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Introduction 
	 


	 


	 


	 My Core Reflection consists of an interpretation and a reflection on John Milton’s 
Paradise Lost. In this project I name six, out of the twelve, Books of Paradise Lost, based on 
the central themes that Milton discusses in these and that were, in my experience, most 
impactful. The six Books were specifically chosen by the imagery they contain, the themes 
they develop, and the poetry of their verses. Accompanying each Book title, a picture of my 
personal archive as an amateur photographer adds, complicates, or expands on the 
relationship between text and title, poetry and photography, canonical and personal. As ‘cover 
pieces’ for each of the Books, the images are not to be taken as a project on their own. Just as 
the titles aid in explaining my ambitions in communicating meaning through the images, the 
photographs are essential to understanding the subsequent reflection on the titles I curated. 
The photos selected represent my understanding of Milton’s works in any combination of 
urban, contemporary, and personal levels. By hailing in political, social, economic, and 
intrapersonal concepts, I interpret Paradise Lost not only though a humanistic lens, but through 
the lessons that I accumulated in the classes of Literature Humanities and Contemporary 
Civilizations.






Book II: Egress 
	 The idea of egressing  is pervasive through Book II. The first and most obvious instance 
of the theme is Satan’s flight outwards from Hell, followed by the congregation of Sin and 
Death, as they, too will later be set free from their bounds and populate the earth. In a deeper 
analysis, however, egressing appears in the figure of Satan himself. Later the reader learns that 
Satan is Hell himself, “The Hell within him, for within him Hell” (Book IV, l.20). Notice how Milton 
plays with the idea of Hell as a physical place and Hell as a state of mind interchangeably as if, 
even though he may build a bridge to the Earth to escape Hell, Satan cannot really exit the 
state of hellishness. These reflections tie back into Milton’s exploration of the mind, as he 
categorizes it as “its own place”, capable of making “a Heaven of Hell, a Hell of Heaven” (Book 
I, l. 254-255). Milton creates a tension between the physical place and a state of mind, 
developing a recurring argument on the nature of Satan’s experience of Hell, inviting the reader 
to think how one’s psychic condition can cause both intellectual and somatic distress. Further 
analysis of the longing for egressing is captured thematically by the moment when the Fallen 
Angels seek a drop of Lethe to “loose / In sweet forgetfulness all pain and woe” (Book II, l. 
607-608). In this passage, egressing represents the escape from suffering, whether that means 
forgetfulness as a state of mind, or forgetfulness as the physical experience of alleviating pain. 	
	 Notice, too, how the idea of Egress is also present in the sentence level. Milton writes:  
	 	 

	 	 […] which God by curse 
	 	 Created evil, for evil only good, 
	 	 Where all life dies, death lives, and Nature breeds, 
	 	 Perverse, all monstrous, all prodigious things, 
	 	 Abominable, inutterable, and worse 
	 	 Then Fables yet have feign'd, or fear conceiv'd, (l.622-627)


	 The use of several commas in the punctuation of this passage creates in the reader a 
sense of urgency, a sense of an endless description of the place where ‘death lives’. The 
constant adding to the listing of specifiers for Hell shows in the sentence-level how difficult the 
egress from Hell, as a place and a state of mind is (or as put by Milton: “long is the way / And 
hard, that out of Hell leads up to light” 432-433).


Picture: Mother & Child, Musée du Louvre, Paris, France, February 2020


	 I chose this picture to represent Book II because it encompasses several aspects of 
that Book that I find compelling: The immediate association we find between the Book and this 
photo is the presence of mother and child before gates that lead up to light. It is worth 
mentioning how this is a different dynamic, though. Death and Sin guard and bar the gates of 
Hell. Here, the mother and the child both look through the window in a sweet shared moment. 
Moreover, the backdrop of the photo is the Louvre museum. The building was, before being 
turned into a museum in modern times, a royal palace. This brings to the viewer the question of  
the relationship between monarchy, art, and the public sphere. This is fitting to the different 
speeches that the Fallen Angels proclaim in their Satanic Council. I was hoping that by 
juxtaposing a monarchical background to the simplicity of the relationship of a mother and a 
child, questions of what it means to have a relationship between the body politics and the 
family would come to mind.


