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‘Comfort me with Apples’: 

Ambivalent Allusion in Paradise Lost

Neil Forsyth

One reason for the sheer fascination of Paradise Lost is that it can be read on various levels, some of which challenge or even contradict others. The main, explicit narrative from Genesis chapters two and three is shadowed by many other related stories. Some are those that have been invoked in Christian tradition to explain the main biblical narrative, such as the overlap between the Genesis serpent and the Satan of Job or the New Testament. Others are the mini-narratives like the building of Pandemonium, the encounter with Sin and Death, or Uriel, the side alleys into which the poem constantly threatens to lose itself till brought back by the capacious control of the narrator. Still others are the brief tales that constantly stud the poem, whether through simile or allusion — the belated peasant confused by faerie elves at I 781- 88, the sons of Belial ‘flown with insolence and wine’ (I 502) on the streets of Sodom or Gibeah at night, or Deucalion and Pyrrha standing devout before the throne of Themis (XI 10-14). Some of these buried tales question or subvert the values made explicit in the dominant narrative. An attentive reader needs to be alert to the ways in which such allusions introduce teasing complexities.  

The approach of Satan to Eve in the ninth book of Paradise Lost is loaded in just that way with allusion to the literature of Greece and Rome. The poem recovers for this long and densely constructed passage the weight of classical reference, especially in similes, that it had during the first Satanic books. Many have argued that it is the intervention of Milton’s God in Book III that chased out most of those pagan parallels while he aimed for an unmetaphorical, though not unparadoxical, logic. It will be enough to recall phrases like ‘free he must remain’ and ‘Die he or Justice must’ (III 124, 210, Leonard). The contrast of styles between the Hellish and the Heavenly worlds is obviously deliberate. Now that, in Book IX, the focus can return to Satan, metaphor, simile and allusion are once again heaped into the narrative
.

‘Nearer he drew’ (IX 434), but the narrative delays the actual meeting while it explores the ‘thick-woven arborets and flow’rs/ Embordered on each bank, the hand of Eve’ (IX 437-8). This in turn triggers comparison with classical gardens, ‘of revived Adonis, or renowned/ Alcinous, host of old Laertes’ son’ (IX 440-1). Get on with it! an impatient reader may cry. Two comparable gardens are not enough, however, for this tantalising narrator: we now hear about another one, this time biblical (‘not mystic’, 443), where Solomon is said to have married Pharaoh’s daughter, or as the poem puts it, ‘Held dalliance with his fair Egyptian spouse’ (IX 443). This reference brings into play the beautiful sensuous garden of the Song of Songs. There, among other items pertinent for a comparison with Paradise, we may recall that the Rose of Sharon likens her beloved to an apple tree: ‘I sat down under his shadow with great delight, and his fruit was sweet to my taste…. Comfort me with apples, for I am sick of love’ (Songs 2.1-5); and that the lover says ‘a garden enclosed is my sister, my spouse’ (4.12), one of many verses in which the garden, apart from being lovely in its own right, is also a metaphor for the sexual woman: ‘My beloved is gone down into his garden, to the bed of spices, to feed in the gardens, and to gather lilies. I am my beloved’s, and my beloved is mine: he feedeth among the lilies’ (6.2-3). 

How are we to interpret all these references? I am sympathetic to the argument of Charles Martindale in his excellent book John Milton and the Transformation of Ancient Epic, where he calls another critic to task for discovering ‘implausible layers of allusive subtlety’ (17) rather than normal Renaissance practices of imitation or invocation of commonplaces. The occasion for this remark is Francis Blessington’s insistence that ‘The whole situation of Troy burning and Aeneas hastening into exile should be recalled’ (3) when, with his first words in the poem, Satan says to his companion dear ‘If thou beest he; but oh how fall’n, how changed/ From him, who in the happy realms of light/… didst outshine/ Myriads though bright’ (PL I 84-7). These words recall Aeneas at II 274-5: ‘ei mihi, qualis erat! Quantum mutatus ab illo/ Hectore, qui redit exuvias indutus Achilli’. Rather than an allusion to the ‘whole situation’ that Blessington wants to see, Martindale proposes that we have ‘rather a rhetorical formula of which the most famous example happens to occur in the Aeneid’ (15), and cites another instance, the reference to Niobe at VI 273-4: ‘Heu quantum haec Niobe Niobe distabat ab illa…’. Perhaps Martindale is right, though in this case the Niobe language seems much more distant. I would agree that the way Blessington elaborates the allusion is mistaken, and that the allusion to Isaiah 14:12 is at least as significant: ‘How art thou fallen from heaven, O Lucifer, son of the morning!’ Indeed Milton often balances a classical with a biblical echo in that way.

