer,  Virgil,  Ovid,
and the  Bible.  He  did
not  simply  translate
the  Genesis  story;  he
reinvented it, filling the
gaps  with  imaginative
speculation  and  epic
conventions  drawn

from  the  c lass ical
tradition.

THE PLOT AND
STRUCTURE OF
PARADISE LOST

The poem is structured
in  twelve  books,  a
del iberate  echo  of
Virgil’s  Aeneid.  The
narrative,  however,
does not begin at the
chronological  start.
Instead,  Milton  follows
the epic convention of
in medias res (into the
middle of  things).  The
poem  opens  a f te r
Satan  and  his  rebel
angels have been cast
out of  Heaven and lie
vanquished in Hell.

Book I:
The
Council in
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Hell
The  first  book  is
arguably  the  most
famous. We find Satan,
chained  on  a  burning
lake, rousing his fallen
legions.  This  section
contains  some  of  the
most  celebrated  lines
in  Engl ish  poetry ,
inc lud ing  Satan’s
defiant  declaration:
"Better to reign in Hell
than serve in Heaven."
The  fa l len  ange ls
c o n s t r u c t
Pandæmonium,  their
grand capital, and hold
a  council  to  decide
their next move. This is
the  wor ld  o f  John
Milton  Epic  Poem
Paradise  Lost  at  its
most  dramatic  and
iconic.

Book II:

The
Journey
of Satan
At  the  council,  Satan
v o l u n t e e r s  t o
undertake the perilous
journey through Chaos
to  find  the  newly
created  Earth  and
corrupt  God’s  new
favorite  creatures,
humankind.  This  book
showcases  Milton’s
extraordinary  cosmic
imagination,  depicting
the  vast,  formless
realm of Chaos and the
allegorical  figures  of
Sin  and  Death  who
guard the gates of Hell.

Books III
and IV:
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Heaven
and Eden
B o o k  I I I  s h i f t s  t o
Heaven, where God the
Father,  with  perfect
f o r e k n o w l e d g e ,
p r e d i c t s  S a t a n ’ s
success  in  tempting
Man and explains that
humanity’s  fall  is  a
result of their own free
will.  The  Son  of  God
offers  to  sacrifice
himself  to  redeem
humanity.  In  stark
cont ras t ,  Book  IV
introduces  us  to  the
Garden of Eden and its
innocent  inhabitants,
Adam  and  Eve.  Their
prelapsarian life is one
of  blissful  harmony,
labor,  and  love.  Here,
the  reader  witnesses
the  tragic  tension
between the perfection
of Eden and the lurking
threat  of  a  scheming
Satan, who enters the

Garden in the form of a
cormorant.

Books V
through
VIII:
Raphael’s
Warning
G o d  s e n d s  t h e
archangel  Raphael  to
warn Adam and Eve of
the  danger  posed  by
Satan. In these middle
b o o k s ,  R a p h a e l
recounts  the  story  of
the  War  in  Heaven  –
the  three-day  conflict
between  the  loyal
angels  led  by  Michael
and  Gabriel  and  the
rebel  forces  of  Satan.
This  section  provides
the  backstory  for  the
e n t i r e  p o e m  a n d
serves  as  a  crucial
warning  against  pride
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and  disobedience.
Adam also recounts his
own  creation  and  his
conversation with  God
about  his  need  for  a
companion,  leading  to
the creation of Eve.

Books IX
and X:
The Fall
These are the climactic
books of  John Milton
Epic  Poem Paradise
Lost. Book IX contains
the  longest  and  most
p s y c h o l o g i c a l l y
nuanced scenes in the
poem. Satan, disguised
as  a  serpent,  tempts
Eve  by  appealing  to
her  p r ide  and  her
desire  for  knowledge.
She eats the forbidden
f r u i t  a n d  t h e n
persuades Adam to join
her.  The  moment  of
their  transgression  is

devastating.  Nature
itself groans, and they
i m m e d i a t e l y
experience  shame,
l u s t ,  a n d  m u t u a l
recrimination.  Book  X
depicts  the  judgment
of  Adam  and  Eve  by
the Son of God and the
transformation  of  the
world  from  a  perfect
paradise to a place of
sorrow,  decay,  and
death.

