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Essay Nr. 193:  Milton on Music
Where no arts flourish, where all knowledge is banished, where indeed there is no trace of a good man, there savageness and frightful barbarism rage about....  Europe, from the whole of which during several early centuries all good arts had perished; for a long time the presiding Muses had abandoned all the universities of that age: blind Ignorance had pervaded and taken possession of everything; nothing was heard in the schools except the absurd dogmas of most stupid monks.
 

Milton

John Milton (1608 - 1674) is considered by the English to be their greatest poet after Shakespeare.  His cultural development began in childhood due to unusually active parents, his father being a legal writer and musician and his mother an activist in charitable causes.  He tells us that his early studies included music.

I gave myself up entirely to reading the Greek and Latin writers; exchanging, however, sometimes, the country for the town, either for the purchase of books, or to learn something new in mathematics, or in music, which at the time furnished the sources of my amusement.
 

A later comment suggests that this early experience in music may have helped determine that his path was to be poetry and literature.

...amid the rugged difficulties of the Arts, that having lost all hope of obtaining quiet, I began to think sorrowfully...that it would be better to forget the Arts completely.
 
His formal studies in England included extensive readings in the literature of the major European countries, in addition to expanding the religious studies which had begun in his strongly Puritan home.  His studies completed, his generous father enabled Milton to tour France and Italy.  He was particularly taken by Italy, which he called “the retreat of civility and of all polite learning,”
 and while there met a number of literati, including the aged Galileo.

As a Puritan, Milton fully shared the old Catholic view that Reason must rule man’s activities.

But know that in the Soul

Are many lesser Faculties that serve

Reason as chief; among these Fancy next

Her office holds; of all external things,

Which the five watchful Senses represent,

She forms Imaginations, Aerie shapes,

Which Reason joining or disjoining, frames

All what we affirm or what deny....
 
And he agreed with the old Church that the support of Reason was a primary church concern.  “The Church,” he maintained, “hath in her immediate care those inner parts and affections of the mind where the seat of reason is....”
   This was, of course, due to constant competition between Reason and the emotions for the possession of man.  “Take heed,” warns Milton, “least Passion sway thy Judgment.

Milton did not seem to recognize the emotions as an entirely separate faculty apart from Reason and it is curious that he even associates laughter primarily with Reason, “every man is able to laugh because he is rational”
   His most direct definition of the emotions in general is merely a restatement of views of older writers.

The affections are love, hatred; joy, sorrow; hope, fear; and anger.

Love is to be so regulated, that our highest affections may be placed on the objects most worthy of them....
 

Milton’s most interesting comments relative to Art in general are centered in the perception of Art and in related educational aspects.  We are not surprised, in view of his comments on the association of the emotions with the intellect, to find him writing, “The perception of all art and of all science concerns only the intellect....”
   On the other hand, in another place he refers to the old Scholastic distinction between the “speculative” and the practice of art and here he leans more toward the practical rather than the conceptual.
For as none can judge of a painter, or a sculpturer but he who is an artist, that is, either in the Practice or the Theory, which is often separated from practice, and judges learnedly without it....
 

Milton does not discuss in detail any of the traditional topics associated with the philosophy of aesthetics in the arts.  He discusses Beauty only with respect to women, although he does create a memorable phrase, “Beauty is nature’s coin.”
 

In the preface to “Paradise Lost,” Milton disparages contemporary English theater.

Not without cause therefore some both Italian and Spanish poets of prime note have rejected rhyme both in longer and shorter works, as have also our best English Tragedies, as a thing of itself, to all judicious ears, trivial and of no true musical delight....
 

We must also note Milton’s comment that “the frequenting of Theaters against her husbands mind” is sufficient cause for divorce.
 

As we have noted above Milton was born into a musical family and enjoyed some study of music during his youth.  If he did not continue as an active performer, his appreciation of music remained and his poetry is full of reference to it.  Consider this remarkable tribute:

Do not look down on song divine, creation of the bard, for naught graces more finely than does song his heavenly source, his heavenly seed, his mind mortal in origin, for song still keeps holy traces of Prometheus’s fire.  The gods above love song, and song has power to rouse the quaking depths of Tartarus, to bind fast the gods of the deeps below; song restrains with triple adamant the unfeeling [men].  By song the secrets of the far-distant future are revealed by the daughters of Phoebus, and by quivering Sibyls, pale of lips.  The sacrificer composes songs at the holy alters....  I too shall go, wearing a golden crown, through the realms of the skies, wedding sweet strains to the soft-sounding plectrum....
 