Nonetheless, in the language for Satan, Eve and the garden, we have explicit references, not simply linguistic parallels. Milton himself is invoking these ancient gardens. Indeed part of his technique for representing Paradise has been all along to compare it to other loci amoeni, many very lovely, but none so lovely as this one. We recall the famous ‘Not that fair field of Enna’ (IV 268-9) passage which introduces Satan’s first clear view of the garden. So Milton here invites us to recall those other gardens and their implications. Indeed he makes his narrative stretch and delay in order to include them.

Each of the three gardens has erotic implications. I am surprised every time I read the Song of Songs that it made it into the biblical canon at all, so clearly and explicitly erotic is the language. And Milton mentions Solomon’s ‘dalliance with his fair Egyptian spouse’ in order that we not miss his meaning. Indeed for some time now in the poem it has been clear that, though Paradise is indeed a physical place, it also means the sexual love of Adam and Eve. Satan’s jealous comment puts it succinctly: ‘Sight hateful, sight tormenting! thus these two/ Imparadised in one another’s arms/ The happier Eden, shall enjoy their fill/Of bliss on bliss, while I to Hell am thrust’ (IV 505-8). So the garden of Solomon and his spouse simply add one more reference to a meaning already well established. 

The garden of Alcinous is perpetually rich in fruits at Odyssey vii 112-132, but the reference will also remind Milton’s alert readers of the subdued eroticism in the meeting between the naked Odysseus (‘old Laertes’ son’) as he emerges from the sea and Alcinous’s marriageable daughter Nausicaa (Od vi 85-246). Among the trees in his garden are ‘apple trees with shining fruit’, ie aglaokarpoi (vii 115), a word which W.B. Stanford’s commentary glosses as an ‘Epithet’ which ‘admirably describes the merry glistening look of a ripe apple’ (p. 325). Indeed when Raphael came to lunch, Eve had gone to her garden to fetch just such fruits: ‘Whatever Earth all-bearing Mother yields/ In India east or west, or middle shore/ In Pontus or the Punic coast, or where/ Alcinous reigned, fruit of all kinds’ (V 338-41). The ensuing passage goes on to insist on all this fruit and its taste. Raphael hails Eve as a woman whose ‘fruitful womb’ will one day fill the world with more ‘sons/ Than with these various fruits the trees of God/ Have heaped this table’ (V 388-91). She then invites this ‘Heavenly stranger, please to taste’ (397) and Raphael goes on to explore at considerable, even pedantic length the similarities and differences between the food that angels and men eat. He even explains that ‘in heaven the trees/ Of life ambrosial fruitage bear’ (426-7), yet scruples not to eat Eve’s meal: ‘to taste/ Think not I shall be nice’ (432-3). All this insistence on fruit and tasting serves to prepare for the less innocent apple that Eve, and then Adam, will soon eat. 

The reference to Adonis is even more loaded. Not only were his Gardens said to last but a little while, however lovely the hands of the damsels who tended them (Ricks 133, quoting a wonderful comment to this effect from Richardson’s 1734 edition of the poem), but a popular though false etymology (Fowler ad loc) linked Adonis to Eden. The connection of Adonis to Venus, though not always in Shakespeare’s playful fashion, was also a Renaissance commonplace. 