Books XI
and XII:
The
Vision of
the
Future
The final two books are
less  dramat ic  but
e s s e n t i a l  f o r  t h e
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poem’s  purpose.  The
archangel  Michael
leads Adam to a high
hill  and  shows  him  a
vision of the future of
humanity,  from  the
murder of Abel by Cain
to the birth, death, and
resurrection  of  Christ.
This  is  the "history of
the world" in miniature.
Adam  is  consoled  by
t h e  p r o m i s e  o f  a
redeemer.  The  poem
concludes  with  Adam
and Eve, hand in hand,
leaving the Garden of
E d e n .  T h e  w o r l d ,
though  fallen,  is  "all
before them," and they
must now live by faith.

MAJOR THEMES
AND IDEAS

The  richness  of  John
Milton  Epic  Poem
Paradise Lost  lies  in
its  complex and often
paradoxical  themes.
Milton  was  a  deeply
religious  man,  but  he
was  a lso  a  radica l

thinker who did not shy
away  from  difficult
questions.

Free Will
versus
Predestin
ation
This  is  the  central
theological  debate  of
t h e  p o e m .  G o d
explicitly states that he
made  Man  "sufficient
to have stood, though
free to  fall."  Milton,  a
staunch  anti-Calvinist,
argued  that  genuine
goodness cannot  exist
without  the  possibility
of  choosing  evil.  The
fall of Adam and Eve is
not  a  result  of  divine
decree but of their own
free  choice.  Satan’s
rebellion, too, is an act
of  his  own  will.  The
poem  is  a  powerful
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defense  of  human
liberty in the face of an
all-knowing God.

The
Nature of
Obedienc
e and
Disobedie
nce
The  poem’s  opening
line announces that the
subject  is  "Man’s  first
d i s o b e d i e n c e . "
However,  the  poem
explores obedience not
as  blind  submission,
but  as  a  rational  and
loving  response  to  a
benevolent  creator.
The obedience of Adam
and Eve before the Fall
is  a  joyful,  natural
harmony  with  God’s

will. Their disobedience
is  a  rupture  of  that
harmony,  an  act  of
pride  and  ingratitude.
Simi lar ly ,  Satan’s
d isobed ience  i s  a
rejection  of  legitimate
authority born of pride
and ambition.

The
Problem
of Evil
and
Suffering
Mi l ton  sets  out  to
"justify  the  ways  of
God  to  men,"  but  he
does not provide easy
answers.  The  poem
gives immense, almost
heroic,  attention  to
Satan,  a  figure  who  is
charismatic,  articulate,
and  profoundly  tragic.
Why  does  evil  exist?



John Milton Epic Poem Paradise Lost 9

9

Milton suggests it is a
n e c e s s a r y
consequence  of  free
will,  a  force  that  God
can  ultimately  use  to
bring  about  a  greater
good.  The  felix  culpa
(fortunate fall) doctrine
is  central:  the  sin  of
A d a m  a n d  E v e  i s
"fortunate"  because  it
led  to  the  greater
miracle  of  Christ’s
i n c a r n a t i o n  a n d
redemption.

Gender
and
Hierarchy
O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
debated  aspects  of
John  Milton  Epic
Poem Paradise  Lost
i s  i t s  por t raya l  o f
gender. Adam is clearly
d e s c r i b e d  a s  t h e
superior in wisdom and
strength, "for God only,

she  for  God  in  him."
Eve is often portrayed
as  vain,  intellectually
weaker ,  and  more
s u s c e p t i b l e  t o
temptat ion.  Many
modern  readers  find
Milton’s  hierarchical
v i e w  o f  g e n d e r
troubling.  However,  it
is  important  to  note
that  Milton  also  gives
Eve  a  powerful  voice.
Her  separation  from
A d a m  b e f o r e  t h e
t e m p t a t i o n  i s  a
moment  of  asserting
h e r  o w n  a g e n c y .
Furthermore,  in  Books
XI  and XII,  it  is  Adam
w h o  m u s t  l e a r n
humility,  while  Eve,
w h o  h a s  a l r e a d y
repented,  seems  to
h a v e  a  d e e p e r ,
intuitive understanding
of grace. The poem is
both  a  product  of  its
patriarchal time and a
text  that  contains  the
s e e d s  o f  i t s  o w n
crit ique.
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THE CHARACTER
OF SATAN: A HERO
OR A VILLAIN?