https://www.dartmouth.edu/~milton/reading_room/pl/book_4/text.shtml




Book IV:  
The Tyrant’s Plea 

	 Book IV is named after the lines that follow Satan’s speech as he first beholds Adam 
and Eve. This passage portrays the ‘satanic optics’ through which Adam and Eve are seen and 
through which Satan plans to seek “mutual amity” with both (Book IV l.375). With this passage, 
Milton introduces the idea of necessity as the tyrant’s plea when given in justification for acts of 
which one wants to be dissociated from, as if to free any guilt or conscious participation. In 
Book IV, the reader sees Milton replicating this understanding of covert guile, somewhat, in 
Eve: 
	 	 […] and thence be call'd 
	 	 Mother of human Race: what could I do, 
	 	 But follow strait, invisibly thus led? (l.474-476)


	 Differently than Satan, though, there is no immediate harm which Eve distances herself 
and her agency from. Rather, these lines follow right after the moment she beholds herself in 
the water, and can be read as a justification for her own contemplation of her beauty. The 
congruences between Eve’s and Satan’s optics can be read as a comment on how the true 
tyrant lies within us, 'in our entrails’.


Picture: Structural Motifs, Library of Congress, Washington DC, March 2019


	 I chose the Library of Congress to illustrate Book IV because I am choosing to 
comment on how tyranny can be disguised from our sight in the form of the systems of 
education we are a part of. The Library of Congress is a building inspired by the architecture of 
Italian renaissance and the French beaux-arts style. Its irrefutable reference to Europe has 
centered the building in discussions surrounding colonization. Milton is increasingly interested 
in the process of colonization, to the point that in Book IV, he describes Satan as the colonizer 
who sees and sets foot on foreign land. Similarly, the plea of the Tyrant, here, may appear as 
the colonialist projects that a system of collecting and indexing information into a ‘beacon’ of 
intellectual curiosity may present. Necessity, then, may well justify a colonialist project, 
especially under the guise of expanding human knowledge and intellectual exchange.


https://www.dartmouth.edu/~milton/reading_room/pl/book_4/text.shtml




Book VI: Glory, Gore, and Guile 
	 


	 Book 6 starts off by presenting to the reader the ‘arméd saints’ of Gabriel’s celestial 
army (l. 47). In what seems like a setup for the martial heroism that has enjoyed a considerable 
buildup in the previous Books, Milton reverts the reader’s expectation by focusing, not only on 
the machinations of Satan’s army, but also on the understanding of guile as true hypocrisy. 

	 In this Book, Glory refers to the attempt at referencing previous heroic epics and 
subverting the reader’s expectation by placing special emphasis not on the gore of war, but on 
the dangers of guile. Gore is a reference to this book’s concern with the physical, 
reemphasized by the focus on the experience of pain for example - whether that be in inviting 
the reader to think that the worst pain is of a physical nature with the line ‘Satan first knew 
pain’ (l.327) or by the exploration of pain ‘as perfect misery’. Milton also highlights how gore, or 
physical pain, interferes with true Glory, temperance or patience: 
 
	 	 Sense of pleasure we may well 
	 	 Spare out of life perhaps, and not repine,  
	 	 But live content, which is the calmest life: 
	 	 But pain is perfect misery, the worst 
	 	 Of evils, and excessive, overturns 
	 	 All patience. (l.459-464)

	 

	 These lines reveal how the understanding of heroism shifts through the Book, 
distancing itself further from the militarized, weaponized idea that connects Glory and Gore, to 
a more intellectualized view of the heroic attitude. In other words, Milton, through less 
emphasis on Glory and Gore, is able to articulate that the true harm lies in the Guile of war, not 
simply on physical pain, but on the psychological manipulation that characterizes hypocrisy. 


Picture: Glória Gaúcha, Porto Alegre, RS, Brazil, June 2015

	 In the Book that Milton more extensively develops the theme of military heroism, I 
chose to include a picture of the obelisk at the Matriz Plaza in my hometown. The plaza where 
this sculpture is located is dedicated to Júlio de Castilhos, a journalist and politician who was a 
primary figure in proclaiming the State Constitution of 1891. Castillhos is a celebrated figure in 
the mythology of my State, as he was one to fight political battles, much like Milton, by pen 
instead of by sword. However, the monument in his homage contains several references to the 
war of independence of the State of Rio Grande do Sul and if filled with figures that portray or 
signify military prowess. For this reason, I find it a fitting image for Book VI: it affords the viewer 
questions of what true heroism is like, and what representations, in the public sphere, are 
effective means of narrative construction and political or military celebration.