All three of these gardens, then, are lush and erotically charged, though each in a slightly different way. The Adonis story, as retold by Spenser (FQ III vi 43-50), for example, is of a youth killed by a boar while out hunting, but revived by Venus, a far more powerful female, who kept him as a lover in a legendary garden. In Alcinous’ realm of Scheria, on the other hand, a young and innocent girl feels attracted to a fully adult male much stronger than she. In the Solomon story, the wise man (‘sapient king’) holds dalliance with his fair Egyptian spouse, and the couple are on an equal footing, the one wise, the other fair. 

The interpretation of this passage has been complicated by a proposal of Christopher Ricks. In two pages of his excellent book (133-5) he made an argument that convinced Alastair Fowler and many since: the point of the biblical reference is that Solomon is being tacitly compared to Adam because both are uxorious. Solomon had indeed been called ‘that uxorious King’ at PL I 444, but not because of his relation to Pharaoh’s daughter. Rather he was ‘Beguil’d by fair Idolatresses’ and ‘fell/ To Idols foul’ (445-6). The two references in the Book of Kings are quite separate. Solomon marries Pharaoh’s daughter at I Kings 3. 1, and soon has the dream in which God grants him wisdom, so that he comes the ‘sapient king’.  It is only when he is old, at I Kings 11.1-9, that we hear of all his other wives and how they ‘turned away his heart after other gods’ (v. 4, further reference at II Kings 23.13). The other links that Ricks makes with Adam also fall away when we look more closely. They are purely verbal: Adam calls Eve ‘exact of taste,/ And elegant, of sapience no small part’ (IX 1017-18) as he invites her to make love after the Fall. He also complains later that she has ‘beguil’d’ him (X 880). It is true that at Paradise Regained II 169-70, Satan says ‘Women … beguil’d the heart/ Of wisest Solomon’, but he does not make any parallel with Adam. Ricks may be right when he makes the claim that the ‘allusion to Solomon, then, ominously and beautifully hints at the Fall’ (135), but in the three gardens passage it is the erotic place itself that carries the hint, and the male in that passage is not Adam but Satan. Ricks is wrong when he goes on to argue that the following single-line sentence refers to Adam: ‘Much hee the place admired, the person more’ (IX 444). It does indeed return us to the serpent enjoying the garden and watching Eve, but the ambiguity of the pronoun ‘hee’, which Ricks well notices, makes Satan overlap with Solomon, not with Adam. Once we can get Adam out of this sequence of allusions, we can see that each of the gardens includes a sensuous pair, and in each case the point of the allusion is to couple Eve with Satan.

Most readers will remember that the narrative now goes on a much more devious and dilatory track before it finally allows Eve to notice the serpent. Satan has already seen her when the three garden allusions intervene, and seen that she is alone. Indeed he has spied her, or ‘Half spied, so thick the roses bushing round/ About her glowed’ (426), and he slowly approaches ‘This flow’ry plat, the sweet recess of Eve/ Thus early, thus alone’ (456). The narrative describes the effect of her beauty on Satan, and momentarily reverses ‘His malice, and with rapine sweet bereaved/ His fierceness of the fierce intent it brought’ (461-2). For a brief while in a famous phrase he is struck ‘Stupidly good’ (465); he sees Eve as ‘angelic’ (458) and ‘fit love for gods’ (489), but then talks himself back to his business, back into ‘The way which to her ruin now I tend’ (493). 