No discussion of  John
Milton  Epic  Poem
Paradise  Lost  i s
complete  wi thout
a d d r e s s i n g  t h e
character  of  Satan.
From  the  Romantic
poets  l ike  Wi l l iam
B l a k e  a n d  P e r c y
Bysshe  Shel ley  to
modern readers, many
have seen Satan as the
true hero of the poem.
He  is  defiant,
c o u r a g e o u s ,  a n d
e l o q u e n t  i n  h i s
rebe l l i on  aga ins t
tyranny.  His  speeches
in  Books  I  and  II  are
m a s t e r p i e c e s  o f
rhetoric  and  passion.
He  seems  to  embody
t h e  s p i r i t  o f
revolutionary  defiance
that Milton himself had
championed.
However,  this  reading
i s  a  m i s r e a d i n g .

Milton’s  intention  was
t o  s h o w  t h e
p r o g r e s s i v e
degradation of a once-
sublime  being.  Satan
begins the poem as a
magnificent,  tragic
figure,  but  he  steadily
degenerates.  He  is
reduced  to  spying,
lying, and slithering in
the form of a serpent.
He feels envy, hatred,
and  despair .  Most
important ly ,  he  is
utterly  incapable  of
understanding  love,
mercy,  or  redemption.
B y  t h e  e n d  o f  t h e
poem, he is a pathetic
figure, returning to Hell
to tell his legions of his
"success,"  only  to  be
transformed  into  a
serpent  with  them.
Milton makes clear that
the "heroism" of Satan
i s  a  f a l s e ,  s e l f -
destructive heroism.

MILTON’S
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REVOLUTIONARY
STYLE: BLANK

VERSE

O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
striking  features  of
John  Milton  Epic
Poem Paradise  Lost
i s  i ts  poet ic  form.
Milton chose to write in
unrhymed  iambic
pentameter,  or  blank
verse.  In his prefatory
note,  "The  Verse,"  he
argues that rhyme is a
"jingling  sound"  and
that  his  decision  to
abandon it is an act of
"anc ien t  l i be r ty "
recovering  "heroic
p o e m  f r o m  t h e
t roub lesome  and
modern  bondage  of
rhyming."
This  was  a  radica l
choice.  Milton’s  blank
v e r s e  i s  n o t  t h e
smooth, conversational
r h y t h m  o f
Shakespearean drama.
It  is  a  monumental,
Latinate style. He uses

l o n g ,  c o m p l e x
sentences,  frequent
enjambment  (where
the  thought  continues
beyond  the  end  of  a
l ine),  and  a  highly
elevated  vocabulary.
This  style  creates  a
sense  of  grandeur,
gravity, and ritual. It is
a  language  fit  for  the
cosmic  scale  of  his
subject  matter.  The
rhythm  of  the  verse,
w i th  i t s  power fu l
pauses  and  deliberate
inversions, demands to
be  read  a loud  and
savored.

THE ENDURING
LEGACY AND
INFLUENCE

The  influence  of  John
Milton  Epic  Poem
Paradise  Lost  on
literature,  art,  and
c u l t u r e  i s
immeasurable.  It  has
been  translated  into
countless  languages
a n d  h a s  i n s p i r e d
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generations of writers,
inc lud ing  Wi l l iam
Blake,  Mary  Shelley
(whose Frankenstein is
deeply  indebted  to
Milton’s  Satan),  the
R o m a n t i c s ,  a n d
modern  authors  like
Philip  Pullman  (whose
His  Dark  Materials
t r i logy  i s  a  d i rect
reimagining of Milton’s
cosmos).

In
Literature
and Art

Romantic
Poets: Blake,
Wordsworth,
Coleridge,
Shelley, and
Keats all
grappled with
Milton’s
influence. Blake
famously said
Milton was "of
the Devil’s party
without knowing
it."
The Novel: Mary
Shelley’s
Frankenstein
uses an ep