Book IX: I Perhaps Am Secret 
	 The title of Book IX directly references Eve’s experience of self-awareness prompted by 
her eating of the Fruit. In this passage (l. 807-817), Eve wonders if she can live separately from 
Adam in hiding that she had transgressed the rule of God. This is a particularly telling passage 
in the Book, as it reframes several previous questions on the individuality of the self, and the 
status of the individual in a prelapsarian versus a postlapsarian world. Notice how this moment 
compares to Eve’s first encounter with her image in Book IV: 
 
	 	 “As I bent down to look, just opposite, 
	 	 A Shape within the watry gleam appeard 
	 	 Bending to look on me, I started back, 
	 	 It started back, but pleas'd I soon returnd, 
	 	 Pleas'd it returnd as soon with answering looks 
	 	 Of sympathie and love; there I had fixt 
	 	 Mine eyes till now, and pin'd with vain desire, 
	 	 Had not a voice thus warnd me, What thou seest, 
	 	 What there thou seest fair Creature is thy self” (l. 460-468) 

	 In Book IV, Eve’s emerging self-consciousness is tied to her experience of her own fair 
beauty in paradise, and yet, after the Fall, she comes to be aware of her own condition as a 
trespasser. The reader, in these two moments, understands how Milton sets up a dialogue 
between these two moments. In the prelapsarian world, Eve’s image was to herself a “fair 
Creature”, one through which she and Adam are “imparadised in each other” (Book IV l. 506). 
After the Fall, however, not only does the reader see Eve’s concern about her own individual 
deeds as troublesome and consequential, but also her questioning of "to Adam in what sort / 
Shall I appear?” (Book IX  l.816-817). There is a fundamental break between the state of being 
imparadised in one another and the concern with which Eve now sees herself before Adam.

	 The disruption of a former state of individuality (a state of wholeness and togetherness) 
to a state incapable of seeing each other with no love “in their looks” (Book X, l. 111), develops 
a compelling Fall amidst so many other Falls (into death, into strife, into labor) in this Book. The 
reader is invited to think, then, once more prompted by the title of the Book, about the previous 
maxim of ‘Sufficient to have stood, though free to fall’ (Book III, l.99). Eve, after eating of the 
Tree, attains her fallen state only when beguiled by Satan, away from Adam. Thus, one is 
invited to question Eve’s and Adam’s primeval sufficiency as separate entities, as the 
relationship between the two will become later complicated by their experiences of the Fall, 
oftentimes reassuring Eve’s subordinate role in the dynamic. All of these questions are brought 
about by Eve’s separation from Adam and her pondering over whether she can live in ‘secret’ 
from him and from God, which makes this moment specifically important in the plot, justifying 
its immediate highlight as the title of the Book.


Picture: Self-portrait, St. Hubertus, Gramado, Brazil, July 2019

	 This self-portrait accompanies Book IX because it represents the state of mind of a 
postlapsarian consciousness. Much like the fragmentation of Eve’s self as she wishes to live in 
secrecy of her deeds from Adam and God, I capture here my reflection thrice reproduced in 
different framings. Congruently to the discussion on Book IX that dialogues with Eve’s first 
encountering of her image in a watery mirror, here I also reference the understanding of the 
self, and the extent to which one can create themselves through framing and reproduction. The 
immediate relationship with Eve’s confrontation of her own self-image here is aimed to pose 
questions such as “When do we see our true selves?” and “How do we come to know people 
beyond our first impressions of them, and beyond the countenance they present to the world?”


https://www.dartmouth.edu/~milton/reading_room/pl/book_3/text.shtml




Book X: Discountenanced and 
Discomposed 

	 

	 “Discountenanced and Discomposed” are the adjectives with which Milton describes 
Adam and Eve after the Fall. Book X is characterized by an overwhelming sense of loss and 
misery that becomes evident after the Fall of Adam and Eve. These two adjectives take their 
place in the tile of the Book because they accurately depict the pathos that Milton associates 
with the Fall, while also expanding the discussion of larger themes, namely the ‘etiology of 
death’ that is proposed in Paradise Lost, and the consequences of the Fall to the human 
experience.  Milton writes:


	 	 discount'nanc't both, and discompos'd; 
	 	 Love was not in thir looks, either to God 
	 	 Or to each other, but apparent guilt, 
	 	 And shame, and perturbation, and despaire, 
	 	 Anger, and obstinacie, and hate, and guile. (l.110-114)