The phrase ‘fit love for gods’ opens onto the next, even more intense, episode. And the next set of classical allusions, when they come, shift the focus from the erotic gardens themselves to the beings who are about to meet. Satan makes himself as sensually attractive a serpent as he can: he comes toward Eve ‘erect/ Amidst his circling spires, that on the grass/ Floated redundant: pleasing was his shape,/ And lovely, never since of serpent kind/ Lovelier’ (IX 495-505). The continuing erotic flavour of the passage is unmistakable, both in the word ‘erect’ itself, and in the placing of ‘Lovelier’ at the beginning of the line after enjambement. Adam and Eve had both been described as erect when we first met them in Book IV 288-9: ‘Two of far nobler shape erect and tall,/ Godlike erect’. There the word ‘erect’ obviously has no particularly erotic connections even though they are both naked. Indeed it is the ‘image of their glorious maker’ that shines in the human couple. And Satan
, as voyeur, who experiences ‘fierce desire’ (IV 509). The narration of his approach in Book IX is clearly designed to recall that first image of the parents, especially since they were called ‘the loveliest pair/ That ever since in love’s embraces met,/ Adam the goodliest man of men since born/ His sons, the fairest of her daughters Eve’ (IV 321-4). So now Satan, who after all had been a witness to that first sight of the human couple, can echo (or the narrator can) that language: ‘never since… Lovelier’. 

Milton now intensifies his habitual allusiveness, and the meaning could scarcely be clearer. There follows a typical Miltonic list of classical references to sexually interesting serpents, and their women: no serpent has ever been lovelier, not ‘Hermione and Cadmus, or the god/ In Epidaurus; nor to which transformed Ammonian Jove, or Capitoline was seen,/ He with Olympias, this with her who bore/ Scipio the height of Rome’ (IX 506-10). The passage brings to bear an enormous weight of classical learning, four different tales packed into complex, winding syntax. Eve, however, knows nothing of all this herself: what finally calls her attention to the serpent as he fawns and licks the ground about her is not this extraordinary mythological pedigree but ‘His gentle dumb expression’. And then what really interests her is that the serpent can speak. Her innocence could not be more clearly signaled, nor the contrast with Satan’s complicated magnificence. Or so it may seem.

If we follow up these references, some interesting problems emerge. The obvious source for the story of Cadmus and his wife is Ovid’s Metamorphoses IV 563-600. Near the end of his long story, he leaves the city of Thebes that he had founded and wanders with his queen till they reach Illyria. Sad and old, Cadmus wonders whether the gods are angry because he once killed a serpent, or even because he sowed a serpent’s teeth to generate an army of men. If so, he asks to be turned into a serpent himself, and immediately the transformation begins. The passage is clearly echoed later in Paradise Lost for the passage in which Satan too becomes a serpent for the second time, as a punishment (X 504-47). Cadmus, as he is changing, urges his wife to come and touch him, and when she does, she too becomes a serpent, the two of them twined about each other; they then slither off into the woods, there never more to do harm. They have become gentle harmless snakes.

Milton calls Cadmus’s wife Hermione. In Ovid she has no name, but elsewhere (eg Apollodorus iii. 4-7; Diod. Sic. iv. 65, 66) she is called Harmonia. The form Hermione is the one used by Sandys in his translation, although Starnes and Talbot suggest Milton used Charles Stephanus’s popular encyclopedia Dictionarium Historicum Geographicum Poeticum, where Hermione occurs. Martindale (20) agrees that, even though he knew Ovid well, Milton may well have used this short cut to knowledge. More likely he wanted to avoid the Harmonia form of the name as having irrelevant connotations for this moment in his poem.

In any case, what is interesting about these allusions to frankly bestial couples is that, as J. Martin Evans has shown ad loc, none of them is at all evil. Cadmus and Hermione do no more harm. When Aesculapius, the god of healing, left his sanctuary in Epidaurus to go to Rome in the form of a snake, it was to cure a plague, according to the story in Metamorphoses xv 622-744. Specifically, he appears as the serpent that twines around his rod, the caduceus (660). The reference itself is brief in Milton’s text, but he actually borrowed quite a lot of Ovid’s language for Satan: as serpent Aesculapius stands erect (674), is crested with gold (669-70), and glides fold above fold (721). And when Jupiter (Jove) Ammon and Jupiter of the Roman Capitol turned into snakes, it was to beget two of the greatest heroes in ancient history.  According to Plutarch, Alexander the Great believed that his father Philip II of Macedon shunned his wife Olympias because he found her in bed with a serpent. That fine classicist Peter Green tells this as a story about the historical Olympias, that she did in fact keep snakes in her bed — a hazard ‘calculated to put even the toughest bridegroom off his stroke’ (p. 30, quoted in Leonard ad loc.). In Plutarch’s story, the Delphic oracle identified the snake as Zeus-Ammon. Sempronia, Scipio’s mother, was said by Livy and others to have been ‘seen’ with Capitoline Jove. The result was the Roman hero who defeated Hannibal.