We know some of his tastes, as for example this comment which follows a reference to the loud trumpet in one poem,

Me softer airs befit, and softer strings

Of Lute, or Viol still, more apt for mournful things.
  

And we know one of his preferences among composers, as we see in a sonnet in praise of the songs of the English composer, Henry Lawes.

Harry whose tuneful and well measured Song

First taught our English Musick how to span

Words with just note and accent....
 

We can also see the extent of Milton’s familiarity with music in his frequent use of various aspects of music in his figures of speech.  He uses “harmony” to represent aspects of social order, a metaphor which had been popular with the ancient Greeks.  In his treatise on church government, for example, it stands for the discipline needed in social organization.

Nor is there any sociable perfection in this life civil or sacred that can be above discipline, but she is that which with her musical chords preserves and holds all the parts thereof together.
 

He even uses this metaphor when writing on the subject of divorce.

Nature, from whence are derived the issues of love and hatred distinctly flowing through the whole mass of created things, and that God’s doing ever is to bring the due likenesses and harmonies of his works together, except when out of two contraries meet to their own destruction....
 

Similarly, harmony is a metaphor for the relationship between two persons.

For I no sooner in my Heart divined,

My Heart, which by a secret harmonie

Still moves with thine, joined in connection sweet....
 

He uses the organ to represent one who stimulates others to action.

As in an Organ from one blast of wind

To many a row of Pipes the sound-board breathes.
 

Music is, of course, the most satisfactory symbol for feeling and is one often used by Milton.  A poignant example is his use of a musical metaphor to express his sadness in thinking of the death of Jesus.

For now to sorrow must I tune my song,

And set my Harp to notes of saddest woe....
 

In his “Second Defence of the English Peoples,” after a discussion of King Charles, Milton uses the loud trumpeter as a metaphor for a critic.

Having thus dispatched Charles, he is now preparing, with no little blustering, his attack upon me: “After these preludes, the wonderful Salmasius will blow the terrible trumpet.”  You prognosticate health, and give us notice of a new king of musical harmony: for when that terrible trumpet shall be blown, we can think of no fitter accompaniment for it than a reiterated crepitation.  But I would advise Salmasius not to inflate his cheek overmuch: for you may take my word for it, that the more it is swollen out, the fairer will he present it for slaps, in musical response, while both his cheeks ring again, to this modulated tone of the wonderful Salmasius....
 

Milton also made numerous historical references to music, beginning with the Greek myths where he finds the gods “contended only for beauty, or in music....”
   Milton was wrong in fact, but perhaps current in Puritan thought, when he described ancient man as having no music of any kind, “when suddenly Arts and Sciences divinely inspired the rude hearts of men....”
 

In a letter, he mentioned the public musical entertainments of “truly Roman magnificence” given by cardinal Barberini,
 and in his “Commonplace Book,” Milton makes an interesting comment on even earlier Roman musical history.  Ignatius, the third bishop of Antioch after Peter, he reports, was the first to devise antiphonal singing in the church.  The organ he says was first introduced to France by ambassadors of the Byzantine Emperor, Constantine V, who brought organs to King Pepin.
 

With respect to the early music history of his own country, Milton mentions Begabredus, who “is recorded to have excelled all before him in the Art of Music,”
 and contends that it was the Saxons under whom the liberal arts, including music, first flourished.
   We wish for more detail, when he mentions that king Alfred disguised himself as a musician and, by playing his lute and singing, functioned as a spy.
 
On the Perception of Music

Milton’s only emphatic comment on the perception of music is that variety is crucial.

Variety (as both Musick and Rhethorick teacheth us) erects and rouses an Auditory, like the masterful running over many chords and divisions; whereas if men should ever be thumming the drone of one plain song, it would be a dull opiate to the most wakeful attention.
 

We feel we must include here the obvious attention which Milton devoted to the question of the Music of the Spheres.  He mentions this frequently in his poetry, beginning with the music of creation.