	 Much like in Book IX Eve’s self-awareness prompted by eating the Fruit has caused her 
to distance herself from Adam, the passage above provides the reader an understanding of the 
joint effect, on both Adam and Eve, of their Fall. The distance from God and from each other 
recalls the passage of Book IX when Eve, after contemplating the possibility of existing in 
secrecy from Adam and God, says “Heav'n is high, / High and remote to see from thence 
distinct / Each thing on Earth” (Book IX l.811-813). The association of these two passages 
allows for the understanding of how the Fall impacts both Adam and Eve, making them 
distanced from God. Much like Eve’s pondering on “what sort” should she appear in to Adam, 
in the passage above, ‘discountenanced’ refers to the shattering of a veneer of perfect bliss 
and unity, as they once portrayed in Paradise. Notice how the tension of undoing and reverting 
a former state of grace is present on the sentence-level in this passage. The listing of ‘shame’, 
‘perturbation’, ‘despair’, ‘anger’, ‘obstinacy’, ‘hate’, and ‘guile’ has the word ‘and’, placed 
before each noun, conferring to the passage an idea of endless listing, of endless misery that 
now substitutes a former state of wholeness. Similarly, the placement of ‘and discomposed’ 
after ‘discountenanced both’ in line 110 references this same idea of continuation of misery: 
instead of finishing the clause after the two adjectives are given (i.e. ‘both discountenanced 
and discomposed’), Milton prolongates and deepens the characterization of Adam and Eve’s 
fallen state.

	 Moreover, the idea of ‘discomposed’ can be interpreted in two different ways in the 
context of this Book. The first one is clearly related to the structure of the sentence, having the 
word describe Eve and Adam as a fragmented whole, as two different selves that no longer live 
in harmony with each other, but rather as both an intrapersonal self that experiences shame 
and an entirely private world, and an interpersonal self that is ‘presented’ to each other and to 
God.  A second reading for ‘discomposed’ in Book X takes into consideration how the broader 
theme of decomposition is established through the Book, not simply as a decomposition of the 
self, but a decomposition of nature and the material world. Sin says to Death:


	 	 Thou therefore on these Herbs, and Fruits, and Flours 
	 	 Feed first, on each Beast next, and Fish, and Fowle, 
	 	 No homely morsels, and whatever thing  
	 	 The Sithe of Time mowes down, devour unspar'd, 



	 	 Till I in Man residing through the Race, 
	 	 His thoughts, his looks, words, actions all infect, 
	 	 And season him thy last and sweetest prey. (l.603-609)

	 

	 The language in this passage reveals a thematic trope in the book which is the 
understanding of Death as decomposition, as the corruption of the natural world. Milton relates 
the idea of decomposition of life to Death’s hungry maw that implacably consumes all living 
beings. In this way, by naming the Book “Discountenanced and Discomposed”, a clear 
reference between the disruption of the world after the Fall and its deconstruction through the 
prefix ‘dis-‘ is established. Thus, discountenance and decomposition happen to the self: 
discountenanced due to the work of Sin in the deeds and lives of men, decomposed from one 
former whole into divided selves marked by secrecy and guile. At the same time, 
discountenance and decomposition happen through Death to the natural world: 
discountenance is the corruption of nature’s immaculate condition in Eden, and decomposition 
the very process through which Death ‘eats’ life away from living matter.


Picture: University City, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, October 2019

	 Discountenanced and Discomposed invokes the distance between Adam and Eve 
caused by the guile and the division of the unity that come as an effect of the Fall. In order to 
capture the feeling of impersonality that is caused by the inability of Adam and Eve to be face 
to face and share the same bond as in a prelapsarian world, I thought an image of Downtown 
Philadelphia, from the University of Pensilvania could represent this relationship. Urbanization, 
as Paradise Lost leads the reader to think, makes it easier for a shared ‘personhood’ to 
dissipate amidst the features of modern life. Similarly, I chose to represent ‘discomposed’ by 
the building in construction to the left. Book X focuses on the prefix ‘di-‘ to represent both the 
disruption and the destruction of nature and of the self. In my photograph, however, instead of 
choosing to depict a scene of destruction (to either people or nature), I chose to reference the 
nature of our daily lives as an alienating experience in itself. Much like hypocrisy, which is 
‘invisible to men and angels’ destruction and disruption, environmental, social, political, may 
appear to us in the guise of ‘progress’.


https://www.dartmouth.edu/~milton/reading_room/pl/book_10/text.shtml




Book XII: Happier Far. 
	 