What is the point of these allusions
? More than any other dimension of the poem, they make as explicit as possible one of the potential meanings of the biblical myth, not developed at all in the Genesis version, but there nonetheless if we lean hard enough on the narrative. Satan is a sexual interloper. Midrashic retellings of the Adam and Eve story by the rabbis had soon produced a version in which Eve was literally seduced by the serpent-figure, who thus became the father of Cain.
 Satan and Eve become lovers. The story is well known in the Jewish tradition, where the angel 
in this form is usually known as Sammael. It has also been seen to lie behind at least one New Testament passage, a letter of John’s that distinguishes “the children of god” from “the children of the devil.... For this is the message which you have heard from the beginning, that we should love one another, and not be like Cain who was of the evil one and murdered his brother” (1 John 3.11-12, Forsyth 236-7, 312-14). The story was widely known in the Renaissance and spawned many variants: it was adapted, for example, by Phineas Fletcher in his partly allegorical The Locusts, or Apollyonists (1627), which makes “Sin” the daughter of Satan by Eve, and depicts her as half-woman, half-serpent, like Milton’s Sin. Leonard points out that Fletcher made her “Porter to th’infernall gate” (i 10-12, Leonard ad loc II 650-59), thus showing that she is a definite influence on Milton’s own partly allegorical Sin. In the contemporary Samuel Pordage (quoted Turner, 292), Satan chooses a particular serpent he has seen in Eve’s lap, who

Had gain’d Eve’s love, or who it may be had
Entwin’d about her naked neck, and play’d
With her white hands, or favour’d in her lap.

Similarly, Lawrence Clarkson and the Muggletonians (Hill 25-31, 80, 85, 181) interpreted the Fall as Eve’s sexual pollution by Satan. 


This well-known story takes on varied colouring as it reappears in other contexts. One German humanist, Philip Camerarius, for example, collecting contemporary commonplaces, explains the “efficacie” of Satan over Eve by noting that “many Authors affirme that Serpents . . . desire the companie of women”, that “all the Rabbins are of this mind, that the devills (through Gods sufferance) have great power over ones concupiscence and privie members…Philo and the Hebrewes say That the Serpent signifieth allegorically, Lecherie” (quoted Fowler ad loc). Camerarius also made the link of the two Jupiter stories, Ammon and Capitoline, which is possibly where Milton found it. The story begins there to shade not only into allegory, but into a widespread misogyny that blames Eve/woman for the Fall, no matter at what point her sexuality is activated. If she is not herself willingly seduced, she uses her sexual charms to get Adam to eat in his turn.


An even sharper sense of the context against which Milton wrote his own paradoxical yet dignified version of the story of “love unlibidinous” (V 449) can be gained from what the “sons of Belial”, as he called the restored Royalists, made of this story. A French sonnet of Jean-François Sarasin, “Lors qu’Adam vit cette jeune beauté” (Turner 292) may illustrate the libertine context. The poem was widely reproduced and translated from the 1650’s on; it runs in part

Tho’ Adam abounded with vigorous youth,
Tho’ Beauty and Wit did his person commend,
Eve yet was dispos’d new Admirers to get;
And, being a Woman, chose rather to lend
Her ear to the Devil, than not to coquet.

The irreverent, cynical misogyny returns the story to a kind of debased Petrarchism, a literary fashion that was actively repudiated by Milton in his own version of the story, as when he gives the extravagant language of Petrarchan praise (“Heav’n wakes with all his eyes,/ Whom to behold but thee, Natures desire”, V 44-45) to the Satan of Eve’s dream. 