...up he rode

Followed with acclamation and the sound

Symphonious of ten thousand Harps that tuned

Angelic harmonies: the Earth, the Air

Resounded, (thou remember’st, for thou heardst)

The Heavens and all the Constellations rung,

The Planets in their station listening stood...
 

Several poems speak of the music of the spheres being in nine-parts, representing the seven known planets, the sun and our moon.  In the poem, “The Hymn,” we find,

Ring out ye Crystal spheres,

Once bless our humane ears,

(If ye have power to touch our senses so)

And let your silver chime

Move in melodious time;

And let the Base of Heavens deep Organ blow,

And with your ninefold harmony

Make up full consort to the Angelike symphony.
 
And again in “Arcades,” 

But else in deep of night when drowsiness

Hath locked up mortal sense, then listen I

To the celestial Sirens harmony,

That sit upon the nine enfolded Spheres....
 

Why, even God listens to the music of the spheres.

And in their motions harmonie Divine

So smooths her charming tones, that Gods own ear

Listens delighted.
 

In several places, such as in his masque composed for a performance at Ludlow Castle in 1634, Milton refers to the music of the spheres as “the Starry Quire.”
   One of these “starry choir” references provides the only attempt by Milton to portray the actual music, “a never-dying melody, a song beyond all describing....”
 

Eventually, Milton contributes a lengthy discussion, “On the Music of the Spheres,” which appears to be intended to be used in a lecture called “In the Public Schools.”  Milton is suspicious, but he seems to leave open the possibility of the music of the spheres.  He wonders, how can we be expected to hear this music of the heavens, since our concerns are so earth-bound.

If there is any place for a man of my poor powers, fellow students, after so many speakers of consequence have been heard today, I shall attempt even at this moment to express, in accordance with my small ability, how well I wish the established exercise of the present occasion; and I shall follow, albeit far outdistanced, in the course of this day’s demonstration of eloquence.  Accordingly, while I avoid and shun entirely those common and ordinary topics of discourse, the purpose of this day and likewise of those who, I suspected, would speak appropriately concerning matters fitted to the time, kindles and straightaway rouses my mind to attempt with ardor some new theme.  These two reasons are able to furnish incentives or keenness to one somewhat sluggish and for the most part possessed of a dull wit.  Wherefore, a few words at least suggest themselves to be pronounced, as they say, with open hand and with rhetorical embellishment, about that famous heavenly harmony, concerning which very shortly there is to be a disputation with the closed fist; consideration of the time being observed, which now presses me on and restrains me.  I would prefer, however that you, my hearers, should regard these things as said in jest.

For what sane man would have thought that Pythagoras, that god of the philosophers, at whose name all mortals of his age stood up in very sacred veneration; -- who, I say, would have thought that he would ever have expressed in public an opinion so uncertainly founded?  Surely, if indeed he taught the harmony of the spheres and that the heavens revolved with melodious charm, he wished to signify by it, in his wise way, the very loving and affectionate relations of the orbs and their eternally uniform revolutions according to the fixed laws of necessity.  Certainly, in this he imitated either the poets or, what is almost the same thing, the divine oracles, by whom no secret and hidden mystery is exhibited in public, unless clad in some covering or garment.  That most skillful interpreter of Mother Nature, Plato, has followed him, since he affirms that certain  sirens sit one upon each of the circles of the heavens and hold spell-bound gods and men by their most honey-sweet song.  And finally, this agreement of things universal and this loving concord, which Pythagoras secretly introduced in poetic fashion by the term Harmony, Homer likewise suggested significantly and appropriately by means of that famous golden chain of Jove hanging down from heaven.