	 Book XII, as the last book of Paradise Lost, concludes Milton’s writing in a rather 
uplifting note. Although the start of the Book focuses on the vices of civilization and on an 
uncannily topical analysis of the ‘strong man’ figure in politics and tyranny, Michael delivers 
several visions to Adam in order to show him the future of mankind. “Happier Far.” is the tile of 
this Book, once the phrase captures the idea of future happiness and eschatological thinking 
both in its meaning and in its construction. Milton writes, in line 587, “A Paradise within thee, 
happier far.” The theme of eschatology and longing are represented by the idea of attaining 
happiness in the second coming of God, which the sentence makes the reader look forward to. 
Notice the period at the end of the sentence. That punctuation is preserved from Milton’s line 
587 in Book XII, and it invites the reader to think about the final nature of this lastly attained 
happiness, or, in other words, how the happiness that Eve and Adam look forward to in the 
Book is to be delivered in a final judgement, when Eve and Adam can ‘create their own 
paradise’.

	 “Far” on this sentence doesn’t simply relate to an eschatological ideal, but it also 
comments on the distance between Adam and Eve and God, as they are made to leave the 
garden, as well as their distance from each other. Milton concludes the Book with the image of 
Eve and Adam wandering, hand in hand, into a world unknown, in which they will not be in 
close proximity to God as before. To the physical distance implied by “far”, Milton complicates 
the last image in the poem: Eve and Adam making their “solitary way” through Eden affords the 
reader a nuanced understanding of solitude. “Happier far.”, much like “solitary way” can be 
read as an indication of the postlapsarian separation between Adam and Eve. In that reading, 
“far” suggests that Adam and Eve are solitary, not only from God, but from each other as they 
walk through Eden. Similarly, “far” represents the delay of happiness or the delay of Paradise, 
which will be attained by Eve and Adam when they are able to ‘find god for themselves’ (“… 
then wilt thou not be loath / To leave this Paradise, but shalt posses / A Paradise within thee, 
happier far.”(Book XII, l. 585-587)). This idea of one’s own Paradise within a fallen world 
reintroduces the theme of consciousness presented by Milton in Book II (“The mind is its own 
place, , and in it self / Can make a Heav'n of Hell, a Hell of Heav’n” (Book I, l. 254-255)). By 
bringing together the idea of an agency in consciousness, Milton suggests to the reader that 
there is a way in which people create their own Paradise within the liminal states that human 
beings constantly transit through. 

	 In doing so, Milton draws closer attention to the advice of Michael as the introduction to 
the great heroism proposed in Paradise Lost: temperance. It is only by having communicated 
the idea of sufficiency (‘Sufficient to have stood, though free to fall’ (Book III, l.99)), that the 
active role of the human in finding (or creating) Paradise can be presented, and only through 
that can Milton emphasize the means through which that can be achieved.


Picture: Summer Portrait, Atlantida, RS, Brazil, February, 2020

	 For the final image in this series, I chose this portrait. It parallels the Book and the entire 
epic in several ways. For one, it references sleep, which Milton explores as a trope for the 
introduction of Satan to Eden, for the representation of troubled states when it is interrupted, 
and, in Book XII, for the lingering influence of God in the life of Eve once fallen. The image of 
Eve sleeping while Adam is shown the visions of Michael invokes a discussion on the agency 
of women in the postlapsarian world. This photo, by directly depicting a sleeping subject, 
brings about questions of agency as well such as whether the model was truly asleep, if she 
was aware of her picture being taken, and what the answers to these questions each mean in 
this context. I chose to close this series with a reference to Eve, as I find her character to be 
the most mysterious of Paradise Lost. Although a lot of her moments in solitude happen when 

https://www.dartmouth.edu/~milton/reading_room/pl/book_3/text.shtml


Adam is accompanied and I believe this deliberate choice by Milton (initially able to be read as 
indifferent denial of her agency) further complicates the character of Eve by granting her a 
narrative the reader is not immediately, or superficially invited into.  Lastly, this photo 
represents dreaming which, in our Fallen condition, allows us to find the happiness of the 
future in present tense, and, ultimately, to understand what “Happier Far.” might mean in our 
own, human, timing.



	Rafael Lippert