The story of Eve’s seduction is not explicit in the biblical text, nor is it spelled out in Paradise Lost. But the reader can feel its pressure on the text. Satan’s desire, for example, is clear in that remarkable cry when he catches sight of Adam and Eve making love in their garden: they are “Imparadis’t in one anothers arms”, but Satan is in his own Hell, “Where neither joy nor love, but fierce desire” is all he can experience. (IV 505-511). This passage identifies love itself as what Satan really misses or as what Paradise really means. 

As Satan approaches, then, the classical allusions show that Milton’s narrative risks becoming what many other versions of the myth had been, another tale of sex between human female and divine snake. Yet in the event, what really impresses Eve about the serpent, at least at the conscious level, is that he can talk, and Milton gives Eve a neologism to signal her surprise: ‘How camst thou speakable of mute?’ The implications of her sexual seduction, which may be working at various levels of consciousness, are probably also an undercurrent in the marital quarrel of Adam and Eve before Eve goes off alone for her fatal encounter with Satan. It is part of the danger that readers know Eve to be in —  but it is important also that the story is repressed, held in potentia: to spell it out would vulgarize the poem and destroy the delicacy and beauty of the tension between this latent content — known or sensed by Milton’s readers — and the play of minds at the intellectual level of persuasion and resistance. Any explicit sexual language would spoil both the brilliantly subtle exchange of views with Adam, and the dialogue with Satan that soon follows. It is the classical allusions that must carry the sexual suggestions.

As if to make clear the importance of the distinction between the sexually explicit myths and the story we are reading, Milton’s narrator insists in the middle of that ensuing dialogue that Eve is ‘yet sinless’ (IX 659). There has been much discussion of that phrase and whether it can really be true. It is a measure of the risk that Milton is running that he feels the need to say it at all.

Indeed it is not only the garden, or the serpent, that have by now acquired sinister implications through the sequence of allusions. Eve herself has picked some up too. The allusions to young girls or nymphs like the members of Delia’s train (IX 387), Persephone and Daphne (IV 268‑74), Pomona (V 377-81, IX 395), not to mention Pandora (IV 713-18), Venus herself (V 381-2), and the Graces (VIII 59-63), link Eve with mythological females whose charm the male sex found irresistible, just as Adam (and briefly Satan) find Eve. Daphne was another Ovidian nymph pursued by Apollo, Metamorphoses I 450-68, and there may even be a delicate memory of this when Eve and then Adam tell the story of how he had to come after her when she turned away (IV 440-91, VIII 481-520). In Paradise Regained II 175-95, the pursuers of nymphs like Daphne are actually equated with the fallen angels, ie the sons of God from Genesis 6.1-4, whose lust for human females had been seen for a long time as the cause of the Fall. 

The most famous of these associations is probably the double reference to Persephone, called here by her alternate name Proserpine to incorporate a Miltonic pun on serpent. She had indeed been raped by the god of the underworld, Pluto or Dis. The story is briefly told at IV 270. C. S. Lewis (p. 42) made the point explicit when he noted that the “deeper value” of the Persephone allusion is that in both Enna and Eden “the young and the beautiful while gathering flowers was ravished by a dark power risen up from the underworld.’’ This is certainly right, especially in view of the echo of the Proserpine passage at IX 395-6, 424-33 when Satan makes his approach. Satan does not, in the literal sense, “ravish” Eve, though Milton invites us to consider the possibility during their encounter, as Satan sees “alone / The Woman, opportune to all attempts” (IX 480‑81). 