Aristotle, the envious and perpetual calumniator of Pythagoras and Plato, desiring to pave a way to renown on the shattered opinions of these great men, imputed to Pythagoras the unheard symphony of the heavens and tunes of the spheres.  But if either fate or necessity had decreed that your soul, O Father Pythagoras, should have been translated into me, there would not have been lacking one who would easily have come to your rescue, however great the infamy under which you were laboring at the moment.  Indeed, why should not the celestial bodies during their everlasting courses evolve musical sounds?  Does it not seem fair to you, O Aristotle?  Truly, I hardly believe your intelligences would be able to endure with patience that sedentary toil of the rolling heavens for so many ages, unless that ineffable song of the stars had prevented your departure and by the charm of its melody had persuaded a delay.  It would be as if you were to take away from heaven those beautiful little goddesses and should deliver the ministering gods to mere drudgery and to condemn them to the treadmill.  Nay indeed, Atlas himself long ago would have withdrawn his shoulders from a heaven that was about to fall, had not that sweet song soothed, with its most delightful charm, him, gasping and sweating under his great burden.  In addition to these things the Dolphin, wearied of his constellation, would long ago have preferred his own seas to heaven, if he had not rightly been burning with the thought that the singing orbs of the sky excelled by far the sweetness of Arion’s lyre.  Why, credible it is that the lark itself should fly right up to the clouds at early dawn, and that the nightingale should spend the whole lonely night in song, in order that they may adjust their strains to the harmonic mode of the sky, to which they listen attentively.  Thus also from the very beginning of things the story has prevailed about the Muses dancing day and night around the altar of Jove; hence from remote antiquity skill with the lyre has been attributed to Phoebus; for this reason the ancients believed Harmonia ought to be regarded as the daughter of Jove and Electra, whom the whole choir of heaven is said to have lauded in song when she had been given Cadmus in marriage.

But supposing no one on earth had ever heard this symphony of the stars, does it therefore follow that all has been silent beyond the circle of the moon, and lulled to sleep by the benumbing silence?  Nay rather, let us blame our feeble ears which are not able, or are not worthy, to overhear the songs and such sweet tones.  But this melody of the sky is not really unheard; for who, O Aristotle, would have conceived of your meteors as dancing in the mid-region of the air, except that, when they hear the singing heavens clearly on account of their nearness, they cannot restrain themselves from performing a choral dance?

But Pythagoras alone of mortals is said to have heard this song; unless that good man was both some deity and native of the sky, who perchance by direction of the gods had descended for the purpose of instructing the minds of men with holy knowledge and of calling upon them to improve.  Certainly he was a man who combined in himself the whole gamut of virtues and who was worthy to converse with the very gods like unto himself and to enjoy the company of the celestials.  Therefore, I do not wonder that the gods, loving him very much, permitted him to take part in the most secret mysteries of Nature.

Moreover, the boldness of the thieving Prometheus seems to be the reason why we hear so little this harmony, a deed which brought upon humanity so many ills and likewise took away this happiness from us, which we shall never be permitted to enjoy so long as we remain brutish and overwhelmed by wicked animal desires
; for how can those be susceptible of that heavenly sound whose souls, as Persius says, are bent toward the earth and absolutely devoid of celestial matters?  But if we possessed hearts so pure, so spotless, so snowy, as once upon a time Pythagoras had, then indeed would our ears be made to resound and to be completely filled with that most delicious music of the revolving stars; and then all things would return immediately as it were to that golden age; then, at length, freed from miseries we should spend our time in peace, blessed and envied even by the gods.
 

On the Purpose of Music

In a sonnet Milton seems to argue for an inherent value in music, when he suggests that for those who understand music, hearing it often is not unwise.

Whence we may rise

To hear the Lute well touched, or artful voice

Warble immortal Notes and Tuscan Ayre?

He who of those delights can judge, And spare

To interpose them oft, is not unwise.
 

Milton often, especially in the pastoral settings, has his characters listen to music purely for pleasure, for example the reference “with jocond Music charm his ear....” in “Paradise Lost,”
 or in the pastoral figure in “Il Penseroso” who awakes to sweet music.

And as I wake, sweet musick breath

Above, about, or underneath,

Sent by some spirit to mortals good,

Or the unseen Genius of the Wood.
 

A more extended example is found in another poem, “The Hymn,”
When such musick sweet

Their hearts and ears did greet,

As never was by mortal finger struck,

Divinely-warbled voice

Answering the stringed noise,

As all their souls in blissfull rapture took....

Such Musick (as ‘tis said)

Before was never made....

She knew such harmony alone

Could hold all Heaven and Earth in happier union.
 