Thus the presence of the snake’s sexuality in the garden, and approaching Eve, suggests an immediate, even urgent, meaning. The image of rape is muted to the phrase “rapine sweet”, but the echoes of Persephone and Pluto-Dis, bring it to the reader’s consciousness and makes the explicit narrative all the more gripping, threatening, fearsome. 
Indeed in his first speech to Eve, Satan even mentions ravishment: ‘Thee all things living gaze on, …/ … and thy Celestial Beautie adore/ With ravishment beheld’ (IX 539-42). ‘Ravishment’, like ‘rapine’, are words with broader connotations than sexual rape, like the Latin root, but in this context the overtone is surely deliberate.
Satan also says that, apart from Adam, only the beasts can admire her, when she ought to be ‘seen/ A Goddess among Gods, ador’d and serv’d/ By Angels numberless, thy daily Train’ (546-8). He even claims in his next speech that, when he first found the Tree of Knowledge and wound himself up it, ‘All other beasts that saw, with like desire/ Longing and envying stood, but could not reach’. These images of a circle of beasts admiring the tree, and also Eve, evoke another classical figure with whom Eve had been associated just a few lines earlier, Circe.

Eve is used to being surrounded, we are told, and so she pays no attention to Satan’s approach as serpent,


as us’d
To such disport before her through the Field,
From every Beast, more duteous at her call, 
Than at Circean call the Herd disguis’d. (IX 519‑22)

Milton’s indirect comparison of Eve to Circe, the most terrifyingly alluring of all Homer’s females, at the very moment when she is about to be tempted and virtually seduced, has been taken by many critics to imply that Satan may have something more than mere innocence to work with. Like the ‘rapine sweet’ that Satan has just experienced, the allusion oddly reverses the flow of power between the two participants in the scene. Above all the comparison comes as a shock, since the reader knows quite well what Eve does not, that one of these apparently duteous beasts is indeed disguised. 

The allusion can be seen as a kind of template against which we can assess our ways of reading. Two excellent critics take opposing views. Diane McColley is resolutely determined to minimize the adverse implications of this and all such allusions. For her, Circe ‘represents one of those natural pleasures we see in retrospect as temptations, but which for Milton were good if risky gifts of God that nurture virtue when rightly used and, if corrupted, need to be purged and restored.’ (72). This reproduces McColley’s more general argument throughout her book, that sexual love is a divine gift and the best thing about Eve (and Adam); but so far as I can see, McColley bases this view of Circe only on the fact that she is the daughter of the Sun at Od X 38 and elsewhere. Bart Giamatti on the other hand argues that the Circe reference is ‘the single most damning allusion associated with Eve’. It ‘links Eve to that prototype of the evil woman in a garden from whom Eve’s immediate predecessors, Alcina, Armida and Acrasia were all descended.’ (329-30) The two great traditions Giamatti has been examining ‘come together at last’, represented by the innocent Eve and the corrupting Circe. Satan’s very purpose is to turn the earthly paradise into an enchanted and corrupting garden (332). Thus Giamatti’s argument assimilates Eve to Circe, while McColley’s determinedly separates the two women. Indeed she insists that is the purpose of all the allusions to classically perverting women, to oblige the reader to make the distinction. 

On her first appearance, Eve is described as wearing her hair like a veil. In a fine discussion of the “sinister implications” of Eve’s veils, Bart Giamatti (319-20) noted that commentators have seen the Pauline source for these lines in Corinthians 11.15: “But if a woman have long hair, it is a glory to her: for her hair is given her for a covering,” but that they also allude, through Marino’s Adone, to the golden‑haired Aphrodite of Iliad III. This double allusion to Biblical chastity and to a sensual Venus which marks the first description of Eve is soon extended by the next mention of the veil. The narrator insists that “no veil/ She needed, virtue-proof” (V 380-84), as she stands to greet Raphael, but the remark occurs in an elaborate mythological context as complex as any we have been discussing: the sylvan lodge is like Pomona’s arbour, and Eve is lovelier than the Venus of the Paris legend, (“the fairest goddess feigned/ Of three that in Mount Ida naked strove”). This was the event which provoked the Trojan war, and that delicious “naked strove” brings out its implicit sexuality, even suggesting another, more intimately physical competition than that which took place. Milton’s allusions not only require an insistence on Eve’s virtue, a different kind of nakedness, but culminate in the first link of Eve to Mary. 


So to the silvan lodge 
They came, that like Pomona’s arbour smiled
With flow’rets decked and fragrant smells; but Eve 
Undecked, save with herself more lovely fair
Than wood‑nymph, or the fairest goddess feigned 
Of three that in Mount Ida naked strove,
Stood to entertain her guest from Heav’n; no veil 
She needed, virtue‑proof, no thought infirm
Altered her cheek. On whom the Angel Hail 
Bestowed, the holy salutation used 
Long after to blest Mary, second Eve. (V 377‑87)

This extraordinary passage packs together all the implications I have been trying to tease out of these classical references. The explicit narrative is about a naked and innocent Eve, decked only with flowers ‘and fragrant smells’: the subsidiary narrative told by a series of classical allusions appears to undermine that insistently innocent surface
. Milton seems indeed to be challenging his readers, or perhaps it is better to say he is challenging the whole misogynist way of telling Eve’s story. He invokes it at almost every turn but also repudiates it. The comparison of Eve to the naked Venus who bribed Paris and caused the Trojan war reproduces the standard idea of Eve as temptress. It is balanced here, and with no explicit irony, by the parallel with Mary. McColley’s comment deserves repeating: Renaissance sculptors and painters regularly and intentionally conflated or juxtaposed Eve and Venus, Venus and Mary, or Mary and Eve, in order to compare Eve with Venus and contrast her with Mary. Milton, I believe, is the only artist who does the reverse.’ (72). Our minds work by comparison, by assessing similarities and differences, surface and depth. Yet we can never quite hold everything in mind at once. Like the duck/rabbit image of Gestalt psychology, we can see both but never quite at the same time. Milton knows this, and provokes the mind to move rapidly and sometimes dizzyingly between the alternatives
. 

Even while he is insisting on Eve’s naked innocence, then, and thus on the contrast with Satan’s magnificent body-suit, the narrator introduces the idea of a ‘thought infirm’. What is more he makes the idea graphic, more an image than an idea. He carefully tells us that at this moment Eve does not blush: ‘no thought infirm/ Altered her cheek’ (V 384-5). Just in case we thought Eve might be a little self-conscious at meeting so splendid an angel, we are told she has no reason to do so. We might think that a prelapsarian Eve could not blush, but when first created, we later learn, she was immediately led by Adam to the nuptial bower ‘blushing like the morn’ (VIII 511). Even Raphael can blush when Adam asks him about how angels have sex (VIII 619). 

Critics divide even more definitely on these blushes than on the Circe allusion, and so perhaps reveal more of themselves than we usually do when writing our essays. Waldock (108) mocked Raphael’s blush, but Flannagan thinks it ‘a delightful touch’ (Leonard ad loc). C. S Lewis (124) was offended that Eve should be allowed to experience bodily shame, and especially that it should be an incentive to male sexual desire. Ricks, however, in his Keats book, suggested in his brilliant way that Milton’s syntax leaves open ‘some tender possibility … that Adam too is blushing’ (22, Leonard ad loc). In any case it is self-defeating to be told not even to think that Eve might have blushed as she meets the angel. (Do not think about elephants…). The blush is there for us even as it is denied. The blush is in that respect exactly like the allusions to Mary and to a sexy Venus: we get a blushful and a veil-free Eve all at once. Though overtly the two are distinct, the poem is — almost — telling two contradictory stories at the same time. It is not always clear which one we are supposed to read.


***
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� Part of this argument appears in a different form in The Satanic Epic, 259-65.





�Can you not state clearly already in this § what you will look at / find / argue? Page 10  is far away, and 17.


�Ha - this is what Tarquin does before the lseeping Lucrece, and before the rape.


�And in Satan? 


�Yes... Could you hint at some of what follows here a littel earlier? I feel as if I'm reading a long list, and don't know quite why. 


�what angel?


�++


�aha! again, some earlier hint could be helpful


�this i find interesting, and am glad I kept reading