The most traditional purpose for music given in early literature is to soothe the listener, as we find in a lovely pastoral scene in Milton’s “Mask.”
I sat me down to watch upon a bank

With Ivy canopied, and interwove

With flaunting Honeysuckle, and began

Wrapt in a pleasing fit of melancholy

To mediate upon my rural minstrelsie,

Till fancy had her fill....
 

Ever against eating Cares,

Lap me in soft Lydian Aires....

Untwisting all the chains that tie

The hidden soul of harmony....
 

In the poem, “Mansus,” Milton describes Apollo: “to the strains of the lute, he soothed with his voice the hard labors of his exile.”
   A rather extraordinary reference to listening to music is found in “Paradise Regained,” when Jesus says to Satan that “I would delight my private hours with music or with poem” for the purpose of solace, provided it is in the Hebrew language.
 

The most important purpose of music is to express feeling and the emotionally expressive nature of music is vividly discussed by Milton in a poem dedicated to his father.  The portion below begins with reference to the ancient Rhapsodists who sang epic poetry and concludes with a very interesting tribute to the close relationship of music and oratory, skills which Milton apparently admired in his father.  One can indeed find a close relationship between music and oratory in the sense that it is the right hemisphere of the brain which provides the emotional coloring which determines meaning for both.   Milton, unaware of modern discoveries in brain function, instinctively uses “music” as a metaphor for this right hemisphere emotional input.

Songs, were wont, in olden days, to adorn the rich feasts of kings, when luxury, and the limitless abyss of the bottomless gullet were yet unknown, and the banquet tables foamed only with modest wines.  In those days, the bard, seated in accord with custom at the holiday feast, his unshorn locks bound with leaves form the oak-tree, used to sing of the achievements of heroes, exploits worthy of imitation, and the foundations, laid broad and wide, of the world, and of gods creeping, and of acorns that formed food for gods, and of the lightning-bolt not yet sought from Aetna’s grot.  In brief, what pleasure will there be in music well attuned if it is empty of voice, empty of words and of their meanings, and of numbers that talk?  Such strains befit the woodland choirs, not Orpheus, who by his songs, not by his lyre, and by his singing compelled to tears the shades that were done with life: it is from his song that he has these praises.

Persist not, I pray you, to hold cheap the holy Muses, nor think them idle, poor, for through their bounty you yourself skillfully compose a thousand strains to measures fit, and, since you have been trained to vary your tuneful voice by a thousand modulations, you would of right be heir of Arion’s fame.  Wherein is it strange if it has fallen to your lot to sire me, a poet, if we, knit so closely together by dear ties of blood, should pursue arts of one blood, and kindred studies?
   
Another tribute to the expressive power of music is found in a sonnet,

When, beautiful, thou speakest, or, in mood of happiness, sing in such guise that the hardest and wildest oak is moved to feeling, one must guard the gateways to ear and eye....
 

We also find in Milton’s work references to the ancient Greek assertion that music can change one’s character or manners, although he seems to assume some connection with the music of the spheres.  In the poem “Arcades,” he attributes to music the ability to raise man above disturbing influences.

Such sweet compulsion doth in musick lie,

To lull the daughters of Necessity,

And keep unsteady Nature to her law,

And the low world in measured motion draw

After the heavenly tune, which none can hear

Of human mold with gross unpurged ear.... 
 

In the poem, “To Leonora, as She Sings at Rome,” music is referred to as a “Third Intelligence” which comes from Heaven which enters the throat of the singer and “graciously teaches mortal hearts the power to grow accustomed insensibly to sounds immortal.”
   Another poem contains a brief reference to music used for prophesy, “Then sing of secret things that came to pass....”
 

Milton frequently mentions art songs in a pastoral setting, in particular in his Masque
 and in his poem, “Arcades.”   Another pastoral poem, “Elegia Sexta,” includes instrumental art music: “Now the Thracian lyre, too, with its fretted gold, sounds for you, touched softly by an artist hand.”
 

The presence of the contemplative listener also identifies true art music, as in this example,

Such as the wise Demodocus once told

In solemn Songs at King Alcinous feast,

While sad Ulisses soul and all the rest

Are held with his melodious harmony

In willing chains and sweet captivity.
 

And also in “Paradise Lost,”
Their Song was partial, but the harmony

(What could it less when Spirits immortal sing?)

Suspended Hell, and took with ravishment

The thronging audience.
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